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    "Get on yer feet, you worthless scum. Feedin' time for y'all, better'n you deserve.” 
 
Scrambling up from the floor, half awake, I manage to avoid Gortan's boot out of pure reflex. Kick me awake enough times and that'll happen. Don't look at him. Eyes down, feet moving. Don't give him an excuse. Fall in line with the other slaves, there's safety in assimilation. I ignore the pain from all my half healed cuts and bruises. The line moves quickly, and when it's my turn, I take my bowl of tasteless brown slop and my hard biscuits, and I scurry away. I find a spot to drink my slop and break my teeth in peace. This is my life now. Or it has been for the last two weeks. 
 
My name is Rayne, and I'm a slave. I wasn't always a slave. I just woke up two weeks ago with the worst hangover I've ever had, listening to someone drone on about my good traits. I used to work in a call center. I lived in a studio apartment. I had a family, friends, and a dog. I can remember that much. Now, I can't remember what any of them looked like, or anything we did together. But I remember having them. I remember their existence. It's like waking from a nice dream. You remember the dream, and know you enjoyed it, but you try to think about the specifics, and nothing is there. The more you struggle to remember, the more it slips away, until all that's left is a sense of loss, and the memory of a memory. 
 
Which, in this instance, is made all the worse by the fact that my reality is utter horseshit. 
 
The reality of it is this: I am a twelve year old slave. I was older before, but here, in this body, I'm twelve. Or at least that's what the slaver who sold me claimed. I can remember that much. 'Unnamed, Twelve years old, good health, all teeth present, light brown eyes, dark hair'. The sum total of my selling features. I feel like he could have jazzed it up a bit. There are no other memories, not from this body at least. All I can remember is being sold, and then a short trip up to the pen, where I now reside. New me didn't even have a name. Blank slate. 
 
I'm slowly forgetting most of my first life too. It would bother me more if I knew what I was forgetting. I can still read and write English, but I can't read Common Script, (the dominant language around here, which I speak, thanks to the new memories). The script just looks like moon runes to me. There's another language I can speak as well, but I don't have a name for it. I just think of what I want to say, and the language I want to say it in, and the words come out. If I don't think about it, I default to English. I can do math, but that's less than helpful. When I tried to tell the guards, I was ignored. Then I was beaten when I kept trying. Assholes. 
 
I don't have any cheat, or at least I haven't found out what it is yet. I've tried everything. I have no skills, no magic, no Jedi mind tricks. No animal companion, no Almighty Appraisal. No spirit to guide me, no gods answering my prayers. I don't even have a status screen. To add insult to injury, I KNOW magic exists. The guards use it when they beat me. A couple grunts and a tap from their baton can leave my skin burning in agony for hours. They have another trick that freezes me in place, immobile and paralyzed, but still able to feel everything. The guards like to compete in who can make the slave with the dumbest pose. They sometimes “forget” to unfreeze you before going to sleep, leaving you locked in your body, as your muscles struggle to bear your weight, eyes burning, wishing you could blink. 
Worst. Reincarnation. Ever. 
 
So here I am. Just a slave. A human slave at that. I mean, why couldn't I have been something cool. Like a half dragon, or a tiger beastman, or a not-a-fucking-slave-man. At least I'm not a Pig-man, like Gortan and the guards. 
 
Gortan. The boss pig. Standing by the gate, baton in hand, watching us with his dark, beady little pig eyes. He looks mostly human, albeit an ugly one, with a large bulbous nose, huge ears and a pock-marked face. He also has two pig ears, on the top of his head, and a mohawk. All the guards have the pig ears and mohawks. Maybe it's a tribal thing? They have their own language too, which I can't understand, so I don't even have a language cheat. Add that to the list. They're all looming about, looking for an excuse to lay a beat down on someone. It's their favorite pastime. My first day here was rough. Waking up in an unfamiliar place, in an unfamiliar body, and a massive migraine was bad enough. Finding out I was a slave didn't help. Gortan and the guards made it worse. Much worse. 
 
I finish my breakfast, and run to the water barrel. Ya, a water barrel. A communal water barrel. Low tech bull shit. Can't even reincarnate somewhere with useful magic. I need to be quick, or else the water gets pretty gross, or even worse, the barrel is emptied. I dip my bowl in and drink it down quickly, before reaching in for a second bowl. I catch the back of a hand with my face. 
 
“Water is for workers, brat.” A burly, horned slave kicks me away so he can get water. No one helps me. No one even reaches for water until Horned Meatball is done drinking. Straight from the barrel, at that. I get up, ignoring the stinging in my palms. Even slaves have a hierarchy, and I'm close to the bottom. No one wants to be at the bottom. If I'm not the youngest slave here, I'm definitely the scrawniest. I got my ass kicked by some rat-eared, bucktoothed kid. Fucking half animals are strong. I definitely can't fight the Horned Meatball. Won't win and I'll just get a beating. Then I'd probably get a beating from the guards. A two-fer. All I can do is roll with the punches. So far, I'd have to say, I'm not great at it. 
 
I wander over to the gate and sit down. Work will start soon. Work at the mines. I'm a minor miner. I'd laugh, but it isn't funny. Fill the basket with rocks. Empty the basket into the cart. Repeat. Do that all day. Then dinner, which is more slop and bread, and sleep. Wake at dawn and it all starts again. Sprinkle in a few beatings for various reasons, and that's how my last two weeks have been.


    
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 


    
 
I lay my head down on the dirt floor of the shack. Another exhausting day gone by. Another beating, this time for not getting out of the guard's way quick enough. I don't think I have all my teeth anymore. I don't think I can go on like this. I need to escape. I need to be free. Run away. Or maybe I can just kill myself. Reincarnate. Re-roll. That's how this works right? I did it once. Maybe this time, I'll meet God and I can start off with a cheat. Or at least a better job than slave. Maybe a prince, or a nobleman's son. An adventurer, traveling around as a warrior or a wizard. Shit, I'll settle for being a villager. 
 
I wipe my face, tears stinging the cuts on my hands. Crying won't help. Neither will giving up. I'll get through this. I will. I have to. I can do this. I'll escape while everyone is working in the mines. Or I can wake up early and run for it. They don't chain us up and the fence is made of wood. How hard can it be to pry a few boards loose? I can do this. I can come up with a plan. Everyone thinks I'm twelve. I have the benefit of experience. I can escape. I'm a Reincarnator. Then I'll kill all the guards and level up. Get my Unique Skill. Make them regret being born. 
 
I repeat everything I know about myself. I used to live in an apartment. I had a family. I had friends. I had a dog. I don't belong here. I repeat it to myself, like a mantra, trying to hold onto who I was. 
 
My name is Rayne. And I will not be a slave forever.
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 I awake to the yelling of the guards. Just like every other day. Someone else got kicked awake today though. That's a good start, for me at least. I looked around the grounds while I ate, reviewing what I know. Which amounts to almost nothing. Dirt and rocks everywhere, even outside the pens. A bit of shrubbery, but no trees. The back wall is the base of the mountain, solid rock. Three trashy shacks made of dirt and wood, crammed up against the rock, for the slaves to sleep in. Three wooden spike fences maybe 3.5 meters high, surround my new home, with the gate located at the front left side. Sturdy, unlike the shacks. I wonder where they got the wood from? 
 
There's enough space between the fence and the shacks so I can't just use the roof to jump the fence. Plus the fence is spiky enough to discourage trying. No gaps between the fence and the mountainside for me to squeeze through. No noticeably loose boards. Moving on. 
 
Outside the gate are six huts that ring the pen, for the guards to live in. They look well-built, made of wood and brick. They even have four walls, unlike these shitty shacks. Guess the slaves aren't worth the brick or the effort. There's plenty of open spaces in the guards living area, but no obvious hiding places. There's a bend around the mountain, but it's at least 100 meters away, and there are a few guards always standing around, watching us. 
 
The slaves aren't going to be any help to me. They're a pitiful bunch, all placid and broken, no fight in them at all. When it comes to the guards that is. Slaves are fair game. They'll sell each other out for an extra bowl of slop if they had the chance. Some are human, but most are quasi-animal, like the guards. They look mostly human, but have some animal bits, like horns, ears, eyes and tails. A few cows, rats, rabbits and goats. No pig slaves. Fucking racists. Or is it speciest? 
 
Some of the slaves have ears I can't identify. I mean, how many animals have triangular ears? Or round ones? What's the difference between a fox ear and a cat ear? Or a bear ear and a raccoon ear? I have no idea. I need floating names or something. I try saying a few words, in every language I know, seeing if I can bring up an options screen or something. No good. 
 
What if someone is half monkey? Do they get an extra set of monkey ears? Would they just go behind the human ears? Cause that would be super weird. Or would one set of ears invalidate the other? Or would they combine for super giant human/monkey ear hybrids? I don't really care. No monkey slaves. Everyone is also male, which somehow makes things worse. Fucking sausage fest. The ages vary, from maybe 10 to maybe 30. The kids don't last long. I intend to be the exception. 
 
The guards count us as we file out for our walk to the mining pits. A short five minute march, surrounded by armed guards, twenty-seven in total. I think. I have trouble telling them apart. Only the really ugly ones like Gortan stand out. The rest are just some generic sort of ugly. 
 
I need to focus. I'm planning an escape here. There's too much open space between the road and cover, maybe 150 meters of dirt and grass. Some of the guards carry bows, and other nasty looking weapons, and I don't want to find out firsthand how well they use them. 
 
Honestly, if all the slaves make a coordinated break for it and scatter, the guards couldn't catch all of them. There are at least four slaves to every guard. Not a great idea though. Can't guarantee I'd be one of the escapees, that the other slaves would even cooperate, or that the guards don't just slaughter everyone. I need a better plan than 'everyone run'. 
 
The mining pit doesn't show much promise either. Open pit in the ground. One platform of stairs in and out of the pit. The guards split up, with most hanging around the stairs. The others head down into the pit with the slaves. I grab a basket and bring it to one side, and start filling it with rocks. Work, work. I bring my basket to the loading area and watch the cart get lifted out on a wooden elevator. Everything is done through good old fashion muscle. Not even any cool, floating magic platforms. Just a pulley, some rope, and slave muscle. The larger, stronger slaves mine and lift, while the rest fill the carts. I don't know what happens to the carts at the top, but empty carts are constantly being sent back down. 
 
A punch from one of the guards sends me reeling. Apparently I've been idle for too long. Gotta get back to work. 
 
At the end of the day, the guards do a search and count as we leave. Guess they need to make sure we're not stealing their rocks. Because if there's anything we need, it's more rocks in our pen. Can’t have too many rocks to sleep on, that will spoil us. Time to all march back to the pen. I'm fucking exhausted. There's no chance of escaping on the way back. I'm too tired, and there's no way to slack during the day to save strength. 
 
I review everything I know while eating dinner. I can't think of any obvious escape routes. I don't know which direction to run in. Away from here, at the very least. I don't even know where 'here' is. Fuck. I don't know a lot. There has to be a way for me to escape. I'll look again tomorrow. Maybe I missed something. Keep my ears open. If only those damn pigs didn't have their own language. I lay down in the dirt, and fall asleep immediately. 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
A hard boot to the ribs wakes me. I will roast you on a spit and eat you, you pig bastard. No, no, don't show anger. Hide it. Accept it. Can't do anything about it. I could start sleeping further inside, but I learned early on that there isn't always enough food. I get up and walk out, but something is wrong. All the slaves are just milling around. There's no food, and all the guards are inside the pen. 
 
“We gots ta have a talkin' to.” Seems Gortan wants to give a speech. “Some o' you ain't happy about bein' here. Now, why is that?” 
 
No one answered. I don't actually think the pig expects one, but who knows. I keep my head down, eyes on my feet. Just don't answer that. Keep your mouth shut. No one likes a smart mouth. 
 
“You gots a roof over yer heads, and food in yer bellies, and some honest work to do. An' still summa you ain't happy. Spittin' on our generous hospitality.” Gortan paced in front of us. I watched his boots stop right in front of me. Shit. Is this because I was looking around? Was I too obvious about finding an escape route? 
 
“Y'all are bought and paid for by the Canston Trading Group. That makes y'all property. They's has put me in charge of all of you. I take care of you. I feed you. I make sure you have a place to sleep. And This. Is How. You Repay. ME?!” 
 
I stand there. Head still down. I hear movement. Gasping. I lift my head and look. And I let go of the breath I've been holding. 
 
Being held up by some of the guards are three slaves. I don't recognize them, but their own mothers wouldn't be able to either. Their faces are a purple and red mass of bumps, bruises, and blood. One had horns, but they were snapped off. The other two are so bloody, I can't even tell if they have extra ears or not. 
 
“This here properties tried to escape. They done pried out some fence boards and tried to run for it.” Gortan turns to one of the escapees. “Now when property goes a missin', someone needs to be held responsible. That'd be me.” He punches the first slave in the groin, eliciting a collective wince from all of us. The escapee tried to make some noise, but no sound came out. He would have collapsed if he wasn't being held up. “That means, you escapin', is the same as. Stealing. From. My. Pocket.” Each word punctuated with a strike. “Makin' more work, for me and my boys. So we gonna teach y'all a lesson.” The oinking bastard almost sounds happy. 
 
I try to stop watching. To stop listening. Zone it out. But I can't. I watch as the escapees get beaten, one at a time. I watch Gortan's fist sink into their flesh. I hear them wheezing, their attempts to beg, their bones breaking, and their screams of pain. He rants while he beats them, while the guards laugh and egg him on, handing him weapons, calling out targets, while we watch silently, in horror. And through it all, all I can think is 'thank God that isn't me'. 
 
They send us off to work without breakfast. Even if they didn't, I don't think I could keep it down. Just fill the basket, and unload the basket. Fill the basket, unload the basket. That's all I do. It's all I can do. Don't stand out. Don't get caught. 
 
The day passes slowly. The guards have made it their mission to terrorize us even more. Beatings for everyone. On our way back into the pen, we're greeted by the bodies of the 3 escapees hanging over the gate. Well, most of their bodies. Some parts seem to be missing. I tear my eyes away from the scene. A warning, I guess, not that we need another one. We eat our food, all of us crowding as far away from the bodies as possible. 
 
I lay down in the dirt once again. Another day, a waking nightmare. I need to put escape planning on indefinite hiatus. I can't risk it. If I try, I'll be the one hanging on the gate. They're fucking psychopaths. I can handle being a slave for a bit. It's not so bad. I've got food and shelter. Maybe someone smarter will come along, and I can demonstrate my value. Get a promotion, as it were. I just need to do my work, keep my head down and survive. I can do it. I will demonstrate my value. 
 
My name is Rayne. I am a slave. I pick up rocks. 
 
I shut my eyes, and try to will myself to sleep. 
 
It does not come easily.
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 Mining is really very different from what I imagined. No dark caves or rail carts, just a hole in the ground and baskets. They don't even use pickaxes, just a big fucking hammer. I think we're mining iron, but honestly, I have no idea. They smash the big rocks into smaller rocks, I pick them up and put them in my basket.
 

 

 The work isn't all that bad to be honest. I mean, sometimes I get hit by a shard, but it's no big deal. My cuts heal pretty quickly. They still leave a scar, but they stop bleeding in a matter of minutes. It's not just me either, I've noticed. Maybe it's the slop they feed us. There's no way I could've stayed this strong for so long otherwise. Especially with the beatings.
 

 

 If you aren't badly injured, you keep working, and you heal soon. If it is a bad injury, then you might as well be dead. The guards have no mercy in them. They're sadists, every last one of them. They bring in new slaves every few days. I guess it's cheaper to buy new slaves than to take care of current ones. My plan of demonstrating my value seems to be greatly flawed. But I keep doing my work, day after day. What choice do I have? It's work or die, and I'm not ready to die. I don't even know for sure what happens after death. I mean, I think I reincarnated here, but with my shit luck, I'm not willing to bet on it being better after death.
 

 

 Everyone works in silence. The guards don't like it when we talk. Even coughing too much is enough to earn a beating. More than half the slaves have gotten sick lately. They cough, and cough, and drop down and stop working. The piggies are not very happy about it. Their health plan consists of beating sick slaves into good health. It is not very effective.
 

 

 The exhausting work and inadequate portions have turned me near skeletal. I've started wondering if half-pig taste like pork. I hope to find out someday. Brown slop and biscuits. Off to work. More slop and biscuits. Sleep. Our schedule never changes. I lost count of the days somewhere around 40. That was a long time ago though. The days and weeks all blend together. I wonder if there's a magic spell I can use to blend all the guards together. Alive. The guards don't seem to know any other magic. Which is probably a good thing.
 

 

 Every day is the same type of hell as the last, until it isn't. I wake up one day with a big problem. I seem to have gotten sick. Coughing. Fluid in my lungs I think. I can feel it sloshing around. Not good. I should've seen this coming. Haven't bathed since I got here. The communal water barrel probably isn't helping either. Plus everyone shits and pisses like 10 meters from where we sleep and eat.
 

 

 I need to get up and go about my day. Cough as quietly as possible. I can't let them take me away. That way lies death. Power through this. Mind over Matter. I make it to the mines. Good start. I lean down to pick up a rock, and for some reason, the ground rises up and slaps me in the face. Not so good. No matter how much I turn, it just keeps sticking to me, unwilling to get out of my face.
 

 

 No, wait, I don't think I'm actually moving. I think that's vertigo. I've fallen and I can't get up. Ha! Well then, I guess that's good game, well played. No rematch please. I'm just going to close my eyes. I wonder if I can pass out before the guards get to me. At least that way I can avoid suffering through the beating.
 

 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 

 

 

 

 I wake up and my face is still in the dirt. Hooray, I'm not dead. I don't think I was beaten either. I'll celebrate later. Right now, I'm being crushed. Well, not really crushed, but there's a weight on my back. A lot of weight. I can barely move. It's dark, I can't see anything, and it fucking reeks. I struggle forward on my belly. I'm moving centimeters at a time. This is going to take awhile. Not like I have anything better to do.
 

 

 It takes a long time, but I finally get out from under the weight. I may have passed out once or twice, but it doesn't matter. I made it out. It's still dark though. I crawl around, trying to feel where I am. I think I'm in a ditch or something. I'm just gonna lay down in what seems to be a corner, to rest and catch my breath. Just for a bit. Dirt can actually be pretty comfortable, once you get used to it. I'll just close my eyes for a second, and then I'll figure out where I am.
 

 

 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 

 

 

 

 The sun is up when I wake. I look at my surroundings and I immediately regret my decision to rest here. I'm in a ditch alright. Full of dead fucking slaves. They threw me in a mass grave. From the looks of it, they didn't all die at the same time either. This is probably every fucking slave that has died here since I arrived.
 

 

 I scramble out the ditch and dry heave for a bit. I don't have any food or water in my stomach, so nothing to throw up. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, before I realize how disgusting it is. I dry heave some more. At least the ditch wasn't very deep. Always a bright side.
 

 

 Holy shit.
 

 

 Stumbling away from the ditch, I half-crawl and half-walk as quickly as I can.
 

 

 They threw me into a ditch.
 

 

 A ditch with a bunch of dead bodies.
 

 

 They think I'm dead.
 

 

 I can just walk away. No one is going to look for me, not for a dead man. Well, a dead boy. Any direction away from the mountain is fine. Doesn't matter where I go, as long as it's away from here. One foot in front of the other. I can do this.
 

 

 What seems like an eternity later, I hear water. I follow the sound to a stream. I clean my hands and face as best I can before I take a drink. Cool. Refreshing. Most delicious water I've ever had. I drink my fill and lean back coughing. My lungs are burning, legs aching, but all in all, things are looking up. I'm going to survive. I'm going to get strong. I'll come back and kill all those fucking pigs. Make them beg like I did, until I learned to keep my mouth shut. They lose interest faster that way.
 

 

 Enough of that. Revenge fantasies later. Escape now.
 

 

 I need to be smart about this. What next? Downstream is away from the mountains, and into a forest. Bamboo maybe. Good enough. I'll follow the water. People like to live close to water, right? Keep my eyes open for some fruit, or eat some roots. God I hope I don't die of dysentery. That would be a laugh. Maybe I can make a spear and go fishing. I don't see any fish though. I also have no idea how to start a fire. Rub some sticks together? I also need to do something about this cough. And it's getting cold. Fuck it, I will deal with that when I need to. One problem at a time. I grab a piece of bamboo to use as a walking stick, and move out. Need to get away from the mines. One foot in front of the other. I survived. I'm almost free. I can do anything I want now. I just need to survive. No problem. 
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 Charok sat atop his mount, Pafu, enjoying the trip back to the lands he grew up in. Beautiful mountain scenery, clear quiet nights, and his wife and friends at his side. What more could one ask for? They had been hired by some merchants who were ecstatic about the fact that the 'famous Iron Banner Mercenary Company' would be joining them for their trip. The northern border held many dangers. The Company had to move slowly to keep pace with the wagons, but there was no great rush. There was plenty of time to return home before the snows. He began to sing a tune, one his mother used to sing to him when he was a child.
 
  
 
 “Mercy, husband. My ears submit to your torture. You couldn't carry a tune in a basket.”
 
  
 
 “Not all can be gifted with a voice as beautiful as yours.” Charok smiled at Alsantset. He loved everything about her, from the tips of her furred ears, down to her toes. They'd been married six years past, and every moment they had together was pure bliss. So much so that when she had chosen to join the Banner, he had fought three challenges before finally winning the right to join the Banner as well. Although not as talented in the art of combat as his wife, he was tenacious.
 
  
 
 “Eyes forward. We are not yet home, beloved.” Alsantset admonished gently. Her smile held the promise of intimacy. She too was delighted to almost be home. Charok grinned back, and returned to watching the horizon. Alsantset began singing, carrying on the tune where he had left off. Charok's smile grew even wider. This was their third and last year riding with the Banner together. Upon their return, he and Alsantset could finally start a family, as they had always planned. Unable to contain his joy, Charok sang along with his beautiful wife, much to the chagrin of all others in earshot.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Baatar was pleased. The merchants had reached their destination in the early evening. A simple job, barely out of their way, with no noteworthy incidents. Their obligations fulfilled, they no longer needed to keep to the roads. He led the company through twenty kilometers of rough terrain before setting camp within a bamboo grove. Camp was set, a watch arranged, and dinner cooking.
 
  
 
 It had been a good season for the Iron Banner. No casualties, only minor injuries, nothing Taduk and his team of healers couldn't fix. Their earned wealth had already been traded for goods and packed onto the quins. There was enough to see the entire village comfortably through the winter. Using Gerel as the Banner's mouthpiece was a good choice. He had a way with words, charming without ingratiating, that Baatar could never learn.
 
  
 
 A pair of deer had been killed during the ride over. A pleasant change from travel rations and dried meat. Baatar could smell the fragrant venison, stewing in the pot. Charok wasn't the strongest soldier on the Banner, but damned if he wasn't the best camp cook who ever served. The man could make rat meat taste good. Couldn't sing worth a shit though.
 
  
 
 Baatar stepped out of his tent to do a quick walk-through of the camp. Can't let the soldiers relax too much. Careless soldiers don't live long. A word of advice here, a small correction there. They were almost home, but that was no excuse for slacking. All the same, no need to be overly harsh. He slowly made his way to the cooking pit, coincidentally arriving just in time to receive the first bowl of stew. He accepted it with grace, closing his eyes and taking in the aroma.
 
  
 
 “Captain. Sentry report. Sighted solitary child, approaching the camp, appears in distress. Sentry requests to aid. Your orders?” Alsantset appeared with a military salute before he could taste the stew.
 
  
 
 A child? Out here alone? Likely an escaped slave from the mines.“Bring him here. Do not speak to him.” The girl would make promises. Foolish. Baatar savored his first spoonful of stew. Deliciously spicy, with a satisfying texture. Fine work. He ate quickly, and managed to finish a second bowl before the girl returned, carrying a boy, who was struggling and yelling incoherent gibberish.
 
  
 
 Baatar inspected him. Bone thin, well scarred, dressed in filthy rags. Definitely a slave, no question about it. The closest settlement is a ten-day south of here, by wagon. Black hair with sun-browned skin. Perhaps 10 years old and barely able to stand, head down, shivering from the evening chill. He leaned forward to check the slave's scent. Dirt, iron, sickness and death. Disturbing.
 
  
 
 He will have to be escorted back to the merchants. Helping the boy escape would be a crime, not worth the trouble. Leaving him would be his death. By beast, exposure, sickness, or starvation. Returning him is the only option. A slave's life is better than a dog's death.
 
  
 
 “Sentry requests to aid.” Alsantset spoke once again. Baatar inwardly sighed. Soft hearted girl.
 
  
 
 The boy stopped struggling when he heard her speak.
 
  
 
 “Oh... Uh... I very thank aid. As well like I give food?”
 
  
 
 Every person within earshot was surprised. The language of The People was not taught to outsiders.
 
  
 
 “How is it you speak the language?”
 
  
 
 Baatar bent down and grabbed the boy's face, to look him in the eyes. Unfocused, fearful, but golden brown. Amber. A pure-blooded tribesman. How had he been taken? Why had no one known?
 
  
 
 “Um.. I open close mouth and sound make?” The boy spoke poorly. He had probably been taken young. Who were his parents? The village has not had any missing tribesmen in decades. Exhaustion had set in on the boy's face, defeat hanging heavily on his shoulders.
 
  
 
 “What is your name? The names of your family?” Baatar spoke slowly.
 
  
 
 “Name I Rain. Mother Father no name have I. Gone.”
 
  
 
 Baatar had been raised by the People. His mother had abandoned him, a weak pup. They had found him, exposed to the elements, and had raised him as one of their own. They had nourished and loved him, and every member had insisted that Baatar was one of The People as well. In return, Baatar devoted himself to them, to fighting for them, to protecting them. He had raised warriors to do so, and knew nothing other than fighting.
 
  
 
 He would do anything for The People. His People. His tribe. His Pack.
 
  
 
 And now he looked upon one of their own, taken from them. Enslaved. He knew what needed to be done.
 
  
 
 Baatar barked his orders.“Wash him, feed him, heal him. In the morning, we return to the mines.”
 
  
 
 The boy immediately started running. Baatar laughed, the sight filling him with pride. The boy was sick, weakened and exhausted, surrounded by warriors, and yet still did not give up. A survivor. True to the blood.
 
  
 
 Alsantset dealt with him easily, ignoring his kicking and flailing. She lifted him into her embrace. “Calm yourself, little Rain. You were lost and are now returned to us. We will not give you up.”
 
  
 
 “Why then return I to the mines?” The boy inquired.
 
  
 
 “They have caused harm to you. Enslaved you. One of ours. We return to seek answers. We return to seek blood. We return to seek vengeance.”
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    Security at the mines consisted of two night watchmen. Bristleboar demi-humans, though physically impressive, tended to be a lazy and undisciplined bunch. While two watchmen were enough to alert the others in case of a beast attack, they were woefully inadequate in stopping the Iron Banner Mercenary Company. The watchmen were easily subdued and restrained without a sound. 
 
 
The mercenaries moved silently through the camp, taking position surrounding the huts. When they all were in position, Baatar gave the order, and the doors were kicked down. A brief struggle, and the guards dragged out, some injured, but all of them alive. Not a single guard had managed to lay hand on a weapon and most had surrendered almost immediately. They were gathered into a group, on their knees, surrounded by the mercenaries. A complete victory. 
 
 
“W-What is the meaning of this Captain? Has there been some problem with our transaction? I'm quite willing to renegotiate.” The pale-faced merchant spoke, shivering in his night-clothes. 
 
 
Baatar ignored him, and patiently waited, taking measure of the guards. 
 
 
“We've enough coin to-to make you rich, Captain. The coffers are in the safe. I can open it for you, and I will forget you were ever here.” 
 
 
The guards chime in with what they can offer, how they could be of use, some begging and pleading. Several of the mercenaries stepped forward and clubbed them into silence. Healing the worst of the boy's injuries had taken the better part of an hour, and the entire company had seen his swollen stomach and jutting ribs, his bruised flesh and layered scars. Taduk was unable to finish, fearing he would overtax the boy's body. The girl was especially vicious, a tigress defending her newfound cub. Baatar smiled at the thought. Good, Good. Good. She had waited too long to start a family, in his opinion. 
 
 
“I have land! Slaves! My Daughter and two nieces, peerless beauties each, all yours if you spare me! Please don't kill me.” The merchant was already crying. They hadn't even touched him. A worthless excuse of life. 
 
 
Charok finally appeared with the boy, having been kept back until it was safe. He had been cleaned and fed, but a single nights rest was not enough to mend him. He walked with a hunched back, head down out of habit. Baatar frowned at the sight. Healing the body was simple, but they had no method to heal the mind. That could only be left to time. Charok and the boy stopped in front of the subdued guards. 
 
 
Baatar silenced the spineless merchant with a glare. “This boy was taken from our tribe. Enslaved here. I want to know when and where you purchased him.” 
 
 
“Of course, of course. Whatever you need. Gortan! Tell the Captain everything. Leave nothing out.” 
 
 
The ugliest bristleboar Baatar had ever seen spoke up. “Uh, Apologies to Ser Wolf, but we don't keep no records or nothin' like that. We jus' buy from whoever sellin' cheap. I can't be sayin' about any when or who from.” 
 
 
“Bring me to speak to the slaves. Perhaps one of them remembers.” 
 
 
“Uh, I can do that, but they ain't goin' be no help. Them slaves all dead. Had to put em down. Mister Xin o'er there gave us the orders last night. Gots the sickness in them. Said it'd be cheaper to replace em.” 
 
 
“How DARE you slander me, you vile disgusting creature! If it weren't for your stupidity at managing this, I wouldn't even have needed to be here.” The merchant was screeching now. 
 
 
“I can take ye to the slave market, mebbe one of them sellers be rememberin' where that slave come in from.” Gortan offered, hopeful. 
 
 
The boy had walked off. Perhaps he wanted to grieve for a friend? Baatar watched the boy walk into one of the guard huts and return quickly with a large club in his hands. He dragged it behind him, leaving a small furrow in his wake. Baatar smiled and remained silent, as the boy marched up to Gortan. He lifted the club in both hands, setting it to rest on his shoulder. He wound up, and smashed the club into Gortan's knee with all his strength. 
 
 
The club glanced off the knee, ineffective. The bristleboar's eyes darted from the boy to Baatar, too afraid of the latter to move against the former. The boy lifted the club and tried again. And Again. And Again. Each strike as futile as the last. The boy was screaming incoherently, tears streaming down his face, his body failing him, unable to exert his rage. Alsantset stepped towards the boy and took the club from his hands, patting him on the back. 
 
 
“Allow me to aid you little Rain.” 
 
 
She turned and smashed the club, one-handed into the same knee, breaking bone. Gortan fell to the ground, screaming and clutching his knee. A second strike broke his hands, followed by a third. He laid curled upon the ground as Alsantset laid strike after strike on him, each one breaking bones. She continued until Gortan laid prone on his stomach, barely breathing, all his limbs broken, unable to even crawl anymore. She handed the bloody club to the boy and maneuvered him into position at Gortan's head. 
 
 
The boy nodded in thanks, eyes focused on Gortan, and lifted the club, two-handed, above his head. After a moment of quiet thought, he brought it down with all the force his body could muster. It landed with a wet thump. The club went back up, and down again, this time with a muffled, wet, crack. And Again. And Again. 
 
 
“This has gone on long enough, Captain. He is a child.” Gerel whispered to Baatar. Even as Second-in-Command, Gerel was wary of upsetting Alsantset. 
 
 
“Young in years, but aged in suffering. He is a man, and a man deserves to carry out his vengeance with his own hands. Let him leave his anger and hatred here, and return with us free of those burdens.” 
 
 
“Hatred can also poison the spirit. Be wary you do not allow it to settle too deep in him.” Gerel stepped back, his argument done. It was a moot point. The boy was spent. He had fallen to his knees, crying. Between sobs, he kept repeating the same thing, over and over again. 
 
 
“I am not a slave.” 
 
 
Alsantset held him gently, soothing him as he cried. It was done. There would be no more answers here. Baatar gave his orders. 
 
 
“Kill the guards. Then we return home.” 
 
 
He turned to the merchant, removing his token from his pouch. “By the authority of the Empire, I charge these guards with murder. I find them guilty, and sentence them to death.” 
 
 
The merchant Xin nodded furiously. He didn't care about the guards. He was going to survive. “Of course, of course. You are completely justified, and I am happy to see justice completed so swiftly. To have such criminals working for me is a shame to all my ancestors.” He carried on praising Baatar, as he was lead to a hut by Gerel. Baatar trusted that he would impart to the merchant the consequences of an inquiry in this matter. Baatar would have preferred to kill the merchant as well, but that would be a black mark on the reputation of The Iron Banner. That the merchant had been escorted here by them was a matter of record. Having him turn up dead would reflect poorly on them. 
 
 
The boy watched as they killed the guards, resisting all of Alsantset's attempts to bring him away. There was no joy on the boys face. No mercy, or hatred, or even satisfaction. He watched it all silently, as if it were his duty to see each and every death. When it was all over, he asks quietly “What am I supposed to do now?” He did not address anyone in particular, as if thinking aloud. Baatar gave the boy the friendliest smile he could. 
 
 
“Did you not hear me earlier boy? The guards are dead. So now we return home.”


  


  




      Chapter 6 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 I've been crying a lot lately. I don't really understand why. During six months of hard labor, constant beatings, shitty food, and filthy living arrangements, I really only cried like once a day, before I fell asleep. Maybe twice if I got a particularly bad beating. Now, I break down into tears maybe 10 times a day, a statistic made more impressive by the fact that I spend most of the day sleeping.
 
  
 
 I mean, I'm finally free. I should be happy. No more beatings. No more mining. I've been rescued by a group of murder ninja tribesmen. I even managed to somehow convince them that I'm one of them, for them to take me in. And yet I cry over the smallest things. Yesterday, I spilled some water and just lost it. The day before, I started bawling when Charok started singing a sad song. Right now? I'm crying because I cry too much. Most of the time, I don't even know why I'm crying. Fuck, I'm useless like this.
 
  
 
 I can't even hide my tears. I'm literally tied to Alsantset. Under normal circumstances, I would be ecstatic to engage in some light bondage play with a gorgeous cat girl. Unfortunately, things are anything but normal. I'm tied to her because, aside from being too small to sit properly in the saddle, apparently, I also keep blacking out. She's afraid I'll fall off while we travel. Added to the fact that I'm all weepy, all the time, makes being tied to her extremely humiliating. I'm not into that sorta play. It doesn't help that she notices the crying and is trying to comfort me. She's very nice about it, but all it does is make me cry harder. Live Free and Cry Hard: The Story of Rayne.
 
  
 
 We stop riding at dusk, and everyone starts setting up camp. Alsantset unties me and makes sure I'm comfortably bundled in some blankets. She treats me really well. Don't cry. She also hurt Gortan for me. That brings a smile to my face. Stupid pig bastard. Wish I had a video. Or selfie with his corpse. Glad they're all dead. Those piggies didn't stand a chance. I'm glad they were able to experience how it feels to be powerless before they died.
 
  
 
 My rescuers are a scary, tribal looking bunch. They're all dressed in fur-lined leather vests and pants, metal plated leather gloves, hard boots, and round open-faced helmets. They have shirts made of some very colorful cloth underneath. Some don't wear anything under the vests, showing off massive biceps, pecs, and shoulders. The women are all fully dressed unfortunately. Some of the murder ninjas paint their faces, while others have their clothes adorned with various feathers, horns, and scales. I find them thoroughly intimidating.
 
  
 
 At least I didn't see anyone collecting ears, scalps, hands or anything like that, so they seem pretty civilized. Minus the murdering, but they did that for me, so they're A-ok in my book. I didn't see them use any magic at the mines, so I guess they're all muscle. Then again, the guards magic didn't save them from a vicious beating before murder. Stupid piggies.
 
  
 
 Bows seem to be their weapon of choice, with short-spears and knives close behind. They're a very diverse bunch, in skin color and animal type. Most have animal ears and tails, but a handful are human, like Charok. Most of them have an Asian cast to their features, but not all. There are a handful of sorta-European, like Baatar, and even a few maybe-African types. It's all almost familiar, with enough of a difference that it unsettles me. They're a very cheerful group, smiles and singing, but I'm a little wary of asking too many questions about them. I mean, I'm supposed to BE one of them, so I can't really ask about every little thing.
 
  
 
 Taduk comes over to check on my health. He's their bunny eared healer. If I had to make a comparison, he looks to be the mixed love child of an Indian-Chinese couple. Or maybe from one of those countries around China, close to the middle east. He's dressed differently from the others, pants and a really long shirt, almost a dress. It feels silky, but heavy, and warm. He let me touch his ears once. I didn't even ask, he just leaned forward and pointed. Told me he could use them to hear a mosquito fart from 20 paces. He's a funny guy. Plus, he made all my bruises go away. With magic! He just puts his hands over the injury, it fades away, and I feel better. I asked if he could teach me, but he just smiled and told me to get better first. I feel like I'm being humored. He mixes an herbal tonic for me to drink. He's made one every day so far. They are pretty nasty tasting, but I haven't coughed since yesterday, so it's probably working as well. Science! Or herbalism?! Whatever.
 
  
 
 After Taduk leaves, I watch Alsantset comb her roosequin, Suret. Although I haven't seen much of this world yet, roosequins are hands down my favorite discovery so far. The murder-ninjas use them as mounts, creatures that look a bit like giant bipedal otters, just the cutest things ever. About 2.5 meters in length from nose to tail, their large, muscular back legs let them carry heavy loads for long distances. A harness on their midsection puts a rider in a half kneeling position over their lower back, allowing you to either sit back in order to fight or lean forward and press up against their incredibly soft, fluffy fur. You control them by using pressure from your knees and calves, or with the reins attached to a bar that the roosequin holds in their tiny hands. They can even be trained to pull wagons and carts.
 
  
 
 The best part is how affectionate they are with their owners. Suret chirps and squeaks in contentment as Alsantset combs her, nuzzling into the brush. Roosequins are mountain dwellers, and could eat almost anything organic, from birds and rabbits to roots and bark, so feeding them was simple. Although they were slower than horses, they can run for much longer distances, and in much rougher terrain. I want one. I wonder if they can be house trained?
 
  
 
 I feel useless sitting around admiring the roosequins, so I get up and to try find some way to help out. Everyone shoos me away and tells me to rest, except for Charok. I think he understands how frustrated I feel. He hands me a knife and some odd-looking vegetables, and asks me to peel and chop them. He's a really great guy. A tall, hairy, sorta Asian, with a big smile and kind eyes. Really light brown and almost glowing eyes, but kind. Loves telling stories, most of them about him and Alsantset. He starts telling a story about how he stopped in the middle of a fight to bring flowers to her. He's so ridiculously in love with her, it's heartwarming. And a little nauseating. I wipe my tears and settle down, letting my mind focus on peeling and chopping.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 I sit close to the fire next to Baatar, while we eat our dinner. It's delicious as always, grilled meat, some roasted vegetables, and some soup with grains in it. I cried during my first meal with them. I'd forgotten the taste of anything but brown slop. Spices seem to be used commonly here. Unless Charok is using spices because I'm here? I'm such a burden. Fuck, I've started crying again.
 
  
 
 I look at Baatar to try to figure him out. He's the boss-man around here. O Captain, my Captain. A tall, densely muscled, 30 something wolf-man, with close-cropped silver hair, and blue eyes that scare the crap out of me. A veritable Adonis. He gives off a very no-nonsense vibe, walking around, straight-backed, tight-laced, and eyes that are always glaring. When he smiles is the scariest. Like you're a meal he found, and he is starving. I have no idea why he saved me.
 
  
 
 He isn't all bad though. Around meal times, when the food is almost ready, Baatar will appear out of nowhere, with the same taciturn look as always. His tail gives him away though. It wags furiously around mealtimes. No one says anything about it, but everyone who sees it smiles. I don't know if the silence is due to respect or fear, but it's probably both.
 
  
 
 “How are you feeling, boy?” Baatar always speaks slowly and quietly to me, like I'm retarded.
 
  
 
 “Much better than yesterday. I haven't been coughing.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good. Good.” Same dialogue every day, same wolfish smile. Baatar stands up to leave.
 
  
 
 “I haven't properly thanked you.” He turns to me with a quizzical look. “For saving me. Just thank you so much. I don't know how to ever repay you, and everyone else, for just how much you've done for me, but I will, even though I'm so useless. For feeding me delicious food, and giving me warm clothes, and helping me so much, with the slavers and...” God dammit, I'm going to cauterize my tear ducts.
 
  
 
 Baatar stands around for some time while I cry. After I calm down a bit, he speaks.
 
  
 
 “Look me in the eyes boy. Know what I say for truth.” I look up at him timidly. Is he gonna yell at me for crying so much?
 
  
 
 “There is no need for thanks or repayment. You are one who was lost to us, and now you are returned. All we have done is right what is wrong. In two days, you will be home. There, you can begin healing. Rest easy.” His smile isn't so scary this time.
 
  
 
 I give up though. I don't think I'll ever stop crying.
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 “
 Little Rain, open your eyes. We are almost returned home.”
  Alsantset gently woke the boy. He would want to see the village. He was a curious boy, so full of questions, but seemed reluctant to ask them. He had seemed fascinated by Suret, and listened intently, eyes wide with interest, when she explained about the roosequin. 
 
 
 
 
 

 He woke with a start, but then calmed once he came to. She smiled. His first morning with them, he had woken kicking and screaming because he was caught in his blanket. These days of travel had been hard on him, and he carried many hidden injuries, but he had improved so much already. He turned his head side to side, and leaned over to look at the mountainside. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Roosequin walking on wall! How is possible?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset enjoyed his moments of childish amazement. 
 “This is their land. There is no mountain too steep that a roosequin cannot scale.”
  A quin running up an incline was enough to elicit childish delight. He was quiet and reserved so much of the time, trying to hide his tears and pain. She hoped he would learn to share them, to know that a burden carried by many is made light. He had lost so much, knew so little of his people, and would need someone to guide him in his return. She intended to do just so. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset continued guiding Suret up the slope and around the overhang. She slowed down a short distance from the village proper, so little Rain could appreciate the beauty of it all. Beginning from the multi roofed village gate, over to the drum tower, to the magnificent curved wall separating each district. She marveled at the architecture of it all each time she viewed it. The vibrant green foliage, broken only by the gleaming white stone roads. The wood and brick houses built into the side of the mountain, in rising layers. There were many stone carved statues interspersed among the city, adding to the aesthetics of the village. Alsantset loved her home, and hoped little Rain would come to love it just as much. From the rice paddies to the lake, the performance square to the glowing caves, she was eager to share it all with him. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Many villagers were moving towards them, family and friends happy to see their loved ones returned. More would arrive, as word spread. Baatar began organizing the distribution and storage of their gains. Silks and cotton to the weavers, salt and preservatives to the butchers, spices and luxuries to the warehouses to be separated. Charok was handing out candies to the village children, who happily accepted them, insisting he stop to tell them stories of their adventures. Alsantset smiled at them sadly. Little Rain is the same age as them, yet has suffered so much. How much longer before he is able to laugh and play like that? His life should have been here, among them. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Some of the villagers were glancing at him, too polite to inquire, but too curious to not look. Their attention had made little Rain nervous, his face pressed firmly against Suret, as if he were trying to hide within her fur. She patted his head soothingly. She directed Suret back towards the house she shared with her beloved. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 There is to be a feast tonight, with food, games, and celebration. Beloved will go to help prepare. You should sleep, so that you may be well rested for the festivities.”
  She continued soothing him. He was tense, overwhelmed almost to the point of panic. Perhaps they should have delayed their entrance, so that he could return more quietly. No, little Rain needs to see more love and happiness. Alsantset untied him and supported him as they walked into her home. Their home. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Welcome home, little Rain.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 I was more accurate than I thought when I called them murder ninja tribesmen. They literally live in a hidden mountain village. It's all incredibly colorful. I thought all low tech worlds would just be various shades of brown and sadness. Bright green foliage, flowers of all colors, red clay roof tiles, clear water and bright gray stone walls, it's all almost too colorful. Even the villagers clothes have been dyed, yellow, pink, blue, green, and red on some of the outfits I see. It's a rustic, and peaceful place. No faces carved into the mountains though. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok and Alsantset's home is a courtyard manor. The front gate opens up on a main road. Once through the door, we walk into a lovely garden, with a small, bubbling pond. A bridge on the other side leads to a pagoda in the center of the pond. Three wooden buildings surround the central garden, each with an ornate concave roof. They let me choose a room, and I pick the one in the corner, between the middle building and the rightmost building. It's next to the dining room, which is perfect. The left building is the stable for Suret and Pafu. Everything is surprisingly clean, especially considering they've been away for most of the year. Apparently the village children help keep everything clean while they're gone. 
 
 
 
 
 

 A year, is 360 days, made up of twelve months. Each month is 30 days divided into three ten-days. It's a lunar calendar as opposed to a solar calendar, with the new moon beginning on the first day of the first week. Very neat and orderly. They don't have any particular names for the months or days. They measure time in seconds, minutes and hours, and measure things in centimeters, meters, and kilometers. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok laughed when I asked about these things, but I think Alsantset was upset that I didn't know any of this. I need to do better. 
 
 
 
 
 

 There are four seasons, with winter approaching. Alsantset tells me the winters are mild in the village, with light snowfalls. Outside of the village though, there's much more snow and ice, as well as colder temperatures. Hidden village is too OP, even has its own climate. They tell me it isn't magic though, just that we're sheltered by the surrounding mountains. It's upsetting how low tech and low magic this stupid world is, but I'm stuck here, for better or worse. At least they have paper. Might as well make the most of it. But first, a nap. Traveling is tiring, and I don't have anything else to do. 
 
 
 
 
 

 When I wake from my nap, Alsantset gives me a haircut. She just crops it all short, which I think suits me. I'm not really feeling the man-braids, or the bald crown look that so many of the villagers have. Close cropped hair, like Baatar suits me just fine. Then she takes me out on Suret. No ropes this time. We head to the bathhouse. It's a hot spring. A mixed gender hot spring! There's quite a few people inside, getting clean for the festival, but there's still plenty of room. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My bath is a little spoiled due to the fact that Alsantset insists on helping wash me, despite my objections. It would be less embarrassing if she wasn't so ridiculously sexy, and I didn't have the body of a twelve year old. She has the best intentions though, and I really shouldn't be thinking of her like that. She's my savior. Plus she's freakishly strong. I think she could out-muscle the strongest slave from the mines. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Besides, the other village women here are all very pretty, not an ugly... face ... in sight. Everyone I've seen in the village is rather attractive, male and female, humans and non. It's like a hidden paradise. With beast girls. Except for the staring. I attract a lot of stares. It's a little uncomfortable, and makes it difficult for me to ogle. Maybe it's because I'm ugly. Do I not fit into the mountain people aesthetic? At least no one tries to talk to me. That would be a bit too much right now. 
 
 
 
 
 

 After the bath, Alsantset gives me some clothes and boots. I'm delighted. I can dress like a person again. It's been so long. Even the past few days, I've just been wearing one of the smaller soldiers shirts like a dress. It's just some hand-me-downs, a simple brown shirt and pants, with a cloth belt. Cotton maybe? Or Hemp? I don't really know how fabric is supposed to feel. It's not itchy, so that's a plus. The boots are made of cloth as well, leather bottomed, lined with soft fur, and very comfy. Everything is a little big for me, but I'll grow into it. Just wearing the entire outfit makes me feel better, like I'm stronger, or more protected. Maybe they're enchanted. I ask if there was any magic like that on them, but Alsantset just smiles and shakes her head. She seems a bit sad about coming home. Maybe she misses riding around and adventuring. I tell her she looks nice in her outfit, a simple shirt and pants like my own. She smiles at that. 
 
 
 
 
 

 When we're outside, she lifts me onto Suret, and walks alongside, one hand on my back to make sure I don't fall. I'm not gonna lie, it's nice to be cared for. I press my cheek in Suret's soft fur. I hope my boot fur isn't from a roosequin. That would be sad. Then again, if they're dead, they won't miss it, and my boots feel awesome on my bare feet. Let's just hope the donor died of natural causes. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset guides Suret towards a lake on the far side of the village, where the celebration is supposed to take place. I take everything in, the views, the hustle of the villagers, the running, laughing children, the delicious smell of cooking food, and Alsantset's soothing voice, as she points out landmarks and places of interest. I could get used to life like this. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I've only just arrived, but I love it here. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I hope they don't make me leave. 
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 The festivities began shortly after we arrived at the lake. It's late afternoon, and there are people handing out snacks. Dumplings on wooden skewers and steamed buns, in both savory and sweet varieties. I prefer the savory ones, filled with minced meat and chopped leeks. There's alcohol, but I'm handed a wooden cup of something that tastes like sugar cane juice. The trials of being a minor. It is delicious and refreshing though.
 

 

 

 Everyone gathers at the lakeside, where a large platform is built over the water. Five villagers are at the back of the platform, playing giant drums in a quick, heart pounding rhythm. It's loud, and the pounding feels like it shakes me down to the bones. Alsantset puts her hand on my shoulder and points. I look and see several roosequins running into the water, including Suret. Apparently they can swim as well. Adorable wall climbing, distance running, water diving animals. I wonder if there are half-roosequins? Where do demi-humans come from anyways? I should ask Charok about that later. I really hope the answer isn't bestiality. That would put a cloud over all of this.
 

 

 

 We walk around the outer perimeter, eating snacks and avoiding the big crowds. Several villagers stop to chat with Alsantset. They exchange pleasantries, and ask about respective spouses. Many of them look at me, but Alsantset doesn't introduce me. She never chats for long and brings me away quickly after some short pleasantries. Am I not supposed to be here? It IS a hidden village. Maybe there's some strict screening process. Maybe I should just go. I shouldn't make things difficult for Alsantset and Charok. They’ve already done so much for me. I start looking around for the best escape routes, but Alsantset keeps a grip on my shoulder, holding me close. It'd be tough to get away from her. It's like having an older sister though. It feels right. Even though I think I'm older than her. She's like 24-25? Can't be much older than that. Did I use to have a sister? I can't remember anymore. I've forgotten so much.
 

 

 

 I see Charok, grinning like a madman and cooking over a charcoal grill. Meat skewers. The smell is divine. I start heading in his direction. There are a lot of people watching him cook. He brushes some sauce, turns some skewers, and hands them off to people waiting. I line up with Alsantset, and wait my turn. When we get to the front, Charok's smile gets even bigger. He even hands me an extra skewer. I almost wish he hadn't. I can imagine the annoyed stares on my back. I don't deserve two. I still eat them though. Deliciously grilled, crisp on the outside, juicy and tender on the inside. I do my best not to get my clothes dirty. I don't want to go back to wearing rags.
 

 

 

 The drumming comes to a crescendo and then suddenly stops. The silence is almost deafening. Everyone stops chattering and turns towards the stage. I can't really see it from where we are, but Alsantset walks me over to a rock and lifts me up so I can sit. There's a woman on stage, who looks to be in her late 40's. Alsantset tells me that she is the Speaker, Sarnai. Her voice carries well. I can hear it clearly from way back here. Guess that's why she’s the Speaker.
 

 

 

 She's welcoming the mercenaries home. They go up, one or two at a time as their names are called, and she thanks them for their service. There's cheering and applauding, then they go stand off to one side. I guess the mercenaries are all really popular. Makes sense, seeing as how isolated this place is. Most of the villagers probably never travel. The mercenaries brought home a lot of goods as well. I guess they double as merchants, bringing in needed imports in the winter, selling off exports in the spring.
 

 

 

 Alsantset and Charok are called, and she looks at me to make sure I'm alright. I smile and nod, and she goes up. The cheering is louder than before. They're a popular couple. The rest of the ceremony doesn't take too long. There are only 30 or so soldiers. Gerel and Baatar are last. They are carrying a metal signboard on two poles. I guess that's the titular 'iron banner'. They're very literal with their naming. Alsantset for example, means 'mountain flower' while Charok means 'fiery eyes'. Baatar means “Iron”. The name of the company can be translated literally as 'Baatar's Banner Company'.
 

 

 

 They place the banner down in two slots at the back of the stage that seem designed for it. I can't read the words on the banner, but it doesn't matter, because as I watch, the words all disappear, except for a line at the top. Ooo, magic. It doesn't do anything else though.
 

 

 

 “No longer are you soldiers. Your duty done, the contract upheld. We welcome you home. We are reunited once again, as one People.”
 

 

 

 The soldiers – no the 
 People
  on stage – come back down, again to applause and cheers, hugs and back slapping. A simple ceremony, no pageantry or pomp. But important. It shows appreciation and sincerity, and celebrates a homecoming. It's a nice atmosphere, loving and welcoming.
 

 

 

 Sarnai speaks again when the noise dies down. 
 “We've another matter to attend to, before we truly begin the festivities.”
 

 

 

 Gerel walks towards me, Charok and Alsantset behind him. I smile and wave at them as they approach. Gerel says nothing, and just picks me up off the rock and carries me, sitting on his shoulder. What the hell dude. Stop invading my personal space. He carries me onto the stage, despite my struggling. He puts me down and turns me towards the crowd.
 

 

 

 “I bring one who claims to carry the blood of the People.”
  This lying son of a … I didn't claim shit! Don't put words into my mouth. I can't run. Gerel is holding me by  my collar. God damn these new clothes.
 

 

 

 Sarnai looks at me sternly for a moment. I don't think she likes me very much. A long moment later, she says, 
 “We all know that one is not born of The People. One is accepted.” 
 

 

 

 Well shit. I guess I'm getting thrown out. I wonder if I'll starve to death, or get eaten. Which would I prefer? Will I at least get to keep the clothes? I'd settle for just the boots.
 

 

 

 She turns to the crowd and says, 
 “Who will stand for his conduct, to guide his morality?”
 

 

 

 “I stand for him.” 
 Baatar walks onto stage and stands behind me, his hands planted firmly on my shoulders. I calm down. Baatar's here. He's much better than that liar, Gerel.
 

 

 

 A long pause. Sarnai is glaring at Baatar. Guess she doesn't like him either. Lady has quite the glare. Finally she speaks. 
 “Do you pledge to teach him the precepts and to take responsibility should he break them?”
 

 

 

 “I do so pledge.”
  Baatar replies.
 

 

 

 “Who will stand for his upbringing, to teach him humanity?”
 

 

 

 “We stand for him.”
  Charok and Alsantset walk up to me and each take one of my hands.
 

 

 

 “Do you pledge to feed and clothe him, love and nurture him?”
 

 

 

 “We do so pledge.”
  They both squeeze my hands. I start tearing up. I can't wipe my eyes if they both hold so tightly.
 

 

 

 “Who will stand for his learning, to teach him humility?”
 

 

 

 “I stand for him.”
  Taduk walks up, and stands to the side. Looks like he took my request seriously after all.
 

 

 

 “Do you pledge to teach him our history and our customs?”
 

 

 

 “I do so pledge.”
  Taduk smiles at me. I smile back.
 

 

 

 “Then so shall it be. Come forward to be known, child. It matters not who you were. Speak your name, for the first time, as one of The People.”
 

 

 

 Baatar pushes me forward, while Charok and Alsantset come with me, still holding my hands. They urge me to look forward and speak. My heart is pounding, mouth dry. I don't think I was a public speaker. I look forward, and see a crowd of faces, all smiling, waiting expectantly. They accept me. I clear my throat, and speak.
 

 

 

 “My name is Rain. I am one of The People.”
 

 

 

 The cheering is thunderous, and goes on for a long time. 
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 Baatar walked off the platform without a word to the boy. He was in good hands. Charok and Alsantset were the best choice to nurture him. They had both seen him at his worst, and would understand his needs. Besides, Baatar had his own problems to deal with. Sarnai had given him a look while they were on stage, a look he knew all too well. She disagreed with him. Worse, she was angry. He walked away from the celebrations to a secluded area, and waited for her. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She didn't keep him waiting long. He smiled. Even after more than 50 years of marriage, even when furious at him, she was beautiful. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You did not say that you were going to be his guarantor. I almost snapped and called you a buffoon in front of the entire village. Why did you do so? The risks far outweigh the benefits.” 
 She always was direct. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 I did not say because you would have argued against it, nor did I make my decision lightly. I believe in him.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai threw her hands in the air. 
 “Not lightly. Pei. With what you've told me about the boy? I almost want to poison his drink. It would be a mercy. The Bristleboar, they do not treat slaves well. A clan of gluttons, sadists, and deviants. With what I've seen? Never have I seen a child wound so tight. He laughs, he cries, he jumps, he broods. He is half mad as it stands.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 The boy is strong. He will heal.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 He is liable to snap. You should know. You helped him club a helpless guard to death.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Helpless, but far from innocent. It was therapy for the boy. I would have killed the guard regardless.” 
 Baatar took Sarnai into his arms. 
 “The wine has been spilled. Let it go, my beauty. Perhaps it was wrong of me.” 'It wasn't though. He needed the release.' 
 
 
 
 
 

 She blushed, and swatted him on the chest. 
 “What beauty. I'm 73 years old. I'm an old woman now. You should take a second wife. A younger one, who can care for you. You should let me pick one out for you, while I'm still around. And don't think your honeyed tongue can make me forget about the boy. He's unstable. ” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar kissed her deeply. 
 “I'll never take a second wife. Who could compare to you, my rose.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 I just want someone to boss around while you are out riding about. It's a big house we live in, and there is much to do.” 
 She placed her head on his chest, and listened to his heart beat. Strong. Vital. She glanced at her hand, wrinkled and old. When they had married she'd known that this would happen. But to experience it was far more difficult than she had imagined. She softened in his embrace. “
 I mean it, beloved. I am old and frail, and you will be young and strong for another three or four hundred years. I worry for you. You're just so hopeless. After I die, you'll be so heartbroken and distraught, you'll fall into the arms of some empty brained, melon-titted woman, just because she offers you a smile and a kind word.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar smiled. Stubborn woman. 
 “You have many years yet. When you pass, I will be distraught beyond compare. I will mourn you and spend the remainder of my life reminiscing our time together. But that will not come to pass for some time. You are my wife, my rose, and I leave you lonely often enough. When I am here, I'll not have anyone else interrupt my time with you. ” 
 
 
 
 
 

 They held one another for some time, before Sarnai pushed back, although she remained in his embrace. 
 “I still disagree about him. The records have been checked, and all children born around his age are accounted for. The mystery of his parentage is easily solved from there. The question is how he ended up a slave. He's a danger to the village. And what if there is retribution? What if he hurts one of the other children?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 There will be no retribution, a trading company, against a Captain in the defense forces of the Empire? Hah. I dare them to come for me, I will wipe them from this earth.” 
 Baatar grinned at the prospect of bloodshed. 
 “As for the boy, I care not how he ended there, only that we have him now. I will not send him away. I do not think he will hurt anyone. He is in pain, but a kind soul.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You don't think, You think shit! What makes you so sure?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 His attitude.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 That's it? Ai, you stubborn headed, mule faced, dog brained man. That's why you chose to stand for him? His attitude?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You did not see the boy when we found him, my rose. It's been less than two ten-days, and he has already begun healing. I cannot name a single person who, under the same circumstances, could come as far as he has in this short time.” 
 Baatar was proud of the boy. A true-born warrior. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 ...How bad was he? To say that he has improved ...” 
 
 
 
 
 

 He sighed. Better she learn now. Perhaps Sarnai could help him. 
 “The boy would wake screaming for the first few days. Sometimes he would be unresponsive for hours, other times he would scream and rant in some foreign language.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Ha. All that and you think he will heal? Did you lose your helmet? Have you been blocking hammers with your skull again? Should I just have the blacksmith nail one onto your head?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 After the first night of healing, Taduk was so distraught, the others needed to mix him a tincture to let him sleep. He could not fathom how someone could hurt a child so terribly. The boy was more bruise than not. Three broken bones, fourteen fractures. Chi burns across half his body. He was missing three fingernails, 5 toenails, and had more cracked teeth than healthy ones. Another five days, and he would have been dead of Lung Rot, drowned in his own blood.” 
 Baatar stopped, lost in thought. He should not have let the guards die so easily. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai slapped her husband in the chest. 
 “Your story does not inspire confidence.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Apologies, my love. I was lost in my thoughts. Even with all those injuries, the boy walked more than 20 kilometers to reach our camp. He even managed to trick Alsantset into releasing him, in order to attempt an escape. He is nothing if not tenacious.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai looked at her husband. Her eyes widened in realization. 
 “You like him. You wanted to foster him.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar grinned. 
 “I did. But it would not have been fair to you. With me gone most of the year, all the work would be left to you. Charok and Alsantset will do right by him. The girl was ready to assault the mines alone, unarmed. She would have done so had I not order her watched and restrained. And Charok seems to understand him. The boy responds well to him.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 And if he doesn't heal, what then, husband?” 
 She embraced him again. '
 You should not have stood for him.' 
 She thought 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Then I will put him down myself. But I do not believe it will be necessary.” 
 Baatar sighed. '
 I hope it will not be necessary.' 
 He thought 
 
 
 
 
 

 The two of them continued to stand there, taking comfort in each other's embrace. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Should we find some other children to foster? Your fatherly instincts seem to have returned.” 
 Sarnai asked him, hopeful he would agree. More children would help him cope. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 My love, if you so wish to have me busy myself, I will see it done. But my time, I would rather spend with you and you alone.” 
 He gently scooped her into his arms. She laughed girlishly, and rested her head on his shoulder. He kissed her on the forehead. 
 “Enough talk about the boy. I wish to hear how my wife fared in my absence.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 He carried her off, returning to their home. 
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 A weight hits me in the stomach, and I bolt up, my ears filled with yelling and screaming. I roar in annoyance, and grab my attackers, one in each hand, and shake them menacingly. I'm stronger now. I give them my best glare, one at a time. 
 
 
“What did I say about waking me like that?” 
 
 
“Don't!” The two speak at the same time. 
 
 
“Yet you dare disobey my orders? I sentence you both to.... TICKLE TORTURE!”  
 
 
Shrieks and giggles fill the room. After a short while I bring the two of them in close for a hug, and give each a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
 
The two in question are Tali and Tate. They are a pair of demi-human twins, a girl and boy respectively. They are half-goat, a little over 2 years old, and were adopted by Charok and Alsantset a few weeks after the festival. It turns out that there are a large number of demi-human orphans running around. 
 
 
The reason there are so many orphans has to do with how demi-humans are born. A demi-human is the product of one human parent, and one Ancestral Beast parent. An Ancestral Beast being a creature that has lived long enough and become smart enough to take human form. So, technically bestiality? I don't know. Human enough I guess. 
 
 
While they have “evolved” into a human form, with human intelligence, Ancestral Beasts still have a tendency to obey their baser instincts. When an Ancestral Beast looks at a demi-human child, who can take more than a year in order to learn how to walk, the Beast's instinct after a few months is that the child is so weak that there's no way for it to survive. So they abandon the child, as they believe it would be a mercy compared to living as a cripple. Of course, the child is healthy, and could only be considered a cripple compared to the child of two ancestral beasts. 
 
 
The other side of the coin is when a demi-human is born from a human woman. Usually the Ancestral Beast daddy doesn't stick around. Sometimes the child is killed, or abandoned just because it's different. Not all are as understanding or accepting as the people of our village. I'm glad I was found by them. Amber eyes are an oddity, and most people in this world react badly to things like that. Small favors. Hence, the abundance of demi-human orphans. They're the lucky ones. 
 
 
Of course that's just a generalization of the situation. There are many humans and Ancestral Beasts who happily raise their demi-human children with love and care, sometimes even working together. Those families, unfortunately, tend to be the exception, as opposed to the rule. Almost all of the demi-humans of the village are abandoned children found by the villagers. Taduk and his daughter were apparently the exception, having arrived together. 
 
 
I also asked about demi-humans having children, but they are all unable to have children, even with another similar demi-human. Due to their genetics, I guess. Like Mules. Or is it donkeys? Either way, this means that the number of families looking to adopt is fairly high, so things seem to more or less work out. 
 
 
It's been 6 months since the festival. I've been living with Charok, Alsantset, Tali, and Tate. We've become an incredibly close family. Although they aren't technically old enough to be my parents, even in my new body, Charok and Alsantset have shown me nothing but love. They both retired from the banner, giving their spots up, in order to raise their family. They treat me like a little brother, and I treat them like older siblings. I've also grown incredibly attached to the twin terrors, due to just how adorable they are. They both have the softest hair and tiny little nub horns growing out of their foreheads. They love to run around and make mischief, gnawing on limbs and fabrics. It's adorable. 
 
 
I send the twins out and wash up. When I step out into the dining room, Charok and Alsantset have breakfast waiting for all of us. Alsantset is smiling, carrying Tali on her lap, while Charok mirrors her with Tate. I sit down and eat with them, spicy fish, rice gruel, and egg wrapped dough fritters, all made fresh. 
 
 
When we finish breakfast, I wash the dishes, Alsantset takes the roosequin out for exercise, and Charok takes the kids out to play. When everything is done, Alsantset and I walk over to the training field. 
 
After retiring from the Company, Charok and Alsantset needed to find new jobs. While they both had a decent amount of wealth from their time as mercenaries, it wouldn't last forever. Charok naturally became a cook at the best restaurant in the village, and Alsantset took over the martial training of the young children, as the previous trainer joined the banner. Charok works afternoons and early evenings, while Alsantset just works mornings. As for me, aside from the mandatory martial training, I'm also studying with Taduk. He retired from the banner as well and is living on the outskirts of the village. 
 
 
He taught me to read, write and speak properly. Apparently, I wasn't the well spoken individual I thought I was. My language skills are definitely not a cheat. It's just leftover memories from this body I inherited. Which fits with the rest of my reincarnation experience. One star, would not recommend. 
 
 
The problem was that whenever I spoke, I would think of the sentence in English, and then speak the sentence translated word by word. That led to some odd grammar and word choices when I spoke. I even told them the wrong name. I went from English:Rayne, to a phonetic equivalent of English:Rain, to the Language: Rain. I don't really know how to fix it, but whatever. I'm Rain now. Technically, Falling Rain. Whatever. Roll with it. Thankfully, it fits right in with their hippy-granola naming structure. I have a much better grasp of the language now. Everyone stopped speaking to me like I was an idiot. 
 
 
“How are you faring in regards to finding the State of Enlightenment?” Alsantset is always asking, always pushing me to improve. While it is a little tiring, I know it's because she is concerned about me, and wants to help me to be strong. 
 
 
“Not faring at all, Sister. I'm stuck.” 
 
 
“You should not worry so. It can take years. It will come. You started much later than the others. Do not rush yourself, little Rain. You are trying too hard. All will come in time.” 
 
 
That pet name. I don't really like it, but she means well. Not her fault I'm an older dude in a kids body. Even thinking it makes me feel skeevy. We arrive at the training field, and I help set up. All the children 16 and under come here to learn, every day for 4 hours in the morning. Then, after lunch, they have 4 hours of study, depending on their chosen path. It's an efficient process, but not very flexible. Most children are expected to follow in their parent's footsteps, so you end up with firm delineations in class. There are the artisans, the farmers, the soldiers, and the politicians. No one seems to mind though, and there have been cases where an individual was so bad at their current path, that they would be traded off to a different profession. Everyone contributes, and there are no homeless or destitute. Socialism HO! The most popular job is, of course, the soldier. Everyone dreams of fighting and being strong. 
 
 
The children start arriving and naturally split into two groups by age. There are close to 200 in total, and two-thirds of them are demi-humans. I move and stand with the younger children. No helping it, they start learning early. I'm 6 years behind schedule and I can't keep up with children my age. I don't mind it though, I feel more comfortable around the younger kids. I feel awkward around people my 'own age'. I don't really fit in. I mean, they're children. It'd be weird if I did fit in. 
 
 
A clap from Alsantset, and we all begin demonstrating the Forms. There are eight forms in total, all named after animals, Tiger, Deer, Wolf, Mantis, Snake, Oriole, Bull, and Bear. Each form is a series of 30 - 75 movement exercises, from punches and kicks to stretches and balance. They also have some ridiculous names, like 'Tiger stalks the dragon' and 'Bull dances in the grass'. The movements, done correctly, are supposed to 'forge our bodies into weapons' and 'be the basis upon which your martial arts are built'. 
 
 
I was extremely skeptical at first. I thought it was ridiculous. It was a bunch of slow, choreographed, interpretive dancing. How is that supposed to teach me to fight? Then I tried it out. I couldn't get through a single form before running out of stamina. I mean, I had spent months doing hard labor, but I didn't last 5 minutes into the first form. It's the first real mystical thing I experienced here. I thought the movements were just a bunch of hand waving, leg raising, arm swinging bullshit. Sure they can build muscle endurance, flexibility and balance, but the movements drain you more than it seems possible, like you've been sprinting full tilt instead of twirling in place. It doesn't make any sense to me, and no one can explain it. 
 
 
Demonstrating the Forms isn't just about following the movements either. It's knowing when to take a breath, how deeply you breathe, where you place your feet, the tilt of your head, the angle on your elbow, how you exhale. The list goes on. You start awkwardly, needing to think about every step, every breath, every turn of every joint. It's as mentally demanding as it is physically, if not more. You find yourself out of breath, or the strength just leaves your muscles. Your arms feel like iron bars, or your legs like jelly. But slowly, after weeks of practice and repetition, your body realizes what you're trying to do, and it adapts. Not all at once, but bit by bit. A breath comes organically, a muscle relaxes, a balance correction occurs, and the movement becomes natural. 
 
 
When that happens, you feel as if you could do the forms in your sleep. You could read a book while doing it. The movements eventually become less exhausting, and more invigorating, as if you're drawing energy from them. At some point your mind clears, and everything, you, the movement, and the moment, all combine, like you're there in your body, but you can sense things you shouldn't be able to see, like you're looking at yourself from third person. That mindset is called the State of Enlightenment. 
 
 
The State of Enlightenment serves as a state of mind, for combat. While in the state, you can think more clearly, and act and react more quickly, making it suitable for combat or other high stress situations. Bullet time almost. 
 
 
I touched upon it I think, just briefly, after 5 months. It was like a dream, fleeting, ethereal, but it felt right. Comfortable, safe, warm. It was reassuring. Everything was different, like I've been looking through a cloudy film, and for the first time seeing more color, higher definition, a wider perspective. I felt like I could count the grains of sand in the hourglass, or the hairs on the back of my neck. Only for just a moment. Then I lost it, and everything was normal again. 
 
 
When I asked Alsantset about it, she was ecstatic. They don't tell you about it beforehand, because there is no easy way of verifying if someone has truly reached it. Knowledge of the phenomenon leads to many believing they've reached it, when in fact, they haven't. 
 
 
I haven't been able to reach it ever since though. I'm worried she's disappointed. I might've gotten her hopes up. But she's right, it takes most people years. I have only just begun. Being able to maintain the State of Enlightenment is one step on the martial path. I intend to take it. 
 
 
I will never be made a slave again. 
 
 
For that, I need to be strong 
 
 
I only need this first step. The rest will come. 
 
 
I continue demonstrating the Forms, slowly, one movement at a time, relishing the strain of my muscles, searching for Enlightenment.
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  Demonstrating the Forms isn't all we do in class. Even the older students lack the stamina to continue for four hours. The younger group stops after half an hour. I wipe the sweat from my forehead and sit down, to 'meditate' on new discoveries. 'Train the body, train the mind', Alsantset's most repeated advice. 
 
  
 
I cross my legs, straighten my back, close my eyes, and clasp my hands in my lap. I begin the breathing exercises I was taught. I find meditation difficult. It's not just sitting still, which I find difficult enough. “Being awake inside, without being aware of anything, except awareness itself.” Stupid idioms and platitudes. Unfortunately, meditation is a requirement for becoming strong. The State of Enlightenment is a mindset tailored to battle. See more, know more, act quickly, and react quicker. The State of Balance, as they call a true meditative state, is the first step in cultivating the Energy of the Heavens. 
 
  
 
I am a modern man, or at least I was. So when they told me that breathing exercises could eventually lead to me being able to chop boulders in half, due to cosmic power, I was dubious. Until I watched a petite twenty year old girl do just that. With her hands. With no idea how it was possible, I asked Taduk about the history of cultivation. I thought, maybe, there would be something behind the mechanics of cultivation. Something that seemed mysterious and mystical to them, but that I would understand due to my past life's memories. 
 
  
 
The history, or theology rather, begins with a creation story. The Heavenly Mother of All gave birth to the four elements: earth, fire, wind, and water. The four of them, working in tandem, created the world. Fire in the core, Earth for the land, Wind for the air, and Water for the oceans. Happy with what her children had made, she gifted this world with life. Humans and beasts, plants to feed them, trees to shelter them, the sun, the moon and the stars so that they could see, and with her teachings, all were living in harmony. 
 
  
 
The Father was jealous of what his wife had done, and in his rage, created the demon race. Avatars of anger and hatred, destruction and wrath. They poisoned the hearts of beast and man alike, who were then known as the Defiled. The demons, urging them on, created war and strife across the world. This lasted for a countless number of years, and a stalemate developed between the Defiled, and those who remained true to the teachings of the Mother. 
 
  
 
When the Father grew tired of the stalemate, he taught the demons how to take physical form. They were incredibly powerful, and were able to share their power with the Defiled. The demons then led armies to wipe out their enemies, the remnants of untainted humanity and beasts. The stalemate broke, and humans and beasts died in the millions. 
 
  
 
Originally, the Mother had suffered in silence watching her creations struggle. It was only fair, since the Father didn't take direct action either. She had her creations, He had his. That was the extent of their involvement. However, in giving the demons physical form, the Father had altered the conflict in his favor. Since one side had energy given physical form, in order to balance it, the Mother gave our physical forms the ability to take in energy. By cultivating the Energy of the Heavens, we could harness its power and become stronger. The greatest among the humans and beasts were able to match the strongest demons in power. With our new strength, we were once again able to fight the Defiled to a standstill. And so the stalemate continues even now. 
 
  
 
When I asked Taduk how much of the story was true, he laughed at me and called me a skeptic. He told me that of the story, the most important thing to note was that demons exist, and they want to kill everything. I thought the Iron Banner Company were hired for conflicts between countries, but there aren't any. Countries that is. On our Azure Sea Continent, any land unclaimed by Ancestral Beasts, belongs to the Azure Sea Empire. Taduk couldn't say which one came first, the Continent or the Empire. He did say that The Empire is responsible for creating the common script, in order to open up communication among its citizens. Most citizens speak and read it, with villages like ours, who have kept their native tongue, more rare. 
 
  
 
The Empire defends the people, but the continent is massive, and they can only do so much. So they hire groups like The Iron Banner Mercenary Company as part of their 'freelance defenses'. They aid in patrolling more dangerous areas, half a year at a time, and are charged with the defense of normal citizens from demons and enemy soldiers, in return for a modicum of independence and a variety of perks, including actual payment in coin, lowered taxes, and guaranteed freedom from slavery for your defined peoples. 
 
  
 
Not everyone is capable of cultivation. The strong protect the weak. The weak serve the strong. It is the fundamental law that everyone and everything living on the continent abides by. It's why there is little mercy for slaves. They are weak, and must serve. Slavery ensures service. The guards from the mines weren't breaking any laws, in the eyes of the Empire, until they murdered the slaves. Even slaves deserve to live at least. More fuel for the war machine. 
 
  
 
None of that was helpful in regards to my cultivation. I was still on the same level as everyone else. Lower actually, since I started late. I just need to work harder. I need to concentrate on meditation. I can figure this out. Breathe in. Breathe out. 
 
  
 
Calm my mind. 
 
  
 
Focus on nothing. 
 
  
 
Draw myself inwards and open myself to the Energy of the Heavens. 
 
  
 
Seek nothing, find everything. 
 
  
 
Be aware of nothing, but awareness itself. 
 
  
 
I am aware, of my awareness. 
 
  
 
I am also aware that I need to take a piss. 
 
  
 
God damn this mother fucking hippy bullshit. How the fuck, is Lamaze breathing exercises supposed to make me stronger? 
 
  
 
Why isn't there magic? 
 
  
 
Real magic. 
 
  
 
The hand waving, spell chanting, circle drawing, fire throwing, dragon summoning, Magic! That's what I want. Something with concrete rules, a system. None of this fortune cookie, cryptic, mystic, there is no spoon, the cake is a lie, quackery. 
 
  
 
I open my eyes. I'm too frustrated to do this. At myself, at my brain, at my failure. I look around, at the six and seven year old kids, sitting in perfect stillness. I'm being outdone by children. I hug my knees and rest my head on them. Why can't I do this? 
 
  
 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
  
 
Meditation for the younger class lasts for an hour. Then comes free practice. The older students usually spar and do group exercises. For the kids, it's pretty much play time. Which is fine. Kids need to have fun. They run and play, and do kid things. I use the time to go through the Forms. At least I've had some success there, some progression. 
 
  
 
After free practice is weapons practice. Bow, Spear, shield, and short sword. If you weren't born or adopted into a soldier family, that's all that is taught. The standard equipment, if you will. The bow is made of horn, sinew and wood. A beautiful piece of workmanship. They're compact, made for use on the back of a horse or roosequin. The practice bows have a light draw, but the heavier bows can fire an arrow over half a kilometer. Some bows made by master craftsmen, using the best materials, can even reach ranges of two kilometers, which is ridiculous. I'm pretty sure that's the range of a sniper rifle. Myself, using the practice bow, I can barely hit a target at 15 meters. 
 
  
 
Again, it takes a long time to learn. It's kinda embarrassing being out performed by kids all the time, but I'm getting used to that.The spear and short sword are much easier to learn. Stab, slash, parry. Block with the shield. That's it. They don't really teach a comprehensive course on close combat. The bow is king here. While close combat is unavoidable, the reasoning is to leave it to the professionals. A villager with a bow is simple to train. All it takes it is a few hours of practice a day, for life. A full on melee combatant requires a much higher investment in time and money that most of the villagers can't afford. Everyone needs to eat, and food isn't free. Nor does it magically appear. 
 
  
 
So I pluck away at the bow, watching my arrows go wide of the target. 
 
  
 
I can't be wasting my time like this. I've been in this world a year now. If the village kicked me out tomorrow at dawn, I wouldn't bet on me surviving past sundown. I have yet to really learn something useful besides the language. 
 
  
 
Rome wasn't built in a day, however. I need to be patient. I just need to keep practicing. 
 
  
 
After this, I'll be headed to Taduk's place. He'll feed me lunch, nothing as good as Charok cooks, but after eating the brown slop at the mines, I really can't complain. Then its history and herbalism, which is rote memorization of facts. Some days, we walk around the mountain to pick herbs that he will use to make a variety of tonics, tinctures, creams and other medicinal items. He hasn't taught me any of that yet. Memorization first. The magic healing he showed me was an application of heavenly energy, so I can't learn that yet either. I've a long road ahead of me, and I haven't even managed the first step. 
 
  
 
I nock another arrow on my bow, aim, and let fly. 
 
  
 
At least this one hit the target. 
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  “List the identifying marking of the Shriet vine, and the properties of it's components.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“Purple spotted subulate leaves, often found on Tilia Autur trees. A pungent, purple brown sap when cut. Lime, gourd shaped fruits. The leaves make an aromatic tea, suitable for decongestion of the nasal passage and chest. The sap can be used as a topical unguent for rashes, and when burnt, the stem will ward off many variety of bugs and pests. The fruit is bitter and can be eaten, usually boiled.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“Recommend a course of action to alleviate joint pain in the lower back. Use only plants not found in the vicinity of our village.” 
 
 
 
 
 
I curse at him in my head, swatting mosquitoes, and racking my brain for an answer. Taduk knows that today, as we hike through the mountains, he has a captive audience. I'm not alone in my suffering. His daughter, Mei Lin, is with us as well. She's a year younger than me, a tiny waifish, large eyed, tanned, mountain child. She has a pair of droopy rabbit ears that she constantly has to brush out of her face, and a big pearly smile. The two of us have been press-ganged into herb harvesting for Taduk. Apparently, he found a plateau with a large amount of useful plants, and he needs more hands to carry it all back. Never one to waste time, he's been quizzing both of us on herbalism and history. It's good practice for my Common, though. For some reason, Taduk doesn't speak 
 The Language often, as it is (pretentiously, I admit) called. 
 
 
 
 
 
The hike to the plateau takes two hours. Two hours in the late summer heat, each of us carrying a short bow, a quiver, a hunting knife, a variety of plant gathering tools, and a large wooden herbalist box on our shoulders. I wanted to bring bags instead, but my suggestion brought about a half hour lecture on the proper methods of plant storage and travel. Taduk carries two boxes, so Mei Lin doesn't have to. A doting father indeed. 
 
 
 
 
 
By the time we arrive at our destination, Mei Lin and I are both drained, physically and mentally. We both sit down in the grass, to rest our legs. 
 
 
 
 
 
“Rain! On your feet. There is a pest nibbling on the Idamare! Shoot it.” 
 
 
 
 
 
I jump to my feet, untangling myself from the shoulder straps and draw my bow. I'm still a terrible shot, but you don't reason with Taduk when it comes to his precious herbs. 
 
 
 
 
 
I look at the pest that Taduk is screaming about, and stop. I glance at Taduk, unsure of how to proceed. “You... want me to kill it?” 
 
 
 
 
 
“YES! Do you not see it digging out the roots? The Idamare will not regrow if the roots are badly damaged.” Taduk was growing frantic. 
 
 
 
 
 
I look back at the pest Taduk wants me to murder. “But .. erm... Teacher... well...” 
 
 
 
 
 
It's a rabbit. A fluffy tailed, pointy eared, button nosed, rabbit. A huge, 20kg, two horned, rabbit, but a rabbit nonetheless. Now, I have no problems killing the rabbit, cute though it may be. They're vicious little bastards, and their horns are sharp. They're also delicious with the right spices and grilled rare. It's just that... killing it in front of my rabbit eared teacher and his rabbit eared daughter feels... wrong. 
 
 
 
 
 
An arrow thuds into the rabbit. Right in the neck. I turn and see Mei Lin carrying her bow. She grins expectantly, awaiting her praise. 
 
 
 
 
 
“Lin-Lin, you're so talented and beautiful! Now, you know the rules. You shot it, so you go clean and dress it. We'll cook it for lunch.” Taduk pats her on the head and turns to me. “Why did you hesitate, boy? You've hunted other animals before, I'm sure.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“I just... thought it would be awkward, seeing as it's a rabbit, and you uh....” Uh Oh. He looks angry. He's going to rant. 
 
 
 
 
 
“You think that My. Magnificent. Self. Is related to that... disease riddled, fur-bag of a vermin?” 
 
He bends forward, throwing his ears in my face and pointing at them. “Look at these. The fur, dark, satiny, rich. The texture is soft and warm, inviting. Their noble bearing, upright, strong, virile. How can you believe that my lovely ears, could have come from a beast like 
 that.” 
 
 
 
 
 
He straightens up after demanding I touch them, and agree that yes, they are soft and satiny. I tell him It would be an honor to own gloves lined with his fur, so that I can feel such softness all the time. He seems pleased by this, which is not what I expected. I hope he doesn't take my joke seriously. He pulls me over to Mei Lin, who is hard at work dismantling the rabbit with her knife. Taduk points at the gory scene. 
 
 
 
 
 
“My foolish student, open your ears and remember my words. This creature is a bi-corn rabbit. Look at it. It is a worthless idiot creature, whose sole purpose in life is to be eaten. We stood here arguing, and it continued to dig for food, with no sense of self preservation at all.” He grimaces. “These vermin are the enemy of herbalists everywhere. Their only redeeming quality is their noses, which they use to find rare and precious herbs, plants that have succeeded in cultivating the Energy of the Heavens. Then.. IT EATS THEM! A rare and precious plant, one in ten-thousand! Eaten by these over-sized, wastes of fur!” 
 
 
 
 
 
Taduk's spit is flying everywhere. Thankfully, his glare is directed at the dead rabbit. R.I.P. Little bunny. He can't hurt you now. 
 
 
 
 
 
“You cannot even tame one to find herbs for you. Once captured, the little idiots will try to headbutt or kick their way out of a cage, until it smashes it's head in, or breaks it's own back. Even if one of these nuisances were to live for a thousand thousand years, it would still be unable to take human form. For you to mistake myself as one of 
 them... Magnanimous I may be, but I demand an apology! Kneel.” 
 
 
 
 
 
I kneel and bow my head to my teacher, forehead touching the ground. I seem to have touched upon some taboo. “I apologize for this disciple's mistake of a lifetime. I beg for Teachers indulgence and forgiveness, and ask that he continue to educate me in the knowledge of his glorious magnificence.” I'm half serious. He might actually stop teaching me over this. I've never seen him this angry. Next to us, Mei Lin starts giggling. 
 
 
 
 
 
Taduk snorts. Then he lifts me up by my shoulders, and brushes the dirt off of me. “No need to go so far, my boy. A simple mistake. All is forgiven. Water beneath the bridge. No need to overreact. Just remember, your teacher, he is of the lineage of the most illustrious creature, a Cloud Chaser Hare.” I could hear the capital letters in his words. His eyes are almost shining. “A beautiful, shiny, satin animal, who, from birth, is capable of manipulating Heavenly Energies. They stride through the skies, unafraid, preying upon any creature, beast or bird, unfortunate enough to catch their eye. Their speed is such that no creature under heaven is capable of escaping.” 
 
 
 
 
 
I inwardly cringe. My teacher is a Hare Supremacist. Taduk continues to extol the virtues of the cloud chaser hare, while denigrating other types of bunnies. I make note of all of it. I pray to the Mother of All that he doesn't quiz me on this. I realize Mei Lin has the same ears, black and thick furred. The two of them might actually be blood related. Siblings I guess, if they share the same Ancestral Beast bloodline. That's sweet if it's true. I wonder at the odds of that. 
 
 
 
 
 
Mei Lin, in some of the worst acting I've ever seen, yells out, “Daddy, I cut my finger.” Why is she faking an injury? 
 
 
 
 
 
Taduk stopped mid rant at the sound. The words had barely finished leaving her mouth, and he was already at her side. He gestured to me, urging me to come look. 
 
 
 
 
 
“A small cut, my little Lin-Lin, no need to fret. Come, show Rain how brave you are, big smile. Boy, I'm going to show you how to heal. You can't manipulate heavenly energy yet, but it's better to start understanding concepts early.” Taduk places his palm over the finger, covering it from sight. He mutters under his breath, and stands motionless for a few seconds. “There. Did you see, boy? Your thoughts? Questions?” 
 
 
 
 
 
Mei Lin looks at me and smiles once again, as if she has something to be proud of. 
 
 
 
 
 
“That was amazing, Teacher.” I compliment using my best deadpan voice. 
 
 
 
 
 
“It was indeed. To heal with Heavenly energy requires the pinnacle of mastery. Let me explain it to you.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“I'm beginning to suspect this was a ruse, in order to lecture me.” 
 
 
 
 
 
He ignored me, as if I had never spoken. He was good at that. “Heavenly energy is all around us. It is invisible, intangible, inexhaustible. It comes in many natural forms, bursting up from Heavenly veins in the earth, or spewed from ever burning Heavenly fires. It can be spread by Heavenly winds, or congealed into Heavenly waters. It enters our world, and fills it, a constant source of power from the Heavens!” 
 
 
 
 
 
He pats me on the arm. “You've yet to reach the State of Balance. But I know you will reach it eventually. I also know that you are a skeptic. It is in your nature to doubt. You prefer to verify everything I tell you, on your own, do you not? You need not spare my feelings, your lack of trust in your teacher only causes some sleepless crying nights. My beautiful little daughter's trust is all I require.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“I trust you Daddy!” 
 
 
 
 
 
“And Daddy loves you for that, my precious little Lin-Lin. Now where was I? Ah yes. When you reach the State of Balance, you will begin drawing in Heavenly Energy. It will nourish your body, make you stronger, faster, smarter, and healthier. It will let you see farther, hold your breath for longer, and run faster than humanly possible. But that, my boy, is the most basic use of the Energy of the Heavens.” 
 
 
 
 
 
He pokes me in the chest, repeatedly, as he speaks. “By drawing in Heavenly Energy and making it your own, you change it. You brand it with your own essence, and it becomes Internal Energy, or Chi. Once it is yours, you can use it in ways immeasurable. You can manipulate your Chi to attack and defend, strengthen your weapons, perform incredible feats of agility and strength. With practice you will learn to heal your own injuries, not only cuts and bruises, but even lost limbs and organs. You could even emulate the most majestic of all creatures, and run in the sky like a Cloud Chaser Hare.” 
 
 
 
 
 
My jaw can not drop any lower. I thought all it would do was make me punch harder. “What about manipulating the elements? Summoning wind and rain, throwing fire and lightning?” 
 
 
 
 
 
Taduk looked at me with an impish grin. “Possible, but exceedingly difficult. More difficult than healing others, and I've already mentioned how difficult that is.” Taduk waves dismissively. “Enough on the subject for today, my boy. Your mind has been opened. Reflect on it. And cook the rabbit. You must have learned something from Charok. We've work to do, me and little Lin-Lin.” He leaves, taking Mei Lin with him to harvest what he needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
I start cooking, mind reeling with all the information Taduk just dumped on me. I review everything he's said on the subject. I can't wait to go home and practice. I'd only been practicing the Forms, in my spare time. It seemed more useful to me. But now, with this new information, I can't wait to go home and meditate. Visions of flying through the sky, raining fire and brimstone on my enemies, flash through my eyes. 
 
 
 
 
 
I'm going to be a muscle wizard. 
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 Charok walked through the gate to the home he shared with his beautiful wife, returning early from his shift at the restaurant, leaving the late night hours for others to deal with. By now, his assistants had learned enough of his tricks that the food they cooked was on par with his. That just meant more time for him to spend with his wonderful family 
 
 
 
 
 

 His two beautiful children came running out from the dining room, happy to see their father. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Hello my two precious babies.” 
 He squat down and opened his arms for them to fly into. This was pure bliss. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Papa! Food. Please.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Sweets! Please.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 He chortled. They were so cruel, not even a hello. He gave them each a sweet red bean bun and picked them up, watching as they ate greedily, smearing red bean paste all over their mouths. “I'm raising a pair of gluttons.” He made sure to speak to them in Common sometimes, as Rain had told him it would help if they began learning early. A font of odd knowledge and practices, that boy was, but it couldn't hurt. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Welcome home beloved.” 
 Alsantset greeted him as he placed the remaining buns on the dining table. Beautiful as the day he met her, he gave her a light kiss savoring her scent. The deep, passionate kisses would have to wait until they were alone. He looked around for the missing member of his family. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 He's out. Again. He didn't come home for dinner. Don't you dare make him anything when he returns.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok smiled at his wife. If he dared not cook for the boy, she would put him in the quin's pen for the night. “
 Don't be so harsh on him, my flower. He's a boy, doing things boys are wont to do. Perhaps he's out chasing girls or playing games. I will go out and find him.” 
 He knew where Rain was, same place he always was when not at home. 
 
 
 

 Alsantset glared at him, as if saying 'how dare you try to take Rains side?' “
 I know where he is. He never goes far. He's in the grove at the end of the street. He's out there practicing his Forms.” 
 
 
 

 “
 So the boy is practicing. Why does this upset you? Are you not his teacher?” 
 At times, his beautiful wife was a complete mystery, but he told himself It was part of her charm. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset tore into a bun like it had offended her. “
 None would be happier than I were he out playing. He makes no friends. Instead, he secludes himself close to home and trains. He's overworking himself. He's unable to reach a state of Enlightenment or Balance, but that is natural for one who has only begun. Every time he is unable to do so, he blames himself for being weak.” 
 She took Tate into her arms, wiped his mouth and cuddled him. “
 At least this one still listens to me. I've told Rain this before, time and again. He won't listen to me. And he's hurting because of it.” 
 
 
 

 Charok sighed. He turned to Tali and asked “Do you want to come find your Uncle Rain with Papa?” She nodded as he wiped her mouth, her twin braids flying about. 
 
 
 

 It was a short distance to the grove. It was true that Rain never went far on his own. That might change if he had some friends. Charok had never seen a child so bad at making friends. Then again, he had never met a child like Rain. When he was close to his destination, Charok began singing a nonsense song, making sure Rain would not be surprised. He'd gotten much better in the past six months, but surprising him was rarely a good idea, as some of the children had learned, to their chagrin. Tali sang along with him. '
 Precious, lovable child. Never complains about my singing. She's almost as tone-deaf as I am.' 
 
 
 

 Rain was sitting on the floor, and greeted him with a smile. “
 Hello brother. I apologize, I did not realize the time.” 
 
 
 

 He was not practicing the Forms? Was the boy meditating? That's new.“
 You've upset your sister. Come give little Tali a kiss goodbye, before Alsantset scolds you into a quivering pile of tofu.”
  Unsociable though Rain may be, his love for the twins was obvious, as was theirs for him. He handed the squirming child over to Rain. A doting uncle, Rain was so gentle and loving with them, a side rarely seen by any other. Another oddity about him. Most his age would resent the responsibility of younger children. Rain seemed to thrive in it. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Come, let us return. I'll cook you something to eat. You've still not enough meat on your bones. It makes me seem a disgrace as a chef. I've no face with you walking around so slim.”
  Although Rain had filled out, he was still slender. The memories of the mines still weighed on him in many ways. He still walked hunched, with his head down, rarely making eye contact. He always ate his meals too quickly, never sitting too close to another unless forced to. Or unless they were Tate or Tali. 
 
 
 

 But he was getting better. The twins were largely to thank for that. They had worried that children would agitate him, make him feel isolated from them. Instead, Rain had immediately attached himself to them at the orphanage. He helped with their feedings, their play times, even with their laundry. Charok had felt guilty about encouraging that last behavior. Raising children was so difficult, he had no idea how other families coped without someone like Rain. 
 
 
 

 When they returned home, Rain apologized to Alsantset and smiled through her scolding, while he played with the twins in the garden. Charok went to the kitchen. He decided to cook some fried rice, with grilled rabbit. He set about, cooking and frying. 
 
 
 

 “
 I am at a loss beloved. He does not listen to me.” 
 Alsantset came in and sat down on a stool, looking defeated. “
 He nods and smiles, but claims he can bear it. He has the gall to suggest that if he injures himself, Taduk will heal him. I should box his ears.” 
 She slumped in the stool, chin on her hands. “
 I just want him to go be a child, but there's no thought in his mind other than training.” 
 
 
 

 “
 That's untrue, love. He has other things on his mind at times. I've caught him staring at women in the baths. He's quite obvious about it. I worry his eyes will pop out one day.” 
 
 
 

 Alsantset took a deep breath.“
 Not. Helping. And if you are not helping?” 
 
 
 

 “
 Then I am hindering. I apologize, my wife. I shall hinder no more.” 
 Charok continued cooking in silence, a smile on his face. His wife sat on the stool, with a furrowed brow. 
 
 
 

 “
 ... Who does he stare at? Should we have a meeting with her parents? He's a little young, but a simple arrangement for the future isn't out of the question, is it?” 
 
 
 

 Charok looked at his wife and burst out laughing. “
 I'm fairly certain Cierna will not leave her husband for Rain.” 
 
 
 

 “
 The seamstress? She's older than I am. Why does he stare at her? Does he show no interest in anyone his age?” 
 
 
 

 Charok caught himself before he commented on Cierna's … Perks. No good would come of that conversation. He continued cooking. When he finished, Alsantset was still there, quietly worrying. He walked over and pulled her into his embrace. “
 My love, I know you worry for him. But let me suggest something you will dislike: take some distance from him.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Charok!” 
 She pushed him away, horrified he would suggest such a thing. 
 
 
 

 He quickly tried to placate her, waving with his hands. “
 I only suggest a small, emotional, distance, not a withdrawal of affection, or removal from our home.” 
 He waited for her to be somewhat mollified before continuing. “
 Give the boy some room. Your worries are due to the fact that he is hardworking. It is not so terrible. He has set himself a goal, to walk down the path of a Martial Warrior. I believe he will succeed. He has the drive, the intelligence, and the dedication to do so. And even if he does not succeed, we are here for him.” 
 He placed the bowl of fried rice and a pair of chopsticks in her hands. “
 He has lost the innocence that comes with being a child. We cannot ask him to masquerade as one. We can only be here, at his side, ready to pick him up if he falls, ready to support him to success.” 
 
 
 

 Alsantset looked sadly at her beloved. He was right. She didn't want him to be. She wanted to be able to give Rain a childhood. But she couldn't. “
 I just want him to be happy.” 
 
 
 

 “
 That's simple enough, love. Ask your most comely friends to the bath house, and send Rain in.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 She wiped her tears while laughing. She then kissed her beloved, before she brought the food out to Rain. 
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  Baatar always enjoyed returning home. The familiar scenery, sounds, and scents were so refreshing and soothing. But after a few months of calm, the beast would rise up within him, the need to hunt surging through his blood. For now, though, the beast was sated, calm. The festival had been loud and disorderly, not something he enjoyed doing. The soldiers and villagers needed it though. Not many were like him, the need to hunt driving them. They followed him because it was needed. They defended their lands. But the hunt wore on them. They needed to relax, to celebrate, to laugh and to cheer, and, sometimes, to cry and to mourn. 
 
 
 
For the second year in a row, there had been no casualties. It was a joyous occasion, unmarred by loss. It was worrisome. The lack of losses was due to a lack of combat. The province had been peaceful for the most part. Some small incursions, tests of the defenses, but no true invasions, not even a skirmish. No demon had attacked, no coordinated bandits. Just a few Defiled men and beasts, solitary or small groups, unaffiliated with any major faction. The enemy had been quiet these past two years. It sat on him heavily, worried that there was some reason for their quiet that he couldn't see. Baatar shook his head. He had sent his report, along with his misgivings. It was for better minds than his to determine whether there was cause to worry. He stopped in front of his destination. 
 
 
 
Baatar paused outside the gate. The boy had been here a year now. Everyone he had spoken to had shared the same opinion. They all agreed, the boy was mostly healed. He had stopped having nightmares. He no longer hid in dark spaces. There was no second incident after all the children had been warned not to surprise him, especially as a prank. The boy smiled and laughed, was polite, intelligent, and dedicated to training in the Martial Path. He excelled at his lessons in herbalism. Sarnai had commended his work ethic, Alsantset on his talent, Charok on his intelligence. Taduk was even considering marrying off his precious daughter to the boy. Baatar convinced him otherwise, for the moment, but Taduk was nothing if not opinionated. It wouldn't surprise him if next year, he returned to find them already betrothed. 
 
 
 
Not a single person spoke badly of him. The most they would say was he was remote, distant at times. There was only one problem. He had spoken to the boy's caregivers, his teacher, his supervisor. When he had asked to speak to the boy's friends, he was met with silence. The boy had no friends. He had almost no interaction with anyone outside his family, besides those he was required to. A problem, but one that could be easily fixed. 
 
 
 
He was greeted by shrieks of delight as he stepped through the gate. The twins, Tali and Tate, came running at him, their toys forgotten. 
 
 
 
“
 Gran papa!” 
 
 
 
He dropped down to nuzzle the two of them, growling in content. Two little innocents, chubby and pink skinned. He had seen them at the festival three days past, but to children, three days seems forever. 
 
 
 
“
 Hello Papa you're early. Are you hungry? We've plenty of food.” 
 
 
 
Baatar stood, the twins sitting on his shoulders, holding onto his wolf ears. He looked at his daughter oddly. 
 
 
 
Alsantset was dressed in a loose shirt and pants, far too large for her. Her hair was untied and half brushed. She caught his look and glared at him. “
 Like I said, you're early.” Baatar laughed at her efforts to fix her appearance. 
 
 
 
“
 No no, my girl, I am simply cherishing the sound of you calling me Papa. You were still calling me Captain when I left in the spring.” 
 
 
 
“
 You were the one who insisted. 'I'll not have a soldier in my unit refer to me as anything but Captain'.” Alsantset stood at attention, hands behind her back, a grimace on her face, parroting her father. “
 It took some time to adapt.” She smirked at him. “
 You look after my precious babies. I need to make myself presentable.” 
 
 
 
Baatar played with the twins, tossing them high into the air, and catching them. Their happy screams were delightful to hear. The boy came out and greeted him politely, carrying feed to the roosequin pen. Baatar studied the boy as he passed. 
 
 
 
He still walked with his head down. Hadn't grown much in height either. More meat sat on his bones though. Difficult to stay slim with Charok's cooking. Broad shoulders, down to a narrow waist. The scars were gone, no doubt Taduk's work. Short legs. Sturdy. No elegance or refinement in his steps, just heavy and determined. Fix his timid personality and the boy could be a real scrapper. Baatar smiled at that thought. Just like himself. The way Sarnai and Alsantset fought, it was fierce and quick, before fading away. A dance, forward and back, left and right. Avoiding the enemy until they could strike decisively. Too frivolous, too complicated. Get in close and do as much damage as possible in the shortest amount of time, thereby limiting the damage taken. Rend flesh and break bones, take no half measures. His decision was made. 
 
 
 
Baatar had breakfast in his daughter's home, chatting amicably, asking a few questions, telling a few stories. The boy was quiet and reserved, but attentive. He was kindest to the twins, almost a different person when interacting with them. He had stopped eating too quickly, and a calm eating pace had emerged. He shared the best parts of his breakfast with the twins, feeding them small bite sized pieces. It was true. The boy was much better, and in only a year. 
 
 
 
The boy was not completely healed, of course. The boy hid some of it well, but the fear, anger and hatred that had spawned from his time in the mines was still there. That's not terrible though. A fire in him, that Charok lacked, that even the girl didn't fully embrace. 
 
 
 
“
 Charok, a delicious breakfast, as always. Girl, he won't be going to your class today. Boy, come with me.” As soon as breakfast was finished, Baatar stood and walked towards the door. He was eager to teach the boy. Shape him, mold him into a weapon, to unleash upon their enemies, wield in the defense of their home. 
 
 
 
“
 Go clean up and change into training clothes little Rain. I'll not have father dirtying your good clothes. Don't worry, he'll wait. Go, go.” Alsantset hurried after her father. He looked at her quizzically. 
 
 
 
“
 What do you mean to do father?” She stood tall, stared him straight in the eye, challenging him. 
 
 
 
Baatar smiled at his angry daughter. So fierce, just like his Sarnai. “
 You told me he reached the State of Enlightenment once before, and that he is yet to reach the State of Balance. I am going to teach him.” 
 
 
 
“
 You find my teaching inadequate? He is doing well. He can Demonstrate the Forms to at least 60% perfection with only a years worth of practice. It's only a matter of time before he reaches Balance.” 
 
 
 
He had forgotten her pride. Also so like her mother. “
 I mean no offense, girl. He interests me. Let me teach him while I am here. I am older, and therefore wiser than you. Perhaps I can help him in ways you cannot.” Or will not. She is too lenient with him, and coddled him. Best to not mention that out loud. 
 
 
 
Alsantset stood there, eyes glaring, lips pursed, arms crossed. “
 Fine.” She relented, “
 You are not to push him too hard. He pushes himself enough. If you're going to keep him all day, you need to let Taduk know as well. He teaches Rain after lunch. He doesn't like to eat mushrooms, so feed him something appropriate. Have him back for dinner. You and mother should come as well.” 
 
 
 
“
 You worry too much, girl. I will let Taduk know. No mushrooms. I can't stand them anyways. Your mother and I would be glad to come for dinner.” He had intended to train outside Taduk's home in any case. The boy would require healing. Best not mention that either. He walked out the gate, and smiled, planning the lesson in his head. Had Alsantset seen the wolfish smile upon her father's face, she would have forbidden Rain from going with him. She knew the smile well. The lessons in combat from her father had been cut short when Sarnai had learned of them. Baatar was not one for half measures. He eagerly waited for the boy. To have a student again. Good, good. Good. 
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 “
 You aren't a quin, boy, walk upright with eyes forward.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 I jump to obey, always a little nervous around Baatar. He's not only physically intimidating, but also really intense. Does everything to the max. We haven't interacted much since the festival. I didn't even know he raised Alsantset until he came to say goodbye before leaving in the spring. He walks quickly, but not in a hurried fashion. That's just how he walks. He doesn't say anything else, and I'm almost running to keep up with him. I wish we brought Suret or Pafu. I've been learning to ride, which may have made me a bit lazy. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We stop outside the village proper, at Taduk's house. He lives in an odd little cottage with Mei Lin. It's architecture is different from the rest of the village's Asian architecture. Taduk's cottage is wood, dirt, and stone, built right into the mountain. Like a rabbits warren. There's a small stable next door, built the same way. A wood pole fence encloses a small area around the 'house', where a variety of plants and herbs grow. There are even plants and grass growing on the 'roof' of his house. He told me he liked the solitude, and required specific conditions for his garden. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar brings me to the door and knocks. A short while later, Mei Lin opens the door, dressed in a nightshirt, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. When she sees us, she squeaks and shuts the door. Looks like I'm not the only one Baatar intimidates. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Taduk opens the door after a moment of scrambling. “Captain, how do you do? Some health issue I can help you with?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Nothing of the sort. I've come to train the boy. I will require your assistance.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Taduk looks at me. Why do I see pity in his eyes? “I see, I see. Do you think it... wise? Rain is...” I guess he doesn't want to hurt my feelings by calling me a failure in front of me. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “No need to worry. He'll be fine. As I said, I will need your assistance however. Do I have it?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Taduk and Baatar locked eyes for a long moment. Who knew. Silly Taduk can match glares with 'Ice Eyes' Baatar. Taduk relents first though, and sighs. “Rain always has my aid.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar simply nods, and walks out past the fence. I turn to follow, but Taduk grabs my shoulder. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Rain. Do you truly wish to walk the Martial Path? You've no need to. You're a very smart boy. Once you reach the State of Balance, I believe it will only be a few short years before you can heal the injuries of others. Even without that, you'll be able to prescribe and administer herbal treatments, set bones, relieve sicknesses. You need not become a warrior, you have other paths available to you.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 I look at my Teacher. He's genuinely worried. Should I do like he says? Being a doctor is pretty decent. Healing the sick is a noble profession and I can live my life in the village, protected. Safe. Valued. 
 
 
 
 
 

 But I wouldn't be strong. I would just be a more valuable slave in the end. I need to learn to fight, and Baatar is the strongest person I know. I can't waste this opportunity. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Thank you for your concern, Teacher. Your foolish student, Rain, would still like to try.” A thought occurs to me. “Wait, are you going to stop teaching me if I go with Baatar? Because I won't if that's the case.” Taduk has been so good to me. I can't abandon him. I can just learn to fight on my own. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “No, foolish student, I am your Teacher. You are my student. He is your Mentor. You are his disciple. I teach you a craft, so that you may support yourself. He will mentor you in a lifestyle, the life of a Martial Warrior. I will continue to teach you the in the profession of a healer for as long as you will allow me.” Taduk gives me a big hug. It's nice, warm. His robe is soft and thick, and he smells like cinnamon and spices. “Stop crying, you cry too much. Don't let little Lin-Lin see, women like their men to be strong.” He turns me around. I hear a catch in his voice. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Taduk is an amazing person. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I walk out to Baatar, who stands at attention with his back turned to the door, giving me time to calm myself. When I'm done erasing all evidence, I move and stand in front of him. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Back straight. Chin Up. Eyes forward. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I'm going to be a Martial Warrior. 
 
 
 
 
 

 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Holy Mother of All, that hurts!” 
 
 
 
 
 

 The boy needs more imagination in his cursing. Baatar had to wash Alsantset's mouth out with soap a dozen times at least, more commonality with her mother. Baatar smiled at the thought. The boy was muttering now, in that unknown language. The meaning was clear though. No one had asked him what the language was, or where he learned it. The boy deserved his own secrets, and it was inconsequential. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 If it hurts, then block or avoid it, boy. Again, from the beginning.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 As soon as they stepped a short distance from Taduk's fence, Baatar ordered the boy to demonstrate the Forms. He had to admit, the boy was good at them, much better than expected. He was even better than most his age, which was commendable. No wonder Alsantset had been so proud. 
 
 
 
 
 

 When the boy seemed to lose focus of his surroundings, Baatar had thrown a rock at him. Not hard, he had aimed for the boy's shoulder resulting in a small bruise of no consequence. The others soft-footed around the boy as if walking on eggshells. He is strong. The boy simply grumbled a bit, and fell into his forms once again when ordered to, warily watching Baatar. The Forms suffered from the lack of attention. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Boy, you're doing it wrong. Do it as before. Do not worry about me throwing stones.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 After a short time, the boy once again devoted his full attention to the Forms. So Baatar threw another rock, this time at his stomach. The glare of betrayal was off-putting, but inconsquential in the end. He can handle it. The pattern repeated, until the boy had a half a dozen bruises, and was glaring murderously at Baatar. There it is, the anger, only a stone's throw away. He chortled. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 What's so funny?” 
 The boy had lost his veneer of polite manners. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You are, boy. What are you doing? You lose yourself in the Forms.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Because you keep telling me to do that. And then you throw stones.” 
 Frustration, evident in his tone, if not his face. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 No, I want you to 
 demonstrate 
 the Forms. Do you understand?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 The boy stopped to think. Anger and Frustration returned. “
 No.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar sighed. Taduk had told him the boy was smart. Did he lie? “
 The purpose in the demonstration of the Forms is two-fold. First, to build up the body to withstand the infusion of Heavenly Energy. The stronger the body, the more Heavenly Energy it can absorb. The more Heavenly Energy absorbed by the body, the more powerful the warrior. Understand?” 
 The boy nodded after a moment. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Is it 
 [cumulative]
 ?” 
 The boy asked. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar frowned. The boy spoke a word he didn't understand. “
 Explain.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 I do the Forms and strengthen my body, to absorb more Heavenly Energy, which strengthens my body. Does the strengthening of my body using Heavenly Energy, allow my body to absorb more Heavenly Energy?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 It took the boy drawing the process out in the dirt for Baatar to understand. A simple circle diagram. Seems Taduk wasn't lying, the boy is smart. “
 Ah. You are asking if the process is cumulative. No. There is a limit, based on the level of your natural body.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Didn't I ask that to begin with? Is the limit different for Demi-humans?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 The boy was getting flippant. But he deserved to. Baatar had been throwing stones at him all morning. “
 Demi-humans have a higher limit on how much their bodies can absorb, but a lower limit on how much Heavenly Energy they can convert to Internal energy. Heaven is fair to all its creatures.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 So what is the second purpose?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar smiled at his thirst for knowledge. A better way to handle him. More mental guidance. He made a note of that. “
 The second purpose is to teach you how to fight. The Forms hide within them all the knowledge you require in order to do battle. These are called 'Insights into the Forms'. You simply need to allow your body to move as it pleases. You guide your body, and it hinders you from reaching Enlightenment. You should instead let your body guide you, freeing your mind. Demonstrate the Forms, boy. Do not lose yourself in them.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 The boy stood, in quiet contemplation for some time. Baatar was patient. A half hours worth of time passed, the two of them standing in place. Then the boy slapped his face twice and spoke. “
 Alright. Let's do this.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 He began his performance. Baatar watched carefully for some time. 
 He is not losing himself, still mindful of his surroundings. Good, good. Good. 
 Baatar prayed to the Mother of All. He walked a thin line. A failure here might push him over the edge. 
 Fortune favors the Bold.
  He waited for the boy to turn away, eyes obscured, and threw a stone, this one aimed at the boy's head. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The boy saw it coming and reacted, arm snapping out and catching the stone, scant centimeters from hitting him. He looked at the stone in his hand, smile spreading on his face. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar let loose the breath he was holding. 
 Thank you, Mother. “Congratulations boy. You have reached the State of Enlightenment.” 
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 Dinner is delicious as always. Charok came home early to cook, but the dishes Alsantset makes are just as good, in my opinion. Baatar sits on one side of me, Alsantset on the other, with their respective spouses sitting next to them, each holding one of the twins. That Sarnai had time to come for dinner was a surprise. She rarely visits, being busy with running the village single-handedly. She's like the mayor, lawyer, clerk, city planner, and judge all rolled into one, the villagers going to her for anything they can't agree on, and she browbeats everyone into submission. She's a real firebrand. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 It's so sweet seeing her with Baatar though, she acts so girlish, shy, and reserved, around him. They're a cute pair, although I get a little sad thinking about it. Demi-humans have a much longer lifespan than humans, between 400-500 years. Ancestral Beasts and their pureblood children can live even longer. Humans have a natural lifespan of up to 80 it seems, but that is extended to about 120 for people who are able to reach the State of Balance. Sarnai was in the latter group, but also already in her 70's. Better to have loved and lost, and all that, I guess? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai looks like she's in her mid 40's. Crazy for a 70+ lady. I guess the Energy of the Heavens does a body good. Is that why everyone in the village is so good-looking? Am I going to be sexy? I want to reach the State of Balance even more now. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The seven of us eat in silence, other than the happy sounds of the twins, crunching away at their fried noodles. Charok and Sarnai had tried to keep some conversation going, but Baatar and Alsantset were in no mood for it, gloomy and taciturn. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I have to admit, it's my fault things are like this. It seems that, while she was happy for me when I told her I found Enlightenment, Alsantset takes it as a personal failure that she couldn't help me, and her father had such progress in a single day. Her pride is hurt. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar, on the other hand, is deep in thought. After he helped me find Enlightenment, we had lunch with Taduk and Mei Lin, after a quick healing session. Taduk had made a fuss over my bruises, but after I assured him several times I was fine, and that the bruises were worth it, he relented. He was happy for me though, and Mei Lin gave me a hug to congratulate me. Afterwards, They both followed me and Baatar out to help me reach the State of Balance. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It did not go so well. Taduk and Mei Lin came along for moral support, they claimed. That meant that I had an audience of three, watching me try to relax and meditate. It was … less than helpful. They didn't have any exercises or tips for me, besides “just close your eyes, and become one with nature”. They tried to show me by example, but that was just aggravating. Baatar just sits down cross legged, and closes his eyes like everyone else in the morning classes. Taduk and Mei Lin don't even sit up when meditating. They look like they are literally sleeping. I have a suspicion that Mei Lin actually fell asleep during her demonstration. 
 
 
 
 
 

 With that failure hanging over him, Baatar is currently racking his brain for some method to help me. It makes for an awkward dinner, with only Charok and Sarnai actually mentally present, but they were busy feeding the twins. I eat quietly, thinking about my failure to meditate. Well, at least I reached the State of Enlightenment. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I have been trying to attain Enlightenment for a year. Just a few words from Baatar, and I got it. I was trying too hard, thinking too much. The worst part is, Alsantset had been telling me the same thing more or less, for months. It just never clicked. I thought she meant I was overworking my body. What she meant was I was overworking my brain. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Such a simple thing. Previously, I would have to deliberately plot out my actions, a few steps in advance. For example, if I wanted to grab someones moving arm, my thought process was like this: Full extension of the right arm, ending in a twist of the wrist, throw out my fingers, stopping their movement. Then, I can flip my wrist, and grab. Then I would execute it. Now, I do the same thing, but on the fly, without the planning. It just happens. I think of what I want to do, and my body takes care of the steps. Before, I was too engrossed in the movements, focused on the doing, that I didn't have time to really comprehend 
 what
  I was doing. Couldn't see the forest for the trees. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Now, sometimes, while doing the movements, I can get a flash of inspiration, and suddenly, I realize how the arm wave I've been doing can be used to cripple an opponent. An 'Insight into the forms'. It was like a forgotten memory, returning to me. An 'I know kung-fu' type deal. No memories of who I used to be though. An 'Insight' into the forms is awesome, but that doesn't really teach you how to fight. Just how to do massive bodily harm to someone. It requires analytical thought and practice to go from Demonstrating the Forms, to using them in real combat. Or so I'm told. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Everyone in the village learns to fight just from these structured movements. It's incredible. I had wondered why there hadn't been any guided teaching, but sharing insights is difficult. Just showing them off doesn't always work, and explanations tend to confuse more than help. Baatar trying to explain some of his movements felt like he was trying to explain nuclear physics to a cat. Not everyone has the same insights either. Two people can do the same form, and come to different ass whooping conclusions. It makes for an eclectic and varied bunch of fighting styles. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar let me spar with him a little, and he just told me to just try to hit him, no defense. After a bit of practice, I was throwing combinations at him, left and right. Even after we stopped, I just kept thinking up different avenues of attack. I can't wait to try them out. I'm going to be a martial arts master. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Ah, enough is enough.” 
 Sarnai speaks out, shocking me out of my thoughts. Alsantset and Baatar are the same. 
 “It's rare enough for us to have a family meal. You three mule headed fools aren't even here.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 The three of us mutter apologies. Even Baatar looks sheepish. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Daughter, you are an excellent teacher. The boy just needed someone to drill the lesson into his stone head. He's just like you, in that regard. As for you, Husband, the matter of the failure to teach the boy to seek Balance is because of your dog shit instincts.” 
 Man, Sarnai does not pull punches. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Mother! Language!” 
 Alsantset glares at her, and Sarnai glares right back. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Pei! I was worse when you were a child, and you turned out fine.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Dog shit! Dog shit! Dog shit!” 
 The twins take up a chant. I burst out laughing. I can't help it. Little kids swearing is my kryptonite. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai and Alsantset look horrified, while everyone else starts laughing as well. Sarnai admonishes the twins, and elicit a promise from them to never say 'those words' again. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Ahem. As I was saying, the two of you have not failed the boy. Daughter, without you, he would not have the high level of mastery over the Forms he currently possesses. Your father just approached the situation from a different perspective.” 
 She shoots a look over at Baatar. Even though we didn't say anything about it, I think she knows about the rocks throwing. She does not seem to approve. It is a little 'child abusey' but, I want to say, results matter. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 As for Rain's issue with meditation, it's obvious that neither of you are qualified to help him, Taduk even less so. You are both Demi-humans with a strong bloodline. Seeking Balance was almost as easy as breathing for both of you. Of course you don't understand his difficulties. But have neither of you thought to ask someone who once had the same problems as Rain, and managed to overcome them?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset perked up at that. 
 “I didn't think of it like that. Of course I couldn't help him, I never experienced those same difficulties. Mother, do you know someone as you describe? I'll go personally ask for their help in the morning.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai glanced incredulously at her. Then she looks at Charok. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok coughed. Alsantset connects the dots. 
 “Beloved, you never told me you had difficulties reaching Balance. You used to brag in class about how skilled you were.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok gave a defeated smile. 
 “I may have exaggerated. I didn't want you to know, when we were younger. You made everything seem easy. It gave me quite the inferiority complex. It took me a long time to reach Balance.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alsantset gave him a sad look, and leaned over to place her head against his. I'm surrounded by loving couples. It's nice, but I wonder when I can find someone like that for myself. Someone like Cierna. Beautiful woman. Half-Cow. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok pointedly looks at me and asks, 
 “Would you like my help, Rain?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Of course, Brother! I would be delighted. Why didn't you help earlier?” 
 I give him a grin, to ease the sting of my words. I don't really mean it. Not 100%. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok looks stern. Never seen him like that before. 
 “Because, little Rain, a man needs to learn to ask for help. If I went to you, my words would fly in from one ear and out the other, much like when my wife speaks to you.” 
 Charok isn't smiling for once. He's serious about this. I reflect on it, somberly, and realize why he's so upset. With good reason. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Sister Alsantset, I wholeheartedly apologize for my behavior and stubbornness. Had I only listened to you, I would have reached my Enlightenment months ago. Failure lies not with the teacher, but with this foolish student. Brother Charok, I humbly ask for your aid and guidance.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Flattery will get you everywhere, little Rain. Just remember that. I accept your apology.” 
 Alsantset gives me a peck on the cheek. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You will always have my help, little Rain. Always.” 
 Charok grins at me. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It's nice to have people looking out for you. We continue our meal, more lively this time. 
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 I wake up bright and early, too excited to even try to sleep in. Today is the day Charok is going to help me reach the State of Balance. I've taken the first step on the Martial Path by reaching the State of Enlightenment which means that I can fight, I just need more practice. Now to learn to 'Harness the Power of the Heavens'. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 I'm lying in bed thinking about it. I can't get up yet though. The twins are still sleeping. They've taken to sleeping in my room. They still wet the bed at night, and are too big for cloth diapers to do much more than add to the pile of laundry. I've gotten in the habit of waking them to use the washroom around 1:00 am. Laundry is a huge hassle without a washing machine, but after I take them out, they refuse to let go of me, so I just keep them with me. It's easier this way. Am I spoiling them? Well, they deserve to be spoiled. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The orphanage wasn't a cliched, horrible run down place, run by terrible, child hating people. It was a very nice building, with many nice cozy rooms, run by a few very sweet ladies. But I can't forget the look on some of those other kids faces, when we didn't take them with us. Heartbreaking. They're well cared for, but everyone should have a loving family. I watch the twins sleep, so peaceful and content. Is this what my life would have been like if I grew up here? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sarnai told me that there was no doubt I come from the village, just that they don't know who my parents are. I'm pure blooded, as indicated by my amber eyes. Apparently, pure blooded villagers are increasingly in short supply, what with all the demi-humans in the village, and stringent measures against inbreeding. There isn't a 'preserve the bloodline' initiative going on or anything, so no harem route. The eye color doesn't do anything special either. No bloodline limit for me. I don't get anything do I? 
 
 
 
 
 

 The twins are stirring and wake, happy smiles abound and I take them to wash up. Charok is already awake, working in the kitchen. I wave at him, and take the twins to play with the roosequins while we wait for breakfast. I seem to have been reincarnated as an Au Pair. Nanny Reincarnated Inc. At your service. From Diapers to Diploma's. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Tate and Tali love the roosequins, and the roosequins love them back. They love to pick the twins up in their arms, and run off to nuzzle them. It's how they carry roosequin pups, apparently. A short walk outside where the animals poop, and we head back home. Alsantset has already laid out feed for them, so Suret and Pafu head right for their troughs, while I take the twins to the dining area. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Grilled spiced fish and herb rice, scallion pancakes wrapped around braised goat, and a hearty soup. Breakfast of champions. We eat together, Alsantset and I taking feeding duty, letting Charok fully enjoy the fruits of his labor. Tali is practicing with chopsticks, bringing tiny globs of rice to her mouth, bit by bit, interspersed with bits of carefully de-boned fish from my plate. 
 
 
 
 
 

 After breakfast, I sit around. I don't know what to do now. Normally, I would be getting ready for martial training, but Charok is supposed to be training me today. He normally watches the twins in the morning though. Does the village have a babysitting service? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar walks in, to the delight of the twins. They love their grandfather. Probably because he likes to throw them dangerously high into the air. Crazy Grandpa. Charok motions me over. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Great. Are we starting training? What are we going to do?”
  Finally, we can begin. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Wash dishes. It will be easier to wash before the grime hardens.” 
 Charok gives me a grin. Ya I should help with the dishes. It's pretty easy, especially with a clean source of water in the garden. The pond is connected to an underground river, so the water is always moving, and fresh. I grab a bucket, fill it with water, and get to washing dishes. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I wonder if this is part of the training? Some Mr. Miyagi type deal. Wash the dishes. Wax on. Wax off. I give it my all, scrubbing pots and pans. Again, I miss technology. It doesn't help that I don't understand half of the references that pop into my head. I just shake it off, now. That's not who I am anymore. I'm Rain: Martial Warrior. Just as soon as I finish with these dishes. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I jump up, and stretch. Finished. I empty the dirty water outside in the streets. They have gutters, along the side of the road. Amazingly high standard of living around here, considering everything is done by hand. I go back inside and find Charok. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Alright. Dishes are done. What now?” 
 My body is ready. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Go get Suret in her harness. Pafu is already harnessed. We are going on a small trip.” 
 I do as he says, Suret excited to be harnessed, itching to run. I bring her out of the stable, and Charok is waiting with Pafu, and a set of hunting gear. Bow, quiver, spear, hunting knife. Some camping gear as well. Guess we're going hunting? I load some of the things onto Suret. She seems even happier, carrying a heavy load. Poor thing, short runs around the village haven't been enough, I see. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We ride out of the village, Charok leading the way. It's brisk out, with winter coming on soon, but I'm dressed warmly in fur lined leathers over my clothes. We spend hours riding. We stop a few times, and try to catch some lunch. Charok managed to hit a pair of birds, water fowl. I murdered several trees, if they could die from arrows. Then we go back to riding. We stop before noon. It's a beautiful scene, the mountains edge. We're on a huge overhanging grassy plateau. I look out, and I see an almost endless mountain range. Not barren rocky mountains, but autumnal colors, teeming with life and renewal. Some plains stretch out to the south, and there's a lake in the distance, but to the east and west is all mountains. A small stream is close by, and I can see where, in the distance, It flows off into a waterfall, that feeds the lake. I don't see any villages or cities, no sign of human life at all. I've never actually seen anyone from someplace other than the mines and the village. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Taduk's lessons in geography and history come to mind. The village is close to the northern edge of the Azure Sea Continent, and therefore of the Empire as well. The impassable Ahja Bogd mountains, better known in the Empire as the Saint's Tribulations mountains, can also be translated as the Saint's Life mountains. Funny language. Life and Tribulation, one and the same, apparently. Pessimistic bunch. A dangerous area, filled with feral beasts and Defiled skirmishers. The Azure Sea Continent is surrounded by water and ice, connected to the other landmasses only at three narrow points. The northern bridge connects us to the Frozen Tundra to the north. Nothing wholly human lives there, just the Defiled, as far as anyone knows. The bridge is about 500 km to the East of us. Although that is the only land route, at times, the Defiled can arrive by water or air. Hence the need for the patrols. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It's impossible to go through the mountains, as an incredibly powerful Ancestral Beast has claimed the northern area as their own. The village is bordered by the territory of that beast, which keeps the village safe from 3 directions, North, East and West. We only need to worry about enemies coming from the south, and that would require them to double back, away from the Empire. The Village has never suffered an attack in it's history, although it has been used as a forward base during one particularly intense series of engagements. That was hundreds of years ago though. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok doesn't interrupt me as I take in the sights. I take a look, and he's started a fire, far back from the ledge. He also has removed the harness from Pafu, letting him wander around on his own. I do the same with Suret, who's still full of energy and happy to explore. They're well trained, they won't go far and will come running at a whistle. I'm not too worried about predators. Roosequin are pretty nasty in a fight, and tough to boot. Sharp teeth, grappling hands, and toenails that can disembowel a person with a kick. Most animals avoid them. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok has started cooking the birds, and is just watching them roast over the fire, a small tray underneath to catch the drippings. I wander over and sit down. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 So what do you need me to do?” 
 It's been half the day almost, and we haven't even started training. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Prepare these roots.” 
 He hands me a bunch of tubers, to wash, peel, and chop. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 What about for training? Any breathing exercises, or mental ones? I want to reach the State of Balance as soon as possible.” 
 I'm a little antsy. The ride over here was fun and all, plus the scenery is beautiful, but I need to be strong. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Charok grins. 
 “Let us eat first.” 
 His smile today reminds me of Baatar's. Wolfish. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The birds do smell delicious. Herbs and spiced roast duck. Or whatever kind of bird it is. I get to work, eager to eat. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We have lunch in silence. Charok seems to be deep in contemplation, and I realized that I don't actually have to be moving through the Forms to review them. While the movements are methodical and orderly, there are countless variations for each. Knowing when to use which one is vital. Can't always just react mindlessly. Delicious birds though. So moist, fatty, and greasy. I don't know how I used to eat, but I'm pretty sure it wasn't this good. Some leftover steamed buns to wrap the bird meat in make it the perfect meal. Pafu and Suret are close by, hoping for scraps, cute little squeaks and chirps to get my attention. I share a little when I'm done. They eat with little smacking noises, happy as can be. I want my own, but they're expensive. Not just to buy, but they're gluttons as well. Too bad, at 12 or 13 years old, I don't really have many job prospects. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I continue to immerse myself in my thoughts as we clean up. A little camp food isn't bad. Besides, it is kind of nice out here. I can trust Charok. He wouldn't have brought me out just to play. I stretch and lay back, using Suret as a pillow. Life is good lately, and soon, I should be able to figure out this State of Balance business. I relax in the cool, autumn weather, enjoying my first day off since I got here. 
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 “Why do you seek strength, little Rain?” Charok asks me, interrupting my daydreaming. 
 
 
“To be strong. To fight the Defiled. To defend the Village.” I answer mindlessly. They're all part of the village precepts, which I never bothered to memorize. All pretty standard 'be good, don't be an asshole' sort of things. I'd do that anyways. 
 
 
“Those are the words you think I wish to hear. Why do you seek strength?.” 
 
 
More fortune cookie advice. God dammit. Why do I seek strength? “To crush my enemies, see them driven before me, and hear the lamentations of the women.” I chortle. 
 
 
Charok smiles for a second, but it disappears when he remembers he's being stern. “Go reflect on my question. Return with a serious answer.” 
 
 
“But -” 
 
 
“Just go, little Rain. Half an hour at least. Think on it.” I'm being dismissed. He's shooing me. 
 
 
I wander around. 
 
 
I just need to be strong. Why do I want to be strong? Doesn't everyone want strength? No one wants to be on the bottom of the food chain, low on the totem pole. A serious answer. I don't know what he wants. 
 
 
Suret and Pafu are following me around. They're getting fat from idleness. I make myself a promise to run them more often, and let them go swimming more when we get back. Every now and then, they run off to chase something. They come back satisfied more often than not. I don't even see what they're eating, but they come back crunching on something, happy as a clam. Wait... That doesn't make any sense. How are clams happy? 
 
 
After I feel enough time has passed, I return to Charok. He's been whittling. Tiny little wooden figures, intricate and detailed. He made several of them in the time I was gone. I guess he just sat there, the whole time. 
 
 
“I didn't know you were so skilled at carving.” He has a finished carving beside him and I pick it up to look at. It's a bear, on it's hind legs. A little rough, but the knife work is intricate. Impressive. Charok just shrugs, and keeps whittling. I stand up and walk over to where he's sitting and squat down to talk to him. “So, what are we doing out here. Besides having a nice lunch?” 
 
 
“Why do you seek strength?” Charok asks the same question again. 
 
 
“Not this again.” I roll my eyes. More bullshit. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
 
“I already know the answer to my question, little Rain. I want to know if you know it as well.” Charok looks at me silently. I think about it. He's family. I might as well say it. He'll understand. 
 
 
“I want to be strong, so if anyone tries to hurt me again, I can fight back. So I can defend myself.” I tell him. He stares at me a moment before speaking. 
 
 
“If that is why you seek strength, then there is no need. We can go home immediately. You can continue learning with Taduk, and become an herbalist. It is a suitable profession for you. You are good at caring for others.” 
 
 
Wait, what? “I don't understand. Why will you not help me?” 
 
 
Charok looks at me like I'm an idiot. “I am helping you. You do not need strength to be safe. No one will ever hurt you in the village, Rain. No one will make you a slave again. The village is a safe place. We will protect you. Go be a herbalist, Rain.” He doesn't get up. He just sits there, watching me. 
 
 
“But I need to be strong!” I blurt it out. 
 
 
Charok smiles gently at me.“Finally. You admit it.” 
 
 
I'm... confused. 
 
 
“You need to be strong. You are driven to it. That is why you work so hard. That is why you seek strength. Why is that?” Charok looks at me expectantly, waiting for me to answer. 
 
 
“.... Because I am afraid.” There. Now he knows I'm a coward. 
 
 
“There is no shame in fear. It is a constant companion in our lives.” Charok puts his knife and half-finished carving down. “You have suffered much. In this past year, you seem to have recovered much.” He looks at me, prompting me to speak. He's patient, while I gather my thoughts. 
 
 
“I haven't. Completely recovered.” I mumble. Charok just nods, and waits for me to continue. “I still have thoughts about my time there. Every day. When I am alone, I close my eyes, and the memories return. It's like I'm helpless all over again.” I look at Charok, steeling myself. “That's why, I need to be strong. So that can never happen again.” 
 
 
“Then let me tell you a story about myself. Perhaps it will help you find your Balance.” Charok settles back, leaning on Pafu. “When I was your age, I hoped to be strong as well. I had no talent in the Forms, in their demonstration or insights. Seeking Balance was easier for me, almost as simple as walking. In regards to overall strength, I was average, among my generation. Nothing stood out about me, a plain person of no accomplishment. So I worked hard, harder than anyone else, whilst hiding my efforts, as if they made me less. Through some stroke of fortune, I was able to convince Alsantset to fall in love with me. Baatar was .. not pleased.” Charok chuckled at that. I was sympathetic. Baatar as a Father-in-Law is intimidating. 
 
 
“I am the son of a baker, no match for the splendid daughter of the Iron Banner. Baatar was not alone in this belief. Many shared his view, and believed themselves better suited for Alsantset. But they were of no consequence to Alsantset, and we were married despite it all.” Knowing Alsantset, she probably beat the crap out of those other guys, and threatened to run off and marry Charok anyways. 
 
 
“Alsantset's dream from childhood, however, was to ride beneath the Iron Banner, the company founded by her father. I could not allow myself to stand in the way of her dream. So she left for a seasons tour, shortly after we were married. While she was gone, I worked harder than ever, to cultivate, to become stronger, strong enough to fight beside her, to join her on her adventures.” 
 
 
Charok paused, lost in some memory. I was quiet. This was the first I was hearing any of this. I thought they had joined at the same time. I've had a serious lack of stories lately, and this was popcorn worthy. 
 
 
“I found that, after she left, I could not find my Balance. Every time I sought it, I was assailed by images of her in trouble, thoughts she would be injured or worse. I could not sleep for fear. I wanted to ride out to find her, although I had no idea where she would be, and no reason to believe she needed my help. I tried to busy myself, exhaust myself with work and training. Even so, the thoughts would not end, and my cultivation suffered. As it stood, even if she returned home safely, I would not be able to join her in the following year.” 
 
 
Charok looks at me and gestures for me to follow him. He brings me to the edge of the plateau. I look down. I can't tell how far the drop is, but I do know I wouldn't survive the fall. “I ran all the way out here, on foot, convinced she was injured somewhere, needing my help. I was sure of it, frantic. Until I saw this view. My tired, exhausted self, collapsed here and I stared. I looked at this view, the beauty, the majesty of it all. And I realized the strength inherent in it. I laid here and ordered my thoughts.” Charok stares off into the distance. 
 
 
After a long pause, Charok turns to grin at me. “I realized I was letting my fear guide me. I was being driven by it, and in my fear I was pushing everything away. I had told no one of my troubles. My friends, my family, they had no idea of my thoughts. I held my fear, deep inside, letting it consume me, until I was half mad and running out in the night following phantom feelings.” 
 
 
“I haven't gone on any half crazed quests, if that's what you're implying.” I haven't been that bad. Right? I feel like I seem pretty put together. 
 
 
He gives me a look. He knows. About my insomnia. Why I work myself to exhaustion. Why I always keep busy with something to do. I have the good sense to look sheepish. 
 
 
“You know the rest. This is why I brought you out here. To tell you my story. To tell you that you cannot let fear control you.” He gives me a hug. “I do not equate my ordeal to yours, or imply any failure on your part. That you have come so far in such a short time amazes me. I admire you for it, for your willpower, your strength.” He looks me in the eyes. “But you cannot allow your fear to drive you any longer. Not if you wish to be strong.” 
 
 
“So what do I do? Wait for an epiphany, like yours? How does being afraid keep me from reaching Balance?” It's so frustrating. I came out here hoping for some technique, some insight, some method to follow. How do I deal with this? 
 
 
“Fear does not stop you from attaining the State of Balance. Being controlled by your fear is stopping you. In your fear, you are pushing away all who would help you. You busy yourself, hiding your pain and giving false smiles. The heavens will not aid you, not because it rejects you, but because, in your fear, you reject the heavens. I cannot tell you how to deal with your fear. I can only tell you that you have people who care, and are willing to share your burdens. You are loved little Rain. Remember that.” 
 
 
Charok takes out his knife, holds his arm out, and cuts deeply into his forearm. “I swear an oath to the Heavens. I will not allow my brother Rain to ever be taken from the People. Should any try, we will rise as one, and wipe them from existence. This I swear to you, with the Heavens as my witness.” The blood spurts from his arm, in short vermilion bursts. 
 
 
“Hurry and heal the wound, Charok. You'll pass out from blood loss!” I think he nicked an artery. 
 
 
“That cannot be done, little Rain. An oath made to the Heavens requires sacrifice. It will heal naturally. Should I break my oath, it will exact a price from me.” Charok smiles weakly at me. He's losing a lot of blood. I grab some styptic powder and bandages from my pouch, and start working. “Idiot. How are you supposed to keep your oath if you die of blood loss here.” It'd be easier to work without the tears. Charok pats me on the head with his free hand. 
 
 
It isn't the fear of my time as a slave. Not anymore. I know it. Charok will protect me. I believe him wholeheartedly. I know that if I am ever taken, he'll kill everyone who tries to hurt me. The only way he doesn't is if Baatar and Alsantset kill them all first. I don't have to worry. I don't need strength because they will be my strength. That burden has been lifted from me. 
 
 
I know the problem though. The real problem is I'm an adult man reincarnated as a kid. I know now, that's the real reason why I can't find my Balance. Why the Energy of the Heavens rejects me. It's because I don't belong here. I've known that the whole time, so does the Heavens. I'm fooling them all, my new family. Taking advantage of them. I'm not really one of them. I took this body from one of their kin. He's the one who belongs here. I don't deserve their care. I don't deserve their love. 
 
 
I can't keep fooling them like this. I can't stay with them. I don't deserve them.
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 Charok sat with Pafu and waited. The quins would need another hour of rest before they had enough strength to return. He grimaced at the memory of his fear induced charge out of the village. He had no mount at the time, and had run an entire night and half the day. He had brought nothing but his bow, arrows, a hunting knife, and water skin. He had walked back into the village more than three days after he had disappeared into the night without telling anyone. 
 
 
He never told the story to Alsantset. Sarnai only knew because she pried it from him after he returned, demanding to know where he had been. He had grudgingly told her, and she had called him a fool. All the same, she had helped him through the fear. 
 
 
When the banner chose its members in the spring, Charok had fought the strongest out of those he thought he could defeat. And lost. So he tried a second opponent, and another, and then one more, before finally winning, still unsure after so many years if he won on merit or pity. Alsantset had been bewildered by it, couldn't understand why he fought so hard to join. She was happy he had made it, but upset at his recklessness. 
 
 
Rain was asleep. After needlessly binding the wound, he had asked for some time to think. He returned to the cave and curled up with Suret, and spent some time in thought before falling asleep. Charok let him rest. Rain worked himself to exhaustion each day, and did not sleep enough. The bags under his eyes grew darker by the week. 
 
 
Charok absently scratched the wound. The boy worried too much. The Heavens would exact its price for the oath, and seal the wound. No need for the burning powder that itched incessantly, or the discomfort of bandages. No infection would occur. Charok allowed Rain to treat him because it seemed to make him feel better. He let out a slow breath. Even after this, the boy still felt obligation. He had yet to understand, there was not cost incurred when he received aid, no unbalancing of scales. For family, you help because you can. 
 
 
Rain stirred a moment before waking. The sleep had refreshed him, but it seemed he still needed time to contemplated the day's events. Charok did not press him to speak, and began harnessing Pafu. Rain stood and began doing the same to Suret. 
 
 
The ride home largely uneventful. They crested a peak overlooking the village. It was still a half-hour's ride away, but they could look down upon the entire village. Charok could even make out their home. Rain had stopped Suret, studying the vista of the village below. Charok waited patiently. The boy was in deep thought, and they were in no rush. 
 
 
After a long time, Rain finally spoke, for the first time since the plateau. “This is a beautiful place. I am grateful to have been brought here.” He watched a few moments more, before directing Suret into motion. 
 
 
Charok frowned. What was on Rain's mind, that he would act so? He seemed forlorn, looking at the village. No matter. They would be home soon. 
 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
 
They returned well into the evening. Rain returned to his room, and after looking in on the twins, Charok returned to the room he shared with his wife. He walked up behind her, who sat in front of her mirror, combing her hair. 
 
 
“How did it go, beloved?” Alsantset asked, quietly. 
 
 
“We rode out. Had lunch, and talked. As to whether he can find his Balance, only time will tell.” Charok shrugged his shoulders. 
 
 
“Will you tell me of your day with Rain today? You were so cryptic about it.” 
 
 
“We spoke. I told him of my difficulties reaching the State of Balance. That is all, my flower.” Charok shared his misgivings with her. “I do not know why, but little Rain behaves as if defeated. He was so cheerful yesterday, but today … I do not understand. I thought after my story he would be more resolved.” 
 
 
Alsantset pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. She knew he did not wish to speak of his difficulties to her. His pride would not allow it. She knew and understood, allowing him his secrets, but her concern for Rain compelled her to ask.“Exactly what advice did you give him?” 
 
 
Charok shrugged. “I told him that in his fear, he was pushing us away, and pushing away the Energy of the Heavens. To reach balance, he would need to stop allowing his fear to control him. With how strong he has shown himself this past year, it should be a simple matter.” 
 
 
“And what did he say when you told him this?” 
 
 
“Nothing. He made no comment about it.” Charok paused, and saw his wife's eyebrow raise, inquiringly. “He made some comment on the ride home. He was looking at the village, and he spoke about how he was grateful.” 
 
 
Alsantset frowned. “Why does that give you pause, beloved? He has said so before. What were his exact words?” 
 
 
“I believe the exact words were 'This is a beautiful place. I am grateful to have been brought here.' I do not know why I found it odd, my love. He was so distraught.” 
 
 
Alsantset sat for a moment in contemplation. She stood and grabbed her beloved. “You are sure, those were his exact words?” Charok nodded, and she rushed out of the room. Charok followed behind closely. What had his wife realized? 
 
 
She opened the boy's door, surprising him. He sat on his bed, still unchanged from the journey. 
“You said, you were grateful 'To have been brought here'. Not 'to be here'.” Alsantset was visibly upset. 
 
 
“Uh, what?” Rain was bewildered, confusion in his eyes. Charok was confused as well. He didn't yet understand what had prompted this interrogation. 
 
 
“Do you intend to leave?” Alsantset was almost accusing the boy. Charok moved to calm her. 
 
 
“What? How did you know?” Rain's eyes widened in horror. “Can you read my mind? It that something you can do?” 
 
 
Any other time, Charok would have laughed. His wife did seem to have such an ability at times. The look on his face. This was no laughing matter however. Why was the boy thinking of leaving? 
 
 
“You are Rain, of the People. Student of the Healer Taduk, Ward of The Captain Baatar. Brother to Alsantset and Charok, Uncle to Tali and Tate. You belong here.” Alsantset declared to him. “Tell me little brother, what have we done to drive you away so?” 
 
 
“I-It isn't something you've done wrong. You've all been nothing but kind to me. Everyone has treated me so well. But I...” Rain stopped speaking, unable to look at either of them. 
 
 
“Foolish boy. Hear me speak.” Alsantset spoke, as an elder to a child. “The past matters not. Whatever you have done, whoever you may have been, from the moment you spoke before the village, you became Rain, of the People.” 
 
 
The boy remained silent. Alsantset continued, relentless, almost panicked. 
 
 
“I know not what secrets or reasons you hold that compel you to flee, and I care not about them. I tell you what I know. You are my brother. Not by blood, but by choice. Nothing you have done or will do can change that. You will remain here, in the home we share together. If you leave without a proper explanation I will hunt you down and drag you back by your ears. Do you understand?” Alsantset stood, glaring at him, almost frantic, waiting for his answer. “Speak!” She demanded him. 
 
 
“You don't understand. I am not … I don't belong here. You saved me, because of my eyes, but I am not … I am not one of the People. You've been misled. Tricked. I don't deserve to be here.” Rain was in tears, unable to look at either of them. 
 
 
Alsantset let out a breath. “So that is why you are scared? Why you hold yourself away from us? You believe we have been fooled into loving you?” She stepped forward, taking Rain into her embrace. “Idiot. Mule headed idiot. That is why you wish to flee?” She grabbed his face and made him look at her. “Listen carefully. Your eyes are why we saved you from the slavers. They have nothing to do with you being here. Mother told you, the day you arrived in the village. One is not born of the People. They are chosen.” She was crying now. “You were chosen by myself, by Charok, to be a part of our family. If not us, by Taduk or by Father. By any member of The Company. We all saw you beaten and abused, sickly and half-mad. We saw in you your strength of will, unbroken by your abusers, and every one of them asked to stand for you. Father demanded the honor.” 
 
 
Charok joined in the embrace. “We brought you before the village. You stood before us, and spoke your name, as one of the People. You truly belong here. Accept it in your heart, little brother.” 
They stayed like that for a long time. A family. 
 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
 
I yawned, stretching out the kinks in my back. A feathered mattress, my bed is not, but I wouldn't trade it for anything. I wash my face and go to wake the twins. Wet bed sheets. I didn't wake them last night. That's okay though. We go through our morning routine, and head to the dining room. 
 
 
Breakfast is special today, a huge assortment of steamed buns and dumplings. I have no idea how Charok has the time to make all of this, by hand. He makes so much food every morning. It's astounding to me. He even makes enough to share with some of the other families. He moves so quickly in the kitchen, it's like he has 4 hands. I eat slowly, savoring each bite. It's the least I can do, knowing how much effort goes into making it. 
 
 
After breakfast, I saddle up Suret. She's just as excited as yesterday. I give the twins each a hug goodbye, and wave to Alsantset and Charok. They're standing next to each other, hand in hand. They smile at me, supportive of my decision. 
 
 
I follow the path I took yesterday, up to the peak that overlooks the village. It's colder than yesterday, and it'll probably be even colder tomorrow. Winter is almost here. I let Suret run off to enjoy herself, and sit down to organize my thoughts. 
 
 
I've been here in this world for over a year and a half. I guess that means my birthday passed at least once. But I don't know when my birthday is, so that means I get to pick. What day to pick is obvious. The day I stood in front of the village, and became one of them. The 3rd day of the 10th month. I was twelve when I was sold to the mines. That makes me fourteen now. 
 
 
I smile and take in the sights, looking at the village where I'd spent my last year. It's beautiful. Every time I see it, it takes my breath away. A peaceful, quiet, hidden village, filled with some of the most amazing people. I'm thankful to each of them. To Baatar, who saved me. To Taduk, who healed me and educated me. To Alsantset and Charok, who love me and fixed me. They gave me a new life, a place to belong. I may have lingering phantom memories, but that doesn't matter anymore. It's just a part of me. Who I used to be is not as important as who I am now. 
 
 
My name is Rain. 
 
 
I am of The People. 
 
 
I belong here. In this world, in this village. 
 
 
I know this. I accept this. 
 
 
This is my home. With my family. 
 
 
I close my eyes and start the breathing exercises. 
 
 
Time passes. A minute, an hour, a day, I don't know how long. 
 
 
My nerves tingle, from my scalp down to my toes. 
 
 
The pores on my skin open. 
 
 
A warm refreshing breeze moves through me. 
 
 
It settles in my stomach, a soothing feeling. 
 
 
I feel safe. Alive. Accepted. Protected. Like the embrace of a loving mother. 
 
 
For the first time in my training, I reach the State of Balance. 
 
 
 
 
 
  - End of Volume 1 -
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 I stand in front of my adversary, my nemesis, my enemy. 
 
 
 
 
 

 He must die. 
 
 
 
 

 My chest rises and falls slowly as I steady my breathing. I have only one chance. I need to put everything into this single strike. 
 
 
 
 

 To destroy him. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I look down at my new sword and study it. The unadorned pommel, the hilt wrapped beautifully, a red cord base with black cord wrapped over top in an intricate pattern. The scabbard is rectangular and wooden, with a flat metal tip. More black cord is wrapped around the top portion of it, a plain metal belt clip ensnared within. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The blade slides out, slowly. No ringing sound, just the scrape of metal on wood. My hand rests comfortably on the raised cord of the hilt, feeling the patterned X's. There's no hand guard, just a small raised rectangular portion, separating blade and hilt. The blade is straight and double-edged, 35 cm long and 4 cm wide of polished mirrored metal. Two grooves run along the length of the blade, the light causing a wavy diamond pattern to be reflected within them. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It is a wonderfully crafted weapon, beautiful in its simplicity. It is mine. It is a part of me, in body and spirit. I will use it to cut down my enemy. I breathe in, and out, closing my eyes. 
 

  
I reach for Balance. The Energy of the Heavens surges into me, like waves crashing against the cliff side, gradually slowing until calm as mirror’s surface. The still energy is directed towards my sword, controlled as easily as breathing. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I slowly swing the sword at my nemesis. It strikes, encountering resistance, a slow jagged path, furrowing path through. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My eyes open, and Balance is lost. I study my work before me. The wooden log has a small chunk missing, about the size of a finger. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Mediocre.” Baatar is same as always, direct and unvarnished. “The cut is shallow, the path erratic. You are not projecting enough chi into the blade, nor is it uniform. Again.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Three years of training can be summed up into that one word: Again. Fail, and try again. Succeed, and do so again. It’s been drilled into my head by every one of my teachers. Again. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My second attempt is the same as the first. So is the third and the fourth. An hours worth of attempts and the log has been reduced to kindling. My energy is spent, sweat dripping down my body, head aching from the strain, breath panting. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar snorts and walks over and places a metal bar, 30 cm in diameter, into the stand. He takes my sword and casually swings it in a backhand slice. The metal shrieks and is cut in two. 
 
 
 
 
 

 That's just not human. It’s ridiculous. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “I keep telling you, boy: build your foundations. You keep pestering me to teach you more methods of chi usage, but you can’t even grasp the most simple aspect without closing your eyes. It takes time and effort to build up to this. You need more practice in control. You need to grow. This is where you should be focusing. One step at a time, boy. Clean up here. We're done for today.” Baatar turns and stalks away. His tail is wagging, so I know he isn't mad. Then again, it is lunchtime. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Time to start cleaning the remains of my nemesis. Rest in Peace Woody Woodson. He takes splintery vengeance upon me, despite my prayer for him, but that’s karma. I did hack him to pieces after all. Three years of training. One year for me to reach the first step. Two more years… and here I am, still stuck on that first step. They're really big steps. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I’m not too upset though. The whole point of the training is just for fun anyways. It's not that I'm fighting people in death matches or anything. Herbalism and healing take up most of my time, the Martial Training is more of a hobby. A hobby that can save my life, at that. Beats playing checkers all day. 
 
 
 
 
 

 These past two years have been good. Living in the village, learning and training. As soon as I was able to reach the State of Balance, my body went through a growth spurt, and through all those awkward preteen stages. At 16 year's old, I stand close to 165 cm, which is still a little shorter than average in the village. There are still some years of growing to go though, so hopefully I get taller. My voice has deepened, but it's still on the mid to higher range of the scale. Other than that, not much has changed. The twins are older, but still adorable, Charok and Alsantset are still madly in love, and Taduk is still a Hare Supremacist. Poor bunnies. Poor, delicious, juicy, bunnies. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We've had a streak of luck, with no casualties of battle since before I arrived. Every year, it's been a happy and joyous occasion when Baatar returns with the Company. They love their festivals. The Company is back? A festival. The company is leaving? Another festival. New year, Harvest, Summer and Winter equinox? Festivals for all. Village life can get pretty dull, so they find a reason to celebrate almost anything. 
 
 
 
 
 

 This morning, Baatar gifted me with my new sword, hence the new lesson. It's probably expensive, since most weapons are black iron, a world of difference from my shiny new sword. A spiritual weapon, something I can infuse with my chi. It was made in the village, so I should go find out how they're made, and see if I can get a spear as well. The sword is a little short for my tastes, but it suits the style Baatar is teaching me perfectly. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Baatar teaches me when he's around, and the rest of the year, I learn from Alsantset. This has caused some friendly competition between the two of them, with me caught in the middle. It's especially harder around the transition times. The two of them have different styles to teach and tend to pull me in both directions. Baatar wants me to be aggressive, charging forward with short spear and shield, and now short sword. Alsantset prefers to use a longer weapon, like a normal spear, controlling the pace and keeping her distance. I had no choice but to push myself to learn both. It was easier than trying to broker a peace between them, or worse, choose one over the other. They're both so stubborn and prideful, it's hard to remember that they aren't blood related. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The sword is a great gift, but I feel like a sword is purely a weapon, unsuitable for me. I mean, I can use a spear and bow for hunting. A short sword? It's better than nothing is the best I can say. I shouldn't be ungrateful. It's a splendid weapon. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I brush my hands off and head out, my cleaning complete. Time for lunch. Normally it would be time to eat with Taduk and Mei, but they left on a long trip to the city. Taduk owns a villa there, and tends to visit for a few weeks at a time. A villa. I bet it's all sorts of expensive. I can't wait to earn the big bucks as a healer. Or even just visit the city. Beautiful though the village is, sometimes you need a change of scenery. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The familiar doors of my home are wide open, and the smell of cooked rice and spices greets me. If it weren't for all the walking and exercise, I'd be a fat bastard by now. The twins are sitting at the table, waiting for lunch already. Alsantset is bringing out food, in tiny bamboo steamers. I sit down next to Tate and wait patiently. Don't drool. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Husolt mentioned that Papa brought you a new sword. Show it to me.” That competitive spirit showing through. Alsantset will probably criticize it for being too short. I reach back to unhook the sheath and freeze. The sword is still at the training yard. Fuck. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 I'm still not quite used to hunting animals, especially the cute fluffy ones. One thing I wasn't expecting was the screaming. They all scream while dying. I'm not good enough with the bow to instantly kill my target every time. It sends shivers down my spine. It hasn't turned me vegetarian though. Meat tastes too good for that. It has made me appreciate meat more, seeing the amount of work required. Don't even get me started on making noodles or dumplings. So here I am, doing my part, slaughtering delicious animals. Or rather, trying to find delicious animals to slaughter. I'm being useful. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Pafu and Suret are with me, carrying their three tiny new pups in their arms. The pups hatched in the spring, which raised all sorts of questions. Now, almost 6 months old, the little adorable floofballs are still incredibly weak, and are rarely out of sight of their parents. It takes two years for them to finish fully growing, during which the parents will raise them together. It's nice seeing good animal parents. It's heartwarming. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The twang of my bow and hiss of an arrow, and a shrill squeal sounds out. Birds fly off and the forest goes silent for a moment, before resuming its normal sounds. Pafu drops his pup into Suret's paws and runs off to grab my kill. He comes back with a big fat rabbit in his paws and mouth, handing it to me proudly. Roosequins seem to be man's best friend around here. Useful for all sorts of things. I set about bleeding and skinning the rabbit, removing the offal and tossing little bits to the quins. My catch so far is three water birds and two giant rabbits. One more bird and I can head home. Having free afternoons lately is pretty good. The rabbit goes into the basket with his partners in deliciousness, and off we go a hunting. 
 
 
 
 

 Pafu and Suret go alert, noticing something I've missed. My eyes focus in the same direction, drawing another arrow. Out here, you aren't always the hunter. I strain my ears and eyes. Normal forest noises. No moving bushes, shaking trees, no sounds of movement. Just a false alarm. 
 
 
 
 

 An ear-splitting cry puckers my asshole, and I freeze for a split second before bolting away. Pafu and Suret react faster than me, well ahead and gaining distance. Fucking furry traitors. I should get a dog. Dashing through the forest, jumping logs and crashing through bushes while behind me I hear it crash through logs and rip through bushes. Fuck. Breath deep, find Balance. A root catches my foot, and I stumble a few steps, losing precious seconds. My options limited, I turn and snap an arrow off before diving to the side. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It crashes through the trees, unable to stop. A second arrow is nocked, but I'm unable to get a clear shot. A shrill, pulsating cry sounds once again. It stalks out one slow step at a time, revealing it's meter tall body slowly, glaring at me with its tiny yellow eyes, mottled green feathers ruffled, my arrow in its shoulder. The giant, yellow beak snaps threateningly once, twice. A fucking Terror Bird. It charges once again. 
 
 
 
 

 Shooting again, I dive aside again, but it's waiting for it, stepping diagonally, long neck extending, beak snapping centimeters from my leg. Thank god it doesn't corner well. Or fly at all. Dropping my bow, I draw my sword. More like knife. If only Suret didn't run off with my spear and shield. Not that it matters. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The bird is wary of my shiny weapon. We stare at one another, it taking my measure, me trying to glare it to death. Maybe I should have held onto the bow a bit longer. A third cry, beak opened wide, toothed gullet displayed. It steps forward, snapping at me. My sword in both hands, I bat its head away, dodging around trees and rocks. It's beak snaps through them like chewing butter. My arms start to feel like noodles, its head like a steel beam, I lose ground before it, my life flashing before my eyes with each snap of its beak. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Pafu springs out from behind, latching onto the bird's leg and pulls back. It turns to snap at him and I charge, focusing my chi into the sword. One chance. Become one with the weapon. Swinging my sword at its thick, muscular neck, the steel bites deep. A scream sends needles down my spine. 
 

  
Nope. A failure. Try again? I pull the blade free and ready a second swing. 
 
 

 The air is squeezed out of my lungs, a large clawed foot kicking me in the chest. My body flies back a few meters, landing on my knees, gasping for air, my forehead striking the dirt. 
 
 
 

 I need to get up. I can feel it's footsteps coming closer. Step. Step. Crash. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My head still in the dirt, my breath comes in pants, with sharp pain accompanying each breath. Unable to stand until they subside, I lift my head to watch my impeding death. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The Terror Bird lies on the ground, its red blood pooling the ground, bursting out in pulsing spurts, each one weaker than the last. Its mouth open, pitiful gurgling cries coming out. It's dying screams almost sound like its heartbroken. I curl up and wait for the pain in my chest to subside, watching the bird die. 
 

  
I don't know how long I passed out for. Something wet and furry nuzzling me wakes me. My eyes are greeted by Pafu, face covered in blood, dripping from his whiskers. Struggling to sit up, I look around. The furry little hero has been eating the Terror Bird. Suret and her pups are still there, nibbling away at the corpse. I scratch Pafu on the neck and he purrs in delight. “Who's a good roosey-goosey? You are, yes you are. You saved my life, didn't you? Ya you did.” My face is buried in his fur now. If Pafu or Suret ever turn into an Ancestral Beast, I hope they don't tell anyone about my 'cute animal' voice. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My legs are shaky as I stand and find my bearings. The sun will be up for at least another three hours, so I wasn't out long. Making my way slowly to the dead bird, I shoo the quins away. This is my kill. Pafu gets an assist, so he can snack, but you other furry little traitors don't deserve the best bits. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I hope this stupid bird is delicious. It would have been embarrassing, dying to a giant fucking parrot. 
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 I mentally organize my to-do list: 
 
 


 
  
   
   	Heal injuries    
 
   	Butcher bird 
 
   	Get the fuck out of here
 
   	Give Pafu lot's of treats and hugs.
 
   	Glare at Suret, but give her treats and hugs too.
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Sitting down close to the corpse, I take a breath, close my eyes, and Seek Balance. My chi circulates throughout my body at my direction, informing me about my wounds. Three deep puncture wounds, a mass of bruises, and two cracked ribs. All from that one kick. 400 kilograms of flightless bird packs a mean wallop. And to think I laughed when they told me to be careful of the birds. 
 
 
I concentrate, directing my chi to the injuries. A sharp pain, like a thousand tiny needles stabbing my skin. The mass of pain in my chest goes from a dark green, to a nice light yellow. Opening my eyes, I check my wounds. The punctures have stopped bleeding, a thin healed film beginning to form. There's still some torn skin around it, and an ugly bruise, that looks weeks old. Gross. That's the best I can do for now. A few days and a couple of stitches to completely fix everything, and I'll be good as new. At least I didn't break any bones. Healing is a useful skill, but I still get confused about the how of everything though. 
 
 
When entering the State of Balance, the Energy of Heaven surges into your body and strengthens it. Easy gains. When your body can't be strengthened anymore, you begin building up a surplus of Heavenly Energy, that will just fade away over time, unless you bind it to yourself. The binding process is simple. You just will the energy to you, and as long as it is in your body, it belongs to you. It becomes know as Internal Energy, or chi. When inside your body, it settles in your 'core', which sits around your belly. It doesn't take up any physical space, but it's there. It feels like a warm drink, settled in your stomach. 
 
 
Self healing is controlled through a process called inner examination. I use my chi to perceive my injuries, in an abstract way. I don't actually “see” my injuries, but the information is interpreted by my brain. Everyone perceives it differently. I see colors. Red is good, which threw me off at first. I thought I was dying. The further up the color spectrum you go, the worse it gets. Or is it further down? 
 
 
Self healing is a simple process, but takes times and practice. I get more practice than most, and even then the gain is minimal. I just don't have enough chi. Sometimes it's easier to fix an injury the normal way instead. While my core will grow eventually, increasing the amount of chi I can store, there is nothing I can do to speed that process up. The only thing I can do is practice at getting more efficient. 
 
 
I wanted to be able to heal my injuries in the middle of battle, without having to think about it. The sword trick Baatar showed me earlier kind of put a damper on that dream. I can barely heal some holes in me right now. How long until I can heal a missing arm? Taduk claims he can heal anything short of death, and I believe him. If he were here, a few minutes is all he'd need to fix me back to new. 
 
 
Healing other people is a world of difference from healing yourself. Internal Energy is just that. Internal. As soon as it leaves your body, it turns back into Heavenly Energy, almost immediately, snatched back as if we had stolen it. It takes extreme amounts of control to keep your internal energy from turning back into Heavenly Energy. Taduk is a little goofy, but he’s an amazing guy, being able to heal as well as he does, almost without effort. 
 
 
I get to work cutting apart the bird, just getting the big juicy parts and leaving the rest. It’s skin is tough, and the feathers are fucking sharp. Chopping the head and feet off seems like a good idea. I'm sure someone can find a use for a beak that chomps through trees, and giant claws. There isn't any magic core for power ups though. The bones are no use either, they're hollow and fragile. Do I need its organs? I need a wiki for all this shit. I give up and stick to my initial plan. Meat, feet, and beak. 
 
 
While wiping myself down and surveying the surroundings for danger, the roosequins go to town on the carcass. They are messy little eaters, but make adorable noises. When they're done picking it apart, I split the meat into two equal loads and pack them onto Pafu and Suret's back. We all walk home slowly, tired after a long day. Fast mounts as they are, they can't carry too much more than a human rider. Bad for their hips. Plus, an hour ago I had 3 sucking chest wounds. 
 
 
Four birds and two rabbits. Met my goal for the day. 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
“You killed a Terror Bird, and didn't think to bring its feathers back?” 
 
 
Fuck. Feathers! It's a bird, and I didn't think feathers? “They were hard and jagged. It would have made a terrible cushion, Sister.” 
 
 
Alsantset rolls her eyes, and taps me on the head lightly. “You have returned safely. I am glad. I should send you back out to scavenge them. The feathers make good scales for stitching to armor. What am I supposed to do with a beak, or the feet? Throw it in the pen for them to eat.” 
 
 
I sigh while turning to go back. Armor is pretty important. I'll have to borrow a mount from the neighbors. Pafu and Suret are spent, curled up with their pups. They won't even lend one out for me to cuddle at night. So stingy. 
 
 
Alsantset reaches out and grabs my shoulder. “I am joking you wood headed fool. You're injured. Fix yourself and rest. You can just go kill another one tomorrow.” A real comedian. I hope that's a joke. That bird will haunt my nightmares. 
 
 
I like the banter with her. The babying and swaddling when I first arrived was nice, but I'm a grown man. It's nice that she's treating me like one. I saw it in her eyes, the instinct to rush towards me and check my wounds, worry and fear evident. It's better this way. Just a normal day, just like yesterday, almost no tomorrow. No big deal. Deep breaths. 
 
 
Alsantset takes the meat inside, while I scrape and wash the furs. No time to rest, even after a near death experience. There’s too much to do. Keeping busy also helps me from freaking out. The meat is best fresh, and without a freezer, will spoil quickly. Some will be kept cold in an icebox, and the rest will be preserved, sold or shared. The furs will be tanned by me, and either sold or made into something useful. There isn’t a large need for coin in the village. It’s used as a baseline for value, but barter is more common. Big rabbits make for big pelts. These two are probably enough for a jacket. I'll probably just give it to Sarnai, who will distribute it to someone. Socialism Ho! I guess. 
 
 
I haven't really puzzled out how social and monetary values work around here. I haven't paid for anything or sold anything either. A lot of cooking is done communally, like baking, and there isn't an obvious intuitive process on how everything is distributed. Or who supplies all the food for all the festivals. I just eat my food, and give whatever Charok and Alsantset don't want to Sarnai. 
 
 
Charity is respected, but debt is frowned upon in the village. Trading the farmer furs and meats for two weeks, in return for a share of the harvest is seen as improper. But just giving the farmer the furs and meat is fine. The farmer will thank you and tell people of your generosity. Eventually, the farmers will usually 'gift' you back with crops quietly, and ask you not to speak of it. It all works out fine in the end I guess. I don't understand why accepting a hand out is better than accepting a loan. 
 
 
I need to figure this all out. Earn some money. I want another spiritual weapon, like a proper spear, or even some armor. Full body plate mail please. I don’t mind if it’s uncomfortable, I need the protection. The world is terrifying outside the village. 
 
 
I’d also like to have sex. The best way for that is with prostitutes. Or courtesans, whatever. Either way, I need money. 
 
 
Life is difficult, trapped in a teenage body. People my 'age' are just... so immature. I can’t stand their stupid conversations, about who is interested in whom, or what new thing someone got, or the incessant giggling. They have brothels in the cities, but nothing here. Not even sexy older single ladies looking to have some fun with a younger man. Everyone's married. The mixed baths are nice, but you can only stare so much without being labeled a pervert, and that is not a label I want. Seeing without touching is its own special form of torture though. 
 
 
When my musing is finished, I take the twins out to play hide and seek with some other kids. Lately, my nanny duties seem to have expanded to include the neighborhood. It's nice though, seeing kids laugh and play, almost therapeutic. I don't hate living in this world, but near death experiences happen far too frequently for me to be comfortable. I always have an inkling that things could be different, better. When it comes to the how, I come up empty. Life is tough in the village, and imperfect, but I do love it here. While I would like to visit other places, I don’t think I could stay away from here for long. It’s just so beautiful and peaceful, the people so in harmony with one another. Plus the stories about everywhere else don't paint a pretty picture. Strife and power struggles, literal cut-throat politics. 
 
 
As it turns out, terror bird is delicious, a little tough, but full of flavor and juice. Worth it. What's a near death experience, compared to delicious fried terror strips? The twins love it as well, tossing tiny bite sized pieces into their mouths. That alone makes the chest wounds hurt less. Well, not really. Alsantset spends dinner listing out different animals and the useful parts I should harvest from them. How does she remember all of it? 
 
 
When dinner is over, lecture finished, and my chores are done, it's time to head back to the training yard. Practice makes perfect. I begin to brutally chip Woodrow Woodson slowly to death. I am become death, the destroyer of wood. I'm not getting any better. Still the same small finger sized chunks. 
 
 
I failed today, and could have died. I lucked out that the bird kicked me away, without killing me. And that he bled out before reaching me. Just one bite and I would be gone the way of the dodo. This is not a happy world I live in. Illnesses are less of a concern for me, because cultivating Heavenly Energy keeps me healthy, but the world is filled with things trying to kill me. Like giant bipedal birds, and demons of pure anger. I fucked up, leaving my gear on Suret. I need to be better, smarter. Failing that, all I can do is keep working, keep getting stronger. Keep practicing. My sword whistles through the air, landing on the wood with a thunk. 
 
 
Again. 
 
 
And Again.
 






      Chapter 22 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Mila watched as Rain swung away at the wooden log. He'd been at it since he arrived, almost two hours ago. The sun had long set, and he still swung away, illuminated by torchlight, fiercely determined to destroy as many logs as he could. What an idiot.
 
  
 
 Her best friend adored this odd, log-hating, training maniac of a loner. Lin would always gush about her 'Big Brother Rainy'. Mila just didn't understand what Lin saw in him. He spent all his free time training. A boring statue given life.
 
  
 
 Every time Mila came for extra practice, he would be here, doing some nonsensical practice. Once, she watched him punched an iron board for an hour. It was impossible to concentrate, with the constant, dull, thwang, thwang thwang. When she thought he was finally done, he just switched to punching with his the other hand. She almost wanted to pull her tail off. A night of training, ruined by distraction. It was maddening.
 
  
 
 Today was much the same. Meaningless repetition of a senseless action. Thwack. Pause. Thwack. Pause. That stupid look on his face. And for what? Nothing. There was no conceivable reason for him to do this.
 
  
 
 She had to know. He always did the oddest training. He had to have a reason, besides to drive her mad. She ran her hands through her short red hair, making herself presentable. Once ready, she walked over to him and asked curtly, “What are you doing?”
 
  
 
 He turned to her and blinked. After a pause he replied, “Practicing?”
 
  
 
 She groaned inwardly. 'Why was that a question?' She tried again. “Why are you just swinging at a wooden log? You've been doing it for a long time.”
 
  
 
 He blinked once again, speaking slowly this time. “I am practicing with my weapon.”
 
  
 
 Mila ground her teeth. 'He must be an idiot.' She took a breath. “What are you practicing? How to make kindling?”
 
  
 
 He opened his mouth in realization. He held his sword in two hands, displaying it and said, “This is a spiritual weapon. That means you can insert Inner Energy into it. That's what I'm practicing.” He gave a patronizing half-smile.
 
  
 
 Mila closed her eyes, and counted to ten. 'He cannot be doing this without intent. No one can be this mule headed.' She counted to ten once more. She opened her eyes. Rain had turned back, preparing to chop at the log again. “Stop. Stop. Just stop. I understand that you are practicing. I know that you have a spiritual weapon. My father made it. I wrapped the hilt and scabbard. I also have my own spiritual weapon. I am well aware of how to infuse it with chi.” Frustration threatened to overwhelm her. “What I want to know is, what exactly are you trying to accomplish?”
 
  
 
 “Oh, err, okay. Um, I'm practicing to control my chi, to evenly spread it through the weapon. When done properly, it should cut the log in half with a single strike. Did you say your father made this?” His eyes were lit up in interest.
 
  
 
 Mila palmed her face. After a long moment, she sighed, and spoke. “You are an idiot. Simply infusing chi into the weapon will not make it sharper. All it will do is strengthen the weapon, the same as when you take heavenly energy into your body.” He had been chipping at logs all night for nothing. She had involved herself with an idiot.
 
  
 
 “Oh? OHHH, okay, that makes sense. But I watched Baatar cut a metal bar in two with my sword, just this morning. How do I do that?” The idiot was now asking her for advice. Just perfect. She should have just stayed away. She cursed her own curiosity.
 
  
 
 “It's an advanced form of chi manipulation. You should just ask your mentor.” She needed to separate herself from him. His stupidity might be contagious. The poor thing was mad from solitude.
 
  
 
 “Ah, thank you. I will do so tomorrow.” He actually gave her a small bow, a few centimeters, but a bow nonetheless. “I apologize, but I don't know your name.”
 
  
 
 She stiffened. They had been in classes together for 3 years now. Sure he missed classes when his mentor returned, but that just 4 months of the year. How did he not know everyone's name? He truly was an idiot. “My name is Sumila.” Mila curtly gave him her name, disregarding etiquette. He makes no effort to learn the names of his own class, he doesn't deserve a tribesman's introduction.
 
  
 
 He bowed once more. It was disgraceful, always lowering his head. “Thank you for explaining my mistake, Sumila. I jumped to conclusions on my own.” This idiot didn't even realize he was being insulted. “You said you wrapped this? It is beautifully done.”
 
  
 
 She straightened a little at the praise. Most didn't appreciate how nicely she made the wrappings. She made sure to make them functional, yet pretty. Her Papa always eschewed designs and patterns in his forging, claiming aesthetics were worthless to a weapon, but what young warrior wants to buy a plain weapon? As long as it did not affect it's function, she saw no reason a weapon couldn't be nice to look at. A nice hilt wrapping, some carving in the pommel, a design on the scabbard, all could provide form, without interfering with function. Maybe she had been wrong about him.
 
  
 
 No harm in giving him a little advice. She turned to study the markings on the log, uneven as if torn rather than cut. “You're forcing your chi into the weapon too quickly.” She'd done the same thing at first. “You only need to connect with the weapon, and the chi will flow naturally.”
 
  
 
 He cocked his head at her, looking confused. “But I need to force the chi around my body though? It just sits around my stomach otherwise.” He patted his belly. Mila held back a giggle. What a childish explanation of chi. It gathered in one's core, 'not sit's in one's stomach'. She didn't look down on him for it though. His current words and actions made him seem more genuine than when he was bowing and saluting.
 
  
 
 She thought for a moment on how to best explain.“Is that how you heal? By forcing it? No, you simply direct it. Your chi is a gift from the Heavens. It contains the knowledge of what to do. You just allow it to do so. There is no need to force your chi into the weapon. Chi has no physical form, yet it can be found in every part of you. All you need to do is become one with your weapon, and your chi will naturally know the path.” She pointed at his sword and continued, “The weapon is masterfully made, to properly distribute chi on its own. You are unbalancing it when you forcefully exert influence over it. You must harmonize with your weapon, and that problem will be largely solved. It will take time. You can't have had it for more than a day.”
 
  
 
 He frowned, digesting her words. “This word, 'harmonize', what does it mean?”
 
  
 
 Mila scratched her head. He was more of an idiot than she thought. This was going to be difficult. She looked down to think of a simple way to explain. Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why is your chest bleeding?”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai moved through the Forms, decades of repetition allowing her the strength and poise to do so effortlessly. She had decided to focus on the Forms of the Bull. Angry, powerful, and unpredictable, the strengths of this Form reflected her mood this night. Mila had begged off of chores, running off to train with her fellow students. It was late, and she had yet to return. She would not train this long. Akanai knew her daughter. To not only shirk her chores, but her training as well?
 
  
 
 Akanai moved through 'Uplifts the Sequoia', 'Traverses the Mountain', 'Stomps the Wolf'. She continued to move through the Forms, sharp claps of wind following her movements, furrows in the grass left by her feet. A clang sounds as her fist sails through the iron punching board. She stopped, breathing erratic, hand stuck through the board.
 
  
 
 “Ai, old wife, your temper is showing. Our courtyard is destroyed. How are we to receive guests like this? We would lose face, showing a scene such as this.” Husolt stepped out from their room at the sound, exclaiming sarcastically at the sight of their courtyard.
 
  
 
 Her husband did not truly care about their garden. His words were a repetition of her own, from when he had gotten drunk and uprooted their peach tree. A true bear of a man, brash and blunt, his single clear eye smiling at her. Akanai sniffed in displeasure. This was no time for frivolities. “Your daughter has run off to do Mother knows what, with Mother knows who. Such a daughter, so lacking in grace and tact. She's too much like yourself.” She couldn't scold Mila, so she would scold him. “Unable to learn anything but your bad habits. Telling racy jokes, playing stupid pranks, carousing in the night. Who would marry a girl like that? How are we to find a husband for little Mila?”
 
  
 
 Husolt held his hands up, in a mock defeated pose. Still the man joked. Their daughters future was in peril. She gave up glaring at him, it did no good. She looked around at the chaos wrought in her rampage. The rock garden had been toppled. The replacement plum tree was missing some bark. Two steps would need to be replaced. Some flowers would need to be planted, to hide the scars in the grass. Maybe peonies. “This infuriating daughter will frustrate me to death.”
 
  
 
 “I'm sorry I'm late Mama - ,” Sumila had come through the door, the sight freezing her tongue. She immediately turned to run out.
 
  
 
 “Halt right this moment, young lady.” Akanai dashed across the yard, lifting her tiny daughter by the scruff. “Do you have any notion of the time? Where have you been, and with who? See if I don't have a chat with their mothers. You were supposed to be off training.”
 
  
 
 “But Mama, I was. I was training. I stayed at the yard all night, you can ask Tumen, he was on duty there.” Sumila was plaintive, indignant. Not shameful or angry. Her round bear ears, so similar to Husolt's, lay still. Akanai turned Mila around, legs dangling in the air. Her long, bushy, red-brown tail twitched incessantly. Her daughter was not lying.
 
  
 
 “If you were training, then why did you stay so long? Were you meditating on some insight?” She put Mila down and bent over to speak with her, eye to eye, smoothing her collar. Mila had been wronged, and Akanai would need to make up for it. Was their daughter finally showing maturity?
 
  
 
 Mila bit her lip and mumbled an answer. When pressed, she spoke up. “I was talking to Rain.” Akanai sighed. Chatting with a boy. She brightened. A boy. Little Mila is showing interest? Akanai grimaced. A boy.
 
  
 
 “Who is this Rain? The name seems familiar, but I cannot place it.” Husolt had ambled over, guiding Mila into the sitting room. Akanai allowed herself to be led there as well.
 
  
 
 “He's Baatar's disciple, the boy that lives with Alsantset. We were talking about the sword you made him Papa.” Sumila was playing at being the sweet daughter, hoping to win her father onto her side. The big oaf fell for it each time.
 
  
 
 “And for this you are an hour late? What did you do, explain the entire forging process?” Akanai snorted. She needed to control the conversation, before Husolt grew too soft-hearted.
 
  
 
 “YES! It was so frustrating. He kept asking questions, about how we made the sword, the materials and the process for the metals. He wouldn't let me leave!” Little Mila seemed on the verge of tears. How dare that little runt make her daughter cry!
 
  
 
 “Oh? He was interested in such things?” Husolt scratched at his stubble. “Perhaps we should invite him to the forge. He's Taduk's student right? With him gone, the boy has the time. I wouldn't mind showing him around. It's always good to know some blacksmithing.”
 
  
 
 Mila glared at her father and spat out a venomous, “No! He'll just stay here forever, asking all his stupid questions. He doesn't know some of the simplest things. Then while explaining, he interrupts and makes you explain all the words he doesn't know. He's so dumb, he'll never be able to become an herbalist. I pity Lin, having to help him all the time.”
 
  
 
 Akanai eyed her normally easy-going daughter. “The boy seems to have made an impression on you.”
 
  
 
 Mila made a face, like sucking on a lemon. “He’s an idiot. Maddeningly so. And a liar. He claimed he killed a Terror Bird today. With his sword. Why lie so obviously? A fool. I never should have spoken to him.”
 
  
 
 Akanai calmed her daughter down, and shooed her off to bed. She had never seen Mila so angry at someone before. A girl quick to anger, but normally quick to forgive as well. She remained in the sitting room with her husband. She snuggled into his arms and decided to seek his opinion. “What do you think we should do, husband? She shows interest in him. Love and hate walk a thin line.”
 
  
 
 He just smiled. A slack faced, warm, loving smile. The lovable oaf did not even have a lick of concern for the situation.
 
  
 
 Akanai sat back up and shot him a look. “You think we should do nothing? Should we not meet the boy at least?”
 
  
 
 Husolt laughed. “Old wife, you've already made your decision. Why ask me? Do as you please. Just don't scare the boy too badly. They're children. Then again, from what little Taduk tells me, I would bet the boy doesn't scare easy.” He chuckled briefly before quickly adding, “Do not take that as a challenge, dear heart.”
 
  
 
 Akanai smiled sweetly at her husband and turned to settle back into his arms. “Of course, my dear husband. I will behave properly. I’ll simply have a visit with the pup tomorrow morning, before he begins his training.”
 
  
 
 She looked forward to seeing how her star pupil's disciple would measure up.
 






      Chapter 23 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Most mornings, when Baatar is in the village, I run to his personal training area near the top of the village. It's 525 steps to get to his home. I count them every day. The 525 steps are not consecutive. The village is built on a mountain top, and is far from level. They aren't well planned either. Sometimes to get from one 'level' to the next, I need to run 5 minutes to the closest stairs. It's good cardio at least. The first time I visited, I got so lost, I was almost an hour late. It terrified me, at the time. Even after all he's done for me, and all the time's I've watched him melt into a happy grandpa mode, I still find Baatar intimidating to be around. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Akanai is far more intimidating. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The first time I saw her, I thought she was an angel. Standing close to 200 cm, a buxom Nordic beauty, blue-eyed with hair like golden silk, tied in a perfect little bun. Deliciously toned muscles, broad shouldered, wide hips and legs that seemed to never end. A bombshell. Throw some glasses on her, and my brain would melt just looking at her. 
 
 
 
 
 

 It was my greatest luck to have met her in the baths. It took awhile for me to even notice her antlers, wide and the same color as her hair. They grew from behind her ears, and were flat against her head, nestled under her hair like a bone plate head protector. They took nothing away from her attractiveness, rather they added to it, framing her gorgeous, icy face. No tail. I checked. Studiously. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I never saw her again afterwards, so all I could do was cherish the memory. Often. It's tough being a teen, with all the hormones. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Most of the time, when I arrive at Baatar's training area, he's standing at attention, hands clasped behind him, staring intently at the door I just stepped through. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Today, I was met with the sight of my angel, standing at attention, hands clasped behind her, staring intently at me. I was in heaven. My angel has come for me, so stern and lovely. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 You are Rain? Good. Today I will be training you. My name is Akanai, Chief Provost, Wife of Husolt the Blacksmith, Mother to Sumila.”
  My goddess has a smoky voice, soothing and sexy, better than anything I had imagined. I need to say something smart, and witty. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Uhh. Yes. Hello. My name is Rain.” 
 I bow. God dammit brain. Wait did she say she's Sumila's mom? That little red-panda girl was really helpful yesterday. She answered all my questions, very clearly and with good detail. A little bit too much attitude, but I was asking many very basic questions. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 We will begin with the Forms. Demonstrate them.” 
 She watches me with her piercing eyes, and I almost lose myself in them, forgetting where I am. 
 “Are you waiting for a written invitation? Begin!” 
 
 
 
 
 

 I hop a little, and try to calm myself, before launching into the Forms. It isn't effortless, but it is much easier now. The movements come more naturally, a smooth transition from one to the next, my body in constant motion. 
 
 
 
 
 

 A rock sails into my knee. Lifting it in the air, I clutch it while cursing. Fuck that hurt. That hurt! 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Pitiful. Again.”
  Okay, so my angel likes it a bit rough. I can handle that. A deep breath and my chi begins to heal the bruise, and I fall back into the forms. I didn't know she'd take a page from Baatar. I'll be ready for it this time. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She stalks around me while I demonstrate the Forms, throwing rocks every now and then. I lose count of the stones thrown at me over the next hour. She's tricky about it. Sometimes she'll throw more than one at a time, or rapid fire them at me. Most of them are dodged, some are caught or parried, but the ones that connect need healing. A brutal goddess, who demands blood. She's not as kind as I had imagined. Still sexy though. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Barely passable.”
  Akanai speaks when I'm done. “You are too reserved in the forms, too fluid and unnatural. The forms contain the full spectrum of movements and emotions. You must also embrace the jarring and abrasiveness they contain.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 She moves through a few of the Forms. It's completely different from how I've been doing them. The same actions, but a different cadence. A wild, unpredictable beat, power inherent in every movement. She switches through different forms without pause, without delineation. I stare, this time not watching the beauty of her body, but the beauty of her movements. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I've been treating the forms like a serene dance, a ballet, a series of steps in an ordered fashion, but I've been wrong to. It's nothing like that. Or it is, but that isn't all it is. She finishes her all too short demonstration and looks at me, again with those sexy, frowning eyes. “
 Are you an idiot, boy? Can your mouth not close properly?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and close it. I need to control myself. Fucking teenage hormones. I can remember sex, but not details, just a general understanding of what I'm supposed to do. And the ever present urge to do it. Take a breath. Find Enlightenment. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I start the Forms once more, but a rock to chest makes me stop almost immediately. Rubbing my chest, I find that I started bleeding again. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Enough of that for now. We move on.”
  Akanai turns on her heel and walks off to the weapons rack. She grabs a shield and short spear and tosses them at me, hard. I step aside and turn to watch them fly off, striking the wall. Turning back, I find Akanai glaring. “
 Why did you not you catch them? Go get them. We are to spar.”
  She grabs a second shield and short spear, and steps into the sparring square. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I didn't catch them because you threw them like 100kmph. I would have flown into the wall if I grabbed them mid flight. Beautiful, but crazy. Never meet your idols. I inwardly sigh as I grab the errant weapons and walk into the square. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Akanai charges towards me shield held forward and bull rushes me out of the square. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I think I bounced off the floor. Groaning in pain, I slowly sit up. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Get up. Show me what Baatar has taught you. Do not hold back.”
  She stands tall, proud, as if bullying someone more than 30 cm shorter and probably 50 kilos lighter was something to be proud of. Crazy bitch just sucker charged me. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Brushing myself off, I gingerly walk back to the square. She doesn't bum rush me this time. Taking my stance, shield out, spear held forward, I ready myself. She stands casually, shield at her side, spear twirling in one hand. Step by step, I circle her, closing in on her. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She has a longer reach and higher vantage point. She's stronger and faster than me, probably more experienced to. My advantage? 
 
 
 
 
 

 I'm crafty. 
 
 
 
 
 

 As soon as I'm in range, I thrust at her shoulder. She parries easily. My attacks continue without pause, aiming high on her weapon side, drawing her attention. As she brings her shield over to block, I slip into her blind spot, putting my plan into action. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Her foot trips me, sending me crashing to the floor face first. She bops me on the head with her practice spear. Padded or not, it still fucking hurts. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Only an idiot believes himself smarter than his opponent. You are clever, but not as clever as you think.”
  She grins, the same not-smile that Baatar has. I want my angel back. Go away reality. Give me back my dreams. “
 Stand. Again.” 
 Even the intonation is the same. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Did Baatar teach you too?”
  Maybe I can elicit some sympathy, as a fellow victim. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She snorts. Even the snort is the same. How is that possible, with her lovely, defined nose? “
 Fool. I taught that pup, molded him into what he is today.”
  I cringe. Baatar is like 80 years old. How old is she? I've been tricked by her gorgeous exterior. Inside, she's a crone, a hag, an old lady. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We continue to spar, or rather, she continues to beat me senseless. After an eternity, she steps aside and whistles. A slim, nasally, human healer comes out and takes care of my injuries, even the ones from yesterday. I was going to use those for practice. She had a healer, waiting in the wings for this? Did she expect to need one? I want to cry. Today was supposed to be fun, questions with Baatar about my new sword. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Again.”
  This time, she has a long spear. She tosses it at me, gently this time. I reluctantly catch it. She won't do the same thing twice, and bum rush me again, will she? 
 
 
 
 
 

 As soon as I enter the square she lunges and tries to skewer me, but I was ready for it, dodging aside. Of all the nerve. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “
 Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”
  My best glare doesn't faze her. She just laughs, a throaty, sultry sound. I need to get laid. Or find some way to break this devil siren's hold on me. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We begin our spear sparring in earnest. She isn't abusing her extra range, letting me into my range so I can fight. It'd be viciously one sided otherwise. Even with the allowances, I'm blocking and parrying more than attacking. A few errant strikes, to keep her from steamrolling me, but mostly defense. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She throws a vertical chop at me. Blocking it, I hastily jump aside, her foot sailing through the space I just occupied. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I sweep her foot before it lands, keeping her off balance, and stick check her with all my might. She barely moves, even with just one foot on the ground. Can't let her recover. Twirling my spear to strike her in the face with the butt, she deftly steps aside, forcing me back with a few sweeps. 
 
 
 
 
 

 In position once again, she thrusts her spear at me repeatedly. They're fast and accurate, and it's all I can do to dodge and parry. Each time our weapons make contact, stinging reverberations shoot through my arms. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I put all the strength I have into my spear, knocking away a thrust that would have ended me. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Akanai recovers almost immediately, moving into an overhand strike. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My spear instinctively moves into position to block, horizontally. Repeat the pattern, I dare you. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Before her spear makes contact, I'm already moving. My feet slide, avoiding the kick, and twist my spear, catching the strike at an angle, avoiding most of the force behind it. I take another wide step and pivot the spear around her weapon, sending my weapon right into Akanai's neck. Eat that grandma. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Or at least, that's where her neck should have been. My spear whistles through the air, striking nothing, and an impact hits me in the stomach, making me fall to me knees, like a sack of potatoes. 
 
 
 
 
 

 My head hits the floor and my world slowly goes dark. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Akanai stood to one side in thought, watching Tokta fuss over the boy. Rain showed a fair amount of skill, especially for one so young. Even more amazing when considering the short amount of time he had been learning. He was properly motivated from his time in the mines. At least some good came of it. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Tokta spoke without looking up. “
 You may have gone too far. He is unconscious. He hit his head on the ground. Maybe cracked. Practice is over for the day.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Akanai waved it off. “
 He struck his head after I winded him. He will survive. I find the boy suitable. Good Insights into the forms, good instincts. Terrible foundation, but that's no surprise. It takes time to build. Also too engrossed with seeming elegant, slow to start, but fierce enough when pressed. What do you think?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Tokta nodded. “
 One would almost disbelieve he has only been training for three years. Even without the final counter, I would have agreed. Taduk already speaks highly of his skill in herbalism. He'd be useful in the Sentinels.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 She laughed, happy at his approval. She didn't need it, as Chief Provost of the Sentinels, but it was good to be in agreement with your second-in-command. Akanai was pleased by the skills the boy displayed, but a sparring square and true combat held a world of difference. “
 We'll take him on the next trip, see how he acts under pressure. I will settle this with Baatar.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 She smiled and walked off, leaving the boy to Tokta's care. She enjoyed the spar, even his curious turn of phrase. 
 'Fooled once, to your shame, fooled twice, to my shame'
 . She chuckled. That pup had found an interesting one. 






      Chapter 24 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Plodding along at what seems like a snail's pace, on a hard packed dirt road, through a seemingly endless grassy plain, I let out a raspy cough, and try to keep my balance. I'm situated at the back of the caravan, riding the most unfriendly, unhygienic, and uncomfortable roosequin I've ever met, who seems determined to buck me off. All the dirt thrown up by the wagons isn't helping, making me spit and gag so often. 
 
 
This Fucking Dust. The amount raised from a group of wagons is unbelievable. I can barely keep my eyes open, with the amount of grit in them. It gets everywhere. Into everything. From my boots to my fucking ass crack. I miss the baths, the beautiful scenery, the food. I miss everything about the village. Travel sucks donkey balls. I realize why everyone just skims over it. 'We traveled for 10 days and reached our destination' is much better than the reality. Saddle sores, calf cramps, travel food, and the fucking dust. There isn't even anything interesting to look at. Grass, dirt, some rocks. 
 
 
I should learn how to fly. Or at least run in the air, like the stupid rabbits Taduk is always talking about. That would be much better than this shit. I blame Baatar. He just let it all escalate. Couldn't man up, and stand up to Akanai, say 'Rain is my disciple, bitch'. He's my Mentor, not her, but all my praising and begging just gets me a pat on the back and a 'return whole' from him. No help at all. Like I had plans to do otherwise. Just thought I'd leave an arm in his yard, cause fucking why not? 
 
 
It's my sixth day of travel, and I still haven't figured out why I'm here. What did I do to deserve this? I just want to go home. 
 
 
After my savage beat down from that psycho grandma, I woke up on a table, with Tokta the Healer, Husband to Khorijin the weaver, Father to Tenjin the Sentinal, waiting for me. The family introductions are annoying, but apparently it's polite. I guess I'm supposed to remember all these people I've never met, and their stupid professions. What am I supposed to introduce myself as? Rain the Masturbator, Husband to Lefty, Father to countless splooge cloths. What an intro. 
 
 
After his introduction, he sat me down and began to teach me. Stupid things, like hand signals, whistle signals, formations, tactical maneuvers, and etiquette. He ignored all my irrelevant questions, and just kept droning on in that stupidly annoying voice of his. When I tried to leave, he smacked me around and made me kneel, while he continued his lesson. Dude is a fucking healer. Why is he so strong? Go heal people. Don't beat up teenagers. That's just shameful. 
 
 
Five days of that bullshit. Beaten by Akanai, then lectured by Tokta. I tried complaining to Baatar, and all he did was sternly warn me to follow orders, or she would do worse. Just scared of his Mentor, the big pansy. They had me fitted with some armor, introduced to Zabu the angry roosequin, and endlessly quizzed. At the end of the fifth day, Tokta tells me to pack some clothes in a bag, and report to the village gates before sun up. Simple enough. I figured we were going hiking or something. 
 
 
I returned home to find Alsantset running around, packing my things. Charok hands me a case of his carvings and furs to sell in the city, some coins, and imparted some wisdom about what to do, what not to do, manners and customs, places to visit or avoid. 
 
 
Tokta failed to mention quite a bit. I'd been co-opted into guarding a caravan to the city. It would be 10 days of travel, 5 days in the city, and 10 days back, at the minimum. There would be danger, bandits and beasts, as well as responsibilities for me. 'Pack some clothes'. Real informative. Asshole. 
 
 
Once I found out, I was a little excited about the trip. We were headed to Shen Huo, where Taduk owns a villa. He was there now, in fact. In a city. With people. I mean, the village is nice and all, but it would be nice to see a bit more of the world, and learn about it through experience, rather than from reading books. And prostitutes. I very much look forward to that. 
 
 
Leaning over to the side, I spit some dirt and grime out of my mouth. Zabu hisses at the movement, and I try to calm him by petting his back. He does not like that. It's much better to read about traveling. I need some Goggles, if I'm going to travel. They have glass here, but I don't really want to travel around with fragile glass goggles. How do you make clear plastic? All I know is it comes from a tree. Or is that rubber? I close my eyes and bow my head in concentration, trying to remember. 
 
 
“Eyes open, Cadet. Travel can be dangerous. Do not let your guard down.” Akanai. Angry, gorgeous, ancient, disapproving, sexy Akanai. So annoying. She rides next to me, commenting on everything I do. I drink too much water, I spit too much, I shouldn't slouch, I should dress better, speak more clearly. It's like she's made it her goal to browbeat me into submission. Now in Common. Everyone speaks Common while we're outside the village. Helps us fit in, not alienate the locals. Even though I still haven't seen anyone new. Sighing deeply, I lean back in the saddle, focusing on the endless sea of green and brown grass surrounding us. 
 
 
The caravan consists of 8 wagons, 14 carts, 12 Sentinels, 37 Cadets, 47 villagers and children, and me. Almost a hundred people. I know some of them, but not very well. Sumila is here, along with her father, Husolt. He's a big guy, almost a head taller than Akanai. His arms are thicker than my legs, with a barrel chest and braying laugh. He has thin, black hair, and is well shaven until the afternoon. He also has a well scarred, milky-white left eye, and bear ears like Sumila. No long fluffy tail, so I think he's just an average bear, rather than the red-panda variety. It's impolite to ask, apparently. Only Taduk brags about his heritage. If it was before I learned her true nature, I would have been incredibly envious of Husolt, being married to Akanai. Now I just pity him. And envy him a little. 
 
 
I pray silently for the sanity of Sumila's future husband. That poor bastard will be tricked by Sumila's cute button nose, adorable freckles, and floofy tail. What he'll get is dealing her crazy mother. Sumila sits in her fathers wagon, loaded with chests and weapons. She gets to be protected from all the dirt and dust. I ask her questions every now and then, mostly about training or spiritual weapons. She seems annoyed, but hasn't asked me to stop, and answers them all very concisely. She's a veritable font of knowledge. I want to ride in the wagon, get off this stupid quin. I wipe my face with a handkerchief. It comes back caked in dirt and sweat. Gross. 
 
 
My outfit is cozy, is the best I can say. I'm wearing full fighting gear while traveling. Hard leather armored vest, bracers, pants and boots. Fur-lined gloves, with the option to remove the top part covering the fingertips. Large wood and leather shield and a short spear that doubles as a club, strapped to my back, long spear and bow in the carrier strapped to stupid smelly Zabu. All topped by a ridiculously heavy metal plated, fur lined leather helmet. My shiny new sword is strapped onto my belt, above my butt. All in all, a little overkill for a slow ride in the countryside. The weather isn't cold enough for all this fur, and the most danger I've been in is almost breaking my neck when Zabu succeeds in throwing me off. 
 
 
Sure, there have been some small incidents, but nothing major. A few giant birds tried to make a meal of a straggler, but a few arrows took care of that and provided dinner. We've seen some land predators, but most just watch us pass, and the rest join the pots. They all taste terrible, tough and stringy, an offensive odor soaking the meat through. Although that could just be all the dirt. 
 
 
The day continues on, boring and uneventful, until after lunch. A cadet rides up and salutes to Akanai. “Provost Tokta's orders: Possible hostiles ahead. Caravan is to halt and take defensive measures. Request for Chief Provost Akanai to report.” 
 
 
Akanai looks at me, making sure I know what to do. Nodding in exasperation, I fall into my position, next to Husolt's wagon, guarding the rear. Taking my bow in hand, Zabu snarls at my movements. Chill out, you stupid fat weasel. Don't throw me again please. 
 
 
The wagons and carts have all stopped and pulled up on the side of the road. The villagers are all hiding behind the larger wagons, in small orderly bunches. Many of them are armed with their bows, ready to defend themselves. The cadets and guards ring them, spread out, some in the grass, others on the road. Staring down the open road, I see a curve in the road up head, maybe 500 meters ahead. There's a small grassy hill blocking line of sight, as good a place for an ambush as any. I can see why they ordered a stop if they saw people. We're not in a great place to wait though. We don't have any cover on this dirt road, besides some knee-high grass. 
 
 
I sit atop Zabu watching, checking my gear, making sure everything is at hand and properly worn. Glancing around the plains, there isn't much else to see. Unless someone dug trenches and are hiding, we aren't surrounded at least. I doubt anyone would be dumb enough to attack us anyways. We're too well armed, and it's almost all open ground for kilometers. 
 
 
The clop of hooves makes me look forward again. A single rider on horseback is approaching quickly. Taking an arrow from my quiver, I hold it to my bow, pointed at the ground. Akanai has an upheld closed fist, the signal for hold fire. I can't make out too many details of the rider. A big guy, dressed in grey-blue furs, carrying a spear with a white cloth tied to the haft. He comes closer and I correct myself. He's not dressed in furs, he's wearing a fur. The entire pelt of a giant wolf sits atop his head, flowing down his back, the paws attached to his arms. In the background, a large number of armed bandits begin filing out. Some of them stop at the top of the hill, carrying longbows. More march down the road, no discipline or formation, carrying a hodgepodge of weaponry, from pitchforks to genuine battle swords. Between 300 to 500 in number in total I think. Dressed in field clothes or less, they move at an easy, relaxed pace towards us, laughing and jeering in the distance. Wolf Bandit stops 100 meters from the front of the caravan. 
 
 
“The Bandit King Zhong Shan demands the surrender of your coin, goods, and women. Do so, and the children and elderly will be spared. Otherwise, we will slaughter every last one of you, leaving you without whole corpses.” He's loud, but has a bored tone, as if he's said the same thing a thousand times before. For a single rider in short range of over 50 hostile archers, he seems pretty uninterested. Or maybe that's confidence. How strong is he? 
 
 
Akanai says nothing. She opens her raised fist into a palm, directing everyone to open fire. 
 
 
 
In complete unison, every guard fires. The whistle of arrows stops the jeering. In an instant a number of bandits are down, bleeding or worse. Wolf Pelt no longer looks bored. Now he looks shocked. 
 
 
Draw, aim, and fire. Arrow after arrow flies from my bow, into the mass of approaching bandits. They're close enough together that it's hard to miss, and most aren't wearing any sort of armor. They begin to charge at us, to try and close the distance. Too little, too late, to change anything. I don't watch my arrows land. I just fire and move on to aiming the next shot. Arrows plunk down in front of the caravan, their shitty archers barely able to hit us from their perch on the hill. I watch as one of them falls dead, arrow piercing through him. 500 meters and up an incline, our archers have some nasty range and power with our tiny bows. 
 
 
Husolt also takes aim from atop his wagon. His bow is like a massive version of mine, almost two and a half times larger, yet somehow still seems dainty in his hands. An arrow that I could use as a spear leaps from the bow, and a bandit archer falls in the distance. Another arrow, and another bandit. Damn good shot for a guy with one eye. 
 
 
Wolf Pelt finally snaps to, and he bellows in rage. Ripping the cloth from his spear, he charges. The first arrow hits him, maybe after two-horse lengths. A second and third follow soon after, and he falls from his horse, who drags him the rest of the way towards us. A cadet stops his horse, two guards taking Wolf Pelt and tying him up. Guess he's not that strong. Where the fuck was all his confidence coming from? 
 
 
Within seconds of his fall, the rest of the bandits are trying to run, a number of them wounded, pushing each other aside in panic. Akanai gives the order and we stop firing, watching them scatter in all directions, injured and dead left behind. No honor among thieves it seem. The whole 'battle' lasted maybe a single minute, from start to finish. Unreal. Like shooting fish in a barrel. I just sat on my quin, picking off bandits. Bandit target practice. I didn't live it, it just feels like I watched it all happen. 
 
 
The sounds of moaning and cries for mercy fills the air, snapping me back to reality. Scanning over the dead bodies and badly injured, I see most are either shot or trampled. None of them made it into close combat. The Sentinels slowly move out, long spears in hand, checking the fallen, stabbing the fallen. I leap down from Zabu and walk around, looking for injured to help. 
 
 
Hands shaking, I count my arrows. The adrenaline is surging through me. C'mon, Son. That was barely a battle. Don't freak out. I shot seven times. How many did I kill? I take a deep breath. You heard the Wolf Idiot. These bandits were here to rob, kill, enslave and rape. They don't deserve pity. So stop it. 
 
 
No need to dwell on it, I just need to get to work, cutting arrows, staunching wounds, wrapping bandages. We don't have any dead, just some flesh wounds, so that's good. Nothing serious. Trying to concentrate on my work, but there isn't much to do. Tokta stops me from treating the bandits, so within minutes, I stand idle, with nothing to distract me from my thoughts. 
 
 
Why did they attack? Their only chance was to ambush us, they had to know that. 50 guards with bows could fire, at worst, 9 times in the minute and a half it would take for those bandits to reach us. 450 arrows, shot at 300 - 500 unarmored men. It's simple math. Even some of the villagers have bows, and most are better shots than me. 
 
 
Their ambush failed, but they still walked out to be shot at, disregarding their own lives. 
 
 
I don't understand it. Why did they just throw their lives away? 
 
 
It was senseless. 
 
 
A waste of life.
 






      Chapter 25 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Akanai was in good spirits. An easy engagement, to toughen the cadets. If only every first battle was like this, a slow tempering, rather than straight into the crucible. There had been no casualties, minor injuries except for one bad leg injury. Tokta had fixed that without issue. A good training fight. Difficult to plan a better one. 
 
 
The caravan moved out after clearing the road of the dead. The surviving bandits had been bound, to be brought with them to Shen Huo. The badly injured bandits had been offered two choices: to die by the side of the road, or a dagger to the heart. The dead would feed the scavengers. They traveled until dusk, making good time after the skirmish. The cadets had been well-trained, good stock. She nodded to herself. Of course they had been well trained. Their basics had been taught by Alsantset, then refined by Tokta. 
 
 
She sat on a log around her campfire, her arm around her husband. She had grudgingly allowed fires to be lit. While they had repelled the earlier attack, there was always the chance the bandits would regroup and attack again, but the cadets needed the light, to regain their calm. They would have to rely on the sentries to give fair warning in case of an attack. Whether that was likely depended on how loyal the bandits were. The idiot in the wolf pelt was their leader, Zhong Shan. An unpleasant fellow, screaming of death and retribution until she had him gagged and beaten. 
 
 
The boy sat silently, tending the fire. He had cooked for them, a delicious stew, with some travel bread. His cooking was better than expected. She watched him poke at the fire, with no purpose, lost in his own thoughts. Not the most sociable boy, but she could relate. Sumila was off with her friends in the cadets. She wasn't a cadet herself, but she had many friends. 
 
 
“Boy. You seem pensive. What are your thoughts?” Her husband, always striking up conversations. 
 
 
The boy looked up and smiled. “Nothing in particular.” 
 
 
“First time killing?” Akanai spoke, somewhat harsher than intended. She had no patience for soft-hearted fools. 
 
 
The boys eyes hardened. There's that fire in him. “No.” Ah, of course. It had slipped her mind. “I was just wondering why the bandits attacked. Their ambush had clearly failed. They just walked towards a heavily armed group with no plan at all. Even if we didn't fight, we are all mounted. They couldn't have caught us if we ran. It was idiotic.” 
 
 
Husolt laughed at the boy's question. “Of course it seems that way to you, boy. But think of it from their perspective. 50 guards, with women and children at their back, staring at almost 400 bandits. They thought we'd be pissing our pants just from the numbers, ambush or no. Either we stand and die, or we run and they try again another day. Not the brightest bunch.” 
 
 
The boy frowned. “But they had to have seen we were well armed, and every guard carried a bow. Why just present themselves for target practice?” 
 
 
Akanai shook her head. The boy was ignorant. “They did not know they were within range. To them, we appear to be carrying short bows, with a range of less than 150 meters. Even if we shot a few dead, that just means more food for the rest. Life is cheap out here.” She held her bow up for the boy to see. “Our bows are a the result of countless generations of research and experimentation, made with some of the best materials available in the Empire. A standard bow, like the one you wield, is made of five materials, each from a different source, and would fetch ten gold coins at market if ever sold. That's enough to see a peasant family fed in the city for a year, if they're careful.” The boy's eyes lit up. He better not sell his bow. A greedy little rascal. “A bow like mine, custom-made for the user with top quality materials, to craft such a bow, a noble could expect to pay a minimum of 200 gold easily, not including the cost of materials. Even if we were to sell them, not many would be able to wield them. Perhaps 1 in 10 of the population of the empire would be capable.” 
 
 
“I see. Very impressive.” The boy sat in quiet contemplation a moment, before finally asking,“What happens to the survivors?” 
 
 
“The prisoners”, Akanai corrected, “will be brought before the magistrate in Shen Huo city, and enslaved or executed. I wouldn't be surprised if the wolf idiot has a bounty on his head. To gather close to 400 bandits is an impressive feat.” 
 
 
The boy sighed, a mournful look upon his face. Akanai was beginning to get annoyed. “Enough of your pity. Those worthless mongrels asked for death, and we obliged them.” 
 
 
The boy looked at her in surprise, before it turned to anger. He took a breath and stood. “The deaths are a shame, but they brought that on themselves. I mourn the survivors. It would be a mercy to cut their throats, instead of sending them to be slaves.” He brushed himself off, and said his goodbyes, claiming need to rise early for the watch. 
 
 
“Boy.” He turned back to her. “You speak as if there is a choice. Out here, the strong rule, and the weak serve. They are weak, and refused to serve. So now we must force them. Cutting their throats serves no purpose. It is not as soft as it is back in the village.” Akanai dismissed him with a wave. Too much empathy, too soft at times. Maddening. 
 
 
“Better to die free than to live a slave.” The boy stalked off. 
 
 
Akanai snorted. And a romantic. “Where there is life, there is hope. Better to live a slave, than die a fool.” Of all people, she had thought the boy would have learned that simple concept. Her words gave him pause, but only a half step. He continued on his way. A sad young man, with a haunted past, Akanai pitied him. A sad life for Mila, if her husband fell to his anger, or despair. Her eyes narrowed at that thought. Perhaps she should dissuade her from the boy. That might only push her towards him more though. She sighed deeply, troubled by her dilemma. 
 
 
Her husband kissed her on the temple. “Let it be, Old Wife. He's a good lad. The children will make their own decisions. Little Mila might not even like him.” 
 
 
Akanai smiled at her foolish husband. 
 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
I return to the tent I'm sharing with two other cadets. A tiny little thing, I haven't learned to put up yet. Climbing into my bedroll I curl up, hugging my knees. I miss my bed. Sleeping on a blanket isn't much different from sleeping in the dirt. I fucking hate it. 
 
 
Sumila seems like a normal sweet girl. How she turned out that way with that witch she calls a mom is mind-boggling. Sumila doesn't seem shook up by the battle, laughing and joking along with her friends. They're all made of tougher stuff than I am, I guess. The killing doesn't bother me so much. It's the reasoning behind it. Is it so worth it to be a bandit out here? They didn't look all that well fed, and weren't well armed at all. Why not learn a trade, or be a farmer? Hell, they could join the army. At least then they'd get decent weapons and armor. What drives a man to lay in wait for innocents, to choose slaughter and rape as a lifestyle? 
 
 
For that, they'll be sentenced to slavery. No one deserves that. Should just hang them all. A quick knot and a short drop. 
 
 
Instead, now I get to call myself a slaver. 
 
 
I shake off Akanai's parting words. She's wrong. She's never been a slave. Rather be dead than go back to that. 
 
 
I close my eyes and try to shut out the memories. 
 
 
I can't wait to go home. 
 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
A cadet wakes me for my turn at sentry duty. I stretch and grab my weapons, while he settles in to sleep. The third cadet stirs a little, but doesn't wake. Heading out into the dark, I stumble around, trying to find my post. I've never done sentry duty before. Turns out, I wasn't missing much. It's boring and I can barely see in the gloom, but it's just grass road in all directions. That makes it perfect for practice. 
 
 
I enter the State of Enlightenment. After 3 years of constant practice, it's as easy as taking a deep breath. My senses sharpen. The gloom doesn't light up, but becomes more well defined. Individual strands of grass, swaying in the wind. The cold morning air feels almost like a knife on my skin, abrasive and almost painful. A down side to heightened senses. I can hear the breath of the sentries on either side of me. Slow, uneven. They're tired. Can't really blame them, yesterday was rough on the cadets. Most of them saw their first real combat. Most of them killed for the first time. It's easy to laugh when you’re with friends. It's when you're alone that the thoughts take over. 
 
 
I continue to practice, simply holding onto Enlightenment. It's mentally draining, holding onto it without Demonstrating the Forms. The movements themselves are almost a kind of meditation, letting yourself fall into a well-practiced pattern. It sets a part of your brain on autopilot, letting you devote more resources to the parsing your senses. The only way to lengthen the active use of Enlightenment is practice. I don't have enough hours in the day to devote to all the things I'm practicing. What I need is to learn to make shadow clones, to practice while I'm sleeping. No, better yet, some old guy should just transfer all his knowledge, straight into my brain. That would be much better. Everything takes so long to learn. I'm only passable with the bow, and I've been shooting every day for 3 years. 
 
 
There is a rustling in the grass. Concentrating my sense, I try to figure out where it came from. Looking left and right, I nock an arrow, readying myself. Something isn't right. A scrape, just barely discernible, stone on metal. I whistle the alarm, a low-to-high bird call, repeated 3 times. There's a movement in the grass and an arrow shoots towards it. Not mine. A scream pierces through the morning darkness. 
 
 
“We're under attack!” yelling as I shoot blindly at another rustle. The call is repeated down the line. Dark forms dart out of the grass, barely visible except for the glint on their weapons. Bandits probably. They're close. Shooting once more, I drop my bow and reach for my shield and short spear. 
 
 
I slam my shield into a dark form, stabbing it as it falls. No time to finish him off, more bandits on their way. I need to buy time for the camp to get up. 
 
 
A sword clangs off of my shield, knocking me off-balance. Fuck he's strong. There's more of them, I can't fight back. I just need to survive. Huddling behind my shield, my stance and my spear low, I block and dodge, duck and weave. My leathers take the bite out of the hits that slip past my defense. How can they even see like this? 
 
 
Someone with a torch approaches from behind. Finally, some light. Three opponents. All with swords, and dark lines smeared on their faces. I throw a low swing, sending its receiver stumbling. The other two attack, keeping me from killing him, forcing me back after a cut to the shoulder. I need to change things up. I switch to an overhand grip with my spear. Block and stab. Much better. I just need to keep them back. Help will come. They have to be more careful now, backing off from my thrusts. They slow their advance, and try to split up, encircle me. Perfect. 
 
 
My thrown spear takes the leftmost bandit in the chest. Didn't expect that, did you, bitch. 
 
 
The other two charge me screaming murder, confident now that I have no weapon in hand. A two-handed shield smash knocks the sword out of the biggest bandits hand. Keeping the unarmed bandit between me and his friend, I circle around, awkwardly drawing my sword. Need a better place to clip it, besides above my ass. 
 
 
The disarmed bandit tackles, lifting me off the ground. Well fuck. That was unexpected. 
 
 
My arms are pinned against me as I'm lifted and slammed into the dirt. My feet stay under me, just barely. Can't let him bring me to the ground. Wildly poking at him with the sword, trying to get him off me, he screams and slam me down again, jolting the sword out of my hand. 
 
 
His friend shouts for him to stay down, and moves to kill me. His sword swings down. 
 
 
All I can do. 
 
 
Falling backwards into a roll, I lift my tackler with my knees. 
 
 
The sword thuds into him and he finally lets go, howling. Pushing him off me, I hop to my feet and turn to the last bandit. Focus. Blocking strike after strike, a chunk of my shield flies off, the sword cutting into my shoulder. My arm drops down, hanging uselessly. 
 
 
I fumble for an arrow, pointing it at the last bandit. Better than nothing. I try to give him my best glare, hoping he just drops dead. 
 
 
He yells and charges. Why charge? Just swing from out of my range, dumb ass. Stepping forward, the sword whistles past, and I jam my arrow into his side. He tenses up, and I stab him again, and again, as he stares into my eyes. Clear green eyes. I can't stop. His anger slowly turns to fear with each progressive stab. The arrow finally breaks, snapping off inside him. He falls down, dead or dying. Everything sounds the same when dying. 
 
 
I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. 
 
 
Lucky. Too much luck. I need to get stronger. 
 
 
The tackling bandit tries to stand up, but my right hook crashes into his jaw, and he goes down for the count. K.O. You son of a bitch. 
 
 
Pushing himself up, the bandit struggles up on all fours. Kicking an arm out from under him, I stomp again, and again, until he stops moving. I said K. Fucking. O. Just stay down. 
 
 
My breath comes in pants, hands shaking while I check to see if anyone needs help. The stabbed bandit is still gasping, struggling for life. I end it with my sword, and watch the light fade from his eyes. Why do I keep staring at his eyes? The fight seems pretty much over. There weren't that many bandits. I guess they were banking on stealth. Stupid fucking plan. The survivors are being disarmed, soon to join the prisoners we already have. I don't see any guards down, so that's good. 
 
 
I look back down at the living bandit. His wounds aren't enough to kill him. Should I kill him too? Save him from slavery? 
 
 
Standing there for what seems like forever, my mind is blank. I'm just waiting for an answer to pop into my head. 
 
 
He isn't going to get up any time soon. I have time to decide. 
 
 
I grab my sword and walk over to my other kill. A young guy, maybe 20, healthy. Not the most handsome guy around, but no unsightly birthmarks or deformities. He could have been a farmer, or a porter, or a deckhand, or any number of legitimate jobs. Instead he chose to be a bandit, and had to make me kill him and his friend. Dumb ass. Making me murder you both. That look of surprise when he realized he was dead. The fear in his friend's green eyes. Lazy fuckers, should have just gotten a fucking job instead. Fuck. 
 
 
Plucking my spear from his chest takes effort, and it comes out with a sickening slurp. A shudder rips through my body. 
 
 
I really should have just stayed in the village. I'm not cut out for this shit.
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 Mila watched, weapons clutched in her hands, as Rain grinned ferociously, staring at the cadets and Sentinels around him, as if searching for another person to fight. He stood over his defeated foe, whom he viciously stomped into submission. He seemed to delight in the dying gasps of the bandit he so brutally stabbed, ear cocked to the sounds. He closed his eyes in satisfaction, grotesque smile pasted on his face, almost as if reveling in the death he had dealt.
 
  
 
 She had run towards him, to try to save him, but he had saved himself, so violently, so crudely, yet effectively. Now, she was scared to approach him. He had seemed possessed by his anger. He finally killed the wounded bandit, ending his misery, picked up his spear, and began to stalk off, before turning back. Was he going to kill the other downed bandit? There was no honor in killing an unconscious enemy. She stepped towards him, voice frozen in her throat. Could she even stop him? What if he was Defiled?
 
  
 
 He began poking his bow with the butt of his spear. Mila's cheek twitched. What is this idiot doing? He was trying to slide the bow onto the spear, his shield arm dangling uselessly. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “What are you doing, idiot. Just pick it up.” She stalked over and grabbed it, pushing it into his chest. He stumbled back a few steps, almost falling. She gasped and ran forward to catch him. “I'm sorry, I didn't realize you were so injured.”
 
  
 
 He chuckled and spoke, “Only a tissue injury.” He was smiling stupidly now, eyes bright like he had said something clever. Nonsensical idiot. There was no sign of the ruthless, gleeful killer she had witnessed moments ago, only the gash under his eye and blood covering his body marring the scene. “In truth, I thought I would faint if I leaned over.”
 
  
 
 Mila guided him back towards the healers, a hand on each arm. He walked unsteadily, stumbling. She looked him over as the moved. His armor was in shreds, shield in pieces. He wasn't wearing his helmet, spear and sword still in hand, bow dangling from his working arm. He was covered in blood, most seeping from nasty shoulder wound. She stopped him in front of the healers tent and sat him on the ground. He thanked her, polite as always, and closed his eyes.
 
  
 
 She continued to watch him, worried about him. The healers were busy with other more serious injuries, and it looked like Rain would be fine. She blinked and leaned forward, disbelieving her eyes. The gash on his face was knitting closed, slowly, before her eyes. The flesh bound together, new skin forming over top. In a few breaths, there was no sign of the cut except for the blood.
 
  
 
 Incredible. Even Lin couldn't heal that quickly. A deep gash like that would take her at least 5 minutes. He had healed that in less than one. No wonder she idolized him, that was impressive. Mila looked over his other injuries, but the armor and clothes covered them. He opened his eyes and raised an eyebrow at her, and she felt her face heat up. She was too close to him, noses almost touching.
 
  
 
 She jumped back and pointed at him, saying, “What training did you do to heal that quickly? It's almost unbelievable.”
 
  
 
 He shrugged and winced. Idiot. Shrugging with a shoulder injury. “I just practice healing.”
 
  
 
 Her eyebrow twitched along with her cheek this time. This infuriating idiot. She wouldn't play his game. Not this time. She turned away, lips pursed, tapping her foot. She listened to the sound of him, shifting about, grunting in discomfort. What is he doing now? She turned and glared at him, for being an annoyance. He was trying to struggle out of his vest. And failing spectacularly. She tsked in annoyance, drew her dagger, and began cutting him out of his vest.
 
  
 
 “... Is your mother going to make me pay for that? Or the shield I broke? How much do they cost?”
 
  
 
 She glared at him. Who did he think Mama was? Some stingy miser, unwilling to armor her Sentinels? He even had the gall to look hurt by her glare. She continued sawing through his vest until it was free. “How do you practice your healing?” It vexed her, not knowing.
 
  
 
 “Oh, err, I hit things until I need healing. Not bad enough to break anything, but like, bruises and bone injuries.” Two mysteries, solved at once. This is why he punched boards for hours? To hurt himself? He was deranged, a lunatic. Next she would spy him stabbing himself, the fool. He will likely end up being found dead, trying to strengthen his neck with a rope.
 
  
 
 He thanked her again with another nod, and began pulling away the cloth to look at his wound. She sucked in a breath. The cut was deep, the bone visible, but it wasn't bleeding much. He must have healed the severed blood vessels. Incredible control. He pulled a sewing kit from his belt pouch, set a needle, point first in his mouth, and started trying to thread it. Mila grabbed it from his mouth, and threaded it in one go. “Do you not know how to ask for help, idiot? Do I even need to teach you that?” He started to bow his head and she snapped, “Stop lowering your head. You are a Sentinel, albeit a cadet. Have some pride.”
 
  
 
 He blinked a few times, owlishly. She knew that look. A question was coming. “Uhh, but I'm not a Sentinel?”
 
  
 
 Her shoulders sagged in disbelief. Not even a real question. “If you aren't a Sentinel, then why are you here, guarding the caravan? Are you so bloodthirsty that you cannot continue life in the village?”
 
  
 
 He blinked again, taken aback. “Blood thirsty? No, no no. I love it in the village. I wish I never left. I'm here because your mother and Tokta didn't give me a choice. They just took over my training, and told me to show up. I didn't even know I was coming along, until the night before we left.” She almost laughed. Unbelievable. She literally did not believe him. As if Mama and Tokta would act so irresponsibly. He took the needle from her, almost bowing again before he caught himself. He turned and began to stitch the wound together. He made no sound as he worked. He didn't even look in pain. It was as if it wasn't even his own shoulder, just a slab of meat.
 
  
 
 Mama approached, fully armored and spotless. She looked at the two of them. Mila shrugged, unsure why Mother looked at her so intently. Mother knelt down and took the needle from Rain, picking out his stitches. She threaded a new needle, and began stitching the wound, neat and orderly this time. While she worked, she spoke, “Where is your helmet?”
 
  
 
 “Er... in my tent I think. I forgot to put it on for sentry duty.” The idiot. At least he looked sheepish.
 
  
 
 Her mother didn't comment on it. Just kept stitching. “You sounded the alarm?”
 
  
 
 Rain nodded, head turned away from his shoulder. Why was he squeamish now? He had just been stitching it without problem. Now he was breathing heavily, red in the face. Mama finished the stitches, and asked, “Any other injuries.” A shake of his head. He didn't even look at Mama, or thank her. How rude. Mama turned and walked away, and Mila followed after.
 
  
 
 “You watched him fight, Mila? Your thoughts?”
 
  
 
 Mila nodded. “He's vicious, but unrefined. He killed two, and knocked a third out, before anyone could help him. Grinning through the whole ordeal.” She paused. “He is very odd, so savage in battle, yet gentle at other times. I do not understand him. I almost worried that he was Defiled during the fight.”
 
  
 
 Her mother nodded. “He is what the Mother made him. A gentle child, but his ordeals have lit a fire in him, that surges forward when pushed. Do not worry, if he were Defiled, you would know. It would be obvious to all. I doubt he would give himself over, he is too determined, stubborn.” She paused, and changed the subject. “The bandits were stealthy. A bit more time unnoticed and they could have been slitting Sentinel throats. He did well to spot them. Saved quite a few lives.”
 
  
 
 It seems Lin was right. Mila still wasn't convinced he was 'the best', but he wasn't as terrible as she'd thought. She thought again of his wide smile, baring his teeth like an animal. A shudder ran down her spine.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Zabu is a furry little asshole. Doesn't like being pet, bites me when I feed him, hates being groomed, and protests every time I move while riding. Worst mount ever. I need to give Suret and Pafu more hugs for being awesome. I give up on trying to smooth out his fur. He can just live with a cowlick. I lift his harness, one handed, trying to get it around him, but Zabu is not being helpful.
 
  
 
 “Stop trying to be his friend, idiot.” Sumila scolds me. I wish she would do something about the way she addresses me. I am older than her, but I guess I am also kind of an idiot. “Zabu is a trained battle-mount, born and bred. He doesn't want you to be his friend. He wants you to lead him.” She takes the harness from me and snaps her fingers in front of his face, before grabbing a handful of his fur and tossing the harness around him. She buckles it up quickly, Zabu giving her the stink eye, but otherwise compliant.
 
  
 
 “Thank you, Sumila for all your help. If you ever need my help, just ask and I will do my best.” I pat Zabu once, and he hisses. Dammit. Be his boss, not his friend. Why can't he be my friend?
 
  
 
 Sumila sighs, and holds her hand up, knuckles out, for Zabu to sniff. He touches it with his nose, and she scratches his muzzle. “You need to ask permission to pat and touch. Respect him if he denies it. They are not toys, but living breathing creatures.” I guess she knows a lot about quin training as well, just like everything else.
 
  
 
 “He's just so different from the other quins I've met.” I sound whiny, but to be fair, I am. I want a nicer roosequin. “He hates everything I do. Why doesn't he like me?”
 
  
 
 “He has no confidence in you. That is no ones fault but your own. Lead him. When he accepts you, he won't be so moody.” Sumila hops onto his back. “Go sit in the wagon, you're injured.” She rides away on Zabu. Whatever. She can have that stupid fur-bag.
 
  
 
 Husolt puts a hand on my uninjured shoulder and chuckles. “It's good advice, you should listen to it. It can help you through life, in more ways than one.” He starts laughing some more. I don't get the joke. “I hear you have interest in forging?”
 
  
 
 I brighten at that. My injuries will be done healing in a few more days, and we should be at the city by then. The shoulder wound was the worst, a calm blue, but a big cut in my side was pretty bad as well. The giant scab itches like nothing, and I've been trying to stay distracted, to keep from scratching, or remembering. I need to find something less itchy to treat cuts. “Not really, just some curiosity about the process. If you were to sell my sword, how much would it cost?” He guides me towards the wagon.
 
  
 
 Husolt sounded off like a donkey. Annoying laugh. “You in need of coin, lad?”
 
  
 
 “No, I just want to know. I'd like another weapon or armor, and knowing the value would be useful.” Husolt helps me onto the wagon, lifting me by the belt with one hand.
 
  
 
 “Listen lad. If you tried to sell that sword, you'd attract all sort of bad attention down on you.” No smile from Husolt this time. I said I don't want to sell it though. It's mine, a gift from Baatar. “That's a spiritual weapon. Tell no one outside the village about it. We should have made you leave it in the village.”
 
  
 
 “If it's so valuable, wouldn't someone just kill me for it?” Did they give me bandit bait?
 
  
 
 “Ah, of course. Mila said you had some holes in your knowledge.” Husolt chuckled again. What's so funny? “A spiritual weapon is only valuable if it has yet to find an owner. Like yours.”
 
  
 
 Ah, Mila told me about this. “This is about harmonizing with the weapon?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed. Once you harmonize with it, the weapon becomes yours. When you die, it becomes a normal weapon. Until then, no one else will be able to insert internal energy into it, and trying will injure them. An unbound spiritual weapon is great prize for many. Luckily you can't tell without trying to bind it.” He frowns at me. “Quickly, use this time to bind it. Perhaps you'll succeed before we reach the city.”
 
  
 
 I settle myself down in the seat next to Husolt, as he directs the horses to start moving. Surprisingly stable, this wagon. I unclip the scabbard and place it on my knees, hands over-top. Deep breath. Horse shit. Smells fucking terrible. No, concentrate. Use your mouth. Breath in. Breath out. The warm, enveloping feeling returns. I can see why they call it the 'Embrace of the Mother'. I spent most of my internal energy this morning, healing everything. I feel it entering my body, strengthening me. It even helps along with healing my injuries, the pinch of healed skin over my stitches causing pain.
 
  
 
 It makes me stronger than I have a right to be. I can easily lift 60 kg above my head, more or less my own weight. Nothing supernatural, but I'm just a teenager. I can sprint full speed for almost 5 minutes, hold my breath underwater for 7. It's an amazing thing, the Energy of the Heavens. I've been trying to put logic to it, but it defies it. Where does the energy come from? How is it making me stronger? I'm decently muscled, but toned and ropy, rather than bulky. More Bruce than Arnold. I've seen some others my age that are beefy, and others somewhere in between, even some who are downright skinny. Why the difference in treatment, when we all do the same process? Why am I so short? The women differ in body type as well. Some remain slim and feminine, others bulk out, still feminine, but more defined muscles. Alsantset is thin and toned, but I've seen her lift Suret, who is at least 250 kg. I don't get it.
 
  
 
 I draw in as much Heavenly Energy as I can. It's an odd thing. When you have no chi, the Heavenly Energy fills you quickly. It slows down if you have a lot of chi. I've found that you can use your chi to strengthen your body, and speed the whole process up. My guess was it worked like diffusion. The higher the density, the lower the accumulation rate. Taduk was noncommittal about my theory, and Baatar was outright dismissive. They aren't big on the why around here. Or maybe they know, and I'm supposed to figure it out on my own.
 
  
 
 When my body can't be nourished anymore, I feel the energy build up in my core. I can't hold very much at the moment. If I lose a finger, it would take weeks to grow back on my own. Taduk can heal it in a matter of hours. It's not just quantity, but control. The quantity I can hold will grow with time. My theory is that my core expands in volume, indirectly lowering the density, increasing the accumulation rate. Compared to other people my age, the amount of chi I can hold is pitiful. It's like they have a full tank and I'm working off of fumes. Nothing else I can do about it in the meantime, I just have to live with the disadvantage. I can only work on my control, be more efficient with what I have.
 
  
 
 I try to get as much practice healing as possible. Especially since I get injured so often. Maybe mid fight healing is out of reach, but as long as I can survive a fight, I should be fine. That's all that matters. Survival. Give flesh, break bone. So I punch and kick, until I feel my bones start to fracture, just a bit, and I heal it. I noticed it was getting harder and harder to fracture my fists, feet, and shins awhile ago. The bones have gotten stronger, more dense then the rest of them, so I started working on my knees, elbows, and forearms, but I haven't gotten far yet. At some point, I should work on my chin and forehead, but I get enough stares just punching things. I can imagine the whispers if I start headbutting things. I should work out my inner organs as well, but how would I do that?
 
  
 
 My newly collected chi flows around my body, rather than sitting in my core. The goal is to have it drift into my weapon, as if it were any other part of me. The energy needs to accept it as a part of me. I need to bind the weapon to myself, harmonize with it, make it mine. The Sword is me, I am the sword. If what Husolt says is true, my sword is a tempting prize. He didn't say how much it costs though. I still want a spear. And armor. Damn, I wonder how much those leather vests cost? Mine's ruined, and I feel naked without one.
 
  
 
 “Lad, time to wake up. It's dinner time.” My eyes open to Husolt shaking me lightly. It's almost dark. I spent the whole day in the State of Balance. Blinking a few times, I stretch. It doesn't feel like I haven't moved all day. I feel great, in fact. I hop off the wagon and check my injuries, my scab already healed over, but scarred. I can take care of that easily. I look at my shoulder, and it's the same. Time to pick out those stitches. It should have taken days. Not a bad day's work. As we walk, I absently ask “What's for dinner?” I'm pretty hungry from missing lunch.
 
  
 
 Husolt brays. “Whatever you're cooking, lad. Get to it. I'm a hungry man.”
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 I know a bit about the city of Shen Huo from my readings, and Taduk's stories. City is a misnomer. It's an enormous megacity, spanning 300km in length, and 90km in width. It's divided into multiple districts of varying sizes, built around a large lake that is a large percentage of the city mass. Calling it a conglomerate of cities would be more accurate. I had a clear picture in my mind of what it would look like, waterfront manors and bustling streets, decorative fountains and carved statues. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I was sorely disappointed by my first impression. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Outside the city is verdant farmland, supplying food for the city. More endless plains, this time dotted by green pastures and fields of golden brown. Rice paddies and fruit orchards break the landscape, a peaceful and beautiful view, if not for the brown and red city walls. 18m at the lowest point, the walls block any view into the city. Twin gates, lacquered metal, garish and ugly, lay open, while wagons and carts move in and out. A tunnel sits behind the gates, at least 50m long and 8m wide, like a giant mouth, ready to devour any who enter. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Brightly armored guards in red and gold patrol the walls and stand at the gates, halberds in hand, glaring at all who wait to enter. Officials, dressed in black robes, followed by attendants carrying sheaves of paper and writing implements, walk back and forth, inspecting each vehicle entering and exiting the gate. Our caravan waits our turn outside the gate, every Sentinel dismounted, waiting alertly, weapons holstered, prisoners closely watched, bound and gagged. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The entire place feels more like a military base, rather than a bustling city. I spent 12 days riding for this? What's worse is we've been waiting for over an hour, as the line of people entering the city moves quickly by. The line for carts and wagons lumbers slowly, a few meters at a time. Bureaucracy at it's finest. I don't know what they're searching for, taxable goods I guess? I let out a breath and shuffle my feet. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I spent the last few days of travel sitting in the wagon, trying to harmonize with my weapon. It's still unbranded. The time required varies, but rarely more than a week, and I've spent close to 15 days. There's no method to determine how much longer it will take. I've spent every spare moment trying to brand it, but so far, nothing. It feels like a giant weight on my belt, screaming for people to kill me and take it. I'd take it off and pack it away, but I feel like that would be more suspicious than wearing it. There isn't any way to know it's unbound, without actively trying to use it. As long as I keep it close, no one should find out. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I spent the rest of my time chatting with Husolt. He's actually a pretty fun guy, and is good friends with Taduk, to hear him tell it. They're drinking buddies, and swap stories often, so he knows a fair bit about me. He was good enough to answer all my questions, without seeming annoyed. He actually seemed kind of happy to have someone to talk to. Sumila often hangs out with the off duty cadets, rather than her father. It's a little sad how lonely the big guy seems sometimes. 
 
 
 
 
 

 To make a spiritual weapon is fairly simple. It's actually completely identical to making a regular weapon, except for the materials. All you really require is a 'Heart' for the weapon and binding materials. The heart can be any number of things, any item that has managed to absorb sufficient amounts of Heavenly Energy. Bones, scales, wood, rocks, crystals, anything. An animal would need to be at least 1000 years old for its body to be used as a Heart, a plant or mineral more than 10 times that. Mine is from a chunk of ore removed from an area of high concentrations of Earth Heavenly Energy, a Heavenly Vein. The fist sized chunk Baatar found was enough only for a short sword, but would have ignited a bidding war, and possible a inter-house war as well, if put on the open market. I need to properly thank him when I get back. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Sadly, a bigger weapon requires a bigger heart, and each piece of gear requires its own heart. I can't even attach the sword to a pole, and use it that way. Almost skin contact with the Heart is required for chi to flow through it. My dreams of running around in full plate, cleaving about with a giant battle-ax, are fading quickly, since every separate piece would need it's own Heart. Why can't any of my dreams be easy? On the plus side, I'm pretty sure the village is rich as shit, with an expensive forge and ability to equip most of their warriors with a spiritual weapon. I wonder why they still live so simply? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Once you have a Heart, you gather the appropriate binding materials, which are highly variable depending on the type of Heart. Everything is then added to whatever material you wish to make a weapon from, in my case, was steel. 
 
 
 
 
 

 High grade steel can only be made with something called the Shen Kuo process. Something to do with pressure and heat, in a giant airtight furnace. Husolt explained it to me, but it went over my head. Heat control, and removing impurities, and charcoal? I don't know. He has one in the village, and Baatar brought the heart, as well as the binding materials. As long as you have all that, it's just the simple process of hammering out a weapon. The steel manufacturing process is incredibly intensive, and I assume expensive. 
 
 
 
 
 

 So when it comes right down to it, my sword is fucking priceless. Husolt didn't give me a price, because he couldn't. No one in their right mind would sell an unbound weapon. Finding a heart is already incredibly difficult, binding materials almost as difficult. Why go to all that effort, just for coin? If you want money, just sell the core, the binding materials, or even the steel, and let people make their own decisions about the type of weapon they want. Sumila even forged her own weapon, with materials she hunted along with her mother. That's how most people in the village get their own spiritual weapons, killing geriatric animals. Doesn't seem very fair, or sustainable, but what do I know. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Our turn finally arrives. A pinched faced official and his attendants go through everything, checking every bag and wagon, looking for hidden compartments and smuggled goods. I guess it is about taxes. Nothing can be certain, except death and taxes. I put up with the nosy attendant poking around my pouches and bags but Zabu is a little bitch, refusing to allow the attendant close. I have to take everything off of him for them to inspect. Little furry punk, I should cook and eat him. I bet he'd taste terrible too, just out of spite. 
 
 
 
 
 

 When everything is done being snooped through, and we hand over all the prisoners, the official hands Akanai a writ with a wax seal on it. She gives the order, and we all mount up and move through the tunnel. Finally, I've arrived at the city. 
 
 
 
 
 

 The view of the city proper almost brought tears to my eyes. Not of joy, just sad, dream shattering tears. The city is a giant blob of brown, with haphazard wood and mud buildings and ugly winding dirt roads. The citizens are dressed in drab, muted outfits, matching their mood. Dirty children watch us pass by, not in curiosity, only detached indifference. The stink of filth and sweat fills my nostrils, a fetid stench that makes me gag. A depressing place, a far cry from our beautiful and colorful village. The more I see of this world, the more I hate it. I should just never leave the village. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “This place is horrible. Who would want to live here?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “These are the slums.” Sumila gives me a look, the one where she's calling me names in her head, but is trying not to vocalize them. “It's where those unable to support themselves live. If they wish to go elsewhere, then they only need to work harder.” Wow, harsh. I think I know why banditry is a popular option. The living conditions are only a few steps up from the mines. 
 
 
 
 
 

 At least an hour of travel through all the depressing landscape and we finally reach a beautiful gated bridge, with more guards. Akanai flashes the writ, and we are let through without hassle. The bridge is enormous, maybe 8 wagons wide, made of white stone, with red lacquered wooden fencing. An incredible feat of engineering, it stands at least 8 meters above the water line. It takes 10 minutes to cross, and we arrive at a beautiful island area, that seems a different world from the shanty town we just passed through. The smell is gone, for one. Wide, white, paved stone streets spread before me in an orderly fashion. Green grass interspersed with elegant white bark trees line the roads. Clean brick and wood buildings stand, colorful concave roofs above, merchants within, shouting their wares as we pass by. The people are dressed in a myriad of colors, silks, cottons and furs, elegant shirts and beautiful dresses abound. There are also guards, dressed in what I guess are faction colors, accompanying most pedestrians, watching us closely as we pass. 
 
 
 
 
 

 We move into what is clearly a residential area, large courtyard manors like the ones in the village, with intricately carved statues and cleverly designed fountains, or rock formations and flower gardens. This is it, the city I imagined. It's wonderful. Akanai leads us all to a manor with a round, open gate and we all file through, into a courtyard larger than the training yard in the village. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Big Brother Rainy! Daddy said you were going to be here!” A bundle of silk and braids runs at me and lightly jumps onto Zabu, sitting high on his harness, facing me. What the hell? The furry little bastard didn't even blink. “It was supposed to be two days ago! You're late! Did you bring me a gift?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 Little Mei Lin has grown from a tiny waif, into a more normal sized waif. She is large eyed and tanned, dressed in a colorful shirt and pants. She still behaves like a spoiled brat sometimes, but I've grown fond of her. I pat her adorable head, her rabbit ears still drooping to cover her eyes. “Hello, Mei Lin. It's been a while. I have some gifts for you in my pack.” Just some hard candies from the village. I didn't exactly have time to go shopping. 
 
 
 
 
 

 She pokes me in the cheek lightly. “I told you! I told you a thousand times! Don't call me Mei Lin. Just call me Lin-Lin. Meanie Rainy is bullying me! Mi-Mi, Help me!” She waves at Sumila, yelling even though there's barely a meter between us. She stands on Zabu and leaps over to the wagon, and starts chatting excitedly. Seriously, why does this stupid quin not care about what Mei Lin does? I refuse to call her Lin-Lin. I feel ridiculous saying that. Mi-Mi is just as dumb. I didn't like Rainy at first, but it seems better than the alternative. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Looking around Taduk's villa, I realize I was right. It pays to be a healer. We're on an island, and his home could probably fit the entire caravan with room for a second caravan. Several five-storied buildings surround us, paper windows and ornately decorated wooden walls, with a lovely garden pond as the centerpiece. The trees are in full bloom, ready to wilt away for the winter, pink and white blossoms scattering with the wind. I spy Taduk walking over towards us, emerging from the pagoda by the pond. I don't understand why he lives in the village. This is much nicer than his rabbit warren house in the village. Wait is that why he likes the village? Because he can live like a hare? 
 
 
 
 
 

 He's dressed in his customary thick robes, a design of a hare in front of the moon, stitched in gold and silver. Fancy threads. He greets Akanai and a few others, shaking hands and hugging. An army of servants starts helping everyone with their luggage, and bringing them away to find rooms and get settled. Taduk walks over to me and grins. “Not bad, eh boy?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 “It's a beautiful home, Teacher. Thank you for inviting me into it.” I climb off Zabu while he hisses. I gladly hand him to a servant, who receives the same treatment. That makes me feel better. It's petty, but at least I'm not the only person he hates. 
 
 
 
 
 

 “Come, come, my boy. You need a bath, and a change of clothes. Then we can have lunch, and you can tell me all about what I've missed. Baatar's one sentence descriptions don't do it justice.” He looks at me sternly. “It wouldn't hurt for you to send a message to me every now and then, you know.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 I smile at him, without an answer. I should send letters. I'll look into it when I get back. Or just live here. It's incredible. No wonder his cooking is terrible. He's rich, he doesn't need to learn. Mei Lin is a little lady. A bratty little lady. It's so much more than I expected. I mean, with everyone able to fix their own injuries, I was worried that healer was not as lucrative as I first thought it would be, but just wow. This is almost too much. For me, a smaller place, with not as many servants would be better. Or maybe even none actually, I'm not too comfortable being served by strangers. Are they slaves? I look at the servants, but they seem happy. Even if they are slaves, Taduk wouldn't mistreat them. A far cry from the mines. Besides what am I gonna do? Free them? Then what? Send them off to the slums? That's a giant step down. Start a war to end slavery? Not likely. I'm no Lincoln. I just want to live my life. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Heading into the bath, I find a private room with wood and paper walls, a small wooden tub in the center, with wooden dividers, heated water being poured in by servants. The floor has grates, for the water to run off in, and the roof is raised, small slits leading outside, for steam to escape. When everything is prepared, they all leave and I slip into the hot water. The dirt and grime on my body sluices off, and I sigh, while reaching for the soap to lather up. My very first private bath. Say what you will about public bathing, sometimes it's nice to scrub your ass without worrying about people watching. 
 
 
 
 
 

 This is the life. I want this. The village is nice too, but there's always so much to do. A nice medium between the two would be perfect. A wife, some kids, a nice home. 
 
 
 
 
 

 What more could I ask for? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Three wives. Or maybe five. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Perfect. 
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 Mila felt refreshed after her bath. It was a little lonely, with no one to help wash her back. Baths were normally a happy affair, chatting and laughing with friends as they soaked in the springs. The city was nice, but the village was truly home. 
 
 
She had dressed into some city clothes, given to her by Lin. Red silk long pants, and a long shirt, with golden trim and gilded buttons. Unfeminine, but comfortable and practical. The high collar and long sleeves had its own sort of elegance, and her hair had been done by some of the servants, a simple brushing doing wonders. A small clip kept her hair back, a wood carved lotus flower she bought from Charok. She walked out, hungry for lunch. 
 
 
Rain walked out from the room next to hers, almost the same time. He was dressed in the same type of clothes, with lovely pearl buttons on a black shirt. A wide belt around his waist held his sword, worn in the small of his back. His hair cropped short and unadorned, he was slack faced and contented. 
 
 
“Hello. I like your hair clip. It's very lovely.” Rain smiled and commented offhand. He walked off, following a servant. That idiot, just throwing out compliments, as if that would make her happy. She had kept close watch on him after his fearsome performance with the bandits, but he seemed like the same idiot as always. A bigger idiot than she thought, in fact. He sported several bites, from when he tried to hug his quin. The idiot never learned, was too impatient with Zabu. Mila didn't hate that about him, though. He loved quins, always feeding them and petting them. Some of the more docile quin's would even approach him for hugs, having learned he would always give treats in exchange. It was ... endearing. 
 
 
She followed on his heels, making her way to the dining hall, where they were seated at the head table with Lin, a small, round 6-person table out on the veranda overlooking the lake. The entire group of visiting villagers and guards were filtering into the room, in small groups. Taduk always fed everyone when they came to visit, a gracious host. Mother and Papa were already there, sitting together, chatting with Taduk. 
 
 
“You look so handsome Rainy.” Lin held her hands together in front of her face, adoring him. “You look pretty as well, Mi-Mi.” She grinned that toothy smile of hers. Sumila grinned back at her best friend. So cheerful and happy, always a delight to be with. 
 
 
“Thank you for the clothes Teacher, they're very beautiful.” Rain bows to Taduk, who waves it off. “Thank you as well. You look very adorable, Mei Lin.” He sat down between Lin and Taduk, and began conversing with Taduk and Father. An odd person, Rain is. He rarely converses with people his own age, but seems so comfortable around adults. He only ever spoke to her if he had questions, never to simply chat. She sat down between Lin and Mama, chatting with Lin about things that happened in their separation. 
 
 
Lunch was delicious, all sorts of roasted meats and steamed vegetables, along with deliciously crisp rice. It was served with a fish broth, milky and peppery, a wonderful meal. Mila ate ravenously, as did everyone else. Travel food grows boring quickly, although Rain had cooked surprisingly delicious meals. Wine was poured for the adults, and Rain as well, who drank like a fish. Towards the end of the meal, he was laughing uproariously at Papa's jokes, red-faced and telling terribly lurid jokes of his own. 
 
 
Lin poked Mila in the cheek, and whispered, “You're staring at Rainy.” She grinned at her, all teeth and impish eyes. “I told you, he's the best, ya?” 
 
 
Mila's face heated up. “I'm not staring. He's just laughing like an idiot, it's impossible not to notice.” She took a sip of her tea. Lin let it go with a smile, and started asking about the village instead. Mila was happy for the change in conversation, telling Lin about the gossip she had missed. 
 
 
When lunch was over, Lin dragged Rain and herself away by the hand. “Rainy is going to take us shopping, okay?” She hurried forward without waiting for a reply. 
 
 
“Why do we need this idiot? We can just go shopping together, leave him behind”, Mila protested. She had already spent twelve days with him riding beside their wagon. She didn't need to go shopping with him as well. 
 
 
Lin ignored her, as well as Rain's attempts to beg off. They exited the manor and took a rickshaw, Rain sitting in the middle, Lin hanging on his arm, pointing out landmarks and areas of interest. Mila sat as far as possible, sulking. Her best friend was too focused on Rain. She had looked forward to spending time with her, and he was ruining it. 
 
 
After arriving, they wandered through the market area. Rain would always praise Lin when his opinion was asked, causing her to smile so widely, her eyes would almost disappear. He spent his time otherwise looking around, not like a village yokel, but as if he were taking in the sights, something he simply did everyday. He fit in, in the city, the lifestyle. Perhaps he would come live here all the time, once he came of age. Many of the villagers chose to leave for the city, an easier and more settled life. She absently felt some cloth, mind elsewhere, pretending to browse. 
 
 
“Ah, is that a sash and veil? I'm sure it would look lovely on you.” His stupid voice broke through her musings. She glanced at him, lips pursed. Such a natural womanizer, always throwing out compliments, how her clip was nice, or how smart she was. She turned back to the article she was touching, truly looking at it for the first time. 
 
 
Her hand darting back, she turned and punched Rain in the face. His head flew back, nose bleeding. “You.. You... You pervert!” She stormed off to find Lin. A lech, a degenerate, a pervert of the highest order. That's what Rain was, and she had to protect Lin from him.
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
My head is spinning a little. I just got sucker punched in the face, so it's understandable. Sumila can throw a punch, wow. I take out a cloth to wipe my face, keeping my body back so blood doesn't drip on my new clothes. A short minute of concentration, and my nose stops bleeding, and I wipe my face clean. The shopkeeper hands me a bowl of water to rinse my face with, and I nod in thanks. 
 
 
“What was that about? I just told her it would look nice on her.” I vent, to no one in particular. Crazy girl, like mother like daughter. “It's a nice jeweled sash and veil.” 
 
 
The shopkeeper chuckles, a lovely tanned woman, in a headscarf and tunic. “Young lord, the item the young lady was admiring is no sash. It is a shawl. The veil and shawl are worn as a set, and southern women like myself will wear them to dance.” 
 
 
“Ah, I'm not a lord. I don't see how that makes me a pervert. It's a lovely shawl.” 
 
 
She grins. “The dance is for their husbands. The shawl and veil are all that is worn when dancing.” 
 
 
Oh. Ohhhh. 
 
 
...Nice. 
 
 
I flirt a little with the shopkeeper, chatting a bit. I'd like to see her dance in one of those shawls. I end up buying an embroidered scarf for Alsantset, a lovely little piece of stitching. I plan to get souvenirs for everyone, but I don't really have that much money. The scarf was half a silver piece, and I'm not sure if that's expensive or not. 100 copper pieces to a silver, 10 silver pieces to a gold. I have 10 silver pieces from Alsantset, so it shouldn't be too bad. It should technically feed a family for a year? I don't know how well they would eat though. I really should earn my own money somehow. I hear the prices of food, and it's much lower, 3 to 5 coppers for snacks, like skewers or dumplings. So I spent 10 skewers worth on a scarf. Is that good? 
 
 
Looking around, I try to spot Sumila and Lin, but they are nowhere to be seen. I guess I done goofed, with the stripper outfit. How was I supposed to know? Besides, Sumila is way too young to be wearing something like that. Akanai wearing that though... I cough. No. That woman is the devil. 
 
 
Why was Sumila even looking at it? Maybe she has a sweetheart in the village. 15 is old enough to be fooling around with people your age. I guess without the fear of pregnancy, kids can be more adventurous. 
 
 
I wander around the Bazaar. It's a chaotic and colorful place, with stalls and wagons, carts and towels, all displaying a variety of wares. They have everything, from services and lessons, to fruits and food. There's even a guy selling exotic animals, like furry birds. I kinda want them, but the price is several golds. I can't afford that. Bucket list. When I'm rich, I'll get an aviary. Or should it be menagerie? Both? Start a terror bird farm, spice the meat with 11 different herbs and spices and deep fry it. I'll be rich. Business idea, right there. 
 
 
I pick out a few more small gifts, a tea set for Baatar, a jade comb for Sarnai, a nice cap for Charok, and some toys for the twins. I only spent 6 silvers in total, and most of that is the tea set. He may have sold me off to Akanai, but he is still my Mentor. I need to keep looking, trying to find something for Taduk. 
 
 
I buy a drink at a stall, a jug of delicious rice wine, for 35 coppers. The wine was infused with some sort of fruit, white and fleshy, the drink sweet and smooth. Not as good as Taduk's plum wine though, that was exquisite. I'd finally had some alcohol, and it was as wonderful as I sort of remembered and/or imagined. I can't get enough. I continue to wander around, looking at knick knacks and assorted merchandise while drinking my wine. It's a nice city, beautiful, once you get past the slums. Sad thing, those slums. Especially so close to so much beauty. 
 
 
Someone pushes me aside roughly, and my jar of wine tumbles out of my hands, wine spilling out of the broken container. What the fuck. “Hey!” I call out to the idiot. “Be a bit more careful, friend. A word would have been enough.” 
 
 
A bald muscle idiot stares venomously at me. “You be more careful. To dare stand in the way of my young master, you've got guts.” He grabs me by my new shirt. “You should be thankful I don't beat you like a dog.” He lifts me into the air. 
 
 
He's stretching my new clothes. What an asshole. And an idiot. If you're going to grab someone, don't leave your thumb sticking out. It's like a little lever for your entire arm. Grabbing his thumb in one hand, I twist it hard. “I don't like being touched, baldy. A simple word, and I would have stepped aside. No need to be rude.” 
 
 
“Release me now, or I'll – Arh ah ah stop stop.” 
 
 
Baldy is bad at learning. I continue twisting his arm, forcing baldy down to his knees. 
 
 
“I – Ah – apologize young hero, I did not – Urghhh – know. My most humble and sincere apologiesssss.” Baldy's back is in an arch, trying to relieve the pressure on his shoulder. He's probably had enough. It was just a small thing. No need to go too far. I release him, and he darts away, hiding behind his young master, I presume. Shit he has like 2 more guards. Didn't notice that. O well. Time to leave. 
 
 
“Hmph. To be strong armed by a child. Disgraceful.” A slender youth, with black hair and pale skin stood, an open fan in his hand. A nice shirt, embroidered with a crane and trees. The clothes here are all so pretty. I wonder where I can get a shirt like that. How much will it cost? He snaps his fan closed and points at me. “You have guts, to dare disrespect me. You think you can just walk away from that? Kowtow thrice before me, and I may let you off lightly.” 
 
 
Are you serious? He wants me to beg him? Worthless fancy pants idiot. I look around for another stall selling wine. I didn't even get to eat all the fruits in mine. It was so good. I should also get some skewers. A bit of snacks to go with the alcohol. 
 
 
“Insolence. I gave you fair warning. Take this.” The young master is throwing a punch. I slap it aside. Not too bad, but not that great either. His face goes red in anger, like he can't believe it. Just a simple parry, guy. Calm down. 
 
 
Tucking his ridiculous fan into his belt, he claps his hands and takes a stance, both fists forward. So theatrical. He throws a flurry of punches, but he doesn't hit that hard nor is he very fast. Killing him is no good, but how much am I allowed to hurt him? Blocking and dodging, I wait for the guards to step in, but no one comes. In fact, people are starting to gather and watch. This is bothersome. I'll just give him a couple bruises. Lowering my guard, I go on the offensive, trading punch for punch, all of mine landing on his forearms and biceps. After a few minutes of trading, his arms are dangling at his sides, too bruised for him to even lift. Ha, do you even lift, bro? He keeps spouting more bullshit, but I ignore him mostly, wondering at what to do next. 
 
 
Did I go too far? He's a young guy, maybe 18. I might have hurt his pride. He stands there, glaring at me, out of breath, defiant even though he's beaten. I like that, some real guff. I smile at him and clasp my hands. I should class up my speech a bit. “Let us end our spar here, call it a draw. No need for us to continue with this interruption. Just remember, don't judge a book by its cover. A lesson to be learned, young master. Courtesy costs nothing, but discourtesy can cost you everything.” I burp. Dammit. Ruined my exit. Turning to leave, I saunter away, feeling proud of how I handled that. 
 
 
“Young Hero, beware!” 
 
 
I quickly duck and step back, throwing my elbow back. It connects in the chest of one of Young Masters guards. A crack resounds, and the guard falls to his knees, bleeding and unable to stand. The second guard grabs me from behind, pinning my arms. A reverse headbutt loosens his grip, and an elbow to the head sends him to the ground as well. He should find better guards. I laugh. Maybe he's hiring. I could use a job. 
 
 
Young Master looks murderous. And also ridiculous, with his arms hanging there. Just heal yourself, idiot. 
 
 
Another young master type steps out, slim with dark brown hair, around the same age. He applauds slowly, a big smile on his face. “Excellent. Good speech, Good fight.” He looks at the other young master. “DuGu Ren, it seems you've kicked a metal board this time. You should leave.” I recognize the voice, he's the one who warned me. What a nice guy. 
 
 
Young Master glares at the new guy and yells, “This is no concern of yours, Tong Da Fung. Scram.” 
 
 
These damn names are hard to remember. Tong Da Fung smiles, a fake one that doesn't reach his eyes. “I was concerned about you, little Ren. But if you do not wish my help, then I wash my hands of this.” He steps back and nods his head at me. I nod back, and turn to 'little Ren'. 
 
 
“Do you know who I am?” Ren is backing away. “Do you know what will happen if you continue your assault?” 
 
 
“Nope. Don't care either. The question is,” I ask while smiling at him, “Do you know who I am?” 
 
 
Ren's eyes widen, as he racks his brain. “W-Who are you?” Haha, idiot. 
 
 
“Perfect.” I punch him twice, not too hard. Just enough to give him two swollen eyes, puffing up as I watch. “Remember the lesson. This could have all been avoided, with just a bit of courtesy. You can go now.” I wave dismissively, trying to look dignified, while Ren stumbles away. His guards are still on the ground though. I may have killed them. Leaning over, a few pokes confirms that they are both still breathing. 
 
 
Actually, now that I think about it, I'm pretty sure I went too far. I didn't need to hit him that much. I feel kinda bad about it. The poor little guy was defenseless. I guess I'm a mean drunk. That's no good. I should reflect on this later. For now, more wine. Damn, I should have made him pay me for my drink! 
 
 
Fung steps forward and clasps his hands at me. “Young Hero, my name is Tong Da Fung, Son of Tong Da Hai, the Magistrate of Shenhuo.” He's young, maybe one or two years older than me. So his dad is a judge eh? That's probably a pretty good job too. Fung is dressed even fancier than Ren. 
 
 
“My name is Rain.” I clasp my hands and give him a nod. I need a better moniker, a title or something. Rain, Sect Leader. Rain, Dragon Slayer. Rain, Sexy Beast. O damn, I shouldn't have given my name. I just ruined my anonymity. 
 
 
“Profound words, Young Hero Rain. Courtesy costs nothing, but discourtesy can cost you everything.” He grins. “You seem to have trouble following your own advice.” 
 
 
Shrugging, I give him a grin. “I have an excuse. I'm young and drunk.” 
 
 
He laughs, and says, “Come, Young Hero Rain, let me replace your drink for you. I would also like to speak more with you, get to know this Young Hero. Such insightful words, simple yet profound.” He smiles and prattles on. He puts his arm around my shoulder, talking about proverbs and idioms and what not. He doesn't seem like a bad guy. Plus he did try to warn me. 
 
 
Whatever, I want another drink, and it's no fun drinking alone. 
 
 
And everything is better when the drinks are free.
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 Fung led the Young Hero to a stall, to purchase some more wine. Rain followed amicably, smiling at almost every passing woman. A drunk and a womanizer, how young to be so sordid. 'Then again, I am no better,' Fung noted to himself with a smile. He picked out two simple fruit wines, much like the lychee wine that Rain had dropped. “A toast, Young Hero, to heroic actions.” 
 
 
“No, no. No heroics. I feel bad about the young man. I went too far, too. Far. Easier to speak than to act.” Rain waved his hands, denying the toast. “Better to drink to something else. A toast, to alcohol, this sweet nectar of divinity.” He kissed the jar, and drank deeply. 
 
 
Fung chortled and drank as well. An amusing fellow, this Rain was. He looked to be about 14 or 15 years of age, for him to call DuGu Ren, at 18 years of age, a 'young man' was laughable. He seemed educated, talented, humorous, and humble. Whatever family he was from had raised a promising young fellow. “Tell me, Young Hero, to which family do you owe allegiance?” 
 
 
Rain continued to drink, index finger held up to Fung. After a long moment, he finally drew breath, exclaiming, “Delicious wine. Excellent choice.” He gave Fung a thumbs up before continuing, “I'm not from the city. Just a small village, doesn't even have a name or anything, in the middle of nowhere.” He burped loudly and returned to drinking. 
 
 
No name? Small village? Very few villages survived outside the cities. With the constant threat of Defiled and feral beasts, it was difficult to survive without the walls, or the constant patrols of the Imperial Army. No wonder the young man was so strong. Unfortunately, that meant he had no backing. Fung shook his head. No wonder Rain had terrible manners. No matter though. Fung had decided to help him, and help him he would. 
 
 
“Young Hero, although I admire your actions earlier, I would caution you to leave the city as soon as possible. The DuGu family is not without power, and entirely without scruples.” Fung motioned for his guards. “Allow me to escort you out of the city. With me present, they would not dare to make a move against you. Escape now before they set someone to follow you.” It would be a waste for a young talent like this to end up in the DuGu dungeons. 
 
 
Rain looked at him gratefully. “What a kind Young Master. If only more were like you.” He bowed, a full 45 degrees, hands clasped. So he had some manners, at least. “I thank you for your generosity. Your suggestion is appreciated, but I am unable to leave the city. I have responsibilities, and a certain goal to fulfill before returning home. If the DuGu family come after me, I will simply have to run.” He smiled, unafraid. “Young Master Fung has no need to concern himself with my well-being. I shall collect what I disperse.” 
 
 
Excellent. Brave as well, and full of interesting, if rustic, sayings. Fung sighed. A shame. If he stayed in the city, he would likely die a dog's death. Fung's hands were bound, if Rain refused to leave. “Let us continue our chat at a more suitable location, my treat of course. Afterwards, allow me to escort you to where you are staying.” He liked this young hero, and being seen in Fung's presence may be enough to dissuade the DuGu family. Perhaps Fung could convince his father to rope him in. Unlikely, for his father to risk upsetting the DuGu family over a promising youth with no backing, but still a chance. It would be a great shame should Rain die tonight.. 
 
 
“Ah, sure, that would be very helpful. Actually, I was separated from my companions, and don't know the way home. If you could help me find my way back to my Teacher's manor, I would be very grateful. His name is Taduk, he's a rabbit eared healer. No wait, a hare eared healer. Don't tell him I called him a rabbit. I actually don't know the difference between the two. Don't tell him that either.” 
 
 
Fung froze, disbelieving his ears. “You are the student of Taduk the Healer?” Rain nodded. Fung laughed heartily. DuGu Ren had indeed made the mistake of a lifetime today. “Excellent, excellent. Let us head to the Golden Swan Pavilion, for some entertainment and drinks. My treat of course.” A youth like this, with his backing, had no need to fear the DuGu family. They would not dare move against him once they knew. 
 
 
Rain followed along and tilted his head. “What is the Golden Swan Pavilion?” 
 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
Akanai sat still in the waiting room, fully armed and armored. The boy was missing. Where could he have gone? Did someone realize about his weapon? Impossible. One would have to actively attempt to bind it to realize it was unbound, and doing so while the owner carried it? It was tantamount to suicide. It had to be something else. 
 
 
She scolded the two foolish girls in her mind once more. They had returned to the manor in tears, having lost the boy. Worse, they had searched for hours on their own before returning for help. They should have known better. They were both familiar with the city, and the rules they needed to follow. Rain was greenhorn, and a foolish one at that. The boy had the manners of a dog, and the sense of one to boot. She growled under her breath. 
 
 
Taduk had cautioned her to remain at home. Charging off blindly would do no good, he said. That had been an hour ago. It was almost midnight now, and still no word of the boy. He could be dead by now. Robbed and beaten by thugs and thieves, or killed for saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. These nobles and their shit pride, killing at an errant word. Akanai vowed to herself that if they killed Rain, she would burn the city to the ground, and salt the ashes. 
 
 
Husolt sat nearby, drinking, looking unconcerned. The wastrel. If it was not for him and Taduk pouring so many drinks for the boy, this would never have happened. They had gotten him drunk, and now look. The boy had probably mouthed off to someone in power, or an arrogant noble. Mother knows, he has a sharp temper when drunk, scolding Taduk and Husolt throughout lunch, and his off-color jokes. Baatar would be so distraught, the poor little pup. He had finally found a disciple, after looking for so long. He would be inconsolable. It was her fault, she should have sent an escort with him. She chewed her lip. 
 
 
Taduk walked in, looking grim. Akanai raced towards him. “What news?” 
 
 
“There were some merchants who claim they saw someone fitting Rain's description.” Taduk shook his head. “They claimed to see him assault and injure the youngest DuGu child, in the early afternoon.” 
 
 
Akanai walked towards the quin pen. Taduk ran after her, yelling, “Stop! You cannot just ride into the DuGu Manor alone!” 
 
 
“What would you have me do then? “ She snarled. “Pray for his soul? No, I will go in there, and bring him back, no matter if I need to kill every member of that household, even if just to bring his corpse out.” She marched on, sure of her goal. Husolt marched beside her with a grim countenance while Taduk continued to try to stop them. She moved him aside gently and whistled for Kankin. Her trusty mount leaped to obey, hopping the divider easily, landing before her. She sat atop him without a harness, and guided him forward and out the gate. Once there, she narrowly avoided crashing into a rickshaw, skidding to a halt. 
 
 
“Hullo! Welcome back. O, no that'sh not right. Ah'm home!” Rain cheerily greeted her from the rickshaw. Akanai stared at him, and the passenger with him. They were both splendidly drunk and giggling incessantly. 
 
 
“Where have you been boy? And who is this?” She was too angry to be relieved. He had been out carousing? His clothes were a mess and stank of perfume. There was lipstick on his shirt, and a gleam to his skin. First drinking, now womanizing? How quickly this one learned bad habits. 
 
 
“Er, I can't tell you that. Itsh a secret. This is my new best friend, The Wind.” 
 
 
The passenger laughed uproariously, slapping his leg repeatedly. Rain joined him, and soon the two were gasping for air. 
 
 
Enough was Enough. He was home, and safe. She grabbed both idiots by the collar and carried them into the manor. He still had his sword at least, did not pawn it for more prostitutes. 
 
 
“You're super strong.” Rain was grabbing her bicep as he was being carried. “It'sh like, redicadonk.” 
 
 
The other one started laughing again. “Redicadonk.” He repeated between gasps. 
 
 
Akanai arrived at the pond, dropping them both in. They sat in shock for a moment, before they started splashing one another, laughing uproariously. Idiots. 
 
 
Husolt and Taduk were watching, smiling at the scene. Akanai glared at them. “Do something,” she roared. 
 
 
Taduk shrugged, and spoke out. “Ahem, my boy, come out of the water. I need to have a word with you.” 
 
 
Rain immediately stopped splashing about, struggling to get out of the pond. The other one tried to get out at the same time. They tried supporting one another and only managed to drag each other back down, laughing. Akanai rolled her eyes. She rode Kankin into the pond, grabbing Rain and throwing him out of the pond, none too gently. She did the same with the other one. 
 
 
“Thank you very much, my Mentor's Mentor. Much appreshiated.” Rain stood, brushing himself off, before turning his back to her and facing Taduk with a salute. “Student greets Teacher. Hello.” 
 
 
Husolt snickered. Akanai growled once again, and he wiped all sign of mirth from his face. Coughing lightly, Taduk spoke to Rain, a half-smile on his face. “My boy, where have you been? We've been worried.” 
 
 
Rain looked to the left, and then to the right. He leaned forward and whispered loudly, “I'm very sorry for worrying Teacher. I was with some lady friends at the Golden Swan Pavilion. And with The Wind.” The other one started laughing uncontrollably once more. “But not together. That would be weird. Alone. With the lady friends.” 
 
 
“The wind? That is your young friend here?” Taduk motioned at the wet stranger on the floor. 
 
 
The young stranger struggled to stand, saluting before saying, “Honored to greet you, Master Taduk. My father has spoken well of you often. I am the new friend of Falling Rain here.” The two boys began snickering under their breath. 
 
 
A servant approached them, doing his best to not look at the scene. “Master Taduk, there are guards from the Magistrate's house at the gate. They seek permission to enter the grounds.” 
 
 
Taduk's face fell. “Boy, the Magistrate's guards? What did you do?” 
 
 
The stranger giggled and spoke, “Only three of the finest the Golden Swan had to offer.” They both started laughing again. 
 
 
Akanai had had enough. She leaped off her mount and clamped her hand down on Rain's head. “Boy. Sober up, or I will tan your hide and use it as a blanket.” Her threat did not seem to work. He even looked happy at that. She tightened her grip. “I mean it boy. Sober up, now.” She needed answers. She could not slaughter the Magistrate's guards without good reason. 
 
 
He stopped smiling, grabbing at her wrist, nervous now. “Er, I'm going to need some tea, some food, and some time.” 
 
 
Her words came out stilted. “Reach for Balance. Purge the alcohol.” 
 
 
It took a few tries for the boy to succeed. It was evident when he did. His eyes widened in panic, right before he ran to a secluded tree. 
 
 
Tense seconds passed, only the sound of piss hitting the tree to fill the silence. 
 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
Fuck. I'm in trouble. 
 
 
Well, it can't be that bad. All I did was disappear for an afternoon. I look up at the moon. Okay, maybe longer. Why do I have so much piss? This is a handy trick though, being able to purge alcohol like this. All the fun, with no hangover and no liver damage. I give it a good shake, still feeling a little drunk, and pull my pants back up. 
 
 
Turning around, I'm greeted by the sight of Akanai glaring. One of the girls at the Swan had been blonde and tall like her. Not as toned, but gorgeous all the same. A former noble. She was very enthusiastic. No this isn't the time to reminisce. I cough lightly. “Hello. Sorry for any worry I caused.” 
 
 
“What did you do?” Akanai is quiet, tense. No one else is in sight, except Fung. He's still standing around, giggling. 
 
 
“Ah, well, I went er, drinking with Fung over there.” I point at him, hoping to deflect some of her anger. 
 
 
“Not that, you idiot. I don't care about your drinking and whoring! Why are the Magistrate's guards here?” Dammit she heard about the pavilion. O well, not like it matters. 
 
 
I shrug at her. “They're probably here for him.” I mean, they are supposed to protect him. I think we forgot to bring them when we left. She looks venomously at him, and grabs him by the arm, marching him towards the gate. His guards are coming, Taduk leading the way, trying to covertly wave his arms at Akanai. It doesn't work. 
 
 
Akanai almost throws Fung at them. “Take him and leave. He is who you are here for, correct?” 
 
 
“How dare you treat the Young Master that way!” Uh Oh. They don't seem too happy. Akanai stiffens for a moment, before turning to look at me. 
 
 
I shrug. Thankfully, Fung takes care of it. “Shaddup! How dare you speak to my friend'sh Mentor'sh Mentor's …. Mentor like that? Have some reshpect.” O man, he is wasted. 
 
 
O shit, was I that drunk? 
 
 
He's berating the guards, who stand there taking it like champs. Poor guys. I should speak up. “Fung, you shouldn't treat them like that. They are only looking out for your safety.” 
 
 
He turns and smiles at me. “You're right, courtesy costs nothing.” He starts giggling again. “But I am young.” 
 
 
I snicker, and the gates break, the both of us roaring with laughter. 
 
 
Akanai grabs me by the head, once again lifting me to glare at. The woman has a grip like a vise. Poor Husolt. “Explain. Everything.” 
 
 
Well, if she kills me, at least I won't die a virgin.
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 “Lift, boy, lift. We're behind schedule as it is. Hurry now, walk faster.” 
 
 
I grab another long box from the wagon, and lift it with a grunt. Carrying it in both arms, I turn to bring it into the store, one step at a time. I couldn't walk faster if I wanted. These boxes are heavy as hell. Might as well be full of bricks. 
 
 
Sumila walks past me, carrying her box easily. I don't know how she does it. She's the same height as me, maybe a bit taller. Much less muscular, with skinny, feminine arms. She can't be that strong. I bet some of the boxes are lighter. They're just taking advantage of me. 
 
 
After the snafu yesterday, Fung went home with his guards after a long rambling goodbye. A great guy, that Fung. We share the same interests, women and training. He brought me to the Golden Swan Pavilion, truly Heaven on Earth. All free women, no slaves, well-educated and pricey. Two of my bows a go pricey. The guy is more of a training freak than me, and we spent hours just talking about strength building exercises. I had a lot of fun drinking with him. He told me his name means 'Great Wind', so I told him what mine meant. After a few more drinks, we were announcing ourselves as 'The Typhoon Brothers, The Great Wind and The Falling Rain'. Stupid, but fun. It's good to finally have a friend. 
 
 
As punishment though, I've been forbidden from going out without a chaperon by Akanai, and from drinking by Mei Lin. I don't mind too much, especially after Taduk told me where Akanai was headed when I arrived. Lady was ready to storm the DuGu manor for me. She does care. So instead of hanging around the villa all day, I'm here helping Husolt make his deliveries. He sells weapons to various noble families, both standard guard weapons and custom ones. Every place we stop at places another order, and he even helps me sell the furs and carvings I brought. I have no idea where all the money the village must make goes to, between the weapons selling and the mercenary work. Then again, spiritual weapons aren't cheap, and every Sentinel seems to have one. A good number of the cadets do too, mostly short swords and short spears. I bet the Mercenaries are all armed the same way. I put my box down, and head back out. Husolt is already back in the driver’s seat, so I climb into the back of the wagon with Sumila. 
 
 
She hasn't spoken to me all day, but I'm actually okay with that. She is an odd little girl, difficult to understand. So angry, but still chooses to help. Then we were getting along well, but that incident in the bazaar, and them getting in trouble after I left to get drunk... Well, I'm always comfortable with silence. Looking out the back of the wagon, I lazily watch the buildings pass by. We've gone to 3 other islands and one district on the shore, all connected by stone bridges. It must have taken some crazy engineering to get all this done. I don't know why there aren't any boats though. You'd think they'd be useful, but I haven't seen anyone in or on the water, not even a roosequin. 
 
 
We pause at another checkpoint, and some guards peek into the wagon. It's empty now, so the search is quick, and we move on. I keep looking out, seeing the calm peaceful water and distant city walls in the skyline. Some birds fly over and settle down into the water. 
 
 
Emerging from the water, all teeth and scales, an elongated snout snaps closed, devouring a number of birds before splashing back down into the water, the surface quickly settling again, as if nothing had happened. 
 
 
I can see why they don't take boats. 
 
 
Giant fucking aquatic dinosaurs. That snout must have been 5 meters long. 
 
 
“Did you just see that?” I turn to Sumila, who looks surprised. She shakes her head, and I describe what I just saw. 
 
 
“It's a Saurophage. They live in the lake, just big aquatic lizards. They can't leave the water, so nothing to worry about.” She's very blasé about sharing the lake with freaking dinosaurs. I shake my head. Every time I start to enjoy myself here, something new reminds me about how dangerous it really is. I make a note to stay away from the veranda at Taduk's. That cannot be safe. 
 
 
“You should be more worried about carnugators. They sometimes climb their way onto the islands.” She smirks at my discomfort. I keep my mouth shut, and don't ask about carnugators. I don't need to know. I can imagine it from the name. How do they keep the wildlife from destroying the bridges? Why did they even choose this place to live in? Freaking maniacs. 
 
 
Husolt shouts from the front, “Carnugators, eh? You looking to join a hunt, lad? There's plenty of excitement there, a good day's fun.” 
 
 
Everyone here is insane. Why can't they just find a safe hobby, like playing checkers. 
 
 
We finally get off the death trap they call a bridge and move onto solid land. It seems like a workers district, with sounds of hammers and saws. The roads are still very nice, and the buildings all made of stone, with less aesthetics and a more utilitarian look. Porters carrying heavy loads of iron and timber bustle about, making deliveries to the various workhouses that line the street. Husolt pulls over, and I climb out after Sumila. We follow Husolt into the store, where he begins haggling with a scaly merchant with reptilian eyes. 
 
 
I stretch and yawn, tired from not enough sleep. I slept the entire night, but it just wasn't long enough. I spent a lot of energy yesterday. It was worth it though. I say that, but I wasn't paying. I need a way to make more money, fast. I can't always let Fung foot the bill, and it's not like I can ask Alsantset for money to go whoring around. I wonder if there's money in hunting carnugators? I don't know what they are, but I assume it's just some type of crocodile, right? No that can't be it, Sumila said they 'climb' onto the islands. 
 
 
“Hey.” Sumila interrupts my musings, looking like she swallowed a lemon. She glares at me for a moment before a curt, “I'm sorry.” 
 
 
“For what?” I have no idea what she's apologizing for. 
 
 
“For punching you. For bringing Mei Lin away and leaving you at the market. I was wrong. It was simply a misunderstanding, and you could have been placed in danger.” 
 
 
“O that? You shouldn't worry about it. If you hadn't, I wouldn't have made a new friend.” I smile at her. No harm, no foul. 
 
 
She shakes her head, determined. “Just because nothing terrible happened, doesn't mean I wasn't wrong.” Cute kid, owning up to her mistakes. I smile and pat her head, which earns me another glare. 
 
 
Husolt gives us some directions and we get to work, this time loading the wagon with materials. Heavy bars this time. Sumila stacks them like plates and walks off, without a hitch in her stride. She really is that strong. I thought my strength was impressive. Is it a demi-human thing? Or am I just weak? 
 
 
We make a few more stops afterwards, loading more materials onto the wagon. When the wagon is full, we head back to Taduk's. With some spare time, I cross my legs and place my sword on my lap. I might as well try to brand my sword again. I keep failing, and I don't know why. Just need to try again. I start my breathing exercises, and reach for Balance. 
 
 
I haven't used much chi lately, so I feel bloated. Cleansing the alcohol from my system was barely a drop in the glass. I don't really understand this whole harmonizing bit. The sword is me and I am the sword. A freaking joke. Why can't I ever get nice, clear instructions. It's always vague and unhelpful. Something like 'enter the Konami code for god mode' would be awesome. 
 
 
I can sense the sword with Inner Examination. A mass of chi flows through it as it journeys around my body. It's natural now, moving without interruption, a part of my 'chi system' if you will, but still unbranded. According to everything I've been told, it should have been branded by now. I don't know why. Despair starts to overwhelm me. 
 
 
This world is dangerous. Bloodthirsty animals, bandits, arrogant humans, the Defiled. 
 
 
I need this weapon. It will protect me, allow me to live. 
 
 
I don't want to be a soldier. 
 
 
A hunter. A provider. A defender. Those are my roles. I will fight my enemies, so that I no longer have to fight. 
 
 
I feel something, a tugging, a call. I draw the sword, eyes still closed. 
 
 
I know what I need to do. 
 
 
I turn the blade towards myself, and slowly stab it into my abdomen. There is no pain, no resistance. 
 
 
Blood is significant. Symbolically and genuinely significant. The blood from my core is the most significant blood I can share. 
 
 
I feel it flow from my core and into the sword, covering it and contained within it. My chi within the sword mingles with the blood. The sword is me. I am the sword. My chi feels … exuberant. It flows faster, one revolution through me. Two. A third. 
 
 
On the eighth revolution, the sword exudes an aura, of stability, of permanence, as if indestructible. It feels heavier in my hand, yet light as a feather, all at the same time. 
 
 
My eyes open, drawn downwards. 
 
 
My stomach is uncut, my hands still on my knees. The sword is still sheathed, sitting on my lap. The blade slides out of the scabbard, as I study it. It's exactly the same, nothing different about it. Still the same sword, but I can feel the difference. It is mine now. The sword is me. I am the sword. 
 
 
I feel drained, exhausted. But happy. I finally branded it. It's mine. I don't understand what just happened, but I did it. 
 
 
“What are you doing, idiot. We're in a wagon. You're going to poke your eye out if you keep staring at your sword like that.” 
 
 
I sheathe it and turn to grin at Sumila. She means well but she has a terrible way with words. Kind of like Sarnai. I tell her about my achievement. 
 
 
“Congratulations. What did you end up doing?” She gives me genuine smile. It disappears quickly when she realizes I have no idea what she means. “There is a ceremony that occurs in your mind, when you brand your weapon. A symbol of joining between you and the weapon. You do something that makes it a part of you.” She looks at me, waiting for an answer. 
 
 
Oh, so that's what it was. I thought I was going a little loopy. “I stabbed myself in the stomach.” I know how she's going to react. 
 
 
“Are you an idiot? You stabbed yourself?” She says it a bit too loudly, and Husolt overhears. 
 
 
I shrug. “It seemed like the right thing to do.” I smile at my sword. It did seem right. 
 
 
We pull up to the checkpoint to Taduk's island. Husolt turns to me while we wait. “Lad, you really stabbed yourself with the sword?” I nod, and he sighs. “You don't seem like the type. To live and die by the weapon. I would have thought you more relaxed and peaceful than that.” He shakes his head. “Sometimes it is a performance of one of the forms, with the weapon in hand. Others use the weapon to cut themselves, dripping blood onto it. I reforged my weapon in my ceremony, felt like I spent days doing it. There are other gestures, but those are the most common ones. To go so far shows you have impressive resolution, at the least.” 
 
 
My mind is ordered and calm. Husolt is wrong about living and dying by the sword. That's not what it meant, not in my case at least. It was a peaceful feeling, stabbing myself, relaxing almost. It sounds weird, even thinking it. I don't intend to live and die by the sword. I love peace. I wish I could live out the rest of my life without ever having to fight. 
 
 
Death would be the ultimate peace. No more fighting. No more being scared. No more struggling. No more kill or be killed. In a sense, killing myself would be granting myself what I wanted the most. Peace. That's what it all meant, what the sword was telling me. That I might as well kill myself, if all I want is peace. On some level, I still hadn't accepted the fact that I would need the sword. It was the same thing all over again. It wasn't the sword rejecting me, but me rejecting the sword. 
 
 
I thought that the sword didn't suit me. It's nothing but a weapon, and without a fight, a weapon is useless. That was my thinking, and I was wrong. It isn't useless. It's vital. It protects me, shows that I can defend myself, and so long as I am strong enough, I can live in peace. 
 
 
I'll carry the sword, learn it, cherish it. And pray I never have to use it. Should I ever have to, I will wield it and bring peace to my enemies, so that I can have peace for myself. A fitting name. I clip Peace onto my belt, at my hip. It feels right, out in front of me, on display. Protecting me. 
 
 
“YOU!” 
 
 
I look forward, and who do I see but DuGu Ren, pointing at me. His eyes are all healed, but he doesn't look very happy to see me. 
 
 
C'mon, Son. At least let me enjoy my newfound clarity for a few minutes. 
 
 
 
 
 
Savage Divinity has over 1000 average views per chapter! I'm blown away by the number of people reading my work. That might not be a lot compared to other works, but it's already more than I was expecting going into this. I want to thank everyone for taking the time to read this far, as well as for all the kind words and reviews. They mean a lot to me. I hope you all continue to read as I release more chapters, and I will persevere and try to keep improving as a writer. Thank you all. Smiley Face. 
 
- RuffWriter
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 DuGu Ren has more bodyguards with him today, as well as another well dressed Young Master. I wave at them all. “Hi. Can we just... not fight? I was just enjoying a newfound epiphany.” It can't hurt to ask. 
 
 
“Drag that peasant out here!” At Ren's shrill shouts, his bodyguards move towards the wagon. I hop off, motioning for Sumila to stay in the wagon. The gate guards are coming in as well, and unlike the bodyguards, their weapons are drawn. 
 
 
“Halt. Disturbances will not be permitted at the checkpoint. All offenders will be dealt with harshly.” A big burly guy, in the red and black armor of the city guard shouts assertively. The other guards point their weapons, at all of us. 
 
 
DuGu Ren points at me and yells, “Do you dare leave the checkpoint?” 
 
 
I laugh at his challenge. I can't help it. It's absurd. “Of course I don't. You have like 10 guards with you. Why would I?” What an idiot. 
 
 
The other young master looks at me. “This is the one who assaulted you?” At Ren's confirmation, he walks towards me, studying me. He's a tall, well-built, young man, maybe 20, 22 years old. His hair is neatly done, with a single long ponytail. His fingernails are lacquered, sharp pointy tips attached to them. It looks stupid, in my opinion. Why does a man need painted nails? “A scrawny, poorly dressed, yellow eyed freak managed to defeat you? Someone of low breeding, from some backwater, no doubt. Disgraceful, little Ren. The entire family has lost face because of you.” He gives a girlish little sniff. Poorly dressed? Okay, so I'm not in my Sunday best, but I was doing manual labor. He has a pretty boy face, one just perfect for punching. 
 
 
No, no. Calm down. No punching. Let's roll for diplomacy. I clasp my hands. “Yesterday, we were both in the wrong, Young Master Ren. You have my most heartfelt apologies for striking you. How about we leave it at that, and let bygones be bygones.” 
 
 
“You insolent child, I'll have you flayed! How dare you presume to lecture me.” Ren is almost frothing at the mouth, red in the face from yelling. He won't come any closer though, staying well back, behind his guards and brother. Coward. “You're nothing but a no name miscreant. I am a favored Son of the DuGu family. Brother, I want him beaten and tortured.” Guess that was a critical fail on that diplomacy roll. 
 
 
Sumila climbs out of the wagon, and Husolt comes back as well, staying behind me. Neither of them speak, but Husolt pats me on the back, and softly says, “No need to worry, lad.” I told them all about my run in with Ren, but none of them seemed overly concerned. Well, the guards should keep us safe, and once past the bridge, it's just a short distance to the villa. We should be fine. 
 
 
Ren's brother takes out a token of wood and jade, flashing it at the City Guards. “Acting in my capacity as Warrant Officer of the Imperial Army, I, DuGu Ang, hereby order all city guards to stand down as my men deal with these criminals here. Interference will result in a military hearing.” He turns back to his guards and orders them, “Cripple the men. Bring me that girl unharmed. I'll have some fun with that one.” 
 
 
The burly guard in red looks at us in apology, before stepping back, along with his friends. What the fuck is happening? He waves some carving around and we're fucked? 
 
 
DuGu Ren starts cackling. “Cripple him.” 
 
 
The bodyguards draw the weapons, advancing with threat. My hand is on Peace, ready to fight. I need to protect Husolt and Sumila. I watch the guards close in. Shit. What to do? 
 
 
Husolt bolts forward, a steel staff in his hands, twirling it about, swinging left and right. He moves gracefully for a large man, every swing striking multiple guards, breaking limbs and spines with ease as he mows through them. The crack of bone and screams of pain fill the air, Husolt showing no mercy, a whirlwind of steel and death. In a few heartbeats, several guards are dead, the rest injured, crawling away or unconscious. 
 
 
Ang pales visibly, standing still, shivering uncontrollably. Husolt grabs him by the lapel, picking him up like a sack of potatoes. “That girl,” Husolt spits out venomously, “Is my daughter.” Lifting Ang over his head one-handed, Husolt smashes him into the ground. A resounding splat echoes through the checkpoint, Ang's head exploding like an overripe melon, the brains splattering about, painting the gray stone in crimson. 
 
 
Note to self: Don't piss off Husolt, Psycho Daddy. Standing uselessly, sword not even drawn, I shiver, awed by the display I just witnessed. Just his aura of blood thirst and anger is enough to paralyze me with fear, and it isn't even directed at me. 
 
 
Husolt isn't even a warrior by profession. He's a blacksmith. Are all the villagers this strong? Am I fucking weak? I mean, Sumila is physically stronger than me, and she has a spiritual weapon. Can I beat her in a fight? Looking at the gory scene in front of me, would I even want to? If she ever challenges me, I might as well just lie down and let her stab me. It'd be more peaceful than what Husolt would do. 
 
 
He stands there, covered in viscera, not even breathing heavily, scowling at the onlookers. Rage seethes beneath his exterior, a bomb ready to explode. The city guards haven't moved, probably in terror. Turning around, Husolt reaches into his shirt and pulls out his writ, the same one he's been using all day, staining it with blood and holding it out for the city guards. After a long moments pause, the large one, who spoke earlier, gingerly walks forward, avoiding several broken and battered bodies, taking the writ in two hands, unable to look Husolt in the face. He glances at it for a moment, barely reading it, eyes wide, knees shaking, before bowing a full 90 degrees, holding the bloody writ out in front of him. Husolt calmly receives it, placing it back into his shirt, before walking back to the wagon. I'm pretty sure the same thing would have happened if Husolt gave him a lump of shit. Well, he wouldn't keep a lump of shit in his shirt, but if he did, I sure as hell won't be the one to call him out on it. 
 
 
DuGu Ren is staring wide-eyed at the scene, terrified. He's the lone survivor of the group, spared only because he was farther away. Sighing deeply, my legs still weak, I crawl back onto the wagon, shivering. I hope this doesn't make trouble for our group. It would be my fault if it does, having made trouble with Ren. Why did the city guards just let us leave? They don't seem very good at their job. Sumila sits wordlessly, a proud smile on her face. 
 
 
The wagon moves through the checkpoint, onto the bridge, while the gory scene fades away into the distance. 
 
 
Long minutes pass before I can speak. “What happens now? Do we run, leave the city?” 
 
 
Husolt chortles, replying, “No lad. That trash was abusing his authority as a Warrant Officer, and threatened us with bodily harm, inside a city of the Empire. That guard sergeant will report that to his superiors, and that we defended ourselves legitimately. We're citizens in good standing, so there's no need to worry. I'm surprised he so blatantly broke the law. Even had we not resisted, the Magistrate would hear of it and punish him soundly.” He seems the same as always, a regular shopping trip. 
 
 
It cannot be that simple. Just like that. I press him for more. “What if the sergeant is in their pocket? He could falsify his report. Aren't you worried about retribution from the DuGu family.” 
 
 
“The city guards are loyal to the Empire. They swear an oath to the heavens to uphold the laws. They cannot be bribed. As for the DuGu family,” Sumila smiles at me, all teeth and threat, “Let them try.” She has a steel short spear in her hands, smacking it against her palm. Her spiritual weapon, I guess. She's as bloodthirsty as her father. Where was she keeping that spear? And where did Husolt pull his staff from? He was so savage and ruthless, a veritable god of death. 
 
 
I move to the front, to speak to Husolt privately, swallowing hard to find the courage. “How do you do it?” I ask quietly, “Kill without hesitation like that?” I have to know. “And just be... normal, afterwards?” 
 
 
No smiles or laughs from Husolt this time. He just looks at me sadly. “You just do it. You're a good lad, but you care too much. You need to make a clear division, between those you love, and everyone else. Anyone who threatens you and yours, dies. Simple as that, lad. Simple as that.” He pauses, and looks away. “It becomes easier with practice.” 
 
 
This is the mindset I'll need to survive. I look down at my sword, realizing I didn't fully understand my branding ceremony. I was even been so smug about it earlier. I am an idiot. 
 
 
The certainty and determination that Husolt showed, while I stood there, Peace still within it's scabbard, shows how far I still have to go. I have no qualms about killing them. They'd already been ordered to cripple us, and would do worse to Sumila, but even then, I was still hesitating, trying to come up with possible peaceful solutions. My newfound resolution to fight pales in comparison to that mentality. The pattern repeats. The harsh realities of this world are once again thrown into my face. Everyone devalues life, because we are surrounded by death. No life is precious except those you hold dear. 
 
 
I settle back down, deep in thought. Live and die by the sword. Or just die. Those are my options, it seems. I keep telling myself I'm okay with killing, that I can do what needs to be done, but am I just fooling myself? Every time I encounter death, I have a crisis. I think about the people the dead leave behind. Did Green-Eyes have a family? Did Young Bandit have a sweetheart? Those guards, did they have any family, any children? How do I stop, and just ignore that annoying little voice? 
 
 
I look at Sumila, who looks back, patiently watching without judgment, calm and undisturbed.  How does she do it? She doesn't seem bothered by death at all. She barely even blinked while her father murdered people in front of her, even smiling at it. 
 
 
Understanding dawns on me. 
 
 
It's not murder to them. It's just... business as usual. Someone threatens you, you kill them. Cause and Effect. Simple as that. No morals involved, just the strong against the weak. The bile in my stomach starts to rise, and I swallow it down, bitter and painful. Sumila hands me some water, and I drink. Alcohol would be better. She pats me on the shoulder and smiles kindly, settling down next to me. “I know you would have fought just as hard as Papa. You hesitated, but you were ready to fight, to defend us. Papa just acted faster. Don't worry about it. I know your worth.” She misunderstands why I feel bad. It's the thought that counts though. 
 
 
Might as well ask now. “How good of a fighter are you?” 
 
 
My question elicits a surprised look, and a small blush. “Mama says I'm 'passable'.” I chuckle. I don't think Akanai is big on praise. The best I've gotten is 'barely passable', and that was about my strongest point, the demonstration of the Forms. Judging by her answer, Sumila is probably much stronger than my rating of 'absolutely pitiful'. Here I was all proud of myself. I'm not strong. I'm not determined. I'm just a dreamer, living in a world that doesn't fit the fantasy in my head. 
 
 
I need to think on this, but after I clear my head. Time change the topic. “So that... outfit … that you were looking at. You had someone in mind while looking at it, didn't you? Who's your sweetheart in the village?” I grin. Lighten the mood. 
 
 
She pouts and elbows me, hard. Guess we aren't that chummy yet. 
 
 
Husolt's voice, icy and hard, questions us. “What outfit?” 
 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
 
After we returned and informed Akanai of what happened, she ordered all villagers to be escorted by sentinels and cadets within the city. I decide to do some training in the courtyard, to take my mind off things and stay safe. It's been awhile since I've had time to go through the Forms. Concentrating on my mental image, I try to emulate Akanai's performance, smooth and graceful at times, yet abrupt and harsh at others. A combination of several different forms. The tiger form 'Stalking the Dragon' into the bull form's 'Uplift the Sequoia'. Mantis form 'Hanging Branch Grasp' into Snake form 'Darting Fang'. It's rough, and unpolished, even after several tries. No good. It requires too much focus for me, leaving me unable to reach Enlightenment. Stopping my practice, my breaths coming in pants, I sit down and meditate. 
 
 
It's not just Akanai. Husolt is incredible as well. I can see the Forms in his fighting. A charging thrust, Deer form 'Pierce the Horizon'. Spinning his staff overhead, Oriole form, 'Fluttering Raindrops'. The over-hand body slam. Husolt form, 'Papa Smash'. Terrifying. 
 
 
I can't make out all the forms either of them demonstrated. They're too abstract, too varied, even in the short demonstrations I saw. Asking them won't help, it'll probably just confuse me even more. I just need to come up with my own combinations of the forms. I can't puzzle anything together in my head. I just need to move, let my body tell me what needs to be done. Enough rest. Standing, I take my stance, and begin Performing the Forms again. Not the rote repetition I do every morning, but instead, I picture myself fighting the bandits once again. This time, I stay out of my body's way, just letting it move, reacting to my imaginary foes, random forms flying out in different attacks. I move against the shadow bandits, sometimes killing them, mostly dying to them. I raise them up again, only to strike them down or be struck down in different ways. They come at me one at a time, or all at once. I fight them again. And Again. I kill and I die for hours, and I kill and die some more. 
 
 
A sensation on my face and I jerk away, snapping around to thrust my weapon at the new disturbance. Deer Form, Pierce the Horizon, stopping midway. Mei Lin in front of me, smiling. My hands are empty. Jumping back, shaking my hand loose, I grimace and slap myself on the cheek twice, lightly. I lost myself in my training, forgot my enemies were all in my mind. I wasn't actually holding my sword, thankfully, or I might have actually hurt Mei Lin. Still could have, if I followed through. 
 
 
“You're so silly, Rainy. It's almost dinner time. You skipped lunch, but you can't skip dinner. Go take a bath, I don't wanna sit next to you all sweaty like that.” Her chubby childish cheeks, smiling at me innocently, unaware I just attacked her. I grab her cheeks and pinch lightly. Dangerous, I need to practice somewhere safer from now on. 
 
 
Mentally apologizing while patting her on the head, I walk to the bathing rooms. A tub is ready for me, arranged by Mei Lin in advance. She's too good to me, an adorable, doting little sister. A servant remains behind, cutting my hair after a quick rinse, leaving it longer than I'd like, but still looking nice. I could get used to this pampering. She leaves me alone to wash up. I was kind of hoping she would stay behind, maybe insinuate something, but no dice. I soak in the tub, enjoying the heat. 
 
 
I didn't come up with anything new or useful during my training, but it was still somewhat productive. Mostly half-baked ideas that won't work in real combat, but eliminating what doesn't work is helpful. It's good practice, shadow fighting, but I need a more solid image of an opponent, someone closer to my level. If I use Akanai, Baatar, or Alsantset, I'd lose too quickly. They're too strong. I wonder how many of the villagers are as strong as them? The bandits, on the other hand, were too weak. If I had fought them with good light, one on one, it would have been too easy, instant death for all of them. I need a good sparring partner. Maybe Sumila, if she's willing. Unless she's too strong as well, which would be embarrassing. Gender roles are very equal in the village, but even then, I don't think my pride could handle being roughed up by a teenage girl. 
 
 
New clothes are waiting for me, a beautiful blue high collared jacket with what I think are white pearl buttons, and white fur cuffs. No stupid loose sleeves, either. A scenic picture is stitched in, three birds in a pond, with a plum-tree in full blossom. The pants are matching, and just as ornate. A servant helps dress me, wrapping me in a white sash, while the pretty haircut servant brushes my hair. She even put a ridiculously tiny hat on me, more of a hair decoration than anything. Like a little tiny cloth bun on my head. I like it. 
 
 
“Why do I need to dress so fancily?” I'm kind of enjoying it, if I'm honest. It's not every day I get dressed up by lovely ladies, and in such nice clothes as well. It makes me feel... pretty. I will never admit that out loud. 
 
 
“Young Master will be dining with His Esteemed Magistrate, Tong Da Hai, tonight, at his Palace.” My stylist gives me a smile, with big pouty red lips. I wonder how they taste. Damn. Yesterday's fun didn't slow my sex drive down at all. I smile back at her. How do I seduce a woman? Especially a servant, I don't want her to think I'm pressuring her into anything. I keep quiet, due to my own lack of wits. She probably wouldn't want anything to do with me anyways. This is just her job. When they're done dressing me, I walk out, sword tucked into my sash. Dressed to impress, but still comfortable and easy to move in. I could fight in this if I had to. I need more clothes like this. Fancy. Poorly dressed, my ass. 
 
 
Mei Lin is waiting for me in the hall. She has a similarly tiny hair piece, among many pins and clips all with tiny bells, immobilizing her ears. She jingles as she curtsies in her short, loose blue dress, a second longer layer underneath, with a white furred hem, matching my outfit. It has an eye-catching pattern sewn into it, repeated in several areas on the dress, and a white silk scarf around her shoulders, wrapping around her arms. It's jeweled and a chain runs along its length, and just seems prohibitively long. If she puts her hands down, the scarf will drag on the floor. Fashion, I guess. “You look adorable, little Mei Lin.” I bow back, smiling. She ruins it by sticking her tongue out at me, and latches onto my arm as we walk out into the courtyard. 
 
 
Taduk, Husolt, Akanai, and Sumila are waiting for us. We all match, blue and white, but in varying shades, patterns and cuts. Sumila looks adorable as well, and I receive the same reaction, minus the arm grab, when I tell her. Why can't anyone take a compliment? Husolt looks just as fierce and imposing, adding majestic to his qualities, eschewing the hair ornaments. Akanai is a knockout, lacking the longer inner dress, dressed in a short tight piece, her bare, pearly white calves on display, open toed cloth shoes on her feet. The overall effect is a little ruined, seeing as they are both armed to the teeth, Husolt with his staff, Akanai with a double crescent ax-lance hybrid. Daggers and swords line their belts, bracers on their wrists. Akanai's hair ornaments are even hanging tiny daggers instead of bells. Sumila is similarly armed, carrying a patterned polished steel round shield in addition to her short spear, both held in one arm by the straps like a purse, even managing to look ladylike. 
 
 
Taduk claps me on the back, looking dashing in his outfit, hares all over, holding only a fan. “You look fetching, my boy.” He gestures towards a servant, who walks forward presenting me with my long spear. Accepting my weapon, I tilt my head at Taduk. 
 
 
“You do as well Teacher. Why are we so heavily armed? I was told we are having dinner with Fung's dad. Are we … invited?” God I hope so. 
 
 
Taduk laughs. “Of course we are, my boy, but don't refer to him like that outside these walls. Courtesies and all that. Mei Lin will explain. We've been invited to a gathering, with good food and good wine. There just may be a tiny bit of bloodshed as well. Don't worry, you shouldn't be in danger, and if you are, just don't die, and I can heal you back up in no time.” He pats me on the shoulder, and my stomach drops. Before I can say anything, he climbs into his rickshaw and leaves. Husolt and Akanai's rickshaw follows, Sentinels marching alongside, fully armed. 
 
 
Dinner and bloodshed? They don't do anything peacefully here. 'Just don't die' he says. Thanks for the advice. I help Sumila and Mei Lin into the last rickshaw, and climb aboard. I hope we at least get to eat before the fighting starts. I'm starving. Wouldn't want to die on an empty stomach.
 






      Chapter 32 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Remember, Mi-Mi, Rainy, you two stay close to me, ya?” Mei Lin reminds us for the third time. Poor little thing. I guess she's nervous. Can't blame her, really. I'm nervous too. If I had a choice, we would have just left the city. 'Just may be a tiny bit of bloodshed'. 
 
 
Giving her my best smile, I reassure her the best I can. “No need for you to worry, I won't let anything happen to you. Me and Sumila will protect you.” She gives me a very unladylike face, all scrunched up and angry, and I resist the urge to pinch her cheeks. We walk slowly, waiting for someone to announce us, before we enter the main stage. They make a big show of having everyone enter by rank of importance. It's a giant farce. We're in a pavilion, and at the far wall is the main 'stage', a large wide platform raised by a single step. Just one step higher, but all the face. I'm not sure if I'm using that right. The important people eat there, and everyone else eats outside. 
 
 
Face is a sociological concept, of self prestige and respect. The Magistrate shows face by inviting us, we give face by accepting. It's not all as simple as that, but that's the gist. These people will kill and maim over face. It makes manners exceptionally important. If we had declined for any reason short of a death in the family, we would have alienated the magistrate, maybe even angered him over a perceived loss of face. Stupid concept. So when the invitation came, it sort of ruined my plans for a nice, quiet escape. I don't know what prompted the invitation, but I was specifically requested, along with Akanai and Taduk. I hope it's just Fung pulling strings. 
 
We're currently inside the reception hall, and the building is massive. I wouldn't be surprised if a thousand people could fit in here comfortably. The Magistrate's Palace is on its own island, supposedly the center of the city. Hugely inconvenient, with one access bridge, and incredibly opulent. A magistrate is not a judge like I had thought, but rather a city ruler. With cities being so large, that includes a fair amount of power. Fung's daddy is a pretty big deal it seems. I wouldn't have guessed it. Pretty level-headed kid for having so much power. Fung's daddy raised him right. 
 
 
The building is brightly lit, beautifully decorated with vases, painting, statues, and ornamental shelves. Musicians sit in darker, recessed areas throughout the entire building, playing some stringed instrument, in complete unison. The music is unobtrusive and simple, just single long notes, one at a time, making for an almost plaintive melody. The servants scurry around, serving wine in jars, not a drop spilled. Mei Lin glares at me when I reach for one, and I retract my hand, withering before her. So mean. It's not like I can even get drunk. 
 
 
Surrounding us are the other guests all heavily armed, most of whom will not be joining us in the main stage. Personal guards mostly, I think. There are also a smattering of well dressed guests, all watching us, some with envy, some with anger, others with confusion. Taduk seems to know everyone, greeting people who approach us while we wait, introducing Mei Lin and myself to each person. Too many names for me to remember, but Mei Lin is a proper little lady, greeting everyone with a small curtsy, and making some polite small talk. It's a side of her I've never seen, completely different from the spoiled little brat I'm used to, a little debutante before my eyes. I just smile and nod, staying silent as much as possible. 
 
 
Akanai, Husolt, and Sumila remain silent as well. Akanai and Husolt stay right next to Taduk, drawing stares from the guests. When Taduk doesn't introduce them, the stares change from interest to disdain or apathy. I don't know why he introduces me, and not them, seems a little rude. They don't seem to take any offense though. Sumila stands next to me, relaxed posture, but her eyes dart left and right, missing little. 
 
 
After an enormous amount of greeting random people, a servant announces us as “Medical Saint Taduk, accompanied by his Daughter, Mei Lin, and his Student Rain.” Seems like we're first. So much face. All the face are belong to us. Sumila and her parents remain behind. I guess they aren't coming in? Medical Saint? Walking arm in arm with Mei Lin, the three of us approach a raised area, where a svelte, aged gentleman sits on a cushion. A raised area on the raised area. Stupid face things. 
 
 
“Medical Saint Taduk greets Imperial Magistrate Tong Da Hai, and wishes him ten-thousand years of longevity.” Clasped hands and slight bow, just a nod of the head really. I copy him, a beat behind, while Mei Lin curtsies. I study the magistrate. He's wearing a beautifully patterned red robe with golden cuffs. Voluminous with large sleeves and a wide skirt, an intricate scene is stitched onto the front in colored thread. Three koi fish in a pond, surrounded by peach trees in blossom. So lifelike and detailed I can make out individual scales on the fish. I want a robe like that, it looks comfy. He looks to be maybe forty, but he could be seventy like Sarnai for all I know. 
 
 
He lets loose a loud booming laugh. “Ha ha ha. No need, no need, old friend. Dispense with formalities. Let me see the face of the infamous Student.” He motions me forward and, with a push from Mei Lin, I step as close as I can without going onto the platform. I was specifically warned about that. The city guards standing nearby would tear me to shreds if I set foot up there. 
 
 
The Magistrate stands and walks towards me, studying me, walking to my left, and then the right. At least he doesn't make me twirl for him. “Our Imperial Son tells me much of you, young Student.” He eyes me up and down. “He calls you a 'valiant young hero' and is quite taken by you.” He stares at me, expectantly. 
 
 
I clasp my hands and bow, for lack of other ideas. “I would say that the title 'Young Hero' would suit your Imperial Son, Tong Da Fung, better than my lowly self. I thank the Imperial Magistrate for his kind words and for his gracious invitation.” Yes, that's how I have to refer to him and myself. Stupid titles. 
 
 
He laughs again. “Humble indeed, Our Imperial Son speaks true.” He pinches my cheek. “We approve of the friendship between you two.” He signals a servant, who walks forward, holding a tray out for him, head down. On the tray is a jade coin on a leather thong. He picks it up and nods at me. My head bowed, he places the thong around my neck. A medallion, to signify friendship. A little over the top, but whatever. Fung isn't even here, oddly enough. I guess it's embarrassing to need to have your daddy okay your friends with an awards ceremony. 
 
 
After a few words with Mei Lin, the three of us are dismissed and led to our seats by another servant. There are just so many servants, all with their heads down, I have no idea how they walk around without bumping into anyone. The seats are all floor cushions arranged in two sections, left and right, 8 rows deep, maybe 100 seats in total. We sit down together in our appointed spot, in the first row, at the Magistrate's right hand side, lined up perpendicular to him. Taduk closest, then Mei Lin and then me. There's a large open space between the two sides, at least 25 meters, leaving the Magistrate a wide, clear view of the front doors. 
 
 
“Presenting Major General, First Class Akanai of the Imperial Defense Forces, Divine Blacksmith Husolt of the Saint's Tribulation Mountains, and their daughter, Sumila.” 
 
 
What the fuck? Baatar is a Captain. How many ranks higher is Major General? And Divine Blacksmith? Damn I knew he had to be good, but Divine Blacksmith? I want a title like that. Or Medical Saint. Snapping out of my thoughts, I realize that people are whispering fiercely to one another. Many have sour faces, while others are lit in delight. 
 
 
The three of them walk up to the Magistrate, who receives them standing. Sumila curtsies, but Husolt and Akanai stand straight as their weapons. Not even a nod. The Magistrate is all smiles though. “Major General Akanai and Divine Blacksmith Husolt, it has been far too long since I have been in your presences.” The Magistrate gives them a 45 degree bow. What the hell? If they're so important, why did we get introduced first? I look at my goofy teacher. I guess healers are just that awesome. “Please, your seats.” He sweeps his hand and two raised cushions are placed behind him, on either side. Akanai and Husolt step up, and sit on their seats, weapons horizontally placed on their laps. 
 
 
I have no idea what's going on. Something is happening, judging by the looks of shock around the room. Taduk and Mei Lin are no help, just smiling at me, ignoring my questions. To both be seated behind the host, even I can figure out that means they're important. Sumila sits down next to me, my eyes pleading at her to answer my questions. She rolls her eyes, but is trying to hide a smile. “What do you want explained?” 
 
 
“What's happening here, how high is Major General in ranking, and Divine Blacksmith?” I blurt them all out. 
 
 
She counts with her fingers while answering. “Mama and Papa are helping in some political maneuver in favor of the Magistrate, but I'm not sure exactly what, they didn't tell me. Major General is the 6th highest military ranking, meaning, during times of war, Mama is able to take command of a single city's garrison, and any combatants within, if no equal or higher ranking military members are present. A Divine Blacksmith is the titled bestowed upon someone who can craft Spiritual Weapons with steel.” She smiles winningly. I think I've worn her down with all my questions. Almost two weeks ago, she would 'tsk' after almost every question. 
 
 
“Your Dad said crafting a spiritual weapon was easy.” I was lied to. I kind of guessed it though. 
 
 
She laughs. “Of all the things to focus on... For him, it probably is easy.” 
 
 
We sit around chatting while the introductions continue, but the room's mood is a little tense. I don't know what's going on, but people keep staring at the four of us. Fucking politics. If it comes to fighting, I don't even know who I'm fighting against. I'll just protect Taduk and Mei Lin, and follow their directions. 
 
 
I stiffen up when they announce a 'DuGu Tian Yi', a large man with long dark hair done up in a bun. Fully armed and armored, just like us, with numerous attendants. He doesn't glare at me or anything, but his eyes are cold when they pause on Sumila and me. Guess he knows why his son died, and blames us. Easier than blaming his own shitty parenting. Tian Yi sits on the opposite side, in one of the middle rows. Not too important then. Hopefully, nothing happens. I mean, it would be stupid if he just draws his weapon to fight us here. Unless duels to the death counts as party entertainment around here. It wouldn't really surprise me too much. 
 
 
Finally, everyone is finished being introduced, and everyone is seated on pillows. Everyone else outside of the main stage stands, split just like the people on the stage. No one stands directly in front of the Magistrate, by design, it would seem. No one has been seated in our row, either, just behind us and across from us. Go Taduk, scoring us V.I.P seating. 
 
 
The Magistrate stands, and so does everyone else, myself only a beat behind. The room is silent when he speaks, voice resounding, “We the Imperial Magistrate of Shen Huo City, Tong Da Hai, welcome all of our distinguished guests into our home.” Polite clapping from all. “Today, we celebrate the 100th year our family has held the post of Imperial Magistrate.” He claps loudly and sits back down, while servants begin filing out, placing small tables in front of the seated guests, one for each. A sumptuous meal is arranged on each, and when everyone is served, he smiles and raises a wine-cup. “A toast, to our 100th year of service to the Empire.” We all drink, applaud lightly, and begin eating. Finally. 
 
 
It's difficult to enjoy to the food in the current atmosphere. There is a clear divide among the guests, as if we're two different factions, with everyone armed to the teeth. There are no smiles or chatting, just a silent meal, with several hundred people, with many more standing around to watch. I kind of wish I wasn't sitting at the front now. It would be nice if I had some bodies to help block out all the stern looks. The food is delicious, but it's difficult to eat cradling my spear. At least I'm not alone in that difficulty, with others in the crowd carrying halberds, glaives, and giant battle axes. 
 
 
Everyone eats quickly, scowling at the stragglers. Worst party ever. The Magistrate claps twice, and servants begin taking away the tables. Everyone remains seated, and the glaring intensifies between the two groups. With a loud boom, the main doors open and a large group of city guards march slowly, resplendent in their red and gold armor, drums beating, four guards abreast, straight down the aisle towards the Magistrate. In the lead is a Fancy Guard, with more decorations on his armor and no pole arm. When they reach the stage, they split up, two rows surrounding the stage, Fancy Guard leading the remaining two rows to surround the Magistrate. All the guards remain facing forward until all in place, and as one, slam the butts of their pole arms into the ground before letting out an earth-shaking shout. 
 
 
With a loud thud, the city guards all drop to one knee. Backs straight, no bowing for them. Fancy Guard speaks, with the cadence of ceremony. “Brigadier, Xue Chang, greets His Imperial Magistrate, Tong Da Hai. On orders from The Divine Emperor, I, Xue Chang, am present to accept the Token of Shen Huo City, to be held in accordance with the Laws of the Azure Sea Empire.” 
 
 
Tong Da Hai stands, and pulls out a token made of beautifully gilded, pure white Jade. He kneels down on both knees, lowering his head as far as he can, while presenting the token in two hands to the Brigadier, who also accepts it with both hands. They all stand and turn to face the crowd, who all stand as well. Again, I'm just a bit behind. 
 
 
Xue Chang speaks again. “The position of Magistrate of Shen Huo City is now vacant. Those who wish to challenge the former Magistrate, Tong Da Hai, for the honor of service, step forward now.” 
 
 
Eight people in the opposing camp walk out and kneel before Xue Chang, announcing their names one by one. When they are done, Xue Chang begins listing out the format of the challenge. The contest is held as a best of three, one-on-one duels. Over 100, under 100, and under 25 years of age are the 3 categories. Past, present and future talent. The fight is won either when one contestant is unconscious or forfeits, and deliberately killing is forbidden, as is interference. Any champion can be called, but they must be present in the room, and the right to refuse is granted. 
 
 
I guess this is the aforementioned bloodshed. Not bad, dinner and a show. Taduk was just teasing me. The tense atmosphere and separation makes sense now. The opposing camp aren't here to celebrate, but to challenge. It's an odd tradition, to fight for the right to govern. It's not like the strong will be good at city management. Or is it the strong choose who will govern? Then again, what do I know. If it works, don't fix it, right? I look around for a servant with wine, but Mei Lin pinches my thigh, smiling sweetly at me, daggers in her eyes. So mean. 
 
 
“I am Man Giao, Brigadier of the Imperial Defense Forces. I stand for the Man Family, to challenge for the Position of Magistrate of Shen Huo City. I am 385 years old.” A tall, bulky, horned bastard, fully armored in steel. Not as bulky as full plate mail, but not too far from it. He stands imposingly in front of the Magistrate, carrying a shield and large round mace, grizzled looking, but in good condition. The city guards have knelt down, shields at the ready, allowing for a good view of the proceedings. 
 
 
Akanai walks forward, ax-lance in hand. Ha ha that Man Cow is done for. I can finally appreciate Akanai fighting, since it won't be against me. She almost looks petite, with her 200cm frame dwarfed by Man Cow. In her tiny dress and well done hair, she seems no less dignified, standing with the bearing of a warrior. “I am Akanai, Major General of the Imperial Defense Forces. I am of the People. I stand for the Tong Family, to defend the Position of Magistrate of Shen Huo City. I am over 100 years old.” She stands regal and calm. 
 
 
Even Akanai has some feminine hangups and won't say her real age. That's kind of adorable. It's silly, she looks fantastic for a 25-year-old, much less over 100. Man Cow laughs, a course grating rumble. “To face the Herald of the Storms is my luck and opportunity. Tomorrow my name, Man Giao, will spread far and wide, known throughout the Empire, as the one who defeated you.” Akanai doesn't respond, face neutral, eyes icy. 
 
 
They stand at opposite ends of the fighting square, an area about 20 m by 20 m, lined by the city guards. No more words are exchanged, and they take their stances, Man Cow shield up and weapon ready, Akanai's weapon pointed forward. 
 
 
“Begin!” Xue Chang shouts. 
 
 
The distance closed in a blink of an eye, Akanai charges forward, lance drilling straight through Man Giao's shield, piercing into his meaty shoulder. The metal shrieks and he flies backwards, crashing into the city guards who are scattered by his weight. Akanai stands, arm extended, weapon tip red with blood. My hands start clapping, a cheer escaping my lips before I can stop it. No one else makes a noise, although Taduk does snicker at me as I sheepishly stop clapping, crumbling beneath the scowls, from city guards and opposite camp alike. I guess I made a faux pas. 
 
 
Whatever, that was awesome. One hit, instant defeat. Man Cow didn't even realize what hit him. A giant chunk is missing from his shield, torn to shreds, and Man Cow lays unconscious. Sad thing about the guards though, I think some of them are injured. A beautiful charge, almost like she teleported across the distance. 
 
 
My brow furrow as I think about it. How did she charge like that? Closing my eyes, I replay the scene in my mind. Her stance. Left arm forward, right arm back. Like she was playing pool with her weapon as the cue. Back straight, her feet, shoulder width apart, side by side. Both forward pointing, knees almost locked straight. How did she get such an explosive charge from that? Is it one of the Forms? 
 
 
I replay the scene, again, noticing a few different details. One foot slightly turned, elbow raised level with her shoulder, head slightly tilted to the right. 
 
 
Again, noting more details, the splay of her fingers, the twist of her wrist while thrusting. 
 
 
Again, and again I play the scene in my mind, immersing myself in the study of her movements, deconstructing the brief movement.
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 Tong Da Hai was pleased. The Herald was even stronger than he remembered. Man Giao was one of the fiercest of the competitors, and she was able to defeat him with a single thrust. How fortunate for him that she had agreed to aid him. The asking had been on a whim, the clear memory a battle forgotten by the Empire, fought in his youth, at a small backwoods fortress, guarding a pass through the mountains. The garrison had been struck by Wraiths in the early morning, officers targeted for assassination, an army of the Enemy appearing soon after. He had just been a youth then, a lieutenant, barely avoiding his death through pure dumb luck, some sour wine churning his bowels. Disorganized and demoralized, a fortress that should have been impregnable, was barely managing to hold out for a single week, 10 long harrowing days. 
 
 
She had appeared through the morning fog, her tribesmen behind her, a fierce cry emanating from their throats. Riding those ferocious mounts of theirs, circling the enemy, arrows filling the sky, her weapon taking heads as easily as killing chickens. The sight of her filled the soldiers with courage, who fought with renewed strength to hold the walls. Through four hours of battle, the Enemy charged her again and again, and each time she threw them back with pure martial strength, eight Demons falling before her in single combat, tainting the ground where they died, hundreds of Defiled ground beneath her mount. The tides turned and the Enemy was overrun, a battle near defeat turned to complete victory by a group of barbarians. 3,000 charging into 50,000, and the Enemy broke. 
 
 
He had knelt before her in gratitude, as had every soldier still alive. When she removed her helmet, he had thought her the Mother incarnate, given form to destroy their foes. Every soldier under his command had received a promotion of two ranks on their return, heroes in the eyes of the people. Ten-thousand soldiers, turning back five times their number at the gates, with only two thousand survivors. It would have been a month before a reactionary force could have been assembled to turn back the incursion, and longer for them to chase down the Enemy. Only those present knew just how incredible those tribesmen had been. 
 
 
Her accomplishments following the battle reached his ears as time passed. She chased down every single group of Defiled that managed to slip past the defenses, eliminating them all. Under her direction, her surviving warriors hunted down over 20,000 Defiled soldiers in the coming weeks, an incredible feat of planning, tracking, and sheer willpower. Their efforts kept the Enemy from razing the surrounding farmlands and villages, saving the surrounding cities from starving through the winter. From a Major in the Defense Forces, she was promoted to Major General, jumping four full ranks, and bestowed with riches and accolades. Her title rang throughout the empire. The Herald of the Storms, for when she appeared, arrows would rain down upon her enemies. After that brief moment of fame, however, she had returned to her home, disregarding fame and fortune, living a simple life, close to his home city. 
 
 
He had thought himself forgotten by her, until the return of his missive. The Herald of the Mother, to stand as his champion. The Medical Saint Taduk to heal his defenders. Truly, the Mother looked favorably upon him. He owed so much to The Herald. Not only his life, but for everything that came after. His promotion had catapulted him ahead of his brothers and sisters, his father choosing his most heroic son to succeed him. His sweetheart's family, who sneered at a third-born son, were rushing to have them married quickly, after his succession was announced. And now, she championed his cause, her title alone causing more than 20 noble houses to forfeit their bid to the position. Eight measly challenges, easily won. 
 
 
He watched the challenges proceed, delighted at the results, The Herald dominating her every match, winning in the same manner as the first, with a single thrust. The under 100 bracket was won, hard-fought by his seven subordinates, immaculate warriors each. While not as domineering as the Major general, they each won their hard fought matches, their injuries healed by Medical Saint Taduk. Seven challenges won, without a third match in any of the challenges. Even should one go so far, the Herald had all but guaranteed victory for him in the under 25 bracket, assuring him she had brought a supreme warrior of young age. 
 
 
The eighth challenge was proving to be a bit of a puzzle though. Ong Ruo Mei, that viper. Her champion lost the first match against the Herald, but how that viper had managed to convince DuGu Tian Yi to champion her was a mystery to him. Luckily DuGu Ang had been killed, or else he worried even the Herald's chosen would have not be able to compete against that young terror, another thing to thank the Major General for. The killing had been legitimate, witnessed by citizens and guards alike, and how she had managed to arrange for that, Tong Da Hai was in awe of her skills and manipulations. 
 
 
But who to send against DuGu Tian Yi? His subordinates would not take kindly to being sent to their defeat. A warrior can be killed, but not humiliated, and he required their services, for years yet. One or two might have been able to win, were they in their best condition, but now, even his best would be fodder before their opponent, tired and spent. He hesitated, unsure of whom to call. 
 
 
“Is there a matter, Hai?” The Herald spoke to him, noticing his dilemma. He quickly explained to her, and she shrugged. “I am wholly confident in winning the under 25 bracket. If you are willing to lose this match, then allow me to make a suggestion on your choice.” 
 
 
“Of course, of course! Who shall I call to fight this match, Major General?” He followed her pointing finger, to Taduk's student. “But... the boy is under 25. Do you mean for me to call him in the next match?” It would be spitting in the face of DuGu Tian Yi, a reputable warrior. Even if Tong Da Hai were to hold the position of Magistrate, angering a man such as Tian Yi was not wise. His future was limitless, with his current talent, perhaps even rising to the rank of Exarch if given another 20 years. 
 
 
The Herald smiled, a rare and lovely sight. “No, call the boy for this fight. Tian Yi is motivated to fight him, and my former pupil's disciple requires a baptism in blood thirst. It is something lacking in the spars he has had so far. It will be a good opportunity for him, and there is no threat to his life here.” She smirked. “Besides, for Tian Yi to defeat him quickly is no easy task.” 
 
 
He stared at the boy, who stood there, slack faced and eyes closed, leaning on his spear, as if asleep. This boy is the disciple of Captain Baatar? The Captain exuded power and confidence, ferocity leashed lightly. This boy was a timid creature, bowing and smiling, little confidence in his stance or gait. Tong Da Hai looked at The Herald once more, who nodded. He gave his choice to a guard. In all of the years since he took office, the Herald had asked for nothing, even refusing special treatment for her people within his city. Even now, she came at his request, aiding him without demands. How could he deny her this request? What was a mere Tian Yi when compared to the Herald? Tong Da Hai could handle it. 
 
 
The guard approached the boy and was duly ignored, until little Mei Lin poked the boy in the cheek. He came to, startled. A skittish child, Tong Da Hai thought. He revised his opinion almost immediately, seeing the smile break out on the boys face, wolfish and predatory. He was happy to have been called to fight, not nervous or afraid, as most children would be. He followed the guard, and took his place, stretching and warming up. 
 
 
DuGu Tian Yi's face turned purple at the sight, his visage fearsome, glaring at Tong Da Hai. Arrogant fool. “You think to insult me, to send a child against me? I should thank you though. This one cost me my son, Ang. I will enjoy hurting you, boy. Do not forfeit too easily.” 
 
 
The boy stood taut, spear across his shoulders as he stretched. “I didn't kill your son. Ang asked for death with his own actions. He threatened my friends, and was killed for it. Raise Ren to be a better man than his brother.” His voice became sorrowful. “I am sorry for your loss.” He truly seemed to mean it. 
 
 
Those last words seemed to enrage Tian Yi even more. “I am DuGu Tian Yi, Warrant Officer of the Imperial Army. I stand for the Ong Family, to challenge for the position of Magistrate of Shen Huo city. I am 38 years old.” He drew his saber, two-handed and single-edged, and stood ready. 38 years old, a respected warrior and veteran of many skirmishes. His weapon had won him many accolades, its Heart made from the bones of a 1,000 year old Defiled beast he had slain in battle. No demon, but a fierce opponent nonetheless. 
 
 
Opposite him, the boy wielded a spear of wood and iron, not even a Spiritual Weapon. “My name is Rain. I am of the Bekhai. I stand for the Tong Family, to defend the position of Magistrate of Shen Huo City. I am 16 years old.” A lamb for the slaughter, the crowd had decided, based on their jeers and laughs. Taking his stance, spear held before him, he stood ready as well. 
 
 
“Begin,” came the prompt from Xue Chang. Tong Da Hai braced himself for the boys defeat. 
 
 
The boy charged forward, spear surging towards Tian Yi, striking him solidly in the stomach. Tian Yi stood firm a moment, the spear bowed, until no longer able to resist and falling back 5 steps, winded. His armor intact, the look of surprise on his face was mirrored by almost everyone present. The strike was almost an exact copy of the strike The Herald used to defeat Man Giao and every other competitor she faced. The power and speed were a much lower level, but still incredibly domineering, especially considering his age. The same thought was on the mind of all present: if the boy held a Spiritual Weapon, Tian Yi would be laying upon the ground, bleeding to death, in a single strike. 
 
 
A laugh sounded from the Herald, a sultry sound, causing the Magistrate to feel like a man fifty years younger. “As I had hoped, you had an Insight from my battle. I was going to scold you for ignoring all of my fights, but it seems you were in study. Good, good.” She spoke to the boy loudly, the entire gallery hearing her comment, whispers of amazement and disbelief echoing through the hall. An Insight from the first match? Less than an hour had passed since then, and the boy managed to comprehend the attack to such a degree? Even after seeing her perform the same move another seven times, Tong Da Hai was still unsure how she moved so quickly and struck so powerfully, yet the boy figured it out from one look? 
 
 
If any criticism could be leveled at the boy, it was his complete lack of follow-up. He had backed off, returning to his original position, spear held before him once more. Tian Yi stood straight once more, and cautiously approached, no longer looking down on him. A second charge and thrust was deflected, but the power required to do so left Tian Yi unable to follow up. Exquisite spear-play and footwork kept him defensive, unable to bring his great strength to bear. The boy's style was not yet distinct enough to see the Forms within, but he was close. A rough, unpolished style, but accurately striking at awkward angles, without a predictable rhythm. 
 
 
Tong Da Hai could hardly believe his eyes. Tian Yi, a warrior well-regarded throughout Shen Huo city, was being pushed back by a child. While no consummate master, Tian Yi was still a Warrant Officer in the Imperial Army. Although lacking any specific duties, it still required some skill to obtain the rank. DuGu Ang receiving the honor at the age of 21 had been a celebrated success, one in ten thousand, yet this scrawny child made Ang look like a rank amateur. He fought on par with the enraged Tian Yi, striking without being struck, leveraging his advantage in range. 
 
 
After warding a number of strikes, unable to retaliate, a roar of frustration emanated from Tian Yi and a swing of his weapon shattered the spear shaft to pieces, its tip flying into the crowd. Such was the advantage of a Spiritual Weapon. The boy retreated quickly, sword already in hand, face bleeding from struck splinters, mouth drawn in a smile. He was enjoying the fight, the thrill, and seemingly even the pain. 
 
 
“Such a terrible look to fight with. Always smiling.” The Herald was commenting, quietly, to her husband. “Ghoulish is what it is. Especially since he gets hurt so often.” 
 
 
Her husband laughed, a manly, heroic sound. “Seeing it again... Ah! the difference is truly too great. That polite little brat looks like a damn fiend.” Another laugh. “He didn't fight this well against the bandits!” 
 
 
“He fears death too much. It cuts his strength to a tenth of what it should be. He knows killing is prohibited here, so he has no fear.” The Herald chuckled. “I sparred with the boy for five days, and regardless of the injury, he would stand again, scowling. When the fight began again, he would be smiling once more. The boy is an interesting puzzle. Too little chi to be of much practical use, but exquisite Insights and instincts. I have great hopes for his growth.” 
 
 
Engrossed by their conversation, Tong Da Hai was unable to blink, for fear of missing a single moment. Why did the boy have so little chi? The fight continued, the boy hopping about, almost awkwardly, yet still avoiding Tian Yi's strikes, waiting for him to tire. Still too much wasted movement, with room for improvement. Sidestepping a vicious kick from Tian Yi, the boy retaliated with a slash across the calf before retreating to a safe distance, watching intently with teeth bared in a grin. 
 
 
Frustration and anger was clouding Tian Yi's judgment, each wound adding to it, as if being spit at. He needed to calmly approach the fight, use his advantage of Chi, corner the boy and the fight would end, but instead he was wildly swinging away, with no thought, unable to find Balance. Even then, a single strike would end the fight, the difference in physique evident. Boy and man breathed heavily, both taxed physically and mentally in this match. An erroneously timed charge from Tian Yi left a gash in his shoulder as the boy circled away. 
 
 
“Enough!” Bellowing in rage, Tian Yi twirled his saber about his body. Oriole Form, Raising the Winds. His blade lashing about him, he threw a barrage of fatal attacks aimed at the boy, who desperately weaved and blocked. For several seconds he resisted, before finally succumbing to the onslaught of strikes, a bloody furrow left from shoulder to hip as he staggered to the ground, falling to one knee. Tian Yi tiredly raised his sword a final time for a fatal blow. 
 
 
“Stop!” Xue Chang commanded, and the city guard rushed forward to block the fatal strike with their weapons. A resounding clang reverberated through the room, their weapons bent under the force of the strike, a roar and a wave of the sword sending them tumbling back. Tian Yi raised his saber once more. 
 
 
And stood there. The boys sword stuck out of his chest. It had perforated his armor and punctured a lung. Deer Form, Pierce the Horizon. Beautifully performed. His sword falling from his fingers, clanging to the floor, Tian Yi fell to his knees, blood dribbling from his mouth, eyes wide in disbelief. The boy stood, panting, as he tore the weapon out of his opponent, spraying his face and clothes red with blood. 
 
 
“Take him to the healers, then throw him in the dungeon, where he is to await a Justicar.” Xue Chang ordered. “Combatant DuGu Tian Yi is disqualified for attempting to kill a fallen opponent, and placed under arrest for assaulting the City Watch. I declare the match winner to be Rain. This challenge is won in favor of Tong Da Hai.” While technically the boy lost, with the decision an extremely loose interpretation of the rules, it helps to have befriended the referee. The Magistrate smiled, hearing no objections forthcoming. They were all still too shocked by the events of the match. No wonder the Herald was so confident. 
 
 
The boy walked out of the square slowly, a garish grinning specter. Settling down in front of Medical Saint Taduk, who immediately began treating him. The boy's eyes closed in meditation, his face relaxing, once again seeming timid and gentle. Such focus and skill, to be so calm after battle, an incredible young man, Tong Da Hai knew that the story of this match would be told over and over again in the coming weeks, exaggerated in each retelling. He grinned inwardly, delighted in the outcome. While Tian Yi could not be executed, he would likely lose his status as Warrant Officer, greatly reducing his influence and authority within the city. The DuGu Family was dealt an almost irreparable blow. The boy would have to be rewarded well, kept close, and The Herald even more so. He chuckled inwardly, while remaining dignified and solemn on the outside. His son had a keen eye for friends. 
 
 
Xue Chang turned to kneel before the Magistrate, the city guards kneeling with him, token presented in both hands. “As there are no more challengers, by the authority given to me by The Divine Emperor, I appoint Tong Da Hai to the position of Imperial Magistrate of Shen Huo city, the position to be held by him and his family for the next 100 years.” 
 
 
There was a cacophony of applause, from those who supported him, and those defeated as well. All were eager to have the challenge forgotten, their attempts to overthrow him forgiven. We will not hold it against them, The Magistrate decided. It is only natural for them to covet our position. He smiled and waved at the nobles and guards of his city. A weight had been lifted from his shoulders. His future, and his children's futures had been secured. All thanks to the Herald.
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 “Go skin and clean it.” Sumila orders me.
 
  
 
 That's not how we do things. “You killed it, so you dress it.”
 
  
 
 She scowls at me. “I did the work, you deal with the mess. Besides, I don't trust you to stand watch while I'm working. You're too lax and easily distracted, always lost in your thoughts. Go.” She points. I grumble while squatting down to work. Why did she even come anyways?
 
  
 
 After last night's match, I spent the rest of my night in my bloodied and ripped shirt, greeting and receiving congratulations from people I didn't know. Mei Lin was very helpful, bringing their names up organically so I didn't look foolish or impolite. It was an odd feeling, standing there, making small talk with strangers, when I had just almost died, once again. I feel like I'm getting too used to almost dying. I treated the fight too much like a game, enjoying myself while I was out there. Plus, my shirt was so ripped my nipple was showing. It wasn't exactly comfortable. Nudity is one thing, half-naked is another. I don't know why.
 
  
 
 After seeing Akanai's charge, I had so many not quite Insights, but half-formed ideas, jumbling through my mind. I spent so long thinking it over, trying to make sense of it all, putting the pieces together. Going out there to fight and proving my theory correct felt amazing, like I was a completely different person. I was just so relaxed and at ease in my body. Every movement I made came instinctively, easily and naturally.
 
  
 
 I deduced that Akanai was using the Mantis Form, Balance on the Windy Leaf, combined with the Deer Form, Pierce the Horizon. There could be more to the attack, but that was all I could puzzle out. The difference in power and speed between her attack and my attack is substantial, so I'm still missing something, but I'm not sure what.
 
  
 
 At first glance, Balance on the Windy Leaf just seemed like a simple balance exercise, keeping your feet still, and leaning in every direction, with a small bend at the knees. It was kind of stupid, and I ignored it to study more 'useful' forms. The way Akanai used it was inspired. Lean enough in one direction, and you start to fall, obviously. With enough strength in your toes, ankles, calves, and legs, you capitalize on the momentum of the fall, and spring forward. Done correctly, to onlookers, it looks like a fast charge, a quick closing of the distance. To your opponent, it seems like you disappear for a moment, and reappear in front of them, as if you truly teleported. It has to do with dynamic vision, I think, how we can see horizontal movement really well, but quick vertical movement less clearly. Or maybe I'm wrong, but there's something about it, not all physical either. I had the perfect angle to watch Akanai, or I might have never figured it out. Plus now I know why she has such gorgeous legs. She doesn't skip leg day. And she shaves. Not everyone does that last bit. I should give the attack a name, like Mantis Pierce. No that's terrible. Balance Horizon. That just doesn't make sense. Fuck, naming is hard.
 
  
 
 If I had done it perfectly, Tian Yi would not have been able to block it the second time around. Of course, even if I connected, I don't have the strength to pierce through his armor. I wonder what it's made from? I could use an armor like that, metal and solid. Leather is nice, but I'd feel more comfortable with something sturdy. Like a gundam. The rest of the fight was just me letting loose, acting without thinking, testing things out, playing around. Tian Yi was strong, but not very skilled in my opinion, power without direction. Fighting him was like swimming in the rapids. You need to be strong enough to do it, but it doesn't take too much skill, just stamina. You know, until he actually hit me. Then I got wrecked. The difference in our levels was too big, but I think I did pretty well.
 
  
 
 I do feel terrible for him though. The man just lost his son, and then the cause of it shows up in front of him to fight. Of course he lost his temper. Taduk warned me not to speak up for him though. Tian Yi is a proud man, and speaking on his behalf would just make him hate me more. I should just avoid him, from now on. Or cut his throat while he sleeps.
 
  
 
 The rest of the night was just food and drinks, along with meeting and greeting people. Fung showed up after an hour or so, and the fun really started. Turns out, his father had him hidden away, ready to flee the city if he had lost. The new Magistrate would not likely spare the family of the former Magistrate. Literal cutthroat politics. This fucking city. Killing at the drop of a hat. Then again, the People do the same, just not to each other. When in Rome...
 
  
 
 We spent some time at the celebration, and then, after quietly speaking to Taduk, I slipped away with Fung to the Golden Swan for an after party. My treat this time, although it was money gifted to me by his Dad, for representing him. It was money hard-earned, and also money well spent. I have a bit more than 6 gold left, as well as the coin I got selling furs and carvings. I'll just give it all to Alsantset when I get home. Best not to mention how much of my reward I spent, or how I spent it. I can't imagine her being too happy about that.
 
  
 
 Sometime during our drunken revelry, I had agreed to go hunting with Fung. It was no big deal, I figured we could bag some rabbits, then drink and joke around. When I announced my plans this morning, Sumila and Mei Lin got permission to tag along as well. Not my permission, but I wasn't asked. I thought it would be fine though, a nice relaxing jaunt through the plains.
 
  
 
 Regrettably, Fung had some different prey in mind. He brought us to an uninhabited island, taking a boat despite my objections, in order to hunt carnugators. They turned out worse that I had imagined. Giant, hulking, five-ton monstrosities, made of scales, claws, and teeth. A crocodile as large as a bear, with long muscular legs and a neck that actually turns. Able to stand on its hind legs and claw at you with its arms, my first sight of them made me want to get back in the boat.
 
  
 
 Fung managed to convince me to stay though, which had nothing to do with Mei Lin's giggling. He made a very good argument. It seems carnugators are good eating, as I've been chowing down on their roasted meat for the last few days. He brought no less than 20 guards as well, which made me feel a bit safer, but not by much. They're dressed in red, for crying out loud. It does not inspire confidence.
 
  
 
 We wandered the beach as a group, slowly, looking for our prey. It took us an hour to lure out a single gator, all teeth and rumbling snarls. Neither me nor Fung were able to kill it, the guards distracting it while we shoot arrow after arrow, which just bounced off its scales. I refused to get close enough to stab it with my sword or spear because that just seemed like a terrible idea. In the end, Sumila ran out of patience and took it down with a throw of her spear, piercing it through the neck.
 
  
 
 So here I am, arm deep in gator guts, carving away. We have Fung's guards to help carry stuff back, but I think one gator is enough. Fung crouches down nearby. “I may have underestimated how difficult this would be. I think I also understand why you are so humble. That little girl is terrifying. To kill with a single throw like that.” He speaks in a whisper, afraid Sumila will overhear.
 
  
 
 Finally. Someone who understands. “Her father is 900 times more terrifying, and her mother ten thousand. I'm surprised Sumila even seems so normal most of the time. I didn't even know how strong she is until just now.” I shake my head. “Why couldn't we have just gone out of the city, and hunted some rabbits or something? This is nerve-wracking. I keep scanning the treeline for gators.”
 
  
 
 Fung laughs. “Don't be so timid. A man should be brave and laugh at danger. Besides, we couldn't be safer, we have so many guards. And Sumila.” Looking sheepish, he adds, “In any case, I am not allowed to leave the city. There are too many enemies who would seize the opportunity to abduct me, to use me against Father.” Poor guy, trapped inside the city. I thought he had it pretty good, but he has his own problems. Guess it's not all fun and games being the heir apparent to the magistrate.
 
  
 
 I continue carving away chunks of lizard meat. I wonder if I can get a pair of boots made from this thing. It's carcass is massive, 4 times longer than I am tall, so I could probably make an entire full body suit with skin to spare. I'm almost covered in gator blood, red from boots to chest. Every now and then, I come across some part of the gator that is somehow still pressurized, and blood spurts out. So glad I'm not wearing white. After some more chatting, Fung clears his throat. “So, I've been meaning to ask you, what's your relationship like with Mei Lin.” He's trying to seem casual and nonchalant about asking, but I can tell he's nervous.
 
  
 
 I laugh. It seems that Fung has a little crush on her. “Don't worry, she is like a little sister to me. No need to ask, I will definitely put in a good word for you, my friend. She is a little young though, only 15 this year.”
 
  
 
 He smiles at me, nodding gratefully. “You are wrong, Rain, she is a woman grown. Her lovely round face, beautiful brown eyes, and adorable demeanor fill my dreams when I sleep.” He glances at her secretly, admiring her in her hunting leathers and braided hair. Even on a hunting trip, she brings her long, embroidered scarf. The things people do for fashion. “I've known her for years, but she rarely speaks to me, always politely and reserved.” Well, he's 18. The age difference isn't that much. Besides, it isn't like they'll be married tomorrow. I'll say something. He's a good guy, treats his guards well when he's sober, looks servants in the eyes, asks for things politely. It doesn't seem like much, but some of the nobles here have horrendous manners.
 
  
 
 “Little Mei Lin, why don't you have a chat with Young Master Fung. Don't be rude, he invited us out here.” I wink at Fung.
 
  
 
 “Hello, Young Master Da Fung. Thank you ever so much for inviting us.” Mei Lin speaks sweetly and gives a little curtsy, despite the lack of a dress. Maybe she likes him too, I've never heard her speak like that before. “As for conversation topics.... Oh I know. Why don't we speak of the qualities of young Miss Niang, Miss Jadesea, and Miss Xuanji? They are all very lovely. Which do you favor the most, Young Master Da Fung?” She flutters her eyelashes at Fung while Sumila snickers beside her.
 
  
 
 I choke on my spit. Why does she know those names? Fung looks a little pale as well. “Ahem, ah well, you see...” He stammers. Damn I'm so sorry Fung. I can't help you. I studiously carve away at the gator, trying to crouch down behind its corpse.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin turns to me and flutters her eyelashes some more. “Why do you look so nervous, Young Master Rain? What about your opinion? I'm sure you have something to say on the matter.” Sumila is choking back her laughter now, unable to keep calm.
 
  
 
 You know what? I enjoyed myself at the Golden Swan. I have nothing to be ashamed about. I smile at her. “Not at all, Young Miss Mei Lin.” I should hide my recreational pursuits better, in the future. It's not something to be ashamed of, but not exactly something I should broadcast either. I need to be a good role model for the little scamp.
 
  
 
 She stamps her feet, the charade over. “You shouldn't be friends with this pervert! He's a bad influence on my Rainy.” She puffs her cheeks up and pouts. Sumila just bursts out laughing, almost hysterical. She seems more laid back about the subject, but then again, she has that sweetheart back in the village.
 
  
 
 “Little Mei Lin, don't be so stuffy. A man has needs, and a bit of fun and drink isn't out of the question.” I smile at her. “Of course, you should be more careful of most men, but Young Master Fung here is a fine upstanding young gentleman. We simply accompanied the ladies for a drink. They are all very skilled musicians and poets.” I'm not lying. We did have a few drinks to start, and all of the women at the Golden Swan are trained in music, calligraphy, painting, and poetry. Or at least they claim to be. I didn't ask for a demonstration of those skills.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin sticks her tongue out at me, and turns away. Poor little kid, still too immature for things like this.
 
  
 
 A crash of glass sounds close by, a jar shattering on the ground. A putrid stench erupts from the broken container. Several others fly out, crashing around us, soaking us in the noxious scent. I cover my mouth, retching and dry heaving. O god, it's in my mouth.
 
  
 
 Sumila grabs me, dragging Mei Lin, tears streaming down her face, the fumes stinging our eyes. She screams at me. “We need to leave. Run for the boats.” I follow along, still gagging. Fung and his guards are not in much better condition, but they begin running as well.
 
  
 
 We run for a full minute before the first carnugator emerges from the water, roaring ferociously. A guard screams and I look back to see him caught in its jaws, torn in half, blood spraying. Another guard yells, “Flee! Protect the Young Mas--- ” until he is cut off abruptly, by the chomp of another gator closing about him.
 
  
 
 More guards are lost as we run, gators arriving from every direction, roaring and snapping, screams fading away behind us. Sumila knocks one back, with a fearsome home run swing, rewarded with the crack of bone. I draw Peace and slash my way through, blade glancing off their hides. The two of us keep moving, keeping Mei Lin in between us. She fires arrows with much greater success than I, each shot sinking deep into their targets, wounding, but unable to kill. More gators are converging on us every second, a melody of screams and growls about us, a frenzied cacophony of anger and death. The guards try to mount a defense, killing a few gators, but there are always more to replace them.
 
  
 
 A gator lunges straight for me, jaws open. Deer Form, Pierce the Horizon. Peace enters its mouth, penetrating the soft fleshy roof and into its brain. It's jaws clamp tight, my arm still inside, and an inhuman noise is wrenched from my throat. Shaking violently in its death throes, the gator goes into a frenzy. My arm stuck inside it's mouth, it heaves me from side to side, until I am finally thrown away, my arm torn off from the shoulder. No time to scream as a second gator lunges at me and with adrenaline surging through me, I react. Bull form, Uplift the Sequoia. My remaining palm swings upwards, catching the gator in its lower jaw, throwing the massive head back. My arm is jolted, numbed from the impact, pain lancing through my spine, my muscles in spasms as if I had tried to lift a building.
 
  
 
 A hand grabs me, pulling me away. It's Mei Lin, cool as can be. She's such an impressive little lady, to stay calm under pressure. Sumila clears a path for us, killing a gator with a thrust to the head, the blade of her spear piercing through it's hide like butter. Stumbling after her, I clutch my hunting knife in my remaining hand, Mei Lin pulling me along by the sleeve.
 
  
 
 A crushing pain shoots up my leg, followed by the world spinning. My face slams against the sandy ground. Agony sears through me, emanating from my foot and I scream again, my voice hoarse and discordant. I look down at my missing foot, blinking sand out of my eyes, a gator chewing voraciously, my boot stuck in its dagger-like teeth. I hear Mei Lin screaming my name. Rage fills me, and a guttural yell erupts from my mouth as I stand and dive onto its large flat face in one motion. My hunting knife in hand, I jam it straight into its yellow, slotted, eyes, over and over again, driving my forearm deeper into it's ruined socket with every thrust. It rolls about, swinging its head, trying to dislodge me, and I hold tightly to the knife, stuck inside its flesh, clinging with all my might.
 
  
 
 The flailing finally throws me clear and I land in a heap on the beach. As I lift my head, I watch the gator slump dead.
 
  
 
 Well, at least I killed it. I lay staring at my killer, lungs burning, body in agony, head throbbing.
 
  
 
 The pain sends me into convulsions, unable to even crawl. I feel myself being dragged away, the sand painfully abrasive, and my eyes close.
 
  
 
 At least I had a few good years.
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 Akanai dismounted and walked forward, her husband beside her. The house guards held their weapons up to stop them, dying before the words could leave their mouths. The double doors flew off their hinges at a single strike from her husbands staff, steel unable to stand before the divine smith. The two of them stepped through, gazing about the courtyard, six of her Sentinels following behind, a grim expression on each of their faces. More guards came out, yelling at them to halt, and the sentinels made short work of them all, the new guards putting up no more of a struggle than the ones at the gate, easily dispatched, their blood staining the garden red. The eight of them split up each taking a different building, in search of their prey. Crashing into the main house, Akanai grabbed a fleeing servant and asked through clenched teeth, “DuGu Ren?”


The servant babbles, unable to form words. A wet stain forms in his pants, and the reek of urine fills her nostril. Tossing him aside with a crash, Akanai growled. Useless. She grabbed a second servant, this one hiding under the table.


“The master's bedroom! A hidden passage!” The new servant shrieked without even being asked. Spineless cowards, all of them. Akanai dropped her and turned to leave. A signal from her, and her husband and the Sentinels fell in behind her, thumping their way up the stairs to the master bedroom as quickly as they could.


They had come for blood and vengeance and Akanai would not be denied it.


Kicking the door down, eight guards stood, ready to defend. She charged in without hesitation, her ax-lance swinging recklessly, killing with every stroke. Within seconds the guards all lay dead and she charged through the opened wall, down the hidden wooden stairs. She caught the scum halfway down, shoving him hard into the wall. The boxes he carried fell, tumbling down the stairs, breaking open and scattering gold and jewels. She turned him to face her, his face bleeding, some teeth knocked out from the impact, moaning and whimpering in pain.


“You seem to have been expecting me.” Akanai hissed. “You thought you could run from my vengeance, little mouse?”


DuGu Ren could only piteously mewl, unable to speak through the pain. This worthless fop was the source of all her woes, a foolish child with foolish plans, thinking himself more clever than he truly was. She snorted, removing his weapons and dragged him up the stairs and back out to the courtyard, passing through the broken gate. Tossing him onto Kankin, she mounted up and rode off, her people close behind. At a smooth gait, she led them through each checkpoint without stopping, brandishing her token before her, as if she would club them with it should they dare to stop here. None did, whether due to her token, her expression, or their bloody weapons in hand, Akanai cared not why.


The scum continued to moan and cry, claiming innocence. Akanai had not yet accused him of anything yet, further solidifying her conviction of his guilt. She thought about swinging him out, dragging him along beside her as she rode, delighting in his screams as his feet were torn bloody. She shook her head. That was not who she was, and besides, it would not amount to a tenth of the pain he would suffer, in the coming days. The Empire was harsh on those who break their laws.


They arrived at Taduk's villa, riding straight into the courtyard. Akanai threw DuGu Ren to the ground, at the feet of the Magistrate. “He was fleeing when we arrived, carrying coin and jewels out an escape path.”


Tong Da Hai's face was purple with fury, starring daggers at the whimpering Ren. He spoke haltingly, stilted in his delivery. “Audacious. To dare think, that you could attack mine own flesh and blood? Within MY CITY!?”


“I have been wronged, I am innocent, your loyal subject, DuGu Ren is innocent. I had nothing to do with the gators.” Ren was pleading on his knees, the words coming out slurred. “Please! Don't leave me with these savages.” His voice was pitched, almost screeching.


“There has been no mention of gators.” Akanai sneered. The idiot gave himself away. Word of the attacks would not have spread so soon, so quickly.


Ren ignored her, continuing to plead and cry to the Magistrate. Tears streamed down his face as he crawled on his knees. “Please, you can't leave me with them, they're all monsters!”


“Cut his tongue out. His voice offends my Imperial Self, to insult the Herald and her people thus.”


Two guards stepped forward and lifted Ren up on his knees, stepping on his calves. He was screaming, no more words, just primal screams of terror.


“Allow me, please.”


Mila stepped forward, a glint in her eyes and a hunting knife in her hand. The guards held Ren's mouth open, and Mila pried his tongue out, carving it away in a single motion. She tossed it to Kankin, who ate it with relish, smacking his lips, and eagerly wanting more. Ren's eyes rolled up into his head, blood flowing from his mouth. A healer stepped forward at the Magistrate's order and set to work, to keep Ren from bleeding to death. Mila stepped back, grim satisfaction displayed upon her face. It was good that she could work out her anger, lest it consume her, or worse, cripple her.


“I would ask that you leave him to me, Herald. I understand your anger, but I... require him.” The Magistrate bowed to Akanai, eye's hardened. “It will not be gentle, and his final days will be public. As a warning to any others who would dare.”


Akanai nodded. “I will visit him at the grounds later. I return home soon, so you take care of yourself, little Hai. For this child to act so rashly should mean you have many enemies, and I cannot remain to protect you. Send a missive should you require my presence again.” She patted his shoulder. “I'll not abandon an old comrade.”


His chest puffed up, and he smiled at her, grateful. “Herald, you have granted me and my family my continued position for 100 years. Without your tribesmen, my only son and heir would be dead. If there were still need for your help, I should just cut my throat and give the position to another.” His eyes steeled. “I will forever be in your debt. Ask for anything, and you shall not want for it from me.” He turned and marched to his litter, his guards carrying the immobile Ren behind him.


Akanai placed her arm around Mila's shoulders. “My little Mila, you should go rest. It has been a difficult morning for you.” Mila nodded, concentrating on wiping her hands of the blood. Akanai kissed her on the temple. “You were very brave today, my daughter. I am very proud of you. You did well to return to me.” Her first brush with death and she had handled herself beautifully.


Mila began crying, sobs escaping despite her best attempts to hold them back. Akanai held her little girl in her arms, soothing her, murmuring, “It's going to be all right, child.”



 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 


I sit up in bed, panting, back dripping with sweat. What the fuck! My arm. I grab my right arm, feeling it, skin and flesh, pain surging through it. Oh thank god, I still have two arms. Lifting the sheet, I wiggle my toes, watching them go back and forth. Two feet. Holy shit. Falling back into my pillow, I stare at the ceiling. Still alive.


Wait, I didn't die, right? Did I reincarnate again? I pinch my cheek hard, wincing at the sensation. I need to find a mirror, to see if I'm still Rain. Oh please let it be something better than last time. Don't be a slave again, I can't handle that a second time around. Rolling out of bed, I try to stand, collapsing to the floor as spasms shoot up my left leg, screaming in agony. My arm flares in pain as well, and I lie there, crying and gasping, barely able to keep conscious, wishing I couldn't. Like blades scraping the insides of my left foot and right arm, it's unlike anything I'd ever felt before.


“By the Mother, boy, what are you doing?” Taduk gently cradles me, and lifts me back into bed. He wipes my face with a handkerchief, soothing me with his words. It's Taduk. I try to speak, but no words come out, gasps all I am capable of. “You're alright, boy, you're alright. Just go back to sleep. You aren't dead, I told you didn't I? I can heal anything. It's alright. You just need to rest.” He pats my head, kneeling by my bed, holding my hand, speaking softly to me. The pain fades, and I close my eyes, falling asleep.


Waking up once again, this time far more peacefully, I find myself ravenously hungry. My arm is in a sling this time. I check my injuries, with my eyes and with my chi. Nothing is out of place. Everything is fine. “Hello?” I shout weakly.


I hear footsteps running, and Mei Lin bursts into the room. “Rainy! You're awake finally.” She hops up and down at the side of my bed, too anxious to stay still, smiling and crying at the same time.


I smile at her. “I'm so glad you're alright. What happened? How did we escape? Is Sumila alright? What about Fung?”


A snort comes from the door. Sumila is standing there, looking in. She sounds exactly like Baatar and Akanai. It's like Akanai has a lesson plan for how to properly snort. “At least you asked about me before asking about that womanizer. He's fine as well.”


Mei Lin beams at me, wiping her tears and launching into a story. “After you killed that second gator, we dragged you to the boats, and the guards got Fung to the boat as well. Most of them stayed behind, to try to keep the gators from following. We got far enough away that they wouldn't follow. They were too scared of the saurophages.” So why the fuck were we out there on a boat?! She claps her hands together, holding them to her cheek. “Rainy and Mi-Mi were so heroic, fighting gators like that.” Her face turns into a big frown. “You keep almost dying Rainy. I worry about you.” She fusses around, smoothing my blankets. “You need to be more careful, ya? Maybe stay in the village a bit longer.” She pats me gently on the cheek.


“I do keep almost dying, don't I?” I start laughing. I can't stop, I don't understand it.


Mei Lin wipes my tears with a handkerchief. “It's okay, Rainy, I don't mind if you cry.” Damn, this is embarrassing. I turn away from her, trying to stifle my tears. “You almost died, very close. Daddy says that when someone so close to death is healed, sometimes their mind has trouble adjusting.” She pats my back. “You'll be fine though. You've done this before, remember? Rainy is strong.”


We stay like that until I calm myself, and I rub my eyes with my left hand. “How long have I been asleep?” I sit up, and move to leave the bed. “I'm starving. Let's go find some food.


“Rainy! No, lie back down” Mei Lin gingerly pushes on my shoulders. “You can't walk yet, or move your arm Rainy. Growing new limbs leaves them very tender. Try not to use them until you can spend some time cultivating. It will take a few weeks, but then you'll be good as new.” She smiles and reaches for a water skin, uncapping it. “Until then, just rely on me, ya?” She holds the water to my lips, and I realize just how parched I am. I grab it with my left hand and drink deeply, cool and refreshing. After a few gulps, I hand it back, breathing hard.


I glance at Sumila, leaning in the doorway. She was awe-inspiring, fighting on the island. “How do you put so much power into your strikes, with those skinny girlish arms?” Does she eat a lot of spinach or something? I start laughing at the mental image of Sumila with giant forearms and a pipe in her mouth.


“What's so funny?” Sumila makes a face at me. “Asleep for more than a day, and all you have for me are questions and hysterical laughter.”


“I'm strong to the finish, cause I eat my Spinach.” I sing out, and continue laughing. I don't even think it's that funny, but I can't stop.


“He's just a little loopy from the healing Mi-Mi. Maybe you should come back later.” Mei Lin is looking at me like I've lost my mind. Maybe I have.


Sumila smiles. “Can't. Mama's orders. If he wakes up, she wants me to bring him to her, no matter what.” She moves aside, and two sentinels bearing a stretcher come in. I follow their directions, and they set me onto the stretcher, carrying me outside where they transfer me onto a rickshaw, with a well padded footrest for my new foot. Mei Lin climbs in with me, bundling me up in a blanket. The driver takes us out of the villa, Sumila, Tokta, and two sentinels riding alongside. I should learn their names, maybe they won't end up like all the redshirts. Poor guards.


I feel the cool air on my face and breathe deeply, watching the sunset. Still alive. Almost died again. That makes it... 4 times, in the last month. I'm too weak. More than three years, and I'm still too weak. Tears form in my eyes again. Mei Lin dabs my face with a handkerchief. “Don't worry Rainy, it's just from the healing. Cry all you want. A few more days of rest, and you'll be better, all strong and dashing.”


“I'm not though.” My voice is rough, the words catching in my throat. “Sumila is strong. She was calm and in control, killing gators left and right. Even you were the same, almost relaxed, firing arrows. I shoved my arm into an open gator's mouth.” I sneer. “I panicked and became useless. Three years of training and I'm still a burden.” The tears stream down my face, unchecked.


“Don't be mopey. You aren't a burden. You are very good at fighting. You were so heroic, fighting Tian Yi, and smacking gators around with one hand.” She pats me on the back gently. “Mi-Mi is a special case. You'll catch up with some more practice, Rainy, you just need more time.”


Next to us, Sumila snorts. “Idiot. Think clearly. You didn't dodge the carnugator because if you had moved aside, then it would have killed me or Mei Lin. Instead, you just stabbed it and killed it, sacrificing your arm without thought. You saved us, fool. Don't be so conceited, to think you could have done more.” She smiles at me. “You may be an idiot, but you're a brave idiot, at least.”


“You're the best, Rainy. Be more confident, and less silly.” Mei Lin leans gently on my shoulder and begins singing, a little nonsense song I used to sing to the twins. They're wrong though. I need to get stronger. This isn't enough. It nice that they're trying to make me feel better though. It's good to have friends. I close my eyes, listening to the sound of her voice, drifting off to sleep.


Haunted by razor-sharp teeth, accusing green eyes, and a young man with a hole in his chest, I snap awake in a cold sweat.


Fucking nightmares.
 






      Chapter 36 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Mei Lin wakes me when we arrive at our destination, a raised stone stage, unadorned and surrounded by stands, like stadium seating. There are people constantly coming and going, watching the proceedings, seeming in good mood, laughing and jeering, but I'm too low to see what's going on. Akanai stands stage side, straight backed, hands clasped behind her. Tokta carries me gently out of the rickshaw and over to her. As we approach, she leaps onto the stage and walks off without a word and Tokta lightly follows her, almost floating as he lands without jarring me. How did he do that? He ignores me when I ask.
 
  
 
 My throat closes as we approach, and I see what everyone is laughing at. In the middle of the stage, stands a tall, solitary column. Strapped to it is a barely recognizable, human shaped, lump of flesh. If not for the chains, it would not even be upright, all it's weight on conveniently placed supports. The mouth moves, but no words come out. It's chest has been flayed open, the skin hanging by the barest margins, it's flesh red and spongy, exposed for all to see, belly cut open, entrails hanging out. It's... His penis and testicles have been removed, sitting atop a small counter in a silk lined wooden box, on display in front of him for all to see. I stare into his eyes, which stare back, unblinking, because his eyelids have been removed.
 
  
 
 All this damage, this torture, each breath must be bringing new pain.
 
  
 
 Tokta gently puts me down, supporting me from my left. I put my foot down gingerly, and pain flares through it, but I endure. It's nothing compared to what I'm looking at. His fingers are all broken, nails removed, my hands clenching in sympathetic pain. I hobble forward and Akanai supports me, nodding at Tokta, who leaves the two of us alone, standing in front of this horror show. I don't know how long I stood there, staring at the mutilated shell of a person. I hear a voice screaming in my head, but my thoughts feel detached, clinical almost. This is a person. These are his entrails.
 
  
 
 Finally, something clicks, and I recognize who I'm staring at. “Hello Ren.” I speak, my voice subdued. “I guess I should have killed you the day we met or at our second meeting. At least I could have spared you all this.” He doesn't answer. I don't blame him. I think someone cut his tongue out. Turning to Akanai, I ask, “Why did you bring me here?” It's hideous. I don't need to see this. I feel myself shivering in her grasp, leaning against her frame.
 
  
 
 “To see what happened to the one who wronged you. He arranged for his guards to scatter a concoction around you, made from rotted carnugator eggs and some other ingredients. It drove the gators mad, attacking your group, thinking they were defending their nests from thieves. This is his punishment.” She was still staring at me. What does she want? I notice my sword under her arm, and take it from her, hugging it to my chest, tucked into my sling. “I went and retrieved it for you.” Clutching it to my chest, I nod my thanks. It makes me feel safer.
 
  
 
 I look back at Ren, who stares into the void, seeing nothing, hearing nothing, feeling... everything. His chest is shuddering, in what I'm guessing are sobs, but no tears drip out. It's impossible to hate him like this. How is he even still conscious? Or is the pain so great, that he can't escape it, not even in sleep? I speak out loud, mostly just to hear my thoughts. “You know those two bandits I killed? I've had a hard time sleeping since then. The first guy I killed, never bothered me, but those two? I worried if they left anyone behind, a lover, a child, a spouse, a parent. I felt responsible for their sorrow.” Akanai remains silent, so I continue. “I didn't kill Tian Yi for the same reason. It was on purpose. I could have stabbed him in the heart, but I felt bad for him. He had just lost a son. There was no hatred between us, not from me at least.” I feel the tears trickling down my face. I draw Peace, awkwardly fumbling with the sheathe. “Now, he'll lose another. I'll lose sleep over this as well, but for very different reasons.”
 
  
 
 I stab Ren in the heart, leaning my weight onto the weapon, driving it deep, watching his eyes as he dies. No one deserves this. I see no peace or relief, just... death. A final shudder, a last emptying of the lungs, and all that's left is meat and bone. Better luck next life, Ren. It's amazing what a simple encounter over bad manners can snowball into. Collapsing into Akanai, my legs are like jelly, my strength and resolve all spent. An attendant is screaming, calling for the guards, who approach, but hesitate, simply surrounding us, seemingly unsure of what to do. Akanai sits me on the ground, settling down behind me, propping me against her leg. She hands me a jar of alcohol, but I just hold it between my hands. I don't want to drink now. 'Drink because you are happy' is how it goes, right? We sit in silence, the guards watching us, waiting.
 
  
 
 The crowd begins yelling, jeering and throwing trash onto the stage. Fucking animals. The guards take the brunt of it, thankfully. Sorry guys. I nod in apology to the guards, but my tears keep me from seeing their reactions. Akanai just sits there while I cry, a silent, supportive presence. When my sniffling stops, Akanai breaks the silence. “I am glad you killed him. The Empires punishments are distasteful to me. Better to kill cleanly.”
 
  
 
 “What did you think I would do?”
 
  
 
 “I worried you would revel in his torment, or add to it. You are … difficult to understand at times.” There isn't really an answer to that. Is that the kind of person I appear to be? Or is it just what she expects from a normal person? There are people in the stands literally frothing, angry that Ren is no longer alive and suffering. How can they enjoy watching that, justify their pleasure? What goes through their heads when they watch, seeing a human in so much pain? Is that how she thought I would react, clapping my hands with glee, laughing at this torture? No. Not me. Never like that.
 
  
 
 I will do what needs to be done, in order to survive. I will fight and I will kill anyone who threatens me or the people I care about, but I will never let myself enjoy the killing. The fighting, the violence, the adrenaline, I admit, I do enjoy that. It is a rush, a high, that comes crashing down when all is over. Death is a responsibility to shoulder, not an entertainment to be enjoyed. I won't bother trying to change other people, and I won't allow myself to be changed by them.
 
  
 
 I will live and die by the sword. I will adapt to be better suited to this world, but I will keep to my convictions. Mercy is not a weakness, compassion is not a shortcoming, empathy is not a flaw. I will not allow myself to believe otherwise. This is who I am. This is who I will be. That is the path I will walk. Wiping my face with my sleeve, I rest my chin on my knees. I'm all cried out, exhausted and hungry. I just want to go home. Where the people are decent and loving.
 
  
 
 The Magistrate arrives just before I fall asleep again. He dismisses the guards, who retreat to their posts. “May I ask what happened here, Herald?” He is polite, but I can see he isn't happy.
 
  
 
 Jumping in before Akanai can answer, I say, “I killed him.” My hand is raised, as if I'm a student again.
 
  
 
 The Magistrate takes a deep breath. “Why?” His anger at me is barely contained.
 
  
 
 Feeling stupid, I put my hand back down, shrugging at the Magistrate. I need to stop shrugging, it hurts so much. “What purpose does his suffering serve? It's needless. He committed a crime, and he has paid the price.” I'm all out of fucks to give, and besides, I don't think Akanai will let him kill me.
 
  
 
 “The purpose is to deter others who would do the same.” He's scowling at me, but not with enmity, just at an annoyance.
 
  
 
 “If punishments were enough to deter criminals, there wouldn't be crime to begin with. I apologize if I overstepped myself, and will accept the consequences. I wouldn't wish suffering like that on my worst enemy. Just kill him and be done with it.”
 
  
 
 He looks taken aback at that, studying me intently for some time. I'm getting a little sick of being stared at. Finally, after a long minute, he lets out a breath and speaks. “You are an odd young man. You seem to revel in violence, but abhor death.” Since when do I 'revel' in violence? “You laugh and drink, hunt and fight, acting as you see right, a true son of the People.” He laughs. “If I had a daughter, I would wed her to you this instant. A fine young man. I expect greatness from you, and be forever welcome in my city, Rain of the People. I will not hold this against you.” He turns and leaves, his detail following him. How... kind of him, I guess?
 
  
 
 Akanai gingerly lifts me, and heads to the rickshaw. “Little Hai is a good judge of people, and a good man. I was worried he would exile you from here, or have you lashed. You have caused him no small amount of inconvenience. You are quite troublesome, indeed.” I chuckle. What an understatement. But hey, I think that's the nicest thing shes ever said about me, even if it was indirectly by agreeing with someone else. Baby steps. We return to the villa and after a light meal, I lie in bed, thinking about my time in the city. I really should have just stayed in the village. Not worth all the trouble. As expected, the nightmares continue to haunt me as I try to sleep. The unblinking eyes join the others, staring at me lifelessly.
 
  
 
 They'll disappear, in time.
 
  
 
 I hope
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Fung visited me before I left the city and we promised to keep in touch. Snail mail, but better than nothing. He looked … tired, haunted even. I wouldn't feel much better, if 20 guards died because I wanted to go hunting. He's a good man for caring, especially considering the behavior that seems normal around here. I didn't ask about the guardsmens' families, because I knew I wouldn't like the answer. They aren't big on welfare or death benefits around here. He hurried away when I tried to find Mei Lin so he could say goodbye, all flustered and panicked. A shy fellow. Kinda adorable. Ah, Young Love. I want that someday.
 
  
 
 The trip back was much less stressful, the entirety of it spent in Taduk's wagon, with Mei Lin looking after me, mostly playing some odd version of chess that I bought for Taduk. No bandits this time though, probably because word got out about Akanai. I spent a lot of time cultivating, trying to strengthen my newly grown limbs. The new nerves need to adjust themselves after growing, and until they do, everything is agonizing as they fire off for the smallest reasons. I wasn't exactly the best person to be around, but Mei Lin was patient with me. Sumila visited often, sometimes hanging out in the wagon all day. She kept refusing to tell me how to cut through gators like she did, telling me to ask Baatar. Stingy. I think she's my new rival, or goal at least. I'm so far behind her that calling us rivals would be an insult.
 
  
 
 My view of the village as I rode up on Zabu took my breath away, looking even better than the first time I laid eyes on it. Home. Safe, peaceful, home. I know why Taduk lives here now. No arrogant nobles, no pitiful slum residences, no torture exhibits, and no fucking carnugators. It's paradise on earth here. Also, I really do think he likes living in a warren.
 
  
 
 After a few days of bed rest, Akanai sent a Sentinel to find me. I'm currently sitting on a cushion in the top room of a building called the drum tower, a large multi-level building in the sort-of center of the village, each level progressively smaller than the lower one. I've seen it before, one of the more eye-catching buildings, with carved scenes on the outer wall all around the building. They depict scenes of battle mostly, some are duels, some are entire armies clashing. The art style changes from scene to scene, and they are too numerous to count. Ten flights of stairs, circling the outer perimeter of the building, moving upwards slowly. It was a bitch to climb. Akanai sits across from me, drinking tea cross-legged, . I fiddle with my cup, waiting for it to cool so I can drink, looking at the various weapons adorned about the room, while Akanai simply stares. Everyone just loves to stare. It's unnerving.
 
  
 
 “I, Akanai, Chief Provost, formally invite you to join the Sentinels.” She speaks suddenly, without warning, surprising me a little, tea spilling onto my hand.
 
  
 
 I process her words while waving my hand, trying to cool the burn. Not what I was expecting.“Um, honestly, I'm still not sure what the Sentinels do exactly.” I'm absolutely sure that I don't want to work for Akanai. That seems like a nightmare.
 
  
 
 She chortles, shaking her head. “Of course you don't know. You seem to know so little sometimes. The Sentinels are in charge of the defense of the village and its inhabitants. In general, we scout the surroundings, hunt for meat, do patrols, that sort of thing. Everything from escorting villagers to the city, or craftsmen in search of supplies, keeping the peace in the village, all tasks handled by the Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 So, police, scouts, militia and bodyguards all rolled into one. “What's the difference between the Sentinels and the Company?
 
  
 
 “The Sentinels defend, the Company hunts. The Company does what is needed, and they shoulder that burden so others have no need to. Your future does not lie at Baatar's side, boy. You are not suited for the Company, not as you are.” She doesn't sound disdainful or dismissive. More sad than anything. I think she's right though. She's pushy, and opinionated, but almost always right. Almost.
 
  
 
 “What would be my specific duties?”
 
  
 
 She shrugs, leaning back on her hand, taking a more relaxed posture. “It would depend on your talents. You've had a piss-poor showing as a guard though, I can say that much.” She laughs, and I smile with her. She's right again. I like this Akanai, more forthright, willing to have a dialogue, instead of just barking out my errors. “You can continue to learn with Taduk and Baatar, but Tokta would also train you as a Sentinel. You have the basics down, but there is more you need to learn. It would not take up much of your time. A week or two every now and then, for a year or two. All assignments are voluntary. You can pick and choose what you wish to do, so long as you contribute in some way.” She pauses, watching me carefully. “You will be paid a wage.” I chuckle at that, choking on my tea. For some reason, she thinks I'm some money grubber. Well, I do like money, and the comforts it brings. She continues her hard sell, ignoring my laughter.“You can be a Sentinel and remain stationed around the village. I also failed to mention that if you work hard and contribute enough, we will aid you in creating a Spiritual Weapon. My husband told me you wanted another.” She frowns at me. “I won't allow the pup to spoil you. You must earn your next one. Better to start now, and work towards it.”
 
  
 
 Damn. I swear they know how to read minds, they're just keeping it a secret from me. “Why are you so insistent I take this job?”
 
  
 
 She looks at me, deciding something. “You are suited for it, a caretaker, a protector. You sacrificed yourself in an instant for my daughter and Lin. You have your own set of morals, and though they differ from my own, I respect them. You wish to grow strong, and the job will aid you, presenting you with comrades, resources, and obstacles to overcome. If you remain in the village, learning on your own, you will never be strong. Join the Sentinels, become a cadet.” She pauses again. “More importantly, you need it. I feel like you would be a wastrel if left idle to your own devices, especially with your nightmares, and of course, your fondness for drink and women of ill repute.”
 
  
 
 Ouch. Harsh. I don't drink that much. And what man doesn't like women of 'ill repute'? I continue to ask questions, and she answers them patiently, as we drink our tea. It actually doesn't sound too bad, less like a day job and more like a volunteer sort of thing. Hand in some spoils from hunting every month and a little bit of extra training. I do that stuff anyways. I get paid more, since I'm in training to be a healer, and I'm not forced to do anything I don't want to. I can just take whatever missions meet my fancy. Well, it beats playing weird chess all day, which it turns out, I'm terrible at.
 
  
 
 A hunter. A provider. A defender. That's what I said I wanted to be, and here, Akanai is offering that very job to me. I can give back to the village that sheltered me all these years, do something for them. Sure, if an invasion happens, I'll have to fight, but I'd probably do that anyways, if that were to happen. Honestly, the most convincing thing that she's said is that she thinks I'm suited for it. I respect her strength and judgment, if not all her opinions.
 
  
 
 I extend my hand out for her to shake. “Then I accept.” She smiles, a friendly one this time, but seems unsure of what to do, grasping my fingers lightly. I guess they don't shake hands around here. Awkward.
 
  
 
 I am Rain, Sentinel of the People.
 
  
 
 It has a nice ring to it.
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 2 -
 






      Chapter 37: Transgressions - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Are you sure that we should be doing this, Rainy? It doesn't seem right, ya?” 
 
 
Mei Lin is so timid sometimes, it's adorable. Flashing her my best smile, trying to make my eyes sparkle, I speak kindly, trying to convince her. “Don't worry, Mei Lin, everything will be fine. I know what I'm doing, and I know you can do it. It will hurt, but that doesn't matter too much. It's worth it, trust me. Just be a good girl, and follow my instructions.” She gives me a shy little smile. Excellent, now just to convince the other one. 
 
 
“I don't want to do this. This is humiliating.” Sumila is red in the face, staring at the ground. Always so concerned about what other people think of her. I can fix that, she just needs more self-confidence. She's an incredible person, and I respect her strength, but she's still just a kid. Easily manipulated. 
 
 
Placing my hands on her shoulders, I wait until she looks me in the eyes before speaking. “Please? It has to be you. Who else can I trust, if not you, Sumila? I need you for this. You can't let Mei Lin do this alone, right?” 
 
 
She quivers a bit, a pout on her lips. “But why do we have to do it here? Everyone will be watching.” 
 
 
I smile at her, flashing my amber eyes. “Let them watch. Pay them no mind. Just focus on the task at hand.” Maybe a little teasing to push her along. “I know you want to do this, Sumila. I can see it in your eyes. Just give in. I won't think less of you, and neither will Mei Lin. What others think don't matter.” Her cheek twitches a little, hiding a smile, I think. I've got her. She'll comply. I look at both of them, standing side by side. They've grown quite a bit in the past year, Sumila is actually a bit taller than me now. Just a bit, the ears make her look taller than she is. Mei Lin is still short though, maybe half a head shorter, with more meat on her, finally looking like a proper young lady, rather than a girlish child. Her ears aren't as droopy as they used to be, only half drooping now, stiffer at the base. Will they just stand straight up after a few more years? I know dogs ears are sometimes like that. I don't really understand Demi-human biology. It seems so arbitrary. Whatever, time to do this. It took an entire week of pleading for them to come around. 
 
 
Nodding at both of them, they take their positions as I've already instructed. I lift my arms to my chest, hands covering the back of my neck, and hunch forward a little, ready for it the begin. A deep breath, and I lightly enter the State of Balance, holding it loosely, just as a state of mind for the coming ordeal, to numb the pain. 
 
 
Thwack! The sound of wood hitting my flesh, a snap that draws the attention of the bystanders. A second snap sounds out, followed by another, and another. The repeated sound of Mei Lin and Sumila, striking my back and shoulders with light wooden rods is all I hear, while I focus on ignoring the pain. They continue for five minutes before stopping, putting their rods down, and looking at me with worry. I smile at them, and close my eyes, fully giving myself to nothingness. With inner examination, I see my back is a mass of orange, with some hints of yellow, bruised and abused. Not hard enough, healing this will do nothing. I open my eyes, the shock of the pain registering once more, and speak to them, a little more harshly than intended. “Not hard enough, you need to damage the bones, without breaking them. Hit harder, just don't strike my head or neck. I'll be fine.” 
 
 
I feel a little bad making them do this, but I need the help. I can't do it myself that well and everyone else I asked either refused, or were 'too busy'. This is body strengthening. It works, even Baatar agrees. My muscles and bones are solid, more dense than others my age. I weigh quite a bit more than it would seem at first glance. It makes swimming a bit more difficult, but not that noticeably. I worked out most of my body on my own, but now I just need to work on my back, and this was the best way I could think of. They both continue swinging, the dull impacts almost rhythmic, my stomach and inner organs jostling with each strike, making me a bit queasy. Focus. Breath. Just accept the pain, it is necessary. No pain, no gain. 
 
 
It takes 20 minutes for them to finally lose their inhibitions and really start doing damage. After some time, I give them the signal, and they stop, a little out of breath. They've been smacking me for almost 45 minutes, and they're only a little out of breath? Sumila, I get, she's working as a blacksmith and is an incredible fighter. Mei Lin though, she makes me piggy-back her home after picking herbs sometimes. She's more frail and weak. Why isn't she tired? Has she been tricking me? No, no time to think about that. I have work to do. 
 
 
I sit down and immerse myself in the State of Balance, and begin drawing in the Energy of the Heavens. I just let it circulate around my body, rather than directing it to heal. It's better this way. If I use my chi to heal me, I won't benefit as much. Letting the Energy of the Heavens enter my body, it begins to strengthen me. It'll fix my body along the way, giving more benefit than if I were uninjured. A nice discovery from my trip to the city, over compensation from the Mother, in a sense. I could be wrong though, but it feels like I'm stronger. I feel the warm energy infuse me, and I mentally fall back into its embrace. There isn't much to do, but wait, aware of nothing but awareness itself. 
 
 
Ever since officially becoming a cadet, I haven't really had many responsibilities. I still had my morning training with Baatar, until he leaves in the spring. I couldn't go back to Alsantset's classes, since those are for kids, so Akanai took over my training. Without being asked to. I used to think Baatar was a hard-ass, but Akanai makes him look downright cuddly. Poor Baatar, having to put up with her when he was younger. Poor Sumila as well. She gets personal training from her mother as well. We've been sparring a lot, and she generally kicks my ass with glee. Lately I've been able to put up a better fight, but it still ends the same way. After he returned in the autumn, Baatar would just come by to watch and maybe offer some guidance, helping me when Akanai is busy. I think he's been muscled out, but he seems pretty happy, tail wagging even when Akanai scolds him. Weird guy, probably a masochist. Explains Sarnai's temper though, they're a match made in heaven. 
 
 
I've also continued my studies with Taduk, herb picking and memorization, medicine making and diagnosing some villagers, while Taduk stands by. Many ailments are chronic, so it's better to treat them with normal means and letting it fix itself, rather than healing with the Energy of the Heavens. If someone else heals an injury, it will just come back in a few days, since it's usually caused by repetitive stress. Let it heal from cultivating, and it will strengthen the injured area. I'm not quite a full-fledged physician yet, but Taduk says I'm doing well. There's always new books to read through, new things to study. 
 
 
Late afternoons and nights are my own. The twins don't need me to look after them as much anymore, so almost all my free time goes to training. I still go on the occasional hunt, bandit or animal, usually with a few other cadets. I haven't really made any close friends, more like acquaintances, or working partners. We almost always bring back enough materials or stolen goods to more than settle our monthly quota in one easy day trip, so it's a simple affair. The stuff we bring back is distributed among the poorer families, or the sick and injured. We look after our own, and it makes me feel good to help out. Just a single one-ton boar a month fills my quota, but it can be anything really. Medicines, herbs, leather, furs, coin, whatever is needed. Sometimes I even have fun doing my job, until something almost kills me. 
 
 
Being a cadet is pretty laid back, as it were. Having partners while hunting make things go much smoother. I haven't had a near death experience in 41 days now. I started a count. It seemed like the right thing to do. It's my longest record so far, the last one being 35 days, ended by the bite of a very poisonous snake, which then proceeded to try to swallow me whole. I fucking hate snakes. My dream is to go an entire year, without almost dying. I won't let my dreams just be dreams. 
 
 
I had to take a trip to the city in the ninth month, as a cadet training exercise, but it was much less eventful than my first trip out. I had my own things to sell this time too, medicines and furs mostly, as well as my pay from being a cadet to spend. I also sold balms, salves, unguents, and pills, with various medicinal, cosmetic, and recreational effects, which is where the bulk of my wealth came from. A merchant flat out bought everything I had for almost 80 gold. Those nobles have money to spare, and they love their recreations. 
 
 
I had kept in touch with Fung through letters, but seeing him again in person was great. He seems to have given up on Mei Lin, asking me to drop the matter when I brought her up. Guess he found someone new, that's fine. Seeing the ladies at the Golden Swan was also a fun time. So expensive, but worth it, especially compared to the more... economical alternatives. Those were a nightmare, not just in quality of lady, but quality of living. Not every brothel is slave free, or fun and games. The rest of my coins I gave straight to Alsantset when I returned, maybe 15 gold. Not like I can spend it in the village, and I can't be a freeloader forever. I feel like I'm rich when I go to the city, but I don't know if it's inflation, or if cost of living is just really low over there. Economics might as well be magic, with what I know. 
 
 
All in all, life is good. Spring will almost be here, and Baatar will be setting out once again. I'm 17 and a half, and the twins are almost through the Fearsome Fours, but still adorably lovable. The pups are bigger now, not big enough to ride, but old enough to start training. Zabu moved in with Suret and Pafu as my personal mount, and is currently the low quin on the totem pole, but he seems happier, always grooming the pups, stealing them away for carrying and cuddles. He's much less fussy around me now, still not very affectionate, but I'll take it. He ruined my first streak of 3 days without an incident, after he tried to disembowel me for taking a pup from him. I just wanted to hug it. Suret put him down hard for that, saving my life. She's the Queen of the Pen, and no one messes with her meal ticket. No hard feelings though, I guess Zabu just wants a family. I should find him a lady friend. I should find me a lady friend. I can't keep spending all my gold at the Golden Swan, and months of abstinence followed by a few days of debauchery can't be healthy. Plus, I think I'd like to start a family of my own, but there's a certain way things are done in the village. Married at 20, kids at 25, no earlier, no single parents allowed. I haven't met anyone close to my age in the village that I can see marrying though, and the older women are already married for the most part. Guess I'll just have to wait for that special someone. Or those 7 special someones. A man can only dream 
 
 
A poke to the cheek interrupts my contemplation. “Rainy, it's late now, you should go home, ya?” Mei Lin is crouched in front of me, smiling, looking tired. Damn, I meditated through dinner. 
 
 
“Thank you both so much for your help. You didn't have to wait.” Patting Mei Lin on the head, I stand and stretch, feeling good, bruises healed, but still a little tense. “I'll cook you both something delicious as thanks, not today, but soon, I promise.” Heading home, the moon and stars give off enough light to see by, and I arrive quickly. Peeking through the door, I can see the twins still playing, so it isn't too late. I need to learn to tell time from the sun and moon. Or buy a pocket watch, but they're ridiculously expensive. I could stay a month at the Swan and never leave, and still have money left over, instead of buying a watch. I know which one I prefer. 
 
 
Swooping in and grabbing the twins, I hug them while they laugh and giggle. 
 
 
“You late Rainy! Gonna be in trouble.” Tate is delighted that someone else is going to be lectured, besides him. 
 
 
“Story time?” Tali is just happy I'm here. Sweet precious child. 
 
 
“After I eat, sweet bun.” I carry them to the dining room to use as tiny little shields, where Alsantset and Charok are sitting, drinking. “So sorry I missed dinner, I was cultivating.” Food is sitting on the table for me, cold but still smelling delicious. 
 
 
“Eat, eat. We have to discuss something.” Alsantset smiles at me kindly, while Charok grins. Glad they're not upset. I dig into my dinner, ravenously. Cultivating always leaves me incredibly hungry. Tali tugs on my shirt, mouth open, and I feed her with my chopsticks, Tate following suit shortly after. “Akanai was here earlier. She wanted to speak with us while you were present, but you were gone for too long.” Bullshit, they all knew where to find me. Ten minutes and I would have been here. What are they plotting? 
 
 
Charok laughs at me. “I told you he would not believe that.” He grins at me. “No need to worry, Akanai has your best interests at heart. She just wants you to take a small trip with her, leaving in six days.” 
 
 
“I'm not going.” I go back to eating, shoveling rice into my mouth with my chopsticks. 
 
 
Grimacing, they share a look with one another. Charok speaks first. “You have yet to ask about the destination.” 
 
 
“Don't care. Staying home.” It doesn't matter even if it's a day trip. They must think I'm an idiot. No good comes from traveling with Akanai. She's bossy and critical of everything I do, a pretty package wrapped around a sour core. She may be helping me with training, and I appreciate it, but she goes way too far. I'm willing to be beaten by wooden rods to get stronger. She wants me to switch to lashes. Says I need to toughen my skin as well. She's fucking crazy. 
 
 
“If you go, you could get a Heart for a new weapon.” I perk up, hearing that. A Heart. I do want one. I've been doing research on different spiritual weapons, and they get way more fancy than just swords and spears. 
 
 
“What kind of Heart?” The heart is the base upon which the weapon is made. Can't do much if the heart is something like a small plant or a fang, but a kilogram of ore? Or something like horns or claws from a 5,000 year old Defiled beast? Those would make great weapons. Fighting animals with a short sword is my #1 cause of resetting the count. I still suck with a bow, and you can't kill what you don't hit. 
 
 
“Let me explain.” Alsantset looks happy at my interest. “Akanai wants to take you, as well as several of the more prominent youngsters, to go visit the Society of Heaven and Earth.” My quizzical expression elicits a smile. “They are a prestigious group, made up of many great clans and sects in the region, each of whom contribute greatly to the defense of The Northern Bridge.” 
 
 
No, no, no. I'm not going to the forefront of the war against the Defiled. Pass. Hard pass. Not worth. I break eye contact and go back to eating, turning aside so we no longer face each other. 
 
 
Charok laughs uproariously, slapping his leg. Alsantset continues when he finishes, ignoring my apparent lack of interest. “Don't be silly, little Rain. The Society is located almost 2500 kilometers from the Bridge, 25 days of travel by good horse, 20 by quin. So a total of 24 days of travel from here, maybe with some rest in between. Plenty of time for you to escape if the Defiled break through to overrun the province.” She sounds a little sarcastic and Charok snickers a bit. Okay, so I'm terrified at the thought of war. Gimme a break. 
 
 
Not my problem. I don't need to know any of this. I'm just going to finish my dinner, and go play with the twins and the pups. Awkward silence ensures, only the sound of my chopsticks and bowl to fill it. Finally, Tate tugs on my shirt and asks, “You bring back more toys, ya?” Little traitor. He wants me to risk my life for toys? Tali is sweeter, she grabs onto me, asking me not to leave. I know who my favorite is now. 
 
 
“Well? You have no questions?” Glancing up, I'm met by Alsantset's plaintive look. That's not fair. She never really asks me to do anything, and this seems important to her. Unless it's just because Akanai is blackmailing her into it. Ya, that's probably it. 
 
 
“Why do I need to go?” 
 
 
She brightens at my question, happy and girlish. I've been manipulated. Dammit. “There's a contest being held, a hunt and a tournament, in order to display the strength of youngsters with talent, ones from ages 16 to 20. You were specifically mentioned in our invitation. It is quite an honor, you must go. Groups from more than 8000 kilometers away will be coming to test their skills, and you will beat them into submission.” She beams at me. That fucking fight against DuGu Tian Yi. Every time I overhear the story, it gets more ridiculous. Last time in the city, I heard someone say I cut him with a hunting knife, leaving my name carved into his chest before he could blink. That's not even possible. My name takes 11 strokes to write in Common. “There will be prizes, and this year, they claim they have five weapon Hearts to gift to outstanding youths, as well as other treasures, so there could be even more people than normal. Your victory would bring glory to the People.” Her eyes are wide and hopeful. It's sometimes easy to forget just how bloodthirsty she is, but she is true to her more animal-like nature. A veritable tigress. 
 
 
Sighing deeply, I try to think of any possible reasons to decline. “There won't be any fighting to the death right? No cage fighting with monstrous animals, no blood debts to be paid, no inter-village rivalries I need to be wary of?” She shakes her head quickly, Charok snorting at my questions. What, it could happen. 
 
 
She stands up and grabs a box from the corner, opening it and showing me the contents. “I know you are worried about danger, but we'll be escorted by Papa part of the way, and Akanai for the rest. We also had this armor made for you, from carnugator skin, ones you slew so heroically.” I left my arm inside it too, can't forget that. Unless it was the other gator, in which case I left a foot. I wonder if they found it when they skinned the gator?“You'll look so dashing and gallant in it, and you can show all those at the tournament the strength of the People.” She's talking like it's already decided. 
 
 
I barely even glance at the beautiful armor, resisting the obvious bribe. Well... I do want a Heart for a new weapon. If there was only one, I wouldn't be too confident. Sumila is probably going, and if she doesn't win, I'll have to re-evaluate my perception of strength around here. It probably won't even be a fair fight, plus she already has two spiritual weapons. Wait. Why do they even need me to go? I'm being used. They want me there to take attention away from Sumila! That has to be it. I can get a weapon some other way. Slowly and steadily build up my standing with the Sentinels, until Akanai decides to help me find one. I can wait. I'm patient. Sumila can take care of the tournament on her own. “I decline. As much fun as it sounds, I couldn't possibly separate myself from these two little sweet children again, especially for so long. I'm so distraught every time I'm in the city, away from them. Besides, I have my Sentinel duties to attend to, can't go running away for pleasure trips.” I lift Tali into my lap, my new favorite. I give Tate a kiss on the head as well, because I still love the greedy little scamp. I smile at Alsantset, safe in my denial. 
 
 
“O no problem, little Rain.” Her smile sends shivers down my spine, at odds with her sickly sweet tone. “Your duties are fulfilled simply by going, and of course, I wouldn't send you off on your own. We will all go, together as a family, to watch and support you. Your friend Fung will be there as well, representing his city. It will be a grand outing for us all.” No, wait, no. This isn't right. The twins hop off onto the ground and begin running around, shrieking and laughing in delight at the prospect of a trip, traitors, the both of them. Alsantset has already turned away, the discussion over, and begins talking to Charok about things they need to pack, and chores to be done before we leave. I can't stop this. It's impossible. The decision was made before I even stepped foot inside the manor. I never stood a chance. 
 
 
Resigning myself, I continue eating my dinner mechanically without tasting it. Nothing good ever happens when I leave home. 
 






      Chapter 38 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Rainy look, look at the birdies!”
 
  
 
 “Um, ya, sweetie.” My hand moves to cover Tate's eyes, as the mercenaries lift their bows. “Let's not look at the birdies right now.” Because they're about to get fucked up.
 
  
 
 His tiny hands pull at mine and he almost stands atop Zabu, trying to see. Arrows fire out, whistling up into the air at the diving jattuyas, piercing their flesh. A half dozen of them fall out of the sky, fierce resounding cries echoing from the rest, majestic and terrifying. A second volley takes care of the rest, and I watch as they drop, limp and pitiful, crashing to the ground. Little kids shouldn't be watching pretty birds get massacred. They look like glorious red-brown eagles, with a 10 meter wingspan, and sharp beady bird eyes. Of course, they're also mean as fuck, just like almost every other animal in this world. Even the horses are meaner here. Jattuyas live in flocks and like to dive onto travelers, killing a person instantly before flying away, waiting for everyone to leave so they can eat their kill in peace. I watch Tate carefully for his reaction. Poor little child.
 
  
 
 He turns to me, eye's wide. “They gonna be lunch, ya?” A big gap toothed smile, at the prospect of something new and possibly tasty. Chuckling, I muss Tate's hair, looking at Tali sitting with Mei Lin in Taduk's rickshaw, who has pretty much the same reaction. Kids are tough, resilient. I guess I don't need to worry too much about them. They know where their meat comes from. I hate eating birds that have been shot out of the sky though. The crashing always breaks their bones, shattering them. Makes for tedious eating, always picking shards out.
 
  
 
 “Probably dinner, Tate. We won't stop to cook for lunch. Just some bread and cold meats.” He makes a sour face. I'm not too thrilled either, it's difficult adjusting to travel food after all of the delicious home cooking. I reach into my bag for a longdan fruit, and start cutting it up, well away from Tate, feeding him slices of the crunchy blue flesh.
 
  
 
 It's our fourth day on the road and the twins quickly lost their patience with travel. They only threw one tantrum, but only because Charok cut that short abruptly, dangling them each by a leg. He quickly instilled the dangers of making noise while traveling into them, a lesson they won't soon forget. Their daddy is usually the easy going one. Since then, the two little rascals have been quite obedient and well behaved, riding with someone different every time we break. They adapt quickly, almost seeming used to the dangers. I try to keep them entertained with stories, songs, puzzles, and games. It's exhausting.
 
  
 
 My streak continues, with 50 days in a row without almost dying. My last few days in the village were devoted to training, Akanai and Baatar stepping up their game. No more sparring with Sumila as that was 'too easy'. Too easy my ass, she beats the shit out of me every time, and looks happy when she's done. Instead, I got to experience the full brutality of every member of the Iron Banner. The 31 strongest warriors of the village, plus Baatar, all taking time out of their last precious days with their families, to beat me black and blue. I felt honored. I shouldn't have. Taduk was on hand every day for healing, and none of them were merciful. Akanai is under the impression I'll learn the moves just by experiencing them, but so far, nothing good has come from it. Hard to figure out what's happening, when I'm always lying on the floor, head spinning, or puking my breakfast out.
 
  
 
 I did get to watch them all spar with each other as well, which was interesting. The fight's don't last long, ending very decisively. While they all carry a bow, shield, and short spear, the rest of their gear varies greatly. Some carry glaives and long spears, others have giant swords and hammers. Some are festooned with daggers and short swords, and one even has a chain and sickle. I almost reset the counter after sparring with her, but Tursinai showed me how well she could actually control her weapon. I decided I wasn't ever in danger, that it was just a lesson. I also made a note to not stare at her so much in the baths. She doesn't seem annoyed by it, but anyone that can slice fruit like that from a distance is someone I don't want to piss off.
 
  
 
 Most of the mercenaries who rescued me more than 4 years ago have retired, and are living in the village. Gerel is still on the banner, no longer looking as young and fresh faced, a stern adult now, seemingly aged more than his 29 years. He's the scariest one, in my opinion, with his giant glaive and glowing amber eyes. Bald and handsome, always with a neutral expression and a curt tone whenever I talk to him, he seems to live for the banner. They have tournaments every year around the end of winter, fighting for the spots on the Banner, challenges coming from the prospective mercenaries. No one ever chooses to challenge Gerel. Even Baatar gets challenged every year... albeit by Gerel. It's always an epic fight, the two of them dashing around, leaping through the air, weapons clashing. It always ends with Baatar winning though. When the rankings are all sorted out, every members name appears on the banner, like magic. They won't tell me how it works though, just saying it's a secret. Five or six familiar faces remain in the company, but other than that, they're all 'new' faces. They ride in formation around us, guarding us from danger. I've barely had to lift a finger the last few days. Now this, is traveling. I should get a stagecoach or something.
 
  
 
 The rest of us consist of a few Sentinels, Akanai, Taduk, Alsantset, all their respective families, as well as some new additions. The new people include a large, stocky, silver haired wolf boy named Huushal, and a slim, sullen looking, tall, dark haired, pretty-boy named Adujan. He has horns that come out from the front of his head, curving back and going straight up, like demon horns, almost 15 cm long, making him look even taller than he already is. I think he's some sort of deer. The horns look uncomfortable, and are pointy enough to take an eye out. Huushal's dad, Chakha the fox-eared carpenter, will be coming to the tournament, along with his wife, Elia the cat-eared baker. Chakha's other wife, bear eared Ghurda, is one of the mercenaries, and actually one of my saviors from four years ago. The three of them are my first, real life confirmation that polygamy exists in the village. I knew that people in the cities would have many wives, but it's kind of a difficult subject to bring up organically. The man has varied tastes in women though, Elia a small, slim, frail looking brunette, and Ghurda a large, fire haired, handsome woman. I respect that.
 
  
 
 Adujan, on the other hand, is from the orphanage. There are always more kids than people able to adopt, even with demand as high as it is. The fiercer arch-types, the wolves, cats, bears and whatnot, usually get picked first by the warrior families. Has to do with blood or genetics or something. The rest are slower to be picked, and some never do get a family, growing up at the orphanage and help out doing odd jobs, hoping to get picked up to learn a trade. It's a tough life, but miles better than living in the city slums. The fact that Adujan has been chosen to come on the trip, despite not having a mentor, speaks to how strong he is. I tried to be friendly, but he seems kind of reclusive, quiet around me, even hostile at times.
 
  
 
 So with Huushal and Adujan, we are the representatives of the village, including Sumila and myself. The best, of the best, of the best. Not really, I'm sure there are others just as strong, but many young warriors often join the real army, and don't have time for pleasure trips or competitions. It's a sobering thought, 16 year old kids running off to join the war effort. Every year in the spring, a new batch heads off to the city, their families saying farewell, tears in their eyes, trying to seem calm and supportive. Military service is a minimum of 10 years, but you get paid and equipped well compared to farming. It's a tempting thing for the poorer kids, seeing people coming home a hero, decked in honors and medals, with wealth and stories, husbands and wives. They never see the ones that don't come back, that die, screaming, or alone, or cold and hungry, dreaming of home.
 
  
 
 After riding all day, Baatar slows down to ride beside me and points up ahead. I follow his finger, lifting Tate to see, just cresting from the horizon, a monumental wall stretching into the distance. Gray and foreboding, crenelated and ugly, a man made construction of massive proportions, still dwarfed by the mountains beside it. Banners cover almost every step of the battlements, indicating factions, sects, schools and clans. A hodgepodge of groups, each vying for their glory, while they stand guard at one of the three most defended points of the continent. The Bridge isn't any man made structure, just what they call the piece of land connecting the Azure Sea Continent to the northern Tundra.
 
  
 
 This is where we will part with the Iron Banner, where Baatar and his few chosen warriors go to receive their orders. Most years, they are given an area to patrol, making sure no enemies can slip through the mountains, no local monsters can wreak havoc. This year, they've been chosen to defend the wall, which sounds boring, but is apparently a big honor. Just 32 men in total, among what must be hundreds of thousands, if not millions, but they're all famous. Every patrol we encounter salutes the Banner, giving way and allowing us to pass. Respect is shown, deference given. That's my Mentor. My back straightens in my seat, proud at how well he is treated, that so many recognize his strength, and I'm not the only one. Huushal looks like his eyes will pop out, his tail working furiously behind him. Wolf pup idolizing Wolf Captain, it's almost adorable.
 
  
 
 The outer walls looms before us as we pass through the gates, a bustling military city sprawling behind them. There's no farmland, the soil is too hard for that, but the infrastructure required to support so many soldiers is impressive to say the least. The outer wall stands 25 meters high and stretches at least five kilometers, the city running parallel to it, a large swathe of empty land between the two with a constant stream of wagons, soldiers, and porters going back and forth. Baatar leads us to a courtyard, very plain and utilitarian, where we will be staying the night. A portly old man waits and a multitude of servants stand ready, helping us unload and taking the quins to be brushed. I really hope Zabu doesn't bite anyone, he's carrying a pup which makes him super defensive. That would be embarrassing. The servant seems well versed with handling quins though, and leads him off gently.
 
  
 
 There isn't much for me to do. We're leaving again in the morning, so no point unpacking, and Charok has an army of servants to help him cook. Baatar warns everyone to stay inside our building, but I wasn't going to go anywhere, not in a city full of bloodthirsty soldiers. The average person is irritable enough in this world, I don't really want to tangle with the soldiers. I settle in and play with the twins while we wait for dinner.
 
  
 
 “Rainy Rainy, we have time, want us to hit you with sticks some more?” Mei Lin seems to enjoy her role in my training, as she holds the rod in her hand, slapping against her palm. She enjoys it a little too much, if you ask me. I hope it's just because she likes helping me, and not because I've awakened something in her.
 
  
 
 “After dinner. If not, I might end up meditating through the meal, and it smells too good to miss.”
 
  
 
 “Why not spar with me instead, then?” Huushal ninjas up out of nowhere. For such a big guy, he's awfully sneaky. He's staring at me intently, like he suspects I stole his dinner or something. At 19 year's old, he's the 'oldest' of the four youth representatives. I thought we would send more, but spots are limited it seems. I've never really talked to him before this trip, and he seems kind of angry and intense, just the sort of person I don't get along with. I rack my brain for an excuse.
 
  
 
 “That sounds good boy, prepare yourself.” Akanai, pure evil in a gorgeous package. Sighing deeply, I put Tali down and reach for my weapons. “Unarmed combat. Weapons will be too dangerous, we still need to travel.” Great, I get to go bare-knuckle boxing with mini Baatar.
 
  
 
 Cheers come from the sides, everyone chanting for their favorite, while they form a loose circle around us. Our support seems to be even, but I like my side better. The high pitched chants of the twins, yelling “Fight! Fight! Fight!” kind of warms my heart. Can't lose in front of the bloodthirsty little monsters, I need to seem strong or they run circles around me.
 
  
 
 “You ready, Huushal?” He just grins at me, that not-smile I seem to get so often, and launches himself forward. I slip to the side, palm shooting up, catching him gently by the chin. He's making it way too easy, charging like that, not fast enough, easy to counter. His momentum spent, my foot hooks around his ankle, and I shove him backwards, flinging him to the ground, while I wait for round two. With barely a pause, he leaps back up at me, arms positioned for a tackle. Rolling with the impact, I throw him over my shoulder, roll back with him and landing on my feet and unleashing a punch to his chest. The breath wheezes out of him, and I straighten up and step back. Man, I hope he's better at fighting with his sword. This bull charging business is a terrible tactic without a bigger weapon than your enemy.
 
  
 
 Getting up groggily, he turns to face me once more. Arms up, fists clenched. No more charging it seems. At least he learned his lesson. Might as well join him for some boxing. Loosening my shoulders, I take the same stance, as we slowly circle one another, step by step. My head rocks back from a punch too quick for me to even see, like a hammer to the face. A second and third follow, but I duck both and send a fist into his gut. He doesn't even flinch, grabbing me by the shoulder, and he unleashes a gorilla of a punch into my face, the impact ringing my brain like a bell. It's almost unfair how strong he is. I feel the crunch of my nose breaking as he punches me a second time. Fuck this, I'm done playing nice. I headbutt the next punch I see, and am rewarded with a crack and a groan. He releases my shoulder, cradling his broken fist. Grabbing him by the collar, I cock my right fist back. Let's see how he likes getting punched in the face.
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Akanai intercedes on his behalf, ending the spar. What the hell? Playing favorites? I didn't see her step in for my broken nose. Taduk walks forward, looking at Huushal's hand, who stands trying to hold back tears. Ya, hurts, doesn't it, bitch? Dragged away by Akanai, she turns to me once we're alone. “Why?”
 
  
 
 A bit more information would be useful. “Why, what?” My voice sounds nasal and flat, odd since my nose is broken.
 
  
 
 She crosses her arms and looks at me. “Where to begin? Why did you let the fight progress like that? The initial charge, you held back the palm strike. It should have knocked him unconscious. He grossly underestimated you, and you should have made him pay for it. You could have cracked his ribs after countering the tackle, but instead you only struck him once, then stepped back, allowing him to get back to his feet. Finally, you approached an opponent who is larger, stronger, and faster than you, in order to trade blows equally. The worst of it is, you got angry at being punched. You practically asked for it, boy. Why get upset?”
 
  
 
 I roll my eyes. “It's sparring. It's for practice. Not brutally beating each other. He broke my nose.”
 
  
 
 She stares at me, intensely. “Sparring is a substitute for true combat, between two opponents. When one is more skilled than the other, however, it is a teaching opportunity. You should have taught Huushal, instead you gave him false confidence and broke his hand.” She pokes me on my broken nose. “Reflect on your actions.” That fucking hurts you know.
 
  
 
 Wincing as I set my nose, I settle down to heal. Strengthen my nose. That's something I didn't think of. I hope it doesn't swell up and look ridiculous. I don't get the big deal. So what, I was supposed to brutalize him at the beginning? How can he learn from that? Besides, she said it herself, he's bigger, stronger, and faster. Why am I the one who is supposed to teach? Okay, so maybe I lost my temper, but he wasn't holding back those punches at all, hammering away at my face.
 
  
 
 When I open my eyes, and Mei Lin is crouching in front of me. She smiles and hands me a bowl she'd been carrying on her lap. Jattuya noodle soup. It's still hot and steaming, a second bowl used as a lid. “Thanks, Mei Lin, you're the best.”
 
  
 
 She flicks me on the nose. “Silly. I keep telling you. Call me Lin-Lin.” It's still broken, stop doing that. Ignoring my look, she settles back on her heels. “You're too nice to people Rainy. Even during fights. That's dangerous, it can get people killed.” The no mercy attitude. I get that, I do. Kill or be killed, I learned my lesson in the city.
 
  
 
 “It was just a spar, Mei Lin.” I slurp my dinner, chewing on the tender meat. “I didn't want to hurt him.”
 
  
 
 “But you did, Rainy.”
 
  
 
 Turning to spit out some bird-bone shards, I reply, “His hand wouldn't have broken if he wasn't punching so hard.”
 
  
 
 “Not the broken hand, Rainy.” She looks solemn. “You let him think his approach to the fight was a good one. He thinks he was winning, and that you got lucky. That he's tough enough to go charging at his enemies, without worry.” She watches me eat and think on her words. Damn it. She's right. It's the same thing Akanai was saying, but I tend to disagree with her just on instinct. If Huushal does something like that against an enemy, he'll die in a heartbeat. I guess I'm not doing him any favors, by going easy or losing my temper. Four mistakes on his part and he didn't learn anything from them.
 
  
 
 “I guess I should go apologize? And what, fight him again?” I have no idea what to do now.
 
  
 
 Giggling at me, she replies. “I knew you'd understand. No need to apologize, and you can't fight him again, his hand is broken, silly. We have another spar lined up for you, this time, against Ghurda. Show Huu-Huu how strong you really are, ya? He won't listen like you do.”
 
  
 
 God dammit. Ghurda is probably going to be angry about the broken hand. She's gonna make me throw up again. Sighing deeply, I set the rest of the soup aside and stand, walking forward to take my punishment.
 
  
 
 I should have just knocked him out. This is what I get for trying to be nice. “Hey, don't let the twins watch, okay?”
 






      Chapter 39 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Huushal sat beside the fire, lost in his thoughts. His hand was finally healed after several sessions with Taduk, but it had not improved his mood. Watching Rain groan awake each morning with a splitting migraine had put a smile on Huushal's face though. The arrogant little runt deserved having his head cracked by Ma, for humiliating him like that. Huushal had asked for a spar, and Rain had played with him, mocked him, his punches just light taps, no chi contained within the strikes. At first, he had thought Rain's abilities over-exaggerated, that Ma was bragging about her spars with the runt. The broken hand was luck, Rain's head dropping down at the wrong time. That was until his Pa had smacked him on the head, berating him for being so arrogant, explaining the fight as if he were a child, loudly and in front of everyone. It was even more humiliating than the spar.
 
  
 
 Then he had to watch Rain's spar with Ma, which was ridiculous. He was a runt, barely 170 cm tall, almost comical when standing in front of Ma. Broad shouldered, by narrow waisted, a slim little twig, for Ma to pick up and snap. He thought the spar would be a farce, a joke to watch, while everyone praised the favored foundling over his mediocre skills. That thought had disappeared almost as soon as the spar began. It wasn't fair how fast Rain could move at times. Usually he moved like a turtle, careful, deliberate movements, but when fighting with Ma, Huushal almost couldn't keep track of him, dashing from one place to the next, his arms and legs a blur as he attacked. It wasn't just speed either, twice he managed to push Ma back, far more power than Huushal could muster. Ma wasn't holding back too much during the spar either, he'd fought her often enough to tell. She went easier during the spars with him, at least, Ma seeming to go hard at Rain, sending him to the ground, multiple times. Each hit from her made Huushal wince, imagining himself on the receiving end. If it were him facing Ma like that, she would have flattened him in seconds. At least she made him throw up, at the end, Rain spewing soup and half eaten noodles on the floor.
 
  
 
 A meaty hand clapped down on his shoulder, and Huushal looked up at his Pa. “Still fussing over the spar, boy? It's been days, let it go.” A rough, grizzled man, his Pa always seemed laid back and relaxed. “Yer bigger, stronger, and faster than he is, but despite all that, he's a better fighter than you are, it's the Mother's truth. He could whoop you from one end of the village to the other.” Pa chuckled, patting him on the back, settling down next to him. “You might be more his match, in full armor and weapons, but it would still be a skewed fight, and I wouldn't put money on you. You were too cocky, fighting him the way you did.”
 
  
 
 “He's just a little foundling, a former slave. Why does he get so lucky, to be Baatar's disciple? To be so close to Sumila? He doesn't deserve it. If Baatar had chosen me, I would be even stronger than Rain is right now.” Huushal vented, the words flowing from him, unable to hold them in.
 
  
 
 “Ha, is that what this is about? Being Baatar's disciple, and so close with little Mila? You sweet on her boy?” His Pa was almost shouting now, Huushal urgently signaling for him to lower his voice. “Bah, yer Ma mentors you, and does it well. You feel she has wronged you in your training? You been chosen to represent the village for your generation. Be proud of that. Don't let someone being mightier discourage you. Besides, your head's been too big for your britches lately. This'll do you good, having a rival.”
 
  
 
 “Ma is a great teacher. I don't need Baatar, not anymore, but Rain humiliated me out there on purpose. He was just playing with me, showing off for Sumila.” Huushal didn't truly believe that, but he huffed it out anyways.
 
  
 
 Elia sat down in front of Pa, leaning into him. “I don't believe that to be true. He's a gentle boy, always playing with those kids and those pups. I didn't sense anything malicious from him.” She frowned at Huushal. “And you were a little heavy handed, breaking his nose like that. You both were in the wrong, but you should at least know better. We raised you better then that.”
 
  
 
 Hanging his head down he was unable to meet her eyes. “Yes, mom, Sorry.” He had lost his temper, but Rain had seemed so smug during the spar, it was aggravating.
 
  
 
 She took his face in her hands, lifting it to look at her. “I want to tell you a secret. Never tell anyone else about this.” He nodded, face mushed between her hands, before she released him. “Your Ma, the strongest person I know, had nightmares for a week after she brought Rain back. Crying like when we were little girls again, alone and lost in the forest. She had nightmares about you suffering, like he did.” A deep sigh escaped her lips. “When she brags about how proud she is of Rain, it doesn't mean she isn't proud of you. She just takes pride in the fact that he has come so far, that she was a part of saving him from something terrible. She loves you, Huu, and is just as proud of you, and it would mean much to her if you made friends with Rain.” Elia stood, patting him on the shoulders. “You're both of the People, and both very strong. You should not be in conflict with one another. Any glory you earn is shared, as are any burdens.” She leaned back into Pa's arms.
 
  
 
 Huushal continued to stare at nothing. He'd been foolish, and prideful. It wasn't because Baatar was Rain's teacher. Ma is just as good, if not better. Rain was just better than Huushal, at the moment. Maybe it was his talent, or his drive, the why didn't matter. It would not always be this way, Huushal vowed. He would work harder than ever, no more looking down on his opponents. He would prove himself, if not at the competition, then in true combat, and afterwards all would speak of Huushal, Sentinel of the People, Disciple of Ghurda. Then, Sumila would look at him and forget all about that runt. He smiled at the thought, and settled back to find Balance.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Mila rested the rod on her shoulder, a look of satisfaction stamped on her face. She had always thought Rain's methods of training were odd, but she was happy to help in this particular instance. Beating him soundly helped relieve all her frustrations with him, especially with all the added pressure Mama put on her lately so as to not lose to him during sparring. It was a close thing sometimes, his improvement was nothing short of astounding.
 
  
 
 Rain sat on the ground meditating, healing his injuries, so Mila walked off, unable to sit and watch Rain, like Lin did every time as if fascinated by his face. He wasn't even that handsome. When asked why she stared, Lin would simply scrunch up her face and ignore her. That silly girl, any criticism of Rain, and her mood would sour. She ignored the stares from other people sharing the campsite, soldiers and travelers alike. It was embarrassing from the villagers, but these were strangers. Why should she care what they think? She sat down at the fire, gratefully receiving a bowl of delicious rice porridge from Charok. Travel rations were hard on the belly, but Charok's camp cooking was a delight.
 
  
 
 “Tired from your workout, eh Mila?” Charok was grinning at her, an odd twinkle in his eye. “Thank you for helping my little brother all the time. He has an odd notion of training sometimes. I'm sure he appreciates it as well, if he hasn't said so.”
 
  
 
 Reddening under his scrutiny, Mila mumbled back at him, focusing on her meal. Everyone kept suggesting she be paired with him, but Mila was unsure. Lin was enthusiastic about it, always bringing up his good points, and how well the three of them got along. That was true, but Rain had indecent tastes, always running off to the whorehouses. Well, twice, but still something he shouldn't do. Would he even be satisfied with only two wives? What if he chose a third, one that Mila and Lin wouldn't get along with? Or worse, a fourth and fifth? What's more, he didn't even seem interested in her, never chatting or flirting, never asking about her day, or taking her hunting. The only time they shared together was training, and his endless questions about training. She pouted, worrying about her lack of charm. Even if she wasn't interested in him, why was he not interested in her? Was she lacking in some way?
 
  
 
 Mama sat down beside her, arm snaking around her shoulders and pulling her in for a hug. Mama always knew when she was upset, and was always there to help. They sat together like that in comfortable silence, enjoying the starry sky while Mila ate, deep in thought. Huu had expressed interest in her as well. He was handsome, but too sulky and moody at times. It was adorable how red his face turned when he spoke to her, something she enjoyed seeing. He would probably be just as indecent as Rain, if not more. Chakta had two wives, so Huu would probably expect to have two wives as well, and Lin would never give up her beloved 'Rainy'. Mila sighed in frustration, leaning on Mama for support. Forget it. She was still young, and had time to decide. Things could change, she may meet some young heroic warrior at the contest, someone who would shower her with affection, instead of always asking her idiotic questions, or asking her to do embarrassing things in public.
 
  
 
 The contest would be exciting and different, testing herself against the best youngsters in the Northern Province. The prizes held little draw to her. Mama and Papa were always willing to take her hunting for a Heart, and she was too young to have more than two spiritual weapons anyways. Her core would need time to stabilize and grow, before she would be able to brand a third. Just branding her shield had taken the better part of a week, leaving her exhausted and a little embarrassed. At least Rain was even worse, taking almost two weeks to brand his first. No, the allure of the contest was different for her. Mila wanted to see the world, travel to different places, meet people from all different cultures. Reading about it was never the same, she had to see it all firsthand. Winning the contest could help convince her parents to let her go do just that. They were always saying it was too dangerous, and she should wait until she is older, but others her age were joining the Imperial Army, to fight the Enemy and protect the citizens. What was a little travel, compared to that?
 
  
 
 She turned to look back at Rain, still deep in meditation, focused on his training. She couldn't lose to him, especially at the contest. She would need to work even harder, to keep ahead of him. She could just picture his stupid delighted face if he were ever to win. Infuriating. Brushing off her palms, she stood and walked off to an empty area, performing the forms, immersing herself in the State of Enlightenment.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Standing atop the battlements, Baatar stared out across the Bridge, silently brooding. A desolate swathe of land, brown grasses and pooling water, the frozen winter landscape in transition to spring, this was the forefront of the war against The Defiled. After two decades of tedious patrols, putting down mongrels and freshly ascended demons, the Iron Banner had finally earn the privilege to stand here. He inhaled deeply, the cool crisp air filling his lungs, the prickling of nose hairs a familiar sensation. He was here to fight, to kill, to defend the People, to defend the Empire.
 
  
 
 Pacing back and forth at his post, Baatar eagerly awaited the attack. It would come, it always did, Defiled pouring out from the frozen wastes, charging forward alongside monstrous aberrations of nature, commanded by Demons inhabiting fabricated shells, nightmares given physical form. He felt his face break into a small smile, in anticipation of a challenge. A true Demon, one who had spent enough time in physical form, molding it's body to create the perfect weapon, such an opponent would be worthy of fighting. None of the half formed mongrels, or unskilled Defiled he had hunted in the past. The Enemy had come in smaller numbers, in the past few years, but still they came. The rumors spoke of a gathering of tribes, uniting under one leader, and Baatar could only hope they were true. An enemy needed to be strong, to be worth fighting. He no longer wished to be a hidden dragon, he aspired to soar in the skies, his name spoken throughout the Empire.
 
  
 
 “Come now, Baatar, yer tiring me out, pacing like that. Calm yourself, have some tea.” Ghurda sat on her stool, her teapot on the wall, almost looking dainty despite her massive frame. “It's Iron Goddess Tea, they sent it up especially for you, the Iron Captain.” She guffawed, laughing in that abrasive way she did. He snorted, continuing to pace about, ignoring the rude woman. Ten years, she had served with him, the bear of a woman, and still she grated on his nerves. That Chakta could stand her was a testament to his fortitude and patience.
 
  
 
 She was a notable warrior, a boon to have in any combat, but incredibly difficult to like. Rude of manner and harsh of tongue, without any tenderness to balance it. He was angry at her for brutalizing the boy during their spar. His last day to spend with his disciple, Baatar spent tending to his cracked skull rather than drinking and laughing together as they often did. The woman had no concept of holding back, trying to strong-arm the boy into submission, especially in front of everyone like that. How dare she, considering she had been present for his rescue, seen what he had come from. The poor child had grown well in the last few years, but even then, a callous beating was too much.
 
  
 
 The boy had not shamed him, however. A good showing, the forms prominently displayed within his actions, he was skilled beyond his years of training. Fierce and varied, his attacks had been Inspired, as he controlled the early stages of his spar against Ghurda. His counter to Killing Lunge, his usage of Prancing Stride, a combination of Darting Fang into Uplift the Sequoia, as well as his unique version of Dancing in the Grass, a brutal and efficient series of attacks, all aimed to break bones and cripple his opponent. A shame that he had started so late and struggled at finding Balance in combat. His core was too undeveloped still, too little chi for him to use, too unstable to perform anything but the most basic of tasks. It would be years in developing, far behind his peers. The boy was near unrivaled at self healing, something for him to take pride in, but some things simply could not be managed without enough chi. Within a decade, the boy would be a Healer of great skill, perhaps making his fortune traveling through the different mountain villages, or even capable of being a Bannerman, albeit perhaps not as skilled as Gerel. His future was limitless, this little pup he had rescued, growing into a fine young man before his eyes.
 
  
 
 “Yer butt is wagging so hard, be sure not to fly off the wall, Iron Captain.” That damnable woman, with her jarring laugh. That damnable tail as well, he should just lop it off.
 
  
 
 Turning to scowl at her, he snapped, “You went too far, sparring against the boy like that, damaged him too badly. He is on this journey to bring glory to the People, and you could have caused him great injury, dropping him on his head like you did, beating him about like a striking post.”
 
  
 
 “Finally! After five days of pouting, the Iron Captain finally speaks his mind.” She continued to slurp at her tea languidly, leaning against the crenelation. “I disagree with your opinion.”
 
  
 
 That was it. She looked off into the distance, as if those simple words were enough to calm his anger, and nothing more needed to be said. His hands twitched behind his back, aching to grab the damnable woman by the throat and choke her. It would be bad form, however, to engage in a brawl upon the battlements, a terrible loss of face. Taking a deep breath, he uttered a single word. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “Yer Mentor, she has the right idea about the boy. Push him. Hurt him. Forge him. If it were up to Rain, he'd stay home all year, hiding, only leaving for the whorehouses when he feels the itch.” She shot a look at him, as if blaming him for the boy's lusty behavior. He was a young man, they all had those urges, and each dealt with them differently. “He's a good child, but too easygoing, without goals. He trains hard, no doubt about that, but not with the right frame of mind. You can see it in his choice of training. He trains to be beaten, when he should be training to kill. He has a defeated attitude, and all your coddling only fosters it.” She returned to sipping her tea, once again ending the conversation, almost dismissing him.
 
  
 
 Pounding his fist against the wall, he returned to pacing. She wasn't wrong, but not wholly right either. The matter of the boy's attitude had concerned him for some time, but to be so harsh and overly aggressive was not the correct decision. His arguments with Mentor had been long and loud, each too stubborn to relent in their opinion. She continued to berate and hammer away at the boy, unaware or uncaring of his fragile nature. “His attitude aside, it would be of no help if the boy breaks from your administrations.” He muttered it, a weak argument, but all he could say.
 
  
 
 “That's the problem with you Captain. You treat the boy like porcelain, to be handled gently. He was broken once before, but he is whole now. He may break again, but he is no porcelain. He is iron, scrapped and made whole, and it is our job to reforge him. What we aim to do, what you should do, is temper him into steel, so that he will not break again.” Ghurda stood, handing the teacup to a nearby attendant. “We shall have to continue this conversation later, Captain.” She pointed at the distant horizon. “We've some company, and should prepare to receive them properly.” A smile flitted across her face.
 
  
 
 Staring out into the distance at the gathering dust cloud, Baatar felt his lips peel back, teeth bared in a grin. After decades of waiting, this was his time. The Enemy was finally here.
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 Fifty-six days without almost dying, just four days short of two whole months. It's almost like a dream, feeling so safe and relaxed. I didn't think I could be so laid back while traveling. I had left on this trip expecting every minute to be like traveling to Shen Huo, alert and always ready for an ambush, but it's a world of difference. The days are blessedly uneventful, and every day is sweeter than the last. This is how traveling should be.
 
  
 
 We left the Iron Banner mercenaries behind at the Bridge, the farewells short and succinct as always. It was customary to not make a big deal about leaving, and to have big celebrations when someone returns. Just a simply goodbye, and they all left to receive their orders, first thing in the morning, while we left at the same time, following the road south towards our destination. The road is a thing of beauty, 16 wagons wide, paved brown stone, well patrolled, towers and fortified rest camps at regular intervals. It's like a giant highway, with a tiny fort every 50 kilometers.
 
  
 
 Built and maintained by the Society of Heaven and Earth as a means of rapid troop movement to and from the Bridge. It seems to be massively expensive, with the manpower and constant stream of supplies and soldiers. A message can be sent in 6 days by horse, from the Bridge to the Society, with a chain of messengers ready to go at a moments notice from each tower, allowing for 'rapid' response. It seems like a pretty shitty system, to be honest, but messenger birds don't work too well, with all the predators, so they don't really have an alternative to the pony express. Flying mounts don't exist, sadly, nor do Ancestral Birds. Don't know why, some animals just never make it that far, and birds are one of them. Insects are another, thankfully, because I do not want to tangle with any 10,000 year old mosquitoes. There are ancient monstrous birds, but they just never manage to take human form for some reason.
 
  
 
 A wonderful method of conveyance, even a wagon would be able to make the 50 kilometers between rest stops in a single day. I never want to travel any other way ever again, unless it's flying. So when Taduk asked me to take a small off-road detour in order to pick herbs, I immediately asked for a bodyguard detail. I mean, between Akanai, Husolt, Alsantset, and Charok, as well as the constant patrols of soldiers, any bandit willing to piss them off deserved to die. There were six other sentinels with us, and I only wanted four of them to come with me and Lin. Instead, I got stuck with the Cadet Crew. Fun, fun, fun. I don't even get to be in charge, that dubious honor went to Sumila.
 
  
 
 Things have been a little awkward between Huushal and myself, ever since the spar. He glares at me when he thinks I'm not looking. Stupid pride, I guess. Whatever, I don't care too much about him anyways. Adujan remains silently neutral, mostly hanging out with the Sentinels who guard us. He's a studious one, always watching what they do, trying to help out. I feel kind of bad that he doesn't have anyone coming along to support him, not even any friends. I tried talking to him, but we're both pretty awkward conversationalists, so it didn't get much farther than standard greetings. I'm not too sure, but I get a vibe that he doesn't like me very much. I've seen him chatting with Huushal, so I assume that's why. Sumila has also been a little frosty of late, and I'm clueless as to why. I tried asking, but I should have known that wouldn't work. All I got for an answer was a 'figure it out yourself, idiot'.
 
  
 
 At least Mei Lin is still happy and cheerful around me. She leads the way, sitting in front of and leaning against me. Sweet kid, just like an adorable little sister. I bought her several scarfs, in different colors and more convenient lengths, and she seemed super happy about them, but the only thing that's changed is she now wears two scarves, one I bought her, and her regular, super long, white scarf. I may have caused her some massive inconvenience. The white scarf probably belonged to her mother or something. Well, whatever makes her happy. I'll get her something else in the future, like a hair clip.
 
  
 
 After an hour of hard riding through the forest, Mei Lin guides us up a steep slope and through a small rock overhang, before stopping. It's a small secret meadow, colorful and vibrant, a large variety of plants growing within. A babbling brook bubbles up from some hole in rock walls, flowing out and down the other side. I dismount and walk slowly, eyes open. “Isn't it beautiful here, Rainy? Daddy brought me here once, I just love it.” Mei Lin almost runs forward into the meadow before I stop her.
 
  
 
 “Careful now, it could be dangerous. Keep your eyes open, we'll work from this edge and make our way in deeper, slowly.” Stabbing my spear into the ground, I grab my tools from my saddlebag, and begin collecting everything I can, keeping my spear close by. Dragon Whisker Grass, Dogsweed, Blue Thort, Albimire leaves, it's a veritable treasure trove of medicinal plants. I've never actually seen most in person, just books. While I study the surroundings, a small, brown, grass snake bites me in the leg, but it doesn't puncture my leathers. It's almost adorable, but still trying to maim me, so I kill it with a quick cut and toss it to Zabu who chews it with relish, smacking his lips as he eats.
 
  
 
 Picking herbs doesn't take a lot of concentration, so I try to make small talk with Adujan, who stands closest to me, scanning the surroundings. “So, I've never seen you around, have you been a cadet long?”
 
  
 
 He turns to look at me, frowning. “My first mission was a year and a half ago, guarding a caravan to Shen Huo and back. I worked my ass off, fought tooth and nail in order to be included on that mission, only to get fucking booted from the roster with a day to go. They needed to fucking make room for some worthless shit-bag named Rain to tag along. Turns out, he had some pull with the Chief Provost.” His glare intensifies, one almost as good as Akanai's. “I got lucky and some other cadet got the runs or it would have been months before another mission.”
 
  
 
 ... Well then. I guess that's one mystery solved. Thanks, Akanai. After removing my foot from my mouth, I go back to quietly picking herbs. He has a real foul mouth, at odds with his high-pitched voice. This bony-looking falsetto prick is giving me so much attitude for something that happened over a year ago. I should spar with him too, plant his horns into the dirt and leave him like that. Calling me a worthless shit-bag, this little girly punk. It's not like I even asked to go on that trip, and plus, it literally cost me an arm and a leg.
 
  
 
 I work in silence for well over an hour before Mei Lin rushes over to me. “We collected a lot now, Rainy. We shouldn't spend too long here or we won't catch up to Daddy and the rest before dinner. Can we go now?” Looking around, all I see are little coins growing from the ground. We've barely picked a tenth of what's available, and she wants to go? Ahh, spoiled little lady that she is, I can't help but spoil her as well. I've already picked the more rare items, with a decent sized profit from this foray.
 
  
 
 “You rest a little, okay? I want to take a look around, and if I don't find anything very valuable, we can go. Sound good?” I pat her on the head and wander off, not waiting for an answer. Adujan follows me, watching my back. At least the kid is professional, despite his obvious dislike for me. I can respect that. Together, we wander around the small meadow slowly, while I scan the area for valuable loot. A small sliver of red catches my eye, and I wander over. Parting some long grass, my eyes widen. I can hear the coins jingling already. “Mei Lin, come look at this, tell me if it's what I think it is.”
 
  
 
 She wanders over, and gasps a little. “A Blood Needle! Great find, Rainy!” She takes a pair of jade spades, carefully digging around the plant, taking great pains not to touch it or damage the roots. As she bites her lip in total concentration, I hold my breath, worried the noise will distract her. She's more suited for this work, smaller and more deft hands.
 
  
 
 “What's a blood needle?” Adujan asks as he wanders towards her. I block him and move him back slowly, motioning for quiet.
 
  
 
 “Blood Needles are incredibly toxic, and sport a multitude of thorns. If any of them pierce your skin, you either die quickly from the reaction, or you bleed for weeks while the puncture wound rots away, and you die slowly.” I explain to him quietly, watching Mei Lin hard at work. “Their best use is in crafting Spiritual Weapons, as a binding material. It helps bond liquid metals to more biological materials, like bones or fangs, allowing the metal to seep in, rather than simply coat the material.”
 
  
 
 “Unbelievable. Looks like meat pies falling from the sky, for the ever-blessed Rain.” Adujan has a real chip on his shoulder. What the fuck does that even mean? Blessed? Like I have any luck at all. I've been almost dying on a monthly basis since I got here. Ignoring the little bitch, I watch as slow, agonizing minutes pass, Mei Lin fully concentrating, sweat dripping from her forehead.
 
  
 
 After a long time passes, she finally shoots up, arms raised and exuberant. “Got it, Rainy! I'm so good, praise me, ya?” She holds up a jade box that contains the deadly, uprooted plant, waving it around for everyone to see. Taking the box from her gently, I make sure it's bound and held in place, wrapping it in a spare set of leather pants, before tucking it away in Zabu's saddle-pack.
 
  
 
 Turning back, I lift Mei Lin in a big hug. “You're the best, so talented and brave.” Putting her down, I pinch her smiling cheeks. “Alright, that's enough for today. You rest here and I'll do a quick look around, make sure we haven't missed anything else like this.” It's a long shot, but hey, can't be too careful when it comes to things like this. There could be more needles. If I sell those Blood Needles, I'll be rich. No idea how rich, but they're rare enough, and useful for a wide variety of Hearts, so at least small villa rich, I'd say. They aren't the highest quality of binding material, but it's so versatile, demand will be high.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, my search for more treasures turns up empty. Deciding to call it quits after this, I reach for a bundle of Mandrel Stalk and pull some off in handfuls. A good cathartic, always useful if someone eats the wrong thing, just flush it out from both ends. The second stalk I grab doesn't pull loose as easily, and I put my foot on a nearby log for more leverage. The stalks break free, and I stumble back a few steps before putting the plants into my pouch.
 
  
 
 The Mandrel Stalk falls from my hands as Adujan yanks me away by the collar, dragging me backwards behind him, walking back towards the roosequins. “What are you doing?” This little punk is starting to piss me off. He doesn't answer, just pointing behind him. The grasses are shaking, something moving through them. It rises out of the grass, towering above me, slithering up, a long, brown and mottled body of muscle and sinew, covered in tough, bark-like scales, two yellow serpentine eyes blinking lazily at me. The log is fucking staring at me. God dammit. I guess I didn't need the Mandrel Stalk.
 
  
 
 I might just shit my pants right here.
 
  
 
 My eyes are glued to the waking snake as we move away. It rises slowly, uncoiling itself, getting taller and taller. It seems... groggy, almost. Good, it just woke up, we can get away quickly. Its tongue flickers out several times, tasting the air, and the entire body goes tense, alert, a tail rising up, a giant triangular plate on the end, lashing back and forth, eyes focusing onto me. That is not a good sign.
 
  
 
 Tearing my gaze away, I see Mei Lin is already sitting on Zabu, ready and waiting for me to approach. “Zabu, Home.” Well trained and conditioned to obey commands, Zabu springs away, running down the slope. He doesn't actually know the way home, but at least Mei Lin will be safe until she can regain control of the furry idiot. Glancing back at the snakey snake, I watch as it coils its body around, gathering itself up. It must be at least 15 m long, with a torso thicker than mine. Its head is the size of Huushal, and its scale blade looks capable of cutting me in two easily. “Calm down, little snakey snake. Just, callmm downn.” Maybe I can charm animals. Roosequin seem to like me, except for Zabu, but he hates everyone. I use my sweetest animal voice, usually reserved for when I'm alone with the pups. “Are you all grumpy grumps, waking from your nappy nap?”
 
  
 
 “What the fuck are doing?” Adujan hisses at me, as we continue to move away, not too quickly as to spook the snake. I look back at him and shrug. Seeing as the cutesy talk isn't working, I draw Peace with my left hand, spear in my right, trying to stay calm and find Balance. Difficult with my heartbeat racing, my mouth drying up in fear, throat threatening to close. Quick, short breaths, relax the chest, don't panic. Nothing serious going on here, just a snakey snake, all coiled up like poop. Don't be so grumps please. Just stay all the way back there. At least that kinda calms me down.
 
  
 
 Without warning, the snake springs forward, covering the distance between us in a heartbeat. Pushing Adujan away with a cry, the mouth clamps around me, spear shattering, fangs piercing into my lung, the pressure eliciting a choked, gurgling scream as I uselessly stab at the snake, blade glancing off its scales. Lifting me into the air, I flail helplessly as pain lances through me.
 
  
 
 Reach for Balance, or you're dead again. Breathe. My sword is me, I am the sword. My head clears, the pain falling from me like removing a cloak. Lifting Peace once more, my chi strengthens the weapon and sharpens the blade. I stab, the point sinking deep into the snake's cheek. Opening its mouth in reflex, I fall to the ground, the fangs exiting my body with a sickening squelch. Landing lightly on my feet, I launch myself forward at the snake, Peace leading my charge, the Honed weapon biting deep, gouging through the snake's body as easily as cutting grass.
 
  
 
 Huushal and Sumila have joined the fray, weapons brandished, as Adujan fires arrow after arrow at the snake, impacting uselessly on its scales. Huushal's sword glances off the scales, but Sumila's spear bites deep, triggering a frenzy of movement from the snake, almost hypnotic to watch. Jamming Peace straight down into the snake, I slide atop the snake as the tail slashes past me, air hissing a sharp and angry sound, missing by scant centimeters. The snake's body wraps around my legs, coiling tighter, rising higher around me, muscles flexed. I feel the crushing pressure around my legs, my knees bruising one another, almost cracking, as the snake tries to crush me into a pulp. The snake brings its face in front of mine and watches me, intent on its prey, readying for another bite.
 
  
 
 Sumila's spear launches through the air, but the snake dodges with a smooth, sinuous motion, almost effortlessly. Wrenching Peace out of the snake, the creature twists as the blade slides free, issuing a primal, hissing cry with jaws wide open, straight ahead of me. Lifting it above my head, I throw Peace into its open maw, the blade spinning end over end, my chi Honing the blade as it pierces through the roof of its mouth. The snake drops dead, still coiled around my legs, dead weight tangling me and forcing me to the ground. Fuck you snakey snake. We could have been friends. You just had to be an asshole.
 
  
 
 My breath comes erratically, gurgling as I start to drown in my own blood. Frothy, pink bubbles come up with every breath, my body shivering uncontrollably, pain once again surging through me. They gather around me, speaking to me but unheard, grasping at me but unfelt. My eyes close as I focus on healing myself. My lung and liver are punctured, shredded by the impact of the two fangs. Legs, badly crushed, broken in several places. Three ribs, broken clean off, a mass of bruises on my arm, chest, and back. At least it only had the two fangs, if it had bottom fangs as well, I would have been dead on impact. I really hope it wasn't poisonous.
 
  
 
 Most of my chi was spent enhancing my blade and blocking my pain, and the Energy of the Heavens rushes into me like water poured into sand. I seize it, direct it, working damage control, stopping myself from bleeding to death, trying to restore some function to my liver. I know I can survive with one lung, but how long will I survive with no liver? Hours or weeks? No idea. I should find out, if I survive this, triage is important. I continue to direct as much chi as I can towards my injuries, focusing on nothing else. Time is meaningless as I work, slowly keeping myself alive.
 
  
 
 A cooler, more controlled stream of energy arrives, wresting control away from me. Wherever the energy lands, I watch as the broken and mangled bits of bone and tissue are broken down and repurposed, my liver reforming slowly, ribs regrowing from the broken stumps, flesh mending. Rather than starting at one point, and healing outwards, the energy splits into hundreds of thousands of tiny pinpoint locations, healing small areas individually, faster than anything I could accomplish. It comes and goes while I watch, healing me in frequent, short bursts, and when I've seen it dozens of times, I try to mimic it on my own. Split the chi, let it seep into every iota of my injuries, a cloud of energy rather than a focused beam. Splitting the chi is simple, but giving it purpose, making it heal me instead of simply flowing through me, it's damn near impossible. Like trying to knit with a thousand needles at once, using only one finger, and managing to weave a complex tapestry. Too difficult for me, I need to ask how. Finally, the healing is completed, and I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
  
 
 I guess it's time to reset the counter.
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 Blinking my eyes, I try to raise my arm to rub them, but it's stuck, tangled in my blankets. I'm laying on the ground by a fire with Taduk sitting beside me. It's night time, and we're in a campsite, walls and soldiers all around. “My boy, you gave us all quite a scare.” He pats my head gently and checks my health, while I lay still, bundled in blankets with no strength to move. When he finishes, he helps me sit up which immediately makes me nauseous.
 
  
 
 “How long have I been unconscious?” My voice croaks, and he holds an open water skin to my mouth, and I drink slowly.
 
  
 
 “A week.” Fuck, 10 days? That's a damn long time to be unconscious. “It took 8 days just to heal you completely, and you didn't wake even once during the entire time. It was worrisome, I could find no physical reason for it. We had to force broth and medicine down your throat, just to keep you from starving.” I try to struggle out of my blanket burrito, and Taduk loosens it for me. I'm light-headed, rubbing my eyes with both hands. “Wait here, I'll fetch you something to eat.” Not like I'm going anywhere.
 
  
 
 I pull my shirt forward, looking at my unblemished skin. I'm completely healed, not even a scar remaining. My ribs are showing, abs missing, muscle mass devoured during my recovery. Noooo, I worked hard for those, sort of. At least I wasn't wearing my new armor, it would have sucked to have ruined it before even getting to show it off. I guess I have to reset the count now. Starting tomorrow, zero days without dying. Unconscious and recovery days don't count, I think. I haven't worked out all the rules.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin rushes towards me in tears, kneeling down and taking me into a tight embrace, face pressed into my shirt, screaming at me for sending her away. Patting her head, I do my best to soothe her, her sobs making me feel guilty. Poor kid. It must have been really tough on her this time, with the coma. I got half eaten by gators and she was happy and chipper just a few hours later. The twins run up to me and hug me around Mei Lin, the four of us in a big circle. It's a game to them, but I don't mind. We stay like that for a long time, and I savor the warmth.
 
  
 
 Akanai, Husolt, Alsantset and Charok approach, each offering me encouragement and congratulations, all carrying food for me. Taduk pulls the twins and Mei Lin away so I can eat, while everyone sits around watching me. All the attention is super uncomfortable. In between bites, I ask, “What did we do with the snake?”
 
  
 
 Charok grins and points at my bowl. “We smoked some of the meat, and we've been eating it slowly, saving some for you.” Mmmm, snakey snake stew. Spooning more the zesty stew into my mouth, I savor the taste, made all the more delicious knowing that stupid snake is filling my belly. True satisfaction. We could have been awesome together, Snakey Snake, but instead, you can be awesome in my belly, with some pepper and wingort.
 
  
 
 “What kind of snake was that? I've never seen anything with a tail like that.”
 
  
 
 Everyone looks away from me, no one wanting to answer. I look around and pick my target, staring intently at Sumila. She'll crack. She always does, because I know she loves answering my questions, regardless of how annoyed she acts. She turns red, suppressing her urge to tell me, to show off her big brain, but it's too strong and she gives in. “It was just a grass snake. Usually harmless and tiny, but that one was old, at least 1000 years, but most likely more.” A fucking garden snake? Like the tiny one I fed to Zabu? Fuck even the tiny critters can grow into fucking terrifying monsters. I hate this place.
 
  
 
 Wait. 1000 years old? I look at Husolt for confirmation. He grins at me. “Yes lad, it can be used as a Heart. I have it all packed away, and I'll make something for you when I get to the city. It wont be a problem, those Blood Needles you found will work perfectly with the scale. It won't be a top quality Spiritual Weapon, but it'll be decent enough. A shield, I'm thinking, but a chest plate could also work. It would only guard the front, and it's a bit small for even that. Your call.”
 
  
 
 “We can't make a spear? With the fangs or something?” Damn you snakey snake, why didn't you have strong bones? I really want a longer weapon. I hate having to get so close to kill things, it's terrible for my life expectancy. Throwing my only spiritual weapon isn’t exactly a repeatable attack.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Husolt grins wryly. “That’s not how it works lad, the tailpiece is where it focused all its chi into, not its skin, fangs, or bones. Those are all the same as a regular snakes, if a little larger and tougher than normal. The scales will make for some good clothes though.” He brightens a little. “No need to worry, I know you like a good, close, scrap up, I'll make the shield nice and sharp, just for you.” Great, an even shorter ranged alternative to the sword. Well, maybe I can Captain America it.
 
  
 
 Akanai chimes in. “You are lucky it just woke from hibernation. After you disturbed it, it's reflexes were slowed, it's body unresponsive. If it had pierced you through the neck, it could have killed you instantly. You were too lax, giddy even, after finding that Blood Needle.” I hate when she's right, and she's always right. “This doesn't excuse you from the competition either. If you don't place within the top 10, I'll have you run back to the village.” Shit. I didn't even think about forfeiting. I can't do that though, I need to make Baatar and Alsantset proud… Akanai too, I guess. I swear I'll make her praise me. Barely passable my ass. “Just remember, tell no one about this, don't even speak the words spiritual weapon. It will be unbound, and it will most likely take you a long time to bind it, if history is anything to go by. Your core might not even be stable enough yet, it may be a year or two before you can even fully bind it.”
 
  
 
 Ah... right, binding it. Fuck, I hate the feeling of uneasiness, carrying around an unbound weapon. It'll be even harder this time as well, since I will need to harmonize with both weapons at once. A year? Dammit, why can't anything ever be easy? Ignoring my difficulties ahead, I eat every scrap of food they bring me, travel bread, stew, dried rations and more. Using my chi to speed through my digestion, fitting a few kilograms of food into my stomach is simple. I need the nutrients and proteins to rebuild my muscle mass. It's all been cannibalized by my healing, and I lost even more weight while I was unconscious on a soup diet. Not a great start for a martial competition, but I have a few days to bulk back up. Leaning back on my elbows, I settle down comfortably, satisfied and full.
 
  
 
 I honestly feel like shit, tired and battered, but at least I'm not all mopey. I think I managed to sleep through that phase. I'm actually a little happy, what with finding a Heart and binding material, both at once. What are the odds. Oh right, I had help. “What about making a chest piece for Mei Lin? It would be the right size for her, right?” Husolt nods, eyebrow raised. “Then it's settled, make that for her. She needs protection, it's far too dangerous for her out here.” I can find something better for myself, and I'd feel better if she were armored. I have a year to look anyways. Why didn’t anyone tell me this earlier?
 
  
 
 A clump of dirt sails through the air and hits me in the face. Sputtering and blinking dirt out of my eyes, I scowl at Mei Lin. “Stupid Rainy. You're the one that almost keeps dying. You use it. I don't need your concern, just look after yourself.” That was rude. She stomps away, and Sumila chases after her. The others just smile and laugh, but at least they stop the twins from copying her. I'm just trying to look out for her, she has no Spiritual Weapon at all. She just carries a knife around most of the time, sometimes a bow. I have no idea how she stays alive. Shaking my head and dusting myself off drains my energy.
 
  
 
 “You mean well, but she is right. Trouble and danger seem drawn to you, little Rain.” Charok helps me pick dirt out of my hair. “You will require a shield, more than she. Arguing with her will do you no good.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks.” Fine then, I don't care. I'll use it. I'll try to win something for her, the little brat.
 
  
 
 Wandering away from the fire, looking for Huushal, I thank him for the help, his family sitting together. People are close around here, big on cuddling. It might just be the cold though. I try to thank Adujan as well, but he acts like a little bitch, complaining about food falling from the skies, almost ranting at me.  A weird guy, moody and sullen over things that happened forever ago. Get over it bro. Sumila and Mei Lin are chatting against the wall, heading over towards me when I approach, scolding me for wasting my energy, bringing me back to my bedroll. We've been camping in the open air every night, and today is no different. There just aren't any free rooms, too many people headed for the Society. We could pay for privilege of sleeping in a common room with 30 other people, but I'd rather fight another 1,000 year old snake than cram into a room with that many people again. Camping beneath the stars is luxurious in comparison.
 
  
 
 I asked Taduk about the healing I witnessed, but he just smiled at me and told me to explore it. My respect for his skill grows every time I learn more about it, but I hate everyone for their stupid obsession with keeping things mysterious. I can never get a decent explanation. They keep telling me it's because I need to come to conclusions on my own. Sure, everyone has their own methods, but I still want to know how they do it. It's frustrating sometimes, like grasping at straws in the dark and I always worry I'm on the wrong track. I'd like corroboration, peer reviews, someone to substantiate my research and theories. I just want reassurance that I'm doing it right, and not wasting my time. It's like learning math, but instead of someone giving you any of the formulas, you need to prove everything on your own. To make things worse, while everyone uses the same number system, even if you use their formulas, you won't get the right answer 99% of the time. It's bullshit.
 
  
 
 I lay back down, staring up at the night sky, and just watch the stars, too tired to even train mentally. I don't recognize any of the constellations. There's no big dipper, but that's about the extent of my previous knowledge. I should learn the new star patterns though, it couldn't hurt. I make a mental note to ask Sumila or Mei Lin later. Another brush with death, another day of life. A razor's edge I walk every day, it seems. I'm safe here though, with walls all around me and soldiers guarding. I close my eyes and drift back to sleep, to the same tired dreamscape as always. 56 days. A new record. A new goal to surpass.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Adujan sat at the fire with the Sentinels, seeking Balance, and watching Rain as he laughed with his family. A preposterous life, that pretty boy Rain had lived. Brought to the village at 12 and adopted by the daughter of Baatar. Lucky enough already, to have a loving family. Taken in for lessons by Medical Saint Taduk, who taught no one but his own daughter. Chosen as the first disciple of Baatar as well, and gifted with a beautiful spiritual weapon, a duplicate of the Blood Drinking Fang itself. Already with that much, Adujan was at the height of jealousy. Family, a trade, strength, he would have it all, but that was not the end of Rains fortuitous events.
 
  
 
 Adujan had worked hard to become a cadet, training every day until exhaustion, pestering everyone who would listen for advice. It was the only way to learn to ride a quin. They were the best animals, furry and soft, affectionate and protective, with a stable gait and seemingly endless endurance. Besides, there were not many other choices of trade for an unskilled orphan, and the army only rode horses. A dream realized, almost taken away by that shit-stain Rain who lucked into being a cadet, pulled onto a mission to the city that Adujan had to earn the right to join. Too good to gather with the cadets at the campfire, given special treatment, sitting at the center table with Taduk the Medical Saint, even making friends with the magistrate's son, Adujan had almost gone mad with rage watching it all, until seeing Rain fight. So talented, matching blades against a Warrant Officer, with more skill than any his age should have. That had put an end to the anger, although the jealousy continued to grow. A goal emerged, and Adujan trained even more fiercely than before in order to defeat Rain.
 
  
 
 The competition was announced, and Adujan thought there would be a chance to face him during the selection. Instead, Rain had been fucking chosen for the competition. He didn't need to take part in the selection, just had to show up the day they set out, even more special treatment for the favored foundling. To make things worse, as if to mock Adujan, now Rain had managed to randomly find a Heart and a binding material on the trip. Rain still not blessed enough by the Mother, no, treasures sought him out, leaping into his arms. A second spiritual weapon, while Adujan still dreamed of having a first. It was almost criminal how unfair the Mother was.
 
  
 
 Thinking of the calm, easy smile and bright eyes that Rain always had, Adujan shuddered. His face was like that after killing the snake, so at odds with the terrible wounds he sported as he lay coiled in the snake's corpse. They'd pulled him out, his legs broken and bent at odd angles, a fist sized hole in his chest and belly, so large you could look through it, and still he smiled, eyes close and face relaxed, like he was sleeping peacefully. He was a monster in human form. Ten days he slept and then waking as if the entire bloody scene had never happened. There he was laughing like a jackal, a more jovial and cheerful person Adujan could not name. A fucking madman. One who seemed to have interests in Adujan, if his actions were anything to go by, continually trying to make conversation, asking personal questions, trying to find shared interests, and the damn touching. Nothing overt, just a hand on the shoulder, a pat on the lower back, sitting too closely. Shivering at the thought, Adujan prayed it was not the case. His attentions could mean nothing good. A well-known lecher, his visits to the brothels were the talk of the village.
 
  
 
 It didn't help that he was so pivotal in killing the snake. Big Huu couldn't dent the snake with his massive sword, unable to Hone his spiritual weapon in the chaos. He might as well have been waving a giant flaccid dick for all the good he did. Sumila could injure it, but it's hard to kill a snake with a spear, you would need to get the head or heart for an instant kill. Adujan only had the bow, useless in the fight, but Rain? He carved the snake apart as easily as carving a damn roast pig, moving faster than should be possible with a hole in your chest. He was even able to Hone the blade without touching it, throwing it for the kill. Too skilled, too much improvement in such a short time, Adujan was dejected by how far away her goal seemed.
 
  
 
 Blowing out a long breath, Adujan sought to regain Balance. Every advantage would be needed for the competition, and winning would mean wealth and recognition, things Adujan had craved for years. Returning home, victorious and celebrated, Adujan would show all those adults in the village that they were wrong. She wasn't a worthless child, unworthy of love or family. She had grown strong, and upon proving so she would truly belong to the People. She tried to concentrate, but her mood was turbulent, unable to settle. She stood and stretched, taking a short jaunt around the camp.
 
  
 
 A pittance of protection, the camps were only there to soothe the scared masses. Walls barely 6 meters high, easily jumped by most monstrous creatures, the tower built only to view the surroundings and send fire signals. Only a fool would feel safe in here. She wandered about, no destination or purpose in mind, until she spied Mei Lin and Sumila, sitting together against the wall. Mei Lin waved her over, and she approached, taking a seat.
 
  
 
 “Hiya, Yan-Yan. It's rare to see you not training in your spare time.” Mei Lin flashed her a smile, looking adorable in her leathers. A true little lady, Adujan wished she could be more like her, so feminine and soft. That was a luxury she couldn't afford though. Strength was needed, so she could stand on her own. No time or money for the lotions or skin treatments, makeup or dresses. She was coarse and rough, lanky and dirty. She had even cropped her hair short, not allowing the vanity of longer hair, a weapon that could be used against her. “You're just like Rainy, ya? You both have a lot in common, you know.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, she shook her head. “I don't want to speak about Rain.” She was nothing like him. “I couldn't concentrate, and thought I would stretch my legs. I'm eager for us to reach the Society. I'm ready to win.”
 
  
 
 Sumila smiled, a sweet, humble girl despite her strength and accomplishments. “I believe you will bring pride to the People, Yan.” Not if Adujan was matched against her. Or any of their group. Adujan was the weakest one present, which was difficult for her to admit. Mei Lin was not worth speaking of, but Sumila was simply too skilled, a true prodigy. Big Huu was too strong and tough to beat, an endurance match Adujan had lost time and time again, lacking the power to put him down. And Rain? Rain was even tougher than Huu, almost as skilled as Sumila, and fucking insane to boot. She smiled a grim smile, saying nothing in reply, listening to them continue their conversation.
 
  
 
 It didn't matter that they were stronger than her. The contest was her last chance, her only chance, and she would return to the village victorious, or she would never return at all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vivek Daatai rode silently through the gloom, his tribesmen behind him, 30,000 strong. Rallied to the cause of the All Father, kneeling before the Uniter, riding to war under his command, all was done for his tribe, his people. The Uniter had promised victory to those who joined him and brought death to those who opposed. What was a man to do, faced with a man in command of such a horde? He had no choice but to bend the knee for a promise. It grated on him, to serve another, but for the tribe there was nothing he would not do.
 
  
 
 So he played his part, followed his orders, joining his people to the horde, the promise of succor and plunder ringing in his ears. He marched south with all his people, fed well with the flesh of their enemies, given gifts of steel and slaves. Many joined his tribe, filling the ranks, warriors one and all, and here on the orders of the Uniter, he was finally able to take the first step out of the frozen wastes, into paradise. The bones of seven children he had given to the ice, dying so that others may live, robbed of the death of a warrior. A ruthless, cold, uncaring land they had been birthed in, but it had made him strong, determined, and fierce, unlike these weak southerners.
 
  
 
 Even here, at the fringes of their territory, the land was alive and vibrant. What would it be like beyond, in the heart of their lands? No longer would his people need consume the dead, no longer would he hear their cries of hunger as they slaughtered one another. Instead, in this land of plenty, his people would thrive, children growing happy and fat, basking in the warmth of the sun, living in nirvana. They only needed to take what lay beyond these walls, and it would all be theirs.
 
  
 
 The horns sounded, the drums beat, the order given, and his tribesmen charged. Vivek rode at the head, leading them forward towards their future, following the Uniter's devils, none two alike, but each was death incarnate. The devils charged straight through the stone and brick walls of the enemy, collapsing them as they passed, a fortress no more as the battlements crumbled to ruins. There was little for Vivek's tribesmen to do, trampling the dead left in the wake of the devils, savoring the screams of the broken, anticipating the slaughter to come. It was a good decision to bend the knee, for the devils were fearsome indeed, creatures of power and nightmares. Vivek could sweep the enemies from the land, from the entire world, with these devils at his side.
 
  
 
 He followed through the newly made opening and his blade tasted blood, tearing through armor and flesh. Howling in glee, he slashed and he cut, carving apart all who crossed his path. The southerners died easily, too weak to do anything else. His tribesmen fell upon them, the Garos delighting in fresh meat, tearing them limb from limb, devouring them as they screamed. The ground soft beneath their claws, muddied from the pooling of blood, covering him in its cold embrace, Vivek reveled in the bloodshed. This was his purpose, to lead his people to glory and the promised land.
 
  
 
 The battle over too soon, his tribesmen raised the bodies of the still living, nailing them to what remained of the walls, cheering as they screamed, laughing at their pitiful cries. They poured jars of oil over them, soaking them in pitch, an enemy too weak to even eat. A torch was thrown, and the screams intensified, the warmth suffusing him. The fight was done, but the fun was only beginning. The devils would be enough to finish here. Soft flesh and great wealth awaited them in the large village below, hidden inside their wooden huts. His tribesmen eager for more bloodshed and pleasure, and the first taste was always the best. Leading them down into the undefended town, he smiled as some tried to run, his tribesmen encircling them easily, dragging their newfound toys away to play with, men and women alike. Some may escape, but only to spread word of his prowess, of the devils of the Uniter. Perhaps the southerners would flee, but Vivek prayed to the All Father that they would stand and fight. A man was measured by the strength of his enemies, and so far, his measure was lacking.
 
  
 
 This was his calling, his destiny. With him at the head, his people would rise, stronger than ever, and they would take everything from these lands, leaving nothing behind. The Uniter had promised this, and more, and Vivek was, for the first time, sure that he would deliver. Grasping a treat in each arm as they squirmed and screamed, Vivek stepped into a wooden hut, the amber glow of the burning fortress lighting up the morning gloom, as if the sun were rising on the dawn of his new era.
 
  
 
 An era of bloodshed and prosperity.
 






      Chapter 42 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 As soon as they were seated, the boy's head thunked down to the table, closing his eyes with a groan. Akanai frowned and looked to Taduk, then Alsantset, and finally Charok. Each of them meekly avoided her gaze, pretending not to notice her displeasure. They all spoiled the boy, allowing his rude manners and lackadaisical attitude regarding anything besides training. They even seemed to find it endearing, fools all of them.
 
  
 
 Slamming her hand on the table, she growled, “Sit up.”
 
  
 
 The boy groaned again, but didn't move. “Leave me alone. I'm tired, hungry, and everything still hurts.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. To allow himself to be injured so badly, by a worthless grass snake no less. Were it her, she would be too ashamed to even speak, yet here the boy nestled his head on a dining table like it were his own bed. Disgraceful. She scowled once more at Alsantset, who withered and finally began trying to coax the boy up, allowing him to rest on her shoulder instead. The little pervert seemed to prefer that, happy smile upon his lips as Alsantset smoothed out his hair. Akanai glanced at Mila out of the corner of her eye, but she was quietly pouring tea for everyone. A good girl, with proper manners, little Mila was. Hopefully, the boy would learn some manners once under her thumb.
 
  
 
 She ordered dishes for all of their tables, an extravagant amount, but after more than two weeks of hard travel, they had all earned it. Her Sentinels and Huushal's family nodded gratefully, while Adujan sat listlessly, lost in her own mind. Four more days and they would arrive at the Society Headquarters. The outposts closer to the society were like small villages, catering to the many travelers among the wide spanning road system, maintained by the Society. They were lucky to fit the entire party into this restaurant, with all the travelers converging on the Society. A grand event, these contests were, every one raising the names of future heroes. She smiled to herself, hoping Rain and Sumila would be some of the names raised this time. So romantic, to be lauded together as such, a wonderful bond for the two to share. Glancing at her husband, she almost blushed remembering their meteoric rise together, at this very same contest.
 
  
 
 The frenzied pace of a messenger riding past shook her from her memories. Standing to look out the window, she saw a single rider, holding his standard of office, rushing south. A fresh messenger, once again heading for the Society. There had been several of them over the past few days. No large troop movements from the Society, but this many messages meant the Enemy had once again appeared, and seemingly in great numbers, judging by the number of messages. Sitting back down with a sigh, she leaned slightly against her husband. That damnable pup, why couldn't he just be a Sentinel and stay in the village with his wife? The blood was too strong within him, drove him to the thrill of the fight, the hunt, the kill, unable to sit at home to grow fat. She had to admit, the Banner was a good method of hardening the best of the village, thrusting them straight into the fires of danger, hammered by the strikes of the Enemy.
 
  
 
 The food arrived quickly, everyone eating enthusiastically. The boy ate too quickly and made too much noise, clacking his chopsticks in the air. The little ones happily copied him, and he in turn spoiled them, bringing food to their mouths, making odd buzzing noises as he delivered it. Akanai frowned once more at Alsantset. How the girl kept her household was a private matter, but they were out of the village now, and representatives of the People. The girl caught her gaze and quickly put an end to the frivolities, earning Akanai a small scowl from the boy. Brazen, to scowl at her while she fed him and even provided him with wine. At least he was a cheap drunk, in his cups after half a jar. Almost a worthless lush already, as well as a lecher, an old man in a young body. What did Mila and Mei Lin even see in the boy? He wasn't too handsome, nor heroic, a plain, scrawny youngster with no sense of adventure or shame. A cynical thing, always whining and moaning about the most innocuous things. Glancing at Huushal, she wondered if she should push Mila in another direction, with someone just as appropriate.
 
  
 
 Boots marched up the stairs, stealing away her attention. A voice booms out, “Ha, no tables? You dare lie to me? There are plenty of tables up here.” A dark-haired bearded man, in luxurious robes unsuitable for travel, and his entourage, well armed and armored, perhaps 20 guards. From Yantai, judging by the style of their gear, regulars at the contests, almost locals.
 
  
 
 “Master Jin Sui, as I said, they are all currently occupied. I will be happy to serve you and your men once they become available.” The waiter was not too concerned with appeasing the man, and gave no title. A worthless noble then, more wealth than power.
 
  
 
 Jin Sui made eye contact with her, sneering as he walked over, his guards following closely behind. “I require these tables. Leave the restaurant now, your bill will be paid and I shall not have you beaten like the barbarian dogs that you are.”
 
  
 
 The boy choked on his food, coughs covering a laugh. Akanai sighed. Idiot boy. Not even willing to give face. A simple refusal would have been fine, why mock the man as well? Even a powerful dragon cannot repress a local snake. For someone who whined about danger all the time, he seemed oblivious to how much he truly attracted it. “These tables are in use. We will leave when we are ready to.”
 
  
 
 Jin Sui was slightly red in the face, having noticed the boy's muffled laughs. “Do you know who I am? Who I work for?” The boy started laughing even more, and Jin Sui turned to glare at him, fully angered now. “You insolent whelp! You DARE to laugh at me? You are courting death!” The boy was near hysterics now, his laughter infecting the little ones, and even Taduk was smiling.
 
  
 
 Akanai shook her head. Little wonder, with that one as his teacher, Taduk was a true master of mockery. “The boy nearly died a short while back, and is recovering from the healing. Pay him no mind.” Her patience wearing thin for both the stranger and the boy, Akanai stood and gestured politely, her token clearly visible on her belt. “We've travelled many days and are in the middle of a meal. Leave us.”
 
  
 
 Turning angrily, not noticing her mercy, the man began scolding, “I have already given you face by offering to pay for your meal, and you barbarians still sit here, spitting on my generosity? How daring. Men! Drag them out and beat them.” Her sword was resting on his neck before he finished speaking. “Men! Stop. Retreat five steps.” She pressed the blade just a fraction harder. “No, ten steps!” At least he kept calm under pressure. Rain was gasping for air, slapping the table, face buried in his arm. “Murder is expressly forbidden in the Empire. I have broken no laws.” He quivered slightly beneath her blade.
 
  
 
 Akanai slowly removed her token from her belt, displaying it for him to see. “You threatened to assault a Major General of the Imperial Defense Forces in front of a restaurant full of witnesses.” The man blanched at the token, knees starting to shake. Idiot, living as a toad at the bottom of the well, believing himself to be so great. She should take an ear, to drive home the lesson. No, no, that would mean too much paperwork, possibly even an inquiry. This toad was not worth the effort. “Scram.” She put her sword away and sat back down.
 
  
 
 Rain was in tears now and began howling in laughter, ruining the serious atmosphere. The Toad and his men rushed down the stairs, and out the restaurant, his loud gasps following them. “I'm sorry,” he said between gasps, “But that was hilarious. A caricature of a man, a complete joke. His eyes popped out when he saw the token, like a frog. I think he was going to piss himself.” Her husband and Taduk were no good as well, indirectly encouraging the boy's attitude by laughing with him.
 
  
 
 Akanai sighed into her teacup. A man can be killed but not humiliated. The boy needed to learn to keep his mouth shut or at least speak quieter. The entire restaurant had heard his comment, as did the Toad. If he lacked connections then there would be no problem, but it would be strange for someone to act so arrogant without any backing. With those words, he would likely return as his honor demanded it. Troublesome, but nothing she couldn't handle. He would likely have returned anyways, judging by his puffed up demeanour, so perhaps she could arrange another duel for the boy. He had done well the last time, but the time for coddling was over. It was time for him to face the fires of danger and be forged within. She glanced at Huushal and Adujan, thinking it over. Huushal was arrogant as well, but the spar between Ghurda and the boy deflated much of his ego. Adujan was different, a consummate professional in attitude at 18 years old. Stone faced and ill-humored, at least she would not have to worry about that one starting a feud. Good materials, each of them, she looked forward to seeing just how well they withstood the coming rain of hammer blows.
 
  
 
 It took less than 20 minutes for them to return, marching up the restaurant stairs once again. The Toad had brought his backer, a soldier, followed by members of his unit. Dangerous, to brawl with soldiers, it would require a Justicar to adjudicate. With a glance at the armed presence, the other diners happily vacated the restaurant, scurrying away as quickly as they could, leaving the entire place empty but for the two groups. Akanai remained in her seat, as did the rest of her group. No more laughing from the boy, although he was drunk enough that his smile still remained.
 
  
 
 “You have guts, to dare to assault and mock my little brother.” The newcomer flashed his token, a brigadier in the army. While technically of lower rank, the Imperial Defense Forces were considered one rank lower than their counterparts in the Imperial Army, so their status was more or less equal. “I am Cho Jin Kai. Do you dare state your name, barbarian?”
 
  
 
 Her full title would send them running. “I am Akanai, of the People.” Hopefully her name hadn't spread too far. It had faded with time, but the events in Shen Huo has caused her notoriety to soar once again.
 
  
 
 No recognition showed on the Brigadiers face. “Good, good. Seeing as we are both defenders of the Empire, it would be beneath us to brawl in the streets. We are all here for the competition, so why not have the youngsters sort this matter out?” Perfect, she didn't even have to suggest it. “The commander of the loser shall kneel before the winner and kowtow thrice, and the losing fighter will be whipped.”
 
  
 
 Akanai nodded once more and smiled. “Rain. Step forward and fight.”
 
  
 
 “No. I'm tired, and I'm eating, and I'm drunk, and I'm happy. Send someone else.” He was almost childish in tone, eating a drumstick and stuffing his face with rice and wine.
 
  
 
 “Boy.” She turned to make eye contact with him. He would even dare to not give her face? “Go. Fight.”
 
  
 
 “Why me? Send Huuuuuuushal.” He snickered. “Or Sumila. Or uhh,” a pause as he thought, “Adujan! That's the name. They're all here as well. I just woke up from a week-long coma. Let me rest and eat.”
 
  
 
 Akanai gritted her teeth, almost cracking them. “They are not the cause of all this. They are here to fight you. If you hadn't mocked them, perhaps they would not have returned. Get up. And Fight.”
 
  
 
 “Right, because it's my fault they're a bunch of power crazed bullies.” A deep sigh escaped from the boy and he stood, grumbling beneath his breath about face and stupidity, his chair scraping against the wooden floor. He turned to walk down the stairs. He was stopped by the soldiers and glared fiercely at them as he tried to pass, shoving a few of them belligerently. Akanai smiled. It would do him good to get hit by a soldier. A shame they were too disciplined for that.
 
  
 
 “Where do you think you're going, barbarian? Too afraid to fight?” A young man stepped forward to meet him. Hair done elegantly, robes garish as the first one. Perhaps his son or nephew, judging by the facial features.
 
  
 
 “I have to go to the bathroom. I'll be back quickly, keep your stupid hairpiece on.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. A coward, trying to flee. To even waste my time with you is a disgrace. Just die.” The young man aimed a fierce kick at the boy's head, which connected with a fierce headbutt. With a loud crack of the young man's ankle breaking, a wail escaping from his lips. Akanai smiled inwardly at the sight. She had thought the boy mad when she found him breaking wooden boards and stone bricks with his head, but she had to admit, it was effective training.
 
  
 
 The boy grabbed his opponent by the throat and lifted him up. “I need to pee. Either I can go to the jakes and piss into a pot, or you keep me here, and I can piss off of the staircase, onto your bloody, broken, corpse. Which do you prefer?” His anger was showing, a scene to delight. A little crude of tongue, but that was a common enough trait. Putting his opponent down, the boy turned and walked down the stairs, this time without resistance.
 
  
 
 “Father, my ankle.” The young man was being supported by a soldier, carried over to the Brigadier. “It's broken.” A plaintive mewl escaped from his mouth. Weak. A broken ankle, and reduced to this?
 
  
 
 The Brigadier shared her sentiments, slapping the young man across the face. “You disgrace me with your crying. Shut your mouth, Jin Tok.” He gestured to another youngster. “Li Song, do not dare lose.” A young woman stepped forward, cat ears peaked, fierce determination on her face, and Akanai grimaced. A pretty thing, the girl was, she hoped the boy would regain enough focus to fight properly. Always ogling women, like a dog in heat.
 
  
 
 The boy returned shortly, stepping into the midst of the two groups, still swaying a little. He looked at Jin Tok, head cocked. “Well? You were so eager to fight, let's do this.” Jin Tok quivered before his stare, unwilling to speak. Spineless.
 
  
 
 Li Song stepped in front of him, a neutral expression on her face. “I will be your opponent.”
 
  
 
 The boy's leer caused more than one member of their party to palm their faces. Mei Lin threw a bun at his head, bouncing off the side of his face. The little miss was seeming more and more disillusioned by the boy as the days went by. He caught the bun and started eating, looking the girl up and down, like a butcher eyeing a cut of meat. “Well, well, well. Hello, pretty lady. How are you?”
 
  
 
 Without a word, she attacked, a fierce combination. Stalking the Dragon, Swiping the Rushes, Reversing the Flow, into Fanged Clutch. True to her nature, all moves from the Tiger Forms, very well executed. The boy took the brunt of the attacks head on, too distracted and caught off guard, his bun falling to the floor. Li Song relentlessly pushed her upper hand, striking viciously, again and again, until the boy's face and arms were a mess, bleeding and swelling. It looked to be an easy victory for her, but all the same a good lesson for the boy. A little beating and light whipping should do wonders for his manners. The brigadier would die before she knelt for him, though. A shame, for the empire to lose a soldier, but all the same in the end.
 
  
 
 The boy persevered, however, enduring the best he could. Sharpening the Claws was caught in his grasp, both of his hands wrapped around her wrists. Breaking his grip with a mid-air twist, she performed Pounces Upon the Lamb, both boots connecting squarely with his stomach, diving gracefully into a roll, landing two meters away, back turned. Akanai snorted. Beautifully performed. Incredibly idiotic. Too focused on looking pretty and graceful. She had beat that out of the boy early. A fist connected with the back of the girl's head before she could turn, sending her crashing to the floor. The boy grabbed her hair, lifting her up, his face bloodied and almost unrecognizable, eye's wild and angry. She grabbed at the hand behind her, frantic, panicking. A blow to the liver and she straightened in pain, a second causing her to cry out in anguish. He stood there, holding his opponent by the hair, twisting in his grasp, breathing heavily as his rage subsided.
 
  
 
 “Uhh... Sorry, I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do now. Is this fight over, or are you expecting me to cripple her or something?” The boy's unfocused gazed landed on Akanai, the result of taking too many blows to the head. He would require more healing. Why would he think she wanted him to cripple a child, and a slave at that? That was almost an insult.
 
  
 
 “That is enough.” Akanai spoke, a soft command, sipping her tea. The boy lowered Li Song to the floor, the girl writhing in pain. The boy remained standing over her, glaring around for his next opponent. “Return to your seat, boy.” He obediently walked back, footsteps unsteady. He took too many strikes while he was busy admiring his opponent. Hopefully, he would learn from this. The girl was more skilled, but simply put, the boy was an aberration, with his constant training to be beaten, as if he expected to lose. At least he kept calm enough to not injure the girl too badly.
 
  
 
 Akanai took another sip of her tea, before she smiled at the Brigadier, asking sweetly, “Any other challengers? I have others in need of sparring. Travel is awfully dull.” Huushal could use a spar, perhaps he could regain his lost confidence.
 
  
 
 The Brigadier's face was already scarlet with rage, and darkened even further at her provocation. After long moments, he was finally able to regain his calm, breathing out heavily. Without a word, he turned and marched down the stairs, his soldiers following along with him. Good, the Brigadier understood his limits.
 
  
 
 “Hey! Shit for brains!” Akanai sighed. The boy would never learn at this rate, bloodied and slurring, yet still provoking. Such a temper he had. “You're forgetting something. Where are my kowtows, Bitch? And bring me a leather belt, I owe someone a whipping.” The idiot. He pushed too far. He would need to be strong to be so arrogant.
 
  
 
 The soldiers marched back up the stairs, and Akanai stood, her Sentinels following suit. Well, this was fine too. She wasn't lying when she said travel was boring.
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 Baths are really an underrated pleasure, especially without running water or plumbing. The hot springs in the village are the best, even if you exclude the lovely view. At Taduk's villa in Shen Huo, there were servants to fill the large round tubs, so I didn't properly appreciate the difficulty that goes into making a bath. First, you need to draw the water from the well, filling a large bucket. Then, you carry the bucket to the bath, filling the larger tub, one bucket at a time. Repeat these steps until your tub is full, and move on. In Shen Huo, they poured heated water into wooden buckets. In the Society, you have stone bathtubs, with a stove underneath. So you light the fire, and the water heats up slowly. This adds a bit more work to the process, since now you need to chop wood for the fire as well. After about 20 - 60 minutes, depending on how much water you have, your bath is now hot enough to luxuriate in.
 
  
 
 I tried that my first day at the Society. I ended up rinsing myself off with three buckets worth of cold well water instead. Today, I'm soaking blissfully in hot water, scented with oils and flower petals, while a lovely serving girl washes my hair and a second scrubs my feet, both making sure my hands stay dry while I sip heated wine. Money makes all the difference in the world. Settling into my extravagant bathtub, I recline in complete relaxation, pampering myself for the first time in months. There's just something about having someone wash your hair that's so sensual,yet relaxing. She's really taking her time, getting down to the roots, giving each square centimeter a good amount of pressure before moving on. It's heavenly.
 
  
 
 I'd never been in a brawl before the one at the restaurant, and it was strangely exhilarating. No one was trying to kill or cripple anyone else, just a good old-fashioned bar fight. Akanai, the six sentinels, Adujan, Huushal, and myself, trading kicks and punches with 20 or so soldiers, smashing chairs and tables, breaking floorboards and pillars. The rest of our table remained sitting, and none of the soldiers approached them, a sort of brawler's honor I guess. We kicked their asses, Akanai laying out the Brigadier with a single punch, while the Sentinels did work on the soldiers. I'm still not wholly convinced they aren't all kung-fu ninjas, with all their leaping and martial arts bad-assery. After the fight, we had to wait around for a Justicar, a member of the 'Imperial Disciplinary Corps', who took statements from Akanai and the Brigadier before making us pay for damages and leaving us with a stern warning, and me without my kowtows. It was surprisingly cheap, at 25 gold split between me and the Brigadier, especially considering the amount of chairs and tables we broke. I'm starting to worry that my expensive habits are getting out of hand, considering just how much I spend on luxuries. This bath alone is costing me eight gold, but I feel like it's worth it. Maybe it's not an everyday thing, just every … third day, maybe?
 
  
 
 After that, it took us a few days of travel to finally reach the Society. It is an impressive place, I have to admit. Not as beautiful as the village, but grand and resolute. A roaring river more than two kilometers wide runs outside the 25 meter high walls, radiating power and stability, fierce-looking busts on the crenelations, stretching more than 3 kilometers long. We arrived too late to cross, camping outside a night and crossing by ferry in the morning to a narrow stretch of land outside a single gate, shiny steel and 12 wagons wide. The river acts as a natural moat to enemies from the North, the Society headquarters built in a natural choke point, a gateway to the central plains of the Empire. There are mountain passes you can cross through, but nothing big enough for an army to move through. Two giant statues of animal-faced men, a dragon and a tiger, built taller than the wall, standing on either side of the gate, long spears crossed together, a fearsome presence suffusing them, inspiring awe as you walk between them.
 
  
 
 Once into the city, I was astonished once again by the sheer ingenuity of architecture and engineering demonstrated. Wide canals ran perpendicular to the roads, intersecting them, creating multiple choke points and defensible positions at the stone bridges. The buildings were three-storied, stone, sturdy, and solid, crenelated roofs with connected pathways across each of them. Most doors were made of heavy bronze, some even iron or steel. Every facet of the outer city was made to be defensible, to make any invaders pay heavily for every step taken, an enormous sprawling city planned with military efficiency in mind. No sprawling towers or artistic architecture, it was all very militarized.
 
  
 
 That isn't to say it's not a beautiful place. There were ornate statues, carved moldings, and painted murals, but the overall mood was one of an impenetrable fortress. People moved about with hurried efficiency, no carts or vendors to block the roads, no beggars or homeless scattered about the streets. We made our way through the city, crossing bridge after bridge, guided by a soldier to our assigned quarters, a stone building with a backyard and attached stable.
 
  
 
 My first day in the new city was spent eating and sleeping, almost a months worth of travel and all the healing weighing heavily on me. The others were all tired as well, and even the twins were too tuckered out to be excited for more than an hour, falling asleep on their nice comfy bed. I was assigned a room with Huushal, who snores like a bear, but it doesn't keep me from sleeping. We're getting along pretty well now, after the snake incident and the brawl, chatting and laughing together on the journey. Amazing how quickly you can make friends, just by beating the crap out of strangers together. He's actually in the building somewhere, with his own bath and lovely ladies. I can't wait to introduce him to Fung when he arrives in a few more days. Adujan still hasn't warmed up to me, despite sharing the same experiences. I'd rather not be his enemy though, because he's brutally efficient in hand to hand combat, with a rough and tumble style, unafraid to go for the balls. His horns are like giant protrusions of hard bone coming out of his forehead, and even though the points go straight up, he still packs a mean headbutt. I found out firsthand after I invited him to join us at the baths. Kind of a jerk move, I think I should give up on trying to be his friend.
 
  
 
 On the second day, Alsantset had wasted no time handing the twins to me, running off on a date with Charok. So adorable, the two of them, still so madly in love. Even Akanai and Husolt walked off together, arms linked, lost in their own little world together. They've probably been together for decades, if not centuries, and they're still so good to each other. I want that for myself, a loving wife to spend my days with. Like the cat-girl I beat up. That sounds terrible, and I feel a little bad for her, but mostly because I thoroughly ruined any chance I had with her. Tall and leggy, toned and busty, with long-brown braided hair, olive skin and a cute scowl, she was exactly my type, a sexy bombshell wrapped in a tight little outfit. If only we had met some other way, with a real meet-cute.
 
  
 
 I brought the twins around the city, along with the rest of the cadet crew, seeing the sights and eating food. We were all flush with coin from selling all of the herbs we had picked, splitting the profits among the five of us. Almost everything had been taken by Taduk to use, leaving us with 5 Kg of Dragon Whisker Grass to sell. At 50 gold a Kilogram, it was a decent little profit, especially if you take into account the Heart and Blood Needle we found. I definitely should stop there on the way back, as long I keep my eyes open for more giant snakes and bring Akanai as well as all the Sentinels. They would have killed that snake in an instant, no muss no fuss.
 
  
 
 The city is broken up into natural districts by all the canals, and the further south you go, the less militarized the city gets, looking more like a proper residential or commercial area, rather than a fortress. There are more plants and trees, softer lines in the architecture, brighter colors, and a more relaxed pace. The market lane is very different from the chaotic bazaar of Shen Huo. Tidy little buildings with giant windows displaying their wares, polite greeters enticing you into their stores. Guards patrol the area, on the lookout for thieves and brawlers, showing no leniency to either. I watched them club more than one would-be duelist into submission, despite protests from them all over who they were, or who they knew, or how the guards would regret it. It brings a big grin to my face, watching arrogant pricks get what's coming to them.
 
  
 
 In a sense it's safer here than it is in Shen Huo, where the guards are part of the Imperial Army, and need to obey any superior officers. Here, everyone is loyal to their clan or sect first, then the Society, and then the Empire. Even if you're a local big-shot, you can't assume the guards will be on your side, as they could just as easily be from a rival faction. More weird politics, as can be expected from so many different groups in one place. I'm surprised that the Emperor allows it. I don't know much about politics, but I do know that the Society Guards are essentially an army, and if I were the Emperor, I wouldn't want too many independent armies running around my country. That's how revolts get started and emperors get beheaded.
 
  
 
 It wasn't all fun and games though, I spent a good deal of time training. I'm here to win a contest, and in order to do that, I will need to master usage of my chi. Chi is incredibly versatile. Just by inserting it into a spiritual weapon, it becomes unable to rust and more difficult to break, the most basic of uses. I can also use my chi to Hone the blade, giving Peace a razor-sharp edge sturdy enough to cut through armor and bone without blunting. Those are both external uses of chi, since the weapon isn't technically part of my body. It's just capable of absorbing chi and keeping it from dissipating, a container of sorts, cheating in a sense, when it comes to using the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Two months ago, Baatar decided I finally had a stable enough core, so he taught me a new trick, Amplification, an internal use of chi. That means I don't need a spiritual weapon to make use of it. It starts with a simple concept, to move your chi in tandem with a strike, igniting the energy, and it then explodes at the point of impact. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy. I figured I'd have it down pat in an hour and throwing combinations of brutal chi enhanced attacks within the week. I practice by punching a metal post, and when done properly, I should leave a fist sized dent in it.
 
  
 
 I have succeeded exactly zero times since I started.
 
  
 
 It's maddening. The movement of the chi is simple enough, just a mental direction and we're good. It's the ignition process that's the problem. I can't reliably ignite my chi, and even when I do, the time required for it to explode varies greatly. It makes it difficult to match the explosion with the exact moment of impact. Amplification is a force multiplier, increasing the power of my strikes, but with no actual force of its own. Explode too soon, and you're just throwing a regular punch, too late and the same thing. You need to be precise down a tenth of a second. I practiced every day until my chi was empty and my fists were bleeding and bruised. I've put a moratorium on healing until I manage to pack on a few more kilos in body weight, or else I'm going to break like a twig at the competition. My fists are currently slathered in unguent, hence the need to keep them dry. It's why I had to hire help for my bath. Well, one of the reasons. It helps that they were so pretty and insistent.
 
  
 
 There are only a few more days before the contest begins, and I need to be in top form by then. The post is still smooth and unblemished, mocking me with its shininess. I'd practice with a weapon, but it's supposed to be easiest to learn with your body. I should ask Huushal for help later, maybe he has some tips for me. Sumila is still being kind of frosty, and I've avoided asking her questions until she warms up.
 
  
 
 “Young master?” A sweet chiming voice rouses me from my thoughts, eyes opening to see the lovely two serving girls smiling in front of me. “Is there anything else you require from us?” They both bat their eyes at me coquettishly, lightly glancing into the tub, trying to entice me into spending more. Well, I did keep some Dragon Whisker Grass for myself, spending a few hours turning them into pills, a simple enough process. It's pretty much an erotic stimulant for males and makes for some very fun times with the right company. It's always in high demand, one of the real life costs of having a harem. I smile at the two serving girls, lovely dark-haired, pale skinned vixens. There is plenty of room in the bathtub, and I have more than enough coin. Easy come, easy go. Who needs financial security? For all I know, I could be dead tomorrow.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Mila watched Rain eating his meal, chatting with Huushal like they were best friends. He had lost a lot of weight on the trip, the injuries and travel rations taking a toll on his already slight frame. He shoveled rice and meat into his mouth, claiming to need [carbs] and [proteins], whatever those were. Sometimes the things he would say made no sense whatsoever. Mila worried for him, but the idiot hadn't even noticed. He barely even talked to her on the trip, spending all his time keeping the twins occupied and entertained. He would make a good father in the future, but most likely a terrible husband, with his philandering ways and ignorance in how to properly treat women. He had Charok as a role model, the perfect husband, but learned nothing from him.
 
  
 
 Huu was turning out to be less desirable than she had thought as well. Now that he was all chummy with Rain, his true colors were showing. She had overheard them whispering, talking about their 'bath' and how effective his 'medicine' was. Rain was a horrible influence, corrupting pure, sweet Huu like that. It was simply appalling how easily he was fouled, a few gifted coins and a small pill, and Huu was running off to the prostitutes, wagging his tail. Men. Rain had even tried to get his hands on Adujan, trying to convince her to join him in the baths, the lech. Why did he even choose to flirt with her in the first place? Adujan hated Rain.
 
  
 
 “Mi-Mi, you're gonna get wrinkles if you frown so much.” Lin poked her in the cheek, prompting a smile. “Don't let Rainy grate on your nerves. Like Daddy says, boys will be boys.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. I'm just aggravated by that idiot. I don't even know why you like him.” Mila turned away from him, to chat with her friend.
 
  
 
 “Hehe, it's cause he's the best!” Lin beamed, placing some meat and vegetables in Mila's bowl. “We should go to the park later, it's supposed to be very lovely with all the trees just starting to blossom. Just us girls, ya? That sound good Yan-Yan?” The person in question was noncommittal, probably worried it would interfere with her training.
 
  
 
 “I want to see the opera as well, Mama said the auditorium is fantastic and they're performing 'The Dark Lady'.” Mila delighted in the idea of leaving the boys behind. Let them be debauched together for the rest of their lives. What did she care? There were plenty of eligible young heroes at the Society, perhaps she would find one of them to court.
 
  
 
 A peal of gongs interrupted their conversation, shocks reverberating through the room. “News from the battlefront! The Enemy has appeared!” A city Crier with an announcement, voice booming throughout the restaurant as if he stood next to them. Others would be doing the same, throughout the city. Everyone quieted down as he repeated himself, so that the Crier could grasp everyone's attention, dread and hope intermingling together in anticipation. The Enemy. It had been years since a major attack. Was the Bridge overrun? She squirmed in her seat, staring out the window, even though the crier was nowhere in sight.
 
  
 
 “The Enemy arrived at The Northern bridge 16 days past. Over one million strong, they charged the walls of the Bridge, a frenzied horde of fanatics, intent on our destruction.” The Crier paused, Mila chewing her nails, horrified. One million Defiled, facing 350,000 soldiers at the Bridge, she could not even imagine it. “But the soldiers of the Empire held true! For ten long days, they fought back the dastardly scum, allowing the Enemy no purchase upon the battlements, killing them like plucking chickens.” A cheer sounded throughout the area, celebrating their victory. It took a long minute for the cheering to die down, for the Crier to resume his duty. “Throughout the battle, 209 Demons were confirmed killed, sent back to the nether, slain by heroes such as Exarch Bralton and Exarch Erien, the ferocious married pair who killed 4 demons each.” A cheer broke out again, ending quickly this time. “Colonel General Situ Nian Zu, who slew 9 demons with his famous mace, Shooting Star.” Another cheer, louder this time, for a local hero, one of their own, judging by the name. “But the crowning achievements of the battle belong to members of the Imperial Defense Forces, Captain Baatar and Private Gerel of the Iron Banner, slaying 10 and 11 Demons respectively, together accounting for 1 in 10 of the total slain Demons in the battle!” Thunderous applause broke out, Mila cheering and whooping. Baatar and Gerel had brought the People great honor, and the entire city cheered their new heroes. She smiled until her cheeks hurt.
 
  
 
 The herald began listing the rewards to be given, as well other achievements of note during the battle. Baatar was to be promoted two ranks to Major, and Gerel to be promoted five ranks, from Private to Senior Captain. An incredible feat, Baatar now a field officer, with the authority to command up to 5,000 troops, and Gerel a top ranked Junior Officer. The Iron Banner Mercenaries could truly become a force for the Empire now, previously limited by their lack of a field officer. She looked at Rain, more jubilant than ever, Alsantset hugging her children, whispering of her father's achievements. Even Mama was glowing with pride, with the accomplishments of her disciple being lauded in the streets.
 
  
 
 The news was not all good, however. Three mountain fortresses had fallen, large groups of unaffiliated Defiled using the distraction at the bridge to move through the mountains and mount an attack, clearing two paths into the province. A general call to arms was being announced, an army to be raised to hunt down the invaders, replacements required for the soldiers lost, stepping up the presence in other areas and higher frequency of patrols. One of the fortresses was close to the village, a few days of hard riding, a sobering thought amidst the celebrations. Mila worried for the village, and for those who stood with Baatar. How many would return in six months time, when their tour was over? An army of one million, this battle was far from over. The Defiled would regroup, reinforce, and attack again. She said a prayer to the Mother for the Iron Banner Company, and for the Empire, that the walls would hold and none of the Enemy slip past.
 
  
 
 War was once again upon the Empire. Turbulent times lay ahead.
 
  
 
 
 
Map of where the Defiled broke through. 
 

 
Author's note: Chapter of exposition, with more to come. Two more chapters after this, focused more on characters than straight action. It's difficult setting the scene, without going on an on, but I'm at a loss on how to skip it or fix it, sooooo..... maybe come back in three days. 
 
 
On another note, I made a page for military rankings, because I didn't want to list it in story. I drag on enough as it is.
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 “I still think you should bring us with you. We can tough it out, be of use. I want to help.” I plead my case to Akanai, but she isn't having any of it. She's getting ready to leave and rush straight home to help defend the village. She's only bringing the Sentinels, Husolt, and Taduk with her, taking a dangerous course home, trying to avoid the wandering bands of Defiled. They intend to leave first thing in the morning, allow Husolt some rest. He's been working through the night in order to finish quickly, and I think he spent a lot of money on materials as well, rather than craft everything himself. I wasn't allowed to watch or help since the process is a secret, but Sumila is there with him.
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Akanai taps me lightly on the forehead. “Think boy. More people means more chances of getting spotted. We mean to ride hard through rough and hostile terrain, sleeping and eating as little as possible. Even if you can handle it, Tali and Tate can not. Would you have me leave them behind alone?” She softens a bit, and brings me to a table with a map laid out. “You finish the contest, bring pride to the People, and then you return home, by this route.” She traces a path along the map, running from the Society to the western border cites, and along the coast, before arriving at Shen Huo. A long journey, that will take at least two months to complete. “That is the safest course. You can cut it short if news reaches the cities that the Defiled have been swept away, but the enemy will not be hunted down so easily. Just listen to Alsantset, and bring everyone home safe, boy.” Patting me on the back, she leaves to continue her preparations while I stare uselessly at the map.
 
  
 
 It's difficult for me to process that the Empire is at war. War is peace, or at least it seems that way. I figured there would be a giant change in the atmosphere, but everything is going on as usual. The contest is still proceeding, children still playing, citizens still frolicking. Although the Defiled broke through the mountains, there isn't panic in the streets, or even an overly concerned vibe. It seems like just another day to them, even though there could be a massive hostile army just two weeks away from the city.
 
  
 
 Studying the map, I see the bridge marked, as well as the three fallen fortresses. One of them is incredibly close to the village, if the map is accurate in scale. I don't think anyone can easily find the village, or even attack it if they could. You need a roosequin or wings to get up there, so they should be safe. The ancillary warehouses may be in danger, but they only keep horses and wagons down there, with a skeletal crew to keep things tidy. It's one of the available Sentinel jobs, in fact, something I avoided because it seemed boring as fuck.
 
  
 
 There are three cities forming a semi-circle around the Bridge, Shen Huo or Divine Fire in the west, Shen Mu or Divine Wood in the east, and Shen Yun, or Divine Cloud in the south. Any sizable army trying to move out into the rest of the Northern Province would have to contend with the armies in those three cities. Shen Huo is pretty well defended, and I'd assume the other two cites are as well. The Society is sending two armies to camp out between the three cities, but that still leave the village unprotected. I say a prayer to the Mother to keep everyone safe.
 
  
 
 I'm fucking useless still, of no help to anyone. The village is in danger, and I'm here taking baths and playing games. What the fuck did I become a Sentinel for, if I'm not there to protect everyone in this time of danger? I'm too weak, that's why. I know Akanai was sparing my feelings, she just didn't think I could handle the truth. The worst of it is, she's right to leave me behind. I'd slow them down, and be of no use.
 
  
 
 Stomping out to the training yard, I take my stance in front of the metal post. I've been enjoying myself too much, slacking off, literally dicking around. I need to kick things into overdrive. I need to become stronger.
 
  
 
 Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Punch. Failure. Again.
 
  
 
 Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Punch. Failure. Again.
 
  
 
 Again. Again. Again.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, we go play, ya?” Little Tali voice sounds out from behind me. Snapping out of my fugue, I look at my hands, bloody and raw, skin peeled and bruising. Fuck, that hurts.
 
  
 
 “Not now. Maybe later, sweetling.” Sitting down, I heal my hands. Fuck the moratorium, I can just eat more later. When my fists are healed, I stand and start again, my fist pummeling the metal, no longer calm, but at a rapid pace. I need to learn this shit. It's been two months and I'm no closer than when I started. If I can master Amplification, that means I'm no longer relying on just 35 cm of steel sword, and instead I can rely on 3 meters of wood and iron. Strike without being struck, the key to victory. Besides, I might not be able to use my spiritual weapon in the contests. They haven't released any news about how we're competing.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, I wanna go play now please. We can go now, ya?” Tali is back after a short while, once again interrupting me. My stomach feels empty, I might have missed lunch. Did I even eat breakfast?
 
  
 
 “Not now. Maybe later.” I can't even spare a glance at her, I'm close, I can feel it. Just a bit more, and I'll have it.
 
  
 
 A tiny tug on the back of my pants. “But you said that already, Rainy. I wanna go play with Rainy, let's go now, ya?” She sounds sad and hopeful, no whining or demands.
 
  
 
 “I'm busy right now, little Tali. Go find someone else.”
 
  
 
 Another tug. “I don't wanna go with anyone else. You said we'd play in the city later. We can go play, ya?”
 
  
 
 “I said I'm busy!”
 
  
 
 My fist slams into the metal post, a loud crash reverberating through the yard. My first success. A fist shaped dent is formed, in the center of the post, my arm throbbing in agony as my knuckles break. Unphased by my anger or the noise, Tali continues to tug on my pant leg, while I cringe, holding my injured hand, tears streaming from my eyes. Don't swear. Children are present.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin walks up to me, smacking me lightly on the forehead. “You stop training now, ya? You're going too far Rainy, you need to relax. We'll go to the park together, it's very lovely and romantic.” She takes out a jar of unguent and slathers it on my fists, gently blowing to ease the sting, just like she always does. I can never say no to Mei Lin, so I close my eyes, trying to heal what I can. It's not too serious an injury, but still more than I can fix in a few minutes. When my eyes open once more, my hands are neatly wrapped and bandaged, Mei Lin and the twins waiting patiently, hand in hand.
 
  
 
 The park is very lovely, lined with trees in the midst of blossoming, pink and white petals fluttering about, a paved stone path winding around a large pond, with many couples and families wandering about. The twins run about, enjoying the sights, playing games that only children can enjoy. Mei Lin clutches my arm, head pressed against me, her cute face reddening. This is what my life should be like, a pretty girl on my arm, two kids to look after. Maybe a pet dog, something like that.
 
  
 
 Taduk has tried to bring up the subject of marriage multiple times. I always decline, stating that we're both too young to marry, and that she's more a sister to me than anything. I'm really not too sure about marriage with anyone my age. It just feels wrong, they're just so young. I know Mei Lin has a crush on me, and it's adorable. I do love her, but more like a little sister, not as a woman. I've known her since she was a tiny ten year old girl in short pigtails, and now, she's still a little girl, just taller, with longer pigtails. She should find someone her own age, her real age. I've tried to flat out reject her, stating various reasons, but it only made her cry for a few days, and then she just started trying harder to win my approval. It's probably just a phase, or a young crush. It'll fade eventually, when she meets someone else.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, we're finally out, alone together and you're lost in your own thoughts.” Mei Lin is pouting, cheeks puffed up. I poke her cheek, like she is so fond of doing, deflating it. What does she even see in me anyways? It's probably just because I grew up with her, close to her. She didn't participate in the training with Alsantset, and she lived on the fringes of the village. She must have been lonely, or something like that. She has plenty of friends though, seemingly on a nick-name basis with everyone. She won't have any shortage of suitors, even Fung had a little crush on her at one point. The problem will handle itself.
 
  
 
 Turning away from her, I keep an eye on the twins. “Sorry, Mei Lin, just worried about the Enemy, the war. I want to be able to help, but I'm here playing games with children.”
 
  
 
 “You love playing with the twins though, ya?” Those aren't the children I meant. The competition is for children. I should be with Akanai, fighting.
 
  
 
 “I shouldn't have come, should have stayed home, practicing. I could be of use there. The Defiled could assault the Bridge from the rear, killing everyone inside. Sure, reinforcements will arrive from the cities, but that won't do any good if Baatar and the rest are dead already. Not only that, the village is in danger as well, I saw where they broke through, and it's uncomfortably close to home.”
 
  
 
 “Silly Rainy.” She nestles against my arm, fighting my attempts to separate. “What could you do, even if you were at home? No one knows where the village is, and even if they did, we have an overwhelming defensive advantage. Akanai is the only one who can order the Sentinels to move out from the village. Even Tokta can't do that, he doesn't have a field commanders ranking. You'd just be sitting around there, instead of being here, with all of us.”
 
  
 
 She's right, but at least I could be prepared if I was there. “I could still go with them, if I wasn't so useless. I've been slacking too much in my training.”
 
  
 
 “They're leaving Mi-Mi behind too. Huu-Huu and Yan-Yan are still here as well, aren't they?” She seems entirely unconcerned by the events, just happy to be out on a stroll in a lovely park, as if open warfare isn't even a problem worth caring about. Taduk is going to be leaving on a journey of some danger, leaving her behind in an unknown place, but she just takes it all in stride. Her attitude is impressive, to say the least. She's not wrong, but I still feel like I could have done more. “Enough about that stuff, Rainy, are you excited about your new toy?” She's very careful about what she says, not mentioning that it's a spiritual weapon.
 
  
 
 Ah, right. I almost forgot about it. “Honestly? I'm feeling kind of neutral about it. I don't have time right now to spend months err.. learning it.” Almost slipped up and said harmonize there. We're in a public area, and there's no shortage of pedestrians around us.
 
  
 
 She makes a face, and is silent for a long moment before she opens her mouth again. “You might be right, Rainy. If you really feel that way, maybe you can give it to Yan-Yan.”
 
  
 
 “Adujan doesn't have one? And if you think that, then why did you get so mad when I suggested you take it?” Little moody brat. I'd pinch her cheek if my hands weren't so sore.
 
  
 
 “That's because I don't need one, silly. Yan-Yan contributes too much to the orphanage to have a weapon, is too selfless, works too hard for the children there. I think it would be a really nice thing for you to do, Rainy. You're right anyways, we don't have that much time for you to learn it. You're too slow.” She grins mischievously at me. She changes the subject, and we chat about nonsensical things, keeping me grounded and out of my thoughts. She really is the best, knowing that I need the distraction.
 
  
 
 I overhear snippets of conversations, mostly about the new heroes and their accomplishments. It's a little surreal, hearing about Baatar and Gerel from the mouths of strangers, and strangely exhilarating. It's kinda funny, seems that people aren't sure of their genders. I heard a few people spreading the word that the two of them are married, just like the two Exarchs. I can't wait to share that nugget of information with them, to see the looks on their faces.
 
  
 
 After some more chatting with Mei Lin, my thoughts return to the spiritual weapon. I don't need a second weapon, not yet at least. I should wait until my core grows enough to support the strain of two weapons in combat, in a year or two. I don't really like Adujan, but he's diligent at training, always there in the yard, albeit as far from me as possible, and it's laudable how he supports the orphanage. I feel like we could be friends if he wasn't such a giant douche nozzle. I should help the orphanage out more as well when I return. It's just a shield anyways and plus, I don't want the stress of carrying around an unbound weapon for that long. I'd really rather have a bigger weapon anyways. One centimeter longer, is one centimeter stronger. I laughed when Baatar told me that saying, but really, overcompensation has nothing to do with it.
 
  
 
 The twins soon tire themselves out running around, and I carry both of them, walking back towards our lodgings. The sun is setting behind me, a dimming, warm glow, while on the other side, a sliver of moon rises, with the new moon almost upon us. A day like any other day, it would seem.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “You idiot brother of mine! All you've done is bring me heartache.” Cho Jin Sui quivered before his angry older brother Kai, too ashamed to lift his head, holding the report in his hand. As soon as they had arrived, Sui had set upon his merchant contacts to discover the identity of the Major General, and the news was dire. “Do you know what you've done? That woman is known as the Herald of the Storms, a lauded hero, with a medal bestowed upon her by the Emperor himself!” A crash sounded as Kai vented his rage on the heavy, hardwood furniture, reducing it to kindling in his fury.
 
  
 
 “I am sorry, brother. I did not know, I would never endanger you knowingly, brother. I will make things right, I swear to you. I can give them gifts, coin and slaves, appease them.” Sui babbled before his brother, pleading for forgiveness. How could he have known the barbarians were led by a Hero of the Empire from more than 50 years past? Kai had whipped Li Song so fiercely, she was still on the brink of death even days later. She would compete as she was, a punishment set out by Kai.
 
  
 
 “You will do no such thing!” Kai's meaty palm grasped Sui's chin, lifting him to stare in his face. “Listen to me, little brother. You have caused me no small inconvenience this time, directly aligning me against an enemy I did not even know of. I will not have you add to it by lowering your head before those worthless savages.” Kai released him, and he fell back, quivering in fear. They were close, had always been close, and Kai had never laid hand on him, always protected and looked out for him, but Kai was angrier than he'd ever seen him. “I forgive you for this, but the wine is spilled, little brother. Although she is more formidable that I thought, I have connections of my own, and some backwater whore of a general will not stop me. I will tear that damned insufferable brat to pieces, and have that slut kneeling at my feet in chains. First, I want those brats humiliated and beaten.”
 
  
 
 Kai left him his instructions and strode out, leaving the city on military assignment. Sui calmed his nerves, smoothing his clothes, instructing the servants to clean up the mess. He had made a grave error, insulting the Herald like he did, stirring up a hornet's nest. He feared for his brother, that he would bite off more than he could swallow. Their opponent was formidable, and even should Akanai leave the city like Kai, the devilish brat was fearsome as well. He shuddered at the memory of the tyrannical young warrior who stood above his defeated foes, daring seasoned soldiers to fight him with his glare, the savage glee with which he pummeled his opponents into submission, laughing as he strode through the chaos, trying to reach him. Scurrying off into the dark, he made his way towards his contact inside the Canston Trading group in order to set Kai's plan into motion.
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I spent way too much time on the crappy map. It isn't even all that useful for now, or even for awhile.
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 Sneaking forward, Adujan moved slowly, centimeter by centimeter, closer towards the quin pups. There were three of them, each the size of a large dog, still with their young coats, looking plush and soft. She wanted to pet and hug them, but Rain's mount was having none of it, hissing at her whenever she approached. Zabu was his name, and he had a vicious temper and terrible breath, almost attacking her when she first drew near. She usually spent her free time with the quins, but in a month of travel, she had been unable to win Zabu's trust or affection, denied the pleasure of holding a pup.
 
  
 
 The hissing was getting louder, Zabu wary at her approach, and she froze, staring at his beady eyes. Roosequins were incredible animals, capable of using Heavenly Energy on instinct, tearing through armor like soft cheese with their sharp fangs and disemboweling talons. Swallowing her fear, she backed off slowly, trying not to panic at the threat contained within those beady brown eyes. Zabu bared his teeth at her, opening his mouth wide as if flexing his jaw, ready to tear flesh and bone. She had seen roosequin tear through flesh and it was a grisly sight, something she hoped to never experience firsthand.
 
  
 
 “Zabu, heel.” She tried not to jump at the unexpected voice, Rain entering the stables. “Good boy, Zabu.” The quin ignored his rider, still focused on Adujan and she did her best to seem unthreatening. Roosequins were adorable, but deadly as well, and she had a healthy respect for them. Rain walked in front of her, scratching Zabu's nose, and the quin immediately calmed down, sinking into the caress. Zabu seemed as friendly and affable as any other quin, a change so fast, Adujan almost worried she'd imagined the blood thirst in his eyes.
 
  
 
 When she was confident her voice would not shake, she asked, “What are you doing here?” It was harsher than she intended, considering he had just helped her, possible even saved her life. Then again, if he trained his mount better, she wouldn't have needed his help.
 
  
 
 “Husolt is back, and he'd like to speak to you in the common area.” Rain smiled at her, a big grin that made him look so handsome, so at odds with his terrible personality. She turned to leave the stable, heading straight for the common room at almost a run. Why would the Blacksmith wish to speak to her? She hadn't done anything improper, she hoped, or upset him in any way. She composed herself outside the door, before stepping through and saluting.
 
  
 
 The Chief Provost was there as well, sitting beside the Blacksmith on a divan, carrying a plain wooden box. They both stood as she entered, returning her salute with a nod. Handing her the box, the Chief spoke. “This weapon do I bestow unto you, for use in defence of the People. Accept it, along with the burden of responsibility it represents, Sentinel Adujan.”
 
  
 
 Quaking with excitement, barely believing her ears, Adujan opened the box to see a wonderfully crafted, small, six-pointed shield. Rather than a smooth polish, the steel was uneven and porous, as if water would seep into it, a scale, colored silver. Each of the points were double-edged, with two hooks on either side close to the base of the shield, made to catch and break blades. Putting the box on the ground, she lifted the shield up carefully, feeling the smooth roughness of the material under her palm, admiring the beauty of its plain simplicity. The spikes were not all the same size, the two horizontal spikes a bit longer than the four spikes on the top and bottom. Flipping the shield over, she placed her hand in the grip, hefting the shield before her, testing the weight and balance. A single grip, off centered, the bulk of the shield covering her entire forearm, she noted the lack of a strap, glancing at the Blacksmith with the question in her eyes.
 
  
 
 “There's no strap so that the shield can be thrown, but it will take some practice to not cut yourself when throwing. The two horizontal points are for puncturing, with a punch or an elbow strike. Take care not to cut yourself with the back point, it's a close thing. The grip is positioned so you can use your wrist more freely, giving more range of motion to the shield. You should wrap your wrist when you fight, give it more stability, and work on some strengthening exercises for it in the future. My wife will help you with that. It is both weapon and armor, and will take a bit of creativity to master, but you're a clever lass. I believe you will have no difficulties with it.” He patted her on the shoulder gently.
 
  
 
 Adujan looked back down at her new spiritual weapon, her emotions in chaos. “Why are you gifting this to me? I thought it was to be Rain's second weapon? You made this for him, I cannot accept it.”
 
  
 
 “He asked me to gift it to you.” The blacksmith had a brash laugh, loud and endearing, jovial in nature. “The boy knows his limits, and thinks towards the future. You will need to be armed, the journey home will be dangerous. Made worse by the fact that you all might be carrying Hearts home, or whatever prizes you may earn. Greed is a powerful motivator for many, and we won't be there to protect you. I know you can take care of yourself, and I hope that this will aid you in protecting the others.” Knocking at the shield, he added, “It's a piece of Inspired work, you know, some of my best. Be proud, lass, I know you will use it well, and bring great honor to the People.”
 
  
 
 The Chief briefly explained a few exercises and tips for using the shield, before leaving her alone with her tears and thoughts. Rain gifted this to her? Why would he do that? Was the lecher looking for her to join his harem? She would refuse him if he was, it wasn't worth being the third wife to a playboy. Who knew how many wives he intended to take?
 
  
 
 Anger mounting in her chest, she gently placed the shield back into the box and marched back to the stables carrying it. She was not some slave to be bought. Rain was there, sitting on the floor, his quin's head in his lap, speaking gently. He smiled at her, and motioned for silence. Mei Lin was beside him, grinding herbs in a mortar, a bowl of steaming water beside them.
 
  
 
 “Good roosey.” Rain cooed sweetly. “Goooodd Zabubu. Just let me … look in your mouth.” He gently lifted the flap, revealing a blackened, infected tooth. No wonder the quin was so angry, it looked terribly painful. Her heart ached for the furry creature. There was nothing that could be done, no one in their right mind would work on a roosequins teeth. It was tantamount to losing a hand. Rain kept soothing the quin, one hand patting its head, the other reaching for a pair of pliers. Adujan held the box higher, shielding herself partially from the sight. He was insane. That was the only explanation. The quin would tear him apart. Continuing to coo and speaking sweetly, he lifted the flap of Zabu's mouth, examining it gently. Gripping the pliers in hand, opening and closing out of sight of Zabu, Rain took a deep breath and brought them to Zabu's mouth, yanking quickly.
 
  
 
 Zabu shot up hissing, teeth bared at Rain, but stopped short, smacking his lips a few times, shaking his head, examining his own mouth. “Ya, you had a rotten tooth. Must've hurt, right? You big fluff, come back so I can finish fixing you okay?” Rain held the finger sized tooth, almost black in color in front of Zabu, who gingerly laid back down onto Rain's lap. He continued administering treatment, squeezing out puss with a cloth, washing it away with hot water and herbs. He packed a few cloves into the breached area, and patted Zabu on the head. “Good boy. All better now.” The quin remained on his lap, eyes closed in contentment. “No wonder you were such a little bitch.” Rain's tone never changed, high-pitched and sickly sweet. Disgusting. She ignored the fact that she spoke to the animals the same way.
 
  
 
 Tears began to fall down her face once more, her emotions overcoming her once again. It was so unfair. Even loved by the roosequins, he just seemed to have everything. The idiot led a Mother-blessed life, now he was ripping teeth from a battle-trained mount. Even her own mount Shana loved him, approaching him for hugs on her own volition. Sobs escaping from her chest, she crouched down, hugging the box, crying away her frustration. She wanted to hate him so much, but he made it so difficult at times. He was generous, good with children, polite to everyone, diligent, hardworking, and skilled. Mei Lin was patting her back, giving her a hug. So sweet and kind, Adujan could never be graceful and pretty like her, just an abrasive and angry woman. No man would want her, just like no family did. She would be alone, for the rest of her life. She cried and cried, her shame making her sob even harder.
 
  
 
 It was a long time before she stopped, Mei Lin still holding her, Rain sitting awkwardly in front of her, still patting the contented Zabu. She cleared her throat a few times before the words came out properly. “Thank you, for the weapon. It means everything to me. Ask for anything, and I will comply with your demands.” She sat resolute in her statement.
 
  
 
 He waved at her dismissively. “Don't worry about it, you were there for the fight too, I'm not even sure why everyone just assumed it was mine. I'm not too excited about a shield, and I don't have enough chi to use two Spiritual weapons anyways. I have time to grow, and I'll probably find another Heart. We're family, and family looks out for their own.”
 
  
 
 He always managed to sound arrogant without even trying. Not too excited? Will find another? This ass. “I am not your family.” She said it quietly, without anger. Was this his roundabout way of proposal? Did he truly mean to force her to marry him? If so, would that really be so terrible? She had only just worried about being alone, and now, there was someone who wanted her, despite her tall, gangly form, and lack of feminine charm. She wouldn't be his only wife, but to stand beside women like Mei Lin and Sumila was not so terrible a thing.
 
  
 
 “Everyone in the village is my family.” Her face soured at his words. This idiot. “So just consider yourself like my brother. Err, are you older, or younger than me?”
 
  
 
 She placed the box aside, standing while Mei Lin sat onto the ground, open-mouthed. “Brother?” Her voice came out more calmly than she expected. His idiotic grin and nod filled her with so much rage. “Brother? You think I'm a fucking man?” The smile disappeared, replaced by confusion. With a snarl, she launched herself at him, punching and kicking his smug fat face as he curled up to defend himself. She hit him until her arms were tired, aiming for his vulnerable spots as he rolled about trying to escape her wrath.
 
  
 
 “Calm down, Yan-Yan, Rainy wasn't being malicious. He's just a little silly, ya?” Mei Lin had her arms around Adujans waist, feet planted, pulling her back. Rain was bruised and defeated, looking miserable and aggrieved, hiding behind the quins. Zabu remained still, soft snores escaping his lips. Breathing heavily, Adujan glared at Rain, picturing the multitudes of pain she wished to inflict upon him. Leaning down, she grabbed the box and stormed out to her room, prepared to bind the weapon. That damned bastard Rain, she'd take the weapon he gifted to her and use it to carve his heart out from his chest.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai and the others left first thing in the morning, and as soon as they were gone, I went back to the stupid metal post, trying to perform Amplification. After hours of punching, my dedication is rewarded with a second fist shaped dent in the metal post. Holding my pained fist in the air, I revel in my success. I'm still unsure as to exactly how I succeeded. It's a long way off from being used in real combat. Huushal is training next to me, so it should be a good time to ask for help.
 
  
 
 “Err, sorry Rain, but I'm no better at it than you.” He shrugs his shoulders, looking sheepish. “I actually still have trouble with Honing. To be honest, I wanted to ask you for help with that.”
 
  
 
 We sit down and I do my best to explain the process. “It isn't about coating the weapon in chi, but more like... arranging the chi in the correct orientation. The way I do it is I picture my chi as a very thin chain, made up of tiny little sharp links of chi. The links spin individually, and the chain moves along the edge of my sword, in a constant stream of motion.” Looking at Huu's scrunched up face, I can tell I didn't do a good job. I try a few more times, using props and drawings, and eventually he wanders off to practice on his own. I think I may have made things worse. I understand a bit more now why everyone tells me to figure it out on my own.
 
  
 
 I stand back up, ready to try Amplification again. Adujan walks out, with her shiny new shield in hand, looking like a giant six-pointed shuriken on her wrist. I knew these lying assholes were ninjas. How is that in any way, shape, or form, a shield? I feel cheated, it was just a stupid triangle, why does it look like that now? Huushal stops his practice and backs away from me, shrugging apologetically. I'd told him about my misunderstanding with Adujan, and he had laughed heartily. How was I supposed to know that the pretty boy with a crew cut was a woman?
 
  
 
 Actually, now that I know, I feel like an idiot for ever thinking she was a boy. She's tall, thin, and flat, but her shape is womanly, curved and soft with a little peach of a butt and long shapely legs. Breasts aren't everything. I spent a good chunck of time yesterday feeling incredibly humiliated, and the repeated retelling of the story didn't help at all. The jokes I made in front of her, the things I talked about, the offers I made. I'd asked her if she wanted to join me at a private bathhouse, flashing her my homemade Viagra! No wonder she head butted me.
 
  
 
 She strides past me without a word, taking stance at another metal post. Bringing the shield up, she backhands the post, cutting it in one strike with a shriek of metal on metal. She does this a few more times, slicing the post into thin strips, before bringing her weapon overhead and chopping the post in two. Fucking hell. She can already Hone it? That took me months to learn.
 
  
 
 “You already branded it? That's amazing, Yan!” Huushal cheers from the side, trying to win some points, while I stand in shock. She harmonized with it in a single night? Or did she go to bed, and just wake up this morning to start? This is ridiculous, frigging OP deer-girl. Watching her lithe body as she moves through a series of strikes and blocks, they seem familiar to me almost, as if tickling a memory. The Forms are already taking shape in her movements, but I can't quite pick them out. She moves like a boxer in one moment, dancing away like a ballerina the next, one moment crude and abrasive, the next graceful and fluid, her right hand moving as if she held a second weapon, working in tandem with her shield.
 
  
 
 Enraptured by the demonstration, I stand still in awe of her prowess, at the speed at which she has adapted to using an unconventional weapon with her off-hand. She finishes her warm-up with a toss of the star, which sinks deep into a target across the yard. Dammit! I regret everything! That could have been my shuriken shield of death! Offering her a weak smile as she glares at me, I slink off dejectedly. She doesn't even seem grateful. She could at least say thank you.
 
  
 
 I have no talent, it seems, except for taking punishment. What a shitty thing to be talented at. Well, I can also be a damn good nanny most of the time. Grabbing Tate as he runs by, I ask, “You want to go out for candy? I need something to cheer me up.” His enthusiastic nodding puts a smile on my face. I'm in no mindset to work after that awe-inspiring display. Taking the twins out to play is good for the soul.
 
  
 
 In the middle of helping Tali get ready, I hear a familiar voice. “You talk about those children so much, it shouldn't surprise me that you braid their hair.” Turning with a smile, I greet my guest. Fung has finally arrived for the competition. Thank the Mother. I'm starting to feel a little overwhelmed by all of the hostile, powerful, females in my life. I could use another friendly face, a comrade in arms.
 
  
 
 “Fung! Took you long enough to get here. I have a friend I want you to meet.” I just know Huu and Fung will get along famously. I might as well just fucking give up on training. I just have no talent.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Tong Da Hai sat grimly at his desk, reading report after report. The news all spoke of great tribulations ahead, but such was life. The Flying Tiger Fortress was fifteen days march from his city, and the initial survivors had reported 30,000 enemy cavalry and ten demons. In the twelve days since, his scouts reported that the host had split, rampaging through the surrounding towns and villages, taking the outposts dotting the plains, raping and pillaging with no one to keep them in check, while infantry reinforcements flooded through the mountain passes, 45,000 at the last count, and ever-increasing. The army units stationed within his city numbered 25,000 soldiers, along with 15,000 city guardsmen, so even if he were to lead every single one of them out onto the plains, the Defiled still had him vastly outnumbered. His orders were to hold and await reinforcements, but it grated on him, hearing of the deaths of the citizens on the Empire.
 
  
 
 Refugees flooded his city, soon bursting at the seams, while more continued to arrive each day. He could not shelter them all, and would have to begin sending some away, pushing them towards the coastal cities, or inland towards the societies. It would be a difficult journey for them, and he could not spare the troops to guard them. Too shameful, he lacked the strength to protect the Empire. He leaned back in his chair and clapped for a servant, to bring him some tea. When no servant entered, Hai furrowed his brow in annoyance. Was his manservant asleep? Old Toumo was getting on in years, but Hai had not the heart to replace him. Toumo had been here for decades and had served him faithfully all this time, an old man without family, where would he go without this job? Here, he lived in comfort, and his only responsibilities now were to bring in food and tea. Hai stood and stretched, walking to the door of his office with a smirk. No matter, a simple thing to get his own tea.
 
  
 
 The door shattered inwards, covering Hai with splinters as he fell back, yelling, “Guards!” Rushing into his office, pale and unclean, stringy hair and ropy muscles, came two Wraiths, eager for his blood. Tossing chairs and reports, anything he could reach, scrambling backwards away from their black knives. Grasping the arms of one of his attackers, his fingers crushed the bones, warm, meat paste squeezing out from between his fingers. Flinging the would-be assassin into its comrade, Hai roared his defiance. No longer was he the young lieutenant, terrified of the tales, cowering within the jakes, hiding from pale-faced masters of death. He was Tong Da Hai, Magistrate of The Divine Fire. With a deep breath, his skin turned red as his chi circulated through him, raising the temperature of the room by several degrees in an instant. More wraiths filtered in, each one burning away before his palm strikes, withering away before him, as he circled around the room, stringing his attackers along. Fire and fury filled him as he fought for his life, the divine flames circling him as he drew upon them, burning all who came before him.
 
  
 
 The struggle was over quickly, Hai panting like a draft horse, the various wounds across his body already beginning to fester, the work of dark magics, imbued within their weapons. Too lax, he had been far too lax lately with his training, seeping himself in his work and luxuries. Burning away the impurities in his wounds, he stepped through the corpses as they crumbled to ashes at his touch, marching out to the antechamber and placing his hand on Old Toumo's corpse, lying upon the floor, killed at his post. Poor old man, Hai decided to place him at rest within the royal mausoleum, as family should be. Striding forward with new resolution, he barked his orders at his guards, raising the alarm within the city and assessing the damages. Hai would wait for his reinforcements and then he would ride at their head and personally crush this Defiled incursion, grinding them beneath his heel like the pests they were.
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 Sitting in what may be the bumpiest wagon ever, I stare out the back watching the forest scenery pass us by. The long-awaited contest is finally about to begin, all the built up tension and anticipation, ruined by a three-hour wagon ride. Terrible planning. The entire contest is kind of built on an idiotic premise, to be honest. They decided to put a bunch of young idiots with weapons into a forest, without supervision but plenty of dangerous animals, and make them compete with each other for amazing prizes. Whoever came up with this idea should be dragged out onto the streets and beaten. As if a stern warning is going to keep us in line or from being eaten alive. Hopefully they have some other method of keeping me alive, because without Taduk around to heal all my injuries, I'm actually kind of really nervous. There are other healers of course, all made available to us should we incur any injuries, but how many healers can be as good as my Teacher? I haven't heard any of them referred to as 'Medical Saint.
 
  
 
 We're sharing a wagon with Fung and his team, consisting of three surly looking bald dudes, and a lovely little raven haired, pale-skinned girl named Ong Jing Fei. She didn't seem very happy to meet me, however, so at least she's consistent with almost all the other women in my life. I had one wild night out on the town with Fung and Huushal, hitting the bars and blowing off some steam, but the rest of the time was spent in focused training, my self-pity party over. Besides, Fung is a bigger training freak than I am, just not as good at healing himself. He has a team of healers that do it for him, one of the many advantages of wealth. Sitting next to me, shoulder to shoulder, he clutches his long sword, dressed in something he calls 'flexible armor'. It pretty much looks like his normal clothes, if a little less embroidered, but a bit shinier as if made from metal threads. For all I know, that's exactly what it is, metal cloth. I want some, to wear under my leather armor. It looks nice, but not very safe. I wouldn't mind one though, just to wear under real armor. Can't hurt to layer.
 
  
 
 My armor is made of dark yet shiny green leather and scales, almost black, fitting my slender form perfectly. It comes complete with matching pants, gloves, and boots, all tough enough to stop arrows without being pierced. It's made from layering several carnugator pelts together, so there's a very good chance that I am wearing both gators that chomped me. I don't know why that makes me feel safe, but it does. The helmet is the crowning piece, and I'm wearing it now, even though it's a little uncomfortable. A metal shell lined and covered with leather, it features two 'eyes' on top of my head, amber gems with a black line running through them, reminiscent of the carnugator eye's themselves. Mei Lin called me a young dashing hero, and I chose to ignore the fact that she says that about everything I wear. Alsantset and Charok really went all out with this armor, and that thought alone makes me feel protected. And the fact that I tested it with an iron sword. Didn't even leave a mark.
 
  
 
 For the contest, we required a five person team and Mei Lin filled in for our fifth spot when we registered. I protested letting her join but was overruled, Alsantset claiming I should be more worried about myself. The person in question sits behind me, back to back, leaning against me, singing quietly without a care in the world. I'll have to keep her close by, make sure she doesn't get hurt. I wouldn't be able to face Taduk if she did, the man has a serious daughter complex.
 
  
 
 They handed out our numbers, a simple wooden tag for each of us, while they explained the rules of the contest. I already noted how dumb it was. They had given it a tagline: skill, survival, and luck. Scattered around the forest are various tokens. When we arrive at the forest, a lottery takes place, and we enter the forest based on our draw, ten teams at a time. Collect a token, complete the mission carved on the back, and return to the starting area, within five days. No killing and the prizes gifted depends on which token you found. There's a damn good chance to complete a mission, and get a junk prize, and there's also a good chance that large animals devour my bones, leaving me without a corpse. I hate this. It isn't the entire contest, but just phase one. Anyone unable to complete a task and return on time is eliminated. What's more, there are only 17 tokens, so there's a maximum number of teams that will pass. I don't know why they chose such an odd number, but whatever.
 
  
 
 The tags are just a round piece of wood, with our number scrawled on it. They stressed that we keep the tag on us at all times, and if they're broken, we're out. According to Mei Lin, the Elders can use them to find us. She has no idea how it works though, and Sumila wouldn't answer me. I should do something nice for her, like get Huushal to take her to the opera or something. I overheard her talking about it earlier. I'm sure she'll enjoy it, and maybe it'll get me back on her good side. I'm also pretty sure Huushal has a crush on Sumila, with how he keeps glancing at her, so it's two birds with one stone. Ah, young love.
 
  
 
 We finally arrive at our destination, the wagons stopping and the proctor's gathering us all up. I give Fung a hug, saying, “Good luck. Are you sure you don't want to work together?” There's no rule against it, and I'm confident Sumila and Adujan can protect us all. I feel no shame cowering behind them. It's much better than fighting against them.
 
  
 
 “I need to stand on my own feet, Rain.” Smiling, he pats my back and leads his team off to wait. Truly a Young Hero.
 
  
 
 Standing around, I shift my feet back and forth. I have to pee, but this armor is a little tricky to get out of, and I'd rather hold it for a while, at least until I can get some privacy, away all these people. Adujan is pacing a little, probably nervous, while Huu and Sumila stand stoic, arms crossed, like tiny little mirrors of each other. The three of them are dressed in standard Sentinel gear, brown, fur-lined leather armor, and faceless helmets. Mei Lin is dressed in more comfortable leathers, the same ones she travels in, her hair done in simple braids without adornments, wearing her white scarf, wrapped around her waist. We're all fully armed with shields, short spears, bow and quiver, as well as our own spiritual weapons. Sumila is lucky, nothing extra to carry besides the bow. Adujan is the same, but Huu has a honking big sword, the blade almost a meter long and as wide as my hand, with a single, slightly curved edge. The handle is extra long as well, perhaps a third of the length of the blade, with a ringed pommel. I have a minor case of sword envy, but at least my hilt is nicely wrapped.
 
  
 
 None of the other contestants really catch my eye, and no one bothered doing any research on our opponents, because there are just too many of them. We are team number 88, while Fung is 126. A minimum of 630 contestants, traveling from all over the province, here to prove their prowess in combat... with a scavenger hunt. Just complete and utter horse shit.
 
  
 
 Rocking back and forth on my heels, I whistle along with Mei Lin's singing, impatiently waiting for our number to be called. This is fucking boring as hell.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Adujan stood, arms crossed, watching, waiting. Thirty groups had gone already, with the next ten being drawn. The tension was aggravating, the contest format idiotic. She had spent the past few days hard at training, practicing with her new weapon, trying to familiarize herself with it. Her branding ceremony had been exquisite, a dance with a shadowy partner, moving and fighting in tandem. It had been graceful and powerful, and felt so natural to her, as if her own body were guiding her in the movements. The freedom from her thoughts, the release of control, it was wonderful and soothing. She had woken from the ceremony and immediately gone to the training yard to practice, almost in a trance, desperate not to forget any of it, angry that she could not hold on to that feeling. Even after several days she still had not remembered everything, but some had remained behind. Honing the edges of the shield was as simple a breathing, the chi flowing through her weapon without interruption. A few other techniques and movements had been retained, but nothing like the fluent and nimble movements she had dreamt, none of the coordination she had experienced. It frustrated her to no end when she dwelled upon it.
 
  
 
 “Nervous? I know I am.” Rain patted her on the shoulder, almost causing her to jump. The nerve of this bastard, acting so familiarly.
 
  
 
 “I am not fucking nervous, just ready to begin. I'm here to win, make a name for myself, and don't you dare hold me back.” Adujan snapped the words at him without thinking, immediately regretting her tone. She had repaid his generosity with a beating, albeit a well deserved one. Mistaken for a boy, at 18 years of age, it was mortifying how often she had misunderstood his intentions. She wanted to apologize, to make up for her gaffe, but he had already moved on, with an easy smile and careless shrug, flirting shamelessly with Mei Lin and Sumila, telling them to be careful. Why didn't he tell her to be careful? So she was not even worth a small word of warning? Men so terrible did not deserve to look so good. It was unfair. Adujan gave a short protest to the Mother, asking her to fix the imbalance.
 
  
 
 Big Huu stood determined, just like her. After being humiliated in that spar, she would have thought him an ally against Rain, but the two of them were like brothers now, along with that idiot young master, bonding in their perverted tendencies. They had disappeared for an entire night and morning, returning close to lunchtime the next day, reeking of perfume. That one though, Fung, was very handsome, and judging by his gaze upon her, not as blind as Rain. Perhaps that would be worth pursuing, although nobles tended to be a mule-headed bunch. She was almost 20, of marriageable age, and with no one to help find a husband for her, Adujan could only rely on herself. She had fancied big Huu for a short time, when she had first joined the cadets, but he was a bit of a bore, once past the handsome and rugged exterior, always nagging at her about her language. It was who she was, and she would change for no man.
 
  
 
 “Numbers 37, 9, 124, 88 …”
 
  
 
 As soon as their number was called, Adujan bolted forward, the rest following closely behind. This was her first step on the path towards victory. The others followed, but only because she was fastest. She honestly had no idea where to go, having just picked a general direction. They ran forward, following her as minutes passed, and she was still unsure of where to go. Hesitation gnawed at her. Should she stop and discuss with her team?
 
  
 
 “This contest is really stupid. How are we supposed to find 17 hidden tokens in a giant forest? Besides wandering around and getting lucky, that is.” As much as he annoyed her, she agreed with Rain this time. Fucking dumb contest.
 
  
 
 “Don't be silly Rainy.” Mei Lin ran alongside Rain, holding his sleeve as they went, as if this were some lover's stroll. How she managed to remain so dainty and endearing while running was a mystery to Adujan, almost as if she were floating alongside. “They said the tokens were scattered in the forest, not hidden, ya? Skill, survival, and luck, that's what the Elder said. Luck has the least to do with it. Adujan has the right idea.”
 
  
 
 Fucking what?
 
  
 
 Mei Lin continued, unaware of Adujan's distress. “She's been leading us to the tallest tree we could see from the starting point, an Empress Tree. There's a good chance there's a token there, since it's an easily visible landmark. If not, we can climb it to see the surroundings and try the other landmarks.” Oh. Adujan looked around, zeroing in on the tallest tree, visible through the leaves and branches. She picked up the pace, now with a destination in mind. Thank you, little Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 They ran for several more minutes before reaching their destination. Adujan raced around the thick trunk, looking under the roots and stones in the surrounding area. Sumila and Huushal aided in her search, while Mei Lin hopped up, beginning her ascent in the same graceful manner she ran. It was so illusory, it was difficult to believe her eyes.
 
  
 
 “How does she do that?” Adujan mumbled under her breath, while Rain asked the same question out loud. Thankfully, no one noticed she had echoed him. It annoyed her that they thought alike at times, made her feel less of herself for being so much like the idiot.
 
  
 
 “Oh wow!” Rain's voice sounded out from nearby, and Adujan raced to his side to look at his findings. She saw nothing of note, and scowled at him. “Fox-glove roots. Great medicinal value, plus real coin value.” He grinned, and set to harvesting. The idiot brought along a herbalist toolkit in his pack. Why was he even here, did he think this was a camping trip? Was he purposely trying to aggravate her? She resumed her search, but to no avail, pounding the tree trunk in frustration. Idiotic contest.
 
  
 
 “Hmph, to think someone had the same idea as us.” An arrogant sounding youth stepped out from the forest, followed by his teammates. “Just count yourselves lucky, having left before us.” His face lit up as he looked at them. “Your luck has seem to have run out, but ours seems to just be beginning. What a fortuitous event for us to find you all so quickly.” He grinned, his companions fanning out, weapons drawn. Sumila and Huushan immediately came to her side, weapons drawn. Rain ignored the proceedings, continuing to harvest his plants. “Rain.” Sumila hissed. “Get up.”
 
  
 
 “Why?” He didn't even look up. “Killing isn't allowed, they stressed that quite often. Just let them search around, don't be so competitive. We can all get along.”
 
  
 
 “Idiot. Killing might not be allowed, but fighting is. They mean to beat us unconscious.” Sumila sounded as if her teeth were grinding to nubs within her mouth. Adujan was sympathetic, she understood her frustration. A sister in the stand against Rain.
 
  
 
 He finally looked up from his gathering, looking at Sumila and his surroundings. “Oh. Ohhhh okay, I thought this competition seemed a little tame. I should have known better.” He grumbled under his breath, an annoying habit. “So, what's the policy on crippling? Dismembering? Where exactly is the line? If I beat someone half to death, and they starve in the 5 days, am I held responsible for their death?”
 
  
 
 Adujan could not bear the tension or the idiocy any longer. She ran to the right, charging at her opponent, spear and shield in hand. They were four against five, and Rain was still kneeling in the dirt. She needed to even the odds quickly. Feinting high, her spear lanced towards her opponents knee. Scoring a superficial wound, she pressured her opponent, a combination of feints followed by a thrust to the very same knee, this time piercing through the muscle. Her shield crashed into her opponent's face, who grunted in pain, a hook catching his cheek as he fell backwards, leg unable to support his weight. She coldly noted to take care not to accidentally remove anyone's eye with her shield. That would be troublesome.
 
  
 
 Turning quickly she moved to find her second opponent, only to find there wasn't one still standing. Two were unconscious, helmets shattered, bumps forming on their heads. Sumila stood over them, unconcerned, while Big Huu held a third in his grip, punching his prisoner repeatedly in the head, almost seeming to enjoy the game. The last one remaining, the leader who had spoken, was on the ground, whimpering in pain, Rain's sword pierced through the flesh and bone of his calf. Rain himself was again kneeling in the dirt, having returned to harvesting his plants. The battle had lasted less than a minute.
 
  
 
 Unbelievable. Adujan frowned, her mood darkening. Once again, it was clear who her greatest rivals in the contest were, her own party. Rain was especially ruthless. That injury he gave his enemy would be weeks in healing without the intervention of a top class healer like Taduk, far beyond the reach of most. The poor bastard, weeks of travel only to have his hopes dashed within the first hour. Pitiable.
 
  
 
 Adujan shuddered. She hoped to the Mother that she would not face any of her comrades in combat. Down that path lay defeat.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Baatar stood and laughed at the incoming hordes of the Enemy. Too weak, too weak! He rode atop Balor with pole-ax in hand, scattering their corpses before him like flower petals, trampling them beneath him as he searched for a worthy enemy. His Bannermen rode beside him, killing enemies like killing chickens, filling him with pride. Ten days they had attacked, before retreating again, and now, after ten more days of boredom, they had finally returned, this time in full force. True battle, true combat, so great was the thrill he was almost giddy as a child, roaring his challenge to any who could hear him, as the blood and dirt churned to mud around him.
 
  
 
 Finally, he spotted a misshapen form ahead of him, a hulking monstrosity of flesh and chitin, arms covered in thick plates, with claws sharp as any blade. He charged forward, his foe met with a clash that shook the earth, the shock nearly sending his weapon from his hand. Laughing maniacally, he drew The Fang, tossing it high into the air, his halberd crashing down upon the demon, glancing off its shell, Balor leaping about, avoiding its blows, dancing about the mammoth brute. With the weight of a mountain behind it, The Fang shot back to the earth, his chi igniting it within, crashing down upon his foe, yellow-white ichor spraying about. Unworthy, too weak! Smashing the battered corpse aside, Baatar willed The Fang back into his grasp, riding forward, searching for yet another foe, a stronger foe, one to challenge him. He had no time to waste with these weaklings. He needed to find more demons quickly.
 
  
 
 It would do him no good to allow Gerel to keep his lead. The boy's head grew too large.
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      Chapter 47 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Huushal punched his opponent in the face, shaking his head as he did. His teammates were simply too vicious. Two laid out cold, clubbed without mercy by Sumila. She had broken their steel helmets with a single powerful blow each, possibly even cracking their skulls. She normally was so sweet and kind, but once battle began, she was merciless. Adujan was no better, eagerly rushing into battle for first blood, maliciously targeting her opponent's knee, ending his chance to compete any further, unless he found a healer. Rain was the worst, callously throwing his weapon like that. How much control did he have with his chi, to be able to Guide the throw like that? The sword pierced straight through the shin, cutting vertically, in the center of the leg. If the blade had been horizontal, the leg would have been lopped off, and his opponent would have bled to death. It was difficult admit, but his Pa was right, he was far less skilled than Rain. The amount of control required to Hone a spiritual weapon was already impressive. To do so without holding it, as well as Guide the trajectory? That was just too far beyond Huushal's ability.
 
  
 
 His opponent continued to struggle in his grasp. Frowning, Huushal punched him once more, lightly, trying to knock him out without hurting him too badly. Unsuccessful, the bastard continued to squirm, trying to break the hold on him. Huushal needed to punch him four more times before the struggling finally stopped. Knocking someone unconscious was much harder than he had anticipated. In the future, he would hit harder, just the once. That was the best method, with the least amount of suffering. Putting his opponent down, patting him in apology, Huushal looked up, to try to spot Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 The tree was impossibly tall, the top so distant he could barely make it out. He could see movement, Mei Lin still making her way up, quickly at that. Hopping from branch to branch, like a squirrel, unafraid of the height. How did she do that? It was astounding. Huushal mused about what it would be like to move like that, chortling at the mental image of his large, stocky frame, gliding on the treetops, arms extended. Absurd.
 
  
 
 “Alright. I think that's enough harvesting. Can't take it all.” Brushing his pants off, Rain stood and stretched his lower back, grunting at the effort. A smile on his face, he sauntered over to his victim.
 
  
 
 Huushal was alarmed. If Rain killed someone, Pa and mom would be executed by the Society. “Wait, what are you doing?”
 
  
 
 Rain looked at him quizzically. “I'm taking my sword back. I have a feeling I'm going to need it.” A grin, maddeningly likable. He was like that, once you got past his indifferent exterior. The magistrate's son, Fung was the same, seeming cold and overbearing, until Rain had introduced him as a friend. Fung immediately brightened and opened up, seeming like a real person, different from the other young masters that looked down on their whole group. Too polarizing, the both of them, seeming passionless and arrogant at first glance, warm and brotherly once befriended.
 
  
 
 “Hello there.” Rain greeted his victim with a smile, as if meeting an acquaintance. “I need my sword back. Thanks for holding onto it.” He chuckled. It was sort of funny. “Now, I have some pills here, that will numb the pain, made from Sweet Moss, Butterfly Shagbush, Wall-climbing Weeping Vines, and Night Ivy. Guaranteed to let you have a nice, dreamless sleep.” He held his hand out, thumb rubbing his fingers. “The problem is, they're very expensive and from my personal stash so, not to say I don't trust you, but I will require payment in advance. Two gold coins, and I give you this pill, and all your pain fades away. ” His other hand held a round brown pill between his fingers. “It's a great price, the same you would pay in any pharmacy.”
 
  
 
 “Pl-please Young Hero, I have no money on me, I left it all with my retainers. This is a survival match, we only brought what was essential.” His victim whimpered, shivering in fear. “Please, it hurts so much.” Tears leaked down the side of face, a pitiful look. Sighing deeply, Rain handed him the pill and his victim tossed it into his mouth, swallowing it quickly, as if afraid his tormentor would change his mind and take it back.
 
  
 
 Rain was a good person, willing to sacrifice two gold for his enemy. “Remember, my name is Rain, and you owe me two gold. I will find you after this, I never forget a face.” Never mind that. A terrible miser. Huushal had seen the coin Rain spent on his lunches and baths. He could afford two measly gold, especially considering it was his own fault the enemy was in so much pain. The pill worked quickly, and a short minute later, the victim was asleep, laying in the grass.
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply while he rummaged through his victim's bag, Rain grumbled beneath his breath about his loss of coin. Huushal frowned, unable to condone stealing. He should know better. Pulling out a shirt, Rain draped it over his sword, before unceremoniously yanking it out. Blood spurted from the wound, staining the shirt and little else. Ah, now Huushal understood the need. Blood was damned hard to clean. He made note of the trick, for future reference.
 
  
 
 While Rain set to bandaging the wound with a strip from the shirt, he spoke to the group. “So, what would have happened if I let him bleed out? Or if they get eaten while unconscious?” Good question, that. The elders in charge had warned them that the crime of murder would result in execution. No one answered, perhaps all unaware themselves.
 
  
 
 Sumila rummaged through their clothes, snapping their tags. Huushal found and broke the one from his opponent as well.
 
  
 
 “Hey, how do those things work? Can I see it?” Rain abandoned his patient midway through bandaging, rushing over to snatch the broken tag. Sometimes, the simplest things would draw his attention, like sealing stamps, pet animals, local fruits, chi locks, and now, locator tags. He was like a child at times.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, look at what I found!” Mei Lin landed lightly, panting from exertion. She grasped a token made of jade and gold, the words 'Arahant Sect' engraved upon it. “I did good, ya?”
 
  
 
 Rain smiled at her, broken tags still in his hand. “Good work Mei Lin. Your hunch was right, Adujan, amazing.” Mei Lin beamed, while Adujan ignored him as usual. Sumila snorted daintily, an adorable sound. “What are the instructions?”
 
  
 
 “I haven't read it yet.” Mei Lin handed the token to Sumila, who turned to study it, her cute lips moving as she read.
 
  
 
 “Hmm... It says we need to retrieve a number of plants. I recognize all of them except for a Lunar Awakening Rose. The instructions specify it needs to be in bloom.” Sumila glanced at Mei Lin. “Any idea what that is?”
 
  
 
 Rain was the one who answered, having returned to bandaging his victim. “Wild flower, blooms at night, difficult to make out during the day, looks almost like regular grass. At night, they bloom into beautiful, wide petaled flowers, a soft purple. No medicinal use, but they do look and smell nice.” Huushal scratched his chin, feeling put off. How did Rain know so much, fight so well, and heal so quickly? Did he just never sleep, practicing all the time? The Mother is truly unfair, giving so much talent to one person. He even looked the part of a hero, a fearsome combatant in his black carnugator armor. Huushal made a note to go gator hunting next time he went to the city. The stories must be exaggerated. How hard could it be, if Rain had done it last year? Perhaps Rain would even take him, and they could drink and laugh through their hunt. A near endless source of the most ribald jokes, Rain was a boisterous companion to drink with.
 
  
 
 Sumila asked, “You know where to find them?” Mei Lin nodded at the inquiry. Sumila was so focused, determined. Perhaps only Adujan was more so, but she was unwilling to communicate with this new team. She was normally so talkative too, it was as if she were a different person this past month, sullen and closed off.
 
  
 
 Landing softly, a grandfatherly, long-haired Elder appeared, looking around, quickly checking the injured and noting the wounds. He had a soft, wrinkled face, with bright eyes and curved horns sprouting from his temples. “Good children, binding their wounds, giving them medicine.” He laughed heartily. “Perhaps better to not injure them so badly in the first place. We are all children of the Mother, and you are all the future of the Empire.” He spied the Token in Sumila's hand. “Oh ho ho, The Arahant Sect Token. How fortuitous. I am Elder Ming, first name Zhong Guan, of the Arahant Sect, or 'Those Who Seek Perfection'.” Stroking his beard, he laughed once again. “May I inquire as to the names of you heroic youngsters?”
 
  
 
 “Too polite, Elder Ming, there is no need. My apologies for not greeting you immediately. My name is Rain, Sentinel of the People.” Clasping his hands, the spitting image of an obedient child. The fraud. All good manners, until a cup of wine was in him, then he turned belligerent to any who irked him. If not for Fung's standing, they would have gotten into at least six bar fights. The memory of the fight in the restaurant still brought a chuckle to him, Rain diving head-first into the fray like a mad dog. The rest of them greeted the Elder, although not as prettily as Rain had.
 
  
 
 “Ha ha ha, good skills, good manners. Good, good. Excellent. I will hold you back no more, young ones. Hurry on now, I wish you the best of luck, and caution you to take care. Perhaps it will be you who is granted our prize when this contest ends.” Shooing them away, the Elder gathered the injured together, standing guard until more arrived to help carry them back. The five of them headed off, following Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 A few minutes away from the Elder, Mei Lin turned and hopped onto Rain's back. “I'm tired from the climbing Rainy. Carry me please.” Patting his helmet, she pointed. “That way!”
 
  
 
 Envy brimmed up within Huushal. Mei Lin was an adorable young lady, round-faced and wide-eyed, with many young men in the village wishing to court her. While Huushal preferred someone taller, with more meat on their bones, it still was upsetting to watch another in the springtime of his youth. At 19 years of age, he had yet to touch a woman until Rain had shared his wealth and invited him to the bath house. Such a paradise, Huushal had never dreamed it could exist, and Rain was so experienced, to hear him talk of his adventures. Perhaps he should visit the Golden Swan Pavilion as well. Shaking his head in sorrow, he grimaced. It was a year's pay for a single night. Where would he come up with that sort of money? His single visit to the baths had swallowed most of the fortune that Rain had gifted him with, and earned him a scolding from Mother. Pa had laughed, but didn't help, just grinning at his misery.
 
  
 
 Huushal had no skills to earn coin with, beside his martial prowess, and his Ma had threatened to hunt him down should he join the army. She was more terrifying than a horde of Defiled. Huushal prayed that she didn't find out about his adventures with Rain, or she'd break out the strap. Lamenting his woes, he continued to follow the happy couple. That lucky bastard Rain, he had the adorable Mei Lin wrapped around his finger, while Sumila latched on to his every word. He even seemed to be making advances on Adujan, cold as she was to him, gifting her with a spiritual weapon, a princely courting gift. Three completely different women, Rain was a man of varied tastes. Grinning to himself, Huushal found he could not hold that against him. It wasn't Rain's fault that Sumila had no interest in Huushal. He would just need to work harder to impress her.
 
  
 
 They continued for hours, jogging through the forest, following Mei Lin's directions, collecting flowers along the way. They encountered three more groups, and Huushal found it odd how hostile they were, immediately charging them with reckless abandon, not even trying to speak. They put their opponents down easily, destroying their tags and waiting for an Elder to arrive before moving on.
 
  
 
 Huushal was getting closer to perfecting his knockout punch. The last opponent only required two punches to render unconscious, although that one had been rushed away in a hurry by an Elder, earning him some reproachful glares. Rain didn't even put Mei Lin down for the fights, throwing his sword and letting the three of them handle the rest. It was rather simple, Sumila and Adujan fiercely putting down their opponents, while Huushal gently tapped his into oblivion. They were too savage, these women, nothing like the soft, sweet ladies of the bath house. His mind worked fiercly, trying to remember every detail of his encounter. Who knew when he would be able to afford such a trip again?
 
  
 
 Pain tore through his shoulder, a weight landing atop Huushal and sending him to the ground. Screaming in an unmanly fashion, he scrambled in the dirt, feeling something clawing at his legs. Kicking wildly, without feeling an impact, he turned to face his ambusher. A wildcat, long of fang and yellow eyed, was shredding his armor as if it were paper, swiping closer and closer to his belly. Huushal struggled backwards, getting his shield in front of him. The wildcat batted it away with a powerful paw, sending him sliding across the dirt.
 
  
 
 An arrow hissed into the wildcat's side, followed by a spear, thudding into flesh, eliciting a frenzied yowl. Rain appeared in front of him, shielding him from attack. A hand dragged Huushal back, Adujan's, swearing and grumbling under her breath. Rain backed away as well, a few steps ahead, warding off the dying attacks of the wildcat. The pained screams seemed unreal to Huushal, as if far away. Blinking to clear his eyes, his vision turned blurry, before finally blacking out.
 
  
 
 It was nighttime when he awoke again, wrapped in a travel blanket, inside a cave. It was raining outside and Adujan sat, sullenly poking a fire, sitting on a stone. “What happened?” Huushal croaked the words out, gratefully drinking from the proffered skin.
 
  
 
 “You were pounced on by a wildcat, Big Huu. A real lady of the night. Skin is over there, it'll make a good blanket for you to piss all over when you have your nightmares.” Adujan spoke as if making up for the past month of silence. She had bestowed that nickname on him her first year as a cadet, when they had worked together. “You lost an ear, and your pants.” Grinning lasciviously, she added, “You lady-killer.” Handing him a bowl of stew and a spoon, she continued. “Sumila wrecked the fucking cat, terrifying doesn't describe her well enough. Formidable woman, she is. Rain and Mei Lin looked after your cuts and gashes. Don't worry, Rain did your legs and ah, manly regions. Little Huu is still there, no need to fret, too small for the cat to get at. Armor took the brunt of it, it seems.” Shrugging, she turned back to the fire. “Maybe you can go kill some carnugators, get a new shiny set, just like the 'Young Hero' Rain.” She grumbled to herself some more, an annoying habit.
 
  
 
 Huushal ate his stew slowly, difficult with one arm in a sling. It was delicious, and he savored each bite, perhaps his only chance to eat food cooked by Sumila. It had to be her, Adujan and Mei Lin definitely didn't know how to cook, and Rain probably didn't either. When would he have the time to learn? The perfect woman, Sumila could even cook well, the food heavenly, almost as good as Charok's. His wounds all itched fiercely, but his Ma said that was how he knew they were healing. Sighing deeply, he reflected on the afternoon. Almost died again today. That made it the fourth time. The first was an arrow from a sneak attack by bandits, his first foray as a cadet, a feeling he would never forget. It was getting easier to shake the dread, the fear that always followed a close brush with death. Rain would probably be laughing by now, the maniac. Looking around, his eyebrows rose. Where was Rain? Or Sumila and Mei Lin, for that matter?
 
  
 
 “They're off looking for the moon flower thing. Rest your big head, Big Huu. If you need to take a piss or shit, try not to, because I don't really want to carry your big heavy ass outside.” Huushal preferred the quiet, sullen Adujan that he had traveled with the past month. It was a blessing, not to listen to her constant mocking and cursing, so unladylike. Now that they were alone though, it was back in full force. She seemed in good mood, at least, and it was good that she didn't mock him in front of his parents. Or worse, in front of Baatar. Huushal laid back down, seeking balance. He might as well do his best to heal what he could, be of more use. He'd be damned if he let Rain carry him while he was conscious. That was an embarrassment he could live without.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Have you found them yet?”
 
  
 
 Situ Chiang shook his head at Situ Shirong's inquiry. Close to 800 people were scattered throughout the forest, and Xiang had to search for certain animals to hunt, to fulfill their mission. How was he to find one specific group of barbarians? His cousin was too entranced by the reward. Five thousand gold and an unnamed favor, to cripple some savages. It seemed like an easy job, but the forest was vast, and their time limited. They could spare no time to search for mongrels.
 
  
 
 Shirong smacked his hand against a tree, frustrated. Chiang didn't even know what he needed coin for, in any case. As a favored son of the clan, Shirong and he enjoyed luxuries beyond the dreams of most. What was a thousand gold to them, once split between their group? A few days at the brothels, or a single night with one of the top courtesans. A pittance. Even worse, it was an open bounty that anyone could claim. The chances of them finding the savages first were slim to none. He said as much to him, but that only earned him a disdainful look.
 
  
 
 “It's not about the money, cousin, it's about the favor owed. To have the Canston Trading Group in our pocket would be a boon. They are a growing power, and I intend to buy their favor cheaply whilst I still can. They have secured the aid of an ancestral beast! A free one, at that. Even our clan only has the aid of five, all slaves procured at great cost.” Shirong grinned, punching Chiang in the shoulder. “They have more half-pig soldiers than they know what to do with. I wouldn't mind having a bristleboar guard, they are intimidating to look at, fierce and powerful.”
 
  
 
 Chiang sighed inwardly, keeping his thoughts to himself. Such greed and shortsightedness. If Shirong would just work at finding another tablet, he could just sell his reward for all the slaves he wants. Why chase after favors from a middling merchant company. However, Shirong was more favored within the clan, his father the vice-leader, while Chiang's father was a mere guardian. Even worse, their cousin Gulong was just as determined to find the savages, one of his random indulgences. Dejected, he returned to searching the forest, fantasizing that perhaps if they found them, the savages would have a token and the mission completed, allowing Chiang to reap without sowing. The OuYang clan token they had found was most likely worthless, their patriarch a notorious miser. The prizes were handled by a double-blind system, all held together, guarded by a mixed collection of warriors chosen by lottery, all sworn to secrecy, no clan or sect knowing what the others had prepared. Many of the sects and clans of the Society used it as a way to gain face, giving out incredible prizes, showing off their wealth in front of the entire province. He salivated at the thought of being able to claim two prizes, a dream that would not likely be realized.
 
  
 
 Skulking off into the darkness, his teammates beside him, Chiang continued on his hunt, for token or savage, it mattered not. Either would do nicely.
 
  
 
 
 
Author's note: Just noticed there's a review of this story in top weekly reviews. Niceeee. That'll keep me smiling for a long while.
 






      Chapter 48 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Stalking my prey in the darkness, I move slowly through the dense forest, silently, too afraid to breathe. Step by step I inch closer, my heart hammering away in my chest and ears, the sound so loud it's a wonder it hasn't scared away my prey. I flex my hand, held close over Peace, ready to draw at a moments notice. Failure is not an option. With one more step, my prey finally enters my range. Drawing my weapon, I move, Balance on Windy Leaf, which turns into Swiping the Rushes, and my prey falls dead, silently, unable to even react at my charge. With a flick of my wrist, the blood flies off Peace and I return it to my scabbard. Fatality. I chuckle to myself, unsure of what the joke is. Whatever, it makes me smile. Who cares why.
 
  
 
 Grabbing my hunting knife, I kneel down over the rabbit I just killed. This dumb fat bastard will make for delicious breakfast. I can already taste the greasy skewers of tender meat. Working quickly, I bleed and skin the rabbit, packaging it with the other two rabbits, while Sumila and Mei Lin wait patiently nearby. This is the most use I've been all day, besides stitching up Huushal's legs. He's going to need to eat to heal, he got torn up pretty well by the mountain cat, but nothing life threatening. If the cat had clawed just 5 centimeters higher though, he would have become at least half a eunuch though. Shuddering at the thought, I say a small prayer of thanks to the Mother. That would be a terrible thing to regrow. My arm and foot felt like they were submerged in broken glass and then rubbed with it. Hey... I wonder if I can regrow it … bigger? Hmm... I should find out. Not by asking Taduk though, he'll tell everyone he knows, a real Chatty Cathy. Not sure if it'd be worth the pain either.
 
  
 
 Even though it's a new moon, the stars are bright enough to see by. It's not bright enough to be able to read, but with the State of Enlightenment, I can make out enough of the surroundings to get by easily. I can't keep it up forever, but for more than enough time to skin a rabbit. It's really all I can do, honestly, having been largely useless the whole time. Sumila and Adujan have dismantled most of our competitors, while I just look on with nothing to do. I'm literally their baggage boy, first carrying Mei Lin, then Huushal. I was totally right about being sent as bait. They could win this thing with just the two of them, it's completely unfair how strong they are. At least Huushal is in the same boat as me, just as useless. That really shouldn't make me feel better, but it does. Misery loves company.
 
  
 
 Finishing up, I signal them quietly and we move out, returning to our base camp. Sumila and Mei Lin both look adorable, each with a Lunar Awakening Rose in their hair, and Mei Lin carries a bundle in her arms. I have one in my lapel. The instructions were only for one flower, but no harm in being safe, and I can sell them for some coin. It's a rarity, and the roots are still attached to most of them, so maybe someone can grow them at home.
 
  
 
 Shaking my head, I refocus my attentions on my surroundings. Leading the way back to our cave, I keep my eyes and ears open, searching for danger in every shadow. If it wasn't for these dumb flowers, I wouldn't even be traveling in the dark. I can't shake the feeling that something is off right now, odd, but I can't quite place it. We enter a small batch of trees, and I hold my fist up, Sumila and Mei Lin freezing in place immediately, on full alert. Better safe than sorry, and something is gnawing at my brain, trying to tell me that things aren't right. I just can't quite figure out what.
 
  
 
 Standing in place, hidden, we wait as the minutes pass by, with nothing but low forest sounds to fill the night. Slow, agonizing, minutes, filled with fear and anticipation as I ready myself for flight or fight. In a moment of clarity, I realize the problem. It's the sounds. The bugs and frogs are still around, buzzing and croaking, but there are no birds hooting or animals scurrying. Something has scared them off. I take my bow in hand, drawing an arrow from my hip quiver, and wait. Patience.
 
  
 
 That's what 90% of hunting is, patience. You just need to wait in the right place, and good things will come. I glance back, and Mei Lin has her bow out as well, perpendicular to me, covering my angles. Sumila has her spear in hand, ready to launch. I hope they don't fire off into the dark without confirmation. I don't want them to accidentally kill someone because of my nerves. We all stand stock still, both of them trusting me, or having noticed the problem as well. Something that scares the birds and mammals, but bugs and small reptiles don't give a fuck about. Most likely a large carnivore or some sort, but in this world, it can be anything. I can see the campfire we lit, just up the cliff in the distance, a short minutes walk away. We didn't bother hiding it, since there shouldn't be anyone stupid enough to launch a night attack in this darkness.
 
  
 
 I reach for Enlightenment once more, and the sensations rush into me. My breathing slows, heartbeat receding, as I parse through the multitude of new information, my brain adapting and filtering out whatever is unnecessary. Just the faintest of sounds, but I can hear it. A click on hard dirt. Faint, but there, a talon or claw. An abrasive sound, something rubbing against stone. A short, chesty exhale, from a large animal, shuddering out of its mouth, moving about in the darkness. A cloud passes overhead, blocking out the starlight, plunging us into even darker shadow. Looking straight ahead into the darkness, I feel uneasy once again, fear of the unknown drying my mouth. Something is out there, but where? I steady my breathing, trying not to pant, giving away my location.
 
  
 
 The clouds part and I realize I can pant all I want. They know where I am already, and have already surrounded us. Sleek, black-and-white bear-cat-weasel looking animals, maybe 500 kg in weight, and easily 3 meters long. There are at least two that I can see on the ground, but I can hear more of them in the trees above. They're sniffing the air, staring directly at all of us, seeming docile. They can't be that bad, they're sort of cute, with long whiskers and eyelashes, little bandit-like markings around their eyes. I wouldn't mind one as a pet, if it were smaller. Unless I can ride one, but roosequins seem the superior mount. One bear-cat-weasel thing directly in front of me, arches it's back, yowling at us loudly, revealing a mouth full of massive fangs, the sound sending shivers down my spine. Fuck, nothing can just be cute and harmless. Speaking out of the side of my mouth, I try not to alarm the giant cuddly monsters. “Sumila, kill it quickly. Please.”
 
  
 
 “Rain, don't fight.” Sumila speaks slowly and softly. “There are three more that you can't see. They want the meat, so just toss the rabbits away. Far away.” I can hear the quiver in her voice, which turns my legs almost to jelly. If Sumila is scared, I should be terrified.
 
  
 
 Reaching back slowly, I unhook the twine carrying my catch, before carefully lobbing the rabbits away, arcing through the air, landing somewhere in the darkness with a thump. The bear-cats sniff the air, noses following the meat, before they amble off after their easy meal. As soon as they shuffle off, the three of us slowly step away, trying to make as little noise as possible. By the time we reach the cliff side, my breath is coming in shudders, nerves frayed.
 
  
 
 This fucking contest is shit, sending us out into the night to pick flowers, while massive apex predators roam the forest. How is that even remotely safe? At least the animals were lazy. I'm just going to carry Huushal away in the morning, so we can get out of this forest of death. Walking slowly up the slopes, knees shaking, I shamble into the cave and stop, staring down the length of an arrow. Adujan holds it at me for five, very long, tense, breaths, before lowering her bow. I guess she's still mad about the whole 'thought she was a he' thing. That was like... yesterday, just let it go. Afraid to unclench my asshole for worry of shitting myself, I curl up on my laid out bedroll, and close my eyes. I wonder if this counts as a near death experience? Why am I even here? They didn't even announce the prizes in advanced. It'd be nice to know what I'm out here for.
 
  
 
 “Hey, shit-stain.” I did not shit my pants. Right? I try to check as inconspicuously as possible as she continues. “You didn't bring anything back to eat? Fucking useless.” I liked it better when Adujan was cold and silent. Now she's loud and rude. The woman has the most foul mouth I have ever encountered, it's no wonder she kept silent for the entire trip. Akanai would have literally washed her mouth out with soap, it's something she and Baatar do. It's highly unpleasant.
 
  
 
 “Sorry, Yan-Yan, we ran into some Binturongs. So scary! We almost died.” Mei Lin launches into an exaggerated re-telling of our adventures, while Sumila sits down beside the fire, exhaustion and worry etched on her face. Poor girl, between her mom and dad riding away into danger and the stress of managing our team, she looks like she's been burning the candle at both ends. Sitting back up, I give her a small smile, and start boiling some water to make some herbal tea. Fresh picked bissap, soothing and relaxing. While the water boils, I check on Huu, making sure everything is copacetic. He looks scarier now, with the addition of some facial scars, and having lost an ear like a grizzled veteran, rather than a fresh-faced kid. Hopefully the healers are good enough to fix him completely. His healing skills are decent, but I doubt he can regrow an ear on his own, at least not in a few days. He mumbles a bit in his sleep while I poke around his cuts, but everything seems fine.
 
  
 
 Handing out tea as I pour it, I take my turn at watch while everyone else sleeps. Keeping myself in the darkness, with the fire behind me, I scan the area, waiting for my night vision to return, while my stomach rumbles. We ate the jungle cat already, but it was stringy, without much meat, with a sour taste to it. Not a fan of cat meat. Those rabbits would have been delicious, and we could have eaten, then headed back to the starting area in the morning. I swear I eat too much, but I'm still always hungry. I hope I have more growing ahead of me, I hate being shorter than everyone else. They're just all too damn tall.
 
  
 
 It'll take us at least half the day to return, since we travelled quite some distance to find those stupid flowers. They only grow in ravines or other dark, damp locations, and Mei Lin could only spot one area, at the other end of the forest. On the plus side, there aren't that many other groups around here. Earlier, every group we ran into acted like crazed bloodthristy animals, pointing at us and attacking without provocation at first sight. I don't understand the reasoning, it's not like we advertise that we have a token or anything. Just thinning out the competition, I guess. Kids and their bloodthirsty games.
 
  
 
 My watch ends without incident and Sumila comes out to relieve me, so I walk back to my bedroll, collapsing into it, falling asleep within seconds.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Chiang broke camp at dawn, leading his four guards with him, quickly heading to the predetermined location to meet with Shirong.
 
  
 
 “Cousin, good news! We spotted the savages close by. Come, come, I sent my guards to inform the others. They'll be on their way shortly.” Shirong was enthusiastic, hurrying them along. “We need to seize the opportunity, before someone else finds them and snatches our prize from us.” The six of them ran to the east, Shirong leading the way. Before long, he slowed down, eyes open, searching for his man. A clan member waved them over, signaling for stealth, and they slowly made their way over.
 
  
 
 Less than 100 meters away, walking along the riverbed, were the bumpkin mountain dwellers themselves. The most dangerous looking one was injured, being carried by a runt, while the two of them were protected by three women. One of the women, a waifish rabbit child, wasn't even wearing armor, out in her traveling leathers, skipping about as if on a mid-morning stroll. It was laughable. This was too simple, like picking apples. Chiang silently motioned for them to split up and approach them, ensnaring them and backing them against the riverbed. It was fast flowing and filled with carnivorous fish, a death trap should the savages jump in. Seven against four, three perhaps considering the little waif. An easy victory over some mud-dwelling fools who knew not how large the world truly was.
 
  
 
 Making his way closer as quietly as a shadow, Chiang stepped softly towards his prey. The little waif carried a variety of flowers, perhaps for their mission. The prize grows even sweeter. It seemed they had a token, and judging by their course, completed their mission and were returning to the staging grounds. Truly, it would be the Situ Clan to prosper during this contest. Barely 30 meters remained between him and his prey when they stopped, the runt placing the giant on the floor, the waif and the antlered woman drawing their bows, arrows nocked.
 
  
 
 “If you're human, you should stand up, or else we might accidentally kill you, mistaking you for wild beasts.” The runt spoke loudly, almost gleefully. Chiang remained in a crouch, certain they wouldn't shoot. The risk of killing someone was too high, and murder would be punished harshly. A whistle of an arrow quickly proved him wrong, ending with a scream from one of his clansmen. The little waif nocked a second arrow, turning to point directly at Chiang.
 
  
 
 “Wait- wait!” Chiang quickly stood, spear in hand, palms forward, his clansmen echoing his sentiments. “Don't sho-” another arrow came whistling at him, faster than he could react, piercing him in the leg. The pain was excruciating, more than he could bear. Tears leaked from his eyes, disbelieving what just occurred. Holding his injury, he remained prone, until the runt barbarian approached him.
 
  
 
 “Hello there.” The barbarian squatted next to him, handling Chiang's leg roughly. “I see that you're in terrible pain. That is truly a shame.” This insolent, audacious scoundrel, smirking at his suffering. “ Luckily, I have just the thing for that. A pill -”
 
  
 
 “You dare to shoot at me!?” Chiang screeched at him, voice strained, spittle flying out. “I'll have you whipped and flayed! You are truly seeking death, attacking a favored son of the Great Situ Clan! I will have those women raped and beaten, you uneducated, shit-eating, horse-fucking -.” His rant was cut short, turning to a horrible scream as the runt ripped the arrow out of his knee, crimson blood spurting from the wound, leaving Chiang reeling in agony, black and white spots in his vision.
 
  
 
 As his head struck the dirt, the last thing he heard before passing out was the runt speaking. “Ya, okay, I understand, not everyone is comfortable with pharmaceuticals. I can respect that.”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 These idiot young master types. It's like they don't understand the real world. Here they are, sneaking up on us to assault us, but we attack them first, and we're seeking death? C'mon son. I bandage the unconscious idiot up, and a search of his body comes up not only with his tag, but with a token as well, made of smooth white jade, 'OuYang' inscribed in gold. Ca-ching. Do we get to keep the tokens? I wonder how much one of them would sell for anyways. Flipping it around, I read the mission. Furs from a list of animals. This whole cluster-fuck is just a series of fetch quests. 2/10 theme-park gameplay, would not play again.
 
  
 
 Moving along, I fix up the other fallen contestants and luckily, not only do they have all of the required furs, these mooks even have coins on them. Six pills sold, for an easy twelve gold. The pills are pretty easy to make, just some common plants that grow around the village, and a few hours of grinding per 20 pills. I have hundreds of them, from my practice in pill making. I thought they would make me money, but no one would buy them from me, not trusting my work. The pill was too complicated to make they said, requiring very strict amounts of each ingredient in the correct ratio, or else it could cause significant damage. It's made much easier with proper measuring tools, like Taduk has, rather than the favored 'eyeball' method that everyone else uses. You need to work under a respected pill master, marking the pill with some symbol to show it's yours, but Taduk won't let me use his mark, even after verifying my work. My symbol is the side profile of a bunny. It made me chuckle for some reason, but Taduk loved it. Luckily, I use them sometimes to get to sleep, so not only are they tested, I also had a lot on me. What was once a failed venture, is now a thriving business. I'm not even overcharging them, but I should. It's supply and demand. I have the supply, and I create the demand.
 
  
 
 Chuckling to myself, I stand up from my last victim, pockets jingling, and inform my comrades of our great luck which is met with a cheer. Easy pickings. I didn't even have to fight, Adujan and Mei Lin are sharpshooters, taking everyone out with arrows to the knee. Guess these little young masters can't be adventurers anymore.
 
  
 
 “Oh, ho ho, we meet again, children of the People.” Elder Ming lands softly, but I have no idea from where. I didn't see him float down, I just saw him appear and land. I want to learn how to do that. “Oh, Seven victims this time.” He looks them over. “Arrows, my my my, such skill and accuracy. Good, good.”
 
  
 
 Clasping my hands and bowing, we leave the Situ idiots behind with him, strolling away as I carry Huushal. He grumbles a lot about it, but tough shit. What does he expect, Sumila to carry him? Actually that might not be a bad idea. He's heavy as hell, and Sumila is stronger than me. I open my mouth to suggest it, but before I can speak, someone interrupts me.
 
  
 
 “You scoundrels! Stop right there! You have guts, assaulting my cousins and clansmen like that.” Putting Huushal down gently, I turn around to meet with the next band of idiots. Probably the remaining three we missed. Might as well pick up the spare. I'm greeted instead by at least fifteen angry-looking youths, brandishing some very heavy-looking clubs as they rush forward to surround us.
 
  
 
 God damn it.
 
  
 
   
  
  
Author's Note: Some picture references, just in case I didn't do a very good job describing them. Also, they're adorable. I just grabbed them off google images, if anyone has issue with me using them, leave a comment or email me. 
 
My inspiration, Binturongs, or the Asian Bearcat. Genus name Arctictis which is greek for Bear-Weasel. Yeah, not super imaginative naming, on anyone's part. 
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  Look at how cute he is, waving his little paw.
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  The Binturongs in my story have more teeth.
 
 
 
 
Another thing to add, Savage Divinity gained many new readers and reviews over the weekend. I'm pretty estatic about that, it feels incredible. Thanks for taking the time to read my work, for the reviews, the thumb-ups, for everything. 
 
I'd just like to once again plead, if you find a spelling, or grammer, or whatever error, note it in the comments, please please please. Thanks for reading, and I hope you keep doing so. 
 
-RuffWriter
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 Gulong led his clansmen against the fur-clad barbarians, charging towards them. For them to dare humiliate the Situ Clan, it was up to him, as the little patriarch, to regain the face of the Situ clan. His iron club in hand, he ran towards his enemies, yelling fiercely as he descended upon them. The yokels were armed with real weapons, but there was no need to fear injury, the foolish idiots risked too much with them. Swinging his club, he descended upon his first victim, a lovely little red-panda girl, grinning at the thought of subduing her. Perhaps he could even make her into a slave after this. Her parents would probably trade her for a few shiny baubles, the backwards idiots.
 
  
 
 As soon as he approached, his club in mid swing, the girl booted him back, sending him to the ground gasping for air. He coughed, tears filling his eyes as he watched the bitch mercilessly tear through his cousins and guards, causing serious injuries, breaking helmets and bones with every swing. A madwoman, that's what she was, bloodthirsty and crazed, she risked killing as she fought in a frenzy of strikes. He would have her beaten by his fathers guards when the contest was over. Struggling to stand, he charged at a different target, a little runt of a child, strapping on his shield as he stood in front of an injured wolf-boy. Easier prey, his guards could deal with that crazy bitch.
 
  
 
 The runt suddenly appeared before him, faster than possible, shield slamming into his chest, sending him back three steps. No chi in the attack, but a ferocious charge, leaving him winded once more. Wheezing hard, he raised his club once more, but again, the runt charged him, striking him in the face with his leather gauntlets. Tasting the salty blood flowing from his nose, Gulong grew enraged. How dare this brute injure his face! Tossing the club aside, he drew his longsword, ready to cut the insolent shrimp soldier to pieces. The savage was fast, but that wouldn't save him from death. Gulong's father would keep him from getting into too much trouble, especially if he made it look like an accident. It would be worth it, to see the smug look off his face.
 
  
 
 With a charging thrust, he aimed it at the lout's throat, deflected by his opponent's sword, a tiny thing barely longer than a dagger. Longer is stronger, as they say. Grinning maliciously, Gulong contemplated how to best carve up the boy as he traded blows, each one as ineffective as the last. Sweat had begun to run down his neck as he moved about, striking high and low, each time failing to connect. He struck out with his most powerful moves, only to be answered in kind. Swiping the Rushes, countered by Hanging Branch Grasp, Traverses the Mountain defeated by Darting Fang, Striking Fury deflected by Fluttering Raindrops, every cut and thrust met easily as the savage continued to smirk, enraging Gulong even more. Twenty passes of his weapon, and he had yet to scratch his opponent, who continued to stand there mocking him, unwilling to strike at him, just toying with him, humiliating him. He grew unhinged, his strikes growing more deadly, no longer trying to pretend, his full power behind every attack, and still the runt smiled at him, as if to say 'this is your level of skill?'
 
  
 
 Soon, his energy was spent and he stood still panting, sword lowered, glaring at this hateful bastard. “What's taking you so long?” An unfamiliar voice, not someone of his party. Glancing around, he looked in horror at his clansmen, all brutally beaten, lying upon the ground, pitiful moans and gasps coming from their lips.
 
  
 
 “You fucking savages! Do you know who we are? Who I am?” Gulong screamed at them, before screaming in pain, the runt's sword piercing his shin, the pain unlike anything he had ever felt before. Screeching and crying, he fell to the ground, cursing the damn trash that didn't know their place.
 
  
 
 The runt approached him, squatting down, a mocking smile upon his face.“Hello there. I see that you're in terrible pain. That is truly a shame. Luckily, I have just the thing for that.”
 
  
 
 “Fuck you, you sheep shagging, shit-eating, backwoods, barbarian. Someone else will hunt you down for the bounty, and we'll see who's smiling then.”
 
  
 
 The runt clamped his dirty hand over Gulong's mouth, leaning into him. “Shhhh... Why are all you young masters the same? We're just having a little friendly competition here, no need for all the name calling. Now, what's this about a bounty?”
 
  
 
 As soon as he removed his hand, Gulong spit in his face, hitting him just beneath the eye. “I'll have everyone you love beaten and whipped, before I shove a spear up their asshole and feed them to the dogs. The pretty ones I will have raped by every man in the city, before I -” The runt's fist smashed into his face. Spitting out his teeth, he began to yell again, but a second blow landed, harder this time.
 
  
 
 “I can see that you're loyal, that you'd rather be beaten than betray your source. I can respect that.” A third strike landed on his eye, and the world began to spin. He tried to speak, but was interrupted by another punch. “Don't talk, I wouldn't want you to bite your tongue.”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 It takes six punches for me to knock the entitled little bitch unconscious. It should be a good lesson for him, to keep his anger under check, or at least his mouth shut. He's skilled, aggressive and strong, but a little too obvious about his attacks, easily read. It was a nice match until he started his little hissy fit at the end there. Everyone screams about rape, it's incredibly unpleasant. I'm just glad I reincarnated as a guy.
 
  
 
 Huushal is unable to control his roaring laughter, hollering in glee, gasping heavily. The man can't read the mood, I'm trying to be intimidating. Standing up, I look around at the others, taking note of what emotions I see in their faces. An example had been made, so now to find the weakest link. A lot of rage, and stubborn faces. I need a different target, someone timid and vulnerable. I spot my target, a wide-eyed girl, perhaps 18 or 19 years old, cradling her broken shoulder as she sits on the ground, shivering in fear. Reaching down to grab the beaten young master, I drag him forward and take a knee in front of her, flashing my most charming smile. “Hello. My name is Rain, of the People. What's your name?” She begins to hyperventilate, panicking at my approach as she tries to move away from me. I picked a good target. I do my best to calm her down while keeping her close, smiling with my hands held unthreateningly in front of me.
 
  
 
 Eventually, I manage to coax a name out of her. Sniffling, she mumbles out, “Situ Ji Yeon.” She hiccups, still fearful of me.
 
  
 
 “That's a very pretty name, Ji Yeon.” Smiling gently, I speak in the most friendly tone I can manage. “You're a very lovely young girl, long, ebony hair, pale skin, with high cheekbones and a refined nose. I bet you spend a good amount of time everyday, making sure you look lovely.” I give her a tiny tap on the forehead, and she flinches back. “I want you to take a look at this one.” I lift the young masters beaten face for her to see, her eyes widening in fear. “His jaw and cheekbones are broken, eye is swelling up, nose almost deformed. Doesn't he look terrible? Barely even recognizable anymore, hardly even human.” I continue after a pause, giving her time to study him. “I don't want to do that, not to you, a pretty young girl like yourself. I'm not a monster. I just want to know about this bounty business. Why don't you tell me what you know, Ji Yeon?”
 
  
 
 She spills everything, speaking as quickly as she can, tears and snot dripping from her. “I don't know the details, just that someone will reward us with 5,000 gold, all we needed to do was- cripple all of you.” She quickly continues in a panic. “I was just following my clan orders, I don't know who or why, please, you have to believe me! Please, please, please!” Not so pretty, screeching and dripping like a faucet. Giving her a clean handkerchief, I pat her head soothingly. Damn, 5000 gold... why so much, just for us? I doubt she's hiding anything, the poor little girl is terrified. I feel terrible for doing this, but I needed to know. Who would even put a bounty on us? That's so random, we haven't really offended anyone since coming here. Whatever, it's not important. I should thank them, if it wasn't for the bounty, we might not have gotten a second token. Easy money.
 
  
 
 Taking a pill from my jar, I place it in the girl's hand. “A pragmatist, that's what you are Ji Yeon. I respect that.” Sumila chortles and Huushal roars in laughter once again. Ignoring them, as well as Ji Yeon's wide eyed stare, I convince her to swallow the medicine, remaining at her side until she passes out, laying her gently on the ground.
 
  
 
 Damn, I keep meeting pretty girls in bad situations, first cat girl, now this little beauty. Wiping the frown from my face, I once again put on my selling smile, raising my voice for everyone to hear. Time for them to show me the money. “See how effective my medicine is? Asleep and painless, within a few heartbeats after ingestion. This too can be yours, for only te – twenty five gold each.” These assholes were going to cripple us, no need to go easy. “I accept coin, silks, jewelry, really anything of value. No change or credit.”
 
  
 
 Rich young masters are truly rich. A total of 18 defeated, but only 16 paid, since two were already unconscious. Those without coin pleaded from the others to borrow. I think my beating scared them, but I wasn't going to beat them if they didn't pay. That would be extortion. I didn't say anything to clear up the misunderstanding, however. I want the money. Two of them had the most money, each handing me a card of solid gold worth 100 gold coins. The rest is paid in coins and bars, worth 10 coins each, for a total of 400 gold. A lovely little profit, business is booming, and my money bag is delightfully heavy. They all pass out, none of them in dire need of assistance, but a search of their belongings turns up zero tokens. Can't win every time, I guess.
 
  
 
 A few minutes after we break all their tags, several elders arrive, some walking out, some running, some landing down lightly. I was watching closely this time, and it just looked like they appeared, just a step off the ground, and landing. So awesome. One of the Elders, a bald crowned man, massive in size, begins frantically checking a few of the young masters. Roaring in anger, he points at us, yelling, “You audacious little bastards! You dare to hurt the Situ clan's youngsters, acting so viciously!”
 
  
 
 “Now, now, Situ Bolin, no need to lose your temper.” Elder Ming appears, looking calm and grandfatherly. He has a big smile and his eyes almost disappear when he speaks. He needs some grooming though, the man has eyebrows longer than most people's hair. “This is simply called 'weeding out the weak'. It is what this contest is for, or have you forgotten?” Burn. A laugh escapes my lips, but I immediately cough, pretending to have swallowed something wrong. I don't need a repeat of the Brigadier.
 
  
 
 Clapping his hand once, so hard that he lifts his leg to do it, Bolin points at me, red-faced, ignoring Elder Ming. “You are seeking death, to dare not give the Situ clan face. Such a brave youngster, do you dare tell me, Situ Bolin, your name?”
 
  
 
 Why does everyone single me out? Do I just look like an asshole or something? Sighing inwardly, I clasp my hands at him and simply state, “Rain, Sentinel of the People.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, brat, know this. The Situ clan will find you for a reckoning of today's actions. You just wash your neck and wait. To brutally beat the First Young Master so, the Patriarch will have you whipped and flayed.” Why ask for my name and not use it? He's cradling the young master I punched unconscious, holding his beaten face for everyone to see. Young masters should be more like Fung. There's a stand up guy, polite and conscientious, commanding without arrogance. His daddy raised him right. “Well? Have you nothing to say, or are you green with regret?”
 
  
 
 How does one turn green with regret? Isn't it green with envy? “They were going to cripple us for 5,000 gold. A light beating is hardly anything to cry about.” His injuries will take a day to heal, maybe two if he's terrible at healing and no one helps him. I don't see what the fuss is all about.
 
  
 
 “Slander and lies!” Bolin turns even redder, an impressive feat. “Worth nothing more than dog farts! What need would the young masters have of a mere 5,000 gold? They only need ask this uncle here and I would give them 50,000 gold each without blinking an eye. They would be well within their rights to cripple you, you insolent bastard, to dare slander them so. I'll have you beaten until your own mother won't recognize you.”
 
  
 
 What, is that like chump change to them? Should I have charged more? Economics is hard. “I'm unsure about the details, but they claimed there was an open bounty on us, for anyone to cripple me and my party. That's what they were here for.”
 
  
 
 Elder Ming claps his hands twice. “I am issuing an inquiry. All of the Situ youngsters are to be taken in for questioning by an impartial party.” He looks at me, no longer kindly grandfather, but impartial judge. “Allegations of misconduct are taken seriously, and anyone who put a bounty on you will be dealt with harshly. The Society frowns on match fixing.”
 
  
 
 Bolin's protests are ignored, and the five of us are each separated and questioned, and after telling them the little I know, I am reunited once again with everyone, and sent on our way. It takes us six hours of hiking to reach the starting point, where an elder congratulates us and takes our tags, tokens, and materials. Damn, I wanted to keep the tokens. Those furs aren't free either. They have some food for us, just cold meats and buns, as well as healers to care for everyone's injuries. Huushal's ear is even regrown, rather quickly at that. It seems there are other Medical Saints around. After thanking the healer as graciously as possible, we're sent on a wagon home with a single elder to escort us. Settling back, I let myself be slowly lulled to sleep by the gentle swaying of the wagon, with Mei Lin nuzzled against my shoulder. It must have been hard on her, these two days in the forest, scared and tired. At least everything's over, and she wasn't hurt. A few days of quiet rest, and the next part of this hellish contest should begin.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vivek Daatei sat and waited, patting his Garo on its snout to calm it. Too much excitement and too well fed these past days, the beast was anxious for more bloodshed. His tribesmen awaited his orders as he watched the verdant green sea of life, amazed by all the trees. He had seen scrawny little things, spindly and easily broken, but these majestic giants of wood and leaf were alien to him. He had killed three prizes before realizing they were not lying to him, that they truly were trees, just simply beyond compare with anything he had seen before. Higher than even the walls at the bridge, a verdant green fortress filled with more food and natural treasures than the entire tundra, this was truly a land of near endless bounty. He and his people were well fed, sated for the first time, more food than they could consume, a wondrous feeling welling up within. His son slept close by, a happy look upon his face, clutching a corpse as if it were his wife, a warming sight indeed.
 
  
 
 He had ridden by the Bridge for a glimpse at the back of the massive walls that had held his people back for centuries, the same walls that stood in all their stories for as far back as could be told. Perhaps he was the first, to be born in the northern wastes and gaze upon the south end of the walls, and the very sight of it had shook him. Behind the great barrier was a second, of almost equal size, a massive number of troops marching through its gates, ready to throw back the Uniter. No wonder they were not attacking the Bridge. It would take months for enough warriors to move through the mountains before they had the strength to even threaten that fortress.
 
  
 
 Still, the Uniter's plans were not flawless. The wraiths had failed, only a few returning with the news. Having demonstrated their worth, Vivek had them fed to the Garos, mute and emotionless as they were devoured. Made of shadow and death, barely even men, just cowards skulking in the dark. Vivek spit on the very idea of them, an affront to true warriors of the north. Were it not for the orders of the Uniter, he would have used the wraiths as sport. Instead of charging the city and taking them by surprise, the guards were now readied, their shiny red armor seen from a distance, bows at the ready. The Uniter had made a mistake. Had the devils only charged and taken down the walls while the enemy was still unsuspecting, Vivek and his 30,000 tribesmen would have torn the city apart. So many soft southerners to kill, once past that hard turtle shell, it would have been glorious, taking lives and loot, burning and rampaging through all in their path. They were weak, hiding behind their walls, unable to face his people on the open plains.
 
  
 
 He studied the devils once again, fascinated by their power. One of them had invaded his mind and allowed the Uniter to speak through it. A curiously painful experience, as if the words were shouted directly into his ear, reverberations running down through his bones, his entire body burning as his mind almost melted. It was an experience he did not wish to repeat often, but the plan had been long in the telling, the Uniter seeming to delight in drawing it out.
 
  
 
 “War Rider.” As if drawn by his thoughts, the Uniter's devil spoke once more, sending him into spasms of pain. “My infantry will arrive in five days. Continue as you are, and converge upon the city at the appointed time. You are to follow the orders of my general, who is in route. You do remember your orders, correct?” The bastard repeated the entire plan, knowing what it cost Vivek. When the conversation ended, he lay upon the floor for several breaths of time, staggering to his feet and wiping away the blood flowing from his nose and ears. Five days and the city would fall, this the Uniter had promised. He ordered his son away with a third of his men, to clear away the wooden camps and take the road so that the enemy reinforcements would be slowed, freeing them to overrun the city once the Uniter's hordes were in place.
 
  
 
 He was no fool, he knew the Uniter thought too little of him, disdained him, and he would make that bastard pay for it. The man was not all-powerful or all-knowing, a coward who hid behind his devils. Eyeing the devil, he studied it once again, thinking of a weakness, a way to kill them. Vivek Daatei would not be a slave to the Uniter forever. He would unravel the secrets of the devils, and his people would flourish, perhaps even living in a city of their own.
 
  
 
 He would follow his orders, for now, playing at being the loyal Garo. It would not always be so, for there would be a time for reckoning. Everyone knew there was no such thing as a loyal Garo, only a sated one. He was Vivek Daatei, the destined one, the conqueror, he who would devour the world.
 
  
 
 Starting with this first city, Shen Huo.
 






      Chapter 50 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Alsantset sat in the stands with Tate on her lap, awaiting the moment for glory for the People. She was so proud of this group of youngsters, having made it through the mass eliminations. She herself had participated 10 years ago at the age of 19, but it had been an abject failure. Her group had been eliminated in a free-for-all match up, with four teams fighting at a time. The other three teams had banded together to defeat them, but even then it had been a close match. It had been a disappointing time for her, with no close friends within her group, just four brash young men all vying for her affection and not a single one of them worthy. She had been lonely, with her father off fighting and mother unable to leave her duties, but the only one she could think of during the entire trip was Charok. Even then, she had been in love with him, marrying him as soon as she had returned, the trip solidifying her love. Leaning onto his shoulder, she was happy that she had received this chance to come here with him and their lovely children, making up for her terrible memories of this beautiful city.
 
  
 
 Pendants and banners hung from the stands, as people of all castes crowded around to view the wealth and power on display, the contest a chance for the Clans and Sects of the Society to engage in a purse-measuring contest of their own making. The stage was one used for combat, with the master of ceremonies standing in the middle, table set out for displaying the gifts. The earlier gifts sat on display on other tables scattered around the arena, frivolous luxuries such as slaves, silks, ornaments, and treasures, nothing of use to the People, or even the young heroes who had won them. Such things had no place being gifted to young warriors. They needed weapons and armor, diligence and dedication in training, not these extravagant, self-indulgent items of wealth. She was conflicted about what to do should Rain receive something like that, perhaps spoiling him even further. He enjoyed his comforts far too much already, almost seeming half a fop at times.
 
  
 
 The crowds were impatient as each group stepped forward to be introduced, only a footnote compared to the display of prizes. Their accomplishments during the test were lauded, polite applause or raucous laughter coming from the crowd as differing factions quarreled in the stands. Only nine groups had made it through the 'great hunt' as they called it, and Alsantset was more than a little annoyed by Rain's performance. According to the others, all the work was done by Adujan and Sumila, the other three simply tagging along. It was disgraceful for Rain to rest on the laurels of the two ladies, and even worse, exploit his defeated opponents for gold. She had scolded him harshly when she found out, taking away the ill-gotten gains, intent on returning them. She had been rudely dismissed at the Situ compound however, so the gold would be held for Rains future. That irresponsible wastrel would just drink and whore it all away, as if gold were of no value at all to him. She grimaced, hoping that little Rain would find a wife capable of reining in his terrible habits.
 
  
 
 It was all the fault of that Magistrate's son, Fung. An infamous scoundrel and flirt, but his strength was impressive. His group had earned a spot on stage as well, defeating the youngsters of the Han Clan and the Seven Star Sect to take the Xue Clan token in a drawn out battle, as narrated by the master of ceremonies. Alsantset chuckled at the sight of the young man standing proud, one who had the gall to attempt to charm her on their first meeting. She had quickly put an end to that, enjoying the scene of the young master panicking as she held him still for Suret to nibble on. The quin had grown too soft and sweet in their years of rest, Rain spoiling the formerly bloodthirsty beast, so much that Suret didn't even draw blood during the demonstration, even with a stranger present in front of her pups. Rain spent too much time coddling those as well, three tiny quins of thoroughbred pedigree, each almost too friendly to be properly battle-trained. She should look into getting him a pet, something more suitable than a quin.
 
  
 
 Finally, it was the last group to be called, the time for the People's strength to be shown. The master of ceremonies spoke for all to hear. “For our last group, they have earned the greatest accomplishments from the hunt. Two Tokens they've earned, completing both, winning the prizes from the OuYang clan, and the Arahant Sect.” Applause rang out as attendants carrying covered prizes came forth, setting them on the table. The first prize was revealed with a dramatic flourish. “From the OuYang clan, we have five rings of jade, each in a different, vibrant color. Made with the greatest care, these intricate pieces of jewelry are carved from the purest jade available, semi transparent and single colored, a mark of status for these young heroes. Furthermore, each ring is inscribed with a single rune, made with great care by Patriarch Yu Sheng himself, aiding the wearer in their cultivation so long as it is touching bare skin.” A collective murmur broke out among the crowd, everyone too shocked to applaud, discussing the incredible value of such a prize. While not unheard of, for the Patriarch to be capable of creating five such treasures meant the OuYang clan would rise quickly in the near future, the citizens of the Northern Province no longer needing to travel vast distances in order to obtain one. The Patriarch in question was standing and saluting the crowd, a smile upon his face, advertising his presence and ability, perhaps hoping to entice customers.
 
  
 
 “A wonderful prize for our talented youngsters, now let us see what the Arahant Sect has prepared.” A second flourish, and a collection of jars sat on the table, of low quality pottery. Jeers broke out among the crowd, disdaining the Arahant Sect for their shoddy-looking prize. A hand went up as the master of ceremonies read the scroll, explaining the gift. “Within the jars is a medicine known as Rising Dragon Elixir. When ingested in small amounts over a long period of time, it will strengthen the inner and outer organs, as well as increase the effectiveness of strength and endurance training.” A hush fell as the crowd processed his words, before thunderous applause and cheering broke out once more, the value of such a gift overshadowing all the others. A gift like this was rarely given, typically reserved for the true elites of powerful groups! Even Alsantset was cheering loudly, for these prizes well suited for all of them, especially for little Rain. His cultivation and his body's foundation were the most lacking parts of him, and these would speed him along, allowing him to match, and eventually overpass his peers.
 
  
 
 She turned at Charok's tugging, only to see Elia and Chakta already leaving. “We must prepare to escape immediately, my love. Treasuring a jade becomes a crime, these gifts are too precious and without Akanai, it will be our deaths if we remain.” Alsantset came to her senses, the previous joy quickly fading, as she realized the implications. The rings and medicine could be used by anyone, and such a gathering of treasures would attract trouble, especially as they had no backers present. She hurried out of the stands as the master of ceremonies listed their achievements, listening intently. How had they managed to eliminate the youngsters of four prominent groups? They had even wiped out all the participants of the Situ Clan. Not good, not good, just more of an excuse for them to be attacked. Even Fung would be killed if they sought his help, a magistrate's son had no power within the Society. They had to flee, but Charok and herself were the only ones here to protect everyone, and they could not even head home directly, facing the threat of a Defiled army. The future looked grim with turbulent times ahead.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Patriarch Situ RangMin fumed at the sight of the five scoundrels upon the stage, smiling and waving at the crowd. Not only had they eliminated all his young clansmen, his own son had been beaten thoroughly, humiliated before his peers and future subordinates. He had already needed to smile politely through several veiled insults and false condolences. It was unacceptable! They had even stolen the OuYang token from them, and for once that useless miser had presented an incredible gift, second only to the gift from the Arahant Sect, which these savages had also won. Fuming with anger, he ordered his Deputy Leaders, “Capture them and take everything. Bring the youngsters back alive, kill the rest.” He would have those children beaten and worse, to dare humiliate him thusly.
 
  
 
 Patriarch OuYang YuSheng was joyous at the turn of events. His gift was greater than any others, only rivaled by the gift from the Arahant Sect. No more would there be whispers of him being a miser or a hoarder, laughs about his penny-pinching. What was wrong with saving the best for your own people? This was simply a principle of the heavens, to see to your family first. The strong survive and the weak die, so why weaken yourself for empty pride? His gift this time had shocked them all, and he had already received multiple offers to dine, attempts to entice him into creating other similar rings. Things were good indeed, especially when he had learned some no-name yokels from the sticks had won his gift. None would be left to cry over their corpses when his men took back what was his. Those rings would be wasted on trash like that, and the medicine as well. Greeting his newest prospective client, RangMin clasped his hands, a smile upon his face. Life was looking good.
 
  
 
 Jin Sui rode in his carriage, choosing to return home immediately upon hearing that the Situ clan youngsters had been taken for questioning. The Society took the integrity of their contest very seriously, and allegations of match fixing would have seen him executed in the shadows. As long as he avoided returning, it was likely that the Society would simply quietly cover everything up. The Canston Trading Group would deny all allegations, and the Society would not bother chasing him, not over the attempt to injure some barbarian children, nor would they raise issue with Kai, a career soldier. His nephew across from him, Jin Sui enjoyed the quiet ride back into the Central Plains, confident that he had avoided all repercussions. While he lamented his losses, money was easily recouped, but his life was irreplaceable.
 
  
 
 Various clans, sects, groups, and gangs conferred with their own people, discussing the best course of action to take regarding these frontiersmen, with their impressive showing and incredible luck. The less honorable among them were already making plans and taking action to divest these youngsters of their gifts. The more sympathetic ones shook their heads, saddened at the loss of such talent, but even they would not reach out to these youngsters, for in doing so would invite calamity into their own homes. Not even one of the three higher powers could save them, and they had already made enemies with one of them, the Situ Clan. The Han clan would not help them either, the youngsters were seen in the company of the Shen Huo delegates, who had been pivotal in eliminating the Han youngsters. Such was life, to be raised up into the heavens, only to be dragged down back to the dirt. A shame, for these Bekhai youngsters seemed quite skilled indeed. The talented truly die young.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai cursed her misfortune, having to deal with Cho Jin Kai. Of all the officers in the vast Empire, the only one she had issue with was in command of the last outpost she needed to resupply at. Almost 150 kilometers from Shen Yun, the camp was to be used as a staging area for retaking the border forts. Only the Brigadier and his unit were stationed here, the other units still on route. She should have stopped longer in Shen Yun, but impatience had driven her forward. All of her requests for supplies and weapons had been denied by that smug bastard, citing useless regulations and issues that would have taken too much time to argue. She had stormed out, leading her people out of the camp without rest, a mistake made in the heat of anger. Her people were tired, their tenth consecutive day of hard travel, all of them caked in dirt and sweat, fueled by dried jerky and hard biscuits.
 
  
 
 Annoyed, she corrected Mila's quin Atir on her course. A young quin, still too curious and playful, lacking discipline. She'd had to leave Kankin behind, he was too old to suffer the rigors of hard travel like this. She should have gotten a new mount ages ago and allowed Kankin to retire in peace, but she was a sentimental fool. She had earned her title sitting atop his back, and she enjoyed cherishing the memories of victories she had won when she saw him. As a matter of fact, she was getting too old for travel like this, her back sore, head addled from not enough sleep, irritable for the food. Traveling with Charok was just too delightful, the man could make stones taste good.
 
  
 
 They rode through the forest, leaving the main road after the last outpost, favoring speed over stealth, traveling where no horse could, moving up cliffs and over mountains with ease, the mobility and endurance of roosequins unrivaled by any other mount. It had only been a few hours since the outpost, but they were still far from the Bridge and from where the Defiled had broken through. Three forts had fallen, but they had only secured two paths, one blocked by Shen Huo, the other by Shen Mu. The two cities would contain the Enemy yet, their walls well fortified and manned. The Enemy would be weeks in reinforcing their positions, gathering enough soldiers to assault the Wall. The Empire had time yet to prepare.
 
  
 
 The contest in the Society should have been through its first phase by now. She speculated over which method was used to filter out all the chaff this year, removing the unworthy from competing. Best if they had single combat elimination, but it was a method rarely chosen in the past, as it simply took too much time. When she had competed so many years ago, it was a mass skirmish, eliminating other contestants through group combat, a collecting of tokens after beating their opponents senseless. Those with the most tokens, moved on. That had been a grave mistake on the planners part, as the young often lose control of their inhibitions. The People had been the only ones left after five days, and with no other contestants, the Society had no choice but to declare the People the winners. She grinned at the memories of the scoldings and their hurried flight home, fleeing from would be robbers and assassins. They had made few friends on that trip. It had been decades before they returned to participate again.
 
  
 
 She snapped out of her thoughts as she sighted movement up ahead. One of her forward scouts, Tanaraq, was returning at a breakneck pace, waving them back. Without hesitation, Akanai turned to a southwestern bearing, everyone quickly following suit. Tanaraq gave her report, hand signals, rather than broadcasting through her chi. Defiled, several thousands, Demons, at least two, approaching on a south-east bearing. How had the Enemy managed to slip so far away from Shen Huo without anyone reporting it? A chill went down her spine as she realized their goal. They were moving for the outposts, meaning to cut the road in half, stopping the supplies and reinforcements to the Bridge. If they were successful, it would delay the Empire's responding armies, perhaps long enough that the Defiled could launch a successful attack at the bridge. She could not allow that to happen, not while the pup was there. She would save him, or she would die trying.
 
  
 
 Turning her party back towards the outpost, a grim, resigned smile set on her face, she rode hard in order to rescue that scum of a man, Kai. The province depended upon it. The pup depended on it. They quickly reached the field, the camp gates closing as she rode up, flashing her token at the gate guards, demanding they let them in. “Belay that order men.” Thumping up the stairs, a familiar hated face appeared, sneering down at them. Brigadier Kai. “We can't risk opening the gates for a few savages, not with the enemy so close and about to attack.” He peered over the wall at her, smug as can be. “Who knows, they might even be Defiled themselves, with how uncivilized they are.”
 
  
 
 Suppressing the urge to kill the man with an arrow to the throat, Akanai wasted no time, leading her people around the eastern camp wall. Hopefully the enemy was only coming from the west. They could not be caught out in the open but her luck did not hold true. The camp was large and before even halfway around, the Enemy was charging towards them, screaming their war cries atop their bipedal mounts, furred lizards with their teeth gnashing, drums beating, the dried fetishes of human remains hanging about their bodies. Arrows flew through the air, from her Sentinels, from the soldiers, from the Defiled, a back and forth of hissing death. Her weapon twirling to block what she could, she continued to ride in an attempt to lead her people to safety, cursing Kai's idiocy, swearing vengeance upon him should she survive.
 
  
 
 Bellowing orders and organizing her people into formation, she led the way, killing her enemies with every sweep of her ax-lance. Her husband's roaring could be heard behind her, the crash of metal on bone as he crushed his enemies, the whistling of his staff moving through the air, music to her ears. It had been some time since they had fought alongside each other and she had missed it, in some odd, twisted sense of nostalgia. She watched as the enemy leaped over the short walls, barely 6 meters tall, the Garos jumping that height easily, the sounds of slaughter and death following shortly after. Kai was a foolish commander, to turtle atop the wooden walls. He should have gathered in the campground, an open field of death before him, setting fire to the buildings to block their path.
 
  
 
 A number of the Defiled veered off, charging directly at her, beasts ready to lunge forward. With a grin and a squeeze of her calves, Atir launched forward faster than the lizards could react, leaping across the distance in a single bound, her weapon tearing Defiled and beast alike, coating her in blood as she tore through her enemies. More approached, and they died by the handful, her weapon taking heads, Atir tearing through flesh and scale, and still the enemy came on, a lightning fast raid upon the camp.
 
  
 
 “Half Moon Formation!” Akanai halted her forward process, swinging her weapon about, unable to push forward any further. Her Sentinels fought behind her, their small group arranged in a shifting semi-circle, the camp wall at their backs, weapons flashing like silvered death, as the screams of the dead and dying surrounded them. A cool stream of energy enveloped her, closing her wounds, and she continued to fight, her strength surging. Taduk's work, keeping her people alive and strong. She fought beside her husband, holding a swath of land, killing all who tried to push through her territory, her blood singing in her veins. Screams of rage and defiance, mercy and pain, the tempestuous song of battle drove her into a frenzy of motion.
 
  
 
 This was her battle and she was the Herald, of storms, of victory, and none could stop her. She would hold this camp, because if she failed, if the Defiled succeeded, then the pup would die. She fought for minutes on a single breath, no time to even exhale as she held the line, knowing the consequences if she stopped. The dirt around her was littered with the dead as she fought, the energy of the Mother surging through her, with no end to the enemy in sight. Her husband at her side, the two of them were invincible, untouchable as they danced together to the song of battle.
 
  
 
 Finally, a lull in the fighting occurred, the Defiled lining up around her and her warriors, staring at them with hatred and apprehension. Gasping for air, she grinned at her enemies, shoulders heaving with exertion, taking stock of her people. Even Taduk could not heal death, with four of her own laying in the dirt, never to stand again. Good soldiers. Tanaraq and Orgaal, Taduk, and her husband were all that still stood. The camp still held, but she could not aid them anymore than she already had.
 
  
 
 Two hulking behemoths approached, Demons, one a four-legged lumbering creature, armored and black, like a dragon headed turtle, spikes protruding from every surface. The other was a bull like monstrosity, standing upon legs that bent backwards, massive spiked horns atop his head, goring tusks protruding from his mouth, four arms each carrying a different weapon. Good, good, it had been decades since she had killed a true Demon. Hefting her weapon, feeling the pull of her freshly healed wounds, she guided Atir forward slowly, ready to meet her foe. The bull would be hers, she decided, a more worthy looking opponent. It was no fun just killing a mere beast.
 






      Chapter 51 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 This contest is total bullshit. A couple ugly rings and some jars of foul medicine. That's what I risked my life for? Fucking hell. I made more profit scamming the injured, even if Alsantset took it all away from me. I made more killing that fucking snake and picking herbs! What a bunch of bullshit. Rising Dragon Elixir, I read what's in that trash and there's no way I'm drinking that. It's just disgusting, and from what I've read, there isn't even any documented proof that it works, just hearsay. Some guy drank it, became a peerless warrior, then spent his life extolling the virtues of his elixir. Who knows if it even works? How many others have drank it over the years and remained mediocre?
 
  
 
 The rings are alright, but nothing amazing. They help you draw in more Heavenly Energy, but you run the risk of taking in too much, which can cause massive blow-back damage, injuring your internal organs or cooking your brain. No thank you, I don't pay enough attention when I'm cultivating, I use that time for self introspection and image training. Or honing my imagination. Life is difficult without pornography.
 
  
 
 I just wasted half a day, standing around while some old man praised and equivocated over all the prizes, telling ridiculous stories about how the contest had progressed. I didn't realize we beat up so many clans and sects. Baiji and White Lotus Sect, Lin clan and of course, the Situ Clan. I guess they were all after the bounty.
 
  
 
 I wonder how the MC knows what happened, anyways? I guess they had watchers or something, little ninja spies. Everyone else got awesome prizes, like fancy clothes, armor, and villas. We totally got shafted with the shit prizes, just like I thought would happen. The MC didn't even mention our names, just called us 'nameless youngsters from the People tribe'. Get it right, MC, you're terrible. Worst of all, when we finally got on stage, Alsantset and the others were already gone, and I had no one to wave to. Even Huushal's parents were missing, raising concerned glances from him. I missed lunch for this bullshit, and I don't even get to see the twins smiling at me, or Alsantset and Charok all proud. Fucking hell.
 
  
 
 Walking off the stage with our 'prizes' in hand, Fung hurries over, carrying his new multi-jeweled crown, which looks expensive as hell. I bet he could trade it for a watch. The lucky bastard is wearing a rakish bandanna, having almost gotten scalped during the contest. It took a chunk of his hair, which can't be healed back, leaving him quarter-bald, hence the need for the bandanna. It was good for a couple laughs. He walks beside us, speaking without looking at us, ignoring my wave. “Rain, you and your people need to leave now. Return to your quarters, I saw your families leave immediately after the prizes were announced. I'm sorry I can't help you, but if you make it to Shen Huo, Father will see you safely home. Go in safety.”
 
  
 
 Before I have a chance to ask what's going on, Mei Lin grabs my arm and rushes me away. I look at Fung quizzically, but he just looks grim and shakes his head ever so slightly. Running alongside the rest of my team, I ask, “So.... What's going on here?”
 
  
 
 “We're leaving the city, idiot.” Sumila, curt as always.
 
  
 
 “Not that I really mind but uh... what about the rest of the tournament? The Hearts are the final prize, or something. I didn't see any handed out earlier.” They're pretty much 100% of why I'm here. And because it's impossible to say no to Alsantset. Or Akanai.
 
  
 
 “We need to leave the city before someone murders us in our sleep for our prizes. It was some dog-shit luck winning them both." Sumila speaks quietly, whispering for only me to hear. "This is the Society's territory, and they protect their own. They'll cover up our murders from outside investigations, make everything look like an accident, or bandits, or something. No one will speak ill of them without proof.” Everyone else seems to have figured it out on their own, scanning the guards and surrounding people, alert and wary of anyone coming close. No one approaches us, probably afraid to get caught in the crossfire. That makes me appreciate Fung's warning a bit more, as well as making me feel stupid for waving at him. “There won't even be anyone who looks too closely at our deaths, since we have nobody of importance with us. Mama and Papa and Taduk all left already. It will be months before they even learn of our deaths, and by then, all they can do is avenge us.”
 
  
 
 This contest really is the fucking worst. We're being targeted for murder, for these shitty prizes? What the fuck?! Go after the guys that got the pretty clothes, or the vases or something, those are valuable. I can't have any fun without the threat of death and violence. “Can't we just sell the prizes?” Coin can be spent, and publicly at that.
 
  
 
 My question earns me a look of scorn from almost everyone. Mei Lin smiles at me. “Silly Rainy, why would they buy from us when they could just easily take it from our corpses? Besides, the prizes give them a legitimate reason for killing us, which they probably all wanted to do anyways. We humiliated so many of their youngsters in the forest.” She skips along as we move, like we're just strolling through the city. It'd be endearing if I wasn't so nervous. “You have a bad temper sometimes, Rainy, and so does Mi-Mi. Don't worry too much about it though, we're in public, and there are too many visitors here. The Society won't be able to act freely until we leave.”
 
  
 
 God fucking dammit. I thought this place was safer, but it turns out, it's just corrupt! At least in Shen Huo, someone has to actually break the law before being killed. It was a CONTEST! Why participate if you can't stand losing? Where's the fucking sportsmanship? Picking up my pace, I run full speed towards our quarters, parting through the crowd of onlookers, who hope to watch our grisly deaths. We're slowed down considerably at each of the bridge checkpoints, the message already being spread about us as the guards delay for no apparent reason. Well, no good reason, since I see them eyeing our shitty rings and shitty jars, buying time for their respective groups, probably to ambush us outside the city. What a bunch of assholes.
 
  
 
 By the time we return, everyone is waiting for us, with the quins all saddled up, packed, and ready to go. Mounting up, we move towards the city exit, again, stopped again at a checkpoint. Shifting in impatience, I spot Elder Ming while glancing around, headed straight for us with a contingent of his sect members. He stops before us, his companions strong arming the checkpoint guards back, away from us. Are they gonna take us away and murder us? Shit, I kinda liked this old man too.
 
  
 
 Cupping his hands, he speaks to Alsantset, introducing himself. “I have word about the bounty placed upon your team. It was ordered by one Cho Jin Sui, a merchant.” It takes me a moment to remember who he's talking about, some no name character I'd forgotten about. Wow, lose one little fight and get mad enough to shell out 5,000 gold for a crippling? Overreaction much? What an asshole.
 
  
 
 Elder Ming continues on. “Unfortunately, he escaped before our investigation could discover the party responsible for mediating the transaction. What properties he left behind have been seized and liquidated. As the aggrieved party, you are entitled to a share of the proceeds.” He hands Alsantset a small wooden case, which she quickly opens and closes. I see a flash of gold, cards or bars, before it is stuffed into her pack. Shiny... but that's just more bait for bandits and thieves. Can't spend it if we're dead. Elder Ming waves and the cute cat-girl from the bar fight is brought forwards, looking forlorn and lost, hugging her sword and scabbard. I should comfort her. “This slave's testimony was key in convicting Cho Jin Sui. I believe that she will be of value to you, a strong warrior. Perhaps not as fierce as the rest of you youngsters, but useful even as a distraction. She also has a grasp on the surrounding geography and politics, which could be helpful.” He hands Alsantset a fine chain necklace with a small gemstone, and the girl moves forward to follow, staring at the jewelry.
 
  
 
 Alsantset tosses the chain to me, and speaks. “The girl is oath sworn to follow the commands of the bearer. You decide what to do with her, little Rain.” Wait, what? Holy crap, I beat up a slave? Why didn't anyone tell me she was a slave? Holding the chain out, I try to hand it to the cat-girl, but she simply stands there, staring at it. “She can't touch the chain little brother, it's part of her oath. It's slavery until death for her. You must look after her well.” Why does Alsantset say that like she's a pet? What the fuck am I supposed to do? I don't want this responsibility, this is way out of my comfort zone.
 
  
 
 Elder Ming breaks the silence while I panic internally and unsuccessfully try to offload the chain to someone else. “My apologies to you youngsters, it seems my clan's gift has caused you some strife. Unlucky that you had received two of the greatest prizes.” He laughs regrettably, shaking his head. “Were it only the medicine, I would be able to protect you, but now, escorting you from the city is the most I can do. Come, time is of the essence.” Oh thank god, a decent person for once.
 
  
 
 Tucking the chain into my pocket, I follow as the Arahant Sect members escort us all the way to the front gates, bullying their way through the various checkpoints when the stationed guards don't cooperate, wasting no time at all. Once outside the gates, Elder Ming salutes us once more, which we all return. “I hope that you all survive, and that we one day meet again.”
 
  
 
 I cup my hands and bow the best I can while still mounted, grateful for his help. At least we're ahead of any possible ambushes. “Thank you for your help, Elder Ming Zhong Lang. You are a good man. I hope to meet you again in better circumstances, and share a drink and a story with you.” He smiles at me before turning to leave. I guess being seen with us won't win him any popularity contests.
 
  
 
 Alsantset leads us away, as quickly as the quins can carry us, heading north along the road, grass stretching around us, the sea off to the west, questioning the cat-girl as we ride. “Song, was it? I require an area where horses cannot travel easily. Mountains, rocky cliffs, heavy forest, something. You know of such a place?”
 
  
 
 Song nods, swaying atop one of Taduk's well-dressed quins, grasping the fabric of its vest. “The northeast border of the sea, it's an hour and a half away.” She speaks in monotone, a bored timbre to her voice despite the circumstances. Pointing awkwardly, she tries to lead the way, but her lack of skill in riding keeps her from doing so. Alsantset reaches over to her and lifts her by the belt, moving her onto Suret. We pick up the pace, riding hard, while I keep glancing back, fearful of pursuers. Quins can run, but not faster than a horse can in short bursts. They can easily run at 10 km/h for 15 hours a day, every day of the week, but their top speed is only around 45 km/h, more than half the speed of a horse at full gallop. Their strength lies in endurance and mobility, able to move through forest and mountains with ease, scaling rock and cliffs like flat ground.
 
  
 
 It isn't long before I spot riders in the distance, whipping their horses with weapons in hand as they hurry after us, at least forty in number, possibly more. Well, at least they made it obvious they're here to kill us. “Alsantset!” She turns to look, motioning me to close the distance between us. As soon as I do, she tosses Song onto Zabu, landing roughly onto my lap. My arms go around her, steadying her. Well, hello there, pretty lady. Not the time, Rain, not the time. Flight, fight, or fuck. Pick one, and you don't get the other two. Besides, she's a slave! Don't take advantage of her, that's a terrible thing to do. I'll figure out some way she can be free, or at least keep as few restrictions on her as possible. So long as she doesn't murder us all in our sleep. What the fuck am I supposed to do with my hands in this situation?
 
  
 
 Suret falls to the back, Charok now leading the way on Pafu, veering us off the road, into the grass and dirt. Our safety lies in the forest several kilometers ahead, but our pursuers are gaining on us quickly, and will catch us before we reach it. The twang of a bowstring draws my attention, an arrow whistling off into the distance. Craning my neck, I see Alsantset standing on Suret, like a heroine in a story, facing our enemies. She draws a second arrow, aims carefully, fires, and a horse rolls end over end, crushing its rider as it goes down. The scene repeats, our pursuers slowing down, scattering and weaving, but each arrow lands true, driving deep into a horses chest. The closer our pursuers get, the more quickly Alsantset fires, beginning to aim at riders, the power of her bow, combined with their speed kills them almost instantly, sending the dead flying from their mounts. When her quiver is emptied, a full 24 arrows, Alsantset gracefully turns and seats herself back onto Suret, as easily as sitting on a couch. Seeing my awed look, she smirks and winks at me, Suret easily carrying her forward with a pup in her arms, its furry butt swaying back and forth as they run past, grabbing Song as they move. Unbelievable.
 
  
 
 Our pursuers are still coming, but in their attempts to avoid Alsantset's deadly shots, they've fallen behind. Within minutes we reach the treeline and the quins slow their speed, zigging around trees and zagging around rocks, heading ever forward at Li Song's directions. The forest grows darker and thicker, and Alsantset speaks softly, but the words reach my ears as if she's whispering directly into them. “We need to kill these pursuers, and then escape into the mountains to rest. Huushal, Adujan, Sumila, and Rain, come with me, the rest slow your pace and head deeper into the mountains. Do not get too far, or the girl will die.” A handy trick. I should learn that. I watch her toss Song to Charok, and she breaks away while I follow her with the other cadets. Circling around, I pull out my long spear, settling it into the crook of my arm. “We hit them hard then disengage. Then we come at them from a different angle.” We line up, single file, myself at the rear, and Alsantset leading the charge, the quins breaking into a forward sprint.
 
  
 
 Our enemies come into sight almost immediately, moving at a canter through the forest, their eyes widening in panic as we charge into them. The quins leap forward several meters in unison, each of them targeting a different rider. My spear rams into the chest of the leading rider, snapping as I sail past atop Zabu, my stomach flopping around. Just as quickly, the quins all make a hard turn away, bringing us back and disappearing into the trees. Screams of surprise and death echo behind us, as we move through the forest, circling our prey. I'm not even directing Zabu, the quin taking his cues from Suret, and all I have to do is aim my weapon. A short minute later, we make a second charge, appearing from the other side of our pursuers, surprising them once again. This time my short spear is lost in the fray, embedded in the shoulder of another opponent. The amount of power Zabu puts into his pounce is enormous, tearing the weapon out of my hand, driving it deep into the flesh and bone of my enemy. Our attack done, we slip away to the cover of the forest, untouched by retaliation.
 
  
 
 “Spread out this time, charge on my command, then we stay and end it this time. Eight left, simple enough.” Simple my ass, we took them by surprise, but they should be ready now, right?
 
  
 
 Splitting from the group, I bring Zabu around, positioning myself at what should be their path of retreat. My hands sweat as I grip peace, listening to them talking among themselves in the dense forest, arguing about their next move, as Zabu quietly makes his way closer towards them.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Zhong Lang sat nervously on his horse as his fellow disciples shouted at one another, unable to decide on their course of action. All the senior disciples were dead, either shot by that bitch of a woman, or impaled by the lightning fast-charges of those furred beasts ridden by those barbarians. He was just a normal disciple, only 25 years old. His wife was at home, their daughter just born. Why had he volunteered for this mission? It was supposed to be an easy task according to his uncle, hunt down some bumpkins who didn't know their place. How had this happened? These fucking barbarians were too savage, too strong.
 
  
 
 Jun was urgently shouting, “We need to run before they return!” Lang agreed with him, but he would never voice it aloud, the man was a disgrace and a coward. His mouth dry, eyes frantically looking around him, trying to spot from where the barbarians would come from. Jun's nerve finally broke, turning his horse to return the way they had come, dashing off into the forest. Almost as soon as he was out of sight, his scream was heard, cut short in an instant. The enemy was upon them, charging out of the trees once more, a young man, his sword dripping with blood, yellow eyes glowing in the forest gloom, his blade piercing into another disciple with yet another impossible lunge of his beast.
 
  
 
 His saber in hand, Lang slashed at his opponent, glancing off the barbarians armor. It shone like black obsidian, and he barely left a mark upon it, his panic causing him to fail at grasping Balance. The beast tore into his horse which reared in panic, throwing him from his seat, his weapon lost in his tumbling. Scrambling on the ground he flailed frantically, trying to find his saber amidst the dirt and plants.
 
  
 
 The sounds of fighting ended around him, the dying gurgles of his brothers filling his ears. Looking around, he saw five barbarians, covered in the blood of his brothers, staring at him, cold eyes without mercy. His body shook as he sat on the floor, weaponless and afraid, tears streaming from his eyes. The yellow eyed youngster dismounted, grabbing something from the ground before tossing it to Lang. His saber. “Stand up, state your name, and fight.” Taking a stance, he waited for Lang.
 
  
 
 The feel of the cold steel of his weapon calmed him enough to stand, his body still shivering uncontrollably. A proper duel, a fitting death. Something to be thankful for. “I am Zhong Lang.” A name was a small enough courtesy.
 
  
 
 The young man spoke quietly, “I am Rain, Khishig of the Bekai, Disciple of Baatar. Whenever you are ready.”
 
  
 
 Lang widened his eyes at the name, often spoken and lauded these past days, a new rising dragon, a true hero of the Empire. No wonder these children were so fierce, to be connected to one such as Baatar. The Sect had chosen poor enemies. Taking a deep breath, he calmed himself, remembering his training. They were still children, the eldest among them only slightly older than himself. Even if he died here, he could not shame the Sect or his child. He would kill this savage child in single combat, because if he did not, it would be akin to returning a tiger cub to the mountains, to grow older and stronger, perhaps even strong enough to threaten all the people that he loved.
 
  
 
 The boy would charge judging by his stance, a thrust. Foolish and inexperienced, despite what talent he may have. Lang took his stance, raising his sword in two hands, readying himself to trade his life for the life of this child, to cut the boy down even as he died. It was all he could do. “I am prepared.”
 
  
 
 The boys sword pierced his throat a mere second after he uttered the words, his arms still held above him. His strength faded, his sword dropping from his grasp as he joined his brother disciples, to meet the warm embrace of the Mother.
 






      Chapter 52 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Standing over her defeated foe, Akanai's chest heaved as she panted, blinking blood out of her eyes. The other demon had been dealt with, its massive corpse leaking ichor from every orifice. Her own enemy had died much harder, its limbs strewn about and chest carved open by her weapon. She had been thrown from Atir in the fight, the quin retreating from the fearsome beast as soon as she was out of Akanai's control. A timid little quin that would require more training. Mila deserved the best.
 
  
 
 Once again, the cool energy flowed into her, sealing the stump of her arm closed, keeping her from bleeding to death. It was a boon to have Taduk with them, they would have died a dozen times without him. Her husband reached her side, lifting her into his arms, cradling her like a princess from a children's story. She smiled, nuzzling herself into his chest, comforted by his presence, the blood loss making her tired. “Old wife, you have grown soft. There was a time when you could have killed it without so many injuries.” His deep rumbling voice was pleasant to hear, the vibrations of his chest soothing her. His words were a nuisance, however. If only he learned to speak more sweetly, like Charok did to Alsantset.
 
  
 
 “It was a difficult foe, its shape well-formed and suitable for battle. It had even mastered several weapon styles. Who knows how long it had roamed the northern wastes? I could barely cut through its armor.” If the demons killed by the pup were as strong as this one, then she would be impressed. It was true that she had grown old, but her skill had not declined. This demon was truly powerful, and if there were others like it, then the province was at great risk.
 
  
 
 He brought her into the camp, the battle over, the Empire victorious, but just barely. Taduk left to aid with the healing, all the soldiers respectful and grateful. She received her fair share of salutes as well, personal strength always respected within the Empire.
 
  
 
 “Colonel Du Kang Bing reporting to Major General for commands.”
 
  
 
 Damnation. “The Brigadier?”
 
  
 
 “Heavily injured and unconscious, Major General. You are the ranking officer present. This one is awaiting your orders.”
 
  
 
 She held back a sigh, motioning with her stump to be put down. She could not afford to look weak in front of her soldiers, carried by her husband. A bothersome business to take charge, but it needed to be done. She set about organizing the camp, sending reports and riders, annoyed that she would be delayed in her return home, as well as the need to work with that damn worthless Jin Kai. If only he had died, instead of his men, that would have been justice.
 
  
 
 At least now she could send soldiers to protect Mila and the rest. Alsantset and Charok likely had things in hand, but she still worried about leaving them behind. The tournament should be ending soon, perhaps they had even won, already preparing for the hurried flight home. She smiled at the thought, a time-honored tradition, for it was the hottest fires that forge the strongest steel.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Standing over the body, I look down at my opponent. I don't know if I could have killed him as he sat on the ground, shivering in fear. At least he died like a warrior, but that's not any comfort to him, dead is dead. Alsantset claps me on the shoulder, smiling at me. “You have done the People proud at the contest, little brother. No need to be sad that you could not compete further.” I smile at her, but it doesn't reach my eyes. She doesn't understand, not really. No one does, not here. Killing is second nature to them, just another thing that needs doing. Life is cheap, and this is just an ugly reminder of something I would much rather ignore. It makes it difficult to enjoy myself when needing to worry that every stranger I meet is willing to kill me in an instant, if not for fear of death or reprisal.
 
  
 
 Alsantset moves away, pulling out her knife. “Butcher some of the horses for meat, we'll smoke it tonight. We'll need provisions.” Squatting down to work, I watch Zabu feasting on one of the horses, lips smacking as he rips away chunks of meat, face covered in blood. The other quins are gathered around the same horse, teeth tearing through skin and bone like butter. I can't believe I put my hand in Zabu's mouth and ripped out a rotting tooth. I almost pissed myself when he lunged at me, thinking he was going to eat my face. On the plus side, he really has mellowed out after I pulled the tooth, not quite friendly but much less moody, which is great.
 
  
 
 I've never fought from the back of a quin before, and never realized how deadly they are. From a flat run into a long-reaching lunge, the burst of speed surprised me. Against a prepared enemy, carrying spears or lances, it's probably not a great idea to charge, but in this forest, with the limited visibility and difficult terrain? It was domineering. Arrows on open ground, spears in the forest, they are more impressive mounts than I'd ever realized. I guess just another thing to practice, mounted combat. And archery, I want to be as impressive as Alsantset.
 
  
 
 My butchering completed and the meat packed onto Zabu, I start to rummage through the dead bodies, eager to find some loot. They aren't very wealthy looking, dressed in rough clothes and straw hats with cloth masks for their faces. Nothing identifying what faction they are either, only a few coins, silvers. No jewelry, no tokens, no secret manuals, nothing. C'mon son. Bring out your precious treasures when you go hunting. How's a man supposed to make a living, if all you carry is junk? I'm just a poor, savage child, just trying to make ends meet.
 
  
 
 Alsantset grabs my ear, pulling me up onto my feet, my chuckles turning to pained noises. “What do you think you are doing?”
 
  
 
 I hold back my tears, unable to escape her death grip. “Uh... checking for loot?” Why does this hurt so much? I think she's going to rip my ear off!
 
  
 
 “Aaii, I have failed in raising you properly, failed in teaching you to behave honorably, like a good man should. First the drinking, then the whoring, I blamed it on that brat, Fung. But with the extortion in the contest, and now to find you robbing the dead? I must accept my failures and discipline you properly.” I stand on my toes while enduring a lecture from her, my ear throbbing from her vice-like fingers. I don't understand the problem. Killing them is fine, but taking their coin is no good? Those are some messed up priorities. Sumila giggles while Adujan watches happily, Huushal doing his best to look sympathetic, but failing miserably. Traitors.
 
  
 
 We carry as much meat as we can, heading deeper into the forest, Alsantset guiding us towards the others in some unknown way. It could just be tracking skills, but I don't see anything worth noticing. The mood is light, the others chatting softly, smiling, happy at a victory, and to be honest, I'm happy too. It's an exhilarating feeling, winning a life and death confrontation, and this is my first one where I remained uninjured. A few bruises and small scratches, but nothing even worth noting. No one else was injured badly either, the worst being a gash on Huushal's arm. Not bad for being terribly outnumbered. Mostly thanks to Alsantset though, and of course, the quins. Hopefully, the worst is behind us now. I mean, 40 odd dead people is a pretty high body count so hopefully everyone else just backs the fuck off, and we can have a nice calm ride around the province before going home. Doubt it'll happen, but a man can dream.
 
  
 
 We found the others after a short ride, camped out in a cave, the skins and bones of two large bears outside. I guess we took their home, poor fuzzy wuzzies. I will gratefully eat your meat though, bear stew is delicious. Their meat was being smoked inside the cave, a natural chimney dispersing the clouds of smoke, hiding us from our pursuers. I've never eaten horse and I try to imagine the taste as we add the meat to the impromptu smoker. They seem stringy and chewy though, probably not that great. Everyone takes a spoonful of the elixir as well, except Mei Lin, who gives hers to Song. The little brat knows what's in it, but she hasn't told anyone else. I keep my mouth shut as well, not wanting to discourage them. I guess I should eat some too. Grimacing at the smell, I choke down a small spoonful. This goop better work. Gall bladders, fetal creatures, and ground up animal cocks, fucking disgusting. Where's the science behind it? There is no warm feeling of surging strength, no tingling throughout my body, just an uncomfortable rumble in my belly. Fucking hell, I hope I don't get dysentery.
 
  
 
 The warm afternoon sun still hangs in the sky as we gather around Alsantset to hear her speak. “We need to plan our next move. The obvious choice is to head to Feng Huang city and resupply, before heading on to Shen Yun. While the threat of Defiled is high, I am more concerned about the Society for now. I am unaware of the politics surrounding this area. Song, do you know of any connections those cities have with the Society?”
 
  
 
 Song remains quiet, and only speaks after I ask her to answer the question. Her voice is dry, uninterested, mote regurgitation of facts. “The Feng Huang city Magistrate is neutral with the Society, but they have a heavy presence within the city, while the Shen Yun city Magistrate is from the Situ Sect.” Well there goes that plan.
 
  
 
 At my prompting, she reveals all the ties she is aware of in the cities of the Northern Province. We would need to travel to Shen Jin in the west or JiuLang in the east, before reaching a city that isn't controlled by some Society faction. 1,600 kilometers to Shen Jin. JiuLang is a bit closer at 1500 km, but it doesn't get us home safely, as we would need to cross directly into the area that Defiled are currently rampaging in. No ocean boats either, and everyone looks at me like I'm an idiot when I suggest it. Apparently, the ocean has monsters that make Saurophages look tiny and friendly in comparison. It's safe to take a ship in the Azure Sea, riding along the coast, but the Society has ties in every port city, so that was a no go. Since the inner parts of the province belong to the ancestral beasts, that way is also blocked. So it looks like our decision is made, heading west to Shen Jin by default. The scenic route around the province, not a terrible thing.
 
  
 
 The plan is to avoid contact while traveling, and sneak Elia and Chakta on foot into Feng Huang to buy supplies, before heading to Shen Jin. It will be a long and dangerous journey, with more responsibilities on me and the other cadets, now that Akanai and the others were no longer with us. Just thinking about it makes me anxious, two or three months of hard travel, while being hunted for our loot and hostile armies march around.
 
  
 
 There isn't much to do besides sit around and wait. Unless they send some rock climbing ninja-assassins, we're pretty safe here considering they don't have our location. Song squats close by, eyes on the floor, facing me. She is a lovely young woman with cute triangular cat ears and a restless tail, golden brown fur contrasted against her darker brown hair. She just sits there unless I tell her to do something, almost like a robot, unable to make decisions on her own. I asked her what she wanted to do, and all she would answer was, “I wish to serve.” No enthusiasm, just … the proper response, as she see it.
 
  
 
 Slavery is more ingrained to the Empire than I first imagined. The army even has slave corps, soldiers brought up from birth to fight and defend the Empire, until the day they die. As soon as they're able to manipulate Heavenly Energy, they are made to take an oath to the Heavens, swearing obedience to the Emperor, forcing them into slavery for life. Song is like that, but privately trained, her oath made to the chain in my pouch. Whoever holds it is her master, making her very convenient to sell and trade. Destroying the chain makes her a slave, permanently, to whoever last held it. Song will be a slave until the day she dies. She can't even be more than five kilometers from the person holding the chain, or she dies. She was left behind only because she was participating in the contest, her chain held by one of her fellow competitors. It seems my experience as a slave wasn't as terrible as it could have been, as I was deemed not good enough, or too old to train. At least some good luck came from being scrawny.
 
  
 
 “Hey.” She flinches at the sound of my voice, turning towards me, eyes on the ground. “Um, I don't really know much about your former situation, but things will be different now.” No response or change in her at all. “Do you have anyone you can trust with your err.. chain, I guess?” I can't come up with a better sounding word, and Song simple shakes her head, still silent. Not real chatty. “Look, just... you're as free as you can be, I guess. You know... just... don't... kill us all in our sleep, please. You're stuck with us, but...” Shit I'm terrible at this. “Uhh.... just... try to forget about it, and act as if you're a free person. And if you meet someone you want to uhh... stay with, just let me know, and I'll give them your... chain.” Holy fuck, what the hell is wrong with me? I'm asking a person to pick their own master, while hiding in a cave from assassins and robbers. How did my life get so fucked up?
 
  
 
 Still no response from her. I might as well have just told her that it was raining, for all the emotional depth she showed. Whatever. Maybe she just needs some time to process it all. I walk off outside the cave and find a place to start practicing, punching large rock, over and over again. The movement calms me down, centers me as I continue to try to Amplify my strike. When my fists are bloody and bruised, I sit down and heal, standing up as soon as they're fixed, to continue again. The sun begins to set, and still I continue to punch, succeeding more than a dozen times. I'm getting better at it, at least.
 
  
 
 “You're trying too hard, idiot.” Sumila walks up to me and grabs my arm before dragging me off. “I've told you this before. You're unbalancing your chi with how forceful you're being. Take a break with me.” She takes me to the edge of the cliff, sitting down with her legs hanging off the incline, and patting the rock for me to join her. Honestly, I'd rather not. I'm fine with heights, just not with hanging out on a cliff edge. I have limits. Gingerly scooting towards the edge, I sit with my legs crossed, not quite at the lip. Sumila rolls her eyes and moves back to sit next to me. She doesn't say anything, just looking out at the scene before us.
 
  
 
 It is a beautiful view, facing the namesake of the continent, the Azure Sea. A massive body of water that spans across four provinces, North, west, south and central. It almost splits the continent in two, requiring an incredible amount of time to traverse, but it is as clear and blue as the name would imply. The tiny sails of far off ships dot the orange-red horizon and I can almost make out the movement of the oars, propelled by unlucky slaves. Fuck. What am I going to do about Song? We sit there for several long minutes, enjoying the serenity together. “What are you thinking about?” Sumila leans in to me, shoulder to shoulder.
 
  
 
 Absently, I reply, “About Song.”
 
  
 
 She remains silent for a long moment, just sitting next to me while we enjoy the view, comfortable in each others presence. It's nice that she isn't mad at me anymore, but I still have no idea what I did. “Give me the necklace, Rain.” Necklace! why didn't I just call it a fucking necklace?
 
  
 
 “Ya sure.” Weird, she wouldn't take it back earlier, when I was panicking over having a slave. Placing it into her hip purse, she stands and leaves without another word. I guess sightseeing is over. Staring at the view for a moment longer, I return back to my training, trying to be less forceful, to try less hard. Not very helpful advice. I continue to punch, my anger mounting. Between being dragged out here, left behind for war, targeted by the society of assholes and scumbags, and dealing with Song, I have plenty to spare. After a few dozen strikes, the rock begins to shatter apart, every strike successful, the stone crumbling before my power. Breathing heavily, I pick shards out of my fist and face, wiping the blood as best I could. I think I'm getting better at it. It seems tied to my emotions. I need to be angry for it to work. I think. Needs more testing.
 
  
 
 Sitting down and closing my eyes, I begin healing the worst of my injuries, my broken knuckles and a deep gash from an errant shard. When my eyes open again, Charok is standing in front of me. He seems upset, but doesn't say anything for a long time. “You are training incorrectly.”
 
  
 
 “I know you're concerned about my injuries, but I'm old enough to make my own decisions.” The anger is still there, and I'm more harsh than I mean to be.
 
  
 
 He knocks me on the forehead hard, instantly deflating my anger and bringing tears to my eyes. “Not that, little brother.” He gestures for me to stand. “You're training to fight angry. You need to practice in the state of Balance. Too much anger is of no use to you, as is too little, and the same with any other emotion. You must hold to the middle way, in more ways than one. Do not force your emotions out of balance for the sake of combat.”
 
  
 
 Holding up a rock shard for me to see, Charok turns towards the treeline. Holding it between his thumb and middle finger, he flicks the shard away faster than my eyes can track. A thud is heard in the gloom, and he leads me over to a tree more than 15 meters away. The rock shard is embedded within the bark, digging maybe 10 centimeters deep. “Amplification isn't about power, but control and timing. The easiest way to train is with small, simple movements. Your punches have too many moving parts to them, shoulder, elbow, wrist, waist, complicating the issue.” His grin is visible in the dim light, teeth almost glowing as much as his eyes. “With a flick, you can wait until you feel the chi explode before taking action. The more you practice and become familiar with the sensation, the easier it will become.”
 
  
 
 I stare at him, then at the hole he made with just one finger, then back at him. What. The. Fuck. That's terrifying... what can he do with a throwing knife? Or darts or whatever. “Why didn't you just tell me this sooner?”
 
  
 
 He shrugs at me and flicks my forehead, still grinning. I almost pissed myself for a moment there. “Despite your insistence otherwise, I am not a mind reader. I thought you were just strengthening your fists again. You have odd training methods, and you still have not learned to ask for help, little brother. Besides, it's best if you make mistakes on your own. Only then can you learn from them.” His smile disappears, turning into a frown. “This is not why I am here. I wish to speak with you regarding the slave girl.”
 
  
 
 Perfect. “Oh good, I thought you wouldn't want to talk about her. I'm at a loss at what to do, with all the restrictions, how can we help her live a normal, happy life?”
 
  
 
 Letting out a sigh, Charok remains silent for a long time, before taking me into a hug. “You're too kind, little Rain, It is one of the best things about you, but I worry it will get you killed one day. Just treat her as you would anyone else, and let time heal her. Do not push yourself too hard with training. There will be long days ahead." He turns and leaves, letting me stew in my own thoughts.
 
  
 
 I'm not too nice. I can ignore the suffering of the slaves in the ships, or in the mines, or anywhere else, because it's not my fucking problem. It's sad, but what can I do about it? There's no ignoring this though, no matter how much I'd like to. I can't just hand her off to someone, or sell her, or kill her. I'd never be able to sleep at night if I did. Not without a pill at least.
 
  
 
 Wandering back to the pile of rock shards, I pick a handful up to practice with. The stones flick out, arcing to the ground, and I continue until I have no more stones, my fingers bloody, nails beginning to peel.
 
  
 
 God dammit.
 
  
 
 This hurts worse than the punching.
 






      Chapter 53 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Alsantset rode through the dense mountain forest, knowing she should rest for the coming days but unable to stop herself from continuing to prepare. Although the chances for a night attack were low, she meant to take every advantage she could. The Society of Heaven and Earth was not only a major power in the Northern Province, it could be considered a top twenty power in the entire continent. If only more of their members were like Elder Ming, honorable and forthright. While such a grand foe would not stoop to sending their greatest experts, they would have a large supply of troops to draw upon, even in a time of strife like now, with Defiled roaming the province, Papa fighting for his life at the wall, all while she was out on pleasure trip, taking her children to play.
 
  
 
 It was unavoidable, the province forever at risk of attack, but the few years of peace following Rain's arrival had lured her into a false sense of security. Before he had come, she would never have thought to bring children so young out into the world, especially not so far. She had wanted to watch Rain rise to glory in the competition, or be there for him should he falter, and the only way to do that was to bring her precious babies out as well. The two little sweetlings had been so excited and happy, amazed by every sight and experience, it was an endless delight traveling with them. Charok had been supportive of her decision, but Papa had disagreed, a fierce and protective man.
 
  
 
 A warm feeling overcame her as she remembered her first year with him on the Banner. He had fussed over her so much, helping her with everything, keeping her safe and comfortable. He had even helped do her laundry, earning him teasing laughs and comments from the others. He accepted them proudly, happier being a father than a mercenary, but he could never just stay home, never remain still. He had tried when she had asked him once, when she was twelve, and watching him pace back and forth, unable to ever sit still, quiet and sullen... it had hurt her to see him so. That was when she decided to become strong, to serve on the Banner, riding next to him. She would do so again when her babies were grown and married, perhaps after finding a second wife for Charok. Mama had it difficult at home without anyone to care for her, and she could not do that to Charok. She only needed to find someone appropriate.
 
  
 
 Pushing the thoughts out of her mind, she continued with her bloody work, preparing the area should the Society find them. Alsantset had asked for every scrap of information in Li Song's mind about the surrounding area, looking for any advantage or boon she could. The poor slave girl was a pitiful thing, jumping at shadows and fast movements, always aware of anyone around her, especially the men. It was better for Sumila to hold the necklace, even if the change in ownership was prompted by a misunderstanding from Sumila, the little girl worried Rain would take advantage. Thankfully she had sent Charok to speak with him, rather than go scold him herself, and the problem was cleared up without issue. She was upset at herself for thinking so little of Rain. He treated Song with an awkward kindness, unsure of how to act around her, and both Sumila and she had mistaken it for lust. At least Rain was focused on training and had not realized their gaffe. He was quite foolish at times.
 
  
 
 While their greatest strength lay in the roosequins, speeding through the terrain was not enough. Even if they rode hard each day, there would come a time when the mountain range ended, transitioning into open plains, and it was there they would fall. The Society had use of military messengers, and the cities ahead would have a warning of her party, possibly have members patrolling and horsemen waiting. The prizes were a compelling temptation, but this conflict was entirely about their pride and face. The youngsters had all but spit on five factions within the Society, brutalizing their opponents without mercy. A shameful thing for the Society to cry about, as what was the point of competition if you fear to lose? While the children could have fought with a lighter touch, spared their pride a bit, why should the People need lower their heads to those weaklings? The children were the future, and with these seedlings, the status of the People would rise within the Empire.
 
  
 
 So long as she was able to bring them home safely.
 
  
 
 Her trap laid out, she returned to their cave, well hidden by the darkness and branches. Letting off a low bird-call, she entered slowly so as not to be shot by Adujan or Huushal. They were both nervous, young and untested in true combat, but she had confidence in both of them. Confidence that they would fight well, but not so confident they would not shoot her in the dark. Huushal was a fearsome combatant, just like his mother, subduing opponents through raw power and economy of motion. The lovely little orphan was quite different, a mishmash of styles that she had made her own, speed and power intricately tied together. Alsantset simply could not believe that Rain had mistaken her for a boy, a revelation that had brought much laughter to the group. Cuddling with her babies, she closed her eyes and drifted to sleep, confident in their defense. She was Alsantset, Bannerman of the People, Daughter of Baatar and Sarnai, and her enemies would learn her name and fear it.
 
  
 
 A fierce yowl jolted her from her sleep, rising up and reaching for her bow and spear. Elia scurried over with Chakha, bundling the twins against them, ready to give their lives to protect them. They were not warriors, but they were both of the People, and Alsantset was proud to call them friends. Padding out towards the cave entrance, she smiled as she listened to the screeching and screaming as the binturongs tore into the Society clansmen who dared to disturb their meal. After hearing about their presence, Alsantset spent a few hours killing and bleeding prey, scattering their corpses about their position. The creatures fiercely guarded their meals and were difficult opponents to fight, especially in the dark. An early warning system that had worked wonderfully.
 
  
 
 With a few moments to spare, she quickly checked her gear, readying herself for the battle ahead. Her cross-bladed spear had served her well in the Banner, and it would once again taste the blood of her enemies. Jamming the butt into the hard stone, she let it stand upright as she readied her arrow. Charok and the cadets spread out, keeping lines of fire clear as they moved stealthily about their position. It was too dark, the trees too thick for moonlight to shine through, but even then it cost them little to fire into the dark. A movement in the treetops, one of their attackers fleeing upwards away from the predators, gleaming in the moonlight, quickly brought down with a single arrow from Charok. He always was the better bowman, but even as the weakest member on the Banner, that still counted him as one of the most fearsome in the village. More clansmen shot up into the trees, and she loosed, several arrows following hers, arcing into their opponents. Even wounded, it would be their deaths, the pain and distraction enough to send them crashing into the ground. If the fall did not end them, the binturongs would. The sounds of fierce combat ensued, giant creatures crashing about the forest as human warriors sought to fend them off, a futile effort with so many gathered by Alsantset's hunt. Her face hurt from smiling so much, as she had not dared to dream that it would work so well.
 
  
 
 Dropping her bow, she grasped her spear and began the dance of combat, the beat flowing through her body as she moved about, her blades slipping through flesh and bone as if it were water, always moving about. Too weak, these warriors, too frightened, with pitiful human eyesight, unworthy to face the daughter of Baatar, not in these conditions. She would allow them the honor of her spear, to find the embrace of the Mother, and tell Her it was Alsantset that sent them to her side. With an easy spin balanced on a single foot, she cleared the area around her of enemies, their bodies dropping to the floor in twain. Leaping forward, she moved through the enemy, her spear moving and spinning, dicing and stabbing as she struck down these faceless assassins. She would see them all dead, with no mercy in her for any who threatened those she loved.
 
  
 
 A cry sounded nearby, Sumila injured in combat against three foes, falling to the ground. Alsantset rushed forward to aid her, but Huushal arrived before her, a mute berserker waving his saber about, spinning it while holding the pommel ring. A single strike killed two, crushing them beyond recognition, sending the survivor flying back. Charging forward, Huushal crashed his weapon down on his opponents blade, smashing again and again until the crack of bones sounded, his foes arms dropping uselessly before a final chop violently snuffed out his life.
 
  
 
 A fierce warrior indeed.
 
  
 
 Killing the remnants of their attackers, Alsantset glanced about, listening for more enemies in the night. Cowards, not even willing to openly attack them, wearing masks and disguised as bandits. She heard nothing but the feeding of their massive, involuntary protectors, who remained with their new-found meals, unwilling to abandon fresh meat. An easy meal was one thing, but with a hard-earned fresh kill came unrivaled satisfaction. With a prayer thanking the Mother for Her creations, she set about checking the injuries of her party. Sumila's was the worst, rent from shoulder to chest, Rain and Mei Lin already rushing to her side, a deep wound gushing with dark blood.
 
  
 
 "You're going to be fine, Sumila, it's just a small injury, nothing to worry about." The boy lied to her as he worked frantically, his training showing through as he moved quickly and efficiently, aiding Mei Lin to save the girl's life. Alsantset watched Sumila's eyes, so focused on Rain as he worked, tears gleaming in the moonlight. The girl could not admit her love for him, not even to herself, not yet. She would come to terms with it, in time, as long as she lived through this dire injury.
 
  
 
 Her fate was left to the Mother now, and Alsantset could offer nothing but prayers. Beasts die for food, humans die for greed, an unfortunate truth of the world. Re-entering the cave, she set about gathering the others of their group, readying themselves to leave as soon as they could, for better or for worse. The enemy had found them, and it mattered not how or why, only that they could not remain here. The meat was dried enough, a little spoilage of no danger to them, and they gathered it up, splitting enough for each of them should they be separated. Giving her children a quick kiss each, she mounted onto Suret, bringing the rest of the quins out with her, ready to learn the fate of little Sumila.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Situ Bolin looked at the outer clansmen before him, bloodied and injured, worthless cowards who had fled. He had sent the best available, and they had failed him horribly, shaming him and the Situ clan. They cringed before him as they realized their error, having given their panicked report loudly in front of everyone, compounding their cowardice with foolishness.
 
  
 
 “Hahaha, it seems the lower ranks of the Situ clan have little promise. A shame, a shame.” An Elder from the OuYang clan laughed in delight. “The future of the great Situ clan seems to be in jeopardy. It is these youths who shall be the leaders of tomorrow, and it seems they are sorely lacking.”
 
  
 
 “Well, I had thought this would be a wasted trip, that the Situ clan would have claimed all the prizes.” The White Lotus Sect representative joined in, her laughter chiming like bells. “It would seem that my turn has arrived. Do not worry, Elder Bolin, I will reserve one of the children for sale to the Situ clan. You need not worry about punishment from your Patriarch.” The mocking laughs infuriated Bolin, but he did nothing. What could he do, but endure?
 
  
 
 “You remember the rules?” The mediator spoke once again, his anger showing on his face. “The youngsters are to be taken alive, and it is important that you give nothing away.”
 
  
 
 Waving his concerns away, the White Lotus Elder began to gather her troops, sending them rushing off into the night, chasing after the barbarians, while the Elder remained to mock and jeer with her peers.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Bolin sneered at the survivors, and gave his orders to Guardian Chilok. “Execute these worthless fools. Blabbering about controlling binturongs, cowards all of them.” He turned and strode back to his tent to tell the little Patriarch the bad news, and await the results of the White Lotus Sect.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Magistrate Tong Da Hai stood at the walls, hands clasped behind his back, staring down at the enemy arranged before him, illuminated by torchlight. They spread out along the grasslands, 120,000 strong, infantry and cavalry arrayed before him, their weapons held ready. Uncountable and various, several large creatures of fur and chitin moved about, never still as they were held back by their handlers, fierce and vicious to gaze upon. Twenty two demons were scattered about the lines, easily picked out as none stood close to them, each able to kill a thousand men on their own without rest. He had perhaps a dozen warriors capable of handling them, Xue Chang and Man Giao chief among them, ready to lay their lives down for the Empire. Each one would be a valuable resource in the fight ahead.
 
  
 
 Reinforcements had arrived, but not enough, two Majors and their divisions, a mere 10,000 cavalry lancers, their officers mostly untested. It took too much time for infantry to reach him, the roads having suffered various attacks in the past days, harassed by the enemy and their fierce beasts, several camps torched and burned. Brigadier Chang stood atop the battlements, within the command tower, a steady stream of reports and messengers moving in and out of the area. 50,000 soldiers, and whatever guards and militia he could scrounge up, against 120,000, without adding in the strength of the enemies monstrous hordes and demons. Things did not bode well for Shen Huo, but they would endure behind their walls. The lives of millions depended on it.
 
  
 
 A lone rider approached the walls, a large Defiled tribesman, wearing armor of bone and scales, mounted atop his nightmarish Garo. Two legged and long snouted, with fearsome teeth, giant horns, and thick armored hides, they were fast and difficult to kill, as his scouts and the surrounding camps had learned. Hai could only pray that a messenger would make it past them, able to reach someone for aid. The rider shouted in his incomprehensible language, guttural and harsh, his horned helmet swaying as he rode across the front of his horde, battle-axe raised as he whipped his soldiers into a killing frenzy. Their commander, their mouthpiece, he would stand at the back, his cavalry arrayed around him, watching the battle unfold. The horns sounded and they marched forward, following slowly behind the demons, a steady, rhythmic beating of their feet upon the ground, the behemoth demons rumbling forward while the more lithe ones walked almost leisurely.
 
  
 
 The order was given and arrows loosed, a scattered rain of arrows falling upon his Enemies. Hai smiled to himself, fondly remembering the sight of the Herald, leading her people to his defense. They would not be coming today, however, and it was left to him and his city guards to defend his city. The rumbling grew more frantic as the enemy began their charge, the vibrations felt even through the thick, reinforced walls, their screams of rage and violence reaching their ears, as his soldiers continued to discharge arrow after arrow.
 
  
 
 Too soon the demons reached the walls, some crashing into the gates, trying to bring them down, others leaping up to climb, while the Defiled attempted to scale the walls with ropes and ladders, while soldiers fought them off, pouring boiling water over the battlements, the smell of cooked flesh filling the morning air. He stood back and out of the way, awaiting the approach of the enemy.
 
  
 
 Before long, a demon rose from the battlements, scattering the guards before him, a mockery of the human form, dark, willowy, and deadly, oblong blade-hands tearing the throats out of his soldiers as it cleared a space upon the wall. Hai stepped forward, the Divine Flames igniting, striking the creature upon the chest, sending it back over the battlements. Returning to his post, Hai centered his chi, awaiting the next demon to arrive. He could only delay them, injure them enough to make them retreat, as a full on combat would cost him the walls, the soldiers unable to throw back the Defiled whilst he did battle.
 
  
 
 Too soon, the demon returned, this time charging directly at him, blades elongating to pierce his body. Detestable. Clapping his hands, Hai sent a lance of white-hot flame towards the creature, enveloping it in the liquid flames, again sending it stumbling back, burning its blades, melting to drip upon the stone. A second strike erupted from him, destroying the Demon's arm, the resulting ichor unable to even spray as it crumbled to ashes once meeting the super-heated air. Sensing a chance, he focused the flame upon his index finger, and closing the distance in a single bound, he thrust his finger forward, piercing the demon's chest. It erupted in intense heat as its innards were broiled, the body blackening into ash, staining the battlements. A cheer erupted as his soldiers fought with renewed vigor, the first demon defeated raising their morale to new heights.
 
  
 
 Hai stepped back once more, again finding Balance, drawing all that the Mother could give him. Too wasteful, killing the creature had cost him too much. He drank deeply from the proffered glass, the cool liquid soothing his dry throat as an attendant slathered cream upon his hands, cracked and bleeding from the intense heat. He cursed his impetuous actions, foolhardy and reckless. He was no longer a young man desperate for glory, he was the Magistrate now. There would be many more demons to deal with as his officers and Exarchs fell and his zone of defense grew wider. Clearing his mind of doubts, he resolved himself to the plan set forth by Xue Chang. Defend the walls, delay the enemy, await reinforcement. The large walls worked against them at times, but it was the only way to protect so many people, always more civilians than warriors.
 
  
 
 A second Demon arrived, metallic and warped, undulating shrieks issuing forth from its throat. Hai step forward once again, the Divine Flame rising at his call as he met the creature in battle.
 
  
 
 Delay, and victory would be theirs.
 
  
 
 Fall, and millions would die.
 
  
 
 Tong Da Hai fought, defending his people, the weight of his city upon his shoulders.
 






      Chapter 54 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Standing on the windy plateau, I shiver as I wait for our pursuers to reach me. I have no idea how these assholes keep finding us, but every day, they're right there, on our asses. We fought them off four times in two days already, and here they are again. Today, we're going to find out how. They move fairly quickly through the mountains, albeit on foot, doing the same thing that Mei Lin does, hopping around as if weightless, with short bursts of gliding. Not a single one of our dead pursuers has looked under 30, which tells me that Mei Lin is impressive, to say the least. She won't tell me how it's done, just says that I need to learn one thing at a time, which is true. All I can do is Hone my weapon, which is kind of basic.
 
  
 
 My right hand grips my sword familiar and comforting, while a looted saber in my left, with all my other weapons lost or broken. The saber and sword seem to be the most popular weapons used by the Society, none of our assassins carrying shields, spears, or pole-arms, which sucks. I need replacements. It's a steel saber, but it's heavy and not very sharp, a former spiritual weapon, and with its previous owner dead it's now just normal steel. A little worse possibly, since it isn't even pure steel. Holding it by the cross-guard, the dull edge is lined against my arm as a replacement shield. Better than nothing, I guess. Crouching down, I try to cuddle into Zabu for warmth, as he lies on the ground prone, almost flattened, eyes closed in contentment. He loves it up here, stretched out on the rocky cliff side like a rug, chest rumbling with pleasure as I scratch his neck. He's almost adorable like this. If only he didn't smell so bad, I'd use him as a pillow. I have the only quin in the world that hates bathing.
 
  
 
 We spotted our pursuers on the way up several hours ago, so here we are, ready to fight. Charok is in charge this time, Alsantset's turn to protect the non-combatants. As the worst shot of the group, I've been chosen for the least favorable job: meat shield. Taking advantage of this single plateau path deeper into the mountains, the others are behind me at different vantage points, bows ready. The open area I'm standing on is a kill zone, with no cover whatsoever. Supposedly, our enemies won't risk running right past me, because fighting while weightless is too difficult and risky. They'll have to kill me while running up the only footpath available, before they can reach the others. It's a decent plan, assuming they ever reach us. These fuckers are so slow, we could be kilometers away by now, but they'd catch us eventually, following us like bloodhounds.
 
  
 
 After remembering about the tags used in the contest, we ditched everything from the Society, went through all our bags and gear, even throwing away the case that held the gold and all of Song's clothes, and still they keep finding us somehow. It can't be our scent or regular tracking methods, according to Alsantset, so there has to be some sort of hoodoo that we don't know about.
 
  
 
 Song is dressed in some of Sumila's spare leathers, the two of them getting along well, Song feeding Sumila after she was injured, helping her get dressed, even sleeping together at night. Song learned to ride rather quickly in the last few days, and is quite skilled with her saber, and a better shot that I am to boot. She's a great addition to our forces, and I'd rate her skills about on par with Adujan, tied for second place. I'd put myself at fourth, behind Huushal, sadly enough. I beat him in a spar, but he's a monster carrying his long-handled great saber, crashing through the enemies, smashing them into a pulp, a crazed look in his eyes. I wouldn't be able to block even a single strike from him, and the women are even scarier.
 
  
 
 They're all proficient killers, while I still look and feel awkward in comparison. Even with her terrible injury from the first night, Sumila is still more useful than I am, often splitting off with Song to lead our pursuers away, or into an ambush. Mei Lin and I managed to patch her up with some stitches and a poultice, putting her arm in a sling, but it was a close thing at the time. Her red jade ring has been helping her heal, supplying her with more chi in a shorter amount of time, and she should be 100% by tomorrow, already healthy enough to pull a bow. I may have underestimated the effectiveness of the rings, but the risks in using it is still very high. She comes out of her meditation exhausted and sweating, rather than relaxed and calm.
 
  
 
 I thought we were on better terms for a bit, with our nice cliff side moment, but Sumila is back to being sour faced and frosty, sometimes ignoring me completely when I approach her. It's probably the tension getting to her, none of us are very chipper besides Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 Speaking softly under my breath, knowing Charok is listening, I make nervous conversations.“I don't think they're coming.” I really hope the enhanced hearing is selective. It would suck if they heard my... nightly ritual. It's difficult being in a teenage body. I wish there was a book I could read, like Chi for Dummies.
 
  
 
 “Worry not, little brother.” Charok's voice is clear, like he's standing right next to me. Alsantset always sounds like she's whispering when she does this, and I can't tell if it's because Charok is better at this, or if Alsantset just has more control. “They are hesitating, knowing this for a trap, but they have no options but to spring it. Their only other option would be to call for reinforcements, but we can outrun them if they do.” He chuckles a bit. “Speak, and it shall be so. They are coming, brother. Fight well.”
 
  
 
 I spot movement below, several warriors wearing robes with straw hats and face coverings approaching, leaping across the mountain from tree to tree, ninja-ing about. It's fairly impressive, but kind of stupid, exposing themselves like that. Foolish city ninjas, no match for mountain ninjas. It doesn't matter how strong you are, an arrow to the heart will kill you all the same. The general consensus about bows is that it's a peasant's weapon, unfit for true warriors. Which is pretty stupid, in my opinion. If a farmer who practices two hours a day with a bow, can kill a martial warrior who practices twelve hours a day with a sword, I feel like the bow should be called the king of weapons. Even if it doesn't kill you, fighting with an arrow stuck in you is difficult, to say the least.
 
  
 
 Case in point, tree leaping ninja-assassins die just as easily as farmers do when Charok and the others fire their arrows. Three drop out of the sky, limp and dead, their corpses rolling down the mountain. The others drop down into the trees, running up the thin pass on foot, hoping to avoid further barrages. Others leap around the sides, scaling the rock cliff to get around and surround me. Cracking my neck and limbering my shoulders, I stand ready to block the way. They shall not pass. TeeHee.
 
  
 
 My first opponent arrives, Peace ramming into his chest as he leaps up, killing him in mid-air. Two others land beside me, and the fight begins in earnest while I dodge and block as their honed weapons take large chips out of the saber. Arrows fly around me as I fight, a thrust slipping past my defense, stabbing straight through my armor into my shoulder, only stopping at the bone. Peace slashes through the chest of my attacker, while the second tries to chop my head from my shoulders. Zabu pounces on him mid-swing, my furry little bodyguard doing work. The other quins join in, their near suicidal charges taking our opponents off guard, their thick fur and skin difficult to cut or pierce, a pack of natural monsters, screeching and killing with reckless abandon. I'm the bait, and they're the trap, while everyone else provides fire support. It's a little embarrassing to be less useful than the mounts.
 
  
 
 More assassins continue to arrive, some shot as soon as they expose themselves, others slipping past the barrage to meet me head on, as I trade blows with experienced warriors, giving flesh and taking lives. A chop to the arm, a thrust through the flank, a cut to the face, I take minor wounds, while my opponents expose themselves for a killing blow. An easy trade, one I'd take any day of the week. I'm no match for them otherwise, yet here they die and I live on. The forms come naturally to me, my weapon making short thrusts and small arcs, each strike taking a life, each cut wearing me down as I kill enemy after enemy, hacking and slashing away at them as my blood runs hot with anger.
 
  
 
 After what feels like an eternity, but could not have been more than five minutes, the stream of assassins ends, and there is only one left to fight, the others dead or dying, keeping the quins at bay. My weapon pointed, I stand panting, trying not to pass out. My remaining opponent carries a light, double-edge sword, a Jian. The metal whistling through the air as he swings it around, every strike is aimed at my vitals. This one learned from watching all my other kills, knows he's dead if he doesn't kill me in one hit. With no more need to keep lines of fire open, I expand my range of movements, circling him as I try to give someone, anyone, a clear shot. He presses close as I move about, refusing to let off, slicing my shoulder pad off of my armor with one slash, a deep furrow across my thigh with the next, his weapon twisting and slicing about in an unpredictable manner. I block the next slice, our swords ringing in unison, a melodic chime that's repeated again and again as I desperately fend off his attacks. Too skilled, too fast, too agile, too strong, I'm outclassed in every way, but soon, his time has run out. I smile at him as Zabu leaps into the air, locked onto his target, crashing into my opponent in full fury, tearing him apart with tooth and claw, a savage creature unleashed. MVP DPS Zabu.
 
  
 
 Sucking in a lungful of crisp, cold air, screaming my defiance into the sky, I revel in the feeling of surviving yet again. The adrenaline fades from me slowly as I stand there, slapping myself in the face so I don't black out. Taduk isn't here, so I need to heal myself, but too much running and not enough food make it difficult. Falling into the state of Balance, I note that my wounds aren't as bad as they seem, the worst a small nick in my intestines, from a slash I don't remember taking. Allowing my chi to mend what it can, I stand there, knowing I am safe with Zabu and the others looking after me. I just need to take care of the worst, the rest can be stitched and healed later.
 
  
 
 My eyes open, and I see Charok interrogating a pair of tied-up survivors, arrows sticking out of them, while the others stand by, their quins waiting patiently. Surprisingly difficult, taking people alive, I actually forgot to try. Approaching from behind him, I watch their eyes narrow as the two of them glare at me. I make a sorry sight, my formerly shiny new armor all torn up and ragged, hanging loosely from one shoulder. It's disappointing, to say the least, this fight putting the final nail in the coffin of my lovely outfit. Dismissing the thoughts of my fashion woes, I concentrate on the two people before me, a man and a woman, both rather nondescript and plain, two people I would probably forget immediately if I saw them on the street. “So what did they say?” We need to know how they keep finding us. While we're able to move fast in the mountains, we don't move faster than messengers along the main roads, switching horses every 50 kilometers, or the ships carrying messages to the cities ahead of us.
 
  
 
 Charok shakes his head at me. They won't speak, which has been the general theme among our survivors. Threats of death don't shake them, and we lack the necessary time or inclination to torture them. I squat down to look at them, staring each in the eyes, Peace in hand. We've rummaged through all their belongings before, but none of them are carrying anything suspicious. Sighing in front of them, I speak softly. “You assholes have been chasing us for four days now, and it's getting tiresome. How do you keep finding us?” They answer me with spit, in unison even. Yep, that seems par for the course. I'm getting sick of this bullshit. Time to try something new I thought up. Man or woman? Fuck it, let's make them compete. Taking one boot from each prisoner, I slice their pant legs up to the thigh, exposing their skin. “You are both going to die. I can see you've made peace with that. The question is, how would you like to die?”
 
  
 
 Motioning to Sumila, she brings Zabu and her quin over, a white-whiskered terror named Kankin. Akanai's mount, and he suits her personality. Roosequins will eat anything, including humans. Zabu will at least drop human flesh for different treats, but to Kankin, human flesh is the treat. He likes to start with the intestines, while his food is still alive. Freaking Akanai, leave it to her to raise the most terrifying pet in existence. Lifting the prisoner's feet, I hand one to each quin who grasps it in their hands, claws digging into the skin, hissing in anger when the prisoners struggle. Commanding the quins to wait, they both salivate, smacking their lips while they hold their next meals.
 
  
 
 I hate doing this. “Both of you are going to be fed to these quins. The first person to tell me how you keep finding us, gets to die before the meal begins. The other... well, they like their food fresh. You have ten seconds.” Kankin is a mean looking bastard, grizzly and scarred, hissing in delight at his anticipated meal. I begin the countdown, the quins playing their parts perfectly, looking eager and ominous, grasping at the legs, scratching them eagerly with their claws, Zabu's face covered in congealed blood, a gash running down his cheek, a terrifying sight for both prisoners.
 
  
 
 I barely make it to six when the man begins speaking. “The slave girl. After the contest, the healers had her blood, and we had a tracking matrix created from it when they learned she was with you. The leaders are taking turns hunting you, so there is no dispute over claimed goods.” His sweat drips down his face in rivulets.
 
  
 
 God, fucking dammit. They made a game out of this? “How do we stop them from tracking us?”
 
  
 
 The mans eyes never leave Zabu, who stands in front of him, snarling in impatience. You don't make eye contact with a predator, that's just basics. C'mon Son. “You can't block it, you need to burn the tokens containing the blood, that's the only way.”
 
  
 
 Charok asks a few more questions, and the situation looks grim. The matrix determines our location through two wooden pieces, both pointing towards us, and they simply find us at the intersection of the lines. The guides fall back, and the highest bidder takes their shot at killing us. At least they aren't teaming up, each unwilling to share in the looting. Song stands to the side, emotionless and unmoving, apathetic to the news, despite the horrible implications it has for her. I don't know if it's because she doesn't know, or if she just doesn't care.
 
  
 
 “Did they take your blood?” She ignores my question, weapon lowered but still in hand, back stiff, eyes low, never looking in anyone's eyes. She remains silent until Sumila prompts her to speak.
 
  
 
 “I was badly injured from my lashing, unhealed as per my former masters orders. My injuries were healed at the end of the competition, despite mentioning my punishment. I thought little of it. This slave has shamed her master with her ignorance and begs for punishment.” An emotionless delivery, a robot repeating as she's been programmed. Is her life even worth living?
 
  
 
 The squealer continues to speak,the dam on his silence broken, more information flowing out than we need. “The orders are to take the youths alive, as well as the half-tiger. You are all to be made slaves, or examples should you refuse. We have multiple groups, ready at all times. There will be another coming shortly.”
 
  
 
 “What clan or sect are you from?”
 
  
 
 “They are camped close to the base of the mountain, less than 10 kilometers north from here, easily found. Please, that is all I know, just kill me cleanly. Don't let them eat me, I beg of you.” My hand pats Zabu on the head, and he snaps at me, angry I may take his food. The man repeats himself, begging not to be devoured. Despite that, he won't say what sect or clan he's from, or even acknowledge that he was sent by the Society, loyal to the end. I actually respect that. At Charok's nod, I kill him with a thrust to the heart, before I turn to the woman.
 
  
 
 The woman looks stout and resolute, glaring hatred at her dead companion, face white with terror despite it all. “So... anything to add?” A second barrage of spit, less this time, fear having dried out her mouth. Her courage is praiseworthy, especially since Kankin is still holding her leg, crouched low to the ground, ready for his meal. I even somewhat admire her calm, but she's still someone who has been hunting us for days now. If she had won here, we would all be dead or worse. A quick thrust ends her life, and I give Kankin the go ahead to eat. I'm not a monster, not yet at least. I got what I needed. I toss Zabu a large round fruit, the thought of him eating human flesh sickening me. He's happier with the fruit anyways, nibbling away happily, crunching and squeaking in delight. Kankin makes the same sounds.
 
  
 
 Charok stood aside the entire time, watching the proceedings. I can't bring myself to look him in the eyes, keeping them low to scan the ground for a new weapon. “What would you have done if they did not speak?” His voice is neutral, but I feel the judgment, know that I've disappointed him.
 
  
 
 “I don't know.” I lie easily, the words coming out without hesitation. How quickly my morals shift when I'm under pressure.
 
  
 
 We ride back in somber silence, the victory doing little for the overall mood. Here I thought I was so clever, getting injured to kill my opponents. They were trying to just disable me, for the reward. That takes the wind out of my sails a bit, thinking I was hot shit. Pride cometh before the fall, and that works both ways.
 
  
 
 Alsantset's reaction to the news surprises me. “Then we are left with no choice but to fight. We rest for a half-hour, then move out once again.” She pats Song on the head, the two cat-girls having bonded already. Am I a horrible person, for immediately thinking of ditching her? A few days ago I wanted to save her, but now I'm ready to sacrifice her for a better chance of escape. I left the decision to the others because I thought they would make it for me, saving myself the grief. Fuck. I'm a terrible human being.
 
  
 
 Alsantset looks me over, checking my wounds and patting me on the face. “Little brother, you punish yourself too much when you fight. You must learn to parry and dodge.”
 
  
 
 Trying to smirk, I keep my words as light as possible. “Oh, is that what I'm supposed to be doing? I've just been jumping into their weapons, stopping them with my flesh and bones. I'll remember your advice sister. Just dodge.” She pinches my cheek, a wry smile on her face. The lines around her eyes makes her look older, her endurance flagging. Between the two of them, Charok and Alsantset have been working non-stop since we left the city, acting as both leader and rearguard, but they both still have the time to worry about me.
 
  
 
 Taking off the ruins of my armor, I run my fingers across the black glossy exterior of the vest, the helmet lost a day ago. Was it only yesterday? It feels like forever ago, the saber slashing across my head as I stumbled over the uneven footing, saving my life. Forget a daily count of close deaths, I can barely do 8 hours without a close call. Mei Lin helps me with my stitches, leaving nice, neat lines in my skin, chatting at me while I pretend to listen, worrying over the problems at hand. We're out of the unguent that we use for cuts, having run out after just a single day. We took a beating soon after our night ambush, our pursuers arriving quicker than we expected, bogged down with a heavily injured Sumila. Everything is running out except fruit and fresh water, the mountains teeming with both. We haven't risked lighting a fire since, and all the bear and horse meat we had is almost gone. We're even running out of arrows, our pursuers no longer carrying them when it was evident we out-ranged them by a large margin. Why bother just supplying us with ammunition?
 
  
 
 Alsantset returns before the half hour is up, hurrying us along, as more enemies have been spotted. We're all exhausted with not enough sleep or food, running on fumes, but the attacks keep coming. I have no idea how we're going to make it through this, and I can barely even stay awake as we ride off, once again slipping into the trees, fleeing from our ever persistent hunters.
 






      Chapter 55 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “You know, when Alsantset said we were going to fight, this wasn't what I had in mind.” Rain shifted in his seat atop his quin, constantly checking his gear, a pre-battle ritual he seemed to have. “I figured she meant run while fighting, not go charging into the enemy. This is ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Huushal grinned at Rain, patting him on the back. He had a gaunt, almost skeletal look about his face, too much healing and not enough food. He was too odd a character, timid and cautious most of the time, but reckless in the midst of combat. Huushal had only just watched him almost die a dozen times on that plateau, laughing and screaming in his opponents faces, ending their lives in open combat, a true warrior of the People, worthy of praise. Yet here he was, less than a day after, scared and nervous about carrying out a night raid. Baffling. “It will be simple Rain, we follow Alsantset's lead, and kill as many as we can, free their horses, set fire to whatever we find, and leave.
 
  
 
 “Ya, real simple.” Rain's sarcasm grated at times, often used when under stress, and they had all suffered a constant stream of it the last few days. “Except for the part where they'll be fighting back.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring it with a smile, Huushal continued. “If we destroy the tracking matrix, fine, if not, then no matter. We will put fear in their bellies and bloody them as they sit happily in their camp.” As soon as battle was upon him, Rain would be grinning and killing like the best of them, of this, Huushal had no doubt. Rain complained a lot, but was almost always first to act.
 
  
 
 The Society was lax, each group lazily camped in the open field, a bare line of sentries to watch for animals. It had not even entered their mind that they may be attacked, arrogant in their position as the hunters. For them to treat this as a game enraged Huushal, that they would so casually threaten his family without even giving him the proper respect as a warrior. He was a Sentinel, the Disciple of Ghurda, a dangerous adversary they would soon learn. The two of them waited, Alsantset and Adujan in the forest as well, hidden from sight. Just the four of them for this, the others were hidden by Charok, resting and waiting for their triumphant return, while Sumila and Song left behind, baiting the attackers into chasing through the night. It was little wonder their traps had worked so well, their pursuers too intent on their tools to see what was around them. Fools.
 
  
 
 Huushal's eyes watched the Society, serving men and women to entertain them as they played drinking games and ate delicious food. It'd been days since his last hot meal, cold fruit unable to sate him. His first taste of true combat had been invigorating, not against some worthless bandit, but an opponent of true skill, a clansman with a sword even bigger than his own. Huushal lost in skill, but won through simple power, crashing his weapon into his opponent over and over again, until all that was left was a mess of blood and flesh. Huushal had experienced that thrill, that intoxicating delight, better even than what he enjoyed at the bath house, better than anything he had ever experienced before. He had been upset when he wasn't chosen to fight upon the plateau, but Rain was the better choice, already healed from his gruesome dance with the enemy. A wonderful comrade, Huushal hoped to one day terrify his enemies like Rain could.
 
  
 
 “Be ready, we move at the first opening I see.” Alsantset messaged them, and he glanced around, trying to spot her. He thought she would have been on the other side of the camp, but to message him like that meant she was closer. That was a trick he needed to learn to do. Huushal was terrible at chi manipulation, only able to use it to strengthen himself. His skills paled in comparison to Rain's who could do so much with his chi, making it look so natural. Honing his weapon, Guiding it when thrown, exceptional healing, Rain had even started using it to Lighten his steps, speeding around his enemy, seeming to have learned something during the duel on the plateau. Huushal was being left behind, pure power all that he brought to battle.
 
  
 
 “Go.” At the single word sent by Alsantset, Huushal silently bounded forward atop Jaga, his saber crashing through the neck of the first sentry, bashing the skull of the second with his hilt. He destroyed the posts and Jaga sprayed his scent about the area, terrifying the delicious animals, scattering the horses before him as they stampeded away in fear. His muscles surged with renewed strength as his chi infused his body, every blow he made with the force of two thousand kilograms behind it as he cleaved his way about the camp. His sword swung in circles in the chaos, breaking flesh and bone as he vented his anger, he continued his rampage, sowing fear as shouts of alarm rang out in the once peaceful night. He leaned forward, flicking burning logs into tents as he passed, striking anyone that entered his range, his speed and mobility allowing for no retaliation. The thrill of the fight was good, but this was different, a hunt, a gathering of unprepared prey for him to terrorize. It was entertainment, their deaths deserving of his mockery.
 
  
 
 Several warriors called for him to stand and fight, but he ignored them after a single pass, his duty not to seek martial challenge, but to wreak destruction upon them. All around him, the camp was alit with glowing embers, burning silk tents giving off the odor of charred meat, the shadows dancing as he charged forward, laughing maniacally as he moved through his enemies. His pack rode about, savaging the prey, crippling and burning, weakening them for the slaughter. These men chose to hunt wolves, and now the wolves had struck back. After today, the Society would know fear, know the true mettle of the People, and regret having awoken the beast within him.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Adujan punched her shield through a sentries head, dragging the body behind her as it slid off the spike. Tossing her shield underhand, it spun end over end, whistling through the air as it cut through two clansmen before sinking deep into a third. She reached the dead man before he fell, tearing her weapon from the corpse as she passed, fighting her way through the confused enemy, Shana trampling them beneath her feet as Adujan carved her way through. She avoided killing the scantily clad servants, debating whether she should take one of the lovely men home with her, as a treat to herself. Rain had a pretty new slave, why couldn't she have one as well? No, it would be too much work keeping a slave clean and fed, despite how pretty they all were.
 
  
 
 Spotting a familiar face, she grinned as she directed Shana towards him. A little young master of the Situ clan, delightfully beaten by Rain in the competition. His clothes were half on as he was in the middle of his frolicking, his injuries fully healed, and that simply would not do. She charged him, laughing as Shana tore off his face as he shrieked in anguish and flailed about as she passed by, a lightning fast strike leaving him alive behind her. As she rode about, clinically setting fires and spreading lamp oil, killing any who resisted, she grabbed what she could, arrows and food her greatest priority. Perhaps she could steal some gold, then go back for one of the slave-men. How much would it cost to keep one for herself?
 
  
 
 A thrust of a glaive whistled towards her, barely intercepted by her shield, knocking her off of Shana. Rolling to her feet into a crouch, she held her shield up, blocking and backing away from her opponent's strikes, each one sending a jolt of pain through her body. “Insolent children! I should have captured you at the grounds and beaten you to a pulp! To dare kill and injure so many Situ Clansmen, you are truly audacious.” Elder Bolin, bald and red-faced as ever. He pressed the attack, his strikes fierce and powerful, knocking her about as she tried to stay alive, escape back to Shana, but he was too skilled, keeping the beast at bay while simultaneously attacking her with his spear.
 
  
 
 With a twist of her shield she caught the Elder's glaive in her hooks, her own spear twisting towards his throat, deflected by a single palm. With a grunt, Elder Bolin twisted his weapon, her arm flaring in agony as her wrist broke from the torque, dropping her weapon. She watched him helplessly, ready for one last thrust, knowing her death had come.
 
  
 
 Abandoning the thrust to block an incoming attack, Bolin stopped a powerful slash, a hair away from smashing into his cheek. Big Huu roared as he pushed Bolin back with a flurry of heavy strikes, a discordant clashing of steel upon steel. With a wordless scream of fury, Huushal delivered a fierce attack that should have ended the fight, but Bolin moved impossibly, sliding backwards as if gliding on ice, countering as he evaded, his blade sinking into Huushals shoulder, throwing him from his mount. Adujan intercepted the glaive on its return, her shield in her right hand, defending Huu as he recovered his stance, the two of them charging together in concert, pushing back Bolin who moved as if weightless, a symphony of weapons clanging as they fought among the chaos. They were badly outmatched and within seconds, she sported several grievous wounds, Huu faring even worse as the skilled Elder easily dealt with all their attacks.
 
  
 
 “Foolish! To think you can defeat me? Talented children are as common as the clouds! Just a group of toads lusting after swan's flesh, you dare to think yourselves warriors? I will bring you back in chains after forcing you to swear a slave's oath and teach you true misery.” Bolin swept her feet out from under her, throwing her to the ground.
 
  
 
 Rain appeared from the smoke and shadows, blade flashing as his mount pounced past Bolin, gouging an eye out as the Elder slid away, screaming in pain. The pole-arm swung about, Rain blocking the brunt of the attacks, allowing Huu and her time to recover. Sparks flashed as they crossed weapons, rings echoing as Rain slowly lost ground before the Elder.
 
  
 
 Adujan charged forward, heedless of the cost. “Flee!” The elders blade knocked her aside, a deep gash in her shoulder throbbing in agony as she crashed to the floor. Her eyes were locked on Rain as he ignored her sacrifice and continued to trade blows with Bolin, each pass of their weapons leaving him more and more injured as Bolin came close to killing him several times, their shadows flickering in the firelight, like dancers leaping about.
 
  
 
 A flash of movement caught her attention, an object shooting forward, faster than she could see, embedding itself in Bolin's shoulder. A second and third followed, Bolin twirling his weapon to deflect each arrow shot at him by Alsantset as she rode past, grabbing Huu as she did. Forget Akanai, Alsantset was Adujan's new hero. Rain rode to Adujan and grabbed her by the belt, lifting her onto Zabu like a sack of rice before riding off into the forest, Bolin's yells and the glow of the burning tents fading fast behind them.
 
  
 
 Rain had no idea how to properly treat a lady. Adujan felt faint from loss of blood, trying to sit properly on Zabu, her head flinging back. “Careful Adujan, you're going to poke my eye out with your horns.” Rains arm went around her waist, pressed against her stomach, his chin cradling her shoulder. He smelled like smoke and musk, her cheek nestled against his temple, as they rode together. She settled down into his comfortable embrace, almost snuggling into his lap, pressing up against him as she leaned back. He was scrawny, but comfortable, his arm tight around her waist. So what if he wasn't interested in her? There were plenty of other men. Like Fung. She would take him into her harem, no problem, the yummy looking magistrate's son.
 
  
 
 “Why'd you keep fighting? You should have left me back there, I was distracted and should have paid the price.” She rambled, enjoying the feel of his touch. It was a foolish move for him to fight Bolin alone, but brave. Huu was heroic too, so burly and strong. She would allow both of them into her harem. And some of those pretty serving boys too. She needed variety in her harem.
 
  
 
 “I thought I could win. He wanted me alive to bring back to torture, so I had that going for me. Besides, I wanted his weapon.”
 
  
 
 She felt him shrug, picturing the maddening grin on his face. Idiot. He couldn't even say something sweet, like 'I couldn't leave you to die, Yan'. Then they could fall in love, bonds forged in the heat of combat, rivals made lovers, like one of the romance stories she so loved to read. Snorting in laughter, she settled back into him, luxuriating in the cold night air. Closing her tired eyes, she rested as the two of them rode back up the mountain, Shana following closely behind. “Stay awake, Adujan, talk to me.” Asshole, now he wants to talk, when she was so very tired.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Shit.
 
  
 
 I feel the warm, sticky blood, pumping out of Adujan's wound as I press my hand and forearm against her stomach. Deciding we're far enough from the battle, I stop Zabu and dismount, carrying her to the ground. Ripping off her armor, I quickly take stock of her injuries, starting with the worst. A gash along her stomach is the source of the blood, her intestines almost falling out. Gagging a little as I push them back into the wound, I quickly grab the remains of my stock of herbs. I need to seal the stomach wound, and stitches won't do. Thank the Mother I didn't sell the fox-glove roots. Quickly crushing the roots into a bowl, I begin adding handfuls of common herbs, mixing it into a paste. Applied liberally to flesh, and it will bond like superglue. It's painful and not the prettiest solution, but better than the alternative, death.
 
  
 
 Spreading the mash of herbs over her stomach, I pinch the cut together, waiting for it to bond before I wrap it. She has more wounds, her shoulder and thigh, and those get glued together as well. Quick and dirty, but effective. I had to cut her pants off, and she lays before me, pale and exposed, looking so weak and vulnerable, at odds with how strong and confident she normally is. Despite her foul mouth and terrible attitude, I like having her around. She's an odd combination of fierce and sweet, someone who I want to call a friend.
 
  
 
 Without warning, she begins to convulse, body flailing as she seizes. I shove a strip of leather in her mouth, holding her head steady, allowing her to flail about while keeping her head from smacking around. God dammit, that shit Elder, his attacks were incredibly brutal. My internals are bleeding from some sort of manipulation of his chi, and Adujan probably is the same. She needs to wake up to heal her injuries, but how can she while in the middle of a seizure? With nothing else I can do, I sit and watch as she struggles for life, praying that she can pull through.
 
  
 
 Alsantset whispers to me, and I do my best to guide her to our location. She arrives soon, Huushal behind her, while I kneel on the floor, with Adujan's head in my lap, while she lays mostly naked in front of me. How did I ever think she was a man? Alsantset helps me treat the rest of her injuries before wrapping her in a blanket, as I treat the worst of Huushal's cuts the same way. While not as badly injured as Adujan, It'll seal well, but leave a scar as the compound breaks down slowly after the injury heals, and remain painful and tender until it does. After a few weeks, the scar can be healed, but until then, it'll be an ugly reminder of tonight's battle. I go to treat Alsantset, but she's untouched, her hair and clothes barely even out-of-place. It was like she went for a tranquil night ride, rather than a deadly raid. Unbelievable.
 
  
 
 We head for the pre-arranged meeting area with Sumila and Song, a small hidden overhang. Huushal and Alsantset are now flush with arrows courtesy of Adujan's quin. A sweet affectionate animal, she dances back and forth on her paws as we wait, nuzzling her owner every now and then in a heartbreaking display of affection. No time to appreciate the wildlife, need to focus. There's still more work to be done.
 
  
 
 Pulling out my black ring gifted to me by the OuYang clan, I put it on my thumb and fall into the state of Balance, doing what I can with my injuries in the short time we have. The Energy of the Heavens surges into me, a raging tsunami instead of poured water, and I struggle to direct it as it batters me down from within. Don't go with the flow, direct it. Keep control and everything will be fine.
 
  
 
 This is why these rings are shit, who can even handle this crap? Sweat begins to drip down my neck as I concentrate, letting the energy crash into me as I break it into manageable waves, and even further down to small focused streams, trying to control it, while letting it heal and strengthen me, reinvigorating me for the struggle ahead. Sumila and Song will need our help dealing with the newest group of pursuers. I need all the energy I can handle, to make myself as powerful as I can be. The energy cycles through me, the heat and pain continuing to mount, but I still continue to push my limits, my thirst for strength driving me forward. I can do this, with more power, I can stop our enemies on my own, make them kneel before me as I manipulate the Energies of the Heavens, raining fire and lightning down upon them, destroying the Society with a wave of my hand. Those arrogant bastards will pay for this, and then I'll hunt down that damn merchant and crucify him for starting it all. The energy continues to move through me as I bind it, empowering me, a god amongst men, a vengeful, terrible God.
 
  
 
 A different energy invades into me, stopping the flow and interrupting my concentration, my eyes snapping open. Alsantset smacks me atop the head. “Fool. Be more careful when using the ring. You almost died, little Rain, you need to keep control of the energy, not let it control you.” I feel short of breath, gasping for air, my lips and skin dried and cracking. She hands me a water-skin and I drink deep, tasting the metal tang of blood as I gulp down the cool, sweet liquid. Polishing off the entire skin, I accept a second, drinking half of that one as well. That must have been at least two liters, closer to two and a half. My shirt is wet with sweat and blood, my skin hot to the touch.
 
  
 
 God dammit, I fucked up, even knowing how difficult it would be. At least my injuries are mostly healed, my body almost good as new. Well, good as it can get in the current circumstances. Still, it was too risky. I knew the dangers going in, but I was still seduced by the power involved. Fuck this ring. If Alsantset hadn't noticed, I would have cooked myself alive. The thought sends a shudder down my spine as I place the ring back into my pouch.
 
  
 
 After quickly checking Huu and Adujan's injuries, I get comfortable, waiting for Sumila and Song, ready for yet another ambush against our enemies. It just doesn't seem to end, but to struggle means that I'm still alive.
 
  
 
 We just need to survive, and Akanai will handle the rest.
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 Fung struck out with all his might, chopping the arm off of his final opponent. The onlookers gasped and cheered, the bloodthirsty crowd delighting in his display as the judge stopped the match, healers running out to save his opponent. Stalking off to the side of the stage in a foul mood, he stood beside his teammates, fuming in anger. The competition had been a farce, all the strongest opponents eliminated in the preliminary match, leaving only dregs and cocky nobles. He had Rain and his comrades to thank for that, but he could not face any of them at this competition.
 
  
 
 After the event with the carnugators, Fung had refocused his efforts towards training, driven forward to gain strength, acknowledging for the first time that he was truly too weak and did not know how high the sky was. A frog within a well, thinking himself impressive. He had always enjoyed training, but since turning 16 he allowed his indulgence in pleasures of the flesh to supersede his training, since he was stronger than his peers of the same age. After meeting Rain and the other Bekhai, and chatting with his curious minded friend about how to truly become strong, Fung no longer slacked, and began desperately training. He had injured himself over and over again, feeling his wounds knit together stronger than they were before, suffering through the pain and agony, all for this moment when he could face someone of true strength without embarrassing himself.
 
  
 
 Instead, his opponent had been chased away by the greed of the Society, and Fung had loosed his anger upon the worthless remaining competitors, taking a limb from each competitor he faced, to the delight of the crowds and the anger of the Society. Hmph, those bastards deserved no face, and Fung would not pretend otherwise, whatever the cost.
 
  
 
 “You frown too much, Young Master Fung.” He could hear the sarcasm in her words. Ong Jing Fei, a lovely and venomous young lady, she terrorized him just as her mother terrorized his father. She smiled and waved at the cheering crowd, jubilant and contented with their new champions. “You'll lose those handsome looks you're so proud of. Why are you not strutting about like a peacock, celebrating our victory?” She fluttered her eyelashes at him, the urge to throttle her rising in him. The bitch knew why, she simply enjoyed needling him. “We are the champions of this contest, to be bestowed with wealth and honor. You should be happier. It must be difficult, without your little barbarian here to celebrate with you. You aren't as much fun when he isn't around.” She patted his arm, sending shivers down his spine. He loathed her with every ounce of his being and she knew it, still playing at being the dutiful wife-to-be. Her voice lowered as she leaned in close. “Could it be true, the rumors that the consummate playboy Tong Da Fung has succumbed to the pleasures of another man? A shame your little barbarian cock-boy will be dead soon.”
 
  
 
 Fung backhanded her across the face. The silence of the crowd was deafening as she tumbled to the floor and lay sprawled on the ground, her pitiful cry reaching the heart of every watcher. Immediately, he regretted acting on his anger. The bitch was a thespian, faking the extent of her injury. He could strike at her with all his might for an hour and she would emerge unhurt. He felt her twist away from his strike, throwing herself down, playing at the maiden in distress. Ignoring her antics, Fung signaled for the Master of Ceremonies to continue. The damn Society, he spit on their honor, and when he returned home, he would have their growing factions in Shen Huo stomped out. Then, once he was personally strong enough, he would divorce the horrid bitch, and have her exiled from his city as well. Fools without ethics is what they all were, and he would have none of that in his home.
 
  
 
 He could only pray to the Mother that Rain and his family still lived and would make it home safely, as he cursed at his own helplessness.
 
  
 
 He needed strength, and playing at these games of war were of no help.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Situ Bolin sat still while the healer tended to the little Patriarch, his own wounds stinging as he slowly mended it. Such humiliation, to be injured by these damn pups, to have suffered so much from worthless savages. They had dark magics, to allow them to control such fierce beasts like the binturongs and their unholy two-legged mounts. He would capture the damn witch that protected them and have her flayed alive, bit by bit, until she revealed her tricks. To dare use such evil, they were likely half Defiled as it stood, the reports placing their village north of Shen Huo, a desolate and cold place to live. That area was a zone of death, the territory of a powerful Ancestral Beast, and if not for dark magics or sacrifice, how else could they live there? Their unholy practices had made these barbarians strong however, and the Situ clan had sorely underestimated their opponents.
 
  
 
 No matter, they would fall before the might of the Situ Clan in the end. As much as it shamed him, he had sent out several Elders to chase down the slave girl. There had been no sighting of her, so it was likely she was with the others, the weaker members of their party. While Bolin wanted the combatants alive, he now also wanted all of them alive, so that he could vent his frustrations on the families of those who vexed him so. It would not end there, no, he would torture the location of their backwoods village from them, and take his warriors there for a visit, wiping their tribe from the continent, letting them fade into obscurity. Only then would his rage be sated, the fire within him quenched.
 
  
 
 The little Patriarch moaned as he was treated, his injuries severe. The little horned cunt had trampled him with her beast, breaking bones without killing, intent on crippling the boy. Such viciousness, if only Bolin could stride backwards through time and snap her neck when he first lay eyes upon her. The boy would be weeks in healing if they meant to keep him whole and strong without overtaxing his body. In such a time of strife, to not be able to send the little Patriarch to battle, allow him to be seasoned in combat, it was truly the shame of the Situ clan, something that would be talked about by his peers within the Society for years to come. Unforgivable, for them to be so remorseless, humiliating them time and time again. Better if they had killed him, so that the Patriarch could act himself, sparing the boy this shame.
 
  
 
 “Uncle.” Little Gulong spoke through his pain and Bolin rushed to his side to hear his words. His heart rent at the sight, the boy's face fractured and swollen, missing a large patch of skin, an ugly sight to behold. “Uncle, it hurts.”
 
  
 
 “Hush now, little dragon, you will heal and the pain will fade. You are strong enough to bear it, do not shame the Situ name. This Uncle here has raised you from birth, and he will not allow this insult pass without vengeance.” He smoothed the boy's hair, careful not to exert too much pressure on the poor child's wounds. The healer continued his work, but he was just an incompetent half-beast slave, the more skilled, human healers having left with the army or remained in the city. It would be days before the little Patriarch could be healed enough to be moved comfortably. He had sent messengers back to request for one to return, but it was unlikely the Patriarch would allow his only healer to leave his side, especially with all his enemies watching for weakness. The competition results had been disastrous for the Situ Clan, one of the three great powers of the Society, unable to have a single group pass through the preliminary event, a black mark on the face of every Situ clansmen. The vultures were circling, sensing weakness, and the Patriarch would be hard at work keeping the pot from boiling over.
 
  
 
 Bolin needed these savages in hand, so that their broken corpses could be shown to the Society, so that all would know the Situ clan was still strong, able to lead them for centuries yet. He had used his authorities to command all the elders present to chase down those barbarians, with Guardian Chilok leading them. If they failed, then Bolin would need to answer to the Society as a whole, but these barbarians would not escape from so many experts.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Mila stayed as still as possible, ready to flee at the first sign of trouble, watching the Society clansmen move through the trees. She had already dealt with one group of clansmen this night, while Alsantset brought Rain and the others to attack the camp. Now they were already being chased by a second group, far sooner than expected, less than an hour of rest attained. Song crouched next to her, an ever silent presence at her side since she'd taken the chain away from Rain. She felt her face heat up at the memory of her misunderstanding with him, the horrible thoughts she had of him. She had wanted to make up with him, her earlier anger at him seeming foolish, and they had sat so nicely together to watch the sunset, a romantic atmosphere. She had lost her head when he mentioned Song, mad with misplaced jealousy at the lovely young woman. While Rain had his flaws, he was, at his core, a kind person. He has seemed so worried and frantic when he was treating her wound, it had brought a smile to her face. He normally seemed so indifferent, but at that moment it seemed he truly cared about her, as he worked quickly and gently, cradling her as he saved her life.
 
  
 
 Almost everyone she had met at the contest was even worse, all entitled trash, snobbish and prideful. Why did they all refer to her as a barbarian or a savage? Just because she wasn't dressed in silks, or didn't have her hair elaborately done, or lacked the painted lacquer nails, that was grounds for insulting her? Worse were the calls for rape and torture. They were the savages, for how they treated people. They had made a game of this hunt, disrespecting both Mila's people, and their own by sending out these weaklings. Outer branch members who had yet to truly be accepted, expendable, unskilled, and hungry for advancement. The inner branch members would be sitting back and laughing at the other groups failures, expecting things to be different when their turn would come. Fools, all of them.
 
  
 
 At least Alsantset would bloody them tonight, wound them, madden them. The Society would learn they dealt with true warriors, not easy prey. Then again, they may have learned that already, her current pursuers movements far more skilled and graceful than any who had come before, silent spectres in the night. It was still easy to track them, since they chose to move above the treeline, their dark outlines easily seen against the light of the moon. Warriors they may be, they lived in cities, lacking the proper field-craft or skills for mountain pursuit. They also lacked numbers, with only a handful of warriors this time. Perhaps more would be coming, but once again, their pride drove them to ruin.
 
  
 
 Things had already gotten too far out of hand, escalating into what would soon erupt into a legal feud, requiring Justicar intervention. Mama would have many headaches over this in the future, but it was all the fault of the Society. While perhaps Sumila had gone a bit too far in the competition, giving no face to any of her enemies, but they were just all so foul of mouth. She had her fill of listening to spoiled fops offering to buy her during the days leading to the contest, unable to even walk about the market without being leered at. Worse was the memory of her time at the park with Mei Lin. They'd had no time to themselves at all, continually being approached by servants, with demands, offers, and propositions from their dog masters. It was infuriating. She could see why Mama didn't want her to travel, especially alone. The world was a terrible place, wild beasts and Defiled only a part of it.
 
  
 
 “Master, they approach. Your orders?” Song whisper brought Mila out of her trance. Song would not change her form of address, no matter how much Mila asked her to. An order would be needed, but that defeated the purpose of changing it at all. Song rode awkwardly on her own quin, still bouncing in her seat, too accustomed to riding horses. Roosequins did not jar their riders like those grass-eating, bony-backed herbivores did, but the habit was ingrained in her.
 
  
 
 Mila rode off atop Kankin, making enough noise for their pursuers to notice, but not enough to be obvious. It was bothersome, being inept enough to be tracked, but not too much so that they grew suspicious, a skill taught to her by Mama. 'Let the enemy think themself clever, rather than think you foolish'. The darkness of the mountain forest hid her from their gaze, but the noises she purposely made giving away her location, a small jangle of her harness, an errant gasp of breath, a light impact onto stone, all done to lead them to the slaughter. Without her careful hints and pace, she would lose them in the forest and be unable to guide these idiots towards the others.
 
  
 
 Their pursuers caught on faster than any before them, the sounds of cloth whipping through the air as they followed, abandoning 'stealth' for speed. Most likely Elders of the Society, a position earned with skill and service, like the members of the Iron Banner. The best warriors, although even among themselves, their skills varied. The ones chasing them could not be among the most talented, for with true skill came great pride, and what true warrior would find pride in chasing and killing children, or being bodyguards to a group of fops, out for a 'pleasure hunt'? No, these would be the scum, the dregs, the lap-dogs of the Society, and she would take great joy in seeing them dead. Better that they slaughter the younger generation and destroy the future of the Society, but that would likely bring down harsh Imperial Justice upon them. The Emperor protected the young, deeming them the 'future of the Empire'. The Elders would have to do.
 
  
 
 Mila increased her pace, Kankin easily outrunning the other quin despite his old age. Mila had fond memories with Kankin, being carried around in his arms as a child, napping with him in the warm afternoons, learning to ride atop his wide back. Now she could add memories of battle with him, of her first true martial confrontation. While not as warm and friendly as the other quins, Kankin was still her oldest companion, a trusted friend.
 
  
 
 A piercing whistle was heard, and Kankin dodged without even needing a prompt, leaping sideways down the mountain, his sure footed claws finding easy purchase. Song's quin was not as well trained, one of Taduk's cart pullers, but still agile enough to avoid the incoming attacks, thrown weapons of some sort. Kankin huffed as he moved ever forward, tiring from the days of being chased, eager to sink his fangs into flesh. Rain had fed him too well on human flesh, and Kankin was growing far too zealous in the hunt. She patted him on the shoulders soothingly, urging him forward, keeping him from turning on her pursuers. The point was up ahead, a clearing in the forest with a cave that looked capable of containing all their people. Guiding him to leap into the cave, she rode a short distance in before leaping off, taking shelter behind a boulder, loosing arrows towards the entrance. Song stood beside her, firing away as the quins settled in beside them, ready to kill any who approached.
 
  
 
 Their pursuers had stopped at the entrance, unwilling to venture into the dark cave, finally wary of an ambush, noticing the trip wires. She knew they would be conversing with one another, silently arguing among themselves, none willing to die for the others. Not a simple thing, to watch for traps while blocking arrows. Smiling to herself, she waited with her bow in hand, firing arrows at the empty entrance in a calm, orderly pattern with Song, allowing them to grow accustomed to the sound of being shot at. They had already stepped within the trap, their deaths soon approaching, and still they hesitated and argued at the front of the caves. Fools.
 
  
 
 A piercing scream was heard, followed by more grunts, the sounds of arrows raining upon them as their pursuers tried to fight free. She could hear the movements of the fighters, crisp and clear, the power behind each action apparent from the sound of air breaking as they moved, but it was not enough. Held in place, they could do nothing but die. She could see nothing in the gloom, only a sense of moving shadows, as a fierce battle raged in near silence, experts falling like overripe apples. Soon, there was only the sound of gurgling blood and falling bodies, before silence consumed the night once more.
 
  
 
 Mila waited patiently, arrow at the ready, until she heard the whisper. Lighting a torch, she brought it out to the cave entrance, illuminating the scene. Three elders were dead, pin cushioned with arrows, an ugly death for a warrior, but these scum were not deserving of the title. She studied their faces, trying to match them to a clan or sect, but there was no memory of them in her mind. It was not the Society as a whole that fought them, but rather a few factions acting in self-interest, and each would have sent nameless, faceless warriors. If they were caught assassinating citizens in good standing, it would strike a heavy blow to their reputation, and the Society would face Imperial Justice.
 
  
 
 One was still alive, croaking and gasping as he slowly bled to death. Alsantset was the first to arrive, the others filing in slowly from their hidden perch. Rain crouched down to stare in the eyes of one of the dying, a disturbing habit of his. Why stare at death so closely? Rain ended the man's suffering, a mercy this worthless trash did not deserve, to die by the blade of a true warrior.
 
  
 
 She crouched down and searched each body, rewarded with two tokens of wood, shaped like an arrow, with carved runic symbols stained in blood. Song's blood. Burning them with her torch, Mila prayed that these were the only ones. Hopefully, the Society no longer had a means of tracking them, and they could lose themselves in the throngs of civilians in Feng Huang, so long as they hid the roosequins. She could finally see an end to the chase, a path towards survival. She picked up a spear, a heavy weapon, ornately carved, belonging to one of the dead. Rain had been complaining about a lack of a longer weapon, although he did just fine with his sword.
 
  
 
 Mila grimaced at Yan and Huu's injuries, both looking like death warmed over. Rain wasn't much better, grim and haggard, his armor long destroyed, dressed in bloody rags as he always was after a battle. His eyes were sunken, his muscles withering, the lack of food and overtaxing of his body costing him dearly. They all needed rest and food, but they were unlikely to find it soon. Despite his obvious exhaustion, Rain looked... hungry for more battle. It was unsettling, not the joyful desire for challenge, but the fatalistic urge for it to be done with. Either kill all his enemies or be killed.
 
  
 
 Once he lost his hesitation, Rain was a fearsome opponent. He fought almost recklessly, closing in without fear, every strike of his threatening to kill, ready to trade heavy injury for a death-blow, something few warriors had the determination to accept. To even find a warrior willing to trade their life for their opponent's was a rarity, how could they be willing to give their life to cause a mere injury?
 
  
 
 As she listened to Alsantset's report of the situation, she smiled as Rain studied his new spear and silently praised her. Their situation was dire, but no matter. The Society had already paid dearly for a harsh lesson. The People were not to be treated lightly, and even if Mila were to fall here, Mama would crash through their gates and burn the grounds, salting the earth behind her. The thought warmed her as they rode in the darkness, forwards towards another day of battle.
 
  
 
 They had been riding for less than 15 minutes when a voice rang out in the darkness. “By Imperial Order, the People tribesmen are to appear before this Justicar. Make yourselves known within the hour, and you will be collected.”
 
  
 
 Mila felt her fear creeping down her spine, an urge to vomit almost overcoming her. A Justicar. That meant this was no longer a private battle, that it would be a public feud brought before Imperial Justice. Without Mama's protection, they were simply civilians in the eyes of the law, doomed to be sentenced to execution for killing members of the Society. Tears welled in her eyes as she despaired. All their hard work, the desperate attempt to escape, all of it was for nothing.
 
  
 
 They could not run from Imperial Justice, for that would bring extermination down upon the People. They could only accept their fate, and pray for Mama to avenge them.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Situ Chilok fled from the ambush, arrows digging into his flesh, hampering his movements as he stumbled down the mountainside. It had gone disastrously, the five of them stepping into the trap so easily, fools all of them. Those worthless branch family elders were useless. He cursed his idiot son Chiang, and that idiot little patriarch Gulong. Those children had brought disaster upon them. He needed to return, to warn the Clan. If they were forewarned, then they could prepare and fight accordingly. The Situ Clan still had strength to call upon, they only needed to be aware of the need.
 
  
 
 He hurried as quickly as he could, falling as much as walking, crying as he moved, knowing death had already arrived for him, but still he struggled. He was an Elder of the Situ Clan, a guardian no less, he could not die in vain. Hearing his opponent arrive, the sound of cloth breaking through the air, Chilok turning to face his enemy. If he was to die today, then he would at least die fighting. Leaping towards his opponent with weapon in hand, he died well before he could come within reach, never truly sighting his killer.
 






      Chapter 57 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Alsantset lamented her fate as she made contact with the enforcer. He arrived within moments, gliding through the trees, and began leading them down the mountains towards their judge and executioner. At least Charok and her children would be safe, hidden with Huushal's parents. Hopefully they could escape and return home, telling Papa about this, so that he may take vengeance for them. She had not expected that the Society would seek legal recourse, having been the instigators of the events. It was likely they had fabricated some evidence, and without any backing, their little group would be summarily executed. They had all done her proud, her little band of young warriors, striking fear into the hearts of their enemies. Their stories would end here, but hopefully, they would be told to the People and immortalized in memory.
 
  
 
 After two long hours of travel, they reached the camp of the Justicar, several Enforcers and Adjudicators present, each stiff backed and gazing sternly. With the full authority of the Empire behind them, the ability to have anyone executed, regardless of standing, Alsantset felt herself quail before them. The Society members were present, standing to one side, while the Justicar stood waiting, fully dressed in the black robes of his office, an ornate feathered headdress covering his face. He probably had stood there for the entire time it took to find them. Justicars were not known for being leisurely.
 
  
 
 Alsantset brightened, spotting a familiar face. Tanaraq was here, leaning against a horse, waiting patiently. Why was she here? She should have been with Akanai, returning home to rally the troops. Alsantset dare to hope. If Akanai was here, they could demand a trial by combat. She looked frantically, but Akanai was nowhere in sight, Tanaraq shaking her head. Cruel hope, dashed upon harsh truth. The Justicar spoke as soon as they were dismounted. “As Justicar of the Empire, I declare this mediation in session. Which of you is Alsantset?” She, it seemed, spoke with a feminine voice, distorted and echoing in her helmet, her boredom evident. Alsantset stood forward, acknowledging her name. “Speak of the events these past days.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset gave a clear and concise presentation of the facts, starting from the displaying of prizes at the Society, ending with the attack she had launched only a few hours ago. The Justicar interrupted often, asking pertinent questions and for clarifications. Rain fell asleep on his feet during the proceedings, leaning against Zabu, his light snores earning him many glares and scowls from the members of the Society, and no few from the Enforcers. They mistook exhaustion for arrogance, but it mattered little. Rain would not survive long enough for it to cause him difficulty.
 
  
 
 The Justicar did not seem to mind, ignoring him completely, fully focused on Alsantset's testimony. Tanaraq disregarded the entire proceedings, cooking a large amount of food while she waited calmly. It drove Alsantset mad to the point of distraction. Her good friend was ignoring them, but for what reason?
 
  
 
 When she had finally finished, more than an hour had passed and her throat was dry from speaking. The Justicar turned to the Society members, speaking to Elder Situ Bolin for their version of events.
 
  
 
 Bolin sported an ugly scar upon his face, Rain's work. “We were out here on a hunting trip, for some of the youngsters who were eliminated from the competition. It was to allow them to relax after their vicious treatment at the hands of those savages." He shot a glare in their direction. "This morning, without provocation, we were attacked by the People, killing several of our guards, and grievously injuring the little patriarch of the Situ Clan. We of the Society humbly ask the Justicar to judge fairly based on the evidence provided.”
 
  
 
 Shameless. Alsantset fumed, knowing the Society would get away with its lies. They would have been careful to separate themselves from the actual assassins, all warriors not truly associated with them, only a loose bond tying them together. The work of individuals, they claimed, and would even be able to swear by, and Alsantset had no way to prove otherwise. Most vexing.
 
  
 
 After a period of questioning, the Justicar paused shortly for deliberation before speaking. “It would appear there is no proof of wrongdoing on the part of the Society. I rule that the Society of Heaven and Earth are the victims of an unsubstantiated attack from the People tribesmen. All those who took part in the attack, please step forward.”
 
  
 
 Cursing inwardly, Alsantset stepped forward, Huushal and Adujan waking Rain to join her. At least it was only the four of them, perhaps the others would be spared. Eyeing them, the Justicar asked, “Lieutenant Tanaraq claims that you are all members of the Imperial Defense Forces. This is true?” Their affirmation kept them from immediate execution, but not much else would change, as the Justicar turned to Elder Bolin and asked, “Does the Society wish to formally press charges?”
 
  
 
 Bolin looked darkly at them, scowling. “I cannot speak for the Society as a whole, but the Situ clan will press charges.” A few other elders spoke up, the Baiji and the White Lotus Sect, as well as the Lin and OuYang clans.
 
  
 
 Stirring a pot from her seat by the fire, Tanaraq yelled out, “They demand the right to trial by combat. Their chosen champions are Lieutenant General Akanai, Major Baatar, and a third yet to be determined. Probably one of those kids, who cares anyways. It won't get that far.” Akanai had been promoted, but Tanaraq was being foolish. She must not know the laws well enough. Neither Baatar, nor Akanai were here, nor would they arrive in time to stand for them.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by the disturbance, the Justicar looked to Alsantset, who simple shrugged. “As she said.” They had better odds in a duel than if they left things for the Justicar to decide. They had no choice but to forfeit the match for over 100 years of age, but Alsantset would fight the under 100, and if she won, they could win the under 25 as well. It was a slim chance, but the best they had.
 
  
 
 “Preposterous.” Red-faced Bolin laughed, hearing the named champions. “Shameless dogs. Why would these vaunted heroes of the Empire choose to stand and defend you savages?”
 
  
 
 “Are you fucking serious?” Rain was incredulous, almost mocking. “You've been chasing us for days, and never bothered to find out who we are? How arrogant can you be?” He sneered while presenting her with both hands. “This is Alsantset, daughter of Baatar.” A second flourish. “And this, is Sumila, daughter of Akanai. So ya, I'm fairly certain they'll stand for us.” His voice was dripping with sarcasm and venom, his anger at being taken lightly showing. He was finally taking pride in his people, but she quickly clamped a hand over his mouth before he could begin cursing and openly disrespecting the Society. That would earn him lashes for insubordination if any member present held rank, and she would be forced to wash his mouth out with soap, something neither of them enjoyed.
 
  
 
 The reaction from the clansmen was a mix of disbelief and shock, all of them muttering amongst themselves. Sputtering as he pointed, Bolin managed after several tries to speak. “Th-That may be so, but they are not present, nor will it be known when they will be available, as they are both engaged in combat against the enemy. We have the right to a timely decision.”
 
  
 
 “A State of Martial Law in the Northern Province was declared earlier this evening by Marshall Shing DuYi. The cities of Shen Huo and Shen Mu are under heavy siege, with all available forces ordered to march to their aid. As per Imperial Regulations, during Martial Law, personal duels between units of the armed forces are to be suspended until a time of peace.” The Justicar spoke with a banal tone. “As such, I declare this mediation at an end, until such a time when the duel between the various Society factions and the People tribesmen can carry forward. Any actions from either party exacerbating the situation will be punished according to Imperial Regulation. That is all.” The Justicar promptly turned and left, retreating to her tent, an abrupt dismissal. Within moments, the clansmen were all riding off, returning with the news of their folly.
 
  
 
 Hardly believing their circumstances, Alsantset smiled until her cheeks hurt as she hugged Rain and Sumila. Ignoring the fleeing clansmen, they all rushed to Tanaraq who only said, “You all look like shit.” Brusque as ever, she handed out food and all of them ate ravenously, Alsantset remembering to message Charok, who waited close by with the others. Tanaraq was horrible, not simply telling her to begin with, worrying her so. Her little babies would be delighted at the hot meal despite how tired they were. It had been difficult for them, hiding in the dark, scared by every noise, watching their uncle Rain come back injured and defeated every day. It was thankfully over for now, a blessing from the Mother. While a duel would still need to take place, it was a small matter with Papa and Akanai, and perhaps even Gerel and Husolt. Even if one of them were to lose, they would easily win the third match. Their problems were solved, for now.
 
  
 
 “So, did Akanai get a promotion or a demotion?” Rain spoke around a mouthful of food, looking content. “And how did you know we were in trouble?”
 
  
 
 Laughing, Tanaraq slapped her leg as she howled. “Boy, you're always in trouble whenever you leave the village.” Her smile faded as she told her story. “We also ran into trouble on the way home, Defiled riders attacking the camps.” She nodded at Sumilia. “Your parents made it through fine, as did Taduk, but Orgaal and me are the only surviving Sentinels. He headed home with a small escort, with orders to rally the village troops. When she found out Shen Huo was under siege, Akanai rode right off with every mounted warrior she could gather, right after she field promoted me and sent me to collect all of you. She thought to save you the trouble of taking the long way back. A good thing she did too.” Fortuitous indeed. Alsantset was ready to slaughter her way towards Shen Jin, and it would have been a bloodbath indeed.
 
  
 
 Snorting, Tanaraq continued. “As soon as I heard about the shit-storm you all stirred up at the contest, I requested for a Justicar and rode out here looking for you. We found their camp in shambles.” She glared at Alsantset, and she smile shy back at her. “You haven't changed since we were kids, always so reckless. If you hadn't attacked the camp, this would have been done and over with. No ties to the Society would have meant they would had no legal recourse about their dead. The worst that would have happened is wasting a Justicar's time. Now, we have some foolish duel ahead of us because you wanted to hurt them openly.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset had the sense to look sheepish. While this was true, it was impossible to have predicted Tanaraq's arrival, and the raid had been a last resort. They had been running out of options, and it was better to fight whilst they were still strong, rather than in a few days once they were further weakened from the chase. No matter, the wine was spilled, and she would have declared a blood feud regardless. These bastards had hunted her children, her family, and she would not soon forget it, and never forgive. She would see those responsible dead at her feet.
 
  
 
 Charok and the others joined them shortly, all of them happy and relieved to be safe once more. Huushal's parents fussed over him, while Rain, seeming more his old self already, helped Mei Lin look after Adujan. Alsantset liked the gruff little soldier girl, a no-nonsense type that would make a good friend for Rain, perhaps even a good wife. He needed someone to drive him forward at times, to rein him in at others, and Adujan seemed a good fit for the role. Mei Lin indulged him too easily, and Sumila tried to browbeat him into submission, a tactic that would only bring her frustration. Rain was very good at ignoring what he chose to.
 
  
 
 It mattered little, the boy would choose according to his heart, ignoring all other suggestions, no matter who they came from. Or with his loins, more likely, but that wasn't the worst thing he could do. They continued to eat together, rejoicing in the end of their hurried flight, and for the first time in days, Alsantset slept well, curled up with her precious babies, with a full belly and few worries. They had all survived, whole and unbroken, safe within the presence of a Justicar. The Mother had truly smiled upon them
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Situ Bolin rushed into the mountains, following the tag of Guardian Chilok. The Guardian were the single link that would connect the Society to the attacks on the Bekhai clansmen, and Chilok needed to be warned before he inadvertently exposed them to the Justicar. Moving as quickly as he could, Bolin rushed towards his destination, following the indicator upon his compass.
 
  
 
 It was terrible, terrible news. Akanai had gained the respect of Marshal Shing DuYi, who promoted her as soon as he heard the report, without even meeting her. The Marshal already disdained his own clan, and the Society with them, and this would only serve to further alienate him. The man should have been a top supporter of the Society, a clan member as the Marshal of the North, but instead, every move seemed to set him more against them instead.
 
  
 
 Even worse, Baatar and Gerel of the Iron Banner were seen as heroes of the citizens, peerless warriors who came from the outer villages. While a large number of people lived in the cities, a majority still lived out in the wilderness, farmers and woodcutters, shepherds and herdsmen. For those people, Baatar and Gerel were an inspiration, and for the Society to challenge them so soon after their emergence would reek of squashing rivals whilst they were still weak. To do so, and openly at that, would earn the Society the scorn of the Empire. While the strong ruled, the weak provided, and even the weak had say in who they would sell to. This fiasco could even invite an Imperial Inquiry, considering a Lieutenant General was now involved. The entire endeavor had been a disaster. Why had those damn savages acted so lowly, with so great a backing?
 
  
 
 Without warning, the needle on his compass reversed itself and Bolin came to a stop. He had passed Chilok? Returning slowly, he scanned the area slowly. Returning to the ground, he walked a circuit around, watching the compass closely, fixating upon the location of the token.
 
  
 
 His chest tightened when he spotted it, a patch of loose dirt. Chilok was dead, and it could bring retribution down upon them. Digging with his hands, he frantically moved the earth aside, ignoring his pride and scrambling in the dirt, near panicked. After minutes of clawing, he reached the body, pulling it from its impromptu resting place. Chilok, dead, bisected at the waist. If Chilok was dead, then it was likely the others were as well, but how? If the savages had the strength to deal with five elders, it was unlikely they would have been pressed so hard. A hidden expert, or reinforcements brought by that Lieutenant? Bolin checked the body, praying as he did so, almost shouting in joy when he found the clan token. They had not checked the body, and left behind the only proof tying the Situ Clan to the attacks. Falling back onto the ground, he sat for minutes, giddy in relief.
 
  
 
 Taking the two halves of the body with him, Bolin returned home, new worries fresh upon his mind. There would be harsh punishments for this failure, and Bolin was the only surviving Elder to accept them. If only he could step back through time, and slap himself across the face.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Tong Da Hai stood with Brigadier Xue Chang in the command platform, both men exhausted from five long days of combat, yet still fighting and keeping up appearances. Both of them were injured, Chang's arm in a sling, while Hai had half his face wrapped in bandages, the result of an errant spray of demon ichor. There were fewer and fewer orders to give, every person capable standing upon the walls by now. In a mere day, they had suffered numerous casualties, the enemy relentlessly charging the walls. He had witnessed new groups of Defiled arrive throughout the day, joining the fray as they were reinforced from behind. The enemy chose to grind the city beneath the bodies of their solders, and Hai was glad to oblige them. Even if Shen Huo were to fall, he would make them pay dearly for it.
 
  
 
 His eyes were scanning the enemy for the hidden threat, a single Demon, a stocky red creature, almost human in appearance. A single combatant, yet it had almost single-handedly won the battle for Shen Huo. Appearing without warning, it killed Exarchs and Officers with ease, turning the tides and crippling their efforts at stemming the horde of demons and the Defiled experts. It was hunting down experts, striking while they battled other demons or Defiled martial masters, a coward of a demon. Even without the advantage of surprise, it was a difficult opponent as Hai found out first hand, his attacks barely able to leave a mark on it's hard blood-red flesh, its face twisted in a mockery of human emotion as he fought it back. Chang had ordered the Exarchs and officers into pairs to help deal with the threat, but still it managed to kill and slip away.
 
  
 
 The enemy horde seemed near endless, even with only the infantry charging forward, carrying ladders and rams. The demons had managed to break through three sections of the northern gate, with two more remaining. Should those be broken, the enemy would send its cavalry and monsters through to rampage throughout the city, and Shen Huo would be lost within hours. Hai watched as wave after wave of Defiled scum crashed into the walls as the soldiers of his fine city threw them back, again and again. The demons were dwindling in number as Hai and Chang hunted them down over the past day, killing when they could, throwing back when they could not. The other officers had done well, Man Giao having killed his fourth demon only hours earlier. The nobles of his city had turned out in full force as well, holding the other walls, sending fresh guards to relieve his soldiers. It truly took a common enemy for them to all come together. That didn't stop them from secreting away their heirs and wealth, all being ferried to Shen Bin, but if his son were here, Hai would do the same.
 
  
 
 A crash of flesh and metal sounded by him, several Defiled experts fighting their way to the command platform, more of them coursing their way up the ladders. They broke through, charging towards him, hoping to take his head. Smiling at them, Hai incinerated them to ash, taking great pleasure in their dying screams, while more continued to charge in. Chang brought his axe to bear, crashing forward into the line, fighting alongside his soldiers as he barked orders.
 
  
 
 A flash of red crashed into the Brigadier, the two of them sent rolling to the floor as they struggled to kill one another. Their hunter had appeared, along with two bestial demons, one graceful and sinuous, the other large and lumbering following close behind. Moving to intercept them, the Divine Flames tore into the smaller demon with a wave of his hand, sending it reeling from the room. The second demon charged him, a slow speed that matched its size. He danced with the beast, burning its flesh as it smashed about, killing soldier and Defiled alike in its frenzy to injure Hai. A simple pattern of attack, the beast was easily avoided, but proved difficult to kill, an appropriate creature for this task of distracting him. He needed to aid Chang, but could not do so until he dealt with this nuisance. Drawing all the strength he could muster, his palm struck the beasts shoulder, sending it prone to the ground, as Hai brought his foot down upon the unholy monstrosity, smashing through close-packed flesh and compact bone, crippling the creature before him.
 
  
 
 A heavy impact landed on his back, the second demons fangs tearing through his flexible armor to find purchase in his flesh as he stood. With a roar of pain, Hai pierced his hand into the beast's snout, and with a thought he ignited his chi, exploding the creature into a mist of acidic fluids and jagged flesh, injuring all around him. The power of the Heavens surging through him, he threw out a line of focused flame, wrapping about the Red Demon as it tried to eviscerate Chang, the flames barely able to mark its skin. Chang stood and lifted his axe with his single good arm, bringing it crashing down upon the demon, driving it through the floor. The brigadier swung again and again, unable to kill the demon as it struggled against Hai's bindings.
 
  
 
 His strength failing, Hai pitched the creature from the platform, his remaining flames igniting as it sailed through the sky, erupting in an explosion as it crashed into the Defiled. Too strong, it seemed near unkillable, they would not survive another encounter with the Demon. Hai stood feebly as healers and soldiers rushed in, and they finished off the crippled demon, killing and pushing back the remaining Defiled, once again taking the wall. Struggling to stay awake, Hai watched Xue Chang stride about with his guts spilling out, giving orders with a vigor so at odds with his grievous injuries. The man was steel, unbreakable. Hai collapsed into the arms of his healer, unable to stand any longer, listening carefully as his eyes began to close, not sure if he was imagining the noise. It was a beautiful sound he had heard in his youth, a sound he would never forget.
 
  
 
 The piercing cry of several thousand arrows, arcing through the air in unison.
 






      Chapter 58 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Akanai charged forward on her horse, leading her cavalry into the mass of enemies. While she would have preferred a roosequin, they were shorter than horses, and it made for a sorry sight, leading her soldiers from below. A horse was... adequate. Thundering forward, she smiled as the wind whipped passed her, delighting in the speed at which she moved and the rhythmic motion of the beast. It made for poor travel, but in open battle, the speed was a significant advantage.
 
  
 
 She crashed into the enemy, killing Defiled beasts and men alike, killing with every sweep of her weapon, the pain of her new-grown hand nothing compared to the joy of trampling through her enemies. These defiled bastards were more ambitious than she had thought, hoping to take the surrounding cities, to buy themselves time to amass in number. Fools, the lot of them, to think the Empire so weak. Bodies flew about as she pressed forward, leading her soldiers in the defense of Shen Huo, trying to push through the battlefield and link with Sarnai and Tokta who had arrived from the north. They had mobilized the Sentinels, despite the lack of an officer, but that would hopefully be overlooked. It would be bad form for the Disciplinary Corps to admonish heroes of war.
 
  
 
 Her mount continued to push forward, muscling through when all else failed, and she cut and thrust as she moved through the wall of flesh, dying her armor and skin red with their blood. Her soldiers pushed with her, the sight of the battered city arousing their fury as they fought to drive the enemy from their lands. Heavily outnumbered, her soldiers fought on with the momentum they had gained from the charge, cutting down all before them.
 
  
 
 Breaking through the press, Akanai led her soldiers around, readying for a second charge. Raising her voice, projecting it with her chi, she gave her simple orders.“Slaughter them all, leave none alive!” The hoofbeats struck the earth in unison, a rumbling charge as they dashed into the enemy, trampling the dead and dying as they moved through the Defiled scum. Akanai grinned as she spotted her target, a single demon, red and stony, badly burned and injured. Little Hai had laid hands upon that one, his work upon it evident. She would finish what he started.
 
  
 
 Moving forward, she cleaved her weapon into the foul abomination, laughing as it came apart before her blows, shattering into pieces. Victory would be theirs today, and she would hunt down every single one of these invaders herself if need be.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vivek Daatei watched as the small force loosed arrow after arrow onto the infantry before him, as they rode in from the north on their mounts, untouched by sword or spear. An army of horsemen was charging the Uniter's hordes, coming from the East, tearing through their troops. He had fought for days, watched his tribesmen bleed away, waiting for the gates to fall, as the Uniter's Chosen General continued to send worthless dregs to their deaths. The demons had proven weak, destroyed one after another by fierce warriors within the city, and their numbers dwindled. It was too late now, as more enemies had arrived. While this new force was small, they were only the beginning as his scouts reported that even more soldiers marched towards him, less than an hour away.
 
  
 
 He had already lost too much following orders. The remnants of the forces sent with his son had returned in shambles, 10,000 reduced to mere hundreds, leaving him unable to share in the strength of his last remaining child, to give the boy's bones to the ice. A pretender, a fool, the Uniter was worthless, unable to keep his promises and now he thought to have Vivek sacrificed for nothing.
 
  
 
 He no longer needed the Uniter. Vivek Daatei had brought his people south, into the promised land, and right now, his tribe still whole. As long as he still lived, he could have more sons and daughters, and lead his people to prosperity in these bountiful lands. Giving the signal, his people acted, slaughtering the newer tribesmen, those he was unable to trust. He led his riders away from this lost cause, slipping away towards the great forests that had so fascinated him. He was meant for greater things than dying for a fool, a coward who remained hidden. He would find safe haven for his people, take them far away from the cities, away from the Uniter, where his people could grow strong. Let their enemies fight amongst themselves and spend their lives weakening one another. The future of this land belonged to him.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Waking to the sounds of breakfast, I bask in the mid-morning sun. Nothing beats a good night's rest after a harrowing experience, with food waiting for you. Charok and Tanaraq cooked for everyone, even the Justicar's group, the food smelling delicious and inviting. Only the cadets and Mei Lin are still sleeping, and I wake them all to go eat. Mei Lin is usually the first one up in the morning, but the last couple of days have been hard on her. She helped out a lot, looking after all our injuries, doing chores, picking fruit, keeping the twins calm. She's a real trooper, and even though she kept a chipper and happy appearance through it all, right now she looks exhausted. Poor sweet child.
 
  
 
 I finally get to see the Justicar without her helmet on, and she is a lovely, stern older woman, late thirties maybe. I don't know why, but I find the 'Disciplinary Corps' really sexy. In my head its a division of scantily leather-clad BDSM mistresses, ready to dole out spankings, which I'm not really into, yet still intrigued by. Giving her my best smile, I greet her. “Good morning, miss Justicar. Might I have the pleasure of knowing your name?”
 
  
 
 “Justicar, will do. No 'miss'.” She barely even acknowledges me, eating her food in a prim and proper manner.
 
  
 
 Okay then. Not too friendly. Before I can try again, Mei Lin grabs my arm and pulls me aside, whispering to me. “Don't flirt with the Justicar, Rainy. They take their oaths very seriously.” She rolls her eyes at my questioning look, seeming less tolerant today, no giggles and smiles like I would normally get. “They dedicate themselves to upholding Military Law. Nothing else. They have sworn an oath and take no families and make no friends. It's serious business.” She gives me the stink-eye. “So no flirting!” I miss the sweet child Mei Lin. She's picking up all of Sumila and Adujan's bad habits. At least I still have the twins. I hope they never grow up.
 
  
 
 “Alright grumpy. No flirting, I got it.” We sit with the others to eat, Mei Lin acting even clingier than normal for some odd reason. I guess she's just relieved that our flight is over. Noticing a flash of color on her hand, I grab a hold of it for a closer look. “Mei Lin! You need to be careful with that, its not just some decorative jewelry.” On her thumb, she sports the purple jade ring she chose as her own.
 
  
 
 She smiles at me childishly. “It's pretty, ya? Don't worry, Rainy, I'll be careful.” Silly little girl, she's going to bake her own brain. She ignores my lecturing, grasping my hand tightly, eating daintily, breaking the rhythm of my serious talk by trying to feed me from her bowl. She's getting more and more difficult to deal with, she used to be so sweet and obedient.
 
  
 
 Giving up in exasperation, I shake her hand loose and focus on my meal. Simple yet delicious, salted animal bone rice gruel, with plenty to go around. Roasted meat as well, with more being cooked over the fire, a quick effort to refuel us all before heading to Feng Huang, and then we can finally go home. I can hardly wait to sleep in my own bed again and go back to my routine of training and hunting. This trip has only reinforced how little I like this world. Nothing good ever happens when I leave home.
 
  
 
 We're still eating when Elder Ming arrives on horseback with a small entourage, his face wrinkled in a grin. The man needs a grooming, his eyebrows are so long it's ridiculous, it's length almost passed his chin. I'm super jealous of his long beard though, it looks so smooth and silky. I wonder how long before I can grow one like that? I still barely even need to shave. Will Tate have a beard like that when he's older? I think they're the same animal type, some sort of goat. Or is it a Ram?
 
  
 
 Dismounting from his horse and clasping his hands, Elder Ming Zhong Guan laughs in his carefully measured way, three short breaths. “Good, good, it is truly good to see that you have all survived, a group of skilled youngsters. Allow me to escort you all to the city, and ensure that there are no more... misunderstandings. I shall treat you to a grand meal once there, and we shall see about that drink.”
 
  
 
 “No need.” I interrupt before Alsantset can accept, and she turns to look at me. “We will be fine returning with the Justicar, at least I can trust her. I think.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, now, young hero Rain, what have I done to earn your mistrust?” His smile is still plastered on his face, wrinkles and all.
 
  
 
 “One of our would-be robbers mentioned they made tracking devices from Song's blood. I found that a little odd, to be honest.”
 
  
 
 “It is a simple thing to do, well-known among all who live among the Society. It saddens me to see our work used in such a way.” Shaking his head, the elder plays his part perfectly.
 
  
 
 “Oh, the tracking doesn't confuse me, it's the target. Who knew that we would even have Song with us? The 'robber' said nothing detailed, except that he was tracking the slave and that the blood was obtained from the healers. Oddly specific, for a man being tortured.” Psychological torture, but they don't need to know that part. I watch the small flickers of emotion on Ming's face, trying to read him, but he remains calm. “The whole thing bothered me, and I just couldn't stop thinking about it. Why tell us he got the blood from the healers?”
 
  
 
 Speaking around a mouthful of gruel as I go on. “Then I remembered something else, a young man I killed, from the first group of pursuers. His name was Zhong Lang.” Ming has a pretty good poker face, but not perfect. His entourage is decidedly worse at keeping their emotions in check, dark stares coming from them. “Did you know him well, Elder Ming Zhong Guan? You must have, you shared part of your name with him.”
 
  
 
 The smile is gone from Ming's face now, a calm neutral expression as he wars to keep his anger from showing. A sneer breaks out on his face, a friendly grandfather no more. “Good, good. You are a clever little savage, I can say that much. Your debts to the Society will not be forgotten.” Flicking his sleeves, he quickly mounts up to leave.
 
  
 
 “He died well in battle.” I shout it at him, watching him stiffen in his seat as he rides away. “A true warrior.” He deserves to know that much, at least.
 
  
 
 “I do not understand, little brother.” Alsantset glares at them as they leave, speaking quietly. “How did you know? He seemed so helpful and kind.”
 
  
 
 Laughing lightly, I shake my head. “It was mostly a guess, but it was nice of him to confirm it. I just couldn't wrap my head around that man's explanation about the blood. Bloody rags just go in a giant pile after they're used, no one keeps track of them. If Song's blood was taken as they healed her, then they would have already been planning to deliver her to us at that time. How could I not suspect Ming? If it walks like a duck.” Shrugging as I Reach for more food, I add, “Besides, he was too friendly. Far too suspicious, considering everyone else around him."
 
  
 
 “Then why did he let us out in the first place?” Sumila joins in, and for once I know something she doesn't. Excellent. “And what do ducks have to do with this?”
 
  
 
 “So the Arahant Sect could have the first chance of killing us!” Adujan steals my moment of glory, chiming in before I can speak. “We were already on the streets, and they couldn't murder us in front of all the witnesses. Too many were from outside the city, and the Society would have lost face if they were to kill their guests openly like that. They were ready, so they allowed us out, in hopes of catching us before their competitors could.” I can't even be mad at her, she looks so happy having figured it out.
 
  
 
 She's actually quite pretty, pale and dark-haired, her cheeks rosy now from the meal. If she put some more meat on her bones and let her hair grow out, it would give her some femininity and she'd be a real knockout. I think she might have a crush on Huu, but I'm not sure. She's very different around him compared to when she's with the rest of us, more relaxed and teasing. Poor girl though, Huu has a crush on Sumila. Ahhh, a love triangle, Huu is in his springtime of passion. I'm a little jealous. All I have is a clingy little sister, who grows less adorable and more stubborn by the day.
 
  
 
 The Justicar joins into the conversation. “This is all conjecture, with no proof.” She holds her bowl out, and one of her goons fills it for her. Even the Disciplinary Corps enjoys Charok's cooking. Bonding through food, how nice. A real shame, she's very lovely as well, a stern brunette, tidy and neat, like a sexy librarian. For someone like that to swear off all relationships, it's just so unfair. I'd like to have a 'relationship' with her. Mei Lin interrupts my thoughts with a flick to my cheek and a small pout on her face.
 
  
 
 When everyone is finally full, we clean up and leave for the city of Feng Huang, to resupply and commandeer soldiers for Akanai, as reinforcements and our escorts. Mei Lin forces her way up onto Zabu. “What are you doing? Go ride on your own quin.”
 
  
 
 She glances back at me with a plaintive look as she leans into me, wrapping my arms around her. “My back hurts from all the riding Rainy, this is more comfy.” She closes her eyes, asleep within seconds, a sweet little girl, exhausted from the past few days. I'm so happy that we managed to come out alive. Maybe she really does need back support, she normally travels in a rickshaw. It'll be a long trip back, but maybe I can buy a new one for her. We have plenty of gold.
 
  
 
 Messenger riders pass us often, a stream going both to and from the city, everyone rushing to get prepared for war, but the mood is light-hearted as we travel, feeling safe for the first time in days. Any problems we might have can be dealt with at another time. I tell silly stories for the twins, the sound of their laughter a balm for my soul. When they fall asleep in their parents arms, I awkwardly practice amplification on the side of the road with some stones I've been keeping in a bag.
 
  
 
 Sumila moves next to me on Kankin and asks, “Why do you keep practicing that one thing, without end? Why not spend time on something you've already learned, but needs the practice?”
 
  
 
 “Well, besides Honing, I don't really know how to do anything else.” I've had a bit of successes with the stone flicking, but when it does succeed, my finger hurts so much it feels like it'll explode from pain.
 
  
 
 She stares at me for some time. I know that look. “Are you an idiot?” Yep, there it is. “Honing isn't all you can do. I've seen you use your chi in other ways.” I literally have no idea what she means by that, and my facial expression must show it. Her face turning red, she launches into her explanation, and I smile through all the name calling. It's like things are back to normal once again. We're not being hunted, Sumila is a little angry, plus I've made two new friends in Huushal and Adujan, and I'm headed home. Good times are ahead. I can feel it.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Feng Huang is bustling when we arrive, a scene of organized chaos as a long line of wagons and troops moved out of the city, heading east towards the main road. A multitude of soldiers mill about with their loved ones, husbands and wives, parents and children, brothers and sisters, all saying their goodbyes. Watching them brings a tear to my eye. “Look at them, all ready to march off to war, saying what may be their final farewells, not knowing if they'll ever return. Those poor bastards.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset pats me on the shoulder. “Do not worry so much little brother, I will be right there with you, and we will be following Akanai. You will be fine, so long as you remember your training.”
 
  
 
 “Fine from what? With me where?” I don't get it.
 
  
 
 She looks uncomfortable. “Little brother... You heard the Justicar. Martial Law was declared. All available units were ordered to aid in the defense of the Province. That means the Imperial Defense Forces as well, which the Sentinels are a part of. We ride to war, little Rain.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Tch.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fuck!
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 3 -
 






      Chapter 59: Conflicts - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Eeeaglee!” Holding my arms out to either side, I crouch unsteadily atop Zabu's back, wobbling as he moves about in a slow, steady circle. His furry little head flips back to look at me, wondering why I'm making so much noise, as the twins and Mei Lin applaud my efforts with a polite, quiet clap.
 
  
 
 Steadying myself, I prepare to try once again, dreading the eventual failure. It always ends the same way, but I keep trying, my own little form of insanity. My audience watches silently from their seats, eyes wide whether with glee or fear, I can't tell. As Zabu continues to move, I bring my arms in, pretending to hold a bow, and I begin to pantomime firing arrows into the distance. Five long, arduous seconds pass before my first imaginary arrow zips into the distance as I sway about on Zabu's back, before I finally lose my balance, tumbling to the grass.
 
  
 
 Pitiful.
 
  
 
 “You're doing better, Rainy, good job!” Sensing my mood, Mei Lin attempts to cheer me up.
 
  
 
 “Thank you.” Bah. Everyone else can stand all day. They all make it look so easy, even dancing while the quins run about, Sumila and Huushal the worst at it, yet still able to stand for enough time to empty a quiver. Even Song can stand for longer than I can, and she's been riding roosequins for less than two weeks. It's embarrassing. I just don't seem fated to be an archer, but I want to be one so badly. What better place to be than shooting arrows from 500m away, atop my furry little mobile transport? Well, home would be better, but that's not an option.
 
  
 
 Laying on the grass, I stare at the early evening sky, the sun about to set, while the moon moving upwards in the sky. I don't want to go to war. I knew it was a possibility, but honestly, I kinda forget. “I should just run away to some city where no one knows me, open a nice little pharmaceutical sales company.”
 
  
 
 “They'll catch you and hang you for treason, Rainy. You shouldn't make jokes about it.” She pokes me on the nose, smiling impishly. “If you run away though, you have to bring me with you, ya?”
 
  
 
 Always with the death and punishment. Why can't they just fine me or something? Jumping up, I grab the twins and hop back onto Zabu, speeding around the area while they hang from my arms, screaming in delight in the cool evening. A bit of fun after failing so many times, and as a reward for working so hard. Hugging the two of them to my chest, I try to set aside my worries, at least for the moment.
 
  
 
 The soldiers around us look with differing reactions, some amused, others annoyed. After resting for a day in Feng Huang, Alsantset brought us all out of the city, attaching us to a unit of 3,000 led by Major Vichear, an affable bear demi-human soldier. As a career soldier in the Imperial Army, being a part of his unit, even temporarily, made it unlikely that we would be attacked by the Society. In return, he received a half-dozen experienced scouts to help keep an eye out for Defiled or wild beast attacks, as well as a seat at dinner with us, Charok's cooking paying dividends. Win-Win for everyone involved.
 
  
 
 The mood amongst the soldiers is less than cheerful. Barely a day out of Feng Huang, news reached us that the Southern and Western Bridges were under attack as well, both provinces also under Martial Law. The Empire was under threat, but that wasn't why these particular soldiers were tense. In news closer to home, Shen Mu had fallen, and any who remained within the city had been massacred, a death count in the millions. It's an odd thing, to hear about the death of so many. I couldn't feel sad, just... empty. It felt unreal to me, a place I've never seen, only heard of in passing, and I just couldn't connect with it. A single death a tragedy, a million deaths a statistic. We spent a few days subdued and melancholic but life must go on.
 
  
 
 Take Tanaraq for example. She's been good company, especially considering she just lost her husband Nayantai, one of the Sentinels who had escorted us. She's very stoic about it, telling stories about their adventures together as we ride towards war. Celebrate life, rather than mourn death, an attitude I admire, but cannot comprehend. I'm fairly certain I'd be a wreck if I lost anyone at all. I even get a little misty thinking of Nayantai, and I barely knew him. He offered me some boar jerky once, a real good guy. Tanaraq ceded leadership over to Alsantset, which I guess makes sense. As former Bannermen, Alsantset and Charok are both strong, despite their lack of rank. I mean, even Gerel was only a Private First Class until just under a month ago, so rank doesn't necessarily denote strength, although I doubt you can attain rank without strength. Still, it'd be nice for my two siblings to be publicly recognized, although I doubt either of them want to be. With rank, comes responsibility.
 
  
 
 Traveling with the army is slow, but not as slow as I had thought. I figured we'd be walking for at least a month, but the estimated travel time from Feng Huang to Shen Yun was only 10 days, and we've already been traveling for 8. They have very stringent standards for soldiers, which includes the ability to march 75 km a day, in full gear. I'm so glad I get to ride, because that seems like cruel and unusual punishment. The soldiers easily outpace the supply wagons, but a constant stream of them are moving through, while most soldiers carry enough to eat for days. The soldiers run in three columns at the side of the road, while wagons move on the inner part, messengers in the very middle. They keep half the road of traffic going in the opposite direction, so everything moves very smoothly. The soldiers themselves are very polite, but most are not very friendly. That's fine though, as long as they aren't trying to kill me, they're okay in my book.
 
  
 
 Soon, we all sit down for dinner, Charok's cooking drawing looks of envy from all the uninvited soldiers, chewing on travel rations. Sucks to be them, but you can't expect us to cook for everyone.
 
  
 
 “Ahhh, bless you Charok, if you were a woman I'd beg you to be my wife.” Major Vichear's laugh sounds like grunting, ending with a snort. “You wouldn't happen to have a sister, who cooks just like you do?”
 
  
 
 Charok smiles, a little forced. “Everything tastes good compared to travel bread and cold rice, my friend.” Hmm, I thought they were getting along, but I guess it's just for show.
 
  
 
 “Such is life. Rain boyo, it's good to watch you fail. If it weren't for you, me and my men would think all you People were born on the back of those beasts and consummate warriors from the womb. You show them you are all but mere mortals.” Vichear grins at me and my face heats up in embarrassment. He's a nice guy, but he likes to make fun of me, probably because it's so easy. I like him, despite that though. He gives as good as he can take.
 
  
 
 “It's not as easy as they all make it look. Perhaps you'd like to try.” I flick a piece of meat, high into the air. “Zabu, snack.” The meat arcs back down, Zabu snatching it from the air just centimeters beside Vichear's face, giving him a full view of Zabu's fearsome maw. To his credit, Vichear doesn't flinch, although the blood does drain from his face. “Zabu would love to take you around for a ride.”
 
  
 
 A few moments of silence hang in the air before he breaks into harsh laughter. “Damn, boyo, you got me good there, almost pissed myself. Don't know how you managed to train these fierce creatures, and I can't say I'm not envious.” He watches as Zabu returns to me, always eager for more food. Tossing him a plum, he rushes back to present Shana with his prize. It's adorable how Zabu has been courting Adujan's roosequin, and I share a small smile with Adujan, both of us happy with the arrangement. Maybe this time next year, there will be a few new pups to play with, Zabu's own litter. The current pups are getting too big for me to carry easily, but Suret and Pafu still manage it while running all day. Their arms are stronger than they seem.
 
  
 
 It's been a fairly relaxed journey so far, south of Shen Yun far safer than most areas in the province, the only real threat being wild animals and they mostly avoid the roads. The worst thing to happen is having to choke down that disgusting 'Rising Dragon Elixir' every day. I don't feel anything after eating it, just disgusted and queasy, but I can't really stop eating it since it just might be helpful. Also, there is the tiny fact that Charok is on hand every morning, making sure I take my medicine. He's normally so easygoing, but when it comes to the Elixir, he has zero qualms about holding me down and spooning it into my mouth, telling me it's for my own good. Fucking Arahant Sect phonies, if they fucked up making this stuff and it turns out useless, I'm going to find out who mixed it up and force feed him dog shit for a year. See how he likes it.
 
  
 
 When dinner is finished, I move off to an empty clearing, Sumila and Mei Lin following close behind. My favorite part of the journey has arrived. “Are you ready?” Winking at Sumila who stands beside me, I stretch my arms in preparation. Don't want to pull a muscle.
 
  
 
 “Always.” Her cute smirk shows how confident she is, but today will be different.
 
  
 
 As it turns out, I've been using my chi subconsciously, unaware that I was doing so. I just thought my opponents were nothing special, and they really weren't, but at the very least, I am stronger than I thought. Sumila's long and detailed explanations were an incredible help in understanding my awesome hidden skills. Hidden from me, of course. Everyone else noticed them immediately. I can't decide if I'm brilliant, or an idiot.
 
  
 
 “Go.” She tosses out a stone, and Peace flies through the air, missing it by a fair margin, bouncing off a tree. Dammit. Running over to pick it up, I mentally go over Guiding once again.
 
  
 
 All I need to do is throw my weapon, and move my chi to steer it. As the chi moves, the physical form follows along. I've been doing it subconsciously, so it should be easy to figure out. Honestly, I have no idea how I didn't notice in the first place. I have shit aim, so how was I throwing so accurately? It became evident when Sumila had me throw regular swords at a target, laughing at my terrible aim and mocking me for not noticing. It was an unnecessary embarrassment, but she demanded I keep throwing, smirking the whole time. Thirty throws, and only one sword stuck into the target.
 
  
 
 Guiding is my number one priority at the moment, because if I learn it properly, not only can I throw accurately, I can alter the course of my weapon, helping me aim at vital areas. It's nothing like telekinesis, more like correcting the course of my weapon, but useful in a myriad of ways. I technically don't even need to throw it, I should be able to change direction mid-swing.
 
  
 
 Baatar had his reasons for making me learn Amplification first though, because even if I throw a honed weapon, without the proper amount of force behind the throw, it will just get dodged or knocked out of the air. What's more, with a combination of Guiding and Amplification, I can even have my sword shoot back into my hands, so it's really a step by step process, and I have a long way to go.
 
  
 
 After a few dozen tries, Sumila tries to offer advice. “You're trying too hard.”
 
  
 
 “Yeah, yeah, unbalancing chi and all that.” I'm starting to get annoyed. “How exactly does one try less hard? It's like saying 'don't think of a tiger', and bam, now you're picturing a tiger.”
 
  
 
 “But you were doing it so well before, Rainy. You were like a dashing young hero, ya?” Mei Lin continues to cheer me on, my own little fan club. “You just... Whooosh, and your sword was sticking in someone's knee.” A bloodthirsty fan club. “Just do it like that.” Not the most helpful fan club either.
 
  
 
 “She's right. You were already able to do this before. Just try to remember that feeling.”
 
  
 
 “I know the feeling. It was confidence.” Shaking my head, I continue. “I mean, I killed Snakey Snake with a throw, and I thought I was so amazing, and then I just kept throwing it, and hitting people when I did, and I didn't really question it until you spoke up.”
 
  
 
 “That's it! Rainy, you just need to be confident, ya?” So unhelpful. “Or try Honing it as you throw, maybe that will help.”
 
  
 
 Hmm. Maybe it will. Sumila tosses out the next target, and Peace flies through the air, cutting the rock in two. “It worked!” I mentally apologize to Mei Lin for thinking she was unhelpful.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin hops onto my back, arms clinging around my neck. “Congratulations Rainy!” Untangling myself from her arms, I run after my sword, excited at my first success.
 
  
 
 My practice continues, because I'd like to be able to Guide without Honing, you never know when it will come in handy. When my chi is spent, we head off to find Alsantset for my next training exercise, something so dangerous that she demanded to supervise. This from a woman who also thinks it's a good idea for me to go back to Shen Huo and kill some more carnugators along with Huushal. Unsupervised. Seating myself in front of her, she gives me an encouraging pat on the cheek. Song and Adujan are already here, sitting cross-legged in the grass, deep in meditation.
 
  
 
 Yes, my most dangerous training lately is simple mediation.
 
  
 
 The rings we received from the OuYang clan are very helpful aids, but a double edged sword. Everyone gathers the Energy of the Heavens at a different rate, a safe rate. Without an aid like the ring, there is virtually no chance of overdrawing energy, because of diminishing speeds of cultivation. The more chi you have, the slower you draw more in, simple as that. The rings remove that limitation, while also increasing our base speed of drawing in Energy. The violent buffering from cultivation allows for a person's core to develop more quickly, but not at an astronomical rate. It helps me play catch up at least, as long as I remain in control, and don't boil myself from the inside. We all cultivate with the rings each day, while Alsantset watches over us, ready to interrupt if we seem to draw too much. Except for Huushal, he lent his ring to Song. He has the worst control out of all of us, but he's very good at using his chi instinctively, bolstering himself to herculean strengths, something else I want to learn.
 
  
 
 Readying myself for what's ahead, I put my ring on and begin going through the multiplication table in order to clear my mind. One times one is one. One times two is two. Rote repetition without needing to think, it lets me slowly sink into the State of Balance, rather than plunge in as I normally do. As I reach eleven times three, my mind enters the State of Balance and the Energy of the Heavens rushes towards me. Ready for the surge, I direct it with a thought, not only breaking the large wave, but moving it about, dispersing its metaphysical momentum as it enters me.
 
  
 
 Separating it into a dozen streams, my absolute limit, I allow it to circle throughout my body, several currents and eddies splitting through me, the temperature of my body slowly rising. Diverting the rest of the energy out of me, I keep only the controlled streams within, siphoning off more when I am able, keeping myself at my limit without ever going over. The energy cycles through me sixty-four times before it is able to begin settling into my core, fighting me every step of the way. Shutting myself off from the Heavens, I stop taking in more energy, refining what I have, compressing it into my core, like swallowing water with a full belly, feeling bloated and unwell. Slowly, the energy becomes more tranquil, soothing, lazy almost, and I surrender to the flow, falling into relaxation, the calm seducing me into surrender.
 
  
 
 The sharp, jarring strike of Alsantset's chi interrupts me once again, my eyes flying wide open from the sting. Kneeling in front of me, she admonishes me with a look. “It was better this time little Rain, you resisted for over two hours. You will learn to control it well eventually.” She pats me on the head, and stands back up, watching the others as they continue to cultivate.
 
  
 
 Mei Lin dabs the cold sweat from my forehead while I recover from the experience. “Two hours, Rainy, a new record.” I smile at her, grateful for her help as I take the handkerchief from her. “What happened at the end, Rainy? You looked like you were settling into it, but then you lost control.”
 
  
 
 Closing my eyes, I try to remember what just happened, before it all drifts away. “I lost control, but not like I normally do. It's usually a struggle, wrestling the energy, directing it where I want it to go, and I had that, I was succeeding. Then it made a 180 degree flip, no longer fighting me, but... guiding me instead. I just... surrendered, I think.” She remains quiet, giving me a pat on the head, always optimistic.
 
  
 
 Pulling the ring off of my thumb, I study it carefully. It's just a simple band of jade, this one inky black. While it is solid in color, I can still make out the other side of the ring, seeing right through the stone. The flat edges are lined with silver, while the outer surface remains uncovered except for a single rounded band of silver, engraved with the character 'insight'. Along the smooth inner surface, there is an intricately carved pattern, barely indented, difficult to see but easily felt, a rune, the marking that makes the ring more than just jewelry. The books I read about runes had no explanation for where they originated from, but if carved in the correct manner with chi, they interact with the Energy of the Heavens in unexpected ways. Everyone who knows how to carve a rune guards the secret selfishly, and it would have taken years for the OuYang Patriarch to learn. He probably made several for his own people, keeping it a secret, ensuring they had enough of them before exposing his talent to the world.
 
  
 
 The book had examples of what could be done, and apparently, this chi gathering rune is a more common occurrence in the Eastern Province. With the lack of a bridge, and being the smallest province, the Eastern Province is the safest, and richest area, due to lack of major conflict in the region. I'd like to live there, it seems like a wonderful place. Runes have other effects, such as strengthening armor, or bolstering endurance, but those are more rare, most in the hands of the Emperor. Keep the best toys for those who you know are loyal, the Emperor is a clever man. Or woman, actually, I have no idea. They stay pretty gender neutral around here.
 
  
 
 Putting the ring away, I head out in the darkness, back to my bedroll. Mei Lin is already there, cuddling with the twins, an excuse to sleep closer to me. She's been increasingly clingy lately, but if I'm being honest with myself, I don't hate it. She is a sweet little girl, and I do love her. I just wish she could be my real little sister. She will make someone very happy in the future, it just can't be me.
 
  
 
 Putting it out of my mind, I lay down on my bedroll and close my eyes. Two or three more days to the city, but I'm not exactly looking forward to it. The Magistrate of Shen Yun is Situ Jia Ying, a card-carrying member of the Society. We aren't exactly on the best of terms with the Situ clan, but Akanai should be there waiting for us. Even a Magistrate can't run rampant around a Lieutenant General.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, I also have to worry about the Lieutenant General. I get the feeling Akanai won't be too happy with me, considering we now have five duels to worry about.
 
  
 
 Maybe I should stay outside the city, just to be safe.
 
  
 






      Chapter 60 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Akanai rode Atir through the foggy city streets, unwilling to walk anywhere after her first day in the city. Shen Yun, the city of the Divine Cloud, would be more aptly named the city of Damned Stairs. Built into the rocky mountainside itself, the city sprawled out across the range, plateaus and ridges connected by stone bridges and stairs, the buildings hewn from the same gray rock as the mountain itself. The streets and avenues spilled out from the main stairs in a haphazard manner, with no order or reason to it at all, the city expanding wherever it could. The colors were muted everywhere she looked, gloomy fog permeating the air, the vegetation and clothing styles drab and shabby. The people were rude and dirty as they rushed about on their rams, going about their daily routines, navigating the twists and turns of the maze-like city as only a local could, avoiding the nimble pickpockets and diseased beggars lining the streets.
 
  
 
 That it was a defensible city was the kindest thing she could say, but it was so disjointed and chaotic that it made staying here near unbearable for her. Homes sat next to forges, restaurants next to tanners, no thought or planning made when the city first laid its foundations, and all who came after had followed that example. The area housing her Sentinels was upon a plateau that required almost an hour to travel from the front gates, moving through the narrow and crowded streets, the laws of the city forbidding her from letting Atir traverse the unsettled mountainside. It frustrated her to no end, having to move about in such an indirect manner, unable to simply hop over the stone railing and run down the mountainside, free from the rabble of unwashed citizens. When she returned home, a long hot soaking in the hot springs would be required, with vigorous scrubbing to remove the layer of filth this place left upon her.
 
  
 
 She longed to order her Sentinels to clear the way, trampling all before her as she did on the fields of Shen Huo, but these peoples here were not the enemy. That battle had been a simple one, no subtlety or tactics required. The enemy had graciously lined up for her, and she simply charged through them, killing them with every sweep of her weapon while her Sentinels loosed arrow after arrow into the Enemy, killing them by the thousands. Even then, it took several hours for the enemy to wholly break, multiple groups escaping to the grasslands surrounding the city, even more riding for the dark forests and hills in the northwest.
 
  
 
 They would need to be hunted down, like the vermin that they were, but that was not left for her to do, sadly. No, the Marshal had 'rewarded' her with the command of 150,000 soldiers, the majority of them near useless infantry no less, as well as an order to retake the Flying Tiger Fortress, north of Shen Huo and west of the Bridge, in an effort to stop the influx of new Defiled invaders.
 
  
 
 She found siege battles irksome, a grinding of soldiers before the walls, no rhythm or pulse about it, a simple battle of numbers. She preferred the open fields, riding about while firing an endless stream of arrows, avoiding a clash until the enemy was weak and vulnerable. Her Sentinels had no place fighting in a siege, and she would not subject them to taking the walls. They were better used to hunt down the escaped Defiled, but that honor was given to that worthless Brigadier, Cho Jin Kai, despite her demands that he be sanctioned for his mishandling of the staging area. A fool of an officer, were it up to her, she would have executed him for incompetence, failing to have sentries stationed more than a kilometer away, allowing the Defiled to assault with almost no warning. The insolent Brigadier more well-connected than she had thought, only receiving a reprimand for his blunders. When the war was over, she would find a reason to challenge him and remove his head from his shoulders. Perhaps she would replace it with a melon and drag it through the streets, as a lesson to other officers. Strength was plentiful, but intelligence sorely lacking among them.
 
  
 
 Finally, she broke through the masses and reached the main stairs, her people right behind her, quickly trotting down them towards the natural Southern gate, rushing towards her daughter and the others. It wasn't until her return from Shen Huo that Akanai had learned of their infamy. All of the reports and rumors Akanai had heard regarding her daughter and the others worried her greatly. She had been proud at the amount of concern they had raised, rampaging through the first round, eliminating four Society factions without mercy, but when she heard of their prizes, that pride turned to apprehension. Body-growth elixirs and Runic rings, wonderful prizes if she had been there to protect them, but without her rank to shield them, those prizes instead became beacons of danger.
 
  
 
 At least Alsantset and Charok had been there. It seemed they had all returned alive, which was most fortunate for the Society. Although their walls were high and well defended, Akanai would have ridden around them without obstacle and burnt their city to the ground as a funeral pyre had they killed any of her people. If the pup had lost his child or grandchildren, he would have brought down the Bridge itself, allowed the Empire to be overrun just to spite those who killed his family. He was not a rational man when it came to family.
 
  
 
 A smile broke across her face at her first sight of Mila, and she leaped off to take her in an embrace. Her husband joined them, a family united once more. The lumbering oaf had worn a furrow in the stone paths, pacing about as he waited for news of their precious child. Putting Mila down, Akanai studied her daughter's face, noting the exhaustion and weight loss. Frowning, she pulled aside Mila's collar, looking at the ugly scar across her collarbone, raised and ugly, a deep injury healed over.
 
  
 
 “Mama, we're in public.” Little Mila, trying to hide her injuries and her exhaustion, squirming beneath her gaze. Anger and hatred surged within her chest as Akanai fought for control. Setting her daughter aside, she studied the other cadets, noting their appearances. Adujan stood proudly, unarmored, no injuries evident but for the hitch she showed when dismounting, a stomach wound. Huushal's pretty young face was scarred, his eyes harder than they had been before this trip, no longer fresh and inexperienced, with the bearing of a warrior. Good, good, they had both come out of the fires stronger than before.
 
  
 
 Rain looked the worst of all, more gaunt than before, his skin tanned yet still somehow looking unhealthy. Who knows how much healing he had gone through for him to look so drained. Good food and long rest would be needed, but both would be denied to him for now, with the province at war. He stood slouched, holding one of the children in his arms as if a shield before him, looking anxious and scared. Poor child, perhaps the attacks had taken too great a toll on him, broken his mind once again. She would need to find a way to fix him, or he would be no good to anyone. He was not one to thrive in combat, from what she had seen.
 
  
 
 Akanai smiled at Alsantset, who looked none the worse for wear despite the arduous journey. “Well done, bringing everyone here safely.” The girl nodded, a slight showing of pride in her eyes, but unwilling to express it.
 
  
 
 “We arrived almost 12 hours ago. I take it the guards delayed in messaging you.” Akanai turned to glare at the guards, who quailed beneath her gaze. It would do no good for her to kill these city guards. They only worked for the Magistrate, it was not their fault the office was held by a conniving bitch from an honorless clan. The pettiness of the act made her want to order her troops forward to slaughter Situ Jia Ying, that prim little magistrate, ending her irritating games of half-insults and intrigue.
 
  
 
 Putting aside her anger, she turned to her people. “Come, Taduk has chosen a restaurant, where they will be preparing a feast for you all. We shall eat, and hear your stories.” She whispered to Alsantset, “What happened to the boy? He seems diminished, timid. Was he badly injured again?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Alsantset gave a small laugh. “He took serious injuries, but that is not why he acts so. He worries you will blame him for all the troubles. You terrify him, and must teach me how.” She shrugged. “Despite his actions and bravery, Rain believes he brought great trouble upon us, and is foolish and arrogant enough to assume all responsibility. Why he feels the need to accept blame for the actions of others, I will never understand.” She spoke loudly enough for the boy to hear, no doubt on purpose.
 
  
 
 Akanai laughed, drawing the attentions of all around her. The foolish child. She was quite proud of him, although she would never say it. No need for his head to grow too large, too much praise was how all these arrogant young masters came about. Better that he remain humbled. She moved back to speak to all her cadets. “The contest was well fought, and it was a shame you could not compete further.” She smiled at each of them. “The trial by combat is no matter for you to worry over. I will see you all protected well." The cadets all smiled at her words, Rain relaxing in his seat, but still hugging the child in his arms, watching Akanai closely. At worst, she would order the Sentinels into the mountains, and remain hidden away for a few decades. They had done it before, and the Emperor would not allow open conflict within the Province.
 
  
 
 They arrived at the restaurant shortly, food immediately being placed as they were seated, a multitude of local dishes. Taduk made a fool of himself doting over his daughter and student, near weeping at their return as Akanai sampled the food, seeming bland as the rest of the city. Not to look down upon Taduk's choice of venue, it was just that with a lack of suitable farming or pasture lands, the majority of food for the city needed to be imported or hunted. The meal consisted mostly of wild game, a few dishes of mutton, steamed tubers, and rice. Nothing as grand as what could be found at home, or even in Shen Huo, Shen Yun was a city that held few luxuries. Were it not for its defensible and central location, Akanai doubted there would be a thriving city here.
 
  
 
 Listening to Mila tell the stories of their deeds, Akanai smiled until her cheeks felt strained. To hear her tell it, they had an easy time of it, but Akanai could see the strain it had placed upon her. Even with war upon them, a city razed to the ground with no survivors, people talked and laughed about the contest. Although many spoke of the young heroes from Shen Huo, more often than not, people spoke of the 'savage' clansmen who exited early, taking home some of the greatest prizes revealed in decades. The common people loved to hear of a dark horse winning, and tales of unknown youngsters brutalizing their opponents, leaving them battered and unconscious made for great entertainment. She had even heard gleefully whispered stories of the young masters of prominent factions being robbed, but Akanai attributed that to rumors and wishful thinking. Her cadets would not stoop so low. It annoyed her slightly that the only name spoken was Rain's, the others only mentioned by description. Mila and the others needed to learn how to better dramatize themselves, to announce their names before they fought, and spare a few small fish to spread tales of their glory. A shame indeed.
 
  
 
 Her face darkened when they spoke of the chase, the betrayal of trust, the brushes with death. Again, they each downplayed their roles, not a single braggart among them, yet each had come close to death multiple times, and would not likely have survived without the knowledge of Rain and Mei Lin. Nodding to Taduk for teaching his students so well, she made herself a promise. While she lacked the knowledge of how, she would have vengeance for this affront, or she would no longer walk on two feet.
 
  
 
 After much cheer and celebration, they finished their meal and returned to their quarters. They had all abstained from alcohol, everyone aware of the dangers surrounding them, and they all left for bed, tired from their harrowing journey. Sitting at her desk, Akanai refocused on the important issues at hand, going through the reports given to her. She had already sent out the majority of her army, keeping a unit of light riders, as well as the majority of her Sentinels. The rest of her forces were stationed close to Shen Huo, gathering supplies for the slow march towards the Flying Tiger Fortress. If the Enemy had many more Garo riders, she would suffer a number of casualties on the way there. They were fast creatures, built for short bursts of speed, capable of picking apart supply lines and scattered infantry at ease. She only had a few units capable of matching them in mobility, the majority of them her Sentinels. 5,000 Sentinels to protect 150,000 soldiers and supply lines, she had a difficult task ahead of her.
 
  
 
 After dealing with the camps, it was less than a day when she had received word of attacks on both Shen Mu and Shen Huo, and she had risked everything to save little Hai. While tactically both cities were of equal value, she had still only managed to save one. If it were not for the mishandling of Cho Jin Kai, the troops within the staging area would not have been so hard hit, and she would have had enough soldiers to reinforce both cities. There had barely been enough troops for her to save Shen Huo, and only because of the fortuitous insubordination of Sarnai and Tokta, bringing her Sentinels to war despite the lack of an officer.
 
  
 
 Luckily, it had been overlooked by the authorities, and she had petitioned for the authorization to promote her own people to fix such an oversight. She had received a paltry response. 5,000 Sentinels, and she was given two Senior Captain positions, enough to only command 2,000. Maddening. She had immediately promoted Tokta, and would give the other to Alsantset. That would irritate Gerel, to be matched by his chief rival so quickly. It did the young ones good to have competition, something she feared the next few generations would lack if the People were to go into hiding once again.
 
  
 
 Sadly, without reinforcements, Shen Mu had fallen. She had visited Shen Mu once before, seen the beautiful forests and unique architecture, with their vibrant fields of flowers and orchards. To read the reports of ruined fields filled with tortured bodies ate away at her, with not a single reported survivor yet to be found. This was their enemy, ruthless and unforgiving, slaughtering the millions sheltered within the city for sport. Her part was not to avenge them, but she would ensure that another city of innocents would not join them. She ached to be a part of the Shen Mu subjugation force, retaking the lands from the Defiled armies, but her request had been denied. She felt responsible for their downfall, having chosen to aid Shen Huo not for tactical reasons, but personal ones. Guilt ate away at her, even though there was nothing she could have done to save both cities.
 
  
 
 “Old wife, you'll give yourself wrinkles frowning like that. Come, the days ahead will be long, we should be off to bed.” Her husband came to her door, a smile upon his handsome face.
 
  
 
 “Ai, there is too much to deal with, too much to worry about. You should petition the Marshal for a rank, I need a second-in-command with the authority to actually command. Come, share your wife's burdens.” The words burst out of her in exasperation, the need for his aid making her irritable. A good man, but too lazy and uncaring of glory. If not for the love of his people and family, he would sit at home all day, drinking and playing chess.
 
  
 
 He only chuckled in reply, a deep rumbling sound as he walked off, unconcerned by all their problems. Were she to ask him, he would only say that they should return home. 'Leave the problems of the Empire for the Emperor to deal with'. The Defiled, the Brigadier Kai, the Society, so many problems piling up, with no immediate action for her to take, nor anyone for her to kill. Most vexing.
 
  
 
 Another area of contention. The Society was a dangerous enemy to have, especially since she could not act from the shadows. If it were to come to killing one another in secret, she had the confidence to hurt them so badly it would be decades before they recovered. With a trial by combat, she was forced into the open, and it was foolish to believe the Society had no champions who were her equal. The heavens were large, and who knew how many crouching tigers and hidden dragons their ranks held, skilled warriors hidden from the public eye for just such a situation. This was without mentioning the warriors they commanded that strode about openly, like Colonel General Situ Nian Zu, commander at the Bridge, or even the Marshal, Shing Du Yi. Perhaps before the recent fame of Baatar, Gerel, and herself, the Society would have underestimated them, but now there was almost no chance of that occurring. There was even a risk that the Marshal would send her upon a suicidal mission, and she would have no recourse to refuse.
 
  
 
 Sighing in regret, Akanai packed up the remainder of her things, preparing to leave early in the morning. Those problems were distant, to be met when appropriate. For now, they moved towards Shen Huo, then she would retake the fortress, and once they were safe she would appeal to personally hunt down every last Defiled still within the Empire's borders.
 
  
 
 She owed the citizens of the Empire no less, until such a time she believed the Empire to have truly failed her people.
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 “You need to be careful when you go fighting, ya? You don't need to be a hero Rainy, you just need to survive and come back to me, ya?” Mei Lin straightens my collar, fixing imperfections that aren't there, her big brown eyes dripping with tears, sending them down her lightly tanned skin in streams, as pangs of guilt move through my chest. “You remember to eat well, and keep safe, and write me often. Akanai will send messengers to the city, so you just give your letters to Mi-Mi, and she'll have them sent.”
 
  
 
 Patting her on the cheek, I give her a smile, sad to see her so distressed. “Don't you worry. I promise I will write at least once a month.”
 
  
 
 “Once a day.” She stamps her foot, pouting.
 
  
 
 “Once every two weeks?” Hugging her tightly, I smile at how adorable she is. Her little hands clutch at my shirt, unwilling to let go so that I can join the rest of the Sentinels. On the journey here to Shen Huo, Taduk informed her that they would be remaining within the city, as Taduk would be helping with all the injured. Mei Lin has been begging and pleading him every night since, wanting to go to war with everyone else, the foolish little girl. She spent every other waking moment stuck at my side, trying to convince me to help her sneak away, but I was adamant not to. Poor sweet little angel, I'm relieved that Taduk had the ability to stick with his decision, because war is no place for Mei Lin. As much as I like having her around, I'll rest easier knowing she'll be safe in the city.
 
  
 
 She continues to cry and offer advice, most of it amounting to 'don't die', which is fair considering how often I come close to death. It's a great feeling knowing someone loves you this much, but I think some separation is good. Maybe she'll meet a handsome young man in the city and fall in love. She's in the springtime of her youth and she's spending it in love with me, instead of with someone more age appropriate. Soon, her words are incomprehensible as she cries into my chest, tears staining my shirt, her tiny arms wrapped around me as I pat her back and try to comfort her.
 
  
 
 The new moon is once again upon us, and after a day of rest inside Taduk's villa, I now march to war. Well, ride to war, marching would be the worst. Poor soldiers, walking to battle. I'd hate to face one of those hulking monstrosities the Defiled ride without Zabu. Furred reptilian beasts, running around on taloned legs, with razor-sharp teeth and horns longer than my sword, just seeing their corpses make me nervous. Plus they have other monsters, and demons sound crazy scary too. I don't really know how massed warfare works here, but I can imagine it won't be pretty, especially for those at the bottom of the pyramid like me. Like, what the fuck am I supposed to do if I run into the Defiled counterpart of Akanai? Killing is easy, surviving is the difficult part.
 
  
 
 “Are you sure I can’t go with you? Daddy will let me if you just speak to him.” Mei Lin's sad, hopeful eyes stare up at me.
 
  
 
 “Yes, I'm sure that you cannot come to war with me you silly little girl, and no, I will not speak to him about this. You will remain here, where it's safe.” The rest of my words are lost in her wailing, as she cries harder than before. It takes several minutes for her to stop sobbing, and I gently disentangle myself from her and hop onto Zabu. Waving goodbye as Taduk holds her close, I ride off to join the rest of the Sentinels, ignoring their smirks and jeers. I'd already said my goodbyes to Charok and the twins last night, the two sweetlings unable to wake up to see me off. They've had a rough two months of hard travel, which can't be good for their growth. At least they'll be staying at Taduk's villa, where they can have fun and get fat, with plenty of people to look after them. Between Akanai's army, all the reinforcements, and two other armies nearby, Shen Huo is the safest place they can all be.
 
  
 
 “What a heartbreaking goodbye.” Adujan mocks me as I fall in beside her, hands clasped together as she pretends to swoon. “The little lady, sitting in her manor, jilted by her beloved, yet still awaiting his return. Ah, the stuff of tragedies.”
 
  
 
 “She's not my beloved, Adujan, I've said it before. There's been no jilting, she's like a little sister to me.” I need to remain as neutral as possible, or the comments and teasing will never end. While it's nice that she doesn't hate me anymore, she is a font of mocking quips and foul language, especially when out of earshot of the twins and Akanai. We quickly catch up to the marching soldiers, awaiting our turn to ride out on scouting duty.
 
  
 
 “You should make your intentions clear to her, Rain. She is only worried because you have not yet agreed to marry her. You do her no favors, setting her aside for prostitutes and serving women. You should stop with your wretched ways and accept her. She loves you so much, yet you treat her so terribly.” Sumila lectures me on the immorality of my actions, a long, loud sermon that brings delight to the other Sentinels around us.
 
  
 
 It's not even fair, I haven't slept with anyone since leaving the Society. I don't see no ring on my finger, why does everyone feel the need to address how much I enjoy the company of women? Huushal is no help, as he actively avoids eye contact with me, riding a small distance away. I can't blame him for that though, he's endured more than one lecture from Sumila as well, which might be my fault.
 
  
 
 Suffering silently through her lecture, I watch the surrounding Sentinels ride about. Who knew there were so many? The village only has like three or four thousand people, with maybe three hundred Sentinels. The other 4,700 are from other various villages inside the Saint's Tribulation Mountains, not part of the People, but allies, I guess. Each village looks after their own, but they all work under Akanai, the only person in the mountains that held a rank until the recent string of promotions. By joining the Sentinels, their villages are allowed to more or less govern themselves, as well as protection under the laws of the Empire. With no service, there would be no protection, meaning anyone strong enough could simply enslave their entire village. I have no idea how strong these newcomers are, but they all have bows that look exactly like mine, as well as many very well made spiritual weapons, so they're well equipped, and they all ride roosequins as well. Forget the soldiers, 5,000 roosequins are terrifying enough.
 
  
 
 As member's of the army, we've all been arranged in small units, 1,000 five man units. It seems incredibly unwieldy to me, but then again, what do I know about war? From what I've learned from asking Sumila, massive battles generally follow a simple pattern. Everyone lines up, and we charge, the entire thing turning into a massive, melee cluster fuck. Sure, there are deployment tactics, arrows flying, and all that, but things like that tend to fall apart in the face of super elite fighters, like Demons. When one creature can wipe out an army of 1000, strength in numbers don't mean as much anymore. Sure, you might kill the Demon with 1,001 soldiers, but who would willingly stick around to be slaughtered? Worse, the Demon might just kill 900, then run off, rest, and recuperate.
 
  
 
 Battles are all about the strength of the individual, but individuals get tired. You can't have the strongest warriors waste all their energy killing weaklings, so you take five soldiers, and pick the strongest, who becomes the leader. The other four soldiers protect their leader, fighting until they meet an enemy that is too strong for them to handle. In a perfect world, the leader steps in and kills the enemy, and you move on. For my little group, I have Sumila at the top, while Adujan, Li Song, and Huushal make five. We didn't want to break up the band. I wanted to hang out with Alsantset, but she has her own crew, and I'm not strong enough to join.
 
  
 
 Repeat the same method of thinking, only on a larger scale. Two five-man groups link up, creating one Ten-man group, ten Ten-man groups link up, and you have one 100-man group, and so on and so forth. Essential, the strategy is kill what you can, until you meet something you can't. Then you hope someone strong enough notices your dilemma and saves your ass. It seems like a really shitty strategy to me, especially since I'm so low on the totem pole. Alsantset is close to the top, only overshadowed by one or two others, and Akanai. That's my sister, top-dog. Or top-tiger. Whatever.
 
  
 
 Nothing I can do except aim to become stronger. Or just learn to aim. Archers don't fight in melee combat. I'm finally getting the hang of standing on Zabu as he moves. Still a bit shaky, and still terrible aim, but it's progress. I need to be able to stand and loose arrows as Zabu moves at full speed, in an erratic pattern. Tall order for a guy that can barely hit a target from 50 meters.
 
  
 
 Sumila is still lecturing me, having gone through my vices once already. Prostitutes, alcohol, bad manners, bad posture, lack of self-control, and my slovenly appearance. She's starting to repeat herself, and it's been less than an hour.  I should just take up gambling and hard drugs, so she has more to talk about. Adujan chimes in with an unhelpful comment every now and then, reigniting Sumila's vigor whenever it seems to have run its course, smiling all the while. Li Song is silent as always, her personality yet to develop. She's the most boring person I know, and I have no idea how she does it. All she does is follow Sumila around, and in her spare time she likes to stare silently at the ground, occasionally jumping when I try to make conversation. I've given up trying to be friendly, but she seems to be opening up to Sumila at least. I continue to nod in agreement with Sumila, my eyes on the horizon, while Huushal does all he can to ignore the proceedings.
 
  
 
 Fifteen days until we reach the fortress, barring any interruptions. It's going to be a long ride.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Urging his horse faster, Fung galloped towards the Bekhai army with his guards in tow behind him. He had ridden hard as soon as his father had informed him of their recent departure, only 6 hours behind them. A fortuitous coincidence for harmonization to end so quickly, allowing him to catch up after half a day of riding. He sighted their scouts, slowing to show his new badge of office, enjoying their reaction at seeing such a young Warrant Officer. Not yet twenty years old and a Warrant Officer, his father had smiled so proudly at him. The two of them made an odd pair, Fung missing a patch of hair from almost being scalped during the contest, while his father was completely hairless, having singed it all off in battle. Rain had made a cream and gifted it to Father and himself, apparently able to regrow lost hair. If it truly worked, Rain would be a rich man in the future. Many men would kill for such a miracle medicine.
 
  
 
 The Defiled horde had been beaten back due to the stalwart city guards and the timely reinforcement of Lieutenant General Akanai. It had been a close thing to hear of it, both his Father and Brigadier Xue Chang almost succumbing to their wounds. Luckily with Medical Saint Taduk around, they were both hale and healthy as ever when Fung had arrived, rushing home using military resources. A difficult journey, switching horses every 50 kilometers, the rush of air that came with the speed he traveled at was exhilarating at first, but the constant jarring quickly wore down his enthusiasm and tailbone both. If not for his promotion to Warrant Officer by Marshal Shing Du Yi himself no less, Fung would have found himself in dire straits. Even a Magistrate's son was fair game when carrying five mid-quality Hearts, not to mention their other valuable prizes, but a Warrant Officer was off-limits, protected by the Emperor's Justice.
 
  
 
 An outrider led him to where the Khishigs were camped and he was quickly guided to Rain, all of them seemingly aware of his friendship with the odd little warrior. Fung would be hard pressed to name a man who complained more than Rain, but Fung knew his worth. He smiled at the memory of Rain fighting his way through carnugators, losing limbs without blinking as he struggled for survival with nothing but a skinning knife. Rain had complained endlessly afterwards about being dragged to the island, and truth be told, Fung felt rather guilty for underestimating the dangers.
 
  
 
 “Hey, congratulations on becoming the champions! I hear you were awarded a military ranking, Warrant Officer Fung.” Rain grinned, taking the token in hand to study, a rude gesture but Fung was well versed with his lack of manners. Handing it back, Rain glanced at Fung's new weapon, naked excitement shining in his eyes. Fung proudly hefted his new partisan from his saddle holster with both hands, the polished steel gleaming in the firelight, with a marbled pattern of black, wavy metal within. With a sharp point and wide, double-edged blade, as well as a crescent double-axehead as a cross guard, it was a thing of beauty and precision. Shorter than he would have liked at only 180 cm in length, but that it could be made so large already was a testament to the skills of Father's blacksmiths. He had immediately sat down to bind it as soon as it was forged, and only emerged when he was done. As the saying goes, a sword for duels, but a polearm for war.
 
  
 
 Fung handed the weapon to Rain, who stepped back and displayed a short series of the forms. Committing every movement to memory for future study, Fung was once again amazed by his friend. They had not been able to spar in almost a year since Rain last visited Shen Huo, and he had improved in leaps and bounds. There was little ceremony in his movements, direct and simple as they were, yet deadly all the same. Power without excess, a wonderful economy of motion, every movement a fatal strike. Little wonder the Society believed that their youngsters were brutalized by the Bekhai, but that was how Rain's people showed respect to a fellow warrior. They were a strange people, seeming curt and unfriendly, but Fung admired their skill in warfare all the same.
 
  
 
 The Bekhai were a tribe of warriors, through and through. When Rain had spoken of his practice, Fung had thought him lying. Nowhere else other than the Imperial Slave Corps would you find so many young children practicing the Forms. Even just feeding that many children the appropriate diet would beggar most organizations. Meats, grains, and vegetables, enough each day to feed a single peasant for a week. Every facet of their society seemed to have been engineered to support the warrior class, and in return, the warrior class supported the village. Where else could you find experts willing to donate their time to teach so many children the forms? They were such complicated movements and methods, to describe every single aspect as well as the multitude of minor variations available, it would take a tremendous amount of time. According to Rain, they didn't even focus on a subset of the Forms, learning them in their entirety. It was astonishing in scale and cost. If all the villagers of the mountains were trained in such a manner, then the Society had truly made a blunder, and had awoken a slumbering dragon.
 
  
 
 Fung himself had received the dedicated teachings from three instructors ever since he could stand, listening to them expound on the Forms, guided by them in his training, and still he had not the insights that Rain did. A simple two-handed thrust, into a vertical guard. A twist of the weapon into an overhand thrust. A smash to the ground, followed by a twisting strike. All very normal movements, not too quick or slow, but power infused in every strike, the weapon reverberating with the vibrations sent through it, a low soothing hum as Rain continued his display, instinctively drawing out the strengths of the weapon. After a few more moves, the demonstration ended as Rain struck the butt of the weapon into the earth, abruptly cutting off the rumble of the metal. The weapon should have been his, Fung noted grimly.
 
  
 
 Handing the weapon back to him, Rain grinned, without a single sign of envy. “It's a wonderful weapon, but a little light.” The joke was evident. The Heart that Fung had received was a 15x5x5 cm brick of Taglian stone, which was mined from the depths of the Azure Sea. A material famed for its density, after soaking in heavenly waters for likely tens of thousands of years, the small brick weighed 20 kilograms on its own. With the steel mixed in, the weapon measure at just under 35 kilograms, a weighty weapon indeed. While easily carried, to swing the weapon for hours on end in battle would be a test of endurance.
 
  
 
 Clapping his friend on the back, Fung greeted the others that he knew, nodding politely at Sumila, grinning at Huushal, and giving Adujan his most charming smile. A lovely, pale-skinned woman, with beautiful, long legs, wide hips, and a slim waist, Fung had laughed uncontrollably when Huushal had told him how Rain thought she was a man. A blind idiot at times, a training maniac. “How are you faring, Adujan? Father told me some stories of your adventures, and he mentioned you were injured badly. I hope you are doing well.”
 
  
 
 She smiled saucily at him with a seductive look. “I'm in good health, Taduk even healed the scars so I've nothing to even show.” So bold, this one, with her pink, full lips, in a seductive pout, and for a moment, Fung lost himself in imagining her pale, silky-smooth skin beneath the armor. Swallowing his saliva, he stammered out a reply. Fung was not used to women so brazen, and he found he rather liked it. She had a low laugh, and her short hair made her look fresh and inviting. “I had terrible wounds all over my body.” She continued to tease him, his face growing heated at her descriptions of her wounds, her hands tracing the areas she was injured as she spoke, low and close to her hips, high up upon her thigh, across the side of her breast.
 
  
 
 Rain's laughter snapped him out of his fugue, and he closed his too wide jaw, quickly saying his farewells as he rushed off, dragging Rain along. “Quite a lady, isn't she? She seems interested in you. You better treat her right.” Rain was teasing him of course, always seeming so worldly when it came to women.
 
  
 
 Fung felt his neck flush even more as he thought about 'treating her right'. Father would be delighted if he took one of the Bekhai as a wife, but it was not so simple a thing. Ong Jing Fei would not accept being the second wife, and would likely terrorize any other wives or concubines he took. She had even followed him along on this journey, inserting herself into his Honor guard. To have a woman like her as his betrothed was his greatest regret, but the alliance would keep their houses close. Her mother Ong Ruo Mei was too much a creature of the shadows, and only through their betrothal would she keep her assassins in check. For now, the viper would keep her daggers hidden, until a child was born between himself and Jing Fei. “It is not so simple. It would be … difficult for me to marry for love. Let us speak of something else.”
 
  
 
 “Sure. Why are you here? In case you didn't notice, we're headed for war. Shouldn't you … I don't know, not be here? I'm not complaining or anything, just concerned for the future Magistrate, who is also the only heir.”
 
  
 
 Always so blunt. “I am a Warrant Officer now, fool, and war has been declared. I'm here to serve, and I need your help asking the Lieutenant General. I'd like to serve at her pleasure, working as her aide.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Rain appeared to be in thought, silent for a few moments. “I can help you ask Akanai, but you need to promise to do something for me.”
 
  
 
 Oh? It was rare for his friend to ask for compensation, one of the reasons they got along so well. They ignored social standings, each paying their own way, or treating with no expectations of repayment. “Ask.” Fung dreaded it, but people grow older and change. He was the future Magistrate, as Rain had just pointed out, and favors were a currency he would need to grow accustomed to dealing in. It saddened him a little that his friend was learning the ways of the world.
 
  
 
 “You must swear … to not flirt with or ogle her.” Rain seemed more serious than Fung had ever seen him. “I know you'd like to 'serve at her pleasure', but be warned: she is terrifying, and her husband is as well. You need to be on your best behavior, or not only will you regret it, I'll be scolded for associating with you. Or worse, executed by your father, for letting his son walk blindly towards certain death.”
 
  
 
 Laughing uncontrollably, Fung put his arm around his friend. “I'm able to control myself around pretty women, unlike some people I know. Besides she's far too old for my tastes.”
 
  
 
 “Really? She's still gorgeous though.”
 
  
 
 “Enough, you dog. We march to war, and the Typhoon brothers will soon sweep the Defiled from the lands. They cannot stand before the Great Wind and the Falling Rain.” Fung walked off with his friend, in search of the Lieutenant General as they traded stories of their recent adventures, full of danger and embellishments. As if Rain could have killed a dozen Society assassins, fighting atop a plateau alone. He needed to make his stories more believable.
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 A dozen onlookers watch as the clang of iron upon iron fills the air. Darting forward, I thrust at Dagen, who steps aside and pelts me on the shoulder. “Too obvious, you roll your shoulder when you are about to thrust.” A smile sits on his bearded face, ragged and unwashed, his weathered skin wrinkled by his mirth. Taking my stance once more, I launch another attack, this one parried, and our sparring continues. Every strike I make is blocked, every block I place is broken through. Bruises and welts form all over my chest and arms, while Dagen stands before me untouched. Soon, I'm panting for air, my iron sword in the dirt, while he stands, relaxed and smiling without even a sweat.
 
  
 
 “How... How do..” I manage a few words between pants.
 
  
 
 “I can read you because you have no guile. You're a smart bastard, but that just makes it easier to know what you're going to do.” Patting me on the back, he tries to reassure me. “I can see that you're trying to add in feints, but they're too obvious, no blood thirst, no intent to actually strike. It makes it easy to spot. The trick is to at all times be ready to turn an attack into a feint, and a feint into an attack.”
 
  
 
 It's amazing how so many words can mean absolutely nothing.
 
  
 
 As soon as I catch my breath, we begin sparring once more, this time with spears. Despite his gruff, almost wild appearance, Dagen is a good man, and a good sparring partner. I've been sparring with everyone I can, having gotten tired of letting Sumila beat the crap out of me. Nobody laughs at me getting trounced by a cute, button nosed, freckled girl, but I still feel humiliated. Plus she always looks so happy when sparring with me, no sympathy at all.
 
  
 
 An errant swing leaves me open, and Dagen sweeps my legs out from under me. “You can't be doing that in battle, taking wild swings like that. You won't only have one enemy, war is no duel.” His hand extended, Dagen helps me up, his beard and hair messy and wild, but not from the sparring. He arrived like that, with his long, arched eyebrows giving him a sinister look. If someone hadn't told me the man was a Sentinel, I could easily mistake him for a bandit, or worse. He looks every bit a villain, through and through, like a wild, wide eyed murderer. It's very jarring from how he acts, almost comical. We continue to trade blows, sweat dripping down my brow beneath my full-faced helmet.
 
  
 
 I was given some armor supplied by the Imperial Armory. Gearing up on the Imperial dime is one of the perks Akanai received along with her promotion. The outfits are pretty fancy for something meant to fight in. A gray silk long shirt, with a lamellar breastplate and skirt over top, It's essentially little metal plates sewn onto leather, but it feels nice and sturdy, a safe, weighty outfit. Everyone looks ridiculous in them, like they're wearing shirts that are a few sizes too big, but if it helps keep me alive, I'm going to wear it. It comes complete with bracers, shinguard, boots and helmet, and is a giant pain to put on and take off, requiring aid. It's no fun helping Huushal get dressed in the morning, and less fun having him help me. I bet Fung has pretty servants helping him.
 
  
 
 Not only did I also get to stock up on medicinal herbs, but I also received weapons, an iron long-spear and shield. No more breaking my weapons with a single strike hopefully, although the iron shields lack the little holsters for a short spear. Everything is great, but heavy and difficult to get used to, so I've been sparring in full armor to acclimate to it. It's more draining than I imagined, and we soon take another break. Grinning evilly as I pant, Dagen brings out his spiritual weapon, a long-handled, spiked war hammer, looking like a regular hammer on steroids.
 
  
 
 “No, no, I don't want to fight with Spiritual Weapons.” My sword is too tiny. It's not fair.
 
  
 
 Swinging it about like a staff, he laughs wickedly. “Your enemies won't care what you want, Sentinel. I'll be kind and wait for you to draw your weapon though, as long as you do it within five heartbeats.” Our previously silent audience begins to chat, chuckling at my plight and making bets.
 
  
 
 Fuck. Giving with everything I have, I put my practice at Lightening to use. Circulating my chi with a thought, I allow it to fill me, to buoy me up, lessening my weight. Speeding up, I move to attack, my sword chiming whenever it comes into contact with Dagens hammer, the reverberations moving up my arm and throughout my body. We continue our furious exchange, Dagen landing several light hits on me, using only the shaft of his weapon, deliberately avoiding the use of the hammerhead. After a few more strikes, my body can't handle it anymore, and I rip my helmet off, throwing up into the grass.
 
  
 
 Ever since the story of how Ghurda made me throw up spread around, all my sparring partners seem to have taken it as a goal. The onlookers cheer and groan as coins change hands, the result of gambling on how many hits it would take before I yakked. Travel gets boring, and soldiers tend to be a gambling bunch. A cup of water is in Dagen's hand when I stand back up, urging me to drink. “You did good lad, cost a few Sentinels a good amount of coin, you did.” Contrary to how he looks, Dagen is a big softy, very kind to everyone. “You're a natural at Resonance.” Well shit. More things I'm doing without knowing about it.
 
  
 
 “What's Resonance?” Shaking his head, he ignores my question, motioning me to move on.
 
  
 
 “It's my turn, little Rain. Move aside.” Adujan approaches with her weapon in hand and hip checks me lightly with a small mocking smile, before bowing slightly to Dagen. She’s gotten much saucier, swaying her hips when she walks. She didn't used to do that, she used to stomp around, but now, she sashays. It's very noticeable with her hips swaying side to side, and rather alluring. If it wasn't for her prickly attitude, I'm sure she'd have as many suitors as Sumila. Big Huu and Little Rain, neither of us like our nickname, especially the way she says it. I tried to direct Fung towards her, hoping to use him as a barrier for the incessant mocking, but he didn't bite. Not yet at least, because he looked mighty interested. She seemed pretty interested in him as well, and I'd like to see them together. I think they make a good match, the orphan and the prince. A real Cinderella story.
 
  
 
 So far, the travel itself isn’t bad, with only a few hours of scouting that require my attention. The rest of my time is spent practicing my chi, Lightening myself while I sit fully armed and armored atop Zabu. I can tell when it isn't working because Zabu will turn to look at me, judging me for being so heavy. I'm not fat, just big boned. Seriously.
 
  
 
 There isn’t actually any change in mass, because that would be impossible. Directing my chi, I have it push up and ‘lift’ myself, thereby reducing the downward force gravity exerts upon me. It's like filling myself with helium, or at least that's how I picture it. It’s how everyone leaps around on the treetops, but it takes a large amount of concentration, and my chi rapidly depletes after a few minutes at max. The key is short bursts of Lightening, at the proper times. I find that way too complicated, so instead I’m going for slow and steady. No need to make myself weightless, just a small enough boost that Zabu doesn’t mind all the extra weight from my gear, or so I can move just a tiny bit faster.
 
  
 
 “Enough rest. Come.” Tanaraq taps me on the head with the flat of her sword. “Put your helmet on.” Sparring isn’t the same as warfare, but any practice is better than nothing. With a deep breath, I grimly face Tanaraq for more punishment.
 
  
 
 The night is dark by the time we all finish sparring, Huushal limping back to our tent with me. He groans as he lays down on his bedroll beside me. “By the Mother, how do they all manage to hurt us so much, especially through our armor?”
 
  
 
 “I think it has to do with vibrations.” My back to him, we chat quietly. “Elder Bolin did the same I think, sending chi through his attacks, jarring our inner organs. This is just another version of it.”
 
  
 
 He laughs. “That’s not a very good explanation.”
 
  
 
 My shoulders shrug, even knowing he can’t see me. “If I knew how, I wouldn’t be in as much pain as you are.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Useless.” He’s quiet for a moment before he speaks again. “I do not mean to nag, but as your friend, I feel I must speak. You should rethink your stance on Mei Lin. She truly loves you. It is something you should cherish. I make no judgment, only offer my thoughts. If someone loved me as she loves you, I would never leave her side.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, not you as well. Gimme a break. I love the girl to bits, but like a little sister. I don't see how hard that is to understand.”
 
  
 
 “You say that often, but you don't see the way you look at her, Rain. The two of you were impossible to separate this past month.”
 
  
 
 Well.. He's not wrong about that. I may have overindulged the little brat, but she was so sweet and vulnerable, it's difficult to say no to her. Plus, she somehow manages to smell clean all the time, like a cool spring breeze. “I was just indulging her. She's so adorable, and riding with me makes her so happy. I would do anything to have her be happy, Huu, she's family.”
 
  
 
 “That is the problem, Rain. You indulge her. You should take a stand, and either refuse her, or accept her wholly. It is a cruel thing to lead her on if you've no intentions of marriage. I still think you should marry her though, a man could do far worse than marry a woman so in love.”
 
  
 
 Tch. I can't argue with him if he's right. I should man up, and just tell her no. A firm no. No more sharing the saddle, no more sleeping next to her, no more rubbing her back when she asks. I can't keep letting her think she has a chance, not when I know she doesn't. She needs to stop chasing me, and I have to be the one to make her. In a stern, but loving letter. No, that's a terrible idea. “I understand. Thank you for speaking up, Huu.” I can't just let him win like this though. “You should do something about Sumila as well. You can't just keep pining away for her, a man should take action.”
 
  
 
 “What?” I hear him shift around, turning to face my back. “How did you know? Did my Pa tell you?”
 
  
 
 Fuck. It'd be rude not to turn around, but it feels... juvenile. Whispering in the dark, face to face, sharing about relationships and whatnot. I regret bringing this up. Sighing internally, I turn over to face him, moving back a bit when I realize he's closer than I thought. His wolfish yellow eyes almost glow in the dark. “No one told me. You stare so much it's a wonder your eyes are still attached.” At least it's dark enough that I can't really see the rest of him.
 
  
 
 “Do you... Do you think she knows?”
 
  
 
 “She'd be blind and dumb if she didn't. You should court her. Bring her flowers, compliment her looks and actions, speak to her more. Just staring makes you creepy.” Poor guy has zero game. His go-to move is drooling as she walks by, the big doofus, and Adujan seems to have moved on from him. “She's a lovely young woman, and other men will not wait idly by while you yearn for her in silence.”
 
  
 
 He sighed loudly. “It is useless. She has no feelings for me, this I know.” God dammit. He sounds like a lost little puppy.
 
  
 
 “Well, then maybe you should focus on your fans. Plenty of the women have been eyeing you lately, especially with all the stories we've been telling.”
 
  
 
 “Really? Like who? What have they said about me?”
 
  
 
 Big Huu has twin sisters fawning over him, and he doesn't even notice. Damned Mr. Popular, pining after Sumila,who would probably be receptive to him anyways.
 
  
 
 I wonder if I can just throw a sleeping pill down his throat without him noticing.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Moving through the dark mountain forest, my eyes are peeled as I peer through the gloom, watching for any sign of ambush or traps. We used that card often enough against the Society, so I'm understandably paranoid. So far, after 11 days of travel from Shen Huo, everything has been uneventful, just the way I like it. That was all out on the open plains however, and the last stretch of our journey moves through heavily wooded and uneven terrain, except for the main path. Barely more than a dirt road, the soldiers march along shoulder to shoulder, four in a row, their footsteps almost shaking the ground. Surrounded by trees and rocky outcroppings, every twist and turn holds a potential ambush, and it's the Sentinels' jobs to scout them out. That means I get to ride ahead of all the professional soldiers, exactly where I do not want to be.
 
  
 
 Sumila leads the five of us, moving as a unit, covering ground and making sure no surprises lay in wait. The earthy scent of dirt and trees filling my nose, while beads of sweat form to ward off the warm summer air as I ride about in my ridiculously stuffy armor. It's like a goddamn oven in here, my enclosed helmet causing the sound of my breath to echo in my ears. Sumila motions to stop and we all pause, each of us straining our ears and eyes for whatever caught her attention. Moving slowly, we ride through a break in the trees, the sunlight gleaming down on the ruined remains of a small hamlet. Maybe 30 shacks, lined up together in ruins, the pitiful remains of a bamboo fence surrounding the entire space, it did the inhabitants no good in fending off their attackers.
 
  
 
 Sumila signals for us to scout out the shacks, splitting up the party. For once, I'm thankful for my helmet, because it hides my tears as I walk under the swaying corpses of the former inhabitants, their rotting flesh hanging from crow-picked bones, their bodies tied to posts and used for sport. The sour rotting stink of the hamlet makes me gag, wondering why we hadn't smelled it earlier, a cesspool of filth and decay. More dead are strewn about in a haphazard manner, the former residents killed as they tried to escape from the slaughter grounds that they had once called their home. Heads were taken from many of the bodies and nailed onto a crossbeam within the central grounds, the sun-dried faces contorted in various expressions of death. Fire pits and pots hold remains as well, bones broken open, the marrow sucked out for sustenance. Fucking Sadists and Cannibals, I should kill every last one of them. I just need to be stronger to do it.
 
  
 
 Dismounting from Zabu, I make my way to the closest hut, bracing myself for what I may find. The door opens easily with a small creak, and I look upon the grisly scene left behind, the ground a canvas of blood and flesh. Far worse than anything I could have imagined, a tiny voice sobs in terror, while a second, more distant voice in my head begins screaming angrily for vengeance. Tiny broken bodies litter the shack, shattered and left on display, nailed into the floor in macabre poses, leaving little doubt as to whether they suffered before sweet death claimed them. Their childish dead faces are twisted in a grimace of pain and suffering, even after so many days of rot, with what the unmistakable marks of human teeth marring the flesh.
 
  
 
 Fifteen. Fifteen tiny heads, each barely larger than my two fists, which hang clenched at my sides, blood seeping through my nails. Shaking uncontrollably, whether from rage or despair I cannot tell, I step into the room, moving carefully through the milieu of sickening practices, praying that whoever did this is still here, for if I find them, I will make them pay dearly for this. I will make him regret crossing paths with me.
 
  
 
 My walk through complete, I light a torch and set fire to the hut, destroying this unholy display is all that I can do for the dead for now. Moving on, I continue to light huts on fire, unable to bring myself to search them.
 
  
 
 I once believed that no one deserved to be tortured, to feel pain and suffer like I did.
 
  
 
 I was wrong.
 
  
 
 The Defiled deserve worse.
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 Charok wandered about the villa following his two children as they skipped about the courtyard, smiling as he watched them at play. Their journey together had turned out far more difficult than he could ever have imagined, and he dreaded to imagine what it would have been like if Rain and the other youngsters had remained behind, to continue fighting in the tournament. Despite his travels with Baatar, Charok had not truly realized just how much the world at large looked down upon the People. In his mind, they were the elites, to be feared and respected, but the truth was that despite their strength, Baatar and Akanai were simply two among a countless number of powerful warriors. It was a mind-opening experience, making him feel small in the scheme of things.
 
  
 
 He had thought himself strong, but the experience had shown him that he was too prideful, too conceited, in himself and in his people. Still, the journey had ended well at least, with no lives lost. He bore no hatred for the Society, only disdain for their lack of honor. While the weak were prey to the strong, for them to send assassins to hunt down children, such behavior was not becoming of an organization that held such power. Had the Society openly assaulted them, they would at least have his respect but instead, they worked in the shadows, clandestine and hidden, showing the world one facet of themselves, only to hide who they truly were.
 
  
 
 His children were safe now within the City of Shen Huo. The Magistrate had personally welcomed them, publicly in front of a large crowd. Although the nuances of politics escaped him, Charok knew it had cost the Magistrate something, to side with the People against the Society, and he was quite grateful. While it was not for him that the Magistrate stepped in, Charok would repay the man as best he could. He would also repay the Society for their crimes, a matter of balancing the scales, for to let things lie would mean he had no self-pride.
 
  
 
 His precious children made noises of delight as they came across Mei Lin, sitting beneath a plum tree by the pond. The little miss had been in a sour mood, having been left behind, but there was no helping it. He watched as Mei Lin smiled sadly, playing with the twins for a short time, before Elia came to take them away for lessons, letters and numbers to keep them busy. Sitting down beside the pouting little miss, he said nothing, simply making himself available should she wish to speak. After a few minutes, Mei Lin handed him the letter she had received from Rain. A single sheet of paper, on which was scrawled in poorly written script, “Doing well. Marching is boring. Nothing of interest to report. Hope you are well. Best regards, Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 It took all his willpower not to laugh. Rain was many things, but a poet was not one of them. “Do not be angry at him for this, Rain has... issues with communication. He doesn't like to spend much time conversing, a man of few words and long silences.”
 
  
 
 “He treats me like a child.” The little miss was teary eyed, yanking at the grass, pulling it up one blade at a time. “I want him to see me as a woman, so I tried snuggling up with him, sitting in his lap, wearing my best clothes and doing my hair prettily, but he barely noticed, just sighing whenever I was around.” The single blades of grass turned to clumps as her frustrations mounted. “He used to be so sweet and kind, hugging me all the time, making sure I wasn't too tired or working too hard, carrying me around, and making me snacks. He would help me study, with memorizing and math, and just always be there for me. Now, he just sees me as a bother, and just dismisses all my attempts to get close to him.” A small sob escaped her lips. “He's just writing to me because I made him promise. I think he's starting to hate me. ”
 
  
 
 Patting her on the back as tears spilled down her cheeks, Charok let the girl cry and sob. She loved Rain in her silly little way, having followed him about ever since he arrived, like a little child and her older brother. Rain had taken well to the relationship, spoiling her with sweets and attentions, a young boy just happy to be loved. Everyone had expected their bond to blossom into love, and for the two of them to marry, but Rain was strangely adamant not to be betrothed to the girl, despite all explanations that they would not truly be married until of age.
 
  
 
 Rain had grown into a gloomy young man, and Mei Lin brought much cheer into his life. Killing took a great toll on him, and she had kept him grounded, someone who looked after him. It worried Charok how quickly Rain seemed to be losing himself in battle, threatening to have people eaten alive, staring death in the eyes in an attempt to acclimate himself to it, desperately pushing himself to become stronger. He was repeating the same mistakes once again, desperate for strength, his fear and anger driving him forward.
 
  
 
 When Mei Lin had calmed enough, Charok finally spoke. “I see it differently. Rain had gotten used to seeing you as his younger sister, but lately, he has been conflicted. He's trying to push you away, because he wishes to hold onto that memory, of a friendship between children.”
 
  
 
 “That's not any better...”
 
  
 
 Smiling, he continued. “He is pushing you away because he sees you in a different light, as a lovely, young woman. If not, there would be no change in how he treats you. Rain already loves you, he just needs to come to terms with that. I believe that given time, he will accept you.” Perhaps the separation would speed that along, when allowing Rain to realize what he was taking for granted. Besides, it was not set in stone that they should marry, heartbreaking though the thought may be.
 
  
 
 “But how long do I need to wait? I don't want to lose him.” Her tears were drying as she sat, her chin on her knees, still plucking away at the grass.
 
  
 
 “I cannot answer this little Lin, nor can anyone else, not even Rain himself. Only time will tell.”
 
  
 
 The two of them sat together beneath the plum tree, separately worrying about their loved ones, unable to do anything but wait, and pray that they all return, safe of body and sound of mind.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Adujan watched the hamlet burn, growing into a magnificent funeral pyre, blinking away her tears. Those poor people. Those poor children. She prayed for them, knowing those souls were now in the embrace of the Mother, never to be hurt again.
 
  
 
 As she watched, Sumila frantically called to Rain, trying to get him to leave the blazing inferno. After setting the last few buildings on fire, he finally exited the area, hopping onto his mount. "The fire will bring Defiled down on us. I'm going to go greet them. You all stay here, coordinate with Alsantset when she arrives.” Rain bounded off, and without thinking, Adujan moved after him, ignoring Sumila's cries of protest.
 
  
 
 Adujan could not remain here, standing idle whilst the Defiled roamed free. She needed to move, to hunt down those responsible, to make sure it would not happen again. The souls would rest easier, once she sent those responsible into the burning maw of the Father. She rode side by side with Rain, spear and shield in hand, neither of them saying a word, focused on the hunt ahead, moving ever northward at top speed, searching for signs of movement.
 
  
 
 Less than 15 minutes had passed when she spotted the telltale signs of Defiled. They had no forest craft, unable to move without disturbing the area, their very presence affecting the creatures, flights of birds and scurrying animals denoting their passing. She moved up a small dirt hill that would be within their path, her form hidden in the crook of several trees, with room for Rain as well.
 
  
 
 He ignored her signal, continuing forward, motioning for her to wait and she did. Their hurried flight from the society had removed her dislike for him, her jealousy turning to respect once she had seen his true nature, their shared troubles laying the foundation for mutual trust. She had once thought him to be spoiled and passionless, but she had been wrong. He was fierce and determined, and had worked harder than any but Alsantset herself, killing and fighting, volunteering for the most dangerous positions, tirelessly working to keep everyone alive. Even after they were safe, he practiced to the point of bleeding, before healing so that he could practice some more. His resolve was praiseworthy.
 
  
 
 Soon, she heard the clicking of talons on hard dirt, and her trust was rewarded. Yells and shouts rang out as Rain descended upon them, the very forest coming alive with noise. She counted slowly, and by the count of ten, she heard Rain riding towards her as the Defiled chased him down, intent on killing him. The fools, if Rain truly needed to flee he would disappear into the shadows of the forest. Even in broad daylight, there were a multitude of dark and hidden areas within these dense woodlands.
 
  
 
 Rain rode directly beneath her vantage point, breaking the line of sight with his pursuers, and immediately turned to meet them. Perfectly guiding the enemy to her, she waited until she heard the crash of battle before launching Shana forward, diving into the thick of things, dropping down upon her enemies, crushing one beneath her as she descended. A small hunting party, they carried several slabs of badly butchered meat, deer and rabbits, still dripping with blood. Whirling her weapons about in cold fury, she laid into her enemies, each strike rewarded with the satisfying crunch of flesh and bone.
 
  
 
 It was over too soon, four Defiled laid strewn about her dead and dying, their stench enough to make her gag. Rain stood beside her, both of them barely out of breath. He dismounted and grabbed one of the still living, dragging the wounded Defiled up. “Who led the attack on the surrounding area? I want a name.”
 
  
 
 Adujan stabbed a still thrashing Garo, the spike driving deep into its brain. “Not many of them speak Common, they have their own shit language. Just fucking kill them all and be done with it, so we can search for the next group.” Her thirst for retribution had yet to be sated, and if she remained still for too long, she would be inconsolable, the sights of the hamlet burned into her eyes.
 
  
 
 “No, killing would be too kind, too merciful. They can be used as bait.” Rain disemboweled the man with a single slash, dropping him to the ground and moving towards the only other survivor to do the same. Their screams were the first human sounds she had heard from a Defiled, as Rain jammed broken branches into the wounds, prompting a fresh bout of cries. She moved forward to end them, but Rain held her back with a hand. “No, we want them to continue screaming, something for the others to focus on.” Rain looked grim, lacking his normal smile. No surprise there, anyone who could smile after doing that, or seeing that hamlet was mad beyond fucking reason, and Rain was only reasonably mad.
 
  
 
 He stood and mounted back up, riding off into the foliage, and she turned to leave as well, the screams echoing behind her. It left a bad taste in her mouth, this course of action objectionable, but after a minute of riding she discovered it was already working. Defiled warriors were approaching, the forest heralding their arrival. She watched for instructions, and Rain obliged with a few quick hand signals. 'Kill, leave one alive.' A simple plan, but simple was fine with her. Riding immediately towards their enemies, she moved as quickly as she could without giving away her presence.
 
  
 
 Rain took a different approach, abandoning stealth and charging at full speed, the sounds of combat beginning before she could arrive. Charging forward, she burst onto the scene, a half-minute behind, only to find there was little for her to do. Spearing an injured Garo, she looked at the scene of carnage, as Rain stood over four dead Defiled and their mounts. Blood pumped from his side, a vicious injury, and she watched as the stream of blood continued to flow from his side as he stood still with his eyes closed. The idiot was too worked up to heal himself, his emotions in a jumble, and would soon bleed out if he kept trying.
 
  
 
 “Use medicine you fucking halfwit.” Rain glared at her before rummaging through his pack, pulling out various containers of pastes and herbs. She listened as he removed his armor, waiting for him to finish while she kept an eye on the last remaining Defiled who stood pinned to a tree, Rain's spear jutting from her gut. The prisoner squirmed, each movement causing her great pain, but not a single sound exited her mouth. The Defiled were less than human, a real person would have been screaming in agony. There was no need to pity her. It. Stop looking at it. Tearing her eyes away, she turned to scan the forest, but there were no signs of other Defiled hunting parties.
 
  
 
 It was only a few minutes before Rain finished tending his injuries and his focus turned to the surviving Defiled. He slapped the spear, the shaking eliciting a pained grunt. “I need you to scream, let your friends know that you're here.” He struck the spear again, to the same effect, their prisoner doing all she could to hold the spear steady. “No? Well then, I guess there's no choice.” Gathering a few small, skinny branches, Rain began sharpening them with his sword.
 
  
 
 “No.” The words were spoken before she could think.
 
  
 
 Giving her a pointed look, he said, “Adujan, why don't you go keep watch somewhere else.” She glared back at him, unrelenting. Shrugging, he turned to the woman before Adujan stopped him, moving Shana to block his way. “I said no, Rain, no fucking torture. This is not who you are and not what we fucking do. Just kill them, you don't need to hate them as well.” She quickly stabbed their prisoner in the throat, the dying woman's eyes almost looking grateful. She turned back and stared at Rain, challenging him, trying to stop herself from shivering. “Your hatred is wasted on them and will eat away at you.”
 
  
 
 His dark glare bore into her, his anger on full display. “Fine. No torture, but if one is already screaming, no mercy either. The noise will help, draw more of them towards us. Next time, if you don't have the stomach for it, then fucking stay out of the way.” She flinched at his harsh tone, but stood her ground.
 
  
 
 He collected his weapons and mounted up, riding off into the forest once again. Quickly, she followed, knowing he would charge in headlong, regardless if she were close behind. Rain had been enraged, and there was little mercy left in him it seemed. She worried at his words, mostly because he implied there would be other times, times where he would resort to torture.
 
  
 
 He moved recklessly through the forest, and every second Adujan worried he was giving away their position, however after killing two more groups, slaughtering them to a man, she realized they did not need to move so carefully, their Enemy almost oblivious to what was around them, too used to relying on their sight. Even though Rain moved carelessly enough be spotted by a Sentinel, they were stealthy enough for the task at hand. Rain was clever, taking measured risks, knowing their enemies limits and working around them. She was too timid to not see that, and could learn some things from Rain.
 
  
 
 Their battles were a hectic mess, but their teamwork grew as they continued to fight, catching each small group unaware, never more than six Defiled to a party. Their tactics evolved as the day wore on, killing several enemies from afar before charging in, each time winning without serious retaliation. He would lead the way, drawing their attacks and taking injuries, while she guarded his flank and killed with ease. She lost count of the number of times she needed to save his life, and the number of times he saved hers. After every battle, he would tend to his wounds with medicine as she kept watch, largely untouched thanks to him. When he was done, the two of them would resume their hunt, a pair of avenging shadows within the forest. There was no pleasure, no joy, only stony satisfaction, knowing each Defiled they killed would never harm another, ever again.
 
  
 
 Rain was so difficult to understand, his calm, gentle demeanor in normal day life, yet he turned into a raging monstrosity during battle. Different from the calm Charok, or the laughing Huushal, or even the determined Sumila, Rain always seemed sinister when he fought, covered in blood, grinning as he killed or injured his opponents. She disliked this side of him, preferred the sweet man who cooed at the pups, and played silly games with the twins. To make matters worse, there was no grin today, only an intense glare, almost mad with rage, a different person all together.
 
  
 
 Adujan knew it was because he mourned for the loss of life, that he was angered by what he had seen, and it was heartbreaking. The sheer intensity of his emotions however, made her wary of him, especially with Zabu in the midst of courting Shana. Roosequins mated for life, and by allowing their quins to mate was a tacit agreement to court one another. She wasn't a fool, knew that Rain was unaware, that it was nothing but a camaraderie they shared, but still she said nothing, clinging to a faint hope.
 
  
 
 He had been quite gentle and sweet with her, taking care of her injuries, and watching him cuddle with Mei Lin every day had incited feelings of jealousy in her. But now, seeing how unstable he was, she wasn't even sure she wanted a romance with him. Even if she did want to marry him, Rain definitely had no romantic feelings for her, outright laughing at her attempts of seduction. At least Huushal and Fung had gone wide-eyed and simple-minded, barely able to close their jaws, as had several others she had tested her wiles upon. That had done wonders for her self-esteem. Shaking her head, she refocused on the bloody work at hand. This was no time to be dreaming of love and relationships.
 
  
 
 They fought and hunted, leaving screaming Defiled and Garos in their wake, Rain becoming more unhinged after every battle, his rage and fury continuing to mount as he fought, his blood thirst growing by the hour. They wasted no time, moving at a frantic pace, Adujan tiring as the day wore on, yet Rain remained tenacious and untiring. She could not remember how many groups they had assaulted, only that it was more than ten. Her opponent was proving difficult, the last of his party, cleaving about him with a great saber, expertly guiding his mount. She circled the Defiled, splitting from Rain so that they could attack from both directions.
 
  
 
 With a powerful charge, the Defiled came for her, cleaving down with his weapon. Her shield intercepted the attack, the power sending Shana sprawling to the ground as the saber bite into Yan's shoulder. A small matter, Rain had taken worse. Gritting her teeth, she twisted her shield, locking the saber in place. Scant moments later, Rain crushed the man's skull with his sword, the head bursting apart and coating her in gore. Zabu finished off the Garo, and they were once again victorious.
 
  
 
 She grimaced as Rain approached to check her injury. “I was fucking careless. How bad is it?” The weapon had struck bone, and sliced through to the other side, her blood streaming from the injury.
 
  
 
 He pulled aside her armor for a better look, eliciting a pained grunt from her. “It's not too bad, but our hunt is at an end unless you can heal it. Can you?”
 
  
 
 “Fuck no. I need to calm down and concentrate to do that, Rain. It takes safety, and time for that.” Can she heal, this fucking asshole. He couldn't even do it, and he was learning to be a healer. “What are you waiting for, an invitation? Stitch me up.”
 
  
 
 “Tch, come here.” Helping her to a log, they sat down as Rain prepared to treat her injury. He cut the straps and lifted the heavy armor off of her, tore the sleeve from her shirt, and set to stitching her wound shut, the gash large and pulsing with blood. If this was not too bad, she'd hate to see what he called bad. He probably laughed when he lost his arm, the crazy bastard. The day's events had drained her, physically and emotionally, and with nothing to drive her on, she could do nothing to stop her tears, silently crying for the poor children, praying that the Mother had better things in store for them.
 
  
 
 Rain slathered her wound with some cream, before bandaging and placing her arm into a sling, all without saying a word. She appreciated his silence as he helped her onto Shana and led them away, moving quickly back towards the still smoking remains of the hamlet. Her tears continued to fall as she prayed for Rain, watching his face and knowing her advice had been ignored, that he would need to be carefully observed for the next while. His eyes still burned with anger as he ruminated on his hatred, but it was a waste of emotion.
 
  
 
 You do not hate a rabid dog, you simply put it down.
 






      Chapter 64 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “What do you mean you've lost them? They're a bunch of ignorant Defiled!”
 
  
 
 Cho Jin Kai raged at his new subordinate, some no-name, paper tiger of a Major, an incompetent buffoon. The heavens seemed adamant to work against him, the Mother no longer smiling upon him. It had all began when he first laid eyes on that bitch, Akanai. Since then, nothing had worked in his favor. First, he had been ordered to fight for this hell pit of a province, away from true civilization. Then, his brother had been driven from the Society, losing thousands of gold in property over something that should have been so simple. A few savages are beaten soundly in the contest, no one would have looked twice. Instead, those bastards had run rampant through the preliminaries, and now the entire province was talking of their exploits. Worse, his family's holdings within the Society had been confiscated, costing them tens of thousands of gold in property and goods, over allegations of match fixing. When he returned to the Central province he would require an armed escort, just to make sure he did not run afoul of Society blackguards.
 
  
 
 Now, this incompetent Major, Vicar or Vichy, some northern barbarian name, was telling him they lost sight of the Defiled they had been chasing for days, as if they suddenly sprouted wings, and flew off into the air. Maddening. These worthless northern soldiers. His own company had been taken away by that bitch while he lay recovering from his injuries, and the Marshal had reprimanded him, an elderly man, not even a warrior, yet he still had the gall to look down upon a Brigadier. Kai had earned his rank, killed a Demon in close combat with his bardiche, his strength further proven by his exploits against the beasts and rebels of the Central Plains. He had worked his way up to the rank of Brigadier through life and death duels, as the Eastern nobility did, emulating them in his rise to power. His father was only a merchant, but Kai had dreamed of so much more.
 
  
 
 His dreams would have to wait, seeing as he stood in some dark forest, chasing shadows, freezing despite his layers of clothes underneath his metal armor, saddled with 15,000 worthless incompetents. All this just to pursue cowards who fled from the battlefield, moving deep into the northwestern forests, where no one of value lived. His mission should have been to retake the fortress, or aid in the subjugation of the Defiled army still at large. It was a disgrace to be chasing these dregs, and one he would remember and repay.
 
  
 
 “Every scout was caught and killed. By the time we realized, the trail was lost.” Yes, Vichear was his name, a half-beast imbecile, it was a wonder he could dress himself. Large and lumbering, dumb as a rock, his bear blood did nothing for his wits, only giving him a uselessly large frame. It took humans to lead, true humans, and half-beasts soldiers should only follow orders, and nothing more. It was uncivilized, allowing the cretins to run about unchained, even giving them rank, all due to the half-beast loving Marshal, Shing Du Yi.
 
  
 
 “Get out there and find them. Use every available tracker and scout we have. If you cannot find their trail by evening, I'll have you whipped for dereliction of duty.” Kai dismissed the Major with a wave of his hand, returning to his warmed tent, where his servants had a pot of tea waiting. At least that bitch had left his household staff, only taking his soldiers. He grumbled to himself as he sat upon his chair, motioning for another brazier to be brought to him.
 
  
 
 This forsaken land was too damned cold. Even now in the midst of summer, a constant breeze of cold air chilled the bones as it rained heavily, and the nights were even worse. Kai desperately wished to return to the warm city of Yantai by the sea, to eat the seafood delicacies of his hometown, hold his concubines in his arms, to laugh and drink with the nobles of the central plains. If it were not for his brother's merchant dealings in Shen Yun and little Tok’s begging to travel, he would never have come here to this backwater province.
 
  
 
 These northern barbarians knew nothing of how true citizens of the Empire acted, with the collective manners of a goat and the smell of one to boot. They dressed in fashions outdated for years, with their patterned robes, lacquered nails, and half shaved heads, looking ridiculous. Where were the jade hairpieces, the ornamental bracers, the palanquins, or the perfumes? Their plays were dated and terribly performed, their singers lacking skill, their stages poorly adorned. Their paintings were nonexistent, and even the food was terrible, bland and without spice, an affront to the palate. The entire province should have been abandoned and given over to the Defiled, allowing them to fight it out with the plethora of Ancestral beasts that roamed about. Who would even be left to care? No one of importance.
 
  
 
 It was aggravating how little power humans held in the Northern province, all due to their inability to curb the Ancestral Beast population. They ran about unchained, free to attack at any time, carving out their own swathes of land, spitting on the strength of the Emperor. In the civilized Eastern Province, all the Ancestral beasts were chained as soon as possible, using them to spawn the Slave Corps of the Emperor, the way things should be. These Beasts were far too dangerous to be left on their own, not to mention their half-beast spawn. It was a miracle that any cities here stood at all.
 
  
 
 It all came back to that damn bitch Akanai. She had not only humiliated him at the restaurant, she had also taken all the credit for his defense of the camps. That damn Marshal had whinged and moaned about Kai's losses and unit arrangement, but this was war. Of course soldiers had been lost, they were soldiers. A worthless lot, dying in droves to the Defiled and their mounts, unable to defend even with walls and numbers on their side. How was it Kai's fault that the soldier were of such low caliber, or that there had been two Demons, both too monstrous for him to fight alone, much less together? That Akanai had killed them both was a ridiculous claim, the bitch lying in her report. Kai had laid eyes on both those Demons, and the aura of death about them was thick enough that he could barely breathe, both likely thousands of years old. It would have been impossible for her to kill them alone, she likely had three or four more hidden helpers.
 
  
 
 It mattered not. His brother would have returned home by now, and Mentor would send his household troops to aid him, perhaps even enlisting help from his allies. The Marshal would soon be ordered to release Kai from these dreary duties, and he could then return home to plot his revenge. He drank his tea and waited for news to be brought to him, dreaming of the punishments he would administer to that blond bitch, dreaming of sinking his hands in her soft, pale flesh as she begged him to kill her.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Li Song sat atop her ferocious mount, sitting as still as possible so as not to disturb it. She had seen what the creatures had done to all the bandits sent after them, and she had no wish to join them in their manner of death. Vicious toothed, beady eyed, grasping hands that could slit throats and crush stones, powerful legs that they used to leap majestically towards their prey, these roosequins terrified her. Every night she laid down to sleep, worried she would wake to one of them, devouring her innards. She was only a lowly mountain cat, and these beasts were likely worth more than her. The costs of raising and training such a fiendish creature could not be low.
 
  
 
 The sun was on the cusp of rising, the fearsome Khishigs waiting around her in the rainfall, each one a hardened warrior, on par with any of the soldiers her former master commanded. They were well armed and well equipped, each a silent spectre of grim death, their steel armor polished and smooth. Master's armor was washed clean of the ashes from the village they had burnt down, three days past. The gesture confused her, burning the hamlet, and then spending hours fighting the flames, but Song would stay silent, asking no questions. To speak without Master's permission was to be punished.
 
  
 
 Her orders were to ride with the Khishigs, to fire arrows upon the Enemy, using their positional advantage. Their bows were well made and treated, the bowstring as pliant dry as they were wet, made of some strange material she had never seen. These Khishigs seemed well versed in warfare, their weapons all of better make than Song's saber, which had earned her a whipping for being so expensive. Song hoped that they would charge deep into the enemy, so that she could draw her blade and fight in close combat, but it mattered not what she wished. Master would lead, and Song would follow.
 
  
 
 Master sat close by, looking properly heroic in her armor, straight-backed and disciplined. Very different from old Master's son, he was always slouched, and slovenly, his hands grasping about her body. Master was a kind young girl, pretty and freckled, soft and warm, but she had little use for Song. Master's mother was the general, meaning Song was owned by one with power, which made her feel safer. Those with power would have many slaves, her former master had only a few, and she had received the lion's share of his attention.
 
  
 
 It was a blessing that Master was not interested in Song for things other than battle, nor did Master give her out to others for their pleasure. There was not much for Song to do which unnerved her, Master still unsure of Song's loyalty, testing her by asking confusing questions, trying to make Song confused. Song craved for a task, no matter how simple, and she strove to prove her worth, but there was nothing she knew to do but fight and be used. Master still made Song sleep with her, but that was all they did, sleep. Song did not mind it much, the nights were cold in the far north, and Master kept her warm. There was even elixir, fed to Song to make her stronger. She was a kind Master, and Song enjoyed being in her hands. It was much better than in Rain's.
 
  
 
 The savage little warrior sat stoic nearby, his eyes eager for battle. Song could not understand Rain's position within the Bekhai. Master was the General's daughter, but he spoke harshly to Master, and remained unbeaten. Perhaps they were lenient due to the fact that he was simple of mind. He spoke haltingly as if uneducated, making almost no sense at times, and often trained in the most basic of things, like standing atop a mount. He was still a fierce combatant, mostly used as a sandbag, taking damage so that the others remained unharmed. Perhaps he had taken a head injury at some point, and they kept him around for lack of better options.
 
  
 
 After his return he seemed in a terrible mood, always snapping at Master when spoken to, growing increasingly feral once he had tasted blood. Song wished master would order her to cut Rain's throat, end his life in the dark of night, end his suffering. She had heard talk of his work with the deer-woman, Adujan, of their rampage through the Defiled scouts. Even with the roaring fire, the sounds of battle and screams of the dying had sounded, and the two had returned ragged and injured. They had both been assigned to digging latrines for the soldiers each night, but other than that, they had remained unpunished, no beatings or whippings. Odd for a military unit, these Khishigs were far less disciplined than she was accustomed to, with almost no deference shown to superiors, and a lack of social courtesies. No bows or salutes, the most respect they showed was calling the General by title.
 
  
 
 Still, now with battle nearing, the Khishigs showed surprising control, each seeming to know their role. They waited for the signal to attack in complete silence, their enemies a short ride down the mountains from them. Song had not been included in the planning, that was for people greater than her, but her master had explained everything to her. A Tiger Fortress filled with bad people for Song to kill, Master's first real task for Song. She wanted to look upon this fortress that was so like the big cats she so envied. Old Master had always scolded her for her low, mongrel birth, for not being a tiger, but Master had a tiger woman companion, fierce and beautiful. Master called her Alsantset, who would always pat Song's ears whenever she passed. Song had watched her kill a half-dozen assailants with a single sweep, only then understanding why old Master was so angry. Song would never be that strong.
 
  
 
 Drums began to beat, the Enemy sounding the alarm as armored boots marched towards the fortress. Master began to ride forward and Song stayed close by, gently urging her fearsome mount forward, unlimbering her bow. She carried three quivers of arrows, as did each Khishig, and they moved up over the mountain peak in an orderly fashion, where Song received her first glimpse of the Tiger Fortress. It looked nothing like a tiger, disappointing Song, a place of ruins, the walls in shambles as the dead lay strewn about, decorating the area with their desecrated remains. The entire fortress had been gutted and destroyed, a large open area for the Enemy to march through, and they stood about in the open, screaming a challenge in their guttural tongue.
 
  
 
 Following her Master's actions, Song loosed her arrow, along with every other Khishig present, the hiss of their barrage raining down upon the Enemy. Tightly packed and wearing patchwork armor, the Defiled died in the hundreds, if not the thousands. They rode around the peak as she continued to fire death down upon them, until the fortress was no longer in sight. She followed Master at a steady pace, and within a minute, they were turning out over the lip, the Enemy once again before them. The creatures they rode were a great boon in warfare, allowing for travel upon such a steep and high incline. The circular movement was necessary, the creatures unable to simple stand upon the slope, but it was an effective maneuver nonetheless.
 
  
 
 As the Khishigs held the attentions of the Enemy, several groups replicating the same maneuver from several locations, firing down from different angles, the soldiers below marched steadily forward towards the fortress. Each pass Song took around the mountain peak saw the soldiers slowly closing upon the Enemy, until on her twelfth revolution, the soldiers roared and charged forward for combat. Master put away her bow, and Song followed suit, drawing her spear as her mount took a gut-wrenching dive down the mountain, her inner organs almost overturning within her. The furred monstrosity ran towards battle, making sounds of delight as it descended upon the enemy, eager for blood and flesh, the Khishigs around her somehow able to move into formation, a tight line of spears held forward. She grasped her spear tightly in her hand, readying herself for the great clash, expecting to be bogged down in melee, hacking and slashing into the seemingly endless horde.
 
  
 
 She prepared herself, remembering the all-too-brief training she had received. Loosen the thighs, sit as if squatting, calves relaxed to absorb the impact of the charge. Master expected her to learn just from the description, without setting time for her to practice. Song had little of that lately, as Master was disinclined to set a schedule, and without one, how was Song to know what to do? She took a breath as she neared, the scowling and screaming faces of the enemy coming into vision at a breakneck pace. All too soon, the creature lunged and her weapon crashed into her foe, the ribs impacting upon the crossbar, the body thrown back. Battle was met, as she stabbed and swung at any who approached, the Enemy regretfully held back by the lengths of their spears. Her mount pressed forward, working in unison with her, leaping when she was ready to thrust, backing when an enemy approached, so agile it was as if it knew her thoughts and refused to obey them, teasing her with the lack of danger.
 
  
 
 Dismayed by the skill of her mount, Song forgot to keep focus upon Master, almost falling from her seat as it turned away to follow its alpha, every other Khishig moving in unison as well. It was too soon, Song had yet to truly fight. Fear ran through her as she watched Master, looking for an indication of anger or displeasure at Song's mental defiance, fear coursing through her. They rode back, away from the hordes following them, their bows in hand, several riders turning to fire as they escaped. A quick clash, and now they would fade away, fleeing back up the mountainside as the Enemy attempted to close in upon them. She watched, too unskilled to join the others in firing as they retreated, looking around at the rest of Master's companions.
 
  
 
 “Where is Rain?” Master noticed as well, and Song could do nothing but apologize.
 
  
 
 “This slave has failed you, she is unaware. This slave is prepared for punishment at Master's convenience.” Song was largely ignored, thankfully. Master had yet to punish her, and while it was a blessing, at times Song was apprehensive, worried that her infractions were being remembered, and punishment delayed until the war effort over. She was a weapon, and Master was far too clever to break her weapons before battle. She followed Master up the incline, gnawing at her lip, unable to focus on the task at hand. Perhaps fortune would finally favor her, and Song could finally die in the next charge.
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 Sweeping my spear before me, the falling icy rain pelts down as I continue to urge Zabu forward, keeping the enemy to my right, always moving as I kill the Defiled. This is battle, not the firing of arrows from a distance, but a true melee of swords and spears. My arm is stained with blood, both mine and my enemies, my breath is ragged, chest burning, and still I fight on. My wounds pull whenever I move, my healing going slower than normal for some reason, even after asking Tokta to look at my wounds, but despite that, I will not allow these fucking bastards to take another life, to desecrate another village, to breathe another breath. They taint the air with their very being, every step they take an affront to nature. My slaughtering continues unabated, simple-minded brutes too stupid to know that their death is here. I should have them all tortured for their crimes.
 
  
 
 Soldiers charge past me into the fray, blocking my spear, crowding my space, and I'm left unable to kill. Unacceptable, these worthless fucking meat shields getting in my way. Climbing off Zabu, I give him the command to return, pointing up the mountain we arrived from. He'll just get confused here, unable to differentiate friend from foe without me, and I can't spare the time to watch him. There is bloody work to be done, and I fight better on foot. There are no formations, no shield walls here, only mass confusion, a clamor of weapons and screams, as man faces beast and defiled, the dirt churning to mud beneath their boots. Shouldering my way through the press, I draw my sword, laying about at every enemy in my path. A blow to my shield sends me back, my head ringing from the impact.
 
  
 
 Wait, what am I doing here? Why am I fighting on the front lines? I should be riding on Zabu, headed back up the mountain for more arrows. My orders were to harass the flanks, to not allow the Enemy to encircle the army. Shit, I'm going to be scolded again. What the fuck was I thinking? I need to get out of here. Blocking a vicious chop, I fall to my knees as my iron spear bends, the power of the strike sending shock waves through my body, shaking me to my core.
 
  
 
 Stop being distracted. It's time to kill.
 
  
 
 Strength surges through me and I bolt forward, pushing my assailant back. I tear through the Defiled, my sword smashing through flesh and bone, limbs and heads flying off as I force my way forward. The pale, filthy Defiled, dressed in mismatched fur and bone armor which offers no protection against me, anger powering me as bash and strike, no grace, no measure, just a wild, primal instinct to fight. I kill without thinking, my body acting as it sees fit, as if possessed by some god of war, tearing my way through the lines of the enemy as I force them back along with the soldiers at my side. I feel myself grow stronger with every step, every strike, every kill, the pain from my wounds, both new and old, fading away, until there is only me, my sword, and my enemy.
 
  
 
 These Defiled are ugly as fuck, pale skin with light, pasty hair, their blood-red eyes sitting beneath their too-large foreheads, wide nosed and thick jawed. Their appearance is just proof that the Heavens reject them, their repulsive behaviors reflected in their physical forms. I would hesitate to even call them human, probably some under-evolved offshoot of humanity with delusions of grandeur, they are too stupid to know that they do not deserve to live, fighting with primitive weapons of bone and rock, or stolen iron, they are no match for me and my sword.
 
  
 
 A cry rings out, fearful and apprehensive, as several large, ugly, bear-faced creatures charge towards me, snapping and shoving aside all who come close. Their heads are too large for their bodies, their torsos moving side to side as they charge forward on four short, sprawling legs, each ending in a massive paw. One of them barrels towards me, tossing soldier and Defiled alike out of its path, determined to move forward regardless of obstacle. The soldiers around me begin to flee, but I refuse to do so. I have Defiled to kill, and I have yet to meet my expectations for the day.
 
  
 
 A path is cleared ahead of me as soldiers break, and my body shoots forward, Tiger Form, Killing Lunge, extending one foot while my right arm moves in a short arc, driving deep into the creature's eye. Snapping back my arm, my sword slides out from the creature's flesh, and I step aside as it crashes to the mud, dead. A cheer rises up, and my mind reels, wondering how I accomplished that, as blood rushes to my head, my emotions overcoming me. This is no time for thought or celebration. I scream in anger, frustrated at the incompetence of these soldiers, and I rush forward to kill more of the worthless creatures that block my way.
 
  
 
 The creatures are large and lumbering, their backs armored, but my sword drives deep, chopping flesh and bone with little resistance as I move through their stampede. The soldiers finally join me, their spears and swords finding purchase, their deaths a distraction for the creatures, enough that I can kill them in a single hit, but there is no satisfaction, no value in this. I did not come here to butcher animals, I came to kill Defiled. Soon my patience is at an end, and I leave the worthless soldiers to deal with the useless creatures. Drawn by something, a feeling, I focus on one enemy, a Defiled Champion with a massive, antlered helmet. Towering over me at almost two and a half meters, wearing armor of bone and metal, my eyes focusing on the tiny shrunken heads dangling from his belt, the ears hanging from his neck, and the leer upon his face. He won't be so smug for long, not after I crush his ugly face. The soldiers and other Defiled step back and watch as I yell wordlessly, weapon pointed at him as I charge.
 
  
 
 His weapon is an axe, large and crude in shape, made of hewn bone and wrapped in sinew and leather. I can feel the filthy energy pulsing through it, and I know that it is what brought me here. A spiritual weapon, or the Defiled equivalent of one. The malice, the wrongness within the weapon, the instinctive hatred I have for it, it all feels familiar and loathed. Perhaps it's wielder was the one who led the attack on the village. It doesn't matter either way, he will still die here today, because I hold every last one of them responsible for those atrocities. I lead with my strongest strike, Balance on Windy Leaf, sword aimed for his throat, but his swinging weapon gives me pause.
 
  
 
 Abandoning the attack, I block with the flat of my blade and relax, managing to avoid death by sheer instinct. The impact bowls me over and sends me tumbling in the mud. Rolling with the strike, I stand and press the attack, moving close to him, sticking to him so he has no room to swing. While his axe is maneuverable enough that he can still fight, at close quarters, his range of motion is limited, his power reduced, while I am at my optimal distance. We trade strikes, his stink as bad as his smile, his dark eyes jovial, his wild blond beard and hair waving about as he tries to force me back, but I will not take one step backwards, no matter the cost. I have marked him for death, and I will not retreat.
 
  
 
 He stands his ground as I try circling him, left and right, pressed closely to him searching for an opening. My body moves quickly, fluidly, with barely a thought as I dodge and weave, parry and riposte. Even constrained as he is by the close distance, his blows are heavy, and I need to be careful. If I'm knocked off-balance again, it will mean my death. I strike three times for every blow of his, but we are evenly matched, his strikes too slow and my strikes too weak, despite my newfound strength. Our frenzied exchange shatters my steel shield, and I continue to fight, screaming in rage while shaking off the remains, my blade darting high, then low, aiming to distract, then kill. With a bite of steel into flesh, my shoulder ramming into his axe blade as I step forward, piercing and dragging my sword across his gut. The axe bites deep into my shoulder, but there is no follow through as my opponent retreats several steps, blood seeping from his belly. Too much of a coward to try for my death, his actions have secured his. My chance is now. His death will be delicious.
 
  
 
 Once again, I perform Balance on Windy Leaf, my strongest attack, stolen from Akanai, but disaster strikes. My foot slips in the mud, a small sideways movement, but enough to bring me to a stop, ruining the perfect chance, an opportunity lost. No, I correct myself, my life saved, as the axe whistles through the air, a full swing, passing through where my torso would have been. Without a thought, I leap forward before he can recover, my sword piercing his chest, and I stab him again and again, my arm pumping my sword into his belly as he doubles over and collapses. Roaring in victory into the stormy weather, I lift my foot and bring it down, crushing his skull into a pulp of blood and brains, water dripping down my face as I stare down the Defiled army. Fuck Balance, Rage works better.
 
  
 
 The soldiers scream in unison with me, charging forward, as I watch, overdrawn and exhausted from my duel. Fung leads his cavalry into battle, looking elegant and powerful in his armor of red and gold, a vengeful young god as he rides through the Defiled ranks, bodies flying about. His fancy spear sweeps out before him, killing three at a time, while I'm stuck with this short sword, so inefficient, sometimes requiring several strikes just to kill one person. If only spiritual weapons could be stolen, I could kill someone for their polearm, allow myself to kill even faster, grow even stronger. Enough rest. Standing, I chop down at my dead opponent's weapon, breaking the unholy object, and once again I lose myself in the midst of combat, refreshed and reinvigorated, chopping and stabbing, punching and grabbing, my blood singing in my veins with the rhythm of battle. Injuries are taken and ignored, enemies are killed and forgotten, as I fight until exhaustion, and then charge forward to fight some more.
 
  
 
 The early morning sun hangs lazily in the sky, the rain clouds spent and gone as I kneel in the mass of blood and dirt, my chest burning with exertion, my arm tired and unresponsive as it is suspended to the ground, sword held loosely in its grasp. Blood drips down my arms, with too many wounds for me to count, but I'm still standing. Soldiers are crouched around me, their chests heaving from exhaustion, weapons pointed at the Defiled who gather, leaderless and without direction, each too much of a coward to die for the other. That's the difference between us. They fight for themselves, but I fight to kill every last one of them. They profaned these beautiful lands, committed sacrilege against the citizens of the Empire, torturing and pillaging the helpless, but now they face warriors, and they have been found lacking. I will slaughter them all, and leave their bones to feed the earth.
 
  
 
 Standing up, a grim set to my face, I step towards them slowly, my feet heavy, arms tired. The soldiers keep pace with me, steadily advancing as the Enemy retreats, the distance between us growing as they lose their nerve. A screech sounds, and a new enemy arrives, traipsing through the Defiled, kicking and smashing them aside. Humanoid in form, yet nothing human about it, standing just under two meters. With a thin, elongated form, it is made entirely of some chitinous, shell-like material, dark green, almost black. Bumps upon its surface form vaguely human faces, twisted in a caricature of emotions, panic, pain, anger, and sorrow, it gleams in the sunlight as it strides forward, the Defiled around it gaining confidence from its strength, an ominous aura emanating from it, sending my anger to new heights. A second voice in the back of my head begins gibbering in fear, but I close it out, facing this new threat with glee.
 
  
 
 Another Demon.
 
  
 
 The manifestation of all that is wrong, it lumbers forward, its insect eyes seemingly focused upon me. I need to kill it, destroy it, remove it from existence. I reach for Balance to heal my injuries, but it slips away from me, like grasping at oil in water, the more I struggle for calm, the more it escapes me, my anger and hatred all-consuming. I will remove this parasite from this world. Focusing all my strength, I hurl my sword and it shoots forward, streaking through the air like a thunderbolt.
 
  
 
 The blade is smacked out the air by the Demon, as easily as swatting a fly, arcing off into the distance.
 
  
 
 Tch. It's going to be a pain to get that back later. I'm still not strong enough. Breathing deeply, I feel power surging through me as I prepare to rip apart the Demon with tooth and nail. A part of me screams in terror at the idea, the rest thrilled at the thought of a true challenge.
 
  
 
 A heavy, gauntleted hand lands upon my shoulder, interrupting my internal struggle. A calming energy runs through me, like a cool spring breeze, refreshing my mind from it's exhausted state, yet at the same time draining me of all strength. An officer stands tall beside me, dressed in heavy armor, made of gray steel plates held together by sinewy red fibers. His rounded helmet is open-faced, with two majestic twin horns protruding from the sides, his heavy, long-handled mace held in one hand. He speaks with a deep voice, smooth in timbre. “Well fought, brave Sentinel, but you should rest and refocus yourself. Seek Balance, and allow me to deal with this opponent in your stead.” He strides forward, a slow, unhurried gait, unlimbering his shield as he meets the Demon in combat. Power against power, he stands in place to fight the creature of nightmare, a valiant hero against unholy beast, trading strikes that shake the earth around them, the sounds of impact deafening my ears, only a high-pitched ringing remaining.
 
  
 
 Fung moves to my side mouth moving in silent shouts, pulling me away from the titanic battle, and I allow myself to be guided backwards, almost slipping from the jarring ground, eyes focused on every movement before me. The demon's arm meets steel mace, and the arm shatters apart, white-green fluid spewing from the limb. A bash of the shield and a crash of the mace brings the creature to its knees. A second to line up the swing, drawing back, the mace moves slowly, ponderously, as if nothing will stop it, crashing through the demon, pulverizing its upper body in a spray of fluid and shards, all aimed away from the officer as the remains of the creature sail through the air.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard as I stop, the need for retreat gone, I stand in awe having witnessed true strength. The officer turns slightly, smiling at the soldiers behind him, raising his weapon high. Realizing the horns are his, and not decorations upon his helmet, recognition dawns upon me, the officer someone I've met once before and my mind strains at the memory, trying to recall his name. It comes to me in a flash, a warrior who stood in the first duel against the Magistrate.
 
  
 
 Brigadier Man Cow, no... Man Giao, 386 years old, champion of the Man family.
 
  
 
 A man who was defeated in a single blow by Akanai.
 
  
 
 Holy Fuck.
 
  
 
 If Man Giao is that strong, then how fucking strong is Akanai?
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 Blinking, I stand and watch as Man Giao leads the way through the Defiled ranks, the sun already high in the sky, and starting to dip down. It's after noon? Shit, we started this in the morning, when did so much time go by? A high-pitched ringing in my ears drowns out all other sounds, but I can see that we are winning, the Defiled being pushed back. Arrows rain down upon them from the east, the Sentinels firing from on high. I should be there with them, killing from afar, ready to lend aid if the soldiers begin to crumble. Why did I even come down here?
 
  
 
 A hand pulls me by the arm, turning me to face Fung. His mouth moves but I hear nothing, his face lit up in obvious elation. Shaking my head, I say, “I can't hear you.” It's weird, speaking but not hearing the words. I repeat myself a few times, but I still can't hear my own voice. Fung motions for me to stop speaking, and moves his mouth slowly, pointing at my chest, then my ears. He taps his own ears a few times, gesturing for me to do... something.
 
  
 
 My head feels like it's in a fog, unable to think clearly. What the fuck just happened? Fung tries to lead me away, but the world spins and I fall to my knees, feeling nauseous and unable to stay upright, the world spinning around me. Two of Fung's guards help me up, and together they march me back while I try not to vomit, following Fung for a short jaunt until we reach a tent. Inside, several injured soldiers lie on tables while healers and physicians treat them, with more injured waiting at the sides. The soldiers sport a wide array of wounds, from bites to cuts, missing limbs and punctured lungs, I see them all lie about in various stages of pain. I can almost hear their moans and screams as I watch them writhe in pain, but it is only my imagination, my brain filling in the sounds I expect to hear.
 
  
 
 Fung's guards seat me on the ground, and Fung gives me a thumbs up, patting me on the shoulder. Motioning for me to wait, I return his gesture, and he turns to leave, likely jumping back into the fray, a battle maniac to the core. Slumping in my seat, I cradle my head in my hands, exhaustion settling in as the adrenaline rush fades. Unable to control it, my body begins to shiver, starting with a small shudder and escalating into full body quaking. What the fuck was I thinking, just charging into battle like that? My mind goes back to the scene, but this time I see all the dead and dying, the soldiers I left behind, the Defiled I crippled and let bleed to death, the savagery I displayed as I cut through the Defiled.
 
  
 
 I was just so angry and hateful... and so powerful. I was strong, almost as strong as Huushal, my sword crashing through weapon and armor. Crashing, not cutting, I wasn't Honing my sword, it was just pure, unadulterated power. How did I fucking do that? And how did I survive killing that bear thing? I wasn't even thinking, just fighting on auto-pilot, like watching through my own eyes as my body went on a rampage, my mind clear through it all, feeling every action, every emotion. That isn't who I want to be, violent and savage. All of a sudden, the day's fatigue just hits me and my mind feels drained and my arms like wet noodles, so I lower them into my lap, my head hanging as I close my eyes and drift asleep. Answers aren't important, introspection can wait, you just need to sleep.
 
  
 
 It feels like I only just closed my eyes when a hand roughly grabs my chin, bringing my face up to see. Blinking the sleep out of my eyes, I watch a bearded man's mouth moving, but all I can hear is the same high-pitched ringing. Motioning to my ears, I speak once again. “I can't hear anything.”
 
  
 
 The man makes a face, and his mouth moves once again, but this time, I can hear it. “Ruptured eardrums, too close to a shock wave, it happens often. Can you Send? I don't need you yelling at me.” Shaking my head, he grimaces. “Well, can you heal it yourself? It's not exactly life threatening. If you can't, then wait until we have some spare time and energy.”
 
  
 
 He leaves after I acknowledge his instructions, moving on to another patient. Fuck, I should have healed my injuries earlier and helped out in the tent. I can do things, stitch wounds, wrap bandages, create medicines. Okay, heal my ears so I can walk, then help out. Closing my eyes, I reach for Balance. The ringing in my ear is distracting me, my exhaustion stopping me, or something. I can't find Balance, and it isn't the first time. Shit. My entire fighting strategy depends on me being able to fix myself after I take massive injuries. This is not a good sign for my future. It's been like this since... since when? I was healing fine while running from the Society. It isn't important.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I try to focus. I can do this, I just need to relax. I've been too tense, too angry lately, with good reason, but it isn't helping. Find Balance, then go kill more Defiled. Simple plans are the best. Aware of nothing, but awareness itself. And that god awful ringing, holy fuck. I almost want to dig out my ear with a knife, that shit is infuriating. Stop, stop, I need to center myself, distract myself from my anger. It will still be there where everything is over. Just think happy thoughts, of relaxing in a bath, surrounded by lovely ladies, like Yan, Mila, Song, and Lin. Yes, relaxing.
 
  
 
 My ears tingle and the sound cuts out as I begin to heal. Odd, I didn't even examine my injuries yet. Well, it's working, so no need to worry. Just go back to the imaginary bath, with all the ladies. Ever since I gave Yan her weapon, she's slowly become more and more feminine. It's the way she walks, back straight, shoulders up, hips swaying, and feet light. Confidence does wonders for a woman. She has a nice ass, a little bony for my tastes, but a nice shape, peach-like and rounded, accentuated by her swinging hips. It's been too long since I've fucked anyone, and she is starting to look tasty. The next time she mouths off to me, I should just grab her by the horns and shove her cute little mouth down to where it can be of use. It's not soap, but it'll do nicely for my purposes, and it'll teach her not to talk to me like that. The little horny bitch needs to learn respect, and I'll gladly teach her all about it.
 
  
 
 Mila is another sexy little delight, with more meat on her bones, firm and toned, her freckles giving her a cute look. She's not gorgeous like Akanai, more of a girl next door type, but far too bossy as she is. I should show her who's really in charge. She'll enjoy being docile, being dominant doesn't suit her, she needs a man to take control and I am more than willing. It'll take a few spankings, maybe even a few beatings, but she'll see things my way in the end, and be happier for it.
 
  
 
 It would make things too complicated though, dealing will all the 'relationship' crap. I've already got everyone nagging at me about Lin, I don't need them nagging about Mila as well, and Akanai will do more than nag. While there's no one to bother me about the orphan, I don't need to listen to Yan's whining either. I should just ask for the chain. Why bother with relationships or whores when I can just fuck the slave for free? She's everything I like in a woman, strong yet docile, long hair, long legs, curvy hips and just the sweetest pair of tits I've ever seen. Seeing her makes me think that there's a local form of plastic surgery, no one can look that perfect. She would make the perfect companion, just there for me when I want her, out of the way when I don't. I bet the little cat-slave knows all sorts of tricks to please her master, and after the last few weeks she probably needs it bad. Who knows what sick, twisted shit she's used to, but I would like to find out. I'd be doing her a favor anyways, she's always asking to serve, looking for purpose in her worthless life.
 
  
 
 Honestly, why don't I just agree to marry Lin? I should enjoy the tasty little treat before she changes her mind. She'd be willing no doubt, desperate to do anything for my approval. It would be simple, having her learn exactly what I like. Isn't that the dream of every man? To have a sweet little wife that knows exactly what you want, and is happy to give it to you. Besides, age of marriage is 20, I have three years to make up my mind. There's no harm making an informed decision, don't want to go into this blind. Too bad she isn't here though, that would solve so many of my current frustrations. I'll write her a nice letter, keep her on the hook for when I return.
 
  
 
 “Rain.” A familiar voice snaps me out of my thoughts, Fung standing before me with a grin on his face, his armor in tatters, blood staining his face. “Oh good, you can hear me now. We found your sword, it was quite a search. Come, let us eat!” I follow him out of the healer's tent, where his guards stand waiting, looking tired but whole. I could do with a meal, and the healers here seem to have things under control. You've earned it, Rain. “By the Mother, you were incredible out there!”
 
  
 
 “Just killing Defiled, nothing to be happy about. It's fucking exhausting. I shouldn't have even been there.” Blinking a few times, I try to clear my head. What the fuck was I just thinking about? The girls are way too young for me, I shouldn't even be thinking of them like that. I shouldn't be thinking of anyone like that! What the fuck. I'm just tired and worked up from all the fighting. Yeah, that seems right. And I'm only a year older at most, I think Yan and Song are the same age, or maybe even older than me.
 
  
 
 Laughing, Fung slaps me on the back. “You were out there for almost seven hours, Rain. Of course it was exhausting. I watched the Khishigs ride down the mountainside, and then saw you head straight for the thick of battle. You madman, running into the front lines like that.”
 
  
 
 What? That doesn't sound like something I would do. “I don't know what came over me, I just... lost my head.” I wanted to be there, it was fun. No, not fun, but I was being useful.
 
  
 
 “Oh you were a sight to behold, Rain. Wherever you moved, the soldiers followed, hacking and slashing your way through the enemy lines, you're a natural leader of men. And your fight against those Ursagons!” Fung continues to extol my accomplishments, and normally, I'd be incredibly interested in listening, but I need to figure out what the fuck is wrong with me. Aggression, anger, sex, my mind is a mess. What the fuck was all that? Is that who I am now, a murderous, sexual psychopath? Either I need to get laid, or I need to be abstinent for a while, I can't decide which. I feel gross just remembering it. If I were another guy, I'd kick him in the nuts.
 
  
 
 Fung's enthusiastic chattering snaps me from my thoughts. “I watched your duel with that Defiled Champion from start to finish, and you controlled your opponent so well! Tell me, where did you learn to fight like that? He looked so foolish, swinging at nothing, it was a masterful feint!” Fung is ecstatic, under the impression that I intentionally feinted, rather than slipped in the mud, earning me my victory. No need to correct him, that would just make me look bad. Just bask in the glory, accept the praise, you deserve it.
 
  
 
 Swelling with pride, I answer in an offhand manner. “It was just a worthless Defiled, maybe a bit taller than the others but no different from the rest. The trick to feinting is to at all times be ready to turn an attack into a feint, and a feint into an attack.” See if he can parse that out, stupid, mystic, backwater half-answers.
 
  
 
 Fung repeats my words a few times, ruminating over it for a moment before laughing out loud. “Poignant and insightful as always.” It's astounding how quickly he can go from homicidal warmonger back to eager young man, laughing and joking, friendly as ever. He was every bit as bloodthirsty as I was, and far more well equipped to kill. My eyes narrow in annoyance, looking at his spear being carried for him, a magnificent weapon. The things I could do with a weapon like that... And servants, I need an entourage of servants, just like he does.
 
  
 
 We reach Fung's personal tent, a large, round shelter made of cloth and leather, that could easily fit twenty people inside, one side completely open to allow servants to enter and exit at ease. Fancy, I just get some cloth overhead to keep rain out, while this bastard has a table arranged in the middle of his tent with a feast lined up, a dozen dishes already waiting and more to arrive. It pays to be friends with the Magistrate's son. If I went back to camp, I'd be eating tough jerky and dried fruit. I need this, wealth and power. It should all be mine.
 
  
 
 “Oh, Young Master Fung, at least have the decency to wash yourself off before traipsing through our tent.” The sexy little Ong Jing Fei arrives before we are seated, wearing a lovely, red silk dress, her pale shoulders poking out from her shawl, her neckline showing off her lovely, large breasts. Noticing my gaze, her face darkens as she covers herself, while avoiding eye contact. Little bitch tease. “Are we to dine with your barbarian tonight? I shall have a servant teach him to use chopsticks. It will be an entertaining sight.” Narrowing my eyes at her, I open my mouth to speak.
 
  
 
 Fung jumps in ahead of me. “Unlike you, Rain is an invited guest.” Ignoring her, he moves to the interior of the tent as his servants help him remove his armor, while one helps me out of mine, tattered and dented, covered in blood. A wash basin is presented for me, and I clean the gore out of my skin, scrubbing it away as bits of dead flesh drop into the water, turning it dark red and cloudy, a wonderful sight after a hard days work. A second washbasin of water is required, and soon I feel refreshed and somewhat clean, after changing into some provided clothes.
 
  
 
 As we sit down at the table, I smile at Fung. “Thank you for the clothes. I hate when blood dries on cloth, it's incredibly uncomfortable.”
 
  
 
 “Young Master Fung, seeing your savage is upsetting enough for a frail little lady such as myself. Could you ask your barbarian pet to keep silent? My appetite will be ruined if he were to continue on about blood and war.” Jing Fei sits at the table, refusing to speak to me directly, as if I were a slave again. This little prissy bitch, how fucking dare she? I should gouge her eyes out and rip her ears off, then she won't have to watch or listen. That would ruin her looks, but she could still serve, with a bag over her head.
 
  
 
 “Ignore her Rain. Let us eat.” The servants begin uncovering the plates, as we chat about the day's events, now my turn to talk about his accomplishments. I need to get a bigger spiritual weapon, if only to fight from Zabu's back easier. Fung's spear should be mine, something I would have earned. I could have won that whole damn contest if it weren't for the Society getting greedy. Nothing I can do about it now, killing him won't get me a spiritual weapon, just a useless metal polearm, maybe a bit heavier than most. We feast lavishly and drink moderately, relaxing after a long day's battle, but the battle still not won and combat possible at any moment. It doesn't really matter, I could probably kill Defiled drunk off my ass. Weaklings, all of them.
 
  
 
 “I still cannot believe you attacked a fucking Demon, Rain! Such bravery, I could barely quail before it, and I was within Man Giao's protection! But you, you just roared in challenge, and threw your sword at it, a true Young Hero. I thought it would just collapse and die, and damned if I won't tell that story to everyone I know.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, Young Master Fung, you are likely mistaking bravery for foolishness.” Jing Fei sniffs, the pompous little bitch still not looking at me. “As if a barbarian like your little friend could overcome the aura of a true Demon. I've heard it can render even the most stalwart soldiers into a crying mess, and this pet of yours is only a savage. However, it would not surprise me if the barbarian were more attuned to the Demons, accustomed to their presence.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing my anger and smiling sweetly at her, I speak in a cordial tone. “Call me a savage again, and I'll give you a reason to name me so. You're a pretty young thing, and I will delight in ruining you.” She pauses to finally glare at me, probably looking into my eyes for the first time. Lovely brown eyes, I'd like to see them full of fear. “I will do things to you that will make you curse your grandmother for a whore for spreading her legs to your grandfather.”
 
  
 
 Slapping the table, she continues to glare at me, as I ogle her tits, knowing it makes her uncomfortable. I really would like her to call me savage, just one more time, so I can act, tear the little bitches clothes right off, show her that I am to be respected. She backs down, glaring at Fung instead. “Well? Are you going to let this – your friend speak to me, your betrothed, like that?” Close. She's spirited, too scared to say savage, but her intonation of 'friend' says it all. She'll be fun to break.
 
  
 
 “Fung! You never told me you were betrothed to such a lovely little creature. You really must share once you are married. She is a little headstrong perhaps, so I recommend that you have a wedding in the style of the People. That will properly teach her, that the weak are here to obey.” My eyes never leave her, and finally, she quails visibly, which does interesting things to her breasts. I love how everyone thinks we're terrifying and feral.
 
  
 
 Fung remains silent, and after a long pause, Jing Fei storms out of the tent in anger. After another pause, Fung asks, “What happens at a People wedding?” I can hear the trepidation in his voice, and I delight at his discomfort.
 
  
 
 Shrugging at him, I laugh. “I have no idea, actually. I don't think there actually is a ceremony, or at least I've never been invited to one. The imagination is a wonderful thing. Say a few words and they imagine the torture all by themselves, far worse than anything I could do.” Well, not without preparation, at least. I'd need some tools to really get to work.
 
  
 
 He laughs with me, shaking his head. “It seems I will need to rely on you to keep her at arm's length. She has caused me no end of troubles lately, always needling me with her words, following me about.” He sighed. “It is a troublesome thing. She has been trying to become pregnant with my child, and then I fear she will have me killed or crippled. I cannot let my guard down, even for a moment. She is a vicious child, at odds with me ever since we were young.”
 
  
 
 “Then why not -” I draw my thumb across my neck. “Strike first. Strike hard. No Mercy.” And... Sweep the leg? That doesn't make sense. “I'd be glad to take care of it.” I'd have some fun first, of course.
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain, you are a good friend, and a terrifying enemy. Forget her, let us eat and be merry now that she is gone. Remain here for the night, I've some lovely courtesans to keep us company.”
 
  
 
 A little debauchery will do me good, and a lot will do me better, and we return to feasting, intent on stuffing myself full until I cannot eat anymore. Before we finish dinner however, lovely little Mila arrives with Zabu in tow. “Rain! What the hell were you thinking? You disobeyed orders and broke formation. You could have been killed.” She is far too stressed about being in command, like I said, it doesn't suit her.
 
  
 
 “I don't need your worry, this is war. Grow up.” My tone is harsher than intended. She's only looking out for me. Softening my voice, I continue, “Here, eat some food, have a drink.” Or five. Maybe she will join in the debauchery, that would be fun. “I'm going to rest here for the night. I'm too lazy to make the trip up the mountain, and I'll likely fight on the front lines in the morning.” I mean, I killed a Defiled Champion and attacked a Demon. I deserve to sleep on something other than dirt. What's the point of going back, just to get bitched at. Fuck that.
 
  
 
 Her eyes narrow at me. “You are a Khishig, Rain, so you will camp with the Khishigs. If you do not return with me right now, I will ride to Mama – to the Lieutenant General instead.”
 
  
 
 Tch. Little brat, ordering me around. Nothing I can do about it right now, I need to play my part of the dutiful Khishig. “Fine, threaten to run to mommy, that's very brave of you.” Standing, I say farewell to Fung. “Remember, if you ever need an ear to listen, or a borrowed sword, all you need to do is speak.” I'd love to get my hands on that pretty little bitch. “I'll find you on the battlefield in the morning, we'll kill some Defiled together, it'll be fun.” He smiles at me and I leave to follow Mila up the mountainside, the cold summer night refreshing and comfortable. There will be more bloody work to be done in the morning, and I can hardly wait. I will make the Defiled fear my name, and drive them out of my home, the lands where I was born.
 






      Chapter 67 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Akanai stood at the top of a hill, the night sounds surrounding her as she watched the Defiled fall back out of sight, away from the ruined fortress. She had expected to fight for weeks, trying to take the walls with her soldiers while her Sentinels whittled away at the Enemy, but when her scouts had arrived, she found that there were no walls for her to take. The fortress was nowhere to be seen, with barely a whole stone remaining in the ruins, a fortification that once could have housed 100,000 soldiers within it's walls, and all that remained was dust. It was a worrisome thought, that the Enemy had the means to inflict such irreparable damage to the walls, and Akanai had no clue as to how they had managed to do so, or why the Enemy had not repeated their destruction at Shen Huo. She could only send her reports to the cities along with her concerns. The Northern Marshal was by all accounts a man of tactical and mechanical brilliance, and far better suited for parsing through this mystery.
 
  
 
 None of the advanced scouts had made it to the fortress itself, so it had been quite a surprise to find the Defiled arranged on an open field, with barely any cover to be had. If she had known of the destruction in advance, she would have brought along heavy cavalry in order to run roughshod over the Defiled ranks, instead of the massed infantry she had been given. It would have been a very different battle had she done so, with the Defiled army cut to ribbons before her. Still, a single day of battle had been enough to drive the Defiled back, although they lingered in the area, ready to battle again in the morning.
 
  
 
 Focusing on the task at hand, she began organizing her troops, having them to burn bodies and setting sentries to be hidden in the darkness, soldiers and Sentinel alike, stretching five kilometers out. Her husband began ordering troops to dig trenches and put up palisades in anticipation of the counter-attack, the soldiers obeying despite his lack of rank. He had a talent for command that she lacked, able to inspire devotion and loyalty with a few simple words in the short time spent with the soldiers. Akanai was a different type of leader, lacking the dignity and gravity to lead naturally, preferring to delegate those duties away, garnering her respect through strength of arms. So long as the soldiers under her command followed orders, that was enough.
 
  
 
 Soon, she was left with nothing to do but enter her too-large tent to read reports. A gaudy, ostentatious affair, it was no surprise that the Enemy was able to so easily target officers, regulations meant that they painted a target where they slept. A simple lean-to tent for her and she was happy enough, no need for the 'honor' of a bright, cloth hut. Sitting at her hardwood desk, another needless luxury on a battlefield, she started with Tokta's report, well used to reading them. Her Vice-Provost was commending Dagen for a single confirmed Demon kill. Unfortunate that it was not witnessed by an Officer of the Imperial Army, which would have all but guaranteed promotion for the fiendish Auxiliary. Dagen was a solid warrior, well-known and well-liked among the surrounding villages. She made a note to offer the man an unofficial command of 1,000 Sentinels, pushing more of her responsibilities onto her junior officers. Easier to command 5 soldiers than to command 5,000.
 
  
 
 Alsantset's report was far too lengthy, the girl too green to the position. Too much needless information, noting each loss by name, each name paining Akanai as she read it. While they were Sentinels, aware of what they fought for, each death sat heavily upon her shoulders. She slowed to read each name, committing them to memory, grieving for the ones she recognized, lamenting the ones she did not. It was a foolish practice, but she could not help herself despite knowing that there were other reports to read. Closing out the report in a bittersweet pairing, Alsantset commended Huushal for killing a Champion in single combat, and noted the absence of Rain during the battle. How bothersome, did the boy run away to hide? That seemed out of character for him, especially after his rampage through the forest. He was timid, not a coward.
 
  
 
 She brought to mind the reports of abused Defiled left in Rain's wake, after he lit a hamlet on fire. The boy had given no mercy to the dying, leaving them to scream in pain, drawing in more Defiled. Grisly, but it was not surprising that the boy had some darkness in him, and it was better that he worked out his anger, vented a little upon the Defiled. His plan of engagement had been effective, but held many risks, and with only Adujan to support him it could have ended disastrously. The worst was that it had taken her Sentinels hours to keep the fire from spreading, during which her army stood idle, unable to move for lack of competent scouts. Afterwards the boy, injured and bloodied, had matched her glare so well she had blossomed with pride. The boy was finally showing some mettle.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, had she seen the described atrocities, she would have torched the buildings herself, but with some prior preparations to keep the fire in check. Knowing this, she let the boy off easy, setting him and Adujan to latrine digging and armor polishing, and he took to the labor with an eerie focus, scowling all the while, determined to hold onto his anger, despite all advice otherwise. Attempts to speak with him had been met with shrugs and silence, a frustrating issue.
 
  
 
 She worried about Rain, but there was little she could do but watch and wait until he was ready for her aid, or until he went too far. If she continued to press him, he would only draw farther away, or worse, snap at her, and then she would be forced to discipline him in a harsher manner. He would either adapt, or he would die, such was the way of the world. A light touch was needed here, something she sorely lacked. If only Charok or Taduk were here to counsel the boy, they had a way of reaching him, conversing in silences and grunts as men often did. Alsantset smothered the boy in affection, something that was not helpful at the moment, and from the looks of things, unwanted as well. At least Huushal was doing well, a model Sentinel, and within a few years he would become a great strength for the People. Already she had heard talk, her people calling him a second Baatar. The pup would not be pleased, but Huushal was glowing from the praise.
 
  
 
 Moving on with the reports, Colonel Du Kang Bing had held up the western flank, as had the other Colonel that Akanai had conscripted away from the Brigadier Kai. If she were honest with herself, it was not necessity that had prompted her actions, driven more by spite than anything else. She had been pleasantly surprised by the strength of these soldiers, despite their origins from the central plains, so close to the Eastern Province. She had not expected such disciplined soldiers to hail from a region so peaceful and free of turmoil, but she was glad to have them. That her actions had inconvenienced Brigadier Kai only made it that much sweeter.
 
  
 
 She noted the total tally of deaths and kills. 9,000 dead soldiers, 89 dead Sentinels, 15,000 total wounded, and in return, her army had managed to kill over 50,000 Defiled warriors, and 5 Demons. It had been a long, grueling day, and tomorrow would be much of the same, but their victory had been overwhelming, due to the constant pressure on the flanks from her Sentinels, and the Enemy's lack of quality equipment. There would be more attacks, but she was confident in her ability to withstand the Defiled, unless they were to receive significant reinforcements. The thought worrying her, she gave orders for her best scouts to infiltrate past the Defiled lines, to keep watch for just such an event.
 
  
 
 “Brigadier Man Giao, reporting to the Lieutenant General, seeking permission to enter?”
 
  
 
 Sighing to herself as she rubbed her temples, she responded. “Permission granted.” Reluctantly. The Brigadier had been strongly recommended to her by Hai, and it grated on her having to work with him. Politics, yesterday's enemies were today's allies, a bothersome adage to live by, but Hai played the game well. To ally himself with the Man family despite their attempt to overthrow him made Akanai worry for him, but he had reassured her that Man Giao was a consummate professional. The Brigadier was her second-in-command and had been responsible for holding the Western flank, and judging by how well his soldiers had held up in the face of an Ursagon charge, she was impressed despite the lack of a report.
 
  
 
 “Good evening, Lieutenant General. I've come to make my report.” He handed her a thick sheaf of papers with both hands, which she accepted while still seated, placing them to the side. More paperwork to look through, even more than all the other reports combined. This windbag could not even write in brief. A cadre of servants had followed him in, setting up a small table for two, the enticing scent of delicious dishes reaching her nose. The large brute of a man pulled out a seat at the small table and gestured for her to sit. “I saw that you had yet to dine, and took the liberty of arranging something. Join me, if you please.”
 
  
 
 If only her husband were so considerate, the fool was likely still working away with the engineers, devising more methods of securing their position. She sat in the proffered seat, and without waiting, promptly ate her meal with delight. “Delicious food, my compliments to the chef.” Fish and rice, with steamed vegetables, delightfully spiced, Akanai had not eaten so well in a week. She made a note to send something for her husband to eat.
 
  
 
 “Ha, I only borrowed the little magistrate's chef. That boy is too used to comforts, with his silk sheets and feathered beds, even bringing his courtesans to a battlefield. Da Hai spoils him too much, but I can see why. The little magistrate will grow into a powerful warrior within a few years.”
 
  
 
 Her eyes narrowed in annoyance. “You should not speak of the Magistrate in such a familiar tone. One would think you lacked the proper respect.”
 
  
 
 Man Giao threw his head back, laughing jovially. “True, true, but I was present at Da Hai's hundred day celebration, and there never was a baby that cried louder than he. I watched him go from lowly fifth born child to heir apparent in the blink of an eye, all thanks to you. I find it difficult to show deference to someone less than a quarter my age.”
 
  
 
 Smiling pleasantly as she chewed her meal, she eyed him dangerously, choosing her words carefully. “When I arrived at this very fortress all those years ago, I found that a lowly lieutenant had taken charge of 10,000 troops and managed to hold out against all odds for over a week. You may credit his rise to power to me, but those with eyes to see know that Hai is a power to be feared.” She took a small sip of tea, watching for his reaction.
 
  
 
 “Ha ha, so I have no eyes, indeed, indeed.” A goofy grin was spread upon his face as he shook his head, no sign of offense taken. “Truth be told, I have no malice towards Hai. I was only hoping to raise the status of the Man Family, foolishly believing Loi Ming would make a better Magistrate than Da Hai.” The man seemed genuine, but Akanai was still wary of being fooled, knowing her own weakness for what it was.
 
  
 
 “You no longer believe this to be true?”
 
  
 
 “Not after the siege at Shen Huo. By the Mother, Da Hai has been hard at work, both in his duties and his training. Even had you not stood as his champion, he could have thrown away face and fought himself.” Sighing deeply, he shrugged his shoulders. “386 years old, and still the short-lived humans manage to amaze me, generation after generation.” Smiling, he ate with gusto, speaking as he ate. “Speaking of which, your fledgling had already impressed me with his showing last year, fighting with DuGu Tian Yi, but today, I watched him on the battlefield and he has truly grown into a commendable warrior.” He refilled her cup with more tea, a simple thing but few city folk were ever willing to do even such a small gesture.
 
  
 
 Oh? Rain was on the battlefield? “And what exactly has the boy done?”
 
  
 
 “You are unaware? I would have thought the boy would have protectors.” She sensed no deceit on his face, only true surprise. “No wonder the People have so many fine warriors, for you to be so bold in their training, my admiration for you grows.” Smiling, he began his story. “Your Sentinels rode down the mountain, a fearsome enough feat as it were, but a single rider remained behind, forcing his way around them to the front lines, where he dismounted and fought alongside my soldiers. Nothing of importance as of yet, but the little magistrate recognized the Sentinel as his friend, so I paid a bit more attention to the boy.”
 
  
 
 Despite herself, Akanai smiled. So the boy had defied her orders to stay safe and charged towards the meat grinder. Alsantset would be upset when she learned of this, but Akanai was quite pleased by the news. The trip to the Society was worth the trouble, despite her now public feud with them. The elixirs and rings would take time and effort to show results, but the trials had forged Rain well, it seems. Were it not for Fung's corroboration, she would have thought Man Giao mistaken, as this sounded nothing like the timid, whiny child she had come to know. Never was there a man who complained so much of simple bruises and broken bones.
 
  
 
 Brigadier Gao continued, a grand smile upon his face. “That boy has grown more skilled than he has a right to be. I barely needed to lift a finger. He put on a wonderful display of skill whilst killing the Ursagons, taking them head on without fear. Lifting the morale of the troops, they held firm and slaughtered the creatures with minimal casualties, unwilling to be upstaged by an outsider.”
 
  
 
 Interesting. Akanai had stepped in herself to help stop the Ursagons, and her officers had done the same in the east. The change in Rain was far too pronounced, but it was long overdue that the boy stopped worrying all the time. She looked at Brigadier Gao's face, which was still smiling expectantly. “There's more?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed there is. The boy killed a Champion in single combat. A clean victory, roaring to the heavens like a true warrior. The boy is skilled and fights decisively, without hesitation and with no set pattern to his attacks. It's quite impressive for one so young, and I would be hard pressed to choose a favorite should he be matched against the little magistrate. Had your Sentinels made it to the finals of the contest, then that truly would have been a match worth seeing.”
 
  
 
 Her grin was beginning to overstretch her cheeks, and she tempered her jubilation. Despite Rain's achievements, she must not forget that he had disobeyed her orders. Something would need to be done about that, but she was reluctant to dissuade his newfound enthusiasm for battle.
 
  
 
 “There is yet more.” The words interrupted her musings. “Your little terror attacked a Demon without my protections. The Demon was worried enough about the attack to deflect it, rather than ignore it as one would expect. As if that were not enough, I swear the boy would have attacked the Demon barehanded if I had not stepped in. He suffered some minor injuries from the clash, but I checked with the little magistrate and your boy returned up the mountain, hale and healthy.”
 
  
 
 She could do little to contain her joy any longer, anxious to ride up with her husband and speak to Alsantset. The girl was likely already scolding Rain, and knowing the boy's attitude, he would say nothing of his accomplishments. Taking a deep breath, she stopped her restless leg from shaking, and asked, “Very interesting news, but you still have not gotten to the point. You did not come here to give news of my subordinate.” Long winded, stone-headed blowhard. Always an agenda with these city folk, never could they simply enjoy a meal. Placing her chopsticks down, she finished her cup of tea and wiped her mouth. “Speak plainly then. I've no patience for half-truths and insinuations.”
 
  
 
 “Ah of course.” His smile disappeared for the first time all evening. “We half-beasts have always held a precarious position within the Empire, venerated for our strength, yet unable to hold office. A measure to keep our strength in check, so that we must always answer to a human.”
 
  
 
 Akanai snorted. “I prefer to be referred to as Demi-Human. Half-beast is derogatory.”
 
  
 
 The oaf chuckled at her displeasure. “Is it now? I never understood that mindset. I've heard it argued that it frames us as less than human, but I am proud of my beast heritage, and I would not allow any to say otherwise. I've met my Ancestor, and while the old bull is an insufferable ass, his power is awe-inspiring. Half-beast is a moniker I wear proudly.” He thumped his chest to accentuate his point. The idiot.
 
  
 
 “And?” She was rapidly losing patience. Politics were why she lived deep in the mountains, away from 'civilization'.
 
  
 
 “I can see your disdain for me. You value your freedom, and see me as one who serves, and it is true. I have served the Man family since as far back as I can remember, serving every head of the Man family of my own free will since it's inception. Do you know why?”
 
  
 
 “You desire power, and through the Man Family, you can wield it. The head of the Man Family is a mere puppet, and you hold his strings. That is no great mystery. ” Akanai stood, ready to dismiss him. “I have no interest in starting my own 'family', to dive into the snake pit of politicians and nobility. I see no value in it.”
 
  
 
 The servile idiot outright laughed at her, and she managed to keep herself from breaking his jaw. “My father took me in as a child, a simple poor farming man, too kind to allow an orphan to starve to death despite barely having enough to feed himself. When he was conscripted for war, I fought at his side and through his achievements, he was raised from common soldier, to officer, all the way up to Marshal of the North in his old age. I stayed at his side until he died, at which point I continued to watch over the Man Family descendants, caring for each one as if they were my own. Some grew to fame, others died in obscurity, but the Man Family as a whole has flourished beneath my administration.”
 
  
 
 Akanai pursed her lips. “You've yet to make a point.”
 
  
 
 “Patience, patience. The current head of the Man family views me as a grandfather, and his true grandfather also views me as a grandfather. I hold power because they respect me. My entire life has been devoted to the Man family for one simple reason: they gave me my name, Man Giao. Without it, I would be nothing. There is power in a family name, and it binds me to them tighter than any oath, my service freely given due to love and affection. I would do anything to keep them safe, and I tell you all this so that you know that I do not offer this lightly.”
 
  
 
 He paused to allow her time to consider his words. “I know of your troubles with the Society and I wish to formally offer the resources and allies of the Man family to the People. I will swear an oath, as will the current Patriarch, Man Loi Ming, so that we may bring low the Society together.”
 
  
 
 She answered his heartfelt offer with a single word. “Why?” If she were to ally the People with the Man family, it would set them on a course of no return. While the People could retreat into the mountains, any allies would be left behind, to the mercy of the Society.
 
  
 
 “Three reasons.” He lifted a single finger. “I erred in challenging Magistrate Hai, and have lost his trust. While Hai was merciful, the strained relationship makes things difficult for the Man family, and I am hoping that you will speak to Hai on our behalf.” A second finger. “You lead your people, not a human. This fact alone would earn you enemies, and would also have earned my aid. There have been too many talented Half-Beasts overlooked for human's, and it does not sit well with me.” A third finger was raised, the Brigadier's eyes darkening as he scowled. “Lastly, I owe a debt of blood to the Society, that has gone unpaid for too long. With your aid, I can strike back at them, without embroiling the Man Family in a legal feud.” He stood and saluted her, fist in hand, and bowed slightly as the servants packed away the table. “All that the Man Family can offer is within the papers I gave you. Look them over at your leisure, and know that my family and it's allies are all ready to aid in any way possible, whether through strength of arms or weight of purse.”
 
  
 
 Without another word, the Brigadier strode from the tent, leaving Akanai to stew alone. The gesture was appreciated, but the weight of the decision was one she did not wish for, not in a time of war. Politics, bah. She had intended to wait until Baatar was able to return her covert missive, but it seemed that she may need to make a decision earlier. Worse, if she chose to stand and fight, little Hai would be drawn into the battle as well, unable to keep to his affairs. Her good mood spoiled, she grimaced as she sat down at her desk once again, grumbling to herself as she read through the papers in order to see what the Man Family brought, and if any of it could be useful in the battle against the Society.
 






      Chapter 68 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Breathing in the crisp morning air, I revel in my newfound freedom as I move about the chaotic battlefield, finally in my element once again. My third day of war, and it just feels so right, being in the middle of the chaos, my feet to the earth, sword in my hand, the discordant sounds and metallic smells of bloodshed invigorating me as my exhaustion slips away. It's so much simpler fighting, rather than dealing with questions I have no answers to. So many fucking questions and lectures, 'how are you', 'do you want to talk', 'you shouldn't run off on your own like that', all pestering and nagging me. Yan and Mila are the worst of it, and Alsantset joins in after all her duties are taken care of. If she weren't a Senior Captain, she probably would never leave me alone. Thankfully, a few shrugs and long silences are enough to get me through it all, with no one the wiser.
 
  
 
 My sword impacts on an Enemy's face which deforms it as it splits his skull apart in two messy halves. I've been having trouble with Honing lately, but who gives a shit? Hit hard enough and they die all the same. With a sharp enough sword, they can barely even feel it when it cuts through their flesh, it's only after the fact that they can feel the pain, and by then, I've already killed them. No fun at all. With a blunt sword, I get that satisfying, meaty feel when I saw through the flesh, and really dig in there to shatter bones. I actually like it more this way, the feel of cutting flesh, the salty spray of warm blood across my face, the surge of adrenaline through my veins. It's so incredible, and I finally have the time to appreciate my fights. No, don't smile so much, too suspicious. Not happy, not angry, just doing my job.
 
  
 
 I used to be so nervous while fighting, worried about dying, taking so many injuries because fear kept me from moving fast enough to block or dodge. Now though? Somehow I just know instinctively what my opponent is about to do, and my body reacts accordingly. Even I don't know what's going to happen, it's like watching the world through someone else's eyes. I'm no faster than I was before, but there just used to be so much indecision and hesitation slowing me down, and that's all gone now. I'm fighting with only minor injuries, rather than bleeding for every kill.
 
  
 
 Like right now, I know this ugly fucker of a Defiled is about to fake a chop, when he actually means to thrust, but none of that matters. My sword tears through his chest before he can begin striking, a look of disbelief pasted on his dying face, and my body is already moving on, pressing forward to kill again. No need to be scared if he's just faking, just like Dagen taught me. Confidence, that's the key. Kill or be killed, and I kept focusing on the 'be killed' part. Fear death and you are more likely to die. Ironic. Am I using that right? Man, who gives a fuck.
 
  
 
 Fighting is just so damned easy now. It's laughable how skittish I used to be, and here I am in the middle of war, calm as can be, barely even breaking a sweat. Well, not really, I'm sure I'm sweating, but it just feels so effortless. I could just shut off my brain if I wanted to, or focus on just about anything, like how that one cloud looks like a horse, or that other one like a rabbit, and my body continues to move about the battlefield like I've been doing this all my life. I found my 'I know Kung-Fu' moment, except that I don't really know how I'm doing any of this. Most of the movements I make confuse me when I try to replicate them, but who cares about that? I wasted years of time and effort trying to understand every nuance of my movements, and that got me nowhere, but with just three days of war, I feel so much more powerful, it's unbelievable. This is how I should have been learning, just freeing my mind, getting out of my own way, it's all so clear to me now.
 
  
 
 Analytical thought, scientific thought, rational thought, none of that holds true here, where everything is mystic and magical. It's probably just the movements hidden in the Forms, and now that I've gotten my stupid brain out of the way, I can finally use them as they were intended. I would prefer to know what I'm doing though, it's just... more satisfying. Like when I learned Akanai's charging attack, that was an incredible high, the knowledge of how to execute such a devastating charge, the excitement of trying it out for the first time, the gratification after my success. I still need a name for that move, a combination of Balance on Windy Leaf, and Pierce the Horizon. One Mantis Form, one Deer Form. Mantis Pierces the Windy Leaf. No, that doesn't work. Deer Balances the Horizon. Nope, even worse. Ah, who cares, I don't need to name things. I only need names if I want to remember what I'm doing, and that's old me. New me doesn't need to remember, because new me can just do anything.
 
  
 
 While I muse about old attacks, My body leaps forward and crashes into an enemy, my sword smashing into him as we collide, knocking him to the ground. A quick stomp and I move on, swinging my weapon in a pattern, high to low, left to right. I think that's Fluttering Raindrops. Or maybe it's Ripping Tendons. Locking blades with another Defiled, my sword flicks out, metal ringing against bone and sending my attacker's weapon flying with the hand still attached. Slashing him from shoulder to sternum, I leave him to die in the dirt and search for my next victim. That was Dances in the Grass, I'm 100% sure of it.
 
  
 
 Or maybe it was Returning Bite.
 
  
 
 Catching Claw? Damn this is frustrating, why don't I know? No, I don't need to know. Taking a step forwards, I pause and look at the dying man on the ground, and bend down to end his suffering. A waste of time, I should be fighting.
 
  
 
 A few people have commended me lately, mostly Fung and Man Giao. I haven't spoken to Akanai, who's been busy... Generalling? Commanding. She's been busy commanding the army, and Alsantset is half-praise, half-worry whenever she speaks to me. Everyone else seems to ignore me though, praising Huushal to the skies, calling him the next hero of the village. It's bullshit, that should be me. Whatever, I'm not doing this for recognition, I'm here killing because I enjoy it. No, I'm here because … because of the children. That's why I'm here fighting, because the Defiled are monsters.
 
  
 
 Something isn't right about all of this, I just … feel it. I remember the scene, the bodies, the blood, the smell, but … I don't care about it, not anymore. That isn't right. After this battle, I think I'll go back to basics, figure out how I'm fighting like this, maybe ask myself some hard questions. It can't hurt, plus Fung loves to ask me questions about what I'm doing and it's getting tough to fake my way through it all. I just can't keep spewing magic eight ball answers, like 'Concentrate, and ask again later'. Why am I even faking my knowledge though? Shouldn't I just tell him? Doesn't everyone learn like this? Shouldn't I ask someon-
 
  
 
 A mace knocks my helmet off, glancing off my skull and sending me to the dirt and my rage mounts. Looking up at my opponent, I snarl at him as he lifts his weapon for a finishing blow. This fucker is going to die slowly. Tackling him, I lift the back of his knees as the haft of his weapon glances off my back and he topples to the ground. Stomping my foot into his gut, I wrench his weapon out of his hand, just a normal, crude, bone mace, not even a spiritual weapon. For this little worm of a Defiled to dare strike at me, he deserves pain and punishment. Jamming my sword down, it pierces through his shoulder and pins him to the dirt. Slowly hefting the mace above my head, both hands on the weapon, I bring it down lazily, smashing it into one knee, relishing in my victims screams. A second strike, this one to the hip, and the audible sound of bones breaking is music to my ears. I continue to rain blows down upon him, focusing on his legs and hips, breaking bones methodically, section by section, so the pain still registers. After a dozen strikes, his legs are smashed to pieces, his screams long since turned to inhuman groans, reminiscent of Gortan's cries so many years ago. I let that stupid pig die too easily back then, I should have kept him alive for years, tortured him like he tortured me. It would have been good for a few laughs.
 
  
 
 Standing tall, I glare about at the Defiled and soldiers who witnessed my vengeance, acting like the worthless, idle fodder that they are. Lazy fuckers, standing around while I do all the killing. “What are you fucking looking at? Kill them all!” I bring the mace down hard on my victim's head, granting him a final mercy as the soldiers charge forward with renewed vigor. The red crater that used to be a face stares at me as I fall to my knees and reach for my sword, as if accusing me of being too savage, too brutal, but this is war. There is no room for weakness here. He was a Defiled warrior, and he would have done worse, probably had done worse. I did the world a fucking favor. Fuck, stop being such a wuss, Rain. Just fucking fight.
 
  
 
 Trying to stand, my body refuses my directions, my energy spent as I pant in exhaustion while kneeling beside my latest victim, almost as if I were mourning him. He has no eyes to stare at me as I sleep, no glare to accuse me of my crimes, so that's a plus. Even after fighting all day, somehow at the end of the night, I'm still too agitated to be able to fall asleep for more than a few hours, and it's never a good rest, filled with... nightmares I think, but I never remember them. I just wake up, drenched in sweat, parched and tired. I need something to take my mind off it, like sex, alcohol, or drugs, but it's not safe here, not when I could be attacked at any moment.
 
  
 
 Through the exhaustion, a moment of clarity arrives. Something is fucking wrong with me, but I have no idea how to fix it, no idea where to even start. Fuck it, I can't deal with that right now. At least in battle, I have energy, I have purpose, I have a target. Throwing away all my thoughts and fears, I scream into the air, letting my rage build up before I stand and run towards the Enemy lines, shouldering my way through the soldiers to fight, losing myself in the joy of the battlefield. Soon enough, I sense another Champion, the throbbing pulse of their Spiritual Weapon drawing me towards them, like a beacon upon the field. I have no clue exactly how I keep sensing them, but it fills me with excitement as I slaughter my way towards my next victim. This one will be number five, my second Champion today. I should start keeping a tally, or taking trophies from my kills. I should keep their weapons. No, that's dumb, their weapons are crude, ugly, and heavy. Why would I even want one? Fuck why does everything itch so much?
 
  
 
 Spotting my opponent, my eyes lock with his and I stride forwards, confident in my victory. This is who I am meant to be, an avenger, a destroyer, a taker of lives. War is what I am here for, blood and vengeance my reward. Nothing else matters, only that I keep killing my Enemies, until I drive them from my homeland.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vivek Daatei waited patiently, listening to the musical sounds of the land, knowing his enemies would soon lower their guard. The tall, thin trees of this land were more than just giants to look upon, they offered shelter and nourishment as well. His tribesmen were arrayed about him, hiding within the treetops while the remainder led the Garos away, bringing their foolish pursuers on a merry chase. It had been hours of waiting silently, sitting within the gloomy branches and knowing death was certain should they be discovered, but what was life but to wait for death? They labored each day,delaying their final breath whenever possible, but that was all it was, a delay. One could struggle with all their might and still death would come, most often when least expected.
 
  
 
 The twenty meter climb up into the treetops had been more difficult than imagined, and Vivek had needed to order most of his troops away before the southerners caught wind of his plan. Less than four thousand sat with him, hidden in the leaves, waiting silently, but that was more than enough for his plan to succeed. The moon was high and bright, visible from his perch, but once they descended, his tribesmen would be enshrouded in darkness, both advantageous and detrimental. There had been no better plan than this one, and action needed to be taken. It was not within his nature to be prey, and today he would show his pursuers his fangs.
 
  
 
 The appointed time arrived, and he moved out along with his tribesmen, quietly scaling down their hastily-made ropes, woven from the thick grass that grew everywhere. Upon arriving on the ground, his tribesmen moved quietly through the forest, the path ahead memorized during their flight, their weeks of living here having taught them how to best survive. He gripped his weapon, the blade having served him well for as long as he could remember, a gift taken from his father who had grown too weak to keep it. The power of his ancestors lay within, blood of generations pooled into the spiked pommel, filling him with their power when he needed it. It would feast on his blood today, as well as the blood of his enemies, growing ever stronger as he continued to wield it. When Vivek had taken the weapon, it was not so lustrous or strong, but the recent years of continuous battles had morphed the weapon, no longer the plain sword of bone, but a misshapen blade, hooked and spiked, razor-sharp and heavy, almost as long as he was tall, luminescent in its whiteness. A fearsome weapon, it would serve him well once again.
 
  
 
 They moved in staggered groups, one leading the way while the next waited, in case of any alarm or sentries. If his people were discovered too early, at the very least, he would be able to save the majority to fight another day. His ancestors urged him forwards, telling him to damn the losses and to begin spilling blood, but he ignored them as he had grown accustomed to. They were the dead, and the dead did not fear death, but they held no sway over him. Only the living mattered. He slowly covered the ground back towards where the tents had been spotted, the weak southerners unwilling to sleep beneath the trees, needing shelter in this mild land. Every step he took, Vivek was prepared for the cry of a watchmen, for someone to give away their position, for a sentry to spot them, but they continued forward without pause or incident. Perhaps the All Father truly did look over him, not that Vivek cared. His strength was his own, and he needed no god to look after him.
 
  
 
 Despite all the odds, Vivek and his tribesmen were soon in position, ready to attack the southerners. He positioned himself at the edge of the treeline, his warriors remaining further back, each knowing what needed to be done, each having complete trust in his judgment. Vivek had led them through countless battles, more than any War Rider before him, and his people had prospered beneath his guidance. They had lost tribesmen to reach here, but the land before them was flat and grassy, the moon shining too brightly upon them for a stealth charge. A line of watchmen stood by the camp, illuminated by their warming fires. Another foolish act, as the light allowed Vivek to count each guard with ease. These southerners lacked the fortitude of his tribesmen, needing shelter despite the warm air that flowed everywhere. Even more foolish to stay so close to camp, their watchmen useless but for a few seconds of warning. He smiled to himself as he checked for traps, but all was well, the enemy commander a blind fool.
 
  
 
 Belly to the ground, Vivek crawled through the tall grasses, and his tribesmen followed suit. He was in no rush, the night had only just begun. He moved slowly, his distance tracked in finger lengths, doing all he could to bring his warriors in close before the alarm was sounded. The moon moved through the sky quicker than his tribesmen across the field, and still he continued to crawl, his warriors following in his wake. They had crawled over frozen lands, cut by the jagged ice, their blood freezing to the ground, their skin peeling as they moved in total silence, and this was nothing compared to that, only soft dirt and smooth rocks. This land was far too kind to its people, and Vivek meant to stay and raise dozens of fat children with a handful of wives. No southerner would force him away.
 
  
 
 The moon had yet to set when he arrived at the edge of the field, the camp less than fifty meters away. Grinning to himself, he rested slowly as he lay prone, waiting for his tribesmen to arrive and ready themselves as well. He spied upon the watchmen as they yawned sleepily, the sweet hour before dawn lulling them into false security, the sun soon to be up and their post nearly at an end. Little did they realize that so too were their lives. Finally he gave in to the incessant cries of the ancestors, and made ready to attack.
 
  
 
 Gripping his blade, feeling the pommel thorns bite into his flesh, he summoned the power of his ancestors, the power of his blood. Strength and anger surged through him, irritating his skin and invigorating him as the gloom cleared, his vision sharper, more defined, his rage mounting as he charged forward, screaming his battle cry. Lopping off heads with a single sweep, he felt the blood offerings strengthen his blade, and in turn, his ancestors. His tribesmen swept through the lines, killing soldiers by the dozens, screaming their fury with him. This was their land now, their home, and none could say otherwise.
 
  
 
 Giving his body to the spirits of his ancestors, Vivek fought, his weapon more skilled, his steps more steady as they guided him. His body moved without thought, charging towards each new opponent as Vivek studied the movements. Uncounted generations had fought in such a manner, learning through the guidance of the venerated spirits, until such a time that they needed guidance no more. They spoke to him, telling him to slaughter and maim, to become powerful, powerful enough to kill any who would drive him away, and he gave himself fully to them, to the bloodshed.
 
  
 
 Vivek went unchallenged for minutes as he worked his way through the half-awake soldiers, cutting and crushing all who approached, soldiers half-dressed and woefully armed. It was child's play, laughable that these shrimp soldiers had the gall to hunt him. He should have simply led his riders here and crushed them wholly had he known how weak they were. The soldiers began to scatter before him as he approached, laughing as he spilled blood and guts across the plains, a sacrifice to the lands, his ancestors strength unmatched by these pitiful soldiers.
 
  
 
 A bardiche chopped down towards him, blocked by his blade, the spirits guiding him. The impact rocked him back, and Vivek rejoiced! Finally, a soldier worthy to be called enemy, worthy to die by the skills of his ancestors. Decorated with the armor that spoke of a Champion, this new enemy, with a smug, superior look upon his hateful face, pressed Vivek, harder than any he had met in the south lands. Perhaps not all of the southerners were weak. Drawing upon his blood, he moved forward, speed and power surging as he attacked. Locking his weapon with the perfumed soldier, he grinned into his opponent's face, enjoying the challenge. Biting his lip, Vivek hooked the weapon in close and spit his blood into the warriors face, delighting at the screams elicited as the green fluid burned away the man's flesh. The ancestors had many tricks, this one something he had never done before, turning his blood to acid. Lifting his sword, he watched as his arm swung down for the final strike.
 
  
 
 It sliced through flesh and bone, severing an arm, his opponent saved by yet another soldier. A new enemy to kill, this one fought with sword and shield, not quite as skilled, but far more powerful. With every blow, Vivek felt his bones shake, his muscles quivering as they resisted this fierce warrior. The soldier fought him desperately, making up for lack of skill with sheer strength, forcing Vivek back, even with the aid and guidance of his ancestors. Good, good, more worthy sacrifices, more blood to spill to empower his blade.
 
  
 
 His people were home, and he would kill any who tried to take it from them.
 






      Chapter 69 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Mila watched as Rain sharpened his spear, the grinding of the whetstone almost hypnotic to her. He moved carefully, never applying too much pressure, moving in short, measured strokes. It took him minutes to finish, and it was likely that he had done nothing useful in the entire time. The spear was already sharp enough by her judgment, but Rain never liked to listen.
 
  
 
 The air about him was crackling with intensity, as if to come close would be risking injury, his eyes sunken, his skin sallow. He was not eating enough, too focused on practicing, wolfing down whatever was available. Adujan looked much the same, if not worse, cultivating close by, the two of them rarely separated now, loners together except when Rain left to fight with the soldiers. It made Mila jealous in an illogical way, the two of them having bonded in combat, how they were similar in attitude. Both took death too hard, too personally. The scene at the hamlet had been horrifying, but how many other groups had suffered the same? How could the two of them assume responsibility for it all? It was maddening. While it was not a romantic closeness, they still shared an unspoken attachment.
 
  
 
 With a deep breath, Mila gathered her courage, rehearsing what she would say. Walking briskly, she brought the two large bowls of stew and rice and handed one to Rain. “Stop uselessly sharpening your weapon and wake Adujan. You both need food and rest. Here.” She had already gone off script. That didn't sound kind or gentle at all. Why had she added 'uselessly'?
 
  
 
 “I'm fine, Mila.” Rain stood, the bowl placed aside, scratching at his neck as he ignored her request. “I'm going to practice the forms.”
 
  
 
 “Stop, Rain.” She was almost pleading with him, she didn't think he would refuse to even eat. At least he was calling her Mila now, seeming more familiar. “If you must practice, at least eat first. You've yet to regain your weight, and you continue to deplete yourself every time you heal. It is unhealthy. And stop scratching, you're almost breaking the skin. Don't you have a cream or salve for that?” She moved to wake Adujan herself, handing her the second bowl. The two of them ate as quickly as possible, barely even tasting the meal she had worked so hard to cook. Huu had complimented her on it, at least.
 
  
 
 Huu had adapted well to war, already the talk of the Sentinels, all of the unmarried women flocking to him in an effort to charm him. The son of a Bannerman, a rising young hero, handsome and sweet, the attentions Huu garnered had him grinning nonstop for the past few days. While his accomplishments were on the same level as Rain's, Huu was fighting among the Sentinels, while Rain had abandoned them to fight on foot with the soldiers. This was seen as a slight by many so Rain was ignored for the most part. She saw Huu close by, aiding two lovely women with their Forms, a pair of sisters from a neighboring village, a big goofy smile upon his face. Again, a twinge of jealousy shot through her, but Mila dismissed it almost instantly. She had no romantic feelings for Huushal and no prior claim upon him. She had no business being jealous, she should be happy for him.
 
  
 
 Finished with his meal, Rain placed the wooden bowl in her hands with a nod, and moved off to an open area, practicing his forms once again. Song swooped in to grab the bowl, running off to clean it. Another problem Mila needed to deal with. Mila watched helplessly as Song ran off, before turning to Adujan. Perhaps she would listen. They were both beginning to shut everyone else out, quiet and reserved, both looking determined to join battle once again. Mama had said to leave them be, let them deal with their struggle in their own way until they asked for help, or their actions demanded it, but it hurt her to watch them in so much pain. Smiling the best she could, she sat down in the dirt next to Adujan. “Hello Yan. Have you been well?” That was a stupid question.
 
  
 
 “No, not at all. War is shit, being a Sentinel is shit. I think I'm going to learn a more noble trade, like whoring or slave trading. In the city, they have these people who drive wagons around, collecting everyone's shit. What's that job called?” Adujan was terse, eating slower than Rain had, but still gulping down large spoonfuls. “Food's good though. You make it?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, thank you!” Mila beamed at the praise, happy to be acknowledged, choosing to ignore the foul bits of conversation. She had been learning how to cook from Alsantset, the lessons helping her unwind after battle. “How is your cultivation progressing? You're able to use the ring without supervision?”
 
  
 
 “Not really, but everyone is busy. Measured risk, and no one would miss me if I fuck up.” Adujan looked at her plainly. “Stop fucking dancing around it and just say it. You want to speak about Rain, right?”
 
  
 
 “Not just Rain, I want to talk about you as well.” Moving herself so she faced Adujan, she continued. “I'm worried about the both of you. Neither of you are taking good care of yourselves. You've been sullen and withdrawn.” More than usual, but that didn't need to be said. “I would miss you, Yan, so please be careful and find someone to watch over your cultivation, and don't speak like that in the future. I'm here for you if you want to talk.”
 
  
 
 Adujan studied her face for a moment, looking for something that Mila was unaware of. “Great. Thanks. I mean that.” Adujan slurped down the rest of her food and walked to the nearby stream to wash her bowl. Mila followed her in silence, letting Adujan gather her thoughts before speaking, waiting for her to be comfortable. Song was still there, scrubbing away at the already clean bowl, her fingers red and raw, while the roosequins frolicked in the water, happily swimming in the icy cold. When Adujan finished washing her bowl, she held it out for Mila before it was snatched away by Song, who began washing the bowl once more, as if the bowl had done her wrong and she wished to drown it.
 
  
 
 With a shrug, Adujan returned to her spot in front of her tent, and without a word, sat down to cultivate. Mila felt her brow twitch as she tried to rein in her anger at being ignored. It was not their fault. They were just both stubborn and rude by nature, neither having learned proper manners. She needed to be patient. Rain and Adujan both preferred to deal with their problems on their own. She only needed to wait for them to learn that they were wrong. She signaled Tanaraq who sat nearby, and after explaining the situation, Adujan now had someone to look after her as Tanaraq settled in to watch the stubborn girl.
 
  
 
 Letting out a slow breath, she turned to her other problem child. “Song, you don't need to do other people's dishes.” The girl had almost passed out from anxiety when Mila was cooking, unable to help because she lacked the knowledge. Mila grabbed her by the arm to pick her up, and the bowl tumbled into the stream. Wrenching her arm free, Song dove into the icy cold water, grasping at the bowl frantically as it floated away, disturbing the swimming roosequins. “Song, come back.”
 
  
 
 Hearing her order, Song hurriedly returned, kneeling in the dirt, her forehead thumping as she struck it against the ground. “This slave has failed you. A thousand apologies.” An unfamiliar quin brought the bowl up, squeaking for a treat which Mila provided. Somehow, on the trip here Rain had managed to teach many of the quins to fetch things for him, and they were all eager for the sugary fruits he provided. Sometimes they even stole things, and kept them for ransom until fed. It had been frustrating to scrounge up fresh fruits in order to get her helmet back from Zabu, the quin in a frenzy to provide courtship gifts to Shana.
 
  
 
 “Calm down, Song.” Mila was at a loss on how to deal with her. “Stop kowtowing, it's just a bowl, you don't need to panic. See, the cute little quin brought it back.” Brushing the dirt off her face, she looked down at the pretty girl, with her clear, olive skin and bright, feline eyes. Her lips were already blue from her short swim, shivering in the cold air, hair plastered to her face, and still she was a beauty. Mila had ugly freckles and shoulder cropped hair, a tiny nose and too-large forehead. Of course Rain paid no attention to her. Her shoulders were broad, her breasts meager, arms muscled, and legs short, completely lacking the soft, feminine curves that Song naturally had.
 
  
 
 Scrunching up her face, she silently admonished herself. This was no time for self-pity. “Song, could you stand up please?” It was important to ask, not order, something she had forgotten in the heat of the moment. Meekly obeying, Song stood, shivering while staring down at the ground. Nothing Mila said ever calmed her, nor did anything she did help. She'd tried many things, patting her head, letting her play with the quins, leaving her with free time, she even suffered through Song's insistent need to be held while sleeping. While Song didn't have nightmares, every night she would lay down and wrap her arms around Mila, sleeping in the dirt despite the bedroll laid out for her close by. Mama had said to be patient with her, and Mila was trying, but between Song, Adujan, and Rain, she was starting to lose her mind. She thanked the mother that Huu was doing so well on his own.
 
  
 
 Leading Song back to camp, Mila helped her change into dry clothes, and the two of them sat on a log together, warming her by the fire. “Song, you may be restrained by your oath, but no one here will treat you as a slave. You are one of the People now, one of ours. We look after our own.” No response. Song never spoke, unless it was to answer a question, or to insult herself, the poor thing. “Can you tell me, what do you want to do, more than anything? You won't be punished, just tell me something you would enjoy doing, if you want to.”
 
  
 
 “I wish to serve Master.” The answer came immediately, a rote repetition.
 
  
 
 “No, no, just... It's supposed to be something you want to do.” Mila wanted to pull out her own hair. How difficult was it to name something you wanted to do?
 
  
 
 “Give her something to do, Mila.” Rain never stopped his movements, not even looking over as he spoke, his tone dry. “She feels useless sitting around all the time. Find her chores, even if it's just peeling vegetables. She needs to feel useful.” He finally paused and looked over, a half-smile on his face. “I can find something for her to do, if you would prefer that.”
 
  
 
 Song continued to stare at the ground, but Mila thought she looked almost hopeful, her back a little straighter, shoulders not slumped so far down. Useful... “How would you like to... serve?”
 
  
 
 She perked up at that. “This slave is a warrior, and can serve best protecting master, or fighting in duels. This slave can also practice when Master will allow it.” Poor child, she wanted to fight and train. A third combat fanatic. Splendid. “This slave is well versed in the Tiger Forms, focusing upon it from young.”
 
  
 
 A foolish thing to focus on a single set of the forms. Why not learn them all? Mila pointed at the practicing Rain, making plans to teach Song properly in the future. “Well for now, watch him while you dry off. If you have something helpful to add, speak up. You can practice tomorrow, or whenever you want, really.” They sat together watching Rain practice. He didn't move through the forms, seeking enlightenment, but rather, studied a single form, over and over again. Tiger Form, Killing Lunge. Right foot forward and bent, left leg back and straightened, right arm shooting straight out. Reset. Both legs bent, right arm curved. Reset. Left leg forward, right arm arcing. Reset. He moved through multiple configurations of a very basic form, one almost everyone could perform.
 
  
 
 An idea came to her. “What are you doing, Rain? Perhaps it will help to talk it through.” Perhaps she could solve his current troubles, and he would learn to come to her with his problems.
 
  
 
 “Hmm. Maybe you're right.” He walked closer to her and squatted to talk to her. “In the first battle a few days ago, I killed a charging Ursagon, with one thrust, using this form.” He didn't sound proud like he would have before, just a statement of facts. There was little enjoyment in him lately, no smiles or quips, just cold, determined logic. “It wasn't until after the battle that I realized it should have ripped my arm out of my socket, except it didn't. I somehow stabbed a charging, two-ton creature head on and didn't die. I'm trying to figure out how, but it isn't going well.”
 
  
 
 Brushing her hands off, Mila stood. “Let us recreate the situation. Show me how it was accomplished.” They spent half an hour setting up the exact moment of the fight, Rain trying to recreate his movements, but to no avail. No matter how they tried, if Rain had killed the Ursagon like he said, by all logic, either the corpse would have crashed into him, or his arm would have been torn off. “Are you sure this was the form you used? Maybe it was something else, Hidden Ambush or Darting Fang maybe?”
 
  
 
 “No, no, I'm positive it was Killing Lunge. I'll figure it out.” He returned to repeating the movement in differing variations, unaffected by their failure. Mila sat back down with Song, who had spent the entire time watching them in her own careful way, without ever raising her head.
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, she set her elbows on her knees and fists in her cheeks, discouraged by her inability to help. “If only I could help him...” She muttered under her breath, to no one in particular. She had never heard of anyone having a problem like this, to have been Enlightened, yet unable to grasp a hold of the knowledge.
 
  
 
 After watching Rain repeat his motions a few more times, Song spoke quietly. “Master, This slave may know how he killed the beast.”
 
  
 
 “Really? How?”
 
  
 
 “A combination form. Killing lunge is only one part of it. The other is Springing Step. Should this slave demonstrate?”
 
  
 
 Mila nodded several times. “Yes yes, of course, please do.” Tiger Form, Springing Step was almost like a dance movement, a small skip, but one foot always on the ground. Mila was delighted that Rain's suggestion had worked, the girl's first time voluntarily speaking up. She should have asked for his help long ago.
 
  
 
 Song stood up and moved a few steps forward, demonstrating the movement several times, from different angles for Mila to see. Unlike the head on, rigid movements that Rain was attempting, Song moved in a light, circular step, her feet swinging as she lunged. “It is a countering strike, to dodge with a half circle movement. Rather than a direct lunge forward, the leading foot turns 90 degrees from the back foot. This lowers the amount of power in the thrust, but the strike relies on using the power of the opponent against them. The step allows you to trick your opponent, by appearing to move to the right, while slipping to the left.”
 
  
 
 Rain watched closely a few times before closing his eyes to think. He stood still for long minutes, pondering the movements, while Song returned to her seat next to Mila. Whispering so not to disturb Rain, Mila praised Song. “Well done, I think you were right, Rain is in study.” The girl had no reaction to her praise, still stony and downtrodden as always, but it was progress at least.
 
  
 
 While the movement seemed limited in use, it could be very powerful in the right circumstances. Mila would need to practice it as well, a useful tool when on foot and faced with a mounted opponent. Dodge with minimal movement, and allow the opponent to impale themselves. It didn't look very impressive, if Mila was being honest, just a step at an odd angle, but in close quarters, it opened up many different angles of attack.
 
  
 
 Rain's eyes snapped open, and he moved, performing the same forms, yet very differently from Song. Where Song was soft, and reactive, Rain was forceful and aggressive. A longer step, a heavier thrust, Rain's demonstration was offensive in nature, Song's defensive. He repeated it several times, each time becoming more and more aggressive, using Springing Step to move into position, combining it with several other forms to attack, a chop, a slash, a twisting strike. A smile broke out upon her face as she watched Rain continue to become stronger. Already he was a fearsome opponent in close quarters, his only issue was reaching that range without dying. This step allowed him a gradual approach, rather than his head-on charge he was so fond of. He still lacked the explosive speed that Mama had, making it a risky gamble each time he used it.
 
  
 
 Rain stopped his practice and walked over, Mila waiting for her praise. “Thank you Song, you were a great help.” This... “Sumila, spar with me?” His theory worked out, now he sought to put it to the test, and Mila was more than happy to oblige. They stood across from one another, Rain taking his stance, sword forward, his body turned sideways.
 
  
 
 Smiling, she stepped forward, Springing Step. Smashing his sword aside with her shield, she drove her knee into his ribs. “You fight in close quarters, don't leave your sword sticking out like that.” Doubled over and gasping, Rain sought to regain his breath while Mila waited, happy and relaxed. Not only was she able to help Rain, sparring also helped her work out her frustrations with him. Stupid, angry, uncommunicative Rain. He should just open up and speak about his problems, maybe as they sit side by side, sharing warmth and chatting beneath the moonlight. Instead, all he did was ignore her unless he needed help or a sparring partner. Fine, if he wanted to spar, then they would spar. She would spar with him until he threw up. Perhaps then he would taste her stew, as it made its way back up.
 
  
 
 He didn't thank her even once the entire night. The big idiot.
 






      Chapter 70 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Marshal Shing DuYi sat within his carriage, his body too old for the rigors of travel. He needed to name a successor soon, but all the fops and dandies sent to him by the nobles of the Northern Province were pitiful indeed. Strength of arms did not mean strength of mind, it took a certain attitude and an almost masochistic nature in order to handle the stresses of his job, to appease and command in the same breath. Unable to find a suitable candidate, he continued to work even at the ripe age of 96, toiling away until he found a successor that would satisfy both his and the Emperor's requirements.
 
  
 
 “More tea, Marshal?” His loyal attendant and bodyguard Yuzhen, always at his side. Blonde haired and lovely as a flower, the girl had never found someone to marry, a shame, a shame.
 
  
 
 “Of course, dear heart, of course.” Taking the proffered cup, he drank deeply, the bitter herbs well masked with honey. “Ah, little miss, you make the best tea in the world. It is why I keep you around, you know.”
 
  
 
 “Old flatterer, drink your tea in quiet. It will win you no favors, nor will it spare you from your medication.” The little fox girl was relentless, always brewing medication for him. A persistent cough he had, and she was determined to fix it despite the best healers being unable to do anything for him. Fluid in the lungs, and no matter how many times they drained it, it would always return, sometimes even worse than before.
 
  
 
 Patting her on the head, he remembered a time when she had been just a tiny waif, hungry and cold, with dead eyes. “Ahh, who knew that little orphan I took in would become such a tyrant, I should have left you behind in the forest, spared myself this torture.” That had been thirty years ago, and it had been his most cherished achievement of his lifetime. Little else mattered in the face of raising a child, not his accolades, his titles, his wealth. Were it not for Imperial law, he would have named Yuzhen his successor a decade ago. Sharp of wit and strength of arms, she appeared unrivaled in his eyes, failing and biased as they were. A dated policy, to only have humans in positions of power, but no one wished to hear him speak of it.
 
  
 
 “A pity. Now you must reap what you sow, old man.” Smiling as she laid out a small snack for him, she settled back into her seat, watching their surroundings through the window. Ever vigilant, this little adoptive child of his, always looking to keep him safe, and yet he still could not share with her his family name. Despite all his power as Marshal, he could not stand alone without the Society, and the Shing clan was ever at odds with their fellows within the Society. A good idea in theory, to have so many groups cooperate as one, and were it not for the constant politicking and backstabbing, the Society would be an even greater power of the Empire. A shame indeed.
 
  
 
 Their journey soon came to an end, his guards announcing their arrival. A magnificent work of architecture, he always swelled with pride when he saw the Wall, a testament to the strength of the Empire. It had stood for as long as written history was recorded, the secrets to its origins lost to the sands of time, the Empire no longer able to recreate the sturdy, smooth, durable material that made up the wall. Rather than brick by brick, the wall seemed made of a single, enormous stone, perhaps hewn and hollowed from the mountain where they now stood. A true wonder of the old world, impregnable since it's creation.
 
  
 
 Supported by Yuzhen, he made his way to the lift with the rest of his guards and waited patiently as the soldiers pulled him up slowly, through a complex set of winches and pulleys that he had devised. His knees were heavy with fluid and unsuitable for climbing the near endless flights of stairs, and his constant tours at the walls had motivated him greatly to have these installed in every fortress.
 
  
 
 Stepping out onto the battlements, he marveled at the sight of the crenelations, and the spectacular views they allowed him. It was all marred by the sights and sounds of battle of course, the reports unable to truly paint just how many Defiled were present. Even with near constant fighting, the Enemy continued to grow in number, the horde now close to two and a half million strong, the matter of supplies irrelevant as they feasted upon the dead. The Bridge normally held a standing contingent of 350,000 soldiers, and currently had almost 3 times that, with 980,000 soldiers defending its walls, and still the requests for more reinforcements continued. What was it like at the other Bridges? The reports arrived daily, but they contained old news, the travel time between bridges almost an entire month. The latest reports spoke of the walls holding, but how long would they continue to hold?
 
  
 
 DuYi had decided to make his base of operations here, summoning the rest of his lieutenant marshals for a meeting. Only then would they stop stalling and bring troops to the front lines. He estimated at least 500,000 more troops en route, arriving before the end of the seventh month, his underlings too afraid to travel without their troops. The Empire was at war, not only the Northern Province, and many of his peers seemed to forget that simple fact. Three fronts under constant pressure, with Martial Law declared in the three provinces. The Central province was deploying troops to each front, but it would be weeks, if not months, before they arrived. Until then it was up to the warriors of the North to hold strong, but instead, his subordinates complained of costs and reimbursement, fluctuating markets and interruption of production. Short-sighted fools, all of them, unable to see that none of that would matter should the province fall. Even losing Shen Mu, with its glorious grove of sacred trees, was not enough to shake the fools from their stupor.
 
  
 
 He shivered from the cold as his attendants set up a partition from the wind, allowing him to watch without succumbing to his failing health. Were he to collapse in public, many would use that as an excuse to force him to step down as Marshal of the North, and the title would likely be given to some fool, like Situ Jia Ying or Lin Xiang Gu. The former was too self involved, the latter too much of a politician, both a disaster in the making. The position required objective decision-making for the good of the Empire, and those with the required outlook seemed fewer each year. What ever happened to civic pride and righteous heroes? When he was young, the streets had been filled with such people, all willing to fight and die for the Empire, but now, greed and self-service was the norm. Perhaps it was always this way, and it was the rose-colored glasses of youth obscuring his vision.
 
  
 
 He studied the layout of the battle before him, shaking his head in worry. “There can be no mistaking it. The Enemy has some method of long distance communication. That is the only reasonable explanation why they continue to press the attack at the Bridge.” He stroked his beard as he watched with a mix of wonder and melancholy, speaking aloud to himself, a habit learned in old age. The war raged about him, Defiled died in droves as the soldiers of the Empire fought them back, exhaustion evident on every face. Little surprise there, the attacks had been going on for near two months without interruption, the Defiled near fanatical in their rush towards death.
 
  
 
 “Why do you say that, you old paranoid bastard?” Colonel General Situ Nian Zu, Commander at the Bridge, greeted him with his customary aplomb. Resplendent in his golden armor, his black cloak flowing behind him would be embroidered with the Situ crest, despite the man's disdain for Society politics. Appearances needed to be kept, after all.
 
  
 
 Hugging his old friend, DuYi smiled at the provocation. “Ah you old pretentious fart, look before you and see. Has age robbed you of your wits? The Defiled are not the mindless savages of tales, but individuals, each with their own dreams and aspirations. They charge at the wall time and time again, yet the result is always the same. Soldiers die, Defiled die, and the Wall still stands. Why continue to do so, with no hope of victory?”
 
  
 
 “Why, pray tell, does any of this mean they have a means of long-range communication? They are barely more human than apes, savages and nothing more. Might as well claim that tigers have learned to forge tools.” Nian Zu was much like himself, an outsider from Clan and Society. A career soldier, the man had dedicated himself to defending the wall for the past 40 years, but his constant battles had forged the man into unbreakable steel, still fit and spry, unlike himself.
 
  
 
 “They attack as a distraction, so that we must continue to bring our forces here, rather than hunt down the Defiled already within our borders.” He motioned for Yuzhen to bring forth the reports. “See here, the ones within our borders ravage the lands, trying to seem uncoordinated and wild, but there is a pattern to them. They only move within a set distance, never straying too far from the borders, and never more than once into any prohibited areas. All the while, they build up in numbers within our borders, until they have enough strength to take another city, or even threaten the Wall from behind.”
 
  
 
 Waiting as Nian Zu perused the reports, knowing his friend was a suspicious soul, needing to read the reports for himself, DuYi watched the battle unfold before him, shaking his head at the monumental waste of life. The Defiled charged time and time again, a buffer for their Demon commanders, blocking the way with their flesh and bones so that the Demons could reach the gates. Below him, officers would be standing ready to throw back the Demons, while their soldiers stood at their sides, giving their lives so that their heroes may fight uninterrupted. Killing was simple, but surviving was the difficult part.
 
  
 
 It was strange that Heavenly energy had so many ways to turn a human into a weapon, but so few to defend. Perhaps it had to do with the nature of man, always ready to make war, whether it be upon beast, Defiled, or their fellow man. If it were not for the Defiled threat, it was almost certain the Empire would not stand united. It was in their nature to fight, to thrive on conflict, the mighty taking while the weak struggled to live. It could easily be seen in the Central and Eastern provinces, with no real threat from the exterior, they turned to civil unrest and infighting, rebels against the Empire.
 
  
 
 “Perhaps you are correct. Their movements do seem … suspicious, but it matters little. Send an army to retake the mountain passes, and the day is won. Their conversations will not save them from the spears of the Empire.” A simple man, who preferred direct methods, he cared little for matters other than war.
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, of course, armies are being raised at Shen Yun and Feng Huang as we speak. The subjugation force is pushing the Defiled back, and everything will be concluded within the month. As for your next complaint, there are reinforcements on the way, the closest large group should be arriving within the week.” Always a simplistic man, never seeing beyond the next battle, failing to recognize how useful a tool for communication would be in their hands, or the disaster that a united horde of Defiled presented. “In fact, the Flying Tiger Fortress has already been retaken. We intercepted their messenger on the way here, and it holds some disturbing insights.” He handed the reports to Nian Zu, who once again studied them slowly, his brow furrowed as he read.
 
  
 
 DuYi's focus turned back to the battle before him, watching the Imperial Cavalry charge across the plains, throwing back the Defiled soldiers, killing ten's of thousands as they thundered forward. Before his eyes, small pockets of resistance formed here and there, the Defiled rallying about their Demons and Champions, all quickly felled by coordinated officers and Exarchs, interspersed among the troops. Whoever had set up the formation was clever, with a good grasp of command. Perhaps it was Major General Han Bohai, or Major General Teng Wei Sheng, both adherents of the Society, but still splendid warriors and commanders. If only they were less political, and more devoted to the Empire.
 
  
 
 The charge continued before his eyes, and his eyes squinted in worry as he shivered from the cold. Yuzhen messaged him quietly, keeping up appearances. “We should go inside Marshal, the chill is no good on your old bones.” He ignored her willfully, stubbornly watching the battle before him. Weakness could not be shown, and the battle was becoming more interesting. The cavalry charge was dangerously close to overextending itself and being caught in the open once their momentum had been spent. Nian Zu seemed unconcerned, but the man lived and breathed tactics, there was no way he did not see the danger before them.
 
  
 
 “Hmm, this is far more disturbing than your musings of communications. This speaks of the same destruction we saw at Shen Mu, the walls crumbled to dust without flame or impact. It screams of a powerful Demon, but if it came through the passes at the Flying Tiger Fortress, why would it make the journey to Shen Mu, and not the much closer Shen Huo?”
 
  
 
 DuYi shrugged, eyes unable to blink as he watched the battle unfold. The Defiled were moving into position, splitting off in several groups, the cavalry soon to be encircled, their doom only breaths away. He lamented the loss of so many soldiers, the defense made all the more difficult by their loss. Nian Zu joined him, standing stoic beside him, quiet and disciplined despite the anger he must have felt, watching his soldiers ride towards their doom. The days ahead would be difficult, with low morale and fewer defenders, and DuYi made preparations to send messengers to hurry along the reinforcements.
 
  
 
 Suddenly before his eyes, the cavalry formation underwent a massive change, pivoting with precision towards the Defiled that meant to cut off their retreat, renewing their charge in the blink of an eye, their flagging strength a ruse that both the Enemy and DuYi had fallen for. The warriors of the Empire slaughtered their way out of what should have been a death trap, striking while their opponents were still in transition, charging towards the Central gates, which opened for them as they approached, allowing the cavalry to enter safely. DuYi turned to Nian Zu, eyes wide in disbelief, who smiled at him.
 
  
 
 After a moments thought, DuYi cleared his throat and spoke. “With the amount of training and precision required for such a maneuver, you seem to have nurtured some hidden talents.” For that tactic to succeed it would have required near fanatical trust in the commander's judgment, and there were no soldiers that DuYi was familiar with capable of inspiring such devotion.
 
  
 
 His old friend smiled enigmatically at him. “I'm glad that you were here to witness this. The Empire will rise to further glory in the near future, without a doubt, but there is also a personal matter I wish for your aid with.” Rare for Nian Zu to ask for his aid. “It is about some youngsters that have insulted the Society. They have ties to a mercenary under my command, a Baatar of the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, he prepared himself for the worst. He deeply regretted having sent an invitation to the Bekhai, but hearing of a 16-year-old boy crossing swords with a Warrant Officer was simply too splendid to ignore. He had intended to protect the youngsters, grant one a military ranking, but he had not expected for their luck to be so bittersweet, forcing the Bekhai out of the contest too early for him to justify such a reward.
 
  
 
 The Bekhai had shown their ferocity though, even with children and civilians they had managed to survive, and now, even in the midst of war, the Society demanded retribution. Family was family, and blood could not be ignored, no matter how much he wished to. He cursed the fools at home and their desperate need to regain face. He could already guess what would be asked, and knew it would not bode well for the youngsters.
 
  
 
 When Nian Zu left, he began penning his orders with renewed vigor, sending Lieutenant General Akanai towards the west to deal with the scattered Defiled once the Flying Tiger Fortress was secured. The Bekhai tribesmen would be safe there, away from the Society, so long as Martial Law was upheld. While it was not a glorious job, the Brigadier Kai had mucked it all up, losing the majority of the soldiers under his command. A worthless fool of a man, DuYi lacked the authority to take away his rank, and he regretted even giving the man a chance to redeem himself after his blunder at the camps.
 
  
 
 In the meantime, he would need to find a way to moderate the situation, a small matter grown too large. Sighing in regret, he sipped his medicine, grimacing at the taste. There were too many tigers on the mountain, and left to their own devices, the Society and the Bekhai would cripple one another, to no one's benefit.
 
  
 
 As if there were not enough problems for him to deal with. Truly, the position of Marshal was akin to tending to children. Loud, arrogant, murderous children. He dreamed of simply retiring, and leaving all the problems to whomever the Emperor appointed. Let those fools deal with these headaches, while he lived in quiet retirement with Yuzhen. Perhaps then she would find a husband and settle down. He looked forward to being called grandfather, a far more rewarding title than Marshal of the North.
 






      Chapter 71 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Cho Jin Kai cursed his worthless half-beast healer for a fool, a worthless idiot who was unable to properly do his job. Kai's facial injuries had healed well, but his arm felt like it was on fire after it was regrown, the pain near unbearable. Even the slightest breeze upon his bare skin was enough to send him reeling in agony, so wearing clothes was obviously impossible. His cloak was wrapped around  his bare chest, his servants holding the cloth so it would not rub against his arm as he stood before the hated, half-beast bitch, Akanai. The barbarian did not even deign to use the command tent, holding her meeting in the healer's tent.
 
  
 
 It was an utter humiliation, his sentries failing miserably at their duties, the Defiled somehow managing to take the camp by surprise. Worthless northern soldiers, he had lost almost his entire allotment of troops, 12,000 dead, including a dozen junior officers. It was another black mark upon his military record in addition to his failure at the camps. Even worse, he had suffered a humbling defeat in single combat, albeit by the most fierce Defiled warrior he had ever met, requiring aid from Major Vichear, disgrace heaped upon disgrace.
 
  
 
 To rub salt upon his wounds, as if the Marshal himself had a grudge against him, the one to relieve him of his command was none other than Akanai, and the woman did not even bring his troops back with her, leaving them further north. She sat upon her beast, reading the reports in silence, as he stood at attention, waiting for her to sneer at him, humiliate him even more.
 
  
 
 After an eternity, she finally spoke. “Where did they retreat to?” She did not even bother raising her head to look at him, and to make matters worse, he had no answer to give her. How was he to know? They had fled in the night while he lay injured, his skin melting, his eyes damaged, arm chopped off, and his command had been reduced to a single Field Officer, Major Vichear.
 
  
 
 “They moved west, on foot, two days ago. We lost most of our horses and scouts, so we've been unable to track them since.” Vichear replied to the general. The Major had earned Kai's reluctant respect for saving his life, but it was all instantly lost upon watching the half-beast curry favor with his own kind as he lay pitifully on his cot. A shame that Defiled Champion hadn't removed Vichear's head from his shoulders, only badly injuring the Major.
 
  
 
 “Pack everything up, we move camp immediately. The Defiled attacked here once, and I will not sit idle so they can attack again.” Hmph, the bitch had the gall to insult him, to say his choice to remain was wrong? What else could he do? There were too many wounded to move. “Anyone that cannot fight and anything that cannot be carried by a single soldier is to be returned to Shen Huo, along with all the wagons.” What? His tent was carried by wagon! How dare she expect him to sleep upon the ground, like some common animal? No, calm yourself, seek balance, do not allow her to throw yourself into disorder. He took a deep breath and centered his emotions as Akanai continued on. “Major Vichear, you will lead the convoy back to Shen Huo, and report to the Magistrate. Give him my name, he will see to your injuries.” Another half-beast loving disgrace in power, the north was as good as lost. “Brigadier Kai, break camp and follow Senior Captain Alsantset and her division to the new encampment.”
 
  
 
 Unable to contain his rage any longer, he smacked his uninjured hand upon the map. “You wish for me to tend camp and take orders from a Senior Captain? Do you know who I am?” The barbarian probably couldn't even read, playing at being a strategist.
 
  
 
 “Indeed I do. I also know your worth and worry for the safety of the camp, but I cannot be bothered to hold your hand at the moment. Your orders have been given. Leave now, before I truly lose my temper.” She glared at him, and suddenly he could hardly breathe, her intense gaze stifling him, smothering him with her chi, snuffing out his rage. A display of power, but Kai had suffered worse. Snorting, he turned and left, calling for his servants and ordering the soldiers to begin packing. Were it not for the half-beast loving Northern Marshal, it would be unlikely that Akanai would have ever been made a lieutenant, much less a general. This entire province was a backwater and should have been burnt to the ground years ago.
 
  
 
 The barbarians sat around the command tent, likely having heard the commotion. He glared about, daring them to smirk, hoping to make an example of one, but they all treated him as if beneath their notice, ignoring his stares. As he surveyed the mass of unwashed brutes, he spotted a familiar face. “Song! What are you doing here?” His anger mounted as he marched towards his slave, who sat silently on one of the beasts, the fear in her eyes plain to see. Pulling her off of the animal, she struggled in his grasp as he hissed at her. “Calm yourself slave! Answer me!” Loosening his grip to allow her to compose herself, she scrambled away from him, silent and fearful. Annoyed by her defiance, he strode after her, intent on crippling the little worm and letting her crawl back to Yantai. He had spent time and gold on her, purchasing her, training her, even buying her a spiritual weapon. She had been an investment for his son, so that Tok would have a suitable attendant and bodyguard. To have all his efforts snatched away by barbarians drove him to near madness, his rage beginning to smoulder.
 
  
 
 He stopped in his tracks as a half-dozen spears leveled at him, a savage at the end of each. He studied them closely, and noting none held a field officers rank, he snarled, “You lowly soldiers fucking dare? Pointing your weapons at an Officer of the Imperial Army is tantamount to treason. I'll have you all arrested for this.”
 
  
 
 The mouthy runt laughed, the same little bastard that had humiliated him at the restaurant. “I'm going to enjoy watching you die, Brigadier.” The runt sat close by, his mouth full of dried rations as he watched the proceedings. “Try to put on a good show.” Kai glared at the  brat, vowing to kill him in the worst way possible. Only then would his anger be quenched and his mind returned to Balance.
 
  
 
 Another barbarian spoke up. “Martial Law is in effect. Assaulting a soldier in the field is punishable at the discretion of the Justicar or Adjudicator sitting in judgment.” He stared at the woman speaking to him and his eyes drawn to her ears. Orange and black striped, with tufts of white fur, a genuine Half-Tiger. He studied the rest of her, a pleasing, round face with almond eyes, she could almost pass for human if you hid the ears and tail. She was full-bodied and toned, pleasing to look at, with ample breasts and curves, her auburn hair almost shining in the morning glow, a beauty that would easily cost him 10,000 gold if purchased. She even had her own Spiritual Weapon and a rank, a Senior Captain. Kai immediately decided that he would own her.
 
  
 
 Clearing his thoughts, he narrowed his eyes at the Half-Tiger. “I have assaulted no soldier, Song is a slave, simple as that. I demand that my property be returned to me, or I will have you all in chains before the Justicar.” He enjoyed watching her glare at him, and looked forward to owning her, a lively, defiant lass. Song could be gifted to little Tok, Kai was growing weary of her anyways. Song had arrived broken in spirit, but this new slave would be more resolute, and he would delight in taming her, teaching her the ways of the civilized world.
 
  
 
 “Li Song is a Khishig of the Bekhai. Lay a finger on her again, and I will kill you myself. That is a promise, Brigadier.”
 
  
 
 Kai laughed at the idiot half-beast. “You've condemned yourself with your own words. Threatening a superior officer over a slave?” He turned to the soldiers in his command. “Arrest her. We will bring her back to Shen Huo to seek justice.”
 
  
 
 “Belay that order.” Akanai stepped out in front of the command tent, her icy cold glare once again affixed upon him. “If you have grievance with one of my officers, then you will bring a Justicar here to mediate. Until such a time, you have your orders. Since you seem to have issue with Senior Captain Alsantset, then you will follow Private Dagen. Senior Captain Alsantset, you have the vanguard. Leave.”
 
  
 
 So the half-tigress was Alsantset, a hideous name. Kai sneered, taking one last glance at her before he left. Akanai's voice rang out behind him. “And if you ever lay a hand on one of my Khishigs again, I will gut you and leave you for the crows.” Hmph, fools all of them, to threaten him so. Were his arm not injured, he would have challenged that damn half-tiger and beaten her soundly, given her a taste of what was to come. He would have to rename her to something more appropriate, something civilized.
 
  
 
 The Khishigs rode off in short order, scattered and in disarray, a shameful display of disorganization. No discipline, no formations, just a scattering of small groups, running head on towards the Enemy. It hardly surprised him, as discipline was a trait of man and these savages were hardly worthy of the designation. They left him an escort of ten mounted Khishigs, each waiting at the edge of camp for the soldiers to make ready, with a feral-looking, wild haired barbarian in charge.
 
  
 
 Barking his orders, he set about preparing his troops and packing the camp, grumbling to himself in displeasure at the thought of having to ride to their next destination, likely in pain from the jostling of his mount. His Mentor's troops would be arriving soon, after which he would be freed from his service here in the north. Then, he could have them aid him in arresting Akanai and Alsantset, and kill that mouthy little bastard as well.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Alsantset was fuming as she rode away, furious at her inability to act. Akanai's harsh glare had spoken volumes, a silent reprimand reminding Alsantset that they yet required the Brigadier to command the soldiers present. Without him, Akanai would be required to remain in command of the infantry, limiting her usefulness in the coming forest battles. Even if Major Vichear were healthy enough to take command, Alsantset still would not be able to do anything to Kai, her words spurred by her anger. A Brigadier was the pinnacle of rank available to those without the skills to command, and it was impossible for Cho Jin Kai to have earned the rank without strength, no matter his connections. The man may be an incompetent commander, but he would not be a simple opponent to defeat.
 
  
 
 Turning to pat Song on the head as she rode by, she reassured the quivering child. “Do not worry, little Song, that man cannot harm you any longer, I will not allow it.” The girl remained silent she always was, but her eyes spoke volumes, appreciative of her words, yet apprehensive of hope. A grown woman of nineteen years, Song was still very much a child in many ways, and most of the blame for that lay squarely at the feet of Brigadier Kai.
 
  
 
 If only Alsantset were stronger. She had once been the pride of the village, but she had spent the last five years teaching children and raising her family, unable to devote enough time for her own personal training. While she had once been Gerel's equal, hearing of his achievements had disheartened her, knowing she had long been surpassed. Alsantset was not even sure she could kill a single Demon, and Gerel was killing them like plucking chickens. She now held the same rank as him and the knowledge that she did not deserve it irritated her to no end. She did not regret how she had spent her time, for the past few years were the happiest in memory, watching her children grow, seeing Rain develop into a splendid warrior, spending time with her Mama and her beloved. She only wished that she had more time, to also have been able to train as a Martial Warrior, to be worthy of the Rank of Senior Captain. Papa had fought for decades as a Captain, and he had been far stronger than her when he had been raised to the rank. She felt ashamed, unfit for the honor, but Akanai had insisted, claiming she was needed.
 
  
 
 Alsantset was ill-suited for command, the intricacies of leadership causing her no end of frustrations. She would rather be at Rain's side, keeping him safe whilst he charged into the front lines, watching his flank as he fought, but with her rank came responsibility to others, not just Rain, but to the other 1,000 lives under her command, a number which had only shrunk since she began. All of her focus was on keeping her soldiers alive, and she could spare no time to personally see to Rain's safety, the stories of him fighting on foot with the army causing her to worry and fret. At the end of the day when her reports were given and Sentinels tended to, only then could she be selfish and ask of his condition, and the tales of his exploits had her gasping in fear.
 
  
 
 Regardless of the circumstances of his foolish bravery, Alsantset was proud of Rain's accomplishments, for there was no denying that he was a splendid warrior. It was the product of his hard work and dedication, at the cost of friends and leisurely activities. Rain had trained to the point of exhaustion most days, injuring himself again and again, only to study by candlelight deep into the night. All of her attempts to dissuade him from working so hard had been met with smiles and assurances, until the next morning when he would set out once again, to begin training anew.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she had not persisted with her objections for long. While she had never spoken of it aloud, Alsantset dreamed that when she returned to ride with Papa, Rain would be there as well, their happy little family protecting the Empire together, raising their names across the land, Papa to lead and Rain to heal. Then a few years after that, her two babies would join them along with her beloved, three generations of family riding together beneath the Banner. That dream seemed a little closer each day, Rain finally able to harvest the fruits of his labors.
 
  
 
 While Rain had been impressive against the Society, once he joined in the war effort, his strength seemed to have dramatically increased, his attitude shifting as well. The common soldiers spoke of him in the same breath as the Magistrate's son, Rain considered a rising dragon to stand at the forefront of the next generation of heroes. They spoke of how he fought fearlessly, leading by example, killing without blinking as he strode about the battlefield, challenging Defiled champions to single combat and emerging battered and bloody, but victorious each time. Five Champions in three days, his exploits would reach the ears of the Marshal, perhaps even earning him a rank. Brigadier Man Giao had personally spoken to Akanai about his accomplishments, his endorsement of Rain booming and enthusiastic.
 
  
 
 To think that it had all begun when Akanai brought him to Shen Huo, the news that Rain had finally shown interest in something besides training causing Alsantset to nearly swoon with joy. To be a Sentinel was an honorable calling, where he could make friends and companions of like mind, and if he wished to become a battle healer, combat experience would be required. The month-long separation had been agonizing for her, and when he had returned so badly injured, she had been so distressed that she had almost asked him to abandon his dreams of strength. She had even marched off to Akanai's office, scolding the old woman for not properly looking after her precious little Rain. That had been a terrible and terrifying mistake, one she hoped to never repeat. It was no wonder Papa was still so obedient when Akanai was around.
 
  
 
 They rode through the morning until they reached the predetermined campground, a grassy hill with a stream to the east and south, and mountains to the north, it was unlikely that the Defiled would be able to take them by surprise here. The day passed quickly as the Sentinels under her command prepared the camp, putting up embankments to hide their fires, and palisades to impede any charges by Defiled beasts, as well as trip wires and hidden spiked barricades. The infantry joined them by nightfall, the soldiers looking weary and exhausted, unused to marching through the forests. They would likely be used to guard the campground, while Akanai led her Sentinels through the forest in the morning, hunting down the Enemy.
 
  
 
 As soon as she found free time, Alsantset wandered towards Rain, watching him at practice. He was performing Oriole Form, Fluttering Raindrops, a series of rapid and abrupt sweeps and spins, as if flinging droplets of water about. He seemed on the verge of Enlightenment once more, his face frowning in concentration as he repeated the motion in different variations, trying to comprehend the movement. Insight through battle, something that occasionally occurred, but Rain seemed to have troubles grasping the lessons according to Sumila. Alsantset settled down, water skin in hand, a meal ready for Rain when he finished, glowing at the scene of her little brother growing stronger by the day.
 
  
 
 “Senior Captain, may we speak?” Yan slipped in from the darkness, standing nearby, looking grim and determined.
 
  
 
 Alsantset patted the ground next to her. “Little Yan, it is only the two of us. You may call me Alsantset. Sit, I would love to chat with you.” Putting her arm around the too-thin young woman, Alsantset grinned lecherously. “So, I've noticed that your quin is in courtship with Zabu. Am I to expect that you and Rain are in a similar situation? Should I be asking you to call me Sister instead?”
 
  
 
 Little Yan blushed furiously at her direct questioning, vigorously denying the claim. “No, not at all Senior Cap...” She paused at Alsantset's look. “Err.. Alsantset.” Another blush. “Rain is unaware of the implications, only thinking it is sweet that Zabu is in courtship.” Yan looked displeased at the declaration, causing Alsantset's grin to grow wider.
 
  
 
 “But you are agreeable to a possible courtship with Rain?” Alsantset could not resist pressing further. Yan was a good match for Rain, with their mutual love for the quins and similar temperaments, the foul-mouthed little Sentinel would keep Rain honest, her attitude reminding Alsantset of Mama. It did not hurt for Yan to admit interest, and then Alsantset could begin to gauge Rain's reaction to a match.
 
  
 
 All she received in reply was a frown. “I don't know. Sometimes, I think about him in a romantic light, but I do so for many of the men I meet. How am I to know if my feelings are love or lust?”
 
  
 
 Poor girl, with no one to give her advice. “You will know when you are ready to know. If you wish to speak of it, or anything at all, you can always come to me. We have spilled blood and shared hardships together, little Yan.”
 
  
 
 Finally, a smile from the girl. “Thank you, Alsantset.” She scratched her blushing face before continuing. “I want to speak about Rain actually, but not about courtships. I'm worried about him. About his behavior lately.”
 
  
 
 “Of course. I worry about him too, but this is war. He is well equipped to survive, but the reality is that there is little you can do, but pray. Help him if you can, mourn him if he falls. That is the truth of the world. His way of fighting is fearful to watch, but he is more careful with his life that it would appear.” Although she spoke the words, Alsantset knew that should Rain die in battle, she would be inconsolable.
 
  
 
 Shaking her head once again, Yan pursed her lips. “No, that's not what I'm worried about. Well, I am worried about that, but that's not why I wanted to talk. It's about what happened at the hamlet.” The girl paused, chewing her lip. “When he was setting the fire, Rain was seething with hatred, I could see it in his eyes, he was unhinged and murderous in his rage. I thought he would be inconsolable afterwards, but when we came out of the forest, he was calm and collected.” She paused and looked around, before leaning in to whisper. “He was going to torture a Defiled, just to get it to scream, so it would bring more Defiled down on us. I stopped him before he could, but if I were not there, he would have. I didn't notice at the time, but his rage had already been swallowed, and he was just... cold. The change in him was unsettling, after I thought about it. I think that... something ... may have happened.”
 
  
 
 The blood drained from her face as a heavy knot of worry began to grown in Alsantset's stomach, understanding what little Yan was implying. “You have not spoken your suspicions to Akanai, or anyone else?” Even to suggest that he could have been Defiled could be enough to have Rain ostracized from the People, as few would want to live so close to one that was possibly tainted.
 
  
 
 “No, of course not! I mean... I wasn't sure, so I've kept an eye on him, except when he rides off to battle. He hasn't done anything troubling since then though and he even seems normal now, but I'm still worried. He's just... too calm now, too relaxed after every battle. Remember, with the Society? Once blood had been spilled he was as heroic as any, but skittish whenever we weren't fighting. His eyes were always darting about, looking for avenues of escape and attack, almost jumping at every noise and shadow, rings forming underneath his eyes. It's just too great of a change in personality in such a short time. The only thing that hasn't changed is how much he practices.”
 
  
 
 “People adapt during war. Those that cannot adapt, die.” Even as she protested, Alsantset knew Yan's words had weight to them, but still she could not accept them. “He has shown no signs of instability, cruelty, or apathy, and while he seems withdrawn, that is simply who he is. Papa watched him for years, making sure that nothing was amiss. Rain is fine.”
 
  
 
 “It could have just recently happened, in the early stages. The other signs are there, Alsantset. He is confused at times, I've seen it. He will sit there, brow furrowed, trying to piece something together in his mind. He is sensitive to the light, always covering his eyes from the glare of the Sun, and itching all the time, as if his blood were turning. He's not sleeping very much either, I've seen him hard at practice when I leave for my watch, still there when I return, and at it when I wake.”
 
  
 
 There was more, Alsantset could see Yan holding it back. Gesturing for her to speak, Yan looked distraught as she asked, “Has he sought you for help with finding Balance, to use the ring? I've watched him, and he doesn't meditate anymore. It could be that he meditates in his tent, but Huu hasn't been sharing Rain's tent for the past few days. He ah, found other accommodations, so all could be well.” Yan sounded hopeful, and Alsantset wanted to believe as well, but if he were truly unbalanced, then even as much as she hated to think it, it was possible that something was amiss. “I was almost sure that he was fine, that I was only worrying for nothing, but the fact that no one has seen him even trying to find Balance is what brought me to you.”
 
  
 
 Other warning signs were apparent to her now that she thought on it, the change in personality, the increased skill and strength, his lack of displayed emotions. “You were right to speak to me, Yan. Please, do not tell anyone else. We must be sure beyond all doubts. He could just be unbalanced, and unwilling to seek help.” Alsantset's eyes locked onto Rain, who continued to perform Fluttering Raindrops, unaware of her gaze. She sat there praying to the Mother that he was still the same person, her precious little brother, that he was only having some difficulties. Tears began to fall from her eyes, but hardening her heart, she focused on the task at hand, turning to discuss with Yan how to best approach Rain. It was possible that the two of them were only overreacting, but all the same, she prepared herself for the worst.
 
  
 
 If her little brother were Defiled, then the Rain they all knew and loved was already dead, and she would kill the creature that wore his flesh before he could mar her memories of him, or worse, endanger all the People. The Emperor had exterminated villages for less.
 
  
 
 If he were Defiled, then it would be a mercy killing.
 
  
 
 Why did she ever let him become a Sentinel?
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 The cool evening air feels wonderful against my hot skin, itchier than ever. I must have slept in some weeds, or gotten bitten by a bug or something, because the irritation is getting near unbearable. I've tried a number of salves and cooling compresses, but it's all temporary, the itching coming back with a vengeance after a few hours. Maybe I just need a bath, I'm filthy from all the mud and gore. I miss home, it feels like I haven't been there in forever. No, I need to stay here, to fight in the war. This is where I want to be.
 
  
 
 My sword arcs through the air, moving erratically in every direction as I try to puzzle out the movement. So far, I've managed to puzzle out exactly one combination form: Springing Step and Killing Lunge, and that was with Song's help, but that's secondary. It'd be nice to figure out more, but what's more important is the mental exercise distracts me from my anger. It helps that it's been calm for a few days, with no battles or bloodshed, just quiet scouting missions and traveling.
 
  
 
 After taking the fortress, we sat around for a few days, before receiving orders to head further west, to deal with more Defiled. I've had plenty of time to deal with my anger issues, with breathing exercises and attempts to relax, trying to figure out just what's wrong with me. It was difficult keeping my anger in check at times, as if I'm looking for a reason to be angry, especially when I'm laying in my empty tent, trying not to hate Huu just because he's out sleeping with two sisters. I mean, I should be happy for him, but it isn't easy. Why the fuck does everyone praise him so much? I've done just as well, killed more champions than him, made more of a name for myself, and that goofy chump has all the women admiring him while all I get are dirty looks. It's fucking bullshit is what it is, I should be the one banging the sisters.
 
  
 
 Pausing my movements, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, putting my sword away. To say that I may have anger issues would be putting it lightly, but I can imagine what Akanai would say if I brought it up. 'Just deal with it, boy. You are a Sentinel, act like one'. I need to get a handle on it, control my anger before I end up doing something I regret, but the amount of power that comes with it is just incredible. It's freedom from my worries, able to fight without fear, it's just all so thrilling and addictive. In a week, I've progressed further than I have in the past year, not just in physical strength, but in mental fortitude as well, so I have no intention to stop. I only need to learn how to control my anger, focus it to my advantage and not get carried away.
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes, I take in the beautiful forest scenery. From the outside, the bright-green leaves and tall, thin, brown trunks look majestic and inviting, but hidden within were shadows and dangers. Not just the Defiled, but wild beasts and unfriendly terrain, the verdant plant life covering the rocky walls of small mountains. Most of the Northern province is like this, hilly, rocky forests, teeming with insects that buzzed around, the sounds of critters scurrying about as night birds begin their hunt. Forests like this, they remind me of home, and calm me down somewhat. Although the Tiger Fortress is close to the village, it was just too... manufactured, I guess? Plain, boring, open fields, with pebbles and dirt strewn around, the rocky mountainsides enclosing the area like prison walls, it reminded me too much of the mines. It's better out here, at the edge of the mountains and forests, cleaner, and more unrestrained.
 
  
 
 As I sit in quiet contemplation, I feel my anger simmer to a reasonable amount, like an annoying backseat driver to my emotions, and not firmly in control. Along with the release of my anger, I feel exhaustion setting in, my overtaxed body aching and pained all over, but my mind sharpens, my head clearing. I tried many different anger management techniques, and this is something that I found works, just enjoying some solitude and natural beauty.
 
  
 
 It reminds me of my camping trip with Charok, before I was ever able to find Balance. Despite all my near-death experiences inside forests, and my love for nice, orderly cities, I still love the feeling that comes over me when I see just how beautiful nature can be. Dangerous, but still beautiful.
 
  
 
 “Rain, move it, time for our sentry duty.” Yan waves me over, carrying all of my extra gear, looking saucy as ever as she bites her lovely, pinkish lips. That's another thing I need a handle on, my sex drive. It's out of control lately, and frankly, rather dark and unsavory. Luckily, since Huu has been sneaking away at night, visiting a pair of pretty sisters, I no longer need to share a tent, so my sex drive has been... suitably managed. This is my life. Huu gets to have a threesome with sisters, and I'm just sitting around masturbating. Life is unfair. I can't even sneak off to find Fung and borrow one of his courtesans, we left him and his lovely ladies back at the 'Fortress' with Man Giao and Husolt.
 
  
 
 “Aren't I supposed to have last watch, with Huu?” I've had my moments of forgetfulness lately, but I'm pretty sure that's my watch. I just want to lay down and rest.
 
  
 
 “Huu did some rearranging, so he could be closer to his lady friends. Come along, or we'll be late.” That fucking dog. Literally, he's probably off fucking. Sisters. That's the dream. Yan saunters off and I follow behind, unable to tear my eyes from the sway of her hips. Somehow, despite being in the same circumstances, Yan manages to smell of wild grass and flowers, while I stink of blood and death. And sweat, lot's of sour, rank sweat. Although summer is in full effect now, a few days from the sixth month, the weather up north never gets hotter than 'mild', which is alright by me, since I fucking sweat enough already.
 
  
 
 Mounting up, we ride out along with a group of Sentinels which includes Dagen and Tanaraq for about 20 minutes before setting a line of defense away from the camp. The setting sun offers little light, deep in the heart of the forest, the last rays of sunlight glinting off wet leaves as Zabu pads through the dirt and branches with barely a sound. This furry little monster is starting to stink of rotten fish, which is apparently his 'mating musk', and honestly, I can understand why he hasn't managed to seal the deal yet. I don't even know what they do, I'm pretty sure he doesn't have a penis, unless it's hidden in his fur and really tiny. Where do the eggs come out of anyways?
 
  
 
 Taking my mind off of incomprehensible roosequin biology, I ask, “So where am I stationed?”
 
  
 
 “With me. the Senior Captain wants the sentries in pairs. The Defiled we're hunting are smart and stealthy, you must have heard what they did to Major Vichear's unit. He said it was like they came out of the shadows, but they weren't wraiths or anything like that, just Defiled warriors.” That blowhard Kai was in charge, getting most of Vichear's men killed. The Major had a few choice words about him, none said too loudly, most of it wishing he hadn't bothered saving the loudmouth braggart. I'm glad the Major survived though, it was good to see a friendly face, even if it was only for a few minutes. Yan points out a good vantage point, moving up a small embankment and into a recessed area for the quins to hide in, while we sit above them to keep watch.
 
  
 
 As we settle in, I lower my voice to the barest of whispers. “Why are we in pairs? We taking turns out here?”
 
  
 
 “No, if the enemy arrives, we both retreat, but if they come charging, then one of us rushes back to warn the Lieutenant General, while the others stay behind to delay. Dagen says it's one of us, so I'll stay behind, and you move.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, I shake my head. “Absolutely not.” She stares at me and I sense an oncoming tirade of cursing. Grabbing two strands of grass, I hold them in my palm. “Pick one, shorter one leaves.” She randomly pulls one and I tighten my grip, the strand of grass ripping in half as it leaves my hand. Dropping the bottom half of her strand, I wave my piece of grass, clearly longer than hers. “Looks like you're leaving.”
 
  
 
 “That wasn't fucking fair.” Her jaw is set, lips pouting, looking full and plump. “Again.”
 
  
 
 Turning away, I shrug. “Nothing in life ever is, Yan.” Leaning against the trunk of a tree, I rest my body while my eyes scan the area for any sign of Defiled. “I have a better chance of surviving, and you're faster than I am. It just makes sense this way. Now quiet down, we're on sentry duty not gossiping around the well.”
 
  
 
 She tosses me a mottled green and brown cloak which I quickly throw on, covering my head and helping me blend in, the two of us lapsing into a comfortable silence as we keep watch, with only the sounds of the forest and Yan's light breathing to fill my ears. Out of all the people around my age, I'm most comfortable with Yan, just because she's the most similar to me, and the general lack of tension between us. I mean, Huu likes to make everything a competition, while Mila is smug in her superiority, although that is probably just my bruised ego talking. Song is just always flinching when I move too quickly around her, or whenever we accidentally make eye contact, or really... all the time. While I understand and empathize with her pain, I do not enjoy feeling like a monster, simply for being a man, so I just avoid her when I can.
 
  
 
 Then there's Lin. If I'm honest with myself, I miss her. I love just chatting with her about something the twins did, or bringing her out with me to pick herbs, or even listening to her talk about boring gossip. It's just that lately, she's been too insistent about marriage, which really freaks me out. I used to do her braids and cut her meals up for her, it's difficult to see her in a romantic light. I miss the old Lin, so obedient and sweet, always with a bright smile on her face, needing me to help her with her studies.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, people change, situations change, and here I am, with anger issues and insomnia, standing on a rocky hill, watching for cannibal murder-soldiers in a dark, spooky forest. Woo, the honor and glory of warfare.
 
  
 
 Riveting.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Adujan's fingers tapped against her leg, drumming out a silent beat while she gathered her nerve to put her plan into action. Alsantset had come up with the idea, and while it was a great idea, it meant that Adujan was the one who needed to carry it out. There was no way Alsantset could perform convincingly enough for it to work, so by default that left Adujan to carry out the role of maiden in distress. Rain was focused on his watch, and she should be too, but without meaning to, she continued to glance over at him out of the corner of her eye.
 
  
 
 He seemed so calm and collected, nothing like how he had been after the fire. Perhaps she was wrong after all, that it was only her overactive imagination. That he had volunteered to stay behind gave her hope that he was not truly lost, but still, she needed to be sure. She had been unable to sleep well for the past few days, her worry gnawing away at her as she searched for some clue, some sign that Rain had not been Defiled. While it was usually incredibly obvious, not all people who were Defiled turned to raving, violent lunatics. If that were the case, then the Sentinels would not have been dispatched here in the first place, to deal with a group of cagey warriors.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she was nervous about more than just Rain. The battlefield was a joyless place, her former dreams of glory and recognition seeming the fancies of a naive child. There was no glory here, only blood and death. She had watched Sentinels die before her eyes, men and women she knew and had served with, whose strength she had admired, and their lives had been snuffed out in an instant. The dying screams of the battlefield were beginning to haunt her dreams, and she was only barely managing to keep herself together.
 
  
 
 Mila and Huu were completely fine, as were most of the other younger Sentinels. They all took everything in stride, the killing, the deaths, none of it seemed to bother them. Adujan had almost broken down into tears, having to pile up the corpses of Sentinels and Roosequins, their bodies to be burned so that they would not be desecrated by scavengers. She had retreated to the forest with Shana, crying into her little friends fur, the thought of losing the quin rendering her incapable of coherent thought. She had decided that she would earn enough coin to purchase Shana, and let the little quin retire and grow fat in the village, free from war and hardship.
 
  
 
 Enough delay. It was time to find out if she had lost Rain, or if they could still save him. Taking a deep breath, she simply leaped into the flames. “Rain?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
 
  
 
 “You see something?”
 
  
 
 “No, I just wanted to ask you something.” She sensed, more than heard, his sigh, and quickly continued before he could object. “I've been having trouble with my cultivation with the runic Ring, and wanted to know what it was like for you.” This was the plan that Alsantset and she had come up with, to feign distress to get Rain speaking. Ask him how he was doing, and the mule-headed jerk would just shrugs, before wandering away from conversation. Ask him for help, and he was more likely to engage, as it was simply who he was. The only problem was that Adujan hated asking for help.
 
  
 
 “I don't really think I'm the best person to ask. In fact, I've been contemplating just giving the ring away, to Fung or something. I can barely use it. Try asking Mila or Song.”
 
  
 
 Things were going as planned so far. “Mila and Song have very little difficulties with the ring, and are unable to relate to my problems. I thought that since you were having difficulties as well, we could put our heads together and speak of it. What is it like for you, when you are cultivating?” She waited as he stood in silence, doing everything in her power not to look at him, pretending to be casual and indifferent to the outcome when nothing could be further from the truth. She wanted to slap his idiot face for making her need to do this.
 
  
 
 After a long pause, he finally spoke up, still focused on the surroundings. “Cultivating with the ring is nothing like normal cultivation. Without the ring, as soon as I slip into a State of Balance, it's like a warm summer breeze, while sitting in the cool shade. A gentle feeling that envelops me, makes me feel safe and cared for. Meditation is refreshing and invigorating, and I wake from it content and tranquil, feeling like I belong, wherever I may be.”
 
  
 
 Hearing this, Adujan smiled wryly at herself. This asshole, refreshing and invigorating? For her, it was like grasping at oil in water, trying to capture it as it escaped through her fingers, bits and pieces at a time, a frustrating endeavor. The ring allowed her a sensation closer to what Rain was describing, but still not so simple, and he claimed that was what it was like for him unaided? It seemed that he was able to slip into something close to a perfect state of Balance, to have the Energy of the Heavens flow gently into your body, like water to a low point, or air into a vacuum. It was how they described the process to children, but that was so they could have an idea of what it should have been like.
 
  
 
 It was no wonder he was so good at healing. Although his ability to store chi was low, he could simply spend some time and replenish his supply of chi in a matter of hours, practicing as much as he wanted to. It took a steady and calm mind to be able to reach such a perfect State of Balance like that, and the only person that Adujan knew capable of such a feat at their age was Sumila, who was considered a prodigy. Who would have thought that Rain was one as well?
 
  
 
 “You say at the best of times. Are things different now?” Adujan was almost reluctant to ask, her ego bruised and motivation depleted. Talent was one thing, but how could she surpass Rain, who was both talented and hardworking? No, life was indeed unfair, and it was for reasons like this that talk of cultivation and progress was discouraged among peers. The emotional strain of competition was oftentimes enough to throw someone out of Balance, the inability to match a rival or reach a goal some of the most common deterrents of cultivation.
 
  
 
 “Lately it has been. Ever since I've started using the ring, it's been getting more and more difficult to find Balance.” His open admission of it filled Adujan with joy. If he were truly Defiled, the state of Balance would be forever lost to him, unable to control his base emotions and desires. She waited quietly for him to continue, but silence was all she received in turn. Perhaps he would realize the problem on his own?
 
  
 
 She wrestled with her thoughts for an agonizing half-minute. They had not planned this far, only how to lead him towards admitting his problem. Now that he had, what was she to do? “What exactly is the issue when you cultivate with the ring? Perhaps it is the same as mine.” Better to speak of something innocuous first, get him comfortable with talking to her.
 
  
 
 “It's a struggle, a raging torrent drowning me within itself, and I can barely find a breath, until such a time that the struggle ends, and all that is left is peace and serenity.” Adujan blinked a few times at Rain's statement, trying to comprehend his issue. How was that even possible? “It's like I'm fighting the Energy, trying to keep it out of me, and then suddenly, I just want to lay within it, give myself over to it, and surrender.”
 
  
 
 Adujan sat in silence, without words to aid him. She understood little of what he was saying, had never heard anything like he described. She began to open her mouth, to suggest that he ask someone wiser than her, but Rain's hand tapped her shoulder thrice, signaling that he felt something was amiss. Tensing up, she nervously waited in silence, not even daring to breathe, hoping that he would soon signal that it was a false alarm. All other thoughts had been shoved aside for the moment, survival of the utmost importance.
 
  
 
 No such luck. Three bird calls, long-to-short whistles, and she was moving, hopping down from her perch to land atop Shana, waking the quin rudely from her rest. Riding off in silence as quickly as she could, the dark night covered her escape as she frantically moved towards the Lieutenant General, the sounds of battle erupting behind her as the Defiled arrived, ready for blood and death.
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 The dark forest hides me well from my enemies and allies alike as I ride about on Zabu's back. The quin has better night vision than I do, but not by much, just enough to keep him from running head on into obstacles. Delay the enemy, that's the plan. I know there are other Sentinels about, and the sounds of intermittent combat ring out now and then in short bursts of loud clashing. Zabu tenses up, and I immediately know he is readying himself to lunge, my spear moving into position by reflex. The air moves past my face as we surge forwards and my spear impacts on a body, barely visible only by his silhouetted outline.
 
  
 
 Night fighting is a chaotic thing, and for a moment I feel lost in the rush of it all, unsure of my next move. A bird call sounds, the signal to fall back, and before I can even direct him, Zabu moves away, the brilliant little quin well-trained, falling back towards the camp. Hit them and fall back, and the enemy will need to be careful with any further movements.
 
  
 
 Calming myself as I ride away, I go over the situation in my mind, trying to hold back the surge of anger I feel coming on. I have no idea how many Defiled are out there, but conversely, they shouldn't know how many Sentinels are here. Shit, I don't know how many Sentinels are here. Fighting off the coming panic, I try to rationalize with myself. This is not the time to be unrestrained and brash. Strength will not help me just yet, I need to be cunning and clear minded. My anger simmers back down as I win my argument against myself.
 
  
 
 Then again, can I really win an argument against myself? Technically, I also lost, so it's kind of a wash.
 
  
 
 My heart pumps furiously from both fear and excitement as we move through the darkness, and I spot a clearing ahead where the moonlight is able to penetrate through the treetops. A second bird call sounds, and I direct Zabu around and past the small clearing before turning him about and having him crouch down between a pair of trees, hiding myself behind their conjoined trunks, the other Sentinels arranged around me. Controlling my breath, I lay close to Zabu, the two of us as small a target as possible, just outside of the clearing, waiting for our prey to approach, my bow in hand.
 
  
 
 Tanaraq rides through the clearing, zipping past with no hesitation, and a heartbeat after she disappears into the forest, three Defiled following after her, the moonlight illuminating their fierce frames and massive, reptilian mounts. Smiling to myself, I watch as they crash back into the treeline, only to be met with Sentinel spears which cut them down as soon as they are out of sight, their dying screams like music to my ears. All we need to do is delay, and whoever is leading us has kept that in mind, keeping all of us hidden and out of sight. So long as we are not counted, each of us is worth a dozen Sentinels, spectres to haunt the Defiled as they attempt to push towards the camps.
 
  
 
 Remaining as still as possible, I wait and listen, hearing the now timid Defiled stomp around in the forest, displacing leaves and breaking branches, a cacophony in the otherwise silent forest. Soon, they approach the clearing, some carrying shields and moving slowly, others lurking about the edges, ready to support, moving around to encircle us. The snorting of the Garos seem to come from directly beside me, but that is only my imagination. They are at least fifteen... maybe ten? meters away. Barely even daring to breathe, I strain my eyes in the darkness, praying to anyone who will listen that my camouflage cloak works well enough. My instincts scream at me to move, to fight, to run, to do anything besides remain still, but I fight the urges, hiding and quietly soothing Zabu to keep him from making noise.
 
  
 
 Step by torturous step, the Defiled move around the clearing, most avoiding the direct light, their frames outlined as they block the light from our sight and I allow myself a small smile. Clever positioning. The sound of a bow being drawn forces me into action, quickly snapping back my bowstring and firing, a heartbeat behind the first shot, a multitude of arrows whirling through the air to pierce Defiled flesh. A second arrow has already left my bow when the call for retreat sounds once again, followed by a few gibberish whistles, keeping our opponents off guard as we move away.
 
  
 
 The entire ordeal may have shortened my lifespan, each second of inactivity intense beyond belief, but all it bought us was a minute, perhaps two if the Defiled hesitate to regroup, but from what I've seen, it is not likely. There are several Champions in this bunch, the pulsing of their weapons alerting me to their general directions, which was what alerted me to their presence in the first place. With so many Champions, it is likely that this is an elite strike force, looking to catch us off guard and slaughter us in our sleep. The cool, night air invigorates me as we ride, carefully and quietly, doing what we can to keep tabs on the Enemy. I want to ask questions, but I haven't learned how to Message yet, and no one else is talking, not even a whisper.
 
  
 
 The trees grow sparser as we move towards the camp, the moonlight filtering through the canopy to illuminate our way, and for the first time all night, I can see my companions. Two dozen Sentinels, give or take, a mix of veterans and rookies. The lead Sentinel, identified as Dagen by his weapon, moves his hand in a series of signals. Set ambush, delay, two minutes. All of us scatter in different directions, hiding behind trees and rocks, our bows at the ready. The first shot is fired only seconds after I reach my hiding spot, and I pop up to fire, striking a Garo in the flank, which continues to run forward, heedless of the arrows.
 
  
 
 At this rate, we won't even get one minute, the leading Defiled already locking weapons with some of the Sentinels, as chaos breaks out in the forest. The time for cunning is over, now is the time Hulk out. Time to kill these Defiled, to end them before they scatter back into the forest, forcing me to spend the time to hunt them down. Better than they have presented themselves for my sword, to die by my hand. Putting aside my bow, I draw my sword and direct Zabu towards the closest Champion, a headdress-wearing Defiled, carrying two short, hooked blades made from some dark, green mineral. It's like he just picked up a pair of rocks and sharpened them, fucking primitives. His companions do not give way, and I fight through them, charging towards my target, intent on his death. Smashing one blade aside, I trade blows with my enemy as my mount grapples with his, the four of us locked into close-quarters combat, just where we each prefer to be.
 
  
 
 This is my first fight against someone with a shorter weapon than mine, and it's proving difficult being on the receiving end of some of my favorite tactics. His weapons move in eye-catching patterns, the moonlight glinting off the odd material, creating many odd displays of light. The twinkling soon comes to an end, his blades quickly covered in my blood as we hack and slash at one another, neither of us able to land a killing blow. The fact that he has two weapons means I come out worse on most trades, and his strength is no less than mine.
 
  
 
 Our blades continue to cross with no change, and tiring of the stalemate, I bring my sword crashing down the garo's head, my opponent's blades sinking into the flesh of my shoulder and side. Zabu bites deep into the Garo's neck, twisting and bringing the beast down to the ground, the rider going with him. His arms flail for a moment as he struggles to keep his balance, before my sword pierces his chest and gouges a furrow out as I rip the blade out. I have no time to enjoy my victory as more Defiled attack, and I lose myself in a frenzy of rage as Zabu circles away, moving about unrestrained as his instincts guide us through the fray. We move through the trees, stringing pursuers along behind us, drawing them away from each other, the Garos unable to keep up in the terrain. Still hidden Sentinels pick them off as I ride about in a large circuit, reuniting once more with the other close combatants, leaving a trail of dead Defiled behind us.
 
  
 
 Say what you will about the lack of military discipline, but the roosequins know how to fight in a pack, we mere humans just need to get out of their way. Patting Zabu on the back, I follow Dagen as we ride back towards camp once again, looking back at our pursuers in the distance. The garos aren't built for forests, their taloned feet digging in with each step and long strides unable to deal with tight turns. They're more suitable for combat in open fields, where they would likely be superior to roosequins, but this is our home, and they know nothing of surviving here.
 
  
 
 The signal to retreat sounds once more, and Zabu moves before I can stop him. Damn animal, think one good thing about him and then he fucks it all up. We could have killed a few more before leaving if Zabu wasn't just a mindless animal, taking orders without thinking. Taking stock of my injuries as I ride, I notice that none of my vicious gashes hurt, although they are bleeding quite heavily. Tearing off my ruined armor, I let it fall to the ground behind me, and I begin coating my cuts in styptic powder to stop the bleeding, my head already woozy from the blood loss. Noticing Zabu's wounds on his neck and shoulders, I daub some on him as well, ignoring his hissing at the sting of the medication. I need him in good condition to be able to keep fighting, and I ride while anticipating the signal to turn and fight, but it never comes. We ride out of the forest and up the small hill to the campsite where the soldiers are alert and rushing about, taking their positions to deal with the oncoming attack. Breaking off from my group, I approach the area where the soldiers are lined up, spears and shields in hand, and I hop off of Zabu, sending him away from the front lines.
 
  
 
 I receive a few annoyed looks as I force my way into the line, but it doesn't matter. My sword in hand, I anxiously await the Defiled, ignoring all else except the battle to come. I've been idle too long, and it is good to be free to kill once again.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vivek Daatei cantered out from the forest with his tribesmen, roaring his anger for all to hear. Their advantage of surprise had been lost, but that mattered little. Although they had been unable to catch any of the sentries, these new soldiers far more stealthy than he had anticipated, he was confident that they would die as easily as the others had. The core of this group was still the same soldiers that he had defeated before, numbering only 4,000 in total, less than they had in the first attack, and today, Vivek had all of his warriors at his side. His intent was to send a message, to have these fools sacrificed to the lands, their corpses left on display to show what would happen to any who came for his people. Tonight would be glorious, full of death and suffering.
 
  
 
 He had set his tribesmen to keep watch of the new group, and when he had learned of their choice of camp, he had laughed heartily. The scared little soldiers had boxed themselves in, with water on two sides and mountains on a third, truly idiotic. His tribesmen lined up along the forests edge, the moon and stars twinkling brightly above, giving off more than enough light to fight by. Studying the camp, he noted the flimsy defenses in place, nothing of note. Fences of spears and ditches, the desperate attempts of weaklings to keep themselves safe. Lifting his blade above his head, he drew upon his blood, allowing his ancestors to give him strength, and screamed out the order to charge.
 
  
 
 The ground shook as his garo pounded up the hillside towards the massed soldiers, smiling at the slaughter to come, his tribesmen near 10,000 strong, facing a mere 4,000 soldiers. These southerners took him too lightly, and for that, he would leave them plenty of time for regrets as he cooked their flesh and reveled in their screams. Winding through the traps and defenses, his tribesmen made their way up the hill in short order, barely three waves of arrows raining down upon them. Cowards, to fight with bows showed that these new soldiers, atop their curious creatures, were no true warriors.
 
  
 
 The instincts of his ancestors screamed at him, his body moving without thought, guiding his garo into a high jump, narrowly avoiding a raised cluster of spears hidden in the grass. He tried to warn his tribesmen, but it was too late, dozens of them impaling themselves upon the trap. Snarling in anger, he continued forward, soon meeting the hated enemy in close quarters. A few tricks would not save them from death, but every warrior Vivek lost, meant his tribe was weakened. Every tribesmen of age was here, and should he lose too many, there would be no rebuilding of his people. No matter, they would win the day, and then prosper through the ages. Now was not the time for worry, it was time for killing. He slaughtered his way through the soldiers, intent on breaking their spirits, to have them arrayed before him on their knees as his people tasted their still living flesh.
 
  
 
 An ominous, high-pitched whistling snapped him out of his reverie, and he turned towards the source of the sound. A few thousand soldiers had appeared to the east, riding the same strange beasts as the sentries, their arrows raining down on his tribesmen, killing them in droves as they fought on the hillside. Impossible, how had they forded the stream? Vivek watched as his warriors charged the new threat, only to fall dying, their bodies riddled with arrows before they could even come close. No, no, this was not the way it was to be, where had these soldiers come from? His thoughts were jumbled as his instincts for survival warred against his rage, his hesitation costing the lives of hundreds of his people each second.
 
  
 
 Shouting to rally his people, he brought his riders around in a sweep, urging them into a fighting retreat. Killing soldiers as he moved, his mind worked furiously at how to escape. His people would need to return the way they came, all the while under a hail of arrows, and being pressured from behind. Had his enemy hidden deliberately, drawing him out to attack this seemingly vulnerable camp?
 
  
 
 A group of soldiers moved to block his way, an attempt to slow his people from escaping. A futile effort, he urged his garo forward towards the line, laughing to himself as he spied a small child soldier, standing at the front. Truly these southerners were pitiful, to have youngsters fighting their battles. Hefting his blade, he readied to cut the whelp in two for daring to stand in his path. His blade arced through the air, narrowly missing the boy somehow, and  Vivek was sent spinning from his seat as his garo collapsed to the ground, dead with a single thrust.
 
  
 
 Fury erupted in him as he rolled to his feet, swinging his weapon about him to clear a space. Blood splashed over his skin as he killed soldiers, but soon, he was left alone, his tribesmen having run straight through the blockade, Vivek the only one dismounted. Snarling at the encircling soldiers, he swung left and right, keeping them away from him. How was this possible? He was Vivek Daatei, the one who would lead his people to glory! How could he have fallen here, for his story to end due to the actions of a child?
 
  
 
 Dancing in the midst of so many soldiers, his blade continued to take lives and gain power, but he was not unscathed. Too many soldiers for him to kill alone, too many weapons for him to stop, soon his body was covered in wounds, and even the thrill of bloodletting could not keep the pain from registering. He stood firm, his blade wavering in his hands, staring at the soldiers arrayed around him, daring them to step forward to try to end his life. His death was expected, but Vivek would not die alone, bringing the souls of the fallen with him into the maw of the Father. Smiling at the thought, Vivek began to laugh, the sound tinged with a hint of madness, the soldiers each too afraid to die for another man's glory.
 
  
 
 A voice sounded out from behind him and the soldiers around him took three steps back, their weapons still held at the ready. Following the glances, Vivek turned and faced the youngster who had dismounted him. A deep chuckle burst from his chest, the sight of this runt, his armor tattered and torn, his weapon covered in the blood of Vivek's tribesmen. No child, this one, a warrior born, asking for a duel. Studying his face, Vivek tapped himself on the chest and uttered, “Vivek Daatei.”
 
  
 
 Blinking his steely yellow-brown eyes, the warrior replied, “Rain.” Nodding to himself, Vivek took a deep breath, and released it, before screaming his defiance into the sky. Lifting his blade, he charged at the shocked boy, bringing it down in a fearsome chop. Death was here for Vivek, but Rain would die first. Time slowed for him as he watched his weapon descend, Rain's reaction far too slow to block, moving closer towards his face. Disbelieving his eyes, Vivek watched as the boy moved, inexplicably dodging aside once again, his sword punching deep into Vivek's side.
 
  
 
 Vivek's blade chopped through the air, impacting on the dirt as he fell to his knees. Dark blood flowed from his deep wound, his head touching the dirt. A shame to die at a child's hands, but this one was a warrior. At least his tribesmen would escape, a slice of meat spread atop a pile of shit, and he glanced up to watch his tribesmen flee into the forest. His heart seized as he looked out upon the field, seeing so many of his people laying dead in the fields, the mounted enemy chasing after the scant remnants of those he brought, doomed to die at their hands. No, that was not supposed to happen, his warriors were to escape and ride to fight another day. If only he were not so weak, so pitiful, he could have led his tribesmen to safety. Rage surged anew, pushing away all regrets, consuming him as he screamed wordlessly at the scene before him, the last stand of his once mighty tribe.
 
  
 
 His ancestors spoke, the first time in complete unison, a thousand voices speaking the same words in a measured cadence. 'Do you desire strength, War Rider? Surrender yourself to me, and I shall grant it.'
 
  
 
 With little else for him to do, Vivek Daatei spoke his last words as blood flowed from his ears and eyes, the words gurgling up from his chest. “I surrender.”
 
  
 
 His body erupted in pain for only the briefest of moments, before death came to claim him.
 






      Chapter 74 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Standing proudly, I walk towards my kneeling prey, ready to end his pitiful life, anticipating the warm spray of his lifeblood upon my skin. I did well today, staying in control of my temper and actions, only really losing it a few times. Baby steps, but some progress is better than nothing. I deserve a reward, maybe I should take his weapon. It's ugly, but better than the other one's I've seen, a meter-long, gleaming-white sword of bone, a beautiful, fearsome looking weapon. My hand itches at the thought of carrying it, using it to kill my enemies, chopping through Defiled flesh with a weapon of their own making. It would be poetic, to wield one of their weapons against them, let them know the pain they have inflicted upon others.
 
  
 
 Before I can end his life, Vivek straightens up and howls in agony, his back arcing as he screams. I pause my steps, curious as to what is happening. I haven't even started cutting into him yet, why is he already in pain? That's not fair. His muscles ripple beneath his armor, his skin quivering as if made of gelatin, the inhuman sounds coming from his mouth invoking a primal fear as his low, guttural cry send a shiver down my spine. My feet remained rooted to the ground, my fear holding me in place as I watch the sickening metamorphosis, his skin seeming to turn inside out as his muscles burst out, my stomach twisting and turning at the sight.
 
  
 
 A voice begins screaming at me to move, to strike and kill before it is too late, but my entire frame feels like its been locked in place, a dreadful feeling suffusing me, as if death were at my side, its hand around my neck, ready to take my life. His skin begins to break apart, spidery cracks forming outwards from his body, a lattice framework of black-green lines crawling ever outwards. Two bulges form on his back, straining against the armor before bursting out, spiked, bony protrusions covered in blood and hanging bits of flesh. The air rushes past me as if being sucked into the void, the wind whipping at my skin as it moves towards him, its cold and icy bite snapping me out of my fugue.
 
  
 
 It has to die, I have to kill it, it cannot be here. Unwilling to approach it but unable to leave, I'm left with only one option. Lifting my sword, I throw it with all my strength once again, and it travels the short distance and impacts upon Vivek's back, right between his shoulder blades. A clanging sound of metal on stone sounds off, and my sword bounces off his impossibly hard skin, and Vivek barely notices it. The bony protrusions continue to emerge from his body, not only the two on his back, but more from every surface imaginable, like a plant growing out of his flesh it entwines him, covering him until soon there is nothing that can be seen of the man he once was.
 
  
 
 Another Demon.
 
  
 
 What the fuck? This is how Demons are born? The thing that used to be Vivek remains kneeling as it continues to sprout bony vines, growing thicker and larger as it continues to wrap around itself, rings of the growth lining it's entire body. The sword remains behind, but it is growing as the Demon does as well, remaining similar in proportion, but now the blade is well over two meters long, and the Demon has similarly doubled in size. It continues to grow as I watch, frozen in place by my fear and anger, my jaw clenched so tightly my neck feels ready to burst.
 
  
 
 Without warning, the Demon turns and pounces at me, offering me the briefest glimpse of its face, smooth and shiny, stuck in an eternal grimace, its eyes cloudy and dark. its humanoid form crashes into me shoulder first, a spike of bone piercing my chest. I feel it enter my body, and exit just as quickly as I'm shoved back, and its arm swings out, smashing into my side mid-air, sending me flying away to tumble across the hilltop, my arm and ribs shattered into pieces. Laying in the dirt, I gasp for air, the pain overwhelming me as I choke on my own blood, my consciousness slipping away as I fade into sweet slumber. At least I was too close to be cut in half by the sword. Small favors.
 
  
 
 I can't remember the last time I was able to sleep this well.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Kai shuddered at the sight of the newly morphed Demon, its maleficent aura almost overwhelming his senses with fear, despite having not even completely formed its body yet. Struggling to find his breath, he brought to mind all his training, calming himself to find Balance, but it slipped through his fingers. Gathering himself, he moved away from the Demon slowly, trying not to attract its attention as it was still being birthed. The Defiled mongrel had been fearsome enough in life, and Kai had already avoided fighting him in life. In this new form, he would stand no chance against the fearsome demon.
 
  
 
 Although the pompous boy had defeated the Defiled, it had only been after his soldiers had injured it badly, not an accomplishment to be proud of, but still Kai was amazed by the boy's fluid movements. His improvement had been too quick, his strength growing by leaps and bounds, too dangerous to be left alive. If the Demon did not kill him, Kai absolutely could not leave him alive. There was little else he could do besides continue to back away slowly, unwilling to turn and run, but unable to stay and fight.
 
  
 
 A resounding clang shook him from his near panic, but almost instantly he began to quiver once again. The insane little runt had actually attacked the Demon! Kai's mouth went dry with fear, the tension fleeing from his body as he fell backwards, barely able to keep watching. Crawling backwards, his breath came in shudders as he tried to stand, but his body betrayed him in his fear. Enough of this! He was Cho Jin Kai, Brigadier in the Imperial Army! What did he have to fear? Death? No, death was nothing, over in an instant, but living with this humiliation, to cower where a barbarian runt stood firm? No, that would not do.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, he said a prayer to the Mother before settling into a trance. Live or die, it mattered not, only how, Kai would fight today. Reaching for Balance, he found it easily now, his mind calm, his emotions in check. Circulating his chi, he sloughed off the hold of the Demon's aura, tearing its dark tendrils of fear and helplessness from him. Shameful, for him to have succumbed to the aura of a newly-formed Demon, to falter before the Enemy in plain sight of his Soldiers. Holding onto Balance, Kai opened his eyes in time to watch the Demon attack the boy, a pleasing sight to him, but he only allowed himself a fraction of a smile. It was time to redeem his pride and reputation.
 
  
 
 Lifting his bardiche high, he bellowed out his challenge to the Demon, mere meters away. “Come face me Demon, and let me send you back into the Father's Maw.” Channeling his chi through his weapon, he swung through the air, his chi soaring towards the Demon in a blade of air, impacting with a thunderous clap. The creature stumbled backwards from the impact, and Kai swung again, stepping forward to close the distance. A second strike rocked the Demon back three steps, his third only forcing it back a single step, and the Demon began to move forward as well, the impact of his attacks lessening as it adapted to the strikes, the thundering clap that accompanied each hit lessening in volume as it somehow counteracted his attack.
 
  
 
 Step by step, he moved closer to the Demon, continuing to strike out as he approached, readying himself for the confrontation. As soon as the Demon was within his range, Kai concentrated all of his power and chi into a single chop, bringing his weapon crashing down onto the Demon's blade, the creature brought low by his power. Slipping into the Forms, he began his assault in earnest, a heavy thrust followed by a backwards step, a sliding swipe into a half moon twirl, again and again, Kai struck the Demon with everything he had, white shards of chitin breaking off with every move, he continued to keep his distance, using the range of his weapon to keep out of harms way.
 
  
 
 Seeing an opportunity before him, Kai struck hard at the Demons shoulder, throwing it off-balance and stumbling through the dirt. Gracefully stepping backwards, he made distance and gathered himself into a leap, his weapon held high. Controlling his chi with his utmost concentration, he gathered it about the blade of his weapon, using every skill he had to build the energy up to explosive levels. Bringing his weapon down with a roar of victory, Kai crashed it into the Demons head, his chi exploding on impact in a maelstrom of power, sheering through the chitin like parting water with a paddle. Following through with his strike, he drew the blade from the creature and stabbed it over and over again in a frenzy, each strike piercing a different part of the body, leaving deep furrows in the white plates of his opponent, sending it back with every thrust. Bringing the weapon back, he spun himself in a full circle swing, cutting deep into the creatures shoulder, sending it crashing to the ground, digging a trench through the dirt with its body as it slid through the grass and dirt.
 
  
 
 His chest heaving with exertion, he stood there, weapon held low, holding his stance after the attack, allowing himself a small smile. The soldiers watching would tell this story, and Kai would be heaped with praises and rewards, a fearsome opponent defeated with grace and dignity, a story told again and again by common soldiers, venerating their heroes. Turning back towards the fallen Demon, he began to gather his chi once more, attempting something that had been in practice for years, something he had failed at time and time again, but Kai knew that it would be different this time. It just felt right.
 
  
 
 Concentrating, he moved his chi in concentric circles, alternating directions, creating a small whirlpool of air, condensing in the palm of his hand. Increasing the power, the wind began to visible move about his palm, forming a multilayered rotating disc, gray and razor sharp. Excitement bubbled up within him, the success of his Mentor's signature attack filling him with pride. He was Cho Jin Kai, and the Empire would speak his name, a peerless warrior in command of the Divine Wind.
 
  
 
 Thrusting his hand forward, the disc facing the Demon, a whirlwind of air shot forward, a surging strike that erupted from his hand, striking the Demon as it tried to rise, countless blades of wind cutting it to pieces, its screams of pain and anguish delightful to hear. Laughing in exuberance, he could only imagine the look on Mentor's face when he told him of this Demon, nothing like the one Kai had first faced, and of his success in utilizing the Divine Wind. Turning around, he looked upon the faces of worshiping soldiers, beaming with pride as they began to cheer for him, returning now that they had nothing to fear. Cowards, one and all, but Kai felt magnanimous today, and would forgive them with only a stern warning.
 
  
 
 After all, Kai required these soldiers alive, if only to spread the word of his achievements.
 
  
 
 Marching forwards, he lopped off the head of the quivering savage child, laughing as it rolled to lay next to the Demon, the amber eyes staring fearfully as it dissolved in the Demon's ichor. The Lieutenant General arrived, and upon seeing his power, knelt in submission, offering herself to him, swearing herself to slavery without his prompting. Grabbing her by the hair, he tore her clothes off, her shrieks of delight filling him with lust as he pressed her to the ground and enjoyed the pleasures of her flesh.
 
  
 
 This was how life should be lived. Everything was finally going right for him.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai rode at the front of her troops, her bow held high, three arrows in her hand, firing them one at a time at full draw, watching the Defiled die in droves before her. While it had been her plan to draw them out for ambush, there were far more warriors for her to deal with than she had expected. Adujan had been unable to give any estimates to the numbers, nor had any of her other scouts, but upon arrival, she could see that there were outnumbered, by a small margin.
 
  
 
 Ideally, this would have been a smaller group, and her Sentinels would have been able to encircle them, trapping them against the anvil that was Kai's and Alsantset's detachments, killing them all, but having seen the odds stacked against them, Akanai had no choice but to act. Swimming across the river on quin back, her Sentinels moved to support the troops already embroiled in close quarters combat.
 
  
 
 The Defiled moved through the hilltop defenders with ease, and unable to watch the losses continue, Akanai put aside her bow and took up her ax-lance. Raising it high, she sounded the charge, her Vanguard Sentinels riding behind her, the moonlight gleaming off of their steel weapons as they took the fight to the Enemy, the pit-pat of the quins paws slapping in the dirt as they moved quickly through the grass. Crashing into the lines, she swung her weapon freely, cutting through beast and Defiled alike with ease, leaving their bodies twitching in the grass, rolling down the hillside in a macabre scene as bodies began to pile up at the bottom. Arrows continued to fly into them from the riverbank, cutting down hundreds at a time, the Defiled trying to flee like the cowardly scum they were.
 
  
 
 Distracted, she gazed forward at a dark gathering of energy, a harrowing vortex of hatred and blood thirst, setting her skin to tingling in anticipation. An aura so malevolent, it sent waves of revulsion through her body and she suppressed the urge to vomit, to cleanse herself of the filth that had so tainted her. The birth of a foul Demon, felt from so far away, she would see it dead before it could kill too many of her soldiers. Rallying the Sentinels about her, she led them forward through the Defiled lines, slaughtering all those in her path in an effort to reach the new threat, their quins moving in short bursts of speed, her Vanguard doing their job with renewed vigor, clearing the chaff from her way, allowing her to save her strength for the coming battle.
 
  
 
 They were her elites, her most skilled warriors, 300 strong, humans and demi-humans alike, veterans all, each personally chosen by her for a situation exactly like this. Former Bannermen, reformed bandits, disillusioned soldiers, these warriors were the core fighting strength behind the Sentinels, and with them at her side, Akanai was confident in facing any threat short of the Emperor's armies. Smiling to herself as she moved through the carnage, she prepared herself for the coming battle.
 
  
 
 A freshly born Demon, yet able to let off such a terrible aura, enough that she could feel it tearing into the world from kilometers away, should it be given time to adjust, it would be a fearsome opponent indeed. A powerful Demon, inhabiting a suitable host, likely the leader of this group, or close to it, she sensed that this would be an opponent worth fighting, a glorious battle to be had.
 
  
 
 Cresting the hilltop, her vanguard froze almost all at the same spot, the ones who followed and made contact freezing as well, and Akanai soon saw why. A massive Demon of white, covered in red gore as it ripped apart soldier after soldier, all of them motionless and slacked faced, as if their bodies were frozen in place, The Demon feasted upon them, growing as it consumed their bodies, already more than four meters tall, a hulking beast of bone blades and spikes, humanoid in shape. It reached out, and grabbed a soldier in each hand, its massive mouth stretching wide open, the sound of flesh and bone being crunched and ground as it placed its victims within its maw, the soldiers faces showing no pain or fear.
 
  
 
 “Fall back, all of you.” Akanai quickly ordered the Sentinels not under sway, and they backed off, leaving the influenced behind. Even the quins were frozen in place, all of them locked in some mental binding, some power belonging to this new-born Demon. A fearsome power, to manipulate the minds of those around it, showing its victims hallucinations ranging from terror to bliss, locking them within their minds. It was something rarely seen, but not wholly unheard of. For it to control so many, hundreds of soldiers, with seemingly little strain, so soon after its descent, this was a formidable foe indeed.
 
  
 
 Dismounting from Kankin and sending him away, she quickly made her preparations to fight the creature before her, centering herself and protecting her mind from the creatures machinations. She began to step forward but paused almost immediately, cocking her head at the sight in front of her, the Demons latest victim familiar to her. The Brigadier Cho Jin Kai was being devoured, with a silly, idiotic smile pasted upon his face. Bothersome, the sight had brought her too much joy, hindering her preparations to kill the creature. Taking a deep breath, she renewed her preparations once more as she watched the Brigadier die, stepping forward to fight once he had been consumed whole, and Balance had been found.
 
  
 
 At least that was one problem she would no longer have to deal with.
 
  
 
 Bursting forwards, her lance penetrated deep into the Demon's shoulder, the impact rocking the creature back. The mental assault rolled off her as she pressed onward, her mind in total Balance, unable to be affected by her emotions. She struck it half a dozen more times, each seeming to cause great injury, but all the damage she caused quickly healed, the Demon not even bleeding from her attacks.
 
  
 
 Troublesome. Her strength was not endless, nor was her mind impervious to its attempts to enslave her, the distraction keeping her from utilizing her full strength. Time worked against her in this fight, and if she were unable to kill it quickly, she would join the other dead within its belly, succumbing to its mental onslaught. To make matters worse, the Demon began to strike back physically, a sword of bone emerging from its arm, swinging it about with consummate skill, solidifying her guess that it had been a warrior of some skill. A good base for a Demon to build upon, unlike most who formed their bodies from creatures and objects.
 
  
 
 Steeling her resolve, she continued to fight, trading crashing blows with the creature, each one capable of ending her life, dancing atop the hill beneath the moonlight, knowing that with each second passing, her death came closer as her mental defense began to crumble.
 
  
 
 She grinned to herself, accepting the challenge, ready to die for her people and the Empire.
 
  
 
 Such was life, tribulations without end.
 






      Chapter 75 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The all too familiar barking of my dog greets me as I open the door, and a few seconds later he bolts out, yipping and crying in happiness. Kneeling down, I let him run circles around me, jumping into my arms for a second, only to realize he's too excited to stay still as he struggles out of my embrace, only to repeat it all, his tail wagging so furiously that his furry butt sways back and forth.
 
  
 
 “Hey boy, you missed me didn't you? I missed you too.” Tears of joy are in my eyes at the sight of him, black-furred and floppy-eared, large eyes looking up at me in happiness, his muzzle whitened with age, he still acts like a puppy. His head bumps into my chest and nuzzles there, relishing in the vigorous head scratching that I deliver, pawing at me as if to check that I'm really here. “Who's a good boy, yea -”
 
  
 
 I freeze mid sentence, my mind blank.
 
  
 
 What's my dog's name?
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 Waking lazily in my comfortable bed, I snuggle deeper into the warm blankets, wiggling slowly as I stretch my lower back in a slow, lazy manner. Yawning lightly, I turn to my side, placing my arm around my wife, feeling her smooth skin beneath the covers. Caressing her gently, I kiss her bare shoulder lightly, enjoying the simple contact with her before our busy day truly begins. Reacting to my touch, Lin snuggles back into me, her long, black hair brushing against the side of my face, languidly blinking her eyes as she smiles, speaking softly. “Morning Hubby.”
 
  
 
 “Good morning, wife.” Nestling in my embrace, Lin closes her eyes once more, not yet fully awake. My sweet wife is not a morning person, too fond of lazing away in bed with me, and if I let her, we would be here all day. We have orders to fill, pills to make and herbs to pick, but a few more minutes can't hurt. We have a good life together, safe and simple. My eyes close as I take in her scent, a flowery smell of spring, my arms tightening around her delicate waist, holding her close to me. Her hips begin to press into me, drowsily enticing me in her sweet, innocent way. My passion mounting, I begin kissing her neck and ear, my hands wandering about her body as we lay intertwined together.
 
  
 
 Turning to face me, she kisses me deeply, pushing me on my back as she climbs atop me. After a long, passionate kiss, she sits back, smiling at me, and I stare lovingly at Mila's cute, freckled face and silky, red hair, her panda ears twitching as she straddles me, smiling in her adorably shy, seductive manner. “Pervert. Always the same, first thing in the morning.”
 
  
 
 Sitting up, I kiss her once more, enjoying the weight of her pressed up against me. After a moment, I flip her onto her back, delighting in her laugh as her long, shapely legs wrap around my waist. “It's your fault for being so damn beautiful, love.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. That's fucking rich, coming from someone who thought I was a man.” Yan's teasing grin looks up at me as I stare down at her, my arms pinning hers lightly to the bed. She's never let that go, teasing me endlessly about it despite years of marriage. Biting her shoulder lightly, she squeals lightly beneath me, her body rubbing against me, playing at being the helpless victim. My excitement mounting, I tear off her sleeping garments, revealing her full, luscious body beneath, savoring the sight of her large, perfect breasts and firm, toned bony.
 
  
 
 “Are you just going to look, or will you take action at some point? Some of us are not so young anymore.” Akanai gives me a wry grin, her hips moving suggestively, her body perfect in every way. How did I ever get so lucky?
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 The smell of coffee invades my nostrils and I take a careful sip from my cup, hot, sweet, milky, instant coffee, just the way I like it. I can't decide if I enjoy coffee with milk, or milk flavored coffee. It's just one of those myths about growing up that I've come to realize aren't real. I thought there would be this zen moment where I would realize that I'm an adult, with responsibilities, and all of a sudden all I would want to do is play board games and drink black coffee, gushing over politics and recent events. Instead, all I've gotten is older, still laughing at fart jokes and playing video games, going clubbing and drinking, despite almost being 30 years old.
 
  
 
 Ah yes, morning introspection with coffee, how I've missed you. Curled up on my chair, reading mildly entertaining things on my computer, before the morning rush to get to work, doing what I love. Holding my mug in both hands, the warm sensation fills me with a happiness I haven't felt in years. God, I never thought I would miss going to work. Why haven't I been going to work lately?
 
  
 
 “More coffee?” Mila comes by with a tray of breakfast and another cup, placing it in front of me.
 
  
 
 Once all the food is safely out of her hands, my arm snakes around her waist and I pull her into my lap. “You treat me too well, love.” After a long, passionate kiss, I eat my breakfast with enthusiasm, while Mila hums beneath her breath, a familiar tune, but I can't quite place the name of it. What is it called? It's a ballad, from a popular artist, that was in a popular movie. Maybe I should just ask her.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 “Rain, come, the children asking for you. Come and take care of your little brats.” Yan walks over and dumps two squirming kids into my arms, a wry smile upon her face. She talks a big game, but she loves the kids even more than I do, doting on them, spoiling them to no end. A boy and a girl, both with amber eyes just like mine and horns just like their mother's, they are my babies and I love them more than anything in the world. Laughing wildly as we run, I bring them out to the lake, taking them to swim and splash in the water, while the quins swim around us, playing fetch and acting adorable. Zabu floats by on his back, little quin pups snuggled against his chest, a picture perfect scene of serenity amongst the chaos of play.
 
  
 
 “This is pathetic.” Another me stands in front of me, and somehow I'm no longer in the moment, but rather outside looking in, standing with … myself. “Your dreams are so mundane and meager. You are a coward even in your fantasies. Family and children, this is the sum of your ambitions?” Despite sharing the same face, my doppelganger brings out feelings of anger and hatred in me. Immediately upon looking at him, I want him dead and gone. He does not belong here.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I calm myself, turning back to my beautiful family. Who cares about him, I have everything I need here.
 
  
 
 Song leans on my shoulder and my arm wraps around her waist. We had a rough start, but we were meant for one another, two people brought together through mutual experiences. I can talk to her about things that I've never spoken of to anyone. I just want her to be happy, happy wife, happy life. Dad used to always say that, and Mom would always reply with the same question: 'If that's the case, then why are you so happy? You have another wife I don't know about?'. Then we would all laugh and smile, together, as a family.
 
  
 
 I miss them so much.
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 “What's the matter Daddy?” My beautiful, bunny-eared child looks up at me, her arms raised for a hug. Clutching her to my chest, I let my tears fall freely as I hold her in my arms.
 
  
 
 “Nothing is wrong sweetie, Daddy is just so happy to see you.” Kissing her on the brow, I begin singing for her as she nestles in my arms, my cheeks rubbing against her soft, furry ears. She has her mother's ears, and my eyes, a beautiful, sweet child. Lin joins us, singing along with me, and we sit together, one happy family.
 
  
 
 “Fool. You are wasting our time here, risking everything for pathetic lies.” Again, I stand in the void, alone with myself. The jackass is back, his scornful amber eyes upon me as he smirks at me. God, do I always look like such an asshole? No wonder I keep getting into arguments with strangers. “They aren't real. How can you not see that? Most of theses people don't even have faces, this hallucination is pitifully weak.”
 
  
 
 “I KNOW!” The words erupt from my throat, and the stranger looks up at me from the ground, my hand clamped about his face and throat as I choke him. His amber eyes watch in a panic, pleading wordlessly with me as his scrawny hands claw at my arms, but he is weak, and I am strong. “SHUT your fucking mouth! You think I need you to tell me that? I know, and I don't FUCKING need you ruining everything.” His face turns deep red, then purple, his struggling beginning to intensify as he flails his feet at me, struggling for life. “I don't care if it isn't real, I'm happy here. I deserve to be happy! So FUCK off and die. Please.” I squeeze harder, and his face deforms as my fingers dig into his flesh. Smashing him against the ground, I continue until he is nothing but a lifeless pulp.
 
  
 
 My chest heaves as the anger flows out of me, leaving me empty once again. Turning back to the dream, I watch countless visions of myself living lives that are perfect in every way, yet each is different. I try to immerse myself in one of them, any one, but my heart is no longer in it, the illusion shattered, the veil lifted. I just watch as time passes, living a thousand lives and then living a thousand more, all in what feels like the blink of an eye. I become a warrior, a healer, a politician, a teacher. I have wives and children, grandchildren and pets, surrounding myself with love and affection. I defeat my enemies, overcome my hardships, earning the respect and adoration of all, and watching it all just feels so empty.
 
  
 
 I see now that they are merely dreams, self-serving, incoherent, almost masturbatory situations, sad imitations of true happiness. I knew there was something wrong, knew it was all too good to be true, but I wanted it to be real so badly. No more struggling, no more pain and suffering, no more fear and worry, just... happiness. The loss of peace and serenity causes my chest to feel as if a hand was clutching my organs, crushing me from the inside. I pray and wish that things were different, that life was different, but it isn't.
 
  
 
 This is my life.
 
  
 
 “Do not do that again, it was extremely unpleasant.” My other self returns, looking petulant, a child who has been scolded, only somewhat repentant, but more hesitant than before. “You do not need this dream. You risk your life for these empty promises, when you could simply reach out and grasp this in reality.”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head at him, I wave dismissively. “You don't get it, asshole. Sure, I can find a wife, have some kids, do whatever I want, but at the end of the day, the world is still shit, full of things and people trying to kill me all the time.” My eyes close as I try to remember the feeling of safety, of not having to worry. “I'm exhausted from being angry all the time, from always being vigilant, from almost dying multiple times a day. I just want to rest and relax, a small break from the hell that is my life. Is that too much to ask for?”
 
  
 
 “You can rest when we are dead, brother.” Ugh. I fucking hate this guy. Frowning at him, I study my doppelganger. I can't stand the sight of him, and after thinking on it, I might know why. He stands there, back straight, head held high, his tone smug and superior, words spoken slowly and clearly, blunt and without care, pointing out my flaws and shortcomings. He's just so damn confident, it makes me want to tear his throat out. Why can't I be like that?
 
  
 
 Halfheartedly waving him away, I go back to watching my dreams. “Stop talking to me and leave me alone. Only crazy people talk to themselves.”
 
  
 
 “Well, we aren't exactly sane, now are we? Is that us petting a rabbit? Damn it, have a little pride in yourself. We are warriors! At least dream of an orgy or something.” He appears in front of me, blocking my view with hands held up in submission, calm and in control despite the fact that I could crush him like a bug. I hate that fucking face. It doesn't belong to me, it belongs to Rain, and it irks me that I wear the same one. I can't remember what I used to look like no matter how hard I try. “I just want to talk, to understand what we are doing here.” Reaching out, I rip the skin from his face, peeling it off like a rubber mask, exposing the flesh and bone beneath, almost cartoonish in its appearance. A useless gesture, as he continues to stand there, unperturbed. Rolling his eyes in a ghoulish manner, he shrugs. “If it makes you feel better, we can talk like this. My appearance does not matter.”
 
  
 
 My stomach curls at the sight, like looking at an anatomical model, the muscles and veins in the face still wet and throbbing. Throwing the skin mask at him, it adheres to his face and once again he is whole. “Fine, talk. What do you want?”
 
  
 
 He pouts as he touches his face and begins to pace, looking every bit like a tiger within a cage, powerful strides almost shaking the ground. “You have complete control in here, it is unfathomable. How are you so strong, yet still so weak out in the world? You waste your time in these worthless dreams, while every moment that passes brings us closer to death in reality. You could throw aside the Demon's attack in a heartbeat, but you persist within it, and it vexes me.”
 
  
 
 “Yeah, no, that Demon kicked my ass. One hit K.O. Pretty sure this is just a weird, lucid dream.”
 
  
 
 “You worthless fool.” I never knew I could look so conceited, like a little brat who thinks he knows everything. I'm starting to understand why everyone I meet seems to despise me. It's my face, so bitchy and proud. “You cannot hear the voice of the ancestors because you reject them. Open yourself to your anger, your rage, your hatred, and their strength will be yours. This dream IS the Demon's attack.”
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, I crouch down and lay my forehead against my knees. Great. As if talking to myself wasn't bad enough, I'm talking to a version of me that is bat-shit crazy. “So, you talk to dead people. Great. Go away now.”
 
  
 
 With a thought, he begins to disassemble, pixels breaking away to pieces, fading as he disappears into the void. “No, stop! You need to wake up! We must survive!”
 
  
 
 “Yeah, okay, bye bye now.” Waving at his fading form until nothing remains, I return to watching the dreams, trying to immerse myself within them once again. I'd almost forgotten what it feels like to be carefree and content, forgotten my life before this one, but the small glimpses of what I had was enough to let me know what I was missing. No more training until I am so exhausted that I can finally sleep, no constantly checking for hidden dangers, no worrying whether a stranger wants to murder me because of an off-hand comment. Just a quiet, peaceful existence with my family, both old and new.
 
  
 
 Why can't I just stay here forever?
 
  
 
 A memory jumps out from among the others, calling to me and I focus, drawing myself into the illusion, living within it and not watching. Success. I'm sitting on a familiar, beat up couch, the dog curled up beside me, the two of us watching a screen, flicking through different scenes without really paying attention. The emotions flood into me, and I feel despondent, discouraged by the lack of replies, jobless due to 'corporate restructuring'. With no other options available to me, I've moved back in with my parents, unable to afford living on my own anymore, a failure. No girlfriend, no home, no job, I live a  worthless existence. The channels flick by, my eyes unfocused as I seek distraction from my problems. Not exactly the feel good memory I was going for.
 
  
 
 My parents walk in, moving me aside so they can sit on the couch with me. “You've been sitting around for a few days now.” There is no accusation in my dad's voice, just a plain statement of fact. I shrug in answer, watching some mindless people chatter about mindless things on-screen.
 
  
 
 My mom reaches for the remote and turns off the screen. “Look at us, Rayne.” I turn towards them while avoiding looking at their faces, knowing that if I do I will see no details. I don't need to see them, I just want to hear their voices, feel what it was like with them. “All you're doing is hiding, and that solves nothing.”
 
  
 
 I want to tell them everything that has happened, that I miss them and love them, but the words freeze in my throat, with predetermined ones falling out. “What else am I supposed to do? I worked hard, piled up debt so I could go to school, worked hard at my job so that I could earn a living, and what do I have to show for it? Nothing, except for more debt. Ten years of hard work, and here I am, 30 years old, living with my parents. It's fucking humiliating.”
 
  
 
 My mom is unphased by my tantrum, her hand reaching out to hold mine, squeezing with reassurance. “I understand, you're angry, and that's fine, but you can't let it control all of your actions. It's time to move past it. There are things in this world that you cannot control, but you can't let that stop you from living your life. If all you do is worry about what might happen, then you might as well just give up.” Her tone softens, and she takes me into a warm embrace. “But you are not a quitter. I know this, because you are our son, and you will always have us to fall back on. We love you, Rayne.”
 
  
 
 My dad pulls the both of us into a hug, chuckling. “Don't worry son, I like having you around. It just means that I don't have to mow the lawn anymore.” The scene fades away as we laugh together, and I stand in the void alone while tears stream down my face.
 
  
 
 Question asked and answered.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing they can't hear me, I say the words that I wish I could have told them. “Mom, Dad, I'm sorry I couldn't say goodbye. Take good care of my dog, please. Thank you for everything. I love you.”
 
  
 
 After what feels like an eternity, I finally stop crying and sit down, thinking over my Mom's words. My head feels clearer than it has in weeks, a fog lifted from my mind. I don't know if that was a real memory, or if it was just a dream, something I subconsciously know, but I needed to hear.
 
  
 
 Get past my anger and stop hiding.
 
  
 
 Don't worry about things I can't control and just live my life.
 
  
 
 Most importantly, I have people who love me, family and friends that I can rely on.
 
  
 
 New rules to live by, one step at a time.
 
  
 
 With one last, wistful look at the myriad of dreams, I close my eyes and will them away. I feel them shatter and crumble around me as the world falls apart, and when my eyes open once again, I am staring up into the starry night sky, as I lay upon a field of dirt, blood, and corpses, my body shivering in agony from broken bones and overtaxed muscles.
 
  
 
 I immediately regret this decision. The real world sucks.
 
  
 
 Struggling up while choking down my screams of pain, I sit, exhausted and overwhelmed. I should have stayed asleep. Maybe it's not too late and I can still go back if I just concentrate.
 
  
 
 A crash of steels sounds beside me, and I open my eyes in time to watch a giant, bone-white creature crash to the ground only a few meters away, sliding in the red mud. The Demon Formerly Known As Vivek looks somewhat battered, its bony protrusions on its back broken and snapped, several gouges in the previously smooth frame of its new body. The wide, flat face looks up at me with black eyes staring in fury as I stare back, too afraid to even blink. Akanai enters my peripheral vision, close by with her weapon held limply, looking tired and drained, her strength spent. The Demon struggles to its feet and grabs a nearby corpse, devouring it whole, grinding it to paste within its mouth, the wounds on its body healing before my eyes, a pearly, lustrous sheen emitting from its bone-like frame, growing and repairing before my eyes.
 
  
 
 Tch.
 
  
 
 Fuck my life.
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 The Demon Formerly Known as Vivek lunges at me before I can react, the distance between us closed in an instant, its sharp talons scratching my face before Akanai's heavy thrust sends it away. Dragging myself backwards, my breath catches in my throat as my heart hammers away at my chest, threatening to burst out.
 
  
 
 “Leave now!” Akanai snaps at me as she engages the demon, a frenzied whirlwind of motion as she moves, dancing gracefully around the creature as she keeps her range, the two of them clashing again and again, a mighty battle between woman and Demon. Her weapon cuts through the bone as if it were water, moving about as it slices away at the creature, her power sending it flying when it comes too close, but I can see that she is near exhaustion. I need to find someone to help her.
 
  
 
 “We can kill the Demon, brother, earn ourselves honor and glory.” The words sound in the back of my head, faint and muffled as I scramble away, cradling my broken left-arm as I move across the muddy field, running towards the closest soldiers. “You need to free me though, whatever you did is keeping me from helping you like I have before.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Am I still dreaming, or am I really hearing voices? I should just ignore him. “I don't even have my sword, what the fuck am I going to kill it with?” There goes that plan.
 
  
 
 “The strength of the ancestors that you have experienced is not even a twentieth of what they can offer. Set me loose and I will show you as we tear the White One to pieces.” As I close in on the soldiers, I see their slack faced expressions of contentment, looking ridiculous as they stand there, unaware of the happenings around them. I hope I didn't look that stupid, and if I did, that no one saw.
 
  
 
 Grimacing as I look around for someone who isn't catatonic, I bite the bullet and ask, “So what would I need to do?” There are more corpses as I move away, and I shudder at the memory of the Demon consuming the corpses. I was lucky that the Demon didn't eat me while I was off in dreamland.
 
  
 
 “Set me free, let me take charge. I will show you our true strength and we will be praised by all.”
 
  
 
 Fuck this moron. “Yea, I'm asking how, you idiot.”
 
  
 
 His silence is overlaid with the sounds of fighting, Akanai's struggles against the Demon, clashing and stomping close by and out of sight. “... I don't know. You've kept me in check, not allowing me to fully come forth. This has not been intentional?”
 
  
 
 “No, man, I literally found out about you few minutes ago.” Let him out, let the confident, brash, arrogant, idiot out. It's all mental, I just need to unleash the beast within.
 
  
 
 “Then I am unsure about what we can do.” He sounds hurt and saddened, a sulky child, railing against the world.
 
  
 
 “Shut the fuck up! I'm working on it.” Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and picture the other me, standing with confidence, proud and unafraid, the glint in his eyes promising violence as his fingers tap impatiently at his waist where my sword is usually strapped. His body language suggests power and impatience, brutal and savage in his motions. He stands behind me in my mind, and I step aside, allowing him freedom. “Go.”
 
  
 
 My eyes snap open and a low chuckle rumbles in my chest. It worked. Without direction, my body moves, grabbing a fallen spear as I trot back towards where Akanai and the Demon are engaged in a deadly duel, my broken arm no longer throbbing with pain but still hanging uselessly at my side. My skin goes from a light itch to a fiery swathe of stinging as I pick up speed, charging at the Demon, running full tilt with the spear ahead of me. The Demon struggles with Akanai as she moves about the field, her weapon humming in the air as it chips through the chitin of my adversary.
 
  
 
 A bestial roar escapes my throat as I close in, moving faster than I thought possible, and my spear impacts upon the Demon. My weapon crumbles under the stress of the collision, and my body smashes full on into the Demon coming to a crashing halt, the Demon unmoved by my attack. Turning to stare in disbelief as I stagger back, the Demon swings its arm, a slow, casual backhand that breaks bones and sends me flying away into the dirt and mud, sliding to a slow stop.
 
  
 
 The pain registers all at once as I scream pitifully, my other self fleeing into my mind, leaving me with the fruits of his labor, searing agony radiating all over my body. Spitting out teeth, blood, and dirt, coughing as I try to clear my airway, I groan and pray for sweet oblivion. Frothy blood bubbles up from my punctured lungs, every breath feeling like a sharp saw is grinding at my chest, and I wait for death to come as I lay face first in the mud, trying to scream, but lacking the breath to do so.
 
  
 
 Disappointed!
 
  
 
 That fucking asshole. 'Tear the Demon to pieces' he says. Bare hands my ass, he got beat like a redheaded stepchild and left me holding the bag.
 
  
 
 Well, that's what I get for listening to the voice in my head. That should have been obvious to me in the first place. Well whatever, I did my best. Time to re-roll.
 
  
 
 I actually hope I don't reincarnate again, I hope there's a heaven of some sort, so I can meet my parents again, learn what they look like. I should thank the Demon for showing me that scene, real or imagined, the memory of their embrace fills me with warmth, the pain melting away, and I hear Mom's words one more time, as if she were holding me, whispering in my ear: “You're not a quitter.”
 
  
 
 Clarity fills my mind, the words resounding through my head. I am not a quitter. That is my strength, I persevere where others would give up, endure where others would break, otherwise I would have died countless times again. My old family will have to wait, I have a new family here, and I am not ready to leave them. This pain is nothing, these injuries will not keep me down. This isn't just about me, if Akanai dies, then there is no one else to fight the Demon. One step at a time. I just need to heal myself. Simple enough. Just reach for Balance.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens leaps at my command, wrapping around me, a familiar embrace, warm and soothing. Snapping my eyes open, my body spasming from coughs, the blood being forced from my lungs as my injuries slowly begin to heal. Pressing my face into the dirt, I prop myself up and struggle to my feet, taking stock of my injuries. Both arms broken, my chest caved in, more bruises, internal injuries, and abrasions than I care to focus on, but my legs are working. More or less. Next step, find help.
 
  
 
 Limping away slowly, I move across the field as I focus on keeping myself alive, a dozen streams of chi connecting blood vessels and keeping me from bleeding to death. My right arm is in danger of sending my body into shock, possibly even shutting down my kidneys from the crushed tissues, and with a thought I cut off all of my body's support past my shoulder. Better if I could literally cut it off, but this will do for now, buy me an hour or so, plenty of time.
 
  
 
 My chest heaves as my single working lung burns with exertion, powering my broken body past the frozen soldiers, to where I see a line of roosequins and Sentinels, all frozen just like the soldiers. There is no one else alive around, and I stumble towards them, meter by meter, scanning their faces for someone who can help. There is only one person I recognize, Dagen, who sits atop his roosequin, and I stop in front of him, staring at his face. He looks intimidating, a subtle shift around his eyes the only sign of conflict in his mind. I don't feel so bad for wallowing in the dream for as long as I did. Even Dagen can't fight happy memories. Taking a deep breath, I scream at him the best I can, a feeble, cracking shout, “Wake up!”
 
  
 
 There is no answer to my plaintive cries, no response from anyone save for goofy grins and vacant expressions as I crash into Dagen with all my might, trying to wake him from his stupor. Fuck it, let's go for broke. Leaning forwards, I bite down on his meaty wrist, hoping the pain can wake him, unsure of what else I can do. As my teeth touch him, a jolt flies up my jaw and into my brain, sending fresh waves of pain through my body as I reel back and fall to the ground, writhing in agony. What the hell just happened?
 
  
 
 Blinking groggily, I stand gingerly, swearing under my breath as I lift myself up from the grass. My legs give out under my weight, and I stumble forwards, falling to my face, my hands stretched out in front of me, stopping my descent as I kneel in the tall grass, the fresh scent of spring wildflowers in the air. Pushing myself to my feet once again, I look around at a sea of color, a beautiful, picture-perfect meadow that surrounds a lovely, quaint courtyard manor. I guess this is Dagen's dreams? My body is whole and uninjured, and with nowhere else to go, I walk towards the manor.
 
  
 
 The scene shifts and Lin stands before me, holding our two daughters, but I brush them away with barely a thought, returning to the meadow. I'm through with dreams. The sound of children's laughter greets me as I stand in the doorway and watch as two beautiful children, no older than five, play in the dirt, while Dagen lays upon his stomach, playing with them, his gleeful expression covered in dirt and grime. His hair is combed and groomed, tied up in a bun, his long beard trimmed and neatly braided, flung over his shoulder to keep it off of the ground. A lovely woman sits nearby, playing a stringed instrument as she watches, dressed in silks and jewels, her hair magnificent and elegant, an enchanting smile upon her face. The details are clear and crisp, the plum-tree in full, pink bloom, the clear pond with its jumping golden fish, the intricate detailing in the woodwork of the door, the clear notes of the instrument, it all leads me to believe that this is a true memory, something he experienced before and not a construct of his mind.
 
  
 
 These are Dagen's memories, a perfect little family, what he dreams about. See that, other me? I'm not the only one with 'meager' dreams, there's nothing better than family. While there are a few inconsistencies that I can spot, they are not jarring or obvious like mine. Some of the flowers are impossible to grow, the color pattern on the birds incorrect, the bird calls on repeat, but still Dagen is engrossed in the illusion.
 
  
 
 He looks younger here, without the weathered skin or hard look, his eyes merry and light, his clothes of high quality materials and craftsmanship, giving the air of a young scholar and not a veteran soldier. The difference of a few details and the transformation is so great I can hardly believe that it's the same person. He looks so jubilant and carefree, I almost want to leave him be, but I can't do that.
 
  
 
 With a thought, I dismiss the memory, and wait for the world to come crashing down.
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 The sun continues to shine as the children remain at play, Dagen directing them as they dig and toss dirt, the woman continuing to play on her instrument, the birds chirping as they hop about the tree.
 
  
 
 Hmm.
 
  
 
 Didn't work. I guess I'm not all-powerful here. Maybe because all of this belongs to Dagen?
 
  
 
 Well... Fuck. What do I do now?
 
  
 
 Hesitating, I continue to watch Dagen's happy life as he plays with his children, his carefree and joyful laughter taking me by surprise. I don't really know him that well, but from what I've seen, he's rarely laughing outside of battle. The man loves killing Defiled, sweeping them away with his long-handled hammer, leaving them a bloody mess with each strike. Outside of battle, he's taciturn and strict, always willing to help with training, but never too gently, a wry smile never far from his face when he beats down another sentinel. I like the man, and seeing this side of him makes me like him even more. He seems like a good father, and looking at his clothes, it seems he once led a very different life. I wonder what his story is.
 
  
 
 Finally, unable to delay any longer, I clear my throat, attracting his attention. Dagen looks up at me and his smile freezes, as does the world around us, darkening for a split second. Flower petals fixed in place, a single note hanging in the air, his children and wife rigid and unmoving, the beautiful, bright veneer of this untainted memory is broken. In an instant, the world changes around us, the walls broken and burning, the grass stomped flat and upturned, the tree broken in half at the trunk. His wife and children lay dead, together in the courtyard, pierced with blade and spear, their bodies and clothes in disarray, the finality of death upon them.
 
  
 
 Only for an instant. Then, the children return to digging in the dirt, smiling and laughing, the melody continues to play, the house and garden all pristine and vibrant. Dagen continues to lay there, looking at me with a mixture of despair and resignation, the pain clearly stamped upon his face as I realize why he could not leave on his own, why he had been so entranced by this memory. An icy hand grips my heart as I share in his pain, knowing that the dream would have seemed so real to him until the moment it came crashing down, that he now had suffered through the loss of his beautiful family a second time.
 
  
 
 Swallowing the lump in my throat, I march over towards him, holding a hand out for him to grasp, as he did for me so many times during training. “You can't be lying around, Sentinel. There's a war to fight and enemies to kill.” After a long pause, his face unreadable, he nods at me before accepting my hand. He kisses his children on the forehead, and walks over to his wife, kissing her upon the lips. He speaks, but I close my ears and divert my attention, allowing him a moment of privacy. After a few heartbeats the world shatters around me like shards of glass falling to the floor, and we are left in the void once more.
 
  
 
 My eyes open and I am once again standing on the battlefield, Dagen's wrist in my mouth as I stare at his confused and angry expression. My legs quiver before giving out, and I stumble, falling to the ground. Grabbing me by the scruff of my neck, Dagen holds me up on my feet as he dismounts and stands quietly, staring off into the distance towards where Akanai and the Demon clash unseen, a battle of titanic proportions as they shake the hilltop with their blows. A single tear drips down his face, furrowing through the dirt and grime, leaving a sparkling trail behind it, the rest of his body still as a stone.
 
  
 
 After a short moment, he speaks. “Thank you for waking me, boy. It was a good dream, and I lost myself in it. Are you well?” His words are stilted, forced, his throat closed as he struggles with his pain.
 
  
 
 “I'll be fine.” I think. Maybe. I'm a little light-headed. “Do you know who are the strongest Sentinels, besides Akanai? She needs help with the Demon, and maybe I can wake them as well.” Minus the biting this time. That was super awkward.
 
  
 
 “Ha Ha Ha.” With a slow, sad laugh and a wistful look, his eyes seem unfocused as he glances at me. “You look down on me boy, but this is what I have earned for being such a fool. Follow closely and watch, so that I may redeem my pride. You need wake no one else, let them dream a little longer.” He walks off towards the Demon, his long stride eating up the distance as he carries me back towards the fight, each foot planting firmly in the mud before moving on, his back straight and shoulders squared. Before long, we come into sight of the Demon, pressing Akanai back as she continues to lose ground before it. I realize now that she was keeping it away from her soldiers and Sentinels, forcing it to only feed on the corpses of the dead, rather than the still living and entranced.
 
  
 
 Dagen gently puts me down on the ground in a sitting position before breaking into a lumbering gait, not quite running, but moving too quickly to be walking. With a leap, he sails through the air, his long-handled hammer held in both hands, raised straight to the sky. He lands his strike in mid-air upon the Demon with a thundering crash, the sound reverberating in my ears and the world once again goes silent except for a familiar high-pitched tone.
 
  
 
 A delayed burst of wind hits me, emanating out from the point of impact, raising dirt and mud, obscuring my vision. Shielding my eyes, I strain to see what's happening through the dust and debris, and with great difficulty, I make out two figures moving around the Demon as it fights with claw and saber. Dagen stands firm, his feet planted, his every strike to a vital point, raising the wind yet his foe remains unmoved, as if being tapped by a toy. With every block, Dagen's feet sink further into the mud as he assails the Demon without fear, his weapon wielded like a staff, twirling and blocking, striking and stabbing. Akanai moves gracefully around the Demon, dodging its errant strikes, circling it, piercing and cutting it when an opportunity presents itself, cutting chunks off the creature, attempting to cripple it to no avail.
 
  
 
 Unable to focus upon a single target, the Demon grows frustrated as it strikes again and again, back and forth as Akanai dodges effortlessly, Dagen taking them head on with ease as the fight wears on. Ten strikes turn into twenty, which turn into thirty, and still Dagen stands uninjured, while the Demon is whittled away, bit by bit, its frame visibly shrinking as it repairs the damage as it struggles beneath the blows of the two warriors.
 
  
 
 The battle continues for several minutes, and Dagen looks every bit the hero as his weapon pounds away at the Demon, but doing little to no visible damage to it. Akanai is more successful, but the Demon is unable to pick up on it, focusing almost all of its attention on Dagen, its frenzied slashing and striking seeming unstoppable until it meets the immovable object that is Dagen, who takes each strike with aplomb, looking no more stressed than when he is sparring with me.
 
  
 
 An errant strike from the Demon catches Akanai off guard, sending her flying back, unable to resist the strike like Dagen does. Seizing the opportunity, Dagen lands a heavy swing that culminates with a light tap upon the Demon's shoulder, and to my surprise and shock, the shoulder explodes, shards of bone and gore, yellow, red, and green fluids flying about as the creature is rocked to the ground by the hit. It stumbles to its feet, only to receive a second strike to the knee, exploding once more, as if bursting apart from within, completely contrary to how it should crumple. More hits follow at various vital points, each one resulting in an explosion, and I realize that those are all the areas that Dagen has hit before, each one multiple times. I guess it finally paid off, and in spades, as soon, the creature lays upon the ground, its limbs shattered, its spine wrenched about in a back-breaking posture, its head bent at an unnatural angle.
 
  
 
 Dagen stands before it and raises his hammer high, holding it in both hands at the bottom of the haft, and brings it crashing down on the Demon's chest, splattering bone and ichor about. He lifts it again, repeating the motion, and I can make out his features, screaming and raving, his anger being vented at the one responsible for tearing old wounds. He stands there and hammers away over and over, until after a dozen strikes, he can no longer lift his hammer, his strength spent as he stands victorious over his fallen foe, wounded and bleeding, chips of bone embedded in his skin and face, burns from the ichor covering his body.
 
  
 
 I'm claiming an assist for this kill.
 
  
 
 Akanai catches him before he falls, and the two of them stand upon the field, gleaming in the moonlight that shines almost as brightly as the sun. Around us, the soldiers begin to come to their senses and I watch their faces as they emerge from the dream, some confused, some saddened, others angry or ashamed. Soon, they begin to lift their arms, their mouths open in what I can only assume are thunderous cheers for the victorious heroes, cheering at the sight of the pulped Demon. Moments later, the Sentinels arrive on quinback and take Dagen, limp and injured, away to the healers, as I sit in place, drained from the night's events, longing for a nice, hot bath and a warm, firm bed, too tired to even wish for more.
 
  
 
 Alsantset appears in front of me, and I smile at her as her mouth moves, a concerned look upon her face. “I'm okay. Can't hear you. Ears broke.” My smile widens as she cradles my body, holding me close, my head resting on her shoulder. “Found Balance. Can fix it. Later though. Sleepy.” She strokes the back of my head as I drift off to sleep.
 
  
 
 I'm a lucky guy.
 
  
 
 Two lives, two amazing families that love me.
 
  
 
 Can't ask for any more than that.
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 Author's note: A big thank you to blue1ao for the donation.
 
  
 
 Akanai sat still as she gave her orders, setting workers to task burning the dead and clearing the hilltop. Several pits were already ablaze at the bottom of the hill, as soldiers continued to unceremoniously throw Defiled corpses into the flames. A better send off than they deserved, but she was left with little choice. She could not allow the bodies to sit and rot, so close to their camp, bringing predator and scavenger alike. There was still too much work to be done.
 
  
 
 A pinch on her ribs sent a spasm of pain through her bare chest, a displeased grunt escaping from her throat. “When we return home, I will have the tailor Cierna teach you how to properly sew. A worthwhile investment.”
 
  
 
 Unaffected by her words or glare, Tokta continued to stitch up her wounds, a neutral, almost bored look upon his face, tired from the day's work. “You could just take a day or two and fix this all yourself. You need rest Chief Provost, you push yourself too hard. What would have happened if Dagen had not arrived to aid you? You should have abandoned the soldiers and regrouped.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. I had things well in hand. The Demon would have died at my hands eventually, it was running out of corpses with which to heal itself. Perhaps another 30 minutes, and I could have pierced its outer armor with ease. It was no threat to me, newly formed and awkward in its movements.” Had she not been required to keep the mental attack at bay, the Demon would have fallen within minutes, and not the long, drawn out battle she had endured. A simple enough thing, to obliterate the creature beyond repair, but the amount of chi she had available to fight with was severely limited, everything going towards her defenses. Thankfully, the Demon had descended out here, isolated and alone, rather than at Shen Huo, with others to defend and protect it, a disaster thankfully avoided. With the support of other Demons and a full army, the city would have fallen with ease. “How is Dagen? I was not aware how strong his mental defenses were.” It irked her that the man was in full control, completely unhindered in his fighting.
 
  
 
 “He is unconscious, heavily injured by the acid, and my healers are at their limits. He won't die, but he will not enjoy the next few days, if he even regains consciousness in the interim.” The stitches complete, she stood and accepted the vest handed to her, gingerly covering herself up, much to the chagrin of the staring soldiers. Foolish men, acting as if they had never seen breasts before.
 
  
 
 The looks on their faces reminded her of Rain and his awestruck look when their paths crossed in the baths. “And the boy? Did he survive?” Charging a Demon with only a spear, screaming like an idiot. Brave, but reckless.
 
  
 
 A slow chuckle from Tokta caused her to relax. “Rain has managed to impress me once again. Two broken arms, one collapsed lung and a shredded kidney, as well as several lacerations in his intestines and stomach wall, he managed to remain alive long enough for a healer to reach him. His right arm was crushed beyond repair and amputated, but the boy likely knew that would happen. He cut off the flow of blood to it, all but separating it from himself. Formidable indeed, keeping calm under pressure. He should wake within a day or so.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, she let out a sigh of both relief and worry. “I am at a loss of what to do with him. He manages to inspire both pride and anger with a single action. I would have thought him more … prudent.” Cowardly was the word she wished to say, but he had disproved that with his actions. The mystery of how he had managed to move about under the Demon's mental attacks would need to wait until he regained consciousness as well, two mysteries that both grated at her pride. If he was already capable of setting mental defenses, then he was far ahead of any of his peers, a genius without comparison.
 
  
 
 “Well, I have nothing to suggest in that regard. Happily, you are the Chief Provost, and I am but a lowly minion, free from such concerns.” Collecting his things, Tokta shuffled off towards his next patient as she watched, noting his half-lidded eyes and tired posture. Between battle and healing, the man had been pushed to his limits, as were most of the warriors under her command. A hard-won battle, she had underestimated just how many Defiled were still united in this area, almost 10,000 strong, each mounted atop a fierce Garo. The initial reports of the attack on Kai's camp had numbered less than half that and had not included any Garo riders. Even if there were twice the number of Defiled, if they had not been mounted then this battle would have been far more one-sided in her favor.
 
  
 
 Inwardly sighing, she kept her face free of anger as she strode out of the healer's tent, surveying the soldiers around her. Many of them were badly injured, missing eyes or limbs, damaged organs and torn muscles, but they would survive, for now. They watched her as she strode about, nodding at them in thanks for their service. Pitiable souls, while she could guarantee that each of her Sentinels would be healed to full strength with time, it was unlikely that the Empire would do so for troopers without rank. It was often more economical to dismiss them with a reward in lieu of paying a healer, a sad truth of the world.
 
  
 
 Raising her voice, she spoke to the gathered masses. “You have each served the Empire well, and my healers will aid you where they can. I can make no other promises, but know that should you need aid, shelter, or work, come to me and I will not turn you or your families away. If you cannot find me, then speak to the Magistrate of Shen Huo, or someone in the Man Family and they will send word to me.” Her speech had little impact, a jaded, bitter group, all too aware of how they would be treated upon their return, already resigned to being thrown away, but she would not abandon them. If they came to her, she would see them healed, even if she had to pay Taduk's exorbitant fees herself. If the Empire would not have them, then she would take them in as Sentinels, find them homes within the mountains. The blood toll for this battle had been high, and her ranks would need to be filled. These men had proven their worth to her, weathering a fierce charge without breaking.
 
  
 
 She repeated her promise several times to other groups, each response as muted and unenthusiastic as the first, all of them unwilling to believe, too afraid to hope. Having done all that she could, she left to survey the remains of her camp, ravaged by deep furrows and bloody pits. Directing the idle and healthy soldiers, she began organizing better defenses, digging trenches and building small fences. As she worked, the constant, lingering smell of burning corpses filled the air as they stacked fallen soldiers and Sentinels in neat little rows atop their pyres, readying the dead for their sendoff.
 
  
 
 Night turned to day and wore on, the camp finally cleared of corpses by mid afternoon, the oily smoke still hanging about, the smell replaced by the delightful scent of wild game cooking over the campfires, allowing all to indulge in a celebration of life after such a difficult battle. Her sentries were in place once again, unwilling to leave anything to chance, but her army had earned a single night of respite, before resuming the bloody task at hand. At least 4,000 riders had escaped, and without a leader, it was likely they would fracture into smaller groups, causing her no small frustration in tracking them all down.
 
  
 
 All of that was for her to deal with tomorrow. Tonight, she ate delicious food and sang songs around the fires, commemorating the lives of the fallen whilst little Mila sat at her side, smiling and in good cheer, listening to the stories being told of the day's events, from dozens of different viewpoints. She laughed in disbelief upon hearing that Rain had defeated the Defiled Champion, going so far as to exchange names, who then turned into the Demon likely from aggravation. It delighted her that she was not the only one to be so frustrated by his actions. Pleased at the results, but maddened by his methods. Hopefully, Rain's injuries and the lack of coddling from Taduk would temper his future actions.
 
  
 
 The celebration came to a close as night began to fall, and she stood before the living, the dead at her back. Lifting a single cup of wine, she held it high, displaying it for all to see. “3,173 soldiers and Sentinels lay dead, the price for our victory here. Their tribulations are over, their journey at an end. May they rest in peace, safe in the arms of the Mother.” Turning, she poured the wine out on the pyre of a soldier, a commoner with no rank. Others approached with their cups, pouring them over the heap of wood and corpses, all down the line until every person present had taken part.
 
  
 
 She poured herself a second cup, once again raising it high. “Warriors of the Empire, our duty is yet to end and trials still lay before us. We will endure.” Bringing the cup to her lips, she drank it in one sip before placing it aside for a torch. Without another word, she lit her torch and threw it atop the pyre, watching as the flames consumed the bodies of the fallen. The fire soared up into the night sky, a beacon of smoke and light as she sent off her fallen with a salute and a bow, before turning to return back to her tent, retiring early to ready herself for the next morning.
 
  
 
 The threat had been weathered, but the hunt was on, and she would not stop until the Defiled were eliminated, stem and root, every last one of them killed before they could spread their filth within the Empire.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sitting in the healer's tent, Alsantset watched as Rain slept on the ground, relaxed and happy. A burden had been lifted from her shoulders after she was told that he would survive. Without Balance, he would have died of his injuries before she had reached him, proof positive that he was not Defiled. Smiling to herself, she wiped away his drool with a handkerchief, almost giggling at his light snores and oafish smile, wishing that he could always be this slack and content. His face twitched as he smacked his lips, looking every bit like a perverted old man, likely dreaming of some woman.
 
  
 
 Foolish child, always causing her no end of worries. Finding him on the field, broken and bloody, smiling and relaxed as he sat and watched the celebrations had almost caused her heart to leap from her chest. Why did he never fight alongside the Sentinels, instead choosing to fight with soldiers? When he fought beside Fung, she could be relieved, knowing that the Magistrate's son would be well protected, but out here he was simply just another soldier, fodder for the grinding war machine that so loved to devour lives like his.
 
  
 
 At least now with his injuries he would be relegated to duties less dangerous. If Akanai had decided to send the wounded back to Shen Huo, Rain would be back within the month, but now, it would take Rain months to regrow his arm. A few days and his broken arm would be fixed, but until then, Alsantset was determined to pamper him the best she could. It would be just like the times when he had first arrived, a scared little rabbit, brought out of his shell with good food and steady patience. She had requested to attend the camp and Akanai had granted her request easily, even mentioning that she should look after Rain in the meanwhile. Akanai played at being aloof and cold, but in truth, she was a caring, mothering leader, beloved by all under her command.
 
  
 
 “Hello, Alsantset.” Little Mila pranced into the tent, Song following closely behind, both of them carrying bowls of rice and platters of roasted meat, placing them onto a small table. “We noticed that you haven't eaten yet and thought we would join you for a late night meal.”
 
  
 
 Grateful for the meal, Alsantset moved over to the small table and seated herself on the floor, accepting the offered bowl and chopsticks. “Thank you little Mila. You are so warm and caring, you will make a good wife and a good mother someday.”
 
  
 
 Her words were met with a scathing blush and a small pout as the girl quickly glanced at Rain, and the three of them began to eat. Alsantset watched Song's movements, who lately seemed far more comfortable, no longer asking for permission for every little action, her tail raised behind her as she ate with poise and composure. She had still yet to smile, but under Mila's care, she had come far, hopefully soon breaking out of her shell as Rain had, but that would take more time yet. She was well suited to war, however, unflinching in the face of danger, skilled beyond her years and quick to learn, already riding quins like one born in the harness, putting Rain to shame.
 
  
 
 “So, the soldiers had some stories to tell about Rain.” Mila was speaking through mouthfuls of rice, her face lit in delight. “He dismounted a Champion, killing the garo in a single strike! The soldiers were all talking about it, wanting to meet him.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Why? It was only a champion, he has killed several already.” These soldiers were too easily impressed, were they to learn of all his strengths, they would likely go wide-eyed in awe.
 
  
 
 Giggling, Mila looked smug as she kept silent, until upon further prodding, she revealed, “After the Champion had been dismounted, he killed a few dozen soldiers, all of them unable to bring him down with weight of numbers. Then Rain stepped in and the Champion gave his name. Vivek Daatei.” Her eyes gleamed, her smile breaking wide. “Rain defeated him in a single exchange, and would have killed him, but then … Vivek turned into the Demon! Rain defeated a Defiled Champion that was strong enough to become that fearful creature!”
 
  
 
 Smiling at her enthusiasm, Alsantset shook her head. “The strength of the Demon has little to do with the strength of the host. Many Demon's will even take forms from animals, or even objects of power. There is truly too little that we know of the Enemy.” Pride blossomed in her chest, contrary to her words. Rain loved to complain and whine, but they were merely words, his actions defining him as a warrior. If only he would fight alongside the Sentinels so that they too could see his worth, rather than just hear his grumblings.
 
  
 
 Still smiling, Mila bounced about in place, unable to stay still. “I know, but even then it's impressive. Some of the stories say that he fought the Demon as well, sacrificing his arm to lead it away from the soldiers, saving many of their lives. It’s laughable, since none of them would have even been able to watch, but still the stories spread.” Barely able to contain herself, she shifted about, leaning into Alsantset's arms. “I want to be like Rain, fighting among the soldiers, making a name for myself, but Mama always has me stationed in a place of safety. I spent the entire battle firing arrows into the night, not meeting a single living Defiled. She even threatened to tan my hide in front of everyone if I ran off like Rain does.” The precious girl pouted once more. “It's just so stifling, I want to prove my worth, like Rain and Huushal have, but Mama is so overprotective.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset would have never guessed it before, but the sweet, kind, talented child, the hope of all the village, was in many ways a spoiled princess. It brought a smile to her face, made the girl seem more approachable. “She loves you, and would see you safe. If I could, I would do the same with Rain.”
 
  
 
 As if hearing his name, Rain stirred in his bedroll and she moved to his side. His eyes half-lidded, he coughed lightly, and Mila poured a cup of water for him, helping him up and letting him drink slowly. “Hello.” Half smiling as he looked about the tent, he yawned, moving his stump as if to cover his mouth. After a moment of confusion, he chuckled. “I've lost my right arm twice now. I should take better care of it.” Kicking at the blanket covering him, he struggled feebly out of them. “Why didn't Tokta fix my left arm? It's only broken. Stingy. How am I supposed to pee? Or worse...”
 
  
 
 “Foolish child.” A tear of joy ran down her face as she gently stroked his face. He was so tough and resilient, already laughing. “You wake from a serious injury and your first words are of base humor. What am I to do with you? Do not blame Tokta, there are plenty of soldiers and Sentinels who are close to death, and the healers have little energy to spare for minor injuries. Besides, you are likely to just break it again.” Alsantset lightly tweaked his nose as she smiled. “How are you feeling?”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... Hungry. Tired.” He raised his stump, cut off above the elbow, looking at the bandaged area. “Dreading having to grow this back.” She helped him stand, supporting him as they walked out of the tent in search of food, Rain adamant about not staying in the healer's tent. “So... how long ….was I out for... this time?”
 
  
 
 They had barely walked a dozen steps and he was already winded, Alsantset's hand upon his chest and the other around his waist, almost carrying him, worried that he would fall. “Not even a full day. Your injuries have mostly been healed, but there are some that you will need to fix on your own. Taduk will help you with the arm when we return to Shen Huo, or if you feel able, you can begin trying, under supervision.” She tried to make her glare menacing, but his tired grin showed that she had failed.
 
  
 
 “Alright... enough walking... carry me please.”
 
  
 
 She chuckled and lifted his tiny frame into her arms, holding him like a child as he nestled his head upon her shoulder. When he had first arrived, he hated being held or touched, always jolting away or freezing from any embrace, but that had long since faded and she walked towards his tent, ignoring the judgmental looks. Rain was a Warrior, but he cared little for face, and never worried about showing weakness. It was one of his troublesome yet lovable quirks.
 
  
 
 Mila ran off with Song to fetch more food, and Alsantset soon reached Rain's tent. Yan sat meditating nearby, her progress astounding all who knew of it, another young hero of the People. Propping Rain up against a stone by the fire, Alsantset rummaged through his tent for clean clothes and a blanket. She paused, noting that there were two bedrolls, and upon further inspection realized that little Yan had moved into Rain's tent. She smiled mischievously to herself, glad that the little orphan was being so assertive. She left the tent and help him change, wrapping him snuggly, guarding him from the night's chill as he sat looking tired and happy.
 
  
 
 Mila and Song returned and Alsantset stepped back and watched as Mila fed Rain, smiling at his fortune. Between Lin, Mila, and Yan, it would seem that Rain would be well-loved and cared for. After a few minutes, Yan joined them, sitting quietly off to one side. Unable to help herself, Alsantset decided to speak out. Yan was her favorite, Lin too admiring and Mila too indulging of Rain, but there needed to be fair play. “Yan, I see that you've moved into Rain's tent. I'll have to trouble you to look after him.” She enjoyed the small look of jealousy that flashed across Mila's face, quickly smothered with feigned indifference.
 
  
 
 Rain chuckled. “Oh Adujan, you're too good to me. I think I may have to take a shit later, so you're going to have to wipe for me.” The relief in Mila's eyes almost made Alsantset laugh out loud.
 
  
 
 Without missing a beat, Yan replied, “You've got two working legs and there's plenty of grass, just scoot along the ground. You'll be fine.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be so shy. I like to wash it off with water after I shit, so I'll need your help with that as well.”
 
  
 
 Their banter continued as she watched Mila pout, internally laughing at the prickly situation that Rain was in. Although the two of them would be in close quarters, Alsantset was positive that Yan would not succumb to her base desires, likely leading him about by the nose. She was a tough one, and would brook no insult from Rain. She would wait until properly married.
 
  
 
 Deciding that the increasingly filthy discourse would have to end, she interrupted with a question. “Rain, how were you able to withstand the mental attack of the Demon? The Lieutenant General will want to know, none of the other Sentinels were able to move about unhindered besides Dagen. Tell me of your experience, starting just before the Demon turned.”
 
  
 
 A sheepish grin on his face, with the promise of more debate aimed at Yan, Rain simply shrugged. “Hmm... I fought the Defiled guy, err, Vivek Daatei. He was wounded, I went up to end him, but before I could, he … turned inside out, or something. Not pleasant to watch, but I couldn't stop. Then it hit me, and I blacked out, and when I opened my eyes again...” Pausing his narration, Rain lay on his back, looking forlorn.
 
  
 
 She waited for almost a minute, until she was unable to keep silent any longer and asked, “And?” She feared the worst, that it had shown him the scenes of his enslavement, broken him once again, despite how happy he had seemed.
 
  
 
 “I was in a perfect world, where all my dreams came true. All of you were there, along with Tate, Tali, Baatar, Sarnai... My parents... my dog... my children.” He sat there, staring into the sky, a sad smile upon his face. “It showed me what it was like to be happy.”
 
  
 
 No wonder none who were afflicted spoke of what they saw. They were all mourning their loss, a difficult thing to deal with. A lump formed in the back of her throat. “You saw your parents?”
 
  
 
 “Ah, no, not exactly. There were two people who I knew were my parents, but I couldn't make out any physical details about them. It's one of the things that threw me off, helped me break free of the illusion.” He spoke as if it had been simple, always unwilling to brag. Coughing sheepishly, he continued. “Even after I figured it out, I kept watching, kept trying to go back into the illusion, to be happy again. I didn't want to leave, even knowing it wasn't real, that my life was at risk. It was powerful and wonderful.... but empty.”
 
  
 
 Her fear assuaged, she moved forward and gave him a hug. “Well, you broke free and are well. Pursue your dreams here in the real world, and they will not be empty.” Her hands planted on his shoulders, she gave him a stern look. “At least now I understand why you were so angry and rash upon waking. Akanai almost died of laughter watching you assault the Demon so foolishly.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, he settled back into his reclining posture. “Yea, well you know the rest. After getting beaten by the Demon, I went and woke up Dagen, and blah blah blah, here we are.”
 
  
 
 Mila laughed, clapping her hands. “You woke him up? Mama will be delighted to hear that! She was being a little grouchy, thinking that you and Dagen had stronger mental defenses than her.” The others smiled as well, and the conversation turned to other questions of his ordeals, but after a few minutes, Alsantset motioned for everyone to retire, Rain already drifting back to sleep, his body still weak from his ordeal.
 
  
 
 Moving a short distance away with Mila as Yan helped Rain into their tent, Alsantset smiled at Mila's envious look. “It seems Yan has stolen a march, aiming for Rain's body. What do you plan to do now?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Nothing. Who that lech sleeps with is none of my concern.” Mila's face heated up again, too many times in one night.
 
  
 
 Chuckling, Alsantset gave her a hug, refraining from pinching her freckled cheeks, still plump and childish despite her beauty. “Be more honest with yourself, little Mila, or Rain will be lost to you.”
 
  
 
 Leaving with those words, Alsantset moved back towards her tent, light on her feet, delighted at how everything had turned out. He had broken free of the Demon's sway when all others had remained locked within, and had even freed Dagen to aid Akanai. The story would be told, Dagen's word giving it weight, and Rain would be praised as he so deserved. A small fright at the mention of his parents, but it seemed that nothing was amiss.
 
  
 
 Things were finally working out for Rain, and she could not be happier.
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 Stretching as I wake, I luxuriate in the warmth of my bedroll, enjoying the brief sensation of total relaxation that comes from waking naturally. The dark interior of my tent tells me that the sun has yet to rise and after listening for a moment, I hear the slow, steady rhythm of Yan's breathing, still deep in sleep. Reaching my arm out to stroke Yan's face, to bring her close to kiss, perhaps even indulge a little before our children wake and our day truly begins. My body freezes at the sight of my stump, cut just below the shoulder, and pain flares in my chest as my injuries protest my continued existence.
 
  
 
 Snapping back to reality, my mind fully awake now, I quietly mourn the loss of my wife and children, despite the irrationality of it all. The memories of her sprawled in our bed, caring for our children, having dinner with my family, none of that was real, but the memories still remain. I try to tell myself that it was all a dream and to forget it all, but my mind continues to reminisce about my happy life with Yan, or with Mila, Lin, and Akanai... That was a nice one, I'll hold onto that, but the others I should just forget about.
 
  
 
 Struggling out of my blanket burrito, I sit up and shuffle around on my ass, looking for my boots so I can go out to take a piss. I haven't worked out the logistics of that yet, but I'll figure something out.
 
  
 
 “Need a hand?” Yan asks me sleepily, lying on her side as she watches me struggle, her dark hair mussed up, cheek laying upon her arm, looking like a porcelain doll, perfect and lovely, with a little smirk on her face. Snapping out of my thoughts, I smile at her as I scold myself for already slipping. She is Adujan, my friend and comrade, not Yan, my wife, or the mother of my children.
 
  
 
 “Yes, please. I can't find my boots.”
 
  
 
 Yawning as she stretches in her thin cotton shirt, my heart skips a beat a the sight, before she rolls over and grabs my boots from the other side. “I hid them. I figured you'd try to slip out on your own and do something embarrassing like fall into the latrines, and there's no fucking way I was going to fish you out. It would have been a sad end for Falling Rain.” Slipping my feet into my cold boots, I stand unsteadily, almost falling forward before she catches me, and I can't help but enjoy her scent, yearning to just feel her lips on mine. “Just wait a few seconds and I'll help your crippled ass out of here.”
 
  
 
 A few moments later, we are walking towards the edge of camp, her arm around my waist and a cloak around my neck. The cool morning air feels good, the sun yet to rise but the birds already singing as they flit about the camp, the busy morning ritual of cooks and sentries getting ready for the morning rush. We reach the open line of pits that we use as latrines, and I stand awkwardly, unsure of what to do.
 
  
 
 “What, you need me to hold your cock while you piss too? I might even do it if you ask nicely.” She stands at my side grinning like a pervert, but I can see the tinge of blush in her cheeks as she tries to joke about it.
 
  
 
 “Ah no, just lower my pants a little, and I can do the rest.” Even the thought of her touching me makes my blood burn. She lowers the waist of my pants and stands to the side, arms crossed with a smile on her face. “Err, could you uh... not look?”
 
  
 
 My face burns at her smirk as she slowly turns away, feigning disappointment. “Don't fall in.”
 
  
 
 Fixing my broken arm is priority number one now. Thankfully, I've been on a diet of dried meat and rice and there's no coffee in this world, so I don't have to poop. Yet.
 
  
 
 We walk back together in blissful silence, both of us awkwardly avoiding conversation. She talks a big game, but when it comes right down to it, she's as bashful as any, which is endearing. Before we reach the campfires, we run into a sleepy looking Mila... Sumila, looking slightly disheveled, and a neat and well rested Li Song, whose clothes look as if they've been freshly pressed. Stifling a yawn, Sumila falls in beside me, her arm snaking around my waist to grab my belt and help support me.
 
  
 
 “So, did you two sleep well?” She asks nonchalantly, but I can hear the burning curiosity in her voice, wondering if anything gossip worthy had happened
 
  
 
 Adujan pokes me in the side, hiding her grin from Sumila. “Very well, for a man so badly injured, Rain has a surprising amount of vigor.”
 
  
 
 Sumila misses a step, her face turning red despite the obvious lie. Shaking my head, I speak between breaths. “I'm wheezing from an easy walk, do you really think I have the strength to do anything like that?” I don't think Tokta re-inflated my collapsed lung, and I'm starting to really appreciate just how well Taduk took care of me.
 
  
 
 “Ah, right. Of course.” She smiles, helping me along a little faster, my chest burning by the time we reach the cooking pits, my shirt damp with sweat. We sit down in the grass together, and soon, Sumila is spoon-feeding me broth, with tiny chunks of meat and rice, easily consumed despite my missing and cracked teeth. I'm not going to enjoy fixing that,  it would be easier to rip out the broken teeth and start from scratch, but I lack the necessary tools. Or hands.
 
  
 
 Without any choice, I study Sumila's adorable face as she feeds me, one spoonful at a time. She fed me last night too, a sweet girl, always willing to help me. My dreams with her were much the same as with Adujan, bringing her to meet my parents, or having a nice quiet time at home, snuggled up together. Again, the feeling of loss wells up within me, despite all of my attempts to supress them. It's the little things, like seeing her dimples, and it brings up a memory of how my marriage vows had mentioned them, or the way she blows on the spoon to cool the broth, reminding me of how she fed our children, sweet and patient, smiling through all the mess.
 
  
 
 I know none of that ever happened but my mind keeps bringing it up, every false memory showing me what I lost, driving me a bit deeper into despair.
 
  
 
 “You're staring too much, pervert.” Mila blushes a little, giving me a little pout.
 
  
 
 “It's your fault for being so damn beautiful, love.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them, my eyes widening in panic as Mila freezes. “No, no, sorry, wait.” My head shakes furiously, trying to deny the very existence of my words. “I didn't mean that.” Her eyes narrow in anger, the wooden spoon still held halfway to my mouth. “No, well, I meant it, but not for you.” Closing my eyes for a moment, I clear my mind and choose my words carefully. “I'm mixing up my dreams with reality. We had a conversation like that in one of my dreams, and the words just came out without thinking. I'm sorry. Please just ignore my words.”
 
  
 
 My eyes open to see Sumila smiling gently at me, much to my surprise. “No need to be sorry, just a slip of the tongue.” Her words are sweet and kind as she lifts the half raised spoon to my mouth, and I drink, thankful that she didn't take offense. “So, in your dream... we were married?”
 
  
 
 My stomach flops as I remember our time together, walking my dog through the village, introducing her to my parents, proposing to her at the year end festival, our wedding ceremony a few months later. All of it rushes into my head without warning, and happiness fills me at the thought, until reality sets in and my euphoria dissipates, leaving ashes behind. “Yes. I married many people in many dreams. I'd rather not talk about it.”
 
  
 
 She acquiesces with a sour look on her face, her curiosity brimming, but too polite to continue asking. Our meal concludes in awkward silence, when a Sentinel arrives, asking me to meet Akanai in one of the healer's tent. Standing at the foot of a cot, Akanai impatiently waits as Tokta is hard at work healing Dagen, who lays awake, grimacing and gritting his teeth in pain. Shirtless on the cot, the skin all over his body covered with patches of burned skin, bleeding skin, his wounds slowly heal as I watch, hardening into large swathes of scabbed tissue. Only moments after scabbing, the wounds break open once more, starting at the edges and moving down the scabs until they slough off, revealing painful patches of burned skin and oozing pus once again.
 
  
 
 My stomach threatens to rebel, the bile churning in my belly and I choke down the urge to throw up my breakfast. Scabs are gross. Wet scabs floating in pools of pus are a nightmare. After finding me a stool to collapse on, the girls step out, and the tent is empty except for the four of us. Akanai studies me with an intense look and my neck flushes as I involuntarily remember my dreams, my eyes looking everywhere except at her. “You look terrible boy, but it could have been worse. If you had truly injured the Demon, you might be like Dagen here. Perhaps now, you will listen when I tell you to leave.”
 
  
 
 Stupid voice in my head, telling me to fight the Demon. I haven't heard from him since he left me to deal with the injuries he sustained. He didn't even put up a good fight, just a giant phony. I hope he's gone, I have enough shit to deal with right now. Nodding sheepishly, I remain silent, shooting glances at Tokta as he heals Dagen. The back and forth struggle continues between the healing and reopening of Dagen's wounds,. This can't continue, eventually, Tokta will tire and lose, and even with a second healer standing by to take over, it seems a losing battle.
 
  
 
 My curiosity gets the better of me. “What's causing the wounds to reopen?”
 
  
 
 Surprisingly, Akanai answers. “The Demon ichor is corrosive to the living, eating away at living tissue until it burns itself out. Dagen was covered in a large amount of it, seeping into him from his wounds, carried by the shards of the creature that are embedded in his flesh, poisoning his blood. They will continue to heal him until the corrosion has run its course and the shards broken down.” Noting my concerned look, she adds, “It is not life threatening, just painful, nor is it constant. It will ebb and flow, but this is a particularly bad episode.”
 
  
 
 “So how are you supposed to kill a Demon without getting covered in its blood?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, she answers with a simple sentence. “You simply avoid it.” Guess that's her way of saying 'Git Gud'. Sitting idly, I watch the proceedings, wondering about just what exactly causes the burning, but without anything to work with, all I have are guesses. Most are 'Magic', but there could be a real, scientific reason, like... microbes or acid or something. I dunno. I'm a muscle wizard, not a scientist.
 
  
 
 After about 15 minutes of constant treatment, the scabbed wounds finally remain healed and in place, although they look fluid, soggy, crusted yellow-green chunks of half healed flesh that might crumble to pieces if Dagen were to move. Tokta nods at Akanai and turns to leave, looking exhausted. “Don't keep either of them for too long. They need food and rest.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his words, Akanai stands and waits until the three of us are alone, before turning to me. “I have heard Dagen's story, and Mila repeated what you told her, but I would hear it in your own words.” Without hesitation, I tell her the entire story, starting from the duel with Vivek, to the dreams, and waking to attack the Demon, then finding Dagen. She listens in silence, immobile, her eyes seeming to peer straight into my mind as if she already knows everything that I'm not telling her. When my story is finished, she watches me closely, seeming lost in thought once again.
 
  
 
 After a long pause, she turns to Dagen, who gives a small, almost imperceptible shrug. “I don't know either. He just showed up in front of me and the dream was no longer real.” His words are slightly slurred, his voice weary. “It was as if my mind were in a fog, and it burned away at his approach.”
 
  
 
 Turning back to me, Akanai asks, “Your dream, how did you escape it?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... I don't know? After I realized it was all in my mind, I just...” I try to snap my nonexistent fingers before feeling like an idiot. Phantom limb, it's so weird. “Err, I just thought my way out of it, I guess.”
 
  
 
 My answer is met with silence once again, only the labored sounds of Dagen's breathing to fill it. I still can't tell if this is good or bad, and I always just assume it's bad when it comes to Akanai. She moves close, lifting me to my feet, making me look her in the eyes. Her lovely smiling face greets me, warm and concerned about me and the tension flies from my shoulders at the rare sight. “Many of the afflicted are having issues coping with the aftereffects of the Demon's attack, and several soldiers killed themselves last night. Are you well?”
 
  
 
 No, not really. “I'm fine.” Not like she can help. Poor soldiers. Happiness is a difficult thing to lose, even if it is only the illusion of happiness. It's all the same, biologically.
 
  
 
 “Good, Good. Good. I expected as much, you are a survivor, but should you need rest or aid, speak up.” My heart lifts at the quasi-compliment, and I promise myself to not cause her worry. About this, anyways. “It seems you are a natural at setting up mental defenses. While Demons like the one we killed are rare, they are fearsome and difficult to approach for most. If you can remember exactly how you defended yourself, let me know, or Baatar or Taduk. Any information on how to better defend against them would be useful.” She pats me on the head, musing my hair, her way of showing a job well done I guess. Even still, at her touch my face heats up again, reminded of my dreams once more. I need to get a handle on this, it wasn't real. I just need to meditate.
 
  
 
 Or I just need good old lefty in working order. That might work as well.
 
  
 
 Straightening up, she turns me around and begins marching me out of the tent. “Let us leave now, allow Dagen to rest, and you to begin healing yourself."
 
  
 
 “Let the boy stay a bit longer, Lieutenant General, I would like some words with him in private.” Dagen's voice is quiet as he strains his neck, trying to look at us as we leave. With one last pat on the back, Akanai leaves and I return to Dagen's side. “Good to see you well, boy. You looked like shit the last time I saw you.” He laughs weakly. "You still look like shit, to be honest."
 
  
 
 “Well, you don't look that great either.” If I had hands, I don't think I would be able to stop myself from wiping off one of the nasty, wet scabs that pockmark his skin, floating in pools of pus. “You need to rest.” Maybe I can find some herbs, and make a healing bath for him, or just... scrub the dead flesh from him. It can't be healthy to just leave it like that.
 
  
 
 “I'll be fine, boy. You need to stop looking down on me, or I'll likely take offense.” A wan smile keeps me from taking his words too seriously, but it's a little sad that even mentioning the need to rest can be taken offensively. I don't think I'll ever understand a warrior's mentality. “I want to talk about the dream.”
 
  
 
 There is a pause as he gathers his thoughts before he speaks again. “I remember that in my dream, it felt like I lived years with my family, always happy and joyous, my wife and children never growing older, my successes great and varied. I would have never left if you hadn't shown up, would have given myself fully over to it. You helped me see it for false, and for that, I thank you.”
 
  
 
 His steely gaze locks onto my eyes, and he weakly pulls me forward, his voice a whisper. “When you appeared in my dreams, I couldn't even recognize you.”
 
 Panic and hope mingle together when I hear his words, and the question bursts out from me before I can stop myself. “What did I look like?” Did he see my real face?
 
  
 
 “Older. More refined.” A sly smile shows on his face. “Taller.” His body is wracked with coughs, and I stand by, unable to help, disappointed and relieved, a bittersweet combination. “You also kept shifting about, changing forms and faces. After hearing your story, I believe I know why. I relived a memory, while you lived a thousand different lives and are still half lost in the dream, unsure of who you truly are. I need to tell you something that I believe will help. Do you remember what you said to me, inside the dream?”
 
  
 
 Nodding, I recite the words. “You can't be lying around, Sentinel. There's a war to fight and enemies to kill.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly so. After you spoke those words, you stood before me solid and real as you are now, albeit with two working arms and without missing teeth.” He grins, looking hale and healthy for a moment, his eyes lighting up. “Hold onto those words, boy, for they embody who you are. You are a Sentinel, a warrior, and you will see yourself through this.”
 
  
 
 Sweat drips down his forehead as his labored breathing continues, his body sinking back into his cot, the effort of so many words draining him. His words are barely audible, and I lean in towards him to hear his words. “No matter that you lied to the Chief Provost, but remember, be proud, but not overly so. You come talk to me if you need it, or your sister, your friends, anyone at all. You are not alone in this boy, and should not face this trial without aid.”
 
  
 
 This man is struggling to stay conscious, suffering through agonizing pain so that he can give me advice, keep me from losing myself. “Thank you, Dagen. Rest now, and remember, that goes both ways. You are not alone either, and I am more than happy to talk with you, should you need it.” A silent smile is my only answer as he closes his eyes, mercifully falling asleep, no longer pained by his wounds. A healer comes into the tent, politely asking me to leave so that Dagen can rest, a bucket of warm water and herbs in his hands. Realizing that it is to clean Dagen's wounds, I feel relieved that he is well taken care of here.
 
  
 
 At my request, Adujan harnesses Zabu for me and I ride out to the river's edge, alone. I can hear someone following me, but as long as I don't have to talk to anyone, I'm fine with that. Zabu flops down into the dirt at my command, flattening himself to the ground, and I roll off of him, grunting in pain. Settling myself up against a tree, I let Zabu loose to do as he likes, and he remains flattened, content to just nap in the grass.
 
  
 
 I allow myself to just relax as I watch the beautiful scenery before me, my mind blank and free of worry, if only for a few moments. The riverside is lush with greenery, hills rising straight out of the ground at an almost vertical slope, jutting protrusions of rock and vines, a picturesque scene of natural beauty. The water is tinged with blue, green, and orange hues, the sunrise reflecting on the waters, the early morning fog being swept away.
 
  
 
 Feeling relaxed and calm, I close my eyes and reach for Balance and begin healing my injuries, focusing on my broken left arm. Shattered in four places, it will likely take me days to fix completely, and until then I need to rely on others to help with even the most basic things, but at least I have people willing to help.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens flows through me, as calm and peaceful as the river before me, my injuries healing as I bask in the warm, timeless feeling. This is real contentment, not like the dreams and illusions of the Demon. Enjoying a nice, quiet day with my animal companion, surrounded by beauty, knowing that there are people who love me. Those memories are an illusion, a fantasy, and while escapism has it's place, I can't just wallow in it. If I truly want something then I will work towards it in reality.
 
  
 
 Like Dagen said, I need to remember who I am.
 
  
 
 I am Rain, Sentinel of the Bekhai, Disciple of Baatar, Brother to Alsantset and Charok, Uncle to Tate and Tali.
 
  
 
 I have a life here and it is a pretty good one.
 
  
 
 Everything else is unimportant, for now.
 
  
 
 Face my problems head on, one step at a time, beginning with my greatest problem of all: my broken arm.
 
  
 
 I will eventually need to poop, and while I have people willing to wipe my ass for me, I really don't want to ask, nor do I want to rub my ass in the dirt.
 
  
 
 Priorities.
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 4 -
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      Chapter 79 - Trials - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Eyes closed, I grit my teeth as I suffer in silence, holding my breath and praying that I escape notice. Sweat drips down my face as my muscles strain, the effort making me light-headed, more strenuous than almost anything I've ever experienced before. Never again will I allow this to happen, I vow it with every fiber of my being. A panicked laugh escapes me, and my calves begin to quiver as I redouble my efforts, a low grunt escaping from my mouth as I do so. I may have drawn attention to myself, but I have no time to focus on other things, every ounce of my concentration brought to bear on the arduous task at hand.
 
  
 
 Unable to withstand it anymore, I take a breath through my mouth but still a foul stench reaches my nose, and I continue to endure, the heavy feeling in my gut yet to fade, my rumbling belly warning me that the worst has yet to arrive. My booming flatulence is both relieving and terrifying, the pressure on my stomach lessened, but my anxiety of being found greatly heightened as I squat over the makeshift pit I quickly scraped out, only scant minutes away from camp.
 
  
 
 After a few more grueling minutes, sweet relief is finally found, my bowels emptied for the first time in five days, held in by sheer force of will and a diet of nothing but broth and meat. With my arm no longer broken and my teeth almost fully regrown, the sweet, crisp crunch of vegetables is something I will never go a meal without again, this pain and suffering easily avoidable. Fiber is love, Fiber is life.
 
  
 
 Pulling up my pants, I stretch before turning for a glimpse at the beast that I unleashed. Not as impressive as it felt, which fills me with disappointment. Even if I was never going to show anyone, sometimes you just want to feel pride about a good poop. Kicking dirt over the fruit of my labor, I quickly run back to the camp to wash my hand with soap. Shuddering at the memory of what I just endured, I change my mind and head towards the river instead, to take a bath. I want to feel clean again.
 
  
 
 There are some things that I will never get used to and shitting in full view of everyone around me is one of them. The village has actual outhouses, and the cities even have a sewer system, but out here, everyone just pops a squat over the trench we use as a latrine, without a care in the world.
 
  
 
 Pooping is just one of those things best done alone.
 
  
 
 A quick bath in the cold river sets my body to shivering, but the sight of the roosequins swimming around brings a smile to my blue lips, their sleek, furred forms cutting through the water as they chase down fish and aquatic predators with ease. So many quins working together and they become the kings of the river, unrivaled and fearless despite the many dangerous carnivores lurking beneath the surface. I was warned not to bathe without them around, or else I might lose a foot or worse.
 
  
 
 Zabu zips in and out of the river, his dark brown fur gleaming in the early morning sunlight as he brings gifts of food and shiny rocks to Shana, who lays cuddled up next to Adujan as she sits in quiet meditation. She does that a lot lately, to the point of neglecting her Forms, something I feel is wrong. I mean, it's nice to have chi available, but we're so far away from learning how to really use it, I feel like physical prowess is far more important at this point in our lives. She's stubborn though, still cultivating in every spare moment she has. I should ask someone to help her, be her Mentor, but I don't really know anyone suitable besides Akanai, and that would be cruel.
 
  
 
 Managing to take advantage of that fact, I snuck away from her constant supervision to do my business. They've all been watching me like hawks for the past five days, Adujan, Mila, Alsantset, and Akanai, having hushed meetings together, always going silent when I approach. It makes me uncomfortable and highly motivated to fix myself up, their piercing stares full of concern, worry, and expectations. Each one of them has approached me with warmth in their eyes, asking questions about my well-being, wanting to talk about inane things like my favorite foods, or colors, or what my plans are for the future. It's exhausting.
 
  
 
 I know that they're really only looking out for me, concerned about my state of mind, but I'm fine, I can keep being a Sentinel. There are no voices in my head, no bursts of anger or depression, no more slips of the tongue, I've just been meditating and fixing my left arm, not happy and cheerful, but not depressed either. My right arm is still stumpy and missing, but it feels whole, with intermittent pangs of pain. I have no idea how to regrow it, not as simple as just throwing chi at the stump until an arm sprouts, but I have an appointment later tonight with Tokta where he promised to help walk me through the process. I expect to be very busy in the coming weeks, and likely in much pain, the regrowing of nerves highly unpleasant if past experiences are anything to go by.
 
  
 
 I still need help with some things, like eating and getting dressed, but I'm on my way towards being self sufficient once again. It's exhausting always being around someone. Sometimes, I just want to be alone, to recharge and regroup, let my mind rest and reset, but that has been impossible lately. It took real planning and deception just so I could take a shit, which is ridiculous. Worse, with Adujan sharing my tent, I can't … relax, and it is driving me up the wall, laying so close to her every night. When I finally fixed my broken arm, I figured she would move back in with Sumila and Song, but she just stayed in my tent, like nothing had changed.
 
  
 
 Shaking myself dry, I quickly bundle up in my clothes, a plain hemp shirt and pants, brown and boring, with a leather belt and a wool-lined leather vest to keep me warm. Despite it being the height of summer, it can still get pretty chilly when the wind blows, and the vest is easily shed if it gets too hot. Nature and training are winning the war of attrition against my clothes, this being my last undamaged outfit, and the worst part was that there isn't really anyone I can borrow clothes from other than the women. All the men are too tall or too wide, my body looking tiny and scrawny next to any one of the Sentinels, averaging around 200 cm in height, some reaching close to 250cm. It's not fair. It's like being a normal guy in a world of beefcakes, how am I supposed to compare? At least the women are in more varying sizes. Akanai towers above me by almost 30 cm, but is still overshadowed by many of the men. Sumila is about even with my height, Adujan and Li Song about 8-10 cm taller, and Mei Lin is tiny and adorable, her forehead barely reaching my chin.
 
  
 
 The sun warms my skin and dries my hair as I quietly plunk down next to Adujan, satisfied by my successful deception. “How was your shit? I bet it was difficult, you haven't gone in days.” Not so successful after all. I can't believe she's been keeping track of my bowel movements, who does that?
 
  
 
 Shana lifts her head at the sound, her cute nose twitching as she sniffs me, hoping for a treat. She is the sweetest quin I know, always cuddling with Adujan. I wish Zabu was that sweet, but he barely tolerates me petting him. I should just get a dog. “You remember that snake we made your shield from? It looked like that, brown and perfectly coiled. The snake was just a bit smaller though.”
 
  
 
 Her face crinkles in fake disgust. “Well, you didn't fall in it, so congratulations. Unless you did fall in and that's why you took a bath.” She opens her eyes and treats me to her trademarked mocking half-smile and a small, reluctant sniff, my heart fluttering a bit at the sight, but I quickly shut it down. “It seems that you're a shy crapper, even going as far as digging a hole out in the woods. Is Falling Rain too sophisticated to use the latrines like everyone else?”
 
  
 
 A burning heat rises from my neck to my cheeks. “Stop asking so many questions and get back to work, you slacker. What are you even doing pretending to cultivate?”
 
  
 
 “I noticed you were trying to get away and I wanted to know why. You are so odd, why go to so much trouble just to take a shit?” Rolling my eyes at her and ignoring her question, I lean back on my one elbow, feigning indifference while inwardly cringing and hoping that she didn't stick around to watch or listen. I can't even poop in solitude. This world sucks.
 
  
 
 Zabu arrives in front of us, dripping wet from his foray in the river and deposits a pair of large fish, at least ten kg each, in front of Shana, small mouthfuls missing from each one, before quickly running back to the river, ready to forage for more food. Shana graciously accepts the gift, stretching out and neatly gobbling up the meal, the sounds of loud crunching coming from her mouth as she snacks away in delight. “Poor Zabu, he's been working so hard for over a week now, feeding fat, lazy Shana all of his food.” I wish he would try to win my affection like that, stupid fluffy jerk.
 
  
 
 “Their courtship is over and Shana is preparing to lay eggs.” Adujan takes the bait, and begins talking about the quins, one of her favorite subjects. Only half listening to her, I smile and watch as she speaks enthusiastically, my mind wandering and overlaying her image with that of Yan, my wife from the dream.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing that the memories in my head are made up, there are still a few lingering aftereffects. For one, I am now incredibly attracted to most of the women in my life. I find myself pining away for the farmer's daughter back in the village who always smiles at the twins when I bring them around to pick apples, or the lovely tailor who smiles suggestively when she measures me, her hands maybe wandering a little as she talks about how I've grown. I've even wanted to take Mila in my arms and kiss her neck, or spoon Yan as she sleeps next to me, or try to put a smile on Song's face, because I know it is beautiful and gentle, a sight that heals the soul.
 
  
 
 Except that I know none of those feelings are real, and that if I were to act on them, it would not be fair to myself or the women. I'm not attracted to them, I'm attracted to a false version of them, a mental character of my own devising that is loosely based on them. Yet, against my better judgment, I continue to lay there and watch Yan as her face lights up as she talks, no longer dour and surly, full of passion and excitement, wanting to just place my head in her lap and enjoy the moment.
 
  
 
 “... and then, Shana will keep the eggs warm all through the winter as Zabu works to keep her fed, and when spring comes we will have several quin pups to play with.” Her eagerness is apparent, her hands clasped together. Things like this are why I know my feelings aren't real. She is nothing like the Yan from my dreams, more defined and real than the image I had, which was just a puppet that ceded to my every wish, never surprising or challenging me. She is a real person, and I am in love with a false phantom that just happens to look like her.
 
  
 
 Her happy expression fades a little, her shoulders slumping. “It's a shame though. Shana will likely be taken away from me so that the trainers can begin teaching the pups, and I'll be given a replacement mount. You will too, the quins don’t like being separated from their young.” Her sorrow plain to see, Adujan strokes Shana's fur, eliciting a few happy chirps from the quin.
 
  
 
 “Wait, the quins don't belong to us?” I get to replace Zabu? I’m both sad and a little happy. Maybe my next quin will be nicer. And smell better.
 
  
 
 Giving me a cute grimace and a pointed look, she makes a little sound of derision. “Zabu and Shana were raised and trained by the Sentinels. While each one of us is given a personal mount, in the end they still belong to the Chief Provost.” Her gaze turns back to Shana, looking wistful. “I would purchase her but it would take me years to save up the coin, and it seems that Shana is ready to mate now. No matter, she will be well cared for, and I can purchase her when I am able.”
 
  
 
 “Who takes care of them? Why don't you get a job doing that, you obviously love quins.” I wonder how much it would cost to buy Shana? I should ask Akanai later. Adujan is obviously going to be heartbroken if she loses the sweet little quin, and maybe I can surprise her. I guess I'll buy Zabu as well if he isn't too expensive, but only so I can have an undisputed claim on his pups.
 
  
 
 “Quin rearing is left to older, retired Sentinels, ones who are no longer able to fight, but still hale and healthy. How do you manage to not know even the most basic things?”
 
  
 
 After a few more minutes of easy conversation, I sit up and cultivate, making sure I have enough chi for my lessons, and strengthening my core. The more my core can hold, the more closely bound my chi is, the more control I will have over it. I'm cultivating normally without the ring mostly because there is no one with the spare time to watch me and, if I'm being honest, I'm still not too comfortable using it. The surging power followed by the lulling calm, even forewarned and prepared, still manages to catch me off guard, leaving me uncomfortably shaken and drained. Maybe my ring is faulty or something, but no matter, slow and steady wins the race, or at the very least lets me survive longer.
 
  
 
 With a quick break for lunch, a delicious meal of roasted veggies and rice, I transition into practicing the forms, using Peace in my left hand, an awkward endeavor, but I don't really have an alternative. Besides, I've lost my right arm twice already, I really should learn how to fight with both hands. And use chopsticks too, although I kind of like being fed by Adujan and Sumila, a small, guilty pleasure. Throughout my practice, I search for enlightenment, that wondrous feeling of understanding, but it eludes me, a feeling as if I'm staring through dirty glass, and what I seek is on the other side, muddled and only barely visible, my body feeling awkward and foreign when I practice certain movements.
 
  
 
 It's been like that for a few days now, banging my head against that dirty glass, trying to see what it is that I'm missing. In particular, there are two movement forms which I've been almost able to combine, Prancing Stride, which is like it sounds, stepping forward while lifting the knees up high, an elongated, overemphasized step, combined with Rising Steps, which contrary to the name, is a stomping motion. I guess I would be rising if the air were to solidify beneath my feet, but really, it's just like crushing grapes, ungainly and inelegant.
 
  
 
 I can't figure out what I'm missing about the movement, it seems fine to me, but if feels wrong. My gut churns, and this time, I know it isn't constipation, so there must be something I'm not noticing. Unlike the other combinations I've learned, this feels more like two separate pieces smashed together, instead of the smooth, fluid melding that it should be. It's as if I'm going through separate steps, instead of one complete motion.
 
  
 
 I'll figure it out eventually, or I can always move on to other pursuits. That's the beauty of the forms, a near endless combination of movements, each one both simple and infinitely complex. It's easy to throw a good punch, impossible to throw a perfect one, but it is in the pursuit of perfection that I continue to practice. There's something very zen about it, repeating the same series of movements day after day, and learning something new after hundreds or even thousands of repetitions, improving ever so slightly each day. Even if I don't learn anything, the physical exertion is calming, neither slow nor fast, only focusing on the movement, the moment, for hours without tiring.
 
  
 
 My newfound appreciation for the forms leaves me relaxed and happy, my muscles a little sore, a refreshing sweat upon my brow, and I head towards the western edge of camp with Adujan, where Alsantset is hard at work taking reports from the returning patrols, Sumila and Li Song working as her aides, all of them too busy to greet me. The two lovely young women covered in ink stains as they work furiously to copy the reports, their brushes moving in elegant motions as they write in impossibly neat, tiny characters. Again, my mind compares the two of them to the women in my dreams, but they are different enough that it causes me little heartache.
 
  
 
 Calligraphy is one of those things I haven't really learned well, my writing little better than most children's, but I do enjoy watching it in motion. Every written word has a proper sequence, a time to press down with the brush or to lightly flick, allowing a trailing off of the stroke. The finished product looks refined and elegant, yet somehow each style is unique. I can easily discern the writer of the reports, just by reading it. Sumila likes to add tiny flourishes that add style to the writing without compromising readability, while Alsantset is more dignified and proper, a curve where there should be a curve, a line where there should be a line, yet still with its own flair. Li Song writes in neat, almost stamped characters, her brush moving in short, mechanical strokes, but there are still a few personal touches in the writing, a melding of two squiggles into one, or an opening brush stroke slightly longer than it should be.
 
  
 
 It's just like the forms and coming here to watch them at work as they write leaves me inspired to learn to write properly on my own. I realized this when I asked Sumila to write my bi-weekly letter to Mei Lin, and I've come here to watch them write ever since. The subtle variations in writing are similar to the variations in fighting, using the same basic structure to come up with different solutions to the same problem, and again, I feel as if I am looking through the dirty, stained window, close to understanding something, but not all the way there. I don't even know what it is that I'm trying to understand, but it can't hurt to try, even if all I do is unlock the profound mysteries of calligraphy or something stupid like that.
 
  
 
 Akanai arrives with the last patrol unit, having a brief discussion with Alsantset about the sentries and their positioning, before riding off to take care of other business. Alsantset and Tokta are in charge when Akanai is out chasing down Defiled, but Tokta doesn't really take part in the military aspect of command, despite being a capable warrior himself. Then again, he is pretty busy keeping soldiers alive, but in the interim, Alsantset is the boss of the camp, hard at work every day. Her duties for the day done, she grins at me and drapes an arm over my shoulder, pulling me in for a hug. “I do so enjoy being greeted by you after work.” Throwing me a sly look, she whispers, “Although perhaps I am not the one you are here to greet.” Her eyes dart towards Sumila.
 
  
 
 Terrifying. As cute as Sumila is, I don't really have any romantic intentions towards her, mostly because Akanai would make the worst mother-in-law ever. “I'm just here to pick you up for dinner, Sister. You work so hard, I feel like a wastrel just leisurely practicing all day.” I've asked to help but she just insists that I work on healing and training. Despite my objections, both internal and external, I still wonder if her lips would feel the same as I dreamed, sweet and soft.
 
  
 
 We walk back towards the cooking fires chatting easily, the past few days almost relaxing for me, despite the still present threat of Defiled. If it was before, I would have been nervous about a possible attack, fretting and worrying, but I've come to trust the people around me, knowing that they are doing everything they can to keep the camp safe. If the Defiled do attack, I would be better off with two hands, so I've concentrated on that, with little else in mind.
 
  
 
 Like Mom said, why bother worrying about what I can't control?
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      Chapter 80 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 My belly full of food and my core full of chi, I slip into the healer's tent, dropping off some plants collected by the patrols and scan the area for Tokta, finding him hard at work with a patient. Wandering over, I begin helping out around the tent as best I can as I wait, collecting dirty bandages and tools for cleaning, bringing water to the injured and helping them drink, chatting with a few familiar faces as I check their wounds for signs of infection or blood poisoning. After half an hour of keeping myself busy, Tokta motions for me to follow him and move towards a large, messy desk.
 
  
 
 “Okay so you're here to learn how to regrow your arm.” Without any greetings, he skips over to the important part, his nasal voice sounding more bored and tired than normal. I can't blame him, there are far more wounded than injured, but I can't really help out too much with only one arm, feeling like I'm in the way more than half the time. “First, you need to decide if you want to learn from me. I have neither time nor energy to hold your hand through the process, and failure will result in no small amount of pain. You can always wait for Taduk to heal your arm and teach you properly.”
 
  
 
 “Well, might as well try, right? No sense just idling around for an indeterminate amount of time.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, he looks at me critically. “What do you know about regrowing limbs?”
 
  
 
 “Er... It hurts a lot when it's done.”
 
  
 
 That earns me a small chuckle. “It hurts far worse while growing.”
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 Ignoring my crestfallen expression, he continues to pile on the downsides. “It is mentally and physically exhausting and you will need more rest and food than normal, almost twice as much. If you reach a point where I believe you can succeed, it will take a minimum of three weeks for you to regrow your arm, during which the healed area will feel as if rubbed raw and burning. Even should you abandon the process, the pain will linger for at least a week, possibly more.”
 
  
 
 A devilish smile is pasted on his face, as if taking glee in my growing apprehension. “When you make an error, at best it will need surgery to fix and at worst, we will amputate what you have grown. It is not a simple process Rain, and while I am impressed with your natural healing abilities and medicinal knowledge, I doubt you will be able to master this skill with the little help I can afford you, likely only bringing yourself pain. However, if you still insist on learning, despite all my warnings, I will do what I can to help you succeed.” His grin grows wider, his pale skin and white teeth almost glowing in the lamplight. “Or chop off your failure.”
 
  
 
 Impatiently tapping his foot, he waits in silence as I contemplate my choices. It's not as if I have anything better to do, so I might as well try. This is still part of my plan to be an undying, fast healing warrior. Better to start learning now rather than later. “No pain, no gain. I would much appreciate any guidance you can offer me.”
 
  
 
 Looking only slightly disappointed, he nods at me and turns towards his disorganized desk, moving things about as he searches for something. “Explain for me the process of natural healing with your chi.”
 
  
 
 “Uh, You take in the Energy of the Heavens, and bind it as chi in your core, then you circulate it throughout your body, and it heals you.” It's pretty simple stuff honestly, so I don't really understand why people say I'm talented. I just throw chi at the problem until it is fixed.
 
  
 
 “And what type of injuries are healed in that process?”
 
  
 
 “Err.... Bruises, cuts, abrasions, things like that. You can regrow teeth, skin, and nails, but not fingers, limbs, ears, eyes or organs. Uhhh... Esse- ”
 
  
 
 “Stop stammering when you speak, it is annoying.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Sorry.” I just like to fill the silence while I think. “Bones will need to be set before healing, or they won't heal straight, but essentially, you can .. uh... heal anything that um... would naturally heal on it's own, with teeth being the exception, I guess.” Fuck now that he pointed it out, I can't stop.
 
  
 
 “What do you mean about teeth?”
 
  
 
 Blinking owlishly at him, I shrug. “Um... Well, teeth don't grow back normally. People get two sets, one children's set, and an adult's set of teeth. Normally, if you lose your adult teeth they don't grow back, but they do if you heal with chi.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head at me, he rolls his eyes. “Teeth do grow back, without using your chi. Any peasant who has never even tried to cultivate can regrow their teeth, given enough time. What has Taduk been teaching you?”
 
  
 
 What? No, that's not right. I remember feeling surprised that my teeth grew back after my training sessions with Baatar. It isn't normal. “Are... Are you sure? Because, I don't think that's true...” Did I reincarnate as a different kind of human?
 
  
 
 “Of course I'm sure, I have studied to be a healer for my entire life. When I first regrew someone's limb, you weren't even born yet. I was deemed acceptable and granted with the title of Healer over fifty years ago.” He turns up his nose at me, his pride showing. I always have trouble placing someone's age, Tokta looks maybe 40 years old, but if he's been at this for fifty years, how old is he really? He's human as well, so I didn't think he was a geezer. “So long as the root is undamaged, the tooth will regrow as many times as necessary, just like many plants. There are plenty of herbalists and physicians that will remove teeth for peasants, the fee is usually very small.”
 
  
 
 With a small sound of triumph, he turns back to me having found what he was looking for, and his face goes dark. “Stop thinking rude thoughts, I am not so old enough to be senile.” Seriously... Mind Reading. Someone teach me how. Handing me a thick, leather-bound tome, simply labeled 'Anatomy', he begins to walk me out of the tent. “In order to recreate working organs or limbs, you will require forethought and planning, beginning with a detailed knowledge of anatomy. You cannot only study the chapters on the arm, but also the preceding sections, on bones, tendons, joints, and all that. Once you have learned how each component works, you will need to use your chi to recreate them, tiny piece by piece, layer by layer. You cannot first regrow the bones, then the muscles and so on, you must move from your shoulder, restoring the bicep to whole, then the elbow, and down the arm until the tips of your fingers. Study hard, return each night after your supper, and do not attempt to regrow your arm until I am satisfied with the depth of your knowledge, which is unlikely to happen anytime soon.”
 
  
 
 Pushing me out of the tent, he returns to his work, dismissing me without so much as a goodbye. Glancing down at the book, I flick through the yellow parchment pages, looking at detailed diagrams and large chunks of characters, my head spinning from the amount of knowledge I will need to learn. At this rate, it could be years before I'm even ready to start. No wonder he wasn't confident in my abilities. Or maybe he's just getting rid of me, he didn't seem too enthused about teaching me. No, no, he wouldn't do that, if he didn't want to teach me, he'd just say so.
 
  
 
 Discouraged and disheartened, I slowly walk back towards my tent, my mind deep in thought. It just seems so... pedestrian. I mean, where's the magic? Healing with chi is one of the best things ever, I can feel the mysticism in it, an unseen energy that flows into me, fixing my injuries without direction, or healing what I want with a simple thought. This... This is just studying. Thinking back on how I was healed by Taduk after my close call with the snake, I remember comparing it to weaving a tapestry with a thousand needles at once, but it seems like I underestimated the difficulty. It's like weaving an actual working arm together while suffering through the pain of new nerves, with nothing but your mind. I thought it would be easier than this.
 
  
 
 I guess it does make a little sense. Naturally healing with chi works because the body would have fixed those injuries anyways. That's why despite many people being able to heal with chi, physicians still have a place in this world, to remedy problems that the body can't naturally fix, like chronic aches, swollen joints, bad infections, or tumors. Many of those things are fixed with herbal remedies or surgery, and the body will slowly recover on its own. For other ailments, some knowledge and physical aid is required. For example, to reinflate my collapsed lung, I had to jam a hollow needle into it through my chest, because I couldn't fix it with chi. The hole in my chest and lung were easily fixed in comparison.
 
  
 
 This sucks, I want an easier method of regrowing my limbs. Having returned to my tent, I plop myself down next to Sumila, who is playing chess with Li Song outside their own tent, right next to mine. Adujan sits close by, once again deep in meditation, obsessed with her training.
 
  
 
 “Your lesson with Tokta went quickly.” Sumila smiles at me as she takes Li Song's scout, the cat-girl's face showing no expression, but her tail raised straight up behind her with tiny crook in the end, her ears twitching atop her head, seeming having a lot of fun despite her inevitable loss. It's easier to read Li Song's body language rather than her stony, pretty facial features. Biting her lip in concentration as she ponders her next move, she is a lovely sight.
 
  
 
 “Yea, it was pretty much 'Read this'.” Hefting the book for her to see, I rest it on my knees as I watch the two of them play, the game somewhat familiar to me, but different at the same time. Li Song loves playing games, likely because she probably never played a day before in her life, the poor girl. Sumila gifted the hand carved wooden chess set to her after finding out how much she enjoyed playing and ever since, Li Song will set up the tiny table and sit in front of it in her free time. She never asks anyone to play, but if someone sits down across from her and makes a move, she will respond in kind. It's really cute watching her sit there, her ears flat against her skull as her tail lashes from side to side, shoulders slumped as she waits, hoping for someone to play with her.
 
  
 
 Sumila is likewise always willing to play, but she is merciless. I don't think she has even come close to losing, dominating every match they play, a short affair ending with most of her pieces still on the board. Settling in, I decide to read a bit before I sleep, the sun still yet to set, and I begin to go over the words slowly, listening to the sounds of Sumila kindly and patiently explaining the reasoning behind why every move Li Song makes is a bad decision, ruthlessly capitalizing on every mistake with a bright smile on her freckled face. Li Song sits as still as a rock, careful consideration going into each move as she slowly deliberates the possibilities, only for Sumila to act immediately, taking another of Li Songs pieces off the board more often than not.
 
  
 
 After an hour or so of reading dry, boring descriptions of the human anatomy, I am ready to tear my hair out. The book is 100% about anatomy, with no mentions of healing anywhere in sight. While I studied this a little with Taduk, I never really paid too much attention to it, mostly memorizing herbs and medicinal formulas, looking for something I could easily make and sell. Self-healing was so easy, I figure it would continue in that fashion, just feeding energy into the process and letting it do it's work. I didn't think I would need so much knowledge to do magic. This sucks, studying blows. Closing the book shut, I lay my forehead against the leather, wishing the information within could all just be beamed directly into my brain. That would be nice.
 
  
 
 “Having troubles with your studies?” Sumila chats with me while moving her skirmisher over a pawn and taking Li Song's Cleric, paving the way for checkmate in three moves. Li Song sits in quiet contemplation as she considers her next move, although she doesn't have a viable one. She still isn't very good at the game, having lost every single game, but she only learned a few days ago and Sumila is pretty damn good at the game.
 
  
 
 “I don't know, it's not what I expected from healing. It's so direct and complicated, different from how chi manipulation has been so far. Normally, I can either do it, or I try again until I can, no knowledge necessary.”
 
  
 
 “Well, that's because so far, you haven't really been manipulating chi, just guiding it along.” Always so helpful, adorable Sumila turns to me with a smile on her face. “Self-healing of this magnitude is one of the most difficult internal usages of chi. Did you expect to learn it in a day?”
 
  
 
 “Not really.” Taduk always said I'd be healing other people soon, but then he let slip that soon was five to ten years. Real soon. I guess time runs differently when you expect to live for several hundreds of years. I wonder how old Taduk really is? “I guess I'm just bored by all the technical reading. It raises more questions than it answers.” Sumila gives me a patient look, indicating I can ask away, and I take full advantage, smiling at her in thanks. “For starters, if I direct the creation of my missing arm, can I modify it, make it better, faster, stronger?" We have the technology. “Can I make it scaled and armored, or claws bursting out from between my knuckles?”
 
  
 
 “No.” I can almost hear the implied 'you idiot' in her tone. “You cannot forge a stronger body through chi, or add enhancements.”
 
  
 
 “... Why not?”
 
  
 
 “Because that is the way of the world. There are limits, and creating artificial flesh is one of them. When you regrow your arm with chi, it will be just as it was before you lost it, no stronger, no weaker, just like when you heal your injuries.” She moves a piece into checkmate and lets Li Song peruse the board, studying where she went wrong.
 
  
 
 “That isn't always true though. I've injured myself for years, and when I meditate, it repairs my injuries and makes me stronger than before.” Striking boards and getting hit with sticks is not pleasant, and has earned me more than a few nasty rumors regarding my preferences and mindset. Small villages are always full of gossips with nothing better to do. “Stress fractures in my bones are healed over and reinforced, my overworked muscles made stronger and tougher. I'm shorter and skinnier than most, but I'm almost 100 kg in weight, proof that my body is more dense than others.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head at me as she resets the board with Li Song, she gives me a helpless look. “Except that you aren't healing yourself with chi, you are strengthening yourself with the Energy of the Heavens, something everyone does when they meditate. All you do that is different is you injure yourself to the point of idiocy beforehand, allowing your physical body to absorb a tiny bit more Energy than otherwise possible. Mama says it is like swatting flies with a heavy spear, small results attained with great effort.”
 
  
 
 She turns back to her game, giving some new advice to Li Song, always helping others. The woman I married in my dreams was a lot like that as well, a charitable soul and a very generous lover. Shaking clear my idle thoughts, I return to trying to figure out a shortcut in repairing my arm. So, if healing with chi is just returning my body to a previous state, when is the state saved? If I cut off my toe would I be able to reattach it without great difficulty if I were fast enough? What if I took someone else's arm, can I attach that to myself?
 
  
 
 I wouldn't do that second thing, it's just speculation, but if it is possible, then that opens up new avenues of thought. Like the right to bear arms, or maybe just one bear arm. Ha, too bad that pun only works in English. I should do some testing on my first idea, maybe cut off my pinky toe and see if I can reattach it quickly. No, I put weight on my toes when I walk, the pinky finger would be more ideal to cut. Just the tip, enough to figure out if I can reattach it. I open my mouth to ask Sumila to help me cut it off, but I change my mind before I speak, deciding to sleep on it before I go around mutilating myself, or at the very least, ask someone about it. That's not going to be fun, I can just imagine Tokta's reaction at my questions, but it beats cutting myself for no reason.
 
  
 
 Saying goodnight, I take care of my business before crawling into my bedroll, the night still young. Adujan is still meditating, so I need to fall asleep before she comes into the tent or else I get too worked up to sleep. Laying in the darkness, my mind continues to go over what I know and things I should try. I doubt I can graft animal parts onto my body, there is no way that I'm the first person to come up with that idea. I'll keep studying the book, and talk to Tokta in the evening. I can't slack on practicing everything else, but a bit of reading will be a good change of pace. I may just end up having to wait for Taduk.
 
  
 
 My mind begins to drift in my sea of consciousness, that blessed moment between awake and asleep where inspiration always seems to strike, but you are already too sleepy to care. Visions of myself float before my eyes, charging into battle with bear arms, tearing through the Defiled with my massive paws, smashing Demons aside with bear fists, unstoppable in all my furry glory.
 
  
 
 “You come up with the most interesting idea's, brother. Is this truly possible?” My alter ego appears next to me, full of false confidence, his minor hesitations betraying his inner thoughts, his arms hanging at his sides, broken and battered. Looking at him, and then at my bear arms, I sigh deeply and sit down, palming my face with my clawed, soft, furry hands.
 
  
 
 I might actually be insane.
 
  
 
 Great.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 81 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Mila moved her lancer forward to take a guardian, at the same time denying the Monarch several avenues of escape. “Check.” Leaning back, she smiled to herself as she watched Song stare at the board, her expressionless face calm and steady, but her lashing tail gave away her inner frustrations. Any sign of emotion was an improvement, her previous apathy beginning to fade as her desires and personality emerged from behind the shell that she had constructed out of necessity. She was more relaxed, no longer always tense and ready to flee, and would happily eat her meals without asking for permission or seeming uncomfortable eating at the same table as other people. Mila was looking forward to the day Song began to speak out on her own, but despite her optimism, she knew it could take years, as it had for Rain.
 
  
 
 After Song moved out of check, Mila quickly responded, moving her skirmisher into position. “Check and mate.” Song looked at the board silently for a few moments before she began resetting the board, putting the pieces back into place. Mila took the opportunity to offer some more advice. “You need to think ahead, Song. You make good singular moves, but you don't take into account the follow-up. You are also too easy to read, always taking the 'optimal' choice of not losing a piece, when in fact sometimes it is better to trade with your opponent. A lancer for a skirmisher, a chaplain for a pawn or a guardian for anything besides a pawn, these are favorable trades, but you choose to shy away from them.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Master, this slave is failing to understand the concepts and wasting Master's goodwill in teaching her.” She lifted a hand to smack herself, but expecting it, Mila quickly stopped her.
 
  
 
 “You are learning very quickly Song. I am simply offering advice, you are not failing me. Maybe we should take a break and stretch a little, then head off to bed. The day grows late, and we can play again in the morning. How does that sound to you?” There had been little else to do the past few days, Mama had left all the cadets and younger Sentinels at camp with the soldiers, and only the elites were allowed to ride out. It was horrendously boring.
 
  
 
 Her heart ached a little, watching Song hesitate to answer, unsure of the 'correct' response and fearful of making the wrong one, but Mila waited patiently, showing nothing but a smile to the agitated girl. Despite being older than her, Song was quickly becoming like the little sister that Mila had always wanted, someone to look after and teach, but Mama and Papa had always been too busy to adopt another child despite her pleas for a sister when she was young. Of course, instead Mila had taken in the sweet Lin as a substitute, spoiling her to no end. Nodding, Song finally answered, “As Master wishes.”
 
  
 
 Taking that as consent to walk around, Mila stood and stretched her body, her arms raising towards the night sky as she made a tiny grunt while Song mimicked her adorably. They had played for hours, Song's dedication to the game rather impressive, seeming to enjoy the strategic challenge, although she wasn't very good. Mama had suggested the game to her, both as a way for Song to play, as well as learn. Although her combat skills were superb, her forethought was lacking and Song was easily outmaneuvered in duels. Had she been better able to think ahead, Rain would have been thoroughly defeated by her in their exchange at the restaurant, an event that seemed so long ago now.
 
  
 
 At the thought of him, Mila glanced over at his tent, seeing nothing but the closed flaps and Yan sitting outside the entrance, still meditating. At first, she had been a little jealous at Yan for sharing a tent with Rain, but after a day of seeing how much help he needed, Mila had thanked the Mother that Yan was willing to help him without complaint. Mila had plenty on her plate already, looking after Song and helping Alsantset as her aide, if she had to help Rain eat every day as well, she would have been at her wits ends. 
 
  
 
 Although his arm was now healed, he still needed plenty of help and Mila wished he would accept more. He insisted on eating without aid today, and the sight of him sitting in the grass, his bowl held between his knees was already shaming enough. Worse, he would take his chopsticks in his fist and lean forward putting his lips to the bowl to shovel rice into his mouth, a sight even children would have found disgraceful. However, he had looked so happy that she had kept quiet, Alsantset doing the same and simply turning away to ignore the sight. Yan had spoken out about it, but that had only devolved into a competition of who could be more vulgar, the two of them were so similar at times, sharing so many of the same maddening qualities.
 
  
 
 Looking up at the moon, she guessed the time to be past ten, Rain having gone to bed early as he did each night. Despite his insistence that he was healed, the encounter with the Demon had taken its toll on him both physically and mentally. She had caught him staring several times, a wistful look in his eyes as he gazed both at her and at other various women, the pervert. Just how many women had that degenerate married in his dreams? It seemed as if every woman he knew dredged up painful memories, so he worked to isolate himself, practicing by the river and not the open grounds at the top of the hill with the other Sentinels and soldiers.
 
  
 
 At least some good had come of it. He used to always shy away from people, an invisible barrier around him that kept others away, stepping back when approached or standing when sat next to, but now he seemed more relaxed and comfortable around his family and friends, a silly smile upon his face when spending time with his sister, or eating with his friends, more willing to share a seat or be hugged. Alsantset was thrilled that he would now allow her to embrace him without pulling away or being exhausted, taking every chance to do so.
 
  
 
 And then there was the charming smile and rakish glint in his eyes when he had said she was 'too damn beautiful', something that had set her heart to pounding and often thought of when alone. Of course being Rain, he had immediately ruined the moment, but she still cherished the memory. He had married her, albeit only in a dream, but at least it told her that he was interested in her, and not just seeing her as someone to answer all his questions. She pretended not to notice his longing stares, even though it felt like they made her face turn beet red, simply enjoying his attentions.
 
  
 
 Gingerly stepping in front of Yan, Mila furrowed her brow, unsure of if she should wake her. It was always dangerous to interrupt someone who was deep in meditation as it was always a risk that you could ruin their concentration and cause them to lose control. This was especially true when someone was using a Spiritual Ring, and Yan's control was still unsteady, as evidenced by her grave expression as she cultivated.
 
  
 
 Taking no chances, Mila found an older Sentinel to come help wake Yan, and a short moment later, the foul-mouthed girl was cursing and grumbling, her face twisted in annoyance as she brooded wordlessly. Thanking the Sentinel, Mila sent the man off before turning to Yan. “Don't be rude, you're pushing yourself too hard. I told you to have someone watching over you. Come, let's go wash up and sleep, you can start again in the morning.”
 
  
 
 “Quiet. Thinking.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Mila stood with her hands on her hips, patiently waiting for Yan to finish her deliberations, tapping her foot silently. After a few minutes of waiting, her patience wore thin and she asked, “What are you even thinking about? You were meditating all day, you had plenty of time to think.”
 
  
 
 Shooting her a dark glower, Yan was silent as the two of them locked eyes, Mila remaining calm and in control. She reminded herself that Yan was only frustrated, difficult to deal with at the best of times, and to not take this as a personal affront. After a few long moments, Yan capitulated, deflating as she went from angry to petulant. “I don't know.” Standing, she brushed herself off and headed towards the stream without another word.
 
  
 
 Shaking her head as she followed after, Mila asked, “What do you mean you don't know? Talk to me, Yan.”
 
  
 
 “'I don't know' means I don't know.” Stomping her feet as she moved, Yan continued to speak. “There is something wrong with how I cultivate, but I don't understand what the problem is. Every time I wake from meditation, I remember nothing of my time spent, only feeling tired and frustrated, knowing I've forgotten something important, but no idea of what.” She snorted and began complaining about Rain, and how he felt 'refreshed and invigorated' after meditation.
 
  
 
 Mila's eyes widened as Yan spoke, but she quickly hid away her bewildered expression and took Yan in a hug from behind, lifting her from the ground and spinning in a circle, ignoring her attempts to struggle free and laughing. Putting her down, Mila turned her so that they were facing one another.
 
  
 
 “Are you mad, woman? What are you doing?” Yan blustered, trying to look angry, but Mila could see a smile was creeping onto her face.
 
  
 
 “Calm down, grumpy. You're working too hard, which can be detrimental to your progress. You need a break to allow your core to stabilize and your mind to refresh, have some fun and laugh a little. Balance, Yan. One day, no meditation, minimum. We'll see how tomorrow goes.”
 
  
 
 “What? No, I don't have a day to waste. I'm not talented like you and Rain, and I'm being left behind as things stand. I am nothing without my strength, so I must continue to become stronger.”
 
  
 
 Poor girl. Mila took her into another hug, this time without resistance. “Silly idiot. You have plenty to offer, a sweet and kind soul with a prickly nature. Let go of your fear, it weighs you down and you are meant to soar through the sky, a carp leaping through the dragon gate.” Giving her a wink as she pulled away, she added, “Trust me Yan.” Ignoring her questioning stare, Mila skipped away, happy for her friend. It seemed that Yan was close to a Spiritual Awakening, and if that happened, then she would quickly rise in strength and laugh at these silly fears of being left behind.
 
  
 
 It would be nice to have someone to chat with and share notes on the experience.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “...Brother, can you not hear me? Are you unwell?” 
 
  
 
 Cringing at his constant questions, I lift my head from my now human hands, no longer bear-armed, looking at his face as he squats down to be on my level. “Yes, yes, I can hear you.” I've already tried breaking out of here, but nothing is happening. This may be a dream, but I'm stuck here for now, it seems.
 
  
 
 Giving me a smile, he nods. “That is good.” Pausing, we look at each other in awkward silence before standing in tandem. Unable to think of anything to say, I look around at the bleak, vacant landscape, stretching as far as the eye can see. Maybe I can spruce the place up. With that thought, we are now sitting on comfortable, padded, red leather chairs, in a room exactly like the sitting room at my home in the village. The chairs are modern, but everything else is exactly as I remember it, sunlight shining through the paper screened windows, the hardwood floor polished and gleaming, with simple, unadorned furniture around the room, our two chairs facing one another.
 
  
 
 “Incredible brother, I have tried to do something like this, but it takes so much concentration I can only hold the image for a short time.” Looking defeated, his disheartened eyes bore into me as he slump in the chair, his arms mangled and broken, hanging at his sides. His words fill me with pride for a moment until I realize that he is me, complimenting me, for being better than myself. Next level self-flattery.
 
  
 
 Pointing at his arms, I ask, “Why are your arms all broken? You don't actually have a body.”
 
  
 
 Hanging his head down with shame, he hesitates for a few seconds before muttering, “I cannot fix them. I do not know how. … Please brother, it hurts so much, could you fix it for me?”
 
  
 
 “And just how am I supposed to do that?”
 
  
 
 “...I do not know. The same way you do this, I would imagine.” He moves his head as if gesturing around us at the room, his eyes large with pleading.
 
  
 
 Well, might as well give it a shot. Standing up, I motion for him to come close, and lift his broken left arm, sympathizing as he winces in pain, a small sound escaping him. “Sorry, my bedside manner is kind of lacking.” The bones are poking through is some places, and his arm feel like shards of pottery in a leather bag. Concentrating with my eyes narrowed in thought, I imagine his arms fixed and whole.
 
  
 
 Before my eyes, his arm straightens out, the bones receding back into the skin, feeling whole and normal. Flexing his arm, he stares at me in open adoration as I move onto the other arm, fixing it as easily as the first. If only regular healing was this easy. “Any other problems?”
 
  
 
 “My chest hurts and I have a throbbing pain in my side.” Skipping ahead, I simply imagine him hale and healthy, injury free, all health signs full red and topped off. Looking satisfied, he jumps back into the chair, sinking deep into the cushioned leather. “Thank you, brother.”
 
  
 
 Taking my seat as well, I decide that I need an animal to pet, something furry, fat, and docile. A large gray rabbit with floppy ears hops into my lap, and I stroke his fur as I watch the other me. I need a name for him. I'm going to name this rabbit too... his name will be Fluffy Bunnykins. The rabbit, not other me. “So... You're here.” He should have a bunny too. A brown rabbit hops onto his lap, waiting there to be pet.
 
  
 
 Other me looks at the rabbit in his lap and makes a face, the same face I make when thinking about taking a shit in the latrines. “Yes, I am.” Shifting the rabbit off his lap and onto the floor, he looks at me and salutes, bowing his head. “I apologize, brother. The Demon was stronger than I anticipated.”
 
  
 
 “Oh was it? I didn't notice.” My sarcasm seems to strike a nerve with him, his face going scarlet red. Holy shit, I hope I don't blush that much, his cheeks are cherry red as he pouts. His emotions display prominently upon his face, anger, turning to shame, then back to anger, and finally, reluctant acceptance.
 
  
 
 “The ancestors told me that we could kill it and I felt their strength flow into me... but the Demon still struck me down as if I were a child.”
 
  
 
 This poor, crazy idiot. “Well, at least we both learned a valuable lesson: not to listen to the voices in our respective heads.” Chuckling to myself, I try to ignore the insanity that is my life, petting Mister Fluffy Bunnykins.
 
  
 
 “I cannot understand why they would lie to me, but I will find some way to make them pay for what they have done to us.”
 
  
 
 Great, he's going to make war on the voices in his head. Crazy bastard. “... Just pet your bunny and stop talking to me. We're just going to sit here quietly until I wake up and this is over. No more voices in my head, understood?” The brown rabbit hops back into his lap, turning its head to look up at other me, demanding to be pet.
 
  
 
 Giving his bunny a reluctant pet on the head, other me relaxes slightly in his chair, his hands running through the soft, thick, velvety fur of the bunny. “I do not believe that it will be that simple, brother. I too am confused as to why we are split in two, separate and unequal.”
 
  
 
 I guess he isn't going to shut up. What an ass. “Sounds like way more than two if you count your 'ancestors'. How many of them do you hear?” I'm not sure if I actually want the answer to that. Please don't be crazy.
 
  
 
 “Countless brother, their voices ever-changing, I would not be able to tell if the same one spoke twice, the lying bastards.” The face he makes does not fit with the image of him petting the bunny, broody and upset. He looks exactly like I do but once again, I'm amazed by the differences between us. Even sitting in his chair, seemingly at ease, I can sense the tension just below the surface, ready to explode out in violence at a moments notice. His hand smacks down on the rabbit, roughly brushing his hand through its fur, and were it a real animal, I feel like it would be squirming to escape his grasp.
 
  
 
 There is nothing gentle about him, his gaze steely, his voice hard, even his breathing seems powerful, his chest and shoulders moving perceptibly with each slow, measure breath. If I saw him on the streets, I would likely avoid him for fear of upsetting another arrogant warrior. Dressed in a vest of leather and fur, he looks every bit the tribesman with his exposed shoulders, chest and stomach, looking more ripped than I could ever be, hard muscle covering his body, where mine is softer, less defined. It's all the sweets I think, sugar is terrible for my figure. We continue to sit across from each other, rabbits in our arms, quietly assessing the situation.
 
  
 
 Other me is first to break the silence. “While soft, it is unseemly for us to have rabbits as pets. They are weak and frail. If you insist on tiny creatures, why not hares?”
 
  
 
 Great. Another hare supremacist. “What's the difference? Long ears, tiny nose, little cotton tail. Same animal.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at me, he begins to lecture. “Rabbits are born blind and helpless and will remain so for some time. They spend their lives hiding in their burrows, helpless should a predator dig into their homes. Hares are born with open eyes, able to fend for themselves soon after birth, living above ground, open and free, struggling with all their might to survive.” He continues to pet his rabbit as he looks expectantly.
 
  
 
 Hmm... I think I owe Taduk an apology. I guess there is a difference. “Okay then... What's the physical difference?”
 
  
 
 Holding his rabbit up, he inspects it, trying to spot the differences. “...I am not sure. Longer ears and feet, perhaps?”
 
  
 
 Rolling my eyes, I focus on his words, trying to picture a hare as opposed to a rabbit, and the creature in his hands changes. “Better?”
 
  
 
 “Good enough.” Looking satisfied, he returns the animal to his lap, petting it roughly. “So what are we to do?”
 
  
 
 “I already told you what I'm going to do: pet my bunny, wake up and forget all about this.”
 
  
 
 “... and what of me? Am I to remain here forever, living my life in the void?”
 
  
 
 Ideally, you wouldn't exist. Keeping that thought to myself, I simply shrug, not wanting to agitate the crazy bastard. “What's it like here anyways, when I'm awake?”
 
  
 
 “Dark. Boring. Time passes and I am unaware, but sometimes I see glimpses of our life through our eyes, and I realize how long I have sat idle.” Hmm. Bummer. Before I can offer condolences and attempt to wipe him from existence, he continues speaking. “I know that you are stronger than me, but I can offer aid.”
 
  
 
 “From your ancestors? No thanks, I've seen what they can do.”
 
  
 
 “Even if they do not offer strength, they can offer guidance. I saw you practicing the Forms.” Putting his hare aside, he looks around for an empty area. Shrugging, I stand as well, carrying my rabbit to the door and opening it to the courtyard of our home. I can always try to 86 him after he makes his case. Striding to the center of the courtyard, he begins to move, his body demonstrating the Form I was trying so hard to perfect, Prancing Stride and Rising Step, but that isn't all. His arms move as if holding sword and shield, an overhand smash followed by a vicious upwards slash, another set of Forms, making it four in one. “That is what you were attempting, was it not?” A smug grin sits on his face, and an urge to slap him across the face boils in my chest, but I quickly suppress it. Can't be hating on myself.
 
  
 
 “Do that again please.”
 
  
 
 At my request he performs it several times, but all of my questions are met with shrugs, other me unable to delve into any technical aspects of the movements. When asked how he knew the movements, he answered “I just … felt you moving, and then I knew how to properly perform it. The ancestors guide my movements and they can guide you too, brother. Perhaps their words cannot be trusted, but these physical movements are a tangible benefit.” That sounds like Insight to me, just knowing how to fight without understanding. Has he been taking all my Insights? This thieving bastard. No, no. We're the same person.
 
  
 
 Standing in silence, I watch as he continues to move about, fighting unseen enemies, a real warrior, graceful and savage, powerful and brutal. This is no performance of the Forms, but a demonstration of skills, one that rivals watching Adujan or Sumila, an impressive display. He is me, and I am him, but we both have knowledge that the other lacks. Maybe he's some repressed personality of mine and I actually can fight that well, but I'm being held back by my mentality. That's always been my weakest point, my hesitation to kill and reluctance to go all out, always thinking of another way out, but this Rain seems to have no qualms in that regard, the warrior I aspire to be.
 
  
 
 Assuming that he had taken over while I was fighting, anger issues and voices in his head aside, he seems useful. While he doesn't understand the Forms, that just means that I don't either, but we can work together on that. So long as I remain in control and skeptical, everything should be fine. He looks at me expectantly, waiting for my reply. Walking up to him, I extend my hand for him to shake. “I lead, you follow. I am the one in control. Just remember that, and we'll work well together.” It would be better if he would just... be me and we could combine, but until I figure out how, this will have to do.
 
  
 
 An angry glint shows in his eyes, but it is quickly hidden. I'll have to keep an... eye, I guess, on the bloodthirsty bastard. He takes my forearm in his hand. A fitting gesture, I have a faint recollection of gladiators shaking hands like that. “The pact is made. We are one brother, and I will do whatever I can to see that we survive and become stronger, until none can rival us. The world shall tremble when they hear our name.”
 
  
 
 Dramatic, but it suits him.
 
  
 
 Plus, I would kind of enjoy that.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, Hero of the People, Champion of the Empire.
 
  
 
 That'd be nice.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “No.” Arms crossed, Adujan shakes her head as we walk towards the stream, Shana adorably tilting her head for Adujan to scratch. Zabu simply follows behind, making me feel a little lonely. Why can't he just love me?
 
  
 
 A little flustered, I ask, "What? Why not?” I didn't think she'd refuse, she's been so agreeable lately, the thought never even crossed my mind. 
 
  
 
 “I'm not comfortable doing that. Why can't you just wait?” She pouts at me, trying to look stern, but failing spectacularly, looking adorably irate.
 
  
 
 “Come on, I'm not asking for a lot here, just the tip. I have no one else to ask, please just do this for me? I'm sure you'll enjoy it, and even if you don't, it'll be over in a second.”
 
  
 
 That ends the adorable look, her face going dark. “What kind of person do you think I am, to believe that I would enjoy doing that for you?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging helplessly, I give her my best pleading eyes, trying to entice her. “An amazing, helpful, kind, charitable person?”
 
  
 
 “Rain.” Her eyes lock with mine, staring at me with confidence. “I am not going to cut off your finger, just so you can test your ideas about healing. It is insane.”
 
  
 
 These people and their lack of scientific curiosity. “What's so insane about it? I just want to know if I can reattach my finger. How else am I supposed to find out?” Reasoning with her, I ask, “Look, the worst thing that happens is the tip of my finger can't be reattached and I have to regrow it. It would be good practice for healing my arm.”
 
  
 
 “I said no, Rain. Stop asking.”
 
  
 
 Giving up on her, I throw my hand into the air in frustration. My stump raises as well, making me feel more than a little foolish. “Fine, if you won't help me, I'll just throw my sword in the air and hold my finger out, and hope it cuts cleanly. Are you happy? This is what you've reduced me to.” Actually, if I can pull it off, it would be pretty awesome. I can Guide and Hone, it'll just take a little practice, good timing, and just a tiny bit of luck.
 
  
 
 “Don't be an idiot or I'll beat your crippled ass into the dirt and take your sword away. Either wait until tonight to ask Tokta, or just go ask him now.”
 
  
 
 “You don't understand.” Making a face at the thought, I shudder dramatically for her to see. “He hates questions, and he hates being disturbed, and you're telling me to disturb him with a question? For a man whose profession is to heal injuries, he does not shy away from causing them. He probably thinks of it as job security. Even if that weren't the case, what if he decides to answer my questions? The man makes everything sound boring.” Memories of my crash course on Sentinel regulations and etiquette flow through my mind, listening to his nasal voice drone on about everything that was written on the paper in front of me, a slow torture that could have been avoided with a few minutes of reading. There is no way I'm going to visit him before I at least skim through the book on anatomy, because he is bound to ask me questions and lecture me if my progress is found lacking. He is a firm believer in pain as a motivator, not shying away from smacking fingers and heads.
 
  
 
 “Well, I'm not going to cut off your finger, and you shouldn't do it either, that's asinine.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. I don't see what the big deal is, it's just a centimeter off my pinky finger, above the first joint. I won't even notice it missing.”
 
  
 
 Fixing me with a smug look, Adujan motions back towards the camp. “You're right. It's nothing much, and I'm being unreasonable. You should ask Alsantset to help you, I'm sure she'll be much more accommodating. In fact, let us go find her right now.”
 
  
 
 A knot forms in my throat and I force my panic down. “Ah, no, no, that won't be necessary. I wouldn't want to bother her, she's so busy with... leading, and... other things.” Quickly herding her along, I continue our trek down to the stream, away from prying ears and eyes. Alsantset would do worse than Tokta: she'd guilt me, it's almost an art form with her.
 
  
 
 “You should not allow her to speak to us like that, brother. It would do her good to learn who is in control.” Other me chimes in, atrociously misogynistic and prideful.
 
  
 
 Pulling out a piece of fruit from my pocket, I munch away as we walk, using it to avoid accidentally speaking out loud, fending off Zabu's grasping paws as I mentally chat with my unwanted passenger. Stupid animal, only ever friendly when I have food. “Quiet you. She's my friend, and I don't need to 'control' her, she's fine as is. And what did I say about talking to me? Don't do it unless we're alone or you have something important to say.” I feed Zabu the remainder of my snack, smiling as he brings it over to Shana.
 
  
 
 Sensing other me withdraw, I can't help but picture him sulking in his comfy chair, roughly petting his hare. We did some testing after some practice, I managed to keep the backdrop around after mentally leaving. He can't make any changes and the hare doesn't move, but it beats hanging around in nothing, and the place is pretty comfy. It's just one room and the courtyard, but I'm waiting to see if there is any issues with what I'm doing now, like fatigue or headaches, before I try to improve it. It's not like I can go up to Akanai and tell her about the voice in my head that hears voices in his head. At best, she'll just look at me funny, and I'd rather not think about what the worst case scenario is. All I'm saying is, I haven't met any senile old people, and with how fatalistic and proud everyone is, I can't imagine them all being in a nice padded house with people to care for them. 
 
 


 
 Reaching the stream, I begin stretching, getting ready for my performance of the forms while Adujan gets comfortable, leaning against a curled up Shana, the two of them looking sweet and adorable together. Zabu runs upstream, looking to hunt something without diving into the water, unwilling to go for a swim without his pack.
 
  
 
 Another beautiful morning view greets me as I look out over the forest, the sun only just rising, still hidden behind the trees, the morning dew still wet on the grass, dripping down from the leaves around me. A nice, private area where I can practice unseen and alone, except for Adujan. Although I don't need as much help anymore, she still insists on following me around, likely because she doesn't really have anything else to do. I mean, Sumila is working as an aide, Huu is on sentry duty, and I don't actually think she has any other friends. I'm not sure if it was Alsantset or Akanai who demoted her to babysitting duties, but she's been surprisingly tolerant about helping me, minus a few sarcastic complaints and depreciating jokes.
 
  
 
 I already spoke to Alsantset about buying Shana for Adujan, and she was surprisingly enthusiastic about something so mundane. I also asked her to buy Zabu, the irksome furball less expensive than expected, only 200 gold, about the price of four nights at the Golden Swan. I think I should stop going there, as fun as it is, it is way too expensive. I blame Fung for getting me hooked, rich young masters are dangerous in more ways than one. I mean, if I really wanted to work hard, I'm sure that gold wouldn't be too much of an issue, but I can't be spending all my time making money. I have better things to do, like regrow an arm, which apparently, I can't pay. 500 gold and I still can't afford Taduk's fees, I really owe him a lot for everything he's done for me.
 
  
 
 Putting aside my thoughts, I take a deep breath and make contact with Other me. “Okay, you're up now, remember what we talked about. Don't go overboard, repetition is key. Just move through the Forms a few times, let me feel what it's like.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, as you said, brother. I remember.” His zeal is bubbling up, affecting me as I try to calm down, focusing my mind on allowing him to come forth. My eyes closed, standing stock still, it takes several minutes before I am able to pass control over to him. It was easier with the imminent threat of death, or maybe it's some subconscious reluctance on my part, since the last time didn't go so well.
 
  
 
 For a split second, I feel as though I am falling, jerking forward to keep my balance, but my body does not move, my muscles no longer in my control. Damn, this is weird. It's like I'm floating and falling at the same time, weightless and uncomfortable.
 
  
 
 Other me ignores my rambling and moves gingerly, experimentally moving about the small clearing as I acclimate to my new surroundings. I can feel the breeze on my skin and the dirt beneath my boots, hear the rushing water and leaves blowing in the wind, smell the crisp fresh forest air, but I have no control of my body, an ethereal feeling, almost out of body. Watching through my eyes, I see him turn towards Adujan, giving an appreciative smile at her, almost leering as she sits idly, leaning back on Shana, probably preparing to meditate. His gaze lingers and she notices, making eye contact with a tilt of her head, inquiring as to my stare. “Stop gawking and get to work. I let you out for two seconds and you're already slacking.”
 
  
 
 Sensing his grumbling and feeling my face screw up as he turns, he begins to move through the Forms and I immerse myself in their study. Today, we are just moving through whatever he feels like, although I would prefer that he stuck to a few movements I'm already studying, he made a good case that I might be more suited to other combinations, so we are just playing it by ear.
 
  
 
 The movements are sublime and I can hardly believe that it is my body doing them. Until the very moment that he began to move, I remained dubious about his prowess, thinking it was just imagined and that his real movements would not be as refined, but if anything, it feels like he's moving even better than in our mind, more natural and graceful, without hesitation or uncertainty. Every step is purposeful, every strike unyielding, it is little wonder that he thought me weak. Jealousy wells up in me, railing at the unfairness of it all. Why is he so much better at this than I am? We're the same fucking person!
 
  
 
 My body stops and I feel my lips curl up into a smile. After a pause, I hear a faint voice whispering to me. “Brother, I can hear your words. Are you unable to keep quiet?” The smirk on my face makes me want to retake control and slap myself.
 
  
 
 “Ah sorry. I'm new at this, gimme a second.” This disembodied, free-form thinking is no good, maybe I should make myself an 'inner' body. The world materializes around me and I am sitting on my black, fake leather couch, my feet up on a stool, watching a big screen that is showing what I see through my eyes. I deserve my own place in my brain, fuck having a roommate. This is my bat cave, my happy place, my sanctum sanctorum, no alter egos allowed. After some testing, I get used to keeping my thoughts silent and he goes back to practicing while I watch.
 
  
 
 One downside of all this is I seem to have lost all tactile sensations, having removed myself to a corner of my mind. I can see and hear everything, but that is less than useful as all I see is scenery, rather than experiencing what he is doing. Either way, I sit back and relax, letting him move about, knowing that he feels jubilant at the newfound freedom. Dude needs to work off some aggression, or that poor hare is going to go bald.
 
  
 
 It's super weird interacting with him, knowing how he feels without looking, always being aware that someone else could be watching what I do. I know that he's me, but we're so different that if he were in another person's body, I probably wouldn't like him very much. Unfortunately, we're stuck together, which makes him a bit more endearing to me, oddly enough. If I can't get rid of him, I might as well try to get used to him, and even gain some benefits at the same time.
 
  
 
 I continue watching for about ten more minutes until the feeling of nausea creeps up on me, almost unnoticed until my stomach begins rumbling. Standing, my queasiness increases and my head begins to throb with a dull ache, feeling dizzy and intensely uncomfortable. Swallowing hard, I try to clear my head, but the persistent, nauseous feeling clings to me despite everything I try. Other me has stopped, standing stock still, his eyes closed judging by the dark screen. “Brother, I feel ill.”
 
  
 
 “Take slow, deep breaths.” A nagging notion jumps into my brain as I realize what has happened: I'm motion sick from watching him jump around. That's fucked up. “Open your eyes, and stare far away.” Think that perhaps it's because of the separation, with a thought I leave my sanctum, rejoining him in our fleshly body, the nausea immediately getting worse.
 
  
 
 “I don't understand, why is this happening?” I think he is just a little more miserable than I am, and with a thought, I send him back to his courtyard manor. “Ah, much better. What happened?” Lucky bastard.
 
  
 
 Continuing to stare out at the horizon as my stomach does backflips, I do my best to explain. “Err... well, we're motion sick. Our brain was receiving conflicting information, and our brain automatically thinks we've been poisoned or something. I think, I'm not sure.”
 
  
 
 “That was horrible, please find some way to fix it. I'm exhausted brother, I need to rest.” His presence fades away as I continue to stand there, trying not to throw up. After a few more minutes of struggling, I succumb and throw up all over the grass, my half-digested breakfast spewing from my mouth in spectacular fashion.
 
  
 
 “What the hell?” Adujan's indignant shout adds to my humiliation as she rushes towards me. “Are you alright?” Leading me away from the mess I've made, she brings me back to Shana, letting me rest against her curled up form as she pours water for me into a cup. Drinking slowly, I chuckle at myself, the indignity of it all just too much. I just got motion sick from watching myself through my own eyes, as if I were playing a game. C'mon son.
 
  
 
 After my countless reassurances that I'm alright, blaming it on some bad meat, she relents and sits side by side with me, our legs and shoulders touching. The People are big on contact, but I prefer to have some personal space. It's not so bad with Yan though. Adujan. “When did you learn all of that? Did you have an Insight?” She looks both happy and annoyed as she shoves me lightly with her shoulder.
 
  
 
 Just play dumb. All I do is shrug, sitting there with my one arm on my knees. “I'm not sure. I just moved and that happened.” Damn I need a breath mint. Better change the subject. “Shouldn't you be meditating? Isn't that your new obsession?”
 
  
 
 Making a face, she slumps her shoulders and lets out a sigh. “Mila made me promise her that I wouldn't meditate today, she thinks I need a break.”
 
  
 
 “So, you decided to spend your break watching me practice?”
 
  
 
 “Someone has to make sure your crippled ass doesn't fall into the water. Besides,” she leans back, looking me up and down like a prize piece of meat, “I can't complain too much about the view. A shame you aren't taller, and you could use some more weight on your bones.” Pointedly looking at my shoulder stump, she adds, “And more bones for meat to go on.” Reaching out, she pinches my reddened cheek, smirking all the while, payback for my alter-ego's previous leer.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of ignoring her barbs and taunts, I feel well enough to return to practicing, although I am unable to recreate the magic that other me was able to do, my body feeling rigid and clumsy, my head still dizzy from my brief bout of motion sickness.
 
  
 
 A whistle sounds out, the camp greeting and I return the countersign as a Sentinel emerges from the trees on the other side of the stream, one of the sentries, I assume. Following him is a stooped figure, along with a good 20-odd soldier types, looking ferocious and unhappy, as well as small group of people, dressed in the distinct robes of the Disciplinary Corps. “You there, this is Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu and his escorts, as well as a Justicar and his court staff. Guide them to the Senior Captain.”
 
  
 
 A quick salute, and the Sentinel turns around and whistles, his quin emerging from the trees to take him back to his post. Quickly standing, I run down to the side of the stream and give a one handed salute, Adujan following suit, wondering all the while why someone so high ranked was here with a Justicar. I hope Akanai didn't piss anyone off lately. “There is a narrow path through the river, about half a kilometer down, I can lead you there.”
 
  
 
 “No need.” The stooped figure, presumably Du Min Gyu, is an elderly man with a long, gray beard, unkempt and wild, wearing plain, dark-green robes, his wrinkled face half-hidden beneath his conical, straw hat. With an uneven gait, signs of a pained hip, he ambles down to the streams edge. Flicking his sleeves, he takes a single step at the streams edge, his body seeming to float as the single step moves him slowly across the 8 meters of the stream. From the moment he lifted his foot to placing it down on the other side of the stream, it seemed as if he were simply taking a normal step, nothing out of place at all, the world shifting beneath him so that he can reach the other side.
 
  
 
 Now that is an entrance.
 
  
 
 Disappointingly, his retinue are far more mundane in their crossing, a number of them leaping the distance, landing with a thud, but the majority of them simply jump into the stream and wade across, despite my warnings of carnivorous fish. The Justicar's enforcers go a step further, jumping into the stream and allowing the Justicar to stride across their shoulders like stepping stones, not allowing a single drop of water to reach the hem of his robes, his masked face looking rigid and imposing.
 
  
 
 Leading the way up the hill, we advance slowly in silence, Du Min Gyu moving with difficulty once again, huffing as he slowly makes his way up the somewhat steep incline. Whistling to get Zabu's attention, I wave some fruit at him and he barrels over towards me, eager for the treat. Signaling him to crouch, I turn to the old man and motion for him to sit, a kind smile on my face. “Might I offer my mount to carry you up the hill? I'm sure your journey here was not easy.” This deep into the forest, they would have had to abandon their horses several days ago.
 
  
 
 Ignoring my gesture with a proud harrumph, he continues his way up the hill as his retinue collectively try to murder me with their gazes. Even Adujan glares at me, leaning in to whisper, “Why would you insult a Lieutenant General, you idiot?”
 
  
 
 “I wasn't insulting him!” My hushed reply is tinged with mild panic. “How was that an insult? He looks tired, I offered him some help. The man just floated across a river, why would I want to insult someone that can do that? I want to know how he does that!"
 
  
 
 Shaking her head at me, she walks off, continuing to lead the way. I need to make things right. Hurrying over to walk beside the Lieutenant General, I give him my most winning smile and a small bow. Fuck, that shows weakness, I shouldn't have done that. “I hope that I have not caused offense, I meant no insult. I'm just an ill-mannered bumpkin, unwise in the ways of the world. Please accept my sincere apologies.” I cannot have more people angry at me, there are way too many people I have to avoid already.
 
  
 
 Stopping in his tracks, he studies me closely with a surprisingly clear and sharp gaze, his countenance unreadable. His face is remarkably intimidating, despite the multitude of wrinkles and rough skin hanging from his chiseled jaw line. “How old are you, boy?”
 
  
 
 Shit. It takes longer than I like to answer him as I count out the years I've been here. “Umm.... 17. Yea 17.” Well that was convincing.
 
  
 
 Staring at me for a few seconds longer, just enough to make me start to squirm, he finally breaks the tension. “I will accept your offer to ride this... creature.” He doesn't look too thrilled, but in his defense, Zabu isn't the most... visually appealing roosequin around.
 
  
 
 “Master...” One of his soldiers begins to speak, but stops short at a thick, raised eyebrow from Du Min Gyu, white and bushy, as if well combed and oiled. What's with these old people and their super long eyebrows? Why would he comb his eyebrows, but not his beard?
 
  
 
 “There is no harm, the boy has offered and I give face in accepting.” His weathered face breaks into a smile. “Besides, I'm tired of walking.”
 
  
 
 I like this guy. He can laugh at himself, doesn't take everything so seriously.
 
  
 
 We make quick time up to the camp, the old man sitting side saddle on Zabu's back, and I lead them directly to Alsantset, where I let Adujan make the introductions, not sure of protocol and worried about accidentally insulting someone once again. Alsantset looks the old man up and down for only a moment before curtly asking, “And what, pray tell, is an esteemed Lieutenant General out here for? It isn't to take command, or else you would have more soldiers. This is a personal visit?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed.” He strokes his beard with his twisted, aged fingers. “I am here to collect my disciple, Brigadier Cho Jin Kai.”
 
  
 
 Ah...
 
  
 
 … Fuck.
 
  
 
 Poor old guy, he came all this way and his disciple is dead.
 
  
 
 I hope he doesn't blame us for that.
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 The tension is palpable for a few seconds as we stand about the small clearing on the hilltop, my heart hammering away in my chest as a bead of sweat forms on my brow. Damn it, why did someone come for that tool, Kai? Please be gentle sister, don't be too uncaring.
 
  
 
 Alsantset locks eyes with the Du Min Gyu for a brief moment before speaking, still sitting at her desk. “Brigadier Cho Jin Kai died in battle six days past, a casualty of a newly formed Demon.” Welp, that had all the tact of a fish to the face. Worse, she returns to her work, effectively dismissing the old man from her concerns, speaking as she dips her brush in ink. “Mila, see to it that the Lieutenant General has access to all reports of the battle, and show our visitors where they may set up camp.”
 
  
 
 Sumila stands from her makeshift desk, brushing off her hands as Li Song mimics her slightly off to the side, before she gestures for them to follow, but Du Min Gyu stands stock still, unblinking, just staring at Alsantset. The bead of sweat slowly makes its way down the side of my face as the seconds pass, the camp bustling as Soldiers and Sentinels carry out their duties, the sounds of practice weapons striking and distant, jovial conversations filling the silence.
 
  
 
 Ignoring everything else, the old man continues to stare at Alsantset, who carries on writing her report as if she didn't have a care in the world and wasn't being stared at by a man who massively outranked her. Wincing inwardly, I ready myself for tempers to explode, for soldiers and escorts alike to begin grasping at weapons, shouting and clamoring for blood. He seems like a level-headed sort, so I can only pray that he won't do anything rash and besides, the Justicar is right there, that has to offer us some amount of safety.
 
  
 
 After several dozen hammering heartbeats, my near-panic subsides as it becomes more and more clear that the old man is in shock. My heart begins to ache for the poor soul, and I'd like to offer my condolences, but I don't know how that would be taken. I mean, I offered him a ride on Zabu and that was apparently a faux pas. How is someone supposed to act in this situation? Everyone else just seems to be ignoring him as he remains rooted to the spot, his thoughts and emotions a complete mystery to me. His guards stand stoic, unmoved by the news, their faces stony and unreadable, yet the tension in their bodies is unmistakable; they are ready to fight.
 
  
 
 Minutes pass as Alsantset continues with her work, discussing with a few Sentinel leaders, sending them west and south to forage for more food, our supply of grains and vegetables beginning to run low. She calls over the army officers and orders a camp check, a quick walk through to spot any issues, before once again returning to her report. I honestly think that she's just trying to look busy now, mostly because I'm not completely sure what she keeps going back to write. I mean, how much paperwork could she possibly have? The Sentinels don't really seem like the sort to file away requisition orders in triplicate, or whatever it is that armies need to keep track of.
 
  
 
 The wind picks up and scatters a number of papers which I instinctively reach for, grabbing them mid-air and running after the pages that escaped me. Catching the last page, I turn around to bring them back to Alsantset and freeze at the scene before me.
 
  
 
 Somehow, in the 5 seconds I spent chasing paper, the entire situation has devolved into a hostile standoff, the Lieutenant General's guards all standing with weapons drawn, arranged in a circle around the old man, while the enforcers surround the Justicar in a similar fashion, their heavy, short staves held at the ready, their masked faces hiding all emotion besides determination, staring doggedly at the Lieutenant General.
 
  
 
 The wind continues to pick up, whipping around us, seeming to increase in power with each passing moment, whipping past my ears with an almost thunderous noise, drowning out all other sound, throwing up dirt and dust as it circles around our small group, obscuring our vision. My ears feel the pressure mount, as if they are about to pop, and my mouth opens to try to equalize it. The old man's face is twisted in anger, his veins bulging in his neck and forehead, his fists clenched, blood seeping out between his fingers as nature responds to his fury, the winds converging on his position, the dust creating a half-dozen visible trails leading towards him. Alsantset stands firm, her hands pressed against her reports, keeping them in place, her face calm and collected, unperturbed by the display of power.
 
  
 
 My clothes begin flapping as the wind rushes past me, almost pushing me towards the old man as I lean back into it, readying myself to draw Peace and charge to defend my sister. Adujan places her hand on me, restraining me with a simple touch, else I would have already charged forward. Around us, outside of the vortex of pressure, the Sentinels stand ready, their bows lifted and arrows pointed, ready to draw and loose at a moments notice should things devolve any further.
 
  
 
 Without warning, the howling wind cuts out, the entire area settling down in an instant, and except for the wind-blown hair and ruffled clothes, I would worry that I had imagined it all. Finally, the old man speaks, his voice hoarse and quiet. “If there is even a remote possibility that you savages have caused Kai's death, I will bring death and calamity down upon nine generations of all your families.” Somehow, his voice carries across the hilltop booming despite the low volume, and from the looks of things, the Sentinels around us hear him as well. A few draw their bows back, but stay disciplined enough not to fire. Turning on his heels, he begins moving towards Sumila, following her away and the Justicar moves out as well, his posture unperturbed, his masked face hiding any emotion he may be feeling.
 
  
 
 Almost immediately, everything returns to normal around us, Sentinels moving along their daily business, Alsantset sitting back down to resume writing once again, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. After pausing for a moment, I walk up to the desk and place the pages back on Alsantset's desk, a small nervous chuckle escaping from my lips. “Well, that went well.”
 
  
 
 She ignores me, continuing to scribble away, and I look at what she is writing, her script almost illegible for the last few sentences, her hand quivering, imperceptibly to the eye but easily discerned when looking at the results of her calligraphy. Gently patting her shoulder, I try to offer support, again unsure of what to do. Social nuances are complicated. Looking up, she flashes me a brief smile before putting her brush down, swallowing hard and taking a deep breath, calming herself before she speaks.
 
  
 
 “Stay away from that man, Rain. Although the Justicar offers us some protection, if Du Ming Gyu is distraught enough over his disciple, he may just kill us all and damn the consequences. He might even succeed.” Giving Adujan a sideways look, she tells her, “Keep him close, have him study and stay out of trouble. It would be best that Min Gyu not learn that Rain was the cause of our dispute with the Brigadier.” She opens her arms for a hug, and I oblige, patting her on the back as we embrace.
 
  
 
 I'm a little miffed at how everyone thinks it's all my fault, I mean, I wasn't alone in that bar fight. It doesn't seem fair, at worst it should really only be half my fault. Opening my mouth to defend myself, I forcefully clamp my lips shut at Alsantset's glare, as if she were daring me to quarrel with her, ready to scold me into submission. Taking the coward's way out, I quietly slink away with Adujan as we head towards our tent to collect my book.
 
  
 
 After crawling into our tent, I finally turn to Adujan and ask, “Was that not the craziest thing you have ever seen?”
 
  
 
 Startled by my question, Adujan blankly looks at me for a moment, lost in her own thoughts. “It was incredible. He is a man blessed by the Divine Wind, in command of a power that all warriors aspire to.” Her eyes are wide in adoration, and if we were standing, I think she'd be swooning. The man was like a hundred years old, have some dignity. Who knew she would go all fan-girl on him.
 
  
 
 “Taduk told me that things like that were possible, but he never showed me or explained just how it was done. You feel like explaining?”
 
  
 
 She scoffs at my expectant look. “How the hell am I supposed to know? I don't have a teacher or mentor, all I know is that anyone who can do something like we just saw is a top-tier expert in the Empire. One in tens of millions, Rain, that's how rare someone like that is. I knew he was strong after watching him cross the river, but for him to be so incredible...” A wistful look overtakes her face, as if pining for the old man and I try to ignore the surge of jealousy that flares up within me. The guy is wrinkly and old, and Adujan is just my friend. No need to be jealous. “Ugh, of all the days to promise not to cultivate, witnessing such an amazing display of power and unable to meditate on it. Just imagine if I were able to learn how to do that, or if he were willing to take me as a disciple...” She sits there, her body slack and face full of longing.
 
  
 
 “He taught that jackass Kai, who knows how good of a teacher he is.” It's silly being jealous at an old man, over a girl who is just a friend. Still happening though, despite my best efforts.
 
  
 
 “He taught a man, who despite massive personal flaws, managed to attain the rank of Brigadier, while still looking young. Among the People, I doubt more than a handful would have been able to match him in single combat, and it's likely that only the Chief Provost could have defeated him with certainty.” Her eyes are shining as she sings praises for our foe. “Just think how amazing it would be to learn under him, a man who can summon the wind with a crook of his finger.”
 
  
 
 The thought of being able to do the same sends a wave of motivation through me as I grab my book. I still need to do some reading, but I'm too antsy to sit still at the moment. “You promised not to cultivate, but what about sparring? There's no way I can study now, I need to burn off some of this energy and it sounds like you have plenty to spare.”
 
  
 
 Giving me a sly smile, she tilts her head slightly. “Spar with you? I suppose I could, but it would have to be in private. I don't want people whispering that I'm bullying a cripple.” We eagerly head out to find somewhere isolated, both of us unable to remain still, my seemingly ancient dreams of flying through the air, raining fire and lightning down upon my enemies more realistic than ever.
 
  
 
 Grabbing a few practice weapons, we ride out towards the southern end of camp, finding a small clearing out-of-the-way across the river, and after some quick warm ups, I stand across from her, my practice sword at the ready, awkwardly held in front of me.
 
  
 
 Without any tells, she launches herself forwards, her blunted short-spear whistling towards my neck as I dart aside, letting her weapon slide across mine, forcing it out and away, sending her off-balance. If I had a second hand, this spar would be won with a piercing strike into her kidney, and by the look on her face, she knows it. A smile snakes across my face, and I cannot resist taunting her a little. “Seems like this cripple has the … Upper hand.”
 
  
 
 Her groan makes the incoming pain worth it as she redoubles her efforts, showing no mercy to me as she circles to my right, taking advantage of my disability. She prods forward twice with her spear as I set my bearings, my swings too wide and off the mark when fighting backhanded, and she exploits that as well, moving dangerously close to sweep my leg, sending me flying to the dirt, the breath squeezed out from my lungs.
 
  
 
 I see spots of black and white, and when my vision clears, Adujan stands above me, her foot pressed against my chest and her spear in my face, a self-satisfied smirk on hers. “And to think, you were moving so well earlier this morning, but I guess things are more difficult when you actually have an opponent.”
 
  
 
 Smacking on her boot to move it aside, she plants it firmly against me, refusing to let me up. Childish. Grabbing her foot, I lift my right foot up and snag it inside her vest, launching her backwards as I lift her foot, and she gracefully spins in place, as expected. Still lying on the ground, I bring my left knee up to strike her in the pivoting ankle, tripping her and sending her to the ground with a thud. Scrambling up, I slap her weapon aside and mount her stomach, my knees pressing against her arms and my hand on her throat. “This is great, we're evenly matched now that I only have one arm.”
 
  
 
 She responds by posting her hips and throwing me off violently, and our positions are soon reversed, my one arm fully extended and held in a joint lock, while her knee rests heavily against my throat. She holds it there for a few seconds, cutting off the blood to my brain, and then releases it, the resumed flow causing me to go light headed as I gasp for air on my back.
 
  
 
 As soon as I can sit up, I notice her giant grin as she squats in front of me, having waited for me to recover. “This is fun, beating you up while you're almost helpless. I could see myself enjoying this quite a bit.” She extends a hand to help me up, but feeling spiteful I pull her off-balance, sending her crashing into me. Rolling about, our spar having descended into a wrestling match, my one arm grasped firmly on her bicep as she squirms about, trying to escape my clutches as I move around her back, wrapping her arm around her neck, holding her in place with my legs around her waist.
 
  
 
 Wrestling in the dirt is exhausting, every movement taking more energy than expected, and in minutes, Adujan is feebly struggling, her strength spent fighting against my weight advantage, and she taps my arm repeatedly. Letting go, I lean back, gasping for air, having held my breath for a good amount of time during that fight. She rests her head against my shoulder, her chest heaving, her face crimson with exhaustion as she sits between my legs, the two of us panting as we catch our breath.
 
  
 
 Now that the adrenaline has worn off and our competition at a standstill, I realize that the two of us make for a compromising display, sitting together, limbs entwined and bodies sweaty. If we had sparred like this in the open field, I think Alsantset would have me kneeling in front of her while she scolded me about decorum and propriety. The only reason she never lectured me about Mei Lin was because it was obvious that the little rabbit girl initiated all of our physical contact.
 
  
 
 As if she can sense me thinking of another woman, Adujan elbows me in the gut and I double up in pain, now my head leaning on her shoulder. Leaving me to gasp, she gets up and retrieves our weapons, tossing my sword at my feet. “Again.” Her mouth is set in a pout, evidently unhappy at her loss. Prideful little Adujan, can't stand getting beat by a cripple, even if it was only because she was fooling around too much.
 
  
 
 Chuckling at the absurdity of it all, I pick up my sword and stand gingerly. “No more wrestling.” Nodding at me in agreement, we begin sparring once again, this time properly. We spar and rest, chatting about how the other can improve, noting flaws and strengths as we catch our breath, before standing once again to start over.
 
  
 
 We spar until lunch, and after a hot meal, I spend the rest of the day studying the book that Tokta gave me, a dry read, working to memorize the text and diagrams through repetition. After dinner, I head to the Healer's tent, and as soon as I step in, Tokta puts me to work, grinding herbs and making unguents while he quizzes me on my knowledge, not only from the book, but basics in healing. He seems to be gauging just how much I know, but I can't tell if he's impressed or disappointed, his tone never changes. If it weren't for the fact that he spent long minutes correcting me, I wouldn't even know if I was right.
 
  
 
 As the night winds down, I take advantage of a pause in the questions to ask one of my own. “If I cut off my finger, can I just reattach it, rather than regrow it?”
 
  
 
 At my question, he turns towards me, fixing me with his stare, eyes narrowed as he studies my face. I try to weather his gaze, but I cannot help but shrink back underneath his attentions. After what feels like an eternity, he sighs and motions for me to sit at his desk with him. He speaks in a quiet tone, all of his attention on me, different from his usual dismissive attitude. “You can, but only if it is your finger. You have more questions. Ask them.”
 
  
 
 Given permission, I perk up and ask, “Why must it be my finger? What if I were to take someone else's finger and attach it?” Or, you know, a bears arm.
 
  
 
 “You would die.” His hushed voice takes me off guard and I lean in to listen carefully. “If the blood is incompatible, any transplant will be rejected and allowed to rot, killing you from within as the body attempts to destroy all traces of foreign blood. If it is compatible, the next time you attempt to meditate, the Energy of the Heavens will reject you, burning away the grafted finger and killing you in the process.”
 
  
 
 There goes my dream of bear arms. “Why?”
 
  
 
 He simply shrugs at my query, unsure of the answer himself. “That is the way of the world. There are limits that have been imposed upon us by the Mother, and we work within them. Abandon your thoughts of experimentation and learn the proper methods.”
 
  
 
 “What about improvements? If I need to know all this knowledge to regrow my arm, then it stands to reason that I could make changes, like thicker bones or denser muscles.”
 
  
 
 “Not possible. You require the knowledge in order to direct you chi into growing the arm correctly. The body understands how the arm should be, the plans already laid out, but it simply cannot regrow it without you directing it, supplying it with the proper materials. Deviations from those plans results in growing a formless lump of bundled nerves and muscles, so any mistake you make will have you screaming in agony, unable to focus on anything else. Feel free to try, but you will only make more work for me, having to remove your attempts at experimentation, and I will warn you now: The pain will linger.”
 
  
 
 Dejected, I ask one last question. “What about modifying my body as is, like making myself stronger? Taduk told me it can't be done, but never explained why.”
 
  
 
 This elicits a surprised reaction for Tokta, and he quickly asks, “Have you ever tried to do anything like that?”
 
  
 
 “Um, yes, but nothing happens.” My face reddens, hoping he doesn't ask what I tried. It sucks being short.
 
  
 
 “Stop trying, it will not end well. I cannot believe that Taduk has given you so much free rein.” Taking a deep breath, he launches into a story. “The history of the Empire is long and you are not the first to think of these questions. Most recently, almost 800 years ago, the scholar Zhen Shi theorized that the process of a Defiled turning into a Demon could be replicated with Chi, and spent decades conducting experiments attempting to improve the human body.”
 
  
 
 He pauses for a moment, lost in his own thoughts. When he speaks, his voice is haunted, resigned. “He killed hundreds of thousands of people in the process, documenting every failure in great detail, proving that if nothing else, it is an impossibility. The man was brilliant and driven, but a monster in human skin, testing on human and beast alike, each experiment ending in the pain and suffering of his subjects, his methods becoming more drastic and cruel as time wore on. In the end, the Empire caught wind of his experiments and sent warriors to stop him, but they were unable to ever bring him to justice. Zhen Shi escaped, and likely carried on his experiments until he died.”
 
 After a long pause, his eyes refocus on me, his hand grasping my shoulder tightly. “Abandon your thoughts of modifying your body. Learn to heal properly, you have a quick mind and some talent, do not squander it chasing a fruitless dream.” After dismissing me, he leans back in his chair, looking more tired than ever, his eyes haunted at the memories. Slipping out, I wander back to my tent slowly, thinking things through.
 
  
 
 Something that Tokta said resonates in my mind, that my body knows how things should be, has a plan, in which case, why wouldn't it be able to regrow my arm on it's own, with just normal healing? It doesn't make sense that I have to direct it, but I'll keep studying, learning the 'proper' way to heal. Once I've learned that, then I can figure out how to improve it.
 
  
 
 Having received more questions than answers, I lay awake in my tent, staring up in the darkness, one question in particular continually circling my head.
 
  
 
 I wonder if I can find a copy of those notes. While the methods of gathering the information were monstrous, to not use the information would be foolish.
 
  
 
 At worst, it'll let me know what not to try.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 84 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Du Min Gyu sat alone inside his tent, sipping tea as he ruminated on the days events, staring at Kai's weapon, all that remained of his disciple. The reports sat in a neat stack at the corner of the table, each page read several times as he had spent the day frantically searching for inconsistencies, and when unable to find any, he had resorted to bullying soldiers, interrogating them as to their whereabouts and the sequence of events that had led to Kai's death.
 
  
 
 The story that he had pieced together differed only slightly from the reports, Kai holding the hill as the anvil against the Defiled while Akanai rode in over the river as the hammer, thoroughly routing a cavalry force that outnumbered them with minimal casualties. A clever usage of the odd creatures these barbarians rode, a good stratagem that had worked well, but in the end, the battle had cost Min Gyu his first Disciple, and that was unacceptable to him.
 
  
 
 The death should not have come as a great surprise to him. For weeks, he had followed his jade compass, keyed to Kai's blood, forever pointing in his direction since it's creation decades ago, a yearly ritual for him to meet with Kai and his family to refresh it. The compass had stopped working several days ago and he had prepared himself for the worst, but hearing it confirmed so callously had raised an anger in him that he had not thought possible. An old, world-weary man, that he was able to feel so many powerful emotions came as a surprise, and he found himself consumed by them
 
  
 
 For all Kai's faults, he was devoted to his family and Min Gyu had been part of it ever since he had accepted little Kai as his first disciple. Smiling at the memory of the young boy kneeling at his doorstep for days on end, begging to be taught by the vaunted Hero of the Empire. Seeing only a spoiled child of luxury, he had dismissed Kai and ignored him for days, but he had not given up, kneeling in the mud and rain, unflinching and unwavering for almost a week before Min Gyu had finally relented, offering to test the boy.
 
  
 
 The tests had been harsh and grueling to the extreme, a measure to dissuade Kai, send him back to his mother's teat, ridding Min Gyu of the inconvenience of a disciple. He was a private man, and preferred his solitary life, always training to improve himself and reach the pinnacle of strength, with no time or inclination to deal with others, family or otherwise. The testing went on for weeks, Kai failing over and over again, his clothes torn, his body battered, his pride trampled and still he returned each morning, carrying a home cooked meal for his teacher, always happy to begin the arduous testing.
 
  
 
 Somewhere in the midst of all the testing, he had grown fond of the boy, only realizing it after Kai succeeded for the first time, standing in horse stance for three hours, carry buckets of sand in the sweltering heat. The jubilation on the boys face had been mirrored in his heart, and without understanding why, he had immediately told the boy to kneel and kowtow, formally naming Kai his first disciple.
 
  
 
 Kai had grown into a dutiful and powerful young man under his tutelage and had repaid him by treating him as an esteemed family member. He had swelled with pride at Kai's promotions through the ranks, sat at a seat of honor during his wedding, and been the first to hold his son at the full month's ceremony. Now that prideful, stubborn boy had died a man, a soldier, killed in battle with not even a corpse left behind, and Min Gyu had lost the closest thing to a son that he would ever have.
 
  
 
 Without little Jin Tok here, there was no one to perform the funeral rites at Kai's final resting place of his disciple, to kneel in place for seven days, keeping incense lit at all times, and pray once every seven days after. To send slaves to do so would be an empty gesture and, as his Mentor, his hands were tied in the matter. How could the Mentor kneel for the disciple, or wail in public at his passing?
 
  
 
 In a fit of rage, he smashed aside the teapot, sending it hurling to the ground, his cup following soon after. Breathing heavily, he sat in his chair and held back his tears as Kyung entered the tent to ensure there was no threat, before quickly scurrying about to pick up the shattered pieces of porcelain and tea leaves, soaking up the water with his cloak, all in complete silence. After the mess was cleaned, Kyung signaled that all was ready and quickly stepped out, as Min Gyu allowed his tears to flow freely, the private display of weakness all that he could afford his Disciple.
 
  
 
 There would be a reckoning for his death, Min Gyu would make sure of it. Composing himself, he stepped out of his tent, directing his attentions to the aide that had been provided to him. Instead of lowering himself to speak to her, he spoke to Kyung. “Have the little aide guide us to where my Disciple died.” His venerated status had been greeted by a mere Senior Captain, who then fobbed off this half-beast child on him, all a backhanded slight to his honor but he kept his temper. If blood was to flow, he would not spare a single one, but he would need justifiable and defensible reason to do so.
 
  
 
 The girl led him dutifully through the camp and across the hill without a word, a slave following at her heels. He took stock of the camp as they strolled easily, his hip throbbing in pain after the day of rest. Odd how the body could push on when there was need but now that he had rested, it was all the more difficult to continue, age having rendered his body weak and frail.
 
  
 
 While there were some deficiencies in the camp that could be easily fixed, overall he was quite surprised by how defensible the location had been made. A high hill overlooking a grassy field, water in two directions, and mountains in a third left only a single approach for most standard armies. The tents were neatly clustered together in the middle of camp, surrounded by cooking fires and defensive emplacements, fences, ditches, and embankments, all positioned to hide the light from their fires. Open areas to the north and south housed their furred mounts, complacent animals that groomed each other in groups, making squeaking noises of contentment as they sunned themselves upon the grass. Wonderfully stable creatures to ride, nothing like being bounced around on horseback, he decided that he would procure a few for the return home.
 
  
 
 The mood of the camp was one of relaxed efficiency, the mercenaries and soldiers working together with little disruption, keeping the camp safe and ordered. Idle soldiers gambled in groups and moped alone as they were inclined to do, many moving out of the way or stopping in their tracks to offer a salute, but the barbarian mercenaries hardly batted an eye at his passing, not even moving aside, requiring his guards to forcibly clear the way through the crowds.
 
  
 
 After a particularly heated encounter in which his guards almost came to blows with the mercenaries, the situation defused with a word from their tiny guide, Kyung approached his elbow, projecting his deep, gravelly voice for all to hear. “Master, these savages disrespect you with their actions. Allow this lowly slave to kill a few and educate them on how to properly greet a man of your venerated status.” Glaring viciously at the mercenaries, Kyung was growling once again, unable to contain his inner beast. His slave's eagerness for blood almost brought a smile to his face as he toyed with the thought of allowing his guards to vent their frustrations. They had spent weeks upon the dusty roads, traveling with all haste, following his compass without detour through thick forests and hills, abandoning their horses days ago, the beasts no longer able to continue through the terrain. Between the bugs and wild beasts, as well as the constant threat of ambush, none of them were in any mood to be slighted.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, while these mercenaries were barbarians, they were barbarians who served the Emperor which at the very least earned them their lives. Weakness could not be shown, but the mercenaries had retreated at the words of a child, likely to have grated on any warrior. Ignoring Kyung's words, he continued to follow the child, taking note of the number of half-beast warriors in the camp.
 
  
 
 Too many, especially for a force this size, with only a single slave to be found, following behind his little aide. Disregarding the soldiers, the ratio of humans to half-beasts was almost 1 to 1, if not in favor of the half-beasts. While they had their place in the Empire, for so many free half-beasts to be united and armed was troubling. Again he spoke to Kyung, having him relay his questions to the girl, and listened to the enthusiastic answers, his little aide more than happy to boast. That these savages referred to themselves as 'Khishigs' rather than as citizens of the Empire was alarming, more so given the fact that they hailed from the Saint's Tribulation mountains, the territory of a powerful and mysterious Ancestral Beast. Was this supreme being hoarding other ancestral beasts, building an army, sending out their children to be tempered in battle? While perhaps some would say it was a great leap of logic, he attributed his long life of 107 years due to his overwhelming paranoia, and made a note to send someone to investigate their history.
 
  
 
 The Imperial Defense Forces were a matter of some debate at the moment, many proponents in the Central and Eastern provinces insisting that the payments made to them only helped to foster future rebels, arming them with the Empire's coin. Many claimed that any loyal citizen wishing to defend the provinces would have no issue with joining the Imperial Army or swearing an oath, but Min Gyu thought it too extreme. For one thing, the cost of training and supplying a standing army capable of defending the province would likely beggar the Emperor. Mercenaries mostly brought their own armor, weapons, mounts, and supplies, only needing to be paid for time served, whereas soldiers were paid regardless of the circumstances, and a militia force would be no different from the current system. A compulsory oath of obedience to the Empire was a situation rife for exploitation, and would see the Empire overrun within years.
 
  
 
 He respected the mercenaries of the Imperial Defense Forces, but to promote an unknown soldier to the rank of Lieutenant General based only on the results of a single battle had been far too hasty, the Northern Marshal far too impetuous with his rewards. The woman was too proud, refusing to come greet him even though he technically outranked her and could wrest command from her. It would be far too troublesome to do so of course, needing to answer to the Marshal and fill out the requisite papers, not worth the effort, but still the woman should show some respect for her betters.
 
  
 
 “We are here, Lieutenant General. This is where the brigadier fell.” Pointedly ignoring the girl, he left her for Kyung to deal with and strode forward, taking in the sights. There was nothing but the battle scared remains of grass and churned dirt, the area the same as any other, but the significance of this tiny plot of land made him feel small and helpless. This was the site of Kai's death.
 
  
 
 There would be no prayer chanting from the monks, no procession of family and friends, no crying children or mourning wives. There was only an old man, too proud to cry in public, too stubborn to mourn and appear weak, standing without any outward emotion at the site of his Disciple's death. Waving his hand to his slaves, they quickly brought forth an incense burner and offerings, Kyung handing him three joss sticks, already lit, the fragrant, sweet, woody scent filling his nostrils. Standing there, Min Gyu held the three sticks, fanned out nicely in front of him, feeling as though it were an empty, worthless gesture. Kai was dead, what did it matter if he left fruits out or burned incense?
 
  
 
 His sorrow mounting within, he stood there staring out at the lush forest scenery, his mind empty as the joss sticks burned down to a nub, more than thirty minutes passing by and still he stood, unable to come to terms with Kai's death. This was supposed to have been on a joyous trip for Kai and his son, watching little Jin Tok compete at the Society, a rite of passage for many future heroes of the Empire. Instead, Kai had died out here, far from home and his loved ones, without even the soldiers Min Gyu had assigned to him. It was a travesty, and even if he could find no fault in the reports, that did not absolve the barbarian general of blame.
 
  
 
 Throwing down the burnt out sticks, he motioned for Kyung to hand him new ones, quickly lighting them and placing them upright into the soil of the incense burner, before abandoning all sense of propriety and speaking harshly to the Khishig girl. “Bring Lieutenant General Akanai here. I would have words with her.”
 
  
 
 Taken by surprise, the girl looked up from her childish games, covertly playing odds and evens with her slave at a small distance. Such disrespect for the dead. “Ah, that is not possible. The Lieutenant General is out on patrol and will not return until dinnertime.”
 
  
 
 With no outlet for his anger, his thoughts turned murderous as he fumed within. If this was the level of organization and responsibility required to earn such a rank, then the Northern Province was doomed. What was to happen to the soldiers should she fall in battle? Were they to wait here until the day they died? A general was responsible for every soldier under her command, a pillar upon which the morale of her soldiers relied upon. To risk her life on a patrol, leaving only a Senior Captain in command was simply atrocious and negligent behavior.
 
  
 
 Swallowing his rage yet too angry to dare risk speaking, he internally messaged Kyung who relayed his words with a sneer. “Little girl, when your commander returns, you will see that she reports to my master, else I shall show her how little her rank means to me.” He continued to try to intimidate the little aide, but to her credit, she seemed unafraid and unintimidated, simply returning to her games with a shrug.
 
  
 
 Putting everything out of his mind, Min Gyu returned to watching the incense burner, the joss sticks slowly burning down, replacing them when they were little more than smoking stubs, all that he could do for his dead disciple. It was through teaching Kai that he had learned the joy of guiding a young mind, but the foolish boy had always placed too much emphasis on personal strength, never relying on his soldiers. Min Gyu had lectured the boy time and time again, one man cannot hold back a thousand, no matter how strong he was. In order to protect the citizens of the Empire, soldiers would be needed as well as experts, the strong and the weak working together. it was only through strength of unity that the Empire managed to hold back the Defiled. When the outer provinces faltered, the central province would step in to aid, without expectations of reimbursement. Only as one could the Empire withstand all of their enemies, and rebels and dissidents were the greatest threats to the survival of the Empire.
 
  
 
 And now, another soldier had fallen in defense of the Empire, made weaker for the loss. A brilliant warrior, not even 45 and already a Brigadier, Kai had once had a promising future ahead of him, but that had all come to an abrupt end, out here in the northern wilds. Time passed, and he changed the joss sticks every half hour, the oily smoke clinging to his robes despite the wide open space. After some hours, his little aide began setting up a chess table, the nerve of the little mongrel, but a harsh word from him dismissed them, Kyung warning them only to return with Akanai, the lack of title a poorly veiled insult.
 
  
 
 At some point Kyung brought him lunch, and Min Gyu ate mechanically, barely even tasting the food. His hands were covered in ash, the incense burner almost full, and still he continued to burn the joss sticks. There was a moment where they had run out, but a few words and the soldiers were fighting to bring some for him to burn, the rank and file gathering to pay their respects as they should. They chatted of Kai's exploits, but they were few and often repeated, and there were even muttered grumbles of how he had failed to protect his soldiers. He made note of the soldiers who grumbled, but otherwise left them alone. Complaining was a soldier's lot and Mother-given right, and were it not for his sharp hearing, their words would have gone unnoticed.
 
  
 
 It wasn't until he was in the midst of dinner that Akanai arrived with the little aide, along with several, fully armed mercenaries, all of them striding up without a word. Kyung and his guards moved to intercept her until his meal was done, and without breaking stride, she single-handedly swatted them aside, easily defeating his slaves one by one as if they were children, avoiding serious injury, leaving several of them groaning as they lay on the ground. With that impressive display of strength, much of his anger melted away, his resolution for justice unable to stay heated in the face of stifling proof. If she had wanted Kai dead, she would have legally killed him in single combat. There would have been no need for elaborate and over complicated plans to have him killed in the line of duty, nor was she worried about offending others, as she so aptly demonstrated. Kai had only met his fate, dying a soldier's death, too young, too soon for Min Gyu to accept.
 
  
 
 The little aide quickly produced a chair for Akanai and was dismissed with a wave, moving back to watch the proceedings along with the other mercenaries. He continued to eat his noodles, studying his opponent, sizing up this barbarian general. Dressed in soft, black leather armor lined with black fur, her clothing seemed a second skin, her leggings almost indecent. With strong facial features and a stern bearing, she sat with her back ramrod straight yet still giving the illusion of being at ease, her fingers interlocked atop the table, staring right into his eyes. Her attitude demanded obedience, her gaze sharp and confrontational, she was a beautiful and thorny flower, emanating with pride and anger.
 
  
 
 Sighing inwardly, Min Gyu offered a small complaint to the Mother at the injustice she inflicted upon her natural children. This woman was older than he yet appeared young enough to be his great granddaughter. He envied the long lives of the half-beasts, something he grew more bitter over as age continued to rob him of his strength, but what good was long life without family to share it with? The lesson had been learned too late, and now he was left with nothing but a worthless weapon, a stark reminder of the boy he had raised and the man that he had become.
 
  
 
 Putting aside his grumblings, he continued to eat in leisure as the silence wore on, comfortable in the status quo, enjoying the inaudible power struggle between the two of them, a worthy opponent. Her attitude spoke volumes, that she had come to meet him not because he had demanded it, but because she wished it, and was waiting for him to acknowledge and greet her. However, to greet her first meant that he took a weaker position, but he could tell that she was stubborn enough to sit here all night.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately for her, so was he, and he was far more practiced with veiled insults and silent struggles. Motioning to one of his still conscious slaves, he signaled for more food to be brought to feed both himself and the General, as well as the little aide and her slave, flipping the situation. No longer was he a guest in her camp, but rather she a guest at his table. She took the gesture in stride, whether graciously accepting the change in position or just accepting the food, he could not tell. A worthy opponent.
 
  
 
 His dinner finished and his hip twinging in pain, he had one of his slaves fetch his pipe, packing it full and leisurely puffing away, enjoying the sweet, musky smoke, letting the medicine do its work and relieve his pain as he reminisced of better times spent with better company. The little aide once again set up her game of chess and a sharp look from him set her to grumbling, but a second look from Akanai had her sheepishly putting the board game away as she whispered condolences to her slave. Foolish child, playing at being friends with her slave. A slave's place was to serve and to treat her as a friend would give rise in resentment and unhappiness when ordered to carry out unpleasant tasks. Better to have clear delineations in treatment and allow the slave to know her place.
 
  
 
 His mood lightened as he continued to smoke beneath the heavenly canopy of stars, staring up into the stars of the night sky, wondering if Kai was looking down upon him at this very moment. A story he had heard in his youth, some claimed that the stars were windows to the Mother's cove, where she stayed and watched over her children and creations, the twinkling stars signs that she was looking through her windows at them. It was a child's fancy, but as good an explanation as any. Perhaps they were giant ever-burning fires, to light up the night sky, an even more fanciful idea, causing him to chortle to himself.
 
  
 
 His attentions returned to the little aide, standing silently behind Akanai with a sulky pout upon her face, her slave clutching the chess set to her chest, her little cat ears pressed against her head. He rather liked the expressive ears and tails of half-beasts, amusing to him to see their emotions so openly displayed. Cocking his head, he studied her oddly familiar face, unable to place where he had seen her before. His pipe in his mouth, he continued to smoke in peace, his mind fixated on identifying the girl.
 
  
 
 On the floor where his guards had moved him, Kyung groaned quietly as he regained consciousness, his head in his hands as he tried to stand. Quickly looking at his prized slave to ascertain his condition, his memory jolted in recognition of the little aide's slave. Slapping hard against the table, he roared in delight. “Of course, of course, you are of the same lineage as Kyung! I bought and trained you for Jin Tok, you were to protect him during the contest, a talented little slave. What are you doing here?” A goofy grin was spread across his face, delighted that he had remembered who she was, but he quickly returned to a stoic, stern look, anger quickly rising up in his chest.
 
  
 
 These Father-damned barbarians let Kai die alone and then they plundered his valuables? They stole his slave and flaunted her in front of him! Smacking the table once more, he broke the tiny piece of travel furniture and roared, this time in anger. “You will return Kai's property to me immediately or I will see you all dead!”
 
  
 
 Summoning the Divine Wind, the air around him began to move, slowly, ponderously, slowly building up speed as he readied himself to lash out and kill. These savages had no respect for the dead, and he would pile their corpses upon Kai's death grounds as high as they would stack, a tribute in honor of his memory.
 
  
 
 Standing tall, he watched as Akanai narrowed her eyes, still seated and calm. “I refuse. Li Song is a Khishig and -”
 
  
 
 “Then die.” The world exploded into motion as everyone reacted to his words, and a tranquil vigil quickly degenerated into chaos and violence.
 
  
 
 Excellent. He needed to work out a few of his frustrations.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Leaping back, Akanai defended herself against Du Min Gyu's attack, a solid pane of wind crashing into her forearms, sending her backwards, her boots digging a furrow through the dirt. After days of tracking down Defiled without rest, fighting multiple skirmishes and the mental strain of tying loose ends, she was too exhausted for these foolish games, but still she had played them well. How had things fallen apart so quickly? A single demand for Li Song, and now chaos reigned around them. Sending a message to her Sentinels, she instructed them to kill no one and fight bare handed, unless their opponents drew first. It put her warriors at risk, but better lose a few Sentinels than to have all of them sanctioned for execution, the penalty for infighting while Martial Law still stood.
 
  
 
 Gathering herself, she quickly glanced about, her opponent content to wait, confident in his strength as he had reason to be. It was no wonder how arrogant Kai had been, with this powerhouse as his Mentor, the cold chill of shrieking wind whistling past her to converge around him as he readied himself for a powerful strike. Her senses screamed of danger as he stood there, one hand behind his back, the other held forward, inviting her to attack.
 
  
 
 She spotted her daughter, well back with weapons in hand, watching with open eyes, while the girl who was at the center of this issue had her back turned, slowly strolling to Mila's side without a care in the world, the chess set still clutched to her chest. Alsantset was deep in the fray, matched up against the slave guard named Kyung who was handling the fierce girl with surprising ease. Nearby, Dagen laughed maniacally as he held a guard's neck in each hand, their legs kicking in the air. He had only been released from the healer's tents this morning with a stern warning to take things slow, but it seemed he was bound to return once more as a third guard approached and began pummeling him in the ribs, causing him to drop both guards and fall to his knees, covering himself from the rain of blows that ensued.
 
  
 
 All around, brawls broke out, more Sentinel's approaching to even up the numbers. Akanai had brought her best, but these twenty odd guards were elites, at the very least a match for her Sentinel's, even after she had knocked a few of them around. Say what you will about Du Min Gyu, but the man knew how to raise a warrior. Several Sentinels were quickly removed from action, but some of the guards were defeated as well, a crowd growing around them as soldiers cheered and made bets, roars of appreciation sounding for impressive displays of martial might, many eyes upon her, waiting for her next move. A match between experts was something not often seen, and the hunger in their eyes was clear.
 
  
 
 An impact jolted her from her thoughts, a long ranged strike from Du Min Gyu who stood tall, no longer hunched and limping, his patience at an end. Mila had described him as frail and doddering, that he had stared at nothing for hours and she worried for his mind, but this tough bastard was nothing like that. A menacing air swirled around him as he stood ready for her attack, his sharp gaze enough to fill her with caution. Unable to restrain herself any longer, Akanai darted forward with glee to test his skills.
 
  
 
 Meeting her charge, the two of them began a furious exchange as they met, Akanai throwing punches and kicks without pause, relying on her speed to move past his defenses, but it was as if he were paper, floating about the wind, sometimes slowly, other times speeding along. His palm swatted aside her attacks as if they were flies, the stinging impact reverberating down to her bones, numbing her limbs. For every five strikes she threw, he would counterattack with one, keeping to that ratio no matter if she attacked quickly or slowly, a smirk upon his face as he toyed with her one-handed.
 
  
 
 A forceful impact landed on her raised forearms and her feet slid back almost three meters, gouging up what little grass remained before she could catch herself and step back. Wiping a small trail of blood from her chin, she glared at her opponent, who gave her a dismissive look as he proudly stood with one hand still behind his back. Power, speed, technique, this man was a formidable opponent, but she had yet to reveal all of her cards. At the very least, she would make him use both hands.
 
  
 
 Circulating her chi, she Strengthened her body and clapped once, taking her stance, both fists held in front, Bull Form, Twin Horns. Moving forward, she struck out with both fists, aimed at shoulder and hip, only one of which was intercepted, her left hand impacting on his shoulder, rocking him aside. A second double fisted strike earned her a glancing blow on the chest, and with a third, he finally swallowed his arrogance and met her with both hands, only to fall for a feint for which he received a forceful headbutt from her. His nose bleeding, he stumbled backwards, a furious scowl upon his face. She grinned at him, lifting her hand up and beckoning him to approach, mirroring his earlier challenge.
 
  
 
 They met once again, exchanging furious blows as they circled about the incense pot and offerings, Du Min Gyu no longer playful, his attacks varied and without break. Not only did she need to block his two hands and two feet, but she also needed to be wary of his attacks with solid wind, more than one striking her about the armor, rocking her back repeatedly as her attentions were focused elsewhere. Were he truly trying to kill her it would be difficult to escape unharmed, but the same could be said if she were to truly attempt to kill him. They both knew the risks, but their fighting spirit had been ignited, and there was no turning back.
 
  
 
 Delivering a powerful front kick, Akanai sent her opponent sailing gracefully through the air as if riding a stream of wind, landing lightly a few meters back. Their furious exchange paused as he took his stance, settling into a defensive posture, his two arms waving in a hypnotic pattern in front of him, the howling of the wind disappearing as the sound moved beyond the range of natural hearing, the visible whirlwind of dust still encircling his feet.
 
  
 
 Drawing her right arm back to her hip, her left arm forward, she moved, Balance on Windy Leaf into Pierce the Horizon, her favored attack in duels. Her right hand crashed into his deflecting palms and the impact exploded past his defenses, the dirt exploding upwards around them as he directed the force away from him. Had she not protected her ears with a layering of chi, her eardrums would have ruptured at the thunderous claps that followed, one from her movement, the other from their impact.
 
  
 
 The two of them stood there, her arm fully extended, his hands blocking her fingers pressed against his chest, the dust settling around them, both of them breathing heavily as they blinked the grit out of their eyes, well matched in this test of strength. His smile mirrored her own, a rare thing to meet an opponent so close in strength, especially at their advanced ages.
 
  
 
 “Halt!” The booming voice startled her out of her thoughts and she quickly withdrew, turning towards the sound as the enforcers shoved their way through the crowd, the Justicar marching forward with his Token of Authority held high, the onlookers backing away and saluting once they noticed. Many of the soldiers went as far as lowering their heads to be below the token. The Justicar's featureless iron mask prominently displayed his brown eyes, narrowed in fury as he approached them, and she saluted as well, Du Min Gyu flicking his sleeves and doing the same, a beat behind. Already, he had resumed their games of dominance, even with the threat of execution so close. Childish and insufferable man.
 
  
 
 Stopping in front of them, the Justicar spoke once more. “Kneel before the authority of the Emperor.” Inwardly grumbling, she dropped to her knees, her head bowed and hands clasped in her lap. Bothersome. “Two Lieutenant Generals dueling to the death in the field, with Martial Law still in effect! Foolish and irresponsible, especially with the state of the Empire. Our very survival at stake and our esteemed warriors are at each others throats. Disgraceful.” The voice of the Justicar was harsh and condemning, muffled by his mask. “It is with regret that I judge you both in contempt of Martial Law, for which the penalty is slavery or death for all involved parties.”
 
  
 
 A choked cry sounded from the crowd, little Mila sobbing at his words, and Akanai fought the urge to rush over and comfort her, but she remained kneeling. The Justicar would allow some escape, as he had said, to execute two Lieutenant Generals in wartime was the height of stupidity.
 
  
 
 The Justicar continued to speak and she used this time to circulate her chi, dispelling the tensions in her muscles and the minor internal injuries caused by the palm strikes. “In the case that you both choose death, and given that your strength is still required to defend the Empire, the instigator will be executed today while the other party will be given a stay of execution until Martial law is rescinded and command has been relieved. Which one of you was the instigating party? I will require an oath to the heavens from both of you to confirm.”
 
  
 
 This was better than she could expect. Most often, a Justicar would favor the Imperial Army, but here, he had stated the consequences without knowing which side had initiated the brawl. Now, she only needed to open her mouth and condemn Du Min Gyu to death. In the morning, she would send notice to Shen Huo and withdraw her Sentinel's home, evading her future execution. It would be far too costly for the Empire to send soldiers to execute her, and all that her people would suffer was a trade embargo, a simple enough nuisance to avoid.
 
  
 
 A swirling vortex of wind began to form beside her, and she glanced at Du Min Gyu, her eyes wide in disbelief. Was he going to kill the Justicar? Foolish idiot, that would see them all dead in a week! Coughing loudly, she hurriedly spoke as politely as possible, praying to the Mother that this fool would hold his attack. “This servant of the Emperor would ask to speak and offer defense of her actions.”
 
  
 
 “Speak, but know that I have little patience for excuses.”
 
  
 
 “I believe that there has been a misunderstanding. This was no duel.” The gathering of wind slowed at her words, and she quickly continued. “Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu and I were simply sparring, a test of our skills. It is rare for us to meet another Martial Warrior so well matched and we simply could not allow the opportunity to pass us by, despite the circumstances.” If only she could do a Sending, but she was not familiar enough with the man's aura, and any communication would not go unnoticed by the Justicar.
 
  
 
 Tense, silent seconds passed as the Justicar stood before her kneeling form, deliberating her words as she stared at his boots, praying to the Mother that he accept her explanation, that he would be willing to overlook the obvious lie to save two Lieutenant Generals. If not, then she faced immediate execution, the penalty for perjury. Finally, the hollow, tired voice of the Justicar asked, “Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu, have you anything to say?”
 
  
 
 “If I wanted her dead, I would have a weapon in my hand you blind, ignorant fool.” Incredible. The cantankerous bastard lost none of his arrogance, even when kneeling with his head bowed before a Justicar, the threat of death hanging above his head. “Go back to your stinking tent, you motherless dog of an ink-stained paper pusher. You interrupted us at the peak of our match."
 
  
 
 The Justicar seemed at an impasse as he stood stock still before them, until he uttered a sound: a short, simple chuckle. Letting out a sigh, he spoke once more. “I repeal my earlier Judgment, it seems I was too hasty in my decision. An oath from both of you that there will be no blood shed between your two parties until Martial Law is rescinded.” Akanai quickly drew her dagger and made an Oath, as her opponent lifted his head and glared daggers at the Justicar, matching stares for almost a minute before he grudgingly made his oath, swearing under his breath as the blood dripped from his forearm. Satisfied with the outcome, the Justicar turned on his heels and marched away, leaving as quickly as he had arrived.
 
  
 
 As soon as he was gone, Akanai was ambushed by Mila who ran into her arms. Still kneeling, Akanai embraced her crying daughter, patting her on the head as she whispered soothingly. After calming down, Mila wiped her eyes and scolded, “That was foolish, Mama. What if he had demanded an oath to learn the truth? You should have just let him execute this stupid old man.”
 
  
 
 “Hush now daughter, I have enough problems without your mouth adding to them.” Another embrace to take the sting from her words, she Sent the true reason, cautioning her to keep silent. Standing up, she stretched and turned to speak to Du Min Gyu, but he had already shuffled away, hunched over and limping, appearing every bit like a harmless codger, demanding to his slaves for a table and some tea. Sighing to herself, she turned to Mila. “Come with me and bring Li Song, we still need to clear things up with him.”
 
  
 
 Walking gingerly towards the seated man, her injuries beginning to register, Akanai waited patiently as the slave guards set up a small table and two chairs in front of the incense pot. Taking her seat, she sent Mila and Li Song off to one side in case Min Gyu exploded into violence once more, and poured herself a cup of tea, leaving his cup empty. She rather enjoyed these nonverbal exchanges, not as much as true combat, but the small spasms of annoyance in his face amused her, his expression neutral as he sat with one elbow on the table, facing the incense on her left.
 
  
 
 Sipping her tea once, making no signs of enjoyment, she sat in comfortable silence as he patted his robes, coming up with a broken pipe, his face forlorn and slack, playing at being a doddering fool. “Kyung! My spare pipe.” A small victory, he had spoken, albeit not to her. Already she held a position of power, having saved his life and he knew it, unable to face her, deflecting and turned to the side. He fiddled with his pipe and soon puffed away contentedly, the sweet scent of Dream Smoke rising from his pipe. An addictive substance, used to numb pain in the elderly, she felt a twinge of pity for the human warrior. So powerful, but near the end of his natural life, it was a shame.
 
  
 
 She waited patiently for him to gather his thoughts and speak, and after a short time, he stood and changed the incense, before sitting back down without another word. Twice more this occurred, the time passing quickly as she continued to heal her injuries. No major injuries, but it could easily have gone badly. His attacks had all landed on her thick armor, likely deliberately pushing her to attack him, so that he could place all blame on her. A wily bastard.
 
  
 
 Her ears perked up as she listened to Mila's whispers to Song. “So, that guard Kyung is your brother? Why didn't you say anything earlier? I didn't even realize you knew the old man.” That Mila referred to him as an 'old man' made Akanai cringe a little. He was barely over 100 years old from the looks of things, hardly old.
 
  
 
 “Sorry Master, this slave has failed you, she did not think.” Her words were often repeated in her monotone voice, but at least she was not trying to slap herself anymore. “Teacher Du purchased me and instructed me for several years before gifting me to old Master. According to the merchant who sold me, I am descended from the same maternal lineage as Boss Kyung.”
 
  
 
 Interesting. Akanai had been impressed with Song's strength, as well as the strength of Min Gyu's other slaves. A shame he was such a prickly bastard. “That's wonderful! You should go talk to him, catch up. I'm sure you missed him. Were you two close?”
 
  
 
 Suddenly turning towards them and spitting into the grass, Du Min Gyu made a sound of disgust. “Foolish child. Stop trying to ruin my disciple's slave, putting nonsense of games and family in her head. She is a tool, a weapon, not a toy for little girls to make friends with. I demand that you return her chain to me. Was my disciple's corpse even cold before you lifted it from him? Disgraceful!” His aura surrounded Mila, his words infused with his chi, menacing her with his Killing Intent, and Akanai almost leaned forward to rip out his throat before calming herself. It was only a minor threat, nothing Mila could not handle.
 
  
 
 She watched proudly as Mila circulated her chi and smashed through the Intent, her eyes wide with indignation as she talked back, “I didn't take anything from his corpse you stupid old man, she was given to us by the Society as part of the reparations for troubles we met due to match fixing, carried out by your disciple's brother. It was a legal seizure and exchange and if you have issue, then you can take it up with the Society.”
 
  
 
 “Daughter, this man is a Lieutenant General, and will be spoken to with respect.” Akanai's voice was calm, with little fire in the reprimand, but the last thing she wanted was for someone to aggravate him. With an Oath made, it would make things difficult to settle. “And you, Du Min Gyu, will not assault my daughter again.” This time, the threat was clear. Some things were just not done.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. So, the little aide is your daughter.” He paused a little, his mind in reflection before looking at Mila once more. “You will swear to the validity of your words?”
 
  
 
 “The Justicar can demand oaths, you can eat ...” Akanai caught her eye, and Mila swallowed her next words, grumbling beneath her breath. Something would need to be done about her language, Rain and Adujan had so sullied her precious daughter with their foul talk.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of silence, punctuated only by the tapping of the pipe, Du Min Gyu spoke to Akanai once again. “Well trained for her age, foul mouthed, but impressive. A good daughter you have raised.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in agreement, Akanai returned with a compliment. “Any relation to Colonel Du Kang Bing?”
 
  
 
 “Grandson of a second cousin. Owed the cousin a favor and took the boy in as a student after it became known that I was teaching. Teach one, teach ten, teach a hundred, no difference in everyone's eyes but the teacher. Bothersome.”
 
  
 
 “Good soldier, gave him my commendations. He's northeast of us, at one of the side fortresses. Had to leave him behind to stand guard, cavalry is no good in these forests.” They both lapsed into silence once more and Akanai had to fight the urge to tap her fingers as she waited for Min Gyu to empty his pipe of ashes, before once again lighting new sticks of incense.
 
  
 
 Once he was seated again, he held out his hand to Mila. “Hand me the slave's chain. If she corroborates your story, she will be returned to you immediately and the matter dropped. I will leave in six days after observing the proper funeral rituals.” He sighed, as if he were making some great concession.
 
  
 
 “Li Song is my friend and I won't give her back to you animals. Tell him Mama.”
 
  
 
 Sitting quietly, Akanai thought his proposition through. “And the matter of your Disciple's death?”
 
  
 
 “Not your fault. War took his life, but he was a soldier. Lost my temper at seeing the slave.” That seemed to be the closest thing to an apology that his pride would allow, and Akanai turned to Li Song, studying the timid little girl, her ears plastered against her skull.
 
  
 
 This would be the best outcome, neither friend nor enemy of Du Min Gyu, and it would be foolish not to try. “Li Song, are you willing? If not, then say so and I will defend you with my life.”
 
  
 
 Song continued to sit there, gnawing on her lip as she stared at the ground. “This slave is to be given to Teacher Du?”
 
  
 
 “Only for questioning, and then you will be returned to Mila.” Akanai tried to sound gentle, but it came out tired. The girl simply nodded, and after a glance, Mila moved forward, holding hands with Song as she handed over the necklace to Du Min Gyu, who began to question Li Song, a grimace on his face as he listened to her recite her version of events, beginning with their first meeting in the restaurant and ending with her delivery to Alsantset at the Society Headquarters.
 
  
 
 The rendition finished, he sat in his seat, slouched and angry, his hand tapping against the table. “This boy, Rain. I would like to meet him.” His eyes promised violence should they meet, and Akanai tried to come up with an excuse.
 
  
 
 “Teacher Du has already met him.” Song answered without pause before Akanai could interject. “He guided you to Senior Captain Alsantset this morning.”
 
  
 
 “... The one armed child?” Du Min Gyu seemed in shock for a moment, before scowling and unceremoniously throwing the necklace back to Mila. He took a deep breath as if about to erupt, but he held his words in and sighed sadly. “Foolish disciple, feuding with a child. Teach that one some proper manners or keep him away from civilized folk.” Chuckling, he looked Akanai in the eye. “I spent twenty minutes with him and he almost insulted me as well.” Turning back to the incense burner, he waved her away, effectively dismissing her.
 
  
 
 Unable to simply leave at his behest, Akanai slowly sipped her cup of tea, helping herself to a second cup and drinking that slowly as well, before she finally stood and left with Mila and Li Song. As soon as they were out of sight, she let out a long sigh. She could only hope that Du Min Gyu kept to his word, he was a difficult opponent out here, with only twenty guards. A stubborn, obstinate man with little to lose, she worried that he would attack regardless of the circumstances. It seemed that she would have to send Alsantset to deal with the Defiled, while Du Min Gyu remained, she could not leave the camp. The man was insane enough to contemplate assaulting a Justicar, he was unstable.
 
  
 
 Exhausted, she shuffled off to her tent, annoyed that she would have to listen to his advice. Rain would truly need to learn some manners or be kept home. She simply could not afford more enemies, especially not of this caliber.
 
  
 
 Truly bothersome.
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 Sitting up, Adujan kicked aside her blanket and stretched her legs, poking Rain awake with her foot as she dressed, she pretended not to notice his hidden glances as she pulled up her pants and smiled to herself at his blushing face. It was fun to tease him in this manner, but that was as far as she went, a small bit of revenge for him mistaking her as a man. Besides, if she were to ever sleep with him, she would prefer that he had both arms, not wanting to taint the memory of her first time with the jarring absence of his limb.
 
  
 
 It wasn't even decided that she would marry him, there were many handsome men in the camp that had given her their attentions and she intended to keep her options open, perhaps finding someone she could keep for herself and not share with who knows how many other women. Helping him get dressed and ready, the two of them headed out to the campfires as the morning sun peeked out over the horizon. Mila and Li Song were already seated and eating when they arrived, two hot bowls of rice porridge ready and waiting, Mila as considerate as always.
 
  
 
 Adujan inwardly grimaced at how lovely Mila looked, with her slightly mussed hair and ruffled clothes. Song was beautiful, but Mila was simply too adorable, always looking as if she were alive and chipper, a fresh breath of air in a stuffy room with her neck length hair brushed to one side, held in place with a lovely clip, sitting with her back straight and feet to one side. A lovely, charming girl, Adujan envied how nice she looked after just rolling out of bed, a world of difference from Song, who looked as if she spent an hour brushing her straightened hair which hung down her back in a single, neat braid.
 
  
 
 In comparison, Adujan had no idea how to properly take care of her hair, with it having grown a little long and starting to look ridiculous, an almost mushroom-shaped bulb atop her head. It was all Rain's fault that she had to agonize over these stupid things. Before she had met him, she simply hacked her hair short with a knife in front of a mirror, quick and easy, not caring at all how she looked, but now, she worried about her feminine charm. She still wanted her hair short, but no longer wanted to be mistaken for a man, and had thought about makeup and perfumes, or wearing more feminine clothes, but every time she looked at Mila, she felt annoyed at how feminine the girl could look despite wearing the same, standard sentinel clothing.
 
  
 
 After Rain left to go shit in the woods, Adujan spoke quietly to Mila. “Could you help me cut my hair? I want to try a different look.”
 
  
 
 “Of course! I'd love to help you, Yan.” Mila's eyes were lit up, her excitement clear and causing Adujan to feel regretful for asking. While Mila was an incredible friend, she was simply too spirited and considerate at times, something Adujan had trouble dealing with. She would have asked Alsantset, but ever since Du Min Gyu had arrived six days ago, the older woman had taken on the responsibility of hunting down the Defiled, the Chief Provost remaining in camp to keep an eye on the aged warrior. “I have to go meet Mama now, but you can just come find me when you have free time. I've been so bored these last few days.” Mila rolled her eyes as she once again made her complaints. “That geriatric general just sits there all day, changing incense every thirty minutes, it's like he's gone soft in the head.”
 
  
 
 “It's a ritual for the fallen, Mila. I find it very touching for a man of his stature to do something like that.” Adujan had to admit, she was a little awestruck by the old man after seeing his display of power on the first day and his match against the Chief Provost. Rain had missed the entire skirmish, studying in the healers tents and falling asleep early, not even realizing there had been a scuffle until the next morning, but Adujan had been fortunate enough to watch the end of the duel. Ever since, she had practiced and trained with renewed vigor, upset over her loss to the one-armed Rain and enamored by the power displayed by the two supreme warriors.
 
  
 
 “Oh, it was heartwarming at first, the doddering old Lieutenant General standing stoically as he gives a touching farewell to the dead, holding the joss sticks until they are burnt to a stub, a sincere sign of respect from a high-ranking officer.” Snorting beneath her breath, Mila continued on her tirade. “Unfortunately, after that, he lit more joss sticks and just sat there, all day, and continues to do so every day since. It's been six days, and I have no idea how he managed to bring so much incense to burn. My hair and clothes reek of it and I'm almost tearing my hair out having to watch him and Mama play stupid games of dominance, like who can present the better meal, whose chair is taller, who can keep silent longer. It never ends, Mama should have just killed him. I wouldn't mind never leaving the mountains again, the citizens of the Empire are horrible.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head in surrender, Adujan patted Mila on the shoulder. “I will come find you after lunch, Rain goes to the healer's tent to study and I usually just meditate.” There was little to do in the camp, and despite her best efforts, she had not been allowed to ride out to and join the hunt for the Defiled. Even Mila had been unable to go, revealing that she had received a scolding from her mother for asking too many times.
 
  
 
 Trying to appear casual, Mila asked, “Has there been any, um... change in your meditation?”
 
  
 
 Staring at the hesitating Mila, Adujan tried her best to make sense of her curious attitude. Mila had been like this for days now, inquiring as to the state of her cultivation with seemingly off-hand remarks, as if probing for a specific answer. “No change, I still feel... hazy and vague when I wake up.” It was frustrating, but no matter how much she asked, Mila would only feign ignorance, and Alsantset wasn't any better.
 
  
 
 A hint of disappointment flashed across Mila's face, before being replaced with an enthusiastic smile. “Oh well, there's nothing to worry about, just relax and things will improve. Come by after lunch and we can chat about how you want your hair done. I think we can make it look very lovely while still keeping your hair short, if that's what you prefer, maybe a bob-style cut for now. If that's no good, you could let it grow out in the front for some lovely bangs, or maybe even let it grow long and wear it in a bun like my mama, although you would need someone to help you with that if you don't have a mirror.”
 
  
 
 Smiling awkwardly, she just nodded at Mila's words, not understanding any of what she had just said. “Sounds... good... I guess.” Thankfully, Mila left it off at that, sprinting away and leaving Adujan feeling apprehensive about it all. She just wanted her hair trimmed a little on the sides so it was no longer a bulging mass. She didn't want an annoying, obtrusive style that would leave her hair in the way, but there was little that she could do now, setting aside her concerns for later.
 
  
 
 After Rain returned, the two of them rode off towards the river to Demonstrate the Forms in seclusion. She always spent some time watching him perform, hoping to glean an Insight from his movements, which lately had been nothing short of incredible, a fluid performance with power and grace, he seemed to be improving in leaps and bounds, but they seemed to be tied with some sickness of his stomach, throwing up two more times in the last few days.
 
  
 
 He had also been rather quiet lately, seemingly worried about something, often staring at nothing with a look of concern or confusion, only to smile and shrug when questioned. Today was much of the same, a suitably skilled demonstration of the Forms, followed by a few minutes of standing about, looking as if ready to vomit. It was an odd reaction to practice, but it was getting better. He even had found some herbs that he chewed, to help settle his stomach.
 
  
 
 After an hour, as if by some unheard signal they both stopped their practice and faced one another, ready to spar. Unwilling to lose again, Adujan mercilessly attacked, favoring his right side, keeping him off-balance and not allowing him to close in to grapple. Even with one arm, he was too physically strong for her to deal with in close quarters like that, his body surprisingly heavy and tough. It seemed that the repeated beatings that he requested had some effect.
 
  
 
 Despite his strengths, within minutes Adujan had beaten him, laying him out on the grass as she stood tall, a few arm lengths away so that he couldn't reach out and grab her ankle again. She had grown wary of all his tricks and would not allow him to win so long as he only had one arm. That was simply too embarrassing for her to accept.
 
  
 
 His roar of frustration caught her off guard, and she stepped back quickly, but he simply continued to lay upon the ground, his arm and legs spread out as he stared up at the sky, breathing heavily. “Are you aright? It's just sparring, no need for such frustration.” She moved in gingerly, and seeing that it was not a ruse she lay down on her side next to him, her head propped up on her hand so that she could see him pout.
 
  
 
 “Ah, I know, I know. I don't feel ashamed for losing, you're very strong.” He flashed a small smile at her. “I think you're getting faster every day, I can barely keep up with you anymore. Even if I had both arms, I'm pretty sure I'd be toyed to death by you. Hit and run, dance and weave, it's a difficult style for me to match against and will only get more difficult when you add in your shield.”
 
  
 
 Warmed by his compliment, she poked him hard in the face, making him look away before he saw her blush. “So what are you screaming about? I know it's not constipation, you're out in those woods every morning. I hope you're shitting off the beaten tracks, I wouldn't like to break my ankle in one of your crap holes.”
 
  
 
 Laughing, he shook his head. “I just don't feel like I'm improving, despite all my recent... advancements. And then there's all the studying with Tokta, he still hasn't let me even try to regrow my arm yet, says my 'knowledge is lacking'. I'm just frustrated about a lack of progress, I guess.” Finished with his confession, he sprung up onto his feet, retrieving his practice sword. “Again.”
 
  
 
 She stood and faced him with her short spear, smiling wryly at him. “You've made plenty of progress, I actually have to try now.” A teasing smile as she jabbed lightly at his chest. “In all seriousness, I am amazed by how quickly you learn, especially when focusing on so many things at once. Have some pride and confidence in yourself.” A quick feint and she swung low, sweeping him off of his feet onto his back with a thud. “You are facing the Magnificent Adujan, so of course you feel inadequate. Do not compare yourself to greatness.” She held a hand out to help him up, a triumphant smile on her face. Rain smiled back at her and stood up once more, determined to make her eat her words, just as she expected.
 
  
 
 The morning passed quickly and Adujan left early so she could bathe before her haircut, giving Shana a vigorous rub down with several handfuls of Daku leaves to rid her of the fishy musk, smiling as the happy quin squealed and purred in delight at the scrubbing. The cold stream water left her shivering as she dried off, but this was the first time Adujan had asked someone to cut her hair and she worried that Mila would find some dirt, dried blood or worse in her hair. She didn't have many friends, and she truly cherished Mila. Many of the orphans she had grown up with were unable to become Sentinels and had left the village to become soldiers or roamers, unwilling to live as a burden to the village. It would be years before they returned, if they ever did, and she had felt lonely until Mila had befriended her.
 
  
 
 As soon as she arrived at the hilltop where Mila was situated, she was happily greeted and made to turn back and forth to display her hair while Mila made more nonsensical comments about things that could be done. Adujan simply nodded through everything she said, until Mila finally sat her down and began to trim away at her hair with a pair of clippers, the quiet clacking of the blades interspersed among Mila's quiet, technical nattering.
 
  
 
 Hardly able to contain her awe, Adujan stared at the table where the Chief Provost sat nearby, across from the Lieutenant General, the two of them silent in an invisible power struggle while nearby, a slave was Demonstrating the Forms, across from Dagen who did the same, a veritable seminar in the Forms for her to study. She sat there engrossed in watching the two warriors move, attempting to glean Insight from their movements, committing as much as she could to memory for future analysis.
 
  
 
 It was over far too soon as tempers between the performers began to flare, their warrior's pride too great to accept defeat, their noses almost touching as they glared at one another. The Chief Provost and the Lieutenant General continued to sit in silence, with nothing to say. Whispering beneath her breath, she asked Mila, “That was amazing, are all of his guards that strong?” Now if only the two would kiss, that would make for a wonderful show.
 
  
 
 Pausing in her ministrations, Mila leaned over to whisper in her ear. “No, that's the strongest one, I think. He's Kyung, Song's half-brother. They have the same mother, an ancestral beast. It's so sad, their mother is a slave as well, forced to give birth as often as possible only to have her children sold off as slaves. It's horrendous.”
 
  
 
 Adujan glanced at Song and noted the lack of emotion on her face, although her ears did droop at the mention of her origins. Reaching out, Adujan patted her on the shoulder in sympathy, before studying Kyung. “He's very handsome, your half-brother.” A strong jaw line, prominent nose, and piercing brown eyes, with broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist, he caught her staring and glared fiercely in return, to which she responded with a bite of her lip and a suggestive smile. Disappointingly, it had no effect, but she was limited in what else she could do at the moment, seated and still.
 
  
 
 As usual, Song remained silent but Mila spoke up for her, still snipping away in small, careful cuts. “He's old though, at least 60 according to Song. They've never held a conversation either, it's disgraceful how poorly those slaves are treated. That old man is always deriding them when he speaks to them,calling them 'idiot half-beasts', 'worthless slaves' and 'mongrels', it's enough to make me want to put an arrow through his eye.”
 
  
 
 “It would be better for you to aim for my chest, child.” Despite their hushed whispering, Du Min Gyu seemed to have heard them and Adujan felt her face heat up in embarrassment, while Mila froze mid cut. “A bigger target, and you can fire while my back is turned. You wouldn't hit me otherwise, and if you miss the heart, an arrow through the lung is almost as good.”
 
  
 
 Pointing her scissors at him, it seemed Mila was ready to explode into a rant, but after a short pause, her mouth shut with an audible click, likely due to an unheard warning from the Chief Provost. Adujan sat stock still as Mila angrily snipped away at her hair, the metal blades loudly clanging against one another only centimeters away from her ears, using every bit of resolve she had to keep from flinching, but Mila's temper quickly cooled and soon, she was once again whispering about silly, girlish things.
 
  
 
 “So, why the sudden interest in making your hair look nicer? Does it have something to do with all the private time that you're spending with Rain?” An impish grin from Mila set her cheeks on fire. “Staying in his tent, running off to the riverside to 'practice' with just the two of you...”
 
  
 
 “Nothing of the sort!” She blurted out the words, louder than intended, and immediately lowered her voice. “Nothing has happened, he is asleep when I retire for bed, and all we do is spar and meditate at the river. I know that at the very least, the little Lady Lin intends to marry him, and you have some intention as well. I would not step in front of either of you, I swear.”
 
  
 
 “Oh Yan.” Mila's hands took her own as she crouched in front to look in her eyes. “Have you been worried about your standing? Lin doesn't care about things like that, and I'm not even sure if I want to marry him. He's so lecherous, who knows how many wives he intends to take. Do as you please, you won't upset anyone.” She returned to cutting hair, before adding, “Besides, I think that of the three of us, you are the closest to his heart. He truly sees Lin as a sister, and he only looks at me because of a dream.”
 
  
 
 Adujan smiled, a weight lifting off her shoulders. “I think I'm just his good friend, he treats me no differently than Huu or Fung. I honestly don't know what I want either. He's handsome enough, but there are so many other options, how am I to know?” She eyed the slave named Kyung once again. How much would he cost? She liked the strong, silent, servile type and he was definitely all of those.
 
  
 
 After a bit more cutting, Mila finally exclaimed that she had finished and held up a small, copper mirror for Adujan to admire herself in. Her hair was still short, but a little longer in the front, dainty and light with a hint of girlish charm. Running her fingers through it, she smiled in appreciation, standing to lift Mila into a hug. “Thank you, Mila, I love it.” See how she likes being twirled around.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, she seemed to love being hugged like that, breaking out into a fit of giggles as she leaned into the embrace. “Anytime Yan. I still think you should let it grow out a little, and I have an unction from Rain you can rub into your hair for a brighter shine and softer feel.” Adujan's eyes began to glaze over as Mila continued to outline several hair care steps that she should follow, lost in the complexity of feminine care. It was too bothersome, with these unctions and lotions, perfumes and makeup, how did Mila ever have time to do all of these things? She continued to absently nod as she tried to follow along, but Mila spoke too quickly and most of it was lost.
 
  
 
 As soon as an audible pause was reached, Adujan quickly interjected, claiming the need to cultivate, afraid that if she allowed Mila to continue she would talk all day. Even then, Mila insisted that Adujan meditate next to her, and Adujan caved in to her demand, seating herself on the grass a short distance away from the incense burner.
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, she cleared her mind as she always did, by picturing a blank canvas with a tiny black dot, and very slowly focusing in on that dot, her field of vision encompassed by the darkness. Then, within the darkness, was a tiny dot of white, and she focused upon that, slowly drawing in once again until all was white. She repeated the process until her mind was calm and tranquil, and she reached for Balance.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens began to slowly surround her, a vortex with her in the center. It reminded her of looking at Du Min Gyu, standing tall and proud, a single man surrounded by an army, yet still arrogant enough to threaten them all with death, a powerful, imposing figure as the wind swirled around him, moving so quickly it seemed as if there were five static trails of dirt, frozen in place around him.
 
  
 
 Focusing upon that thought, she tried to mimic that scene with her cultivation, to draw in the Heavenly Energy to herself with her core as the center. The violent whirlwind circled around her, raging around her without truly touching her. It broke apart as it circulated around her again and again, until finally, a gentle breeze slipped past her invisible defenses and it surged into the void that was her core, more pure and powerful than anything she had ever felt, filling her with elation. Everything she did was as if on instinct, the knowledge buried deep within in her, and she dedicated herself to remembering this feeling, to learning to replicate it. Is this what she kept forgetting? No wonder that she felt so unfulfilled when she woke, this was incredible!
 
  
 
 She luxuriated as she sat in place, feeling the warm gentle breeze try to take her away, but she stayed rooted in place, despite the temptation to allow it to bring her out into the tempest. The wind seemed to whisper to her, and she strained her ears to listen, but there were no words, only emotions, and she sat in place, feeling safe and content, a willow tree, bending in the wind, neither accepting nor surrendering, rooted to herself as she was kept safe in the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 87 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Du Min Gyu sat motionless, his back hunched as he watched the joss sticks burn down slowly to nubs, the last moments before burning out always the most difficult, as if they suddenly began to burn slower as they reached the end of their life in a struggle to remain burning as long as possible. Even after living for so long, his impatience still troubled him, his greatest weakness as he was reminded time and time again.
 
  
 
 Seven days of mourning, that was the standard duration of a funeral for those who could afford it. The direct family, husbands or wives and any children would remain beside the coffin, keeping the incense burning for the seven days, sleeping beside it in a symbol of solidarity, but any other mourners were free to come and go. Without any direct family present, he had decided to stay for the entire time on his own, only sleeping for a handful of hours while his slaves took over his duties each night, his tent set up beside the incense burner.
 
  
 
 It had been a terrible mistake, well-meaning, but still a horrible decision. It was the middle of summer and still his breath turned to cold mist with every exhale, this land was a beautiful and heartless mistress intent on making him suffer for the pleasure of her sights, a hateful, vindictive bitch. It would have been better to not go through with this, the experience having tainted his memory of Kai, as now when he would think of the boy, he would first remember this mockery of a funeral. As much as Kai had meant to him, the boy was dead and were he present to see his Mentor shivering in the cold morning air, keeping watch over an empty patch of grass, he would likely die of laughter.
 
  
 
 Standing up, he felt his knees creak as he shuffled forwards and accepted new joss sticks from Kyung, lighting them in a nearby brazier and placing them into the burner before returning to his seat. A terrible mistake. Settling back against his chair, he glanced over at Akanai, chuckling as she sat stiff backed in her stool. A small victory, it seemed she was too stubborn to bring her own chair, or simply didn't have one to bring. That was one glaring downside to the roosequins, for as mobile as they were, carrying a soldier in full armor was already the limit of their strength. Add on the increased amount of rations required to feed the creatures, there was very little that each Khishig could carry with them while traveling, requiring multiple supply mounts for each soldier, an expensive prospect.
 
  
 
 Still, he wanted a few for his own personal use, far more comfortable than riding a horse and they seemed like rather affectionate creatures, one of them curling up around a new half-beast Khishig who had joined them today, getting her hair cut by Akanai's 'daughter', as if they were out of the city on a lark, and not in an armed camp of soldiers who were meant to hunt down Defiled warriors. An appalling lack of discipline, it seemed as if every single one of her soldiers sat idle in camp, joined by more than half of her Khishigs, the woman acting unconcerned about the safety of the Empire, allowing Defiled scum to run free as she slowly took her time dealing with them, so slowly that she had not left the camp since his arrival. Admittedly, if he were in her place he would have done the same. It was unpleasant work, not fit for true warriors, and it would have been foolish to leave him here unsupervised with how he had acted.
 
  
 
 His provocation had begun simply to injure and humiliate her, never truly meaning to kill her, but her strength had surprised him, a more capable warrior than he would like to admit. Were he a gambler, he would offer conservative 60:40 odds in his favor, little better than a coin flip, a far more powerful opponent than he expected to find this far north. With Akanai here and if the rumors of Baatar and Gerel were not overstated, then these Khishigs were formidable indeed, with even the children displaying fearsome prowess with Akanai's daughter able to easily disperse his Killing Intent, an impressive display of control, especially for one so young.
 
  
 
 Much of his time the past few days had been spent in self-reflection, wondering why he had acted so viciously over a slave, one of great value and high pedigree, but still a slave, not worth squabbling over. Despite that, he had simply given in to his sorrow and rage for the second time that day, Kai's death affecting him far worse than he thought possible. It was the damned pipe smoke, a blend of herbs meant to dull the pain of old age, but it also had the unfortunate effect of lowering his inhibitions, seemingly to the point of entertaining thoughts of murdering a Justicar, something that would have seen his entire lineage cleansed to nine generations, killing anyone with the barest hint of familial relation to him. It was only through Akanai's lie that he had escaped such a fate, and he was... grateful for her intervention. He had tried to go without the pipe, but after a single day his body had been wracked with shivering and he had succumbed to the heady smoke once again. Better that he had died in his prime than to be reduced to this pitiful state.
 
  
 
 Feeling maudlin, he sat there listening to the children chat about boys and nonsense, barely paying attention to Kyung and his opponent as they endeavored to outperform the other, almost to the point of impractical, pretty movements. Hearing himself mentioned, he said a few words to rile up the little girl, smiling to himself as he watched Akanai's stony features twitch as she fought for control. He had found that the simplest way to agitate her was to speak to her daughter. There was no need to be outright hostile, any words said to the girl would displease Akanai, and he gave them sparingly, but still at least once a day. Grateful he may be, it was difficult to like the woman, a stern, unyielding attendant who sat ready to attack only an arm's length away while she ignored all his attempts at conversation through Sendings. He could not show deference before the soldiers or his slaves, and to speak out in apology would shame him far too much, yet she refused to give him any other avenue to save face.
 
  
 
 Grumbling over his frustrations, he took solace in the fact that it would soon be over, his vigil over after today and able to set off in the morning. He planned to find Kai's former armed escorts and bring them home with him, not willing to return without them. Were he to do so, the entire trip would have been for nothing, and that simply could not be allowed. At the very least, he could put on a show of aiding in the defense of the north, perhaps kill a few Defiled while he was at it, relieving himself of some of this guilt he felt for having failed Kai.
 
  
 
 Four hours later, the time passing slowly, he stood and lit the incense once again, moving towards the burner to place them down with as much reverence as he could muster under the circumstances. Pausing as he turned to shuffle back to his seat, his eyes narrowed as he noted the trails of smoke, drifting away in a small, thin stream, pulled to the left instead of floating up with the slight breeze. Curious. Gathering his chi, he reached out with his inner senses, feeling the wind move about him in tiny currents. Many believed that the wind moved about as a singular stream, a mass of air traveling from one destination to the next, but the truth was far from it. Every tiny change had an effect, whether it be from the wings of a butterfly or a bird, the tiniest of movements could have an impact on the wind, heightening in intensity as it built up slowly until it was a raging gale.
 
  
 
 His senses directed him towards the daughter's friend, a deer girl, her prominent, sharp horns an obvious sign of her origins. Intrigued, he approached her slowly only to be intercepted by Akanai, who quickly darted in front of him, staring down at him as she protected the child. Waving her aside, he snorted as he circled around her with a single step, leaving himself wide open to an attack, but unconcerned. “I just want to take a look.” The words were Sent to Akanai and she appeared to hesitate before conceding, not bothering to continue their little match.
 
  
 
 The deer-girl sat cross-legged, her palms folded in her lap as she meditated, her face calm and tranquil. Flicking a single finger, he sent a lash of chi to cut a small patch of grass, the cuttings floating up in the air and circling the girl lightly, falling aside with the barest of breezes, bringing a look of disbelief to his face. The girl was unconsciously manipulating the wind, albeit with very little force or control, but it was a spectacular first step as the blessings of the Divine Wind settled upon her. It was likely his match with Akanai that had inspired this and unsure whether to laugh or cry, he lamented his part in strengthening someone who could become his enemy, but still took great pride is seeing a young warrior blossom. Turning to Akanai, he raised an eyebrow and hinted that she should do something. A Spiritual Awakening was difficult to process without aid, especially for someone so young, but with proper nurturing, this child would undoubtedly grow into a true treasure. Two talented youths, the luck of the Akanai was near unbelievable.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of staring, his frustrations mounted as it became obvious that she would do nothing and he snorted in disdain. “Why?” As soon as the word left his mouth, he began cursing at himself for not making Kyung ask in his place, but there was no pill to cure regret. “You can not be so foolish as to leave this child unaided because of my presence?”
 
  
 
 “In this instance, your presence has no impact on my actions.” Staring at him as she stood at ease, his breath came in nasal puffs as he struggled for control of his temper, his hands clenching and unclenching as he envisioned striking the arrogant woman down. Swallowing his rage, he continued to glare at her, wordlessly demanding an explanation. To be so callous with this youth was to throw away the future of the Empire, as today's talents were tomorrow's heroes.
 
  
 
 After some time, the hateful woman finally spoke as she lazily shrugged. “I am not equipped to properly aid her, nor am I in command of anyone who is.” She gave him a knowing look. “The girl will have to succeed or fail on her own, as she has for her entire life.”
 
  
 
 His rage washed away with that single sentence, and he shuffled back to his chair to ponder on her words. The girl Adujan was a talented youth rarely seen, one in tens of thousands, and Akanai dared to hint that he be the one to help her? Since the girl had not accepted him as her Mentor, he refused to expend effort so that Akanai could reap without sowing, and he saw no scenario where Akanai would allow him to take the girl as a slave without contest.
 
  
 
 The day wore on as he watched the girl, only able to offer prayers and well wishes as she continued to meditate, the wind swirling around her lightly. Dinnertime arrived and he watched in eager anticipation as Akanai went to wake her, his hopes dashed upon the sight of her disappointed grimace, a clear sign of her inability to Awaken, the secrets that had been known to her fading away from memory.
 
  
 
 Remaining in his chair, he silently contemplated his options while watching the girl stroll off, lamenting at her failure. The Divine Wind could be a fickle mistress, who knew how many more chances the girl would have?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The smell of crushed herbs and medicinal oils fill my nostrils as I rack my brain. “Uhh... the Laogong and the... Quchi acupoints?”
 
  
 
 “Are you asking me, or telling me?” Tokta sits slumped in his chair, his voice muffled by the desk his face rests upon. It has been tough for him the last few days, riding out with the Sentinel's, in joint-command with Alsantset now that Akanai was babysitting Kai's crazy Mentor.
 
  
 
 “...Telling?”
 
  
 
 Lifting his head to shoot me a look of disapproval, he lets out a sigh. “Correct. Be more confident in yourself, boy. You are quick to memorize, and more importantly, you are able to make use of your knowledge. Finish up here and come with me.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside the mortar and pestle, I stand up and follow him out of the tent and towards a secluded, rocky area. Unrolling a woven, bamboo mat, he gestures for me to lay down on it. “You've been pestering me to move your studies along, and your progress has suitably impressed me. Your technical knowledge is adequate, so today, you will begin your attempt at regenerating your arm. I say attempt because it is not only possible for you to fail, I expect that you will fail today. In fact, the best case scenario would be that nothing happens and we try again tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 Well... That's not demoralizing at all. “Okay... so, what do I do?”
 
  
 
 Yawning, he stretches out as he sits on the ground a short distance away. “Prepare. Meditate. Examine. Control your Chi, visualize, then regrow the arm. Simple to explain, difficult to do. Don't lose focus.” Laying back, he places his hands on his stomach and closes his eyes, falling asleep almost immediately. Tokta isn't exactly the most hands on teacher in the world, preferring to leave me to figure everything out on my own. Even the book he gave me was just full of information, but nothing about actually healing. Essentially, he gave me a book on numbers and wants me to figure out calculus. That's real helpful.
 
  
 
 Control will come with practice, so I guess it's a good time to try, with other me napping after our morning bout with motion sickness, unable to distract me. He's really only 'awake' for a few hours each day, which is fine by me. I've felt crowded out by him lately, almost resentful of his presence as I really do prefer solitude in all things, although having Adujan around isn't too terrible. Taking one last look at the orange-blue sky before I begin, I close my eyes and breathe, slowly reviewing the steps required, from the shapes of the bones, the location of muscles, orientation of tendons, time passing by as I prepare.
 
  
 
 When I finally feel that I am ready, I slowly reach for Balance, letting my chi circle around my body slowly as the Energy of the Heavens welcomes me, a gentle, languid pool for me to relax in. I decided long ago to not wear the ring for this, allowing myself to work on control without having to worry about killing myself from taking too much Energy in.
 
  
 
 Interestingly enough, as my chi flows through my body, it feels as if my arm is still there, the imagined sensations of cool air flowing over it, tickling the hairs on my arm as it rests next to me. Tokta calls it 'Phantom Sensation', something that is not truly well understood, but I'm guessing it's one reason why I can't modify my arm as I regenerate it, because it still exists in some metaphysical sense. Any deviation from what is there will apparently results in an explosive growth of tumors, an unpleasant thought. I'm drifting, I need to focus. Letting myself rest while I meditate, my mind empties itself of all but what is required and I wait, my chi circulating about my body while Heavenly Energy begins condensing into my core.
 
  
 
 When the flow into my core slows almost to a stop, I let the Energy of the Heavens continue to wash through me, surrounding me in a tranquil state of suspension, and my mind turns to my arm, chopped off only five centimeters from the shoulder. That joint and the muscle connecting the stump are still in place, I only need to work outwards starting from the humerus. The deltoid muscles will need to be regrown and connected to what is still in place, a good first step. Moving my chi towards the arm, it sits there, doing nothing as it can find nothing to heal, no work that it can do, and my mind goes through the possible options.
 
  
 
 Tentatively, I start with something familiar, repairing the bone, and I push my chi to begin working, blood rushing into the tissue surrounding the clean shorn bone, inflaming the area as it clots in predetermined pattern and preparing the way for a stable framework, each step carefully guided with the utmost attention. The clotted blood grows in size and is re-purposed into a soft, fibrous tissue, a tiny cap on the bone less than a millimeter in thickness as I repeat the process again and again, thickening and compressing, hardening the cap into bone and marrow.
 
  
 
 Time has no meaning here, but it feels as if I've concentrated for hours, my mind already weary but there is still more to do. My throat burns from thirst as I move on to the next, unpleasant step: the endosteum and periosteum, the nerve rich membrane layers that line the inside and outside of my bones. Pain flares through me at the creation of new nerves, thousands of them in an area smaller than a drop of water, firing off for the first time as it signals at injury where there is none, and will continue to do so until they acclimate.
 
  
 
 Falling out of Balance, my eyes snap open to the dim evening light as I jolt up, sweat running down my brow as my arm screams in agony. Short of breath, I check the stump for any visible change despite knowing that I won't see any. A water skin lays next to me and I greedily drink from it as I search the surroundings, Tokta still laying down where I last saw him, a blanket over him. There is a blanket over me as well, the almost-full moon moving its way through the night sky as Tokta snores away, indicating that I've been here for at least three hours already.
 
  
 
 Great efforts for little gains, it would almost not be worth it until I remember that I'm growing a fucking arm. Of course it isn't easy. After a few breathing exercises, the pain subsides to a more manageable level, feeling as if there were a tiny, burning hot coin attached to the stump of my arm, a minor inconvenience. Shuddering at the memory of the pain of my newly grown arm, I take some time to convince myself that this is worth it, that I need to know this, and that I really need to thank Taduk the next time I see him. He regrew my arm and a foot in a matter of hours, the man deserves a hug.
 
  
 
 How did he heal me so quickly? It cannot have been through micromanaging like I've done, because at this rate I'll have a new arm in a decade or so. If only I could have an arm just spring out fully formed from the stump, or at least speed this along somehow. Glancing at Tokta for a moment, my decision is made rather easily; since he was sleeping when I started, I might as well keep practicing until I pass out. After taking a few minutes to compose myself, I lay back down on the mat, my sweat-dampened shirt feeling cool against my skin, and I reach for Balance.
 
  
 
 Picking up where I left off, I continue to pour my chi into my arm, moving from the bone, through the muscle, fat, and skin, a slow, arduous endeavor, my progress spiraling out from the tiny center until after an eternity, a thin cross-section of new arm has been regenerated, my stump now almost an entire millimeter longer. Internally inspecting my work, I cannot help but feel disheartened at the amount of effort required to do this, unable to glimpse a future in which this goes quickly. There has to be some trick that I am not seeing, some method that I can apply.
 
  
 
 Thinking back, Taduk had worked on multiple areas at once, regrowing my liver and ribs at the same time, as well as patching up the holes in my chest all at the same time, the chi splitting into thousands of different sections to do a single purpose each. That isn't just a matter of practice or multitasking, there is simply no way he could have directed everything at once. There had to be some degree of autonomy, it seemed as if every tiny stream of chi knew exactly what to do. Is it possible for me to lay out a series of instructions for my chi in advance, and simply let it go to work?
 
  
 
 Putting my theory to the test, I set to work trying to duplicate Taduk's efforts on a smaller scale, just trying to automate the process of growing a new cap on the bone, but no matter how I try, as soon as I stop focusing on a single process and move on, the first process halts in it's tracks. Exasperated, I decide to go all in and try something drastic, visualizing the entire cross-section that I am attempting to regenerate, holding the entire concept in my mind before directing all of my chi to realize the concept, make it a reality all at once. As I watch, the small disc of arm grows faster than before, the excruciating pain almost secondary to my elation, the sweet vindication of knowing that I am doing something right fills me with pride. Soon, another millimeter is added to my arm stump and going for broke, I escalate and try for a larger section, almost three millimeters thick this time.
 
  
 
 The process continues as I congratulate myself on being amazing, hardly able to wait to shove my success in Tokta's face, his annoyed, disdainful attitude having gotten under my skin lately. I shouldn't gloat, nor should I really call myself a genius, but I wonder how he will -
 
  
 
 My mouth rips open and a tortured scream bellows out from my lungs as a violent, intense pain explodes from my arm as if it was submerged in acid and set aflame. Staring at the stump of my arm in the moonlight, I watch in agonized horror as a fist sized lump of flesh and bone bursts from the skin, looking nothing like it is supposed to, growing before my eyes in a terrifying amalgamation of sinuous meat, my inhuman howl echoing through the night.
 
  
 
 A heavy hand shoves me down and a weight holds me in place, Tokta's knee jammed against my chest. With a flash in the moonlight, the lump is severed from my arm yet still continues to grow as it twitches and flops in place. Tokta's hand covers my eyes and I hear his dry, nasal voice as I sink into sweet unconsciousness.
 
  
 
 “Congratulations boy, your failure was far more spectacular than expected.”
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      Chapter 88 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Leading her Sentinels, Alsantset rode through the shadowy forest as she continued her hunt for the Defiled, the sunlight only barely piercing through the canopy, illuminating enough so they could do without torches. Seven days she had hunted for the Defiled, and if all went well with Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu exiting the camp, then today would be her last day of this abhorrent work. Yesterday should have been her last, but this morning the old General had been fast asleep with no signs of waking to leave, and Akanai had ordered them out, unable to continue delaying, each passing day seeing the Defiled further away from them, frantically fleeing from pursuit.
 
  
 
 Were it not for the soldiers Akanai likely would have moved camp by now, but unable to send them away unprotected and without enough Sentinels to escort them, there was little choice but to spend hours riding back to where they last searched, a futile effort that saw the Sentinels fall further and further behind their quarry. The Defiled had scattered, leaderless and without direction, splintering into factions and feuding among themselves. More than once, Alsantset had stumbled across piles of dead Defiled, their bodies hacked apart by their companions and pieces carried away to be used as rations as they escaped to the west and south. Some had slipped north into the mountains and their deaths were all but confirmed, no longer of any concern to the Sentinels.
 
  
 
 Having Tokta in joint command was an enormous help to her, as she was still young and many of the older Sentinels were too prideful, disinclined to take orders from a 'whelp' as they put it. Were it not for Tokta following her lead without question despite his seniority over her, she would have had to crack some skulls to establish the pecking order. It was strange, Tokta had been a Sentinel for almost four decades and commanded tremendous respect due to his skills in healing and in combat, yet he cared little for glory, content to simply work as second in command to Akanai, even ceding command to herself.
 
  
 
 She chatted with him as they rode, almost half a kilometer apart from one another, speaking cordially through Sendings. “Your little brother learns quickly, he's almost able to recite the book I gave him from memory.” His 'voice' sounded the same as always, even when transmitted through his chi, a curious thing. Sound transmitted through the air, but Sendings were a matter of pure chi, so why did everyone's voice remain the same? “Really gave me a start, waking me with his screams like he did. I hadn't expected him to succeed so quickly, it takes most students months of trial and error to direct their chi properly, even talented little Mila cannot do such a thing.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset swelled with pride at the words, happy at her brother's progress, although she had been unable to speak to him this morning as he slept in, exhausted from his ordeal. “He is a clever young man and has been hard at work the past few days. You should not be surprised so easily.”
 
  
 
 “Hard work can only explain half of it. You know as well as I do that control over chi is the most difficult process to learn. Quantity of chi will come with time and martial skill will come with practice, but there are some supreme warriors who are never able to exert a significant amount of conscious control over their own chi, only relying upon Insights, Awakenings, or instincts. How was I to know the boy would succeed on his first try?”
 
  
 
 She smiled to herself at his defensive attitude, knowing it stemmed from his guilt at allowing Rain to suffer so terribly, blaming himself for not paying more attention. “Everyone goes through that pain at some point when learning to regenerate and there is little you could have done to prevent it. If you recall, I myself failed sixteen times before finally able to regrow a finger.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, that is because you lack talent. Your husband was more capable in that regard, he lost a whole foot and he only failed a handful of times if I recall correctly.”
 
  
 
 Her mood soured a little at the reminder, her heart aching as she thought of her beloved husband and precious babies. Ever since their adoption, she had never been separated from her family and it was beginning to take its toll upon her. She even missed Suret, this replacement quin nowhere near as affectionate, and Rain was almost never present now, the two of them only able to meet for breakfast and supper each day, except he had slept through today's breakfast, resting after his ordeal. Somehow guessing her ill-temper, Tokta Sent her another message, filled with levity. “At the very least, some good has come from my mistake: Rain will no long be so eager to proceed and finally give me some peace. I swear, the questions the boy asks sometimes fill me with worry. Did you hear, he asked me about growing extra limbs, treating his body as a lump of clay with which to amuse himself with.”
 
  
 
 Laughing quietly to herself, she shook her head. “If you think this will dissuade him, you are sorely mistaken.”
 
  
 
 “The pain of failure is nothing to sneeze at, girl. I would wager that the boy at least shows some hesitation with regards to continuing, and I would not blame him. A few days for him to study and prepare might do him good.”
 
  
 
 “I would wager you any amount that come evening, you will find Rain waiting for you, ready to try once again. He is nothing if not persistent.”
 
  
 
 A long pause followed, possibly conversing with his scouts but more likely thinking things over. “No bet. The boy is too unpredictable, nothing like he appears. Did I ever tell you the first time I saw him? A scared little child, standing before the Chief Provost....”
 
  
 
 The morning wore on and they soon arrived at their new staging point, the Sentinel's all well-practiced by now, splitting into five man squads and riding about in a long circuit, searching for signs of the Defiled. Tanaraq led the way and Alsantset followed, her mind focused on the task at hand. The trails were easy to follow, the lumbering Garo's leaving plenty evidence of their passing, and soon Tanaraq held her hand to still their group. Unlimbering her bow, Alsantset notched an arrow as she split her squad, encircling the Defiled that camped ahead, the sounds of their movement clear as day to her.
 
  
 
 At her signal, her squad burst out of the trees and fired upon the Defiled, a half-dozen warriors falling to their arrows. A small group, she fired twice more before all signs of resistance ended, the warriors and their fearsome mounts exhausted from almost a week of fleeing through hostile territory, an easy victory. There was no glory here, no pride to be had, these Defiled were long since defeated, too worthless to even be reborn as a Demon.
 
  
 
 The Defiled only had time to gather into a circle before dying, their bodies laying in a neat clump and Alsantset approached to burn the bodies, unwilling to leave them to stain the land. A flash of movement caused her to reach for her dagger, but she froze in place upon seeing the cause. Five tiny, Defiled children, perhaps eight years old at most, crawled out from the pile of dead, and her heart bleed at the sight, wanting to do nothing more than open her arms and carry them away, knowing that to do so would sentence them to a fate worse than death, to be tortured for the entertainment of the Empire's soldiers.
 
  
 
 The order to kill caught in her throat as she watched the tiny children stare at the dead, their little faces contorting into rage and hatred as they reached for their parent's weapons, unable to wrench them free from the death grips, and she thought of her own babies, of how they would fare if she were to fall in battle, how they would react to standing over her corpse, the thought almost bringing her to her knees.
 
  
 
 She told herself that they were Defiled, corrupted by the touch of the Father. Despite their age, they were capable of survival and would grow to become fully fledged warriors, possibly even Demons. Killing them here was a mercy, and not letting them die slowly of starvation or exposure, as it was her duty to hunt them all down. Every last Defiled, Akanai had stressed.
 
  
 
 But still she stood, frozen in indecision. Kill them, or let them go free?
 
  
 
 The world around her rippled as the flesh of one of the children began to undulate as if its body were nothing more than fluid and skin. Ripping a weapon from the grasp of a corpse, it turned to face her, its eyes twin pools of darkness as it deformed and shifted, Alsantset resisting the urge to weep while reaching for her spear.
 
  
 
 This was why the children could not be spared, and she thanked the Mother, the decision made for her as she drove her weapon forward to impale the child-turned Demon.
 
  
 
 There would be time to cry later. For now, she had bloody work to do.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Du Min Gyu lay quietly on his back as he rested upon his bed, idling away the time as he tried to come up with a practical excuse to remain in the camp. He had announced on the first day that he would leave after the funeral was over, but after seeing the young girl on the verge of Awakening he wanted to stay and see how she fared. It was a rare thing to come across someone in such a state, and despite his advanced years it was possible for him to have his own Insights from watching her. Even Kai had never Awakened, nor had any of his other Disciples or students. It was maddening that Akanai would not help the girl, a waste of a young talent, and he had tossed and turned for hours trying to understand why she would do such a thing.
 
  
 
 Finally unable to stay in bed any longer, he silently summoned Kyung to prepare a bath so as to buy more time. After a long soak and meticulous grooming, Min Gyu had stalled for as long as he could, even going as far as putting on his dress uniform, an ornately patterned black robe with red trim, complete with a wide sash and ridiculous hairpiece that hung a small curtain of beads in front of his face. If he were to leave, then he would leave them with the impression of dignity and gravitas, how a civilized soldier behaved.
 
  
 
 Feeling only slightly ridiculous, he stepped out of the tent, doing his best to look imposing as he slowly strode forward, Akanai ready and waiting for him at their table. Seating himself, he instructed his guards to break camp slowly and sipped leisurely at his cup of tea. Damn, who had boiled this tea? It had waited here for him and he had drunk without thinking, but the taste was foreign to him. A smirk from Akanai answered his question and he cursed himself for availing himself to her hospitality. It had been so close, he had managed thus far to avoid accepting anything from her, but this tiny sip of tea had ruined it all. At least it was delicious, a fragrant aroma and a sweet, refreshing taste that quickly dried on his tongue, he could tell it was of high quality, the thickness denoting its age. “Delicious tea.” There was no helping it, he had helped himself to the drink and it would be impolite to simply remain silent.
 
  
 
 “Cassia. The forests here are thick with it, it has a calm, soothing effect. I see that your man receives some for your journey north.” She drank her tea as well, her tone polite but not inviting, which suited him just fine as they both lapsed into silence once more. His breakfast arrived, and he ate slowly as the morning wore on, delaying the inevitable. It was impossible to simply stay in the camp but at least she had made no mention of his dallying, allowing him to leave at his own pace.
 
  
 
 As he sluggishly marched down the hill away from the camp, he felt a slight pull in the wind, a disruptive flow of air nearby, and he smiled to himself as he changed course, heading towards the source of the disruption while Akanai and his little aide followed him. Moving through the dense trees and into a clearing, he found that his instincts had been correct: the little deer girl was sitting in quiet meditation, her quin curled up beside her, once again struggling to Awaken and accept the Mother's Blessing. Quietly signaling for his chair, he sat facing the girl, waiting patiently for her to succeed or fail, unsure of which to hope for. He was no longer in Akanai's camp, his words had been upheld.
 
  
 
 The short jaunt down the hill had set his hip aflame and he packed his pipe once again, smoking leisurely as he watched. Akanai's daughter began playing chess with the slave, and with nothing else to do, he kept an eye on the game as it progressed now that they were playing in his line of sight. After only a few moves, his temper began to flare, and unable to help himself, he opened his mouth to speak. “The slave will never learn if you play like that. Bring the board here.”
 
  
 
 After a few quiet looks between mother and daughter, the slave placed the board on his table and stood at attention before him, declining her master's offer of a chair. Idiotic. Resetting the pieces, he gestured for her to begin, and took her king in four moves. They played thrice more, and each time he won in less than a handful of moves, the slave learning too slowly from her own mistakes. “Foolish slave, I don't recall you being so dim-witted. The game is about control and denial, you cannot make so many inefficient moves. Your opening move, how does that aid you in the following turns? Why move the same piece twice, when you could instead free up your more powerful pieces?”
 
  
 
 He received no answer, but did not expect one, letting her think through her moves as he promptly won game after game, taking time to elaborate on certain stratagems as he played, and after half an hour, the slave was able to hold out for 10 to 15 moves, a marked improvement. Giving Akanai's daughter a look, he scolded her lightly. “Letting the game drag on for no reason gives her the illusion that she has made no mistakes. That is no way to learn. Failure gives her the opportunity to try again more rationally.” The girl snorted and crossed her arms, and he could sense the dialogue between mother and child, likely unflattering to him.
 
  
 
 The sound of his guards apprehending someone made him look away from the game, and his guards soon dragged in the struggling, one-armed Rain. His eyes narrowed at the sight of him, this foul-mouthed braggart that had so antagonized Kai, but he quickly sighed and had his guards release the boy, returning to his game of chess. With windblown hair and ragged clothes, the boy would have looked pitiful even in a city alongside the beggars, there was little point in holding a grudge. Children would speak out of turn, and a savage child could not be expected to be well mannered.
 
  
 
 Akanai spoke to the boy, and he listened, affecting an attitude of indifference. “You are well, boy? I heard of your progress from Tokta, your sister is worried for you.”
 
  
 
 “I'm fine, thanks. Arm hurts, feels like it's being chewed on by an acid spewing lizard, but other than that, I'm 100%... minus the arm. So.. .92%? I dunno.” The little timid boy kept glancing over, his head down and shoulders slouching, as if trying to hide in his own shadow. Pitiful, this was the child who had upset Kai so badly that he dared to risk antagonizing the Society? Foolish disciple.
 
  
 
 “Are you well enough for the Forms? It has been some time since we last trained together, I look forward to gauging your progress.”
 
  
 
 Oh? Was the boy Akanai's disciple? Stealthily watching them as he continued to play chess, the boy's Forms impressed him, moving as if unhindered by his missing arm with a grace and poise rarely seen in one so young, his beautifully crafted sword moving in deadly arcs as Akanai looked on and corrected a few of his movements. Difficult as it was to admit, he was more skilled than Kai had been at his age, more skilled than any young talent he had ever met, but in the end, it was only demonstrating the Forms. Warriors who focused solely on the Forms were quickly overshadowed by others who spent the time and dedication learning to manipulate their chi. The little deer girl would surpass him in a year if she were not already stronger than him, the half-beasts usually only surpassed by humans later in life.
 
  
 
 He studied the boy's movements for a moment, Prancing Stride combined with Rising Steps, while his arms struck out savagely, Darting Fang and Uplifts the Sequoia, four Forms at once, all working in harmony. Power and grace, the boy moved and reset, trying it again and again, adjusting his movements each time, learning through trial and error. Two steps, stab, twist and gouge, and he would stop, shaking his head at some problem, before trying again, all while Akanai watched silently, offering no guidance for his problem. A chance to show his superiority at last.
 
  
 
 Smiling to himself, he strode forward and took charge. “Hmph. Feel honored boy, for I will explain for you what it is that you have yet to grasp.” The boy jumped aside at his voice, his eyes wide as he backed away and Min Gyu smiled wolfishly at him, holding his attention. Shedding his outer robes and allowing Kyung to catch them, he stretched his arms and knees before he began. “Observe.” Moving slowly, he performed a half-dozen variations of the first two movements while lecturing him. “The strength comes from the footwork, rather than the final attack. Toe-heel, slide and step, four parts to the movement, and after each part you can feint or attack. There is no need to limit yourself to attacking after the full movement, or even using the same attack each time. You could perform Swiping the Rushes, or step back with Gliding Wing, or move into an even closer position with Balance on Windy Leaf. Those are just a few options, there are endless variations to this subset of movements. There is no 'correct' combination as you seem to be searching for, rather they all have their place.”
 
  
 
 Throwing a smug smile at Akanai's impassive expression, he saw the understanding in the boy's face and basked in the immense satisfaction that came from having guided a young talent. Straightening up, he arched his back, eyes shut in a grimace as he worked out the knots in his spine. Lamenting in silence at how age was the one enemy he could not defeat, he slowly shuffled back to his chair, content over his minor victory over Akanai, packing his pipe once again to ease the aches.
 
  
 
 Ordering his guards to begin cooking a lavish lunch, he chuckled to himself at his devious plan. He was outside of Akanai's camp, he had given instruction to her disciple, and now, he would have her eat at his table, playing the gracious host in contrast to her inhospitable demeanor this past seven days, shaming her actions with his superiority. While he laughed silently, the boy continued to practice under Akanai's watch, but she stopped him only after half an hour, citing the need to rest. With all his other flaws, the boy lacked stamina as well. Shameful. “Your progress is barely passable, but this is all for today. I heard that Tokta had to cut a tumor the size of a fist from you, it must have been unpleasant. Do you intend to return to your healing tonight?"
 
  
 
 “Absolutely. The sooner I finish regenerating my arm, the happier I'll be, the pain is worse than I expected, but I'll manage.”
 
  
 
 Hearing their conversation, Min Gyu could not help but stare in disbelief, his mind racing to decide if he had heard wrong or misinterpreted their conversation. “Boy, you are not having your arm regenerated, but actually learning on your own?” At the boy's affirmation, his mind began to spin as he worked through the implications. Talented, far too talented, for Akanai to have so many prodigies in her care was simply the Mother showing favor! The daughter, the deer girl, the boy, and even the slave now, each of them were tremendously talented, and who knew how many others Akanai had hidden away? It was no wonder she could be so indifferent to the deer girls plight. It was simply unacceptable, that hateful woman could eat the loss of a single one without shedding a tear.
 
  
 
 Unable to contain his indignation, he marched himself to the deer girl, rudely interrupting her mediation without a second thought. “Your name?”
 
  
 
 Blinking as she came out of her trance, the deer girl looked forlorn and upset, stuttering over her words. Stomping his foot into the grass, he left a small indent and snarled, “Are you daft, girl? I asked for your name!” The wind fluttered up around him, raising grass and dirt in his anger.
 
  
 
 “Lieutenant General, this one's name is Adujan.” Startled, yet still able to show deference, she replied in the manner of a soldier. Good.
 
  
 
 Throwing away all propriety, he announced his intentions for all to hear. “As you already know, I am Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu. Should you wish to become my student, then kneel before me, kowtow thrice, pledge obedience, and I shall raise you into a warrior without peer.” He stood proudly, his arms behind his back, head held high, waiting to hear her gratefully accept his tutelage, along with the torrent of anger and indignation from Akanai, then envy of the other children.
 
  
 
 And he waited.
 
  
 
 And waited.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 How long was this damn brat going to make him wait?
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      Chapter 89 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Adujan blinked in confusion, looking around her as she tried to make sense of everything, her memory of her meditation fading, leaving her empty once again. Du Min Gyu stood before her, his head held high as he awaited her answer, looking every bit like a heroic warrior with his noble demeanor, his beautiful satin robes fluttering lightly in the wind, his token of authority hanging from his belt. This man, this hero, a Lieutenant General of the Imperial Army wanted to take her as a student? Why?
 
  
 
 She had often dreamed of something like this, having her talent recognized and accepted, had worked harder than anyone she knew, learning through trial and error in the absence of anyone to guide her, and the contest at the Society was to be the stage upon which she demonstrated her skills for all to see. In her dreams, it had always been one of the heroes of the village that took her in as Disciple, whether it was Akanai or Tokta, Baatar or Gerel, her dreams had always been rooted inside the village. It was all she knew, the little orphanage with the kind aunties and uncles who did their best, making sure each child was loved and cared for, the beautiful plateaus overlooking the serene landscape, the joyous festivals where everyone banded together to celebrate the milestones of life, year after year.
 
  
 
 Leaving the village had never crossed her mind, the thought of becoming a soldier for a decade enough to drive her to work even harder to become a Sentinel, but now she had a difficult decision ahead of her: accept the offer and become a student to this heroic man, or return home and resume the role of Sentinel, relying only on herself. Her mouth opened and closed several times, wanting to ask questions but afraid of angering the Lieutenant General and losing the chance altogether.
 
  
 
 “Ask him your questions, child.” The Chief Provost spoke up, looking upon her kindly, a hint of a smile in her eyes. “I'm sure he will be glad to answer.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. I've had warriors from every province travel to my doorstep, begging for me to teach them for a single hour. I've turned away more prospective students than I can remember. My time is valuable and I only teach the best, you should be honored by my choice. Yet still you want to ask questions?” Flinching before his glare, Adujan cursed herself for being so indecisive. “Very well, ask and I will answer.”
 
  
 
 Permission granted, she stood to salute and bow before him. “This one is honored by the Lieutenant General's consideration, and will forever be grateful.” It was difficult to speak so formally and her tongue felt twice as large as she fumbled her words. “The Lieutenant General mentioned a pledge, and this one is unsure what that entails.”
 
  
 
 “A small thing. You pledge to honor, respect, and obey, and I then pledge to instruct and protect, and our student-teacher bond formed. Should you prove talented beyond measure, I would consider taking you as my disciple, but that is unlikely to happen. I am at the end of my life and the truth is that you are a half-beast, so it is doubtful if you will be able to learn enough of my teachings before I die.”
 
  
 
 “Wait, like an oath? So she'd be a slave like Kyung?” Rain interrupted and she felt her stomach drop, wishing he had kept silent.
 
  
 
 “Slave?! Who said anything about slavery?” Du Min Gyu threw his hands up, his face flushed beet red as he glared at Rain. “I said student and I meant student. You think me so miserly as to deceive children into becoming my slaves? It is a pledge, not an oath, a mere formality of spoken words so that if she were to break her pledge, I may kill her without remorse or reprisal.”
 
  
 
 Giving Rain a pleading look to keep quiet, she quickly changed the subject so that Du Min Gyu would not dwell on the unintentional insult. “Your feud with my people, would it come to an end? They raised me from birth, clothed and fed me where my biological parents abandoned me, I will not be turned against them.”
 
  
 
 “Whether you accept or reject my generous offer, I have no feud with your people.” Frowning at her hesitance, he looked her in the eyes. “Know this child, I offer this with no ulterior motive. You are talented and wasted here without a Mentor or teacher. Under my tutelage, you will become a top-tier expert in the Empire, a crane standing within a flock of chickens.”
 
  
 
 Still she remained undecided, looking at Shana, and Mila, and Rain, her heart aching at the thought of losing them, terrified at the thought of not returning to the village. Remembering their woes, she brought them up, half hoping to scare him away. “I am embroiled in some legal difficulties with the Society, over an attack we made upon them after the Contest. A trial by combat, and I would not feel right in leaving them to fight without me.”
 
  
 
 At his prodding and with the Chief Provost's approval, she told him everything about their experiences at the Society, sparing no detail of the near death she suffered at their hands, waiting in nervous silence as he stroked his beard for minutes, deep in contemplation. When he finally spoke again, it was with the pride of a warrior, challenging and unafraid. “The student's burdens are shared with the teacher. Accept my offer girl, and I will lend Akanai my full support against the Society.”
 
  
 
 With those words, Adujan dropped to her knees and kowtowed thrice, speaking the words of her pledge. “I pledge to honor, respect, and obey Teacher Du in all things.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good. You are now my student, and I will teach you all that I can and protect you until you are able to protect yourself. No more formal speaking, a teacher for a day, a father for life. Kyung! We must celebrate, serve food and wine for the guests. Student, come sit with your Teacher, exchange drinks and we shall discuss how we proceed from here.” Her teacher turned around and strode back to his table with a smile upon his face and Adujan followed behind him, her head light and stomach fluttering, ready to embark on a new journey towards the peak of martial strength.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Noodles and roasted meat in a broth, a delicious meal, yet difficult to eat one-handed, but not impossible. Drink the soup, then slurp up the noodles and meat, not ideal, but better than being hand fed. Sumila cheerlessly eats her noodles beside me, mournful about Adujan's decision to follow Du Min Gyu. Nudging her gently, I speak softly to her. “Try to be happy for her. The old man is a good teacher, and he seems sincere in wanting to help. Look at how delighted they both are.”
 
  
 
 His face has a healthy glow, although that may be from the wine, smiling as he eats at his table with Adujan, eagerly discussing her training regimen between mouthfuls of food, looking as cheerful as can be, his eyes almost disappearing into his wrinkles. Adujan is smiling as well, a radiant, animated air about her as she describes her customary practice, pouring the old man's wine and heaping food into his bowl, the two of them looking like grandfather and granddaughter.
 
  
 
 Making a rude sound, Sumila continues to pout. “That old man stole her away, Yan was doing fine here, she doesn't need a teacher. We were finally such close friends but now she's going to have to leave with him, and who knows when she'll return. I know Yan wanted a teacher, but why pick that stupid old man? He's probably a terrible teacher, 'half-beast' this and that, the snobbish fool.”
 
  
 
 Surprisingly, it is Li Song who answers, speaking in her customary monotone. “Teacher Du is an excellent instructor, with many visitors each day, clamoring to seek his instruction, gathering in droves when he announces a lecture. This slave is honored to have been taught by him, said to be one of the foremost instructors of the Central Province.” She must actually like the old fart, she never speaks up about anything without Sumila's prompting, even going as far as almost criticizing her. Baby steps.
 
  
 
 Interrupting before Sumila says something she will regret, I hurriedly add, “I agree. His perception and ability to clarify things is amazing. Just a quick look at my movements, and he was able to explain something I've tried to figure out for days now.” Exceedingly helpful, unlike some disembodied voices in my head.
 
  
 
 Sending him a message, I ask, “Why can't the ancestors just speak plainly? Clear and concise details with simple explanations, is that too much to ask for?”
 
  
 
 “I've told you before brother, they speak to me and I listen. There is no conversing.” His voice sounds bored and restless, ready to be let out, but I kept him under wraps for the day, not wanting Akanai to see him in action just yet. “I simply do not understand why you are wasting your time learning like this. Just allow the ancestors to speak to you, and you will understand. After time, their strength will truly become ours, but only if we both accept them.”
 
  
 
 “You keep saying that, but you never offer any proof, or even a good argument. All you can say is that you hear voices that say they're your ancestors, who offer you power, and you just accept that at face value. It's stupid. If I learn, then I can better gauge my own strength, and not lose an arm to massive trauma."
 
  
 
 "Bah, we survived, did we not? Death is an ever present companion, worry over it is pointless."
 
  
 
 "That attitude is why I'm in charge, because I like living. Now be quiet.” I can almost hear him muttering under his breath as he retreats to his home, sulking like a child.
 
  
 
 “What are you saying Rain?” Sumila's glare catches me off guard. “You think he's a better teacher than Mama?” A glint in her eyes warns me to watch my words carefully.
 
  
 
 “Uh... no, of course not, Akanai is a great teacher as well. I'm just saying, we should be happy for Adujan. Du Min Gyu has a bit of a temper, but that just shows how fiercely he'll look after his own, so there's nothing to worry about. I admit, he isn't the nicest old man around, but he's competent, which is better. She wants to learn how to fight, not how to be polite and sweet. Besides, it's not like they're leaving today, they're setting up their tents here.” It seems like I'll need to find a new place to practice in solitude, and a new sparring partner as well.
 
  
 
 Sumila returns to sulking quietly, and after eating more than my fair share, I make my way back to the camp alone to eat some more, banking up calories for my healing later and studying quietly by the healer's tent. The rest of the day passes by slowly, lost in study and sentimental thoughts, and come evening I find myself standing at the western field, waiting to greet Alsantset as she returns. Spotting them as they break the treeline, I wave happily at her, picking her out from the others easily. Freezing mid wave, I run down the hill towards them, panic bubbling up from my stomach. Alsantset's armor is cut open and stained with blood, her face pale and worn as she sits uncomfortably in the harness, a tired smile on her face at my approach. Her words sound out before I arrive to calm me from my frantic downhill run. “Don't worry little brother. A minor injury, I was careless, hesitating when I should have acted. No harm done.”
 
  
 
 Our dinner together is a little more lonely than normal, Sumila, Adujan, and Li Song all still at the old man's new camp, and I explain the day's events while Alsantset feeds me, despite my protests. I think she misses looking after her kids and sensing that it helps, I obediently allow myself to be fed like a child. It's not so bad, although I do wish that she wouldn't blow on the food for me, and I could do without the quiet joking and laughs of the surrounding Sentinels.
 
  
 
 “So how do you feel about Yan leaving?” The question is asked innocently enough, but I can tell she is bursting with curiosity, her tail lashing about in agitation.
 
  
 
 Pausing for longer than I need just to savor her anxiety, I answer honestly. “I don't know. While I was studying today, I kept looking up to check on her progress, forgetting that she wasn't there. It was... lonely, I guess, and I'll miss her, but this is a great opportunity for her, and she needs to do what's best for herself.”
 
  
 
 “That's very mature of you. What do you think of the old man?”
 
  
 
 “He's strong. Able to fight on par with Akanai, he's the first person we've met that was so capable. His attitude isn't great, he seems to have some problems with demi-humans, but he means what he says, and he already accepted Adujan as a student, so I'm not worried about that, especially after seeing them eat lunch together. He just seems like a product of his upbringing, believing that demi-humans are inferior to humans, but he has no malice in that regard.” Smiling, I tell her about how he played chess all morning, then pretended to be in a rush, a cute, grumpy old man, unable to just say that he wants to stay. “I think he really hit it off with Akanai, they're similar in temperament, sitting around looking noble and calm, but probably silently chatting away about the good old days, or whatever it is that old people talk about.”
 
  
 
 “Do not let her hear you call her old.” Handing me a bowl of soup, she leans back tiredly and watches me drink it, looking forlorn and upset. Concerned, I try to ask her what's wrong, but she simply shakes her head and feigns a smile, unwilling to speak about it. I wish she'd rely on me for help sometimes, but to her, I'll always be that tiny, battered child that she found wandering the forests, ready to collapse. It's nice to be loved, but I'd like to be depended on as well.
 
  
 
 Healing with Tokta is uneventful, simply more review while my body builds up the required mass so that I can try regeneration without risk of overtaxing my body. Take too much and the body will shut down, so healing is officially on hiatus for a day or two. I made a mistake in rushing too quickly, but I think that as long as I keep focused, I'll have my arm back in no time at all. Tokta is less optimistic, but that's just how he is. I wonder what happened to the meat ball I popped out of my arm?
 
  
 
 Returning to my tent early, I lay awake, tossing and turning, too much on my mind to sleep properly. After some time, the tent flap parts and Adujan crawls in quietly, doing her best not to disturb me. I listen quietly as she changes into her cotton shift and lays in her bedroll, just happy that she's still staying here, at least for now. I'd been a little worried that she would stay at her new teachers campground, forgetting all about me.
 
  
 
 “Rain? You awake?” Her quiet voice breaks the silence, and I swallow the lump in my throat.
 
  
 
 “Yea. How was your first day with your new teacher?”
 
  
 
 “You sound jealous.” Even in the dark, I can almost make out her teasing grin as she lies beside me within arms reach. “It was incredible, Teacher Du pointed out so many things that I could be doing to improve, and after I explained my problem with cultivating, he says that he can help me with that too! He was cryptic about it, but I'm just so excited, I've felt like something was wrong for a while now, and he's going to fix it. A Lieutenant General as my teacher Rain, I've dreamed about this since I was a little girl.”
 
  
 
 I am jealous. I want to say it, ask her to stay, but what right do I have? We're friends, not lovers, and any feelings I have might not even be real, I can't ask her to give up her dreams for that. I listen quietly to her gush about her day, trying to be happy for her while we lay together in the darkness. “We did drills all day and I am exhausted, but so excited about this new change. We're leaving tomorrow morning...” Shit. I thought there would be more time. “... heading north to pick up another one of his students at the Flying Tiger Fortress. I'll miss you all of course, but we won't be leaving the province until after the business with the Society has been taken care of, so we'll see each other again soon. Promise me that you will look after Shana? Give those pups plenty of hugs for me, and I'll give Husolt your greetings if you need.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. No, can't do that.” Clearing my throat a few times, I try my best to sound cheerful. “Shana is yours, I bought her from Akanai as a gift for you, but I was saving the news as a surprise for when I do something that makes you angry. I bought Zabu too, you should take him as well. I wouldn't want to be around that fussy quin after Shana leaves, and the old man seems to like him, but you need to promise to bring him back to visit. Zabu, not the old man. Well, he can come too, but yea. It doesn't matter if it's ten years or fifty years from now, you have to come back... with Zabu. And his pups. So I can meet them.” Real smooth there. Fucking hell.
 
  
 
 “Just take her you fool. She is within your grasp, she will not refuse.”
 
  
 
 God dammit. “You, shut the fuck up! I'm trying to have a personal moment here, is a little privacy too much to ask for?”
 
  
 
 “Ah, look, she approaches. Take action brother, I'll quiet down now.” He makes no mention about not watching though, and the thought makes me feel uneasy. I am not a fan of having an audience, even if it is technically me watching myself. Does that make me a voyeur?
 
  
 
 Doing my best to ignore those thoughts, I lay still as Adujan shifts over in her bedroll, her warm cheek pressing against my left shoulder, the two of us almost-cuddling together in our tent. “Um... this isn't working.” She jerks back at my voice, stammering out an apology, but without thinking I reach out and grab her arm, pulling her gently back into my arms. “No, I meant, with you lying on my arm, your horn was poking me in the throat. It's incredibly nerve-wracking, like sleeping with a spear jabbing me. Do you sharpen them or something?”
 
  
 
 Relaxing a bit, she lays her head down next to mine, our faces touching as I take in her scent. “Yes I do actually. I always thought it would be incredible to impale an enemy on them, but then I'd get covered in blood and guts. A good option to have though.” We both chuckle nervously, my heartbeat hammering away in my ears. She lets out an easy sigh and sinks deeper against me, the two of us now fully cuddling together, separated only by our bedrolls, her soft, silky skin pressed against my neck. “Why didn't you speak up sooner? Had I known, I would have refused Teacher Du.”
 
  
 
 “What? No, you did the right thing, that old man is stronger than anyone we've ever met, and he seems genuinely interested in teaching you. Why would you give that up?”
 
  
 
 She sighs again, louder this time. “You really are an idiot... So what now?”
 
  
 
 “We sleep. Then tomorrow, we part ways until who knows when. You live your life, enjoy yourself, meet new people, do new things, chase your dreams... Maybe fall in love, start a family, whatever it is you want to do. When we see each other again, we will pick up our friendship as it is now, and tell each other all about our experiences. I love you and wish you all the best Yan.”
 
  
 
 A quiet, "I love you too, Rain." follows, and the two of us lay there together in silence, taking comfort in each others presence as we drift to sleep, arms intertwined, unsure of the future, but secure in the fact that we will always remain friends.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Maybe I should have told her about buying Shana earlier.
 
  
 
 Damn it.
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 “Go Huu, win this quickly!”
 
  
 
 “Crush him hubby, we love you!”
 
  
 
 The encouraging shouts from Huu's cheering section is less than helpful as I desperately block attack after attack, my wrist and arm shaking after each blow, my hand almost numb from the impacts. Backpedaling as quickly as I can, I try to slip around his attacks, but his pattern is well-practiced, leaving little for me to exploit, with no other options but to continue blocking, trying to angle my blade to deflect rather than meet them head on, but even then the difference in power is astonishing. With two hands and a great saber with a hilt longer than my entire sword, the number of advantages I hold equal to less than zero. So unfair.
 
  
 
 Still, it's not like my defeat is written in stone. Catching an errant slash with a soft block, I use the impact to leap further away to one side, gaining some distance. Anticipating his reaction, I parry the thrust and step in towards him as he overextends, shoulder checking into him while favoring the tender area of the stump. Staggering him back a single step, my practice sword rings discordantly as I drag it along the edge of his saber to slash across his chest.
 
  
 
 An elbow to the side of my head staggers me before I can complete my attack, while a powerful strike knocks the sword from my hand, spinning off into the crowd as Huu's saber comes to a rest gently on my left shoulder, the edge touching my neck, its weight bearing down upon me. Unable to speak for lack of breath, I signal my defeat and tiredly walk off, wheezing as I watch Sentinels and soldiers exchanging money, more than a little going to Sumila who is acting as my collection agent. It's not a lot of coin, mostly coppers and silvers, but every little bit counts. I spent almost everything I had on Zabu and Shana and I feel uneasy when I don't have money. It is what makes the world go around, after all.
 
  
 
 Dagen grins as he accepts coins while standing off the side, laughing as he counts each payment. “Boy you did well lasting for 20 exchanges, these fools thought Big Huu was going to knock you out in a single swing. When you next go to a city, I should take you to compete in the prize fighting arenas. With your slight, scrawny frame, it wouldn't surprise me if you got 1 to 10 odds from the betting houses, we would make a fortune in a single fight!”
 
  
 
 He continues to happily count his coins while I crash to the floor, resting in a semi-prone position, my elbow propping me up, wishing I could just lay here and sleep. A soldier meander's over towards me with one leg and a pair of crutches, grinning wickedly as Sentinels pay him as he passes, dropping coins into his shirt pocket. “That one ain't wrong, little hero, just make sure you let old Bulat come with.” His heavily scarred face and single clear eye grow maudlin for a moment before he recovers his good cheer. “I'll be given the boot from the army soon and ain't no place fer a peg-legged cripple on a farm, I'd just be a burden on me ma. I could live like a king by betting every spare coin on ye, and oh what a sight it would be t'see ye fight in the grand arena, standing among heroes of the ages.”
 
  
 
 “Mama – er... Lieutenant General Akanai said she'd take care of any soldiers who are discharged due to injury.” Sumila interjects, but the offer only makes Bulat look irritated.
 
  
 
 “Cripple or no, Bulat don't need no pity to get by. While grateful to the general, live or die, Bulat will make his own way in the world, little missy. You ever head to the arena, you be sure to let old Bulat know, boy.” Chortling as he ambles away, he continues to collect his winnings from those he bet with, a large smile upon his face making him look more terrifying than ever. He's only 22, a kid just starting his life, but I can sense his feelings of defeat beneath the false, cheery exterior. We met in the healing tents as he recovered and I changed his bandages a few times, exchanging pleasantries each day, but neither his leg nor his scars will be treated, the time and energy of the healers a precious resource not to be squandered. Bulat isn't the only one either, the same for many other heavily injured soldiers, tossed aside once they are no longer of any use, too prideful to accept Akanai's help as it would mean the end of their self worth.. It's a real shame.
 
  
 
 Handing me my earnings, Sumila frowns in silent judgment as I count out the meager winnings. She does not approve of my gambling but it's barely more than a few silvers. Soldiering is not exactly a lucrative career, but I don't feel too bad about taking their money, they'd just gamble it away on something else. Long-term saving is not high in priority for most of them, as once their term of service is completed, they'll be paid a handsome bonus, a severance package of sorts, or they'll be dead or crippled, a fate worse than death. Most jobs aren't as safe as our current one, sitting around in camp for a few weeks while Akanai cleans up the forest, and even though there aren't any numbers on just how many soldiers survive to receive that package, I would harbor a guess at around 20%, if not less. I mean, in one major engagement we lost close to 50% of our soldiers, so I'm not too optimistic about their chances of survival in the long-term.
 
  
 
 Huu walks by and pulls me up, helping me roughly to my feet with a single hand, letting me lean on him without appearing to. He's a good guy, but too keen on appearances, trying to help me look strong and proud, but I couldn't give a fuck. Still, it's the thought that counts, and I pat him on the arm in thanks, complimenting him on the match. “Good fight, you're stronger than ever. Kind of depressing.”
 
  
 
 “You held me off longer than I'd like, especially since you only have one arm. If I were being honest, even ignoring your missing arm, you look terribly weak, like you've been starved for a week. It will be a far more even match when you are in fighting condition, I take no pride in this victory.” Brushing his silver hair aside, he makes a show of wiping his forehead, pretending to have expended effort in beating me, even though he isn't even breathing hard much less sweating. Like I said, a good guy. His two lovely, blushing brides-to-be approach full of giggles and praise, fawning over him as they bring him away, likely to show him off in a more impressive match. He looks over his shoulder at me apologetically and I wave him off to show there are no hard feelings.
 
  
 
 “He's right, you did well for how ragged you look, I don't even understand why anyone would even want to watch that match, it was a foregone conclusion.” Sumila falls in beside me as we head towards the cooking fires, our destination before I got sidetracked by the match.
 
  
 
 “Well, I wanted to see how strong Huu is now and everyone was clamoring to see the fight. Besides, I might have won if I were just a little faster.” Smiling wryly to myself as I shake my head, I add, “Most of those people handing money to Dagen and Bulat were Sentinels. Seems they all really like and respect Huu, I'm a little envious.” Especially about his two little wives. All I get are scruffy soldiers giving me crooked grins and silent nods. Where are my fawning fans? I hate to admit it, but I really miss Mei Lin, my own personal cheering section along with her favorite helpers, the two adorable twins.
 
  
 
 “Idiot. They'd like you just as much if you ever fought alongside them, instead of running off on your own to do who knows what.” Sumila's light punch to my uninjured shoulder almost knocks me off-balance and she quickly reacts to keep me from falling, holding me close to her, just barely keeping me standing. After a few moments of apologetic silence, she returns to full throttle lecturing. “You shouldn't take money from the soldiers though, they're a poor bunch. It's not like you even need the coin, you can earn far more from your herbalism and apothecary goods.”
 
  
 
 “I don't need another lecture from you. I didn't force them to bet against me and I'm running low on funds. In case you haven't noticed, I'm not very good with my finances. I just recently spent all my coin on a pair of roosequins and then promptly gave them away for free. ” I did shy away from accepting bets from any of the cripples though, I was confident enough to survive five exchanges.
 
  
 
 “That's another thing, why'd you have to just give them to her? You should have kept them both, saying you would gift them when she returned, then Yan would have to come back for Shana, you idiot.” Shit that's a good point, which she ruins with a tiny giggle. Ugh, giggling, I am not a fan of it, even if it does make her look adorable, her hands held over her mouth in a girlish gesture. “Although Mama almost had a fit when she watched that old man wave goodbye as he rode off on top of Zabu. You always know just how to upset her.”
 
  
 
 Shit. How could that possibly upset her? Is that why she wouldn't give me a spare quin to ride? What did I even do? Bah, who cares, that woman is insane, she'll get angry about anything. We soon reach the cooking fires and find Alsantset hard at work preparing dinner for us, while Li Song works beside her, chopping and peeling delicious veggies, mostly tubers. “It's great that Li Song is willing to be separated from you, even if it is only to make you dinner.”
 
  
 
 Crinkling her nose, Sumila remains silent on the matter, a matter of some debate in her eyes. I think she actually likes having Li Song hang around her every minute of every day. After Adujan left a little over ten days ago, Alsantset was freed from her hunting duties and went back to looking after the camp, with Sumila and Li Song as her scribes, leaving me to my scholarly pursuits. The two cat-girls seem to share an unspoken bond, and Alsantset began stealing Li Song away without permission, to help with dinner each night. Most of the time, Li Song slips away when Alsantset's attention is elsewhere, but that hasn't happened in two days now.
 
  
 
 Much to her disappointment, Sumila found out that Alsantset had ordered Li Song to stay away from Sumila until their work was done, and she was unhappy at what she called an abuse of power. After a few minutes of a quiet stare down, Sumila refrained from bringing up the subject again. I think Alsantset gave her a private lecture, but the details of which remain a mystery to me. They have some conflicting views on how Li Song should be cared for, but they both have her best interests at heart so I decided long ago to steer clear of it all. Besides, Alsantset orders everyone around, so she isn't treating Li Song any differently, which I think is helpful.
 
  
 
 “What happened to you? You were supposed to rest today, to build up your energy for tomorrow, Tokta was clear about that.” Alsantset stops turning the spit to rush over to me, checking my dusty, ragged frame for injuries, a near murderous look on her face.
 
  
 
 “I had a friendly little match with Huu, nothing serious, no need to get all moody.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at me, she pinches both my cheeks and pulls hard enough that I start to tear up. “Do not speak to me in that tone, it is not my fault you are hurt and beaten. It has been a week Rain, and you still have yet to make much progress on your healing. That is normal and failures will happen, but you must conserve your energy, rest often and eat plenty. Tokta already scolded you once when he found out you were sparring each day, and your body is so thin and malnourished already. Do not force me to keep you in eyesight all day, I have enough on my mind as it is.” Ignoring my eye roll, she returns to the fire and removes the meat, slicing it into five sections and handing me two of them, doling out one each for the rest of them. Similarly, I also receive two portions of rice, vegetables, soup, and fruits, along with a glare that says I better eat it all, or I will be force-fed. She has very expressive glares, my sister.
 
  
 
 When dinner is finished, Sumila and Li Song leave to play chess while Alsantset forces me to remain behind to study while she cooks more food, intent on fattening me up for my healing, the last few days having been difficult on my body. My ribs are approaching skeletal status, the taxing regeneration taking its toll on me as it devours my fat reserves and muscle mass. Actually, correction, the regeneration doesn't take too much out of me, but my repeated failures are quickly becoming too costly. Every time I mess up, a new mound of disgusting flesh and bone forms, growing larger by the second until Tokta manages to chop it off. Thankfully, none of them have been as large as that first, fist-sized, half-kilo monstrosity, Tokta far more attentive in our subsequent sessions.
 
  
 
 Still, on a bad day, I can pop out two or three of those meatballs before giving up, and even after so many failures, I have no idea what is going wrong each time. In ten days, I've regrown maybe 2cm of my arm, putting me on track to finish growing it in ten months, barring any catastrophic failures. Yes, that's right, exploding mounds of meat and bone are just normal failures, which has me rethinking my whole mindset of the undying warrior. The pain and stress are almost unbearable; the other day, Alsantset plucked a white hair from my head, sending me into a panicked search for more of them. I'm too young to go salt and pepper, I can't even grow a proper beard yet.
 
  
 
 “Here.” Handing me a large bowl of what appears to be a warm, syrupy, fruit soup, Alsantset towers over me as she takes my book from me. A pointed look from her stops me from trying to get out of drinking this as well, my belly full to the point of discomfort. “Don't make faces at me, just eat your food. I swear, you've been in such a mood lately, ever since little Yan left. If only you had acted sooner and asked me to set up your engagement then this all could have been avoided. It is a good lesson for you to learn, however, to act quickly or lose that which you love.” She gives me a pointed look, as if trying to tell me something.
 
  
 
 “I am not grouchy because Adujan left, I'm grouchy because my arm hurts. She's my friend, and I miss her, but that's it.”
 
  
 
 She continues as if I had never spoken. “When Charok and I were your age, he was always bringing me gifts, small things that showed he cared, writing poetry and playing music for me. His parents continually pestered mine over our engagement, and despite Papa's best efforts to thwart our love, I managed to wear him down with Mama's help.” Ha, wear him down, yea right. Baatar told me all about how she threw tantrum after ineffective tantrum until she finally just threatened to run away like a child. I wisely keep my mouth shut and listen to her often repeated stories about her romance with Charok, likely her way of coping with her current circumstances. I miss Charok and the twins too, so I don't mind listening to these stories.
 
  
 
 Evening comes and I find myself crawling into the bedroll early, exhausted from my brief exercise and bloated from drinking almost a litre of fruit soup. I hope I don't have to wake up in the middle of the night to piss, that is never any fun. Looking over at the empty space where Adujan used to sleep, a twinge of pain rushes up my arm and I revel in the memory of her sweet scent as she lay her head on my shoulder, the two of us cuddling together that last night.
 
  
 
 I'm still unsure if my feelings for her are real. It's hard to say, my heart still speeds up every time I pass one of the pretty women who I had imagined a life with, even ones whose names I didn't know. I don't want to commit to Adujan only to find out it's all a lie, that I don't truly love her. Now, with her gone I guess I have some time to sort out my head and find out if my feelings are real, although there isn't much I can do about it if they are. That's life though, better to have love and lost, yadda yadda. I bet she'll find someone else really quickly, she is a lovely girl and none too shy either. I'm not sure how I feel about that. That's one of the things I like about her, she's upfront about her feelings, knows what she likes and is very verbal about it. That, and the shit jokes, I miss them. No one else will engage with me when I bring the topic up.
 
  
 
 “Are you pining away for the little deer-girl again?” Not even this asshole. He'll rave about killing and fighting, but make one distasteful joke and he looks at me like I killed a child. It's hard to believe we're the same person sometimes. “ It is times like this where I am glad I cannot hear your thoughts. Just go find the red panda girl and her slave, I'm sure they will take your mind off of things. They sleep together, so deliciously wicked.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring him the best I can as he narrates his filthy imagination, I rummage through my pack for my sleeping pills, the pain in my ass that is my other self compounding the pain in my arm. I've tried to be sparing in their use but even exhausted as I am, the pain still keeps me awake at night, sometimes causing me to spring awake gasping from an errant bump when I shift in my sleep. I'd rather die in my sleep from an animal attack than wake up five times a night in extreme pain, only to stare at an empty space until drifting back to sleep.
 
  
 
 Tomorrow, I get back to healing, slow and steadily until my arm is whole.
 
  
 
 Fail and fail again, until I no longer fail.
 
  
 
 I wish I were talented, able to do something effortlessly while everyone else tries and fails.
 
  
 
 I wonder what that would be like?
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 “I need you to cut off my finger.” I declare my request with steady confidence, which quickly withers away as Tokta stares silently at me, his expressionless gaze bearing down upon me, scouring my very soul as he scrutinizes me as if I were an unpleasant stain upon his robe, trying to decide how to best scrape me out of his life. “Uh... cut off my finger, please?” He has a way about him that makes me feel so uncomfortable, as if he was here simply to judge all of my inadequacies. I don't know why exactly I feel that way, he's never said anything to specifically insult me but he has an air of finality about him, as if he knows I'm going to fail spectacularly and is just waiting to silently disapprove.
 
  
 
 “Okay.” His blade whistles out of his sheath and dances through his fingers with a well-practiced twirl. According to some stories, Tokta was so in love with conducting surgery on his patients he chose a straight-edged, curved-back general purpose kitchen knife as his first Spiritual Weapon, and while I haven't personally seen him fight with it, the ease and precision with which he cuts through my flesh is enough to convince me that he truly loves his job, despite the world-weary expression he carries all day. “Which finger?”
 
  
 
 Uncertainty begins to creep in through the back of my mind, and I take an involuntary step back at his unexpected enthusiasm, holding my hand out before me. Rethinking that decision, I quickly ball my hand into a fist and hide it behind my back. “Wait, don't you need to hear why? Or, I dunno, clean your knife and prepare in case something goes wrong?”
 
  
 
 “No need. Don't be shy and hold out your hand. If you can't decide, let me choose and it will be a surprise. This will only take a second.” He steps towards me, somehow retaining the same bored expression while still appearing eager and excited in his body language. I guess it's not every day that he has someone volunteer for an amputation.
 
  
 
 “Look, I just want you to slice off the tip of my pinky finger, just below the nail so I can reattach it and see what happens firsthand.” I extend the sacrificial digit out and off to the side of my hand, my arm fully extended and eyes closed, dreading the incoming pain.
 
  
 
 “It's done.” No sound of the blade chopping through the air, not even the sound of his clothes moving. Huh. That wasn't so bad, I didn't even feel a thing. Peeking open my eyes to view his handiwork, I gaze upon the bloody stump of my finger, cut down to the base of the knuckle and my stomach drops out from beneath me as my head begins to spin, my mind unable to focus on anything besides the fact that my entire finger is gone. Bright, arterial blood gushes from the open wound, spraying about to coat Tokta's robes, although one would hardly notice it among the multitude of blood stains already on his outfit. Bending over, he picks up my severed digit and holds it out to me, waggling it in front of my face. “You should begin the healing process immediately, as more time passes it will become more difficult. I will even hold it in place for you.” A few more seconds pass before he frowns, leaning in to stare into my eyes whilst snapping in front of my face. “What's the matter with you boy?”
 
  
 
 “What's the matter with me?!” My voice grows indignant and high-pitched, cracking from the stress. “I said just the tip and you chopped off the entire finger!”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Waving with the hand that still holds my finger, he dismisses my accusations without a thought. “There is no practical difference when it comes to attachment and it's easier for me to hold a finger as opposed to just a tiny nub of flesh. Stop complaining, this is simply what is best.”
 
  
 
 “Well I'm sorry for almost inconveniencing YOU!”
 
  
 
 “Apology accepted. Get to work now before I feed this to a quin. I have better things to do than to play with you all day.”
 
  
 
 It is only with great self-control that I am able to let go of my anger and calm down, as well as the realization that he is now equipped to beat me to death with my own finger. The blood loss may also be a factor, and I shakily plop down onto the dirty, blood stained ground, taking deep breaths to center myself as Tokta holds my finger in place against my hand. Reaching for Balance, I'm surprised to find that upon inner examination, it appears as if my finger is still attached and only leaking blood as if from a deep cut. Directing my chi towards it, trying to keep the healing process as slow as possible, I carefully study the proceedings.
 
  
 
 The two parts attach themselves loosely, beginning at the skin and working its way inwards, flesh and tendons connecting as my chi seems to take physical form and bond the two parts together, new tissue created to hold it all together. The severed blood vessels simply plow forward in new paths, sending fresh blood into the appendage. The bone reconnects itself in a natural manner, an area of inflammation and clotting that repeats over and over to harden into a new sliver of bone, all done without any guidance from me other than the initial push.
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes to study the mended finger, I wiggle it around while ignoring the searing pain, trying to see if there is any noticeable change. Other than the fact that I barely needed to think about the healing process, the finger fully fixed much like how I was regenerating my arm, albeit at a faster pace than I am able to do while directing each step.
 
  
 
 “Learn anything useful?” Tokta sits at a table nearby, grinding away with a mortar and pestle. Guess he got bored waiting.
 
  
 
 “I think so.” Might as well discuss it with Tokta, Other me is utterly useless in this regard. He still wants me to hunt down a bear even though I explained that bear arms would kill us, a complete idiot. “How does chi become a solid object? It doesn't seem real, an invisible and ethereal energy that somehow turns into physical blood and tissue.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging without any concern, he answers with a question. “How does the wind pick up a leaf?” More fucking philosophical bullshit, but thankfully, he continues. “However, your thinking is incorrect, chi does not become a physical thing. Your chi simply fuels the process of healing, speeding it along like how food becomes energy for you to move. The wind in the sails pushing the boat, the steam in the kettle firing the cork, unseen and intangible, yet capable of affecting the physical.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... Fair enough. Going over a few things, I decide that it makes no difference, that my theory is still possible. “I don't believe that I need to visualize and guide each step of the regeneration process. There's a … Phantom arm of mine that dictates how my real arm should be, so technically my body should know how to recreate it without my direction.”
 
  
 
 “More experienced healers than you or I have tried, but it is always better for a man to make his own mistakes.” Great. He's humoring me. At least he isn't outright laughing. “What do you plan to do next?”
 
  
 
 Coughing to stall for time, I gather my courage and resolve, looking him straight in the eye. “I need to lose a tooth and watch it heal.” Seeing the corner of his lips raise as he moves to stand, I quickly back away and specify, “Just one fucking tooth, you sadist. Don't punch me in the mouth or something crude, I need you to remove a single tooth while leaving the root intact. You said it will grow back from normal healing, right? I want to see that in action.” He is far too eager to do these things, in my opinion. At least try to look hesitant.
 
  
 
 “You and your odd fixation on your teeth. I cannot understand it but I will be glad to help.” His fingers tap excitedly across his desk as he sits in waiting, betraying his eagerness to inflict pain upon me. While we wait, I say a small prayer of apology to his wife, just in case I've awoken something in Tokta, the closet sadist showing his true colors. Before I can gather the courage to ask what we're waiting for, a Sentinel arrives with a small case of tools and a porcelain jar, leaving both on Totka's desk while giving us a strange look. He lingers for a moment before being shooed away by Tokta, who pulls out a curved, iron tool, with a wooden handle perpendicular to the bar and tipped with a blunted hook. Holding it in his fist, the iron bar and hook poking out from between his fingers, he stands from his chair and waves me over, gesturing for me to sit.
 
  
 
 This may have been a mistake.
 
  
 
 Gingerly making my way towards the chair, Tokta busies himself by rinsing out a teacup and pouring a measure of wine from the jar. “Drink this boy, you are going to need it. Slosh it around your mouth first.” Shakily throwing back the harsh drink, burning as it slides down my throat, I gasp and blink as I hold out my cup for more. A long pause ensues, during which he stares at me once again as if debating how to best dispose of me, before a second, more generous measure makes it way into my cup, and this time under his careful watch, I follow his instructions, letting the terrible tasting liquor coat the inside of my mouth, the taste almost making me gag.
 
  
 
 “What is that stuff?” It's horrible, and almost makes me want to never drink again.
 
  
 
 “The Tears of the Mother, my personal stash, unflavored and pure. Steam distilled five times and made with the best Dragon Pearl Barley available, aged in earthenware for twenty years and imported from the Eastern Province.” He pours himself a cup and drinks it down, smacking his lips in appreciation. “Delicious stuff. Be appreciative that I am willing to share, this jar was horrendously expensive as it is the Emperor's alcohol of choice.”
 
  
 
 It tastes like foot fungus and leaves my mouth dry as I try not to heave, but I remain silent out of politeness. Who knew that Tokta would be one of those people who likes to emulate their heroes. I wonder if there's some sort of publication detailing all of this? Opening my mouth wide, he begins to insert the hooked end into my mouth, before pulling back, leaving me with a metal taste on my tongue. “One thing to note, do not attempt to direct the healing in your tooth, just passively allow it to heal on its own. If a tumor grows in your mouth, I will have to remove your jaw and that will be unpleasant for all involved. Is there any tooth in particular you would like removed, or should I just surprise you?”
 
  
 
 It takes several minutes of indecision before I finally speak up again, unsure if I still want to continue. “Umm... The lower-third tooth from the back right, there's a cavity on it and I would have to yank it eventually anyways.” The hook makes its way into my mouth as he fiddles with some gears on the handle, tightening the metal snugly around the targeted tooth, the metal digging in and causing me some discomfort. Grabbing the wooden handle, he looks at me sternly, warning me to keep still as he braces one hand against my chest before he begins to rock the handle back and forth, loosening the tooth from my gums in a burst of pain. An unmanly screech exits my mouth, but my hand remains gripped to my pants as I resist the urge to stand and throw him off, remaining as still as possible so he can finish quickly. Have some dignity, if I try to run now it's likely that he will pin me down and finish this. He does not like to leave things half-finished, the sour look upon his face each time he sends an injured or crippled soldier out of the tent making that clear.
 
  
 
 After an agonizing eternity, I feel and hear a series of cracking, the tooth fracturing beneath the stress as my mouth fills with blood. Removing the now crimson hook from my mouth, he lets me lean forward to spit, handing me a cup of water and telling me to rinse and spit. My chest heaving in pain, he makes me sit back once again, this time with a smaller hooked tool with a sharp tip as fine as a needle, and a pair of tweezers just as fine. He begins to rip out the shattered remnants of my broken tooth, tears dripping down the side of my face at each painful probe and merciless yank.
 
  
 
 The things I do for science.
 
  
 
 I should just switch places with Other me and let him take this pain, payback for bitching out after getting smacked around by the Demon. That little asshole has caused me nothing but pain and suffering, taking up valuable mental real estate, hiding away while I suffer for our strength. I should start charging him rent in the form of substitution for unpleasant activities and monotonous tasks, like digging and filling the latrines.
 
  
 
 “We're done here boy, are you well?” For once, it seems Tokta is actually concerned and he looks apprehensively at me as I exit my thoughts, the pain in my jaw radiating outwards in a dull, unending tide of agonizing throbs, my mouth barely able to close from the strain of staying open for so long, the morning passing me by while I sat in a stupor. The weirdest things go through your mind sometimes. Tokta fusses around me as he checks my pupils, asking me questions I can't be bothered to answer as I probe the gap in my gums with my tongue, sending a fresh wave of torment through me. Leaning over to one side, I slowly spit out a globule of thick, viscous blood, mingled with the tiny remaining shard of my tooth. My chest begins to heave as I try to unsuccessfully hold back my sobs, Tokta awkwardly patting my shoulder while I lean forward to hide my weakness, gasping as my tears flow freely from my clenched eyes, unable to do anything but make sounds of distress to deal with my pain.
 
  
 
 After my sobbing subsides, I finally open my eyes once again, gingerly wiping my face on my sleeve, trying to compose myself while avoiding using my pinky and touching my mouth, failing in each respective attempt. Thankful that we are alone and isolated with no witnesses, my entire body feeling like one enormous amalgamation of painful injuries, every movement I make causing me some form of pain or discomfort. I want nothing more than to beg Tokta just to heal everything and then drug me up until the pain goes away, or take the easy way out and stop trying, waiting for Taduk to make everything better, staying in his villa until this war ends, letting my every need be cared for by his army of servants.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, my dreams and aspirations won't let me just coast through this life. If this world was just normal and without any fucking magic, I would probably do something to that extent, be a merchant or a farmer, or something safe. Unfortunately, knowing that I can regenerate an arm and not learning how to is simply unacceptable to me, and this is the cost of knowledge. Life would be so much simpler without morals or scruples, testing on people or animals, but unfortunately, I was born with a conscience.
 
  
 
 Who knew pulling a tooth would hurt so fucking much? I feel a little bad for just ripping out Zabu's, but that was a necessity.
 
  
 
 Failing at smiling, I simply give Tokta a thumbs up, wondering if the gesture translates, but he simply looks at me with concern without saying a word. Getting out of his chair, I move back to my spot on the floor and lean back against a rock, resting as I wait for the pain to subside and prepare myself to heal. Taking a deep breath, I crumple over in pain as the cold air whistles past the gap in my teeth, eliciting a pained groan from me and a panicked charge over from Tokta. Fucking hell, there has to be a better way.
 
  
 
 Once again reaching for Balance, I watch carefully as I direct my chi to heal my mouth. A fracture along the jaw and severe bruising in the gums tells me that I should probably rethink asking Tokta to do this again. I don't think his nightmarish tooth-breaker is meant for healthy teeth, causing far too much collateral damage, so I better figure this out in one try. I already know what to expect, having regrown a few teeth already in the span of a few hours, but to my intense regret, I never really paid any attention to the process. My patience wears thin as I finish fixing all the peripheral damage, wanting no distractions while I watch my tooth grow, keeping in mind his earlier words, that chi is simply fuel for the process.
 
  
 
 Once I am ready, I gently check the abscess in my mouth, comparing and contrasting with the surrounding teeth, trying to visualize what to expect. The root is still present in the form of a tangle of blood vessels, but other than that, the gum in empty of all else. I am 100% positive that, were I not in this world, I would be short a tooth for the rest of my life. Things are different here, but I cannot believe that regrowing teeth is a natural phenomenon unique to the normal humans of this world. I mean, of all the things to be different, why something so minor and almost inconsequential? Figure out why there's a difference, and maybe it can offer insight on something else, something important.
 
  
 
 Immediately upon beginning, an anomaly grabs my attention, causing me to grow immensely excited. A type of bodily substance is being produced at the tips of the broken root, something I am unfamiliar with. Slowing the process as much as possible, I note that the substance is a byproduct of my blood, only the tiniest of portions splitting off while the remainder continues to flow past. Usually, all of the blood will be consumed in the healing process in one form or another, but in this instance, only the smallest part is left behind, pooling together as if in preparation for something. Without warning, following some unknown signal, the substance begins to transform into different parts of the tooth, beginning from a tiny bud and growing slowly, folding down in two halves that will eventually connect to the remnant blood vessels to form the root, then beginning to peak upwards in the early stages of the tooth crown.
 
  
 
 All throughout the process, the same unknown substance continues to split off from my blood, the base material of every part of the tooth despite the complex composition. While not that strange, as blood will generally be used in a multitude of ways throughout the healing process, there are usually more stages of change in between. Even in a simple cut, blood will clot, collagen will form, then tissue, then skin, and only then will the body begin to truly heal, a multiple stage process. In this case, I am simply going from simple, unknown substance to complex tooth in one single step, as if the substance were a panacea capable of becoming anything that was required of it.
 
  
 
 Barely able to contain my excitement, I continue to watch the process unfold, the panacea seeming more important the more I think about it. While possible that it is a unique substance required solely for the growth of teeth, if it turns out that it can truly become any substance in my body, then I can cut out many of the steps involved in the regeneration process. While perhaps not the mindless regeneration I was hoping for, it could help save me a lot of time and effort.
 
  
 
 My tooth fully healed and only briefly stopping to inform Tokta that I will be working on my arm, I quickly return to the State of Balance, my heart pounding in anticipation. This time fully in control, I direct my chi to begin creating the same substance as before, depositing it all at my stump, praying that I don't somehow grow a bunch of teeth, shuddering at the mental image of a tooth-studded meatball exploding out of my arm. No problem, at worst, Tokta chops off more of my arm and I go back to the drawing board.
 
  
 
 Both disappointed and relieved, nothing happens as the unknown substance seems to drain away as it is created, unable to grow in volume and explode into action like it did with my tooth. Still, I continue to direct my chi to create more, focused entirely on that one, single task at the detriment of all else, attempting to speed up the process. Why isn't it pooling? Is it just being cannibalized by my body's natural responses? Maybe it really is only for teeth.
 
  
 
 Regardless of all my doubts, I sit there maintaining my efforts to create the unknown substance from my blood until I am drained, both mentally and physically. Letting out a dejected sigh, I slump down and rub my eyes, upset at my failure, dreading what I come up with next to try. Maybe I should give up, I'm just useless. Opening my eyes, I jolt back in fright as I see Tokta crouched before me, staring intently. His hands reach out to grasp my shoulders and I feel the cool intrusion of his chi entering my body, examining me from head to toe. “What did you do boy? Tell me in detail, take your time.” His eyes are wide and penetrating, his grip steely and almost painful.
 
  
 
 Snorting loudly, I shake my head, too tired to explain properly. “I failed. I know, just as expected. Maybe we should take another tooth out, but do you have a better way? You almost broke my jaw with that thing.”
 
  
 
 Blinking owlishly at me, he quickly rummages through his pockets for a moment and holds out a piece of string with a knot in it, the measuring device we use for checking my progress. Lifting my arm up, he holds it in place for me to see, the knot a full finger-width above my stump. Staring at the string, my mind blanks for several seconds before I snap back to reality. My arm stump is more than a centimeter longer than it was yesterday.
 
  
 
 It worked?
 
  
 
 Bubbling up and bursting out of me, a laugh escapes my mouth as I cackle in glee, the sound tinted with a hint of madness, the rare and incredible feeling of success filling me with pride.
 
  
 
 It fucking worked!
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 Next project: Bear Arms.
 
  
 
 The dream is alive.
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 Her dinner growing cold on the table next to her, Akanai flipped through her reports with a brush in hand, marking down each patrol route on her freshly drawn map while trying to determine the best avenues of approach. Each patrol's teardrop shaped route covered the map, fanning out from the campsite in an enormous area of coverage but still there were many Defiled skulking about the forest. On this first day of the new month, things were already looking to be worse than the last, only a bare handful of encounters along their patrol route. It seemed that she would be unable to hunt down all the stragglers of this group, and the looming failure irked her greatly.
 
  
 
 Too many nuisances in recent times had taken much of her attention, between dealing with suicidal soldiers, her dwindling supplies, the appearance of Du Min Gyu, and the damn Justicar that remained behind as a legacy of his troublesome visit. The soldiers looked after their own for the most part, but sitting idle for so long had many of them chomping at the bit and eager to march onwards, but she had no tasks for them besides daily training, and many of the crippled soldiers ignored even that, drinking and lazing about, haunted by their impending dismissal from the army. Not even the hazard in the form of the Justicar nearby did anything to encourage the soldiers from their stupor, all of them indifferent to any punishment they could receive.
 
  
 
 Too many of her injured required increased rations, and while meat was easily hunted in the surrounding area, grains and vegetables were being consumed too quickly for her army to sustain. Already she had requested for more supplies from Shen Huo but the wagons would be slow-moving, at least a week away from arriving, forcing her to send her Sentinels out on foraging duties. Medical supplies were also running low, but Tokta made do with what he had available, an old hand at treating the injured in scant conditions. He had been so lazy in his youth, happy to simply coast through life on his talents, it had taken the constant persuasion and support of his wife Khorijin to bring out his best qualities, turning him into the man he was today. Her Second-in-command for two decades now, he still had the tendency to find the most... efficient method of carrying out his tasks, a byproduct of his laziness, but she could always rely on him to remain calm in any situation.
 
  
 
 It was good to have officers to rely upon, and Alsantset was quickly growing into an able commander, a daughter the pup could take great pride in. Most of her Sentinels took great lengths to avoid command and the responsibilities that it entailed, preferring the independence and unrestricted lifestyle that they already enjoyed, hunters and guardians who only turned to soldiering when necessary, but Alsantset had happily accepted the burden of command and quickly flourished in the role, even dealing with the more… unpleasant aspects of their current task without great difficulty. She had been worried that the girl was too young and idealistic to accept that she would need to kill children, but according to the reports, Alsantset had performed her duties without fault.
 
  
 
 “Mama!” After some rustling at the front of her tent, little Mila poked her head through the flaps and walked in, a fragrant, steaming bowl in her hands. “Alsantset made some dessert and we brought some for you.” Song followed at her heels, a little spring in the girl's steps as she bounded after Mila, the two of them an adorable pair that made Akanai smile in contentment. “You haven't even eaten dinner yet! Here, drink this while it's still hot and we'll go reheat your food.”
 
  
 
 “No need daughter, the food will taste fine even cold. Better for you to sit and keep me company.” Taking the proffered wooden bowl, she gently stirred it and drank the sweet soup, impressed by how Alsantset managed to do all of her duties and still have time to cook such delicious meals. “So, how are you faring?”
 
  
 
 “I'm doing well, Mama. I've just been helping Alsantset and playing some chess with Song all day. Song has beautiful handwriting. Did you receive word about Yan? Did she meet up with Papa yet? Did that stupid old man manage to help her?”
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself girl. It has only been a week and I have yet to hear back from my messengers.” Although she too was beginning to worry, as even at a slowed pace, Du Min Gyu should have reached the Flying Tiger Fortress by now. With his strength and the prowess of his guards the number of threats that could delay them were almost nonexistent, but each day that passed without word of Adujan made Akanai regret her decision not to send Sentinels to shadow them on their journey. Despite her inability to help the girl, she still valued Adujan greatly, and the loss of an Awakened youth would be heavy to bear.
 
  
 
 They continued to chat and as soon as her dinner was finished, Mila asked, “Do you know where Rain and Tokta are? Alsantset wanted to find him, he skipped lunch and dinner, and neither of them are answering her.”
 
  
 
 “Tch girl, did you only come visit your mother to ask about that scoundrel?” Akanai enjoyed teasing her daughter, although she was still uncertain that a relationship between Rain and her daughter was the best choice. More and more the boy was showing himself to be unstable, his anger and rage clouding his judgment in important matters. A certain level of anger could be helpful, but to allow it to control you could only end in disaster. Worse, the boy was so close with Adujan and Mei Lin, how could Akanai allow her daughter to be the third wife? It was simply unacceptable, little Mila deserved better.
 
  
 
 “No Mama, I came to see you and just mentioned it in case you did know.” The erratic twitching of her red-furred ears betrayed Mila's lie but Akanai let it pass, pinching the sweet girl on her cheeks. Huushal was looking more like the better choice as the days went by, but that little randy hooligan had already battered down the fortress walls of two lovely young ladies, before even allowing his parents to meet the girls, truly disgraceful. Ghurda would have stern words with her son but it was likely that the joy of having two daughter-in-laws would quickly overshadow any outrage at the improprieties. Akanai felt secure, as little Mila would never be so immoral, a proper little lady who had been raised right.
 
  
 
 “Give me a moment, let me ask Tokta. You know how they both are, Rain is probably hard at work and Tokta likely napping while he 'supervises'.” She quickly Sent a message to Tokta inquiring as to his whereabouts and Rain's progress, punching through the barrier that Tokta had erected for some unknown reason. Odd, that.
 
  
 
 His reply was almost instantaneous, filled with an excitement that she had never heard in his voice before. “Ah, yes, yes, of course, you will want to hear this straight from the horse's mouth. Wait right there, I'll bring the boy, there's been a discovery of incredible proportions!” Hmm.... Odd. This was coming from a man who had gone through his marriage display as if it were a death march, stoic and completely without enthusiasm.
 
  
 
 It did not take long for him to arrive, his face lit up with joy and his motions animated and frenetic, the boy tucked underneath one of his arms. Mila moved to check on Rain and Akanai raised an eyebrow at Tokta, asking, “What happened? Did the boy take injury?”
 
  
 
 “No, no, he's fine, quite the opposite actually, he just passed out while we ran here.” Dropping Rain down without ceremony, the boy falling comatose to the dirt like a sack of rice, Tokta began to babble incoherently as he tried to explain. “The boy, we chopped off a finger and he fixed it, then we pulled a tooth and he fixed that too, and then he did... something, and I couldn't believe my eyes, even after hearing him explain it several times. I need you to pull my tooth as well, so I can see this first hand.” He handed her a still bloody dental key and opened his mouth wide, pointing at a tooth and motioning for her to hurry.
 
  
 
 Staring at the bloody implement in her hand for a long moment, before turning to her second-in-command, who stood there, bright-eyed, opened mouth, and eagerly waiting for her to rip out one of his perfectly healthy teeth. “Are you daft?” Blinking a few times as she parsed through his words, she widened her eyes and stared in accusation. “You cut off his finger and ripped out his tooth? Why? He may be rude at times, but even then -”
 
  
 
 “Because he asked me to. The boy is fine, just tired and hungry, get him some broth or something and he'll explain everything.” Tokta grabbed her hand that still clasped the dental-key and moved it towards his mouth. “Do it quickly, it seemed incredibly unpleasant and the anticipation is making me quite nervous. Say one thing about the boy, he is resilient. Almost praiseworthy and idiotic, all at once.”
 
  
 
 Wrenching her hand free from his steely grip, she glared at him until he regained his senses, pointing at him to sit. “Song, go find Senior Captain Alsantset and tell her that Rain is here, and that he requires some broth. Mila, bring Rain to my bedroll, let him rest there for a moment.” Turning to Tokta, she fixed him with a glare. “You. Explain. Slowly.”
 
  
 
 Sighing as if he were being unfairly treated, Tokta launched into his explanation. “Well... This morning, Rain approached me for our normal healing practice when he asked me to cut off his finger. Since I needed the time to make styptic powder and disinfectant unguents, I agreed.”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” Closing her eyes and massaging her temples, she digested the bit of information she was given, her mind reeling at the implications. “You cut off his finger because he asked you to. Just like that.” Tokta simply shrugged helplessly, as if this were something he did often. That boy's madness was spreading and now her second-in-command was chopping off fingers at his behest. “Why?”
 
  
 
 Again, a shrug. Letting out a sigh, Akanai sensed that this would be a long and difficult conversation. “Rain did not give me a reason and I thought it would make for good practice. He has a high degree of skill when it comes to inner examination, possibly one of the reasons why he is so proficient at healing. But I digress. He reattached the finger, we had a short discussion about healing, and then he asked me to pull out a tooth.”
 
  
 
 “Again... Why?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... He had a cavity.” Waving his hands dismissively, he hurried on with his story. “It's not important, we arrive at the crux of the story: while healing his tooth, he drew some odd conclusions from watching the tooth seed form and he somehow has stumbled upon a simplified method of regenerating lost limbs. In a single day, he has almost matched his progress in the last week, its astounding.” As he continued to speak, his voice grew more animated, his excitement clear. “From what I gather, he somehow leaped to the conclusion that the tooth seed was composed of a fundamental component, capable of filling in for any material required for bodily growth, something he referred to as a panacea. Then, he directed his chi to create this panacea in his arm and, instead of causing himself great harm, his body began to regenerate his arm without his guidance, as if it were simply a normal wound. Near miraculous, brought about by almost suicidal stupidity, but a discovery none the less.”
 
  
 
 Laughing almost maniacally, he clapped and stomped, looking happier than she had ever seen including at the birth of his son. After catching her incredulous look, he quickly coughed and calmed himself, smoothing out his bloodstained robes, trying to appear composed and casual once again. “I almost lost my temper several times these last few days, he just kept going on and on about teeth, but who knew he had such a discovery awaiting him. Now, would you please remove a tooth for me so that I may view the process first-hand.” For the third time, Tokta opened his mouth wide and screwed his eyes shut, leaving Akanai thoroughly perturbed.
 
  
 
 As if sent by the Mother herself, Alsantset stepped into the tent at this fortuitous moment, saving Akanai from the awkward need to dissuade Tokta from self-mutilation. Turning to look at the boy, she saw that he had awoken, holding Mila's hand in his as he sleepily smiled up at her, the two of them lost in their own little world. “Mila!” Akanai's voice slipped out unwittingly, scandalized at the sight of her daughter so intimate with a boy. When had they grown so close? This immoral brat, a bit of talent did not excuse his brazen skirt chasing.
 
  
 
 Backing away quickly, Mila at least had the sense to look ashamed. “It's not what you think Mama. He sometimes still has trouble separating his real memories from his false ones, and it must have been worse today, because he's drained and tired.”
 
  
 
 That damn Demon, still haunting her in new ways. “And you just let him take advantage without reproach?”
 
  
 
 “He was just holding my hand, it wasn't anything immodest. You don't have to make such a fuss.” Mila grumbled beneath her breath, but Akanai still heard her, choosing to ignore her defiance at this time. She threw Alsantset a glare, promising that they would speak, taking little pleasure in watching the fierce young woman quail before her.
 
  
 
 Taking deep breaths, she spent the next few minutes reigning in her temper, letting the boy eat while he repeated his discovery with his own words. At least he did not brag or act haughty, speaking humbly, even with a bit of uncertainty of his discovery, cautioning all who listened that he would need to continue testing. “Can one of you watch me while I meditate and make sure I don't die or something? I just need an hour or two with the ring on, and I'll be good to go.”
 
  
 
 That caught her attention. “You have not yet grown accustomed to using the ring?” It had been months, he should have mastered it by now, considering his level of control.
 
  
 
 Looking bashful, he shook his head. “Nope. It's always the same, like being in a violent whirlpool, struggling to stay afloat until I just surrender and fall beneath the waves. Then someone wakes me up and tells me I almost died.” Hearing his description, she felt everyone in the room tense up, herself included. After making sure that they would remain silent, she studied Rain closely, probing him with her chi. Surprisingly, he reacted at her examination, almost leaping out of his skin before laughing nervously. “Whoever did that, you should warn me first, it's cold.”
 
  
 
 More and more interesting. “Tell no one of your discovery, rest for tonight boy, and go without the ring for tomorrow. I will set aside some time for us to work together in the evening and perhaps help you with your difficulties. You are still taking the Rising Dragon Elixir each morning?” Foolish child, others would kill for the chance to consume such a treasure, for him to balk because of a few unsavory ingredients was the height of idiocy. Seeing his confirmation, she had Tokta bring him back to his own tent, leaving her alone with Alsantset, Mila and Song.
 
  
 
 Sitting in front of the three women, Akanai enjoyed watching them shift uncomfortably beneath her gaze, using the silence to her advantage. Song was the exception, standing at attention without a single movement, staring straight ahead and unaffected by the mood. An exemplary young warrior, the former slave was also taking the elixir and cultivating with a Runic ring. Perhaps it was the combination of the two. “Song, did Rain's description sound similar to your own experience in any way?”
 
  
 
 “Not at all, Lieutenant General. This lowly slave apologizes for her failure and lack of knowledge.”
 
  
 
 Song's self esteem needed some work, but time would heal her wounds. Nodding in answer, Akanai pondered the subject some more. Perhaps it was just their innate talent, or some sort of resonance, or possibly even mere coincidence that both Adujan and Rain came so close to Awakening at the same time, but she had difficulty believing in coincidence. She made a note to check on Huushal's progress, who was also taking the elixir but had given his ring away. The elixir's effectiveness had always been in dispute, but the consensus was that while it could not be confirmed to help, it at the very least did not hinder progress, and if it was somehow being made more effective by the runic rings, then she would spare no cost in acquiring more of both.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Rain was not so poor a prospective husband after all, but she still disliked the idea of Mila becoming a third wife, with Mei Lin having already staked her claim and Rain having made the choice to pursue Adujan. What was left for poor Mila? She would be fated to beg for what scraps of affection remained, and Rain might even continue to add to his harem, his lusty appetite unable to be satiated by only three wives.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, it was not her choice as Mila was almost a woman grown now. Standing up, she walked up and cupped her daughters face, letting out a small sigh as she kissed her on the forehead. It seemed only yesterday that Mila had still been in diapers, swaddled in her cotton blankets, a joyous, laughing child that had brought so much joy into Akanai's life. “I suppose now is as good a time as any to speak of betrothal.”
 
  
 
 Children grow up so fast.
 
  
 
 “Mama... Nooooo...”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Lieutenant General Situ Jia Yang sat quietly at his balcony table, watching the long stream of his soldiers march past, resplendent in their lustrous, steel armor, their banners snapping in the wind. Their synchronous steps thundered through the Society Headquarters, the city of his birth, filling him with pride and he eagerly waited to ride forth and drive the Defiled from the Northern Province, earning fame and glory for himself and stealing it away from Nian Zu. While that old man was a Colonel General, he hid as far north as he could, shirking duty to Clan and Society for decades, unwilling to play politics and hiding his head within his walls. Were he less obstinate, Rang Min would be a little toady, instead of Patriarch, and Nian Zu would hold that lofty title, but soon, it would belong to Jia Yang.
 
  
 
 “Cousin, it is good to see you.” Hearing Bolin's loud greeting, he stood and happily embraced his balding childhood friend, a grand smile upon his face, the two giants of the Situ Clan once again reunited. “Look at you, a Lieutenant General, while I am still a mere elder, barely more than a wet-nurse for these Society brats.”
 
  
 
 “Bolin, now that I, Jia Yang, have sufficient renown, you think that I would let you languish here? If you are only willing to join the army, then I would have a lofty ranking waiting for you and a commission in my personal retinue.” While Bolin was not the most proficient of warriors, old friends were hard to come by, and a retainer at his side was a safe a place as any when it came to warfare.
 
  
 
 “If it will cause you no difficulty, then I will humbly accept.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback, Jia Yang peered at Bolin for some time, seeing for the first time the weary expression and ragged clothes. “It is yours, but I must ask; I have offered many times before, but you have always said that you wish to stay here. What has changed, old friend?”
 
  
 
 Looking ashamed, Bolin rubbed his head, speaking quietly. “While your star has risen in the central province, mine has fallen, having incurred the ire of Rang Min. I allowed the little patriarch to come to harm, not once, but twice, and it is only through my connection to you that I live to stand here before you, cousin.”
 
  
 
 Gesturing for Bolin to take a seat, Jia Yang fumed inwardly as he sipped his tea, the cup dwarfed by his large fingers, struggling to remain calm. “The rumors? About the... Bekhai? Clansmen... those are true?” At Bolin's affirmation, the teacup shattered in his fingers and his anger surged forward. The little patriarch was less than dog farts to him, he could not care less about that spoiled brat, but the insult to the Situ Clan, to the Society, that could not be unanswered.
 
  
 
 “It is... a difficult situation.” Bolin swept away the shards while gesturing for bowls to be brought, the two of them more comfortable drinking from the larger receptacles. “Shing Du Yi declared Martial Law at an inopportune time, or else the matter would have been dealt with easily. Worse, Nian Zu refuses to take direct action despite all entreaties otherwise, he may as well be harboring the Bekhai clansmen under his command. It is a disgrace, hearing the whispering of the peasantry, mocking the Society day after day. I have been relegated to the most humiliating of tasks and punished over the barest of infractions. There is no future for me here.”
 
  
 
 “Worry not. I will deal with it. You come work for me, and we will see this injustice righted. Tell me everything.” Raising a bowl of wine to their friendship, he drank deeply while he listened to the details of the situation, ready to crush any who chose to stand in the way of his vengeance.
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 Light on my feet after a good night's rest, I stand tall as I make my way to the cooking fires for breakfast, so delighted by my newfound success that I can almost ignore the sharp, searing pain in my arm. Even with the new healing process, the newly grown nerves take time to acclimate but that is a small price to pay for a brand new arm.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the same time as Alsantset, I give her my best smile, arms open for our morning hug, something she insists upon. Most mornings, I find it mildly embarrassing, like being treated like a child, but I still enjoy them. Normally, it is a single arm slung around my neck for a brief second before we continue with our day, but today it is a full on bear-hug lasting for several seconds, with my feet dangling off the ground from Alsantset's over enthusiasm, making me feel smaller than I am.
 
  
 
 Ignoring my inquisitive look, she moves away to begin cooking breakfast, and I approach to help as best I can, silently puttering around with utensils and platters while Alsantset works quickly, humming as she prepares a lavish breakfast, everything I need to continue healing my arm. Despite being in charge of the entire camp while Akanai is gone, Alsantset seems none the worse for wear, even with cooking two full-course meals a day for four people with limited cooking tools. Amazing what you can create with little more than a fire pit, a pot, and a ladle, every day cooking something a little different.
 
  
 
 As much as I would like to take over some of her responsibilities, I'm mostly limited by my single arm, only capable of washing wooden plates or turning the meat on a spit. Soon, that will change as now that I've come up with my new technique of healing, I am on track to finish fixing my arm in a month, give or take, a big step up from the previous estimate of 10 months. Taduk's beastly speed at regeneration shows that I still have a long way to go, and Tokta kept me up for almost another hour after Akanai dismissed us, alternating between heaping praises on me and sternly warning me to never experiment so recklessly again, but never actually delving into why. I should probably ask, but I was too tired yesterday and if it really was dangerous, it would make me seem kind of stupid for not knowing.
 
  
 
 When breakfast is almost complete, Alsantset going above and beyond this morning by making fresh bread buns from scratch in an impromptu steamer, stuffed with assorted minced meats and veggies, Sumila and Song arrive, a little later than usual. Contrary to her normally ruffled and laid back look, today Sumila's hair is carefully brushed and done, with a tiny clip holding her bangs to one side, looking adorably neat and prim. There's something to be said about her usual, casual appearance, that she manages to look so attractive despite looking somewhat messy, but she cleans up very well, giving me a small, shy smile, another glaring difference from her normal, straightforward nod.
 
  
 
 Li Song also looks lovely, her long, brown hair flowing down her back in a lovely single, neat braid. Her demeanor seems unchanged but for the fact that her eyes are locked onto me, a far cry from her usual, timid attitude. She isn't outright glaring at me, but the way she stares at me makes me feel like a mouse before a cat. There is no hatred between the two animals, but the latter is hell-bent on killing the former, almost an instinctual conflict.
 
  
 
 After a short bit of preparation, we load the food onto the quins and head out, leaving me wondering where we're going and wishing I could pet one of the quins. It takes a lot of time and effort to get on a quins good side, and I have yet to make friends with Alsantset's new quin. Sumila has repeatedly asked me to leave her quin Atir alone, as well as Li Song's, citing training reasons. I hate to admit it, but I actually miss Zabu, even if he did leave without any hesitation, carrying a stranger no less.
 
  
 
 Feeling more than a little maudlin at the reminder of Adujan's departure, I continue after the ladies until we reach Akanai's tent, a larger than normal affair. I would almost call it a cloth hut, easily fitting ten people inside, the site of all of her meetings. Inside, a small table and chairs are set up, and we begin setting the table, the smell of this remarkable breakfast making my belly rumble in anticipation.
 
  
 
 After we are all seated, Alsantset raises her teacup and speaks, her smile almost glowing in the dimmed interior of the tent. “Rain, congratulations on your impressive discovery.”
 
  
 
 “Is that what all this is for? You didn't have to do all this sister, thank you so much.” I'm touched, especially knowing that food is running low, so she would have needed to trade dearly to obtain these ingredients. We all drink from our cups, and begin to eat, too intent on devouring the delicious meal to make conversation. After a single taste of the food, even Li Song is too distracted to continue her quasi-glaring, her ears quivering in delight as she eats slowly and methodically, savoring each bite. When her plate is cleared, she sits still, staring at the rest of the food with undisguised gluttony, until Sumila urges her to take more. She's an odd mix of endearing and aloof, likely her real attitude overshadowed by her teachings, but I think Sumila is doing a great job at breaking down her walls and Li Song's real personality is slowly emerging.
 
  
 
 The four of us eat every scrap of food there is, my belly full to the point of distention, feeling ready to return back to my tent for an early nap. Tokta told me to rest for the day and implemented a strict ban on training and exercise, so I have little to do until Akanai returns for our training appointment. As much as I complain about her, Akanai has always done right by me and her training is top-notch, so I am looking forward to our first training session in months now. Waving goodbye to Alsantset, I watch as she leaves with Li Song in tow, while I help clean up with Sumila, stacking the platters in one hand and carrying them towards the river to be washed.
 
  
 
 Our chores complete, Sumila surprises me by gesturing me to follow her, leading me to the empty clearing I usually train in, sitting in the shade with me to watch the beautiful scenery. “Don't you have to go be a scribe for Alsantset?”
 
  
 
 “I asked for the morning off so we could talk.” She says the words with a feigned indifference, but it makes my heart skip a beat as my imagination goes wild, envisioning everything from a risqué morning tryst to a stern lecture about … well anything, Sumila loves to lecture me, and I actually don't mind too much, so long as it isn't regarding the morality of prostitution. After her declaration, she goes silent, staring out at the river while I watch her, waiting for her to gather her thoughts. It's not just her hair, her clothes are nicer than normal, a white-furred, black-leather vest that leaves her sun-kissed shoulders bare, looking lovely and inviting.
 
  
 
 Without any preamble, she simply drops the news on me. “Last night, Mama made a formal offer of betrothal for me.”
 
  
 
 A twinge of jealousy flares up inside me, but I quickly swat it aside. She doesn't belong to me, there is nothing more than friendship between us. “Oh? Who's the lucky man?”
 
  
 
 “You are.” Her eyes flick over towards me, shyly watching for my reaction.
 
  
 
 I feel like I do an alright job hiding my panic, which quickly subsides and transform into indignation. “Um... so... we're getting married?” Do I not get a say in this?
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes in exasperation, she shakes her head. “No, we are betrothed.” Noting my confusion, she sighs, and explains slowly. “We are promised to one another by our guardians and will marry when we are both twenty years of age, but it is contingent upon the agreement of both parties, meaning if you or I disagree with the arrangement, then we can annul the proposal with a single word.”
 
  
 
 “I see... So since we are still betrothed, that implies that you agree with this arrangement.”
 
  
 
 “Maybe.” Her impish smile makes me think about kissing her, the idea of marriage to this lovely, red-haired panda-girl not so bad at the moment. “I know about your feelings for Lin and Yan.” Opening my mouth to object, she holds a finger up to silence me. “Allow me to speak, just listen for now. I know you have your doubts but you love them both, despite your protests otherwise. I also know that you don't feel that way about me, because even after I dressed up nicely today, you spent the entire time ogling Song.” Her frown deepens as she stares at me, as if wondering why she even bothers. “Even with all that said, I am not willing to annul our betrothal at this time, for my own reasons. Now, you may speak.”
 
  
 
 “This is our chance, brother. Push her down and take her, she will not refuse you, she is to be your wife. No more sad, lonely nights.”
 
  
 
 Silently banishing him back to his room, I take a moment of mental effort and lock him away, hopefully keeping him away from this conversation. Usually, he's pretty good at keeping quiet, especially after I accidentally answered him out loud a few times, but sometimes he gets too excited. Taking some time to put my thoughts into order, I finally start with an excuse. “Um... I was just admiring how far Li Song has come in a short time. That's all thanks to you.” That was terrible. Clearing my throat, I add, “I think you look very lovely today. Well, you always look lovely, but I did notice the extra effort, and it is very pleasing.” God dammit, I should just tie myself to a rock and jump into the river.
 
  
 
 Her face is full of pity at my meager attempts to compliment her, and she shakes her head. “Do you know why I don't want to annul the arrangement? For the past year, Mama has none too subtly been mentioning suitable partners for me. If I annul this betrothal, she'll just move on to her next choice and I'll have to deal with that instead. I'm still young, but Mama thinks three and a half years is a short time to plan a wedding. Time passes differently for her and Papa.”
 
  
 
 Almost a little offended, I ask, “So, I'm what? Your husband placeholder, here to keep 'Mama' off your back until you find someone you like?”
 
  
 
 “Don't be jealous.” She grins at my disappointment, pinching me gently on the cheek. “I am considering the idea of marrying you. Your looks are passable, you are properly obedient, and I do like how sweet you are, but I have a few concerns about you that will need to be addressed.” Pulling out a folder letter, she hands it to me with a flourish. “I wrote them down for you to read over.”
 
  
 
 Wait... how did this happen? I was trying to think of a way to let her down gently, but somehow, I am now reading a list of her demands. Topping the list is no more visits to prostitutes, followed by no more love interests besides Lin and Yan, large purchases must be discussed with her, I must be more loving and sweet, no more poop jokes while eating, etc. Looking her straight in the eyes, I keep calm and tear the remarkably long list in half, delighting in her reaction. It would have been more impressive if I didn't have to use my teeth. If I were to change, it would be by choice, and not due to emotional blackmail.
 
  
 
 Her face darkens as she glowers at me, her full lips in a pout. “So you will annul the arrangement?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe.” The look on her face is priceless, throwing her own statement back at her. Giving her a smile, I decide to give her a taste of her own medicine. “I do like you Mila, but I don't know about marriage. If you would like me to keep this betrothal while I think it over, I want you to answer me a question.” Leaning forward, my voice drops down to a whisper. “Exactly how far are you willing to go to secure my cooperation?”
 
  
 
 Her face turns a dark shade of red as she glares venomously at me, and after a few seconds, I burst into laughter, unable to control myself. I couldn't help it, she approached this entire thing like a cold transaction, it's difficult to take this seriously. After I finally manage to calm myself, I wipe away an imaginary tear, immensely enjoying how annoyed she looks, but if she truly were angry, she would have just left or punched me, even odds on both. She mumbles something beneath her breath, and at my prompting she yells, “I will allow you one kiss.” Still blushing furiously, she stares at the ground, peeking up now and then to gauge my reaction.
 
  
 
 Too adorable. Unable to resist teasing her some more, I move myself closer to her, our hips side by side, leaning in until her hands fly up to press against my face, forcing me back while I laugh, too giddy to think clearly. “You're horrible, a lecher and a pervert, taking advantage like this.” Despite her words, she still remains seated, a clear sign that she isn't fully unwilling, only putting up the barest of protests. The realization washes over me and I feel a little bad about toying with her emotions.
 
  
 
 Backing off a little, I note the tiny slump of her shoulders when she realizes I will not press the matter, smiling inwardly to myself. Why push her away? I don't want to mess this up, have it end like with Adujan. I see no harm in this arrangement, like a trial period before marriage. I could see myself marrying her, it's her parents that give me pause. “In all seriousness, I am not sure about marriage and will need some time to consider it. You are a wonderful person, and I respect and admire both your strength and your willingness to help me so much. You're the first person besides Lin that I became friends with and I cherish that friendship greatly. Even after we come to a decision about this, I hope that we will remain as such.” Her ears flutter at my words as she tries to keep a smile from her face, nodding enthusiastically.
 
  
 
 Smiling, I move to stand but she pulls me back with her grasping hands. “Um... The kiss. We made a deal, and I will stand by my word.” She shyly closes her eyes and lifts her mouth, waiting for me to act.
 
  
 
 Seeing this charming, attractive, defenseless young woman, it is only by the barest of margins that I am able to resist taking the advice of other me, to push her down and have my way with her. The fact that she can beat me bloody with little effort helps, but not much. Giving her a light kiss on the forehead, I watch as her eyes open in surprise, flooded with equal amounts of disappointment and relief. “There, the bargain is struck, the deal is done. We are betrothed for the time being. If I kiss you, it will be because you want me to, not for your stubborn pride.” As I straighten up and walk away, I can't help but add a playful, “You're welcome.”
 
  
 
 “What?” She leaps up and chases after me, latching onto my arm. “If anything, you should be thanking me! And let me tell you, whether we marry or not, if you sleep with another woman without first annulling this betrothal, I'll have you naked and pulling a cart while I stand in the back, whipping you along. I will not be made a laughingstock, you will adhere to proper behavior, even if this is a farce.”
 
  
 
 Smiling to myself, I walk along the riverside, arm in arm with my betrothed, happily teasing her and enjoying her reactions. The thought of having Akanai and Husolt as my in-laws sends a shudder down my spine, but seeing Mila's carefree smile makes me consider risking it.
 
  
 
 I mean, how bad could it be?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Evening finds me kneeling in front of Akanai in the same clearing where I had blackmailed her daughter into a kiss, my skin almost breaking out in nervous hives as Akanai paces back and forth slowly, her stare burrowing into my skull as if she can see my every thought. Why did I agree to the betrothal? The news that I have not rejected it seems to have her in a fury, ordering me to kneel before her as she deliberates my fate. If she's so angry, why did she suggest the betrothal in the first place?
 
  
 
 After sweating me for several minutes, she finally stops in her tracks and turns towards me, causing me to flinch as if I were about to be hit. Who knows, I might be. Crouching down, she puts both hands on my shoulders, looking me straight in the eyes. “So, you are now betrothed to little Mila. You may call me Mama.” Her tone is neutral, her eyes hard, as if daring me to do just that.
 
  
 
 My mouth dry, it takes a few attempts to get my voice working. “Oh, I couldn't do that Chief Provost Lieutenant General Ma'am. That would just be too informal.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” A hard clap on the shoulders sends a lancing pain through my stump, leaving me with little choice but to grit my teeth and bear it. I was wrong... I think she's actually happy. What have I gotten myself into? “Tell me of your problems.”
 
  
 
 Hesitation grips me, but at her impatient glower, the words explode out of my chest. “Well, see, after the demon thing and the multiple illusionary lives, I'm having a bit of trou-” Her upturned palm and frowning grimace stops me mid sentence.
 
  
 
 “Your cultivation problems, boy. Speak to your sister about your personal problems, she is better equipped to handle those than I.”
 
  
 
 Ah. Right.
 
  
 
 After detailing my issues and answering several of her questions, she gestures for me to begin meditation while wearing the ring. After my lengthy preparation process, I fall into the State of Balance and immediately the torrential downpour of Heavenly Energy surges through me, taking me by surprise. It's been too long since I've done this but even then, it feels as if it has gotten worse as I struggle for control, putting up barriers and attempting to divert all the energy away from me, drowning in the deluge without any aid.
 
  
 
 A sharp jarring wedge of chi interrupts me, and as if I were thrown onto dry land, the cascade stops and I am left gasping as I collapse onto the grass, my chest heaving from my all too brief attempt. Akanai hovers above me, looking down both literally and figuratively, as if disappointed by my failure. Silent and grim, she watches as I catch my breath, and I sit up gingerly, ready to try again.
 
  
 
 “That was only struggling, there was no surrender.”
 
  
 
 “I noticed. It seems worse than ever, as if it were waiting for me, ready to bring me down.” These fucking rings are a deathtrap, I should gut that stupid OuYang patriarch for giving away faulty goods. We should have just tossed those fucking jars into the sewers and taken a hammer to these damn rings for all the good they've done us.
 
  
 
 “I have a question for you. Why do you feel the need to control the Energy of the Heavens?”
 
  
 
 Snorting loudly, I reply, “Because otherwise it will kill me.”
 
  
 
 “And that is what I am here to prevent. So again, why do you try to control it?”
 
  
 
 “...So I don't die?”
 
  
 
 “Is that not why I am here? Do you not trust me?” Her words are spoken plainly, without accusation or anger, a questioning tone as she watches me. Seeing that I have no answer, she asks another question. “Do you fear the Energy of the Heavens?”
 
  
 
 The simple question causes me to jolt upright in understanding, the lesson taught to me so long ago by Charok fresh in my mind once again. From the very first time I used the ring, I was afraid of what would happen. My lack of control over my fear caused me to react instinctively each time, pushing away the heavenly energy, breaking it apart so that I can control it, rejecting it even as it flows through me. My eyes turn towards Akanai, and she nods once, understanding my unspoken question. She will offer protection, should I need it. I have nothing to fear.
 
  
 
 This time, Balance comes quickly and so too does the infusion of Heavenly Energy. Centering myself, I accept everything that comes, feeling my body heat up as the energy crashes violently against me, forcing itself into my core as if it were a sinkhole waiting to be filled. Fear rises up in me, but I let go of it, transforming myself into an anchor within the storm, a rock beneath the waves, battered but unmoved. The energy ebbs and flows, like the coming and goings of the tide, and I sink deeper inwards, with no thought of struggle or surrender, only acceptance.
 
  
 
 Without me noticing a change, the Energy of the Heavens now circles around me and through me, tempering me in its embrace. A foreign energy tugs at my awareness and I detect it entrapping what I have already claimed while also funneling more towards me. Reassured by Akanai's presence, I sit in quiet meditation, my mind blank and without thought. No needs or wants, fears or joys, only emptiness within, and fulfillment without.
 
  
 
 My eyes open slowly and I note the position of the moon, soon to set and a new day almost upon us. Akanai's presence can be felt behind me, her palms pressed against my back, leaning heavily upon me after a long night of arduous effort, my shirt and brow dripping in sweat, the chill of the nights air causing me to shiver. Her voice tired and strained, Akanai speaks in a slow, slurred drawl. “Well done boy, you've finally Awakened. Now show me what you have learned.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 “Um... sorry, but what?”
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 Sitting in quiet cultivation, the Heavenly Energy circles within me, funneling into my core where it is refined into chi, my body feels light and buoyant, as if suspended in nothingness, an easy warmth enveloping around me, ever-moving yet never felt. In a steady rhythm, every second, or minute, or hour, I can't tell, a wave crashes against me, but it does nothing to shake me from Balance, simply breaking against me, an unmovable object within the void. Each time the energy crashes against me, a surge pushes through my body and forces its way into my core, the energy stored away without sensation, my mind empty and without thought, clear as a mirror's surface.
 
  
 
 This is fucking bullshit.
 
  
 
 Breaking out of my meditative state, my eyebrows crease in concentration as I scan my thoughts for new knowledge. After long minutes of frantic searching, I finally let out a frustrated groan, cradling my head in my arms to muffle it. Throwing myself back to sprawl out in the grass, my head crashes against the tree trunk, leaving me once again cradling my head, this time emitting groans of pain.
 
  
 
 Right. I decided to sit closer to the tree today. Fuck.
 
  
 
 After dealing with the rapidly materializing bruise, I scoot down a safe distance and check behind me for protruding roots, tossing aside a few pebbles before once again throwing myself back, arms and legs akimbo. Lamenting my fate as the eternal underdog, I curse whatever it was I did to deserve this, wallowing in my one man pity party. As I lay in the shady grass, a flock of birds fly by in the distance, and the sounds of the bubbling river makes me wish I could just go down and float in the water, letting all my troubles wash away.
 
  
 
 I can't, of course, because of the mother fucking man-eating fish and worse, all hiding beneath the surface, waiting for a taste of my flesh. This world is just chock full of beasties, all of them terrifyingly strong and me woefully under equipped to deal with them. I just want a weapon where I can point and kill. Bang bang, you're dead.
 
  
 
 Why is nothing ever easy?
 
  
 
 The more I practice, the more I realize just how weak I really am. I was feeling pretty good about myself, a bad-ass warrior, killing Defiled and Ursagon's like chopping wood, even surviving a round with a Demon, which is better than most can say. I thought I was on track to reach the peak, be counted among the greats, a rising star of my generation, figuring Mila was just a statistical outlier. Even if I wasn't the very best, I thought I could make it into the top five percent or something, but no, Akanai comes along with her mystic mumbo jumbo, raising the bar once again, the summit no longer in sight, barely even a dream anymore. Fucking power creep.
 
  
 
 She told me that I had Awakened, received a Divine Blessing, meaning I had the bare minimum qualifications to manipulate an element. My former dreams surged to the forefront of my mind, of raining fire and lighting down upon my enemies while I cackle with glee, or commanding the earth to split apart and consume my enemies, crushing them with the bodies of their allies. All while I watch from an appropriately safe distance, of course.
 
  
 
 Life, however, is a massive bitch, raising my expectations only to let me fall farther down into the pits of despair as once again, it seemed that I was an exception to the case, thoroughly confusing Akanai after all of her hard work. There should have been an instinctive knowledge of how to use my chi to manipulate my element, but I got nothing, a whole blank space in my brain, not even a hint of knowing something and having forgotten. It was as if all the knowledge had just melted out of my brain, eradicating all traces of it ever being there. All of her advice amounted to 'meditate on it', with little more to go on but it's not her fault. It would seem that I am uniquely incompetent.
 
  
 
 Hooray, I'm unique!
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 In five days since, I have made exactly zero progress on my Awakened memories, although my arm has grown another 10 cm, so at least I have that going for me. My stump is almost at my elbow, bringing both a larger area of pain and an endless flood of questions from Tokta, most of which I can't answer. How am I supposed know what part of the blood it's coming from, or how it knows what to become? I don't fully understand it myself, and Tokta is having trouble figuring it out as well, leaving both of us frustrated. It sucks not knowing, but at least it works. I guess warrior just isn't in my job list, it got overwritten by punching bag.
 
  
 
 Letting out a large sigh, I imagine my anger escaping from my chest, carried away on the wind to fend for itself, but that's a childish thought, knowing my fears and frustrations are still eating away at me. Closing my eyes, I concentrate once again, this time retreating to my mental planescape to check in on my other problem. I spend too much time inside my head, another thing for me to complain about.
 
  
 
 Coming up to the familiar manor, I let myself in, stepping through the open double doors into the open courtyard, the lovely pond bubbling quietly while the plum-tree sits in full blossom, a beautiful purple-pink hue surrounded by greenery. I should have kept this place for myself and given Other me that stupid plain white room, filled with only a couch, a screen, and a single window that overlooks nothing but bright light. Then again, he spends all of his time here, so maybe this is more fair to him.
 
  
 
 Making my way towards my room, I open it to find Other me laying in bed, just like I left him, inert and unresponsive. I could have just jumped straight here, but the journey lets me imagine that he will be up and mobile, as if nothing had happened. Going through the motions, I try to wake him, first snapping close to his ears, moving on to making louder noises, before finally shaking him somewhat roughly. Looking down at him, I once again note the differences between us. It's mostly in the lines around the eyes and the set of our jaw, he's always gritting his teeth with his eyes strained, a more focus and alert look about him, even as he lays asleep. If I let him take over for too long, I'd probably get crows feet around my eyes and start grinding my teeth in my sleep.
 
  
 
 He's been like this ever since I locked him away during my conversation with Mila, and I feel like absolute shit. I didn't even notice until the next morning when I wanted to practice the Forms with him, too involved in my own problems to think of him until I needed something from him. I tried everything I could to wake him, god-like mental powers and all, but nothing worked, my alter-ego comatose despite my best efforts.
 
  
 
 I thought that if I was rid of him I'd be ecstatic, but I've gotten too used to having him around in a short time, the past few days seeming empty without him. It's nice to have someone to complain to, someone who can't run away. Plus, as much as I hate his stupid attitude, sometimes it's refreshing to hear his take on things, an overly simplistic, bash everything sort of problem solving, and imagine what it would be like if I listened.
 
  
 
 Saying a short prayer for him, I leave my mental planescape and return to reality, stretching myself awake beneath the morning sun. Today is one of my rest days, with little to do but cultivate and eat, but all of my worries makes it difficult to stay in Balance, especially with the runic ring and the extra complications it brings. Holding my hand out to the light, the ebony ring glimmers on my thumb, a permanent fixture now that I've gotten the hang of it. Maybe it isn't as stupid as I thought, considering that it may be the reason for my 'Awakening', but it might also be the cause of my failure as well. Perhaps it's faulty in some way, I mean what are the chances of making a flawless ring each time? There has to be something wrong, and it would be great if it wasn't me.
 
  
 
 Tired of worrying about all my problems, I leave the tiny clearing and head back to camp at an easy walk, my body feeling stiff as if I was wasting away without enough practice. I feel like, in the future, I should just avoid losing body parts. Regeneration is cool and all, but it's something I would rather read about instead of experiencing first-hand. With a longer stump, I have to be more careful not to jostle it in any way, or else the pain magnifies tenfold. Not fun at all.
 
  
 
 My wanderings bring me into camp and I begin to circle the area, not ready to go back just yet. After a short jaunt, I hear a greeting. “Little hero!” Wincing at the nickname, I turn and greet Bulat as he sits on the ground playing dice with a few other soldiers. Grinning ferociously, he waves me over, and with nothing better to do, I join him. “Fancy a game of dice with your fellow cripples? Ravil, pour the little hero a drink, will ye?” A young, dark-skinned soldier pours out a measure of alcohol for me into a bowl, filling it to the rim without spilling a single drop. Impressive, considering he wears a bandage over both eyes, the soldiers around him cheering at his performance as he takes a seated bow.
 
  
 
 Happily accepting the proffered drink, I tap bowls with the soldiers and drink deeply, putting my empty bowl down on Bulat's flat head while I fish through my pocket for coins, prompting another round of merry laughter. “So what's the game?”
 
  
 
 “Big-small, with our mat for other bets. Rustram be the house, rates are standard.” A long haired, wizened man waves a stump at me, everything below the wrist missing. “If you don't know em, then you just gonna have to trust old Bulat here.” The one-legged soldier takes the joke in stride, staying still long enough for me to retrieve my bowl, introducing the other four soldiers around us, all of them with some injury that will lead to their dismissal from the army.
 
  
 
 “No problem, I can see that you're an honest man, and besides, you wouldn't cheat a cripple.” After another round of chuckles, we get to playing. Randomly placing a bet on the numbered chart, my attentions completely focus on the sound of the dice rattling in the cup as I eagerly await the reveal, leaving all my worldly problems behind. “Hey, why do you call yourself old, you're like twenty something.”
 
  
 
 “Old enough compared to you, little hero.”
 
  
 
 I spend the rest of the morning drinking and dicing, winning and losing, laughing with the soldiers as we whittle away the time, forgetting all of our troubles together. As lunch time approaches, we end the dicing and head towards the cooking fires for our midday meal, most of us good and drunk on terrible fruit wine. The other soldiers, the healthy ones, they all avoid our little group, not wanting to look too closely at what might very well be their own future, a glaring reminder of their own mortality. Bulat and the others take it in stride, ignoring the hurried escapes and dirty looks, their good cheer unaffected as we all line up for lunch.
 
  
 
 As we wait our turn, I eye the stew with an voracious appetite, ready to eat my fill once again. Not needing to worry about getting fat is slowly turning me into a glutton, always wanting to eat until the point of discomfort, and my belly has protested for some time now, no longer sated by alcohol. Each time, the ladle digs deep and comes up with meat still on the bone, assorted vegetables and even some grains, and every bowl filled brings me closer to the front, my belly rumbling as I take in the scent of my next meal.
 
  
 
 Bulat and Ravil are ahead of me, the former guiding the latter who holds both bowls, Bulat unable to carry anything while using his crutches. Their turn arrives and the cook skims the top of the pot with his ladle, splitting a single scoop of broth in both bowls before motioning for them to leave. Bulat begins to hobble off, seemingly used to the shitty treatment, calling Ravil to follow him away to drink their soup, but my indignation bubbles up slowly as I stop them both. This is no way to treat them, they were injured in the line of duty.
 
  
 
 Drawing the blind Ravil back, I empty both bowls into the pot, and channeling my best impression of Akanai, I glare at the cook, a portly, short haired fellow who towers above me, wishing that I was taller. “Take that ladle, dig deep down in this pot, and bring up a proper serving for these two.” Damn, Akanai doesn't say that much, I should have kept it shorter, like 'try again' or 'get it right'. Maybe I need some facial scars, make myself look properly intimidating. Ooo, or a tattoo. Yea.
 
  
 
 “Rations are for fighting men half-pint. Ain't enough to spare for all.” Unimpressed by my demeanor, the cook glares right back at me. There are no camp followers here, every person a soldier, and I hold no rank or authority. Skimming the top once again, he half fills my bowl, making no move to fill Bulat's and Ravil's, letting them sit empty. “A half serving for a half-pint, little shrimp soldier like you don't need a full meal.” His face jiggles as he laughs and his cronies join in, my fury erupting within me.
 
  
 
 Ignoring their mockery, I continue to glare without another word, emptying my bowl into the pot and holding it out once again. This fat fucker, if I had both hands I'd slap the stupid grin right off his face and shove that ladle up his ass. Half-fucking-rations for the injured, just because we can't fight? Food isn't that tight yet.
 
  
 
 “Come now, little hero, come. This is just the way of it, no harm done.” Bulat speaks quietly, trying to push me away but I stay rooted to the ground. The others begin crowding around me, trying to draw me away as the laughter dies down, the mood growing tense around us, the sky darkening as if it senses my mood, the clouds rushing in to set the tone. Fatty's face begins to turn crimson as his beady eyes narrow, staring back at me in a pitiful attempt to cow me, but I have stared down worse, the twins are more intimidating than him. Watching the sweat form on his brow, it moves down in a slow path, trickling past his brow and cheek, hanging at his jaw for a full second before dropping down, into the pot.
 
  
 
 Fuck it, I'll bring them to the Sentinel cook fires. “This isn't worth it, the food's ruined from this pig's sweat anyways. Pot-bellied fucker, probably the reason we're low on rations in the first place.” Making no effort to lower my voice, the cripples and I leave together, none of us having received any food. “Whose idea was it to put the fat man in charge of food anyways? Probably nowhere else for him to go, the ladle and pot-lid his weapons of choice.”
 
  
 
 A roar sounds out from behind me and I turn to watch the fat cook stomp towards me, throwing off his apron and cracking his knuckles. “Fucking runt, I'll tear you to pieces and cook you alive. Come greet your grandfather, Maota and learn your place.”
 
  
 
 Motioning for the others to back away and leaving my bowl in Ravil's hands, my face breaks out into a smile as I step towards Maota. Cracking my neck, eager for some exercise, I approach the cook as the crowd gathers around us, chanting and cheering, eager to see a fight.
 
  
 
 Roaring once again, he charges me with arms outstretched, looking to grapple me into submission, an idiotic approach. My mind focuses and his approach slows to a crawl, as if he were moving through molasses. A single step takes me in front of him, my elbow driving into his gut. The air expels from his lungs at the impact, his head swinging forward. My palm shoots upwards, cupping his face to cushion the blow, sending his head backwards in an arch. His feet lift off the ground, weightless for a fraction of a second, before he comes crashing down at my feet.
 
  
 
 The silence is complete, broken only by Maota's pained gasping, the match over in an instant with not even enough time for proper wagering. Calling Bulat and the others over, we march towards the pot, our bowls held out to the new soldier holding the ladle. After a brief hesitation, the ladle dips deep into the pot and fills each bowl with a hearty serving, a wry smile upon the soldier's face as he doles out each measure.
 
  
 
 After a short jaunt away to a private area, our group of cripples eat in silence, the mood stifled from the conflict, the harsh truth too heavy to put aside. Feeling angry and more than a little guilty, I eat mechanically, barely tasting the meal that I fought for. These men had come to terms with their disabilities, simply accepting that it was their lot in life to be stepped on and ignored, but until their dismissal, they could at least pretend they were still soldiers. That illusion was just shattered by me, the strain between them and the healthy soldiers now clear as day, a line drawn in the sand. We might end up having to fight for every meal now, and that's just asking for trouble.
 
  
 
 My meal finished, I sit in silence, ruminating on my anger until I can't keep quiet any longer, the words being spoken despite my better judgment. "What's the matter with all of you? Where's your fucking pride? You lose a limb, your eyes, or whatever, and you just let everyone walk all over you? 'Just the way of it', that's fucking bullshit.”
 
  
 
 “Leave it, boy. I like you, but you be crossing a line now.” Bulat's tone is no longer friendly, his eyes downcast and refusing to look at me.
 
  
 
 “Explain it to me then, because I don't fucking understand. You live, laugh, and drink, yet you act like your lives are over once you're discharged from the army. The army isn't everything, there's more to life than soldiering.”
 
  
 
 “Easy for you to have hope!” The words erupt from his mouth, rage clear on his face as it turns crimson, his eyes bulging out as he yells. “We all have eyes, see your arm growing by the day, the treatment of an expert healer. The little hero is worth fixing, but old Bulat and his friends?” He thumps his chest hard, puffed out with pride. “We trained, we fought, we served and sacrificed, and for what? To be judged worthless and cast aside. What pride is there to be had in being a cripple, unable to work, only a burden to those around us, to beg at the general's table, praying that she drops some scraps for us to eat?” His anger deflates, his shoulders slumping as he waves me away. “Better had we fallen in battle as warriors, so that we could keep our pride.”
 
  
 
 Looking around, I see nothing but agreement and resigned acceptance in each of their faces. Soldiers, once proud and strong, reduced to this. Akanai offered them help, but charity is not enough, not to make them want to live. They still hold to the scraps of their pride, their identity tied to being a soldier, a warrior, an elite. Strength is everything to them, and I can help.
 
  
 
 “Alright, gather around and keep quiet.” My decision is made, despite Akanai's orders. What's the point of coming up with an amazing healing technique if I can't share it? “What I am about to tell you cannot leave this circle, agreed?” After a round of nods from everyone, I continue. “I am not being healed by some expert, I'm doing it on my own and I can teach you.”
 
  
 
 A loud snort sounds from Bulat. “Bah, better to tell us that you can shit gold and piss wine, that would be more believable. Healing is no easy task, regeneration as complicated as it gets. If you are truly healing yourself, then you be a genius, but Old Bulat ain't the reading type.” Despite his words, he edges closer, his hope for redemption stronger than his cynicism, and the others crowd in as well, cautious optimism on the faces.
 
  
 
 Patting him on the face with a smile, I quip, “As much as I would like to see your lips move while you struggle to read, that isn't needed.” Taking a moment to gather my thoughts, I also say a tiny prayer to the Mother, hoping that Akanai doesn't find out.
 
  
 
 Even if she does, seeing hope in these soldiers eyes, makes it worth the punishment.
 
  
 
 Well... Maybe. Whatever. Too late to stop now.
 
  
 
 Better to beg for forgiveness than to ask for permission.
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 Sitting atop his docile mount, Du Min Gyu calmly peeled a pomelo whilst the storm raged around him, his guards struggling to hold up their makeshift canopy in a hopeless effort to keep him dry until they reached shelter. The wind whistled through the mountain passes, the raindrops almost falling horizontally as his party traveled northward through the torrential downpour, meter by arduous meter. At first glance, the province seemed a beautiful place, full of majestic vistas and uniquely colorful landscapes, but it was better seen in paintings or described in poetry, not worth the hardships of travel.
 
  
 
 Tossing a section of the fruit forwards, he smiled as he watched his precious mount snap the treat out of the air with its jaws. As always, it calmly removed the treat with its paws and fed it to his student's mount in a noble effort to keep its mate and unborn children well satiated. Good animals these roosequins, more virtuous than most humans he had met, and he hoped to find some in the wild so that he could capture and possibly tame them for his own use. These two belonged to Adujan, and while what was hers was also his, Du Min Gyu had too much honor to misappropriate his student's belongings, no matter how much he wanted them.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of hard trekking, his guards finally found a suitable campsite and he dismounted with a small hop, leaving the beasts to run about happily in the rain, largely responsible for their own meals, another useful detail about them. Feeling the ache in his ruined hip and knee, he grumbled beneath his breath as he limped towards glorious shelter and the promise of warmth and comfort. The injuries were remnants from his last duel, the worthless healers unable to fully fix the damage of his shattered bones, leaving him in pain for more than a decade now, a constant reminder of his advancing age. The storms made the ache worse somehow, twinging in advance notice of the downpour, but he had misjudged the time frame and pushed ahead against his student's warnings. Now he paid the price, sitting and shivering in a cave that stank of cat piss, desperately wishing he were back in Yantai where the summers were warm as the Mother intended.
 
  
 
 They had already travelled for two, long weeks without a single day of rest, the joys of working with a brilliant young student quickly overshadowed by the rigors of travel and the inhospitable weather. By all accounts, they should have long ago reached the Flying Tiger Fortress, but eight days ago his guards had found some promising spoor, and thinking it would make for good training, he ordered the pursuit, chasing his quarry without rest. What had begun as a promising venture had devolved into a frantic, miserable experience as the weather took a turn for the worse, each day their suffering increased as they continued northward, hopelessly lost if not for the sure guidance of his student, a disgraceful developement. It was a wonder that his student did not hold misgivings over her new teacher, with how vulnerable and frail he had seemed these last few days.
 
  
 
 Freezing nights and arid days had sapped the strength from his guards, the dips and peaks in elevation causing even more delays as his party suffered from altitude sickness, all with the exception of his new student, who incessantly poked fun about their slow progress. Hardy stock, these children of the north, even now humming beneath her breath as she busied herself about the cave, making efforts to remove the stench, unaffected by their hard travels. Even with all her skills in woodcraft, it had been a miserable experience for the rest of them, although she had found some chicken mushrooms that had been a delight to eat, the fungi's texture and flavor almost an exact match for the bird it was named after. Worst of all, when their quarry seemed to be within their grasp, this hell-spawned storm had erupted, clear skies breaking apart into stormy clouds with little warning aside from his pain, and come morning the beast would be long gone, with all of its tracks washed away. A shame, but such was life.
 
  
 
 As soon as the partition was set up, he had Kyung aid him in disrobing, changing into clothes that were only slightly damp, as even the best waterproof fabrics were unable to keep his clothes dry through the heavy rainfall. His medicinal herbs also soaked through, an obstacle preventing him from alleviating his pain, although he was also running out, having gone through his supply faster than anticipated, a worrisome prospect. Stepping out from behind the partition, he motioned for his student to enter and change, not wanting the girl to catch cold, another thing healing could not fix, a maddeningly inconsistent profession.
 
  
 
 “Kyung, would you like to come back here and undress me as well?” His student cackled as she stepped behind the strung up blanket, lingering behind to give poor Kyung a suggestive look. Indecent is what it was, the lusty girl incessantly teasing the wretched guard in front of all of his subordinates, who ignored her as ordered, suffering her attentions stoically. This simply could not continue, a product of the girl's poor upbringing, evidenced by the fact that were it not for his insistence, she would have changed in full view of everyone. The girl had not a single fiber of modesty in her, and coupled with a devilish humor that a hardened sailor would find distasteful, she made for an interesting and challenging student.
 
  
 
 She was well and by far his most talented pupil, of that he had no doubt, having spent only a single day and night helping her Awaken. Whilst she was immersed in the Blessing of the Divine Wind, he had even managed to glimpse at hints of mysteries that extended far beyond his own comprehension, the parsing of which kept him up late at night for many days now, although that could also be attributed to his pain and advanced age. If only he could live for another 400 years, then perhaps he could truly master the usages of the Divine Wind, but he had only barely scratched the surface in his advanced age.
 
  
 
 As soon as she exited from behind the partition, his student skipped forward and set to work starting several bonfires, using some cotton and jelly mixture she extracted from her pack to quickly set wet wood to flame, the warmth flooding into his damp bones to his great relief, almost enough to offset the stinging of the billowing smoke. Settling down, the girl pressed up against him, sharing her warmth in her too-familiar fashion, something he was still acclimating to, but tolerated only because he knew she missed her tribesmen and their cultural niceties. He had never taught a girl, and he was rather fond of this one, putting his arm around her to help keep her warm. Perhaps it was because she made him smile, the thought of stealing this talented youth away from Akanai bringing him great joy.
 
  
 
 Once the air within the cave had warmed to suitable levels, he turned towards his student and gestured for her to display her progress. Smiling widely, the girl held her palm out and sank deep into concentration, while the guards gathered around and watched with intense focus. While it was unlikely for them to gain an Insight from his student's efforts, Du Min Gyu was a man who disliked waste. So long as there was a chance and nothing better for them to do, his guards would be tasked with learning. Any guard that received a Blessing would instantly soar in value and prestige, a valuable asset to have in any endeavor. If, for example, he had a guard who could command the Divine Flame, he would already be dry instead of slightly moist and exceedingly uncomfortable, a most convenient and welcome addition to his party.
 
  
 
 It took 15 minutes for him to notice his student's efforts, the air within the cave moving about sluggishly, and another 15 before it was strong enough to affect the smoke from the fires, the heavy plumes rising from the flame beginning to curve towards the girl, struggling between two areas of differential pressure, until finally, it began to pull downwards, heading towards the girl's palm and coalescing into a slow, lazy spiral. She held the smoke there for several seconds before her concentration broke and she let out her breath, the tiny clouds of smoke dissipating in moments as the pressure once again shifted, and with a small effort, he forced the unpleasant smoke out of the tiny cave.
 
  
 
 Sitting in silence, he watched the sweat dripping down his young student's face as she reviewed her work, looking for signs of comprehension and finding only gloom and disappointment. It was always a struggle deciding what to do in these moments of failure, a fine line to walk. Too much coddling and the student might never learn, but too much derision and the student would be discouraged and resentful. He decided to be tactful today, motivating without encouragement. “Vocalize your problems, the better you understand them, the easier it will be to find an answer.”
 
  
 
 “The wind feels... stagnant. Listless, unwilling to move until I exert enough force, and then without warning, it escapes me, overpowers me in an instant, like an ill-tempered quin turning on its rider.”
 
  
 
 “So you seek to tame the wind, make it heed your every wish? Well then student, that will only end in abject failure, just like it did today. The wind is a selfish presence, domineering and uncaring, doing as it pleases. You do not tame the wind, at best, you shape the setting so that the wind chooses to follow your will.” Now that his student's demonstration was over, he had Kyung bring over hot tea, which filled his belly with a satisfying warmth, the last of what he had procured from Akanai. A shame the girl was not too well-informed about teas, her knowledge limited to that which kept her alive, a harsh upbringing that had molded her into the warrior she was. She held her teacup in both hands, untouched by her lips as she furrowed her brow in thought, trying to come to terms with what he had just said.
 
  
 
 Another tricky thing, to guide without obscuring, as the wrong turn of phrase could send a student down a dead-end path, or worse, an unending circle of contradictory logic. Each person's ability and comprehension differed, and what might work for one might only confuse and hinder another. Philosophical statements and abstract concepts were all he could offer at the moment, his relationship with the girl far too shallow for him to risk the dangers of directing her spiritually, something only used as a last resort, or with someone of great familiarity. While such treatment was generally reserved for disciples, his only living disciple was already well established and learned, no longer requiring his aid, so all of his resources could be devoted to this student. Her talent demanded it, and he was no miser to hoard his wealth in his old age, only to have his 'family' squabble over it all once he was dead and gone. Perhaps he should look into building a grand tomb for himself, an ornate, expensive tomb, just to spit in his cousins' faces from beyond the grave.
 
  
 
 The smell of his dinner cooking made him salivate as he eagerly awaited a hot meal, the first in several days. Tomorrow, they would resume their journey towards the Flying Tiger Fortress, pick up that idiot brat Kang Bing and then finally be on his way back towards civilization where hot baths awaited, hearty meals were aplenty, and he could sink into a feathery mattress to sleep in comfort.
 
  
 
 Morning found him already awake and meditating, sleep having eluded him once again, the rising sun painting the skies red and orange with a beauty that once had him so entranced, only to be slapped across the face by the uninviting climate and rigorous requirements for survival. Standing gingerly and stretching, his body began to shiver involuntarily, his thick furred robes still damp from the rain, an entire night not enough to dry them. Barely able to force down his breakfast, he set off atop the quin in a foul mood with his pipe lit, letting the breeze take away his stress and anger, the medicine working quickly as he puffed away, easing his pain and discomfort and allowing him to fully enjoy the scenery as it rushed past.
 
  
 
 All too soon, Kyung interrupted his delightful morning ride with a bothersome report. “Master, we have found signs of the beast, a half-finished meal with the blood only just congealing. It must have hidden away from the storm just as we did. Your orders?”
 
  
 
 Running his fingers through his ragged beard, he cursed his facial hair for the umpteenth time, lamenting at how his once fine, silky beard was reduced to this tangled mess upon his face. Were it not for the long years required to grow it once more, he would have shaved every whisker right off weeks ago. Grumbling beneath his breath, he struggled to come to a decision, unable to choose between returning home a few days earlier or pursuing this beast that he had already invested so much time into. Sighing deeply, he spoke. “Student, make the decision. Chase the beast or move on?”
 
  
 
 “We should follow the trail for now, since it parallels our heading. If it breaks off west then we will abandon the chase, but there is a good chance we can catch it. It's too valuable to simply give up, especially since we're so close.” The thirst for the hunt shone in her eyes, and he could only chuckle wryly at her enthusiasm. The strength and boundless energies of youth, he could barely remember a time when he had been like that. “Allow me to lead the hunt Teacher Du, your guards seem sturdy enough, I'm sure they can keep up with Shana and Zabu.” Springing down the mountain path, she spearheaded the charge after their quarry, and Min Gyu had little choice but to follow, his quin frantically chasing after its mate, the click and slap of claws and paws echoing through the peaks while his guards desperately tried to keep pace, months of built-up fatigue taking its toll on them.
 
  
 
 After more than an hour of frenetic chasing, just as he was about to call off his bloodthirsty student, she whooped in joy and drew her bow, loosing an arrow in the blink of an eye. Shortly after, a resounding, trumpeting call echoed out, followed by the thunderous sound of a charging Meng-Zhua. A shot fired from almost 300 meters and still managing to penetrate its thick hide, his estimation of the Akanai's Khishigs climbed a few notches. Terrifying enemies to have, especially in guerrilla warfare, it was little wonder that the Society had failed in apprehending his student and her cohorts.
 
  
 
 A ferocious, solitary beast, the Meng-Zhua or dream snatcher was a fearsome opponent, with two enormous, ivory-white tusks and a long, sinuous trunk capable of crushing a grown man in its grasp. Facing it head on was a risky prospect, with wide, scaled ear-flaps, a powerful tail for balance, as well as a thick, brown-furred, hard-skinned, cat-like frame and claws, it was a beast that looked built for war. A shame they were untamable, ferocious and bloodthirsty predators that roamed the mountains, devouring man and beast alike.
 
  
 
 “Guards, spread out and encircle the beast, keep it from escaping. Student, dispatch the beast on your own, I will not lift a finger to aid you.” Ignoring her sour look, he continued. “Also, dismount and leave your bow behind as well, I'll not have you running circles around it atop your quin, filling its valuable hide with holes.” It did no good to coddle children, an element of danger was required for students to become full-fledged warriors, but neither did he wish to lose his prized pupil so quickly. Silently Sending to his guards, he added, “Be prepared to protect her life at risk to your own, but do not act unless absolutely necessary.”
 
  
 
 Outwardly calm, yet filled with both apprehension and excitement, he stood on his mount's back as he watched his student charge down the rocky slope towards the Meng-Zhua, closing in at an angle and hoping to target its exposed flanks. A standard stratagem against the beasts, but this particular specimen was far too clever, an aged beast almost twice the standard size, more than 3 meters tall from foot to shoulder, with tusks at least half that in length, it spun in an impossibly nimble turn for its size and speed, its claws digging into the stone as it bore down upon his student.
 
  
 
 In an acrobatic display, his student dived across the rocky ground, the tusks and nose narrowly missing her as she deftly avoided death, springing to her feet and loosing her shield, the edged weapon spinning end over end and embedding itself into the beast's hide. Foolish! She had but the one spiritual weapon and she had risked so much only to panic at the worst possible moment. With only a short-spear of wood and iron, the risk to her life grew enormously. With a loud trumpeting cry, the beast turned towards her once again, charging headlong without a care for the injury it had suffered, deceptively fast for its size.
 
  
 
 So too was his student, who back pedaled furiously, her chi Lightening her body as she sprung away from the beast in almost weightless, one-footed hops, deftly parrying each swing of the beast's nose as she retreated back up the slope, deflecting all of the power with precision. Were she to continue backwards in this manner, she would soon run up against a boulder, stopping her retreat and quite possibly ending her life. Resisting the urge to warn her, holding out until it was certain she would make such a horrendous mistake, his eyes widened with alarm as she closed in towards her unseen doom.
 
  
 
 Just as he was about to shout a warning and send Kyung to intervene, the beast made one more swing, his student directly blocking with her spear as she hopped forwards, the impact sending her flying aside and tumbling down the rocky slope in a barely controlled spin, a soft block that allowed her to absorb most of the impact into her flight. Meanwhile the beast crashed into the boulder, breaking off a large section of the stone and staggering backwards before finally collapsing to the ground, it's weight dragging it down the gentle slope, its death calls weak and pitiful. Even in his agitation he found it odd, the Meng-Zhua far too agile to have made such a gaffe, but he soon puzzled out the mystery, laughing uproariously at the clever girl. Blood spurted from the beast's wound, coating the beast's flank with his student's shield embedded deeply in its neck, having severed an artery with a single throw. She had killed the beast in their first exchange, risking all for the clear shot at a vulnerable point. Guided, Honed, and possible even Amplified, her control over chi was growing by the day, a byproduct of her advanced chi manipulation practice.
 
  
 
 Lightly sitting back down, he directed his quin down the slope towards his student, the other quin following behind as the Meng-Zhua stumbled about, his guards closing in around it and letting it bleed out slowly, the pitiable beast unable to dislodge the shield and heal its wound. Upon reaching his student, he leaped down and helped her battered and bruised form up, the girl's mount sniffing and chirping in concern. Grinning up at him, his student dabbed at a gash on her forehead, looking every bit like the proud idiot she was. Infuriating. “That went well, right Teacher Du?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Foolish girl, the point of this was to hone your skills in true combat, not to gamble foolishly with your life. A single mistake would have seen you dead a half-dozen times over.” Signaling for one of his physicians, he inspected the girl for broken bones or deep wounds, and upon finding none his shoulders sagged in relief. “With your speed and control, you could have shorn through the beast's tusks and snout, no need to take so great a risk. Better yet, use your damn spear to kill it, you've enough power to do that, pierce it through the eye.”
 
  
 
 “Respectfully, Teacher Du mentioned the value of the hide, but the skull and tusks are even more valuable.” Her eyes gleamed once again, this time with avarice. “A Meng-Zhua tusks do not grow so quickly, and with tusks so long, it must be centuries old, perhaps even over a millennium. It might even be used as a Heart! Even without that, the materials are highly sought after and will fetch a pretty penny.”
 
  
 
 Snorting as he helped her onto the quin, he fumed with anger. “For this you risk your life so recklessly? If you want another Spiritual weapon, I can have one ready for you as easily as turning my hand, and there is no need to even mention coin. Do not waste my efforts in guiding you by dying young, you must live a long and healthy life so that my name will be spoken of for centuries still.”
 
  
 
 Still smiling foolishly, she nodded, brimming with elation as she stared at the dying beast, ignoring the ministrations of the physicians as they cleaned and bandaged her cuts. Chuckling to himself at the sight, he resisted the urge to whoop with joy and dance a little ditty. Talent and guts, instincts and determination, this student of his would truly be remarkable. He had claimed he would make her a crane among chickens, but it seemed that he was a liar.
 
  
 
 She would be a dragon among men, unparalleled beneath the heavens, of this he was sure or else his name was not Du Min Gyu.
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 Whistling a happy tune, I go about my business for the day, setting up the play mat and dice in my secluded little clearing, preparing for my merry band of disabled students. The wine is cooling in the river, a number of meat skewers ready to be grilled over a small fire, and plenty of bowls for everyone to drink from. With all of this, and the added touch of a screen of leaves to better hide us, should anyone come upon us unannounced, it will look like a gathering of unsavory drunks and degenerates, here to gamble and drink away the day.
 
  
 
 All according to plan.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to laugh ominously, I continue making sure everything is in place for my secret meeting, nervous and excited about my subterfuge. Hidden away from plain sight are a selection of tourniquets, bandages, unguents, and irons, all things that I will need if things go south. Also scattered about are a few more eclectic items that may come in handy, like a sharpened spoon. That's for Ravil, in case shit goes bad with his eyes. Shuddering at the thought, I mentally go over my checklist once more, ending with a small prayer to the Mother, asking for smooth roads ahead. This will be the first time we meet, as I spent the last three days making preparations while hiding everything from Tokta and Akanai.
 
  
 
 Practicing the Forms while I wait, my handicapped friends arrive in ones and twos over the next hour, leaving the camp separately so as not to arouse suspicion, a precautionary measure I insisted on that earned me a few odd looks. I don't mind, all they're risking is the growth of some super tumors, I'm the one taking the real risk: disobeying Akanai. You can never be too careful when it comes to Akanai's instincts; her ability to sniff out guilt or wrongdoings is just short of supernatural. I don't even understand why she wants everything to be kept secret, something like this is world changing and should be shared with everyone who will listen. It can change the quality of life for so many, what with this world being filled to the brim with danger.
 
  
 
 Once all of my participants arrive, I clear my throat to capture their attention, smiling as they quiet down immediately and gather around the dicing chart, their attention fully focused on me. I wouldn't say that I like to be at the center of attention, but being in charge is kind of nice. “Welcome, I'm glad to see you all here.” Their demeanor has changed a little, most of them better dressed and cleaner, Rustram's hair having been washed for what may very well be the first time in weeks, Ravil's eye bandages changed for fresh ones, little things like that. Even Bulat cleaned himself up and trimmed his beard, looking scruffy yet handsome, despite all the jagged scars on his face. No homo. It's amazing what a little hope can do to a person, and I just hope that I don't fuck this up.
 
  
 
 “I want to take this time to remind everyone of the risks before we begin.” I already went over them a few days ago, but they need to hear it again. “If something goes wrong, I may have to dismember you, and keep in mind: I'm right-handed.” Waving my stump around earns me a few nervous chuckles, and I wait for quiet before I continue. “If everything is done correctly, and that's a big if, then you have nothing to worry about, but you know what they say, hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”
 
  
 
 “Get on with it, little hero. We know the risks you were very clear about them. If things go awry, then you just cut old Bulat's throat, no need hesitate or mourn. Me Ma will at least get some blood money if I die in the field.”
 
  
 
 “Yea... In that scenario, I would face the penalty for murdering a soldier, which is death, so … Let's try to avoid that. Besides, killing you would defeat the purpose of everything I'm doing here.” Fucking fatalism, it's just a missing leg. Sure it sucks, but things could be worse. “Moving on, even if nothing goes wrong, I cannot guarantee success. All I can do is teach, and the rest is up to you. Bear in mind once again, you seven will be my first students... ever. So, trial and error, and all that.” Test-subjects just doesn't have the same amiable ring to it.
 
  
 
 There is the tiny matter in which Tokta has been unable to replicate my success, despite his constant barrage of questions and invasive monitoring during my healing process. If I can't teach a top-tier healer how to do it, what chance do I have with these guys? I spent the past few nights going over details of this venture and I came to the conclusion that I have no idea what I'm doing.
 
  
 
 With that in mind, I opted for full disclosure about my ineptitude, and began showing off the implements and what they should do if things go wrong. I figured that would scare them away, but even after seeing all of my extensive preparations and listening to my worst case scenario's, not a single one of them stood to leave. Most were a little pale and frightened, but the possibility of regenerating their injuries without too much cost is simply too tempting to pass over. Once again, it crosses my mind that I may have made a terrible mistake, but I've already gotten their hopes up. Stupid drunk me and my stupid mouth making stupid promises.
 
  
 
 While going over yet another worst-case scenario, Bulat waves me off, cutting in. “Little hero, we understand, you have made many efforts to save us should things go wrong, but I said it before, if the worst should happen simply cut our throats and be done with it. The others will help you hide the evidence, even lying for you should that be required. We all spoke of it before coming here, there is only death or triumph ahead of us.” The other six all nod and reiterate what Bulat says, a few even smiling at me as they do so.
 
  
 
 It astounds me that their dismissal from the army is a forgone conclusion without room for appeal. Bulat grew up in the slums of Shen Huo, joined the army when he was sixteen, two years of training and four years of service in and around the city, fighting bandits and beasts. He fought on the wall during the invasion, survived a night attack while under the command of Kai and the slaughter of the Demon that spawned from Vivek Daatei. All of that, and the loss of a single leg is enough to have him thrown him away without care. The others have differing backgrounds, but all of them enlisted young, served in the war, and were now fated for dismissal and worse unless I can help them. No pressure.
 
  
 
 The worst thing about this all is that no one finds anything wrong with any of this, leaving these soldiers without aid. No pension, no extra pay, just given their dismissal papers, each and every one of them know and accept this as their fate, blaming nothing but their own weakness. No wonder they risk death, because to them, death is only slightly worse than the alternative.
 
  
 
 “Alright.” Looking at them each in turn, I see the determination and resolve each of them have, hoping to rise up once again and regain their strength. “Let's get started then. So, what do you all know of healing?” Seeing their blank expressions, I power through, telling myself that I am helping, that this is a good deed and worth the effort. “Okay, let's start with the basics. When you are injured, what do you see?”
 
  
 
 A pause occurs while a round of shoulder shrugging and beard scratching takes place, and Rustram tentatively answers, “Blood?”
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 This is going to be more difficult than I thought. Thinking back to my training with Taduk, I begin teaching them a few basic inner examination exercises, mentally revising my plans as I go along. It seems like the education in the cities is worse than I thought, but I guess with even the children working hard to help support their families, there's no time to learn frivolous things like how to read and write, or check your body for illness. Cultivation is a rich man's game and I'm only just beginning to appreciate how hard the village works to allow every child to receive both the education and the nutrients required to become a warrior. Even if every child doesn't make it, at the very least everyone is given a chance.
 
  
 
 For this specific scenario, their lack of knowledge actually makes them a good test group. This way, I can control just how much knowledge they have, and expand upon what they know slowly, limiting the information they receive. No need to worry that someone will leap ahead and try something stupid while I'm not around, and the best part is, I don't think my method of healing will need much more than basic skills in healing. All that's needed is to learn how to encourage the creation of the panacea, and their bodies will take care of the rest. I can hear my pitch now: 'Learn my revolutionary, one-step process to fix all your injuries, available now at your local apothacary. Act now, before it's too late!'
 
 Smiling to myself as I watch my first and only students settle down to meditate, I take solace in the fact that I'm doing the right thing, as well as the fact that I have yet to actually break my promise to Akanai. The details of my healing technique haven't been discussed, only that I can teach them how to regenerate, so even if word spreads today, I can just wholly deny having disobeyed Akanai. I don't think that would stop her from stringing me up by my heels, but at least I can feel morally superior while she does it.
 
  
 
 Gotta look at the bright side every now and then. Optimism.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Carefully contemplating her next move, Song struggled as she stared at the chess pieces, deliberating on how to proceed. If Master were playing in her place, she would sacrifice her chaplain to take the skirmisher, then move the archer into place to threaten the Monarch. It was a superb move that would grant her control over the middle of the board, but it would cost her the chaplain and a Soldier, and she was loath to lose them. All of the pieces were hers, a gift from Master, the only things she had ever been given besides her saber and it would be disrespectful to lose them so easily.
 
  
 
 Choosing to save her chaplain instead, she sat back and stealthily snuck a look at Master, who sat off to the side chatting away with the two sisters. Both bears, they bore a striking resemblance to one another and even after many days in their company, she was unable to tell them apart by sight or sound. Their voices grated on her, but Master seemed to enjoy their company, leaving Song to play chess with Huushal. The large wolf annoyed her as well, with his oafish mannerisms and disregard of the rules, she wondered why Master wanted her to play with him.
 
  
 
 As if he could read her mind, Huushal moved his skirmisher in an illegal move, crossing through a soldier to take her lancer and she silently mourned as it left her side to sit next to her two soldiers, earlier conquests of his. That lancer should have been safe, the path blocked by the soldier, but Huushal merely smiled his idiot grin, nodding in his clumsy way as he cheated without remorse. “You didn't see that coming, did you? Don't worry, I'm no good at this game either, too much thinking.” Some men liked to mock and belittle but she was used to worse treatment, accepting his words without complaint. She had learned early on that if she displayed no reaction, her tormentors were quicker to leave her alone.
 
  
 
 Checking Master's reaction once again, she thanked the Mother that Master was not upset, chatting nicely with one of the sisters. Yesui she thought, or perhaps it was Yosai, it was impossible to tell. Needing to think over all her moves once again, Song listened to their conversation as she tried to save as many pieces as she could.
 
  
 
 “... so we were thinking of having the ceremony in the grove by our village, the trees are a rich viridian hue in the summer almost shining. You must come to the wedding Miss Sumila, Papa and Mama would be so thrilled to have you there, and they would be honored if the Chief Provost and the Divine Blacksmith came as well.”
 
  
 
 “I would be delighted to attend, but I cannot speak for my parents. The Mother only knows how busy they both are, but I will mention it to them.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, but listen to me go on about myself, what of your wedding? I hear you were betrothed to Rain, that's so... nice. It's a shame he's so unruly, I heard he fought with a cook in the soldier's camp, demanding more rations, quite shameful. Both greedy and ill-tempered, that one, I wager that you will be able to rein him in with little trouble, Miss Sumila.”
 
  
 
 “I am quite happy with my betrothal to Rain.” Master's tone seemed a little curt, implying that Yesui (Yosai?) was overstepping her bounds, a magnificent performance. Even as mismatched as they were, Master gave face to Rain, not disparaging him in public, even defending him now. “He is a very kind person, and the thought of having my best friend Mei Lin as my sister-wife fills me with joy.”
 
  
 
 A fire burned in the pit of Song's stomach, wanting nothing more than to cut the savage runt's throat open. Master was so lovely and sweet, heroic and kind, how dare that ruffian covet her. How he had managed to trick the General into betrothing Master to him was bewildering, the only explanation she could come up with was that he sold his new medical discovery to the General for her daughter, a sad state of affairs for Master, but she put up a cheery appearance with no outward signs of distress.
 
  
 
 “Of course, Rain will make a wonderful husband Miss Sumila.” The other sister spoke up to smooth things over, likely sensing her sister had erred. “His healing skills are the talk of the camp, everyone has noticed how quickly his arm grows and even now he's hard at work regenerating. All Huu ever does is follow us around, the big sweetie unable to ever get any training done.”
 
  
 
 That was not correct, today was Rain's day of rest, and Song had been prepared to fight off his lecherous advances, to be a shield for Master should it be required, but he had not shown himself since breakfast. As soon as she had learned of her Master's fate, Song had silently sworn to protect her from Rain's lecherous ways, even if it meant sacrificing herself. She would gladly suffer Rain's perverted attentions to keep him away from Master, she was good to Song and if she could protect Master even a little, then she would be content, having served her purpose.
 
  
 
 It was telling of his character, how he acted since becoming betrothed to Master, no longer taking action to court her and only exchanging polite pleasantries at meals. It seemed that in his mind, he already owned Master and no longer needed to exert efforts to woo her, a fiendish scoundrel. Master only needed to say the word and Song would cut him to pieces, hiding the evidence of their wrongdoing. She was even willing to admit to killing him if that was what Master required to be free. Song would be forever shackled, but Master was still unrestricted, and Song would do everything in her meager power to keep it that way.
 
  
 
 Her eyes lit up as she considered the board carefully, almost shaking in excitement as she moved her skirmisher into place. “Check.” Eagerly waiting for Huushal's move, she made her next two moves quickly, herding his Monarch into place before her archer leaped forward to win her the game. “Checkmate?” Turning to look at Master, she cocked her head inquisitively, unsure if she had done well.
 
  
 
 “Congratulations Song!” Master seemed thrilled, clasping Song's hand in both of hers, the warmth of her skin spreading through Song's body and filling her with joy. “Your first victory, how exciting! We should celebrate, I'm sure Alsantset will be happy to hear the news.” Quickly saying their goodbyes, Song followed Master away, the two of them hand in hand, escaping from the affectionate trio with a bit too much haste to be properly polite. Once out of sight, Master began to stomp and mutter, her anger plain but the reason unknown. Worried that she had not been supposed to win, Song readied herself to beg at Master's feet for mercy, watching carefully for any hint of her error.
 
  
 
 “The nerve of them looking down on Rain, he's every bit as good as Huu, if not better.” Surprised, Song almost stumbled as they continued forward, heading towards the clearing where Rain spent most of his time. It seemed that Master was upset about Rain, venting her frustrations about the accuracy of the comments. “Rain is studious and hardworking, with a lucrative career and exceptional skill. Maybe he has a bit of a temper, but who does Yesui think she is? As if she were in any position to judge others, she only met Huu for a week before jumping into bed with him, so indecent. At least Rain has been gentlemanly enough, leaving Yan unmolested despite sharing a tent for so long.”
 
  
 
 Unable to help herself, Song uttered in disbelief, “Master is happy to be betrothed to Rain?”
 
  
 
 Caught by surprise, Master looked at her for a moment before breaking into a grin, linking arms with Song so they could be closer. “Winning at chess and asking questions, today is a day of firsts for you, Song. We really need to celebrate now.” Pausing to consider the question, she tilted her head to rest on Song's shoulder, a familiar gesture that Song rather enjoyed. “Hmm... I guess I should say that I don't mind being betrothed to him. He is rather outstanding, suitably handsome, very sweet with children, and hardworking as well. For now, I've not met anyone better.” Poor Master, she was under the spell of that fiendish man, to think that there was no one better. As wonderful as she was, Master was young and naive, easily fooled. Song would have to watch for his tricks, perhaps show Master how he was fooling her.
 
  
 
 While Song thought long and hard on how to expose Rain, Master continued to converse, seeming happy to vent her feelings. “I don't think I'm in love with him, but he does make my heart flutter at times, like when I was injured by the Society. He was so sweet and caring while he tended to my injuries, I could see it in his eyes that I meant something to him. Then when he called me love and said I was beautiful, that set my pulse racing, but that shouldn't count, it was just a dream. I like that he's very casual, not caring about who my parents are and able to relax around me, unlike everyone else. If I hear 'Miss Sumila' one more time, I might just tear my hair out.”
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, Master slumped heavily on Song and she struggled to hold up Master's deceptively heavy frame. “I just don't understand Rain at all. I told him at breakfast that I would be free for lunch, but he just smiled his stupid smile and said 'That's nice', lost in his own thoughts. It's like he doesn't want to spend time with me, but if that's the case, why not just refuse the betrothal? If things are already like this now, won't I just be starved for affection after he marries Lin and Yan?” Thankfully, Master straightened up before Song collapsed under her weight, once again skipping along happily, their arms intertwined. “Maybe he just lost track of time while meditating. We'll quickly check in on him, and then we can go find some sweets to celebrate, okay?”
 
  
 
 As they approached Rain's clearing, she heard a series of panicked whispers followed quickly by the sounds of people shuffling about and dice rattling. They pushed past a flimsy barrier of leaves and saw the reason for Rain's absence, a number of soldiers strewn about as they diced, Rain sitting in the dealer's position. “Er... Hi. Hello.” His nervousness was clear as he coughed, awkwardly smiling at Master. “Didn't expect you to show up, guess you caught me gambling.”
 
  
 
 By now, Master was frowning, likely upset that her betrothed had ignored her invitation to lunch to gamble with a group of disabled soldiers, but something seemed off to Song. As Master began to lecture Rain on his vices, Song looked about the area, studying each soldier carefully, not a single one willing to make eye contact. They were hiding something, letting Rain distract Master with apologies and promises while they sat silent, trying not to draw attention to themselves.
 
  
 
 Realization struck her like a hammer, and she turned to Master, waiting for a pause in their conversation as she gathered her courage. Once Master had finished extolling the immorality of gambling, Song carefully uttered, “Master, this lowly slave believes that Rain is deceiving you, that he was not truly gambling.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?” Master's look of confusion made her worry, but Rain's look of panic hardened her resolve. “There are soldiers, a mat, dice...” her eyes narrowed as she noticed what Song had seen, turning slowly to Rain with an accusing glare. “... If you are dicing, then where are all the coins?”
 
  
 
 While Rain stammered and stalled for an answer, Song idly caressed her saber hilt, imagining a future in which Master ordered her to kill Rain and dispose of his body, burning it to cinders before spreading the ashes, removing the scoundrel from their lives forever, the most favorable outcome she could imagine. Unlikely, as Master was far too kind, but at least she would now be more guarded in her dealings with him, her eyes opened to his false words.
 
  
 
 Scratching at his neck, Rain looked away shamefully, avoiding eye contact with Master while looking at the soldiers, who mirrored his actions and looked away, none of them willing to speak. Master was patient, waiting in silence, the sounds of her dainty breaths growing heavy as her temper began to flare, Rain silent the entire time, until finally, he capitulated to Master's unyielding gaze. “Okay look, don't get angry, but I … I was going to teach them how to regrow their limbs with my method. I mean, worst-case scenario, they fail and everything stays the same, no big deal right?”
 
  
 
 Carefully watching the crippled soldiers and Master's reaction, Song inwardly delighted at the turn of events. Rain was truly arrogant, willingly and deliberately disobeying a direct order from the General while thinking no harm would come to him. Gripping her saber, she prepared to draw her weapon as soon as Master ordered it, taking him into custody to be tried. Perhaps Song's dream would come true after all.
 
  
 
 One could only hope.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 97 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The tension is palpable as I wait for Mila to speak, the look on her face physically painful to me, a mixture of disbelief and betrayal, as if I had just confessed to murdering children or some equally unspeakable crime. Standing at her side as always, Li Song looks eager and animated for a change, something I would be delighted by, except for the fact that she seems to be enthused at the chance to spill my blood. The hunger in her eyes sends a slight chill down my spine, her demeanor announcing aggression while she anxiously clutches at her saber.
 
  
 
 Keeping an eye on the blood-crazy Song, I try my best to reason with Mila while fighting the urge to back away. You don't retreat from a predator and that is exactly what Song appears to be at the moment, poised for action and ready to explode into violence. “Look, I don't see what the big deal is, I just want to help a few injured soldiers, it's nothing serious.” Mila's expression darkens, her temper visibly flaring as her eyes narrow in annoyance, a crimson tint developing in her cheeks and the audible sound of her teeth grinding making me flinch. Should have kept my mouth shut and denied everything. Stupid.
 
  
 
 Turning to the soldiers, Mila draws herself up to her full, dainty height and speaks in a commanding tone. “Soldiers, I will ask that you stay where you are while I speak to Rain in private. Song, please keep an eye on them, and feel free to maim anyone who attempts to leave.” Cringing as her hand reaches out towards me, I follow along unwillingly with Mila's steely grip dragging me away from the soldiers, my heels leaving a small trail of upturned dirt in my wake. Trying to free myself without struggling too much, I wonder in horror at just what sort of adorable monster I've been betrothed to. She's always been stronger than me, beating me in every spar we've ever had without breaking a sweat, but for the first time I've been given a glimpse at her true, prodigious strength, and the realization that she can snap me like a twig sends my stomach into somersaults. Even after all my improvements, I'm barely more than an ant to her.
 
  
 
 Abandoning all thoughts of ever trying to push her down, I bluster without thinking, hoping to calm her down. “Uh, look, I know you're angry but do you really think it was necessary to threaten those guys? They're soldiers and while they're good people, I can't imagine that they take threats very well. Maybe we should stick around, just in case there's a misunderstanding or something, you know how Song can be at times. She might actually maim someone.” Plus, I'd like for there to be witnesses, the vibe Mila's giving off is very different from her normal, playfully smug attitude.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, we don't go far, just out of sight around a small bend. Stopping in her tracks, Mila forcibly swings me about to face her, subjecting me to the full might of her fearsome glare, her voice lowered to an angry hiss as she asks, “What is the matter with you? You bull-headed, mulish ass, of all the arrogant things you have done, this is the worst. Why would you disobey Mama like this? If word were to spread about your actions, Mama would have no choice but to punish you, and do so harshly!”
 
  
 
 Feeling more than a little resentful at her accusations, I answer without thinking. “It's my discovery, why can't I teach anyone I want?” That sounded childish even to me. “Think of all the good it could do, if normal people were able to take care of their injuries easily. Those soldiers over there had all but given up on life just because of a disability, and I have the means to help them. What else should I have done?”
 
  
 
 “Ugh, you're an idiot, Rain, a well-meaning idiot, but still an idiot in the end. It doesn't matter what the order was about, you disobeyed a direct order from your commanding officer, in the field, during a time of martial law! That is a capital offense Rain, and if anyone finds out, Mama would lose face by letting you go without reprimand. It would be good enough for you to avoid execution, you dog-shit bird-brain.”
 
  
 
 The stark realization of what I've actually done sinks in, and it shows in my face, Mila's expression turning to one of pity and compassion as she silently waits for me to finish processing my thoughts. Taking a deep breath, I express my feelings on the matter at hand in an eloquent, yet succinct manner. “Well fuck.”
 
  
 
 “You know, sometimes, with how smart you like to act, it's easy for everyone to forget just how much of a blockhead you really are. What were you even thinking? You can't even teach Tokta how to use your method, why would you try to teach those random soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “They aren't random.” Not entirely, at least, I mean they invited me to drink with them, that means we're sort of friends, right? The two of us settle into the grass and she listens patiently as I tell her about the encounter with the cook and why I made my decision. “I couldn't just leave them alone, knowing I could help them, it isn't right how they're treated. I even thought it all through carefully, my method of healing is less technical than what Tokta is used to, so I figured he was having trouble because he was over thinking things. Maybe with a few blank slates, It would be easier to guide them through the process.”
 
  
 
 With a weak smile, she leans into me while shaking her head. “Only you could conclude that too much knowledge is a bad thing. I don't know why you are so upset about their treatment, Mama already offered to take care of them after they are discharged.”
 
  
 
 “They have their pride, and while it's admirable that Akanai offered to look after them, a life spent at the mercy of another doesn't exactly inspire optimism.”
 
  
 
 Her dainty snort brings a small smile to my face despite my current situation. “You really think that's something Mama would do, give charity to useless cripples? She would see them healed and put to work to pay off their debt, the Saint's Tribulation mountains are a hazardous place to live and Mama will always have use for trained soldiers.”
 
  
 
 A sinking pit develops where my stomach used to be, all of my righteous indignation draining away into it and leaving me cold and scared. “What? Bulat said that Akanai offered to help them, but I was under the impression that was more of a goodwill sort of thing, food and shelter. They were all adamant about not accepting 'table scraps' or begging, they didn't say anything about healing.”
 
  
 
 “That's because Mama didn't announce that she was offering healing, if she did, those soldiers who have their own resources would simply take advantage, since Mama doesn't like having warriors swear oaths of obedience. 'A Sentinel fighting to defend his home is worth five slaves fighting under duress', and 'an oath-bound warrior is little better than a leashed hound', she's always saying things like that.”
 
  
 
 Feeling foolish, I brood over the fact that I disobeyed Akanai for nothing, unable to even look at Mila. “Well, then what's the big fuss about me telling people?” God, even I think I sound whiny, but panic is starting to settle in. I don't even have a good reason for my defiance.
 
  
 
 “Oh, Rain... A simplified method of regeneration would be heavily coveted by every faction and powerful individual in the Empire. Even if you released the information for free, they would still hunt you down to learn what you are hiding, because no one in their right mind would believe you were so altruistic. Or stupid.” She leans against me, resting her head on my shoulder, a comforting presence in my current predicament. “You mean well and have a big heart, but there is a proverb: the greatest harm comes from good intentions coupled with lack of understanding.”
 
  
 
 The blood drains from my face as I consider her words, the thought having never occurred to me. I had envisioned that telling everyone about my discovery would be met with celebration and good cheer, rewards from the Emperor or whoever, with everyone happy and in good cheer about the advance in medical treatment.
 
  
 
 I hate this fucking world.
 
  
 
 Mentally kicking myself, I resign myself to fate and ask, “So what do I do now?”
 
  
 
 My question earns me a small sigh as she settles back down, her arms wrapped around her knees. “That's a good question, but I don't have an answer that you'll like... You should go to Mama, tell her everything, and grovel for forgiveness.”
 
  
 
 A panicked laugh escapes from my lips, tinged with a hint of desperation. “When I made my decision to teach those soldiers, I said to myself that it was easier to beg for forgiveness than to ask for permission. Doesn't seem so easy anymore.”
 
  
 
 My observation earns me more scorn, her look filled with pity once again. “That's dumb, if you had asked for permission, the worst that could have happened was Mama saying no.”
 
  
 
 Taking a moment to imagine the worst in my current situation, I quietly ask, “Any other options?”
 
  
 
 Pausing for a moment, she considers her words carefully before speaking again. “We could silence all the soldiers and remove all traces of your wrongdoing. We should probably do that regardless, Mama will be relieved that you took care of your own mistakes, maybe even proud.”
 
  
 
 Once again I am reminded of the stark differences in mindset between myself and the people native to this world, sweet little Mila suggesting murder as a matter of course. “You weren't kidding when you said I wouldn't like your suggestions.”
 
  
 
 Her freckled face grimaces in a sour look, unhappy at my criticism, and I remind myself to be nicer to her. She's the only person on my side at the moment. “You have a better one?”
 
  
 
 “Well.. Couldn't I just ask the soldiers to take an oath to never speak about it?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Mila answers in her teaching voice. “Oaths are not so simple, Rain. They need to be carefully worded and taken freely, with very little room for error. If they swear to not divulge your secret, they still might be overheard while chatting to one another or simply break their oath, selling the secret at the cost of their life. No oath short of complete obedience would be enough for Mama, not with something this dangerous, assuming those soldiers even agree to it. You have nothing to offer them Rain, so why would they swear obedience to you?”
 
  
 
 There goes that plan. Deciding to risk it, I go for broke, trying out my excuse. “But they don't even know anything specific, I only said that I might be able to teach them how to heal their injuries and that it was easier than they would expect.”
 
  
 
 “That's just semantics, you already made the decision to disobey and I can't lie or hide things from Mama, she'll figure it out, she always does.”
 
  
 
 Her plaintive whine makes me feel terrible about this, my heart aching in pity for the poor girl. It must have been difficult growing up as Akanai's daughter. “You don't need to lie, just... delay speaking to her until I do, so I can ask for permission. If she says yes, then no harm has been done.”
 
  
 
 She pauses for a moment, thinking over my proposal while I wait on the edge of my seat. “Absolutely not.” Her words cause me to slump in place, defeated by her unwavering demeanor. “It's a terrible idea, Mama will just refuse and then, when you actually confess, get angry that you tried to cover it up. Just listen to me Rain, go confess and accept your punishment, you were ignorant of how serious it was, but you cannot delay anymore. It will be worse if you try to hide it.”
 
  
 
 The certainty with which she says it leaves no room for debate, and I have no choice but to surrender to her logic. While I imagine the unforeseen consequences of my actions, my body begins to quiver in place, while Mila pats me on the back, trying to comfort me. Letting out a long sigh, I lean over to Mila, resting my head against hers.
 
  
 
 Brushing myself off as I stand, I hold my hand out to help Mila up, struggling to lift her deceptively heavy frame. “Well, we should go back and make sure Li Song hasn't mutilated anyone in our absence.” My statement earns me a tiny giggle, but I wasn't entirely joking. I really am concerned about those guys, more than I am for myself.
 
  
 
 Things won't be that bad for me, I'm Akanai's grand-Disciple, betrothed to her daughter, and the only one capable of utilizing panacea. She won't have me executed or whipped, that would just be too extreme.
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 Shit, I might be getting whipped.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Let me see if I have this right.” Setting aside her stack of reports, Akanai steepled her fingers together, giving Rain her full attention as she watched him quiver before her. Normally, his cowardice would have annoyed her, but in this particular instance he was right to fear for his safety. “Against my direct order, you exposed the existence of your invaluable healing technique to a group of unknown, irresponsible drunkard cripples, in an effort to impart to them said healing technique without remuneration, a technique you have been unable to teach Tokta, the most talented healer under my command. Did I miss anything?”
 
  
 
 Withering away with each word, Rain shuffled his feet weakly before her, staring down at the floor of her tent, trying to appear as apologetic and contrite as possible. “Um... Well no, but you framed it rather harshly.” She sat silently, trying to control her breathing, fighting the urge to lift him onto her table for a belting. A spoiled, arrogant child, that is what he was, always believing himself to be in the right, doing as he pleased without a care for the consequences.
 
  
 
 Sensing her displeasure, he spoke up once again, trying to excuse his behavior. “I didn't think about the consequences, only that I wanted to help them. I'm very sorry, but it isn't as bad as it seems, I didn't actually tell them that I have an.. erm … invaluable healing technique, just that I might be able to teach them to heal themselves, without all the book learning that they expected.”
 
  
 
 It was not enough that the Central Province reinforcements were all led by Society adherents, but now the boy sought to give other factions a reason to be hostile to the People. “Boy.” The word came out through gritted teeth. “Just the last part of the sentence you spoke, if repeated in educated ears, would be enough to put every person living within the Saint's Tribulation mountains at risk. Warriors from every faction would flock to us, interrogating anyone they find about your healing technique, stopping at nothing to either learn your technique or ensure that no one else is able to.”
 
  
 
 His face spoke volumes as her words sunk into his thick skull, his breath coming in panicked gasps, seeming so pitiful that she almost moved around her desk to support him, worried that he would faint where he stood. His amber eyes grew wide and unfocused as he finally fully understood just how serious a matter this had become, he knees wobbling as he struggled beneath the weight of his actions. It did not last long, the boy nothing if not resilient, regaining his poise after a few moments, conscience-stricken and remorseful. Swallowing hard, he asked in a quiet, defeated tone, “So what do we do now?”
 
  
 
 “WE will do nothing!” Swallowing her rage as best she could, she threw her wooden table-spoon at him, the utensil bouncing off his chest and landing upon the floor. “Since you seem to have too much free time, you will go dig a new latrine, of regulation size, using only that spoon. Should anyone ask what you are doing, you will respond 'I am digging a latrine with a spoon because I cannot be trusted with anything more dangerous'. I expect you to repeat that exact phrase at the top of your voice to every single person that asks. Any time that you are not sleeping, eating or working with Tokta, you will be digging. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Uh, yes Lieutenant General Chief Provost Sir.”
 
  
 
 “I'm not sure you do understand, because you are still standing here, and not Out. There. Digging.” After stammering out a farewell, Rain rushed out of her tent in a panic, before quickly returning for the spoon. If the boy were not so loved by the pup she may have done worse, although she had no idea what. Perhaps a little humiliation would humble the boy and cause him to think twice before defying her again until she could come up with a suitable punishment for him.
 
  
 
 The nerve on that one, willfully defying her orders without blinking, only coming to her for help once he realized his mistake. A good thing the boy had come without trying to hide his errors, else she would have washed her hands of him completely, throwing him out of the Sentinels and her life. Letting out a long sigh of frustration, Akanai took a moment to compose herself, organizing her reports while she let her anger fade. It was difficult to find ways to discipline the boy without resorting to or threatening violence, something the pup insisted that she avoid while citing his past as a slave, but she sometimes dreamed of throttling the arrogant child, if only to relieve her frustrations.
 
  
 
 Her desk arranged nicely, she picked up a report to peruse and Sent for Mila to bring in the first of Rain's misfits, a soldier who hobbled into her tent on a pair of crude crutches, his leg removed below the knee. Bulat, 23 years old, a soldier for seven and still a private without ranking, an … impressive feat that showed he was capable (or lucky) enough to survive, yet not competent enough to promote, not even to private first class. Allowing him to take a seat, she kept him waiting while she pretended to read the report, leaving the man to sweat before her. Able to smell the alcohol on his breath from across the desk, she noticed his disorderly appearance and covert glances at her bosom, her eyelid twitching at the sight. It was no wonder Rain liked the man, so far, they were almost the same person.
 
  
 
 Inwardly grimacing, she put her report down and steepled her fingers once again. “I understand that you attended lessons given by Rain.” Bulat being so similar to Rain was not to his advantage. Having one insubordinate drunken lech was already causing her so much headache, she loathed the idea of adding another to her command.
 
  
 
 “Aye indeed, just the one lesson, the little hero was kindly teaching Old Bulat and his friends how to heal, yer Lieutenant General'ship.” His brow and collar was quickly soaking through with sweat, the man's nervousness threatening to overcome him. “I told him that Old Bulat don't know much, with no good book learnings, but the little hero insisted on trying.”
 
  
 
 “What did he teach you?” Carefully keeping her expression neutral, she listened as the young man stammered out the day's lesson, a simple matter of inner examination, something every child learned to do at 8 years old in the village. She listened carefully, asking him more questions about his life, a child of the slums, working to support his mother, an admirable goal. It was a travesty how the poor were treated inside the cities, but there was little anyone could do, not even little Hai had enough coin to fix all his problems. A simple matter of too many people living behind the walls, but at the very least, they could survive there without much threat, unlike the harsh life outside the walls.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of questioning, she decided that either the man truly knew nothing about Rain's discovery or he was a masterful liar and actor. Coming to the crux of the matter, she spoke bluntly, without hiding her intentions. “The loss of your leg ensures that you will be dismissed from the army, and I am considering offering you a place among my Sentinels.” She watched the rapid flicker of emotions cross through his eyes, confusion followed by optimism and immediately quashed by cynical skepticism. A pragmatist, this one grew up fighting for scraps of food and affection, he would not believe an offer that was too advantageous to him.
 
  
 
 Quickly deciding on her course of action from that tiny glance into his eyes, she smiled and went with her gut. “The boy disclosed a secret that was not his to tell, so I must choose between having you swear an oath to join my Sentinels, or cutting your throat and feeding you to the river.”
 
  
 
 She studied his reaction as he went stock still for a heartbeat, before a look of amazement crossed his face. “So the little hero isn't bragging, he really can teach Old Bulat how to heal?”
 
  
 
 “If you do not believe him, why join him for the lesson?”
 
  
 
 He shrugged his large shoulders, scratching at his scraggly beard, looking every bit the oaf. “Old Bulat got nothin' better to do. So, what sort of pay are we looking at here? What would be my duties? What's the living situation? I'd like to bring me old Ma out to live with me, with me sisters both married out, ain't no one to care for her but Old Bulat.”
 
  
 
 Incredulous, Akanai blurted out, “I offer you a choice between service and death, and you want to ask about benefits?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging once again, he simply stated, “If I die in the field, me Ma gets the blood money, enough to keep her for years if she's careful.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to throttle him, she reluctantly began negotiating with Bulat, hoping that the other six would be more easily managed. It was difficult to threaten a man unconcerned about death, and Bulat seemed as fearless as any. Perhaps he would be well worth the effort, an unpolished piece of jade, but she judged it highly unlikely, even hoping that Bulat would remain mediocre.
 
  
 
 She simply did not have it in her to deal with a second talented troublemaker.
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      Chapter 98 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Evening, Rain.” Mila's chipper voice rings out from above me, from the top of my poorly dug pit. Staring up at her happy grin, I resist the urge to leap up and drag her into this pit, inwardly dreading her next words. “What are you doing down there?”
 
  
 
 Pausing in my work, I let out a slow sigh, unable to keep her question from bothering me. “I am digging a latrine with a spoon, because I cannot be trusted with anything more dangerous.” The reply is dry and well rehearsed by now, spoken hundreds if not thousands of times within the last two weeks. This has been a shitty month, but at least it's almost over, with tomorrow the start of a new month and full of endless shitty possibilities. Probably more latrine digging.
 
  
 
 “Oh, I see you have a new spoon, did your old one break?” Yes, twice in fact, and she knows it. The first time, the handle broke and I was reamed out by Akanai for not taking proper care of my 'issued equipment', sending me back to dig with only the spoon bowl. After that snapped, I almost had a panic attack and kept digging for half a day with the broken pieces, until she returned and reamed me out for being inefficient.
 
  
 
 Not bothering to answer, knowing that it will only encourage her teasing, I continue to dig away, one spoonful at a time, eking out yet another latrine, 1.5m deep, 3m long, and 60cm wide. Mila comes by to make jokes every time she needs to use the latrines, which is surprisingly often, something I didn't really need to know. She continues to watch me dig, relentless in her harassment. “Oh, I recognize that spoon, it's made from red sandalwood. It used to be a chair leg, but Papa accidentally broke it one night and Mama was furious. To make it up to her, Papa took the broken remains and carved a whole set of cutlery for Mama. Be careful, it has sentimental value so Mama will be most upset if you break it.”
 
  
 
 Staring in disbelief, I look for a sign that Mila is lying, but all I can see is her toothy smile, supportive and encouraging without a hint of deception. Why did Akanai give me such a valuable spoon? Is she looking for another reason to be angry at me? Gingerly returning to my work, I carefully scrape away at the dirt walls, my mouth dry as I do my best not to break the spoon, worrying over what might happen to me should the worst come to pass.
 
  
 
 A fit of giggling earns Mila a dirty glare from me, but it only makes her laugh harder, gasping as she collapses to the ground. “The look on your face.” Her words are forced out with difficulty as she mimes my careful scraping. “So gullible!”
 
  
 
 Another sigh escapes me as I thump my head against the uneven dirt walls of my handiwork, trying to clear my head. Stupid, should have seen that coming. Between the exhaustion, the terrible smell, my healing, and the pain, I am at the end of my rope and ready to call it quits, which I think is what Akanai wants. I became a Sentinel because I liked the idea of helping and protecting people, but it's hard to care about that anymore. This world sucks, it's full of terrible fucking people who almost make the monsters seem bearable. I can't even give away information that would raise the standard of living, it's so depressing.
 
  
 
 Mercifully, Mila leaves me alone after her cruel prank, allowing me to dig in peace. Other Sentinels come by and ask me the same question, and I answer each of them the same way, getting the same stupid laughs and smirks as always, their opinion of me dropping lower by the day. It doesn't really bother me except for the fact that it bothers Alsantset, making me feel ashamed for having been a burden to her ever since she brought me back, but that changes now. From here on out, I'll carry my own burdens, she doesn't need to look after me for much longer.
 
  
 
 After a few more hours of mindless digging, Akanai returns from her patrol, inspecting my work and waving me off without a word, allowing me time to bathe before dinner. Not for my benefit, no I've gotten used to the smell, but my odor had been 'upsetting the other diners'. Watching the swimming roosequins isn't enough to put a smile on my face, none of them friendly enough for me to approach and pet without any fruit to offer. Turns out, hunting and killing Defiled for weeks on end turns them into giant furry jerks that make Zabu seem friendly, so I simply hop into the water off to the side, fully clothed since those need washing as well.
 
  
 
 Submerging myself, I absently fight the easy current to keep myself from drifting away, my body suspended in the cool, clear water. The sweat and dirt sluices off of my body, refreshing my mind and clearing my thoughts as I float aimlessly, enjoying what little pleasures I can. The quins dart about, uplifting stones and plants as they hunt and play, their sleek forms moving gracefully in the water in a stuttered rhythm, short bursts of speeds and long glides, their powerful back legs moving lazily until in place to propel their bodies forwards. They move along the currents for extra speed, fighting them to catch fish and crustaceans, voracious creatures always looking for more food, watching them fills me with a peaceful sensation, driving out all my other thoughts and worries.
 
  
 
 The time during my baths are pretty much all the free time I can get lately, to be alone and without company, something I sorely miss. Solitude is highly underrated, sometimes you just need to be alone, mute out all the outside world and just think about nothing. Unfortunately, my time is limited so I begin removing my clothes, which is much easier now that I have 1.25 hands, my healing almost complete. I seem to have lost a significant amount of muscle memory, my movements from the shoulder down feeling awkward and cumbersome, something that I don't recall from when Taduk healed me, so it seems like my way isn't as amazing as I had hoped, another thing that hasn't worked out too well for me. At least I get to stay tumor free, so I have that going for me, which is nice.
 
  
 
 After indifferently scrubbing my clothes and body, I wander back to camp still soaking wet and settle down by the fire, quietly meditating to fix my minor injuries. Maybe I'll catch a cold and be left alone for a while, my wrist, shoulder, and neck are all aflame with tension from the repetitive strain. As easy as it is, lifting a spoon from the ground to eye level a few thousand times is not exactly invigorating or stress free.
 
  
 
 Dinner is simple camp fare, filling and nutritious but little else, as not even Alsantset can work her cooking magic with the available ingredients. Finished with my meal, I leave cheerlessly and head for the clearing where my next assignment awaits. The others are already there when I arrive, Tokta sitting quietly to one side while all seven soldiers-turned-sentinels wait patiently for their latest lesson, which will be exactly the same as the others. A barrage of none-too-friendly glares greet me as I enter and I weather them as best I can. I can't really blame them for hating me, since I did inadvertently force them to choose between death and quasi-slavery, and a simple apology just doesn't really cut it in that sort of situation. Even though Mila assured me that it wasn't the same sort of oaths that Song took, I still feel the guilt eating away at me when I lie awake at night, wishing I had just kept my damn mouth shut.
 
  
 
 Skipping the greetings, I start my lesson without any fanfare. “Alright, start meditating, focus on the blood in and around your injury, and try to have your body create the panacea in that general area. It's a simple matter of control and direction, same as always. Any new questions?” The emphasis is because they have asked the same ones, over and over, and for the most part, I lack answers. It's there, it's derived from your blood, that's all I know, just do it.
 
  
 
 Moving to sit in front of Tokta, I find Balance and continue to regenerate my hand while he observes, his presence an irritation while I cultivate, like a fly that buzzes around your head while you try to concentrate, impossible to ignore. My failure to teach the soldiers is more of life shitting on me, but knowing that Akanai will help them regardless of my failure leaves very little motivation for me to work harder, not to mention I don't really know how to teach them better. It comes easily to me, with just a bit of mental focus, and none of them are proficient enough with inner examination, so ripping teeth out would be useless. Then again, that didn't help Tokta either, and that's made him less than amicable towards me as well, full of gloom and melancholy.
 
  
 
 An inhuman scream breaks my concentration and I burst into action, rushing towards Ravil right behind Tokta, both of us working quickly to assess the situation. The bald, dark-skinned blind man starts to tear at his bandages, raving about pain as Tokta grabs his wrists while I lay atop his legs, the two of us trying to keep him from struggling too much and injuring himself. “Stop screaming soldier, talk to me.” Tokta's calm, bored voice cuts through the noise, in control and without worry, but Ravil continues to yell and stammer, unable to speak coherently. “You two, hold his hands steady so I can check him, quickly.” As Pran and Saluk come take his place, Tokta unravels the bandages and looks quickly into the empty sockets, checking for tumorous growths or worse, likely also inspecting him with chi, and I hold my breath in anticipation, praying for good news. I need a win now, so badly.
 
  
 
 Long seconds pass as Tokta does his work, calming Ravil and asking questions, and down at his feet, my heartbeat pounds in my ears, obscuring all of his mumbled replies. Finally, Tokta motions for us to leave him be, and I stand up and brush myself off, asking, “So? What's wrong?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing, far as I can tell. It seems your lessons have finally borne fruit, his eyes have begun to heal.” Despite the good news, Tokta wears a frown on his face as he studies the pained Ravil, who sits with his hands on his forehead, rocking back and forth as he deals with the pain. “I guess it really is an unconventional healing method, and nothing to do with your Awakening.”
 
  
 
 My tiny fragment of pride quickly dissolves into irritation. “That was an option? That I wouldn't be able to teach anyone because it had to do with some bullshit divine inspiration? When were you going to tell me that little nugget of information?”
 
  
 
 Still lost in thought, Tokta simply shrugs dismissively, answering absent-mindedly. “We thought it was better for you to try without knowing, we wouldn't have let you waste too much time on this. Remember, you were the one who wanted to teach others, although I was rather hungry for the knowledge as well. This is good news though, if anyone can learn your method, then we should find a more effective teaching method as soon as possible.” He continues to stand in place, lost in thought and ignoring my questions about Awakening, waving me off as if I were a nuisance.
 
  
 
 I have no idea how Awakenings work, and at this point, I'm afraid to ask. What if I'm just another failure? Is that why no one bothers to answer me, because they're sparing my feelings? I'm supposed to have some innate knowledge about chi manipulation, but nothing has changed. I can Hone and Guide just like always, but I've made no real progress in Lightening and Amplification. Giving up in exasperation, I wander over to Ravil, who is still trying to deal with the new, agonizing sensations as his eyes regenerate. “Hey, I have a few instructions you need to follow, now that your healing has started.”
 
  
 
 At the sound of my voice, his head snaps up and he lunges towards me, held in place by Pran and Saluk, the two of them looking as if they would prefer to just let Ravil assault me instead. Both look like scruffy bandits aside from their prim hairstyles, the front of their heads shaved bald, leaving their filed down horns on display, with a long braid at the back and some hair around the sides, an odd look in my opinion, but common enough for many. After a short struggle, Ravil finally calms himself enough to speak, but he has nothing kind to say to me. “Fuck your grandmother you lying sack of shit, it feels like there are hot coals stuffed behind my eyelids. Not enough to get me forcibly conscripted into your Sentinel bullshit, but now you need to experiment on us too?” He spits at me and I dodge dramatically, his aim impeccable despite the lack of sight.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, I let go of my sword hilt and struggle to rein in my temper, trying to remember what I came to say. “The pain means that the healing process has begun, so do whatever it is you're doing, the faster you work, the sooner the pain ends. Try to start now, remember the feeling that you had right before the pain began. From here on out, keep your bandages on at all times, unless you are in complete darkness. Eyes are a tricky thing, too much light too soon and you'll end up with broken eyes that see nothing, but don't worry, I sharpened a spoon just for you, we can pop those eyeballs right out and try again.”
 
  
 
 I might as well ask for a spoon for my next weapon, at least that would make a few things simpler, wouldn't have to worry about breaking my spoon, at least. Ignoring his muttered curses, I grab his hand and I pour out a few pills into his palm, trying not to think about the lost profits. “Get someone to cut those up for you, take half a pill at night if you have trouble sleeping through the pain. Make sure your tent mate knows, they'll have to carry you around if there's a night attack or something, you won't wake up for at least 6 hours. That's all you get for the next week, make them last.”
 
  
 
 My instructions complete, I return back to my spot, sitting down to continue my healing, ignoring the looks around me and fighting off my depression. What should have been a happy success has done nothing to improve my mood. Woo, I was right, I'm holding on to a secret that could get everyone I love killed. Not exactly a happy thing to be right about. I'll just go home after this, quit the Sentinels and never leave again. I can build myself a tiny hut on the outskirts, and just pay someone to bring me stuff, or maybe even live a bit further, like on a cliff overlooking the village. Close, but not too close.
 
  
 
 The rest of the lesson wraps up without incident, and I return to my tent without fanfare, exhaustion starting to kick in once again, almost asleep before my head hits the pillow. A quick check on Other me shows that nothing has changed, and I close my eyes and wait for sweet oblivion.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Against her better judgment, Mila carefully stepped into Mama's tent, announcing her own entrance with good cheer. “Hi Mama, we found some chestnuts and roasted them, I thought you'd like some while they're still hot. Song and I already shelled them for you.” And ate more than their fair share, the sweet treats too good to pass up. Only a handful remained and Mila hoped that Mama wouldn't think them too few.
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Mama's smirk seemed to see right through her as she waved Mila in, moving some documents from her desk to make room. “Here to try to bribe me into letting your betrothed go free? You shouldn't have gotten so greedy, there are still crumbs on your faces.”
 
  
 
 She and Song both wiped their faces, Mila's cheeks turning red at Mama's smile. “No Mama, I just thought we could chat.” Damn it, there were times it seemed that she could read minds, it was uncanny.
 
  
 
 “Ah, I see, how sweet of you two.” Her eyes twinkled as she ate a chestnut, smiling from the natural sweetness, a cup of rice wine to go with it, carried in by Song. Taking a slow sip, she made a great show of savoring the taste while dragging out the inevitable, Mila fidgeting in her seat while she waited, knowing that Mama was playing around. It was a favored tactic of hers, remaining silent and reading the situation, letting the object of her attention speak out of fear. “So, what would you like to talk about, oh filial daughter of mine?”
 
  
 
 Struggling to find a topic, Mila simply gave up all pretense, driving straight to the matter. “Fine, you were right. How much longer is his punishment going to continue?”
 
  
 
 Mama took her time answering, enjoying another chestnut slowly, letting Mila sweat in the silence. Even though she knew all of her Mama's tricks, it made them no less effective. Finally, Mama sighed and shook her head, leaning forward to speak quietly. “Rain is something of a puzzle to me, causing more than a little headache. I am at a loss on how to handle him, were he any other Sentinel I would have him lashed for insubordination, but I made a promise to my disciple that I will not break. What else am I to do?”
 
  
 
 “I don't know Mama, but you can't have him digging forever, it's turning him so gloomy. He hasn't smiled in days, even though I visit often and try to cheer him up.” She had thought her joke would at least elicit a half-smile, the sheer absurdity of it being hilarious, but he had actually believed her, making her feel terrible instead. Worse, she had still laughed. “He had no ill intentions, he just wanted to help.”
 
  
 
 “You think me unfair, daughter? He knowingly betrayed a direct order from me, even taking the pain to hide his actions with a ruse, albeit an ill-conceived one. He knew what he did was wrong, even if he did not know why. What would have happened if you had not discovered him?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Mila tried her best to seem subdued and obedient. If only Papa were here, she could have gone to him and he could have convinced Mama. “Not unfair, it's just... you're holding a dagger above his head, not allowing this to come to an end. I'm sure he's learned his lesson now Mama, and I'll watch him carefully from now on, I promise.”
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply once again, Mama ate her chestnuts while thinking things through, Mila swinging her feet in her chair, unable to stay still. How did Song do it all the time, remain so motionless? One by one, the chestnuts disappeared into Mama's mouth, each followed by a tiny sip of wine until nothing remained. Slowly shaking her head, Mama looked regretful as she asked, “What has he learned? Is it the value of honesty and obedience, or that he needs to be more careful in hiding his intentions?” Shaking her head, she continued, “His punishment has been too light for me to be sure. I first thought to have him bind or execute those soldiers, but if he refused it would have left me with no further option but the cane. For now, he is to continue digging, until I can come up with a suitable punishment.”
 
  
 
 Pouting, Mila slid off her chair and moved around the table to give her Mama a hug. While she had not gotten her desired outcome, Mama had thought hard on the matter and Mila could not fault her decision as Rain had truly gone too far this time.
 
  
 
 “Lieutenant General, Senior Captain here to report.” Alsantset's voice sounded out from the tent flap, and she appeared almost immediately after, Mila's hopes rising. Perhaps she was here to talk to Mama about Rain as well, chipping away at Mama's resolution to continue his punishment.
 
  
 
 Evidently, Mama thought the same, sighing once again, her arms still around Mila. “I supposed you wish to speak about Rain as well?”
 
  
 
 “No, Lieutenant General, the boy made a grievous error and I have nothing but gratitude for your leniency.” Alsantset's voice was carefully neutral about the subject, her face showing no signs of deceit. “A scout has arrived with two messages marked urgent.”
 
  
 
 After a short perusal of the two scrolls, Mama crumpled them in her fist, throwing it to her desk with a thud. “Damnation, this is sooner than expected.”
 
  
 
 “What's the matter?” Mila peered at the bundled mess of paper, trying to decipher their contents.
 
  
 
 “An order from the Marshal. Martial Law has been repealed and we are to return to Shen Huo with all haste, relieved of our duties here. Along with it is a missive from the Disciplinary Corps, demanding the presence of Alsantset and the five youngsters with all haste. They are to meet at the Bridge, so that their trial may take place.”
 
  
 
 Dread washed over Mila, worry suffusing her with every word and she looked to Mama for any sign of what would happen next. With a grim smile and a reassuring pat on the back, Mama sat back in her seat, looking resigned. “Well, some good news has come of this, little Mila: Rain will no longer need to dig latrines, we break camp at dawn.” Motioning for her stationery, Mila quickly moved aside to help while Mama began penning messages, readying herself to close out their conflict with the Society.
 
  
 
 Whether it was to fight or flee, Mila did not know, but either choice meant there were difficult trials ahead of them. With nothing else to do, Mila quietly prayed for the safety of those she loved, that they could all return home safely.
 
  
 
 All the same, she eagerly hoped for a fight, to cripple the strength of the Society, perhaps even taking the stage herself. Rain and Huu had already made names for themselves, and it irked her to be so ignored.
 
  
 
 Sumila, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, was not an opponent to be looked down upon.
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 Cresting the hill top, my lungs burn in exertion as I jog onward, the gates of Shen Huo finally in sight and our journey almost at an end. My strength renewed at the sight of the garish brown-red walls, still scarred by the battles only a month past, I pick up my pace, struggling under my heavy, worthless load.
 
  
 
 “About damn time.” My burden speaks in a petulant tone, as if I am to blame for the delay. “Old Bulat has lost all dignity, carried like a child for days. I would rather suffer the damn wagon, or even fucking hobble all the way back, the damn shame of it all.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to see him roll down the hill towards the city, I grit my teeth, audibly grinding them as I run. No longer able to have me dig latrines all day, Akanai ordered me to carry the immobile Bulat, running up to 70 kilometers per day while the dead weight complained about everything possible. To make matters worse, I get to run behind the wagons we intercepted, the last of our supply chain, eating dust and watching day by day as the wagon emptied once we ate all the provisions, with plenty of room for Bulat to sit alongside the other injured. This is cruel and unusual punishment, I almost prefer the digging. Just beat me or something, I can take it, I just want this to be over.
 
  
 
 My anticipation rises as I close in upon the gates, eager for a glimpse of Mei Lin and the twins, my sweet little family who I miss so much, but bureaucracy rears its ugly head once more, the soldiers forced to stay outside the gates while they await processing, cruel fate sticking me with them as my orders were to carry Bulat to his front door, inside the city. Holding back the tears while I watch the Sentinels all ride into the tunnel, I resign myself to my place outside in the sun, waiting for our turn to be let in.
 
  
 
 The other cripples gather around, more than 100 in total, ushered to one side by a pinched face fatty official before shuffling off for more important matters, like counting horses, the cripples left for last. Unloading Bulat to sit on the ground, I walk off my exhaustion, catching my breath and staying apart from the others, drinking greedily from my water skin. Won't be much longer before I can take a nice, hot bath in Taduk's villa, drinking wine and eating delicious food. Shit, do I remember how to get there, and how do I get past all the checkpoints? I don't have a token thingy. Fuck my life, I don't have any money either... am I going to have to stay in the slums?
 
  
 
 The sun moves through the sky, lunch time having passed long ago while I hold out, wanting to save my stomach for the delicious foods waiting for me inside the city, salivating at the thought of meat buns and fruit wine while waiting in the purgatory that is this city gate inspection point. Not alone in my dissatisfaction, the other crippled soldiers also grumble as they watch the still healthy soldiers march inside, interspersed among the supply wagons. As the day goes on, the complaints grow in number, mounting in volume until an official finally arrives.
 
  
 
 “You worthless cripples, you will wait until we are ready. The heroes of the Empire will be seen to first, you dregs can just sit here.” The fat officials jowls continue moving, even after he is finished speaking, his scolding doing nothing to help the mood. Even then, the injured soldiers do nothing but complain quietly, resigning themselves to their fates.
 
  
 
 Approaching silently, Bulat and Rustram look about to make sure we are unheard, and despite my better judgment, I lean in to hear what they have to say. It's probably more verbal abuse, I just hope they stop spitting. It wouldn't have been so bad when I was crippled as well, but I can't just kick the shit out of them now that I'm fully healed. It takes awhile for them to speak, glaring away all the nearby curious eavesdroppers, before Bulat finally begins. “Rain, we been talking, some of us, and we wanted to ask ye something.” No more little hero, just plain old Rain. As much as I disliked the nickname, it shows that I've lost his friendship, at the very least.
 
  
 
 Seeing my face, Rustram interjects, taking over the conversation. “Some of these other soldiers, we served with them a long time. I know the Lieutenant General said to keep our mouths shut, but we wanted to... you know... nudge them towards her, to take the aid.”
 
  
 
 “Keep your fucking mouths shut.” The answer is immediate, without a need to think. “If they ask what you will do, you can tell them that you are going to Akanai. Make no mention of healing or service, no hint of it at all, you let them think you're going to lick her boots and beg for scraps. She doesn't need more reasons to punish me.”
 
  
 
 Looking affronted, Bulat chimes in once again. “Come now, they're good soldiers, I'm sure the Lieutenant General could find use for them. Maybe some take oaths, some don't, who knows, but if we could just say a few words, it could tip their decision... Old Bulat knows you had no ill intentions, just misguided ones, you wanted to help, right? Well, these soldiers need it.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, and look what helping has earned me, a spot outside with all of you.” My voice is louder than intended, leaving Bulat and Rustram looking cowed as they glance about to see the cripples listening in, but I don't care anymore. Almost yelling, I vent my anger at them, a shitty thing to do in hindsight. “All of those soldiers bitching and moaning about how they’re being mistreated, yet too prideful to take what help is offered, cry me a fucking river.” Turning away, I dismiss Bulat and Rustram with a wave. “Why should I waste my time convincing them to accept help? Akanai has offered and that should be enough, I don't see anyone else lining up to lend aid. Live or die, struggle or surrender, it's a simple choice and if those worthless idiots can't see it, then it'll save me the wasted effort.” Sitting a little further away than before, my anger boils inside me while I wait, upset at my outburst and at life in general. Way to kick them while they're down, really great work Rain, top marks.
 
  
 
 The fat official keeps us waiting until mid-afternoon to finally work with the crippled soldiers, which does nothing to help my mood. It's all I can do to keep from throttling his fat neck as he works ever so slowly, accepting weapons and armor in return for pre-written dismissal papers, filling in the names and injuries on the spot. No pomp or ceremony, just a piece of paper shoved into their hands as they're waved away, their duty at an end without so much as a thank you. Once all the soldiers' dismissals are completed, I carry Bulat in through the tunnel, holding my breath as I exit the other side, ready to see the smiling faces of my family.
 
  
 
 Once again, Shen Huo does what it does best.
 
  
 
 Disappoint me.
 
  
 
 Fighting down my crippling sorrow, I tell myself that they probably waited for a long time, but it has been more than eight hours now. It'd be unreasonable to expect anyone to wait that long, much less children. It's fine, I know the way back, and they probably cleared things up for me at the checkpoints.
 
  
 
 Turning to the others under my charge, I give my instructions quietly. “Do what you want, rest for tomorrow. The day after, meet here before daybreak, don't be late. Have your families prepare to leave, arrangements will be made to safely escort them to their new homes while we march to the bridge.”
 
  
 
 Rustram stands off to the back and loudly asks, “Err what was that? When do we meet here? Not tomorrow, but the day after? Before dawn and don't be late? What was that about our families?”
 
  
 
 Rolling my eyes at his overt attempt to inform the other dismissed soldiers, I repeat my instructions loudly, adding, “If you have nowhere to go in the interim, then just follow me for now, I'll figure out a way to get you fed at least.” Turning down a side street, I march with purpose, not bothering to see who is following, still moping over my lackluster reunion. No matter, that just means it's still ahead.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes, Bulat pipes up from behind me. “Oi Rain, me Ma lives back the other way.” Grimacing at my idiocy and annoyed he didn't speak sooner, I turn a full 180, marching back the way I came, immediately stopping in surprise. Eight additional crippled soldiers are following me, waiting for me to lead them, their earlier resigned fatalism now replaced by steadfast determination. Blinking in confusion, I see Rustram smiling happily, while Bulat chuckles quietly behind me. “Old Bulat is truly getting old, these streets be always changing, seems you were going the right way to begin with.”
 
  
 
 A rueful smile breaks out on my face, shaking my head slowly as I resume our march towards Bulat's home. These people are insane and I will never understand them. Try to offer them help and they spit on it, mistaking kindness for pity. Insult their ability to survive, and they stop at nothing to prove you wrong.
 
  
 
 Idiots, all of them.
 
  
 
 I guess they're our idiots now.
 
  
 
 Mother help us all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “I ain't never left this city and nothin' you say can make me, you pig brained idiot.”
 
  
 
 Glancing back at Rain, Bulat made an apologetic gesture, trying to calm his Ma down while she flailed away at him inside the tiny home. She was always like this, so unstable, one second happily greeting her only son, the next trying to bash his head in with a pan. “Ma, listen, Bulat been kicked out of the army on account of bein' a cripple. Ain't no work around here for a peg-leg, we don't even got the farmland no more, the steward took it back. You come and let Bulat look after his old Ma, in a wonderful new place, what say you?”
 
  
 
 A handsome woman in her mid-forties, his Ma snorted the way all parents did, the sound carrying him back to his youth when it had inspired fear right down to his bones. “You lose your brain as well as your leg, boy? Daft child, you want this woman to step outside those walls, with Mother-cursed Defiled runnin' about, rapin' and pillagin'? You want that to happen to your old Ma? What's the matter with you, boy?”
 
  
 
 Lowering his voice, pleading with the stubborn woman, Bulat tried to convince her without showing weakness in front of Rain and the other soldiers. At least most had left for their own homes, but Pran, Saluk and the others had no family, standing grinning at the door. “You'll be safe Ma, I gots a Lieutenant General's word on that. You gonna be escorted to our new home by these mercenaries, fierce ones who make the city guards look like paper tigers. I can't be leaving my Ma here all alone.”
 
  
 
 “Why you signing up with mercenaries for anyways? You tell them you ain't goin, that you gonna stay in the city like a proper citizen. Outside the walls is no way to live, fearful of every sound and shadow.”
 
  
 
 “I can't tell them no Ma, I already signed a contract. You just listen to your baby Bulat, yea?” As soon as the words left his lips, Bulat froze in fear, unwilling to look back. The sounds of suppressed laughter made its way to his ears, his face turning red in shame. Not good, he would never hear the end of this.
 
  
 
 “Stone-headed Bulat more like it, I ain't leaving and neither are you. You pay back what they gave you and break the contract, you ain't important enough for them to care, not even sending someone to help you.”
 
  
 
 “Ma, they did, they did send someone to help.” Turning around, he gestured frantically until Rain stepped inside, hoping he would play along. “This here is Rain, he's betrothed to the Lieutenant General's daughter, an important man. I be working for him now, and see, he wants me along so bad, he here to help you pack, ain't that a kind thing of him to do?”
 
  
 
 He held his breath while his Ma eyed Rain up and down, praying that it would work. While most of what he had said was true, Rain was not much to look at, a scrawny thing despite how much he ate. A real lightweight when it came to drinking, but the boy liked to joke that he was economical. He wasn't such a bad sort for a child of abundance, naive and idiotic, but generous and easy to get along with.
 
  
 
 Bulat had been furious with the little hero for some time, but upon reflection, between Ravil's limited success and their treatment thus far, working for these Khishigs didn't seem too bad after all. While it entailed a long term of service, until he was 65, and several limits upon him, but he was never one to travel the world anyways. The oddest order was the one to stop calling Rain a little hero, but it was a small thing. The idea of it all was beginning to grow on him, a fresh start in the mountains among some of the fiercest warriors he had ever met, and he had enlisted Rustram's aid in convincing more soldiers to join them with mediocre success thus far. Perhaps more would arrive before they left, but Bulat was not so confident.
 
  
 
 “Bah.” With that single word, all of Bulat's hopes washed away, despair threatening to overtake him. “Don't you try to fool your old Ma, this one's just a beggar coolie, I saw you ride up on his back. You may be crippled, but have some pride boy, looking every bit like luggage as you make your way through the city. Is your other leg crippled too? You too good to use crutches? Why else would you want to climb upon this beggar boy's back?” Making a shocked face, she pulled Bulat close to her, putting her hands upon his face while she stared him in the eyes. “You ain't one of them bugger boys, are you son? Ain't no need to hide it from yer Ma, you love who you want to love, this boy your new lover?”
 
  
 
 Giving Rain a big smile, she opened her arms and invited him in for a hug, but Rain quickly threw up his hands and stepped away. “Nope, no, not your son's lover. Actually his boss, sort of, but like he said, we're happy to help you move anything you need.”
 
  
 
 Struggling away from Ma's grasp, Bulat tried his best to ignore the uproarious laughing that was taking place outside his house. “Ma, Old Bulat likes the women and this here is a shit hole, ain't nothing you need to take besides your clothes, you don't need no help.” Turning to Rain, he pleaded with his eyes as he said, “Don't you need to take the others away now? You promised them a meal.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, it's early yet, Baby Bulat.” Pran sidled up next to him, acting overly familiar and batting his eyes like a woman. “Besides, don't you need to introduce me to your Ma?”
 
  
 
 Furiously roaring, Bulat chased all the soldiers out, clipping along on his crutches as they gleefully scattered before him until he was soon huffing with exertion. Patting him on the back, Rain strode away gathering the rest of the soldiers and leaving for his next destination, while Ma came out of the house, helping him stand as he gasped for breath, clucking her tongue at him. “I told you, your old Ma don't care who you love, just that you find someone and start a family, maybe grab one of them cute bunny-kin children, there are so many of them running around. Life is lonely without family.”
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Bulat wholeheartedly wished he had died on the fields, thereby avoiding this humiliation. Sighing deeply, he hobbled back into the hut he grew up in to once again try to convince his Ma to leave the city.
 
  
 
 “Now who was that handsome man at the end there? I think you two make a lovely pair, although you must be wary, these half-beasts are rarely in control of their instincts, rutting about like dogs in heat, you keep an eye out for his restless leg now, you hear?”
 
  
 
 Groaning loudly, he thumped his head against the wooden walls, praying it would collapse and simply end his suffering.
 
  
 
 This was so much more difficult than battle.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Tentatively knocking on the door, Rustram calmed his nerves while he waited for someone to answer, knowing that he would be ignored the first few times. Orders from his father meant to keep him humble, as if the loss of a hand were not enough. When he had first been ordered to join the army, Rustram had almost fled into the night, but having grown up as a merchant's son, he knew nothing of survival on his own. The second son, unable to inherit, a useless mouth to feed, sent away to fight for honor. Survive, and he would be a boon, a guard upon the caravan routes and a veteran to display at parties, die and nothing of value would be lost. An easy risk for his father to take, but his investment had borne no fruit.
 
  
 
 Thrice more he knocked before it was answered, the muffled yells of his father urging the servants on, as if they had not heard him knocking. Games of power, the old man played them as if he were nobility, instead of a rich upstart who knew how to best make coin. The doors opened and he stepped in without ceremony, making his way directly to his father's office.
 
  
 
 His father sat hunched over the hardwood desk, a luxury that could have bought a second, smaller, traditional house instead, but appearances were everything, even if it were offset by the cheap paintings and poor carpet that he had been forced to buy after running out of funds. A maddeningly contradictory man, never able to admit his wrongs, hair graying before his time, only 50 years of age, a man who had never learned to properly cultivate. He looked up with a snort, disdain clear on his face. “So, my second son, the Lieutenant, the Hero, returns to me a cripple. What a waste of time and money you were, six years of service and without a single promotion besides the one I bought for you. Now you come home in tears, a worthless cripple, begging for a place in my house.”
 
  
 
 Rustram grit his teeth and held his tongue, allowing his father to hang himself with his own words. It would be easier this way and not telling his father that he had been 'contracted' to work with mercenaries, a story that would invite too many questions which Rustram could not answer. His father was many things, but a fool was not one of them.
 
  
 
 Stroking his beard while glaring, his father tried to look intimidating whilst kicking out his son. “Well know this, I have no room here for worthless layabouts, no free handouts for cripples.” Perfect, Rustram could just leave without another word and never return, fighting for the Lieutenant General. It would not be so bad, he was going to learn to heal his own injuries, be a meat shield for better warriors. Who was he kidding, it was going to be terrible so he needed to convince more soldiers to join him in his misery. “You still remember your arithmetic? I've a small storefront that needs managing and you will suffice until I can find someone competent, only need one hand for an abacus. I'll brook no insolence or laziness, you will wake early and be at the store at its opening, ready for business with a smile. We'll get you a wooden hand, something painted to look like flesh, can't be scaring off the customers. Your old room is ready, and ...”
 
  
 
 Disbelieving his ears, Rustram blinked in confusion while his father continued on his tirade, stern warnings intermixed with the details of how he would be cared for, and he felt an ache in his chest and tears welling in his eyes while he listened to his father. Unable to continue, he surreptitiously wiped his eyes with his sleeve before quickly interrupting with the prepared story, one casually crafted by Akanai in their brief discussion about his family. “I am contracted to the Lieutenant General Akanai, working as part of her trading team for some time. I will be well compensated but worked hard, and I am unable to say when I will return to visit.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, he sweated as he watched his father process his words, astonishment turning calculation, understanding turning to … joy? “You are working for the Lieutenant General Akanai? Excellent! A connection to the Herald of the Storms, your time in the army has truly shown profits.”
 
  
 
 The Herald of the Storms? The name had a familiar ring to it, and his eyes widened as he remembered the stories, how the Herald had fought eight duels on behalf of the Magistrate, winning them easily and without effort. His eyes widened further as he remembered the other stories, his mind making the connections immediately.
 
  
 
 “Father, do you remember the name of the boy, the one who fought the Warrant Officer?” The words gushed out of him in a panic, unable to control his excitement.
 
  
 
 “Hmm? Of course, I marked that named as one to remember, a rising dragon to keep an eye on. His name was Rain of the Bekhai. Why do you ask?”
 
  
 
 Running around the desk, he gave his father a hug, surprising both of them with the action. “Thank you for everything Father, but I need to go and tell everyone.” Turning to leave, he quickly returned for another hug, exuberant at the news. He wasn't enslaved and working for a naive child, he was oath sworn and under the tutelage of a Rising Dragon! Rain had been impressive in a fight, but that had been against that worthless cook and a Defiled savage. None of them had known just how strong, how talented he really was, the boy - no, the little hero had never mentioned any of his exploits.
 
  
 
 Now, he had the means to convince the other soldiers to join, and his reasons were now far less selfish. While he was forbidden from speaking about the healing or the oaths, he could spread the word about who Rain and Akanai really were, and most importantly, who Rain's Teacher was.
 
  
 
 The Medical Saint of Shen Huo, Taduk the generous and benevolent healer!
 
  
 
 With such a grouping of heroes, it would be simple to insinuate that the Medical Saint might have mercy on them and offer healing, that tiny sliver of hope enough to motivate even the most despondent of them. The details of the story began to work its way through his head while he ran, eager to discuss with Bulat how to best spread the story before their departure.
 
  
 
 The voice of his father followed him out the front door. “Get your old man a contract with the Bekhai and you can have ten - no fifteen percent of the profits!”
 






      Chapter 100 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Sitting quietly, Song eyed the last few dumplings while doing her best not to appear greedy. The Lieutenant General had reprimanded her lightly the other day and Song had no intentions of defiance, but the food was so delicious, unlike anything she had ever tasted before. Sitting between Master and Song, the Lady Mei Lin used her chopsticks to grab a dumpling and placed it onto Song's plate. “There you go Li-Li. You don't need to be shy, just eat. It's delicious, ya?” 
 
 
Song's hand twitched, wanting nothing more than to pick up her own chopsticks, but this could have been a test. “Yes Lady Mei Lin, delicious.” Her response had been meant to buy time to deliberate, but it immediately earned her a poke to the cheek, the Lady's gesture of recrimination. 
 
“Li-Li, you're supposed to call me Lin-Lin, remember? Don't be scared, I'm not mad, it just sounds so stuffy when you call me 'Lady Mei Lin', it's no good.” 
 
Unable to resist any longer, Song quickly dipped the soup-filled dumpling in her spicy sauce and vinegar, placing the entire thing in her mouth, delighting in the heat and taste. Too wonderful, Master treated her worthless slave far too well, and Song was helpless to do anything but enjoy it. She would do anything to continue eating this well, even delighted by the quality of food while in the field, and if she were forced to return to the bland, tasteless slop from before, she would know true despair. 
 
Realizing that she had forgotten to answer, she stared at the Lady Mei Lin's hands while absently trying to recall their conversation. Dressed in a beautiful blue-silk dress with a slight trim of white fur, as well as a scarf about her shoulders and a second to cover her head, little holes sewn in for her ears to poke out of, the Lady Mei Lin looked every bit the part of a noble. Her memory jogged by that thought, Song quickly shook her head while she tried to bow in her seat, the General blocking her from standing to kneel. “This lowly slave does not dare, the Lady Mei Lin is too far above this one's station, and to call you as Master does would be disrespectful. Please punish this slave for her insolence.” 
 
A firm hand lifted her back up, and Song was drawn into the Lieutenant General's embrace, a single arm on her shoulder. “Enough, my daughter has coddled you long enough silly child. When will you learn? Your are a Khishig and as such, you are not to bow so easily, it reflects poorly on me, so sit up and stop calling everyone by title, especially my daughter. She has a lovely name and already too much confidence in herself, no need to further inflate that by calling her Master.” Another dumpling made its way onto Song's plate, this time placed by the General. “Eat, you are nothing but bones, you need to eat more before you end up like that foolish boy, without enough nourishment for his brain.” 
 
Grasping the dumpling with her chopsticks, Song enjoyed it in the silence that followed the Lieutenant General's comment, savoring the fragrant soup-filled treat, her eyes closing in delight as she parsed through the various flavors. Eyeing the last dumpling on the table, she gingerly extended her arm and slowly grasped it, looking about the table at everyone's expressions. Master and Lady Mei Lin looked quiet and subdued in contrast to the smug demeanor of the Lieutenant General, slightly tinged with redness from the wine, while Ser Taduk was red-faced as well, not from drink, but anger, directed at the General. 
 
Seeing that no one was stopping her, the last dumpling quickly made its way into Songs mouth and she chewed carefully while watching for any indication of error. Once she had finished swallowing, the Lieutenant General patted her lovingly on the head, almost eliciting a purr from Song, but that had horrified Master early on and she had refrained from repeating that mistake. Old master had enjoyed her purring, oddly enough. After the petting came to an end, the General turned to Ser Taduk, speaking plainly. “Well, let me hear it, you've had a stick up your ass all day.” 
 
“Hmph. The boy fights, and from what you say he fights well, supports you and Dagen in defeating a powerful Demon, suffers tremendously from the backlash and yet still manages to begin learning how to regenerate from that half-wit healer, Tokta. These things alone are enough to laud him endlessly.” Ser Taduk's ears quivered as he spoke, his tone haughty yet hushed to keep from being heard, despite their private balcony room at the restaurant. “As if that were not enough, his discovery, his altruistic aspirations, his increase in strength, his success in teaching, all of which is nothing short of incredible, but all you can do is disparage and punish him. It astounds me how critical you are of the boy, and I for one do not approve. When I see the boy, I will urge him to leave the Sentinels, for it is obvious you do not appreciate him.” 
 
The Lieutenant Generally laughed mockingly while Song reached for the noodles, piling them into her bowl. Freshly made, hand-pulled and stir fried, they were not as good as the dumplings, but it was close, and she vigorously slurped them down. “And what would you have me do? I overlooked his disobedience, allowing him to fight where he chose as if he were a vaunted hero and not a raw recruit. I betrothed him to my only daughter, despite my reservations, inviting him into my family as a son. I spared him the lash when he willfully ignored a direct order, an error that could have lead to calamity for all of us!” The General's voice was a powerful whisper, full of anger and indignation, something that Song agreed with. It would have been better to simply execute Rain, but he was too well-connected, the General's hands tied, something Song had seen many times before. How often had that lecher Jin Tok gotten away with things because of Old Master's influence? “What else would you have me do? Reward his insubordination? If you had properly taught the boy common sense, none of this would be an issue.” Her voice turned soft and sweet as she patted Song once again. “Child, eat slowly and quietly, no one will take the food away until you are satisfied.” 
 
Slapping the table loudly, Ser Taduk pointed at the General, quivering in anger. “Well, I had no intentions of bringing it up, but you have spoken and I must retort.” His ire raised, Ser Taduk continued his tirade over the muted protests of Lady Mei Lin. “How dare you betroth your daughter to my student, knowing full well I intended to have him betrothed to my precious Lin-Lin?” 
 
“First come, first served. Your empty words have been spoken for years, yet no actions have been taken.” Ignoring her daughter's sour look, the General continued, pointing at Master. “And I am sorry to say, but the boy seems happy enough betrothed to little Mila, I have not heard a single word of complaint unlike his steadfast refusals when the topic of marriage to Mei Lin is brought up.” 
 
“Of course he makes no complaint, he is already terrified of you while still craving your approval, how can he reject your daughter, especially when he has already angered you so? I'll have you know, I delayed my offer of betrothal because the boy has repeatedly mentioned that he is not yet ready for marriage, and I am respectful of his wishes, unlike some other people.” 
 
“Daddy, stop! It's fine, Rainy can marry whoever he wants, and I'm happy for Mi-Mi.” Lady Mei Lin's tiny sniffles stole all credibility from her statement, and Master quickly consoled her, putting an arm around her. “He told me plenty of times he wasn't going to marry me, I was just being silly, he probably wouldn't have even written to me if I didn't make him promise. They come like clockwork, one every two weeks, all titled 'To Mei Lin'. It's obvious he's just humoring me.” Why both of these women thought so highly of Rain was a mystery to Song, and she hoped to be able to show them the truth of that scoundrel soon, freeing them from his lies and deceit. 
 
Silence descended upon them once again as Song reached for the fried fish, no longer fearful of being punished for eating. The others seemed to have eaten their fill, so perhaps it was simple unwillingness to waste food, allowing the slave to eat as well. Biting into the crunchy, delightful fish, she ate with a relish, swallowing the bones gingerly, unwilling to waste any of the delicious meal. The silence continued as she ate happily, until a small knock on the door interrupted her happiness, a servant coming in with a message. “Master Taduk, it seems that young master Rain was delayed at the checkpoint. The guards were unwilling to let him pass into the Fountain District as he was, quote 'dressed like a beggar and in the company of cripples'. Shall I go collect him?” 
 
Sighing deeply, the General stood from the table, ready to leave. “No, we should all go collect him together, I'm sure he's ready for a friendly face. I didn't think it would take this long for the disabled soldiers to be processed.” Her attention turned to Song's mournful look of disbelief, and almost panicking, Song quickly returned to her normal, subservient expression, looking down and praying that the General would not take offense. A warm hand landed atop her head, with a soft caress of her ears. “Ah sorry girl. Mm, just pack everything onto one of the larger plates and take it with you, we can return the dish later.” 
 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
Standing quietly off to the side, I do my best to keep my temper in check, telling myself I shouldn't be rude to the guards no matter how frustrated and angry I may be. It's not their fault, I do look suspiciously haggard, along with all of my disabled followers, but it still stings to be considered a beggar and dismissed out of hand. If only I carried that stupid necklace token that the Magistrate gave me, but wearing jewelry isn't my thing. I can barely tolerate wearing the thumb ring, and that's only because it serves a purpose. 
 
Rumbling loudly, my stomach decides that now is the time for an audible protest, having missed lunch and dinner, spending almost seven hours being processed and taking care of my business. Behind me, I can hear the muffled giggles of the soldiers – no, I guess they're just disabled warriors now, my face heating up while I stand stoically, trying to pretend nothing is out of the ordinary. Things wouldn't be so bad if I just carried my own things, but without pockets or a quin harness, that gets bothersome. 
 
The only ones I know by name are Pran and Saluk, the other 8 being demi-humans I have yet to interact with. Sadly, it seems almost none of the demi-humans have a home to return to despite having grown up in Shen Huo, orphans and street urchins the lot of them, while all the human warriors went back to their families. I promised these guys and girls a hot meal at minimum, but I can tell that they are losing faith in my ability to deliver. I had to almost beg the guards to send a messenger to Taduk's villa, and that cost me the promise of a gold coin for each of them when Taduk arrives. I guess they figured there was no harm in trying, but it's been almost 15 minutes with no reply. 
 
Saluk approaches my side, looking back at the other warriors ruefully, leave me to guess that he drew the short straw. “Er, Rain, we been talking and there no need to keep waiting here. This here Fountain District, the guards no let us in, not in hundred years. You come with us, we go find food. Together. Saluk still have some coin, he treat, yes?” 
 
“Thank you for the offer, but let's just wait until the messenger returns, I'm positive they will let us in, my teacher won't keep us waiting.” I give him a tense smile, my good cheer all spent, too bone weary to do more. This day has been a shitty part of a shitty week, which was off the end of a shitty month, so things haven't been great. I just want to take a hot bath, eat a hot meal, hug the twins and fall asleep in a bed. Okay, that's a lot of things, but still. 
 
I hear them before I see them, the familiar click and pat of the roosequin's gait causing me to perk right up, craning my neck to see over the arch of the bridge, fighting the urge to jump and wave. They come into sight and my body starts shivering in excitement, my eyes drawn to the rickshaw where Taduk and Mei Lin sit. Her hair is covered with a veil, her ears standing straight up now, no longer any droop or fold in them, and a smile breaks out across my face. I guess the ears do straighten out as she ages, but I kind of miss the floppy hare ears and playing with them while she sat and listened to stories. That sweet little child has grown up now, looking lovely in her dress and scarf, but less excited to see me than I expected. 
 
The old Lin would have bounced in her seat, waving wildly as if I had not already noticed her, but now, she sits with her back straight and hands clasped, looking every bit like a proper little lady. Perhaps she's grown more mature in our separation, or maybe she just doesn't like me anymore, having found a new person to love. The second thought hits me like a hammer in the gut, my chest tightening up while all the air escapes from my lungs, the pain raw and unexpected. No, this is fine Rain, get it together. She's your precious family, and you should be happy about this. I told her about my betrothal, and my confused feelings for Adujan, so she likely just felt angry at my 'infidelity' and found a new crush. 
 
This is what you wanted, Rain. 
 
… 
 
Right? 
 
While waiting for them to finish crossing, I sneak a glance at my disabled company and feel a swell of pride at their astounded faces, dazed by the fact that Akanai would come to personally pick me up, probably to make up for the long, arduous day of waiting that I've had so far. She isn't so terrible, although the thought of having her as my mother-in-law still sends me nightmares from time to time, and while I am in the dog house with her, things could be worse. Unfortunately the look on her face is anything but warm and supportive, frowning as she stares at my companions, and I choose to ignore that for now, focusing back on Taduk who has a smile on his face. 
 
Leaping down from the quin powered rickshaw, he pats the well dressed creatures once each before he walks up to me with his arms open, embracing me in his warm, customary hug. “It's good to see you boy, I hear things have not been going well.” An understatement at best, but the hug makes up for everything, patting me reassuringly while he does. “You're back now, and we'll get you a hot meal and a hotter bath, sound good?” 
 
He knows me so well. Nodding happily, I turn to Lin and gesture for her to come over as well, but she shyly stands back, a world of difference from her normal demeanor. “Hello Rain, welcome back. Thank you for all the letters.” 
 
Confused, I tilt my head while I try to understand what's happening. Even if she's found someone new, do I not get a hug after two months of separation? Well... this is how it is now, get used to it Rain. “It's good to see you too Lin, I missed you. Have you been well?” 
 
At my words, her entire attitude brightens up, her brown eyes going wide with cheer, and after a short pause, everything comes crashing down as they fill with tears, the little sweetheart throwing herself into my arms, crying into my chest. Shocked at the sudden charge, I hold her in my arms, trying to hide my smile while I comfort her. Maybe she was just scared, about the Society. The message did ask for her, even though Mila and her should have been excluded. “Hey now silly girl, don't cry. I'm sure it's just a mistake, we'll take a small trip to the bridge and tell the Justicar what happened, and you'll be free to go, safe and sound. I won't let anything happen to you, I promise.” 
 
She continues to cry in my arms for some time, until Taduk takes her away, smiling at me and patting her reassuringly as I head over to Akanai who spent the time speaking with my entourage. Looking at me with minor displeasure, she stares at me with Mila and Song at her side, the former looking subdued, while the latter holds a giant plate, eating roasted duck with her hands whilst glaring murderously at me, an adorable sight. Trying to lighten the mood, I jokingly ask, “Is some of that food for me?” Immediately moving the plate away, Song picks up her already speedy eating rate, stuffing the food into her mouth faster than she can chew while pouting fiercely. 
 
“Don't tease the girl Rain. Song he was only joking, that food is yours but don't cram so much in your mouth at once, you'll choke.” Akanai pats her gently on the head, her eyes never leaving me while she seems to decide my fate, using silence like a weapon, bludgeoning me with it to make me spill my secrets. 
 
Uncomfortable beneath her scrutiny, I blurt out, “I didn’t convince them to follow along, they just did, I swear. Er also, I promised the Guards a gold each if they sent a messenger, I didn't have any other choice. Do you think you or Teacher can cover for me? Alsantset has all of my coin at the moment.” 
 
A small twitch in her eye betrays her anger, and my stomach sinks at the sight. “Rain, I have decided on your punishment.” Snapping to attention, the apprehension builds within me while the other disabled warriors look on in morbid curiosity. Pausing for maximum effect, Akanai gestures lazily at the surrounding warriors. “These soldiers here will be added to the ones already under your custody, provided they agree to the same terms. You will be responsible for their general well-being and health, making sure they settle in with the other Sentinels as well as paying their salaries. Fifteen soldiers at five silver a month works out to 7.5 gold every month or 90 gold per year. You will also not be issued with another roosequin, if you want a mount, you will purchase it yourself. Perhaps the constant reminder will keep you from further disobedience, as well as teach you the value of coin.” 
 
Outraged, my mouth opens and shuts, no words able to escape while I choke on my punishment. That's not fair, she only pays me like 1.5 gold a year, and I have to buy another roosequin? God damn it. Sighing with immense regret, I manage to utter, “Thank you for your leniency.” 
 
I am not very convincing, but at least I can start improving my standing with Akanai now that my punishment has been decided. Feeling relieved, the rest of the night goes by in a blur, all of my wishes coming true, food, bath, and bed, almost too wonderful to be true. My single day of rest is spent mostly with Taduk and my company of cripples, all of them opting to swear the oaths, a surprising turn of events. I had hoped they would refuse to swear and be Akanai's financial burden instead, but apparently all of them were keen to work with me, or more likely, it was Taduk who drew their loyalty. Turns out, he has a lot more pull than I do, and when the new recruits heard they were learning how to heal, their eyes almost popped out of their heads. 
 
On the day of our departure, I wake early and lay still, watching the twins sleeping peacefully, unwilling to tear myself away from them. Charok will be taking them home, leading a small contingent of the Sentinels back to the village, while the rest of us head off to the Society, to end our feud with them once and for all. I have no idea what Akanai plans to do, but knowing her, it will likely be violent and bloody. When a Justicar summons you, there is no alternative but to answer, but hopefully Taduk and Lin can get clear of everything before shit goes down, 
 
After a tearful goodbye, mostly from me, I find myself jogging alongside Taduk's rickshaw as we head to the gate, Lin's infectious smile brightening my rapidly worsening morning, mentally preparing myself for the harsh march ahead. It doesn't help that every one of the new soldiers-turned-Sentinels have their own quins, with spares available for Bulat and the others when we pick them up at the gate, leaving me the lone runner. I just hope they don't push the pace too hard or I'll never be able to keep up., but at least I don't have to carry Bulat around anymore. 
 
As our massive, 4,500 person convoy makes its way through the city streets, I feel pride bubbling up within me, seeing the optimism and hope displayed on the former soldier's faces, lit up in joy while they ride the quins for the first time, happy to be, in some small part, responsible for their joy. They've all sworn oaths to not betray the People, but I think that they would have been faithful even without them. Gratitude and the inherent good inside people are some of the things that I feel are highly underrated by Akanai, the availability of oaths overshadowing their ability to trust. It's nice though, since I pay and teach them it's like I have my own little squadron, as if I were making my way up in the ranks. A Lieutenant equivalent I guess, or even better since that's only ten soldiers. The next step up is Captain, but that seems a bit too much, I mean Baatar was a Captain. That rank just seems too lofty for me, a special existence I cannot hope to live up to. 
 
The enormous northern gates in sight, our procession halts for some reason, and I stretch while we wait, expecting some sort of administrative holdup when I hear Akanai's voice inside my head, sending my anxiety levels skyrocketing. “Rain come to the front, bring your squad.” 
 
Hurrying as quickly as I can, the gates grow large as I approach, looming above me as if ready to drop down and crush me beneath them, my mind racing as it tries to work out what could be wrong. The Sentinels all line up, obscuring my view of what lies ahead, and as I pass through their ranks towards the front, I stop next to Akanai, amazed at the scene before me. 
 
Arranged neatly in rows, with Bulat and his cronies at the front, are many of the dismissed soldiers, almost fifty in total, standing patiently, apprehensive yet optimistic, staring at Akanai with pure adoration in their eyes, some of that spilling over to me for some reason. Another group stands nearby, the soldiers families, concerned and uneasy, but carrying all of their worldly possessions, ready to embark on a journey to the mountains. 
 
Turning slightly towards me, Akanai studies my expression for a moment, before sighing. “So you had nothing to do with this recruitment drive either, I suppose?” Shaking my head, I furrow my brow and wonder at why so many of them came. Was it because of my scolding? Thankfully, Akanai has turned her attention back to the soldiers, a small smile on her face. “Good, good.” She rides up to the soldiers and begins orating, an impassioned speech about community and commonality, and they all hang on her every word. 
 
Watching the scene warms my heart, until a thought hits me, dragging me down into a pit of despair. 
 
Am I paying all of their salaries as well? 
 
… 
 
I should have kept my mouth shut.
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 Peering down the length of my arrow, I steady my aim and hold my breath, making sure everything is in place before I fire my shot. The adorably chubby bunny plods along down the field with a series of tiny hops, its twin horns prominently on display. Saying a small prayer in my mind, I apologize to the little adorable bunny, but I am hungry and you are delicious. Die well.
 
  
 
 With a resounding twang, I loose my arrow to soar through the air in a majestic arc, landing with a dull, disappointing thud into the dirt, my quarry scampering away as quickly as it can, a streak of gray in a field of green.
 
  
 
 Damn it.
 
  
 
 “You shouldn't close your eye while shooting, you need both to judge distance properly. Don't hold your breath either, it makes you jerk up when you release. Exhale, release, then inhale.” Huu gives me some advice, things I've heard before but I keep reverting back to bad habits. It's been too long since I fired an arrow.
 
  
 
 “Sorry about that, cost us some good eating.” Rabbits are magically delicious.
 
  
 
 “No need to worry, we'll find something else.” The two of us trek forward to reclaim my arrow, our eyes peeled for more meat, hunting for our supper. Most of the Sentinels are content to eat whatever available but if you want something extra for yourself, you need to hunt it down. The smart move would be to just eat the prepared food now, at the beginning of our journey to the Bridge, but I tasted fresh, spiced food this morning inside Shen Huo, and lunch was enough to keep me away from camp fare for days to come.
 
  
 
 “You look better with the new haircut and clothes.” His awkward compliment surprises me, and I respond with a small smile, unsure of what to say. Taduk had a bunch of clothes ready for me, normal leathers that are easy to move around in, and I do feel better now that I can no longer be mistaken for a homosexual beggar child. Not exactly the image I'm trying to convey. “Thank you for coming out hunting with me, I know you're tired and still have plenty of responsibilities to attend to.”
 
  
 
 Looking over at Huu, I raise my eyebrow, questioning the odd statement. “We both know I'm a terrible hunting partner, but I need the extra food on account of overtaxing myself for weeks. The sad truth is we are most likely going to be splitting what you catch so really, I should be the one thanking you.”
 
  
 
 Looking sheepish, he doesn't bother to correct me and continues scanning the grass for movement, carefully gathering his words before he speaks. I should try that sometimes, maybe I'd get in less trouble if I did. “I called you out because I wanted to ask you for a favor.”
 
  
 
 “Name it.”
 
  
 
 “I know that the Chief Provost has burdened you with the financial responsibilities of the former soldiers, so if you need help gathering herbs or hunting beasts, I was hoping that you would bring me along.” A timid shrug follows the hurried request, his head and ears drooping down as if ashamed to ask for a job.
 
  
 
 Smacking him on the arm lightly, I smile and answer, “What kind of favor is that? I'd appreciate your help and there's no one else I'd rather have watching my back.” Not entirely true, Baatar would be better, but Huu is reliable and efficient, and even though he is 'older' than me, he puts on no airs, treating me with respect and friendship. I like him, he's easy to be around and reassuring to have at my side in a fight. “Any particular reason you need coin?” If it's important and not too expensive, I don't mind just gifting him the money now, or giving him an advance.
 
  
 
 Smiling in his simple way, he looks happier than anyone has a right to be, content and without regret. “That's another thing I wanted to ask you about, I want to buy Yosai and Yesui betrothal gifts, but I'm unsure of what. You're so worldly, I thought you might be able to give me some advice.”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. “Uh... Betrothal gifts? Is that a thing?” It's painful that he thinks I'm worldly, this poor, naive child.
 
  
 
 His surprise only lasts for a split second before rueful acceptance kicks in, his tolerance for my ignorance far higher than most. “I thought you already knew, what with gifting Yan those quins. It is tradition to prove your ability to provide for your mate, with a gift or gesture. For example, my Pa built a new house for Ma and Elia all by himself, a testament to his carpentry skills. He provided a place for Ma to return after her travels, as well as a stove for Elia to bake in.”
 
  
 
 That's actually pretty impressive, building a house, I'd have no idea where to begin with that and from the look on Huu's face, neither does he. “Um... is that why everyone thinks I gave Yan those quins? I bought Shana because she seemed so sad about losing her, and I wanted to keep the pups for myself.” Shit, I guess I should buy something for Mila, but what?
 
  
 
 “Regardless of your reasons, everyone believes it was a betrothal gift, and a grand one at that. The quins are where we got the tradition from first, and not only is her love of those animals well-known, asking her to look after your quin will have her thinking of you often. Yesui often compliments you about the gesture.” Likely also hinting to Huu that she wants her own romantic gesture, and it seems he got the message.
 
  
 
 Taking time to digest the information, we both lapse into silence once more as we continue on our hunt, walking along the treeline with an open field to our left. Huu's quin Jaga following us closely, waiting to retrieve our catch in hopes of a reward, and the absence of a second quin makes me want to sigh with regret. Unable to focus, my mind drifts while we walk, pondering over our first day of travel while I try to keep my mind off Yan. The morning was spent arranging for the families of the dismissed soldiers to be escorted to the mountains by 1,000 Sentinels under the command of Charok and Dagen, then Akanai had set an easy pace, starting late and stopping early, in no rush to reach the Bridge with our 4,000 Sentinel escort.
 
  
 
 As for the dismissed soldiers, Akanai gave them a simple choice: Swear an oath that was essentially indentured servitude, if not slavery, or leave with their families back to the mountains. She made it clear that they would be made use of regardless of their decision, with healing eventually available to them, although those who chose to leave would not become Sentinels.
 
  
 
 Every single soldier remained with Akanai, each one of them swearing their oath happily, not even bothering to discuss terms. Crazy, in my opinion, especially considering our impending clash with the Society, and I have no idea why they were so easily persuaded. As beautiful as she is, charismatic is not a word I would use to describe Akanai, but those soldiers were staring at her like she was the Mother herself, a goddess in the flesh.
 
  
 
 That same 'goddess' put me in charge of all of them, more test subjects for me to work with, although my only success so far is Ravil who is in constant, debilitating pain. Taduk and Tokta both agree that he is healing, although his progress is tortuously slow, to the point where I've debated asking Taduk if he can help Ravil along, and just chop off a finger so Ravil can practice healing that instead. It's tough getting used to pain in an area that normally doesn't have much sensation, and it hasn't improved his attitude towards me, still angry with good reason.
 
  
 
 After taking the time to think it over, I understand Akanai's reasoning about my punishment, although I don't 100% agree with it. At the very least, my punishment shows that she has plans for me, working to improve me in various ways. I exposed everyone I love to a potential catastrophe, and while I had good intentions, it was arrogance that kept me from asking for help, a simple thing that would have avoided much hardship. The ditch digging and running, that is to keep me humble and in line, teaching me to obey orders without driving me away, which is what a lashing would have done. I am not a slave and I will not tolerate the lash, not again. I'm actually quite thankful that she recognized that, because I really do want to be a Sentinel.
 
  
 
 As for the gold... that hurts me, but not too badly. I love money and earning it just to pay someone else is just sad, although it shouldn't be too difficult. My original 7.5 gold per month has now blossomed into 33.5 gold, but with what I have on hand I can afford to pay for almost three months of salary, giving me a nice little buffer while I earn more. All I need are ingredients and I can make more medicine, and with Huu watching my back, I can go deeper into the mountains and take more risks than I would with Lin following me around. Who knows, maybe we get lucky and find something valuable again.
 
  
 
 Paying the wages actually makes me feel a little better about my fuck up, as I still feel guilty about Bulat and the others being forced to take the oaths. Even though all the other soldiers took the oaths willingly, they at least were given the choice, which makes a world of difference. Ravil and the others were forced into it, although the others seem okay with their current situation, that might change once they also succeed at healing and have to suffer like Ravil does. At least I can pay them a fair wage and tell myself they are being fairly treated. 'No, I'm a good slave owner, I take care of my lackeys, it's only quasi-slavery'.
 
  
 
 I try not to dwell on it too much.
 
  
 
 The worst part of my punishment is the leadership position. While I was kind of happy to be in charge of 15 soldiers, being in charge of four times that number is daunting. Just remembering 67 names is difficult enough, but I also need to make sure they settle in and integrate with the Sentinels, which I have no idea how to do. I've barely integrated with the Sentinels, so what does she expect me to do, arrange for trust fall exercises or something? Play a resounding game of darts, with friendship as the prize? Besides, being a leader makes me a target and a scapegoat for any mishaps that occur, a stress I don't need in my life, which leaves me with only one option.
 
  
 
 I need to appear as incompetent as possible.
 
  
 
 If I can do that without causing too much harm, maybe Akanai will just shrug and think 'not everyone can lead' which would be perfect. I'd rather be a follower, with fewer responsibilities and decisions. I can't fuck up too badly, I just need to appear inept and ineffectual as a leader, so she will give up on me and find a different project to work on, leaving me to be a simple soldier/medic. Flattering as her decision is, I feel like it has less to do with who I am and more to do with the fact that I am betrothed to her daughter. Everyone wants what's best for their kids, and Akanai is just trying to help her daughter's husband succeed. It's kind of sweet, but not something I want, but there's no way I can just tell her that, not now.
 
  
 
 A burst of motion catches us off guard and we raise our bows in unison as a small herd of deer burst out of the treeline, running across the open field at a breakneck pace, their prancing gait making them seem as though their hooves barely touch the ground. My eyes narrow in focus before I remember Huu's advice, opening them both wide and staring at my target.
 
  
 
 Exhale.
 
  
 
 Release.
 
  
 
 Hold breath and hope.
 
  
 
 My arrow soars through the air only half a second behind Huu's first arrow, his second arrow following closely after, Huu finding the mark with both his shots, while mine sinks deep into a deer's neck as well. Whooping in joy, I punch the air, smiling until my face hurts. “Three big deer, we're going to be eating well tonight! There's just something about catching your own meals that makes it taste better, I don't know what it is.”
 
  
 
 “That would be the sweet flavor of victory and hard-work my friend.” Clapping me on the back, he heads out with me to collect our spoils, Jaga following along obediently. “Good shot”
 
  
 
 “Thank you, but it's nothing compared to you, two arrows, two deer, if you want to do better than that then you're going to need a bigger arrow.” Looking back in the direction the deer came from, I wonder out loud, “What were those deer running from anyways?”
 
  
 
 Huu begins to answer, but a blur of motion causes me to react, time contracting as I shove Huu aside and dive awkwardly to the other, a golden brown streak of fur crashing through the space we only just occupied. Landing hard in a controlled slide, it skids across the grass and dirt, spinning to meet us in a graceful manner with a piercing yowl that sends a shiver down my spine. Crouched and ready to pounce, it continues to make sounds of warning, like rumbling from deep in the earth while its yellow eyes glare at us, daring us to make a move.
 
  
 
 A wildcat the size of a pony, its enormous fangs and dagger-like claws are prominently displayed only a few meters away from us, the three of us deadlocked with Huu and I too terrified to move and the cat too wary to pounce, unsure how we had avoided its killing lunge. Only a single second of time from when it first arrived to now, and it feels as if it had been an eternity in the happening. Standing before the angry creature, I lick my lips slowly while Huu lays prone to my right, his bow at his side, unable to regain his balance, not expecting to be pushed. As he slowly raises his bow, the cat's back arches and its tail violently thrashes from side to side, the warning growl rising in a crescendo and pitch, quieting back down to a warning rumble when he lowers his hand again.
 
  
 
 Smart cat. Good kitty. Just stay where you are.
 
  
 
 My right hand on Peace, I ready myself to draw in an instant, not wanting to make any unnecessary movements, the tense atmosphere raising my blood pressure to unreasonable heights, my brain processing each sensation with surprising clarity, the cool path of a single bead of sweat, making its way down my neck, the musky scent of rotten meat, emanating from the cat's mouth, the taste of blood from where I bit the side of my mouth. My heart beats a single time, the thumping echoing in my ears and the silence that follows is almost deafening, an emptiness that yearns to be filled.
 
  
 
 I sense the pounce before anything else, no clue about its intentions besides a gut feeling, and I explode into motion, taking a single step diagonally, forward and to the right. The cat's outstretched paws lead the way as it pounces towards Huu like a bolt of lightning, its mouth opened wide and ready to kill, the primal creature choosing to attack what it deemed was an easy kill. Peace reverberates as it cuts through the air, chiming from the vibrations left in its wake, biting deep into the wildcats shoulder as it passes by. With every ounce of strength I can muster, I follow through with the strike, the impact exploding with power as I push forward, the yowl turning into a shrieking wail as its body sails to the right of its intended target, swatted away mid-air to crash into the dirt only centimeters from Huu.
 
  
 
 My heart beats a second time before time resumes its normal course, a hammering chorus as it threatens to leap out of my chest, the world closing in around me as I pant for breath. Huu rolls away from the frenzied clawing of the wildcat and leaps to his feet, loosing arrow after arrow from point-blank range, firing without thinking as it tries to get up to strike again, continuing long after the creature stops moving, its corpse pincushioned by a half-dozen arrows, Huu still reaching for more. The world is silent except for my heavy panting and the twang of Huu's bowstring as he continues to fire away, too shocked to do anything else until his arrows run out. Peace is still held horizontally in my grip, blood dripping from the blade, Huu's bow still pointed at the corpse while his other hand sits inside his quiver, both of us taking the time to contemplate just how close we came to dying while staring at the almost pitiful remains of our would-be killer.
 
  
 
 There's no way I can last a year without almost dying, not unless I really decide to become a hermit.
 
  
 
 “Well then, I think we learned something today.” Huu turns towards my voice with a blank expression on his face, and I can't help but stare at his wolf ears. “Cats really fucking hate you.”
 
  
 
 His slack-jawed face stares at me while I stare at his ears, the silver-furred tufts slightly bent, making him look like a friendly dog and not wolf, and I can't help but chuckle at the thought. Cats and dogs. After a few seconds, the both of us begin roaring in laughter, giddy as the unspent adrenaline makes it way through our system, happy to be alive.
 
  
 
 Still chuckling beneath my breath, I unpack my kit and start treating a few small lacerations on Huu's arm, the fly by pounce managing to nick him. “That was incredible Rain, you moved so quickly I barely even realized what was going on until the cat landed beside me. You saved my life twice in as many seconds, and here I was talking about watching your back, when you're the one who is watching mine.” He lets out a self-depreciating chuckle as he shakes his head. “I should have noticed the cat, it isn't normal for deer to be running full tilt like that.”
 
  
 
 “Hey, I know you have my back and I have yours. No need to keep score and nothing to worry about, we're both still in one piece.” His arm bandaged, we grab a few sturdy branches and begin lashing the animals to them in preparation to carry them back to camp, letting them bleed out while we travel. It may attract more predators that way, but there's too much meat for Jaga to carry. I need to buy a new quin soon, this is getting ridiculous. I wonder if the wagon quins are cheaper, they aren't trained to fight but most of my squad is riding them anyways, because there just aren't enough battle-trained quins available. I'm fucking terrible fighting on quinback anyways, it's easier to fight on foot.
 
  
 
 Our kills secured, we steadily march back to camp, Huu leading the way while we carry four large carcasses between us, over 1000kg in weight in total. Salivating at the thought of deer steaks and grimacing at the thought of cat stew, I walk in silence, our first day of travel at an end.
 
  
 
 I don't know what we're going to do when we reach the Bridge, but I'm going to try to enjoy the time we have until then.
 
  
 
 I have a feeling that once shit goes down, there won't be many good times to be had for a while.
 
  
 
 A rustle in the bushes causes us to drop the carcasses, our weapons drawn in an instant, both of us on high alert. A trio of fearsome creatures burst out from the undergrowth, mewling ferociously as they claw the air, my unmanly squeal ringing out through the forest.
 
  
 
 “Kitties!”
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 Scratching at his freshly healed wounds, Huushal ambled back to his tent, wanting nothing more than to slump before a fire and dry off after his bath, exhausted from the day's events. His close brush with death in the form of a wildcat attack had drained him of all courage, sending shivers through his body as fear gripped his chest in an unyielding grasp. Rain once again surprised him, not only with his speed and decisive actions, but with his unshakable demeanor, laughing only mere seconds after their ordeal. Smiling ruefully to himself, Huushal once again readjusted his evaluation of Rain's strength. Too formidable, mentally and physically, he was a good match for Sumila.
 
  
 
 While the two of them carried back their catch, struggling beneath the weight and resting often, Rain attempted to catch the kittens each time they stopped, but the vicious little creatures were too wary and swift, mourning the loss of their mother without fully understanding. They followed the familiar scent of their mother, remaining a short distance away yet still in sight, mewling piteously. A shame the kittens would not survive long, only a few months old, weaned but too awkward and unskilled to hunt for their own meals.
 
  
 
 Rain had also taken a bath, carefully washing away the mother cat's scent before eagerly running off to find the kittens, enamored by the adorable animals. Looking energetic despite jogging all day, he seemed to have an endless amount of stamina, enthused at the prospect of keeping pets. Huushal tried to warn him about the dangers, as wildcats were notoriously difficult to tame, but his advice went unheeded, Rains hands bitten and clawed multiple times during their journey back, doing nothing to dampen his enthusiasm. When they reached the camp, the animals remained outside, too cautious to approach so many humans.
 
  
 
 “Huu, you're back! How did your hunt fare?” Yosai greeted him happily, but before he could answer, she spotted his torn sleeve, rushing over to check him for injury. “What happened?”
 
  
 
 Caressing her cheek, he tried to seem indifferent and casual. “A minor mishap with a wildcat, nothing serious. A few small cuts, Medical Saint Taduk took good care of me.” Yosai's eyes widened at the casual mention of Taduk, a celebrity to many, his help available to all with little cost even though it was known that he charged exorbitant fees to the nobles in Shen Huo.
 
  
 
 “You wouldn't have needed healing at all, not if you let Yesui and myself go with you instead of running off with that irresponsible drunkard Rain.” Her eyes wide with concern, she looked up at him in recrimination. “You got hurt looking after him, didn't you?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, he took her into his arms and lifted her in his embrace. “Nothing of the sort, Rain was a great help.” He wanted to tell her of Rain's heroics, but she would only hear he had been close to death and he did not want to worry her so. Mentally apologizing to his friend for not defending him, he carried his love over to the fire, settling down with her in his lap and cuddling with her, not caring they were in full view of everyone.
 
  
 
 “So we are eating wildcat? Where did you leave it to bleed out?” She craned her neck about, searching for their dinner, and Huushal inwardly sighed, wanting to skip dinner and take her to bed, sleeping soundly in her warm embrace.
 
  
 
 Breathing deep to enjoy her scent, he answered, “We had a good hunt, three deer and the wildcat. We gave most to Rain's squad to split, while we will be joining Rain for dinner. Senior Captain Alsantset will be cooking so we're in for a real delight.”
 
  
 
 With a click of her tongue, Yosai asked, “You enjoy her cooking, do you?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed, she and Charok are both very skilled, making even simple camp fare taste delicious. They made some delicious bear jerky, and even after three days it was still tender, the best dried rations I ever had.” Although it was during one of the most trying times in his life, fleeing from their Society pursuers. A fire ignited within his chest, his arms tightening around Yosai as he reflected on their current destination, a journey to see those Society blackguards finally pay for their crimes. The Chief Provost would see justice done, either through the Justicar or by taking matters into her own hands, and Huushal hoped it would be the latter. Weeks of inactivity had caused him to grow restless, eager to ride into battle once more, and he cared little whether it was against the Defiled or the Society.
 
  
 
 Sensing his mood, Yosai simply sighed and curled up silently in his embrace, a wonderful woman, more than he deserved. He felt blessed to have not only her, but Yesui as well, out hunting with her own friends, not willing to be fully reliant on 'her man' as she put it, a fiercely independent woman. The two sisters were very different, but he had somehow won their love, and it filled him with joy to have them both in his life. He would have been helpless had they forced him to choose between them, Yosai sweet and fiery, pushing him to better himself, and Yesui cool and supportive, always with a kind word for him.
 
  
 
 Pa and Mom would be happy for him, but Ma was going to be a problem. She had always been fiercely protective of her son, and to hear he had bedded two sisters who were not of the People might irk her, especially since he had done so without first seeking approval from any of their parents. There were times when he would wake at night, terrified of the consequences Ma would visit upon him once they were reunited, but each time he saw their beautiful faces, he told himself it would be worth it, no matter the punishment.
 
  
 
 “Hello, sorry to interrupt this sweet moment of yours but we brought a few guests you might like to meet.” Rain announced his arrival with Mei Lin, carrying a squirming kitten in his hands, the other two laying submissively in Li Song's arms, the stone faced girl appearing as neutral as always. Despite traveling together for weeks, he'd never conversed with her, not even when he'd given her the runic ring. Her lifeless stare and the enmity hidden deep within made him uncomfortable, but she seemed... brighter somehow, warmer to a certain extent, and it made him smile to see her no longer so despondent.
 
  
 
 Taking the proffered kitten from Rain, Yosai made sounds that were identical to Rain's high-pitched squeals, Huushal smiling at both the tender sight and the amusing memory. “You managed to catch them?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, Lin and Li Song helped me box them in and nab them. They're pretty happy cats considering the circumstances, and only slightly murderous.” Holding up his bleeding hands as proof, he looked on with a wry smile as the tiny creature happily nuzzled Yosai. “I guess it's just me they hate.”
 
  
 
 “They're smart creatures, they likely have some idea we are to blame for their mother's death.” Shrugging, he consoled Rain, knowing his friend's love of animals. “What is to become of them?” Perhaps Rain would sell them, the creatures would be worth good coin to any collector, and he was generous enough to insist Huushal receive a share.
 
  
 
 Rain's enormous smile crushed his hopes for easy coin. “I already asked Akanai and Alsantset and they both said I can keep them, as long as I can tame them. You want one? It's only fair.” He leaned forward and whispered jokingly, “You did kill their mother after all. We can split the third one, right down the middle. I'd pick the big one for that, he's mean.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes at the macabre jest, he shook his head regretfully while looking at Yosai's joyous expression, wishing he could keep one, if only to see the same joy mirrored in Yesui. The creature would cost too much to raise and tame, the food alone enough to beggar him, not to mention the money he would have to pay should the creature kill some innocent farm animal. The decision was not easy, especially in light of Yosai's pleading gaze, but he was adamant in his decision.
 
  
 
 “Well, I'll hang onto them for now, maybe you'll change your mind, but don't wait too long. They're only adorable kittens for so long.” Holding one close to Huushal's face, Rain had the creature pantomime a pleading gesture. “Look at these big paws, begging for you to love him.” Contrary to Rain's statement, the creature hissed and bared its fangs at him, biting down on his extended hand hard enough to draw blood, reassuring Huushal he had made the correct decision. It seemed cats really did hate him. “What about you Yosai, think you can change your hubby's mind?”
 
  
 
 The stern line of Yosai's pursed lips made Huushal wince, Rain doing nothing to win points with her by suggesting she argue with him in public, but at least her answer was suitably restrained. “I stand by my betrothed's decision.” Her icy tone did not go unnoticed, Lady Mei Lin's eyes narrowing and Rain looking suitably chastised and a little indignant. Another one of Rain's social blind spots, Huushal would need to remember to explain the mistake to him in private.
 
  
 
 When Yesui returned from her hunt, they made their way over to Alsantset's cooking fire, eating a delicious meal together, the girls fawning over the kittens while Rain told the story of their hunt, leaving out any mention of their near death. He even made Huushal out to be a hero with the bow, who stood firm while the beast charged, firing arrow after arrow until it crashed at his feet. Feeling a little embarrassed, he silently accepted the praise, not wanting to discredit Rain in front of everyone, but also unsure why he would embellish the story so much and yet leave out his own achievements.
 
  
 
 Their meal finished and rain clouds gathering, Huushal took Yesui and Yosai back to their shared tent, leaving Rain asleep by the fire, curled up with all three cubs, a large smile on his face and Mei Lin and Sumila there to look after him. Wild animals that they were, the kittens seemed content once well fed, stuffed with deer meat until they could barely keep their eyes open, making him reconsider his decision. If feeding them was all it took to placate them, perhaps he could keep one, with the help of Yesui and Yosai.
 
  
 
 Seated in the privacy of their tent, Yosai turned to Huushal, reprimanding him. “You killed the mother cat? If so, then why is Rain the sole benefactor of your hard work? At least ask him to pay you for the kittens! Not only that, he takes your catch and gives it to his squad, while feeding you a single meal in return, one he did not even prepare himself. How is that at all fair? Did he even ask before taking them?”
 
  
 
 “Of course he asked but there was no need.” Huushal drew himself up, refusing to back down before her glare. “What are his warriors to do? They are all cripples and city dwellers, unable to hunt for themselves. I am glad to be of help to them, for there is no distinction between us. We are all Sentinels now.” Undeterred by his zeal, his impassioned speech only earned him a look from Yosai, one that demanded a better answer.
 
  
 
 Sighing, he looked to Yesui for aid but she only shook her head, caressing his face. “My sweet, gentle giant, I agree with sister on this, you let yourself be taken advantage of. I know it is not in your nature, but you must fight for what is yours. Rain strikes out to fight on his own and Akanai rewards him with command, while you fight heroically among your people and languish at the bottom of the ranks. You are no less than he and you deserve as much.” Making a sour face, she added, “He cannot possibly have completed all of his duties, shirking them to sleep so early, ignoring his responsibilities. It's disgraceful.”
 
  
 
 “Rain spent the day running, keeping pace with the roosequins, and still he came out to hunt despite having worked harder than anyone else. Instead of asking others to hunt for him, he did his best to provide for his men. You saw how tired he was, passed out after dinner. One man can only do so much.”
 
  
 
 Giving him a sad smile, Yesui only shook her head mildly. “And why should you be the one to solve his problems? How long will this continue? If he cannot pay them, will you beggar yourself to lend him coin? He claims to be your friend, but I have only seen him take without giving, a one-sided friendship.”
 
  
 
 Resigned, he gathered them both in his arms and held them to his chest, speaking softly. “This is not to be repeated, nor will we speak about it. I did not wish to tell you, so you would not be burdened with worry.” He told them the true story of their hunt, how Rain had saved his life twice, and when his story finished, he gently admonished his two loves. “Rain is a good man and a good friend, so I will not tolerate him criticized unjustly again, especially not by my bride's to be.” He left out the story of how Rain took him to the bath house, letting him learn the ways of men and women, giving him the confidence to approach his two beautiful wives. This was not a proper time for that tale, nor would there ever be one.
 
  
 
 The two of them snuggled in his embrace, contemplating his words with worry in their eyes, neither of them speaking, respecting his wishes on the matter. After a long pause, Yosai spoke up. “I still stand by my earlier statement: if you had brought both of us along with you, there would have been no danger at all. Unlike some, we know to keep our wits about us while hunting.”
 
  
 
 Yesui, unwilling to be left out, spoke up, asking, “If that is the man he truly is, why does he act so dishonorably?”
 
  
 
 Chuckling at their unrestrained attitudes, all he could do was shrug. “He is who he is, and even with all his flaws, he has my friendship and respect.” Leering at both of his loves, he quickly changed the subject before they could voice more arguments. “Now, what say we emulate the great hero Rain and rest early.” His words brought a blush to their cheeks, scolding him in unison for his lusty behavior, while at the same time meekly preparing for bed, both of them as eager as he.
 
  
 
 Life was good and there was nothing he would change.
 
  
 
 Well, perhaps a third sister would not be so terrible, but he knew his limits as a man.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Shivering in the rain, Fung continued to kneel in place, his determination wearing away slowly from the cold gusts of wind, chilling him down to the bone and paining him despite the numbness threatening to overcome him. His guards stood nearby, silently suffering along with him despite his orders for them to seek shelter; no sense in having all of them sick as well. With the way things were progressing, he would be dead of pneumonia in a few days, choking on the fluid in his own lungs. He'd heard drowning to death was like falling into a peaceful sleep, although none who spoke of it had firsthand experience, leaving him to question how they'd come to that conclusion.
 
  
 
 “Hello handsome.” Adujan's voice snapped him out of his thoughts and a scowl covered his face before he could stop it, an involuntary reflex hammered into him over the past few days. How would she trivialize his efforts this time? Her wet clothes stuck tight to her body, his eyes drawn to her curvaceous hips and long, slender legs, his body igniting with desire. He'd left his courtesans behind, knowing they were unable to keep pace and their absence was painfully noted, hand-to-gland combat only going so far. “How are you holding up? Do you need anything? Tea perhaps, or a change of clothes? I'd be more than willing to help get you out of your outfit.” Reaching out, she brushed his hair aside, smirking while she eyed him up and down.
 
  
 
 She was lovely, of that there was no doubt, but her acerbic tongue and ruthless demeanor caused him no small amount of pain in the last week, not to mention he was unaccustomed to being the prey, her forward manner leaving him tongue-tied and blushing. She'd arrived panting and exhausted, covered in sweat and dirt while carrying the carcass of a Meng-Zhua and still she managed to look erotic. Carrying the heavy load by herself was training according to her, cementing the idea that the Bekhai were all insane, practicing to the point of self harm, obsessed with increasing their strength, it was both inspiring and terrifying.
 
  
 
 Ignoring her flirtatious advances as best he could, he stared forward at Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu's tent and asked, “How did you manage to convince Great Hero Du to take you as a student? I have pleaded with him for over a week now, every spare moment spent on my knees, and he only spoke to me once.” His teeth chattered as he spoke, his voice pleading for help. “All he asked was if I had any siblings before dismissing me. Please, help me convince him, or tell me how you caught his attentions.”
 
  
 
 Du Min Gyu, the Sanguine Tempest of the Central Province, an Exarch who rose to prominence during the Hoplesh Rebellion, taking command of the Imperial troops after a suicidal strike managed to kill both General officers in command, the first of his long list of achievements. Known for his decisive actions and unyielding demeanor, the man was a living legend, carving his achievements in the blood of rebels and Defiled, his last duel with the Butcher of KunLun Mountains had even been made into a two-hour epic, performed across the Empire to the delight of all. After the duel, his injuries hindered him from fighting again, but he instead surprised the Empire once more, his disciples and students all finding great fame and fortune for themselves, bringing him even more praise and respect, as well as a new title: Great Teacher Du. To be his student even for a single lesson was a thing to boast of, as it showed you were worth teaching in the eyes of Du Min Gyu.
 
  
 
 And standing before him, dressed in military garb, holding an umbrella in the heavy downpour, was one such student, Adujan, Khishig of the Bekhai, who idly shrugged with a contented smile pasted across her fair face. “I didn't have to do any convincing, Teacher Du asked me to be his student.” Her smile widened into a grin at his expression of disbelief, shrugging easily. “Teacher Du has instructed me to inform you to take shelter. While he cannot in good conscience leave you behind, he will not slow his pace for you, dragging you along if need be.”
 
  
 
 Elated at having received permission, he leaped to his feet and ignored the painful sensation of blood rushing back to his deadened legs, striding confidently towards the tent. Stepping to block his path, Adujan shook her head apologetically. “Teacher Du meant for you to retire to your own tent.” With a small shrug of apology, she sashayed back into the tent with her Teacher as Fung watched, despairing that all his efforts had so far amounted to nothing while also admiring the sway of Adujan's hips.
 
  
 
 Allowing himself only a moment of self-pity, he grimly strode away, the tent already being set up by his guards, relieved to be out of the worsening storm. Soaking wet, he made his way to Ong Jing Fei's tent while he waited, standing silently while her attendants helped him change into something warm and dry. Sitting next to the blazing brazier, he wracked his brain for some method to display his worth to Du Min Gyu, besides following him around like a lost dog.
 
  
 
 A large hand clapped down upon his shoulder, the Divine Blacksmith's fearful visage coming into view, whispering quietly. “Worry not, that man is a testy sort, wouldn't even let me into his tent. He's old and prideful, has the shakes something awful you know. It happens with age.” Handing Fung a cup of tea, he shook his head ruefully. “A shame, it's been some time since my wife found a new warrior who could match her. Don't seem like little Yan's new teacher is long for this world, the poor girl.”
 
  
 
 The Divine Blacksmith's words did nothing to diminish his determination, only further fanning the flames. Should Du Min Gyu pass away, then the Empire will have lost a treasured warrior, and any words of wisdom he could give before his passing were all the more valuable. Fung would become his student, if not his Disciple, no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 Smiling as he held his teacup in both hands, not daring to drink it lest it contain some aphrodisiac or sedative, he contemplated how the Society would react when they learned that the Great Hero Du Min Gyu stood against them, laughing in anticipation of the sight. It was time the Society got taken down a peg, and The Herald and her Kin were poised to do so, gathering their allies high and low, all congregating at the Bridge. Determined to witness the event, if not take part himself, Fung expected it to be a grand showdown that would spawn epics of its own given time.
 
  
 
 Until then, he would need to keep his wits about him, as in spite of the threat to his life should she become pregnant, Ong Jing Fei was looking more alluring by the day. He truly considered accepting the risk and bedding her, if only to calm his nerves, Adujan was driving him insane with her incessant teasing, yet it was clear she had her heart set on another. Simple enough for him to discern from the forlorn look in her eyes when she groomed the roosequins, a longing for some lover left behind. He pitied the man who had won her affection, the girl was a she-devil in human form.
 
  
 
 The Mother have mercy on that poor fool's soul, but at least he was likely to die with a smile upon his face.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 103 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Running long distances isn’t about endurance, it’s about determination. Sure, at some point you will run out of energy and collapse in a puddle of sweat, tears, and puke, but that point is much farther than you would think, so long as you possess the determination to continue, putting one foot in front of the other, simple as that. Slogging through the mud and rain tires me out far more than usual, but our pace has slowed the past few days, either Akanai having mercy on me or truly in no rush to reach the Bridge. I don't understand why, I’d prefer to put all this ugliness behind us, hopefully as peacefully as possible, maybe with a stern warning from the Justicar. 
 
 
 
 
 

 I can still dream. 
 
 
 

 A tirade of cursing draws my attention, a sigh escaping me as I slow down to help Ravil once again. Grabbing him by the shoulder, I pull him out of the mud with a loud pop, Ravil grumbling the entire time. “You’re a terrible rider, no grace at all.” Pointing at his quin, I beckon it over towards us, but it remains still, shrinking back as if afraid. “Hey, what’s your quins name?” 
 
 
 

 His grumbling stops for a second to answer me. “Jinx.” 
 
 
 

 “They gave you a quin named Jinx?” 
 
 
 

 “Nah.” Brushing my hand aside, he tries to clean himself of mud, an impossible task even if he weren’t blind, but I wisely keep my mouth shut. “That idiot creature didn’t have a name, so they left it to me to name her. Ain’t a single thing gone right since I marched with you Khishigs, so I figured you were my jinx, my black star, but I might as well embrace it, so that’s her name, Jinx. Must be working, I've fallen every day and ain’t broke my neck yet.” 
 
 
 

 Responding to her name, Jinx timidly walks over to us, stopping at arms reach to sniff me before deciding that I’m acceptable company. These wagon quins are the weaker more timid ones that wouldn’t survive as well in the wild, but I like them docile, they’re much sweeter and approachable. While they’re still capable of biting through flesh and bone, that’s more of a last resort and not their standard greeting. 
 
 
 

 Feeding the sweet quin a slice of dried fruit, I chuckle lightly. “Well, whatever you like.” Not like learning how to heal isn’t awesome or anything, just focus on the negatives why don’t you. Helping him back onto Jinx, I smack him on the shoulder. “Listen up, you aren’t used to riding and she isn’t used to carrying you, so sit on her back, relax, and let her lead. Someone will notice if she runs off, no need for you to guide her.” Jogging alongside, I continue to offer advice, until, tired of my company, Ravil urges Jinx to run faster, leaving me behind. You’re welcome, jerk. 
 
 
 

 Picking up the pace, I continue to run through the mud and rain, my raincoat little more than a straw cloak and hat, keeping me dry and my skin feeling hot. The day wears on, but the rain shows no sign of stopping, nor do we, eating on the move, something easier done from the back of a quin, but I manage somehow, wishing the entire time for money to fall from the sky, so I can buy another roosequin. 
 
 
 

 If only that stupid big cat was 1,000 years old or older, then all of my immediate money problems would be solved, even split with Huu. Instead, I have to find a way to pay him for half the value of the damn kittens as well. How much they're worth I can only guess at, but Taduk doesn't think they'd be very cheap, so my fiscal obligations continue to grow. 
 
 
 

 Do they have banks here? Perhaps I should see about robbing one... or better yet, open my own bank if they don't exist. Although, collecting on debt would be a real problem, with everyone insisting I give face and whatnot. Man, how do businesses make a living here? 
 
 
 

 Mercifully, the downpour ends in the early afternoon as does our journey for the day, Akanai setting up camp on some rocky high ground. It's difficult finding places to fit 4,000+ people, considering all the stringent requirements, like a defensible site with access to water, firewood, etc. I should find a book on command, so I can figure out how to screw up without putting lives at risk. 
 
 
 

 Mila and Li Song go out to hunt today, giving me time to rest, exhausted from the day's run, while my squad settles down around me, silently practicing their healing, most of them still learning how to examine their own injuries. With the need for privacy, we settled away from the main camp each day, doing nothing to endear ourselves to the other Sentinels, but I know that screams of pain would see us immediately ostracized as masochistic freaks. There has yet to be another person to succeed with my healing technique, not even Taduk or Mei Lin able to replicate my success, but I have confidence that the both of them will be able to persevere past my horrible teaching and puzzle out the mystery, going on to teach the others far more effectively than I ever could. 
 
 
 

 Ravil, the poor unfortunate, currently sits nearby with Taduk and Tokta arguing next to him, the two of them spewing venom at one another over his head. It surprises me how terribly they get along, but I supposed it's some sort of professional rivalry considering most of their insults are directed at the other's healing skills. Neither of them are happy at being unable to puzzle out my healing method, and Ravil has taken the brunt of their displeasure, although I've endured more than my fair share. 
 
 
 

 Escaping their notice, I scoop up my favorite kitten and snuggle him, the runt of the litter struggling while I shower him with affection, nibbling at my hands. After a day of napping inside the sling Li Song made to carry them in, the little trio of adorable kittens curiously explore their surroundings, filled with energy yet unwilling to travel too far away on their own, often glancing back to see if I'm still where they left me. They're timid little creatures and I hope they stay that way, because they will eventually grow into 500-pound murder machines. 
 
 
 

 I should probably ask someone for advice. 
 
 
 

 Gathering up the remaining kittens, I bring them over to the cooking pit where Alsantset is hard at work preparing for dinner. “Hey, you know how you said I can keep these cats as long as I tame them? How exactly would I go about doing that?” 
 
 
 

 “Hmph, three days and you finally come ask, your stubborn attitude never ceases to amaze me.” Giving me a wry look, she motions for me to sit, her lecturing beginning in earnest. “Contrary to your desires, those cats are not pets, they are living weapons, and a weapon that strikes its owner is worthless.” Following her gaze, I look down at the little cuties gnawing away at my hands and arms, kneading at my flesh with their claws out. 
 
 
 

 “But they're being friendly, it’s only a little harmless play biting.” Cooing at the kittens, I smile as they show affection in their own way, smiling at the sight of their over-sized paws and sleepy eyes. 
 
 
 

 Sighing deeply, Alsantset tosses a few uncooked bones to the ground, the cats squirming out of my grasp to pounce on them, gnawing at the meaty treats with relish, their eyes shut in content satisfaction. Brushing off her hands, she grabs both my cheeks and pinches hard, frowning as she tries to tear my face apart. “Know this Rain, I love you like family but at times you frustrate me to no end. You take too long to ask and when you do, you choose to ignore my given advice. Do you know how infuriating that is?” 
 
 
 

 The pinching stops and she cups my face with both hands, her feline eyes staring at me full of concern and questioning. The extreme levels of eye contact makes me incredibly uncomfortable, but her unyielding hold on my head makes me keenly aware of how strong she truly is, leaving me stuck in an uncomfortable position while she remains silent, waiting for my response. “Er... sorry? Won't happen again.” 
 
 
 

 Smiling, she gently pats my face as if soothing the pain. “You have always been one to question things and I was happy to let you, because you often came to the right answers. Perhaps that is even why you could discover your new method of healing, but your misdeed this time was far too severe and I cannot simply let you go unscathed. Akanai's punishment is too light, so to thank her, I will be more strict with you in the future and help you grow into a proper man, one worthy of her daughter.” 
 
 
 

 Returning to her preparations, she begins to lecture me on wildcat care. “Stop letting the creatures gnaw at you, it encourages bad habits. They are tiny and cute now, but in six months to a year, their teeth will be like knives, tearing through flesh easily.” Stepping over, I begin helping her where I can while she continues to list off advice for taming the cats, from hand feeding, to commands they need to learn, and I commit every word to memory, making sure not to forget a single thing, until finally she ends with a stern look and a warning. “Combat training will only occur if they becoming compliant to your will. Do not shirk on their training Rain, if they are unruly I will put the creatures down myself. I will not allow them to be a danger to the 
 People
 , and especially not around my children. Do you have any more questions?” 
 
 
 

 Gathering my thoughts, I ask a few questions to clarify a few of her instructions, and when I have no more questions, I continue to help with the preparations, doing whatever task Alsantset has for me. She says she will be strict, but she is still as kind as ever, taking the time to explain her instructions in detail, knowing I will ask why. In the end, a little discipline might not be too bad for me, although I am a little worried about her new mindset. I hope it doesn't spill over to Tali and Tate, those poor sweet babies deserve the kind, loving mother they had before I messed things up. 
 
 
 

 Mila and Li Song return shortly with a few rabbits, pride surging through me as I inwardly gloat about my catch with Huu, but three deer, a wildcat and three kittens is tough to top. Taking over the dinner preparations, I cook the rabbits in a stew along with chopped vegetables and make some simple dough wraps, letting Alsantset rest for the evening. While it seems a little like currying approval, she's been cooking dinner without complaint for ten people every day, Tokta, Huu, and his lovely ladies joining us every night, and she deserves a break. 
 
 
 

 Dinnertime comes and goes without incident, aside from a shower of compliments on my culinary talents, as well as some less-than-subtle prompting from Yesui for me to teach Huu. The poor guy is being led around by the nose, both sisters shaping him in various ways, molding him into their perfect man, but they display plenty of affection for each other, eliciting slight pangs of jealousy from me. Mila and Lin don't even sit next to me at meals, leaving me to eat with Taduk and Tokta, bombarded with their questions as they shout at one another with mouths full, the food barely tasted in their rush to continue their studies. 
 
 
 

 Before I can rush off to do the dishes, Tokta and Taduk drag me away to once again display my healing for them to study. Lin and Mila follow along while Li Song gathers up the kittens with her unreadable expression, the little animals obediently hanging in her arms while their furry little butts sway back and forth. I wish I could carry them like that without being bit, I have no idea why they are so docile around her. 
 
 
 

 Handing me a knife, Tokta looks at me expectantly while Taduk shrugs helplessly, knowing there is no other way for them to observe. The panacea is invisible to their extrasensory perceptions, so if I were to create the panacea with nothing for it to fix, we'd all be wasting time, so to visibly demonstrate its effects, I require an injury to heal. Wincing before I even begin the cut, I draw the blade across my forearm, a deep gash in the fleshy area, avoiding any arteries. Don't want to get my new clothes all bloody, it's harder to wash out than cat piss. I should have asked Alsantset how to housebreak those cats, I'm getting sick of waking early to wash my bedroll, but their tiny sleepy snores are worth it most days. 
 
 
 

 Settling down to meditate, I quickly fall into the State of Balance and begin creating the panacea in my forearm, letting it take care of my injury, using every ounce of concentration I have on the process and unable to sense the results as I work. While I heal, I detect two intermittent streams of energy, Taduk and Tokta taking turns to 'watch' the process, remaining silent throughout the entire process. Once complete, I open my eyes and glance up at them, seeing the discontent and irritation in both of their eyes, neither one willing to admit to their failure first. 
 
 
 

 Shoving them aside, Lin makes her way to sit next to me, wiping my bloodied arm with a wet cloth, her hare ears inadvertently brushing my face, feeling soft and warm. “Good work Rainy, I'm sure Daddy and Tokta will figure it out soon. Could you explain the process again, I might have an idea.” She smiles expectantly at me from beneath her hooded headscarf and it's difficult for me to say no. The headscarf was a normal scarf I bought her, one of more reasonable length than her prized white one, but instead of switching it out, she had ear holes sewn into them so she could wear both, a sweet, considerate gesture. 
 
 
 

 Taking her into a small hug, like we did when she was younger so I could read stories to her, I begin explaining my process for the umpteenth time. “Alright... So, it starts with teeth. Although teeth are composed of a number of varying materials, I noticed there was no gradual progression into the different parts. Blood would flow towards the missing tooth, and the different parts would form from the same base... material, I guess is the best word.” 
 
 
 

 “Which was previously believed to be a 'tooth seed', but you call it panacea.” Taduk chimes in, listening intently even though he has heard it a hundred times. “Not only are we unable to sense it, I still do not understand how it is capable of healing injuries without guidance, regenerating what is missing. There is a process to healing an injury, no matter what kind. The blood clots, collagen forms, then tissue will scaffold and skin will grow, these are the basic steps, but this panacea makes a mockery of all we know about healing, doing all those steps concurrently. How is that possible?” 
 
 
 

 “I'm more interested in how you create this panacea to begin with, the rest will come with further study, but I am unable to even replicate your success outside of regrowing teeth.” Tokta mutters beneath his breath while rubbing his jaw, recalling the dozens of teeth he's pulled in the past few weeks, the man's tolerance for suffering impressive even to me. He barely makes a sound when each tooth is broken and removed, but the pain is clear on his face every time. “Three weeks, and I've been unable to make my blood produce the panacea, yet that empty minded fool Ravil is able to do so, most vexing indeed.” 
 
 
 

 Shushing them both, Lin urges me to continue my explanation, but there really isn't much else for me to say. “I don't know either, I just... direct my blood to create the panacea in the area of the injury. I don't have the attention to spare to see how it does anything, and even if I did, I doubt I could offer any addition insight on the matter.” 
 
 
 

 The happy sounds of Mila and Li Song playing with the kittens fill the silence, we four healers sitting quietly as we each ponder the problem, but my heart isn't in it. I want to play with the kittens, they seem as if they're having so much fun, pouncing around and mewling cutely while chasing strings pulled by a delighted Mila, lovely in the fading sunlight. Next to her, serenely petting the lazy one, Li Song exudes contentment and tranquility, completely engrossed in her single action. 
 
 
 

 “Ah!” Lin perks up, startling me from my thoughts and I do my best to appear innocent, and not an ogling lecher, but my staring went unnoticed. “You said you 'direct your blood' to create the panacea right? How sure are you about that?” 
 
 
 

 Taking the time to consider her question, I answer hesitantly. “Well yea, I believe that's what happens. Part of the blood is... siphoned off, and that's where the panacea comes from, but it isn't always there. I can't create it right away, it takes time for things to get started, so I assumed my blood is the source of the panacea.” 
 
 
 

 “Hmm, but blood doesn't work that way, it doesn't create things.” Plucking the knife from it's sheathe, she draws it across her palm in a neat slice, carefully keeping from spilling any blood. 
 
 
 

 “Uhh, what are you doing?” My question goes unanswered as her eyes have already closed, her body going slack as she does when meditating, leaning against me, almost as if she were asleep. Looking to Taduk and Tokta for explanation, neither of them are any help as their attentions are already focused on Lin's healing, so I make do with watching her palm, keeping any blood from spilling out and onto her clothes. I can't imagine how hard it would be to remove blood from white silk, and I know her scarf means a lot to her, although she's never said why. 
 
 
 

 After a half-hour, Lin's eyes open and she sleepily snuggles against me, yawning adorably as she wakes from meditation. Grinning toothily, she triumphantly announces, “I did it Rainy, I figured it out!” 
 
 
 

 Before I can speak up, Tokta asks frantically, “How did you do that? You replicated his method! Speak girl, speak! Please tell me you can explain it better than this idiot can.” 
 
 
 

 “Hehe... Rainy was saying that it was 'siphoning' from his blood, but that didn't sound right. Blood delivers and is consumed, that's its purpose, so I thought that it was delivering the panacea which had to be created somewhere else. Add to the fact that Daddy couldn't sense it and Rainy's description of 'siphoning' - 
 
 
 

 “The panacea must be a special type of blood, made in the bone marrow!” Tokta blurts out the rest, before exclaiming, “Ha! I win, I figured it out first. Medical Saint, more like Medical Moron, can't even reach simple conclusions.” 
 
 
 

 “You figured it out? My wonderful daughter figured it out, you just stole her moment, you second-rate scoundrel! I'd belittle your title as well, but what was it again? Oh right, you don't have one, because you languish in mediocrity.” The two of them continue to argue as they sit and draw their own knives, cutting themselves and bleeding while they trade insults, their sudden silence almost a relief as they concentrate on testing Lin's method. 
 
 
 

 Holding up her hand, she proudly displays the healed cut while leaning her head for a pat, waiting for her praise. Feeling foolish, I oblige her while smiling, listening to her continue on about her process, but I'm distracted by the fact that my simple mistake kept my teachers from replicating my success for weeks. It's because they took my words at face value, and only after Lin decided to try to verify them did my mistake become clear. 
 
 
 

 I have little time to wallow in self-pity, as both healers leap up almost in unison and begin discussion on methods to more easily teach my squad, pulling me in to settle their arguments. Watching the animated expressions of my two healing teachers, I feel a touch of pity for my squad as it seems more of them will soon be joining Ravil in his pain filled misery as they slowly heal their injuries. On the bright side, Akanai will probably let me off the hook after everyone is healed, which means I won't have to pay their salaries anymore, so I have that going for me. They say money can't buy happiness, but crushing debt never made anyone happy either. 
 
 
 

 Now all I have to do is survive the trial with the Society. 
 
 
 

 How hard could that be? We'll have Akanai, Baatar and the rest of the Banner, Du Min Gyu, and 4,000+ Sentinels. The Society is nothing, just a conglomerate of sects and clans that have been in existence for hundreds, if not thousands of years, perfecting their way of combat in the defense of the province. 
 
 
 

 No problem. 
 
 
 

 … 
 
 
 

 Well, at least this can't all be blamed on me, I didn't want to go to that stupid contest in the first place. 
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 Sitting quietly in his seat, Jia Yang drummed his fingers on his armrest while he impatiently waited for Nian Zu to arrive, the Colonel General having kept him waiting for almost half an hour now. Such impudence, for that old bastard to ignore a summons marked with the Patriarch's seal, demanding his assistance. Who did that cantankerous bastard think he was? The Patriarch had warned him Nian Zu would be audacious, growing more openly defiant in his old age, but this was too much. Worse, it made Yang look foolish in front of his Society contemporaries, having called a meeting to discuss the forthcoming trials, with the highest ranking military member refusing to take part.
 
  
 
 Situated based on their allegiances, the various Society representatives idled in their seats, drinking tea and trading veiled barbs, not even a common goal able to force them to set aside their petty differences. Major General Ten Wei Sheng, representing the Baiji Sect, sat with the White Lotus Sect representatives on one side, while the Lin and OuYang clans sat on the other. The Marshal Shing Du Yi was given a seat of honour at the front with him as a formality, another shameful geriatric relic of the past, the Society had too many black sheep, but this one was barely clinging to life, coughing up a storm while his half-beast 'daughter' feigned compassion. The Marshal's clansmen sat closest to the front, while the Han and Xue clan representatives sat to the back of the room, an intentional snub to both groups. Major General Han Bohai also had yet to arrive and despite being too insignificant to matter, the blatant disrespect still irked Yang, his palm clenching about his chair arm as he attempted to control his temper.
 
  
 
 A soft touch alighted on his hand, Ying trying to calm him down without speaking aloud. “No need to work yourself into a rage little brother, that decrepit old fool is not worth it. His time has passed and he acts out, jealous of your accomplishments. A Lieutenant General at 52 years of age, your rising star has begun to outshine his own, and it unsettles him.” Her words sent silently, she looked proudly at him with a soft smile upon her lips.
 
  
 
 His anger melted away at her praise and he smiled back at her. “No need to continue your empty flattery, I will not take your son as my Disciple, no matter how talented my nephew is. I haven't the time, not with this new promotion.” That was not entirely true, but Ying was too protective of her 'baby boy', and that was a headache he could do without. “I can give him a place among my honour guard, but I cannot guarantee his safety. You must take risks if you want him to grow strong.” Truth be told, his nephew was incredibly talented but the thought of facing his sister's scrutiny was enough to send him running for the hills.
 
  
 
 An angry glower was his only reply, a vestige of his childhood rising to inspire fear in him, but he quickly crushed it down as he stared back firmly, unyielding before his sister. Her son was 24 years of age and still firmly under her control, the woman determined to coddle him until he was a grandfather, but Yang refused to confront his sister about it, not directly. The boy would have to fend for himself until Yang could find a suitable replacement Mentor, one his sister approved of.
 
  
 
 The steady sound of marching put a halt to all conversation in the room, every head turning to the entrance, the large, wooden double doors opening with a boom as soldiers streamed into the room, their blood-thirst unmistakable as they lined up at the entrance, a display meant to cow him. Fifty soldiers, fully armed and armored, each emanating their aura and carrying multiple spiritual weapons, the overlapping waves of chi surging forward to crash into the Society delegates, harmless yet unsettling. Steeling his gaze, Yang studied each soldier carefully, reading clues about their origins and seeing nothing of importance. No crests or insignia, no clan or sect, all without backing despite their impressive levels of strength, these soldiers held no affiliation, loyal only to the Empire, and though they were tigers among men, they now stood before a dragon.
 
  
 
 Striding through last were Major General Han Bohai and Colonel General Situ Nian Zu, walking tall as if they were precisely on time, ignoring all propriety as they moved to the front, standing at ease in front of Yang and his sister. A tall, imposing man, Nian Zu looked as magnificent as Yang remembered, dressed in his customary golden armor and dark cloak, his famed mace the Shooting Star hanging at his side, looking every inch a warrior of legend with his meticulously groomed beard and heroic bearing. As a child, he had looked up to 'Young Hero Zu' a rising dragon of the Empire, but as a man, that had turned to loathing after hearing his open disparagement of the Society, choosing self-exile to the Bridge over continued service to the people who had supported his rise to power. An ungrateful disgrace, but should things go well here in the north, Yang would soon match the defector in rank, erasing the shame from the Situ Clan.
 
  
 
 Without ceremony, Nian Zu nodded cordially at the Marshal before speaking, taking control of the meeting as if he had called it himself. “Let us begin, I've not much time to spare. It's as if none of you realize that we are in the midst of war.” With a single sentence, Nian Zu had shamed the entire room, implying none of them had any use in the defense of the Empire, and it was an insult none would soon forget. “I've sent several letters to Rang Min explaining my stance in this matter, and if he had not seen fit to inform the rest of you, I will reiterate it here for you all: this feud with the Bekhai is a mistake and a waste of resources. I recommend you all to drop the trial and let this fade away, forgotten in a week.” The audacity to call the Patriarch by name in front of so many, it was only Ying's silent warning that kept him from leaping forward to cut Nian Zu down where he stood. The blatant disrespect was intolerable!
 
  
 
 “Preposterous!” Lin Xiang Gu was the first to speak, an obese man who barely fit in the chair provided, a supply master who ate too well. “Drop the trial? Those savage youths brutalized my niece and killed two of my cousins in their vicious attack. Am I to just let the insult pass without reprisal? We would lose face by not responding, not to mention the rumours among the citizens should we let such a grave insult pass.” A chorus of people voiced their agreement, but far fewer than Yang was comfortable with.
 
  
 
 Fixing the fat toad with a glance, Nian Zu spoke dryly. “Need I remind you, the children were in a competition that you all hosted and they broke no rules. As for their 'vicious' attack, it is only by the thinnest of technicalities that the Society remains the accusers and not the accused. Should they have any proof of your misdeeds, this will not end well for any of you.” His arrogant tone turned cold, indicative of his view on the matter. “Already it is an open secret that the prize winners are targeted, to the point where many victors surrender their 'gifts' in return for protection. It does little to endear the Society to the citizens you seem so concerned about, and forget about rumours, this trial has seen the Society openly mocked for being misers and incompetents.”
 
  
 
 Smashing down on his chair leg, Yang laughed arrogantly. “What nonsense are you speaking of? It is well known that the Society offers lavish prizes, which are a temptation to bandits far and wide. It is not the fault of the Society that those Bekhai were assaulted on their journey home, their misplaced aggression an affront to the very people who were so generous towards them.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, say what you will little Yang, but all here know the truth and most out there have figured it out.” The appellation infuriated him and it took yet another warning from Ying to keep him in his seat, his armrest cracking beneath his fingers. “Enough of this. I have said what I came to say, drop the matter or suffer the consequences, I care little either way, but I will not be participating as a combatant, nor will any soldier who wishes to remain under my command.” His words finished, Nian Zu turned on his heels and marched out, his honour guard filing out with him, the ground shaking beneath their stomping boots. Say what you will about serving at the Northern Bridge, with the miserable weather and isolation from civilization, it made for hardy soldiers, all loyal to the Hero of the Wall, Nian Zu. An irritating thorn that would need to be plucked.
 
  
 
 Han Bohai remained behind to add, “You represent your own interests in this, not the Society's, and as such, the Han Clan will be publicly distancing themselves from the matter. Do as you please, but do not speak for the Society as a whole or I will be forced to correct you in public.” With a flourish, the pompous ass turned to leave and his clansmen stood to leave with him. Following his announcement, the Xue Clan representative repeated the same, as did the Seven Star and Harmonious Unity Sects. A number of the lesser clans and sects also took to fleeing, neither speaking out against the trial nor supporting it, and Yang committed each name and face to memory so he could balance the scales for this insult in the future.
 
  
 
 Once the rats had all scurried away, the room settled into silence, every faction discussing privately on their course of action. Sneering, Xiang Gu openly mocked those who left. “Cowards, afraid to confront some tribal barbarians, fearful of the repercussions. Disgraceful.” Yang noted wryly that the fat toad had waited until the doors had closed, with no chance of being overheard. A warrior, Xiang Gu was not, but the fat toad has his uses.
 
  
 
 “It is not so simple.” Wei Sheng sat with his arms crossed, a concerned look on his dogged face. “Those 'barbarians' are more fearsome than you know and were I present, I would have cautioned against kicking that iron board. Were you not aware they were led by a decorated Major General?”
 
  
 
 “Pei, only a mere Major General has you quivering in your boots?” The OuYang representative retorted, the barb setting Wei Sheng's face afire with rage. “You worry you cannot match her? Of course you cannot, the half-beast bitch now outranks you.”
 
  
 
 “Enough, we must stand united.” Ying spoke, her melodic voice soothing tempers as she smiled winningly at Wei Sheng, hoping to calm his ire. Even at 55 years of age, she looked youthful, easily mistaken for her son's older sister. “Perhaps the Major General Wei Sheng can elaborate? Is this... Akanai the reason for Nian Zu's reluctance to fight? I hear she is quite a beauty, almost mistakable for fully human.” His sister, always a jealous creature, seemed annoyed at that possibility, knowing she had failed in her own attempts to seduce Nian Zu.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head immediately, Wei Sheng ended that line of thought. “As far as I can tell, he has never met the woman. It is her Disciple, the rising dragon Baatar, he is the one who should concern us. A fearsome warrior, I am not ashamed to admit that I am not his match. What's more, he has at least five subordinates who we need be wary of as well, not to mention their allies among the mercenaries, giving the Bekhai a chance at victory in one of three matches in trial by combat.” Shaking his head ruefully, he added, “I have no doubt that we will be victorious in the end, but it will cost us dearly, especially if Akanai is more fearsome than Baatar. Anything short of complete victory is a loss for us, as tongues will wag about our decline and our inability to dominate an unknown faction, not to mention the loss of valuable warriors.”
 
  
 
 “So what do you suggest? That we do as Nian Zu says, lay upon our backs and let them piss on our honour?” Xiang Gu's taunt gave rise to angry muttering from those gathered, none able to stomach such an outcome.
 
  
 
 Coughing loudly, the Marshal held his hand up for silence, his face red with exertion. “Perhaps I can offer an alternative.” The words came out sparingly, the old man wheezing as death inched towards his. Soon, he would be dead and buried and Ying could take his place, further cementing Yang's position in the Situ Clan, taking him one step closer to the Patriarch's seat. Rang Min could keep it warm for now, but Yang would soon hold that auspicious title. “I will speak with the Justicar and try to find some measure to avoid trial by combat. Would you be willing to accept a public apology and heavy reparations? I've done extensive research into the matter, the Bekhai are rather wealthy, holding mining and lumber rights in abundance.” A wave of his hand sent several servants scurrying forward, distributing papers to all. “Look over my proposal, we will make changes as needed and I will present it to Akanai myself when she arrives. I am positive we can come to an agreeable arrangement without any need for bloodshed.”
 
  
 
 A crash emitted from the floor, a half-beast Elder from the Arahant Sect stomping loudly, the wooden floor cracking from the impact. “Unacceptable, a blood debt must be repaid in kind, an eye for an eye, tooth for tooth, and a corpse for a corpse!” A few hushed whispers went back and forth among the Arahant Sect representatives, before the overstepping half-beast stomped out of the room, yelling angrily as he left. “I will see that damnable rain killed, one way or another.”
 
  
 
 The head representative of the Arahant sect offered a few apologies, claiming the Elder Ming had lost his 'nephew' to one of the youths. It was disgraceful, allowing these half-beasts to roam unshackled and play at having families, rambling about the weather, but that was the way of it in this unsophisticated province. When Yang became the Patriarch, he would make moves to purge the Society of these lesser groups but until then, he could only suffer in silence.
 
  
 
 The Marshals attendant stepped forward to whisper in his ear, and Yang's overheard a familiar name. What was Du Min Gyu doing so far north? Coughing again, the Marshal stood to leave. “Sorry to say, but some business has come up and I must take my leave.” Hobbling out, the Marshal made his exit with little dignity, leaving the rest of them to discuss the particulars, an errant hope igniting in Yang's mind.
 
  
 
 After silently discussing the matter with his sister, he left the detail work to her and rushed out to fetch his nephew. Ying had also wanted to meet Du Min Gyu, but Yang managed to convince her that this was a matter better handled between soldiers and her son would be in good hands. It was a perfect solution, Du Min Gyu renowned for his teaching abilities and Zian would be far away from the Defiled, to study in the peaceful and prosperous Central Province.
 
  
 
 Storming into his nephew's room, he quickly dismissed the serving girls in various states of undress, scolding his nephew for his excesses. “You will never be a proper warrior with all these indulgences, discipline and moderation are the keys to success on the Martial Path. Dress yourself now, we are going to meet a living legend and with luck, he will take you as his Disciple.” A handsome boy, he had inherited his mother's beauty, rarely without willing company, his mother overlooking his debauchery.
 
  
 
 “Uncle, why can't you take me as your disciple, I don't want some stinking old man to teach me. You're far more heroic and you'll be on the front lines where the action takes place. That's where I want to be, please Uncle.” The request had been repeated many times in the last week, his little nephew star-struck by his accomplishments and war stories, causing him to falter for a moment. Why not take the boy, he was family. Without sons of his own thus far, Yang had few others to pass his skills down to, and while his sister was a headache better left to others, she was manageable.
 
  
 
 “You want to be my disciple, yet you dare talk back to me? Hurry and dress, not a stitch out of place.” If Du Min Gyu refused to take the boy, then Yang would teach him, the decision was made. “Not that fancy embroidered shit your mother dresses you in, we are meeting a Mentor not a matchmaker. Your fighting clothes and armor, and bring your sabres along, you will need to prove your skills.” He prayed silently that the boy would be accepted, as even though Yang was willing, his sister's ire was no laughing matter.
 
  
 
 Stopping before the door to the magistrates meeting room, Yang quickly arranged his own clothing at the last-minute and glanced over his nephew to make sure all was in place. “Smile and look enthused, this is a man whose every student has earned fame, every Disciple a vaunted officer. If he accepts you, then you will have an illustrious career ahead of you, with fame and fortune delivered to your feet.” His words failed to impress the boy, so he pulled out his greatest weapon. “He has a home in the Central Plains and notoriously hates traveling. You will be studying there, away from your mother and farther than I could ever possibly take you, making connections with many of the old blood nobility. You've heard stories about those women, yes?”
 
  
 
 Visibly enthused by those words, his nephew straightened up, looking suitably noble and gallant, his chest puffed up and weapon in hand, eyes eager at the thought of meeting the women of the Central Plains. Nodding happily, he knocked courteously, waiting to be admitted, praying to the Mother that Hero Du would accept the boy. After hearing the summons, he entered with as much dignity as he could muster, saluting the aged hero as he loudly introduced himself, noting the well-dressed youth at his side. A Warrant Officer? The boy didn't even look to be twenty, yet to grow a beard. “This humble officer, Situ Jia Yang, respectfully greets Hero Du. Perhaps you do not remember, but we met before -”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes at a gala of the Yantai Magistrate's, I'm old, not senile. Also not deaf, although that may change if you don't stop yelling.” Taken aback by Du Min Gyu's curt and dismissive tone, he paused to study the old man, noting the travel-stained clothes and wild, unkempt beard. Signs of advanced age or difficult travel?
 
  
 
 Deciding on the latter, he let the insult go by with a smile, unwilling to risk ruining his nephew's chances. “Hero Du does this one honour in remembering him.” Perhaps you should invite me to sit, you ornery bastard.
 
  
 
 “Bah, honour my ass, I requested to be in command of the reinforcements to the northern province, but they gave you the job instead. Had to send someone to dig up your information before I remembered meeting you. Took your sweet time marching up here didn't you? I would have had soldiers rushed here months ago. ”
 
  
 
 Taken aback once more, he pushed forward despite his reservations. “Ah, Hero Du, things are not so dire in the north, there is no need for one as esteemed as yourself to come. Might I ask the reason for your visit?” If Du Min Gyu meant to snatch away his glory, Yang could not be blamed for acting without mercy.
 
  
 
 His eyes narrowing, Du Min Gyu's aura shot out, a suffocating presence more powerful than the fifty soldiers under Nian Zu combined, and Yang had to steady his nephew to keep him from collapsing. “Why I am here is my business, but why you are here is plain to see. News travels fast of my new student, and you hope I will teach this whelp here.” The old man's gaze focused on Zian and Yang urged him to stand tall. Such luck, Du Ming Gyu was accepting students once again, and a student was but a step away from disciple. “You a man or a woman? Girlish features and manly clothes, which is it?”
 
  
 
 Swallowing audible, his nephew stood tall, weathering the old man's pressure and filling Yang with pride. “My name is Situ Jia Zian.”
 
  
 
 “Didn't ask for your name, now did I?”
 
  
 
 “I am 24 years of age, a former champion of the Contests, son of Situ Jia Ying, the Magistrate of Shen Yun.”
 
  
 
 “Are you stupid, whelp? Did I ask for any of that? It was a simple question, all you needed to say was 'boy'.” Zian's temper visibly flared and Yang smiled at the sight, seeing the tactic for what it was. The old man was needling the boy to test his mettle, and he was responding admirably. “Well, let's see how you fight, 'boy'. Fung, you in the mood for a little spar?”
 
  
 
 Recognizing the name, Yang studied the well-dressed, youthful Warrant officer as he stepped forward with his spear, taking an aggressive stance. Nineteen years of age, Son of the Magistrate of Shen Huo, the newest champion of the Contests, and now student of Du Min Gyu. Urging Zian forward, Yang moved aside and readied himself to watch the match. Zian would not lose so easily, in talent or skill, and with luck, he would soon be on his way to the Central Province.
 
  
 
 Smiling at his own fortune, he basked in the feeling of a job well done. The matter with the Bekhai was all but settled, and his sister would no longer pressure him to take Zian as a disciple. His own career was on the rise as was his sisters and soon, they would wrest the title of Patriarch away from Rang Min and clean the Society of it's unneeded filth.
 
  
 
 Life was good to him as it should be, a favoured son of the Situ Clan.
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      Chapter 105 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Sitting nervously atop Shana's back, Adujan made her way to the Iron Banner's compound, praying to the Mother that they were staying in the same manor as before. Without any other clue as to their whereabouts, it would raise suspicions if she were to ask for directions and Teacher Du had been adamant she remained unnoticed. He even ordered her to enter through a different gate, having concocted some sort of plan to deal with the Society without sharing any details on the matter. Even the Divine Blacksmith was without knowledge, camped out in the mountains to delay his arrival, more cloak and dagger nonsense that Adujan did not understand.
 
  
 
 The odour of burnt flesh and wood-smoke permeated the air, the wind changing often and bringing a fetid stench to her nostrils, the rancid stink of death and decay. Soldiers and civilians alike filled the streets, each person moving with distinct purpose, the ever-present threat of attack hanging over one and all. She had seen the Defiled army while traversing the mountains to reach the western gate, an endless horde of unclean warriors milling about just outside of bow-range, seeming wild and ferocious even from a great distance. Just the memory of the sight was enough to send a chill down her spine, her eyes able to pick out the hulking forms of a number of Demons.
 
  
 
 The scars of battle were clear to see, wounded soldiers put to use as coolies and messengers, battle-scarred armor and weapons close to hand. The two walls of the Bridge were all that held back the swarm of Demons and Defiled, and every person here was willing to lay down their lives in defense of the Empire, heroes one and all. If the Defiled were not stopped here, the Province would fall with little resistance, no city able to withstand that massive torrent of warriors. Not even the massive walls of the Society Headquarters would be able to hold, giving the Defiled clear access to the heart of the Empire, a disastrous result that would see hundreds of millions dead and worse.
 
  
 
 Dismissing her memories of the tiny, burnt out village, she glanced back at her shadow, Kyung, impassive as always. She wondered if it was a natural or learned trait, his stony features a rugged mirror of Li Song's neutral expression. Riding atop of Zabu, the fussy quin seemed none too happy at the constant change of riders, his body language clearly displaying anxiety, ready to lunge at anyone who approached him. Clicking her tongue for his attention, she tossed him a piece of dried fruit and smiled as he ran beside her to feed Shana. Fondly patting his furry head, he squeaked in delight and begged for more treats, which she happily obliged. With the eighth month almost halfway finished, Shana would be ready to lay her eggs within a handful of weeks, the sweet quin fatter than ever as her body prepared for the arduous task ahead. Hopefully, they will have returned to Teacher Du's home by then, else it would be difficult to ensure the eggs were well protected on their journey.
 
  
 
 A few missed turns and panicked moments later, she stood in front of the Iron Banner's lodgings, nervously knocking on the door while Kyung stood back with the quins. The door opened to a somewhat familiar face, the same attendant she had met on her first visit five months ago, a good sign. “Hello, I've a message for Capta – err... Major Baatar of the Iron Banner.” Or maybe he'd been promoted again, who knew. She had little interaction with the valiant hero, her entire journey with the Banner spent tongue-tied and skittish, unsure how to act around them.
 
  
 
 After stabling Zabu and Shana, she followed the attendant with Kyung in tow, entering the common room of the manor where the members of the Banner sat together, mingling and resting until their next shift. Sitting by the fire was Tenjin, his multitude of daggers decorating his body, each one a Spiritual Weapon, while reading in the corner was Tursinai, idly twirling her sickle through her fingers. More Bannermen were strewn about the room in ones and twos, overwhelming her with excitement at seeing her heroes once again.
 
  
 
 While she gawked about the room in awe, a polite cough grasped her attention and she turned to face Major Baatar himself. The Bloody Fang strapped to his waist, his pole-axe, the Crescent Moon, leaning against the wall, the hero of the People sat at a table, eating his meal and staring her down as if she were prey for his cooking pots. “You've a message for me?”
 
  
 
 Cursing herself for being an idiot, she fumbled for the sealed message in her pouch while nodding repeatedly, her shaking fingers having trouble grasping the wooden case. Holding it out respectfully in both hands, she half-bowed as she presented the message, wishing her body would stop shivering. After reading the message, the Major spoke again. “You are Adujan?” She responded with more frantic nodding, unable to speak.
 
  
 
 Before she could even register a movement, a loud thud sounded from behind her, and the Bloody Fang rested against her neck. Glancing down, she saw Kyung prone on the ground, Gerel pinning him down with ease, despite only having a single arm. “Clever of you to do your research, Adujan is indeed the student of Du Min Gyu, but you made a simple mistake.” Baatar leaned forward, the promise of violence displayed in his blue eyes and wolfish smile. “Adujan is a boy. You will tell me who your employers are and how you came about your information.”
 
  
 
 “Tch, take yer sword away from the girl ye mule-headed, dim-witted twit.” A meaty hand shoved the Major away and Adujan was encompassed in Ghurda's warm embrace. “Ah little child, look at you, not even half a year and you've blossomed into a lovely lady, how wonderful. You look better now, more plump and no longer slouching, although your pant's do seem a bit too tight to be proper.” Adujan's cheeks burned with her embarrassment, her awe of Baatar dropping several measures as she hid inside Ghurda's arms. How could her hero be as dense as Rain?
 
  
 
 Roars of laughter accompanied them as Ghurda ushered them to a private room, and Adujan sipped her tea slowly, sitting across from the Major, a hangdog look upon his face. With an embarrassed cough, he began their conversation once again. “I apologize for my mistake and for assaulting your companion.” Clearing his throat, he seemed to regain his poise as he continued. “Nonetheless, since I am sure my Mentor has failed to mention it, we celebrated the news that you have found a Teacher for yourself, and wish you all the best in your endeavors. She has a weakness when it comes to social graces.” A stern look crossed his face as he leaned forward, and Adujan steeled herself to keep from shying away. “Remember, you are a Sentinel and one of the People, now and always. Should you ever need help, make your way back to us or send word, and the Sentinels or the Iron Banner will ride to your aid.”
 
  
 
 Gratified by his words, she mumbled an incoherent reply into her teacup, hiding her tears. She had worried that her decision to leave had displeased the Chief Provost, only receiving a curt dismissal, but Baatar was not one for empty promises. Patting her back, Ghurda comforted her, speaking softly. “Ah, there there little Adujan, no need to be sad, it will be some time yet before yer departure and yer Teacher wants you to stay with us. That means for a few days, you'll be riding with the Banner eh?” Smiling mischievously, she continued. “Tell me about yer companion, he's a handsome lad, isn't he? Would he be the reason for your transformation? Ye can always tell when a maiden's in love.” Ghurda continued without allowing Adujan to speak, pinching her cheeks lightly. “Almost makes me want to weep, I'd hoped to bring you into my family as little Huu's wife, yer that shy boy's only female friend. What am I to do with him now?”
 
  
 
 Sputtering on her tea, Adujan choked on her laughter, and coughed out, “Oh you won't need to worry about Huu, he's quite the ladies ma...” As soon as she uttered the words, her eyes widened in horror, her hand clamping her mouth shut.
 
  
 
 Oh Fuck.
 
  
 
 Mentally apologizing to Huu, she cringed as Ghurda carefully articulated a single word, her voice hard and demanding, her grip firm and unyielding.
 
  
 
 “Explain.”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 His hands tucked inside his sleeves, Du Min Gyu did his best to keep them from shaking as he watched the two youths square off, slowly circling the room and staring at one another like lovers. Fools the both of them, and he impatiently waited while cursing the afflictions of old age. Not only did he suffer from constant pain, but he had now also acquired full-bodied shivers, sweating despite the temperature as his body shook uncontrollably. Cycling his chi throughout his body, he attempted to find the cause of his symptoms with his meagre healing skills, but found nothing, only the familiar wounds and aches that would never be fully restored.
 
  
 
 Beside him, the Marshal coughed wetly into a handkerchief, staining it with fluids as his servant looked on with concern, a portent of Min Gyu's own future, with only Kyung at his side as he died. A bleak image, indeed, better to have died in battle, perhaps after killing the Butcher of KunLun. Now there was a worthy opponent, a true match between good and evil, without the grey matters of conscience to bother him. A murderer and rapist, half-defiled himself, the Butcher had died hard, the injuries he inflicted persisting to this day, the Hero Du Min Gyu his last victim, leaving only a cripple behind.
 
  
 
 Working free of his maudlin musings, he focused on the matter at hand and studied Jia Yang, the little upstart Lieutenant General who had stolen his chance at a glorious return to duty. Was the rank easier to earn now or did Yang truly have the skills deserving of it? Difficult to say at a glance, only seeing a younger, prideful man who had learned to hide his anger well, only visible deep within his eyes. A troublesome opponent, especially with his own failing health, and though he had promised to help the Bekhai with their troubles, he had little left to offer. At least he could test the skills of a single youth and needle the man who would be their primary opponent, but other than that...
 
  
 
 After prancing about for a full minute, the two children finally clashed, Fung's spear lancing out only to be easily parried by Zian's twin sabres, a simple exchange that spoke volumes. A second too late or a few centimetres off-target and Zian would have stepped aside, counter-striking to win the fight, but Fung's measured aggression and boundless confidence paid off, winning him a superior position. Zian's skillful soft deflection was equally arrogant, catching the heavy spear with ease and poise, instead of taking the advantageous route and stepping back. The older boy could easily win, far more skilled than Fung, but instead he chose to display his technical skills and prowess, thinking to impress Min Gyu.
 
  
 
 Boring.
 
  
 
 These youths of nobility were always the same, wanting to seem elegant or powerful, always in control. This was not true battle, the rhythmic trading of calculated strikes, no, true battle was to fight with everything at hand, a frenzy of decisions and actions, with only death or victory to end it all. In comparison, these two youths may as well be dancing with one another for all that they accomplished. The newest champion of the Contest set against the former, an event that would have filled the seats in any arena, but to Du Min Gyu, it was unbearably tedious.
 
  
 
 Both youths displayed their abilities, neither one lacking talent. Zian focused on the Forms of the Oriole, his footwork impeccable upon the flat stone floor, but how would he fare in an uneven dirt field or on a muddy embankment? Fung had no focus in the forms, picking and choosing the movements that fit him which resulted in a style that screamed of multiple teachers, yet to find his own approach. That in and of itself was not terrible, but for him to have won the Contests with his skills showed an appalling lack of talent in today's youths. Or perhaps he was being too exacting, his standards too high.
 
  
 
 No, it was the children who were weak. His standards were fine.
 
  
 
 Their exchanges continued in a back and forth manner until, unable to bear it any longer, he spoke gruffly. “Enough , enough.” Looking surprised, both boys lined up before him and saluted, holding their weapons prettily in what they assumed was a heroic posture. Laughable. Time to pluck some feathers, and see if he drew blood. “Zian, your body is too frail and slight, you over-emphasize mobility for power. Not a problem in a duel but on the battlefield, what good are you? You will have soldiers around you, enemies before you, with no room to maneuver, what then? Your attacks rely on momentum to build power, because you have none in those wet noodles you call arms. You have skill, but lack foundation.” A pinch of sugar to coat the shit, and the whelp smiles and nods in thanks. No fire in him, worthless.
 
  
 
 Turning to the other one, he studied the heavy spear, a beautiful weapon, but too heavy for the boy at the moment. “How long have you had that spear?”
 
  
 
 “Almost three months.” The reply surprised him, Fung having acclimated well to the weapon in so short a time. A shame he was the Magistrate's only son, humble, persistent and talented, he was the model of the perfect student if not for that minor detail. The only heir of a Magistrate would not be allowed to leave so easily, and the sun would sooner rise in the west before Du Min Gyu chose to live in the north, this hellish province a place of misery and suffering. A good thing the boy had agreed to the duel, it kept the illusion in place, hiding the girl from prying eyes.
 
  
 
 Changing what he was about to say, he instead asked, “You have another weapon? Good, I was beginning to lament the fate of the Empire, thinking you had won with that monstrosity. Use your other weapon and spar again.” Turning to Zian, he added, “No more fanciful displays of skill, fight to win. This isn't a display for the damsels.” Turning to the Marshal, he shrugged his shoulders apologetically, having wasted so much of the man's time, receiving an unspoken assurance in return. There would be many enemies made here in the north and the Marshal could soon be one of them, the Society too well entrenched in every facet of the Province. The logistical nightmare of escaping the province had begun to plague him, but he still had a few friends to call upon.
 
  
 
 Carrying a double-edged long sword, Fung looked far more confident, charging forward without hesitation. Darting Fang into Slithering Pursuit, countered by his opponent with Gliding Wing, their first exchange was once again in his favour, but this time it was not wasted. Pressing his advantage, Fung's sword smashed aside Zian's sabres, forcing the older boy backwards. Sticking close, he continued his assault with measured cuts and thrusts, keeping his opponent off-balance. With a change of pace, his sword drew back, surprising Zian for a single heartbeat, his blades moving in the wrong direction to parry, and a powerful thrust from Fung pinked Zian's shoulder as he stepped aside, the fury on the older boy's face ugly to behold. First blood to Fung, but Min Gyu kept silent, allowing the match to continue.
 
  
 
 An impressive display from Fung, but in the end, his opponent was more experienced, the five years age difference too steep for him to surpass. A flurry of attacks from Zian's sabres bought him room to recover, Fung unable to stop two swords with one, a series of light cuts showing through his expensive robes. Gamely fighting on, Fung blocked strike after strike, their weapons clashing in a concert of steel, frustration mounting on Zian's face as he struggled to end the fight in a suitably impressive manner, the girlish idiot not taking Min Gyu's words to heart.
 
  
 
 After twelve more frantic exchanges, a lull in the match saw both participants heaving as they regained their breath, their weapons held at the ready, neither one willing to show weakness as they stood across from one another, and Min Gyu fought to keep from yawning. The match should have ended long ago if not for Zian's obsession with winning cleanly, Fung gamely holding on with scant hope of winning. The difference in skill was simply too large.
 
  
 
 “Enough of this.” His handsome face twisted in anger, Zian had apparently had enough. “Foolish child, you think you can match me? Let me show you the true difference between us.” Rolling his eyes, Min Gyu sat back with a sigh, shaking his head slightly while he inwardly delighted at Yang's dismal look. Idiotic to chat in the midst of a match, but it was a sin many youngsters committed. Better to save your breath for fighting, but pompous children so loved to hear the sound of their own voices. That was the worst part of his epic, the Battle at KunLun. The playwrights had depicted him as a singing warrior, exchanging verbal quips with the Butcher in the form of opera songs while they gently tapped weapons, utter foolishness. Were it up to him, he would have all involved strung up and tortured for degrading his last battle, but the nobility and citizenry had loved it, the idiots that they were.
 
  
 
 A wave of power disturbed his imaginings of screaming writers and crying actors, and he focused his attentions once more on the match before him. Not good, Yang seemed to have noticed his distraction, peering oddly at him. Was this what it was like to go Senile? His eyes narrowed as he studied Zian, the ripples of chi surging out from him in a crude manner. Hmm, 24 and able to condense an aura, passable, but his control was lacking.
 
  
 
 The bare minimum requirement for facing a demon, condensing one's aura was a feat beyond most warriors, not something easily taught. Tied directly to emotion, it required a build up and release of it through the surrounding chi, a defense against the vile corruption that followed Demons about, tainting the very air around them, bringing lesser men to their knees. Zian was attempting the same thing, but without being able to direct his aura, it was largely a wasted effort.
 
  
 
 Moving stiffly, Fung put up a valiant effort as he struggled against his opponents aura, but with his primal instincts fighting him, screaming at him to flee, it was all but finished. With a fanciful two-sword flourish, Zian disarmed Fung and slapped him across the face with the flat of his blade, before returning his weapons to their sheaths in a display meant to impress, Fung's sword still clattering as it slid across the floor. Arrogant but skilled, prideful and careless, too headstrong and easily pleased. 7 points out of ten, failure.
 
  
 
 “You may leave now.” Sitting back into his chair, he organized his thoughts for the coming trial, rethinking his plans with this new information in hand. Were Zian paired against his student, she would have a 75% chance of killing him if she struck viciously as soon as the match began, but should that gambit fail, his student would be left without her spiritual weapon and facing an opponent beyond her skills. What to do now? Three matches and he could guarantee victory in one, but with five separate trials, Kyung could at most find victory twice, and that was being optimistic. Perhaps he could smuggle away with his student, leaving Kyung behind to fulfill his obligations, but that line of thought sat poorly with him, the coward's way out.
 
  
 
 “...Hero Du?” Interrupting his musings, Yang stood before him, with none of the empty flattery he had entered the room with, anger clear in his tone. “You are rejecting my nephew?”
 
  
 
 Time to insult them overtly, perhaps planting a seed of doubt in Zian and inciting rage in Yang. “I see deafness runs in the family. Your nephew is unable to follow the most basic of instructions and too weak for me to overlook his glaring flaws. Inferior in all aspects to Fung except in age, he is not worth the effort to teach. Leave or be removed, I care not either way.” Waving them away, he froze as he spied his trembling hand, quickly concealing it away in his sleeve, but it was too late, seen by both uncle and nephew.
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowed, Yang retorted, “Come Zian, you don't need a feeble old man to teach you how to fight. The stories of his past glories blinded me, unable to see the simple truth, shivering before me.” As he marched out, he added, “I pray you have a safe journey home, the North is full of dangers for an aged gentleman such as yourself.”
 
  
 
 Damn, a moment's carelessness had ruined his plan, no longer able to use his support for the Bekhai to cause a panic among the Society factions. Before the night fell, news of his weakness would spread far and wide, urged on by Yang until every soldier and citizen at the Bridge knew of Du Min Gyu's ailing health. Sighing deeply, he sank into his seat and closed his eyes, once again cursing his old age. Well, at the very least, he could now die in combat once again, Yang's poorly veiled threat instilling some hope in him, the thought of fighting off Society assassins reason enough to smile. Perhaps it would even inspire another epic, his heroic escape from the clutches of the corrupt Society, a harrowing journey across the inhospitable Northern Province, without all the appalling opera singing.
 
  
 
 Then again, since he would not be alive to suffer through it, it hardly mattered.
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      Chapter 106 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Look at you with your big ole paws and giant head. I wish you could stay tiny forever, you're too cute!” Rain's cooing broke Rustram's concentration, opening his eyes to watch the young warrior rolling around in the grass with his pet cat. Unfathomable, for a warrior to act so... unreserved. If he had not seen Rain easily defeat the hulking Maota with a single hand, it would have been impossible to view him as a warrior, despite all the stories otherwise. After a week of travel and watching him make a fool of himself, it was becoming difficult to disagree with the disgruntled whispers cropping up, unflattering compliments and serious grievances directed towards their new leader.
 
  
 
 Letting out his breath slowly, Rustram stretched in his seat, wincing as his regenerating hand throbbed in agony. Around him, his companions sat in quiet meditation, the Medical Saint Taduk chatting with Ravil in hushed tones while Healer Tokta worked with another soldier, asking questions and offering advice. A daily routine now, wake, ride, heal, repeat, and even thinking the words almost made him titter with delight, only his pride keeping him from cackling.
 
  
 
 The second son of a second-rate merchant, learning to regenerate, it was almost beyond belief. Staring at his half-formed hand, he felt his 'fingers' grip and release, the sensation in his missing digits so real despite their obvious absence. His progress was faster than any others save Rain, and according to Healer Tokta, the process would be completed in a little more than a week. One more week and he would be whole again, and better yet, a Khishig, a warrior with purpose.
 
  
 
 His spirit reignited, Rustram's closed his eyes once more and reached for Balance, barely dipping into the meditative state, focusing on nothing, aware of nothing but awareness itself. A simple phrase which had opened his eyes, uttered sarcastically by Rain. With his permission, Rustram had repeated it for the others to hear, gratified to see the same enlightenment mirrored in their eyes. So much knowledge held by the Bekhai, hidden behind their ferocious bearing and warlike mannerisms, given freely to them with but a simple oath: to serve in the defense of the Saint's Tribulations Mountains, as Sentinels. Far less stringent than the oaths taken to join the army, with better benefits, although not without its hazards. Even now, they rode towards battle with the Society of Heaven and Earth, the mere thought sending shivers through his body.
 
  
 
 A gentle pat on his shoulder interrupted his concentration and he opened his eyes to see Lady Mei Lin greeting him with a warm smile. “It's getting late, you should rest soon.” Placing a still-warm meat bun in his palm, she sauntered off adorably, waking Bulat in the same manner. Fresh as a spring breeze, radiant and cheerful, their little squadron of cripples adored her, the sight of her walking sweetly beside Rain the source of many grumblings. His betrothal to Sumila common knowledge, Rain not the most popular of commanders, alienating himself from the soldiers with his actions, although Rustram was grateful to him. Without him, they would have been left without hope, slowly dying in the cruel streets of Shen Huo, instead of here successfully regenerating missing limbs and organs. The problem was, gratitude aside, no soldier liked to take orders from a dandy, and everyone hated a playboy, Rain doing little to improve his reputation with his actions.
 
  
 
 Eating his meat bun, he studied Rain as he spoke to his pet in a sweet, sickening voice, blatantly slacking at his duties in plain sight. It was clear what was happening here, Rain far too clever to be doing this without purpose. Scratching at his unkempt beard, he grimaced at the unpleasant task set before him, wishing it upon anyone else in his stead. Unfortunately, no one else stepped forward and when a problem needed resolving, yesterday would have been the best time, but now would suffice. Walking over to Rain and gesturing for him to follow, they moved to a secluded corner, sitting together on a log. Turning to Rain, he frowned at the sight of him cuddling the kitten with a foolish grin on his face. “Put the cat down, I wish to speak with you earnestly.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, the young man released the kitten, his face pinched in annoyance. “So what's this about? You here to blame me for your pain as well? Like I said, I bought materials in the city but it's tough to make pills on the move. Just tough it out, you'll get used to the pain. Sort of.”
 
  
 
 “Ah no, the discomfort is ... tolerable.” Only after Bulat pointed out Rain had not shown a single sign of discomfort while regenerating an entire arm. Pride was an incredible thing, the spirit of competition enough to keep most soldiers from further complaints, not wanting to be outdone by the 'disgraceful' Rain. “I want to tell you a story about myself.” Ignoring Rain's questioning expression, he launched into it without further preamble. “I was younger than you are now when I first joined the army, a scared young man with minimal martial training, thrust into a leadership position against my will, in charge of soldiers both stronger and more qualified than myself.”
 
  
 
 Having caught Rain's attention, he smiled at the young man, seeing so much of himself in him, a young man wanted nothing more than to laze about and chase skirts. “Everyone knew I was a Lieutenant only thanks to some nonsensical, antiquated custom of buying rank, and my father's insistence that the Albaiev name not be associated with a common soldier, despite having made up the name only a few years earlier. Knowing nothing of being a leader and panic-stricken I would make a mess of things, I did everything possible to be dismissed, hoping to escape back to my life of leisure.” Rain's attempt to appear casual was almost comical, his every thought displayed prominently. He would make a great fish for their card or tile games, a rich young man lacking all duplicity.
 
  
 
 “So uh ... what did you try?”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to answer the question, Rustram shook his head. “That's irrelevant. What I am trying to say is, no matter how much I wished otherwise, I was a Lieutenant, responsible for the lives of the soldiers under my command. Instead of taking time to learn how to command, changing myself to be better suited for the role, I wasted my time avoiding my duties, and my fears came true: I fucked it all up." Pausing in thought, he remembered those days of guilt and fear, worrying the survivors would put a sword through his back and almost inviting the release. "My mistake cost several soldiers their lives, a regret I will carry to the grave.”
 
  
 
 He tried to meet Rain's eyes, but the young man was always wary of meeting gazes, an oddly submissive trait for one so outspoken. Settling for a hand on the shoulder, he concluded his lecture. “I offer no accusation, criticism, or blame, I only state the truth. We march towards bloody conflict with only you to lead us. Accept the position and the obligations it entails, or pass it on to someone who will. There is no time for procrastination, our lives depend on it.”
 
  
 
 With one last pat, he stood and left Rain behind, letting the young man ponder things through and hoping he would come to the right decision. Although he was still lacking in many areas as a leader, he could learn, with no shortage of suitable teachers around him. It was his personality that gave Rustram hope, to follow a man who was talented and hardworking, altruistic and humble, a good change from the arrogance exuding from every officer he'd ever met.
 
  
 
 Who else would have risked so much to help a group of useless cripples for no reward? That was the type of leader Rustram hoped to fight for, was willing to die for. Rustram Albaiev of Shen Huo would never amount to great things, but perhaps in a few hundred years, his descendants would proudly boast of their ancestor who had served with Falling Rain, Hero of the Empire.
 
  
 
 More likely, they'd all die a dog's death in a few days, the Society crushing them all with barely a thought, but a man needs hope.
 
  
 
 Without hope, what was the point in living?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Ugh. Why me?
 
  
 
 I don't want to lead and I barely even want to fight. I enjoy the process of becoming stronger, but I've had enough real combat to last me a dozen lifetimes. I want a quiet life in the mountains, doing what I can to make life better for the People. I'm no hero or great warrior, unsuited for this might-makes-right world. A loving wife, 2.5 kids, and a simple, peaceful existence, is that too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 My kitten rears up on his back legs, pawing at the air, begging to be picked up. One of Alsantset's tips, teaching them to not climb all over people, breaking them of habits unsuitable for half-tonne monstrosities. Picking him up, I cuddle him in my arms while listening to his contented purring, his too-large head rubbing against my chest. I know he doesn't love me, content only because I feed and shelter him. Truth is, if I starve him for a few days, he'll gnaw my fingers off at the bone, a vicious animal at the core. In my more maudlin moments like now, I wonder if it would be better to drown them all now and save myself the heartache.
 
  
 
 Following more advice, I separated the kittens, letting them imprint on people and not each other, leaving one with Alsantset and another with Li Song. I miss having three cuddle-buddies, but the runt of the litter is the most affectionate one, so I kept him close. I wanted to give him a name but I've put it off, worried I'll fail at training them, trying to keep myself detached. With golden brown fur and light green eyes, he looks every bit like a giant house cat, although small differences make him look more aggressive, with his pointed ears, protruding fangs, and pronounced, muscular chest. I hope he becomes a loyal pet, my 1/2 a kid, something for me to love wholeheartedly. Alsantset calls them weapons, but I'd be happier if they never had to fight a day in their lives, just remaining the sweet, lovable creatures they are now.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, you should sleep soon, it's late and you still have a few days to run before we reach the Bridge.” Surprising me from my thoughts, Lin plops down beside me, a tiny pout on her face, her light frame causing no impact on the log. “Just ask Daddy to buy you a quin, or loan you the money for one if you want to be pig-headed about it. I'm sure Nai-Nai planned for that, there's no way she expected you to run the entire way, that's silly.”
 
  
 
 “... Does she know that's what you call her?” I love it, but there isn't enough alcohol in the world to make me drunk enough to call her that. Lin does the same thing with everyone's name, but Nai-Nai sounds suspiciously like 'milk-milk' in Common, a name I'm positive Akanai would not approve of.
 
  
 
 “That's not the point Rainy.” Crossing her arms, she gives me an annoyed look. “You're being difficult on purpose, your stubborn pride blinding you to the obvious.”
 
  
 
 “And that would be?”
 
  
 
 She rolls her eyes at me and gives me a petulant look while I pinch her cheek. “She wants you invested in the Sentinels, to build you up into a commander, someone to stand at Mi-Mi's side.” Her voice grows solemn and soft. “You're her betrothed so you should work hard and raise your status in the village. You can't keep trying to live a solitary life while also marrying Mi-Mi, that's not how it works Rainy.”
 
  
 
 An epiphany hits me like a tonne of bricks, and I can't keep my smile contained. “Are you jealous? That's so adorable.” And relieving, she hasn't been too clingy lately, and even though it's what I want, the sense of rejection was unpleasant.
 
  
 
 “Don't be silly Rainy.” Her patient tone smacks of restraint, as if she wants to call me worse. “Why would I be jealous? I'm upset because you aren't treating Mi-Mi well. I wanted to let you spend more time with her, but all you do is play with those kittens and ignore her when you have free time. You have to be sweeter to her or she might call off the betrothal, she isn't as patient as I am.”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head while laughing helplessly, I try to sort out my emotions. On the one hand, I'm incredibly confused by Lin's unwavering devotion, but on the other... Two wives. Just accept it and figure it all out later, right? “I thought she would have told you, Mila isn't serious about the betrothal, she's using it to keep... Akanai off her back about marriage.” I almost called her Nai-Nai, I cannot let myself slip up, I can't risk it.
 
  
 
 Instead of looking relieved, she puts on a cute frown and begins to lecture me. “Silly Rainy, Mi-Mi might say things like that, but do you really think she'd let herself be betrothed to someone she doesn't care about? At the very least, she's willing to marry you, even if it's only because Nai-Nai made the offer. You can take this opportunity and win her over.”
 
  
 
 Helpless before her adorable tirade, I can only squeeze the sleeping kitten a little harder, careful not to interrupt his rumbling snores, my giant grin only causing Lin's frown to deepen. “Another thing Rainy, you should try to convince Yan-Yan not to leave, she should stay with us in the village. Ask Set-Set to make an offer of betrothal to her, I know you love her too and she's a good match for you. Also, stop staring at Li-Li, it makes her uncomfortable. You're like a dog in heat sometimes...” Her darling little sermon continues, admonishing me for my 'lecherous conduct' and wandering eye, while offering me advice on how to best woo women, trying to turn me into a Harem King.
 
  
 
 Unable to help myself, I place my arm around her shoulder and lean into her, taking her in a light embrace and half-listening while waiting for a proper place to interrupt her. It takes far longer than expected, Lin's advice both nonsensical and repetitious, her arms comfortably wrapped around my waist while we sit beneath the rising moon. “...So even though I'm okay with you having so many wives, it doesn't mean you can be unfaithful, you have to be upright and moral, okay?”
 
  
 
 Jumping on the minor pause, I force my way into the one sided-conversation. “Even after experiencing countless lives while under a Demon's mental assault, there were only a handful in which I had multiple wives. In the vast majority, I had one wife, two kids, and a happy family. What does that tell you?”
 
  
 
 Her head shifts to stare up at me, Lin ignores my question without hesitation, leaping to her own conclusions. “You aren't going to marry Mi-Mi? That's terrible Rainy, if you already made your decision then you have to tell her, it isn't right for you to act this way.”
 
  
 
 Her confidence sends me into hysterical giggling, the movement waking up my kitten and earning me a sound of discontent, his head snuggling against my chest. She's already made up her mind we will be married and can see no deviation from that future. My laughing fit at an end, I let out a long breath, squeezing Lin in my one-armed embrace. “I don't know about marriage right now Lin, nor do I really want to make a decision. I just want to go home and regain some semblance of normality so I can clear my mind and figure things out.” Removing my arm from around her, I move about to face her, kneeling so we are eye to eye, a difficult thing for me to do. Her large, brown eyes are expectant and patient, waiting quietly for me to say my piece, understanding my need to vent.
 
  
 
 “You may have noticed I've been more... tender with you.” Her shy smile widens as she nods lightly, her cheeks blushing a little, and it makes it all the more difficult to admit this next part. “Well I'm sorry to say, but that's not entirely by choice.” Her smile freezes, and it takes every bit of willpower not to cup her face and bring her close to comfort, as doing so would send mixed messages. “The mental attack, those illusions I'd immersed myself in, they messed with me in ways I still haven't completely puzzled out. I know it wasn't you in my dream, only an idealized, unreal caricature of you, tailor-made to keep me happy. The problem is, I see you and I remember our wedding we never had, or our trip we never took together... our children who were never born.” And never will be, a tiny voice whispers inside my head, threatening to send me spiralling into despair. “It's all a fantasy and it's unfair to you, because I don't really love you, or any of the others, I ... I'm just having difficulty separating fantasy and reality.”
 
  
 
 My voice thick with shame, I can no longer look her in the eyes, my head hanging as I stare at my sleeping kitten. “That's why I've avoided Mila and spent my time with the kittens, it's just easier. I'm not strong enough to end the betrothal, and I can't shake my false affection for all of you, so I ignore everything and focus on these cuties.” Nor am I brave enough to reject Akanai's daughter, especially not while I'm still trying to make up for my mistakes. “I even told Yan she should go with Du Min Gyu, not only because it was her dream to find someone willing to teach her, but also because it got her away from me, letting me deal with my emotions on my own. Any longer and I wouldn't have been able to control myself. I need you to be more reserved, give me a bit of space, at least until we get back home. Please.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my plaintive request, Lin surges forwards and embraces me tightly, her arms wrapped around my neck. “Don't want to. I like all the hugs and hand-holding, it's like I have my sweet, affectionate Rainy back, the one who used to read me stories and carry me home after herb picking.” Backing off, she places her hands on her hips and smiles sweetly. “I made my choice, I'm going to be your wife. You take as much time as you need, I'll wait, but you should talk to Mi-Mi too, let her know your thoughts.”
 
  
 
 Reminding me once more that we have more grueling days ahead, she skips off back to her tent, leaving me alone once more with my kitten, thinking things through. Fucking decisions, too many for me to make. It's easier just to go with the flow, let life carry me around where it will, but that is no longer an option for me. I can't help but wonder what other me would say, and his imagined answer makes me laugh. 'Marry them all and sort it out later', a straightforward and idiotic response that somehow manages to make sense. In a few ways, his outlook is more suited to this world. I haven't even taken command, and I'm plagued with worry over leading soldiers to their deaths. Even if I decline, would Akanai let me off the hook so easily?
 
  
 
 What about marriage? Is it unfair of me to leave Mila on the hook like this? Am I overthinking things, worried about false feelings of affection? And Lin, she only loves me because of a childhood crush, which makes me feel like I've done something wrong, tricked her in some way. Ugh, things would be so much easier if I just let other me take over for all the hard decisions, then I can at least blame everything on him.
 
  
 
 Time to step up and make the tough choices.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well... starting with the easiest one, at least.
 
  
 
 Wandering back into camp, I leave my kitten in my bedroll before heading towards my destination, nervously sweating in the cool night air. Pausing outside the tent, my stomach does a series of somersaults as I steel myself for what comes next. This is a game changer, there's no going back once this is done.
 
  
 
 After going through a series of imagined conversations, I give up and cough loudly, pausing a moment to listen before stepping through the flaps, hoping she isn't here. My hopes are soon dashed, and I simply blurt out what I came to say. “I was talking to someone, and uhh... I've stalled these past few days because I didn't know what to do or say, or if I even wanted to. I'm flattered, and I'm willing now so if you can... uh... yea.”
 
  
 
 Her eyebrow raised, Akanai stares at me as if I'm having a stroke. “What?”
 
  
 
 Clearing my throat, I try again. “I err... Thank you for the leadership opportunity, and for believing in me, but I have no idea what I'm doing. If you want to replace me, I will not object, but if not, I humbly ask for your help and guidance in leading the new Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 With a wry smile, she gestures for me to sit. “I am happy to see you finally take your duties seriously. You have much to learn and we have little time.” Her smile disappears as quickly as it arrived, her demeanour stern and professional as always, holding her thumb and index finger scant millimetres apart. “I was this close to hanging you by your ankles and dragging you behind my quin, hoping a few loose rocks would jar some sense into your thick skull.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I should buy Rustram a couple of drinks when we reach the Bridge. It's the least I can do.
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      Chapter 107 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Standing stoically atop the battlements, Colonel General Nian Zu studied the Enemy deployment, noting the strengths and weaknesses of their deployment and searching for hidden traps or unseen hazards. Millions of Defiled strong, the enemy horde larger than any in recorded history, growing by the day as if every Defiled warrior in existence were congregating north of the Bridge. Even the best of times in the Northern Province were dismal and muted, but after 80 years as a soldier and 40 of those here at the Bridge, it thrilled him to find an opponent worth fighting.
 
  
 
 They had yet to meet directly, but after months of battle, Nian Zu spotted the signs, his adversary's hand guiding the battles from behind his veil, unseen and unheard, but not unnoticed. For so many Defiled to gather with minimal discord would have been inconceivable only a few years ago, but somehow, this adversary held control over the masses, even directing the Demons to bring down the Wall, a daunting foe. His blood boiled in anticipation of another match, his mind composing and discarding plan after plan, preparing for their approaching clash of wills.
 
  
 
 His cavalry sallied forth from the western gate, moving into formation while the Defiled looked on with jeers, every last mounted soldier under his command soon to be waiting on the plains. Should his plan fail, the coming months would be dark indeed, as without the cavalry to threaten their flank, the Enemy would have free rein to crash against the walls without contest, the Demons boring through the solid material of the walls with their corrosive fluids. A small comfort that the process consumed the Demon's physical body, but good news was in short supply these days. His infantry stood by the central and eastern gates, on alert and ready to support should the worst come to pass, but he was confident in his choice of field commanders for this foray, a man who had proven himself time and time again.
 
  
 
 The reinforcements had bought a reprieve, but that fool Yang had disregarded his request for heavy cavalry, instead bringing infantry in massed droves, believing this a stagnant siege, man against man. Should the walls collapse, the infantry would be fodder, only able to slow the Enemy's advance with their corpses as the Garo riders and Demons swept through them. Most were not even trained with the bow, a skill requiring a lifetime to learn and a prerequisite for service at the Bridge. What use did a common foot soldier have but to obstruct the officers charged with fighting Demons that ascended the Wall? 500,000 infantry, each one a useless mouth to feed, and a mere 10,000 heavy cavalry, a pittance.
 
  
 
 He was left little choice but to send the infantry east to retake the mountain passes, a less than ideal decision. Better for the foreigners to hold the wall, freeing the locals to traverse the treacherous forests and mountains. Damned politics had mucked everything up, a worthless feud over face and greed putting the entire Northern Province at risk. The Bekhai commander had fulfilled her duties admirably, retaking the Flying Tiger Fortress in days as opposed to weeks, and if not for the Society assassins flitting about, he would have sent the Bekhai to retake the other border fortresses, their roosequin's giving them unmatched superiority in the mountains. Instead, his hands had been tied, forced to ask DuYi to request for their presence in the west, wasting their effectiveness on chasing scattered Defiled.
 
  
 
 His repeated appeals to the Society had fallen upon deaf ears, the trivial quarrel infuriating him to no end. He cared little for the games of children or the greed of bureaucrats; the Bekhai raised good warriors who served the Empire and all else was irrelevant in his eyes. One's birth status meant less than dog shit to him, Half-Beast or Human, as long as they willingly fought for the Empire, he would use them to their utmost effectiveness. If a damn horse from the stables showed an ability to lead troops adequately, then Nian Zu would personally inscribe and hand over its token of authority. Unfortunately, this massive horde of Defiled consumed all his time and efforts, rendering him unable to protect the Bekhai, only able to help with small matters like providing a smithy for them to use. He held little doubt the fierce warriors would fall before the Society, but it would not be as simple as most believed, victory at great cost to the benefit of none.
 
  
 
 Ignoring yet another Sending from some fop who wished to 'join the fray and seek glory', he grit his teeth in frustration and ordered a message Sent to every officer not involved. “The next one of you idiots to interrupt my thoughts with a sending will be dispatched to fight the Defiled. By catapult.” His greatest hurdle, the lack of effective leaders, he found the new crop of central officers sorely lacking in field expertise and basic army decorum, a result of emphasis on dueling records when handing out promotions. Sheer idiocy to let warriors duel to the death, a waste of warriors Nian Zu could better utilize. Let the fops have their matches and force the loser to be oath-sworn and sent to serve in the army, a much more efficient way to go about things, but a quick death held more romance. Instead, it gave rise to armchair generals like Yang and his toadies, a worthless bunch who needed hand-holding lest they make a mess of whatever small task he assigned them.
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the thought of his name, Situ Jia Yang appeared with his honour guard, the uppity Centrist hiding his anger well, calmly striding along the wall as if out to see the sights. “Colonel General.” The words oozed out of Yang's mouth, his tone condescending as he looked out over the cavalry. “It seems your deployment is taking longer than expected, but some fortune can be gleaned from this. You still have time to reconsider, my troops and officers would make a fine addition to this foray. Let it not be said that Jia Yang is content to cower behind the wall while foolish old men lead the young to their deaths.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to cut the arrogant fool down where he stood, Nian Zu took his time in answering, curbing his anger before speaking, unable to afford further antagonizing the man. Especially not with several Justicars within earshot, here by his own invitation. “My decision is firm. This large-scale battle will require coordination on a grand scale, and I have no confidence in your officers' abilities to obey without question. Adhere to my terms or remain here, I care little either way.” Best if Yang submitted, but success was not contingent upon his cooperation, only giving him an added layer of protection from defeat.
 
  
 
 “Hmph, belittle my officers by taking orders from a nameless, low-ranked soldier in the field? It's absurd and were your surname anything but 'Situ', I would have you brought up on charges of dereliction of duty. One would believe you've forgotten that part of your name, along with all the gratitude for those who elevated you to your lofty position.”
 
  
 
 Around him, his loyal soldiers bristled at the accusation, and Nian Zu quickly defused the situation before a brawl erupted. Say what you will about Jia Yang, the man was fearless, insulting him while surrounded by his soldiers, each one willing to die to avenge his honour. “My position is a result of my hard work and skill at arms. Insult me again, and I will be happy to prove the latter for you, although the cost will be high.”
 
  
 
 They locked gazes, taking measure of one another, Yang's aura washing over him without resistance, Nian Zu disinclined to bother countering. Battle was nearly upon him and he would not waste a single effort here, not against this fool. Snorting, Yang seemed to think himself victorious, declaring loudly, “I will not send my soldiers out to be slaughtered in an old man's foolish pursuit of glory. My objections to this excursion are documented and entered into record. The deaths of these soldiers will not be in vain, as it will become clear you are no longer worthy of command, a senile old fool who is past his time, spiteful to the end.” Arrogant and smug, Yang's smile dissipated once it became clear Nian Zu was ignoring him, making sounds of outrage until he finally stomped off in a fuss. A shame, it would have been amusing to watch his self-satisfied grin slip away. Scolding himself, he reminded himself the battle was not yet won, and there stood a fine line between confidence and hubris.
 
  
 
 Focusing once again on the task at hand, he considered his options. If not for the Society's influence, he would have Yang arrested and censured, seizing his troops away from him. A foolish thought, as doing so would result in bitter infighting, an outcome he could ill afford at this juncture. Winning the man over was impossible, the pompous ass too self-important to realize the greater good. Discarding all thoughts of what could be, he turned his attentions to the troops he had at hand, offering scant words of counsel on the formation, trusting in his chosen officers, preparing contingencies for every possibility. Hope for the best but prepare for the worst, words he had lived by for 40-odd years at the Bridge.
 
  
 
 The Enemy was not idle, arranging and rearranging their battle lines as they waited, Demons appearing to draw attention while others skulked in the shadows, hiding themselves among the Defiled. The monstrous beasts surged to the forefront, a sacrifice to terrorize his mounts and wear down his warriors, all within expectations, with a line of skirmishers emerging, ready to clear the way for the heavy cavalry. The morning wore on until he received word all was in place, and he briefly hesitated, a moment of doubt whether this was the best decision. Only a moment, unnoticed by all, and he barked the order, infusing the word with his chi for all to hear. “Charge!”
 
  
 
 A resounding cry echoed from the plains ahead, quickly drowned out by the thundering of hooves and the day's battle commenced, massive rocks flung overhead, plummeting towards the counter charging Defiled, his horse archers sending a hail of arrows to follow. A short prayer left his lips, muttered beneath his breath. “Mother, watch over your children and see them safe, whether to return to their homes or content within your embrace.” Victory or defeat, the day's toll would be bloody, but such was life, an eternal struggle.
 
  
 
 For over ten-thousand years these walls have stood, and so long as Nian Zu drew breath, they would continue to stand, holding back this horde of Defiled. Smiling at the thought, he concentrated his attentions on the battle, playing his deadly game of chess with his unseen and formidable opponent.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Settled into his armchair, Yang sat quietly in the tower overlooking the battlefield below. Four hours since the initial charge, and still the battle raged on, his unease growing by the minute. It had been a calculated risk to publicly speak out against Nian Zu, but it had seemed the prudent tactic at the time. Why go out and meet the Defiled in open combat, conceding their advantage of the walls? Clear the area around each gate and hold the walls with infantry and siege weapons, a standard defense. Even if the Defiled outnumbered them 3 to 1, they would pay dearly to even reach the walls, not to mention the long climb up. Without wood, the Enemy had scant few ladders, relying largely on leather ropes and grappling hooks to ascend the wall, a laughable concept.
 
  
 
 Instead, that glory seeking fool sent men out to die in droves in what should have been a suicidal charge. Contrary to his expectations, they still survived, charging and retreating with pinpoint precision, horse archers constantly raining arrows down upon the Enemy while the cavalry ran roughshod around the Defiled, using the open space to their advantage. Never fully engaged with the Enemy, Nian Zu's soldiers constantly moved about while wall-mounted catapults launched an endless number of stones, many seeming dangerously close to allied units, but he had yet to see a single instance of friendly fire.
 
  
 
 The degree of organization on display was astounding, something he would have thought impossible were it described to him. No wonder the old fart had insisted on his own officers, the slightest hesitation would throw everything into disarray, bringing death to all involved. A single droplet of sweat made its way down the back of his neck as he continued to watch, feeling like a child once again, in awe of Nian Zu's prowess, but it changed nothing. The entire farce was a waste of lives, a peacock strutting about, unaware of the tiger lurking in the brush.
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, he turned away from the battle to watch over his nephew, sparring with his guards in a harsh match of endurance. A dozen guards ringed him, Zian sparring with one at a time, the guards taking turns beating him and giving him no time to rest. Determination was what he lacked, coddled too much by his mother, and this hellish training was just what he needed. Yang had to thank Du Min Gyu, as if not for the match against his student, Zian would have quit long ago, obsessed with proving the decrepit hero wrong.
 
  
 
 A light knock on his door followed by a Sending, and he quickly sent the boy away before his mother saw his current state, bloodied and bruised. Despite holding the rank of Lieutenant General, Yang was not yet brave enough to upset his older sister, helpless before her anger and fearful of her vicious nature. Striding in, she glanced around for her son and raised her eyebrow in question.
 
  
 
 “He is bathing, it would not be proper for him to meet his mother covered in sweat.” Or blood and bruises, but the healers would deal with his injuries. “I presume you've some other reason for your visit?”
 
  
 
 Narrowing her eyes, Ying studied him while he did his best to seem indifferent, praying she would not see the bloodstains on his guard's sleeves and shirts. She stepped forward to the window to look out over the battle, and Yang held in a sigh of relief. “What are we to do about this?” She spoke without turning, but he knew her thoughts, lamenting their clan's estrangement from this dragon among men.
 
  
 
 Pouring two glasses of rice wine, he joined her at the window. “Ai, I know not whether to laugh or cry. I underestimated his four decades of experience here and must pay the price.” Clinking his cup against hers, he drained it in a single gulp. “No matter, I will take full responsibility, likely a few dozen lashes for insubordination, he will not dare to demand my death. His mind is as sharp as ever, but age has diminished his skills in combat, else he would not be standing there on the walls, hiding behind the Justicars to keep me from taking his head.” Respect for his ability to command aside, he still believed this foray to be an unnecessary risk, Nian Zu feeling threatened and displaying his skills.
 
  
 
 His sister drank with him, making a small sound of frustration. “If only he had not rebuffed the Society, this glory would be ours to share. The soldiers call him the Hero of the Wall, Nian Zu, ignoring his family name. If only...”
 
  
 
 The rest of the sentence went unsaid, and Yang kept silent, knowing she wondered of a world in which she married Nian Zu, keeping him tied to Clan and Society, the dream of a foolish young maiden, nothing more. After an appropriate pause, he spoke once more. “A pity he has no child to carry on his legacy. Perhaps we should send Zian and other promising youths to serve with him, he might take one under his wing. It is base instinct to look after one's blood, a noble calling.” Doing so would also free Yang from his duties to teach his nephew, watching the young man beaten and bruised more difficult than expected. He held his tongue on his other thoughts, to send her to his side as well, still a beautiful woman and a widow.
 
  
 
 Silence was his only answer but he could tell from the set of her jaw she was considering it. Knowing not to push the matter, he waited patiently, studying the battlefield as it unfolded, a synchronized dance which defied common logic, marionettes directed by Nian Zu's will.
 
  
 
 Placing her cup back into his hands, Ying remarked, “My opposite number in Shen Huo has acted, sending a paltry 5,000 troops led by Man Giao, a half-beast of mediocre repute. Like I told you, Hai lacks the resources to aid the Bekhai after the attack on Shen Huo. If he makes a personal appearance, we can have him killed along with his son and take Shen Huo for ourselves. You are sure that Du Min Gyu is also a non-factor? If you are wrong, the number of allies he can call upon is not small.”
 
  
 
 Filling the cups, he snorted loudly, still angered by the deception. “I saw his feeble shaking with my own eyes, and his panic at having been exposed. He is a relic past his prime, and should he choose to interfere, I will put his weakness on display for the world to see.” A grand title that would be, the killer of Du Min Gyu, his reputation made all the greater. “I've also looked into the other Bekhai, a formidable bunch, but we will manage. Gerel, the most fearsome one, is missing an arm, and none of the others are unhurt, not after months of arduous combat.” He had already begun to plot the match-ups, hoping to send his more troublesome peers to their deaths against the Bekhai, earning him twice the results for half the effort.
 
  
 
 The battle continued to rage below him when he received a Sending from Bolin, and he turned to his sister for advice. “A representative from a merchant group is requesting a meeting, the Canston Trading Group. The name is familiar, but I cannot place it.”
 
  
 
 “Ai, your memory is already beginning to fade, little brother you have aged before your time.” A sly smirk and a dangerous glint in her eyes warned him not to speak about her age. “A group based out of Yantai, the intermediaries who placed the bounty on the Bekhai youngsters during the contests.”
 
  
 
 Seeing no reason not to at least hear them out, he instructed Bolin to keep the merchant waiting, continuing to act as a spectator in this glorious battle. The Defiled seemed out of options, moving as one to encircle the cavalry, sustaining heavy losses from the archers and catapults, whilst the soldiers began to retreat in full force, the gates opening at the last moment as they streamed through to safety. The gates slammed down with a thud, heard from his lofty perch, and the few Defiled who made it through were killed without difficulty, those outside the walls harvesting the dead for their cooking pots.
 
  
 
 Seeing the cleanup taking place below, he instructed Bolin to bring the merchant in while he pretended to work, to keep the merchant waiting and letting him sweat. The merchant was not alone, several sets of heavy boots following him in, the march of disciplined warriors, Yang sensing his guards tense up as they readied to defend him at any sign of betrayal. Bolin had yet to earn their trust, but Yang held no such concerns, his old friend too simple and straightforward. Any betrayal would be easily seen in advance.
 
  
 
 Shuffling his papers to one side, he glanced up and affixed his gaze on the merchant, a rotund man dressed garishly in a mimicry of nobility, but it sat poorly on his frame, his sweat stink ruining the effect. “What is your purpose here?”
 
  
 
 Bowing neatly if not gracefully, the merchant launched into his flowery introduction. “This humble servant is called Chuwon, here on behalf of the Canston Trading Group. It is this one's greatest honour to meet you, Hero of the Central Plains.” Seeing him unimpressed, Chuwon hurriedly continued. “Relations between our trading group and the Society of Heaven and Earth have soured somewhat, a mishap due to an overeager employee. In an effort to make amends, and hearing of your upcoming trials, I come bearing gifts.”
 
  
 
 With a flourish, he presented his slaves, large, hulking half-beasts, each one well-armed with a great sword or sabre and fully armored in heavy plate, their eyes full of determination and anger. “A dozen bristleboar slaves of varying ages, four in each group according to the trials, should you need them. While the Society no doubt holds vast reserves of skilled warriors, these slaves make excellent fodder, each one armed with a Spiritual Weapon and the best armor money can buy. No matter how skilled the opponent, this humble servant guarantees they will not be easily defeated, trading their lives at great cost.”
 
  
 
 Bowing once again, Chuwon presented a badge of gold and jade held out in both hands. Gesturing for Bolin to bring it over, he studied the merchant while thinking things over. “And what do you expect in return?” A costly gift indeed, just the weapons alone would have beggared most.
 
  
 
 “It is a gift, Great Hero, this humble servant dare not make demands, he only hopes to speak on issues of trade and mutual benefit, and perhaps a lessening on restrictions due to our ... misunderstanding.”
 
  
 
 Glancing over to his sister, she nodded slightly, and he left it to her judgment. She was better suited for this bureaucratic nonsense, Yang lacked patience for those sorts of nonesense. Leaving the two of them to discuss the particulars, he inspected his new slaves closely, picking one at random. “Name and age?”
 
  
 
 “Gorvac, 385.”'
 
 “Gortuk, 24.”
 
 “Gorlak, 89.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Not the most imaginative of naming schemes, but it mattered little, Yang had no interest in remembering them. Pairing them up against his guards, he sat and watched as they sparred, smiling to himself at the unexpected boon. A bear for strength, a cat for speed, a wolf for ferocity, but none could compare in resilience to a bristleboar. Their level of skill was adequate, but with their natural durability and fatalistic mindset, even Zian would be unable to defeat one of the younger slaves without injury.
 
  
 
 Like meat pies falling from the sky, these new gifts could be put to good use. At the very least, one or two could be sent to challenge the unknowns, wearing down their chosen champions and giving Yang an opportunity to study his opponents. Pouring himself another cup of wine, he sipped leisurely as he watched, smiling at his newfound fortune.
 
  
 
 Let Du Min Gyu, Tong Da Hai, Nian Zu, and Akanai struggle for all their worth, in the end, he would stand victorious, the beginning of his own epic, his dreams finally come true. Situ Jia Yang, Hero of the North, only a step away from Patriarch of the Situ Clan. With a bit of luck and effort, perhaps he could even seize a new title, one given to none before him.
 
  
 
 Situ Jia Yang, Dragon Master of the Society.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 The specific title could use work, but that could wait.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 108 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Walking aimlessly around the camp, I watch over my squad while they heal, my kitten following obediently at my heels, occasionally pouncing at the swaying grass. Make myself available, be seen working, retreat to seclusion if I need rest, advice given by Akanai. It's stupid, no one asks me for help, they'd all rather get advice from Taduk or Tokta, or even Lin. I can't relate to any of their issues because I never encountered them myself, a tiny source of self-confidence until I remembered they're largely orphans and street kids, most unable to even read.
 
  
 
 It's not important I do anything, only that I seem to be doing something important, Leadership 101. Never be idle, always look busy and your underlings will follow suit. A good work ethic to instill in people, but I'm not sure it's needed since all of these crippled soldiers are diligent and hardworking, enthusiastic about healing their injuries. I don't understand why everyone makes the panacea at different rates, nor am I sure how to speed the process along. Work harder, I dunno.
 
  
 
 Stopping next to a grimacing Bulat, I try to offer advice, speaking loudly to be overheard. “Let your pain fade into the background, don't allow it any control over you. Be aware of it, but disregard it at the same time.”
 
  
 
 Giving me an irritated glance, he barely keeps from rolling his eyes and saying something rude. Woo progress. “Leave it Rain, yer an oddity when it comes to pain, I've no means to match you.” A few almost jealous mutters around me show he's not alone in his reasoning, filling me with indignation.
 
  
 
 “Just... Ugh, listen okay? It's like meditation, but different. Aware of nothing but awareness itself, sort of.” Stupid fortune cookie bullshit, but I can't explain it any better. “Everyone, get comfortable.” Our conversation has attracted more attention, most of my squad watching me, motionless and mute, ignoring my suggestion. “Fucking get comfortable! That's an order, lie down, lean back, spoon with each other if that's what it fucking takes.”
 
  
 
 My outburst gets them moving, discipline and obedience drilled into them from years in the army, laying down and leaning back, not a single one relaxing, all taut with anger or fear. This won't work. “I told you to relax, what do I have to do, jerk you all off?” Earning me a few strained chuckles, especially from the women, they all relax, the tension visibly melting from them.
 
  
 
 Trying to sound as soothing and monotone as possible, I direct them to breathe in long, slow breaths, waiting for the last signs of apprehension to dissipate. “Focus on your pain. Explore it. Know where it begins and where it ends. Acknowledge and accept it.” Hopefully they try, or else I'm wasting my time here. “Now put it aside and focus on the rest of your body. Explore your other senses. The chill night's air, the smell of wood smoke, the tickling of the grass. Bring those to the forefront of your mind, leaving the pain behind.”
 
  
 
 We run through a few more mental exercises, like dissociation, imagery, or mental anaesthesia, but at the end of the night, my squad packs up and leaves with little fanfare. Welcome to today, same as yesterday. At least I can say I tried. Rustram gives me a small nod, happy to see me step into my role, but I would rather hand all responsibility to him, or better yet, I could give this all to Vichear. The bear eared Major was dismissed from the army upon arrival at Shen Huo, suffering from a half-melted face, missing arm and broken back. Tokta took care of those problems easily and he quickly signed up with the Sentinels as soon as he could. I requested his 'help' with my squad, but Akanai vetoed my request immediately, outright stating my intentions to fob off all my work to him. Psychics, all of them, I'm beginning to believe my mind is constantly being violated.
 
  
 
 Hobbling over on his crutches, Bulat pauses while guiding Ravil back to their tent and hands me a flask. “Distilled grain alcohol, doesn't taste great, but it'll do.” It tastes like burning which quickly abates into a steady warmth in my belly. That'll do indeed. “Yer little tricks were helpful.” Woo for being useful. Break out the fucking trumpets. “Did Healer Taduk teach you those tricks? You learn to heal from chopping yourself up?”
 
  
 
 Taking another sip, I shake my head while trying to keep from coughing. “No, I learned those all on my own, working in the mines.” Had to find a way to deal with pain as a slave, but there's nothing to be gained from talking about it. Handing back his flask, I mutter a polite farewell and make my escape back to camp, stopping to let the kittens play together before bed.
 
  
 
 At Alsantset's admonishing glance, I wipe the goofy smile from my face and step away from the adorable animals to begin practicing. Gotta look busy busy busy. Moving through the Forms, my body is sluggish, my movements stilted as if I'm dancing to the wrong tune. My mind knows what to do and my body responds after a delay, like moving through molasses. It's minor, but enough to throw my timing off. Awakening my ass, nothing's changed except I feel so awkward. If it wasn't for her complete lack of humour, I'd think Akanai was trolling me, telling me I'd leveled up only to watch me fail spectacularly and laugh about it. I bet she still laughs about my idiotic charge against the demon.
 
  
 
 It's something I can imagine Mila doing, she has a bit of a mischievous streak, an innocent playful disposition I've only recently learned of. It makes sense, she's a kid, not even 17, but it highlights how little I actually know about her. The Mila I married, the one I dreamed up, she was nothing like the real Mila. I know it, I believe it, so why does my heart still flutter when I see her? The same thing goes for Li Song, she doesn't even have a personality, I made one up for her, giving me brief moments of intense disappointment when she acts contrary to my expectations.
 
  
 
 It's not her fault, the problem is on my end, I didn't even have her eye colour right, believing them brown instead of green. Beautiful, emerald-green orbs I could lose myself in... I've yet to figure out how to deal with my emotions besides ignoring them, time my weapon of choice due to a lack of better options. At least nothing has really changed with Lin, still having to restrain myself from hugging the adorable girl to death. Ah, fuck it, maybe I need a good ass kicking to clear my head. “Mila, you up for a quick spar?” Sometimes, getting the wind knocked out of you can be therapeutic.
 
  
 
 Standing silently, I wait with practice sword and shield in hand as she warms up, cracking almost everything she can, knuckles, wrists, elbows, neck and so on. Watching her do this always makes me uncomfortable, as if my joints have filled with air, and I mirror her in preparation. She seems menacing while I look like I'm lazily stretching, or windmilling my arms around, not exactly intimidating.
 
  
 
 Once we're both ready, the match begins without a word, Mila stepping in quickly as her spear darts towards my gut, one of her favourite opening attacks. Parrying the jab with a heavy slap of my sword, I quickly respond with a counter aimed at her cheek, the two of us trading blows with increasing fury as the dissonant clash of iron on iron fills the night. Her movements are steady and bewildering, her pattern of attack is almost indecipherable, but she has yet to go all out, seeing as I'm still standing.
 
  
 
 She's normally much faster, tripping me up and pushing me around, but today she's different, slower and more restrained. I can see her movements as they occur and I have time to react, if not think ahead, unable to anticipate but enough to break her momentum and limit her actions. My weight planted firmly, my feet shuffle in a small area, deflecting and countering her greater power, remaining in my zone of control. My sword and shield work in cadence as we settle into a rhythm of back and forth, attack and block, parry and riposte.
 
  
 
 Soon forced completely on the defensive, I nonetheless weather the storm of attacks with little difficulty, enjoying our exchange, while onlookers gather to watch, chatting with one another about our spar. My ears pick up a few compliments, but rather than pleasing me, an annoying notion embeds itself into my brain, distracting me for a split second. Is she going easy on me because of the audience, making me out to be stronger than I am to impress my new squad?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fucking bullshit!
 
  
 
 The powerful impacts are starting to numb my arms, but my irritation brings with it a second wind, finally understanding why Huu was so upset with me for taking it easy on him. It's embarrassing being treated like this, she might be stronger than me, but it doesn't mean I can't defend myself. Defeat her, bring her down and see her fall, it will be wonderful. With a hard parry, I send her spear wide and charge forward, our shields clashing in a reverberating boom. As if I charged a solid wall, the impact jars me to the bone, shaking me from my anger as I fall back several steps. Confusion displayed prominently on her face, she fails to take advantage of my error, giving me time to recover.
 
  
 
 What the hell, are her bones made of solid iron or something? A quick glance down shows a tiny furrow in the grass, her body pushed back a single centimetre from my charge, which is... okay I guess. Better than nothing. Straightening up, I nod politely to her and walk away to clear my mind, frustrated at my lack of progress. Mila has been ahead of me in strength and knowledge since the day I met her, and the stronger I get, the more clearly I see the distance between. Yan and Huu are stronger than me too, but I can catch up or at least keep pace with them. With Mila, it's like she will always be vastly superior to me, which annoys me now, although it never did before.
 
  
 
 “Rain?” Mila approaches me cautiously, seeming worried and unrepentant. “What happened? We were sparring so well, why did you leave? Is something wrong?”
 
  
 
 “Look ... don't play stupid, we both know you were holding back.”
 
  
 
 Taken off guard by my scathing accusation, she snorts daintily and punches me on the shoulder. “Idiot, of course I was holding back. I always hold back, I'm not trying to kill you, no matter how mule-headed you are. Today was no different from normal, so if you're going to be so thin-skinned, don't ask to spar with me anymore.” She punches me a second time and turns to stomp away.
 
  
 
 “Wait.” Turning to face her glare, I hold both hands up in apology, ignoring the growing bruise on my arm. “I'm sorry, it's not your fault, I'm just in a mood. I shouldn't take it out on you.” Pausing to consider if I want to know, I refrain from asking exactly how much she holds back. “You were slower than normal, so I thought you were helping me raise my reputation or something, and I threw a hissy fit about it.” She probably was, but saying it should keep her from repeating her mistake. “It's no big deal.”
 
  
 
 “Id-i-ot.” She stresses each syllable, speaking slowly. “I wasn't moving slower, you were moving faster.” Seeing my skepticism, she throws her hands up in exasperation, pulling lightly on her hair. It's adorable, but I manage to keep my smile hidden. “I was going to compliment you on your progress but you're the same stupid Rain as always, only a little faster and stronger.”
 
  
 
 Her rant continues for a few minutes as she insults and critiques me simultaneously, offering advice and abuse in one neat little package. Thinking back to Lin's advice, I endure through Mila's tirade, patiently waiting for my turn to speak. I've gotten faster and stronger? More adept at handling her attacks, finding the sweet spot which allows me to parry with minimal effort. I guess I am now a more efficient sandbag. Woo, efficiency.
 
  
 
 “Why are you smiling? I'm yelling at you, you idiot. Are you a masochist? I refuse to be a party to your unhealthy perversions, not now and not after we're married.” She crosses her arms and glares at me playfully, giving me an opportunity which I pounce on, resisting the urge to quip about healthy perversions.
 
  
 
 “I actually wanted to talk to you about that.” At my words, she steps back, wary of my approach which is laughable. As if I could overpower her, or would even dare to try, with who her parents are. “I apologize if I've sent any signals of interest towards you, because I don't believe they are genuine. I don't intend to mislead you bu-”
 
  
 
 The words freeze in my throat at her glance, her anger bursting out, all signs of mischief gone. “What signals of interest?” Another punch lands on my shoulder, in the exact same place as the first two. “You hug Lin constantly, tell Yan how you feel about her, and even stare lovingly at Song. But me? All you do is ignore and avoid me, even though we're betrothed.” A fourth punch follows, this one bringing a small tear to my eyes, but hers are clear, fury emanating from her brown eyes. “I know you don't really mean it and can't help it, but besides the one time you called me beautiful, you haven't shown any interest in me, you dim-witted, playboy, imbecile. You didn't even seem happy when I told you about our betrothal!”
 
  
 
 Her arm draws back for another swing and I cringe, unable to hide the pain any longer. Thankfully, she holds back, stopping the domestic abuse. Good God, am I going to be a battered husband? Stupidly opening my mouth to speak, I manage to squeak out a protest. “But you said I was a placeholder so your mother doesn't bother you with more husbands.”
 
  
 
 My whining earns me another punch, this one mercifully light and on my other arm. “You said that, not me. I said I was considering it, and freedom from Mama's nagging was just a perk.” Pouting angrily, she begins to list off my indiscretions, one at a time.
 
  
 
 Sometime after the fifth painstakingly detailed account of my infidelity, comprehension hits me like a jolt of lightning. Mila is jealous and feeling ignored. Who wouldn't be upset by their betrothed ogling everyone but themselves? Gingerly opening my arms, I move slowly towards her in a hug, her arms still crossed. “Mila, you are a lovely woman, beautiful, strong, and confident. You are my friend, my betrothed, and I have treated you poorly. There are no shortage of men who find you attractive, you could have whoever you so wish.” The poor bastard wouldn't dare refuse, because if you don't beat him into a pulp, your parents will. “I apologize for being so disrespectful to you, and will attempt to keep my future indiscretions to a minimum.”
 
  
 
 Her tiny snort is muted by my embrace, her face pressed into my shoulder. Letting her go, she seems smug and satisfied by my apology, half-smiling at me. “Tell me about these 'feelings of interest' you have, genuine or not.”
 
  
 
 Smiling softly, I sit down with Mila to talk to her about my confused emotions, and she quietly listens, a sympathetic ear for me to vent. Lin listens, but she dismisses my worries too easily, confident I will solve my problems without difficulty, but Mila is helpful, offering no advice, but understanding the issue. She's a good friend, and whoever does marry her might not be so unlucky after all.
 
  
 
 Then again, Akanai and Husolt are a terrifying pair, not to mention Mila herself.
 
  
 
 Okay, I'll take her future husband under my wing and teach him all my tricks to keep her from killing him.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 And how to heal. That will probably be more helpful.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Cresting yet another hill as I run along the hard dirt road, I curse the person who designed this stupid, winding path. Is it too much to ask for level roads? Up and down and up again, it's like I'm running on a constant slope, my calves heavy and lungs burning, the day not even half-way through. Ten fucking days of marathon running, I'm not sure how far it was, but I'll be damned if I ever run a day in my life again. If past experiences have taught me anything, I'm going to try to hurl soon, never actually throwing up but wishing I could.
 
  
 
 Running is fucking torture. It's all about willpower, but I've run (hah) dry. Moving off the path, I lean up against a thin tree, dry heaving as the bile rise up in my throat, my heartbeat thundering in my chest. When the pangs subside, I reach for my water skin and drink sparingly, unsure if there will be more before nightfall. I could get more, only requiring me to catch up to the water carts, a feat beyond my meagre abilities. Kill me now, strike me down, cruel world. I've survived slavers and arrogant nobles, carnugators and terror birds, Defiled and Demons, but it is marathon fucking running which has worn away my will to survive.
 
  
 
 “Drink more boy, then come ride with me.” Taduk's rickshaw waits behind me, his look of concern filling me with warmth, and despite how desperately I want to take up his offer, I grudgingly shake my head.
 
  
 
 “She said... for me... to run...”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, but we are almost at the Bridge, and you cannot arrive before our adversaries sweating and exhausted. Up now, I've spoken to Akanai.”
 
  
 
 It takes a direct message from Akanai to persuade me onto the vehicle, carefully settling down next to Lin as she dabs at my face with a clean rag, wiping away my sweat and grime. It doesn't take long for me to zone out, unable to fall asleep despite of my much-needed late-night talk with Mila. She's a sweet kid, which is the problem with our betrothal: She's a kid. Adorable and lovely as Lin, I care about them both but I'm not really comfortable looking at them in a sexual way. I may not act like the most mature person around, but I still feel like I'm older than them, by a large, unknown margin.
 
  
 
 Yan is different, more mature and grounded, and I was attracted to her before my run in with Vivek 'Big Whitey' Daatei, which helps, but it's still weirdly uncomfortable when I consider it. I am looking forward to seeing her again, our two month separation having left me with mixed opinions about her permanent departure. Lin is like my little sister, sweet and loving, while Mila is my rival and coach. Yan is my friend, someone I could hang out with but didn't demand my attentions. I like that, because it's like being alone, which I need, except with someone else there, which I don't hate.
 
  
 
 I care about all three of them, but do I love them? I don't know, but thankfully, I have a few years to figure it out. Or we all die in the next few days in blood and fire, but that would make things too easy for me, so I'd say I'm pretty safe. At some point, I'll need to make a decision, but I'm gonna leave it for future Rain to deal with. Fuck that guy, he's never done anything for me.
 
  
 
 Stopping for lunch by a stream, I bathe and change clothes following Akanai's orders. Dressed in full Sentinel leathers, helmet and all, my sword is clipped to my belt and a quin lent out for me to ride. Appearances must be kept, I guess.  After lunch, I join Alsantset, Huu, Mila and Lin to ride at the front with Akanai,  the other Sentinels arranging themselves in neat rows as we trot slowly in formation, cresting one last hill to view the Walls, massive and ugly as I remember them.
 
  
 
 “Say nothing at all unless I give you explicit permission, understood?” Akanai's icy glare draws down on me and I nod as quickly as I can, the picture of innocence. I'll make silence my standard operating procedure from now on, mouth shut, ears open, eyes ... can't look down, can't stare, so I'm left with... look up by elimination, I guess? I should wear a veil to cover my face, but it might violate some social norm.
 
  
 
 Moving at our relaxed pace, we reach the gate in little more than an hour, where the Iron Banner greets us, Baatar, Yan, and Ghurda waiting with a small unit of soldiers. My heart skips a beat as we approach the leader, my mouth drying out as I study her. A beautiful woman in her mid twenties, standing at average height, her aloof, almost indifferent demeanour speaks of someone used to dealing with authority figures, wholly unconcerned by the army before her. Ornate black and silver armor hides her figure save for her pale, slender limbs, her cold, blue eyes studying us from beneath her open-faced helmet. As we draw near, our gazes lock for a brief second and her icy stare sends shivers down my spine.
 
  
 
 Twitching from side to side, her fluffy, white-furred tail pokes out from behind as she bows ever so slightly to Akanai, displaying an immaculate ponytail of platinum blonde hair flowing out of the back of her helmet, her long fox ears poking out the top, black-trimmed and delicate. “Lieutenant General Akanai? This servant is named Yuzhen, attendant to Marshal Shing Du Yi.” Soft spoken yet decisive and resolute, her melodic voice continues on as I struggle to listen to her words, but all I can do is revel in the sweet timbre of her voice, staring intently at her delicate features and glistening, pink lips.
 
  
 
 I just met her, and this is crazy, but I think I'm in love.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Patting his pockets for a handkerchief, Shing Du Yi fumbled one out just in time to catch the globule of bloody phlegm, taking care not to dirty his robes as he awaited the Bekhai delegation. He had overstayed on this visit north, the bone-chilling cold bringing him closer to death each day, but in remaining here, his bureaucratic-minded peers were left with no choice but to join him in protest. The effect was two-fold, bolstering the defences with their private armies and lowering their opposition to increased military spending. Du Yi possessed a mediocre talent at cultivation and no skills as a warrior, his meagre life all he had to offer to help keep the province safe.
 
  
 
 Death would need to wait a little longer before collecting him, Yuzhen working frantically to keep him alive with herbal concoctions and remedies. The province was still in turmoil, the loss of Shen Mu city forcing Shen Yun and Jiu Lang to augment the patrols of the north-eastern quadrant, keeping the Defiled contained while the Central Province reinforcements moved in to cut them off at the source. Retaking the border fortresses was slow going, with a host of 'unanticipated' issues cropping up, the greatest of which was lack of any forethought on the part of the military leaders. With summer coming to an end, the dropping temperatures meant that the poorly dressed soldiers were freezing, their metal armor sapping the warmth from their bodies and thin tents unable to cut the chill of wind. Not so simple to issue 500,000 sets of layered clothing or new tents, especially with Martial Law repealed and the various contractors around the province dragging their feet.
 
  
 
 Wiping his chin, he took several feeble, wet breaths, hoping to get through the meeting without appearing too infirm. A fierce warrior culture, the Bekhai likely held physical weakness in contempt and Du Yi would need every advantage he could find to settle this dispute without bloodshed. The Society had demanded near everything he had presented to them, which was why he had kept most of his findings undisclosed. The Bekhai were sitting atop a literal mountain of treasure in natural resources, all untouched likely due to lack of a suitable workforce. It would do them little harm to give up a few locations at the edge of their territory, less than a tenth of what they held, a reasonable and peaceful solution to this senseless squabble.
 
  
 
 Then again, reasonable people would not bring a small army to a mediation, appearing ready to fight head-on against a foe many times their size. He quickly muttered a prayer to the Mother, hoping that cooler heads would prevail.
 
  
 
 With little pomp, the Bekhai representatives entered the room and he cordially stood to greet them as Yuzhen introduced them one by one. Akanai entered first, a formidable woman, the highest ranked half-beast in the province, possibly the Empire. Impassive and collected, she nodded gracefully at him, her body language alert but unconcerned as she took her seat at the table. Baatar and Ghurda of the Iron Banner sat on either side of her, both tired and worn out, the constant battles weighing heavily on both. Heroes both, they would have been promoted several ranks by now, along with a handful of the other mercenaries in their employ, if not for the Society supporters actively quashing all requests. A band of ferocious tigers lead by a dragon among men, the Society truly kicked a board in upsetting these fierce warriors.
 
  
 
 The next person introduced almost caused him to gape in bewilderment. Medical Saint Taduk, a folk hero to the masses, distributing cheap and effective medicines for the common people while charging exorbitant prices to the wealthy. DuYi once sought his aid, summoning him to the Society Headquarters to meet, but the reclusive healer declined the request, stating an inability to travel away from his patients. Truth be told, he was a little upset over the refusal, but it was difficult to hold a grudge against a man so self-sacrificing. What was he doing here with the Bekhai? How many more hidden dragons lurked in the wilderness of the Saint's Tribulations Mountains?
 
  
 
 The remaining representatives composed of the accused, a Senior Captain Alsantset and six children, one more than expected, choosing to stand behind the others. Examining them briefly, Du Yi did not know whether to laugh or cry; of the 6 children, only two appeared to be warriors, a hulking half-wolf man and a frigid half-cat woman. Fresh faced innocents, the other four included a sweet little rabbit girl and a scrawny runt of a boy. These were the fearsome competitors who had run roughshod over the Society's elite youths?
 
  
 
 Once everyone was seated at the table and tea served, he eschewed the pleasantries and jumped right to the crux of the matter. “I see you brought an army.”
 
  
 
 Blowing gently on her hot tea, Akanai answered in a casual tone. “Colonel Nian Zu sent out a request for mounted units, and I am here to answer the call.”
 
  
 
 “Strange, that was precisely the answer Brigadier Man Giao gave me earlier this morning when he arrived with more than 5,000 heavy cavalry.” Bringing his cup to his lips, he paused and tilted his head in question before continuing. “In total, almost 10,000 mounted soldiers, one group to guard and the other to fire arrows in safety, is that not your signature combat formation?” His only reply was an indifferent shrug, the woman letting her silence speak volumes.
 
  
 
 There would be nothing gained in continuing this line of thought, so he moved on for now. “This feud brings no benefit to either of our groups, so I have called for this meeting to find a peaceful means of reconciliation. Before we begin, I must ask, before you took part, were you not aware of the... hardships which befall the victors of the contest?” Hardly a secret, it was viewed as a trial by fire for the young warriors, with most escaping with their lives, the only serious injuries dealt to their pride.
 
  
 
 “Of course, and I went along with them to escort them home with their grand prizes safely in hand.” Confident and without conceit, Akanai spoke as if describing going to the market to buy cabbage. “Circumstances with the Defiled invasion conspired to bring me away from the Society before the contest was over, leading to this... unfortunate turn of events.”
 
  
 
 The woman had a talent for understatement. “An argument could be made that your people responded with unwarranted aggression in defending themselves against the... bandits. Senior Captain Alsantset opened fire on her pursuers, killing without hesitation before opening a dialogue. What if it she had been mistaken and the group was a Society escort?”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Are you claiming that to be the truth, or are you saying she should have relied on the kindness of 'bandits'?” A single raised eyebrow punctuated her sarcastic response. “Her party consisted of her husband, five young, untested warriors, two civilians and her twin five-year-old children, known to be carrying items of incredible value. Your argument is asinine and would be laughed at by any reasonable person.”
 
  
 
 A smug smile on her lovely face, the young woman in question chimed in with, “Besides, I fired a warning shot.”
 
  
 
 It seemed the Bekhai were unwilling to acquiesce so easily, but that was to be expected. Face had to be given to the Bekhai, and the first offer is never accepted by anyone with an inkling of how to negotiate. Allow them a small victory to lower their guard before directly crushing their confidence.
 
  
 
 “The death of bandits are of no consequence, I was merely attesting to Senior Captain Alsantset's mindset at the time and suggesting the possibility she may have seen enemies where there were none. She attacked the Society hunting party under the cover of darkness and killed several disciples and elders in an unwarranted attack, based on suspicion alone.” She was correct in her suspicions, but that was not the point, an outright attack could not go unpunished lest the Society lose all face. Such was the way of the world, the strong thrive and the weak endure. It was time to hammer his point home.
 
  
 
 “I will be blunt: you cannot win against the Society in open combat. Even including the forces loyal to Du Min Gyu, you have less than 20,000 soldiers at your beck and call, a paltry sum in the face of the hundreds of thousands loyal to the Society.” There was no reaction to the revelation of their ties to the aged hero, something best kept secret. Why Du Min Gyu had not carefully hidden his ties to the Bekhai was a mystery, openly marching his student Tong Da Fung about in plain sight. Any idiot could have made the connection, the relationship between Akanai and Tong Da Hai common knowledge. A foolish move at best, perhaps he truly was going feeble-minded in his old age. “Soldiers might have once flocked to fight alongside The Sanguine Tempest, Great Hero Du, but few are willing to die for 'Decrepit fossil Du'.”
 
  
 
 It brought him no joy to do this, but the Bekhai needed to see the futility of their conduct and realize he offered them a way out without bloodshed. At his signal, his servants distributed copies of the contract he had written. “I have no wish to see heroes of the Empire die for this absurd vendetta, but the fact of the matter is, Senior Captain Alsantset and your five youths killed 17 Society disciples and 5 elders, also causing significant injuries and financial damages while escaping unscathed. Reparations must be made.” Seeing Akanai read through the contract, he began to make his pitch to sell her on the idea. “This is only a first draft, there is room for negotia-”
 
  
 
 “No.” Her copy of the agreement landed with a flop onto the table, thrown away without turning a single page.
 
  
 
 Her tone gave no room for deliberations, the talks concluded in a single word. He opened his jaw, and shut it with an audible click, taking a moment to collect himself before replying. “What?” Perhaps he should have taken more time to think.
 
  
 
 “I have no authority to grant land rights or working permits within the Saint's Tribulations Mountains, and even if I did, I would refuse all the same.” Leaning forward, her aura erupted forth in a violent display of anger, the pressure violently pressing down upon him, freezing him in abject terror. Leaping to her feet, Yuzhen tried to defend him, but even she was no match for the formidable warrior before them, despite her expert training and experience. Glowering in undisguised rage, Akanai spoke in measured cadence, her tone barely restrained. “The Society attacked my people, nearly killed my daughter, and you expect compensation? I agree, reparations must be made, and I am here to collect.”
 
  
 
 As suddenly as it had appeared, Akanai's aura rescinded, Yuzhen staggering under the sudden freedom. Coughing violently, his chest heaved as his body spasmed in fear and relief, Akanai taking her leave without another word. His chin stained in blood, he leaned forward on the table and tried to call out to them as they marched away, to beg Akanai to reconsider, but his body failed him in his time of need, gasping for air that would not come.
 
  
 
 Leaning back heavily, his eyes closed in surrender, his body ragged and spirit battered. The Bekhai would clash head on with the Society, to no one's benefit. In victory or defeat, the trials would only give rise to open warfare between both groups, further weakening the Empire in these troubling times.
 
  
 
 A curse upon 'honourable' warriors everywhere, too bull-headed to see the greater good.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The hacking coughs of the aged Marshal follow us as we make our way down the stairs, marching resolutely past the guards and out of the gatehouse. I'd like to offer medical advice, it sounds like his lungs were filled with fluid, which could be anything from pneumonia to a failing heart or liver. Without an examination, it's impossible to decide, but I don't think Akanai would look too kindly on me for ruining her dramatic exit.
 
  
 
 From the concern she displayed, it was obvious Yuzhen really cares about that old man, so she probably isn't a slave. How should I approach her? Is it even possible, or prudent, seeing as we're on opposite sides in this feud of ours? Ah, the beginnings of an epic romance, star-crossed lovers from feuding factions... I should write her a letter, maybe some poetry... no, details about how to treat the Marshal would probably be better... and less embarrassing.
 
  
 
 Meeting up with the Sentinels, Zabu chirps happily at seeing me once again, holding two kittens in his arms. Adorable as it is, my eyes are drawn towards Kyung, who sits atop Zabu impassively while holding the last kitten in his meaty hand. I want to switch mounts with him, but I'm under strict orders to remain silent, so all I can do is grumble beneath my breath and stare enviously at sweet Zabu while he nuzzles the kittens. And to think, I was worried he was going to eat them.
 
  
 
 Making our way through the armed city, the silent procession of 4,000 Sentinels draws a number of stares, a few hostile but mostly neutral interest. The overall mood at the Bridge is muted, soldiers moving around with the thousand-yard-stare, no idlers standing about, every soldier and civilian carrying out their assigned duties with an eerie focus. The smell of death lingers in the air, carried on a greasy cloud of smoke, a perpetual haze which dulls the colours all around us.
 
  
 
 Five months of unending siege really puts a damper on the ambience.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching our quarters, Akanai brings Baatar and the others into a closed-door meeting, while Ghurda drags Huu away by the ear along with his two ladies, leaving me with nothing to do. Standing around awkwardly, I glance at Mila, Lin, Song, and Yan, all four of them watching me, displaying minor hostility. Did I do something wrong? “Hey Yan, how have you been? I missed you.”
 
  
 
 Flashing me a flirtatious smirk, she hugs me gently. “Oh, that's good to hear, because I wasn't sure you even noticed me, what with you staring at Yuzhen.” Upon closer inspection, I spot the dangerous glint in her eyes and pray she's not as abusive as Mila. “A little look never hurt anyone, but try not to go overboard. I hear you're betrothed to Mila now, and only a few days after I left. Congratulations.”
 
  
 
 Uh Oh. Why do I feel like I've been caught cheating? “Er... the betrothal with Mila wasn't really my idea, Akanai just sprung that on me with no warning.” Why am I making excuses?
 
  
 
 Pouting adorably, Mila points accusingly while Yan watches on with a dangerous smile. “So what? Our betrothal is just an inconvenience to you? And to think, only yesterday you promised to keep your indiscretions to a minimum, and today I find you ogling a complete stranger, like a starved animal. You're incorrigible, beyond redemption. I don't know why I believed you.”
 
  
 
 “I wasn't ogling, I was listening intently.” Was I super obvious? But I was so careful, keeping my head down, only glancing up now and then.
 
  
 
 Turning to Lin for support, my cheerleader betrays me, her sad brown eyes looking up at me in heartache. “How many wives are you expecting to have Rainy? You need to show some restraint, don't be so greedy.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” My salvation arrives in the form of the bald, one-armed Gerel, his fierce glower scattering my accusers. “Adujan, bring Healer Taduk to your teacher and see if he can be of aid. Mila, the others are busy so make yourself available to settle any disputes. Rain, follow me, the Blacksmith wishes a word.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing me roughly by the neck as if to make sure I can't escape, Gerel leads me out into the streets with an escort of Sentinels, coldly rebuking Lin who tries to follow. The poor girl waves sadly as we leave on foot, marching along as quickly as I can, my legs moving furiously to keep up with Gerel's longer strides. “Err... So what happened with your arm? I lost the same one too.” I kind of want to see his face when I tell him I fought a demon AND healed my arm on my own.
 
  
 
 “I was careless. Stop talking.” His eyes continually scan the surroundings as we move, alert for any sign of danger, so I quiet down and do the same. I don't think the Society would outright assault us in the open, but then again, what do I know?
 
  
 
 Leading us towards the heart of the city, Gerel brings me to a pub and after speaking silently to the bartender, we head down into the cellars. Moving through a winding path of connected buildings, we emerge in what appears to be a butcher's shop, the inhabitants showing no sign of surprise, barely even acknowledging the existence of a dozen armed men stomping out from his cellar.
 
  
 
 After several more similar 'shortcuts', we finally arrive at our destination, a small, isolated forge room close to the outer wall of the fortress, hewn from the same material as the wall. Greeting me with a tired smile, Husolt lifts me into a warm embrace, squeezing the air out of my lungs in a massive hug. “Ah, Lad, greet yer Father-in-Law. I danced a little jig when I heard the good news. Welcome to the family.” Giving me no time to speak after putting me down, his two meaty hands clamp down hard on my shoulders, his glowering face held close to mine, forcing me to stare into his one good eye. “You're a good lad and this need not be said, but I'll say it anyways to be sure. You make Mila cry, and I make you cry, that's the way of it. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Nodding respectfully, I swallow my fear and do my best to appear innocent. I'm dead unless Mila decides to break off the betrothal, that's the only way I see out of this dilemma. As nice as a harem is in theory, I am nowhere near competent enough to pull it off. One wife, two kids, and the cat. That's the new dream, abandon all hope otherwise.
 
  
 
 Laughing ferociously, he claps me heavily on the back, the pain resonating throughout my body. Dear sweet Mother, that hurt so much, and he was showing affection. What will he do if I actually hurt Mila? “Now lad, last time you rejected my work, but I learned from my mistakes. It was too fancy and complicated, this time I went for something simple, yet still aggressive. A bit heavy, but you're a sturdy one, and you've got plenty of growing to do yet.” Leading me into the back room, he pulls off a cloth from atop an anvil, and I stare in undisguised longing at a round buckler shimmering in the firelight. Polished silver with white studs, a hand guard protrudes from one end with a pair of silver tusks affixed to it, almost 30cm long, a single edge honed on each end and sharpened to a double point.
 
  
 
 At Husolt's urging, I fasten the shield to my left wrist, my hand resting comfortably inside the armored grip, the heavy weapon ringing faintly as I slowly move it in arcs. Glancing in confusion at Husolt, I shake my head slowly, overwhelmed by the craftsmanship. “This is for me? Did Baatar gift this to me? I can't accept another weapon from him, Akanai was clear about that. I need to earn my second Spiritual Weapon.”
 
  
 
 “It's not from the pup, this here weapon is a gift from the little lass Adujan.” A second heavy clap on the shoulder turns me towards him, a dangerous smile on his face, not entirely friendly. “She's a lovely girl, that one.” After an eternity, the sense of danger fades away, and his grin breaks out from ear to ear as he glances at his work. “She brought a Meng-Zhua skull for me to work with, her teacher used his connections and got me a top-quality binding reagent, and I did the rest for no charge. You earned it boy, she's just repaying you for her own weapon.”
 
  
 
 Now I feel terrible about our reunion, I could have at least smiled at her first or something. “I love it.” It's like a bladed glove and shield, a little short in the blade, but it compliments my sword well. The buckler is wide enough to cover my head and upper body, and it's heavy, thick frame make it perfect for slamming into my opponents. My wrist is locked in place, so I lose some flexibility there, but it's still incredible.
 
  
 
 A cool stream of Energy enters me, Husolt doing a quick scan before nodding in approval. “Good, your core is much more stable than before, good, good. Hurry up and bind it, the trial is set for tomorrow morning and you might be called upon to fight.” The mood sours, his expression grave as he pats my cheek. “You don't worry too much about it, if things are looking too dire, we'll turn as one and fight our way back home. My wife will see us through this.”
 
  
 
 “Hope for the best, plan for the worst, right?” His only answer is a knowing smile, leaving me alone in the cramped room to bind the weapon. After a brief review of what to do, I settle down to meditate. I am one with the shield, the shield is me, I am the shield. Cycling my chi, I dedicate my mind to the task at hand, ignoring all else.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens rages around me, crashing against me in torrents, but I am unmoved and unyielding, a rock within the storm. Sometimes, to find peace, you need to exert some force, and that's why we are here, to show the Society that the Sentinels are not to be taken lightly. I wanted to be a defender, a protector, and this is my chance.
 
  
 
 An ethereal opponent appears in front of me with sword and shield in hand, his face blurred and familiar all at once, eyes red as blood staring me down in open challenge. Charging forward, I strike with both weapons in perfect unity, leading with the shield, bleeding him with the sword, getting in close and personal to limit his options. Losing myself in the dance, I flow gracefully in movement, yet remain unshakable once rooted. Ebb and flow, give and take, a simple trade of blows, trusting in my endurance and healing ability to see me through to victory.
 
  
 
 We exchange hundreds of blows in the blink of an eye, and a thousand more with every breath, neither one gaining advantage over the other. Without warning, a thunderclap resounds inside my skull as my mind unifies with my body and I burst into motion, batting aside my opponents weapons and stabbing him in the chest with both blades. Leaning in close, I see his face for the first time, a mirror of my own, twisted in death. His blood flows down my weapons and into them, my chi igniting within them as my double breathes his last, his red eyes staring at me hatefully as the light drains from them, leaving them dead and amber, with a small doubt seeding into my mind. I am victorious, but was I the original, or the copy?
 
  
 
 Jolting myself conscious, my eyes open and I am seated, my chest heaving with exertion, my clothes soaked in sour sweat. My weapons sit in my lap, sword still sheathed and shield strapped to my wrist, no signs of any destruction around the tiny, cramped room. A small yawn disturbs my observations, and it takes several glances around the room to realize that I am alone. A familiar voice echoes inside my head, sounding as if he had just woken from a nap. “Hello brother. Where are we? Did you push Mila down and have your way with her? Tell me the details, or better yet, show me.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Other me is kind of perverted, but I feel a little relieved now that he's back. With my new weapon and old friend, I'm as ready as I'll ever be.
 
  
 
 It's time to kick ass and chew bubblegum, and I'm all out of gum.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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Watching Gerel frog-march Rain away, Adujan pouted as she waited, vexed beyond all compare. Two months of separation, and at their fated reunion he barely flashed her a smile before gawking at that hussy, Yuzhen. The nerve of that idiot! 
 
“Yan-Yan, don't frown so much, Daddy says you'll get wrinkles.” Lin's adorable figure popped out in front, feigning an exaggerated frown before smiling sweetly, and Adujan had no choice but to mirror her smile. Little Lin was too adorable. 
 
Resisting the urge to squeeze Lin's cheeks into paste, Adujan turned to the Medical Saint and bowed slightly, unsure of how to act around the beloved healer. “Ser Taduk, if you will follow me and Kyung, we will bring you to Teacher Du.” 
 
Leading the way from Shana's back, she kept her eyes open for any sign of threat. If not for Ghurda showing her the dangers, she would have been unaware of the Society presence around her, their enemies waiting in the shadows for a chance to strike unseen. The entire journey was nerve-wracking as she started at every errant soldier who rushed past, every leering face that stared too long. With no Sentinel escort, it was in her hands to keep her charges alive, with only Kyung to watch her back. 
 
Not halfway through her journey, she spotted a familiar face and breathed a sigh of relief, Du Kang Bing marching towards them on foot with a squadron of soldiers. Falling in beside her party without a word, The Colonel took command, leaving Adujan free to relax. A handsome man with a square jaw and broad chest, he was young for his rank, only just past 30 years, a good sign. Every one of Teacher Du's students rose quickly in rank, her decision to leave the village validated once more. 
 
As soon as they arrived, she brought Ser Taduk and Lin into her teacher's room, wincing at the sight of the frail old man, no sign of the heroic elder she had met only weeks before. His malady had worsened quickly in their few days apart, his face a pallid colour, eyes sunken into his flesh, shivering in his chair while sweating next to a blazing fire. Rushing to his side, she wiped his brow with her handkerchief, his skin hot to the touch. “Teacher Du, I've brought Healer Taduk, I told you about him, remember? He's known as the Medical Saint, I'm sure he can help you.” 
 
“Bah, I'm sick not senile, I can still remember things.” He waved off her ministrations, irritable at the concern, but she knew he was only ashamed of his weakness. It mattered little to her, so long as he lived, his mind sharp and eyes unfailing. A gruff, pragmatic man, his actions were ever at odds with his words, always making sure she was well cared for in their travels, greatly concerned with her safety, she had grown fond of him in their time together. It would be too unfair to lose her Teacher after only two months together, her strength growing by the day under his tutelage. 
 
“Hmm... Tell me, you feel cold?” Ser Taduk stepped in with a knowing look on his face, taking Teacher Du's wrist to check his heart. “Any tightness in the chest, difficulty breathing or nausea?” 
 
“Bah, what makes you qualified to treat me? I for one have never heard your name, and the most famed healers of the Central Province have treated me, doing nothing to help me.” Puffing up, her teacher seemed a shadow of his former self, painful for her to see. “Charlatans and frauds, taking money time and time again, yet doing little but offer stopgap measures.” 
 
“He's complained of all but nausea in the last few weeks.” Adujan chimed in, matching her teacher's glare with a look of indignation. “Stop being so crotchety and let him help you.” 
 
Muttering loudly about her bullying the elderly, he sat in contemplation for a moment before finally speaking up again. “I've had constant bouts of nausea the last few days, can barely choke down soup and congee.” 
 
“Well, that's to be expected. You ran out of Dream Smoke, correct? How long ago?” 
 
“... Two weeks, but what does that have to do with any of this?” 
 
“Did you run out because you brought too little, or because you smoked it all too quickly?” Not waiting for an answer, Ser Taduk continued. “All of your symptoms can be attributed to withdrawal, Dream Smoke is highly addictive, and not the best choice for pain management, but I don't think your healers had much choice, as you don't seem to be the best of patients. Once you ran out, your body began to crave it, resulting in your current suffering.” He lectured sternly on the dangers of addiction and the irresponsible habits of Teacher Du for having succumbed to it, the old man shuffling in discomfort at Taduk's scolding. 
 
After he started to repeat himself, she interrupted Ser Taduk, saving poor Teacher Du. “How can it be treated?” 
 
With an aggrieved expression, he reached over to pinch her cheeks gently. “Simple enough to treat the symptoms, and they will go away on their own in a few days.” 
 
“Hmph, so you say my suffering is all because of my so-called healers. What did I say, charlatans the lot of them.” His anger was clear as he struggled to stand, his determination surging now that he knew his malady was temporary. “Come, we have work to do, I must salvage my reputation.” 
 
Rolling his eyes, Ser Taduk pushed Teacher Du back in to the chair with little regard. “Your reputation can wait, you still have other injuries correct? My student says you favour your right hip and knee, are there any other injuries?” 
 
“You can fix those too? I was told it was cartilage damage, unable to be healed. Something about lack of regenerative capabilities and materials.” 
 
“You let me worry about that, although I will insist on an oath of secrecy. Better for me if no one knows I healed you, I get enough demands as it stands.” 
 
Dragged out by Lin, they sat down in front of the door to make sure Ser Taduk was not bothered. The adorable girl clutched Adujan's arm and rested her head, looking up sweetly. “How have you been Yan-Yan? Has he been treating you well?” 
 
Flushed with delight at her teacher's imminent recovery, she clapped her hands in joy, beaming at Lin. “Oh, it's been wonderful, I've learned so much. Every day I progress in what feels like leaps and bounds, despite only an hour or two of practice. What's more, when I arrived here, I got to ride alongside the Banner!” She described the frantic, organized chaos she had taken part in, fighting beside the heroes of the village, to be relied upon by them. If it had been Rain next to her, she could have gone into great lengths about the strategy and coordination involved, how it had opened her eyes to a new level of warfare besides a sprawling melee, but since Lin was not a warrior, she glossed over the gory details. 
 
The little lady Lin was sharp, however. “You're thinking about Rainy, ya?” Her knowing smile sent a blush to Adujan's cheeks, ashamed at being caught out so easily. She didn't really wish to go into it with Lin. They had never spoken about him, and if she were of mind to, Lin could denounce Adujan for trying to lay claim to him, when he was already spoken for. Mila was different, she likely had the little lady's approval before trying to win over Rain, but Adujan was just an outsider. 
 
As if sensing her thoughts, Lin embraced Adujan, snuggling in close and hiding her face. “Don't worry too much Yan-Yan, that's just how Rainy is. I can't keep him from falling in love and I think you're a good match for him, you're both alike in so many ways. If anything, I should be asking you for permission to marry him, he cares about you more.” 
 
“I don't know about that. Did you see how he stared at Yuzhen today, completely ignoring me? I don't mind if he has a wandering eye, Mother knows I do as well, but he's never looked at me like that, with lust and desire. We shared a tent for weeks and he didn't even try to sneak into my bedroll or anything.” She would have rebuffed him of course, but it would have been nice to have him try. “He sees me as a friend, not a lover.” 
 
A small sound of frustration emerged from Lin, her face still buried in Adujan's shoulder. “It's the same with me, he keeps saying I'm like his little sister, it's so annoying!” Unable to help herself anymore, Adujan extricated her arm and took the sweet girl in a full embrace, kissing her on the cheek. Too adorable. 
 
The two of them chatted away the afternoon, venting their frustrations and sharing plans, falling asleep at their post after some time. Awakened by the opening door, she barely managed to keep herself from falling back into the room, lifting the sleepy Lin up with her as she stood to greet her teacher. 
 
Storming past her with renewed vigour, Teacher Du marched out of the room and down the hall, hollering for Kyung to bring him a change of clothes, his limp not slowing him down at all. Emerging from the room with a tired expression, Ser Taduk smiled at the two of them, taking his sleepy daughter into his arms. 
 
Her teacher's scolding jolted her out of her fugue. “Girl, why are you not preparing? Dress yourself, there is work to be done.” 
 
Glancing out the window at the darkness, she asked, “It's the middle of the night, shouldn't you rest? The trial is in the morning.” 
 
“No time for that.” She could hear the life in his voice as it echoed down the hall. “I have a reputation to salvage!” 
 
Smiling gratefully, she bowed deeply to Ser Taduk before running off to prepare, excitement bubbling up within her chest. While injured, Teacher Du matched the Chief Provost in might, so how strong was he now that Ser Taduk had healed him? 
 
She looked forward to finding out, taking pride as the student of Du Min Gyu.
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
Resting her head upon her husband's broad, muscular chest, Akanai listened to his slow and steady heartbeat, strong and vital, interspersed with his rumbling snores. Smiling to herself, she immersed herself in the memories of their time together, centering herself for the trials ahead. This overcast dawn was the calm before the storm, in more ways than one, and she would savour every moment of peace available. 
 
Theirs was a story of rivals turned lovers, almost a century in the making, but their love was all the stronger from their shared trials. A different time that had been, an era of turmoil and disorder, the Empire reeling from a massive incursion of Defiled and civil strife, the Emperor's assassination causing widespread panic. The village directors had gathered and unilaterally decided to close off the borders, and as a foolish child, she ran away from the orphanage, making the journey to Shen Huo on foot to join the army. Nationalism and personal pride had trumped common sense, leaving home to raise her status high enough to be 'worthy' of her lover, a journeyman blacksmith, warrior of renown, and child of luxury. 
 
Her letter did little to dissuade him from following, charging after her like a madman, his fury a spectacle to behold. Too late to stop her, he joined the army to stand at her side, leaving behind everything he held dear. Together, they fought for decades against both Defiled and rebels, until the province was safe and they returned home to be married. He never spoke of his adversity, never blamed her for becoming estranged from his parents or for missing their funerals, but it wore heavily on her. It was not until they adopted little Mila that she truly understood the love between family, and it plagued her to have been the cause of her husband's distress.
 
Snuggling closer to him, she wrapped her arms tightly around his ample body, enjoying the warmth for one last moment before she woke. Gingerly stepping out of bed, she donned her leather armor, flexible and form-fitting. A double layer of Megalodon leather, the inner lining stitched together with Terror Bird feathers, it too brought back memories, of taking the pup out on his first real hunt, chasing the massive, aquatic predator that was terrorizing the coastal cities. He was a child then, barely older than Rain was now, spoiling her with how easily he learned and obeyed, a model disciple turned Hero of the Empire. 
 
Rain however... He was  talented in his own way, but a difficult student that confounded her. If it came down to the third match, could the boy be relied upon? According to Du Min Gyu, Jia Zian was a formidable opponent, with the ability to manifest his aura. While Mila was an accomplished warrior, she lacked the experience and mindset necessary to face an opponent of Zian's caliber, Rain a far more suitable opponent for him. Tempered in battle, the customarily meek child sought out the challenge of combat with unexpected enthusiasm, his fatalistic mindset allowing him to attack even a Demon without regard for personal safety. Was she truly left with no other option, or was Rain up to the task? Her mind occupied by these thoughts and more, she strode towards the mess hall, pausing at the sound of sparring, a twitch in her forehead causing her to change course. Surely it wouldn't be him... 
 
His weapons in hand, Rain sparred ferociously with Gerel in the courtyard, several Sentinels spectating as the two pure-blooded clansmen exchanged blows, the lanterns lit and hung to better see them in the murky morning gloom. Stepping forward to berate both idiots, a raised hand intercepted her before she could act, the pup smiling up at her briefly before turning his attentions back to the match. “Let them continue for now.” 
 
“This is foolish, the boy needs rest. He spent half the day running and the other half binding his weapon. Has he even slept ?” Despite her desire to end to the proceedings, she stood back and respected the pup's wishes, inwardly lamenting the horde of idiots surrounding her. Studying the match closely, she was shocked to see Rain so savage, striking to kill with his Spiritual Weapons, his face lit up in undisguised joy as they sparred. Gerel responded calmly, dealing with the attacks passively, smiling in turn at the young man trying to take his life. 
 
Soon, the momentum shifted and it was Rain who retreated from Gerel's advance, the heavy longsword scything through the air, only to be met briefly by sword and shield. The attacks were sent sliding away, an almost gently, throwing Gerel off balance as he attacked. “Oh? Impressive.” Soft blocking, using the opponent's force and momentum against them, the boy had yet to firmly grasp the concept, but the core idea could be seen in his movements. “An Insight from his binding ceremony?” 
 
“Possibly, but he did not say, only that he couldn't sleep, but Gerel was happy to wear him down. They've been at this for two hours now, and the boy seems on the verge of a breakthrough.” Pride was clear in the pup's tone, a witless smile upon his face. “As much as he needs rest, I am loath to stop him, especially since he so rarely finds Insight. He relies on hard work and repetition, unable to easily accept the gifts of the Mother, too skeptical in nature.” 
 
Remaining silent, she continued to watch while gauging his strength. Even with a single arm, Gerel was a fearsome combatant, and his frustration was beginning to show, unable to disarm the boy without causing injury. The boy displayed signs of fatigue but continued to move well, carefully gauging the timing of each parry, feinting effectively to keep Gerel on his guard for a counter attack. After a few more minutes, she turned to the pup and spoke, leaving no room for debate in her tone. “The Trial is in six hours, have the boy rest for at least four, even if you must knock him out yourself. We may have need of his strength.” 
 
Leaving to eat a quick breakfast before returning to her duties, her shoulders felt lighter than before, a burden lifted from her. The boy could be relied upon, so long as he found some time to rest and eat beforehand, but there was more to be done, plans to be laid and battles to be won, and then the trials could begin. 
 
Pausing once more to consider the alternatives, she wondered if this was the best option, to openly fight with the Empire in turmoil. She cared nothing for the opinion of the masses, only that the People survived and thrived. Retreating home cost her little, although it left her allies exposed, they would not suffer too greatly for her absence. Should she have given up long ago, only drawn here by her wish to find vengeance for little Mila? 
 
Once again hearing the clanging of weapons, she shook her head, her decision made. The arrow had been loosed, their course set. In a few short hours, the trials would begin, and she would cut down all who stood against her, until she could no longer stand. 
 
Such was life, tribulations without end.
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 Spearing the fish with his chopsticks, Jia Yang ate his breakfast slowly, his mind empty of all else but the meal before him, a customary ritual on a day of confrontation. The soft texture of the meat almost melted on his tongue, mixing delightfully with the fragrant grains of rice, prepared to perfection by his chefs. To gain strength, red meats were best, but for endurance, there was no better substitute than a belly full of rice. Delighting in his morning meal, he focused on nothing else but the parsing of his five senses, attuning them to prepare for the battle ahead.
 
  
 
 His meal completed, Yang moved to his meditation mat, reaching for Balance as he went over his plans. The most troublesome opponent was Akanai, a warrior of repute, all of their spies unable to offer a clear impression of her strength. While there were several Elders present who could likely deal with her, the prudent response was to send slaves to test her. Even with an overwhelming advantage, Yang was never one to rush into battle, always carefully considering all options.
 
  
 
 All it would take is a single lost trial and the Bekhai would be found guilty of assault, the perpetrators beheaded and their bodies put on display to show the world the consequences of going against the Society. With three matches per trial, he would wear down their strength fighting disposable slaves, even better if the slaves were to win. There was little glory to be gained in fighting barbarian mercenaries, but tongues would wag if all he sent were slaves. After victory in the trials, the shadow warriors would be let loose to wipe out the Bekhai, stem and root, ridding the Society of a future nuisance. Simple, easy, effective.
 
  
 
 A pounding at his door interrupted his meditation, irritation flaring up within him. Without displaying his anger, he calmly called out, “Enter.”
 
  
 
 Rushing through in a flurry, Bolin appeared with his clothes and hair a mess. “Bad news, cousin, bad news. Du Min Gyu is not so frail as you believe!”
 
  
 
 Snorting loudly, he waved aside Bolin's concerns. “Do not fall for his devious tricks, he is a feeble old man, shaking at the thought of confrontation. I saw it with my own two eyes.”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide, Bolin shook his head vigorously, the sweat flying off his brow. “No cousin, he is hale and healthy as can be. He was sparring with the officers this morning, offering advice while defeating one after another with ease. He even sparred with the husband and wife pair, Exarchs Bralton and Erien, both at once, finding victory in three moves!”
 
  
 
 Holding up his palm for silence, Yang closed his eyes and carefully considered his options before him, quickly discarding any notion of victory in the over 100 age group. To wear down both Akanai and Du Min Gyu within five matches was hopeless, and it was possible the barbarians had more half-beast warriors of their caliber, hidden from sight. For the under 100 age group, there were plenty of experts available to the Society and he was confident in his ability to handle Baatar, the strongest of the Bekhai. Yang intended for the feral half-beast to be his stepping stone towards fame in the Northern Province, soon dislodging Nian Zu from his place as General at the Wall.
 
  
 
 The under 25 age group was even more in their favour, as not only was Zian domineering, but two of his rivals were also present, one from the OuYang clan and another from the Baiji sect. While neither were as strong as Zian, they were close enough to be stronger than any barbarian children, no matter how talented. Two of three matches was still possible, although they could not claim total domination over the Bekhai, not here, not today.
 
  
 
 Frustration welled up inside him, and an angry roar escaped from his throat, his face twisted in ugly hatred. Venting his anger with his shout, he quickly calmed himself, taking slow, deep breaths while smoothing out his robes before sending Bolin away and returning to meditate. Nothing could be done about the old man, but at some point, Du Min Gyu would need to pass through Shen Yun or the Society Headquarters, and Yang would deal with him then. Until that time, he would simply have to swallow the loss of face, writing off the over 100 group matches as a loss.
 
  
 
 His servants came for him at the proper time, dressing him for battle. Made of the finest materials and forged by the greatest craftsmen in the Empire, his plated armor was rune-carved to offer protection, capable of stopping a mounted charge and a Honed weapon, his greatest trump card. Looking like a fearsome god of war, he made his way to the training grounds where the trial was to take place, basking in the adoration of the common soldiers, their worship and envy on naked display.
 
  
 
 Standing on the stone square stage, Akanai, the Senior Captain, and five children all awaited his arrival, the herald of their doom. The Society clansmen all gathered on one side, dwarfing the opposition in numbers, the Bekhai who were joined by those loyal to their cause, a smattering of soldiers and mercenaries. A pitiful display, he could only dream that the Bekhai would be foolish enough to fight their way out, allowing him to crush them where they stood and openly lead an army to burn their village to the ground. A grand cheer rose up as he stepped onto stage, the delegation of accusers following close behind. Standing with poise and dignity, he awaited the arrival of the Justicar.
 
  
 
 Minutes passed as the Society adherents jeered and taunted their opponents while the Bekhai's faction remained silent as the grave, too ashamed to even say a word. Smirking to himself, he glanced over at Akanai, but she kept her eyes forward, likely sweating as she came to terms with her death. A scrawny little runt glared back at him, and he toyed with the thought of pressuring the savage child with his aura and watching him piss his pants. According to Bolin, the boy was ferocious for his age, a talented warrior, but all that skill was meaningless before the finer manipulations of chi. If the boy stepped up to fight, Zian could cut him down without breaking a sweat.
 
  
 
 With little fanfare, the Justicar arrived in his official robes, the metal mask of his office prominently on display. Surprisingly, two more joined him, the three officials making their way to the stage, the fearsome, neutral features of their masks giving no hint towards their thoughts. The lead Justicar held his hands up for silence and the crowd quieted, every ear straining to listen.
 
  
 
 “As Justicar of the Empire, I declare this mediation in session. We are gathered to witness trial by combat between the Bekhai and the Society.” A deep, booming voice emerged from behind the mask, his words enunciated clearly. “The depositions have been taken and reviewed, the case deliberated by we three before you. Five separate charges of assault on the Society, with five separate trials requested. We ask, is there no way to end the enmity between your two groups? We all are but servants of the Emperor, and these are trying times, the loss of each warrior is felt deeply.”
 
  
 
 Saluting the Justicar, Yang stepped forward to speak. “The Bekhai have offered grave insult to the Society, and it cannot go unanswered. In hopes of peaceful resolution, we asked Marshal Shing Du Yi to offer terms, but our proposal was coldly rebuked. The Society of Heaven and Earth serves the Emperor's will, we only ask for the opportunity to defend our honour and avenge our fallen comrades.”
 
  
 
 The Justicar turned to look at Akanai who merely shrugged in answer. “They might as well have asked for the moon on a plate. I am unable to give away that which I do not have, and even if it were otherwise, I would not pay them a single copper. My people were attacked and reacted accordingly.” Idiot half-beast, unable to even show proper deference to the Justicar. Worse, her actions made him look like a groveling toady in comparison. He silently added this insult to his tally of grievances, to be ratified on the field of battle.
 
  
 
 Nodding, the Justicar stood still as he conversed his peers in silence. After a short pause, he spoke once more. “Very well. We will allow this trial by combat to proceed, but in light of the trying times, we will be placing strict limits on this trial, at the suggestion of Colonel General Nian Zu.”
 
  
 
 A drop of cold sweat trickled down his neck as the crowd burst into mutters at the unusual practice. Surely not even Nian Zu was arrogant enough to stand openly against the Society? What did that meddling old man do? Glancing over at his counterpart, it seemed that Akanai was also surprised, tense and ready to act instead of feigned relaxation.
 
  
 
 Signalling for silence once more, the Justicar continued. “We offer three choices. The first, is for both parties to submit to enforced mediation, in which the Disciplinary Corps will conduct a full investigation and carry out Summary Justice.” A terrible option, as they would immediately request for oaths, likely finding both the Society and the Bekhai guilty of transgressions and enslave all offenders to service or worse. He would never accept it and Akanai was already shaking her head, indicative of her refusal.
 
  
 
 “The second choice is for the five trials to take place without death. The matches will be fought until one party yields or cannot continue, the defeated party submitting to the slave corps, devoting their life in service to the Empire. In the event of an accidental death, the killer will be forced to take the place of the defeated.” A second terrible option, swords and spears have no eyes, what warrior would risk fighting in a match where killing your opponent meant slavery? Better to die than to submit.
 
  
 
 “The third option is one I hesitate to offer, but it seems neither party is satisfied with the first two.” The Justicar sighed, a rare display of emotion, shaking his head and gesturing towards the Bekhai children. “As this feud began with the youngsters, let them be the ones to end it. Each trial will be decided with a single match to the death, both participants under 25 years of age. You may have your bloodshed, but it will be the young who pay the price. Their loss, while tragic, is ... tolerable, compared to the alternative.”
 
  
 
 Glancing at his nephew, Yang saw the young man's eyes flashing with anticipation. His peers standing to either side of him were also filled with visions of victory and glory, their hands resting eagerly on their weapons, acknowledging his unasked question and nodding vigorously. This couldn't be considered a limit, in fact it was almost an advantage, avoiding single combat with Akanai and Du Min Gyu. Although Yang lost out on the chance for personal glory, new waves were destined to overtake the old. Turning back to the Justicar, he spoke grandly. “The Society accepts your limits and chooses the third option.  Blood must be repaid with blood. To choose otherwise would be an insult to our dead. Let those gathered here today gaze upon the heroes of tomorrow, and bear witness to their rise to prominence.” Turning to Akanai, he sneered at the half-beast, pleased with the turn of events. The children she strove to protect would die first, and then he would lead the shadow warriors to the Bekhai village and burn it to the ground. Such was the price for offending the Society.
 
  
 
 The woman ignored him, looking intently at the children, most who nodded in acceptance, the runt shrugging and speaking out loud. “You know my thoughts on slavery. Send me out to fight and I'll kill them all.” His words, though softly spoken, were heard by those closest to the stage, his confident declaration repeated back through the ranks, and the crowd's reaction was one of laughter and jeering. The child looked no older than 15, his gaunt frame bent beneath the weight of his armor, a short sword on his hip and a buckler slung over his shoulder, toys more than weapons. Even those standing on the Bekhai's side were unable to muster any support save for a few scattered cheers.
 
  
 
 Akanai turned to the Justicar to clarify the rules of engagement, and he stepped forward to join in the discussion. Five matches, and should the Bekhai lose a single one, the Senior Captain and five youths would be executed immediately and heavy fines levied upon the Bekhai. An attempt was made to reduce the number of accused, but Yang stood firm and refused, challenging her to prove their lack of participation in assaulting the Society, smiling inwardly as she dropped the matter without a fight. The rest was standard, no delay between matches, participants could fight consecutive battles, but not step down and return for a later match, and exiting the stage during a match meant defeat.
 
  
 
 All in place, he strode off the stage and clapped his nephew on the shoulder, grinning from ear to ear. “Good, good, you will earn glory for the Society here. From the way things appeared, Akanai is not confident of victory, the woman was already trying to reduce the number of casualties. It will be a delight to watch that arrogant bitch's face as we hang her daughter.” Glancing at the other two young prodigies, he asked, “Which one of you would like to go first?”
 
  
 
 Neither one willing to step back, he made them flip a coin, and the swarthy, heavy-set young man from the Baiji Sect won. Making his way onto the stage, he raised his arms to display twin, dark metal gauntlets, heavy weapons that covered his fists and forearms. Wearing a yellow armored shirt that prominently displayed his affiliations, he exulted in his moment as tens of thousands of his fellow adherents cheered him towards victory.
 
  
 
 On the other side, the runt pushed his peers aside and stepped onto the stage, ignoring the recriminations from his elders, Akanai looking on furiously. Dressed in simple leather armor and canvas trousers, even from a distance it was clear his opponent dwarfed him in size and girth. He walked forward to stand centre stage before being directed back to his corner by the Justicar, laughed at the entire time. Outrageous, it seemed this was his first duel and not even his own people had confidence in him.
 
  
 
 Standing at his corner of the square stage, the Baiji Warrior raised his deep voice, playing to the crowd and building up their excitement, his weapons crashing against his chest in a booming greeting. “I am Captain Teng Wei Chuan , 23 years old, Disciple of Major General Teng Wei Sheng, member of the BaiJi Sect, and Adherent to the Society.”
 
  
 
 “I am -”
 
  
 
 Wei Chuan laughed loudly, interrupting the boy's introduction. “No one cares about your name, runt. It is insulting for me to fight you, but I will allow you the honour of knowing my name before you die. You can only cry of this injustice in the Mother's embrace, and perhaps in your next life, you won't be born into a pack of savages.” The crowd laughed and jeered, the anger displayed on the runt's face mirrored by many in the crowd of Bekhai supporters.
 
  
 
 Seeing the runt remain silent, the Justicar moved on with the match, raising his hand for silence. “Let this first trial of the Bekhai, begin!” As soon as his hand dropped, Wei Chuan raised his gauntlets, displaying the customary stance of the Eight Extreme Fists, moving to meet his opponent. The runt's weapons hung loosely at his side as he strolled leisurely forwards, seeming unconcerned of the approaching behemoth of a warrior.
 
  
 
 Picking up his speed, Wei Chuan's lumbering steps seemed to shake the very ground itself, closing the remaining distance with an enormous leap, his weapon raised high to smash the runt into a paste. Soaring through the air, he seemed a magnificent warrior leaping down to crush an ant, the runt stopping to stare stupidly, his weapons still lowered. Yang smiled, anticipating the sight of the runt's splattered skull, inwardly lamenting over a minor detail. He should have told Wei Chuan to keep the boy's eyes intact so he could have them pickled and displayed on his bookshelf. Amber eyes were a rarity, and it would make for a good conversation piece. No matter, the 'fearsome' Gerel had the same coloured eyes and would make for a more impressive trophy.
 
  
 
 Landing heavily, Wei Chuan's fist smashed into the ground, sending broken stone and dust into the air, obscuring all vision of the arena. Cheers broke out from the Society's side, applause and adulation at the young man's fearsome prowess. As the dust settled, the cheers died out, only one figure could be made out. His sword still held loosely at his side, dripping with blood, the runt stood slack and unimpressed. Beside him knelt Wei Chuan, his face covered in dust, his lifeblood cascading down his side in slow spurts, pooling in the small crevice he had only just created, a fatal cut in through the left abdomen spelling his doom.
 
  
 
 Silence suffused the area, the laboured breaths of Wei Chuan echoing loudly as the crowd collectively held its breath, questioning their own eyes as they watched the scene before them. Leaning over the dying warrior, the runt smiled toothily and spoke, his voice audible to all present. “I will allow you the honour of knowing my name before you die. I am Falling Rain, 17 years old, Student of Medical Saint Taduk, Disciple of Major Baatar, Grand Disciple of Lieutenant General Akanai, Khishig of the Bekhai.” Placing his sword on Wei Chuan's neck, his smile grew wider and his eyes gleamed with self-satisfaction. “Perhaps in your next life, you won't be born into a pack of worthless scum.”
 
  
 
 “Wait, don-” Ignoring Wei Chuan's protest, Rain lightly slit the young man's throat, contemptuously kicking the body away. Sliding across the stone with a wet smack, Wei Chuan struggled for breath, gasping as his lungs worked uselessly. The seconds passed slowly as the crowd watched, his arms flailing about while his face twisted in an ugly grimace. His body squirmed about, voiding his bowels and bladder, shaking in the throes of death, his gauntlets clattering against the stone stage floor for all to hear.
 
  
 
 It seemed an agonizing eternity before Wei Chuan stilled, the finality of death gruesome to look upon. The crowd turned its attention to the fiendish child, grinning happily as he looked proudly upon his handiwork. Not even his own people cheered for his victory, stunned by his ruthless manner in refusing a quick, dignified death.
 
  
 
 Glancing up, Rain stared into Yang's disbelieving eyes with a grin and asked, “Who's next?”
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 Seeing the brash young man standing on stage, unconcerned as he boldly challenged the Society, Du Min Gyu struggled to hold back his elated laughter, not wanting to ruin Rain's moment in the sun. A little inaccurate to say on this overcast and dismal morning, the bleak atmosphere underscored the grave situation unfolding before him, a young man fighting for not only his own life, but for the lives of all his companions. This must have been the Rain that had driven Kai to folly, a flippant smile and insolent attitude, mercilessly stomping over his opponent's pride. It seemed like a completely different person from the meek youngster who had greeted him politely only two months ago, offering his mount to an aged stranger.
 
  
 
 Excellent.
 
  
 
 Rain played his part perfectly as the vanguard, drawing the ire of his enemies with his brutality, igniting their fury, preying upon their fear, and disrupting their Balance. Displaying outstanding judgment, he raised the morale of his faction with his spectacular performance, stepping bravely into the charging leap and slipping beneath the blow with minimal motion, a decision most accomplished warriors would hesitate to make. A skillful counterattack using the opponent's momentum allowed him to end the match in a single strike, and what followed was a ruthless performance, returning the disrespect given to him word for word and granting a dog's death to his opponent. Top marks with no criticism to offer other than he should have waited a moment longer, so his enemies could listen to their chosen champion plead for mercy.
 
  
 
 A round of applause broke the tranquility, shocking the audience out of their mute disbelief, Adujan's rabbit-eared friend enthusiastically clapping by her lonesome as she stood next to his student. “Yay Rainy!” Her sweet, childish tone gave rise to scattering of praise that escalated into cheering as the Bekhai enthusiastically celebrated their first victory. Rain turned towards the rabbit-girl and grinned boyishly, appearing like any other young man his age for a brief moment. Soon after, Rain returned to glaring fiendishly at Jia Yang, whose ugly expression was mirrored by almost every face on his side. A shame, Min Gyu had hoped to be the source of Jia Yang's distress, while quashing all rumours of his frail health spread by that puffed up Society degenerate. Unfortunately, the Justicars meddling prevented him from taking direct action, but Rain was doing a phenomenal job on stage.
 
  
 
 As the cheers died down and the Society deliberated on their choice of champion, Du Min Gyu absently stroked his beard while thinking things through. The entire affair with the Justicars left a bad taste in his mouth, overstepping their bounds in a time-honoured tradition of combat, but he could see how they had arrived at their decision. With Healer Taduk and the Senior Captain Alsantset standing between them, he would not risk being overheard, so he silently Sent a compliment to Akanai. “A magnificent performance and a superb choice of vanguard. How many matches do you plan on having him fight?” His own student would need to take the stage at some point to raise her own reputation.
 
  
 
 The insufferable woman had the gall to ignore him, her stony gaze affixed to the stage. Unwilling to throw away face to ask again, he spoke aloud to his student, reprimanding her friend and by extension, Akanai. “When your turn arrives, do not take foolish and unnecessary risks like he does. If his judgment was even slightly off, he would be dead and we would be fighting our way out of this mess at this very moment. The rash bravery of the young and brainless.” To expect Du Min Gyu to simply hand over this talented and treasured student to be executed was sheer lunacy. If needed, there were favours he could call upon to spare her the noose once he returned to the Central Province, and if not, then he would teach her while living in the wilds if need be.
 
  
 
 “You're assuming I'll get a turn to act, Teacher Du.” Her voice was full of pride as she looked fondly at the stage, unable to tear her eyes away as she cuddled Rain's pet wildcat. How was Akanai able to secure wild animals so easily? There were rumours abound of the Bekhai and their ability to control creatures, perhaps his student would enlighten him sometime. “You heard him, he intends to kill them all.”
 
  
 
 “That would be arrogant, unless this second fight ends as quickly as the first, it would be best to choose another champion for the third match. Rain can't possibly be the only competent fighter available to her.” There was his student of course, and she had spoken at great lengths of Akanai's daughter's strength. The strapping young wolf-boy also seemed competent, walking about with confidence and grace despite the too-large weapon strapped to his back.
 
  
 
 Looking up at him with a charming smile, his student shrugged easily, worried despite her confident words as she gently leaned back against him, taking comfort in the physical contact. Only recently had he learned the grief and misery that came with being a father figure to a beautiful 'daughter', having warned all of his guards and soldiers to steer clear of the flirtatious young woman. How she had wormed her way into his heart was a mystery, with the simple gesture of reliance enough to put a smile on his face. He felt the hand of the Mother in their meeting, the loss of a Disciple driving him to do something he would never have considered, accepting a half-beast girl as a student. He considered himself fortunate to have met her, as without her, he would still be puffing away at that damnable pipe, complaining of aches and pains with a fogged mind. Instead, he was healthy and spry as ever, feeling strong enough to take on the world.
 
  
 
 After a slight delay to remove the first corpse, a massive warrior stomped his way onto the stage, covered head to toe in plated armor, dark grey and foreboding. A formidable half-beast, and after a cursory check with his chi, Min Gyu laughed aloud and clapped slowly, drawing the eye of everyone present. “Wonderful, wonderful, it turns out the Society is nothing but dog farts and empty boasting. Where are the 'heroes of tomorrow' for us to 'bear witness' to? I expected this to be a match of young talents but instead you fight with purse strings, sending slaves to wear away at your competitors.” Truthfully, there was nothing wrong with the tactic but a little shame went a long way. Even in a hard-fought match, there was little glory to be gained in defeating a slave, no matter how talented.
 
  
 
 Ignoring the laughs and derision, Jia Yang spoke over them, his voice thunderous and commanding. “A slave is more than enough to deal with these savages you've grown so fond of.” A contemptuous sneer crossed his face, his tone disparaging. “It pains me to see a former Hero of the Empire bought so cheaply, brought low by his base desires and flaunting his dalliances in public. Disgraceful.”
 
  
 
 The meaning was lost on Min Gyu until he saw his student lower her head in shame, moving away from him as she whispered an apology beneath her breath. His face heated in anger, not at the insinuation that he was having relations with his student but that they would dare to look down upon her, a youngster so talented they should be grateful to stand in her presence. The laughter instantly quieted, drowned by the howling winds and snapping banners as he summoned the Divine Wind, ready to crush the insolent fool like the bug he was. Sensing his error, the blood drained from Jia Yang's face as he was confronted with true power.
 
  
 
 “Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu! Cease and desist or I will be forced to eject you from the premises.” The Justicar's voice held a hint of urgency, likely realizing the situation was rapidly escalating out of his control.
 
  
 
 Letting out a long breath, Min Gyu let the torrential winds die down, the calm settling over the crowd like a heavy blanket, his display of power awing them into grudging submission. “Hmph, the Mother smiles upon fools and babes. Fortunate for your Society that I am restricted from acting, else I would offer challenge for your insult.” Patting Adujan on the shoulder, he pushed her forward a step to display her. “For today, my student will have to rely on her own strength to exact retribution and repay your insult.” His words said, he Sent her a message. “Worry not about what others say child, you lean on me as much as you like. That is what Teachers are for, to ease the burdens of the student.”
 
  
 
 Seeming to find his courage once again, Jia Yang faked a smile, the concern still clear in his eyes. “Hmph, your 'student' won't have a chance to fight, my bristleboar slave will take care of that runt and end this farce.”
 
  
 
 A disgruntled groan emitted from Senior Captain Alsantset and he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. What was the cause of her distress? Before he could ask, the Justicar announced the start of the match and his attentions returned to the stage, waiting eagerly in anticipation, hoping for a second spectacular demonstration of Rain's skill.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


 
 Holding her breath as she watched her little brother, Alsantset prayed to the Mother to give Rain the peace of mind required to maintain Balance in the face of adversity. Facing a bristleboar for the first time since finding his freedom, Rain stood rigid and motionless before his opponent even though the match had begun. “Do nothing foolish little brother,” she whispered beneath her breath, unwilling to Send a message to him lest it be misconstrued as interfering. “Kill your opponent and be done with it.”
 
  
 
 His first match had been beautifully won, but his actions were excessive, his delight in prolonging his opponent's death going overboard in her eyes. Papa said nothing on the matter, standing silently next to Akanai, their expressions carefully neutral. While travelling with the Banner, she had seen all manner of gruesome and terrible deeds performed, but she took comfort knowing they were carried out by Defiled and bandits, outcasts of civilized culture. To watch her precious little brother do something so vicious while grinning sadistically was heart wrenching, and the damage it caused to his reputation was significant. She cared little what the world thought of him, but for respected Sentinels to shrink back before his actions was a cause for concern.
 
  
 
 Now, with hatred etched clearly on his face, Rain waited as his opponent carefully approached him. Stepping with the right foot and sliding the left, the heavily armoured slave moved slowly, his greatsword held defensively before him, ready to drag out the match and test Rain's skill. A black-iron helmet covered his face, his armor plain and unadorned, his eyes narrowed in focus, warily watching Rain as he approached, both combatants readily ignoring the cheers and taunts.
 
  
 
 Less than 10 meters separated the two when Rain spoke, a hushed silence settling over the crowd as they struggled to hear his soft-spoken words. “Couldn't tell you were a piggy, what with your big helmet. All you little piggies are ugly as fuck, with your flappy jowls and bulbous noses, no wonder your master makes you hide your face.” Moving away at an angle, Rain strode about the stage in measured steps, the distance between the two of them closing as the bristleboar turned his body to face Rain, the closed-faced helmet restricting his peripheral vision. Swinging his arms back and forth, Rain stretched as he paced about, a hateful sneer marring his handsome face. “It's been years since I killed a piggy and I've been itching to kill another ever since. They say you never forget your first, but I always thought I was too merciful, letting him die too easily.” Pointing his sword, he gave a grim smile, his eyes promising pain and violence. “I won't make the same mistake twice. You can only blame yourself for being born a piggy.”
 
  
 
 As he charged forward to exchange blows, Alsantset scolded herself for acting rashly all those years ago, for insisting Rain take vengeance into his own hands. She had thought to give him power over his tormentors, to have his hatred spent and left to die with his captors on that fateful day. It was clear now it had festered deep within him, ingrained into his very being. War had brought out the worst in him, her sweet, mild-mannered little brother turned into a vengeful, gleeful killer. All his frustrations were brought to bear on his enemies, and in his eyes, it was evident the Society and bristleboars rated no better than the Defiled.
 
  
 
 It was a difficult path to walk as a warrior, to see the worst in the world and not allow it to change you, and Rain had seen so much, she should have expected this. His indifference about his past and endearing attitude had fooled her into believing he was without scars, but they were buried deep and the past few months of adversity had brought them to the surface. She cursed herself for not taking actions to help him, too relieved that he had not been Defiled and too busy with her duties and personal problems to accord him attention he so desperately required.
 
  
 
 Well no more. After this matter with the Society was settled, she would bring him home and have him take a leave of absence from the Sentinels, perhaps even permanently. His talents in healing were astounding, let him focus there and leave the fighting for those better suited to it. He was happy at home, spending his days with the twins and quin pups, diligently training on his own, and she should have let him be. Instead she had forced him out into the world to display his skills in warfare, ignoring his temperament and wishes, too wrapped up in her own desires to listen.
 
  
 
 A deafening clash startled her from her thoughts and she focused on the fight at hand. To bring him home, he would first need to survive the day, not only defeating his opponent's, but avoiding Akanai's ire as well. The Chief Provost had shared her plan with them all, to have Rain face off against the Society's most dangerous youngster Zian, but that plan was no longer viable after Rain stepped onto the stage, too eager to balance the scales against their foe. Perhaps it would have been best to share the plan with Rain as well, but she could not fault Akanai for keeping silent. Rain had a tendency to dwell on his worries.
 
  
 
 Frowning at the sight, worry began to gnaw at her stomach, the fight playing out poorly. Rain was too brash, throwing himself at the bristleboar with reckless abandon while his opponent focused on nothing but defense, the greatsword moving ever so slightly to block each one of Rain's furious attacks. Bombarding his opponent with attacks, Rain was tiring himself out needlessly, anger blinding him to reason with no sign of the calm young man who had sparred masterfully with Gerel only a few hours ago. Each swing was chaotic and without purpose other than to inflict pain, his inability to connect giving rise to more fury. Every few strikes, the greatsword would dart out, forcing Rain to leap back from the longer weapon, incapable of breaking past the bristleboar's formidable guard.
 
  
 
 After ten minutes of reckless flailing, the bristleboar stood firm, although not unharmed, a gash to the arm where Rain's sword found purchase and favouring his left foot, her little brother cleverly feinting high to strike low with his shield's edge. Unfortunately, Rain's efforts were in vain as he stood back, his chest heaving with exertion and his weapons barely held up, the smile replaced with a grim subjection. Exhausted by his foolhardy expenditure of energy, his opponent was still fresh while Rain was nearly spent. Upon seeing Rain's slumped shoulders and despairing visage, the bristleboar finally moved to attack, his massive weapon swinging in a downward arc to crush Rain into a pulp. Alsantset's breath caught in her throat, her heart hammering away in her chest as she prayed for his survival.
 
  
 
 The heavy blade parted through the stone as if it were mere water, the shrill shriek of metal and stone paining her sensitive ears. How the weapon had missed escaped her, Rain's thin and overworked arms seeming like wet noodles in comparison to the bristleboar's bulging biceps. He wound up for another two-handed strike, carving a channel through the stage as he swung it about in a figure eight, building momentum in a deadly whirlwind of steel and power. Focusing intently, she watched as Rain's shield raised to meet it, expecting him to crumble under the power behind the strike. The heavy greatsword slid off the curved surface of his new weapon, embedding itself into the stage once again, the stone chips flying about, one piercing through his leather trousers and into his meaty calf.
 
  
 
 Seeing that his cleaving blows were ineffective, the bristleboar brought his weapon back, holding the hilt high above his shoulder with his right hand, the blade balanced on his left, before driving it forward in a powerful thrust. Rain's shield was once again in place to meet it, stepping sideways to avoid the force behind it, parrying the weapon beautifully. Finally, it seemed Rain had regained his focus, perhaps able to turn this around.
 
  
 
 “Good!” She started at the sound of Papa's voice, excitement and pride instilled in the single word, and she scolded herself yet again. Rain needed her support now more than ever, his life on the line. Raising her voice, she shouted wordlessly, cheering him on from the sidelines, Lin, Yan, and Mila joining in. She could see the effect almost instantly, his posture straightening up from their encouragement, but he was immediately struck again, the deflected thrust turning into a sideways slash, crashing directly into his shield. Staggering him to one side, Rain fought to keep his footing while the greatsword looped around for another blow.
 
  
 
 Her eyes locked onto the weapon as it was raised high into the air, scything downwards towards her little brother, Rain's shield raising once more to meet it. The blade swung low, avoiding the shield entirely, a diagonal slash cutting clean through his right calf and into the stone stage, severing foot from leg. The shock and pain were plain to see on his youthful face as he crashed into the stage, his weapons still clutched in both  hands, blood streaming from the stump. A scream sounded, echoing through the field for an eternity, a keening wail of disbelief and despair. It was some time before she realized the scream was hers, as if she could reject the scene before her, change reality to suit her purpose. She charged forward to rescue him, moving barely a single centimeter before crashing into a solid barrier, her legs flying forward from under her as she was lifted backwards. Fighting ferociously, a second arm wrapped around her as she flailed about, desperate to save her little brother from his impending death.
 
  
 
 “Let it be child, let it be.” Her Papa trembled as he hugged her close, his voice dripping with hatred and grief, his chest quivering. “We cannot help him, but we will avenge him if need be. The Society will fall in death and fire, drowning in pain and blood, this I swear.”
 
  
 
 Her anguish overwhelming her, her strength fled as she collapsed into her Papa's arms, seeking comfort which could not be found. She tried to force herself to watch Rain's dying moments, the hateful bristleboar raising his weapon once more for a powerful thrust, keeping his distance from the prone Rain, leaving nothing to chance. Tears streamed down her face, obscuring her vision, and she closed her eyes, unable to bear the pain any longer.
 
  
 
 Die well little brother. May you find peace within the arms of the Mother.
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 Alsantset's heartrending scream fills me with remorse as I weightlessly fall through the air, the world drifting by in slow motion as the last few minutes flash before my eyes, every action taken leading me to one simple conclusion.
 
  
 
 I done fucked up.
 
  
 
 Things were going so well, Other me was awake and after sparring with Gerel, I was confident in our chances of victory. It's a little ridiculous, the guy sleeps for weeks and wakes up with a power-up. Why do I even bother practicing? Then again, he isn't perfect, he can't Hone, or Amplify, or Guide, or really do anything that requires manipulating chi. He's nothing but a stronger, faster, and better all around fighter than I am, so I'd say we're about even. Okay, so I suck, whatever. I'm still useful, I can Hone while he fights, which is kind of a big deal. Besides, he's never really fought before, except against the Demon, and that was just a massive beat down.
 
  
 
 My first real mistake was giving him control for the morning so we could get used to our respective roles. At the trial, the idiot didn't wait for Akanai's permission before climbing on stage, too eager to fight to follow simple instructions. To make matters worse, after he killed our first opponent so fucking brutally, the moment someone said 'bristleboar', my anger took over, both figuratively and literally. God, I was like a retarded monkey, flailing away at my opponent while Other me pleaded for me to back away, but by the time I calmed down enough to pass control over to him, I'd already exhausted our stamina reserves. There's a big difference in fighting in a controlled manner and going full-out, my fury leaving nothing in the tank.
 
  
 
 So here I am, landing heavily on the stone floor as I tuck my chin in and roll with the impact, Other me firmly in control. Things aren't too bad, I think we can still turn this around. It isn't too serious, a clean cut below the knee. I can still hop around on the other foot, right? Plus, I can just reattach it, so long as big piggy leaves me alone for a few minutes.
 
  
 
 Easy Peasy Lemon Squeezy.
 
  
 
 Other me seems to differ in opinion, the pain flooding through me as he retreats into my mind.“I told you brother, you should have let me fight from the beginning. Your ineffective flailing left me with almost no energy; I saw the feint, but couldn't move fast enough to avoid it.”
 
  
 
 “Shut up, I don't want to hear 'I told you so'.” Wrenching myself up into a seated position, I watch the greatsword come lancing towards me and my shield leaps into place, the impact sending me sliding across the stage with a resounding clang. Almost blacking out from the pain, I take notice of the long red streak on the stage, blood spilling from my amputated calf. Without thinking, I circulate my chi to cut off the bleeding, keeping myself alive for a little longer so long as I don't take a sword to the vitals. “Hey, don't leave me hanging here, take over again and kill this piggy.”
 
  
 
 His fatalistic sigh sounds loudly in my head, already giving up. “Why? We lost brother, accept death with dignity.”
 
  
 
 Throwing myself to one side, the greatsword crashes into the stage as I roll away, quickly scrambling to my hands and knees to crawl away on all fours. “Don't be such a little bitch, it's one foot, suck it up. We can still win this! I refuse to die at the hands of a piggy, understand? If you don't think you can kill him, then keep us alive until I figure something out.”
 
  
 
 Grumbling about the pain as he takes over, we scramble away in a three-limbed gait, almost elegant in our movements. The bristleboar stomps forward for yet another thrust, the weapon whistling through the air towards me. Balancing on the edge of my shield, we flip forward to avoid the strike, following through with the momentum in a series of somersaults. The crowd bursts into laughter and jeering at the sight of our acrobatics, but I tell him to ignore it as he mentally grumbles about the indignity of it all.
 
  
 
 “So now what brother? I do not think we can win with one foot, we are near exhaustion.” It's an odd feeling to be detached from my sense, and it takes a moment of concentration to percieve the burning in my chest as I pant and gasp for air.
 
  
 
 “Stay alive and stall for time. Lemme try something.” While we flips and tumble about the stage, repeatedly dodging death by mere millimeters at a time, I open myself to the Energy of the Heavens, feeling it gather around me in a massive torrent. C'mon Awakening, do your thing, blast this piggy with fire or lightning, split apart the stage and crush him, explode his head, something, anything at all. Mother take the wheel, smite my foe with the power of a thousand suns!
 
  
 
 Somewhere, a cosmic cricket chirps away in the silence as the universe ignores my plea, shitting on me one last time before I die again.
 
  
 
 Why can't I ever get a break?
 
  
 
 Almost resigning myself to death, I watch helplessly, unable to come up with a magical solution for this mess. Other me pivots and flips about the stage as the bristleboar attempts to run us down, much to the amusement of the Society. Thankfully, I broke one of his feet in our earlier exchange and he's having trouble keeping pace, but it's only a matter of time now. With no other options coming to mind, I take one last look at my loved ones as we tumble past, burning the image into my mind, praying that if I reincarnate once again, I keep my memories of them all. Off to one side, Fung stands stoically, his hands held behind his back, the very picture of confidence. Akanai's neutral expression watches intently, her body stiff and alert while Husolt hugs her with one arm, a grim expression pasted on his face. Huu stands proud and tall, watching the battle intently with Ghurda, his eyes eerily focused on the match, almost in a trance. Alsantset stands limply in Baatar's embrace, her eyes closed, his stare pained and determined. Little Lin's smiles as she looks me right in the eyes and Mila's face is buried in her hands, while Yan glares murderously at my opponent, restrained by Du Min Gyu with a single hand on her shoulder.
 
  
 
 These are the people who rescued me, healed me, gave me food and shelter, love and friendship without asking for anything in return. If I die here, they will be forced to fight their way out, surrounded by hostile forces. Who knows how many of them will die in their retreat. At the very least, I need to kill my opponent before I fall, winning the match and giving them a chance to win the next three.
 
  
 
 I owe them that much at least.
 
  
 
 Reminded of the stakes at risk, my panic fades and my mind calms as I return to the moment, focusing on the task at hand. Continuing to circulate the Energy of the Heavens around me, I no longer hope for a miracle, taking solace in its warm embrace, healing minor bruises and cuts. The bristleboar limps after me as we deftly avoid strike after strike, our opponent's greatsword moving in large circles, carving through the air and stage, but nothing else, unable to land a killing blow. It's unfair how easily he cuts through stone, such a feat beyond me. I can cut through a metal post, but it takes chi, muscle and momentum to pull off, while he drags his big fucking sword through solid rock like it's butter.
 
  
 
 Another thrust hits us directly, Other me catching the full blow on my shield and leaping with the impact, sailing backwards into a roll. Without pausing, I leap aside and hear the crash of iron and stone, the bristleboar following through and reading my pattern, but I escape unscathed. The minutes continue to pass and the laughter dies down, the crowd turning to insults and heckling, furious at my refusal to die quickly. A few calls of encouragement reach my ears, a familiar, sweet voice cheering me on, Lin unwilling to give up hope, but her words are soon drowned out in a sea of angry voices.
 
  
 
 A flash of lightning illuminates the gloomy atmosphere, a single moment of brilliance before the world is covered in darkness once again.
 
  
 
 ...Bitch, the piggy is over here, you fucking missed.
 
  
 
 The skies echo with thunder as the heavens burst open in a sudden downpour, a heavy curtain of rain falling down with little preamble. In seconds, the stage grows slick with water, Other me unable to move about as nimbly, but neither can my opponent, his footing less stable on the broken and slippery, stone stage. The cold water comes down in steady, pelting waves, obscuring my vision of the crowds as they scurry about to set up awnings as shelter from the storm.
 
  
 
 “How are you doing this brother?” His voice is filled with wonder as he speaks, a fiendish grin stretching across my face. “This rain is invigorating, my fatigue washing away, my body light. Even my senses are sharpened, able to make out individual raindrops, hear his breath beneath his helmet. Well done brother, you were right, we can win this.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 What?
 
  
 
 Keeping my confusion to myself, I remain silent as Other me turns to attack the bristleboar, pivoting on my knee to swipe at his feet. Immediately slipping on the wet stage, we crash into the stones with a thud, the fumble costing us dearly we desperately block a series of attacks. Tumbling end over end from a jarring blow, I heal the bruises and minor fracturing as quickly as I can, trusting in other me to keep us alive while I ponder the mystery of our restored energy. I haven't been doing anything really, besides circulating Heavenly Energy around me. Is that helping, or is it something else? Can I do anything else with it?
 
  
 
 Quickly realizing our opponent is still too strong, Other me returns to stalling for time, alternating between crawling and sliding around the stage, acclimating to the terrain. Energy bursts from within me as time goes on, the bristleboar slowing as he continues to chase me about ineffectively. At the start of the fight, his sword was held high, his hands raised above his shoulders, but now, the signs of weariness are showing, his shoulders dropping and gait slowing, his chest heaving and steps heavy as he follows me around the stage, every swing of his weapon costing him greatly, while we continue to regain our strength.
 
  
 
 Swing and chop, thrust and stomp, he moves ponderously, Other me taking every chance he can to make distance between us, diving and rolling about in the quickly growing puddles. My soaking clothes chill me to the bone, but a smile forms on my face, my cheeks aching from the strain of the engagement, ready to retaliate at a moments notice.
 
  
 
 With a guttural roar, the bristleboar goes all out, his blade slashing diagonally through the rain and spraying water about, but Other me is ready to receive it, deflecting the weapon into the ground before retreating once more, bounding several meters in a one-footed leap. Turning to face our opponent while down on one knee, we stare him down with my shield raised and sword held high. His sword held low, my opponent charges me once more, moving a single step before he jolts to a stop, his beady eyes blinking rapidly in confusion. His chest heaves as he glances down at his greatsword, a quarter of it stuck fast into the stage. Pulling with all his might, the weapon remains fixed in place despite all his laborious efforts, a comical display as he tries to jiggle his sword out of the stone.
 
  
 
 He's out of chi.
 
  
 
 A snarl rips out from between my lips and we leap forward from our kneeling position with arm extended. My shield's blade cleaves through armor, flesh, and bone, cutting cleanly through his knee as we sail past, avoiding any counterattack. A throaty scream rips out from his chest as he struggles to remain upright, leaning heavily on his greatsword.
 
  
 
 Laughing loudly in the pouring rain, Other me smiles creepily at the little piggy, his eyes filled with fear as he stares back at me, his strength spent, his core empty, his life's blood flowing from his leg stump. We move forward to end the fight, but I speak up, erring on the side of caution. “Ignore the piggy, he'll die on his own or pass out soon, no need to take unnecessary risks. He's still like three times my weight, no point getting in close while he can still crush us. Find our foot before it gets washed away, I can reattach it while we wait.”
 
  
 
 Other me crawls around the stage, keeping one eye on our opponent while searching for my lost foot, bubbling with excitement at the turn of events. “Incredible brother, I'm sorry to have doubted you. I see now why you thrived where I would have faded, because you are unyielding! When did you learn to revitalize yourself like that?”
 
  
 
 Uncomfortable with the undeserved praise, I come clean to him about my ignorance and ask, “What do your ancestors have to say about it?”
 
  
 
 Shame flushes through me, his emotions so strong that they are passed onto me as he sheepishly shakes my head. “Er, about that... Since waking, the ancestor's have yet to speak. I didn't want to bring it up because I know how you worry, but I did well, right brother?I still retain the knowledge of their skills and there is more flowing into me as we continue to battle.”
 
  
 
 Lacking control over my lungs, I can't even take deep breaths to calm myself, a phantom twitch twinging at my cheek. This fucking guy... Well, it worked out, sort of, and our current predicament is mostly my fault, so really, he's the hero and I'm just the disembodied voice in his head. God dammit, I've been demoted. I'm a healer, battery pack, and buff bot.
 
  
 
 I'm a fucking support.
 
  
 
 After a few more minutes of searching, we fish my foot out of a puddle while the bristleboar looks on, still ineffectively trying to free his weapon, now kneeling, his stump tied off with his belt to stop the bleeding. With no options but to wait and see, he stares venomously at me while I crawl out towards my corner. Alsantset beams at me, relief and confusion warring on her face, while Lin smiles and waves as I approach, bouncing adorably in place as she strives to catch my attention. Other me waves back, a shy smile on my face while I inwardly groan at his actions. “Please don't wave at people with my severed foot. It's in poor taste.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, sorry brother, I'm unused to ... well everything aside from fighting.”
 
  
 
 “Yea... we'll work on that another time. Don't make eye contact with Akanai and sit down facing the bristleboar.” I think I'll let him deal with her ire this time, I can't handle being on her bad side anymore. See how he likes digging latrines with a spoon.
 
  
 
 Reattaching my foot is a simple process and thanks to the division of labour, I can focus on healing while Other me keeps an eye on my opponent. A short, 15 minute break passes in the blink of an eye, my leg cramping in pain but able to bear my weight. I survived, now all that's left is to kill the piggy, get off the stage, give Alsantset a big hug, and survive my punishment. “Hey, give me control, I'll kill the piggy with a throw.”
 
  
 
 “No need brother. I'll handle this.” The devilish grin breaks out across my face once more as I stalk carefully towards the downed bristleboar, my weapons held up at the ready. God, I don't want to struggle for control of my body, not at such an important time, so he better not fuck this up. My opponent leans feebly against his embedded sword, his head hanging low and body slumped, and I silently pray that he is unconscious, making this a simple kill. Looking at him now, his heavy armour battered and shredded, one foot pulped and the other dismembered, I feel a twinge of sympathy for the bristleboar. In the end, he's only a slave, with no ties to my tormentors, and it isn't right to hate him because he's a bristleboar. Unfortunately, knowing that changes nothing, as irrational hatred can't exactly be reasoned with.
 
  
 
 The battle ends anticlimactically, the bristleboar truly unconscious from blood loss. A simple thrust through the heart of my helpless opponent ends the match, my second victory. Holding my bloody sword up high, Other me celebrates the hard-won fight, earning a smattering of cheers from the Sentinels. I can't really blame them for not being overly enthusiastic, that entire fight was a clusterfuck of epic proportions, making my first victory seem like pure luck. At least now I can wrap myself in something waterproof and watch the rest of the matches.
 
  
 
 Distracted by my thoughts of warm clothes and hot food, I'm too slow to stop Other me spinning to face Jia Yang, my sword pointed in challenge at the imposing warrior. “Two victories I have claimed, but I am not satisfied with my disgraceful display. Send me another slave to kill, so that I can regain my honour.”
 
  
 
 “What the fuck are you doing?!” My mental voice turns into an unmanly screech, unable to believe his stupidity. “We barely fucking survived, and you want to fight again?” Seizing control from him, I struggle to keep the panic off my face, seriously considering just exiting the stage and pretending I didn't say anything.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” I can almost see the pout on his face, his nose raised high in defiance. “We share wealth and hardship, glory and shame. I refuse to be known as the one-legged fool who rolled around in puddles and won through luck. I promise you brother, we can win at least once more, especially if you continue your efforts. It will be easy, I have a plan.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, Other me is kind of OP and the challenge has already been given. Knowing Akanai, I can't just step off the stage after offering challenge like that, but she also won't be too happy that I opened my fat mouth in the first place. On the left we have hammer, and on the right is anvil. Resigning myself to my fate, I return control to other me, trying to not think too much about the punishments in store for me. “Alright, let's hear your plan.”
 
  
 
 All I need to do is be the big hero, and Akanai won't want to punish me.
 
  
 
 Easy enough, right?
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 Standing beneath the awning, Jia Yang fumed in anger as he stood stiff backed, eyes focused intently on the young man standing onstage. The clouds continued raining down, resulting in a constant thrum of raindrops as they merged to form a sheet of water cascading down in front of him. A jagged fork of lightning flashed in the distance, brightening the murky morning for an instant and illuminating the little savage, standing tall, victorious and defiant.
 
  
 
 The match had started so well, the Bekhai runt skilled but inexperienced, making his first victory seem like luck as the minutes passed, unable to break through the bristleboar's guard. Yang had erred in instructing the bristleboar to delay and draw out the match, the runt's confident attitude fooling him too well. Even then, victory seemed within his grasp for the majority of the match, but that hateful runt was without shame, crawling and rolling about in a dishonourable spectacle. The worthless slave could not kill the runt cleanly and after disgracing the Society, the slave had died a dog's death. Having lost two matches already, the Society was now being challenged for a third time by some unknown savage.
 
  
 
 Utterly humiliating.
 
  
 
 Beside him, Zian spoke through clenched teeth. “Uncle, we cannot let this insult stand. Allow me to champion the Society and end this farce. The arrogant runt is exhausted and spent, he will fall easily.”
 
  
 
 “No, you cannot send him to battle.” On the other side, his sister chimed in, offering her opinion unasked. “You cannot sense it little Zian, but the savage has been channelling the Energy of the Heavens for some time now. What's more, you saw how he reattached his foot, a delicate and complicated task completed in a quarter-hour under less than ideal conditions. Who knows what else he is capable of? True, his energy is spent, so why risk my son when you can send a slave in to end it?”
 
  
 
 Remaining silent as mother and son traded thoughts aloud, he carefully considered the situation, searching for serenity in the face of raging anger. An important decision was before him, the third match between the Society of Heaven and Earth and the Bekhai. After two losses, he could no longer look down on him, this strong-willed barbarian winning through perseverance. With this weather and the poor condition of the stage, Zian was at a clear disadvantage, unused to such irregular conditions while the runt was in his element. Worse, to allow the Bekhai three victories would set tongues to wagging, critical of the Society for killing a 'rising dragon'. The citizens loved to talk of their heroes, almost as much as they loved a dark horse, and this child would be both to them.
 
  
 
 A slave was out of the question, for now. To acquiesce to the runt's demand would result in a loss of face, one he could not stomach after those two disastrous matches, but sending Zian out against Ying's wishes was almost as objectionable. Turning to the OuYang Elder, he cocked his head in question, seeking an opinion.
 
  
 
 A silent reply sounded in his mind. “Hmph, your little Situ princeling lacks his mother's permission, so you hope to send our OuYang clan's little Patriarch to fight? Disgraceful to think that such a weakling is lauded as the most talented youth.” Speaking aloud, the OuYang Elder flicked his sleeves whilst sneering arrogantly. “Little Patriarch, go forth and cleanse this stain from the honour of the Society. Remember, a Lion uses its full strength, even when fighting a rabbit.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you Elder for this opportunity. Await my victorious return.” Clasping his hands and bowing before the Elder, a young man in resplendent armour leaped powerfully onto the stage, a resounding crash echoing as his feet sank into the broken stone. Cheering erupted from the crowd, building up quickly into a cacophony of approval as the soldiers bashed weapons against shields, primed for victory after two disappointing defeats. With the emblem of his clan displayed prominently on his back, and only a small patch on his shoulder to show his loyalty to the Society, the young warrior looked every bit like a handsome military hero, his weapon held casually over both shoulders, a dagger-spear with a vibrant red tassel. With an unceremonious, one-handed sweep of the weapon, he launched the slave's corpse from the stage, scattering the raindrops as it soared through the air, a powerful display of strength from their champion.
 
  
 
 After acknowledging the praise of the crowd and signalling for quiet, he pointed his weapon at the runt and roared out his challenge. “This one is OuYang Yu Jin, 24 years old, Senior Captain of the Imperial Army, Little Patriarch of the OuYang Clan, Adherent to the Society. Reprehensible savage, prepare to meet your fate.”
 
  
 
 The cheers shook the field, the young hero accustomed to working the crowd, raising the morale of his allies while demoralizing his enemies with their fervour. Unperturbed, the runt stood easily, his shield held low and sword resting easily on his shoulder, an arrogant look on his hateful face. The cheers continued until Yu Jin returned to his corner and the Justicar held his hands up for silence once more. Yu Jin was a talented duelist, Zian only able to hold his own against the warrior due to his control of chi and Aura. Where Yu Jin held the advantage was his experience, having fought in 11 life and death duels, whereas Zian was still unblooded.
 
  
 
 Yang could already see this ending quickly on the first pass, Yu Jin settling into his stance for an unstoppable charge, the Heart Seeking Flash. A single step to cover massive distance in the blink of an eye, the runt would die in an instant from this ultimate attack. Inspired by a combination of 3 forms, it was unparalleled in speed, power, and accuracy, a fearsome strike especially in the dueling ring, the close quarters working to his advantage. It was a more respectable death than the enemy deserved, but Yang would show no mercy to the other Bekhai.
 
  
 
 “Begin.”
 
  
 
 The Justicar had barely finished saying the word when Yu Jin launched into action, water and stones exploding from under his feet, evidence of his forceful charge. Closing the distance in an instant, an arrow leaping from the bow, weapon aimed at the Bekhai runt's heart. Connecting with a deafening impact, the runt went tumbling head over heels backwards and off the edge of the stage, the match over in the blink of an eye.
 
  
 
 Laughter bubbled up from within his chest, but it quickly froze in his throat, his eyes straining in disbelief at the scene before him. Upon the stage, the raindrops plinking off his armor, readily heard in the suffocating silence that followed aborted cheers, lay Yu Jin, face down and motionless. Blood seeped from his shoulder, washing away quickly in the downpour as he lay upon his spear, as if embracing it in peaceful sleep. Protruding from his left shoulder, the runt's sword was embedded to the hilt, the blade buried deep in Yu Jin's flesh, undoubtedly having pierced his heart and killing him instantly.
 
  
 
 Replaying the brief exchange in his mind, Yang frantically set task, trying to understand what just happened. Yu Jin's spear was more than 2.5 meters long, the runt's sword only 35 centimeters. What's more, Yu Jin stood head and shoulders above the runt, adding even more to the discrepancy in range. With how quickly his body was thrown back, it should have been impossible for the runt to counter attack, especially so precisely and at such an angle.
 
  
 
 The blood drained from his face as he realized the only possible explanation: the runt threw his sword, killing Yu Jin before they clashed, the mere momentum of his corpse enough to send the runt off the stage. Was the decision made after seeing Yu Jin's charging stance? No, his sword in place for an easy throw the entire time, resting on his shoulder, arm cocked and ready. Even after working out the puzzle, Yang felt dubious of the situation. What sort of warrior threw his weapon away at the first exchange? If the throw missed or was deflected, would that not spell certain death? It was madness!
 
  
 
 A mocking laugh broke the tranquility of the field, the runt clambering to his feet. Lifting himself to sit on the edge before swinging his legs onto the stage, he appeared none the worse for wear but for a little mud, brushing himself off lightly as he stood. “What a fucking joke. The slave was more challenging than either of your 'heroes of tomorrow'. Send out another slave so I can have a good match. This is pathetic.”
 
  
 
 His words were a lit match thrown upon spilled oil, the Bekhai erupting into victorious cheers, celebrating their third victory at the hands of the little savage, their hopes still alive as they spit into the eye of the Society. Discord rose up from his people, angry yells and exclamations of disbelief as the Justicar declared the match in favour of the Bekhai, many of the soldiers still unclear of how Yu Jin had fallen. Their ire raised, the Society adherents began pushing and shoving, calling for blood and working themselves into a frenzy at the indignity of it all, to be so insulted by some worthless savage, it was almost too much to bear. Weapons were drawn and raised as they protested the decision, the Bekhai also readying their weapons to receive the charge, both sides edging forward, yearning to meet in open battle.
 
  
 
 “Enough.” The Justicar's voice echoed through the field, calming the soldiers as they sheepishly stepped back into line. The mood was dangerously volatile, ready to erupt into violence at the mere hint of foul play. “This is a trial between champions and you are here only to witness. Restrain yourselves, or be Sanctioned.”
 
  
 
 The eyes of the Justicar landing upon him and Yang found himself in a cold sweat, his saber somehow in hand as he froze before the gaze of a man authorized by the Emperor to enforce His laws. A word from the Justicar and the adherents would be split, divided between loyalty to the Empire and the Society. Sheathing his weapon heavily, he took several deep breaths, staring hatefully at the Bekhai runt, watching as he smiled proudly and walked towards the corpse of Yu Jin. Standing to one side, the runt glanced directly at Yang as his foot trod upon the corpse's shoulder, carefully atop the Society's emblem, before leaning over to unceremoniously pull out his sword in a spray of blood.
 
  
 
 Too far, the runt went too far. “Zian, go out and kill him.” Ying immediately tried to interject, but he turned his glare upon her, silencing her with an upraised palm. “He is my disciple and I am his Mentor. Deny this, and I will wash my hands of him, sister. I will not send a slave to end this and Zian is the strongest warrior present who can take the stage.” Turning to his nephew, he gripped the boys shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “You are powerful and well armed, a favoured son of the Situ Clan. You have received the finest training available and wear a runic breastplate which can stop several blows. Show no fear, but take caution. Unleash your aura and end it immediately, winning glory for Clan and Society.”
 
  
 
 His nephews eyes were eager and tinged with both anxiety and hatred. “Yes Mentor, I will win. He will not die an easy death.”
 
  
 
 Tightening his grip, Yang hissed at his nephew. “Idiot disciple, did you not hear me? Kill him without delay, there is something amiss here. Forget his origins, forget his debacle with the slave, he has killed two of your peers with a single strike each. Would you dare claim the ability to do the same?” Seeing the objection in his eyes, Yang shook the boy hard. “No need to fear him, but do not underestimate him. This is a life and death duel, approach it with vigilance and care. Do your duty and return to my side.”
 
  
 
 “Yes ... Uncle.” Understanding the grim situation, the young man moved towards the stage, barely glancing at the corpse of his rival as the OuYang Elder carried it past, cradled in his arms like a child. Yang felt no satisfaction in his death, the loss of Yu Jin a heavy blow to the OuYang clan, but also to the Society. So long as Zian returned, he would be unparalleled in his generation, in position to bring the Situ clan to new, soaring heights, but if the other clans and sects lacked strength, the Society of Heaven and Earth faced difficult times ahead. A costly feud thus far, young shoots plucked too early.
 
  
 
 Ying's hands closed around his bicep and she leaned into him for comfort, so he reached up and covered her hands with his own, his eyes never leaving his beloved nephew. “He will win. Rain is a formidable opponent, but Zian has talent beyond any I have seen, smiled upon by the Mother. He will win.” He repeated it beneath his breath, unsure if it was for his sister's benefit, or his own. The two champions squared off against one another, and no cheers followed Zian's introduction, both sides silently awaiting the Justicar as this fourth match took place.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “What the fuck dude, you said one more fight!” My tone is whiny and petulant, but I don't care. Three duels to the death in one day is three too many. “Why are we still here?”
 
  
 
 “No need for worry brother, these Society wastrels are nothing before us. Didn't you just watch my plan play out perfectly? That barely counts.” Confident and brash, he stands in my body with a cocky smile on my face as he waits out my opponent's introduction. “They are too arrogant, rushing idiotically to their deaths. Victory is as simple as turning over my hand.” The irony of his statement seems lost on him, the most arrogant one around.
 
  
 
 “Don't bullshit me, we almost died from a corpse crashing into us and this guy is way more badass. You know how I know he's bad-ass? He has two fucking sabers in his hands and is wearing a shimmering breastplate! I haven't met a single other person who uses two weapons at the same time, and what the fuck is that armour made of? He's wearing a fucking unique purple gear while we're here dressed in common whites.”
 
  
 
 He replies as if speaking to a simple child, his words spoken clearly and slowly. “We have two weapons, brother, and we are dressed in brown leather.”
 
  
 
 “No, we have one tiny sword and a shield with an even tinier blade attached, that does not make two weapons.” Were I not an ethereal spirit without form, I would be trembling as I pace around, but failing to do so, I continue to chatter, healing the bruises on my chest where that giant oaf crashed into me. “You know Mila is like 10 times stronger than we are and she's probably pissed about standing on the sidelines, so we're going to have to deal with that if we survive, even Yan and Huu probably want a piece of the action, not to mention Akanai, who I bet wants her daughter up here to gain fame or renown or whatever, which is just the kind of fucked up, backwards, warrior culture that she ascribes to.”
 
  
 
 “Brother, calm yourself. Trust in me and all will be well. Akanai will not punish us, not after our spectacular performance. Did you hear those cheers? Not only from Lin and our friends, but everyone applauding our efforts. Soon, they will cheer for us once more, so pay attention this time and try to enjoy it.” The easy grin on my face makes me want to take control and slap the shit out of myself, but that would be counter productive right now. I'll do that after this is over, assuming I survive. I should have taken control after he fell into the mud and high-tailed it out of here, stupid stupid stupid.
 
  
 
 Akanai's voice sounds out in my head, and her message sends chills down my spine.“Rain, be careful, this young man is formidable, capable of condensing his aura. Fight well, Sentinel.” Oh god, that was a warning, she's worried about me. Akanai. Worried.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Oh god, I'm fucked.
 
  
 
 No, no, Other me has a handle on this, he'll kill this punk without breaking a sweat, easy peasy.
 
  
 
 “...Brother, what is aura?”
 
  
 
 Yep, definitely fucked. “... I dunno.”
 
  
 
 The Justicar announces the start of our match, and my body tenses as Other me prepares to receive the attack. Unlike the other two society warriors, this one is slim and lithe, with a girlish face peeking out from his open-faced helm. His armour glimmers in every colour despite the gloom, the rain petering off as the storm clouds move further away, a drizzle which plasters his helmet plume to the metal. His steps are steady and unhurried, his swords held crossed before him as he approaches cautiously, without a single wasted movement. No flourishes, no grandstanding, this guy is here to fight and it shows in his eyes that he views me as a worthy opponent.
 
  
 
 Contrarily, Other me breaks out into a cocky grin, banging sword and shield together as he steps forward, loudly taunting my opponent. “Seems you're a little smarter than the other two. Makes this more fun, it's so dreary sitting through all their speeches and cheering for only a mere moment of pleasure. It's probably how your mother felt on her wedding night, all that build-up for a disappointing finish.”
 
  
 
 C'mon man, mom jokes? Tasteless, especially since she's watching. And super hot. Like damn.
 
  
 
 Seeing our opponent not take the bait, Other me continues to taunt him as we walk steadily closer to one another, still more than 20 meters apart. “But then again, I suppose it was good practice for further disappointments, seeing how she has a worthless son who will die young and without accomplishment. I heard it, you have no fancy title for yourself, no ranking or achievements, nothing but a rich man-child who's never suffered a day in his life.” Changing directions, Other me begins to stalk him in a circle, our opponent's steady pace unwavering as he continues his approach. “Is this your first fight to the death? I can see you quivering, ready to piss your pants, struggling to swallow your fear with every step. Did the Society run out of talented warriors so quickly, sending a little lamb to the slaughter? No matter, I am happy to kill you, and then I will find your mother and comfort her on the loss of a son.” Other me laughs loudly, a sneer across my face. “Perhaps I'll even put a child in her belly, let her know the joy of raising a true warrior.”
 
  
 
 He continues to verbally jab at our opponent, the distance closing between us. “...cut your eyes out and...” 15 meters. “... my sword digging at your organs...” 10 meters. “...until your shit spe--”. His words cut out at 5 meters and I'm thrust into control, panic breaking out across my face as I try to understand what happened, paralyzed with indecision.
 
  
 
 A victorious cry snaps me out of it, a saber slashing towards me and on reflex, my shield rising to block as I retreat, avoiding the second slash through pure luck, my cowardice saving my life. Settling into my stance, hiding most of my body behind my shield, my sword held close to parry, I wait for my opponent's next move, his frustration clear. Using the brief pause, I frantically message Other me. “Hey... Brother? You there?” Silence is my only answer as I retreat slowly from my opponent, watching warily as he stands shocked, staring murderously at me. “Helllooooo, earth to crazy me, we have a crisis here, please respond.”
 
  
 
 A deep gasp echoes within my mind, startling me. “You cannot feel it?” His voice is weak and distant, as if muffled by a pillow. “Something is suppressing me, I'm unable to even breathe in his presence, like a weight pressing down upon my entire body. You will need to fight him, in this you are stronger than I. Find victory, or die well brother.” God dammit, you had ONE job!
 
  
 
 Staring back at my opponent, he begins his approach once again, steadily closing the distance between us. My mouth dries in fear as I back away, my heartbeat hammering in my ears as my body begins to shiver, the young warrior terrifying me more than anyone I have ever met, despite his stately and dignified manner. My mind fixates on one tiny detail I missed in my earlier panic; Akanai called him 'formidable'. That's a compliment.
 
  
 
 She's never complimented me, the highest praise I've received from her was 'barely passable'.
 
  
 
 I could almost cry.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 
 






      Chapter 115 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The silence is getting to me.
 
  
 
 Tens of thousands of spectators fill the field, packed together like arrows in a quiver as they stare hatefully across at one another. Absent of any yells and taunts, applaud and support, the ambience is heavy and disquieting, a hushed atmosphere quiet as the grave, with only the sound of banners snapping in the wind to accompany my death match.
 
  
 
 An ominous presence stalks towards me, my legs giving ground before the young hero, awe-inspiring in his multicoloured breastplate and shoulder guards, leg-guards clanking and glistening as the morning light breaks through the clouds. Delicately grasping his ornate twin sabers, his eyes narrow in concentration, swinging his weapons about energetically in an eye-catching pattern meant to deceive and distract. His feet move in semi-circular steps, staying low and close to the stage, a careful gait, his center of gravity low and his shoulders squared, facing me at all times.
 
  
 
 A lump forms in my throat as I smack my lips, trying to moisten my mouth, panting behind my shield as I shuffle back, unable to muster the courage to face him head on. My arms and legs are like jelly, my stomach rumbling, too afraid to do anything but retreat away from his terrifying existence, wishing for the strength to turn around and dive off the stage, only certain death keeping me from following through.
 
  
 
 Why is this so difficult? Even with Other me made irrelevant somehow, I have faced down Society assassins and soldiers, Defiled and Demons. Where has my courage gone? In front of the girly man-child, my body is tense and shivering, reverting back into that helpless slave in the mines, unable to do anything to defend himself.
 
  
 
 Weak.
 
  
 
 Afraid.
 
  
 
 Worthless.
 
  
 
 I will never be him, not again. I have changed; I have grown; I have learned.
 
  
 
 I am Rain, Sentinel of the People, and I will win.
 
  
 
 Roaring in a blend of terror and challenge, I plant my feet and smash my weapons together, standing firm against my opponent, my determination giving me strength. Stepping to the left, Zian's saber slashes out in a probing strike. Blocking with my shield, the tremor pierces through the metal and into my body, rattling my teeth, my inner organs trembling in the aftershocks. With no idea how to stop it, all I can do is grit my teeth and bear it.
 
  
 
 A second strike goes low, the tip digging across my thigh as I hop back, and a heavy thrust sends me staggering away. Like a gong signalling his attack, he surges forward aggressively, swinging left and right in a frenzy of motion, circling around me as he attacks. Block and parry, slash and thrust, our weapons chime in song as I struggle to stay alive, a discordant, staccato melody which heralds my doom. The steady blows ring against my shield, deflecting his barrage of attacks aimed to throw me off-balance, buying time to gather my thoughts.
 
  
 
 Fear is nothing new to me, just deal with it, let it be. Remember my training, read his pattern, anticipate and act. He isn't perfect, his attacks are systematic, a practiced routine, otherwise it would be impossible for him to control both swords. I've tried using two weapons and it's more of a hindrance at first. It takes rhythm and order to use both without getting in your own way.
 
  
 
 Weathering the storm of unending blades, I study his movements carefully, my mind tranquil and focused, committing his patterns to memory in mind and muscle. The left sword jabs, the right sword executes, his habits easily spotted; Left slash, right thrust, right hook, left chop, his favoured attacks. Done in varying orders at varying angles, there is little deviation from these four moves, sometimes doubling up and attacking with both weapons at once. While unable to freely manipulate each weapon, his ever-changing pattern of attacks is enough to defeat me, eventually. All this information comes at a cost, paid for in nicks and cuts, his weapons too fast and accurate for me to defend unscathed, but it is worth it.
 
  
 
 Taking advantage of a pause in his rhythm, my body moves forward for the first time in this exchange, Prancing Stride and Rising Steps, toe, heel, slide and step. Smashing aside an anticipated thrust, my shield rams into his chest, rocking him back. Darting Fang and Uplifts the Sequoia, my sword whistles towards his throat at an upward angle. Swept wide with a flick of his saber, my opponent twirls aside. Momentum carries me past him, my back open and vulnerable. Desperately twisting my body, my shield moves in place just in time to connect with his spinning slash, sending my overextended body crashing to the stone stage.
 
  
 
 Fuck, that was close.
 
  
 
 Sliding to a stop, I spring back up in a defensive stance, immediately retreating before his ferocious onslaught, my failed attack emboldening him, gaining confidence with each exchange. Left and right, up and down, his weapons flash in a flourish of steel and blood. Pain barely registers as his blade bites lightly into my forearm, then my shoulder, followed by an errant stab opening a gash in my cheek, more of his attacks finding their way past my defences as he too begins to read my patterns. Let him have these cuts, they mean nothing. I've suffered worse, endured through it all, and come out stronger for it.
 
  
 
 Distracted by a feint, my shield going low to block as his other weapon is thrust towards my chest. My sword moves to intercept, deflecting it slightly to carve through my meaty shoulder. Clenching my teeth, I move in against the thrust, the weapon sawing painfully against my collarbone, angling my sword to pierce his face.
 
  
 
 The panic in his eyes is unmistakable as he disengages, spinning away once again, his weapons twirling defensively around him in frantic effort to keep me away. He retreats to a safe distance, more than 10 meters away, warily watching as I stand, bleeding but undefeated, weapons held at the ready. His face twists in a grimace of alarm and anger, pausing to calm himself and assess the situation.
 
  
 
 My cheek burns as I glare at him, our match at a standstill as blood slowly drips down my neck and chest. Channelling my inner Akanai, I try to appear as threatening as possible, hoping to delay him. Fucking right bitch, I'm a scary motherfucker, so stay over there for a little longer while I figure out how to kill you. Take all the time you need to get ready, I'm dangerous. Yea, stay. Sit. Good boy. No, no good boy, but stay.
 
  
 
 Taking deep breaths to steady myself for round two, my chi begins to circulate as I take stock of and repair my injuries. My jawbone might be exposed, my collarbone is definitely exposed, and the rest is minor. No arteries nicked, no bones broken, our short exchange sees me on the losing end, but that's fine. My sword has yet to bleed him, but my injuries are superficial, the taut pulling of my wounds indication of my well-practiced skills. Zian's eyes widen in unease, swallowing visibly as he watches my flesh knit itself together before his eyes. Smiling darkly at him, I take immense satisfaction in his discomfort, despite knowing that the healing is superficial. Yea that's right, your attacks were useless. Believe it, despair, and just walk off the stage now. Please.
 
  
 
 “Brother, the affliction has eased now that we are at a distance.” His tired voice is subdued as he whispers in my mind. “I do not understand what is happening. As soon as we approached him, my strength withered away, my every instinct screaming at me to cower and hide, unable to control our body. I am sorry brother, for failing you once more.”
 
  
 
 Frowning slightly, I inspect my opponent with a clear mind, mulling over the new information, mostly surprised that Other me can feel fear. From this distance, Zian doesn't seem so impressive, just a willowy young man in armour almost too heavy for him. Don't get me wrong, he's intimidating; I'd rather not fight him and I'm super jealous of his armor, but he lacks... something. Skilled and cautious, powerful and fast, he's well above me in skill, but that's not exactly uncharted territory for me.
 
  
 
 Why am I so terrified of him? Ignoring my bloodthirsty adventures in war, even the Society pursuers had more presence than Zian. Before we traded blows, I was already gasping for breath, my stomach in cramps, ready to shit myself before a horde of spectators, but now, from a distance? He seems no different from the other two Society brats, menacing and dangerous, but that's it. If Other me felt the same, then it's not my cowardice that's the problem.
 
  
 
 Remembering Akanai's words, my frown deepens as I bounce ideas off my inner self. “Aura maybe? Makes sense, fits the word and what I experienced, an aura of terror, I guess.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps. You can feel it as well? How are you able to move?”
 
  
 
 “Fight or die, not much of a choice there.” Inwardly shaking my head, I give up on trying to figure it out. “Nothing we can do about the aura except fight through it. Any other thoughts coach?”
 
  
 
 He pauses for a moment before answering. “He favours slipping to your left, thinking it safe. Keep your shield a little lower so you do not obstruct your vision. Try aiming lower with your attacks, but know that when you attack his face, he retreats.”
 
  
 
 Rudely interrupting my planning session, Zian charges me, weapon pointed for a thrust, unwilling to give me more time to heal. A wave of dread crashes into me as he closes, but this time, it flows through me as I accept the terror, my body tensing for a moment before I push it aside and relax, ready to fight once more. Sidestepping the charge, my sword slashes low, aiming for his exposed knee. Instantly coming to a halt, the slash comes short and his saber hooks around my shield's blade, pulling it aside. His second saber connects twice, piercing my exposed shoulder and chest, two shallow thrusts before he slides away, avoiding my response, my sword again passing through empty air.
 
  
 
 Well, that didn't work. This little bitch is too scared to take a cut. That works out in my favour though, if he was willing to get cut, I'm pretty sure I'd be dying now. Then again, so would he and it'd be a race to see who dies first, and I've already demonstrated my healing abilities. My frustration mounts as he dances and weaves about, stepping in to strike before fading away before I can retaliate, his movements light as a feather, almost sliding across the stage at will, cutting me repeatedly, giving me no time to heal out of combat.
 
  
 
 A ringing strike glances off my scalp, the pain barely registering through the haze, and I hunker down behind my shield, but Zian has adapted to my defensive pattern. A one-two rhythm of slashes knocks me aside as he circles me, followed by a delayed chop which I narrowly parry, stinging my palms and threatening to disarm me.
 
  
 
 Leaping back, I move away without warning and Zian follows without hesitation, pressing his advantage. His feet slide across the stage, kicking aside stones and puddles, spraying water in his wake. His sabers are in continuous motion, scything through the air in a rapid-fire slashes as he tries to close the distance, exposing the weakness of his exquisite footwork. Meant for dueling, his shallow, concave steps are slower when moving in straight lines, sacrificing consistent speed for instantaneous burst and versatility.
 
  
 
 His foot slips on a loose stone, hidden inside a puddle, and I leap at the opening, rejoicing in my good fortune. Raising my sword high to feint, I dart forward and stomp hard on his foot, crashing into him shoulder to chest. My shield traps his sabers between our bodies and my sword hilt cracks into his helmet, his head lowered to take the blow. Shoving his head down, I run my shield's blade across his neck with a metallic screech and my knee slams into his unguarded face with an audible crack. Reeling back, blood streams from his broken nose as my opponent swings his swords ineffectively before him, a bird with a broken wing struggling to distance himself. Remaining in place to catch my breath and heal, his tyrannical aura slipping from me, a heavy weight lifted from my shoulders.
 
  
 
 No blood spurting from his neck, no gasping for breath or falling to his knees, instead, he reaches up to touch his throat, displaying a steel neck-guard without a single scratch. The blood drains from his face as he reflects upon his near death while I struggle to hide my distress. What is that armor made of? Is everything he wearing that durable? Can I afford to assume it isn't? I can cut through metal with a Honed weapon, but if his full body armour is impenetrable, a failed killing blow will leave me open and vulnerable to a counter. I can only aim for the gaps, beneath the shoulder, between elbow and forearm, above the wrist and knees, and of course, his face.
 
  
 
 My options are limited and even though I can hold my own against him, it's clear he is the superior duelist. All he needs to do is keep me from closing in and victory will eventually fall into his lap. Resisting the urge to vomit, his repeated attacks have shaken me to the core, my mind woozy from a gushing scalp wound, my clothes tattered and wet with gore. My legs unsteady from blood loss and arms heavy, struggling to keep my sword and shield up, I heal my wounds while I wait for my opponent to act, feigning strength once again.
 
  
 
 That was my best chance to win so far and I fucking blew it. Time for another approach, no more standing out in the open. Slowly shuffling backwards to the closest corner, Zian follows at a distance, apprehensive after our last exchange. With the Society at my back, their angry jeering starts once again as I settle into my stance, facing Zian and my people. I'd rather they didn't watch my death up close and personal, so it works out better this way.
 
  
 
 Looking at the young, tired warrior standing before me, I replay our match in my mind, going over his every action. It's strange, despite his overwhelming advantage, he holds back with his attacks, not daring to commit to killing me for fear of retaliation. Instead, he's trying to wear me down, make sure I can't fight back when he goes for the kill. Untested and without accomplishment, like Other me said, taunting him before we began. When it comes right down to it, he's a coward, like me. A scared kid thrust into a death match, risking his life for the first time.
 
  
 
 I can use that to my advantage.
 
  
 
 Exhaling slowly, I shift into an offensive posture, my shield's blade pointed directly at Zian. Giving him my best smile, blood dribbles from my mouth as I challenge him, gesturing for him to approach. “Enough dancing. Stand and fight.”
 
  
 
 Glowering furiously, he hesitates while deliberating his options, my best-case scenario. Give me time to heal while you debate, I can wait all day. I'd prefer it, actually. With only a meter's distance to the edge, if he moves too far left or right, he risks being shoved from the ring, an automatic loss, leaving him with no choice but to approach head on, something he's been avoiding from the start. Always moving to my left, the safe side, hiding in front of my shield while I hide behind it.
 
  
 
 Well, I'm not hiding anymore, so what are you going to do?
 
  
 
 Seconds pass as I stare him down, Zian's eyes flicking to the crowd as they grow in volume, gaining confidence from their cheers and encouragement. For a second, his eyes lock with someone in the crowd, his mother, Mentor, or maybe his sweetheart, I don't know, but his weapons drop slightly, his grip loosened in a moment of distraction.
 
  
 
 Rookie mistake.
 
  
 
 Balance on Windy Leaf, into Pierce the Horizon, I charge out, sword aimed for his eyes. Ducking back, he moves to avoid the thrust, sabers lashing out to dissuade me. My shield intercepts one, but the second saber bites deep, thrust deep into my right lung and bursting out my back.
 
  
 
 Retreats when I attack his face. Right. Well... He retreated... Sort of...
 
  
 
 At least he didn't chop my head off.
 
  
 
 Give flesh, break bones.
 
  
 
 A slash of my shield slices through his left arm at the elbow, the hand still grasping the saber embedded deep in my flesh. His inhuman scream quiets the crowd, a clear clarion call of defeat. My shield smashes into his face with a wet crack, abruptly quieting his wailing and leaving him dazed. Winding up, I backhand him a second time, my arm numbing at the impact. In a spray of blood and spit, his teeth go flying into the crowd as he staggers aside, tumbling off the stage with a crash.
 
  
 
 My sword slips from my fingers and clatters loudly to the stage in the silence that follows, my breathing laboured. I reach for the saber in my chest, every breath bringing new agony, and I grip the blade, my only thought to remove this weapon from my flesh. White-hot pain surges through my mind as I tear it from my chest, my lung burning as it fills with blood, my chest spasming as I sputter and cough, expelling fluid from my lungs.
 
  
 
 Tossing the weapon aside, my chi circulates through me as I crash to my knees, my arms hanging weakly at my sides, frothy blood dribbling from my mouth. Taking a deep, gurgling breath, a wet helpless, unhinged laugh erupts from my chest, echoing across the field, only ending in a choking cough as I spit out a glob of blood.
 
  
 
 Woo. Winning.
 
  
 
 Staring up at the bright, morning sky, the sun peeking out through the dispersing clouds, my mind fixates on just how beautiful it really is. Feeling nothing besides exhaustion and pain, I want nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep for days. A cool stream of energy envelopes me, and knowing the worst has passed, I close my eyes for a well deserved rest.
 
  
 
 Four fights, four victories, one mine.
 
  
 
 Let someone else pick up the spare, I've earned a break.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Cheers erupted from her Sentinels as Akanai stood proudly at stage side, their voices deafening and exuberant in honour of their champion. The better warrior lost today, and Rain's hard-fought victory was the result of dedication and determination, not superior skill or luck, plain to see for all present.  The gore-soaked youth knelt upon the stage, his armour in tatters, flesh in ribbons, bleeding profusely as he laughed into the heavens, rejoicing in his triumph.
 
  
 
 A magnificent performance.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 For the most part.
 
  
 
 As soon as the Justicar announced the boy's victory, the pup leaped on stage and was quickly followed by Taduk, two mother hens rushing over to fuss over the boy's injuries. As they approached, the boy closed his eyes and the blood spurting from his chest wound slowed to a trickle, but whether that was his own work or Taduk's, she could not say. The prideful little warrior tried to refuse aid, struggling to his feet with a smile upon his face, staring out at the crowd and reveling in their cheers, his arm shooting up in victory as he shuffled back towards his people, pain and joy warring in his expression, seeming younger and more childlike than before.
 
  
 
 To think she almost dragged him offstage a handful of times, his four matches leaving her short of breath as she traversed the peaks and valleys of joy and despair. Killing his first opponent with ease, he then proceeded to struggle desperately with his second, to the point where she readied to signal their retreat and fight her way out. Lamenting his luck in facing a bristleboar, she grimaced as she watched him fight without thinking, mindlessly flailing away at his opponent, at a loss on how to help him through his anger. Normally so timid and quiet, in his rage he seemed a different animal, furious and frothing at the mouth, a rabid beast hungering for blood.
 
  
 
 What followed was anything but glorious and her eyes were closed in thanks when he offered challenge once again, sending her temper flaring. Only the joint efforts of the pup and her husband kept her from charging up to beat some sense into the boy, the most frustrating young man she ever had the displeasure of meeting. His quick, third victory earned him redemption in her eyes, but once again his venomous mouth opened before she could stop him, distracted by her musings of his plan of attack. The boy left himself no option should the throw fail, the momentum of his charging opponent crashing into him head on. A risky, desperate venture she did not approve of, nor did she believe he had the guts to do so. A happy accident that he won, and her gut churned at the arrival of his fourth opponent, Situ Jia Zian.
 
  
 
 Her hopes for an easy victory were cruelly dashed when she watched them meet, Rain unable to defend against Zian's Aura. He was supposedly able to resist: she had even tested him in secret, but it seemed she had misjudged the situation, that he relied on nothing but willpower to deflect her probing. Pride and horror warred within her at the knowledge of how he weathered her aura, even charging a Demon unprotected, a young man so beset by fear, yet still acting heroically in spite of it. She remembered her first time being subjected to Aura, how she quivered helplessly before the Army recruitment officer after proudly announcing herself as a victor of the Contest, a foolish child who knew nothing of the world at large. Watching Rain struggle to fight in the face of abject terror, the pressure of Zian's Aura weighing heavily on him, yet still able to match his opponent blow for blow, she could not help but admire his courage.
 
  
 
 Throughout the bloody match, she stood ready to charge in and save him should it be necessary. His talent notwithstanding, little Mila's mournful cries were enough cause for her to act. She already planned to break the law and flee with her people, why not also save Rain and kill Zian before she fled? Thankfully, Rain found victory from the jaws of defeat, and more importantly, was finally getting off the stage.
 
  
 
 Carried off by the pup, in fact, the toll on his body too great as he passed out mid stride. She would need to have words with him about his boasting, as well as his vicious acts and despicable remarks. Threats and barbs were a matter of course, but his insults and mockery went too far. He represented the People when he fought, and she would not stand for their reputation to be tarnished by threats of sadistic tortures and rape, empty though they may be. It was a matter of face, and Rain threw away much of what he had earned with his deplorable taunting, although he now had plenty to spare at the moment. It was just like him to be so wasteful with his currency, real or otherwise.
 
  
 
 The thought of having to discipline the comatose young man brought a twitch to her eye. How was she to forge him into a respectable man? Now a young hero of the Empire, to set him to task digging latrines might push him into leaving to join the army, following unknowingly in her footsteps. Seeing Mila tenderly wipe the blood from his face, Akanai's heart skipped a beat at the thought of not seeing her daughter for decades should the foolish child choose to follow Rain into self-imposed exile. Muttering a prayer of apology to her husband's parents, Akanai decided to be a little more lenient on the boy, and hopefully little Mila would keep him in check.
 
  
 
 The Justicar's Sending shook her from her thoughts. “Lieutenant General Akanai, Lieutenant General Situ Jia Yang has requested to open a dialogue. In the interest of transparency and safety, please join us at the front of the stage, leaving your weapons behind.” Seeing her counterpart moving alone and unarmed, she signalled for the pup to stay behind and strode out to meet him. Having noted his concern for young Zian, she anticipated what the meeting was about, her face carefully neutral as she approached the steel-masked Justicars.
 
  
 
 Without waiting for approval, Yang spoke through clenched teeth as soon as she arrived. “How much?”
 
  
 
 Tilting her head, she paused for dramatic effect, struggling to hide her grin. “I am at a disadvantage. Whatever do you mean?”
 
  
 
 She could see the veins throbbing in his temple, his face turning red with rage. “Name your price for Zian's life. If need be, I will forfeit the last match. Your little savage has talent, but experts are as common as the clouds. How confident are you of victory? Zian's life for your five youths and the Senior Captain, a fair trade.”
 
  
 
 Laughter burst from her lips as she leaned back, acting out her amusement for all to see. Already the People were firmly against the Society, so there was no need to be overly polite. “You have already lost four matches and have the gall to pretend your withdrawal is a favour? Do what you must, I am wholly confident in victory, Rain was but the vanguard. Who knew the Society was so lacking in young talents.” Seeing his incoherent rage only brought her more joy, knowing he valued his nephew made the victory all the sweeter. Those Society bastards almost took Mila's life, she had no pity for any of them.
 
  
 
 “The Empire asks that you reconsider, Lieutenant General Akanai.” The lead Justicar spoke and she turned to meet his dark eyes, staring from behind his mask. “Young Zian is talented, and while your Falling Rain is impressive as well, the Empire can never have too many young heroes. We are all but servants of the Emperor.” The others nodded in silent agreement, deflating her joy. A shame, if she were to insist on Zian's death before the Justicars plea, it would be throwing away face. Worse, Yang seemed ready to declare open war if she pressed the issue, something she prefered to avoid if possible. A war in the shadows was so much easier, skirting all those restrictive laws and rules.
 
  
 
 Pretending to deliberate for some time, she finally sighed and acquiesced. “I understand, but the decision is not mine to make. I request the Disciplinary Corps take Situ Jia Zian into custody for safekeeping while we wait for Rain to wake. As the victor, he holds the right to decide Zian's fate.” Let Zian rot in a cell for the night and worry over for his life. She would speak to the boy and make sure he came to the right decision.
 
  
 
 Yang's Sending reached her ears, his voice dripping with anger and venom. “Enjoy your victory while it lasts savage. The Society has stood for thousands of years, and will still stand long after your bones are ground to dust beneath my boot.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring him, she sauntered back to her Sentinels, openly grinning at their fortune. Oh, the Society would pay dearly for little Zian, that she was sure of. Her grin widened upon hearing the cries of his mother as the enforcers marched Zian away, a wealthy magistrate with a deep purse and plenty of motivation to pay. Perhaps it was better that the boy was still unfamiliar with his shield, not using the blade to his full advantage even after all the work her husband put into crafting it. There was the risk of loosing the tiger back to the mountain, but there was little to be done now. Rain would simply have to work harder, so that the next time the two met, it would be a more even match.
 
  
 
 Soon after she explained everything to the pup, the Justicar announced the Society's withdrawal from the last match, likely a concession made to ensure Zian's survival. A shame that Mila and Adujan lost their chance to shine, although perhaps it was for the best, both still reeling from their seesaw of emotions as they tended to the boy. Chuckling silently at Du Min Gyu's harsh words, loudly cursing the Society youths for their weakness, she gave orders to her celebrating Sentinels, withdrawing from the field back to their barracks to set up their defences. The trials were won, but the Society would not be so quick to forgive or forget, nor would she. Victory was only spitting in their eye, and she intended to do far worse.
 
  
 
 Sighing contentedly, she reflected on the long journey they took to reach here, all of it beginning with her ill-guided attempt to raise Rain's standing among the people. At least she succeeded in that venture as now, when Rain woke from his slumber, he would find himself at the forefront of his peers, overshadowing even little Mila in reputation. The lost tribesmen who found his way back to the mountains, his place among the people was almost written in stone, something for him to take pride in, an identity to hold to, a purpose to fulfill.
 
  
 
 She prayed it would be enough to keep history from repeating itself.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Standing at attention inside his crowded meeting room, Jia Yang clasped his hands tightly behind his back, gritting his teeth and resisting the urge to order the deaths of everyone in the room, elders and guards alike. Focusing on Major General Teng Wei Sheng, Yang picked his words carefully, swallowing his acidic comments about the man's useless nephew. “Wei Chuan requested to go first. In fact, if I recall correctly, he was ready to come to blows for the honour of being the vanguard. In what way am I responsible for his death?” A pathetic one at that, dying slowly while he squirmed about the stage, gurgling pitifully while trying to beg for mercy. That idiot was barely able to ruffle the hair on that savage child's head, a worthless existence come to an insignificant end.
 
  
 
 All of that could not be said aloud, of course, as doing so would leave the Major General no choice but to offer challenge. It would be counter productive to fall to infighting before dealing with the Bekhai. Once their common enemies were dealt with, then he could return his attentions to his foes within the Society.
 
  
 
 “It is not only him, I hold you responsible for little Patriarch's death!” The OuYang Elder, Duan Fu, wagged his finger furiously, tugging at his beard in frustration. “You dared to use him as a sacrifice! How am I to answer to the Patriarch now that Yu Jin has gone to the arms of the Mother?”
 
  
 
 “Gentlemen. We are focusing our energies on the wrong subject, wasting time with our bickering.” Ying sat to one side of the room, her hands clenched about Zian's sabers, holding them close to her chest as a substitute for her son. “We should instead turn our attentions to how we are to handle the Bekhai. This gross insult can not stand, I will not stand for it. That savage runt will beg me for mercy before I am done.” Her eyes narrowed, a distant gaze within them, as if imagining the tortures she would visit on Falling Rain. Yang smiled for the first time since the trials ended, knowing his sister's penchant for playing games with her victims. While he disapproved of her games, if ever there were a person deserving of them, it was that spiteful, grinning savage.
 
  
 
 So unremarkable and shabby, who would have believed Rain so capable? As much as he looked down upon the two Society youths, their skills were second only to Zian. For that savage to kill one so easily could be attributed to luck, but both of them? And why had the slave given him so much trouble? True, the bristleboar were well-trained, but not to the point of surpassing Wei Chuan and Yu Jin. Had the boy sacrificed his foot on purpose, goading his next opponent into underestimating his strength? Impossible.
 
  
 
 Most vexing to him was how the boy seemed resistant to Zian's Aura, despite clearly being affected by it. It should have been impossible, no person could withstand an Aura without either condensing their own or being protected by another's, and the boy's lack of Aura was apparent. The Bekhai cheated somehow, he was sure of it, but those worthless Justicars ignored his accusations, only stating that there was no indication of wrongdoing. That only left the possibility that those savages had some method to escape detection, otherwise it would have been impossible for the boy to fight whilst suppressed. Even the greatest warriors would be unable to act without adequate protection when facing an Aura, it was the way of things.
 
  
 
 Coughing to draw their attention, Lin Xiang Gu's jowls wobbled as he spoke, feigning disinterest as he sipped his tea. “The Lin Clan will be withdrawing their support in this matter; it is a fruitless endeavor.” A loud slurp followed his declaration, finishing his cup before slowly standing to leave, clasping his hands in an empty gesture. “My condolences to you all on your losses.”
 
  
 
 “Hold!” Yang's palm crashed into a nearby shelf and the heavy wood blew apart, showering the area with splinters. To his credit, the fat, bulbous toad did not flinch, turning calmly to meet his murderous gaze. “Your Lin clan sat by, expecting to reap without sowing, and now you think you can walk away without consequence?” Wei Sheng and Duan Fu chimed in agreement, three warring adversaries united against a common foe.
 
  
 
 “Reap without sowing?” A sickening smile pasted on his ugly face, Xiang Gu feigned innocence before them. “True, the Lin Clan sent no champion to fight, nor did the White Lotus Sect, but you took it upon yourself to make that decision. We did not ask to have a slave represent us, nor did we agree to surrendering, you made those decisions on your own, hoping to save your precious nephew. I do not fault you for your actions, but your actions have made it clear that the Lin Clan is unneeded in your mind.” Turning to leave, he spoke over his shoulder. “Perhaps things would have been different if a Lin championed the match, but now, we will never know.” The White Lotus Elder quickly followed, scurrying out without a word with her entourage, rats escaping a sinking ship.
 
  
 
 Damned politicians, a few sentences from him and the room turned against him once more, every person present choosing to lay the blame solely at his feet once more. The accusations flew furiously, both remaining factions uniting against him, shouting loudly over one another to be heard. His face grew ugly as his anger mounted under the barrage of insults and disrespect, none of those present noticing until too late.
 
  
 
 Bursting into action, his arms swept about him in two heavy-handed swipes, batting aside Duan Fu and Wei Sheng with a single strike each. Their guards reacted almost instantly, but still not quickly enough as his Aura crashed into them, suppressing them into inaction, frozen in their fear. Smashing into the press of bodies with a roar, he set about breaking bones with reckless abandon, venting his fury on these upstart dogs. Even in his rage, he made sure not to kill them, crippling a dozen soldiers within seconds before moving on to the next group to draw his ire.
 
  
 
 Within seconds, there were no guards left for him to beat, the only sound in the room their pained moans as they lay upon the floor, beaten and broken. This was how it should have been, Zian killing the savage runt without a struggle. Turning his murderous gaze to the two leaders, he felt immense satisfaction in seeing them cower before him, knowing their lives depended solely upon his mercy. He spoke slowly, his deep voice heavy and hoarse. “What's done is done. I will hear no more of our failures, but know this to be true: I will have my vengeance against the Bekhai. Their day of reckoning will come.” Staring at one, then the other, he made sure they acknowledged his words before continuing. “You are left with a choice. Either aid in my efforts and be given equal portion of the spoils, or leave now and earn my enmity, like those other cowards.”
 
  
 
 Quivering like children before their father, Duan Fu and Wei Sheng both looked at one another before gingerly picking themselves up and turning to leave. Yang watched them closely, marking them both for death in the days to come. “One more thing.” They cringed at the sound of his voice, thoroughly cowed by his oppressive Aura, and would remain so until they were well away. “Have your people to retrieve this trash laying about. This is my meeting room, not a garbage heap.”
 
  
 
 Once out of sight, his mood turned darker as he stormed out and back to his bedroom, cursing his lack of control. A great man would always have enemies, but this time, he allowed his temper to get the better of him, needlessly making enemies of allies, a foolish mistake. Ying followed him in silence, taking a seat on the divan, still clutching Zian's weapons, her face impassive, although he knew her thoughts. Sighing deeply, he sat down next to her and cradled his head. “What am I to do now, sister? Without their aid, I can not defeat Akanai and Du Min Gyu, not with the forces here at my disposal.”
 
  
 
 Her fingers brushed through his hair, reminding him of their time as children. She was always there to comfort him in his times of failure, offering kind words and advice, tending to his injuries dealt by his father. “It's simple brother, we do nothing.” He looked up at her in surprise, and she smiled at him, naked pain and fury displayed in her eyes. “We will then meet their demands and my son will be returned to us, before moving on with our lives as if nothing has changed.”
 
  
 
 “We are to let this insult stand?”
 
  
 
 Scoffing, she waved dismissively. “Idiot, of course not. Here, today, they are united, while you just assaulted our would-be collaborators. Soon however, they will scatter, their cause at an end. Du Min Gyu will return to the Central province, a dangerous journey where anything can happen. Tong Da Hai will be busy rebuilding and reinforcing his city. Akanai and her savages will return home, with our finest scouts shadowing them, learning of their weaknesses. The Bekhai will grow complacent, arrogant in their little victory, all while we will gather information, allies, and resources in the shadows, ready to strike when their guard is down.” She returned to clasping the twin sabers, and Yang watched her rock softly as she hugged the weapons, beside herself with worry for her son.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head in amazement, he patted her arm to comfort her. “The Justicars will not mistreat Zian, and even Akanai will not dare refuse mercy. He will be fine, in your arms again tomorrow.” His entire life, his sister had been the smart one, the calm and calculating advisor on his rise to fame. She would have made an excellent Matriarch, far more worthy than Rang Min, bringing untold glory to the Situ Clan under her direction. A pity that the elders were such short-sighted fools, standing against her for mere tradition.
 
  
 
 Murmuring a few more reassuring phrases, his mind began to work, pondering over possible allies and options. The Arahant Elder, the one who stormed out of the meeting, he seemed to have a personal grudge against Rain and would make for a good figurehead, distancing himself from any fallout. The merchant Chuwon was another person he should meet with, to discuss the purchase of slaves to aid in the attack.
 
  
 
 Within the hour, he was ready to meet with the first of his allies, fondly plotting out his revenge, starting with that maddening child. It would bring him great pleasure to watch the smile fade from his arrogant face, before plucking out his defiant eyes while he still lived. He could be patient, a tiger lying in wait for the stag to lower its guard.
 
  
 
 And when the time came, there would be a balancing of scales, in blood and in fire.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The short moment between sleep and waking is the best.
 
  
 
 Eyes still closed, I yawn loudly while slowly stretching, my body contorting in odd, but comfortable directions. Warm beneath my blankets, the chill air surrounds me, invading into my fortress of coziness as I shift about, wiggling my hips left and right to ease out the kinks in my lower back.
 
  
 
 A tiny form presses up against me, and I open my eyes to find my little runt cat blinking slowly at me as he suckles the blankets, too-large paws stretching out lazily and kneading the bed as I run my hands through his soft fur. Closing his eyes to savour the attention, he purrs in contentment as I rub his black-tipped ears and coo at him. “Who's a cute kitty? You are, yes you are.”
 
  
 
 “Please brother, have some dignity.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. “C'mon now, no one's around, and how can you not melt when you see his little stripped face and green eyes? The only way he could be cuter is if he meowed.” Lifting the limp animal to my chest, I continue to stroke his head while meowing at him, trying to elicit a response.
 
  
 
 The door to my tiny room cracks open and Lin's adorable little head pops through, her twin braids trailing as she cheerily smiles. “I thought I heard you wake. You're so silly Rainy, wildcats don't meow. Are you feeling better?”
 
  
 
 “Great! My chest feels a little tight, but that's to be expected.”
 
  
 
 “Yay!” She beams at me, happy at the news. “I'll go get Daddy and have a bath prepared for you, we couldn't get all the blood off. Rainy, you need to win more fights like your first and third matches, ya? Your other fights were too messy.” Sticking her tongue out at me, she closes the door and runs away, the sound of her footsteps fading down the hall.
 
  
 
 Resting for a few minutes more, I finally scrounge up the willpower to slip out of my blankets and step onto the stone floor, icy cold to the touch. Opening the window to let in light, my room overlooks the inner courtyard, a number of Sentinels training and relaxing in the early morning sun. Yesterday, I had a sword lodged in my chest, and today, through the miracle of bunny-eared healers, there isn't even a scar to show for it. “It's good to be alive.”
 
  
 
 “That it is, brother. You missed out on the applause again, it was incredible. I tried to walk off the stage but failed, my apologies for my weakness.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, don't worry about it.” An errant thought strikes me mid-stretch, but I'm unable to frame the question delicately. “... Do you ever take over when I'm sleeping?” Visions of me running around in the night haunt me, humping every woman in sight and starting fights over face and pride.
 
  
 
 “... I can't. I've tried for hours since I woke up, you slept for so long I almost died of boredom. It doesn't really seem fair, we should be able to take control in shifts, then we would never have to sleep.” His exasperation is clear as he hurries me while dressing, impatient and ready to set out once again.
 
  
 
 “I don't think that's how it works, our body still needs to rest.” Relieved at his limitations, further conversation is interrupted by Taduk's entry, happily smiling as I run over to hug him. I'm in a hugging mood, I almost died like a hundred times yesterday. “Good morning Teacher.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm, I don't recall you hitting your head in the match. Quickly, what are the characteristics and preparation methods of the frost horse nettle?” He quickly checks me over while I roll my eyes and answer. “Good, good, your mind is in working order, just a little more affectionate today.” Giving me another hug, he thumps me heavily on the shoulder. “Celebrating being alive are we? Well fought my boy, but next time, leave some glory for the others.” His levity fades as does his smile. “Perhaps you should think about coming home now to focus on your studies. You've all the markings of an extraordinary healer and you've had plenty of adventures. A rest might be in order, hmm?”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely, I would be thrilled to go home. Everyone seems to forget, I never wanted to leave.” After chatting some more and another hug, I make my way downstairs to the bathing area. As I walk past, Sentinels smile in greeting, patting me and winking, one lovely older woman even giving me an enticing look, setting my heart to fluttering. A world of difference from before, the added attention makes me intensely uncomfortable as I awkwardly smile and nod at each person in passing. It's like being in Shen Huo after my fight with DuGu Tian Yi, except now it'll follow me home. Other me loves it, pride and satisfaction emanating from him as he prattles on about his 'well-earned respect and praise'.
 
  
 
 A little egotistical, but then again, he fits right in around here.
 
  
 
 Inside the bathroom, a steaming hot tub of water awaits me, little Lin working quickly, and I soak comfortably in the relaxing bath, scrubbing away flecks of dried blood from my skin and hair while my kitten paddles around in the tub with me. Clean and refreshed, I stride out of the bathroom where Mila stands waiting for me with a smile, while her ever-present shadow Li Song skulks nearby, absently hugging the only female kitten while warily watching my every move.
 
  
 
 Happiness surges through me when I see her waiting, cheerful and perky with an almost mischievous grin, a far cry from her tearful face as she watched me fight. Closing the distance quickly, I open my arms and embrace her tightly, my arms wrapped around her shoulders as she tenses up from my unexpected affection. “Hey you. Sorry about not giving you a turn on stage, I got a little too excited.”
 
  
 
 Blushing furiously as she pushes me away, she pouts adorably and pokes me in the chest. “What are you doing? We're in public, stop it.”
 
  
 
 “So does that mean you want me to hug you in private?”
 
  
 
 Snorting daintily, she ignores my teasing and retorts, “I can't believe you, always complaining about having to fight and then hogging the stage during public duels. So unfair, I was looking forward to being famous.” Flipping her short hair, she grabs me by the arm and leads me away, scolding me the entire time. “You went too far against that poor man, slitting his throat like that, it was macabre. You should have just removed his head cleanly, what did you gain in letting him suffer?”
 
  
 
 Mentally telling Other me to pay attention to her lecturing, my mind wanders as we move through the courtyard, watching the other Sentinels take notice of my passing. There are no bows or compliments, simply an acknowledging of my presence. I wish things could go back to normal, when I could walk past everyone without the scrutiny, everyone minding their own business. All this eye contact and fake smiling is exhausting.
 
  
 
 Mila leads me to the corner garden where Yan slowly moves through the Forms in silence while Zabu, Shana, and the biggest, meanest kitten laze about, snuggled closely together. Graceful and elegant, her movements are sharper than before, evoking a sense of danger she previously lacked. Her hair is a little longer now, still shorter than Mila's but longer than her close-cropped man cut, carefully tucked behind her ears as she practices, oblivious to our arrival. Limiting herself to a select few forms, she speeds up through the repetitions until her movements become a blur, her weapons audibly cutting through the air as she leaps about in a dazzling display of skill.
 
  
 
 Exactly two months to the day since she left with Du Min Gyu, she's improved so much in a short time, leaving me ambivalent about her progress. On one hand, her new teacher is working out well for her and I'm happy to see her gaining strength, but on the other, I was almost hoping for it to be a disastrous choice, and for her to stay with us after being reunited once more.
 
  
 
 Plus, I don't enjoy being completely dominated in combat by adorable young women, it's not really my thing.
 
  
 
 Her practice comes to an abrupt halt after a vicious one-two thrust of her weapons, and Mila and I burst into applause, startling her into a defensive posture. Laughing at her discomposure, I walk up for a hug, Yan emulating Mila and freezing at my affectionate embrace. C'mon now. “Incredible Yan, we should spar later. Thank you for the weapon, it came in handy as you saw. Ah, it's so good to see you again!”
 
  
 
 Carefully extracting herself from my embrace, Yan smiles frostily at me, wiping away her sweat in an alluring manner. “Oh, how kind of you to notice me, I guess it's easier when I'm the only one around.”
 
  
 
 This again. “Look, I'm sorry about staring at Yuzhen, but I didn't know who she was and I was being cautious.” Trying to appear contrite, I extend my hands towards her for another hug.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Yuzhen is it now? How familiar you are, I'm delighted for you.” Batting aside my hands, she busies herself tidying the area.
 
  
 
 “Oh, come on, that's her name, what else am I supposed to call her?” I need to keep a lid on my hormones or else someone is going to castrate me.
 
  
 
 “I feel sorry for you Mila, having to watch your betrothed turn into a drooling idiot at the sight of another woman.”
 
  
 
 Mila glares at me as well, their emotions resonating off each other and growing to unprecedented heights. “I'm not so sure about marrying him anyways. He's just a glory hogging, skirt chasing idiot. Let him do whatever he wants, it's no concern of mine.”
 
  
 
 Hands held high in surrender, I casually slip behind the quins, using them as a physical barrier between us. “What do you want, you want me to never look at another woman again?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Their voices harmonize as they glare at me in unison, ready to go off on a joint tirade. Thankfully, Lin appears with a large tray of food and Mila and Yan pull back at her arrival. Settling down for a tense meal, I eat in silence while Lin chats mindlessly with me, all smiles and affection, keeping all accusations and complaints at bay. Lin really is the best, unlike stupid Other me who can't stop laughing and offering terrible advice, like 'embrace them both' and 'be firm, tell them we will not be constrained or limited'. I feel like he should be strictly a combat advisor from here on out.
 
  
 
 Dragging Mila and Li Song away with her to help clean, Lin winks at me as she leaves me alone with Yan, the atmosphere a little awkward. Patting Zabu while he snores, I glance over at Yan, who sits sulkily, pouting as she leans against Shana. “I really did miss you while you were gone, you know.”
 
  
 
 Responding with a sullen glare, she buries her face in Shana's fur and mumbles back, “I missed you too. Still, it wouldn't have killed you to smile at me or something, instead of staring at some stranger.”
 
  
 
 “You're right, I'm sorry, I'll keep that in mind for our next reunion.” Smiling wryly, I brush her hair aside, the bangs hiding her lovely blushing face. “I like your hair this length, stylish yet practical. It suits you.” Compliments, everyone loves to hear compliments, and talking about themselves. “So tell me about your journey with Du Min Gyu. How did you get a weapon heart?”
 
  
 
 She brightens up and launches into the tale, animated as she acts out the battle, enlisting Zabu as the Meng-Zhua. Lin, Mila and Li Song return soon after and we spend the morning laughing and chatting with one another, enjoying our brief reunion before Yan leaves us for the second time. Conveniently, they'll be travelling with a Justicar who is returning to the Central Province, offering them a good amount of safety from reprisal. According to her, even the Society isn't suicidal enough to attack a Justicar's entourage. Everyone nods sagely at her declaration, making it too awkward for me to ask why.
 
  
 
 After lunch, Baatar stops by with my weapons and armor, and after I change, he leads me away, his smile wide and eyes twinkling as he marches me away, one hand on my shoulder. “You fought well disciple, brought honour to the people. You have grown from the scared little child we found into a true warrior.” Frowning down at me, his grip tightens. “Not all is well, however, and I expect you never to repeat the same mistakes again. Such hubris and audacity, ignoring my mentor's orders and taking action without approval, I will not abide such disrespect.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mentor. Apologies, Mentor.” Meekly agreeing, I lower my head in contrition, a little annoyed I am once again being punished for something I didn't do, meekly nodding as Baatar's lists out my errors.
 
  
 
 “You will kill your opponents quickly and without delay. You need not make a display of it, show your strength and people will talk. You are a soldier, not a performer.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mentor. Apologies, Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “And you are to never again threaten anyone with torture or rape. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Sigh. Thanks Other me. “Yes Mentor. Apologies, Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “Make no mistake, I am very proud of you, but I hold you to a high standard. I hope for you to become an honourable and respectable warrior, even if you think it tiresome.” Pulling me in for a one-armed hug, his voice softens. “I know you were only trying to scare your opponents with empty threats, but a thousand tongues wagging can do more damage than a single sword. Innocence and good intentions matter little when the world believes otherwise.”
 
  
 
 Continuing to lead me away, Baatar rambles on, instructing me on proper behaviour and etiquette. Some of it is completely crazy, but I take mental notes in any case. I can't let Baatar down, not after all he's done for me. I can't let any of them down. We continue to walk for almost half an hour, Baatar speaking through every second without pause, more complete sentences than I've heard him speak in six years.
 
  
 
 After making our way up a colossal flight of stairs to the top of the Wall, Baatar pauses mid-sentence before quickly Sending his voice into my mind. “Ah, right, be polite, do not ask for too much and try not to incite a riot. Now, back straight, head up, knees high, and... March.”
 
  
 
 Moving like a soldier on parade duty, I move in stride with Baatar and come to a stop in front of the Justicars. Behind them, held firmly between a pair of enforcers, Zian stands dejectedly, his arm reattached. Joining me at my right stands Akanai, who nods approvingly at my entrance, a faint smile on her lips. On the other side stands lovely Yuzhen, the Marshal, Yang, and Zian's hot, sexy mom, the latter two glaring furiously while I avoid eye contact, staring straight ahead with enormous effort, studying all the unknown guards standing around facing us, and only one man with his back turned, looking out at the horde of Defiled.
 
  
 
 Baatar clasps his fist and bows and I quickly mirror him. “Major Baatar and Private Falling Rain, awaiting your orders.”
 
  
 
 A robust, aged gentleman turns about and begins pacing in front of me, studying me intently. His resplendent gold-trimmed armor and black cloak make him look like a hero out of a children's story, his sharp eyes staring deep into my mind. Noting the Situ crest on his cloak, my stomach drops and I steel myself, forcing myself to stare back at him.
 
  
 
 The seconds pass as our gazes lock, fear steadily building up within me as I lock gazes with this formidable stranger, power exuding from every fiber of his being, a man who demanded obedience and threatened violence without effort. Looming above me, he grows taller with every beat of my heart, able to crush me with only a single finger, a vicious animal, fury and savagery barely restrained, force is all he knows, brutality a way of life.
 
  
 
 My mind screams at an unseen danger, sending me leaping back, instinctively drawing my weapons and settling into a defensive stance, ready to sell my life dearly.
 
  
 
 Time moves slowly as my eyes dart about, ready to act to defend myself, hands gripped tightly around my weapons as the adrenaline surges through me, but something is wrong. Everyone stands motionless, watching me carefully, with no confusion or distress. In fact, Akanai seems pleased, openly grinning now, her eyes filled with approval.
 
  
 
 The danger fades without warning, and I stagger beneath the sudden freedom, panting heavily as I hold my stance, confused and disoriented. The old gentleman shatters the heavy silence with his booming laughter, clapping Baatar's shoulder in a friendly gesture. “Damn me, and you're telling me he isn't even the strongest youth in your village?”
 
  
 
 “Strongest, no, although he is talented. Only time will tell if he can live up to his potential, Colonel General.” Understanding dawns upon me, the formidable stranger standing before me is Nian Zu, Commander at the Wall, the highest ranked soldier in the Northern Province, a living legend.
 
  
 
 Turning to Yang, Nian Zu cocks his head, waiting in silence until Yang nods ever so slightly. Turning back to me, he waves me closer. “Put away your weapons, my apologies for testing you but there were allegations of misconduct.” My heart continues to hammer away, my mouth dry with fear as I shakily shoulder my weapons and step forward. His oppressive demeanour is nowhere to be found, only a delighted old man in armour standing before me.
 
  
 
 His hand rests gently on my shoulder and I tense up, feeling his chi probing my body. Glancing at Baatar, he smiles and gestures for me to relax, indicating I shouldn't listen to my gut and stab the old soldier. After an in-depth examination, Nian Zu nods in approval. “Good, good. Falling Rain, I, Colonel General Nian Zu, offer you a position in my army. Accept and be bestowed with the rank of Captain, standing here at the wall in defense of the Empire. What say you?”
 
  
 
 “No thanks.”
 
  
 
 The banners flap loudly in the wind, filling the silence following my swift refusal, Akanai closing her eyes in consternation, the vein throbbing visibly in her forehead. Erupting into uproarious laughter, Nian Zu claps once, grinning wildly. “You've no shortage of nerve, I'll give you that. Ah, a shame, a shame, such talent, I was hoping to steal you away from Baatar.” Shaking his head with a smile, he lets out a regretful sigh, tossing Akanai a token of authority. “Let us move on to business.”
 
  
 
 Turning to face Yang, Nian Zu speaks sternly, all signs of the kind old man erased in a heartbeat, falling back into his role as Ferocious Dragon. “The trials have ended and the Society has lost. After you pay the ransom for Zian's life, I want this enmity to end, here and now. I have taken Your shadow warriors into custody and sent word to Rang Min and the other leaders of the Society that should any of them act against the People or Du Min Gyu, I will publicly denounce the Society and stand against them in open combat.”
 
  
 
 Visibly red with rage, Yang's veiny neck throbs as he struggles for control. “You would side against your own people for some... savages?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. The citizens of the Empire are my people. Blood means nothing and actions everything. I have commissioned Lieutenant General Akanai to retake the border fortresses, and later today, I will hold a ceremony promoting Major Baatar to Major General and second-in-command at the Wall.” His declaration raises gasps from everyone present, including Baatar, but Nian Zu powers through and continues. “Even if I were to overlook his formidable skills in single combat, the man is a one in ten million talent when it comes to command. You saw his skills at work when you arrived, the coordination and organization is awe-inspiring even to me. When I retire, Baatar will succeed me as Commander at the Wall, and nothing short of an edict from the Emperor's own hand will change my mind. It is time to end this foolish 'tradition' of overlooking talented Half-Beasts. The Empire is in need of heroes, and I will accept them regardless of origin or standing.”
 
  
 
 Yang's temper seems ready to explode, but a simple touch from Zian's mom keeps him calm, struggling to rein himself in as Nian Zu stands defiantly, almost inviting the challenge. After a long pause, Yang turns to me and snarls, “Name your price runt and be done with it.”
 
  
 
 Still reeling at the news, I take a moment to consider my options while congratulating Baatar and Akanai. Money? I do love money, but how much is he worth? Sighing deeply, I look over at Zian, pondering my options, a plan forming in my mind as I notice how often Yang and Zian's mom glance at him, worried for their little champion. Glancing at Akanai, I tilt my head and silently mouth in the language of the People, “Play nice?”
 
  
 
 Hiding my grin as she shakes her head, I turn to Nian Zu and ask in my most innocent and naive voice, “Um... Do I have to let him live?”
 
  
 
 My question catches him off guard and he glances at Baatar, who shrugs without speaking. “No, you do not, but the Justicars have requested you be lenient. Young talents like yourself and Zian are the future of the Empire, and these are trying times.”
 
  
 
 Pretending to look concerned, I idly scratch my neck, feigning conflict. “It's just that... letting him go is putting another weapon back into the hands of the Society. He is very talented, and I'd rather not have to duel him again.” All true, which lends strength to my performance. “Ah, what to do, what to do?” Pursing my lips, I turn to Yang, enjoying the moment. He already hates us, might as well make him sweat. “How's about this, you tell me what you're willing to pay for him, and if I don't like it, we'll just hang him from the Wall, here and now.”
 
  
 
 The Marshal's laboured coughing masks his laughter, overshadowed by Nian Zu's outright howls, both old men enjoying the scene. Society politics, I'm guessing, but who cares. I'm about to get paid!
 
  
 
 Show me the money!
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai roughly mussed Rain's hair as they walked away, the young man walking proud as a peacock with his spoils in hand. “Well done, I thought Yang's eyes were going to explode when he saw your sour expression while you considered his first proposal.”
 
  
 
 “It's all a matter of leverage. They had none, so it was easy to let them hang themselves.” Handing her the heavy case of gold plates, he grinned in triumph. “This is for you, I didn't do this alone and I'm not very good with my money. It should be enough to cover all future wages I owe, right?” She accepted the small fortune with a wry nod, making no comment of the fact that he kept Yang's purse for himself. He needed a trophy and the arrogant man seemed ready to die of shame when placing it in Rain's grasping hands. The boy could squeeze blood from a rock if he were so inclined, and she hoped to never be on the receiving end should he wish to try.
 
  
 
 He weathered Nian Zu's Aura valiantly, reacting in the manner of a warrior, fierce and decisive, bringing pride to the People. She freely gave oath to the Justicars, as did the pup, allowing the test to go ahead without any possibility of misconduct, the accusation driving her to new heights of fury. She still could not understand how he was able to withstand the Aura, and worse, neither did he, but it mattered little in the grand scheme of things.
 
  
 
 Upon returning to their barracks, she brought him into a private meeting room, sitting comfortably and serving him a cup of tea, a well-deserved reward. Sipping quietly, he hugged his new armor to his chest, unwilling to put it down for even a moment, treating it like one of his pets as he cuddled his prize. A Runic Breastplate, a near priceless item, it had taken the boy several longing glances and a direct reference before Ying realized his intentions, costing them dearly as they tried to buy him off with more gold, slaves, and women. In the end, he took the armor and a significant amount of coin, unsurprising considering his greedy and cowardly nature, still disappointed by the fact that it was only a breastplate and lamenting his actions in the duel. She chuckled at the memory of his indignant declaration, 'So I could have just cleaved his head in two? Then why did I let him stab me?'. Truth or fiction, it struck a nerve in Zian, shattering his confidence and impacting his future progress. Rain was truly vicious.
 
  
 
 Clever too, offering medical advice to the Marshal, build a rapport and chatting amicably with the attendant about possible strategies to combat his illness. If successful, the People would have another powerful man to call upon, Rain's foresight and political acumen surprising even her.
 
  
 
 Good, good.
 
  
 
 Wiping away her smile, she spoke sternly to the boy. “Well then, the Sentinels ride east in two weeks.” Continuing as he nodded along, she laid out her plans. “You will not be joining us. As impressive as your performance has been of late, you are unreliable and unsuitable for the task at hand. I am left with no choice but to send you home.” Seeing his satisfied grin, she frowned, leaning forward and exerting her Aura on him, delighting in his look of alarm. At least she could still cause him some distress until he learned to condense his own Aura.
 
  
 
 “This is not a reward, but rather a punishment. You and your squad will be placed under Gerel's instruction, and he will forge you into a cohesive unit of warriors, worthy of being Sentinels. In return, you will pass on your healing method to him and all others he brings before you. In six months, you will return to the Bridge with your squad for inspection. Should your Mentor or I deem them unsuitable, there will be grave consequences. Understood?” Without his sister and the pup to protect him, perhaps Gerel would succeed where others had failed, teaching Rain to be a proper soldier.
 
  
 
 Smiling to herself as she sat alone, she reflected quietly on the day's events, shocked by their good fortune. The pup was growing into a man of power, the boy looking to follow in his footsteps, and the People soon to be well-respected in the North. Content and satisfied, she strode off to find her husband to celebrate, already planning her strategy for retaking the east.
 
  
 
 A loud cry of anguish pierced through the halls. Leaping to action, she charged towards the source of the cry, Rain's voice echoing clearly through the halls. Did the Society act rashly, or was there already an assassin in place, too late to be recalled? There would be blood and fire to pay if the boy came to harm, no matter the consequence.
 
  
 
 Kicking open the door to his room, she scanned the area for his source of distress as he knelt pitifully on the ground, shirtless and quivering, tears in his eyes as he looked up at her, mournfully wailing, “It doesn't fit.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, she looked at the source of his despair, the Runic Breastplate so painfully earned, little more than a paperweight if he could not wear it. The absurdity of the situation struck her hard, and she howled in helpless laughter, collapsing to the ground as she panted for breath. Ignoring the gathering crowd, she continued to laugh, the boy's hurt and tear-stained gaze only fuelling her hysteria.
 
  
 
 Only Rain could have such dog shit luck.
 
  
 
 -End of Volume 6-
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“Bad Jimu! You shitty cat, I'll cook you in a fucking stew!” 
 
With a meaty pork bone clamped between his jaws, the feline bandit leaps gracefully out the window, stopping to glance back at me in smug victory. I blame the twins, they're always feeding that fatty, giggling when I attempt to scold them. I have no power over them and they know it, those little terrors getting away with everything they can. Alsantset was the disciplinarian, and Charok is mostly content to let kids be kids, leaving me to fill in as bad cop, a job I'm ill-suited for. A single pout from either of them is enough to break my heart, and they're old enough to know how to take advantage. 
 
Slamming the shutters closed, I return to cooking breakfast in the dimly lit kitchen, muttering obscenities beneath my breath. Cat doesn't taste very good but I'm harbouring thoughts of cat hot-pot every day, if only to relieve my financial burdens. I should have kept more money instead of giving it all to Akanai, over a thousand gold packed neatly in a compact case. In a few short months, those tiny, adorable kittens have grown into hulking beasts, 200 kilgrams of fangs and muscle with plenty of growing still to be done. Keeping them well fed is a full-time job, but with so many other things for me to do, I've resorted to outsourcing their meals, burning through all my coin. If not for Mila and Li Song adopting one and easing my workload, I would have gone broke feeding these stupid cats. Huu is a smarter man than I, choosing coin over these bottomless pits of debt and suffering. 
 
A snorting chuff draws my attention as Auric rubs his head against my leg, eyes wide as he begs for a treat. Helpless against his charms, I toss a bone out the kitchen and he pounces after it with a happy yowl. Named for his golden fur, Auric still prefers to sleep snuggled against me while Jimu has his own place in the quin stables, getting along fabulously with the pups who are close in size. Pafu and Suret are teaching the pups how to hunt, unlike the worthless thief and beggar cat duo who play around all day, napping wherever they please. 
 
Once breakfast is almost ready, I make my way to the twins' room, walking in and waking them gently, grinning from ear to ear at their sleepy faces. “Good morning my little sweetlings, how are you today?” 
 
“Morning Rainy.” Tate rushes out the room as soon as he's dressed, full of energy and calling for the cats, who react accordingly and ignore him. Tali is more subdued, leaning sleepily against me as I dress her and insisting I carry her to the dining room. Tate joins us shortly, followed by a train of cats and quins as they settle around the table, hoping for scraps as they lick their lips, fangs protruding as their mouths hang open, panting in anticipation. One pup rests his head on my thigh while Auric takes the other thigh, both staring up at me as I eat. It was cute when they were tiny, but their heads now weigh about 30-40 kilos a piece, their begging ways cutting off blood circulation. 
 
After a simple breakfast of salted pork bone congee and fried dough fritters, the three of us walk hand in hand to the training grounds, followed by our menagerie of pets. Everyone we pass stops to greet us, most trying to make inane conversation about the weather or their gardens or some other boring topic. All the social niceties are starting to get to me and if it wasn't for the twins, I'd choose to live on the outskirts like Taduk, avoiding all the small talk and obligations that come with living in a small community. It's mentally exhausting. 
 
Waving goodbye as Tali and Tate run off to join their friends, my heart clenches in a moment of grief. They grow up so fast, already learning the Forms, firing arrows and practicing meditation, all the skills necessary to survive in this harsh and bloody world. I had hoped Auric and Jimu would be their lifelong companions, but watching the two stupid cats lick themselves without concern as the twins run off, those dreams are fading fast. The two wildcats lack the pack mentality, independent creatures that prefer to lead solitary lives. 
 
This is why dogs are better. 
 
Wrenching myself away from the training grounds, I herd the animals towards the edge of the village, vacantly smiling at the incessant greetings as I prepare for the arduous day ahead. Within minutes, I am joined by a steady stream of the damned, former soldiers turned Sentinel trainees, their posture defeated and docile as we march towards our grim fate. A bleak atmosphere greets us as we arrive at the temporary barracks, the trainees shuffling off to queue up for breakfast while I stand around looking suitably imposing, eavesdropping on the conversations around me. 
 
Behind a table, Bulat stands listlessly, filling bowls with rice as his mother Maira browbeats him into submission. “Stand up straight boy, yer a soldier, act like one. You work hard out there, you hear? We've plenty to be grateful for, so don't you dare disappoint our benefactors.” Grabbing his face with one hand, she twists his head to look straight at her. “Answer me when I'm talkin' to you boy.” 
 
His hangdog expression is almost comical as he answers, the very picture of a dutiful and suffering son. “Yes Ma, Bulat will do his best.” 
 
“You just look to Gerel, do as he do. Now there's a proper soldier, always polite and straight-backed, handsome too.” 
 
“Yes Ma, just like Senior Captain Gerel, a hero among men, tiger among sheep.” Poor guy, he seemed happier as a cripple with no future. No wonder he joined the army. 
 
Brushing off his collar, her hands leave trails of flour behind on his leather armour. “None of your lip boy. I met a proper lass, a village girl named Dei An over there by the meat buns. Smile, boy, are you daft? Pretty as a flower ain't she? Loves to cook and sew, you go speak with her when you've a chance now. The least you could do is leave me some grandchildren to raise a'fore you go gallavantin' across the Empire .” 
 
Bulat's eyes show plenty of interest while he studies Dei An, giving her a tiny wave as she smiles back at him, a lovely young woman in the prime of her life. “Yes Ma, plenty o' grandchildren.” I'm surprised he isn't drooling. Is that how I look when I stare at women? 
 
“Come now Maira, the boy has plenty to do before the day is over, allow him a moment of peace.” Dagen claps his hand down on my shoulder, grinning wickedly as he towers beside me. “He's working for a harsh taskmaster, demanding and inhumane in his training. Besides, you're far too young to be a grandmother, still a young lass yourself.” He strokes her face tenderly, eliciting a girlish smile as she shyly bats him away, the two of them flirting in plain sight to Bulat's obvious dismay. 
 
As the older couple walks away arm in arm, my heart lifts a little, happy to see Dagen find love again. We never talked about what I saw in his head, but I think being able to say goodbye to his family was therapeutic for him, even if it was only imagined. They struck up a budding romance on the journey from Shen Huo, full of danger from bandits and wild creatures, a whirlwind courtship that still burned bright. 
 
At the appointed time, I give the order to start, shivering from the cold as I remove my shirt and steel myself. Bulat and Rustram line up on either side of me, striking me enthusiastically with wooden rods, working me over without mercy. The dull, heavy sound of wood on flesh fills the air as the trainees mirror our actions, a bloodied and bruised band of warriors taking turns to inflict harm on one another, strengthening our bones and muscles as we reforge our bodies. The trainees not a part of my squad are at a disadvantage, needing to work harder to heal without my methods, but it's good practice for them. While they aren't able to regenerate limbs, they might learn to treat their life-threatening injuries long enough to reach a proper healer. 
 
Once my body is thoroughly tenderized, I circulate my chi to begin the healing process, stimulating the growth of Panacea throughout my bones as I march around, repeating my daily adages in an oft-repeated sermon for all. “Know the burdens that each of us carry: Mediocrity. Inferiority. Ordinary. If I called you second-rate then no one in the world would ever be third-rate.” Taking the rod from Pran, I lay into Saluk with a powerful, two-handed strike, staggering the large half-bull and earning a look of anger as I wind up for a second strike. “To go easy on your comrades is to sentence them to death. Suffer today so that you may survive tomorrow. Endure, that is your mission, your goal, your duty. Pain is fleeting, embrace it, because it means you are still alive. Only in death will you find peace.” 
 
This is all Gerel's fault, he's the one who suggested this training after asking me about my thought process behind it. The only thing keeping the camp from rioting is the fact that Gerel takes more abuse than any three men combined. A grim, almost fanatical tyrant of a man, Gerel is brilliant and talented, picking up my healing method without difficulty and dealing a massive blow to my pride, regenerating his entire arm in under a month. Some people are just born lucky. 
 
Moving on, we begin demonstrating the Forms as our bodies heal, veteran Sentinels wandering through the ranks, offering guidance and corrections as they see fit. Gerel stops in front of me to study my movements, stopping me after a moment. “Deer Form: Parting the Underbrush. You can be aggressive or gentle, slow or speedy, but you cannot be half-hearted. Once you begin, you are committed and must follow through, else you will be left off-balance, open, and vulnerable.” A quarter-circle sweeping motion, he demonstrates the Form several times, one-armed, both armed, a leg sweep and a shoulder sweep, all different variations of the same basic motion. After watching me repeat his movements, he nods in taciturn approval and proceeds to help Rustram with his sword Forms. 
 
After three hours of the Forms, the trainees are panting with exertion as we move onto archery practice. Even among all these rookies I'm far from the best shot, which is a little embarrassing considering most never held a bow before arriving at the village. Ravil in particular is a great shot, wielding his double-recurve bow with grace and accuracy from atop his quin, Jinx. Rustram also has some skill, and a few former hunters are also capable, but overall, the level of accuracy is rather low, if not outright terrible. If things continue in this manner, I'll be leading a squad of meat shields, the worst possible outcome. 
 
After a break for lunch, we move on to our daily sparring. Armed with a practice shield and sword, I wave Pran and Saluk over. “Let's go, I know you two are itching for payback. Let's see if you have what it takes.” Unable to hide their grins, the two lumbering brothers circle me slowly, separating as they twirl their padded sabers. 
 
Launching myself at Saluk with my shield raised, I punch viciously, connecting with his saber. My massive opponent staggers back at the impact, taken by surprise. Whipping around, I execute Parting the Underbrush, smashing aside Pran's descending weapon. Punching him twice with my shield, he reels back as my boot hammers into his gut, sending him to his knees. Spinning away from Saluk's heavy chop, I angle my shield so his weapon goes wide, causing him to overextend. A single punch to the jaw is enough to disorient him, and my sword taps roughly against the side of his neck, inducing a choked cough and signal of submission. 
 
Shaking my head in disapproval, I step back to give them time to recover. “You need to work harder and smarter. Give flesh and break bone, but that doesn't mean you can leave yourself open and vulnerable. Again.” Our second round ends as quickly as the first, both nursing fresh bruises while I try not to sympathize with their plight as they kneel in the grass, glaring ferociously at me. “Again.” 
 
I've become just like Akanai, but I gotta say, it's much better being on this end of the exchange. 
 
After several more rounds, Pran and Saluk's lay prone upon the ground, their chests heaving, braided ques in disarray, and faces bloodied. My eyes sift through the observers, sensing their fear and awe, taking no pleasure in this. If they're this weak, what good are they? They need to improve before time runs out or I'll be the one beaten and bruised once Akanai gets her hands on me. “You two, go heal your injuries, but try to keep watching. Rustram, Bulat, Ravil, your turn.” They're not the only ones who need to improve. 
 
After a few rounds with the three of them, a deep, friendly voice calls out, chortling as he speaks. “Let those soldiers rest awhile boyo, my hands are itching after seeing you fight.” Major Vichear ambles over, the colossal, bear-eared officer towering above me as he grins from inside his helmet, sword and shield raised in challenge. “Come, your skills will rust if you only spar with those weaker than you. Let us show them a fair match between true warriors.” Smiling at the compliment, I nod once, relishing the prospect of a challenge. 
 
The three unfortunates crawl away, clearing the space for me and Vichear as I mirror his stance, shield in front and sword raised, circling him as I search for an opening. Exhale. Focus. Show intent and blood thirst. I will chop at your right shoulder. Vichear reacts to my feint, shifting his sword to block and I dart forward, my chop transforming into a thrust. A quick hit against his shield and I fall back, his sword whistling through the air before me. Reengaging, a second thrust probes his defenses, almost slipping through. 
 
I continue darting about, dashing in to strike before leaping back, avoiding a head on clash. More than 200 kilos heavier, with almost a meter difference in height and twice my girth, he makes for a physically intimidating opponent, the sheer size difference enough to overpower me with ease. I've grown taller in the last year, so maybe I'll be able to overcome that advantage given enough time. I'm only asking for half a meter more in height before I finish growing, not too much. I turned 18 a few months ago, so I have plenty of time, right? 
 
... 
 
An abrupt shield charge from Vichear takes me off guard, and I leap back to avoid being thrown to the ground by the impact, landing neatly almost two meters away. Diving under his diagonal slash, I roll past him, avoiding an errant kick powerful enough to uproot tree stumps. Slashing at his knee, the impact barely shifts his meaty leg as he turns to meet my attack with a powerful chop. Raising my shield, I falter beneath the forceful blow as he seizes the upper hand. His sword and shield alternate in a storm of attacks, each strike raising an ear-splitting crash as I stumble backwards, desperately blocking, my jaw clenched as my bones reverberate with every impact. 
 
A wild swing catches me on the shoulder, sending me tumbling head over heels through the flattened grass and dirt. Disoriented, I struggle quickly to my feet, spinning quickly to find my opponent and balance. After a few spine-tingling seconds, the world stops spinning and I see Vichear standing still, his sword resting point first in the ground as he patiently waits for me to regain my bearings. Opening my mouth wide in an effort to end the ringing in my ears, I blink several times, trying to clear my thoughts and come up with a plan to defeat this Goliath. 
 
“Let me take over brother, I cannot promise victory, but I can put up a better defense.” 
 
Inwardly shaking my head, I answer him silently. “No, I need the practice. I can't rely on you for everything, I gotta pull my own weight around here.” 
 
“As you wish brother.” Other me has been surprisingly compliant lately, more laid back and easy-going ever since his month-long nap. He's still pretty bloodthirsty, but no more than a normal Sentinel, without a single rant about doom or dismemberment. I think leaving him toys to play with helps, mostly cards and board games created in my mental space, giving him something to do in his spare time. He also loves to play mahjong, and I let him take over to play whenever I get the chance. He's not so bad anymore, and I actually like having him around, like an intangible little brother to play games with. 
 
Taking time to adjust my breathing, I focus on the match at hand, choosing a plan of action before nodding at Vichear. With his deep belly laugh, a hearty chuckle that compels you to laugh with him, he lifts his sword and waves me forward. “Come boyo, I know you can do better than this, don't you be scared of hurting old Vichy.” Smacking his armoured belly, he snorts loudly over the racket. “You need a few more years yet before you can put a dent in this mountain of fat.” 
 
Smiling silently, I take a single step back and ready myself to burst into action. Focusing all my weight on my left foot, I begin to perform Balance on Windy Leaf, leaning forward to begin my charge. My strength explodes, travelling down my leg and through my calf, a cloud of dirt flaring from behind my foot as I execute Bull Form: Scraping the Ground. My body surges forward in a single bound, appearing instantly in front of Vichear as my sword thrusts towards his midsection, completing the new attack with Pierce the Horizon. A three form combination charge, the next level in my most powerful attack, the culmination of months of practice after drawing insight from my match against Ouyang Yu Jin. 
 
The world seems to move in slow motion as Vichear contorts his body, spinning gracefully as if weightless, twirling through the air and batting my sword aside. My admiration is cut short as my face crashes into his elbow, and like a puppet with its strings cut, I collapse to the dirt. The world spinning once again, I try to make sense of what just happened, staring without seeing, the warm, coppery taste of blood filling my mouth. 
 
Welp... There goes months of practice. Back to the drawing board. 
 
Vichear's smiling, dark-skinned face peers down at me, his teeth gleaming white. “Damn boyo, you gave me a fright there, smashed yourself right into me. Fast little bugger, aren't you? Guess I was wrong, you've plenty of power in them spindly legs.” 
 
“Fuck you man.” My voice is slurred and drowsy, my head struggling to lift itself. “You... you phony! How are you so agile? You're big and fat, you should be slow and clumsy, it's not fair...” Too OP, nerf Bears please. 
 
Lifting me by the vest with a meaty palm, he sets me gingerly on my feet before clapping me on the back, laughing heartily, taking no offense at my words. “Impressive eh? Dance lessons, that's my secret. I joined for a woman, but who would have known? Soon after my debut opera performance, I killed my first Demon while out on routine patrol. They don't call it a sword dance for nothing.” Belting out a few notes in a beautiful baritone, he guides my unsteady steps over to the shade, sitting me down and patting my back as I cradle my face, fighting the urge to vomit. “Good show out there, you fix up that dent in your face and come back for another round when you're good and ready.” 
 
This is my life now, beating up trainees and being beaten in turn, a vicious cycle. Lamenting my fate and complaining to Other me, I heal my fracture bones while I rest my eyes, the months of built up fatigue weighing heavily on me. The six month time limit is coming to an end soon and I can only pray that my squad makes the cut, the imagined punishment enough to send a shiver down my spine. Seeing Tate and Tali enthusiastically practicing their martial skills scares me even more, the thought of those two darlings falling to the Defiled a recurring nightmare, sprinkled with tiny bones and terrifying screams in the backdrop of our ruined village. I need to be stronger, strong enough to protect them from the Defiled, the Society, wild animals and everything else this shit hole of a world has in store. 
 
Maybe the trainees will hate me for pushing them this hard, but I'm doing what needs to be done. I miss being one of the guys and hanging out with them, gambling and dicing, talking about women and life. Now, they all grow hushed and wide-eyed whenever I'm around, saluting and bowing despite my protests. It's almost as exhausting as making small talk. 
 
“Enough rest. Stand.” Gerel's firm tone brooks no argument and I leap to obey, the reflex literally beaten into me. As much as I idolize the man, easygoing is not a word I would use to describe him. He makes Akanai seem rational at times, willing to dole out physical punishment at the slightest infraction, likely with orders to whip me into shape. Standing before me with his massive glaive held to one side, he looks down at me, a bald, amber-eyed god of war, scornful of my weakness. “We spar.” 
 
Sigh... Only now do I understand, life and tribulation are truly one and the same. 
 
 
  Chapter Meme
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 A shoutout to my two newest anonymous Patrons. Thank you for the support! 
 
 
Humming along with Tali's off-key singing, Charok followed Tate on their way to visit Rain. His duties at the restaurant had increased of late, taking on the monumental task of feeding the newcomers. Rain and Gerel's arduous training regimen meant each trainee required hearty meals to keep them from withering away. Although his pay had increased, coin was of little value to him, having built up a substantial nest egg during his time in the Banner. Spending time with his children was more important to him, but lately he only had a few hours after lunch with them now that they were in lessons, work keeping him well past their bedtime. 
 
Spotting the wildcats, Tate ran ahead to greet them with arms wide open. “Jimjam! Aurie!” Stopping short, little Tate waited patiently for the animals to come to him, per Rain's instructions. Well-trained as they were, they were still wild animals. Auric happily ran into Tate, butting his head against the child in a show of affection while Jimu reacted with typical feline indifference. 
 
A deep, rumbling growl emanated from Auric's chest, raising the hairs on the back of Charok's neck. Although it was a sound of contentment, it was learned and not instinctual, the cat's response to Rain's delighted coo's whenever they growled at him, the foolish young man mistaking it for purring. Even after so many months, Charok was leery of leaving the children alone with the animals, but they loved them fiercely. Charok's heart still froze when his children turned their backs to the animals, but no harm had come to them yet and there was no indication of any hunting instincts in the lazy, well-fed animals. 
 
Tali shrieked in delight as Pafu ran up to them, snuffling and squeaking for treats. Placing his daughter onto the inquisitive quin's back, Charok smiled as his daughter buried her face in Pafu's fur. Rain had mentioned having the children ride the wildcats, but Charok chided him for filling their heads with nonsense, citing the famous proverb, 'unable to dismount from the tiger's back'. The quins would make excellent mounts and companions for his children, growing along one another like Alsantset and Suret. 
 
The thought of his wife brought both joy and sorrow, their current separation a trial of his sanity. Almost an entire year aside from a brief reunion in Shen Huo, their time apart weighed heavily upon him, wishing he could share the joys of raising their children or be at her side to protect her. A single year was almost a fifth of their time together with the twins, his wife missing so much of their growth. 
 
Suppressing his melancholy, he followed his children as they herded the animals into the training camp to find Rain. Exhausted trainees lay strewn about the field in varying stages of distress, numbering almost 200, with more than a third under Rain's direct command. They were a pitiable bunch, and as much as he respected Akanai's wisdom, Charok could not help but feel that giving Rain so much authority was a grave mistake. Too willful and stubborn, almost fanatical in his pursuit of strength, those qualities showed in his methods of training. To have an entire cadre of new Sentinels following in his footsteps seemed ill-conceived, and Gerel did little to curb Rain's enthusiasm. 
 
In fact, Gerel not only allowed Rain's militant exercises, the fool encouraged them, zealously working alongside him to push the trainees beyond human limits. Horrific stories made their way to his ears as the trainees ate their supper, tales of vicious beatings and pointless, exhausting activities. From crawling through jagged rocks on their elbows to self-inflicted puncture wounds, Rain and Gerel pushed the trainees to the brink of madness. Charok worried for Rain's safety until he realized that the trainees idolized their young hero in some sick twisted way, speaking in hushed whispers of his prowess, taking great pride in boasting of the immense suffering he put himself through. Watching Rain and Gerel endure more punishment than anyone else gave them hope and inspiration, the results of their torturous training right before their eyes. 
 
The trainees politely guided him to Rain's location, and as always, watching him spar with Gerel brought a sense of pride and awe. His frail little brother come into his own, a powerful warrior who stood at the forefront of his peers, a hero of the People. Determined and strong-willed, Rain weathered Gerel's attacks, but the older warrior dominated their match up through superior skill. Sensing Gerel's Aura, an ice-cold killing intent crashing into Rain, Charok narrowed his eyes as he exuded his own, protecting his children from the powerful assault and resisting the urge to put an end to this torment. 
 
It was too much. Just because a man could endure the heat did not mean you roasted him over a flame. As soon as Rain learned to condense his Aura, this 'training' would be made moot, there was no reason for Gerel to make him suffer so. Seeing Rain fight unhindered filled him with misery, wondering what his little brother had experienced to be able to move despite feeling what should be soul-crushing terror. 
 
The spar came to an abrupt end as Gerel's sword smashed into the crown of Rain's head, dropping to the ground in a boneless heap. Concerned for his safety, Charok ran to his side, Rain blinking in confusion at the sudden change in perspective, eyes barely able to focus. “Hello brother, when did you get here?” Giggling like an idiot, he grimaced at the sudden pain, cradling his head. “Dammit, that's the second time today I fractured my skull.” 
 
Glaring murderously at Gerel, Charok helped Rain up and into the shade, burning with anger at being ignored by that arrogant bastard. Wiping away the blood, he fumed quietly as Rain healed, Rain's daily injuries only surpassed by his growing appetite. Almost 175 centimeters tall, with broad shoulders and a thin frame, Rain was experiencing one last spurt of growth. Still short compared to the other Sentinels, there was sturdiness to him now, power and strength hidden beneath his sinewy form, a handsome young man by any measure. 
 
After a few minutes, Rain opened his eyes and smiled as he stood. “Hey, sorry for keeping you waiting. Now where are those little terrors?” 
 
“The children can wait, we must speak.” Considering his words carefully, he studied Rain, a young man standing before him in tattered clothes, with an easy smile and trusting gaze, it was difficult to match him to the stories of the 'barbaric savage' who brutally defeated four Society champions in single combat, a 'devil in human skin'. Alsantset had written of his feats and her worries, and although he did not agree with her about forcing him to stay in the village, something needed to be said. 
 
Clearing his throat, he placed his hand on Rain's neck, forcing the young man to look him in the eye. The hesitation was gone now, no discomfort or unease, only confidence, love, and minor confusion. “No one can force you to fight, not Akanai, not Baatar, not even the Emperor. You made plenty of money and Taduk has said that if you applied yourself to your studies, you would be the youngest healer in history. Three years, he says, and you'll earn the title. Why not stay here and focus on becoming a healer?” 
 
With a warm smile, Rain shook his head sadly as he glanced over at the twins. “You too, huh? Taduk asked me the same thing. I'd love to stay here and get fat, but I don't think I'd be able to enjoy myself. You didn't see the horde of Defiled waiting beyond the wall. I have to do something.” 
 
“The wall has stood for millennia and is defended by the greatest heroes of the Empire. You need not worry.” 
 
Smiling wryly, Rain sighed. “If the Defiled obediently lined up for me to kill, I could swing my sword day and night without rest for a year and still there would be more Defiled standing than I could count. An endless horde of bloodthirsty animals, ready to ravage and murder, gathered only a few dozen kilometers away from where we stand. I can't ignore that, not when I can help.” 
 
Chuckling helplessly at his resolution, Charok hugged his brother, the little hero of the People. To watch a little mouse of a slave grow into a commendable warrior was a source of great pride. “Very well, I only mention it because I could use the help at home. Do what you must, but return whole and unchanged. Remember who you are above all else: Rain, uncle to Tate and Tali, Brother to Charok and Alsantset.” 
 
“I wouldn't have it any other way.” Grinning cheerfully, Rain bounded over towards the twins, grabbing them in his arms and roaring playfully as they squealed in delight. Pausing briefly in his play to greet Mei Lin as she arrived, Rain kissed her on the cheek before returning to rolling about in the grass without a care, the very picture of joy and love. From here, the four of them would have dinner with Taduk before returning home, a family meal together that he wished to join every day. 
 
Catching Mei Lin's eye, he gave her a small smile and a thumbs up, smirking at her shy blush. Rain had been far more affectionate of late and it seemed only a matter of time before the two were betrothed. Little Rain, soon to be married with two wives, three if Adujan returned unwed. All would be well so long as Rain survived the coming storm. 
 
War was a harsh and unpredictable mistress, who knew what the future held in store? 
 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 
 
After marinating the meat and washing the rice in Taduk's kitchen, Li Song arrives just as I settle down to watch the twins, running around with the pups and flying their kites. Marching in without a greeting, she speaks in her customary monotone. “Master and The Divine Smith would like to speak with you and Lieutenant Rustram immediately.” 
 
“Hi there Li Song, I'm doing great, thank you for asking.” Smiling without missing a beat, I stretch languidly, taking pleasure in watching her flare her nostrils. She shows emotion, it's just hard to spot if you aren't looking. “Would you like some tea? It'll only take a few minutes to get a pot on, it's no trouble. You look lovely today, did you polish your armor again?” 
 
I shouldn't tease her, but I'm a little resentful of her, not to mention how adorable she looks when angry. Looking splendid in her shining, shimmering armor, Li Song puffs her cheeks in irritation while ignoring my questions, struggling to decide how to proceed. The armour I spent so much effort to obtain ended up in her possession because she was the only person it fit. I originally wanted to stretch it out, but apparently, that destroys the Runic Imprint. I couldn't even copy it to study the Imprint, portions covered by welded plates on the interior. Supposedly there is a rigid sequence to follow when inscribing, as well as certain chi manipulations to carry out, making it impossibly to replicate even if I did have the entire layout. 
 
I should have asked for books about runic inscription instead of gold. That would have been the smart thing to do, but I was blinded by greed, or I would have noticed it wouldn't fit me. Bah, it's not like it's perfect, the Runic armor constantly draws on the user's chi to block impacts, so if you run out it might as well be scrap metal. 
 
I'm not bitter or anything. 
 
... 
 
After delaying for another minute, Li Song looks ready to explode in tears or murderous rage, neither of which I am equipped to deal with, so I prudently leave with her in tow. Auric and Jimu follow behind, happy to reunite with their sister, although the pretty, fluffy cat ignores them both, stepping lightly with her nose held high as she follows beside Li Song, well-behaved and well-groomed. In contrast, Jimu bounds through every bush, coming out more ragged and tangled each time, while Auric repeatedly tries to capture Li Song's thrashing tail. “So, have you chosen a name for your kitten yet?” 
 
Ignoring me once again, she bolts ahead, taking a shortcut by running gracefully up a steep cliff side, the cats having little trouble following her. Grimacing slightly, I circulate my chi and use it to Lighten my body, scrambling up the cliff in a far less elegant display, relying on momentum and desperately grabbing the edge to keep myself from sliding back down. Another skill I need to practice more, getting around the village is much easier when not constrained by stairs. 
 
After stopping briefly to grab a drunk and belligerent Rustram, we wait patiently outside the bathroom for him to sober up, listening to his loud grumbling about wasted money and waiting women, mercifully obscuring the sounds of urination. As the minutes pass, the grumbling quiets, as does the steady stream of urine until finally, Rustram emerges, red-faced and sheepish. “Err, sorry about what I said boss, I'll accept whatever punishment you believe necessary.” 
 
Waving dismissively as I turn to leave, I answer, “Don't worry about it, I already forgot what you said.” I'd prefer if he was boisterous with me all the time, they were a lot more fun to be around when they were all crippled. Now it's 'boss this' and 'young hero that'. “You hear from your father lately?” 
 
“Yea boss, the payment arrived and was distributed yesterday. Father says the cosmetics are selling instantly and people are paying to be put on a wait list for the hair growth formula. We'll be stepping up production soon as the harvest ...” Rustram continues to report enthusiastically, going over the minutia of supply chains and workforce and whatnot, but my eyes start to glaze over. 
 
The families of the trainees were mostly unskilled labourers, many single mothers and young children, so finding them jobs to do was troublesome. I suggested they help mix simple cosmetics and balms to earn some coin while they learned proper skills required to live in the village. It turned out to be far more lucrative than I expected and a flood of new arrivals and villagers arrived at my doorstep, clamouring to take part. In stepped Rustram who worked out the logistics of it all, organizing everything with some sort of managerial sorcery, ensuring everyone could earn some coin. As the 'boss', Rustram insisted I take a portion of the profits, but I told him to pass it along to the orphanage. In retrospect, I should have taken the money for food bills and passed the rest along myself. The orphans idolize Rustram and Bulat who bring them money and toys, and I get left with growing debts. Sad times. 
 
Striding through the double doors leading to Husolt's workshop, I'm greeted with the lovely sight of Mila quenching her thirst. Her blue silk undergarment peeks through her too-large sleeveless shirt, her bare shoulders glistening with sweat after a hard day's work at the forge. Drinking greedily from her cup, a tiny stream of water spills out the side of her mouth, dribbling down her chin and splashing onto her heaving chest, her womanly charms having grown more notable of late. 
 
... I really need to get laid. 
 
Almost a year since my last 'indiscretion' and more than two years until marriage, I have a long, arduous dry spell ahead of me. Think unsexy thoughts, like what Husolt would do if he caught me perving. Or worse... What Akanai would do. 
 
... 
 
I should stick to thinking about Husolt. 
 
With a satisfied gasp, Mila opens her eyes, the personification of serenity, basking in a job well done. Skipping lightly towards me, she throws her arms around my neck, giggling with her face buried in my chest as my arms encircle her slim waist. It's funny, I hate giggling, but when she does it, I find it endearing. “You're finally here, I've been waiting forever for Rustram.” Rolling her eyes at my displeased look, she pinches me on the cheek. “Don't be jealous.” 
 
Running back to grab something, she presents it to Rustram with a flourish. In her hands is a thin rapier, beautifully crafted and glinting in the lamplight. “Sentinel Rustram, this weapon do I bestow unto you, for use in defence of the People. Accept it, along with the burden of responsibility it represents.” 
 
Blinking in surprise, Rustram stammers, “But... I'm just a merchant's son, there are others more skilled and deserving than me.” 
 
Glancing briefly at me, Mila smiles and shakes her head. “You're Rain's second-in-command, and knowing him, he'll lead you right into the thick of battle. I'd feel better knowing a warrior with a spiritual weapon will be fighting at his side. Just take it, I crafted it especially for you after talking with Gerel, and skill will come with practice.” 
 
Struggling internally for a second, Rustram drops to his knees and bows his head, raising both hands to accept the weapon. Frowning, Mila barks out, “Stand!” and he bolts to attention, confusion pouring from his eyes. “A Sentinel kneels to no one, a warrior unto his own, defending his people and homeland. Remember this.” 
 
Handing him the weapon, she begins lecturing him on its proper usage while Husolt pops out from the forge room, waving me over. Closing the door behind me, his low chuckles turn into a braying laugh, overflowing with joy. “Ah, my little girl is growing up. All I need now is a few grandchildren, but that'll come soon enough, right lad?” His massive bear hug forces the air out of my lungs as my bones creak in protest, my feet dangling off the ground. 
 
His mood is infectious as we saunter out the back of his forge room, stopping in front of a table. Hefting a massive creation, he displays it proudly. “Take a look at my latest work, what do you think?” It's not my fault, even if I had all my memories, why would I know how to make a crossbow, much less a repeating one? All I asked was if it was possible to make one, and Husolt's eyes glimmered at the challenge, resulting in the metallic monstrosity in front of me. Over a meter in length and almost half that in height, it is essentially three colossal crossbows stacked atop one another, complete with three separate bowstrings. 
 
Beaming with pride, Husolt begins to describe his creation. “The bows are made from an iron bamboo core, reinforced with ram's horn and ursadon sinew. Combined with a sturdy steel frame and a bowstring made from Terror Bird neck tendons, that gives my baby here a 1.25 tonne draw weight and an effective range of 280 meters. It's front heavy and kicks like a mule, so it isn't the best for mounted combat, but give it a try.” Working a tiny lever back and forth for a full minute, he slowly ratchets the three bowstrings until they lock in place, before loading the enormous steel bolts, each as long as my arm. 
 
I feel like Husolt misinterpreted the repeating part, but at least he went full-out on power. 
 
Passing me the Monstrosity, my arms sag beneath the weight of the weapon. Leaning forward to set its base on the table, I brace it against my shoulder and aim for the target, a batch of iron plates more than 100 meters away. Loosing a single shot, the crossbow leaps up in place with a metallic screech, slamming against my shoulder before crashing back down to the table with a heavy thud. 
 
Ignoring my incredulous stare, Husolt roars with laughter, clapping me on the back. “See that boy? The shaft is buried at least 30 cm deep, that's 10 iron plates! Impressive, isn't it?” 
 
“Err... Yea, impressive.” He's not wrong, but the growing bruise on my shoulder dampens my enthusiasm. “It's too heavy and the recoil knocked the other two bolts free. Isn't there some mechanism or method to have one bow and quickly load the string? This lever thing is a great idea by the way, maybe use that for a faster loading more... normal powered crossbow.” 
 
“Bah, I told you, you need to steady yourself.” Grabbing the weapon from me, he grumbles beneath his breath, unhappy at my lack of enthusiasm. After reloading, he fires three shots in quick succession, the weapon steady between each shot. “See?” 
 
Right, so I need to put on 100 kilos of muscle, no problem. Trying a different tack, I point out, “It takes a full minute to load. Sustainable rate of fire, that's what we're aiming for.” Seeing my argument take root, I push the issue. “How long does it take you to make one and how much does it cost? Remember, the idea was to mass produce these things. There were thousands of soldiers standing on the wall with nothing to do, imagine each of them with a rapid-firing, long-ranged weapon.” 
 
“That's a daft dream, no crossbow will ever fit your requirements. You should just learn the bow, that's what you're describing lad. For a crossbow, you pick two: too expensive, too weak, or too slow. Nothing wrong with powerful, slow and expensive lad, you can afford it. This beauty will last longer than any armour I make for you, I can promise you that.” 
 
After dragging out a promise from him to keep trying, I invite him to Taduk's for dinner, discussion, and drinks, making sure to bring the Monstrosity with me. It is impressive, and I can just give it to Pran or Saluk to use, they have the build for it and more power is always nice. Hopefully, Husolt comes up with some more powerful toys for me, because even with this thing, we're still fucked if we run into a Demon. Best case scenario, the crossbow injures it badly enough for someone else to end it. 
 
Not me though, I'm never charging headfirst at a Demon ever again. 
 
I learned my lesson the first time. 
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 Drawing her weapon with a quiet rasp, the hilt twinkled in the fading sunlight as Song focused her mind on a single word: Strength. Sheath and saber in hand, she circled around the small clearing, her steps measured and light, Tiger Form: Stalking the Dragon. Stopping abruptly, she lashed out with her weapon, slicing twice in the blink of an eye, Tiger Form: Sharpening the Claws. Exhaling, she stepped back and leaped forward in a smooth motion, Tiger Form: Pounce Upon the Lamb. Her saber carving through her imagined enemies, her sheath substituting as club and shield, she moved about the clearing, powerful and fierce, graceful and unrestrained.
 
  
 
 Speeding up, she continued her performance in a frenzy, a maelstrom of motion in pursuit of Inspiration. Killing Lunge into Sweeping the Rushes, Gripping the Turtle into Reversing the Flow, Twitching Tail into Reverse Kick, she moved through the forms most familiar to her, combining them in different configurations and timings, perfecting her ability to Amplify and Resonate at will.
 
  
 
 After working herself to near exhaustion, she sheathed her weapon and began to adjust her breath before sitting down to meditate and parse through the mysteries of the Forms. Master trained in her martial skills each day, and Song refused to fall even further behind. She needed strength above all else to repay Master's generosity. A warm home, comfortable bed, good food, and clean clothes, these were the least of the gifts bestowed upon her and she would give Master no cause to regret.
 
  
 
 Things would be perfect if not for Rain lusting after her body. Immediately setting his sights on her after his betrothal to Master, he gifted her with Runic Armour in order to lay claim to her, and Master made no argument, even seeming pleased by the gesture. Song had long resigned herself to her fate, knowing her blissful times would soon come to an end. At least Rain seemed reluctant to use force, but this too would end in time. He was like every other man, a beast in human skin, consumed by lust and depravity. Too strong for her to resist, there was nothing for her to do but pray.
 
  
 
 A warm weight settled on her leg, startling her from meditation. Master's kitten's head lay sprawled across her lap, seeking attention as it blinked lazily up at her, a sign of trust and ease. Ever since Rain gifted the beast to Master, Song had been responsible for its care, training and grooming it, so it would not bring disgrace to Master. A tiny feline warrior, taken too young from her mother, Song knew exactly what that was like. At least she could still dream of reuniting with her mother, the poor kitten's mother was dead at Rain's hands and fed to his soldiers, a heartless man.
 
  
 
 Leaning over to cuddle the pitiful beast, she deliberated the best way to keep it from bothering her, deciding to tire it out with a game. Standing, she swayed her tail back and forth while walking away, signalling for the curious beast to chase her. Picking up the pace, she exited the clearing, making sure not to stray too far from Master. After a half hour, the beast lost interest and she turned about to chase it instead, letting it stay just out of range and tweaking its rear when it grew too complacent.
 
  
 
 Finally tired of their game, the beast bolted away, running up the wall and sought refuge inside Senior Captain Alsantset's home, where Master was spending time with Rain. Worried the beast would interrupt their discussions, she ran into the courtyard, coming to a halt and bowing towards Master. Rocking gently in a bench swing, Master sat nestled in Rain's arms, smiling as the beast leaped on the bench and laid down next to Rain, nuzzling her mother's killer.
 
  
 
 Her innocent and naive Master came here every evening, charmed by Rain. Song understood why; on the surface, he seemed perfect, an accomplished duelist, successful merchant, and loving family man. His masquerade was perfect, even promising to halt his lewd and wicked ways. A flawless deception, she waited nervously for his true colours to show once more, praying he would succumb to his base desires so Master could reject him before things went too far.
 
  
 
 She thought to seduce him to help Master see past his lies, exposing him for the depraved and bloodthirsty animal he was, but she worried Master would cast her away and leave her in his clutches. It should be a simple thing to sacrifice herself for Master, but her current lifestyle fostered weakness and she could not force herself to risk losing what little joy she had.
 
  
 
 Waving her over, Rain greeted her with a smile. “Finished your training early today? Treat yourself to some tea and snacks.” How did he know of her slacking? Did Master know as well? Unsure if Rain were testing her, she ignored the food and settled on the bench next to Master, listening to their conversation. She liked the swing, the gentle rocking motions as she sat surrounded by cushions, even one for her to hold. “Anyway, I don't see why it's a waste of time, I think the Monstrosity will come in handy.”
 
  
 
 “Idiot.” Master's tone was affectionate as she lectured him. “Papa should be making Spiritual Weapons, but instead he's tinkering with worthless crossbows and leaving all the work for me to do. I spent days making Rustram's sword, but Papa could have finished it before lunch.”
 
  
 
 “About that, do I get one? You made a weapon for pretty-boy Rustram, but you don't make one for your betrothed?”
 
  
 
 “Don't be jealous, they're for the Sentinels, idiot. I don't choose who they go to and Papa says I'm not ready for a third weapon, so you aren't either. Besides, you haven't given me a betrothal gift yet, so who are you to talk of gifting.” Pinching his cheek, Master smiled beautifully and added, “Don't worry, I'm already resigned to marrying you.”
 
  
 
 “... How kind of you to settle. Whatever, I still don't think I'm wasting Husolt's time. Ten Iron plates at one-hundred meters, that's some serious stopping power.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, give me a few years and I could do that with a bow. Song, help me!” Master pouted as she spoke, looking at her with pleading eyes. “He's too stubborn and won't admit he's wrong.”
 
  
 
 Hesitation gnawed at her stomach as she studied the ground, only half-listening as they continued to argue. While she wanted to obey and help Master, to do so would mean disparaging the Divine Blacksmith. She was only a slave, who was she to say what another should do with their time? Gathering her courage, she chose to stand with Master, no matter the consequences. “Master is correct.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, of course you agree with her, she practically begged you to! Doesn't count, neither of you have any argument besides 'a bow is better'. That's true, but I need practical ranged weapons today, not in five years. I mean, imagine a crossbow the size of a wagon, we could nail Demons to the ground with something like that.”
 
  
 
 Song cleared her throat and turned her head towards Rain, keeping her eyes lowered. It was the best she could do. “A crossbow is an inefficient weapon when compared to the bow. The draw length and the lath are too short for the tips of the lathe to reach maximum velocity before the bolt is loosed, squandering a large amount of the stored energy. Although this can be solved with a longer draw length or lath, that would make the crossbow even more cumbersome.”
 
  
 
 Without pausing for breath, she continued, the words spilling out. “During the early reign of the 14th Emperor, Grand Marshal Sima Yi commissioned wheeled, oversized crossbows to be placed on the Walls, but the Demons were far too fast to be consistently hit with the bolts. To make matters worse, the expensive weapons were targeted and destroyed during every battle, costing the Imperial Treasury dearly for little gain, and the idea was abandoned. Almost a decade later, before his execution, Sima Yi cited the shame he endured for this failure as the driving reason for his rebellion, marking his place in history as the first man to ever successfully assassinate an Emperor.”
 
  
 
 Seeing the incredulous look on Master's face, Song realized her mistake and lowered her head, quivering in fear of retribution. She had gone too far with her blatant disrespect, even daring to mock Rain with her knowledge. Closing her eyes, she waited in silent resignation for her punishment. Laughter broke the silence and she looked up to see Master covering her mouth, unable to contain her glee. “Rain, you were so wrong, you drove Song to speak in full sentences! Well done, brilliant!”
 
  
 
 Smiling in good humour, Rain shook his head and asked, “That's very impressive. Where did you learn all that?”
 
  
 
 “Teacher Du believed in tempering the mind as well as the body. He often lectured on the history of weapons and wars, and this slave was given the honour of listening in on many occasions.” They were some of the best times in her life, free to sit and listen for a few hours without struggle or torment, drawing enlightenment from an awe-inspiring figure. She envied Adujan for the honour of being his student, something Song had often dreamed of as a child, right up until the day she was gifted to Cho Jin Kai, thrown away without a thought.
 
  
 
 “Mila move over and let me talk to Li Song.” Shifting Master to his other side, Rain tweaked her nose. “Don't be jealous.” Turning his attention to Song, he spoke with excitement in his eyes. “Okay, giant crossbows are no good, I accept that, but that wasn't my plan to begin with. I wanted a cheap, handheld, repeating crossbow, to be distributed to every soldier available. Do you think trying to develop a weapon like that is a waste of time?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Unwilling to say more, it took prompting from Master for Song to gather enough courage to continue. Surprisingly, being challenged by a slave did not upset Rain, no punishment forthcoming at her direct challenge. “The HanLin Crossbow fits your specifications, capable of loosing ten bolts in fifteen seconds before reloading. The range was listed at 120 meters, a distance a common foot soldier requires eight seconds to cross, time enough to loose only five bolts. Due to its low power, a trade-off made to reach rate of fire, the bolt needed to strike an unarmoured, vital point to kill. Combined with its notorious inaccuracy, these flaws rendered the weapon largely ineffective, falling into obscurity after the Defiled razed HanLin City.”
 
  
 
 “Okay so they weren't all that successful, but do you know how they're made?”
 
  
 
 “No, but I have seen pictures and descriptions.” Rain ran off, leaving her swinging gently on the bench with Master, and soon returned with ink and parchment. She began writing out what all she knew of the weapon, struggling to remember the exact details. Reading over her shoulder, Rain made sounds of understanding, making comments and asking questions. Soon, he began to describe his ideas as she continued to write, and she simply spoke her mind, uncaring of the consequences.
 
  
 
 She enjoyed taking apart Rain's suggestions, but they quickly declined in quality as the night wore on. The worst was his notion of stockpiling oil for use as a weapon, not only dangerous, but illegal after the accidental destruction of Bao Ling City. Ignoring Demons and experts capable of manipulating flame, a single errant spark would be enough to spell disaster, the risks outweighing benefits by far. Rain's grasp of tactics completely ignored the capabilities of top-tier experts, odd considering he was surrounded by them. Orderly formations, traps, poisons, and massed infantry, all of his ideas were easily ignored by top-tier experts, rendering them all but useless.
 
  
 
 In the end, she answered his questions because she enjoyed being asked, finally given purpose after so many months of aimless meandering. It was possible Rain was playing games with her and she would soon curse herself for being foolish, but for now, she was content being helpful. She would still prefer if Rain quietly died on the battlefield, freeing Master from his grasp and allowing Song to prolong her happy days.
 
  
 
 Even though none of them ever came true, Song still loved to dream. Who knows, perhaps Rain would be struck by lightning and all her troubles would be solved.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 While rinsing the last of his pots, Charok heard the bell chime as the door opened. Hoping it was not another drunk customer, he shouted out, “Sorry friend but we're closed for the night. You'll have to come back tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 The heavy footsteps continued forward and Gerel strode through the kitchen door, hands clasped behind his back in a mimicry of Baatar. “It's been a long time since you called me friend.”
 
  
 
 Unamused, Charok pointed towards the front door. “Get out.”
 
  
 
 Flashing his disarming smile, Gerel held up a porcelain jar and two cups. “Join me for a drink? Tears of the Mother, the best stuff money can buy.”
 
  
 
 “I'm not some wide-eyed village girl you can charm with a smile and a story.” No matter the reputation of the expensive drink, it was not worth sitting down with that scoundrel.
 
  
 
 Gerel's smile melted and the familiar, cold indifference took its place. “So unwilling to give face, this is why I waited until you were alone.” He left the kitchen and pulled out a chair, scraping loudly against the hardwood floor. “I brought the drink so you bring the snacks, I'll be out here when you're ready to talk about 'your' brother.”
 
  
 
 Damn him. Now that Rain had been mentioned, how could Charok just leave? Exhaling away his frustration, he cut up some dried tofu and cold meats, bringing them out to sit across from Gerel, glaring angrily. A full cup sat in front of him, and he gulped down the alcohol, drinking it quickly to sooner end this meeting.
 
  
 
 The liquid burned as it travelled down his throat and he sputtered in distress. A tear leaked out as he gasped for breath, thumping his chest to ease the pain. Cheeks burning in humiliation, he scolded himself for a fool as Gerel smiled his natural, arrogant smile and finished his drink in the same manner, without any difficulty. After clearing his throat several times, Charok finally gasped out a few words. “You wished to speak, so speak.”
 
  
 
 Gerel filled both cups before answering. “Orders from the Chief Provost, Rain is to be tested before we leave.”
 
  
 
 His hand slammed down on the table, sending everything flying, but Gerel caught everything neatly, plate, glasses and jug without spilling a drop. “More testing? I have watched you beat him bloody every day for months and still that is not enough? He has shed enough blood and sweat to earn his place among the Sentinels ten times over, even ignoring his achievements! Explain yourself, or I will have him withdraw!”
 
  
 
 “Calm down, you're drunk. You always were a lightweight.” Placing everything down gently, he chewed his food slowly before answering. “She wants to test his leadership skill, see how he does in combat.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at the cup in front of him, Charok picked it up and sipped slowly, wary of the potent liquor. It wasn't so bad if you were prepared, an earthy taste that lingered. Sniffing once, he shook his head. “Rain is too young for command.”
 
  
 
 “Agreed.” Shrugging lightly, Gerel feigned humility. “But she is the Chief Provost, and I but a lowly servant. Who am I to argue?”
 
  
 
 “Who will be his opponents? Bandits?”
 
  
 
 “That's why I'm here. She wants to pit him against the Society spies and bristleboar slaves lingering around the mountains. Made me waste months keeping track of their movements and she won't even let me kill them myself, it's ridiculous.” With all his false smiles and pretty stories, it was easy to forget that Gerel was more bloodthirsty than any, more eager than anyone to ride out to battle. “Anyway, I thought it prudent to have you come along to help play nursemaid. Who knows, maybe he'll turn into a deranged, murderous maniac again.”
 
  
 
 “Pitu.” Knowing he would have to clean it up, Charok didn't truly spit, only making the sound with his lips. “He suffered much at the hands of the bristleboars, his hatred is justified.”
 
  
 
 “Hatred I can understand, but this was something else. He watched a young man die slowly, smiling the entire time, happy as a pig in a peach orchard. There's something broken in that boy, I knew it the day we met him.”
 
  
 
 “You're one to talk, you were no better at that age, beat me bloody the first time I challenged you. Almost killed me in fact, and we were like brothers.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Gerel flicked him on the forehead. “You. Provoked. Me. Challenging me immediately after I earned my place on the Banner, hoping to defeat a tired opponent. How was I supposed to react? Besides, that was over a decade ago, let it be.”
 
  
 
 “I provoked you? You stormed into my wedding and declared I was not worthy of my wife!”
 
  
 
 Waving dismissively, Gerel leaned back with a scoff. “I was young, drunk, and thought myself in love. The handsome young hero paired with the beautiful and fearsome tigress, we seemed a match made by the Mother. You were the baker's son, mediocre and plain-looking, her choice confused me.” Smirking, he shrugged. “Still does.” Raising his hands in mock surrender, he sighed. “Believe me, I paid dearly for that blunder; Sarnai beat me so badly I shit blood for a week. Left me on the floor of my home, crying in pain and misery, didn't even take me to the healers. Thought I was going to die covered in shit and blood.” He stopped to visibly shudder at the memory, his eyes going unfocused for a moment before continuing.  “Anyway, I should thank you, I don't think I'd survive with her as my mother-in-law.”
 
  
 
 They shared a chuckle before finishing their drinks, Charok understanding this was Gerel's way of apologizing, sharing his humiliating ordeal. Unfortunately, two cups of expensive liquor and a quasi-apology were not enough to overcome a decade of hostility, and they lapsed into awkward silence. “So...What, uh...” Charok scratched his neck, feeling the heat from the drink. “What is... What is the plan? With Rain?”
 
  
 
 “Simple enough, I tell the boy his mission and then we stand around and watch him blunder through it, should be good for a few laughs. After that, we pull his ass out of the fire before too many trainees die. We'll lose a few, but hopefully, the boy learns a valuable lesson.” Gerel filled their cups a third time, chewing on a piece of fat hanging out of his mouth as he started to laugh. “You know, I watched him charge face first into Vichear's elbow today. Even Amplified his footsteps so he could get there faster, it was hilarious. It's madness, even I would be cautious sparring with that bulky bastard, but not Rain. Fearless.” Clinking glasses, they drank deeply, exhaling in synchronized satisfaction before refilling the cups once more. “Can't decide if he's brave or stupid.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps a bit of both.” After another short pause, he asked, “So... any new war stories?”
 
  
 
 Lighting up like a child, Gerel launched into a tale of battling Demons, drinking and laughing in good cheer. Several stories and several cups later, they were both leaning  heavily on the table. While pouring their seventh or eighth drink, Gerel asked, “So... what's it like being a father?”
 
  
 
 “Ah, it's the best feeling in the world. Nothing better than going home to see my babies.”
 
  
 
 “...S'not a lot of work?”
 
  
 
 “Oh yea, but having Rain around really helps, I've never changed or washed a single diaper, most responsible kid I ever met. Don't care what anyone says, I trust him with my life, my kids' lives, s'my brother.” He paused to burp loudly, feeling the burning liquid rise in his throat before swallowing it down. “You thinkin' 'bout gettin' married, havin' some kids of your own?”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... had a tryst or two with this beautiful woman, the Marshal's attendant, can't get her off my mind, no matter how hard I try. Expert warrior, ice in her veins, always ready to fight or fuck and doesn't care which.”
 
  
 
 “So, a female you?”
 
  
 
 “Haha, indeed... no wonder I like her so much!”
 
  
 
 They drank until the jug was empty, and as they left the restaurant, Charok realized something profound. They met as children, friends for fifteen years before their falling out, outweighing their years of enmity. It felt good to make peace with his childhood hero. Grinning like a maniac, he stumbled away, both supporting and being supported by his old friend as they roamed through the village in search of more to drink, making up for lost time.
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 Yawning as she scratched her belly, Mila lurched towards the dining room still half-asleep. If not for the delectable scent of fresh bread filling the air, she'd have stayed beneath her still warm covers, sleeping away the morning. A neighbour must have brought breakfast, a common enough occurrence when Mama's work took her out of the village. Mila smacked her lips in anticipation, knowing if she continued to sleep, Papa would devour all the food, leaving her nothing. While she'd learned the basics of cooking from Alsantset, who could be bothered to cook every day? Hard biscuits and cured meat were enough to sate her appetite, but she always welcomed a hot meal. She slid the dining room door open and stepped through.
 
  
 
 “Morning Mila.” Smiling sweetly, Rain pulled out a chair for her to sit in. “I made breakfast.”
 
  
 
 Freezing mid-stride, she stopped to rub her eyes. Why was Rain sitting at the dining table?
 
  
 
 Papa's discreet cough roused her from her stupor. “Lass, go wash your face and put some proper clothes on. Betrothed or not, Rain is still a guest in our home.”
 
  
 
 Glancing down at her half dressed body, she squeaked in surprise and dashed back to her room. That idiot, why was he here so early? Rain must think her slovenly, parading around with her hair in disarray and dressed only in her nightgown. Burning with humiliation, she ran a comb through her hair, ignoring the pain as she powered through the tangled mess. Barely shoulder length, she did not understand how it twisted itself into knots every night. Song's hair hung below her navel, yet she woke each morning looking like a divine goddess instead of a tangled mess. The Mother truly was unfair.
 
  
 
 After washing her face and making sure her breath did not smell, she meandered back into the dining room, feeling her face heat as she entered. Thankfully, no one mentioned her blunder, Rain smiling foolishly and filling her plate with food. “I woke this morning and found Gerel and Charok sleeping in the courtyard, soaked to the bone from the morning dew. Apparently, they had a little drinking party without inviting me, and it got a little out of hand. Amateurs.”
 
  
 
 Still too ashamed to say anything, she looked down at her plate, pursing her lips. No wonder Rain drank so much, with a terrible role model like Charok, drinking and carousing even though he had two children to care for. She didn't understand the fun of drinking, it tasted horrible and made fools of everyone, why do that to yourself? As far as she was concerned, the stuff was poison, and while she wouldn't forbid Rain from drinking to excess, if she ever woke to find him passed out in the courtyard, there would be a reckoning.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to her thoughts, Rain continued to prattle on. “Anyway, Gerel gave me a task, I have to hunt down the Society intruders nosing around the village. I stopped at the training yard to give out orders, then I came here for help. Song let me in and I cooked breakfast while waiting for the lazy father-daughter pair to roll out of bed. I'm impressed, your hair is so... expressive.”
 
  
 
 Turning to point at him, she sputtered wordlessly, unable to come up with a retort in the face of his giant grin. Snorting, she turned back to her breakfast, eating in angry silence. Grabbing a meat bun and fried dough fritters, her anger subsided as she filled her bowl with noodles and broth. He must have waited for hours, cooking this much delicious food, but she could not be blamed for sleeping in. Rain kept her until late last night, discussing strategy and weapons with Song. It didn't matter that both of them woke before her, that made them unnatural freaks. How either of them functioned with less than ten hours of sleep was a mystery.
 
  
 
 Her mood improved as she ate, listening to Rain chat with her Papa about his crossbow and taking it out to field test. She was happy to see them get along so well, Papa's temper usually scared off all her friends, not to mention Mama's nosy questioning. Growing up, Lin was the only friend she had that could stomach visiting more than once, and Mila loved her for it. It was difficult being the daughter of venerated heroes.
 
  
 
 Rain turned to speak with Song, and she willingly answered his questions, earning a look of surprise from Papa. She even offered her own opinions, sharing her tactical and historical expertise, finally breaking out of her shell thanks to Rain. Mila's opinion of Du Min Gyu rose several measures, accepting that Yan made a good choice in going with him. Although he was a crusty old man, he taught his students well. Song spoke directly and without preamble, always on point, able to recall obscure details without blinking. Beautiful and brilliant, Song's recovery was well on its way.
 
  
 
 Chakha, Huushal's father, had already received the plans for the repeating crossbow, promising to make it his top priority. The firing mechanism was primarily a piece of clever carpentry, and Papa needed a working model to tinker with it. If the range and power could be improved without negatively impacting the rate of fire, then perhaps Rain's idea wasn't as foolish as she initially thought. Still, he would be better off letting his soldiers diligently practice their archery, as the power, range, and versatility of a bow were hard to improve upon.
 
  
 
 After devouring all the food, Papa left to work at the forge, leaving the three of them alone. Brushing herself off, Mila struck a proud, yet magnanimous pose from her seat, something Mama did often. “So, ask what you came to ask, how might this noble and compassionate warrior-blacksmith help you today?” He likely wanted her to be his second-in-command, and she decided to graciously accept without flaunting her superiority. It was the least she could do, seeing he was humble enough to ask for aid. In return, she would only require he cook more delicious meals. Maybe she should go to Taduk's for dinner every night, Rain was a phenomenal cook.
 
  
 
 Lightly pinching her cheek, Rain smiled. “Oh, it's nothing, really. While we were waiting, I went over my ideas with Song and she gave me her opinions, but she wanted to see the battleground with her own eyes. Can you tag along? It should only take an hour or two and then you can go about your day.”
 
  
 
 Her face froze in disbelief as she went over his words in her mind. Tag along? Go about her day? So he was here for Song's help. Swallowing her disappointment, she asked Song to harness the quins and returned to her room, intending to change her clothes. Instead, she crashed onto her bed and buried her face in her pillows, pouting and feeling sorry for herself. It was silly to be jealous, but she couldn't help it. Not only was Rain being tested for command, but he didn't bother asking her for help, all of her training in Sentinel tactics seemingly worthless in his eyes. Worse, she knew he had a wandering eye, and Song was so beautiful and talented, with the two of them getting along, was there any room for her in Rain's heart? Was she destined to be the fourth wife, little better than a concubine?
 
  
 
 “So, this is your bedroom.” She jolted at the sound of Rain's voice, staring daggers at him. Strolling in without shame, he glanced about at the weapons and armour mounted on her wall and smirked. “I like it, it suits you.”
 
  
 
 Tossing a pillow at him, she snapped, “Get out, I need to get dressed.”
 
  
 
 Snatching the pillow out of the air, he leaped forward and used it to smack her lightly on the rump before casually climbing into her bed. Her face heated as he lay down beside her, his hand circling around her waist. She shrank away and he pulled himself towards her, centimeter by centimeter. Soon, there was no room to retreat and he lay next to her, their legs touching and a seductive smile on his face. Unable to resist, she nuzzled into his shoulder and sighed deeply. Kissing her lightly on the temple, he whispered, “Don't be jealous.”
 
  
 
 Shoving him away, she smacked him on the chest as he laughed, venting her anger. “That's not funny! You know I'm upset and still you make fun. I should cancel our betrothal and find someone sweet and caring, who listens and dotes on my every need!” Though it had become something of a joke between them, this was not the time for jokes.
 
  
 
 “Be honest, you'd be bored with a husband like that.” Pulling her towards him, she melted in his embrace once again. He was taking advantage of her good nature, bullying her without mercy. “I'm sorry for what I said earlier, I chose my words poorly. You always seem so confident, I forget that you're a teenage girl with teenage insecurities.”
 
  
 
 “Idiot, like you're any better, always pretending to be so mature. And they're not insecurities, they are reasonable concerns!”
 
  
 
 “You're right, as you always are. Now, I humbly ask for your guidance. Please, come scout the battlefield with me and lend me your strength. I beg of you, I cannot succeed without you.”
 
  
 
 She sensed his grin as she luxuriated in his warmth, enjoying his breath upon her cheek and his hands caressing her waist. “Fine, but you're lucky I'm so kind and forgiving.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed I am. Beautiful too, you looked ravishing in your nightgown.” His lips grazed her temple once again, then her cheek, before finally alighting on her lips, pressing lightly against them. A gentle, lingering kiss, her passion mounted and she pulled him towards her, turning onto her back. His body leaning over hers, his hands began to roam beneath her shirt, his tongue lapping against hers as a small moan escaped her lips. Her fingers ran through his hair as her heart hammered away in her chest, nervous and excited, craving for more as his lips left a trail of kisses down her neck.
 
  
 
 A light knock interrupted their fumbling and the door began to slide open. Shoving Rain away, she squeaked out, “Don't come in!”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the door stopped and Song's voice sounded out from the other side. “The quin are harnessed and ready, Master. Will this slave be needed?”
 
  
 
 “No, I'll be fine, getting dressed. Please, wait for me in the courtyard. And please stop referring to yourself as a slave!” She squirmed away and stood, smoothing out her clothes and re-lacing her undergarment. When did he unlace it? He was all hands, the reprobate. After listening to Song's footsteps fade away, she turned and unleashed a series of slaps against Rain's arms, her face burning in embarrassment as he laughed. “You... you... silver-tongued rascal! How dare you steal my first kiss like that! And you tried to... you're incorrigible. Not until we're married, I told you.” It would be more believable if she hadn't been so enthusiastic, he must think her a loose woman now.
 
  
 
 Falling back before her assault, Rain winced as she continued to strike him again and again, venting her frustration. “Stop, stop! I'm sorry, that was also my first kiss, I got too excited. Besides, you pulled me on top of you.”
 
  
 
 “Liar.” Striking him a few more times, she pointed in accusation, ignoring that last part. “I know you go visit those... places and you ... do those things with those women. You're a rogue and a scoundrel, lying and taking advantage of my maiden heart, tricking me somehow. I don't know why I bother with you.”
 
  
 
 Pointing at his lips, Rain smiled innocently. “You impugn my honour. While I may have done other things with other women, I swear to you, that was the first time these lips have been kissed. May the Mother strike me down if I speak false. I'll take an oath if I have to.”
 
  
 
 “Really?” Perhaps he wasn't as lecherous as she thought. She giggled happily at the thought of being his first kiss. Lin claimed him first, and he fell in love with Yan first, but now, she too had one of his firsts. Kissing him once more, she broke it off quickly and hurried him out the door, fanning herself with her hands to cool her fervour. Too close, she had almost... In the future, there would be no laying on beds together, not until after their marriage. She couldn't be trusted alone with him.
 
  
 
 Fully armed and armoured, she rode out with Song and Rain to the temporary barracks where Rain's squad busied themselves with preparations. Rain's perpetual smile faded and his brow furrowed in concentration. “Well, I don't see anyone crying or vomiting, so that's a good start.” Why would that be a problem? Was he allowing his squad to get drunk before battle?
 
  
 
 Saluting, Rustram approached to make his report. “Boss, only seven soldiers were capable of withstanding the recoil of the Monstrosity. Saluk did the best, so I suggest he carry it for the upcoming battle.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds good. We'll see how it performs and reevaluate from there. How goes the collection?”
 
  
 
 “We've got two dozen jars of the stuff, but we're having trouble finding water-tight containers that fit your specifications.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... That should be enough for now. If this goes well, we'll have to talk to your father about finding us a glassblower.”
 
  
 
 “It makes the men nervous; it is illegal.”
 
  
 
 “Relax, I'm not going to turn you in. The jars are in metal buckets and buried in loose soil, right? You've got the extra buckets of dirt? Good, then we're ready for the worst. What about the arrows? Ravil and his sharpshooters get their practice in? The extra weight makes a world of difference.”
 
  
 
 “That they did boss, accurate to a hands width. We've got 100 arrows ready for them.”
 
  
 
 “All right then. Mount up and maintain silence in the ranks. Roll out.”
 
  
 
 Mila giggled at his odd choice of words before falling in line with pride, picturing his Sentinels tumbling head over heels through the forest. Reassuring his soldiers, delegating when necessary, accepting responsibility, he was growing into his role as a leader. So what if he received a combat command before her? After his incredible performance at the Bridge, it was an appropriate reward. For now, she would settle for being under his command, although not for too long. She had aspirations of her own.
 
  
 
 After a half hour ride, Rain gave orders to his squad to stay behind and began crawling through the underbrush, slithering forward on his belly like a snake. Rolling her eyes, Mila followed on foot, noting to properly teach him how to walk silently through the forest. Moving slowly until they reached the edge, they peered down at the Society encampment, an overgrown valley, empty but for the half-dozen sentries scattered about. At the back of the valley was a crudely hidden cave entrance, less than two meters tall and a meter wide. According to the report, after 20 paces, the cave opened into a large, underground cavern with a large stream running through it and room enough for all the Society forces, estimated at two hundred soldiers. A group of failures, they had been unable to find a path into the village all winter, the icy slopes impassable to all but quins and top-tier martial experts.
 
  
 
 Slipping away without a trace, they made their way back to Rain's squad, her eyes scanning their surroundings, unsuccessfully searching for their Sentinel watchers. This was an impossible task for Rain's squad, so that left only one possibility. Huddling close to Rain, she fumed in anger as she whispered her advice. “You're being used as bait. Gerel wants you to charge in and lose terribly, drawing out the Society forces as you retreat. When that happens, his forces will swoop in and clean up. It's too dangerous for you, you should leave and tell Gerel to clear them out himself. Small, enclosed spaces favour veteran warriors, not raw recruits. Your losses will be horrendous.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... I'm touched by your concern, but a little insulted by your lack of confidence. I'm not going to charge in and fight them head on.” Rain smiled grimly, glancing at Song. “What do you think? Will the plan work?”
 
  
 
 “Too many if's. If we can secure the entrance, if your tricks work, if your troops are accurate, if the enemy has no escape route, then you might succeed. However, if you fail, you only lose the element of surprise, an easy retreat available to you.”
 
  
 
 “Okay, not exactly encouraging, but I'll take it. Might as well take a chance.” Taking a deep breath, Rain closed his eyes and relaxed. Upon opening them, he almost became a different person altogether. His body relaxed and exuded confidence bordering on arrogance, an unfriendly smile on his face and a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Gather up.” Rain scanned his warriors with scorn. “Look at yourselves, a group of cripples turned freeloaders. I hope you enjoyed yourselves these past few months, with your warm meals, daily massages, and hot baths, because it is time to earn your keep. Just remember, your deaths are worthless to me, that only saves me from further costs. If you want to pay me back, only years of service will suffice. Now, let us ride forth and slaughter our enemies.”
 
  
 
 A little harsh, but his Sentinels seemed used to the abuse. As Rain passed, she grabbed his arm and whispered, “You didn't tell me the plan.”
 
  
 
 Winking roguishly, he mounted his quin and drew his weapons. “You need not worry about plans, my beauty. Stay by my side, follow my lead, and be ready with a kiss when I am victorious.” Turning to Rustram, he began giving orders and positioning his Sentinels, looking every bit a warrior.
 
  
 
 His beauty. The words brought a blush to her cheeks as she mounted Atir, unable to hide her smile. She liked seeing him so confident and bold, but only if it was warranted. If the worst were to happen, she intended to drag him to safety no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 He wasn't the only one who wanted a kiss when this was over, and she refused to kiss a corpse.
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 Rustram always felt the same before a battle, a dry mouth and a full bladder, sweat pouring down his neck no matter the weather. Licking his lips, he fought the urge to take a drink as he tried to focus on the task at hand. Gripping his new rapier, still in its scabbard, he rubbed his thumb over the intricate designs etched into the pommel. It was a beautiful piece of workmanship he didn't deserve, much like his rank. A trusting young man with terrible judgment, the Boss put too much faith in Rustram, but at least he had yet to bind the weapon. If he died today, it would go to someone worthy, someone who wasn't a colossal fuck up.
 
  
 
 Part of the problem was the Boss leading from the front, fighting in the thick of it. It made sense, but it left Rustram managing all the back-end duties. Things like keeping the troops calm while they waited, when to charge or retreat, troop positioning, all tactical decisions he had no place making. He was a logistics and supplies sort of man, ill-suited to command.
 
  
 
 Not like the Boss, he was a natural. Along with his chosen few, they left on foot with their giant coils of rope, rappelling down into the valley to take the sentries by surprise. Even with experts like Sumila and Li Song, this was a risky venture, but the Boss was out there himself, working hard to keep his soldiers alive with his crazy schemes and tactics. Asking city-dwellers to sneak up on mercenaries in the forest was a tall order, and Rustram lacked the boss's optimism, but it was worth a try.
 
  
 
 No one wanted to fail the Boss, not after all he did for them, teaching them and helping their families find rewarding jobs, taking nothing for himself. He worked harder than any two of them, even studying while they all drank and rested, how could they not love him? Every single soldier was ready to die for the Boss, but he scorned their deaths, all but ordering them to live, a good man to follow. They all would need to work even harder so they wouldn't drag him down.
 
  
 
 Mentally going over his checklist, he steadied his nerves while looking over his troops. His troops, it was still strange to think. Sitting ready with his crossbow, Saluk caressed it lovingly, murmuring beneath his breath as if to a lover. Relaxed and carefree, Ravil sat with eyes closed, twirling an arrow between his fingers, calm as always. The chosen soldiers clutched their metal buckets like fragile eggs, eyes wide with worry, but the Boss was right, they were well prepared for any accidents. Praying for success but expecting failure, Rustram watched, listened, and waited, the curse of a soldier. Fighting in battle or waiting for battle, Rustram would be hard pressed to say which was worse.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he'd find out soon enough.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Stepping lightly through the forest, Bulat steadied his breathing, trying to blend into his surroundings. His heartbeat sounded like drums crashing in his ears, and he worried the sentries would hear him coming from a kilometre away. Or smell him coming, his shirt soaked despite the chill, his body odour cutting through the scents of the forest. He never noticed it before, not until last night when he went to greet Dei An after training, grinning like an idiot, rushing over without bathing or changing clothes, covered in mud and blood and reeking something fierce, it was a miracle she even spoke to him. Tanned-skinned and raven-haired, she had a throaty laugh and fierce personality, nothing like the city girls, all mousy and demure, no not Dei An, she was confident and outspoken, laughing openly at his shy, mumbled greeting, ordering him to walk away and try again, and damn him if he didn't, willing to do anything to speak with her and to listen to her angelic voice, to lose himself in her beautiful eyes.
 
  
 
 Or he might lose his life here. Idiot fool, there will be no wedding for Old Bulat, only a funeral, where all will laugh at his worthless death. Steadying his breathing a second time, he remembered his training and focused on the task at hand. Knees bent, moving heel to toe through the grass and dirt, taking care to avoid branches, a slow and methodical progression. Spotting his target only 30 paces away, he stopped in place, holding his breath for worry of being found. He studied the sentry, a large bristleboar, leaning against a thin tree, inattentive after months of idleness, massive and thick, dressed in leather and covered with dead leaves, an ineffective camouflage amidst the green spring growth. Amateur.
 
  
 
 Exhaling slowly, Bulat moved with determination, his steps purposeful and silent, his hand gripping his long knife. Too few to threaten the Sentinels, these bristleboars were no better than animals, here to rape and pillage, daring to interrupt the peaceful serenity of his new home. Unlucky for them, slaughtering animals was second nature to him, farm-boy that he was. You didn't need a fancy spiritual weapon, no, just a quick bash and a sharp edge.
 
  
 
 A low-pitched, whistling fart caused his heart to leap out of his chest, freezing mid-stride. Lasting an eternity, it soon devolved in to a wet, squishy pitch, followed by a low chuckle and nauseous scent. Eyes wide, he slowly angled his strained neck to his left, spotting a second bristleboar sentry barely an arm's length away. In front of him, his original target snorted in laughter and turned to congratulate his companion. Shocked into stupidity at the sight of Bulat, he blinked in confusion and opened his mouth to speak.
 
  
 
 Exploding into action, Bulat jammed his knife into the flatulent sentry's neck, leaving it buried deep. Dashing forward, he unslung his heavy mace as the second sentry screamed a warning and fumbled with his weapon, struggling to his feet only to be met with Bulat's two-handed swing. The second sentry fell at his feet with a wet crack, bouncing once on the hard dirt. A second swing sealed the matter. Of all the fucking luck, damn me for being a blind fool. Warning cries rose as the other sentries called out, their voices cut short as they were set upon. With the element of surprise lost, Bulat turned to leave, knowing the plan called for a retreat.
 
  
 
 “Sentinels! Advance!” Attempting to roar with authority, the Boss's voice cracked and echoed through the valley, followed by some quiet cursing and a repeated call to arms. Spotting movement, Bulat ran to follow and joined the Boss as they rushed towards the cave entrance, a devilish grin upon his face at the prospect of further bloodshed. So what if they were expected? That just meant their enemies could look death in the eye. If the Boss wanted to fight, then Old Bulat would fight beside him, tooth and nail.
 
  
 
 Besides, now he would have a story to tell Dei An at dinner, about how he fought off the enemies of the People, maybe heroically rescuing the Boss or something. City or village born, all women loved a hero.
 
  
 
 All he needed to do was survive, although a small injury wouldn't hurt. Women do love scars.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Hearing the order to charge, Ravil squeezed his calves together and screamed in challenge. Responding to his commands, Jinx leaped ahead and Ravil's heart rose in his chest as he surged down the steep incline, laughing maniacally into the wind. The rest of the squad followed behind him, Rustram screaming murderously as they charged forward. Damn if that nervous rich bastard wasn't the most cutthroat of them all. After months of torturous healing and soul-crushing training, it was finally time to cut loose and kill someone.
 
  
 
 Sweet relief.
 
  
 
 Weaving through the forest as if swimming through the currents, Jinx carried him towards battle with a chittering cry, the quin infected by his enthusiasm. Guiding her to leap off a rock, he fired his first shot from mid-air, striking a bristleboar in the face as he stepped out of the cave. Perching his quin atop a fallen tree, he fired arrow after arrow, joined by his comrades as they pinned their enemies down within the cave from over 100 meters away. Killing a man with an arrow was not too satisfying, but it was easy, and Ravil loved all things easy. Easy women, easy money, easy kills, he had no complaints with any of them.
 
  
 
 He never trained with a bow before, the son of a whore who abandoned him to the streets, saving him from a lifetime of sodomy. Death was no stranger to him, fighting viciously for scraps of rotting food a daily occurrence, so joining the army had been an easy choice. Too weak to draw the practice bows, he'd been assigned to front-line infantry, where the dregs of the army gathered to march towards death. Now, only three years after enlisting, he sat atop his loyal mount, firing arrows at the warriors of the Society. Chuckling to himself, he ducked to avoid return fire, the Society pushing their way out of the cave to set up a defensive line with their crossbows. No matter, a little blade work was good for the soul.
 
  
 
 The Boss had other ideas. “Embers!” Torches were lit and Ravil drew an arrow, the head wrapped in oil-soaked cloth. Lighting it, he drew and aimed as a tiny, porcelain projectile sailed through the air, crashing into the Society warriors and coating them in a clear liquid. Loosing his flaming arrow, it arced towards them and struck one warrior in the chest, the flames igniting in a rumbling blaze of light and heat. Howling in laughter, he watched as more porcelain jars flew out, coating and igniting the rest of the warriors, the heat searing their lungs and leaving them unable to even scream as the flesh melted from their bones. The Boss sure came up with fun ways to kill. If he'd been born a street rat in Shen Huo, then he would've been king of them all, a vicious, murderous runt with a smile that could charm the dress off a noblewoman. It was hard to admit, even to himself, but Ravil admired the Boss.
 
  
 
 Facing the raging inferno, the Society had little choice but to draw back and turtle inside their cave to wait for death. Orders came for the sharpshooters to approach, and he rode forward and dismounted, standing behind a shield-wall of his comrades. Patting Bulat on the shoulder, he glanced at his quiver of arrows and grabbed one of the special arrows, holding it up to inspect. With no arrowhead, just a tiny silk sac tied to the end, filled with some ground-up plants, he wondered just what sort of chaos this arrow would bring. Smiling in anticipation, he raised his bow and sighted towards the cave opening, only 75 meters away, an easy shot.
 
  
 
 Maybe there would be another explosion because damn if they weren't satisfying to watch.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Ming Zhong Guan placed his journal in his pouch as he calmly gave out orders. “Form a semi-circle around the entrance and hold your positions.” His death poem written, he was prepared for the end. No matter if anyone ever read it or placed it in the Sect's mausoleum, the poem was written for himself, a method to center his mind and purge his desires. “Rear echelon, prepare to fight the fire, bowmen, shoot anyone who steps through the entrance.”
 
  
 
 Months of hiding and sneaking about only to end in failure and death, these Bekhai were hateful to the extreme. Why not face them blade to blade like true warriors? Instead, they relied upon containers of oil to subdue them, a worthless gimmick any commoner could use. Where was the skill or subterfuge, the grace or beauty? Only the enemy had been too eager to use their trump card, killing less than two dozen slaves in the fiery attack. Now, with the water at their backs and armed with spears and crossbows, they would hold this entrance. The Bekhai would pay dearly to cross the 20 paces into the cavern, a fitting place for a last stand.
 
  
 
 Overhead, a trio of arrows sailed in through the cave's mouth, flying past and landing with a quiet plop into the bubbling stream. More arrows followed, a few at a time, and he laughed silently. The enemy commander had all the markings of an amateur, first failing to properly silence the sentries, wasting his fiery charges, and now, blindly firing arrows into the cavern. Although the roof remained level, the floor descended as you entered the cavern, leaving plenty of room between the arrows and their heads, each one sinking into the water with a hiss. Worthless.
 
  
 
 Waiting for his enemy to lose patience, he centered himself, taking a deep breath to find Balance, ignoring the sharp scent in the air. Around him, the slaves did the same, well-trained and disciplined, a costly bunch to acquire. Silent but for a few coughs, he approved of their demeanour in the face of death. If not for the lack of footpaths up the mountain, he would have led them to slaughter and raze the Bekhai village, killing all who crossed his path as a funeral gift for his murdered nephew Jun, a perfect end to his decades of service.
 
  
 
 Alas, his dreams of perfection would have to change, but perhaps it was for the better. Even after openly renouncing the Society, he still counted himself an Elder of the Arahant Sect, seeking perfection in life and death. If he were to die today, then it would be surrounded by the bodies of his enemies, the kin of those who killed his kin. Poetic. Sword in one hand and gourd in the other, he settled into his stance, channelling his chi to gather the moisture from the air, coating his weapon in a film of water, ready to strike at whoever should step through.
 
  
 
 Minutes passed by and arrows continued to fly through the opening, without a single sign the enemy was preparing to advance. Was the commander a coward as well as a fool? Snorting, he coughed, his throat irritated and dry. The slaves were also coughing in increasing frequency, the acrid smell growing stronger by the minute. A slave doubled over, unable to breathe for coughing, blood flying out with each heave of his lungs. Eyes widening in horror, Ming turned to look at the stream only to see nothing strange, no bubbling or smoke, but a quick inner inspection showed the damage to his body, some invisible agent destroying the soft tissues of his eyes, throat and lungs, faster than he could heal.
 
  
 
 Insidious poison, he needed to act before too much damage was done. Already the slaves at the back were collapsing and others vomiting, many too weak to stand. Working to heal his injuries, he bellowed his orders. “Rear echelon, lead the charge! Continue forward at all costs! All hands, slaughter the enemy, fight unto death!” Standing aside, he poured the water from his gourd, months spent purifying and attuning the liquid to his chi. Surrounding him in a clear barrier, it would protect him from the heat and most arrows. He only needed to reach their lines for retribution to begin.
 
  
 
 The dying slaves ran out in front, too weak to fight, only useful as fodder for the fire. After enough trickled out, he followed them, staying to the middle of the pack. Sunlight seared his eyes as he shouldered past screaming slaves, their shrieks mercifully short-lived. Gathering his strength, he leaped past the barricade of immolated slaves, the flames unable to touch him as he batted aside arrows, his water blade extending to shield the slaves, if only to use them as a distraction. A few arrows slipped past his guard to strike his barrier, only to fall uselessly at his feet, their power spent.
 
  
 
 Within seconds, despair threatened to consume him as he stood alone, blood dribbling down his chin, his slaves falling before the hail of fire and the enemy lines still more than 50 meters away. Why were they so far back? Did they not think to secure the entrance? A curse upon all fools. Gathering five drops of water, he flung them towards the enemy, but the distance was still too great, his projectiles only injuring without killing. Another volley of arrows whistled through the air towards him. Redirecting his water barrier to guard only his front, he felt the heat of the inferno behind him as he slashed away at arrows. His chi was finite, draining with every second as his barrier stopped arrow after arrow and he healed his injuries
 
  
 
 Moving forward a single step, his body jolted back as a bolt struck his shield with tremendous force. A second bolt hammered into him, breaking his balance and staggering him back a step. His mind screamed to dodge as a third bolt pierced through his chest and exited cleanly out his spine, all three projectiles striking him within the space of a heartbeat. Weightless, his body soared through the air, carried backwards by momentum before crashing to the ground in a boneless heap. Dazed and disoriented, he lay there, listening to the screams and staring at the slaves who died in handfuls as they trickled out of the cave, slaughtered effortlessly.
 
  
 
 His eyes grew heavy and the darkness enshrouded him as he lamented his failures, his inability to avenge his nephew, his slaughter at the hands of ignorant savages, his inability to kill even a single enemy. A single sigh escaped his lips, infused with a single thought.
 
  
 
 Far from a perfect end.
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 The last wave of the Society's forces fall before a volley of arrows, and victory is mine. Inwardly grinning from ear to ear, I ask, “Be honest, am I not a genius? Was that not impressive?”
 
  
 
 Not sharing my enthusiasm, Other me glumly looks around with my body, as hoping another enemy will emerge from the flames. “This is boring, where is the fight you promised me? Your stupid tricks ruined everything, a waste of my energy.”
 
  
 
 Killjoy. “I said we were going to a fight. You're the one that begged to be in control. Besides, you got to do that little speech, remember? Wasn't that fun? You spoke beautifully.” It's better when he speaks for me, with that no-nonsense tone of his. I get nervous and end up stuttering or laughing nervously, public speaking is nerve-wracking.
 
  
 
 “I was only repeating your words. I killed a single sentry today and then I embarrassed myself by allowing my voice to crack. This was a terrible fight, no honour to be gained in wholesale slaughter. They might as well have been chickens for us to pluck.”
 
  
 
 “Relax, those things happen, we're a young man with a growing body. And forget honour, worship efficiency and force multipliers. We killed 200 enemy soldiers with only a few minor injuries.” I hope they're minor, Bulat went down hard but I heard him groaning so he didn't die. It was just a bit of water, how much damage could it have done? Glancing over, Bulat has a large grin plastered across his face as he peers down at the massive bruise on his chest, a purple-yellow blob the size of a fist. All that from a tiny drop of water? And why is he so happy? I hope I didn't turn them all into masochists.
 
  
 
 That old man charging us made my asshole pucker until I told Saluk to put him down. That water shield was awesome, and the water sword? I'm so jealous, if I learned how to do that, then I might actually be useful in mounted combat. Unfortunately, I've come to accept the fact that I'll never be magically competent in anything but healing. After trying to wrest control of every element possible, real or imagined, my repeated failures only forced me to seek strength elsewhere. No matter, it only means I need to work harder, find more creative ways of killing my enemies, like oil and poison. Damn me if the Monstrosity didn't work better than expected, but I need to figure out why the oil containers don't explode. They shatter and the oil ignites, which is nice, but there's no earth-shaking, ear shattering explosions, no shock and awe, just... fire. Not as impressive as I expected.
 
  
 
 A pair of slender arms wrap around my neck, pulling me back into a warm, soft embrace. “Look at you, it feels like just yesterday when I was teasing you for staring in the baths.” Probably because it was yesterday. A devilish and beautiful woman with a mature yet playful air about her, Tursinai loves to tease. “Now here you are, leading troops and killing the enemies of the People. Such a clever boy, although you made many mistakes. No worries, big sister here will keep an eye on you while you learn. You work hard and make Baatar proud.” Kissing me chastely on the cheek, Tursinai laughs teasingly as Other me turns red as a tomato, smiling as he enjoys being pressed against her chest.
 
  
 
 I can't really blame him, but appearances must be kept. “Stop enjoying this so much, Mila is watching, try to seem annoyed.” At least he isn't rubbing his head against her.
 
  
 
 “Sorry brother, but she is very soft and smells delightful.” Taking control of my body, I struggle out of her embrace, making sure to grimace in disgust, which earns me a pinch on the butt and a pat on the cheek. As bold and immodest as she seems, she sees me as a kid and thinks it's fun to watch Mila turn green with envy. Worse, she likes to make her lover Tenjin jealous too, delighting in my discomfort as I wither beneath his formidable glare. A prickly sort, Tokta's son appears to have inherited his love of knives, with small blades tucked all over his body, but Tursinai keeps him in line.
 
  
 
 Saving me from unwanted attentions, Charok appears beside me, watching the fire grow, slowly getting out of control. Sighing deeply, he puts his arm around me. “Little brother, I truly do not know whether to laugh or cry. You did well in subduing the enemy, but your... unconventional methods leave much to be desired.”
 
  
 
 Seriously, where were they all hiding? A few dozen Sentinels just appeared out of nowhere, standing around as if they were here the entire time. It's eerie and I want to learn how it's done. Six years and they still refuse to teach me how to ninja, I feel cheated. “What's the problem? I won, didn't I? This isn't about honour or glory is it?” I'll learn to make smoke bombs and out-ninja them, see how they like it.
 
  
 
 “No, it's more a matter of survival.” Gerel answers my query, gloomy and subdued as he appears in front of me, one of my oil containers in hand. “You were so well-behaved and diligent these past few months, I thought the Chief Provost was over exaggerating how troublesome you could be. It seems I was wrong. How long have you been stockpiling oil?”
 
  
 
 “I wasn't stockpiling it, it seeps out of the ground. I sent my squad out to collect some this morning.” Although I do intend to stockpile it now, it's damn useful. “Worked pretty well right?”
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Gerel massages his forehead. “You're like a little lamb, too stupid to fear the tiger. There is a reason no one is foolish enough to use oil in battle. Tenjin, a demonstration please.” Tossing the container high into the air, at the peak of its trajectory, it explodes in a burst of flame covering the sky, every drop of fuel consumed in an instant for a spectacular blast. “You're lucky you faced an expert capable of manipulating water. If instead he were blessed by fire, your entire squad would've died in an instant.”
 
  
 
 Note to self: avoid Tursinai at all costs, Tenjin is terrifying. Second note to self: stop carrying oil around. The blood drains from my face as I speak. “I uh... was under the impression control over the elements is incredibly rare. I thought having dirt and buckets on hand to cover the fire would be good enough if a fire broke out.” Even Li Song thought it would be fine, but we were both wrong.
 
  
 
 “Control of an element is rare among humans, requiring decades of study and phenomenal luck. Your squad, however, carries enough fuel to end your lives with a single spark, and that is simple enough for many to carry out. What's more, control of fire is common in Demons.” Letting out a long sigh, he turns to wave towards the cave. “How did you draw them out? Something to do with those arrows, I presume.”
 
  
 
 Still shocked by the enormity of my blunder, I absent-mindedly answer. “Er... yea, Choking Rattan. Dry it, add rock salt, grind it up, and add water. It creates an invisible gas that damages the lining on the lungs, nose, and eyes. Lethal in concentrated doses, especially in enclosed spaces, causes permanent damage unless treated.”
 
  
 
 “... You poisoned the water?”
 
  
 
 “No, no, no. The water is fine, the poison is in the air, you can drink the water with no ill effects. I tried, it tasted funny, but with that much water, no one will notice.”
 
  
 
 Far from the respect I was hoping to receive, Gerel's expression is a mix of disbelief and depression. “This is what you've spent your efforts on?” After an uncomfortably long stare, he shakes his head and sighs once more, visibly disappointed. Turning away, he orders the gathered Sentinels to put out the flame and gather the corpses.
 
  
 
 Moving to kneel before me, Li Song clasps her hands and bows. “This lowly slave apologizes for her ignorance and failure. This slave awaits your punishment.” Her ears pressed flat against her skull and her shoulders quiver as she kowtows. It's like scolding a puppy, except it didn't even do anything.
 
  
 
 Annoyed by my failures, I snap, “Stop that. Stand up.” Seeing her continue to kowtow, I grab her by the shoulders and lift her to her feet, ignoring her cowering. “I order you to stand!” Ignoring Mila's glare, I point at Li Song, my heart aching as she flinches before me. “Why kneel and kowtow? Did you advise me poorly on purpose?”
 
  
 
 “No, this slave would not dare.”
 
  
 
 “So you made a mistake?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, this slave is foolish and unworldly.”
 
  
 
 “Then why cringe and bow before me? Everyone makes mistakes. One mistake is not a failure, nor is one success an achievement. Learn from your mistake, because you're smart and I intend to make use of your knowledge. I chose to take your advice, you didn't force my actions, the fault lies with me. Enough cowering, you're a Sentinel. Act like one.”
 
  
 
 Feeling worse for taking my anger out on her, I leave to help gather the corpses while Mila consoles Li Song. Stopping in front of the expert that Saluk killed, I recognize him as Elder Ming, and a pit settles in my stomach. I liked him, or at least I liked the person he pretended to be. At the very least, he was fair to us during the competition, although he did try to rip us off in the end. Kneeling beside his corpse, I rummage through his things, keeping his sword, gourd, a pouch filled with writing tools and what appears to be his poetry journal. Why don't the people I kill ever carry anything valuable? Not even a coin purse, how am I supposed to feed my cats?
 
  
 
 With nothing else to scavenge, I carry his corpse to the pile and move on. The next corpse I come across is a bristleboar, and my face scrunches up in disgust. I know it's borderline racist to hate all bristleboars, but some things are beyond my control. Speaking out loud to no one in particular, I ask, “Why does the Society have so many half-pig soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “It is unlikely they are Society adherents.” Following behind me as I work, Li Song meekly answers my rhetorical question. “This lowly... one... can only offer conjecture.” Better, but not by much. “It is possible they are slaves, purchased in bulk for this very purpose.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but even then, what's the advantage of half-pigs? And how did they find so many of them?”
 
  
 
 “Song, let's go back home, Rain can handle this by himself and I have work to do.” Not letting her answer, Mila interrupts and leads her away, glancing back at me in warning.
 
  
 
 Unsure about what just happened, I ask Rustram the same question, who answers reluctantly, making it clear why Mila rushed Li Song away. I always thought slaves were picked up from the streets to be sold, unlucky children abandoned by their parents, but the truth is far worse. Instead, Ancestral beasts are hunted, beaten, and subdued, forced to procreate, their children trained and sold in slave markets. A male ancestral beast can have multiple partners, resulting in a horde of children being born every year. A female ancestral beast is even more valuable, as their children tend to be stronger than those borne by a female human. Glancing at the number of dead bristleboar slaves strewn about the valley, it's safe to assume that there's a very busy male ancestral boar somewhere.
 
  
 
 Way to spoil my victory even more. I just slaughtered 200 slaves.
 
  
 
 This world fucking sucks.
 
  
 
 After clearing the area of corpses, we return to the village and I find myself sitting at home, pouring tea for Gerel while Charok cooks a late lunch. Silent the entire trip, Gerel's eyes hold a distant look, the same one everyone wears when they're talking to someone who isn't in the room, likely exchanging silent words with Charok. Sitting down, I slump in my seat, not wanting to be rude, but wishing I was anywhere else. I should be drinking and celebrating victory with my troops, not sitting around awkwardly with Gerel.
 
  
 
 Sighing as he shakes his head, he stares at me for several seconds before speaking. “Today was a test of your leadership abilities. How do you think you performed?”
 
  
 
 “I failed right? I get it, oil is a big mistake. Appoint someone else as the leader and I'll be an obedient little soldier.”
 
  
 
 “Actually,” Gerel drawls, “You did remarkably well. I expected you to fail miserably, everyone usually does their first time. Your plan was a decent one, your troops well positioned.” Great, that was all thanks to Li Song and Rustram. “More importantly, you made good decisions in the heat of combat. Salvaging the situation when the sentries were alerted, keeping a reserve force ready to chase or cover your retreat, understanding your limits and keeping your distance. All of that tells me you have a good grasp of basic tactics and leadership abilities.”
 
  
 
 “You don't seem very happy.”
 
  
 
 “Why should I be? I was asked to test you, and you passed, which I find rather unfortunate. You would've learned more from failure.” Fixing me with a sour look, he leans back in his chair, almost pouting. “You won this battle through trickery, but even without the oil and poison, you might have won the day, which is deserving of praise.” No praise is forthcoming however, as he continues without skipping a beat. “While tricks and stratagems have their place in battle, they are meaningless in the face of true strength.”
 
  
 
 “Okay, making firebombs is no good, but I could use more lethal poisons, it's just difficult to gauge lethality without further testing. I have a few more poisons to try, and what's the harm in keeping my options open?”
 
  
 
 “This is where I am conflicted. I don't know if I should dissuade or encourage you. You are very clever, and it amuses me. No more oil of course, the benefits do not outweigh the risks. Your poison, while effective, is limited in usage. The crossbow is powerful, but any single expert archer can match it, so make sure your troops continue to practice their archery. The bow is far more versatile, the king of all weapons. Do not be so shortsighted and remember to plan for the future. Other than that, I have no qualms about your tricks, but I do have one question: if it is options you are after, then why have you given up on your awakening? Charok tells me you stopped asking him about it weeks ago.”
 
  
 
 Uncomfortable with the question, I squirm in my seat, unwilling to admit my abject failure. “I didn't exactly given up, but it's been months since I "awakened" and still nothing has happened. Everyone told me to continue meditating and wait. What else am I supposed to do?”
 
  
 
 “I don't know, your plight is unique as far as I know.” Pushing his empty teacup towards me for a refill, he seems wholly indifferent. “What confuses me is that you are so compliant in this single instance. Knowing you, I'd expect you to pester anyone and everyone for advice, or do something insane to learn how to better control your chi. The story of you ripping out your own teeth is repeated almost every day, so why do you not work towards understanding your awakening with the same enthusiasm? Instead, you spend your time studying the mundane, which leads me to think you don't believe you will master your chi, so you spend your efforts elsewhere.”
 
  
 
 “I understand the mundane. It's ordered and structured, things make sense. With chi, it's mystic and unfathomable, guesswork and vague feelings. It's bullshit.”
 
  
 
 “And there it is.” Slamming the table, he leans forward, grinning wolfishly. “That is why you fail, you've no faith. You try to affix it to rules and formulas, when instead you should let it be. Take for example your healing method. You were unable to understand how to heal traditionally, which is full of the rules and guidelines that you so claim to need. Instead, you conceived your own method, which was allowing the chi to do all the work, without any guidance from yourself. You've so much potential, yet you waste your talents coming up with tricks and toys. It's disheartening.” Throwing his hands into the air, he leans back once more. “Think on it. Regardless, we leave for the Bridge in two weeks and the Chief Provost will make her decision on how you will serve.”
 
  
 
 Lapsing into silence, I mull over everything, barely tasting my meal when it arrives. He's half right, if I want options, chi gives me options. What happened to my dreams of throwing fire and lightning, splitting the earth and calling the winds? I still want crossbows, poisons, explosives and more, but why can't I have it all? What Gerel said makes sense, if I can't learn their methods, why can't I come up with my own? Baatar always says, learning to manipulate chi is a journey of self discovery. Every person is different, and I'm more different from most. I need to actively start trying to figure out what works for me, no more of this waiting for enlightenment bullshit. It's time to experiment.
 
  
 
 I'm gonna science the shit out of magic.
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 Jimjam's chest rumbled in delight, his head laid upon Song's lap as she brushed his fur outside of Healer Taduk's home. She enjoyed looking after Master's kitten and the other two deserved just as much care. Auric had been simple enough to groom, but Jimjam's fur was a mess of tangles and snares, Rain too lazy to properly care for the darling animals. If left alone, it would entangle into a solid mass, requiring shears to take care of and she was loath to see his long, beautiful fur trimmed. Working gently, she applied the viscous mixture to his fur, massaging it well to break apart the tangles before brushing.
 
  
 
 Peering into the bowl, Master cocked her head adorably. “Song, what's in the bowl?”
 
  
 
 Pausing her work, she bowed her head in acknowledgement. “Master, the bowl contains a simple mixture of common herbs, moon dew grass, tenweeks stock, fairy moss and sweet mint. It will keep Jimjam's fur soft so this lowly one may straighten it.”
 
  
 
 “Does... Does it work on people?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Master, the courtesan's in old master's employ used it nightly.” And after she caught old master's eye, so did she.
 
  
 
 “Can you teach me how to find the herbs and make it?”
 
  
 
 “This lowly one will ensure it is available for your use this very night.” Putting the bowl aside, she readied to leave to gather ingredients, but Master held her in place, so she lowered her head in obedience.
 
  
 
 “I'm not asking you to make it for me. I'm asking if you are willing to teach me.”
 
  
 
 “Apologies Master, this lowly one understands and gladly offers her knowledge.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Master shook her head. “I'm not thrilled with 'this lowly one', it's as bad as this 'lowly slave'. That idiot Rain, who does he think he is scolding you like that? Let me ask you, even though you stopped saying 'this lowly slave', do you still think of yourself as one?”
 
  
 
 Panicking, Song lowered her head further, a difficult task with Jimjam pawing at her to continue brushing. “This lowly slave apologizes for overstepping herself and begs for punishment. She understands her place and hopes to faithfully serve Master to the best of her worthless ability.” She should have never listened to Rain and his false words. Her oath was given, she would be a slave until death.
 
  
 
 Master's hands lifted Songs head to look her in the eyes. “Song, you misunderstand, I'm not mad at you. You are not a slave, but I know you don't trust me when I say that.” Sitting down beside her, Master leaned her head on Song's shoulder. “I don't care what you call yourself, just remember, you are not my slave. It doesn't matter if you don't believe me, I'll prove it to you, no matter how long it takes. Hmph, I would've thought Rain would be more sensitive considering his past as a slave. I was right to worry about how he would treat you.”
 
  
 
 “Rain is a slave?” Song blurted out the words without thinking. How dare he act beyond his station! Once a slave, the shame would follow him forever, how could Master marry him?
 
  
 
 “Oh right, you didn't know. I know little except he didn't swear an oath like yours. Baatar brought him home six or seven years ago, barely more than skin and bones. I remember he couldn't even speak the language properly, he stood on stage and said 'Falling Rain I am'.” Smiling brightly, Master talked about how they met while Song listened intently.
 
  
 
 Once Master finally stopped to take a breath, Song asked, “Rain knew nothing of martial arts or chi when he was found?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, it's surprising now that I think about it. He's come a long way in such a short time.” Giving Song a hug, Master smiled sweetly. “I know you were a slave for far longer than he was, but maybe you can take hope from his story. Please don't ask him about it though, he doesn't like to talk about it much. Everything I know, I learned from Lin.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Master.” Nodding, Song returned to grooming Jimjam, her mind in turmoil. No wonder Rain was treated so well, six years of training to reach his current strength. The Bekhai revered the strong, so if Song matched him in strength, then would she be treated the same way? No, that was impossible, Rain was unconstrained by oaths, free to do as he pleased despite his dishonourable past. Her anger quickly turned to envy as she worked the brush, her chest aching at the injustice, but she cautioned herself to not be greedy. Life was better than ever and it was best not to tempt fate. If experience had taught her anything, it was things could always get worse.
 
  
 
 “Oh Auric, look at how majestically floofy you are! Who's a pretty kitty?” The sound of Rain's coos broke Song out of her reverie, glancing over with narrowed eyes, her jealousy rearing itself once more. Approaching with a smile, Rain kissed Master on the cheek before crouching in front of Song. “Hey... I'm sorry for snapping at you earlier, I lost my temper. Please stay for dinner, I'll cook a feast in apology.” Patting Jimjam on the chest, he grinned at her. “And thank you for doing this, I thought he was gonna need to be shaved and bald kittens are hideous.”
 
  
 
 Staring him in the eyes, she nodded at his apology before reprimanding him. “You must brush them often, daily would be best. Bathing isn't enough to rid them of dirt and shed hair.” Now knowing he was a slave like her, there was no need to be overly polite. “These animals deserve better care than you accord them.”
 
  
 
 “You are absolutely right, but when could I find the time?” Eyes brightening, he cocked his head and asked, “Are you willing to groom them? I'll pay you uh... what's the going rate for large cat grooming?”
 
  
 
 Paid for work? And something not involving combat? Eyes widened in hope, Song glanced at Master, who nodded enthusiastically, leaning over to whisper, “If you want to do it, set a high price. He's rich, he can afford it.”
 
  
 
 “... I can hear you. Whose side are you on anyways?”
 
  
 
 Sticking her tongue out, Master grinned. “Song's of course.”
 
  
 
 In the end, Master negotiated on her behalf and Song basked in the good news, able to earn something to repay Master. The Lady Mei Lin brought the twins to greet Rain and they all sat in a circle around her, chatting happily. Watching the children play with the kittens always filled her with peace, their joyful laughs a thing of beauty.
 
  
 
 “Ah right, Song I wanted to ask, when you studied under Du Min Gyu, did he teach you things like Amplification and Lightening? I'd like to hear about his lessons if you don't mind.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, she began outlining the exercises of her youth, a feeling of fulfillment welling up inside her. A kind Master, a job brushing kittens, and now acting as an advisor, Song had purpose now, all because of Rain, a slave. She still disapproved of his marriage to Master, but perhaps it was time to revise her evaluation of his character. Studying him intently as he took notes and asked questions, her head ached at the effort, unable to puzzle out his intentions.
 
  
 
 Things were easier when she hated him.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Stepping out into the morning gloom, I greet the day with a happy smile and go about my morning rituals. Feeding the animals, chopping firewood, tending my garden, many things need to be done when living the rural village life, but I enjoy the work. Mindless effort which leaves me relaxed and satisfied, and seeing the fruits of my labour every day gives me a sense of accomplishment.
 
  
 
 Ready to prepare breakfast, I squat in front of the oven, my eyes closed in concentration as I go over my mental notes. Circulating my chi to my hands, I rub them vigorously, the heat building as the minutes pass by until my muscles ache from the repetitive strain, visualizing the flame between my hands. Throwing out my palms, I release my heated chi towards the tinder laying inside the oven, silently willing it to ignite.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Nothing.
 
  
 
 Alright, that's okay, if at first you don't succeed, try try again. Using more mundane means to light the fire, I set about preparing for breakfast, watching the flames grow inside the oven as I work. I've decided to adopt a logical method to testing my chi. Observe, question, predict, and test. Chi is energy, and I need to convert it into a different type of energy, heat. Observation: rubbing two pieces of wood together creates fire. Why? Because the friction produces heat and with enough heat, the wood ignites. Boom, conversion. I hypothesize that by rubbing my chi together, I can produce heat, and therefore, fire. The first test is a failure, but why? Is my hypothesis wrong? Do I need more friction? Or am I unable to turn chi into fire? Why does one need to Awaken to control an element? What is the difference between an Awakened person's chi and a normal person's? How does an Awakening cause someone to instinctively understand how to use their chi in the correct manner? Why didn't I get the instruction package?
 
  
 
 Honestly, science is hard. All I've gotten are more questions and no quantifiable methods to judge chi by. No one wants to share their experiences for fear of tainting my mind and sending me down the wrong path, but as frustrating as it is, I can't really argue considering everyone else learns the same way. Not that arguing helps, I've tried. Besides, I might be the first person in history to have this problem, but it only means I need to work harder, no big deal.
 
  
 
 While waiting for the water to boil and dough to rise, I move on to my next experiment. Holding up my left index finger, I concentrate and infuse it with positive chi, happy, bright, and active. On my right index finger, I gather negative chi, sad, dark, and stationary. Holding the picture in my mind as my chi gathers in the two digits, I slowly bring my fingers together, expecting a spark.
 
  
 
 And.... Nothing, not even a tingle. Okay, no problem, like the chi in my left finger, I am bright and happy. A positive mental attitude will result in positive changes to my life. Besides, I'm not actually sure if chi can even be positive or negative. Further testing needs to wait until later, because breakfast needs cooking. After all, seeing the twins happy and well-fed always puts a smile on my face.
 
  
 
 In the end, my happiness might have nothing to do with chi manipulation, but it can't hurt. After much thinking, my theory is it has to do with visualization. Song suggested I compare my process of Honing and Guiding and find a commonality. With both those skills, I have a clear image in my mind of what I am trying to accomplish, whereas with the other skills I only have a vague sensation, a goal with no picture. With that in mind, I tested out Du Min Gyu's training activities last night and found more success in several chi skills. Visualize my chi travelling down my arm and exploding on impact, and my success rate at Amplification is now 1 in 3, more progress in a single night than the past few months.
 
  
 
 After dropping the twins off at class, I rush over to the barracks before settling down to continue my experiments. Drawing Peace, I lay it across my lap and calm my breathing as I envision my chi gathering the moisture from the air. Baby steps, a sheen of moisture or even a single drop of water is enough. The cold metal of my sword drawing water from the air, the simple process of condensation.
 
  
 
 Moment of truth... Nothing. Nada, zip, zilch, diddly-fucking-squat. My patience wearing thin, I move on to test wind and earth with a similar lack of success. There are other blessings but I've yet to come up a method of testing wood or cloud affinity, much less the other, more obscure blessings like sound or space. Zero for five, I grumble beneath my breath and tear up the grass to vent my frustration, wishing I could read some books on the subject. Positive mental attitude is bullshit.
 
  
 
 At the appointed time, I stand up and march towards the training field yelling for my squad to follow. “No time today to hold your hands, I want everyone beaten and bruised in ten minutes or every one of you will be running laps around the village on your hands.” Taking my stance, I barely register the impacts as Rustram and Bulat work frantically with their wooden canes. When time is up, my soldiers look worse than usual, the speedy beatings taking a toll on them. Lined up in orderly ranks and standing at attention, I pace back and forth before them, inspecting them for slackers as they heal. Stopping in front of Rustram, I ask, “Your thoughts on yesterday's mission?”
 
  
 
 “Gave those Society bastards what's coming to them, Boss.” A number of approving mutters crop up as the trainees relax a little, grinning at one another. “The special arrows worked well, and even though the oil could have cost us, it did the job. No injured, no dead, 217 confirmed enemy kills. A damn good job.”
 
  
 
 Glancing around, I see the soldiers straighten with pride, adoration in their eyes. “You all agree?”
 
  
 
 Responding in chorus, they shout, “Yes Boss!”
 
  
 
 “Well you're all fucking wrong!” Roaring with mock anger, I delight at seeing them jump. Being in charge has few perks, but having people to vent at is one of them. “Yesterday showed me the error of my ways. Your daily massages, the fancy crossbows, the tricks and schemes, all so you can all win a simple fight. The other Sentinels don't need all that bullshit. Do you know why?” Pausing for effect, my voice drips with disdain. “Because you are weak.”
 
  
 
 Their pride dealt a harsh blow, I continue to pace before them, their eyes blazing as they stare straight ahead, a few even glaring at me. Ignoring them, my head shakes slowly in disapproval. “I am to blame in part. I've coddled you. In the army, you were straw soldiers, there to hold the line until the real warriors arrived, and I continued with that line of thinking, turning you into little more than sandbags for the enemy to trample over. Well that changes today. You'll become real warriors, or you will die trying. Because you are all so incapable, I have decided to split you into specialized units for training. Rustram, Bulat, Pran, Saluk, and Ravil. Step forward and face the rest.”
 
  
 
 The two groups of trainees face one another, looking hesitantly back and forth, the five who have been with me the longest, across from the ones who came later. “You five will lead each unit, and if the men under your command do not perform well, you will be punished. Bulat, pick nine to be your scouts.”
 
  
 
 “Uh, Old Bulat isn't a leader, maybe-”
 
  
 
 “I wasn't asking. Ravil, pick the best archers, you're my ranged unit. Rustram, you're my vanguard, choose your soldiers accordingly. Pran, Saluk, pick the biggest, strongest, heaviest bastards available. Your two units will be my hammer.” Standing to one side, I wait for the leaders to finish choosing their units, done with hurried efficiency. This was how Du Min Gyu taught, so I'll shamelessly steal it. Specialization first, generalization later, so every soldier has at least one use.
 
  
 
 Grinning at the trainees who are left, their nervous glances fill me with joy. “You all belong to me. Your only talent lies in being beaten, so that's what you'll do. You are my Anvil, which means you need to take even more abuse than the others.” Ignoring their panicked expressions, I begin going over the training exercises I learned from Li Song. Simple, repetitive actions which push the limits of the body, forcing the person doing them to instinctively adapt, which gives rise to an innate, intuitive use of chi. It's brilliant. Yan is in good hands.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, I get through the demonstrations without fucking up too badly and I watch each group go through the exercises together, offering what advice I can. Once they understand the exercises, I'll go over where I want them to focus on. Lightening is the most important skill for everyone, as not only will it let them carry more while riding, it also allows the user to travel without a quin. For the archers, Stabilization is their key skill, allowing them to loose arrows whilst standing on quinback. For the Hammer and Vanguard, they'll need to learn Reinforcement, which will allow them to wield the massive weapons I intend to give them. Amplification for the scouts to kill silently with thrown weapons, my budding ninja unit. For my squad, they only need to learn how to heal faster than anyone else, which means lots of injuries. Easy Peasy.
 
  
 
 The best thing about this is now I can gather data on how each trainee performs each skill and study it for a pattern or even figure out a better way to teach them. I haven't given up on technology, but to be honest, I'm a little lost for ideas. With flammable weapons a no go, I'm at a dead end unless I find some exploding clay. I'm almost positive that's a real thing, but so far all I got were strange looks when asking about it. Any effective poisons able to kill or cripple a Martial Warrior or Defiled require rare ingredients or venom from powerful creatures, neither of which is sustainable. Husolt will be making four more crossbows like the Monstrosity, but then he's out of materials. I'm not even sure if it's worth it in the grand scheme of things, those four crossbows could have been twelve bows instead.
 
  
 
 Other than that, Chakha is working on the repeating crossbow, but those were never for my squad. With a population of three million, Shen Huo only has a standing army of 50,000 soldiers. Arm a tenth of the citizenry with a repeating crossbow and the army grows six times larger. 300,000 people firing 1.5 arrows per second, and the massive beasts and hordes of the Defiled become much less of an advantage.
 
  
 
 None of that matters to me at the moment. Smarter minds than mine are figuring it out, I'm the idea man. My job is to push my squad to succeed and pray they don't snap and murder me in my sleep. Maybe I should train the cats to guard me. I could even give them a set of armour and weapons. Samurai kitten unit, here to guard their lord.
 
  
 
 Then again, they’re cats, so I doubt they’d be very effective. With my luck, they'll just sleep through my murder and eat me when they wake up.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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Her heartbeat rising, Alsantset rode up the mountain and crested the overhang, the village gate rising into sight. Bereft of any doors or walls, the gate was a simple structure, two pillars and an ornate roof, surrounded by open grass and hills, it was a sight she cherished every time she returned. Pushing her quin to run a little faster, she breathed deeply as she moved through the gate, the simple gesture making her feel safe and welcomed. Around her, the returning Sentinels had their own little traditions, touching or bowing before it, giving thanks to the Mother for their safe return or honouring those who did not.

With the sun yet to reach its apex, the children would still be in classes. Riding down the white-stone roads and ignoring the scenic views, she smiled politely at the villagers, hard at work preparing for the festival to come. Stopping outside the training yard, she dismounted and slowly entered, scanning the crowd with bated breath, heart pounding in her chest. Hands over her mouth, her eyes widened as she caught sight of her babies. The letters from her husband could not do justice to the display before her eyes, her little lambs stumbling awkwardly through the Forms too adorable for mere words. Tate was so serious, brow furrowed and jaw clenched, punching and kicking with all his might, while Tali more relaxed, a silly gap-toothed smile on her face as she drifted about as if dancing. Her heart ached with joy as she struggled to ignore the voice telling her to run up and embrace them, restraining herself out of respect to their teacher and her friend, Tanaraq.

A warm hand clasped her shoulder and she instinctively grasped it, turning to meet her husband's loving gaze. “Welcome home, beloved. I have missed you so, my beautiful wife.”

Diving into his arms, Alsantset hugged him fiercely. “I have returned to you.” Her tears left a wet stain on his tunic as he gently stroked her ears, and it was all she could do to keep from bawling as she clutched at him. She was finally home. It mattered little where she was, only that her family was there with her. “Our babies have grown so much since I last saw them. Little Tate's horns are starting to curl and those bells in Tali's hair are darling, does Rain braid them every day?”

“Ha... To be a scorned husband is a terrible thing, barely spared a glance. Why not ask if I put them in?”

Rolling her eyes, she gazed lovingly at her husband, running her fingers through his coarse beard. “My glorious return from prolonged battle and you cannot even bring yourself to shave, how would you be willing to braid bells in our daughter's hair? Silly man, I know you better than that.”

“The beard makes me look more rugged and handsome, does it not? I even prettied myself up for you and here you are staining my best shirt.”

Kissing him softly, she smiled and sighed, turning to stare lovingly at her children. It was good to be home. Soon after, Tanaraq clapped her hands and dismissed the children, and her little babies went wide-eyed at the sight of her, screaming in delight as they ran into her waiting arms. Nuzzling them both, she took in their scents as she showered them with kisses, engraving the memory deep into her heart. Never again would she go so long without their company, not until they were grown and starting families of their own. Even then, she would visit them on alternating days so as to not seem too intrusive.

Carrying them out of class and back home, she revelled in her motherly duties, washing their faces and dressing them, listening to Tate tell story after story while Tali clung to her side. Overwhelmed with emotion by Suret's return, she almost broke down in tears once more. The affectionate quin demanded her attentions, pushing aside her pups to rub against her, feet pattering in delight. Her childhood companion, the little quin was as much her family as the others, their separation no less strenuous.

Cuddling Suret, Alsantset peered at the Sentinel who brought them here, a stranger laden with a fresh kill. “Excuse me, could you tell me where Rain is?” And why was this man looking after her quins?

Juggling his burden, the Sentinel struggled to salute. “Senior Captain, the boss is west of the village, training with his squad. He asked that I bring the animals back while he finishes up with the stragglers, and passes along his apologies.” Haggard and drawn, the Sentinel seemed on the verge of collapsing. Dismissing him, she cautioned him to rest well which earned her a feeble smile and a nod.

Unwilling to sit and wait, she gathered up her family and headed west, determined to meet up with her little brother. Six months of separation and he couldn't even come greet her before the festival, his obsession with training was too much. Sometimes working too hard was harmful, a step back needed to rest and reflect.

She heard him long before seeing him, his words shocking her. Thankfully, the children could not yet hear him. Lightening herself, she leaped down the steep, stony incline to warn Rain of their arrival. As he came into sight, Alsantset could not help but smile, comparing him to the small, malnourished child she sat behind during their first ride into the village. His eyes wide with wonder as Suret ran up the inclines, his joy at receiving his first set of clothes, simple hand-me-downs from a farmer's son, they were memories she would cherish until the day she left to greet the Mother.

Now, straight-backed and red-faced, he bellowed at his Sentinels, berating them as they struggled to climb the mountain on foot. That meek little child grown into a confident leader of warriors, albeit one with a... unique approach. Even in the army, the drill sergeant's would give face, but Rain cared little for these matters. “You worthless, miserable pukes! If you drop the meat I will send you down the mountain to replace it with something fresh. I gave you a simple task: climb this hill, and look at you. Pathetic. What would you do if the enemy stood at the top? Roll over and die for them? Move!”

“Boss... it's too steep, can't do it.” A large Sentinel huffed and panted as he knelt on the stone, exhaustion etched across his face. “We have the quins, right? Just... ride those up.”

Stomping over, Rain grabbed the offending speaker and easily lifted the larger man to his feet with one arm. “You expect those majestic creatures to carry your fat ass around all the time? They're worth more than what you earn in a decade. When I ride to war, I bring the quins to kill my enemies and the rest of you are barely worthy enough to feed and brush them. Earn your meals maggot, and MARCH!”

Coughing politely to gather his attention, Alsantset pursed her lips and shook her head slightly, but it went by unnoticed. Face lighting up in delight, Rain skipped up the mountain and lifted her in a hug. His skills had grown since she last saw him, it was almost unbelievable. He couldn't Lighten himself enough to jump his own height, and now was almost floating across the rocky ground, not to mention his increased strength. “Sister! You're back, sorry you had to come out here, I can't leave until these failures finish their nature walk.” His voice was loud enough to be heard, but to her surprise, none of the soldiers seemed upset.

Stroking his hair, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “It is good to see you brother, but lower your voice, the children are on their way. Perhaps you expect too much from your Sentinels, this task is difficult and draining even for experienced Warriors. ”

Snorting, Rain motioned towards the village. “Not too difficult, fifteen made it up already, and we've only been doing this for two weeks.”

“Rain, that only means those few are talented at Lightening, it is not a skill everyone can use with ease.” Even so, for fifteen Sentinels to learn so quickly, were they all unpolished jades? How could that be possible?

“I expect every single one of my troopers to be skilled in Lightening, it's too useful a skill to ignore. Besides, this isn't just Lightening, they're also practicing Stabilization.”

“How so?”

Switching to common so the Sentinels could listen, Rain explained. “Lightening would allow you to glide up the cliff in a series of leaps, but that's too difficult, even for me. Instead, they walk up slowly, using Stabilization to raise their centre of gravity, keeping them from sliding back down. It's simple physics.” In demonstration, Rain walked a distance up the incline, leaning forward and taking one careful step at a time, before sliding back down with ease. “See? It'd be too easy if they could use their hands, so I made it a little more challenging, but they can't even grasp a simple concept. I mean, it might even be possible to walk up this incline without chi, if you're careful about it.”

“That is clever.” Rain swelled with pride before she smiled and rolled her eyes, smacking him on the shoulder. “Enough, your sister has returned and the festival awaits. You reek of sweat, so you must bathe before we go.”

Shaking his head, he smiled briefly before roaring at his Sentinels. “Alright you worthless meat-bags, the Senior Captain is merciful and has decided to let you off for the day.” With a piercing whistle, Rain signalled for the quins and they ran to find their riders, eager for treats. Leaping up gracefully, Rain stood atop his quin as it carried him up and his squad followed suit, although most only half stood, ready to grab the harnesses should they lose control. Training with every spare moment, they were definitely learning from Rain's example.

Following in silence, she waited patiently with her babies while Rain finished giving his instructions, his words full of vitriol, stomping over their pride. Those poor Sentinels, if Rain continued in this manner, they would either snap or break, neither of which would be productive, but she put aside any thoughts of criticism. This was the day of her return, and she would not have it ruined by arguing with her stubborn brother. After his bath, she would go to the festival and find her Mama, resolved to spend as much time with her family as possible. Not only because she wanted to, but because after a year of close calls and lost friends, she needed to remind herself what she was fighting for.


 
 
  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 
 

I love these festivals, they're always so lively and lighthearted, everyone chipping in to help. We've had a few, since returning, since the villagers will accept any reason to throw a party, and this time, my squad managed to pitch in a decent amount. I brought them out for an overnight hunt, bagging a number of terror birds, rams, rabbits and even a pair of massive boars, plenty of meat for the fires. Lin, Mila, and Li Song came along to pick herbs, but I spent most of my time training with my squad, and they're not too happy with me, leaving without me to prepare.

After spending a few hours with my family, I spot Lin's bunny ears in the crowd and excuse myself from Alsantset. Making my way over, I see her chatting with one of Huu's brides-to-be, while Huu stands around. Instead of coming home with the injured, he stayed out there for another six months, riding under Akanai's command. Clasping arms, we hug, a single, manly tap on the back. “Did you get even bigger? Aren't you done growing yet?”

Smiling bashfully, he looks more heroic than ever, his battle-scarred armor resplendent in the afternoon light. “One last surge of growth, a body forged in blood and battle my Ma says.”

“So how's it feel coming home as the valiant hero? The messengers bring stories which continue to impress, week after week.”

“What hero? The soldiers still talk about your victories, the Undying Falling Rain defeating champion after champion.” Waving me off the subject, he scratches his silver goatee, a new addition that makes him look more distinguished. “It's good to be home and see my folks again. I heard you've been working on something with my Pa, seems interesting. Yesui and Yosai's parents travelled here, so we finally met and they gave me their blessing.”

“Congratulations! Then again, who wouldn't want the Young Wolf of the People as their son-in-law? So handsome to boot.”

“Enough flattery, have you had anything to drink?”

Finally, a drinking buddy. Whenever I tried to drink with my squad, the atmosphere was always so awkward, and drinking with Taduk, Husolt and Charok is more composed and mannerly. Time to get hammered and party. “Not yet, but tonight, we don't go home until we're good and drunk. I'm buying.”

His meaty hand clamps down onto my shoulder and he brings me in for a one-armed hug, dragging me away towards one of the marked areas used for friendly sparring matches. “Later. Although your strength is far above mine, I still consider you my rival. Show me how much stronger you've become in these past months, then we drink! I'll buy.”

Battle maniacs, all of them. He comes home from more than a year of battle and bloodshed, but the first thing he wants to do is spar. Helpless to resist, I pick my practice weapons and step past the posts, the villagers gathering to watch while a betting war breaks out. Sword and shield in hand, I turn to face my opponent and freeze in place. A massive, long-handled saber taller than I am, Huu's spiritual weapon greets me, his helmeted head shaking as he stares down at me, absent all emotion. “Real weapons Rain, I wish to truly measure myself. Worry not for my pride and do not hold back.”

He's much more intense now, the innocence of youth gone from him. Putting away the practice weapons, I send a mental message to Other me. “Time to work but no brutality or mocking, this is a spar and he's my friend.”

“You're the boss, brother.” Other me takes over and draws my weapons, limbering up as I mentally prepare. Picturing my muscles brimming with energy, I activate my Reinforcement.

Silently, I speak to Other me. “Remember the timing, 1 and 2 and go. Got it?”

“Sounds good, we start with a charge?”

“We always do.”

Weapon pointed down and held defensively, Huushal waits patiently. He really isn't kidding around, this is important to him, so as his friend, I should take this seriously too. Nodding for me to begin, he settles down, eyes locked on my every movement. And 1 and 2 and burst.

An explosion of dirt flies out from behind me as my body rockets forward, sword aimed at his exposed shoulder, the crowd bursting into cheers. Barely shifting his weapon, Huu blocks my strike while stepping aside, faster than I expect. His saber sweeps out, batting me aside as I catch it with both weapons. Directing my chi to Absorb the impact, our weapons screech as they scrape together, my bones trembling from the exchange. Steadying my balance, I step in while he is overextended, but anticipating my movement, he leaps back and twirls, his saber swinging around for a second slash.

What is it with these massive bastards and their twirling? Be big and slow, stupid cheaters. Unable to Absorb the entire impact, my body staggers aside. Adjusting my centre of gravity to Stabilize, one foot sweeps out to steady me, weapons at the ready to defend should Huu charge in. This is why Other me is in charge for the serious fights, I would have fallen or exposed some weakness. I supply the buffs and he supplies the pain.

“Brother, he's very good. Let's bring that out, be ready.” Grinning wickedly, my body steps forward, lashing out with sword then shield, testing Huu's defences. Although I am more successful with Amplification, I still lack a 100% success rate, but the erratic rhythm throws Huu off, uncertainty forcing him to fully guard against each strike. Hammering him again and again to break through the pillar of steel that is his weapon, I press my advantage as the crowds grow silent, leaving him no chance to retaliate beneath my flurry of blows. “This is it brother, he'll go left.”

Presenting an opening for him, Huu lashes out to force me away. Taking a single step back, the saber slides across my shield, and I lean into the impact. Going full power with Reinforcement, I rocket forward as soon as his sword slips past, thrusting both my weapons towards his midsection. He circles to my left and my shield lashes out in a full-power, Amplified swing with both legs firmly rooted. Like a bell tolling, our weapons ring loudly at the impact, echoing as he staggers aside before falling to the ground. Standing proudly, Other me grins and says, “Bull Form, Traverses the Mountain into Deer Form, Parting the Underbrush. I call that one Sweeping the Fields.”

Idiot. He didn't even know what forms it was until I told him, then he had to make up a name for it. Huu blinks in surprise before bursting out in uproarious laughter. “Good, good.” Straightening up, he swings his saber about him, cutting through the wind in a figure eight with a metallic whoosh. “I call this Resolute Tempest.” Great, now he's naming things too, it's too ridiculous. Hesitating briefly, Huu shrugs in apology. “Take care not to die.”

No longer smiling, he charges forward, fully trusting me to survive his onslaught. I would really hate to disappoint him. Sword held in both hands, Huu slashes from maximum range, the weapon hammering down to cleave me from shoulder to waist. I block the strike but Huu shortens his grip and twirls the weapon, slashing a second time before I can recover. Blocking the second, he continues building momentum as I block a third and a forth. Stepping back, Other me avoids the fifth strike and moves to counter, but I mentally scream, “Dodge Left!”

Barely a hairs breadth away, Huu's saber pierces through empty air in front of my chest as I turn aside. Unperturbed, his saber crashes against my shield, twice, my body yielding before his superior strength. Turtling beneath sword and shield, I weather the storm of blows, falling back as the world turns to white noise around me. Huu's boot slams into my gut, sending me sliding back across the dirt.

Crouched down with weapons raised, I stare down my opponent who stands with weapon held high, both of us breathless but still eager to trade blows, my smile mirrored on Huu's face. Simultaneously putting away our weapons, we walk out of the arena, giddy with laughter and ignoring the crowd as they clamour over who was the victor. Clapping me on the shoulder, he laughs, a boyish look to him once again. “How'd you know the trade was bad?”

Other me relinquishes control and my shoulders sag in relief. “Just a guess from the name. You left that opening when I dodged, 'resolved' to trade blows. Give flesh and break bone, that's my move, you can't steal it. You're already bigger and faster, how am I supposed to win if you're trickier too?”

“Sorry but I had little choice, you've gotten even stronger. Almost made me drop my weapon five or six times. Come, let's see about that drink.” Both of us still sweating from our match, we head towards the barrels of liquor, talking shop, exchanging advice, and arguing about who will pay, our cheerful reunion off to an exciting start.

On an unrelated note, I should make some normal friends.


 
 
  Chapter Meme
 
 






      Chapter 126 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Roused by the piercing sunlight, the pain shakes me down to my core, an unintelligible groan escaping from my lips. Tugging at my blankets to cover me, I struggle against a heavy weight, contesting me for them. Eyes clenched shut, I muster all my strength and emerge victorious as the blanket flops over my face, disgustingly wet and slimy. Sputtering in disgust, I roll aside and bury my face in my pillow, groaning as my stomach churns.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, it's time to wake up, ya?” Gently massaging my scalp with one hand, Lin places something down on the nightstand. “I made you an herbal tea, drink up and get dressed, okay? Breakfast is waiting for you.” Ignoring my groaned response, she leaves the room, humming softly as she closes the door behind her. Sinking back into sleep, an insidious thought worms its way into my mind.
 
  
 
 Why is Lin waking me up in the morning? Oh no... why were the blankets wet?
 
  
 
 What have I done?
 
  
 
 Panic grips my heart as I bolt up and check the surroundings. Thankfully, it's my room and I'm fully dressed, still in the clothes I went to the festival with, stained with alcohol and blood, which worries me. Crashing back down in relief, my heart rate decreases back to normal levels. Turning to pet Auric, his eyes close with a rumbling purr as he suckles at my blankets, the source of the wet, disgusting patch. Some guard cat he turned out to be. His claws extend and retract as he kneads at my bed, continuing to slobber away, the little kitten unwilling to break the simultaneously adorable and disgusting habit.
 
  
 
 Dressed and cleaned, I stumble out to the dining room, resting my head and hiding from the light. I shouldn't have drunk so much. Even with the ability to remove alcohol from my system, it doesn't keep me from getting hangovers. Plus, after a certain point, control over my chi gets wonky and I can't even sober up. It's a good thing I don't have training today, with everyone pitching in to help clean up.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, Rainy, Rainy.” A light tug on my elbow draws my attention, and Little Tali stares up at me with a smile before lowering her head to show me her ribbons, little bells jingling merrily. “Look, Lin-Lin made them for me.”
 
  
 
 Gasping in feigned excitement, I praise the little munchkin. “Oh those ribbons are so pretty. Did you remember to thank Lin?” Ribbons, why didn't I think of that? It's way easier than braiding the bells into her hair all the time, not to mention removing them.
 
  
 
 Climbing her way up on my lap, she answers, “Yup! How come you waked up late today, Rainy? Lin-Lin came over to play but you were snoring, so she told stories. If you marry her, will she always be here? You should marry her Rainy, I like Lin-Lin.”
 
  
 
 Unfair. I can't say no to little Tali. “I slept late last night, had a bit too much fun.” Passing her a few carved wooden toys, she hums one of her made up tunes as we play. Glancing around the room, the bare walls confuse me, all the decorations missing. Did we get robbed? “Sweetling, what happened to all the paintings and scrolls?”
 
  
 
 “Mama took them down.” Throwing her hands into the air, she narrowly avoids smacking me in the face with a wooden tiger. “We're moving! Yay!”
 
  
 
 “Yes we are little darling.” Carrying out my breakfast, Alsantset puts down the food and lifts Tali out of my lap as she snatches away a bun. “You let Rain eat now, go practice the Forms with your brother. You see how hard he's working? You can't cut corners.”
 
  
 
 Greasy comfort food, eggs and meatbuns with a delicious soup. I dig in as Lin sits down beside me, resting her head on my shoulder, a little clingier than normal. Mouth full, I ask, “Moving huh? Is this place too small? Looking to expand the family?”
 
  
 
 “No.” Glancing at Charok, Alsantset clears her throat as they take a seat across from me, her hands folded. “We are moving to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 My jaw drops open, half-chewed food falling out. “The Bridge? You're moving there now? With a few million Defiled hanging around outside, this really isn't the time to invest in real estate.”
 
  
 
 “Lower your voice, you'll scare the children. With Papa promoted to second-in-command, he cannot leave, so Mama is moving there to be with him. The Marshal suggested it, in fact. While Nian Zu is still in power, he can protect us still, but once he retires Papa will be an island unto himself, without allies outside of Shen Huo. With his family around him, he will seem more relatable to the normal soldiers, who in the future, may become officers in power.”
 
  
 
 “Bah... Politics. It's a smart move though, especially if more villagers move there too. The People are seen as outsiders because we don't live in a city, but if some of our warriors set roots at the Bridge, then it shows we're also citizens of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Clapping her hands, Alsantset beams with joy. “So clever, my little brother. Close to 100 families are moving, primarily warrior families and a few craftsmen. The villages will send supplies to aid the defense of the Bridge, which will raise our standing in the eyes of the citizens, and our increased exposure might earn us a few allies. Papa has assured me it will be safe, the Marshal set aside homes in the western section of the town with easy access to the mountain paths out of the city, our escape route should the worst come to pass.”
 
  
 
 Glancing outside the door, I can see Tali and Tate performing the Forms, taking the first steps on their path to future warriors. Their carefree days of playing in the village are coming to an end, soon to be replaced by an enclosed encampment, their toy animals traded in for bladed weapons, ribbons and bells for armour and helmets. “You've thought this through. A shame, I love it here, but everyone needs to do their part and some sacrifices must be made.” I only hope no one I love is part of those sacrifices.
 
  
 
 “I'm happy to hear you say that.” A rectangular token slides across the table and I grab it without thinking. A wooden frame encompasses the jade plate, and embossed in bronze are four simple words, 'Warrant Officer Third Grade'.
 
  
 
 ... Oh no. No, no, no.
 
  
 
 Blind to my internal panic attack, Alsantset cheerfully explains. “Akanai held onto it until she was sure you were ready, but it is yours. A reward from Colonel General Nian Zu for your 'consummate display of skill in combat'. In reality, it is to protect you from the Society's retribution and to allow you to raise your reputation, which in turn will raise Papa's. The story of your victories have made it across the Empire by now, and we hope you will use your reputation to aid us.”
 
  
 
 “...How?”
 
  
 
 “By being a hero.” Her smile almost looks predatory, her eyes wide with excitement. “I know not the specifics, but we will ride to the Bridge together to meet with the Marshal and he will explain everything. Accomplish his tasks, raise your reputation, and become a pillar of the People. As much as I would like things to change, it will be difficult for many to accept Demi-Human outsiders in positions of power. You are human, talented in combat and have a clever mind, the nobility will be more accepting of you. Garner enough standing so you can aid Papa in his rise to glory, making history as the first Demi-human warrior to earn the title 'General of the Northern Bridge', and help him hold it from those who look down upon us.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Guess I'm a Warrant Officer now. Can't even argue.
 
  
 
 My breakfast is finished in a silent stupor, my eyes glued to the twins as they practice, my mind worrying over their future while I am left alone to process everything. Washing my dishes, my mind drifts, remembering Elder Ming's journal, page after page scrawled with poetry about family and loss, the death of his nephew all but destroying him. Is that what my future holds, spilling wine over Tali or Tate's funeral pyre?
 
  
 
 Putting aside my macabre thoughts, I head out to the courtyard and squat before the twins, greeting them with a smile. “Alright my little sweetlings, let's see what you got. Show me your best stance.” Their adorable faces light up in delight as they line up, striking their poses happily. “Good good, so fearsome.” Holding my palms up, I let them both wail away, Tate striking as hard as he can with an awkward, full-bodied swing while Tali high fives me with a smile.
 
  
 
 I wish they weren't learning how to fight. No, scratch that, I wish they didn't need to learn how to fight. In a perfect world, they'd live in safety and go about their lives happy as can be. No need to hunt for food or fight for survival, just be bright-eyed and chubby-cheeked children forever. Unfortunately, this world is far from perfect and learning how to defend themselves is of the utmost importance. No matter how strong I am, I can't always be at their sides. All I can do is work hard to make the world a safer place for them.
 
  
 
 Even if I have to burn everything to the ground and rebuild from the ashes.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 After a full day of packing and cleaning, Other me is still asleep, our little spar taking its toll on him. He sleeps too much, 18-20 hours a day usually, and any activity adds to that. Even after months of inactivity, he isn't getting better, as if his vitality is fading away, and I have no idea how to help him. I've gotten used to having him around, especially now that he's calmed down. It's weird, but he's family to me. All I can do is wait and hope he gets better.
 
  
 
 Getting away from the bustle, I spend time practicing my chi manipulations, still trying to figure out what 'blessing' I've received. The five exercises have grown to eleven, all without even the slightest hint of success, but I will persevere. After promptly failing, I walk out to find something to cuddle and Lin invites me out for a stroll. Happy to spend time with her, we walk hand in hand through the village. The trees have begun to blossom, the forest exploding with colour and life, the birds trilling and dancing in the skies. Soaking in the ambience, I wonder when I'll be able to enjoy these views again.
 
  
 
 The pessimistic part of my brain says never.
 
  
 
 “Rainy.” Lin's bright brown eyes look up at me in concern, her headscarf framing her cute, round cheeks, still childish despite her age. “You know... you don't have to be a Warrant Officer, it's dangerous. Whatever the Marshal is thinking of, it'll take you away from Nai-Nai and the others. They won't be able to protect you if something goes wrong.”
 
  
 
 Sweet Lin, always worrying about me, she's too good for me. “I wanna show you something.” Guiding her down the path, we make our way to the outskirts of the village, right by the gate. Standing behind her, I wrap my arm around her shoulder and point up the path we take when leaving the village. “You see the plateau on the path, halfway up? Eighteen months after I arrived, I sat up there, staring down at this beautiful village, and found Balance for the first time. It's one of my favourite memories. Every time I leave I take a few minutes to look back. I love it here, and I wish I never had to leave.”
 
  
 
 Pressing up against me, her temple against my cheek, she sighs contentedly in my embrace. “So you'll stay?”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head sadly, I answer her as gently as possible. “No.” Her shoulders drop, and I hug her tightly, forcing the words past the lump in my throat. “You used to love when I told you stories, so have a listen to this one. Once, there was a slave who worked in a mine. Hard labour for a twelve-year-old boy, but he'd seen what happened to those who ran. Despite working like a dog, his captors tormented him daily and his fellow slaves disdained  him for being weak. Cruel and vicious, the slavers cared nothing for the lives of the slaves, delighting in their pain and laughing at their deaths, letting them live in filth and squalor. After months of torturous labour and worse, the little slave passed out from Lung Rot and awoke atop a pile of corpses, left for dead.”
 
  
 
 “Rainy...”
 
  
 
 “Don't worry, there's a happy ending. The little slave wandered away and was found by a Captain and his mercenaries. They took him in, healed, fed, and clothed him. They gave him love and guidance, a home, a family, a teacher, a mentor. For more than six years, they cared for him, saw he wanted for nothing, and stood by his side without question. Throughout it all, they never asked the little slave for anything in return, but now, he finally has a chance to repay the people who saved him.” My voice catches in my throat, unable to continue.
 
  
 
 Sinking deeper into my arms, Lin sniffs lightly. “Thank you for telling me Rainy.” Lapsing into silence, we stand together while I lose myself in my memories, good and bad, real and imagined. After a long time, she breaks from my embrace and turns to face me, her eyes half-filled with tears. “You still don't have to go out. Stay and study and in three years, you'll be a healer, I know you will. A healer is as good as a hero, especially one so young. Your future will be limitless, and everyone will see it.”
 
  
 
 “Strength means everything. If Teacher's skills aren't enough to win us allies, what good will a young healer be? As a Warrant Officer, I can help immediately, not maybe in 3-5 years. No more arguing, I've made up my mind.” I really haven't, but I'm afraid she might actually convince me to stay. Going out and fighting without anyone watching my back is intimidating, to say the least. All the pressure and expectations for me to succeed, how am I supposed to measure up?
 
  
 
 Keeping my doubts to myself, I grab Lin's hand and wander away, telling lighthearted stories to cheer her up. Lin has been by my side since I arrived here, and somewhere along the way, she smuggled her way into my heart, a presence I can't live without. I'm also head over heels for Mila, and it's a little conflicting. I feel a little terrible wanting to marry multiple women, but on the other hand... that's the dream. In theory, it sounds great, but in practice, I always feel guilty when I'm alone and flirting with Lin or Mila, as if I'm cheating. It's also kind of a rush, which might make me a terrible person.
 
  
 
 Regardless, as soon as I get to the Bridge, I'll ask Baatar to approach Taduk and set up my betrothal with Lin. I've left her waiting for too long, and Baatar let slip he was upset when Akanai didn't wait to speak to him about my betrothal with Mila, so this time, it's his turn. As fearsome as he is, Baatar is a big softie when it comes to family. I'm sure being away from Sarnai for a year was difficult for him, not to mention the twins. It'll be good for people to see him with his family, humanize him in the common soldier's eyes.
 
  
 
 Dinner time rolls around and Lin insists on eating out, a nice quiet dinner for two. Walking through the doors of the restauraunt, we're met with cheers and applause, my squad and friends lying in wait to surprise me with a party, Lin grinning mischievously. With little ceremony, Mila presents me with a piece of paper, smiling happily as I unfold it. “I don't understand... this just says 'Say yes or I'll hurt you'. Say yes to what? We're already betrothed.”
 
  
 
 “You idiot, not that. A Warrant Officer is entitled to a retinue of 100 guards, and that is my application. All your trainees were writing them up, so I made one too. Li Song will join as well.”
 
  
 
 As if on cue, Rustram hands me a sheaf of documents, sheepishly lowering his head. “I know we aren't the most skilled warriors, but all 67 of our squad hope to be of service.”
 
  
 
 “... what are you, stupid? I spent the last six months training you, you think I'd leave you here with your thumbs up your asses? I refuse any and all terms, I speak, you listen, I command, you obey. Simple as that.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Officer Rain!” Cheers fill the restaurant, their enthusiasm infectious. I'll never understand soldiers, how can they be so happy about going out to fight?
 
  
 
 A slender pair of arms encircle my neck and Tursinai leans over my shoulder, whispering in my ear. “Big Sister here is happy to serve under you.” A coquettish wink sends my heart racing, and she cackles in delight. “Hubby will be joining as well, Chief Provost's orders. We're to guard little Mila, but don't tell her that. I'll handle finding recruits for your retinue, you just tell me how many you need. There are plenty of young warriors who want to serve the 'Handsome and Undying Falling Rain'.”
 
  
 
 Mila and Lin each pinch me on the cheek as I watch Tursinai saunter away and Tenjin claps me heavily on the shoulder, squeezing a little harder than necessary. “You know, she'd stop teasing you if you didn't blush so much. I look forward to fighting alongside you, little Rain. My father has said many good things about you, and he is a man of few words and less praise.” As scary as he is, I feel better with him watching my back. Plus, he brings some pretty awesome firepower.
 
  
 
 Huu approaches with a smile and a jug of wine, but I speak first. “You don't need to ask, there is a place for you in my retinue. In fact, I'd feel much safer
 
 standing behind you while we fight.”
 
  
 
 Grinning wolfishly, he shakes his head. “I'm honoured, but it would not be proper for one Warrant Officer to serve beneath another.” His eyes shoot down to his belt, where a token is displayed, a mirror of my own. “I was promoted last week, same as you.”
 
  
 
 Giddy with laughter, I leap up and embrace him, thrilled at the news of a second Warrant Officer. Lifting a cup in celebration, we take turns praising one another and calling each other Officer, the jug emptied in a matter of minutes.
 
  
 
 What can I say, misery loves company. At least this way, if I screw up, they have Huu as the backup hero to gain allies.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 ... or am I the backup?
 
  
 
 
 
 Ming's Death Poem.
 
  
 
 A lonely raindrop, born of mother cloud
 
 Falling from heavens high, to earth below
 
 Rejected and forsaken, forging a solitary path
 
 Until family found, lonely raindrop no more
 
  
 
 Through time and trial, relations are lost
 
 Returned to Mother cloud, again alone and destined
 
 To seek a single drop, within infinite ocean
 
 Within this endless cycle, of life and tribulation.
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 “Ready!” At my shout, my retinue raises their bows, wobbling as they stand atop their running quins. There's plenty of work to be done still, so we will practice until every one of them can do this effortlessly for hours at a time. It's not too hard once you get the hang of it.
 
  
 
 “Steady!” Bows at full draw, I watch as a few faces turn red with effort, letting them sweat with exertion. Archery is about strength, poise, and stability. It's not enough to draw the bow, you need to do it effortlessly. No quivering arms or heaving chest, a fluid motion from start to finish.
 
  
 
 “Release!” The thwang of bow strings fills the air, lacking the distinct whistling of arrows, a simple exercise. Allowing them a few scant seconds to rest, I raise my voice once again. “Ready!” With several boring days of travel ahead, I intend to use every spare second to raise their strength.
 
  
 
 Also standing on my quin, I practice along with them. A sweet creature named Mafu, I'm trying not to get too attached to him, but it's not working. I have too many pets as it is, I need to show restraint. I already had to buy a wagon for the cats, those lazy bastards happily resting in their open boxes while we travel to the Bridge, unable to keep pace with the quins for more than an hour. Mafu is a great quin though, very responsive to my commands, circling around my retinue as we travel so I can oversee their training. Poor thing must have run twice the distance compared to the other quins, but he seems to enjoy it and loves the extra feed I set aside for him. He also loves belly rubs and cuddling the kittens, worming his way into my heart one adorable squeak at a time.
 
  
 
 I have no choice but to buy him now, but it's for work, so it shouldn't count. I think I have to buy my retinue's quins as well. I can't have my personal guards equipped on the village budget, that just doesn't seem right. The money I extorted from the Society is enough for the quins, but I have no idea how much Rustram's rapier is worth. No one has said anything about payment, but I feel uncomfortable with such a large debt to the People. I'll figure something out and make more money, it's no big deal.
 
  
 
 Our training continues until Alsantset stops the caravan for a break, my retinue going about their tasks with backs bent and shoulders slumped. Archery aside, standing on quins is hard work which requires physical effort, mental focus and chi. It's good to practice though, because the better you are at standing without expending chi, then the more you have for other endeavours, like Lightening.
 
  
 
 After taking care of Mafu, I make my way over to my betrothed Mila, her hair blowing in the wind, without a trace of sweat despite taking part in the training. Greeting her with a smile, she pointedly ignores me, turning away with a little hmph. Li Song glares at me briefly before doing the same, both endearing and infuriating. She's gotten much more comfortable around me, putting it nicely, always ready to lecture me on proper procedure and manners. It's like a second Mila, the two of them taking turns telling me what I'm doing wrong. A little frustrating, but then again, it's good to see her breaking out of her shell, although I wish she were a little less prickly.
 
  
 
 Ignoring Li Song for the moment, I casually stretch my arm around Mila's waist, pulling her towards me and discretely sniffing her hair. Lovely. “Afternoon, my pouting princess. Are you still upset about not being my second-in-command?”
 
  
 
 Mila's smouldering glower puts a grin on my face, which only makes her angrier. I can't help it, she's too adorable when she's angry. Quiet, yet forceful, she gives me an earful beneath her breath, giving face in front of my retinue as she elbows me away. “Yes! Idiot, why did you pick Rustram? I'm far more qualified. If I had the mind to, I'd be the youngest Warrant Officer in the last thousand years, not you. Even worse, you made me leader of a ten-man unit and assigned Tenjin and Tursinai under me. Don't think you're fooling me, I know what you're doing. You're worse than Mama, coddling and protecting me, I can take care of myself.”
 
  
 
 “I know you're more qualified, but that's why I chose Rustram. You're far too capable to be serving under me.” Not empty flattery, she still beats me black and blue every time we spar, not even Other me can stand toe-to-toe with her for long. “I don't know what I'm doing, and if you were my second-in-command, I'd rely on you to make all the decisions. What happens when you receive your own command? This way, Rustram and I can learn how to command together, with you supervising and making sure we don't make too many mistakes.”
 
  
 
 Stuck between beaming and scowling, Mila crosses her arms and turns away, hiding her face from me. “Well, what about Tenjin and Tursinai?”
 
  
 
 I didn't have a choice, but I can't say it. It's not fair, I have two awesome experts joining me, but they refuse to do anything but guard Mila. If I can't use them as ninja assassins, then what good are they? “Is it so terrible for me to want my betrothed well-protected? Even when you become a supreme expert, unrivaled under heaven, I will worry about you, that's what I do.”
 
  
 
 Her back straightens and I can picture the smile on her face, but it only lasts a moment before her shoulders slump once more. “And what about Lin?”
 
  
 
 “... What?”
 
  
 
 “You decided to marry her without consulting me. I have no objections, I'm delighted in fact, but you didn't even think to ask for my opinion. You casually mentioned it this morning in passing as if it were as simple as picking up a new shirt. Is this how my husband will be, marrying whomsoever he pleases? Am I to share you with strangers, living together with your other conquests? Will we take turns spending time with you or will you implement a merit based point-system?”
 
  
 
 Oh, damn. I'm a terrible person. I was so happy after deciding to marry Lin, I didn't even think about Mila's feelings. Briefly struggling with her as I try to embrace her, Mila only halfheartedly shoving me away, I finally overcome her flurry of elbows and stomps, my arms wrapping around her waist as I rest my chin on her shoulder. “I'm sorry Mila, I was thoughtless and insensitive. I am a terrible and lustful man, undeserving of your affection. You are beautiful and strong, sweet and compassionate, to be betrothed to you is already reaching beyond my station. I am greedy, wanting more than I deserve. Forgive me for being a wicked man with wicked desires.”
 
  
 
 “Flowery words and empty flattery, nothing more.” Despite her words, she snuggles back in my embrace, giggling sweetly. “At least you know your flaws. Don't you dare let me catch you flirting with strangers, or I'll beat you silly in front of everyone and drag you home by the heels. You care nothing for face, so I will give none.”
 
  
 
 “Does this mean I can flirt with your friends?” I always have to push too far. With my ribs bruised and tender from her angry elbowing, I decide to put my harem dreams on hold. Two wives are a start, but it falls a little short of a proper harem. Then again, I'm almost 100% sure I've never been married before, so perhaps it would be best to test the waters and see how much I like being married to start with.
 
  
 
 That would be the smart thing to do, but logic has no say when it comes to love. Despite my feelings for Lin and Mila, I'm still looking forward to seeing Yuzhen again, especially after corresponding by letter these past months. Never anything personal, only talking about the Marshal's health, but she did offer her 'heartfelt gratitude' for helping the old man, so that's a start. Beautiful and smart, I'm enamoured by her, and it's nice knowing those feelings are my own, without worrying about implanted memories.
 
  
 
 Once travel resumes, I magnanimously allow my retinue time to rest and meditate as we ride, good practice for recharging on the go. Still standing atop Mafu, I slow his pace and guide him around the wagons, making my way back to Taduk's rickshaw. Taduk joined the migration to the Bridge at the last minute. I'm sure he'll have plenty to do, and regenerating a few limbs or organs for various important soldiers will win the People allies. I'm not too comfortable with his decision, but healers should be well protected, and Lin can help Alsantset and Charok look after the twins.
 
  
 
 Smiling beautifully, my soon-to-be betrothed greets me happily, unaware of my plans, little Tate in her lap while Tali dozes comfortably with Taduk. I can hardly wait for them to officially be a part of my family. Lin was my first friend and I'll never forget Taduk's patience and care as he healed me those first few days, trying to make me smile with his terrible jokes. Leaning over the edge of her rickshaw, Lin pokes me in the cheek. “Rainy, don't be so mean to your soldiers, ya? They're so pitiful with you yelling at them all the time, and you look less handsome when you're all frowny.”
 
  
 
 “I wanna stand! Rainy, please, lemme stand on quin.” Squirming in her arms, Tate reaches out to me and I pluck him from the rickshaw.
 
  
 
 “I'm not being mean, I'm pushing them to succeed.” Squatting down with Tate, my hands grip tightly to his shoulders while he stands, worried he might fall. “Alright little man, keep your knees bent and legs relaxed.”
 
  
 
 “Ya, ya, Rainy. Let go now, I wanna stand by myself.”
 
  
 
 “Don't let go, he's too young. All your yelling will make them sad and hurt their pride. They'll never be top-tier experts without pride and confidence. That's why you're so strong, Rainy.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, it's so adorable that you think I'm confident.” Naive too. Holding tightly to Tate's belt, I release my death grip on his shoulders and smile as he concentrates with all his might, arms out as he wobbles unsteadily. After a few short seconds, he stumbles with a tiny wail and I snatch him up in my arms, safe and sound. “Good effort, but remember, never try this without someone helping you, understand? It's dangerous and I'd be very sad if anything happened to you. How about you ride on my shoulders instead?” Lifting him up, I grin while he howls with laughter from his high perch, turning to answer Lin. “Confidence will come with competence, and they're anything but at the moment. I don't need experts by my side, I need soldiers who will obey. Excessive pride will only slow them down.”
 
  
 
 “Faster Rainy, faster!”
 
  
 
 Winking at Lin, I direct Mafu to pick up the pace for a few minutes, until Tate is breathless with laughter. Falling back to the rickshaw, he switches places with Tali, awoken by her brother's cackling. Just as brave, she lifts her hands in the air as we ride around, even trying to stand on my shoulders, the silly little girl.
 
  
 
 I wouldn't mind delaying the journey to spend more time with everyone. If the world were a safer place, I would love to travel and see the world with my family. Living off the land and selling medicines, helping the sick wherever I find them, a wandering physician would be a good life, if not for the monstrous beasts and worse humans. Instead, here I am, escorting them in a caravan of hundreds with an army of thousands, moving towards a war zone where men and women die fighting every day.
 
  
 
 I hope Alsantset is making the right decision and I pray nothing happens to my family.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Akanai stood tall as her Sentinels filtered in through the streets, Tokta and his assistants guiding everyone to their new homes, everything carefully arranged in advance. This first wave of families took great risk in coming here during these troubled times, and she rewarded them well for their loyalty. Land was at a premium here in the city and it cost her dearly to purchase the entire district, even with the Marshal's help, but the looks of delight as they saw their new houses made it worth every copper. A gift for their bravery, her husband merely smiled and shook his head, making jokes about working hard while his wife spent all their coin. Stingy old man, he only needed to make a few spiritual weapons to recoup the losses, a sale easily made in private. Nian Zu had expressed admiration for her husband's work several times, and his pockets ran deep.
 
  
 
 Making her way through the streets with her family, she greeted the travel-weary villagers one by one, making sure they lacked for nothing. Even though her people were moving into the city, she wished to keep their tight-knit community intact, hopefully expanding to include the native city dwellers among them as time passed and bonds formed. Setting roots here at the Bridge would legitimize the People and the other mountain villages, a direct connection to the outside world. The pup had started on a path to greatness, and she wanted nothing more than to propel him forwards. Fame meant little to her but the pup hungered for it, half the reason he founded the Iron Banner to begin with. Now his decades of effort had finally borne fruit, a respected hero of the Empire, soon-to-be General of the Northern Bridge, she could not be happier for him.
 
  
 
 Reaching her destination, she stepped through the door to see his tail wagging furiously as he walked together with his wife and family on a tour of his home. He could never keep that tail under control, a clear indicator of his current mood. Her first and, until recently, only Disciple, she finally felt comfortable leaving the pup to his own devices and focusing her efforts on another. Her second disciple, almost as hard-working as Rain and far easier to teach, she had high hopes for him. Glancing back at him, he was the spitting image of his father at that age, handsome, cold, and noble. She even entertained the idea of joining their families together through marriage at one point, but Mila had shown no attraction to the young man. It was a joy and privilege to mentor him, a complete reversal from the frustrating experience of teaching Rain.
 
  
 
 Waving the boy in question over, she grinned as Rain ran to embrace her, fondly remembering a time when her presence terrified him. It warmed her heart to hear of the blossoming romance between him and Mila, Rain a welcome addition to her family. “Good to see you again boy, you've grown. I wanted to hand you the Token myself, but your sister insisted on the honour. I trust you will not bring shame to your Mentor. Now, come greet your Martial Uncle, my second Disciple, Tong Da Fung.”
 
  
 
 Rain's look of shock quickly turned to mischievous smile as he clasped his fists and bowed to Fung. “Officer Brother Martial Uncle. Congratulations! When did this happen?” His voice dropped to a whisper, trying to hide his next words from her. “And my condolences. I pray for your survival.”
 
  
 
 Fung laughed heartily, usually a cold, proud young man. Their friendship meant more to him than Rain realized, few people willing to befriend the Magistrate's son without an ulterior motive. “After Du Min Gyu refused to take me as a student, Mentor took pity on my lowly self and accepted me as her Disciple, pulling me back from the brink of despair. My luck is strong, rejected by a tiger only to be chosen by a dragon. I caution you carefully Officer Brother Martial Nephew: my strength has progressed in leaps and bounds since we last met. As your senior, I cannot allow myself to remain beneath you.” Their smirking devolved into outright laughter, their new titles hilarious to the both of them.
 
  
 
 Composing himself, Rain put on a serious face, looking around at all gathered. “It's great that you're all here, my family and loved ones. I have an announcement.” Pausing while his family gathered, he lifted Tate into his arms and hugged the child close and took Mila's hand. “I would like to ask Mentor to arrange my betrothal to Mei Lin. I have discussed the matter with Mila, but before anything, if anyone objects to this matter, please speak.” Turning to face her, he bowed once, bowing a second time to her husband while still holding Tate like a shield, Tali clapping happily as she hopped around him. “I apologize if you feel I am mistreating your daughter, I know how precious she is to you. It is not that I find her lacking, I love Mila, but I also love Lin. I will strive to make them both happy, and would never intentionally hurt either one of them. I ask for your blessing in this matter, and will not go ahead without it.”
 
  
 
 Glancing at her husband, she saw his pouting lips and smouldering anger. Quickly putting an end to it, she pinched his cheek. “Oh husband, you grow more cantankerous with age and dote too much on Mila. We knew this would happen, little Lin staked her claim on him long ago. Rain holds sufficient prestige to have more than one wife, and if our daughter has no objections, how can we? We raised her well and she would not make this decision lightly.” Patting Rain's cheek, she smile and gave him her blessing, and after a pointed elbow from her, so did her husband, giving the boy a hearty hug and a whispered threat. It was unnecessary, Rain would not treat Mila badly, the boy cared deeply for his family.
 
  
 
 Another advantageous union, perhaps she should find a wife for Fung. The Ong girl was unsuitable for him, a pretty flower with prickly thorns. Nevertheless, with three Warrant Officers, each one destined for greatness, the People were rising in prominence. Huushal, an unstoppable powerhouse and beloved of the People, Fung a brilliant politician and commander, loved by the people of Shen Huo. Standing above both for now was Rain, a budding genius healer and exceptional duelist, a young hero worshiped by the citizens and, according to Gerel, a talented and creative leader. Add in Mila and Adujan, as well as several other budding talents, and they made an excellent team, a formidable generation of talents. Truly, great heroes are born in times of turmoil.
 
  
 
 Of course, nothing would come to pass should they die young. Life was uncertain, and battle a cruel mistress, she had done all she could to prepare them for the trials ahead. The raw materials had emerged from the flames, withstood the battering of the hammer, and now it was time for them to be tempered, away from her protection. Only by spreading their wings would they learn to fly. She hoped to see them return to her, soaring majestically through the skies, but like always, she hoped for the best and prepared for the worst, ready to catch them should they come crashing to earth below.
 
  
 
 She had done all she could, the rest was in the hands of the Mother.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 A shoutout to my latest anonymous donor, thank you so much for the support!
 
  
 
 Tucking Tate into bed, Baatar's face strained from smiling. An entire year since he'd seen his grandchildren and they'd grown so much in his absence, fat and boisterous little scamps the both of them. Closing the door gently behind him, he put his arm around his daughter as they made their way back to the dining hall. She had shared in his hardships the past few months and knew he needed his family beside him. He was grateful to her for bringing them here, but he only nodded silently in thanks. She knew his mind and his heart almost better than anyone. Joining the rest of his family, they continued their feasting, a sumptuous banquet prepared by Charok and an army of servants, celebrating their new home and the boy's betrothal to Lin.
 
  
 
 Sated and drunk, Baatar smiled at his beautiful Sarnai, reminiscing of their whirlwind rivalry and romance, blessed by the Mother to have met her. She smiled back and snuggled up against him, mirroring the others at the table. His mentor and her husband, his daughter and son-in-law, and now his disciple and his two future brides, three generations of loving couples, all sitting together under one roof, his new home. In a short dozen years, Tali and Tate would be of age and another generation of loving couples would join him, perhaps at this same table.
 
  
 
 Their celebrations continued until Rain took his leave, escorting Lin and Mila home, with Li Song and the cats in tow. Turning to Taduk, Baatar raised his cup in a toast and the eccentric healer followed suit, the happiest man at the table. “Little Lin has finally grabbed hold of Rain's heart. Congratulations dear friend.”
 
  
 
 Drinking deeply, Taduk chortled and shook his head. “Never a doubt in my mind, my little Lin-Lin decided years ago and from that moment on, Rain was as good as caught. He's a little dense in matters of love, but he finally came to his senses and accepted her feelings.” Pouring another drink, Taduk offered a toast to Husolt. “To the joining of our three families, a joyous occasion. Although your wife stole a march on me, I hold no grudges.” The twinkle in his eyes said otherwise, and Baatar could only chuckle helplessly, refusing to stand between Taduk and his Mentor.
 
  
 
 “Hmph, a parent will always think of their child's happiness first. I saw how Mila felt and approved of Rain, I do not regret my actions.” Sniffing lightly, Mentor lifted her glass to Taduk with a wry smile. “That said, perhaps I could have been less hasty. I never was patient, so I offer my apologies to you for any offense given, it was not my intention.” Draining her cup, she laughed. “It mattered little, that boy is lecherous as they come. He never intended to take only a single wife, flirting shamelessly with so many women at the same time. If Yan were still here, he'd likely sink his fangs into her too.”
 
  
 
 Sarnai chimed in with her own thoughts, smiling proudly. “All women love a hero, and what is Rain if not heroic? That timid little child has grown into a proud warrior, it would not be untoward if he had a dozen wives.” She made eyes at him, a devious woman who never stopped trying to bring a second-wife into their marriage and he smiled fondly at her, ignoring her implication.
 
  
 
 Her statement brought a few grumbles from the others, but Alsantset laughed exuberantly. “Little brother deserves as many wives as he desires. He has a big heart and will not mistreat a single one. Look at how he dotes on his cats, they eat better than most children in the village. Knowing him, he will work himself to death spoiling his family until they are all fat and lazy.”
 
  
 
 His mentor snorted loudly, smacking the table. “Putting aside how you likened my daughter to a pet cat, if that boy dares to bully my little Mila, none of you can save him. I'll smack him upside the head and drag him down the mountain by the heels before teaching him a lesson.”
 
  
 
 Husolt soothed her gently. “Now, now old wife, it is true, he dotes on those cats, he's paying Li Song to brush them every day, ridiculously pampered animals. And our daughter, bullied? I love her dearly, but it's Rain who should worry about being bullied. We didn't raise no shrinking violet.”
 
  
 
 Everyone laughed at that, Akanai blushing proudly at her daughter's tenacity. “How dare you take his side, what, are you also hoping for a second wife?”
 
  
 
 Feigning terror, Husolt shook his head. “This lowly one does not dare, not in ten thousand years, my love.” His words brought another chorus of laughter and more drinks, celebrating late into the night before returning home.
 
  
 
 Sitting in the dark, Baatar waited outside of Rain's room to share a few words. His first day of rest since swearing service to the Imperial Army, tomorrow he would again be inundated with paperwork and meetings, a headache he could do without. That was his wife's domain, he only wished to kill his enemies and defend the Empire, was that too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 Then again, he had much to be grateful for. His wife, child, and grandchildren, all under one roof, a wonderful arrangement. He looked forward to returning home to the sounds of children at play, although he was still unused to the servants. Nian Zu had insisted, stating it would have been unseemly for Major General's wife to be seen doing laundry, but little did he know, Sarnai would do as she pleased and woe to anyone foolish enough to say otherwise.
 
  
 
 It wasn't long before he heard Rain's approach, shuffling barefoot across the carpet in the dark before stopping to touch a metal doorknob. Cursing quietly, he resumed his shuffling, this time touching a candlestick and cursing again. “What are you doing boy?”
 
  
 
 Jumping in place, Rain squinted in the darkness. “Mentor?”
 
  
 
 “Over here.” Patting on the bench, he guided Rain towards him. “I wish to speak with you.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Mentor, if I knew I would have come home sooner.” Settling down next to him, Rain leaned against his arm, comfortable with the contact. Only two years ago, he would have sat as far away as possible, arms ready to defend himself. Battle and hardship had forged him into a confident young man, comfortable in his own skin.
 
  
 
 “No need to apologize, how could you have known? Now tell me, what were you doing just now?”
 
  
 
 “Err, well... I'm trying to figure out what Blessing I received by testing my abilities. I noticed that when I rub my feet on the carpet and then touch metal, I get a shock and sometimes even see a spark. If I can replicate it with chi, then I can throw lightning around.” Shrugging hopelessly, he sighed. “Or you know, that's the theory. Hasn't worked yet, nor has anything else I've tried.”
 
  
 
 “Explain.” Carefully listening as Rain described his practice, his mouth twisted in a grimace. It seemed like a waste of time, but the boy did many things that confused him. Like his repeating crossbow, why not learn the bow properly? Pursing his lips, he took a deep breath, going over Rain's unique problem. “You have the right idea, studying and attempting to mimic nature, but do not spend too much effort on this. Even if you never discover what your Blessing is, it is not so terrible a thing. I have never experienced an Awakening, and my strength has not suffered.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Are most top-tier warriors like you? Without an Awakening?”
 
  
 
 “1 in 10,000 Martial Warriors boy, that is the accepted rate of Awakening, and not all survive long enough to master their new skills. There are close to 1.5 million warriors under Nian Zu's command now, but only 42 Awakened. True, 8 of them are decorated heroes, a better ratio than those without, but an Awakening is nothing more than a tool at their disposal. Even if you discover your Blessing today, it will be years before you learn to control it. Look at Tenjin, his Awakening was close to a decade ago and his skill is limited to small handfuls of flame. If he instead dedicated himself wholly to his martial skills, perhaps he would be even stronger. Do not obsess over it, all will happen as the Mother wills it.”
 
  
 
 Slumping down in defeat, the boy sighed regretfully. “Yea I know, but I wanted to throw fire and lightning, it would have been so awesome.”
 
  
 
 Placing his arm around Rain, Baatar hugged him closely. “Your Mentor has failed you. I should have been the one to guide you during your Awakening, been there to help you along in these difficult times. I've been too busy with my own matters and for that, I apologize. I've not been able to guide your growth, but you've still become a splendid warrior. It is my pride to call you my Disciple, and my shame to know I've done little to deserve it.”
 
  
 
 “You're drunk, old man. Everything I have, I owe to you. I'd be dead somewhere in the wilderness without your help. You accepted me into your family. You helped me find Enlightenment and Balance. You gifted me my first spiritual weapon like it was a cabbage, it was weeks before I realized its true worth. Everything I have done and will ever do is because you took me in. It doesn't matter why you saved me, I will be forever grateful.”
 
  
 
 “Good child.” Baatar squeezed the boy's shoulder and smiled to himself.
 
  
 
 After a long pause, the boy asked, “So... how goes the war effort? I've heard stories, but those only outline the victories.”
 
  
 
 “Not well. The Defiled continue to grow in number by the day, no matter how many we kill. The western path into the province has been secured, but the eastern path has now been heavily fortified by the Defiled, and my mentor has yet to break them. More Demons than ever have appeared, several emerging from their Defiled shells in the midst of combat. The casualties are mounting every day, as does the list of wounded, and the Empire is hard pressed in three provinces.”
 
  
 
 “... Your motivational speeches need work. Morale is important to soldiers, you can't be so brutally honest.”
 
  
 
 Lightly smacking the boy's head, he laughed. “It is not hopeless, not yet. We are holding them back, but every Martial Warrior's death representing decades of training and tens of thousands of gold gone to waste. It will be a long and bloody struggle to throw them back, and when we are victorious, it will be decades before we recover to full strength.” Standing to stretch, he yawned audibly, gesturing for Rain to leave. “These are matters for me to worry over, you only need meet with the Marshal and find out what task he has in mind.” Hugging the boy tightly, he whispered, “So long as you return alive, nothing else matters. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mentor. You hold the wall and survive, so I have people to return to.”
 
  
 
 “It's a promise then.” He held the boy a moment longer before ushering him off to bed and returning to his own. A new generation of heroes were on the cusp of rising, and his disciple stood at the forefront, leading the way towards a better future.
 
  
 
 Good, Good.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Shuffling about the room, Yuzhen fretted over the details, her mind racing as she went over the plan, searching for faults. “Marshal, are you sure we should meet them all at once? Their grievances run deep, and the Bekhai are ... outspoken.” Outright rude in some cases, but she rather enjoyed their straightforward personalities.
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” Straight-backed and clear-eyed, her adoptive father Shing Du Yi sat at the seat of honour. Healthier than ever, he drank his tea without a single trace of apprehension. “I lack the patience to go over everything twice, those children will stand in line or I will put them in their place. Such is the stance you need take when dealing with warriors, else they will not respect you. Remember this as you will have it more difficult than most, both a woman and a demi-human.”
 
  
 
 Holding back a sharp retort, she breathed deeply and continued setting up, choosing her words carefully. “Perhaps we could take one group each and explain the mission to them separately. I could use the office meeting room.”
 
  
 
 “And what will you do when out in the field, without me to aid you? Enough dear daughter of mine. They will put aside their resentment or face sanctions, we must make that clear.” Despite their differing opinions, Yuzhen could only helplessly smile at her father. A fire had been lit beneath him ever since Nian Zu appointed Baatar as his successor. Her father now hoped to have their familial relations accepted, but predictably, the Shing clan refused to acknowledge her as his legitimate heir, much less the successor to his position. With her father close to 100 years of age and a mediocre martial practitioner, the clan would try to drag out the process until he died.
 
  
 
 She cared little for legitimacy, but he would not hear of it. Even if successful, she had no intentions of serving the Society after his passing, a collection of sects and clans engaged in pissing contests with one another, their rivalries only set aside for pissing contests with outsiders. In her forty odd years of life, both groups had given nothing but hardships for her father, a brilliant man shunned by friends and family because of her. Why he still felt loyalty to them confused her to no end. A pox on the Society.
 
  
 
 Their conversation came to an end as the Bekhai arrived, entering the room with little fanfare. Three young Warrant Officers, each one a delectable treat. Her favourite was Tong Da Fung, not technically one of the Bekhai but thoroughly entrenched beside them. Were it any other time, he would be the focus of the citizens, the little magistrate of Shen Huo and Champion of the Contest. His cold treatment of his betrothed in front of the crowds had many women aching for his touch. After all, if their choice was between being beaten by a peasant or a prince, at least the prince could afford a healer. Ever since presenting him with his award after the Contest, she had fantasies of overpowering the slim and refined young man, turning him into her little pet, a delightfully sinful thought.
 
  
 
 Then there was Huushal, the barbaric warrior. Feral and unrestrained, a hulking brute of a man, his yellow eyes and silver hair made him an exotic delicacy. There would be no overpowering him, no, just surrendering to his brutal lust. Undoubtedly related to Baatar, the rugged beau had caught her eye the moment he arrived at the gates, and his performance in battle had only heightened her interest. Stories of him were told, the young wolf following in Baatar's footsteps, rivals in love and combat with the Undying Falling Rain. A shame he was so shy outside of battle, her flirtatious advances only netting her a few blushes, a world of difference from the ferocious warrior he presented himself as.
 
  
 
 Last of all was Rain. Visually, the least impressive of the three, a goofy smile on his face as he took his seat, glancing about the room like a country bumpkin. His amber eyes were warm and striking, his body lean and sinewy, almost fragile in comparison with his companions, a bundle of twigs beside steel and brick. Appearances were deceiving however, Rain's brilliance and skills were only matched by his arrogance and cruelty, the cheerful and polite demeanour a cloak he wore to hide his true nature. She felt drawn to such wicked men, wanting to change them to suit her needs. What's more, she felt grateful to him for helping her father, and dreamed of rewarding him with carnal pleasures, but he left too soon afterwards.
 
  
 
 Putting aside her distracted thoughts, she played the part of hostess, demurely serving tea and taking the chance to press up against each one. Fung ignored her and Huushal leaned away, but Rain had the audacity to lean in and smile. His actions sent a flush through her and she silently scolded herself. Bad enough to sleep with Gerel, ten years her junior, but this boy was less than half her age. It was scandalous.
 
  
 
 Which was exactly why it excited her so. She was nothing but what the Mother made her.
 
  
 
 Before long, the rest arrived, five unaffiliated Warrant Officers filtering in one at a time, while the four Society Warrant Officers entered together, Situ Jia Zian leading the way. Zian's talents were undeniable, his misfortune to be born in the same era as Rain, but Nian Zu rewarded both equally. Taking their seats across from the Bekhai, the tension in the room immediately catapulted, both sides trading glares while the neutral parties stood, not wishing to be seen taking sides. 12 young talents, all under the age of 25, each one a prodigy.
 
  
 
 “Excellent.” Her father finished his tea with a satisfied sigh and placed the cup aside. “I have called you all here to discuss a matter of importance, put aside your enmity and listen. As you are all aware, the Defiled have taken root in the eastern mountain passes. They are contained for now, but the resources required to keep them there are immense, a constant train of supplies required to keep our soldiers fed and armed.” A number of portraits in hand, her father laid them out on the table one by one. “The loss of Shen Mu city has given rise to a number of bandit gangs and scattered Defiled tribes wandering the eastern coast. The riverside farms of Jiu Lang and Sanshu cities are major sources of food production, but the gangs and tribes have taken to raiding the farmlands and supply routes. Unable to keep them back, the Magistrates of both cities have asked for aid.”
 
  
 
 “Bandits? This is why you called us here? Send soldiers to deal with the rabble, there is no honour in this.” Sang Ryong of the Seven-Star Sect spoke, an arrogant young man, but deserving of such. Not quite at the level of Rain and Zian, he stood second only to the two of them in strength.
 
  
 
 “There aren't enough soldiers to spare, foolish child. Listen while your betters are speaking.” Unperturbed by the interruption, her father continued without pause. “The twelve of you represent 1,200 soldiers who stand idle here at the wall. Too talented to be risked, too weak to be of real use, I offer you a chance to serve the Empire and earn your meals. What's more, these are no mere bandits, many are former soldiers, including three Majors and a Lieutenant Colonel.” Gesturing to the pictures before him, the twelve young officers finally took notice, studying them intently. “Kill them or one of the more notorious bandits and there will be honour enough for you all. Many of them even have bounties posted, which you may keep.”
 
  
 
 Dastan Zhandos, a low-born warrior from Sanshu, gestured to one of the pictures. “You want 12 Warrant Officers to take on the Butcher Bay Bandits? This is tantamount to suicide. I grew up beneath their thumb, they hold both cities with an iron grip. What can we do that the army cannot?”
 
  
 
 “They are only one of the gangs in the area, and I do not expect you to act alone. 5,000 mercenaries will be joining you under the direction of my daughter, Major Yuzhen. You only need make certain the supplies reach their destinations, but if you are able to locate the bandit's hideouts, the Guard Captains of the surrounding cities will be standing by with an army. The bandits are not united, so you face minimal danger should you work together.” Standing to leave, he winked at her. “Of course, I cannot force you to take part. If you feel yourselves incapable or the task too dangerous, then you only need speak. Otherwise, I leave you all in my daughter's capable hands.”
 
  
 
 With that, her father strode out of the room, leaving her to manage the 12 arrogant young warriors, many of them with disdain in their eyes. This was going to be a struggle for her to resist temptation, especially with Rain so bold, his eyes so lovely. She could not act on her passion, it would be unseemly for a commanding officer to take advantage of those beneath her.
 
  
 
 Then again, why should she not? Male officers do it often enough.
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 Crouched in the trees, Jorani stared down the empty road from his hilltop vantage point. Keeping watch, the shittiest job there was, hugging a damned tree for hours while everyone else was dicing, drinking, and fucking. Sitting beside him, Ral kept him company, a daft fucker if he ever laid eyes on one. The hefty halfwit had a full name, some long, southern gibberish, but damned if Jorani could pronounce it. Dumb as a bag of bricks, the giant blockhead attached himself to Jorani for years despite all efforts to drive him away. Humming quietly, Ral rocked side to side, swinging wider with each pass. Blowing out a sigh, Jorani shoved Ral away. “Keep your shit-stinking self away from me ye dumb knuckle dragging oaf.”
 
  
 
 Smiling like an idiot, Ral clung to the branch, switching over to swinging his legs. “Sorry Jor, forgot to bath meself again.”
 
  
 
 The dam on his anger breaking, Jorani smacked Ral on the arm repeatedly, the meaty bastard smiling through it all. “When do ye ever 'bath'? It's bathe you moron! And I only ever seen ye pour a bucket of water over yer daft head, if ye ever waded into a proper pond, ye'd taint the drinking water fer years. I wouldn't be surprised if yer balls had mould growin' on em, ye dirty fucking bastard. A little soap ain't gonna kill ye.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Jor. I bathe when we go home.”
 
  
 
 “Bah... What we doin' up here anyways Ral?”
 
  
 
 “Boss said to watch. Wagons coming east.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, we been here for hours and the day's almost done, ain't no wagons coming east. Nothin' to do cept watch wagons goin' west, that's where they all headed. Can you believe that last convoy? A hundred and fifty fucking guards for three tiny wagons, a fucking waste. Ain't worth the risk for three lousy wagons. How's a man to make a decent living like this Ral?”
 
  
 
 “Lotta guards Jor.”
 
  
 
 “That it is, and you know what I hear? Some Society bitch is on her way to Sanshu with a few thousand soldiers. Soldiers! Why don't those bastards go fight the damn Defiled? Harassment is what it is, harassment of common, decent folk. All we want is a tiny taste, enough to drink and eat, keep our bodies warm and bellies full. Inhumane bastards, treadin' on us poor workers.”
 
  
 
 “I like drinkin, Jor. Don't like bein' up here though, too many bug bities.”
 
  
 
 “Well that's one good thing about havin' ye here Ral, the bugs leave me well alone.” Glaring angrily at the empty road, his fingers dug into the tree trunk as he continued to vent. “We Freebooters are getting squeezed out here in the fucking sticks, last winter was a tight one, I tell you that. Now the convoys are gettin' too risky to roll over. Ye know where we should go?”
 
  
 
 “Dunno Jor, where?”
 
  
 
 “East, to hit those farms and villages, that's where. Hardly any guards, we could ride right up to their houses, robbin' and pillagin' as we please, living like kings. Them other gangs all know it, which is why they divvied it up nicely. Those Butcher Bay bastards, Crossbone cocksuckers, and Azure asslickers, what gives them the right to tell us where to rob? Bunch o' former soldiers, fucking cowards are what they are, can't stand against no Defiled so they gotta take jobs from common working folk. I bet those farm girls all spread their legs at the sight of em, all 'O please Mr. Bandit, don't hurt my family, I'll suck your cock real good' all while enjoying gettin' fucked nice and proper. Those milksops, sucking at the teat of abundance while we out here sufferin' in the wilds.”
 
  
 
 “I like teats Jor. Chey lets me touch hers sometime if I ask real nice. They're soft and fluffy”
 
  
 
 Jealousy flared through him. “That tramp'd let anyone touch her giant teats for little more than the price of a drink. Ye might be the only Freebooter who ain't fucked her Ral. Scrub the mould from your balls and she might even give em a good lickin'.” It wasn't true, she'd sooner cut a man's balls off than touch them, but it'd make for a good laugh watching Ral ask. A tough bird she was, cold and murderous.
 
  
 
 “Really Jor, you think so?” Ral's face screwed up in thought. “I dun like the deep water though.”
 
  
 
 “Then draw a bath, ye fucking rock-headed, sheep shagging, mouldy dicked – hang on hang on, quiet down now.” Peering westward, he caught sight of a pair of large wagons making their way east, just like the boss said it would. After counting the guards and making sure there were no other wagons following, he shimmied down the tree and ran back to camp.
 
  
 
 Stepping past the games of dice, he stopped outside the boss's tent, listening to the wet slapping and loud moans. Staying outside, he spoke loudly. “Boss, we spotted the wagons heading east like you said, less than forty mounted guards, ripe for the picking. Ral's keeping an eye on em.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Boss's voice boomed from inside the tent, but the moaning continued as Jorani waited awkwardly, unwilling to leave. You never wanted the boss looking for you, not with his explosive temper and love of torture. Long as you do your job, you were safe, that's the way of the Freebooters. Woe to those who defied them, something Jorani hoped to never see again. After a handful of minutes, the boss stepped out with a smile on his face, clapping Jorani on the shoulder, the sour stench of sweat and sex all over him. “Gather round and mount up Freebooter's, there's work to be done. The wagons are loaded and my source tells me the guards are carrying a Heart! Easy money for the Valiant Freebooters!”
 
  
 
 Splitting into two groups, they circled around and hit the wagon from both sides, screaming fiercely as they rode towards them. Without even putting up a token resistance, the guards abandoned the wagon and put heel to their horses, charging through the Freebooters towards Sanshu with only a few injuries. Jeers and laughs rang out from the Freebooter's, laughing at the cowards while helping up the injured, while others checked on their bounty, several dozen large jars of wine and boxes of valuable spices. The heart was likely in the hands of the guards, hoping that the wagons would dissuade any pursuers. With practiced efficiency, they emptied the wagons and divided the spoils among their horses, riding south with all haste, only slowing to circle through the many streams and fords.
 
  
 
 Once he was certain they were safe from being tracked, the boss led the way to their mountain hideout, through a hidden tunnel and up to a sheltered plateau, their base of operations for years. Gathering together, they laughed and cheered as the boss filled jug after jug with wine, distributing it all for a much-needed day of celebration after weeks of hardship. The spices would net them plenty of coin and food in trade, but the wine would keep the men happy until it arrived, All for the low cost of three deaths. With a jar of wine and a haunch of venison in hand, Jorani ambled off to find a woman to share with.
 
  
 
 Hours later, drunk and disoriented, he woke from his stupor, mouth dry and sweating feverishly. His belly cramping something awful, he stumbled out into night, sending waves of pain through him with each step. Making his way to the jakes, he came across the other Freebooter's gathered around, all groaning in similar agony. The fetid stench made Jorani gag as his companions shit in every crook and crevice, unable to hold it in. Upending a water jug, he sat down and groaned, veins in his neck throbbing from exertion as sweat flowed down his back and liquid fire streamed out his anus.
 
  
 
 Minutes of excruciating pain passed as he emptied his bowels, gagging the entire time as his stomach continued to rebel, focused on a single word: poison. Completely drained, he groaned as he tried to stand only to collapse into the cold dirt, his face scrapping across the ground. With his ass pointed skyward, he tried to breathe through the pain and seek Balance, desperate to purge the poison before it was too late.
 
  
 
 “Jor, you hurting?” Flipping him over, Ral peered down at him in concern, but Jorani couldn't speak, his throat strained from silent screaming. “Everyone hurting. I take you to Chey, she'll know what to do. You need to put on pants Jor, or people get mad.” Pulling his pants up, Ral cradled him like a child and carried him through the village, grinning more idiotically than usual. “You were right Jor, I asked Chey and she helped me bathe with soaps and stuffs, it was real nice. I likes bathes, warm water and suds, it's lots of fun Jor.”
 
  
 
 Even through the pain, Jorani gasped in disbelief, wide-eyed and speechless. That frigid bitch helped Ral bathe? Did she fuck him too? Why? Curse this pain, he needed to know!
 
  
 
 They soon arrived at Ral's shack and Jorani groaned in the darkness as Ral placed him on the bedroll, curling into a ball. A husky, tired voice sounded out next to him as its owner shoved him away. “Ral, I know you two do a lot together, but you ain't gonna do me. You were good big guy, but not that good.”
 
  
 
 Chey. By the Mother's Cunt, Ral really fucked her. How?
 
  
 
 “Jor is sick Chey, everyone sick. Can you help Jor?”
 
  
 
 “Everyone is sick? ...Shit!” Jumping to her feet, she hurriedly dressed and Jorani cursed the dim lighting, her voluptuous frame only a moving shadow. “We have to leave now, it had to be the wine Ral. Good thing we were too busy to drink, but it's time to go big guy. Guards are probably on their way here as we speak, watching the hideout. The Freebooters are done for, we gotta leave while we still can.”
 
  
 
 Jorani buried his face in his knees, keening softly as despair surged through him. His situation was hopeless, he couldn't even stand much less run. His eyes welled at the thought of being taken by the guards, a life of hard labour ahead of him. Or worse, maybe no one was coming. The poison wasn't fatal, but he drank several jars of the wine. He might lay here for days, too weak to move and dying slowly of dehydration in a puddle of his own shit and tears. Whoever set this up was a black-hearted devil, merciless and honourless. That was probably the plan too, to kill everyone in the slowest way possible, a remorseless, sadistic inhuman bastard. The only chance of survival was to find Balance through the pain and purge his body of the poison before he was too weak.
 
  
 
 Just as he closed his eyes to focus, he felt himself lifted up into Ral's arms once again. Choking on his surprise, he gasped out a single word, tears leaking from his eyes. “Idiot!” Why was Ral trying to save him?
 
  
 
 “Leave him behind, he'll only slow us down.” Chey hissed quietly, echoing Jorani's thoughts.
 
  
 
 “No, Jor is my friend, I can't leave him.” Resolutely walking out the shack, Ral face steeled in determination and Jorani regretted not treating him well these past few years. A brother, that's what Ral was, simple-minded but a paragon of virtue. As Ral carried him away with stalwart steps, Jorani felt hope, daring to dream of survival and planning which gang they could join once they made their escape.
 
  
 
 Suddenly stopping, Ral turned and asked, “Which way I supposed to be goin' Chey?”
 
  
 
 ...Fuck it all, maybe it was hopeless.
 
  
 
 As if the Mother herself were stepping in to confirm his thoughts, he watched as a shadow crept behind Chey, eyes widening in surprise as Ral bellowed a warning, gently placing him on the ground before rushing off to fight. A short-lived scuffle, Chey and Ral were both beaten soundly by a half-dozen soldiers, clubbing Ral viciously as he struggled to resist, until he finally collapsed to the ground, bloody but still breathing. For now.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Jorani waited for the cold knife to cut across his neck.
 
  
 
 It never came.
 
  
 
 Rough hands picked him up and dragged to the central square along with Ral and Chey, the Freebooters gathered with little resistance. The boss was there, clutching his belly and rocking back and forth, eyes darting about to study their captors. Hurriedly averting his eyes, Jorani clung to the thread of hope that the boss was faking his pain. A skilled warrior, the boss might have purged the poison by now, biding his time for a chance to strike.
 
  
 
 “Well, well, well. Look at all the bandits, all gathered in a group.” Grinning evilly, a young man strolled forward, studying the Freebooter's as his soldiers ringed them. Average height and slim build, he was striking in his layered leather armor, glossy black and beautifully crafted. A shortsword on his hip and a punching shield slung across his back, he peered out from beneath his open-faced helmet, enjoying the pain and misery on display before him. This was the man who poisoned them, it had to be, only the wealthy nobles knew how to be so cruel and callous, playing with human lives like a cat toys with a mouse. “And you all said my plan wouldn't work.”
 
  
 
 “I never said that, I said you shouldn't go through with it.” A maiden appeared at the cruel noble's side, her helmet framing her beautifully freckled face and luxurious locks of fiery red hair. “Poison is a weapon without honour. We could have subdued these bandits without it, and you wasted all that money on wine.” At the maiden's side stood a fierce warrior woman in shimmering armour, glaring at him for daring to look upon the goddess, and he quickly averted his eyes. Damn, why were these rich young heroes out hunting bandits? Even worse for them to be using underhanded, despicable means when they were so well equipped, it was cruel and unjust.
 
  
 
 “It's fine, we haven't even made it to Sanshu and we've captured like a hundred bandits with no casualties. I'm sure some of them have bounties for us to collect. Hey what's your little gangs name?” The young noble stepped forward, taking him too close to the boss while still unarmed.
 
  
 
 “Foolish child, the Freebooter's will be your death!” Roaring in defiance, the boss stood tall and stretched his hand out, close to a dozen Freebooters standing with him, improvised weapons in hand. Guided by his chi, the boss's spear jumped into his hands in the blink of an eye. He thrusted forward at the noble brat, aiming to take his life. The spear tip flashed in the firelight as it arced towards the noble's throat. A loud clang rang out, and the spear gouged a furrow in the ground. Falling to his knees, the boss stared at the noble in confusion, his mouth moving wordlessly as blood spilled from his throat, spraying Jorani with a warm, red mist before falling face first into the dirt.
 
  
 
 Absently wiping his sword, the noble's eyes narrowed in thought as arrows and bolts bombarded the few who dared to stand, all resistance quelled in mere seconds. When did he draw the weapon? How did he move so quickly? “Were there any Freebooters on the list?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” The armored warrior woman answered in cold monotone. “Kosal the Impaler, five gold bounty.”
 
  
 
 “Five gold? With a name like 'the Impaler', you'd think he'd be worth more. Alright, so where is he? Someone point him out, don't make me ask again.”
 
  
 
 The noble's glare swept across the Freebooters, promising torture and worse with a single glance. Several fingers pointed at the boss's corpse, and the noble's face twisted in disappointment before asking about loot. Shivering uncontrollably, all the fear Jorani previously felt for the boss transferred over to this demonic young noble who killed as easily as flipping his hand.  Eyes widening as he spotted the token on the noble's waist, the pieces came together in his mind. A young Warrant Officer with eyes of gold and orange, it could only be one person. Falling Rain, the undying murderous savage, a lunatic who killed any who displeased him. Hailing from a tribe of reclusive mountain warriors who were almost half-defiled themselves, the Bekhai were the Emperor's secret weapon unleashed against the Enemy in these trying times. Daring to take on the Society, Rain was a torturer and madman, capable of wielding dark magics, controlling monstrous beasts and bathing in the blood of the fallen to gain unholy strength, unmatched by any his age.
 
  
 
 There was no hope to be had now that they were in the clutches of a psychopath. Tearing his eyes away, he looked down at Ral who laid bleeding and unconscious. Meet me the next life brother, I'll look out for you properly next time, treat you right.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 130 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The coins of the Empire are rather small, around the size of a nickel. Stamped by the Imperial Treasury, the ornate images on each coin is as much a work of art as it is a measure to combat counterfeiting. With varying depictions of powerful animals such as dragons, tigers, wolves, and bears, the different coins share but two fixed constants: a four word inscription that says 'Without Rivals Beneath Heaven', and a square hole in the centre. It's common practice to string the coins in batches of ten and one hundred, making them easier to carry and count. The sum total of my spoils of war is equal to four gold, two silvers and a handful of coppers, neatly arranged in a number of coils on the table before me. “That's it? 117 bandits in this gang and this is all your loot?”
 
  
 
 Shivering in pain and fear, the bandits stare at my feet, unwilling to meet my eyes or answer my question. Whenever I think of bandits, I picture grotesque, pockmarked, gap-toothed men, dirty and ragged with scars and injuries aplenty. While they are dirty and ragged, most of them are fairly attractive, include a few jaw-dropping beauties I wouldn't mind getting to know better, once their stomach issues settle down.
 
  
 
 Poop is gross. I largely overestimated how much Mandrel Stalk it'd take to incapacitate them, or they drank way more than expected. Oh well, live and learn. At least it worked.
 
  
 
 I never understood how martial warriors could be so attractive. My best guess is that meditation and Heavenly Energy enhances their physical appearance, but how that works is beyond my comprehension. I mean, fixing bad teeth and scars I can understand, but how does it make everyone's face so symmetrical? Even the dead bristleboars back at the village weren't as ugly as my old slavers were, lending credence to my theory that chi is the #1 beauty treatment and age retention method.
 
  
 
 Leaving the coins on the table, I pace before my captives while Mila looks on with a smile. She likes watching my angry sergeant persona at work, her streak of sadism showing through. Picking a bandit that wasn't afflicted, I motion for Ravil to bring her forward. Short haired and voluptuous, she has a pair of bent, triangular ears and a shaggy tail, maybe dog or cat. I saw the end of her fight against six of my retinue and she's full of spunk, a real brawler. I marked the soldiers who faced off against her and her large friend for extra sparring practice. It's disgraceful, they struggled six against two.
 
  
 
 As she quails before me, I'm unable to keep my eyes from her heaving, bouncing chest. God damn but she has a beautiful bosom, at the perfect height for me to smush my face in. I won't, but there's nothing wrong with imagining it, I'm only human. “What's your name?”
 
  
 
 Her mouth pinches and I ready myself to dodge any spit, but her eyes glance towards Ravil, maliciously grinning as he brandishes his cudgel, eager to put it to good use. The man is a psychopath, but he's my psychopath. Grudgingly, she speaks her name, glaring defiantly at me. “Chey.”
 
  
 
 She doubles over as Ravil clubs her in the stomach and I struggle to hide my empathy. She's a bandit, a killer, not some damsel in distress. Ravil admonishes her loudly. “You show Officer Falling Rain the respect he deserves, scum. When addressing his honourable self, the first and last words out of your mouth will be 'Sir', do you understand me?” He has the barking tone down to perfection, all the makings of my tyrannical underling. Sometimes you need the carrot, other times the stick.
 
  
 
 Straightening up, she hides her anger well and speaks again. “Sir, this one's name is Chey, Sir.”
 
  
 
 “You fight well. Do you have a spiritual weapon? Any previous training?”
 
  
 
 “Sir, no Sir. My Ma taught me how to fight, a former soldier, Sir.”
 
  
 
 “Well, seeing as your last boss just tendered his resignation, I'd imagine you're looking for work. I've a place for you if you're interested.”
 
  
 
 Grimacing, she glares at me and spits, a globule landing on my chest. “Sir, I'd rather die than be your whore, Sir.”
 
  
 
 Fuck, I wasn't expecting it this time. Holding my hand out to stop Ravil from beating her to death, I wipe away the spit with a sigh. “That was my fault, I should have been more clear, everyone has rape on their mind, bunch of filthy animals. Attractive as you are, I don't want you as my whore, I need someone who knows where to look for other gang hideouts and the politics of Sanshu, a local guide of sorts. You have my word, while under my authority, no one will rape or abuse you, regardless of your decision. Aid me and when my duty in Sanshu is complete, I will appeal to the Magistrate for leniency on your behalf. Work well, and I might even accept you into my retinue, shielding you from the law.” Shrugging indifferently, I push her a little further. “The alternative is I hand you over to the Magistrate's guards and you're either hung or enslaved. Trust me when I tell you to pray for the rope. A short drop, a quick stop, and off to the Mother's embrace you go, nice and peaceful.”
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowed, she chews her lip as she studies me cautiously. “Sir, why choose me Sir?”
 
  
 
 “I saw you leading away an incapacitated person even though he would have hindered your escape. It shows loyalty and camaraderie, which I like. I will extend the same offer to them and a few others of your choosing, say fifteen total, no rapists, torturers, or mass murderers. I'll leave it to Mister Rustram here to iron out the details of your oath.” I dunno when I started calling him 'Mister Rustram', but as my second-in-command, I felt he deserved a special form of address.
 
  
 
 After a short moment of deliberation, Chey nods and Rustram brings her away, but what am I supposed to do with the rest? I don't like sending them off to the slavers but I can't stomach ordering their deaths in cold blood. Maybe I should have fought them head on, but outnumbered and unsupported, facing a well entrenched enemy, I would have lost half my retinue taking this natural fortress. Instead, we captured them all with no injuries or casualties, an overwhelming victory for the low cost of... wow eight jugs of wine. They can really drink.
 
  
 
 Should I take them in as soldiers? Am I even allowed to do that? My retinue is limited at 100 soldiers, but who enforces that? Couldn't I keep them as auxiliaries or something? Is it worth the risk? Do they even deserve my sympathy? They are bandits after all, but who am I to judge? I've seen what life in the cities are like for the impoverished, it's a wonder why more people don't turn to banditry. When it's a choice between starving and stealing, people will almost always choose the latter. What to do, what to do?
 
  
 
 A sweet voice interrupts my musings. “Hubby!” Her scarf streaming behind her, Lin leaps off her well-dressed quin and into my arms, an adorable, lightweight missile. Arms around my neck, her feet dangle off the ground as she nuzzles against my neck. “Did you miss me?”
 
  
 
 Not gonna lie, I love being called hubby, but I need to stay angry. “Yes I did.” Dammit. “But I told you to stay at the outpost. It's not safe out here.” Her escorts sheepishly stand by as I glare at them, former Sentinels I thought I could trust with her safety.
 
  
 
 “Don't be mad at them hubby, I had Daddy's guards bring me out.” Her four heavily armed guards wait nearby atop their ferocious quins. With Taduk's connections, finding bodyguards on short notice was no trouble at all. Strangers to me, each one moves like an expert and wears matching black leather armor, complete with fancy face scarves and hoods. I'm a little upset that no one thought to give me any guards. Mila has two, Huu has two, and Fung has six, four from his father and two from Akanai. Unfair.
 
  
 
 Closing my eyes, I sigh in exasperation. “Lin, I told you before we left that if you wanted to follow me, you would have to obey my orders, remember?”
 
  
 
 Smiling sweetly, she sticks her tongue out. “I didn't agree to that hubby. You can't tell me what to do, we're gonna be married so where you go, I go.”
 
  
 
 Dammit, what happened to my sweet, obedient Lin? Glancing helplessly at Mila, she shrugs in reply. “Lin's safer with us. Most nobles will think twice before crossing a Warrant Officer, but if you leave Lin alone, an ignorant fellow might take interest in her and overpower her guards before realizing her backing.”
 
  
 
 Glancing at the guards in question, I ask, “What do you guys think?” In two weeks of travel, I haven't heard a single one of them speak. “No, nothing? Are you mutes? Blink twice if my Teacher is blackmailing you, three times if Lin is.”
 
  
 
 “Hubby, don't tease them.” Lowering her voice, Lin stands on her toes and speaks softly in my ear. “They don't like you very much.”
 
  
 
 “Of course they don't like him, Rain's methods bring shame down upon the People.” Sniffing daintily, Mila begins her third rant over my 'disgraceful' tactics, but I preempt her tirade by pulling her into my embrace.
 
  
 
 “If it raises my chances of victory and survival, I will use it, no matter how despicable. I can't be dying before marriage.” Mila blushes at my attentions, roughly shoving me away. Shy, sweet Mila.
 
  
 
 “As long as hubby comes home safe, I don't mind.” Grabbing the strongbox, Lin hugs it close. “I'll be your treasurer hubby, you spend too much on silly things. For example, you should have bought cheaper wine, you're throwing away money.”
 
  
 
 Lin's gotten much more assertive since our betrothal, and I'm not sure how I feel about that, but I do love her. “I needed strong wine to mask the taste of the Mandrel Stalk, which we picked for free, and that money isn't all ours, only 10%. The rest goes towards my war chest, to cover costs like food and equipment or bonuses. This wasn't as financially rewarding as I expected, 4.2 gold is a joke.”
 
  
 
 Auric makes his presence known after catching up, bounding towards me to headbutt my calves, purring adorably for my attention. It's the first time I've ever left him for more than a day and he has some minor separation issues. Jimjam ignores me like he normally does, chuffing lightly as he stares at the terrified bandits, their huddled and weakened forms sparking interest to his predatory instincts. They grow up so fast, next thing I know he'll be hunting deer and whatnot on his own, helping out with the bills.
 
  
 
 Moving so her back is to the bandits, Lin smiles and winks at me, speaking loudly enough for them to overhear. “Every coin counts hubby, we couldn't even feed our precious kittens this morning. You know how picky they are, they hate eating horseflesh. I hope there's enough food, Feeding them people is yucky and all the screaming scares me.”
 
  
 
 “Sir, in the camp's northwest corner behind the carved monkey, there's...”
 
  
 
 “Sir, I've a stash of coin hidden away, I'll gladly hand it over...”
 
  
 
 “Sir, halfway down the well, tied to one of the stones is a bag full of...”
 
  
 
 A tide of confessions crashes over me as the bandits scramble to be the first to tell me where they've hidden their ill-gotten gains, from a respectable distance away from Jimjam. Glancing at Lin who beams prettily, I reevaluate her prowess, a sweet, innocent young woman no more.
 
  
 
 Sending a few soldiers to gather the hidden loot, I bring Lin and Mila away before they can terrorize the prisoners any more. Beaming happily, Lin looks expectantly at me for praise, and I oblige. “Great work, how'd you know they were hiding their valuables?”
 
  
 
 “Silly hubby, thieves always worry about their things being stolen, and it isn't easy to sell stolen goods. We'll likely get a finder's fee for returning them and we can also sell the unbranded horses, their weapons and leather armor. Even a poor-quality horse can sell for a silver, and they have more than a hundred. 10% is too little, you should take more, we need to start saving for the wedding and our home.” Leaning in close, she whispers, “It needs to be a big home, especially if you want more wives, ya?”
 
  
 
 Ah, sweet Lin, always looking out for my best interests.
 
  
 
 I'm a lucky man. It's not every wife that will wing-man for their husband.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Choking on his tea, Fung coughed and sputtered out a nonsensical reply, covering his mouth as he flushed deeply at his shameful display. Thankfully it was inside his private residence and the only witnesses were Huushal and the servants. Wiping his mouth, Fung motioned for the messenger to repeat himself.
 
  
 
 “Young Master, Warrant Officer Rain arrived not fifteen minutes ago with over one hundred prisoners in tow. Officer Rain is currently outside the gates filling out the requisite forms to transfer them into Imperial Custody.”
 
  
 
 Waving the man away, Fung hurriedly changed his clothes while Huushal left ahead of him. The two of them had grown close the past six months, fighting side by side against the Defiled in a back and forth effort to retake the Eastern fortresses. A friendship forged in bloodshed, Huushal was as much his brother as Rain was, if not more. A Martial Warrior who improved in leaps and bounds, after hearing about his match with Rain, Fung asked to spar with Rain as well, a fire igniting in his chest.
 
  
 
 As a result, after sparring eleven times there was no clear winner between them. Fighting to first blood was unfair to Rain as it ignored his superior healing skills, and neither one was willing to submit short of a resounding defeat, which neither could deliver without critically injuring the other. In the end, they could only laugh and thank the Mother that they were all so close in strength, although Fung lamented his fate if his mentor were to find out. In his mind, Rain was the strongest of the three, with Fung and Huushal vying for second place. Six months ago, Fung was undoubtedly second, but now, he was close to becoming third, shameful considering his privileged upbringing and superior mentor.
 
  
 
 He was exuberant when the Herald chose him as her Disciple, but the thought of embarrassing her good name terrified him, especially on his first solitary mission. Even though his father's guards had strict orders to not intervene unless his life was in overwhelming danger, he also had a team of healers along with him in case of life threatening injuries. How was he to grow strong with these safety measures always in place? The psychological pressure of a life and death environment was simply unattainable under these circumstances, perhaps why Huushal and Rain improved faster than he did.
 
  
 
 Setting aside his worries, he hurried to see Rain. The three of them had travelled together for the majority of their journey to Sanshu, not only because of their brotherhood but because they were all unwelcome in Shen Yun. They didn't dare to step foot inside a fifty kilometre radius of the city, travelling through rough terrain to bypass Situ Jia Ying's territory.
 
  
 
 A rival of his father's, the woman reportedly backed the Ong family in their failed bid to take Shen Huo, although there was only conjecture. Were Fung to enter the city, he was likely to meet his end in a dark alley and made to look as if he suffered an accident. Huushal and Rain had it worse, Jia Ying publicly vowing revenge against the Bekhai for ransoming her son's life. To top it off, when Rain returned to the Bridge, the expensive Runic Armour was prominently displayed on his slave's lovely frame, as if scorning to wear it himself.
 
  
 
 Of course, Fung knew it was because it didn't fit Rain, but the Society Adherents saw it as an outright insult, raising tensions between the two factions to a record high. Thankfully, Zian seemed content to ignore the 'provocation', refusing to even acknowledge Rain's presence in their meetings.
 
  
 
 All in all, their journey was largely uneventful, and Rain broke off a few days prior to reaching the city to explore the surroundings. Eager for a hot bath and comfortable bed, Fung and Huushal chose to hurry ahead to the city and gauge the political climate before the Society arrived. Who knew that Rain would find success so quickly?
 
  
 
 Greeting the ladies Mei Lin and Sumila cordially, he stepped up and clapped Rain on the shoulder, grinning as his friend filled out paperwork. His calligraphy was appallingly awful, but only those pampered buffoons from the Central and Eastern provinces put great stock in things like that. The true mark of a warrior was in swordsmanship and leadership, what use was writing? Still, he took the opportunity to poke fun at Rain, striking at the few flaws he had. “By the Mother, you might as well give the brush to your cats and ask them to write for you, your brushwork is completely illegible.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, can you imagine? I bet people would pay a fortune for a beautiful painting done by a cat.” Smiling in good humour, Rain continued to write, his tongue between his teeth as he concentrated. “Hang on, I'm almost done. If I knew I'd have to fill out this much paperwork, I'd have just set them free and left their loot behind. It's not worth the hassle. I really need to learn how to write someday.”
 
  
 
 Glancing over the list, Fung's eyes widened slightly at the value of his reported findings. Gems, jewellery, herbs, horses, and more, it seemed bandit hunting was a lucrative venture. “You'll need to tell me how you subdued all these bandits, your troops don't seem injured at all.” Could it be that he had a healer among his retinue? With the Medical Saint Taduk as his teacher, it didn't seem too far-fetched.
 
  
 
 “A ruse, mostly. Pretty simple in fact, I'll tell you later, but no time now.” Waving forward a few unkempt bandits, he grinned deviously. “I had a few bandits oath-bound to service, nothing like slavery so be wary of them. They can't run away or attack us, but they might leave out details or something, so verify everything they say. They know the local bandits and have given me a list of places we can strike. I intend to head out after finishing here and Huu's getting his retinue ready, do you want to come too? We should work fast and take out as many of the easy targets as we can before the other Officers arrive. These bandits are fat sheep waiting to be sheared, and better we profit as opposed to the Society. We split everything three ways, including command. Majority rules, sound good?”
 
  
 
 Hiding his smile, Fung gave the order to assemble his retinue, inwardly shaking his head. Not even taking a single day to rest after a long journey, Rain's Khishigs were a pitiable bunch. No matter, two days of rest was plenty for his own people, and he was eager to raise his own name. So what if it was spoken alongside the Undying Savage and the Ravenous Wolf? Rain and Huushal were formidable warriors, and it was his honour to fight beside them.
 
  
 
 Soon, a third name would join theirs when the citizens spoke of them, the Young Magistrate of Shen Huo, Disciple of the Herald of Storms, the Unstoppable Tempest, Tong Da Fung.
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      Chapter 131 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Clasping my hands in respect, I greet the official as he arrives, a portly man, his robes flowing gracefully as he strides towards us. “Good to see you again, Administrator Ping. I'm sorry to disturb you at this late hour. Thank you for coming so quickly.”
 
  
 
 Waving his hand with a smile, he shakes his head cordially. “Nonsense, Officer Rain, nonsense, I serve the people. With your many contributions this past week, how can this lowly servant keep you waiting? Come come, let us take stock of what you've brought today and come to an agreeable arrangement.” His fingers moving incomprehensibly, he displays some impressive mental math by quickly tallying the market value of the recovered goods before him, listing the sums out loud for me to hear, although I zone out while waiting. This sort of business is Lin's domain, and my little wifey listens with rapt attention, often interrupting when she thinks Ping's estimate is too low, haggling like a pro.
 
  
 
 This is what I've learned about being a leader, how to delegate. Fung and Huushal are handing the bandits over to the city guard for holding, their fates to be decided upon Yuzhen's arrival, the beautiful blonde bombshell taking her sweet time to get here. When in doubt, pass the buck, another thing I've learned. I'm not doing too shabby at this leadership stuff, if I do say so myself.
 
  
 
 As for all the loot, instead of searching for the legitimate owners ourselves, we leave everything with the city officials and let them deal with that. Hooray for delegation! Even better, they were happy to pay the 10% finder's fee out-of-pocket, meaning I don't need to wait around for the owners to pay me. If no owner is found after a year then I get to claim it for myself, the easiest solution available. If I were a greedier man, I'd stash everything at the Freebooter's hideout and bring it back with me to sell in Shen Huo, but that'd feel too much like real thieving.
 
  
 
 Technically, aside from the merchandise belonging to the Empire, we could have kept everything we found and the merchants of Sanshu would have had no legal recourse. Although, if we did that, we would've found ourselves stabbed in the night by hired assassins, so it's safer to declare the majority of our spoils and collect our 10%. Besides, it'd be too much of a hassle carrying everything back to Shen Huo. This way, I'm earning coin and goodwill with the Magistrate and merchants by recovering things like bolts of silk, raw ores, and treated lumber, all difficult to sell and/or transport. Any other stolen goods find their way into one of the other cities and fenced, so handing it all over is no big deal.
 
  
 
 We kept a few portable valuables for ourselves, things like uncut gems, jewellery, accessories and rare herbs. It's a lucrative business robbing bandits, which makes me wonder why no one bothers with it. It's not very challenging, practically free money for competent warriors, but either way, I'm just here to do my job and raise my reputation, and judging by Ping's hearty endorsement, it's working. If I earn a few coins in the process, where's the harm? Fung, Huu, and I worked our asses off for a little more than a week now, clearing the southwestern area of four other bandit groups with ease. They're no match for Sentinel tracking and forward assaults, and they fall for the stupidest tricks. Dress in rags and flash some gold cards, and they practically come running into our swords.
 
  
 
 Once Lin and Ping mutually agree on a number, he clasps his hands and bows to me. “This lowly official thanks you for your efforts and the efforts of your companions. What you are doing is incredibly brave and if there is anything this one can do, please do not hesitate to speak. There are many who are deeply grateful and would leap at the opportunity to repay you for your actions.”
 
  
 
 “I'm just doing what the Marshal asked me to, no need for repayment.” Happily accepting the heavy purse with both hands, I immediately turn it over to Lin, her radiant smile filling me with joy. 210 gold and change isn't half bad for a single bandit group.
 
  
 
 Eyes burning, Ping leans in and whispers, “The reports say that Major Yuzhen will arrive tomorrow afternoon, along with nine other young heroes like yourself. Truly, this lowly one looks forward to seeing your formidable forces scour Sanshu clean of centuries of filth and corruption. May the Mother watch over you as you work.”
 
  
 
 A little melodramatic, but maybe he lost someone to bandits. I'm sure it's common enough. “I can't speak for the others, but I will do my best. Thank you for taking care of me and I hope to trouble you again with similar work, though I'll try for an earlier hour. Ah right, even though I've been here for over a week, I've yet to see the sights in this beautiful city. Does Administrator Ping have any suggestions of places for me to visit in the morning?”
 
  
 
 Brow furrowed in concentration, Ping looks around frantically, eyeballing his assistants. “This lowly one dare not advise, but perhaps it would be prudent to remain in your barracks and wait until the Major arrives before undertaking any... sightseeing. Forgive me, but I am unable to offer any suggestions for your... visits.”
 
  
 
 Hurrying away, Ping glances back several times, obviously worried. Weird, I was just asking about the sights, he didn't have to get so worked up about it. Guess he didn't want to oversell anything, but even a favourite restaurant or something would have been enough, the city is a maze. With Lin and her guards in tow, I mount Mafu and ride slowly back to our barracks, taking in the sights beneath the starlit sky.
 
  
 
 Nothing like riding through beautiful city walkways with my lovely betrothed at my side. Too bad Mila isn't here as well, we've had so little time to relax since we arrived, toiling day and night to capture as many bandit hideouts as we did. Other than Lin's guards, the two of us are here by ourselves, Mila and my retinue taking a well deserved rest in the barracks.
 
  
 
 Sanshu is a stunning place with breathtaking vistas around every corner. A city of splendour and excess, the colourful curved roofs and stunning architecture sits amidst a carefully modelled network of artificial ponds and canals. Full of ornate bridges and spiraling walkways, the city has many elegant pagodas, artistic manors, and massive Cassia trees blooming in every colour, spacious and serene, empty but for a few servants or slaves scurrying about, their heads lowered in humility.
 
  
 
 It's the perfect city to live in, as long as you're wealthy and lack empathy.
 
  
 
 Unlike Shen Huo, there are no slums in Sanshu. In fact, there are no 'regular', working-class people living here either, only affluent families, officials, and guards. While it takes a veritable army of servants and slaves to keep everything running, there is little difference in treatment between the two groups, every action dictated by their employers. If for some reason a servant were to displease their employer, they risk being thrown out and banned from the city, assuming they survived the firing process. When the smallest manor would cost millions in gold, it is a mark of honour, wealth, and prestige to live here. There are restaurants and markets and such, but anyone who doesn't own a home and isn't sponsored by someone who does must vacate the city at night.
 
  
 
 The guards and civil servants live in the city, but there are strict rules on how to behave and where they're allowed to go when not on duty, treated like second-class citizens. I guess seeing plebeians doing leisurely activities might upset the wealthy, an unwelcome reminder that the filthy commoners are people too. As a workaround, when the guards are off duty, they often ride south of Sanshu City to visit the Trading Square.
 
  
 
 Less than an hour's walk from the city, the Trading Square is surrounded by a sprawling network of hovels, exposed residences of the poor souls who work in every facet of Sanshu's industries. Whether it's mining, fishing, farming, or production, the warehouses are all found outside the city and people gather in the Trading Square to buy and sell. Further down, the multitude of rice paddies built around the Xiangmi river almost mirrors the city interior when viewed from the walls, man imitating nature to some extent. An interesting contrast, the villages feral and unrestrained, its occupants banding together for survival and safety, whereas the city is neatly ordered but home to calculating, ruthless inhabitants who fight viciously among themselves in the shadows.
 
  
 
 I'm starting to think most city dwellers are giant hateful assholes, and experience isn't proving me wrong.
 
  
 
 Then again, they might be like that by necessity. The city is safe from outside attack, but the interior is finite, as are any profits to be made, leading to competition for wealth and prestige through back-door deals and cutthroat politics. On the other hand, beset by bandits and wild creatures, the commoners live scared lives with only a few intermittent patrols to keep them safe, leaving them no choice but to work together. The merchants aren't interested in saving lowly lives; so long as the losses don't outweigh the costs of hiring guards, why bother? Simple math and cold-blooded pragmatism.
 
  
 
 Deep down, the merchants and bandits really aren't all that different, which is why I don't feel bad about technically stealing from the merchants of Sanshu. No one has even bothered to send a message, much less thank me in person for recovering their merchandise, those ungrateful bastards. Besides, I really like spending money, and I can't spend any if I'm broke. I've already decided to keep Mafu for myself, forget having him as a 'work quin', watching him wiggle around on his back while I rub his belly is just too cute. I should find him a sweet, friendly quin to mate with, get me some adorable, butt-wiggling quin pups. Atir would've been perfect but Mila went off about Atir's 'illustrious' pedigree and wartime contributions, looking down on my little wagon quin.
 
  
 
 Sweet as she is, Mila can be a real handful at times, a princess with an attitude who is both willing and capable of kicking my ass. Then there's Lin, adorable and lovable, always supporting me with a smile on her face for as long as I've known her. I love them both for very different reasons and I'd be hard pressed to choose between them, but luckily, I don't have to. Mila challenges me while Lin supports me, and I've found myself counting down the days until our marriage. I've been celibate for eighteen months now and I'm starting to go crazy with desperation, drooling over every woman in sight. I have needs...
 
  
 
 “Hubby, you're staring...” Blushing, Lin shrinks down into her scarf, adorably bashful over the strangest things. She'll leap into my arms or snuggle in my lap in front of the world, but a short glance with only her guards around and suddenly she's a demure, proper lady.
 
  
 
 Then again, her guards are kind of intense and they don't like me very much for some reason. Mute and mysterious, they ride behind us, present at all times. Smiling at Lin, I go back to watching the scenery and enjoying the cool breeze on my skin. Another group of servants hurry past us, dressed in hooded robes to hide their individuality and humanity, sticking close to the manor walls as if trying to melt into the stone. Displaying themselves is against the law, the slaves and servants just part of the background here. The more I see of the world, the more I want to go home, hug my family, and never leave. Human rights are almost non-existent, only basic survival protected underneath the laws of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Leading the way across a bridge, we move in single file. As we near the middle of the bridge, a handful of servants begin to make their way across from the other side, coming towards us with their hoods drawn, heads down and shoulders squared, almost blending into the shadows. My eyes narrow and I slow Mafu to a stop. Something about them bothers me, but I can't quite place it. They're off somehow, different, and different is usually bad.
 
  
 
 “What's the matter hubby?” Lin's voice is calm as I ponder, and at the sound of her voice, the servants look up as one, their eyes determined and unwavering, their bodies straightening up and readying for conflict.
 
  
 
 They're not servants, servants would have waited until we finished crossing, servants would never make eye contact with anyone. Glancing back, another five 'servants' make their way towards us, encircling us. Drawing my weapons, I speak to the guards in the language of the People. “Protect Lin and watch my back. Kill any who stand in our way.”
 
  
 
 So much for the gratitude of merchants.
 
  
 
 Responding instantly to my directions, Mafu charges full tilt at the 'servants' and I punch the leading one in the face with my shield, his body flying off the side of the bridge. The others leap back and draw daggers, but Mafu is upon them, a week of bloodshed honing his instincts for battle. With an adorable squeak of anger, he chomps down on the closest assailant and rattles him back and forth with an audible crack. Carrying the corpse, he rams his way through the other assailants, trampling over them as we run unchecked across the bridge.
 
  
 
 Immediately after stepping off the bridge, assassins garbed in black leap out from the shadows, brandishing their swords and blocking our path. Rage rising in my chest, I roar wordlessly, desperately blocking and parrying as Mafu continues forward. With spears and shields, Lin's guards are a whirling defense around my little wifey, cutting down any who approach her. In the thick of battle, I realize that these assassins are targeting me, only a token force sent against the guards to keep them busy. “Get her to safety, head for the Barracks!”
 
  
 
 Charging into the assailants, I smash them aside and create an opportunity for Lin to escape. Without hesitation, the four guards break through, their quins soaring past and leaving only myself and the dead in their wake. Lin's plaintive cries fade quickly as her quin breaks away from me. The circle quickly closes around me, no one leaving to chase her which fills me with relief. Well, it would have been nice if her guards hesitated a little, I mean, I'm sort of important too...
 
  
 
 Lin's safe, that's all that matters.
 
  
 
 Riding in a tight circle, I lash out with both weapons, cleaving through flesh and bone, killing any who come within reach. More assailants stream out from the meandering streets, converging on my position and I fight my way back to the bridge. Silent and relentless, dozens of them come at me from both directions only to be cut down, but there are too many, the bridge too wide for a proper choke-point. Two swords can't block four, and they surround me slowly and methodically. After minutes of desperate fighting, Mafu and I are bleeding from a dozen gashes. Arms numbed from repeated blocking and striking, still more assailants continue to arrive, throwing away their lives to chip away at me.
 
  
 
 Soon, the bridge is covered in corpses and the black-garbed assassins finally showing signs of hesitation as they glance at one another. My body covered in blood and back to the railing, I stare out at them in challenge, mouth stretched in a grin. “What's the matter children? Step forward and die, I've other people to kill in the morning.”
 
  
 
 Mafu's pained murmur pierces my heart and my anger rises once again. He's not like Zabu, bloodthirsty and tough as nails, Mafu's just a sweet little quin, happy to run around and have his fat belly rubbed. Swallowing my anger, I snarl at my assailants. “Run and tell your masters, Falling Rain of the People is not a man they should have crossed. I will find them and teach them the error of their ways, this I promise.”
 
  
 
 With one last burst of strength, Mafu charges forward and leaps through the air before splashing into the canal below. The cold water engulfs me and shocks me into clarity. Submerged beneath the water, Mafu begins to paddle away from the bridge, the water turning red around us as the gore and viscera sluices off our bodies.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the canal has no dangerous animals lurking beneath the murky waters and after a minute, Mafu surfaces for air, our assailants choosing not to pursue us. Sputtering, I find my bearings and direct Mafu to keep swimming. Before long, we emerge from the canal onto land, calling out to my torch bearing retinue. Rustram barks out orders as he approaches, setting a guard around me. “Officer Rain, Lin made it back safe and unharmed. For thieves to dare target you, this one asks you give the order. Send us out and paint the streets with their blood.”
 
  
 
 “No, my quin's injured and needs treatment.” Already, Mafu's head is drooping as he mewls quietly, seeking comfort from me, and I get him moving back towards the barracks. Patting him gently, the little quin seems miserable over his injuries, exhausted by his efforts. Men choose to fight, but quins don't get a choice, trusting in their riders. I failed little Mafu, let him get hurt, but I'll find who did this and make them pay for attacking my quin and wifey. “Send someone to inform Officers Fung and Huushal of the attack, have them gather with us. Set a round-the-clock guard and hunker down. We wait for Major Yuzhen to arrive. These weren't common thieves, the city doesn't have any. Whoever ordered this attack lives inside Sanshu, there's no doubt in my mind. I want to talk to all the bandits we've oath-sworn, find me someone who knows the city.”
 
  
 
 Thinking back, I realize this explains Ping's weird attitude. I must have stepped on someone's toes, either by keeping something or killing someone. Probably some angry old rich bastard, and Ping thought I was doing it deliberately. I guess bandit hunting is a little more complicated than I thought.
 
  
 
 Nothing is ever easy.
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 Peeking through the curtains of her carriage, Yuzhen stared down at Sanshu (Three Tree) City, going over the details in her mind. A city where the inhabitants worshipped coin, despite being named for the famous pilgrimage site to the southwest. The heart of industry in the Northern province, a steady stream of wagons and boats moved to and from the city, carrying all manner of commodities. Filled with some of the wealthiest clans and sects in the north, Sanshu was a hotbed of political intrigue and backstabbing, the inhabitants well versed in espionage and clandestine dealings. Beautiful and dangerous, this was a place in which political agendas changed freely, the affluent playing games of power while amassing their wealth.
 
  
 
 All at the low cost of the lives of simple commoners.
 
  
 
 The merchants exploited the peasants in every way possible, forcing them to live in exposed hovels south of the city proper. Every peasant living along the Xiangmi (Fragrant Rice) River worked like dogs in every facet of industry, hoping to master a trade or be promoted to a position of power and earn themselves enough coin to move into Jiu Lang (Nine Wolves), the sister city of Sanshu to the southeast. Styling themselves as 'self-supporting and autonomous', it was all an illusion carefully crafted by those in power to keep the masses from rebelling. Those in Jiu Lang fought and killed to elevate their positions, hoping to earn a place inside Sanshu, a vicious chain.
 
  
 
 From village to Jiu Lang and then over to Sanshu, that was the goal of every common worker here, and none would ever reach it. In a hundred years, the three wealthy factions would remain unchanged while the destitute families would still be toiling away in the fields. These lands were aptly named; rice was meant for consumption and wolves would fight and die, but the greatest trees would continue to grow long after both were gone. Such was the way of the world, the rich got richer while the poor paid the price.
 
  
 
 Not even her old man had enough power to change things here, and the Magistrate of Sanshu was merely a figurehead, a pawn for the three major factions of Sanshu: The Eastern Prosperity Alliance, The Western Treasures Union, and the Golden Highlands Coalition. Although their martial forces were lacking, not even the Society could stand against any of them in sheer wealth, a weapon in and of itself. If not for the war, the merchants of Sanshu would never have allowed her to bring such a force to bear, for fear of exposing their dark dealings.
 
  
 
 Even with 5,000 soldiers, she couldn't bully the three factions around, and as a female demi-human, she would be looked down on regardless of her rank, accomplishments, or backing. All in all, this task of hers was a headache she would have gladly left to her old man, but he insisted she deal with this, raising her reputation and preparing her for politics on a larger scale. The Emperor seemed content to let her succeed her old man, but the Shing clan outright refused, stating a half-beast cannot inherit the Shing name, much less her old man's position and estate. It mattered little to her, after he passed she would cut all ties with the Society and live her life as her own person. A pox on fame and fortune, the old man was her family, no matter what anyone said.
 
  
 
 During her journey, she'd given orders to slow their pace and immersed herself in reports and historical records, studying the political landscape in search of anything she could use to keep herself safe from hidden danger. Her task was to ensure Imperial shipments made their way from Jiu Lang to Sanshu and then Shen Yun without delay. If she were to stumble upon any proof of improprieties, she vowed to keep quiet until she returned to safety at her old man's side before taking any action.
 
  
 
 The twelve Warrant Officers were her shield and sword against the factions of Sanshu. She'd witnessed Rain's prowess in the duels against the Society and read reports on Officer Huushal. Dispatching Defiled Champions like they were common soldiers, chopping clean through an Ursadon and rallying the soldiers from a near rout, these were but a few of his accomplishments. Then there was young magistrate Fung, smashing aside a concentrated garo charge, stopping a flanking maneuver that would have killed tens of thousands. These three were not to be taken lightly.
 
  
 
 Then there were the four youngsters from the Society, representing the Situ Clan, Han Clan, Harmonious Unity Sect, and Seven-Star sect. The first three factions were the leaders of the Society and if she could broker a working truce between the two groups, they would make for a formidable united front against Sanshu. Wealth was a powerful weapon, but trumped by overwhelming martial strength.
 
  
 
 That said, it was a difficult task in the best of circumstances. The Situ/Bekhai rivalry aside, the young magistrate had bad blood with both the Seven-Star sect and Han clan, eliminating both groups in one fell swoop during the preliminary match of the Contest, a heavy blow to their pride. Although the Harmonious Unity Sect had no grievances with the Bekhai or the young magistrate, they also had no goodwill with them, firmly standing beside their fellow Adherents. The Bekhai faction were smart enough to travel ahead of them, giving her time to win over the four Society youngsters, which went... poorly. She suffered through several clumsy attempts to seduce or extort her from Sang Ryong, who'd offered her a position as his 'pet'. Hmph, so weak and he dared to dream of subduing her. The rest of the youths had ignored her, injuring her pride. Damn them and their prejudices.
 
  
 
 She had little faith in the remaining five Warrant Officers, their backing less than impressive. Dastan Zhandos was another problem, a native of Sanshu with clear ties to the Golden Highlands Coalition. A servant's son, Dastan was groomed as a private guard, showing great skill in cultivation and combat. His duel against the infamous Highlander Headsman earned him rank and fame, an overnight success. With his deep roots in Sanshu, she would need to keep an eye on him to ensure he didn't favour his people with his actions.
 
  
 
 Her army soon arrived outside of Sanshu and she exited the carriage to greet the delegation riding out to meet her. Dressed in her silver and black carapace armour, she stood at ease with a cold, neutral expression on her face, hands behind her back. Emotionless and impassive, that was the persona she crafted for herself, a necessity in the human male dominated world she lived in. Revealing her true, passionate self would see her labelled as wanton and indecent, bringing shame to her old man, and that she could not allow.
 
  
 
 It was nonsense of course, why must a woman be callous and indifferent to lead? There were plenty of impassioned and impetuous male heroes, why were women held to a different standard? Why couldn't she fight and fuck as heartily as any man without being criticized, just because of her gender? Even the greatest woman she'd ever met, Akanai of the Bekhai, was taciturn and pragmatic, a boring old woman without any emotion, a great disappointment. Her personality took nothing away from her achievements, but Yuzhen had hoped Akanai would break the convention of dispassionate female commander.
 
  
 
 Stifling a frown as the delegation drew near, her stomach dropped as she noted the banner on the carriage. Steeling her resolve, she stood unflinching as the Magistrate stepped out to greet her, a giant, rotund man whose rolls of fat belied the strength he carried himself with, a warrior just past his prime. With squinting eyes, flabby cheeks, and an oiled moustache and beard, he was not a handsome man by any means, but she couldn't help but wonder what it would be like to lay beneath him, a passing thought that both disgusted and intrigued her. All that weight atop her, pressing her back into the satin silk sheets, helpless before his power...
 
  
 
 Calm yourself girl, this is work, not pleasure. The old man isn't around to look after you, so stay focused.
 
  
 
 Taking action, Yuzhen nodded politely to the Magistrate, her mandate allowing her to treat him as equal. “This one is Major Yuzhen of the Imperial Army. How kind of you to meet me out here, Magistrate Chu Tongzu.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” With a single, powerful sound and scathing glare, Tongzu conveyed his displeasure, indicating for everyone to disperse. Once they were alone, he spoke quietly, losing none of his haughtiness. “Woman, you've much to explain. This is Sanshu, not some playground for your wards to run roughshod in. Rein in your barbarians or I will do so for you.”
 
  
 
 Ah, fuck, this was a bad start. Those damn Bekhai and that rotten Fung, it seems they'd upset someone of importance, or else the Magistrate wouldn't be dealing with it personally. “I'm sure I have no idea what you mean.” Perhaps it was just a brawl, something settled with a few lashes, though it would be a shame to mark their pretty skin.
 
  
 
 “Still playing games? Sanshu holds a delicate balance, and your bloodthirsty savages are ripping it to shreds.” Eyes wide, Tongzu's voice nearly cracked. “Those three Officers assaulted five bandit groups, three of which are alleged affiliates of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance. They apprehended hundreds of bandits, all sitting in my dungeons awaiting your interrogation. Tell me the truth, have you struck a deal with the Union or the Coalition? You cannot do this, only a balance among the Three keeps Sanshu from devolving into absolute anarchy! The Alliance already acted against your Officers and are now threatening outright war!”
 
  
 
 Stunned, Yuzhen's mind blanked for seconds, eyes fluttering in confusion before catching herself. Still, it was enough for Tongzu to notice, drawing a look of horror from the large man. “No, it cannot be, you knew nothing of this?”
 
  
 
 Still reeling, Yuzhen answered honestly. “We were to meet in Sanshu before acting. Warrant Officers Fung, Falling Rain, and Huushal rode ahead as they lack any supply trains to slow them down.”
 
  
 
 “You fool, you should have ordered them to wait in the Trading Square! Just last night, the Alliance struck and I was left to clean up the aftermath. Fifty-Eight pulped, battered, and eviscerated corpses, needing to be plucked from the canals and scrubbed from the walls. Open combat in the streets of Sanshu, this cannot continue!”
 
  
 
 The blood drained from her face. “Are my officers dead?” How would she explain the deaths of three Warrant Officers? The Bekhai would go mad with rage, their two rising dragons shot from the sky beneath her command, not to mention Tong Da Hai, the Wildfire Virtuoso, his achievements during the assault propelling him into prominence.
 
  
 
 “I don't know, the Bekhai won't allow any of my men into their compound. They demand to meet with you and only you, refusing to say any more, turning back my messengers with threats of violence.” Tongzu's voice quivered and dropped to a bare whisper. “My reports claim all those deaths were the work of none other than the Undying Savage and his bloodthirsty beast, and both were badly injured in the scuffle. Mother's Oath, he's eighteen years old and killed fifty-eight warriors on his own, anyone else would have fallen at his age and against those odds. What am I to do? I cannot risk offending the Three, nor can I afford to make enemies with the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 Coming to her senses, she snapped, “Take me to them.” Heart pounding in her chest, her mouth was dry as the desert throughout the slow journey. Could Rain have already condensed his aura? If so, killing normal warriors would have been simple as chopping wood, but Tongzu said Rain was badly injured. Victory through pure strength of arms then, Rain would have a new page for his biography should word of this spread. It was her own fault for not keeping him close, he was a hammer and every problem solved in a predictable manner. She'd expected them to drink and whore when they arrived in Sanshu, not embark on a reckless bandit hunting spree.
 
  
 
 The Bekhai barracks was not much to look at, a simple stone structure built to blend into the outer walls. A single, double-door entrance lay shut, soldiers visible from the window slits as Yuzhen approached with her guards. After announcing herself, the doors quickly opened for her and she strode through, feigning confidence as the doors slammed shut behind her. Moving through the building, she noted the barricaded doors and heavily armed solders. Glancing up as she walked out into the courtyard, she grimaced at the archers standing on the rooftops, even keeping the guards from patrolling the wall.
 
  
 
 With determined steps, she marched towards Rain, the lean and rugged warrior shirtless as he sparred with six soldiers at once. Gracefully parrying each attack, he moved in a dance of sword and shield as he overpowered his sparring partners with ease. She wanted to pounce on his naked body and taste him, seducing him to keep as her pet.
 
  
 
 Dammit girl, you're in charge here so, act like it. With a deep breath, she used her most authoritative tone. “Officer Ra-”
 
  
 
 A ferocious yowl interrupted her and she leaped back, cringing as a massive wildcat pounced towards her, stopping short and displaying its teeth. One paw lifted off the ground, his dagger-like claws rent the air before him in a flurry of rapid strikes. Fumbling, she drew her sword and cursed, her guards surrounding her with shields up and weapons out.
 
  
 
 “Jimjam. No.” Stepping between them, Rain walked up to the cat and bopped it softly on the nose, unconcerned about its razor-sharp teeth. “Get out of here, they're not gonna hurt Mafu. Go on, get back to cuddling.” As if understanding his words, the animal backed away to lay beside a heavily bandaged roosequin. The feline's brown eyes never left Yuzhen, staring murderously and ready to pounce at a moments notice. “Major Yuzhen, thank you for coming. Please stop staring at Jimjam, he's feeling very protective at the moment.”
 
  
 
 As the roosequin resumed snoring, the tension eased from the wildcat's body and she resisted the urge to sigh in relief. Nerves drawn, she followed him to a table inside a stone gazebo, where Huushal and Fung waited. Rain poured tea for them all, filling her cup first, a good start. Perhaps the situation could still be salvaged, Rain was on his best behaviour, displaying contrition. Finishing her cup, she tilted her head and said, “It seems you've made an enemy.” He likely wanted safe passage out of the city, and she would accept. Once he was gone, then she could treat with the Magistrate and work something out.
 
  
 
 “One of my many talents.” There was something different about Rain, no smiles or stares, only sarcasm and anger. Sharp and acerbic, he seemed like a bow drawn taut and ready to fire. “Jorani there grew up in Sanshu and filled me in on the local politics.”
 
  
 
 A pinched faced half-beast bobbed his head, hand clutching his elbow. “Aye ser, born an' raised. Mum was a washer-woman, alwa-”
 
  
 
 “Jorani, we don't need your life's story..”
 
  
 
 “Aye ser magnificent one. This one understands. Silence. Whatever you say. Yer the boss. Speak and I listen, command, and I ob-”
 
  
 
 “Just... quiet. Anyway, apparently some of the bandits we apprehended have backers in Sanshu who are none too pleased. Last night they sent a few dozen thugs to sort me out while I was out for a stroll with Lin. We survived, but Mafu over there took a beating and I had to use my clothes to bandage him.” Rain's eyes hardened as he broke into a false smile. “I am owed a debt and I intend to collect it, one way or another.”
 
  
 
 A shiver of fear and excitement coursed through her. “Matters are complicated, Officer Rain. The three merchant factions in Sanshu hold considerable power.”
 
  
 
 “If I understand things correctly, the merchants are selling supplies to the Empire and having bandits steal them, leading to more sales. In a time of war, most people would call that treason.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Yuzhen rubbed her eyes. Why were all the cute ones so stupid? Men always liked to believe they knew everything, that matters were black and white. “True, but we have no proof of collusion. Even an accusation must contain some facts in order for the Justicar to allow challenge, and the wealth of the merchants means they have some of the greatest duelists ready to defend them in trial by combat.”
 
  
 
 “We don't need to prove collusion, we just need to make it unprofitable for them to use bandits. It's simple: offer to renegotiate their contracts and start paying them substantially more to deliver the supplies to Shen Yun with steep financial penalties for late or missing shipments. To them, it will sound like free, easy money, since they know they won't be robbed.” Leaning back with a satisfied smile, he acted as if everything were already solved.
 
  
 
 “That is why I brought 5,000 soldiers, to ensure safe delivery. I can't outsource my job and how would I even pay for it?”
 
  
 
 “By hunting down the bandits of course.” Winking roguishly, he feigned injury. “They were bold enough to grievously injure one of your Warrant Officers inside Sanshu, an insult that cannot stand. Declare open warfare on the bandits and begin seizing their spoils for the Empire, to 'offset the costs of delivery', all legal and above-board. I've turned in recovered goods for 10% of their value, but I'm sure someone in Shen Yun would be willing to pay 30% value for silk or timbers, or whatever we find. A profit is a profit.”
 
  
 
 “And your assassins?”
 
  
 
 “I'll leave the city, camp out for a few weeks. We all should, you would become a target too.”
 
  
 
 Pausing, she went over the plan in her mind. “It's not a terrible idea. This solves the problem of supplies, although it lacks sustainability. The bandits will go into hiding, some might even be used as guards themselves. Then what will we do? The merchants will insist on a year-long contract for deliveries, citing the need to recoup the costs of hiring guards or some nonsense, and we will be unable to pay.”
 
  
 
 “That's the beauty of it.” Fung chimed in with a vicious smile. “You underestimate my brother, he is far more devious than he appears.”
 
  
 
 “Devious sounds so evil. Besides it's only taking a lesson from the merchants.” Leaning in close, Rain motioned for her to approach him and she took in his manly musk, passion igniting within her. “Once they start delivering, we're going to pose as bandits and rob the caravans. Then, we send our ill-gotten gains to Shen Yun under the guise of goods recovered from bandits, using Zian's connections to make sure no one is the wiser. We have a few hundred bandits in the jails to use as camouflage, it's perfect. The merchants pay a penalty and supplies to the Bridge aren't interrupted, win win. Turnabout is fair play, after all.”
 
  
 
 Staring at the young man before her, she once again reevaluated her opinion of him. The citizens called him a savage, believing he was naive and ignorant, but she knew better. Although they lived in the wilds, the Bekhai were far from the uneducated barbarians most took them for. An accomplished warrior, a gifted physician with all the markings of a future healer, and a ...flexible mind, Rain was an intriguing young man. His plan would need some tweaking, but it could work. Glancing down at her teacup, she tossed the contents aside. “I can see why you didn't want the Magistrate here. You have any liquor? This calls for a toast.”
 
  
 
 The thought of spending weeks in the brush with him thrilled her. Perhaps she could get him drunk and entice him away from those little girls always hanging around him. There was something to be said for laying in the dirt, her hands held down as he ravaged her...
 
  
 
 Dammit girl, focus.
 
  
 
 ...She should have agreed when Gerel asked to come along, she could have used the company... and the protection.
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 Chao Ban laid back in his palanquin while the serving girls fed him peeled grapes. The drudgery of travel made him irritable, but his brother insisted he go along with this first shipment to Shen Yun. All this fuss to present a few gifts to their contacts and go through formalities, a waste of time and money in his opinion.
 
  
 
 His palanquin lurched and he hammered the walls, shouting, “Keep this infernal box steady or I'll have you all lashed!” Having slaves carry him around was the most comfortable means of transportation, but it seemed too difficult a task for eight slaves to walk without stumbling. Worthless fools all of them, he would have them lashed anyways. Perhaps a carriage would be more appropriate but he couldn't stomach the bumpy ride, even if it offered more room for... recreation.
 
  
 
 Eighteen wagons and more than a hundred 'guards', the first of many deliveries already halfway to Shen Yun. For the discomfort of two weeks travel, they would earn enormous profits with little risk. That vixen Yuzhen thought herself clever, but she failed to realize all the bandits in the area had been bought and paid for by Sanshu coin, like the half-dog Kabi and his mongrels guarding him. There would be no attacks on these shipments, not after the savages scared the remaining ants into hiding. The larger bandit groups stayed away from military shipments, some lingering honour from their days of service, a constant thorn in the side of Sanshu’s Council of Three. If Yuzhen knew the ones responsible for stealing military shipments were now guarding the new ones, she'd likely keel over and vomit blood.
 
  
 
 The Alliance had given Yuzhen too much credit to begin with, Shing Du Yi's reputation sending them into a frenzy. Worried she'd allied herself with the Union or Coalition, the Alliance had scrambled to put an end to the little Bekhai savage, to near disastrous results. Who knew a boy could be so fearsome, the survivors made useless from their fear. They'd been for death regardless, but it was terrifying how a single man could strike fear into so many. Thankfully, the frigid, arrogant vixen was little more than a fool to be played, assuming the attack was carried out by bandits, blame shifted to the Crossbone Corsairs, the Azure Ascendants, or the Butcher Bay bandits. Perhaps she would even successfully wipe them out, with those fearsome savages beneath her thumb. Already plans were in motion to back her bid and make her the next Marshal, a puppet to dance to their strings should they succeed.
 
  
 
 The Council of Sanshu had worried over loss of profits if Yuzhen's soldiers were to take over deliveries, but like meat pies falling from the skies, they now were poised to earn more than ever. Before, the Council made a tidy little profit selling goods to the Empire, then hiring bandits to rob them and selling those same goods a second time. This new agreement was far more cost-effective however, with a higher profit margin and almost no risk. The bandits were paid a pittance to guard compared to the percentage they received for stealing, and happily took the jobs, fearful of the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Not only was Yuzhen paying a premium for delivery, she was also paying higher prices than before. The girl had no head for numbers and lacked skill in bargaining, the last few days of negotiations were as simple as turning over their hands, taking every advantage they could in return for assurances that the supplies would arrive on time. How Shing Du Yi thought his bed warmer could ever be a worthy Marshal was laughable, but Sanshu was ready to take advantage.
 
  
 
 Chuckling to himself, he groped at his servants, enjoying the fear and reluctance in their eyes. Sister rat girls, their ugly vermin ears carefully concealed beneath ribbons. It turned his stomach knowing their father was a disease ridden rodent, but they were pretty enough otherwise. After receiving his shares from this endeavour, he'd buy an exotic slave, a fox like Yuzhen. Now there was a beauty to lust after. As he drifted off to sleep, he imagined her kneeling on the ground before him, eyes wide as she stared up, helpless and afraid.
 
  
 
 Rudely awakened as his palanquin skipped across the road, Ban roared in displeasure as he kicked open the door and flung the little rat girl out, screaming at the slaves. “You insolent fools, I'll have you skinned and boiled alive you-” He stopped short as he looked around at his kneeling guards, their hands on their heads and weapons piled on the floor. Hundreds of unfamiliar ruffians stared murderously at him from horseback, and he swallowed hard, legs turning to jelly. Bandits? How? There shouldn't have been a force this size out here...
 
  
 
 A pinched-faced bandit rode forward, removing his cap to reveal a set of disgusting rat ears, just like his little servants. Picking out the guard captain, the rat smiled and nodded. “Made the right choice Kabi, I'd hate to order yer death. When'd you turn to guarding? Not like you to find honest work.”
 
  
 
 “You fucking crazy Jorani? It ain't safe no more with those feral savages running around, killing and clapping folk in chains. I hear they did in the Freebooters first, how'd you come out so squeaky clean?”
 
  
 
 “Wrong place at the right time. You know how it is, I was in the woods with a beauty when them Bekhai rode in on their monsters, so I buggered out with a few friends. Ye know what they say about rat's and sinking ships.” They both shared a small chuckle. “Runnin' me own crew now, call ourselves the Mother's Militia.”
 
  
 
 Anger overcoming his fear, Ban forced out his words, body shivering as he drew himself up. “Do you know who I am? I am Councilman Chao Ban of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance! My brother is Chief Councilman Chao Yong, and if you harm a hair on my head, you will pay with your lives!”
 
  
 
 Jorani sneered and ignored him, speaking to Kabi. “Surrounded and outnumbered, and still he makes threats. Councilman Ban never was too bright, makes Ral look well read.”
 
  
 
 “I can't read Jor. Squiggles too hard to remember.” A massive half-dog grinned stupidly, carrying a massive club on his shoulder.
 
  
 
 “I know ye can't read, it's an expression. Never mind, just hush.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Jor.”
 
  
 
 Turning to Kabi, Ban screeched. “You worthless mongrel, you're paid to fight so fight! Protect me!” Once he returned home, he would hire the largest force of mercenaries he could and kill every last one of these bandits, starting with Kabi, the damn mutt.
 
  
 
 Snorting, Kabi glanced dismissively at him. “Easy work ye said this was, just ride from Sanshu to Shen Yun looking tough, simple as can be. Ye don't pay me nuff to fight and dead men ain't spendin' coin.” Spitting into the dirt, he turned back to Jorani and stood to speak. “Be honest, who're ye workin' for Jorani? Don't mind me saying but ye ain't got the stones to lead these killers, I recognize a good few. I'm willing to bring me boys on, but not unti-”
 
  
 
 A bald, dark-skinned man clubbed Kabi in the stomach and shoved him into the dirt. “No one said you could stand, maggot, you crawl like the worm you are. You disrespect the boss again and I'll stuff your balls in your mouth and sew it shut before setting you aflame.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, leave him be Ravil. We're old drinking buddies and Kabi ain't a bad sort.” Jorani dismounted and moved to stand over Kabi. “Yer crew can either swear themselves to ten years service, or admit their sins and be set free. Unless they're rapists or sadistic murderers, I'll be hangin' any of those bastards. Be warned, service here ain't gonna be like old times, we ain't bandits no more; this here is the Mother's Militia, and war bells be ringin'.”
 
  
 
 “By the Mother's dripping cunt Jorani, you can't be serious!” Kabi's tail and ears drooped, his voice pleading. “We're raiders, not soldiers! You wanna fight the army and them Officers? Might as well give me the rope, it'd be a mercy. I hear them savages cook their enemies alive and feast on their flesh!”
 
  
 
 “Not the army, I got no beef with them. They doin' their jobs.” Jorani's eyes turned to focus on Ban, who gulped and scurried away into his palanquin, drawing the curtains as he shivered in fear. “We're waging war on the Council, to cleanse Sanshu for the Mother, and the Emperor. Ral, bring Councilman Ban back out here if'n ye please.”
 
  
 
 The roof of his palanquin came off with a laboured crack and the smiling brute lifted him out, patting him down for weapons and valuables, handing them all over to a second bandit, a wild and murderous fiend. “Here you go mister Bulat, lotsa coins and shinies.”
 
  
 
 Legs dangling in the air, Ban babbled to Jorani. “Please, this is property of the Imperial Army, a shipment destined for the Bridge. You say you have no dispute with the Army, a true patriot, I believe this, so let us by, I will forget everything that happened here and let bygones be bygones. We are all citizens of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “If it belongs to the army, then why's the Alliance shipping it out?” Jorani sneered as he played with his dagger, Ban's eyes affixed to the deadly blade as it danced through the thug's fingers. “The army ships army goods, everybody knows that. Ye must think me daft.”
 
  
 
 Curse this damn fool! Things have changed, but how can he convince him? Whimpering, Ban threw away all face and pleaded with the villainous bandit. “No, sir not at all. Take it then, take it all, just let me go, my brother will pay a ransom if need be.” His eyes lit up and he tried to swing himself around, only flailing uselessly in the air. “The serving girls, my humble gift to you for your leniency. Girls, come greet your new master! Lovely little women, I have more at home, all will be yours, I swear!”
 
  
 
 “Don't let him go Jor, he won't pay nothing.” The little serving girls ran past him to stand with the bandit, throwing venomous looks at him. Traitorous little bitches, he fed and clothed them all their lives and this was his reward? “You remember us right big brother Jor?”
 
  
 
 “Little Sorya and Anrhi! Ah, how the years go by, seems like yesterday when ye were two little brats snitching on me to me Mum. Don't be tellin' me my business now, I've got plans for Councilman Ban, he's gonna send a message for me. Ye go with my deputy, Mister Bulat there and pick out all the servants, I only want the merchants staying behind, ye hear?”
 
  
 
 Turning back, Jorani's grin set Ban to shivering once more, his bladder emptying as he pleaded. “Of course, a message, I'll deliver it forthwith!” A fist connected with the side of his face and the world went dark.
 
  
 
 Cold water splashed over him as he opened his eyes to the starlit sky, gasping for air around the soaked rag in his mouth. Naked with his arms bound behind him, he flopped uselessly as someone lifted him to his feet and onto a wagon. Kicking and screaming, only a few muffled sounds escaped his gag. A blow to his stomach put an end to his struggles as a noose wrapped around his neck. Pulling him up onto his toes, the rope dug painfully into him as the cold night's air breezed past his exposed skin, tears dripping as he wailed. The walls of Sanshu lay before him in the distance, the watch-fires easily spotted in the darkness, and he whimpered and cried as he realized Jorani's message, praying to the Mother to spare him, for some guard to see them and send aid before it was too late. Others around him were in similar states of undress, bandits and merchants alike.
 
  
 
 A hand gripped his chin and he could barely make out Jorani in the darkness. Hissing his words, Jorani gloated before him. “Ye know, I think my luck's turned. Ye don't remember me, do ye? I used to live in yer house, Mum was one of yer washer-women. Ye had her caned to death eight years ago fer dropping some silk shirts in the mud, and I ran, like a coward.” Ban cried into his gag and shook his head, trying to deny everything but Jorani ignored him and continued speaking, a murderous look in his eye. “This just seems too merciful for ye, so I'm gonna tell ye why yer here, about to hang.” He leaned closer and whispered into Ban's ear, and his words made him cry out for justice. Yuzhen played them, taking the high prices while intending to steal every single shipment they sent. They'd underestimated her and she used their ploy against them.
 
  
 
 His mind in turmoil, it wasn't until the wagon started to move when he began panicking once again. Stretching his legs out, he tried to stay upright on the wagon for as long as possible, his bowels loosening in his struggles. Finally, he could stretch no more, and the world dropped out from below him, his body plummeting down in a short moment of terror before pain shot through his body with an audible crack.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Mila sighed, rocking back and forth on her heels, idle and dejected. How did Song keep from going crazy with nothing to do? She didn't expect looking busy would take so much effort and be so boring at the same time. Every day was the same: break camp, travel and pretend to search, set up camp, then repeat, all as slowly as possible. It was excruciatingly mind numbing, not what she expected when choosing to ride out with her betrothed.
 
  
 
 Stupid Rain and his stupid plans. No matter that they had plenty of time for kisses in the night, or if it worked or not, this was all so... villainous. Stealing from merchants while idling about, this was not what a hero was supposed to do. Rain was here to raise his reputation, and while he did well the first few days, after being attacked inside Sanshu, he turned angry and spiteful. True, the merchants were in the wrong, but it didn't mean he should idle for almost two weeks and let bandits roam free. Why put in all the effort to capture close to 500 bandits only to set the majority free to loot and plunder?
 
  
 
 She had her reservations about picking Jorani to lead, she disliked the look of him. Hunched and wicked, his face displayed a constant sneer, unworthy of trust. Chey would have made a better leader, Rain's sexist outlook revealed. To make matters worse, Rain lent forty of his retinue to him, led by Bulat and Ravil. True, after exchanging their leather armor for bandit rags and quins for horses, Rain's soldiers looked the part, but they were growing far too familiar with the bandits for her liking. Rain should be surrounded by noble and heroic warriors, not scruffy, reprehensible thugs. What if they joined him after all this? Or worse, Rain joined them and became a bandit? He seemed to enjoy these devious schemes and cared little for honour or reputation, she could see him choosing the life of an outlaw, slipping deeper into their ways as time passed. What if he grew to be the shame of the People, a lusty and unstoppable gangster, raping and pillaging without mercy?
 
  
 
 Auric padded over to her with a tiny purse in his mouth, butting her gently as he arrived. If only Rain would teach them something useful, he had a way with the animals. Taking the purse, she emptied the coins out and counted them, before showing them to Song who nodded and began brushing Auric, the 200 kilogram wildcat rumbling loudly with contentment. Seeing their brother receive Song's attentions, Jimu crawled out of a pile of lazing quins and the sole female leaped from her perch in the trees to stalk over.  Song still had yet to name the girl, but Mila didn't mind too much. It was a large decision for someone who was unused to making any decisions at all.
 
  
 
 The tawny she-cat's instincts for the hunt were growing by the day while Jimu and Auric still behaved like juveniles, likely due to Rain's coddling. Stupid blockhead, he gave so much attention to these ugly cats and that fat quin. Why didn't he pamper her like that? She wouldn't mind being spoiled by him, although it would have to be in private. She had a reputation to maintain, after all.
 
  
 
 His fur brushed, Auric made happy noises while rubbing against Mila's leg, begging for affection. Unable to resist, she crouched down and ran her fingers across his head, his eyes closed in contentment as he chuffed. He was far from beautiful, his legs too long and head too big, but he was endearing. Hopefully in a few years, he would grow into his body and look suitably majestic and fearsome.
 
  
 
 Yuzhen's voice sounded from behind her, Auric's eyes snapping open to watch the stranger. “It amazes me how well-trained these animals are. The quins too, you don't even tie them up at night, it's incredible.”
 
  
 
 Keeping her hand on Auric's neck, she turned to nod at the older woman. “The quins could chew through steel chains, there's no point tying them up. Come greet Auric, he's nervous around strangers but once he's accustomed to your scent and voice, he'll relax. Just this one here though, the others are more feral.”
 
  
 
 Tentatively moving closer, Yuzhen extended her hand slowly, crouching down before Auric. She was so beautiful, even fully armored, Mila both envied and admired her greatly. An accomplished, talented, independent half-beast woman, fighting against chauvinism and injustice. An incredible talent, if she married one of the People then they would gain yet another powerful ally in the Empire. Gerel was the only unmarried man with sufficient renown, but he was so cold and indifferent, they were too similar to work well together.
 
  
 
 While Auric sniffed at Yuzhen's hand, Mila struggled internally with her curiosity, not wanting to criticize or disrespect the heroic woman. Smiling, Yuzhen looked Mila in the eye and spoke. “So you're Lieutenant General Akanai's daughter? I must say I admire her greatly.”
 
  
 
 Blushing, Mila lowered her head. “Thank you, Mama thinks highly of your administrative talents, and when we get back, I'll be sure to tell her about your military accomplishments too.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, to be honest, this is my first military command. Ever. I earned my rank the way nobles do, in a duel overseen by neutral experts. This plan of Rain's has me in nervous fits, I wake up sweating and panting every night thinking about it.”
 
  
 
 “Then why go through with this?” The words escaped her before she hold them back, and Mila's cheeks burned even hotter.
 
  
 
 “Because I believe it will work. With 3,000 soldiers and the other nine Warrant Officers patrolling between Sanshu and Jiu Lang, that leaves us free to wander the Golden Highlands without worry.” Yuzhen smiled as Auric presented his flank for her to pet, and she sank her hand into his fur. “With the bandits under oath of secrecy, even if they're captured, nothing will come of it. I only wish we could communicate faster, I can't use any of my soldiers for this to work. That way, I can honestly swear that no one under my command is colluding with bandits, since Rain isn't technically under my command. Besides, I like the poetry of robbing Sanshu with the same thieves that they used to rob us.”
 
  
 
 “You don't find it... distasteful? A warrior should be forthright and honourable, not... this.” Mila's momentum deflated when she realized she might insult Yuzhen, or worse, insult her betrothed in front of a stranger.
 
  
 
 “I used to think the same way, reading stories about the righteous heroes fighting against dastardly villains. I loved them as a child, but as I grew older, the world became less black and white, with infinite shades of grey.” Her lips pursed, Yuzhen paused to think. “If I were to act honourably and guard the roads, then what will I accomplish? The supplies will reach the Bridge, but once we leave, the merchants of Sanshu will resume their exploits, so I would be stuck here indefinitely. I have five thousand troops, not many in the grand scheme of things, but every warrior counts when fighting the Defiled. These indolent, shortsighted merchants think of nothing but their pockets, so to be heard, I must strike there.”
 
  
 
 “Aren't you worried about breaking the law?”
 
  
 
 “That's the best part, I studied the matter thoroughly. Even if we're somehow miraculously tied to Jorani, technically, we're not breaking military law. Until those supplies reach Shen Yun, they're civilian property, a matter to be tried by the Magistrate of Sanshu, and he won't dare put a bounty on myself or any of the Officers, it would mean his death going against the Society. At best, he'll put a price on Jorani and we kill him and collect it, adding insult to injury before putting someone else in charge. It's flawless, the bandits steal and deliver the goods to an outpost north of Shen Yun, to be delivered to the Bridge, meaning the goods never enter the city. Therefore, our contract with the Council of Three is never fulfilled, for which I made sure the penalties were staggering. The other Warrant Officers never find out, and Rain holds enough renown to resist any pressure the Council of Three can bring to bear. In the end, they're only civilians. I want to see the look on their faces when they realize the pounding we've given them. Their ass-holes will be bruised and swoll-.” Coughing politely, Yuzhen composed herself as Mila looked on in shock. Yuzhen seemed so prim and proper, to hear her speak such foul language was scandalous.
 
  
 
 Mila burst into a fit of giggles and Yuzhen smiled sheepishly. After catching her breath, Mila asked, “What about the real bandits? Why aren't we going after them?”
 
  
 
 “We will. In fact, that's why I'm here, to find Rain and the others. Bandits aren't the type to prepare for the long haul and we've waited long enough. Their warehouses will soon be emptied and they'll grow hungry, setting out to plunder and pillage. We only need wait for them to come to us, and then their heads will roll.” A devilish smile crossed her lovely face and Mila smiled with her. “Any captured bandits will be sent to join Jorani, to better aid him in taking the shipments. It doesn't matter if they die, they'd hang in Sanshu regardless.”
 
  
 
 She was wrong to doubt, Rain was more suited for command than she was for now, far thinking and merciless. “Major Yuzhen, would you be willing to take me as an aide? I'd love for the opportunity to learn at your side, and I promise you won't be disappointed.”
 
  
 
 Surprised, Yuzhen tilted her head and shrugged, before putting an arm around Mila. “Of course. First order of business, Aide Sumila, help me find that rascal Rain and his brother Officers. We've work to do.”
 
  
 
 Skipping off, Mila smiled as Auric hopped along beside her, thinking they were playing a game. A weight was lifted from her chest, her worries alleviated and soon her boredom as well. What's more, she'd found a counsellor in Yuzhen, a woman whose blood thirst and intelligence rivalled Mama's, along with a willingness to explain herself.
 
  
 
 Ah, if only there were more single, heroic men among the People. Yuzhen was a terrific woman, and any man who earned her affection was blessed by the Mother, that was for sure.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 134 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 My mental space has evolved since its inception, no longer a replica of my home in the village. With some practice and effort, it's become something of a mental palace for me and my alter ego to relax in, complete with all the luxuries I can come up with. Scattered throughout the rooms are comfortable beds and couches, complete with fluffy pillows and warm blankets. As we lounge, there are plenty of viewing screens available for either of us to watch the world through our eyes. For a more active approach, training gear is scattered across the courtyard, the result of Other me's venting, I suppose. Taking a conductor's stance, I wave my arms dramatically as grass sprouts from the dirt furrows. The items on the ground arrange themselves neatly, weapons returning to their stands and dummies repairing themselves, dancing into place to an appropriate soundtrack.
 
  
 
 It's cool to be the master of my domain, able to enact change on a whim. In fact, the real challenge comes from keeping things from changing too much. The mind is fluid and ever-shifting, but when an errant thought can warp your surroundings, it's a good motivator to stay focused. Some things can't be helped though, no matter how much I concentrate. Chance and physics both favour me when I'm around, and when he plays by himself, nothing remains static, my subconscious mind at work. I can't keep track of 72 tiles or 52 cards at a time, nor can I properly randomize dice, so the game room I created goes unused. Thankfully, he prefers to smack things around as opposed to play solitaire, so it works out for the best. He's a damn good chess player though, far better than I am, a good match against Li Song and improving by the day.
 
  
 
 Despite my almost godlike powers inside my mind, there's nothing I can do for him. Bundled up in a comforter, he lies curled up on a couch, staring at nothing while he snuggles with the hare I made for him. With a mental effort, I try to energize him, imagining him hale and healthy, full of vim and vigour. His head turns slightly to greet me with a spiritless smile, before sinking deeper into his pillow and smiling as the hare snuggles back.
 
  
 
 Okay, yea so I'm mentally controlling an imagined animal to cuddle with my sometimes-murderous alter ego. My life is weird. “Hey buddy. How are things? Any changes?”
 
  
 
 “Good to see you brother. I'm starting to understand why you dote on those animals so much, although I could never bring myself to do so publicly.” Yawning, he blinks slowly and stretches a little. “Nothing's changed, I'm still tired all the time. Exercise neither helps nor hinders me, whether I work hard or laze about, I sleep the same amount.”
 
  
 
 “Well, don't worry, we'll figure this out.” I hope. I don't understand why he's in such dire straits, he hasn't been in control for more than a month and still gets worse by the day. Difficult as it is sharing all my experiences, it hurts to watch him waste away. He's supposed to be the strong one, kicking ass and taking names while I support from the shadows. We were set up to be the dynamic duo, switching between us as the situation required. He kills and I heal, I plan and he fights, a perfect team.
 
  
 
 Don't get me wrong, it's not altruism, he has his uses and I like having him around, a convenient solution to all my guilt over killing. No matter how terrible a person, I still sometimes see their faces when I lay down to sleep, like old, unwanted acquaintances pestering me into remembering them. I get it, I killed you, you're dead, get over it. He gives me mental strength, knowing I have someone inside my head that has my back.
 
  
 
 Although the involuntary sharing of all my senses is a little nerve-wracking, I've grown accustomed to it. What's a little awkward pooping compared to a companion you share everything with? I've even let him cuddle with Lin and Mila a little, trying to get used to sharing with him. When it comes right down to it, we're the same person. What's mine is his, and his is mine. The lines are starting to blur between him and me, but I don't care. He has his psychotic moments, but hell, most people I've met outside the village are far worse.
 
  
 
 He fits right in around here.
 
  
 
 “Don't look so sad brother. I trust you'll find a solution.” His sad smile gives away the lie, trying to comfort me even though he's the one at risk. That's just who he is, fearless. Sure he's got a short temper, but he's loyal to a fault when it comes to friends and family. If facing starvation and given the choice of feeding ten people for one day or feeding his family for two, he'd murder those extras without hesitation. Sometimes, tough decisions need to be made, and I can't trust myself to make them. I want everyone to survive.
 
  
 
 Even my split personality.
 
  
 
 Unable to think of anything to say, I watch as he drifts in and out of consciousness and cuddles with the bunny. A poke to the cheek disturbs my thoughts and my eyes open, my body sitting on the floor of my officer's tent. Lin and Mila stand armed and armoured while Auric buries his head in my chest. “Hi hubby!”
 
  
 
 As I greet the girls and rub Auric's head, other me asks, “Can I come out?”
 
  
 
 “Of course.” Might as well, who knows how long he'll be around. Other me rubs my cheek against Auric who purrs in delight.
 
  
 
 “Hmph, you spoil that animal, he'll never be of use if you keep that up.” Mila frowns at me and other me looks up at her and breaks into a smile.
 
  
 
 Kissing Auric on the head, he stands and opens my arms for a hug. “You're right, I give them too much affection,” other me says with a smile, “and leave too little for you. I will try to be more affectionate, my lovely, freckled princess.”
 
  
 
 Feigning reluctance, Mila snorts before pretending to yield, leaping into my arms. Gesturing for Lin to join us, we share a group hug. With a chaste kiss on the cheek for each, other me holds them tightly for a minute before leaving me in control without warning.
 
  
 
 Quickly checking on him, I find him passed out and unresponsive in the courtyard. Moving him to the bed with his bunny, I focus and create a few other animals to pile in with him. A small bear, a mid-sized cat, a floppy-eared dog, and a little fawn, creating a scene from a fairy-tale, the sleeping princess. I'll figure out a way to revitalize him, then work on a method for both of us to live full lives instead of sharing one. Who know, maybe I can grow a clone with Panacea or shove his brain into a comatose body. A male body of course, it'd be uncomfortable to put him into a girl's body. Do Not Want.
 
  
 
 Or even better, a shiny, indestructible body, created from a weapon heart, complete with rocket punch and eye beams... Rain 2.0, Destroyer of Worlds.
 
  
 
 ...Damn that sounds awesome, I kinda want that.
 
  
 
 With magic around, the sky's the limit.
 
  
 
 “Whatcha thinking bout hubby?” Lin looks up at me, her head resting on my chest. “You look so mopey.”
 
  
 
 “Just feeling a little melancholic lately. Nothing a hug can't solve.” Releasing my hold on them, I clear my throat and ask, “So why are you both all dressed up? Going hunting?”
 
  
 
 Mila grins and pinches my butt before hopping away. “Major Yuzhen wants the perverted trio to gather. We're finally going to see some action. I'm her new aide now, but don't you worry, I'll still be fighting at your side. Tenjin and Tursinai will keep an eye on your accident prone butt.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh... so what's with this?” I grab Lin's bow and jiggle it, staring accusingly. “Put this away, you're staying with the camp, that's an order.”
 
  
 
 “Nope, I'm going with you hubby.” Outright rebellion accompanied by a smile and peck on the cheek.
 
  
 
 “Ah, how times have changed. What ever happened to that sweet, obedient little girl who followed me around every day? Asking to be carried and for stories about princesses and heroes, needing help with her studies and arithmetic. I miss her.”
 
  
 
 “She grew up and followed her dreams; she's gonna marry her childhood sweetheart.” Smiling beautifully, she pushes me out the tent. “It's a wife's duty to take care of her hubby, ya? I need to come along and keep you safe too. You go to your meeting, I'll collect all the kitties and get things ready while we wait.”
 
  
 
 Mila walks backwards, treating me to a smug smile. “There's no point arguing with her you know? She's only sweet and obedient for you, blockhead.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, one mischievous and disobedient, the other brutal and disrespectful. I'm a poor soul who'll end up bullied by his wives. How am I to survive?”
 
  
 
 “This is love and care. Call me brutal again and I'll show you bullying.”
 
  
 
 Our flirtation comes to an end as we grab Rustram and head to Yuzhen's tent. More of a canvas pavilion, it's a large, gaudy affair that easily fits thirty people in for meetings, although we have less than half that, mostly Yuzhen's staff. Joined by Song, Huu, and Fung, we seat ourselves at the table and sip tea with the lovely vixen as manners demand, making small talk. Unless it's a grave emergency, it's rude to talk shop without partaking of snacks and conversation, a custom I rather enjoy. Who doesn't like to snack? I could do without the conversation, but with beautiful Yuzhen, I don't mind, even if she doesn't like me much.
 
  
 
 I should figure out why I'm so unlikable. How am I supposed to build a proper harem if no one likes me?
 
  
 
 “Let's move on to business.” Spreading out a freshly drawn map of the area, Yuzhen runs her finger along the coastline. “Our target is the Butcher Bay Bandits, who we expect to be landing somewhere along this line. They travel by longboat from their hidden hideout through Western Treasures Lake, and either north or southeast along the rivers to their targets. It's estimated they have between three and seven thousand members, a veritable army. Favouring night attacks, they'll split up upon arrival, raiding the surrounding areas in a lightning fast offensive. Villages, farms, warehouses and the like, but they've been known to raid the fisheries, stealing the preserved goods along with the pay chests, low risk and high reward. I want us spread along here, watching for their arrival day and night. Payday is coming up, and I expect their arrival to coincide with it. Suggestions?”
 
  
 
 After a few proposals from her two Senior captains, I chime in. “I had plenty of success letting a few bandits escape and following them to their place of hiding, I'd like to try that again. Killing them is good, wiping them out at the root is better.”
 
  
 
 “I suggest you don't bother, better sailors than you or I have tried and failed.” Yuzhen shakes her head and gestures at the map. “The Western Treasures Lake is a death sentence unless intimately familiar with the area. A labyrinth of riptides and whirlpools constantly threatening to pull the boats out to the calm centre where many a boat has capsized. As the name suggests, there is plenty of wealth and riches deep in the lake depths, guarded by the vicious sea creatures hiding within them. Capture a few bandits if you can, but they'll likely be oath sworn and unable to give up their hideout location. Your safety is of paramount importance, so fall back and call for reinforcements if needed. We're spread thin here, but I will send what I can.”
 
  
 
 “What about setting archers along here? If they need to stick to the shallows, it's likely the boats will be visible, and we can fire down...”
 
  
 
 The planning continues for another hour, setting up communication and supply lines, with the greatest concentration of soldiers staying close to the river inlets. The fisheries are left to Fung, Huu, and myself, in a small cove surrounded by a multitude of tiny villages. After sending messengers to Ravil, we set off and break camp, a half-day trip by quin, reviewing what we know while travelling.
 
  
 
 The Butcher Bay Bandits, led by former Major of the Imperial Army Yo Ling, the Spectre. Established almost forty years ago alongside his colleague former Major Liu Shi, the two war heroes persuaded a number of their former soldiers into a life of banditry, getting fat off the slaughter of innocents. As years passed, they swallowed up the gangs in the area and grew into a juggernaut, putting enormous pressure on the surrounding cities. Extortion, robbery, smuggling, and more, Butcher Bay is synonymous with organized crime.
 
  
 
 The Marshal called upon the Imperial Defence Forces six times to subjugate the bandits, but each time Yo Ling and Liu Shi retreat to their hidden hideout to wait out the pressure, taking their elites out on surgical strikes when their food ran low. Rumours have the base situated among the islands or the forests to the south, but their central location and familiarity with the waters allows them to strike out in any direction, with four cities to target. Each time, the Marshal called off the bandit subjugation after the costs began to heavily outweigh the benefits, each one an abject failure and black mark on Marshal Du Yi's otherwise spotless record.
 
  
 
 In fact, the greatest setback to Butcher Bay came from within, a rift erupting between Yo Ling and Liu Shi over fifteen years ago. In the end, Yo Ling won out, taking sole ownership of the Butcher Bay Bandits. Liu Shi, now known as Bastard Liu, fled to Eastern Prosperity Lake with his loyal gangsters, starting his own bandit group, the Crossbone Corsairs. The resulting turmoil between the two gangs gave rise to a third faction, cropping up seven years ago, the Azure Ascendants.
 
  
 
 A smaller gang, the Ascendants rely on superior skill and equipment to carve out their place in the north, their estimated numbers at less than fifty total. The difference is, each Ascendant owns at least one spiritual weapon and they carry a multitude of runic devices, the origins of which are shrouded in mystery. Their identities are also unknown except for the two newest members, Lord of Thunder, former Lieutenant Colonel Lei Gong, and Major Daxian the Virtuous. Although I'd love to raid the Ascendants' armoury, with those two on the roster, I'd rather not cross swords with them any time soon. Lord of fucking Thunder, no thanks. Who knows how many other experts they have, I'll pass.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching the first village in the mid-afternoon, I send Rustram out to find someone for me to speak with. An aged village chief arrives and I question him along with Fung and Huu about the local conditions. The cove is calm and relatively safe, with a natural seawall keeping out the more dangerous aquatic creatures, but even normal fish are dangerous around here, sharp fins and pointed teeth part of the standard package.
 
  
 
 No threat at all to roosequins. Diving into the waters, they quickly clear the area of danger, surfacing with all manner of ferocious and disgusting looking creatures clamped between their jaws. A voracious pack of apex predators by land or sea, quins take down their prey through strength of numbers and instinctive cooperation, which is what makes them great for warfare. Watching them crack open molluscs while floating on their backs in the water is a bonus.
 
  
 
 By the end of the day, we've made contact with a dozen other villages, setting camp outside the 'main' village where the Council's payment will be arriving. For five days, we help the villages prepare for bandits, building defences and planning escape routes. Other me sleeps through it all, comatose for the second time since his emergence, worrying me greatly, but there's little I can do but wait. Two messages arrive from Ravil, each bringing news of another successful heist. We also receive word from Yuzhen of the Council's growing demand for mercenaries and the first bandit incursion into the farmlands, Yuzhen taking victory with few casualties. Things are getting heated, but the fishing villages are quiet and peaceful, passing the days drinking with my brothers, playing chess with Li Song, and flirting with my little wives.
 
  
 
 This would be a nice place to live if I didn't hate seafood so much. Minus the bandits and merchants of course, but I'm working on that.
 
  
 
 On the sixth day of our arrival, Rustram interrupts my early lunch. “Officer Rain, longboats have been spotted less than half an hour away.”
 
  
 
 “Excellent, gather the troops Mister Rustram. Time to earn our keep.” Thank god, I thought I was going to have to choke down more salted fish. Blergh.
 
  
 
 Time for some good old-fashioned bandit killing.
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 Chewing his breakfast, Gao Qiu grumbled unhappily and stared out over the misty lake, towards the rising sun. “Dried fish and hardtack. Every fucking day lately, we eat dried fish and hardtack. A man could kill for a plate of red meat and rice, or a bowl of soup noodles with a side of duck. Get this job done right and we'll feast like kings, my comrades.”
 
  
 
 “Ah it ain't so bad Captain, we had dried fish and pickled vegetables the other day, didn't we?” The lazy-eye'd Jester Wang chortled, bits of food dropping from his mouth. He never liked the man, never could tell which eye was looking where.
 
  
 
 “Fuck your mother with that 'captain' shit, ain't been a captain in decades. Mark my words, you ever call the boss 'Major', he'll rip yer head off, he ain't as tolerant.” Gao Qiu continued to eat, his stomach recoiling as he washed down the salty meal with a mouthful of wine, in short supply these days. “This granddaddy needs real food soon or I'm liable to snap. Sixty-three years old and in ten years a soldier, I ate enough hard tack to last me ten-thousand lifetimes. If I knew bandits normally ate so well, I'd have told the army recruiters to eat shit. Let me tell you, for a time all we had was good food, good wine, and beautiful women.” Then again, if he'd never joined the army, he'd never have met and served under Major Yo Ling, the man responsible for all their success.
 
  
 
 “Aye, then fucking Bastard Liu realized his cock was so tiny, he needed a title to make up for it.” A few of the others chuckled at Jester Wang's joke, but Gao Qiu kept his mouth shut, swallowing his angry retort. “If it weren't for that motherless sheep-shagger wantin' to be called 'yer majesty', we'd be ruling these lands like real kings instead of eating tooth-breaking cracker shit.”
 
  
 
 True, they'd fallen out with Major Liu Shi, but he was still a better man than these mangy buffoons who knew nothing of loyalty, honour, or camaraderie. Sad and trying times these were to call these scumbags his comrades, but change was inevitable. No longer were they united beneath one banner, choosing only the best to join them in Butcher's Bay. Now every crook and con man had options, and recruitment standards had dipped dangerously low. Bastard Liu wasn't doing any better, the top experts were going to the Azure Ascendants who sprung up out of nowhere, luring the best over with their deep pockets and seemingly endless armoury. What a boon it would have been to have Lord of Thunder Lei Gong fighting at their side. Gao Qiu was one of the few who knew the boss had offered Lei Gong the mantle of leadership. An army was only as good as its officers, the rest merely meat for the grinders.
 
  
 
 “Bad news Captain.” The scouts returned in huff, the appellation sticking despite Gao Qiu's insistence to drop it. He should have killed Jester Wang for bringing it up the first time, but it was too late now. “The fisheries have been fortified, wooden spikes and walls everywhere. Only place we can land is a small strip of beach at the peak, plus I seen soldiers and them thick-furred river wolves swimming about. It has to be the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 “Are you shitting me? First the Marshal's fucktoy throws us back from the rivers and now we have to deal with barbarians? What is this?”
 
  
 
 “Fuck me, I ain't fighting the Undying Savage. Ain't right in the head, a black-hearted torturer he is. I hear he hung a hundred men the day he arrived in Sanshu and bathed in their blood.”
 
  
 
 “He's just a scrawny runt who killed a few kids and thugs, this daddy will pluck his head like plucking apples. It's the Ravenous Wolf who rides at his side that worries me. A giant among men, they say he devours the hearts of his enemies. He's one of the Father's children mark my words, that whole clan be tainted.”
 
  
 
 The murmurs grew as they traded stories while Gao Qiu had the scouts draw the layout in the dirt. Speed and shock were his most familiar weapons, and even with 800 comrades, he'd lose many trying to squeeze onto the beach. Retreat wasn't an option, the boss needed the coin and food to buy supplies and wait out this military pressure. There were other raiding parties, but none of their targets would hold as much as the fisheries, and Gao Qiu once again cursed their dire circumstances.
 
  
 
 Although it was no secret 5,000 soldiers were deployed to Sanshu, the boss had only taken meagre measures in preparation. No one expected Major Yuzhen to come at them so fiercely, blaming them for an attack on Falling Rain, as if they'd be dumb enough to try, much less fail. Those damn merchants of Sanshu, always making things difficult for the common folk, their scheming was the reason the military was here to begin with. Fucking merchants, the lowest of all scum, stealing weapons and food from the army, the Boss tolerated none of that. He remembered his days of service, but the problem was, in these trying times every two-bit cutthroat thought he could run his own crew, like this Jorani and the Mother's Militia. If not for their own problems, he would have sorted that rat out himself. A soldier's lot is shit enough, ain't no call to soldier on an empty stomach.
 
  
 
 Scratching his beard, he made his plan before speaking. “Delay the attack. The Bekhai are archers, first and foremost, carve a few logs for shields and add cover to the longboats.” Determination set in and he stared towards the fisheries, only a few hours away. “We'll not let a few milksops keep us from taking what we need, not while we outnumber them. Three to five hundred soldiers at most, and they're spread throughout the villages on both shores. So what if they're Warrant Officers? Boss Yo Ling, the Spectre of Butcher Bay has seen us through worse. There's bloody work ahead, but who better than the Butcher Bay Bandits to carry it out?!”
 
  
 
 “Aye! With Captain Gao Qiu, the Red Devil of Sanshu here to lead us, what have we to fear?!” Jester Wang roared in support, and the others cheered with him. Gao Qiu grimaced at the reminder, both of times best forgotten and his advancing age, his hair white with age and regrets. That first decade of constant bloodshed and slaughter still weighed upon him to this day, but the easy life didn't come so easy. Bloody work, a bandit's lot, and a man did what was needed to survive.
 
  
 
 Waving the man over, Gao Qiu lowered his voice and pointed towards the map. “Jester Wang, take 500 cutthroats and lead the march through the forest, distracting them from my eastern flank. There's no way they can hide more than 500 soldiers in these woods, so at worst, you'll have even odds.” A dangerous job, the idiot clown might die in the attempt, but Gao Qiu didn't mind so much. “I'll take the rest into a few longboats and force my way onto the beach. You move quick as you can through the villages and link up with me. Take what we need, burn what we don't, and kill everyone in your path until you meet up with me. No slaves, not today, we can't afford the distraction.” Or the extra mouths to feed. “After that, we double back to the lake and ride the currents out. Simple is as simple does.” As dangerous as Jester Wang's job was, Gao Qiu's was no safer, but that was the cost of being in charge. Sometimes, you had to step up. At worst, he would take the coin and flee, leaving Jester Wang behind to cover their retreat. 500 dead comrades was a heavy loss, but also 500 fewer mouths to feed.
 
  
 
 Another round of cheers sounded out as everyone began chopping wood, preparing for the battle ahead. Wielding his battle-axe, Gao Qiu Honed the edge and set to work, cleaving through a tree as thick as his waist in a single blow. These Warrant Officers were not to be underestimated, but neither was Gao Qiu. Many bandits would die today, but their lives would not be bought cheaply.
 
  
 
 Old Marshal DuYi seemed to be losing his memory and needed reminding just why the Butcher Bay Bandits were the number one gang in the North.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sitting in the forest on the eastern shore, Huushal calmly counted. Two groups, twenty boats waiting, thirty-eight boats disembarking. With ten to sixteen bandits per boat and only 260 warriors between three Warrant Officers, they were heavily outnumbered, at least two to one in total. He signalled his uncle Kalil to Send a message to Rain. Although the chi fluctuations could be sensed by an expert, it was likely the bandits knew they were being watched. While waiting for a response, he wracked his brain for a plan of attack. All he could come up with was to hold the landing party in place alone while Fung and Rain dealt with the beach force, but he risked much in doing so. With his wives at his side, he would prefer better odds than outnumbered five or six to one.
 
  
 
 Before he could think of another plan, his uncle spoke. “Officer Rain believes they mean to attack in two prongs, by land and by sea. He requests you hold until the longboats set out before you begin harassing the landing party. Delay their passage to the first village where Officer Fung will set up a battle line, and Officer Rain will attack them from behind once engaged. After this group is taken care of, we turn to face the other.” His uncle nodded sagely and stroked his beard, eyes filled with approval.
 
  
 
 Huushal held a sigh, lamenting his own mediocre talents. Take out the larger group while the smaller one was in transition and untouchable. Much better than his plan, the two forces were closer in number, but theirs was mounted while the bandits moved on foot. His rival did not disappoint and Huushal could only push himself to work harder. Unlimbering his bow as his retinue spread out, he picked out three arrows and held two in hand, nocking the last as he readied to rain death upon his enemies.
 
  
 
 They were unlike the other bandits he'd faced, a disciplined bunch, quiet and orderly as they took positions in the treeline with practiced ease, blending into the foliage. They'd come prepared, carrying heavy wooden shields made from freshly felled timbers, each one large enough to cover their whole bodies. It seemed these bandits deserved some of their reputation, but Huushal was one of the People, and they were second to none in forest-craft. Let them turtle beneath their shields and think themselves safe.
 
  
 
 The longboats rowed away and Huushal counted his breaths, watching the bandits march cautiously towards the first village, only ten minutes away at a normal pace, thirty minutes from the beach head. Fifteen slow breaths before he raised his bow, his retinue mirroring his actions. Draw and release in one fluid motion, his arrow pierced through the air with a howling scream. As if echoing the arrow, an inattentive bandit shrieked as it punched through his face. Huushal's second and third arrows were loosed before the first made contact, hurtling away alongside dozens of others.
 
  
 
 Whooping loudly, he signalled to withdraw almost simultaneously as the bandits reacted, firing back as the bulk of their forces charged through the storm of arrows. His quin Jaga huffed and drooled as he weaved through the trees to disappear into the brush. Circling east, Huushal brought his retinue around and scattered through the forest, peppering the bandit flank with arrows before fading away. Cries of pain and anger filled the air, but the bandits did not break ranks. Their leader yelled out orders and the bandits clumped together with shields raised, protecting themselves from all angles as they marched steadily towards the village, a trail of dead and injured left behind them.
 
  
 
 Huushal smiled in anticipation as he led his retinue on a wide berth around the bandits, listening intently. The first trap triggered with a crack and he wished he could have seen the large, fire-sharpened log stake crashing through the bandit ranks. Wails reached his ears and he took guilty pleasure in their suffering, satisfied that damage had been dealt.
 
  
 
 He visited them twice more with mixed results, firing into their arrow-studded shields, brushing aside their return fire and delighting in the anger he induced, their loud curses and taunts music to his ears. Dancing through the trees, his retinue gave them no quarter, laughing boisterously each time one of their traps triggered. After the first, the bandits were careful, moving off the trail and into the grass, but that was not enough to save them. There were many snares and trip-lines hidden in the tall grass, and although the traps were non-lethal, a dangling bandit was a prime target and a prone bandit left a hole in their defensive line.
 
  
 
 After a few more passes at the bandits Uncle Kalil Sent him a message. “Officer Fung is ready and requests you enter the village from the east and join him. Officer Rain is also in position, and awaiting the right moment.”
 
  
 
 Smiling wryly, he signalled for his retinue to gather and took stock of the injured while riding away. He estimated twenty minutes had passed since they began fighting, the longboats likely beaching at this very moment, yet still five minutes more before these bandits would reach the first village, twenty after that to reach the beach unhindered. Not bad, but the amount of casualties he'd inflicted was far too low for his liking, a few dozen at most. Rain had done the same on his own.
 
  
 
 Putting aside his bow, he drew his great saber and changed directions, riding head first towards the bandits. Bursting through the trees, Jaga leaped towards them and Huushal's saber crashed into a wooden shield. Cleaving through wood and bone, he sent a bandit sailing through the air in two pieces. His retinue struck only a heartbeat behind him and he wheeled away, listening to the dying screams and curses of the bandit filth.
 
  
 
 Clear of the battle, Huushal glanced around and spotted Yesui and Yosai, their weapons dripping with blood as they beamed at him. Chuckling to himself, he rode towards the village, narrating the events in his mind. The Ravenous Wolf had nipped at their heels and tore at their soft bellies. Tired and wounded, his prey now ran into the jaws of his pack and together, they would rend until nothing was left.
 
  
 
 Good, good. A fine addition to his growing collection of war stories.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Mila crouched next to Rain, a little disgruntled. “I told you they'd come from the south and hug the east coast. Now we're on the wrong side of the cove and your soldiers can't cross. They can't lighten themselves enough to stand on the quins while they swim.” Neither could she, but she'd inherited incredibly dense muscles and bones, meaning she weighed far more than her small frame suggested. There was only so much Lightening could do.
 
  
 
 “My apologies, you were right once again.” Rain flashed a smile and she refrained from smacking him, turning to glare at the bandits on the other shore instead. Almost a kilometer across and three kilometres long, the cove was large enough to support seven villages, almost ten thousand souls. The bandits waited patiently as their comrades disembarked, and when they finished, the longboats rowed away, cutting through the water towards the beach, leaving close to forty longboats behind. “Mila you're with me. Rustram, Pran, and Saluk, stay here and cover our crossing. I'll send boats back for you.”
 
  
 
 She swallowed her angry response, instead grumbling beneath her breath at the indignity of it all. Why couldn't she wait here for a longboat? Unwilling to lose face, she handed her bow to Song and followed Rain down into the water. As his fat quin eased into the water and paddled towards the other shore, Rain stood upright with bow in hand, watching the departing longboats. Thinking up terrible punishments for him, she waded in and held tight to her quin Atir's harness, laying flat on her stomach and allowing herself to be dragged through the water while she lightened herself as much as possible.
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
 At least she wasn't alone in her plight, most of Rain's squad mimicking her actions. The other Sentinels stood, including Song, the beautiful woman standing heroically at Rain's side, like a pair matched by the Mother herself. Pushing aside her childish jealousy, Mila submerged her head in the clear water to watch the unridden quins escorting them across, digging through the sand for clams and chasing away any threats.
 
  
 
 Emerging at the other side, her hair plastered to her skin as water dripped down her face, cold and miserable. She watched enviously as the quins pulled three longboats back to where Rustram waited, the little wagon quins delighting in the work. There was no need for her to embarrass herself, the bandits hadn't even noticed their crossing. She could have taken a boat and arrived dry and comfortable, but no, Rain wanted her to follow him. Stupid Rain.
 
  
 
 Resigning herself to her fate, she brushed her hair aside and waded out to cut loose the remaining boats, shoving them away to let the currents drag them out. If a person were caught in those tides, it would likely mean death by drowning, the boats zipping off as if carried by wings. The quins realized the dangers and stayed close to shore, Atir chirping nervously as Mila worked, consigning the boats to their watery graves.
 
  
 
 Rustram and the others arrived and Mila struggled to keep from glaring. It wasn't his fault, as Rain made the correct decision. Rustram was second-in-command and should never be risked at the same time as Rain, in case the worst should happen. Still, she felt a little resentful as she emptied her boots of water, the quins dragging the boat right onto land so he wouldn't even get his boots wet. Unfair, stupid Rain should have realized her plight and brought someone else instead.
 
  
 
 Following Rain's lead, she mounted Atir and rode into the forest, stealthily shadowing the bandits as Huu harassed them, staying well back and hiding their presence until Fung was ready. Viciously stabbing every bandit who crossed her path, she showed no mercy to the wounded. If the bandits learned they were surrounded, their efforts here would be largely wasted. Fung's retinue was no good in the forests, so the bandits needed to be herded towards the open fields.
 
  
 
 After long, agonizing minutes of patience, Rain silently signalled to ready the charge, and Mila gripped her spear and shield, her blood lust rising. She was wrong to be upset with Rain, he had much to think about as the commander, his strategy of 'divide and conquer' working brilliantly thus far. She couldn't fault him for that one mistake.
 
  
 
 No, if anyone was to blame for her plight, it was the bandits in front of her. If they'd arrived on the west coast, she could have stayed warm and dry and Huu would have crossed into the water instead. They owed her a debt for her humiliation and she was ready to collect in blood and fire.
 
  
 
 Who knows, perhaps she'd find a worthy opponent to properly vent her frustrations on.
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 Gao Qiu grimaced as he listened to Jester Wang's updates, the situation less than ideal, but not outside expectations. The Bekhai moved like phantoms in the woods, Jester Wang unable to spot them, so Gao Qiu ordered him to head straight for the beach. If the Bekhai were already unwilling to engage in the forests, then it was likely their forces were concentrated at the beach, and Gao Qiu would like the support. Fight only when you need to, but when you do, win in an overwhelming fashion so others think twice about challenging you. A lesson Boss Ling taught well.
 
  
 
 He'd already heard about the imposing fortifications on the beach from his scouts, and every docking area they sailed past was blocked by stone and mud walls. While he could have them cleared, it would take at least thirty minutes, with only room for a single boat to work at a time. Assuming the fisher-folk were not waiting in hiding with spears and nets at the ready. A hardy people accustomed to attacks from bandits and beasts, else the boss wouldn't have sent him here with 800 comrades.
 
  
 
 One foot on the prow of his longboat, Gao Qiu focused his gaze upon the beach as his boats turned into the last stretch of the cove. Blocking off the entire beach was a wooden wall, a new addition since his last visit. Upon closer inspection, he could see it'd been hastily constructed, built from spare timbers and repurposed fishing boats. Lacking a proper gate, a pair of heavy wagons sat in place to block off the entrance, a makeshift barricade. Close to 200 armed commoners glared at him from behind their walls with a mixture of fear and courage, only a few armoured warriors scattered among them.
 
  
 
 Where were the Bekhai and other soldiers? Hiding on the cove walls, waiting to rain arrows down? No matter, his men had their shields for protection from the worst, and the 'wall' would only slow him for a few seconds. Still, pitched battle was not ideal, his comrades lacking the guts and grit to face off against real soldiers. A good thing these weren't all real soldiers.
 
  
 
 Signalling for his men to hold, his longboat moved forward at a slowed pace, coming to a stop about 20 meters from the beach. Pointing his battle-axe at the walls, he bellowed, “Ye dare resist before the Butcher Bay Bandits? This granddaddy Gao Qiu applauds yer bravery!”
 
  
 
 His voice echoed as he watched the fisher-folk recoil at his name, heads turning to chatter about the Red Devil of Sanshu. Perhaps he should dye his hair red once more, it would be more intimidating. “Ye think yourselves able to hold me back with yer spears and yer wall? I admit this much, with these soldiers there, ye just might make my comrades bleed while we're knocking down yer wall. Perhaps Gao Qui goes home empty-handed today, a hearty victory.” Pausing, he glanced at a few in turn, lingering on those who stood tallest. “But what happens after the soldiers leave? I'm a man who holds grudges and old as I am, my memory is sharp as ever.”
 
  
 
 “Ain't nothin' to be scared of if yer all dead and gone!” A brave soul shouted back, sparking a chorus of cheers, but they died down quickly as Gao Qiu's aura erupted, cowing the closest into silence with a satisfying display of power. Having condensed his aura a decade ago, he still loved to watch it at work, making anyone short of an expert freeze before him.
 
  
 
 Laughing mockingly, he clapped slowly. “Ye all know, for decades the Marshal has tried to squash the Butcher Bay Bandits, and for decades he has failed, and still you resist. Brave souls of Sanshu, finally some worthy opponents. Too long has it been since my axe, Soul Reaver. has tasted the blood of warriors, this granddaddy is grateful for the meal.” His bloodlust washed over them as he grinned, standing tall and imposing, larger than life. Releasing his aura, the fisher-folk sagged from the sudden freedom, stark-naked terror on display. “However! Boss Yo Ling is a merciful man and has cautioned me against wanton slaughter, so I must allow you one chance!  In a few weeks, these soldiers and pampered nobles will return home and nothing will have changed in Butcher's Bay. I've seen yer faces and marked you all. Resist me today, and not even the Mother herself can save you when I return.”
 
  
 
 At his signal, his men roared in challenge, rattling their weapons in a cacophony of metal and wood echoing loudly. “I give ye one path to survival! I ain't here for yer lives, only food and coin. Leave now, return to yer homes and you and yer families will be untouched. Any person found resisting will be slaughtered, their wives and daughters taken, their husbands and sons impaled while still living, so swears Gao Qiu. You've five minutes to reconsider, then this granddaddy comes a knocking with Soul Reaver in hand.” Laughing once more, he added, “If you've any pretty wives or daughters, I ask that ye stay. I'm getting lonely in my old age and could do with the company.” His men laughed with him, and he stood calmly in place as his men rattled off a beat, a slow, steady drumming of metal on wood, pressuring the fishermen as they waited.
 
  
 
 Quickly checking in with Jester Wang, Gao Qiu felt confident in his assessment. The enemy wouldn't be working so hard to delay Jester Wang with traps and harassment otherwise. There were likely less than two hundred soldiers present else they would put on a show of force instead of hiding their numbers and bolstering the wall with fisher-folk. The more he learned of the situation, the happier he became. A simple charge through the barricades and his men would be on them like wolves among sheep.
 
  
 
 Contrary to his expectations, only a few fisher-folk fled their posts, less than a quarter of those present. The soldiers on the wall cared little, standing stoically, full of zeal and vitality, as if the dozen of them could stand alone. He used the time to probe the soldiers with his chi, singling them out with his Aura to test their reactions, and he quickly found five soldiers to be wary of. One seemed in charge of everyone here, a young man festooned with knives. The other four were dressed differently, wearing black leather armour and headscarves, each one a half-beast. He could feel his Aura's inability to pierce through their defences, meaning at least one of them could also condense their Aura, although it wasn't very strong considering they'd all left the fisher-folk unprotected.
 
  
 
 He discarded his worries after spotting the young half-rabbit maiden, too short to see over the wall, hopping up and down between the four guards. They were likely bodyguards for some noble's favoured courtesan, they'd cut and run the moment battle began and the little girl was overwhelmed by fear. Pei, nobles and their worthless lackeys, the Father take them all. Sending out their young talents for experience in an area where failure meant little to them, only costing common folk their lives and their homes. He didn't want to slaughter these families, there's no money to be had in it. It'd be years before these fisheries recovered enough to be worth raiding again, a net loss for everyone involved.
 
  
 
 But such was the way of the world, the nobles played their games of power, and the common folk paid the price. He waited patiently as Jester Wang kept him updated through Sendings, listening to the tally of dead and injured. Not too many, only twenty nine dead so far, although there were many wounded. No matter, the badly injured could head back to the boats or wait for Gao Qiu to gather them on the way back.
 
  
 
 The five minutes ended and he held his hand for silence, the sudden stillness overwhelming as the fisher-folk flinched as one. “Hmph. I see yer all still here, foolish as ye are. Mother knows I tried to be merciful, but it seems I am fated to sin again. So shall it be, but know my hand is forced. On this day, next year, it shall be the anniversary of your deaths. Once more, the Empire will cower at the name of Gao Qiu, the Red Devil of Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 A sweet, sing-song voice spoke out. “Red Devil? what Red Devil? Old Senior, you seem to be babbling. Are you confused? You look more like a White Ghost, ya? I know it happens to the elderly sometimes, the mind is a delicate thing. You should have your friends take you home to drink tea and play Mahjong, no sense getting over excited.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of nervous laughter sounded out from the fisher-folk and his eyes narrowed on the little maiden hanging off the wall. Sneering, he focused his aura upon her, trying to pierce through her guards defences. “Little girl, ye best run away with yer fancy guards now, because if I catch you, I'll make ye regret those words.”
 
  
 
 His Aura failed to intimidate the maiden who replied cheerily with a grin. “Old Senior don't be so ornery, I'm only expressing my concerns as the younger generation. An elder is a treasure and broken antiques can never be replaced, ya? Besides, you should just go or else you might not live to regret it. Prattling on about fighting and taking wives at your age, how shameless.”
 
  
 
 Leering at the pretty little thing, he licked his lips hungrily. “Girl, I get my hands on ye and I'll show you what a real man can do. Them little fops and dandies you been with can't properly satisfy a woman like this granddaddy here.”
 
  
 
 The little maiden frowned icily and dropped away, disappearing from sight. Reappearing shortly after, she leaped onto wall's edge with bow in hand, but a guard promptly pulled her down and carried her away. Many of the villagers fled with them and he chuckled to himself while raising his axe once again. “Comrades, kill em all.”
 
  
 
 The longboats surged forward as they rowed with all their might, picking up speed to drag up onto the sand. Leaping with the impact, he laughed wildly as he charged up the beach to the ramshackle wall. With a single swipe, his axe tore through the wood like paper, readied to revel in the bloodshed as he listened to the thudding boots of the fisher-folk moving into place to die. A second and third slash collapsed the wall before him and he stepped through with a roar of challenge, unleashing his Aura.
 
  
 
 Only to see the backs of his enemies, fleeing at full speed. Confused, he glanced about and found the wall ablaze in dozens of locations, fire hungrily consuming the dry tinder stacked around the wall. Acting quickly, he cleared the area and rushed his comrades through the opening before the entire wall was aflame. Close to fifty made it through before the heat grew too intense, the conflagration spreading faster than expected, some foul play at hand. If not for his hurried demolition of the wall, he'd have been stuck with his men on the other side, easy targets for the enemy.
 
  
 
 Sending orders to his men to turtle up, he brought those with him on a sweep through the area, searching for enemy combatants. The sides of the cove were empty, and after a meandering search of the area, he ordered those trapped to combat the flames and cautiously approached the village, searching house by house. As empty as the cove, he noted where several buildings had been torn down, likely added to the wall. Not a single home was occupied, all their valuables taken away and leaving nothing behind.
 
  
 
 Even the warehouse was empty without a single grain of rice. Screaming in rage and smashing through the furniture and walls, he returned to the blazing inferno to help put out the fire. Even with hundreds of men and easy access to water and sand, it would take too much time, the enemy long gone by now. Tricks and games, hiding away their food and coin to flee into the forests, these fisher-folk were ready to poison the wells if it meant he received nothing for his troubles, cutting off their hands to spit in his face. Madness. It would win them nothing in the long run.
 
  
 
 Throughout the ordeal, he kept contact with the other force, hurrying them along through the traps and harassment, to check if the first village was empty as well. If so, he would order them back to the longboats and end this fruitless endeavour. After twenty minutes, he received a report from Jester Wang, panicked and afraid. “Captain, they're here at the village, all of em! At least two-hundred strong! We're surrounded... they're too strong, save us Captain!”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to vent his rage, he ordered his men to redouble their efforts, holding nothing in reserve. The flames finally succumbed to their labour and he shoved through his men and stomped down the beach, speaking curtly. “Set a course for home, quick as you can. We're done for today.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the incredulous looks, he stood at the prow of his boat, glaring menacingly back at the village. Five hundred comrades lost for nothing, the humiliation he received today was unbearable. After the Warrant Officers left, he was going to return with two thousand of his comrades and burn every last building to the ground, build a conflagration visible from Sanshu. Then, he would gather every man, woman, and child and roast them slowly over the flames, one at a time, all to quench his rage and hatred. Such would be the price for his loss of face.
 
  
 
 He'd lain idle too long, grown fat and lazy from age. It was time the North remembered his name once more.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With 500 opponents carrying heavy shields in tight formations, these bandits are the most disciplined group I've faced since arriving at Sanshu. Sitting on Mafu's back, my heart rate spikes as the possibilities flash through my mind. What if we can't kill them all? We're outnumbered two-to-one, and even though we have them surrounded, how much of an advantage is that? This isn't a game, I don't get any bonuses to hit for flanking or extra sneak attack dice to roll. I mean, if they decided to charge in one direction, can any of us really stop them?
 
  
 
 I gotta say, I admire their tactics, standing shoulder-to-shoulder in a shield ring. I think it's smart, but Mila says it's stupid without elaborating. I've no idea why she's so angry at these particular bandits, but she leads the way with eerie focus, savagely killing every wounded bandit we come across without blinking an eye. No mercy, no surrender, but then again, I'm not in any position to offer any. After all, to be merciful to your enemy is to be cruel to yourself.
 
  
 
 Still, killing men and women who can't fight back sits poorly with me, but there's no choice. I can't risk the bandits learning we're behind them, else my sixty-man group will be fighting alone against five hundred. My body tenses up at every errant sound, expecting the next rolling pebble or broken branch to alert our enemy to our presence and ruin my grand plans of a three-pronged pincer.
 
  
 
 Note to self: in the future, shit before fighting. Nerves do crazy things to my stomach, and as little as I care for face, even I can't recover from browning my pants in front of everyone. I'd have to dye my hair, change my name, and move south just to escape from the humiliation, become a hermit ranch owner with my cats.
 
  
 
 That actually sounds like a pleasant retirement plan.
 
  
 
 The bandit force comes into sight and I snap out of my daydreams. My forces silently lay in wait with weapons at the ready. Crouched low to the ground, Mafu silently watches his prey, his body tensed and still. Shadowing them from a hundred paces, the bandits pause at the forests edge, right before the empty fields and village. It wasn't easy convincing the fishermen to move inland to another village for a few days, the promise of safety not enough to displace them. They wanted to keep fishing right until the bandits arrived, so sealing their 'docks' didn't win me any points, even though I promised to help unseal them afterwards. If things don't work out, I'm going to look like a total ass.
 
  
 
 The bandits march out of the forest, still wary of arrows and traps as they head towards the village. My retinue matches their pace, moving in to cut off their retreat as Huu's people fire a few arrows to draw them in. Before they're half-way to the village, the ground begins to shake as a thunderous cacophony rises from the empty village, drowning out all other sounds.
 
  
 
 There are certain things you can never understand without experiencing them for yourself. No matter how much you read up on the subject, it's not until you see it in action that you go: Ah, so that's what they're talking about.
 
  
 
 A cavalry charge is one of those things.
 
  
 
 Fung leads his retinue to battle from atop his massive war-charger, screaming in challenge as the bandits stand before him in a wall of shields and weapons. Blood and bodies fly as Fung crashes into the bandits without a care, running them over as if riding through a field of daisies, his spear smashing opponents aside with ease. Like a god of battle in his resplendent armour, he wheels to the left and his riders follow as if of one mind, their weapons extended to reap lives like wheat as they continue to run roughshod over their enemies.
 
  
 
 Broken in an instant, the previously disciplined bandits flee in terror from the vicious charge, heading towards me. Leading the way, Mafu pounces on an unfortunate soul as my blade and shield lash out, each strike taking a life. Panicked and broken, killing the bandits is simple as extending my sword, and I feel more like a lumberjack than a warrior, hacking away with little skill at opponents too frightened to defend themselves.
 
  
 
 The slaughter is over in minutes, my men milling about from the sudden end to hostilities, taking prisoners and putting the grievously wounded out of their misery. A verdant, beautiful field on a bright sunny day is now a field of slaughter, blood and dirt churned beneath hooves, boots, and bodies, the iron-rich smell of blood and the fetid stink of shit our reward for a job well done.
 
  
 
 Huh... that went better than expected. I still don't like horses, but damn me if I ever want to stand in front of a charge.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my revulsion, I listen to the battle report from Rustram, our casualty list numbering in the single digits among all three retinues. Glancing at Tursinai, she speaks. “Tenjin reports that the bandits at the beach broke through the wall quickly and searched the village, but are now fighting to put out the flames. He's doing what he can from the shadows to slow them, but it won't be long before they're done. The little lady is unharmed, although the bandit leader had a few harsh words for her. Nothing serious.”
 
  
 
 “After this defeat here, there's no way he'll stay and fight, especially since there's nothing for him to take. Fung, your men did the lions share, clean and rest up, but be ready. If you can stand on your quin as it swims, you're with me, otherwise line up at the cove edge and fire at will when you see the enemy. Kill as many as you can before they escape. No sense letting the tiger return to the mountains.” Close to thirty riders follow me on a ride through the forest, and we wait for the sound of arrows before entering the water.
 
  
 
 Mafu paddles out to the cove entrance, stopping to block the exit. Their long, sleek rowboats power forward towards us, weathering a storm of arrows and bolts beneath their shields. Mila's spear flashes through the air, clipping the tail end of a boat with a powerful toss. The wood shatters beneath the impact, splinters exploding as the back section of the boat is destroyed in the blink of an eye. The prow lifts out of the water as the stern sinks, the bandits jumping ship in hopes of finding refuge in another. Two unfortunate ships crash into the sinking wreck, launching several of their occupants into the water and putting an end to their escape.
 
  
 
 Every time I think I have a grasp on Mila's strength, she does something like this. How'd she make the boat explode?
 
  
 
 The boats continue accelerating towards us without pause. A white maned warrior glares at me from the leading boat, carrying a wicked double-bladed axe. Panic hits me and it occurs to me I have no idea what I'm doing out here. What was I thinking? I can't stop the boats, I'm just gonna get run over like those poor bandits. “Scatter!”
 
  
 
 The warrior's axe slashes towards me as Mafu dives down. Blocking the attack, my sword flies out of my hand as I'm launched back into the freezing water. Arms shielding my head, I float about as the oars batter me senseless. Somehow making my way beneath the boat, I panic and punch through the wood with my shield's Honed blade, carving a furrow through the wood as it streaks away, the cold water rushing past me. My blade twists, caught on the boat at an awkward angle and I'm dragged away, moving faster than I can believe while trapped underwater.
 
  
 
 Clinging for dear life, my panic rises as I watch the coastline disappear into the distance, the boat heading for open waters. Darting, shadowy forms move in the dark waters below me, either dangerous predators, my overactive imagination, or oxygen deprivation. My arm strapped to the shield, I frantically work at clasps to free myself, but the cold numbs my fingers and the fierce torrent of water renders me unable to open my eyes while looking forward.
 
  
 
 Wrenching my body against the pressure, I place both feet on the boat, tugging and twisting with all my might, struggling to free myself to no avail. Honing the blade does no good, as the pressure on the flat of the blade is what has me stuck. My supply of air begins to run short, exertion and panic taking its toll as my foot stomps at the boat. My mind grows foggy and I lift my foot once more, concentrating with every fiber of my being and drawing every ounce of chi I have to bear. Power surges through my leg and it crashes through the boat's bottom, freeing my shield and my body.
 
  
 
 My strength spent and the air in my lungs consumed, I flail uselessly, trying to reach the light, my body sinking in the almost peaceful surroundings. A currents catches me and carries me away as the light dims, the darkness envelops me, my chi continuing to cycle through me, healing myself to stay alive. A warm embrace takes me in as I close my eyes, feeling as if I'm wrapped in a blanket beneath the sun. Safe and comforting, my worries melt away as a wordless whisper tells me everything will be okay.
 
  
 
 Sorry Lin and Mila. I guess you're both going to be widows before marriage.
 
  
 
 Please look after my cats.
 
  
 
 And uhh... burn the books beneath my bed without looking at them.
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 7 -
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Rustram stood stock still, mind blank as he took in the news. Starring out into the water, his eyes darted about for any sign of movement, feigning apathy and composure in a masterful performance, shoulders square and back straight, letting none of his anxiety or despair show. He was in charge now, and the boss never let his worries show, not in front of the men.
 
  
 
 It wasn't until being chosen as second-in-command that Rustram learned just how much of the boss' confidence was a facade. Their many meetings inside the officer's tent offered him a glimpse into his commander's mind, and what he saw was shocking. A dragon among men, outwardly the boss was unwavering, but in private, he exposed all his fears and insecurities. The amount of thought put into his plans and schemes was staggering, keeping the safety of his soldiers and the civilians in mind with every move.
 
  
 
 An arrogant man, a confident man wouldn't spend so much time poring over details again and again in search of a flaw. Only someone haunted by doubt and unease would act in such a manner, constantly reassuring themselves they've chosen correctly. Rustram idolized the boss' strength, but after learning his true personality, Rustram revered him. A timid, frightened man who pushed all fear aside to do what must be done, how could you not admire that? To know true bravery you needed to know true fear, as without it, courage was little better than ignorance, unworthy of praise.
 
  
 
 Standing at the edge of the lake, he continued his charade, appearing detached and unworried as he waited. More than half of the retinue combed the bottom of the lake for signs of the boss' death or survival, hoping to find closure and end the incessant, nagging fear that threatened to consume them. Lady Sumila and Lady Mei Lin were the most frantic, working tirelessly as they swam to and fro, the clear waters clouded by all their efforts. It would be best to find out the boss' fate sooner rather than later.
 
  
 
 Poor girls, Lady Mei Lin was distraught over the loss, crying piteously at the news before diving straight into the water, barely even securing a mooring line beforehand. Lady Sumila was no less affected, her tough exterior only a cover for the sweet, young woman underneath. A lucky man to have two loving, devoted women in his life, but it was no less than he deserved. Women would always be attracted to great men, such was the way of the world, and the boss was the greatest man he knew.
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram?” An armour-clad member of young magistrate Fung's retinue approached. “Young magistrate Fung and Officer Huushal request your presence.”
 
  
 
 Nodding politely, he followed the soldier to the village chief's home and saluted both Officers, resisting the urge to bow while sweating profusely. As second-in-command, he was now meeting the young magistrate as a peer of sorts, and although he seemed congenial around the boss, Rustram was well aware of how two-faced the nobility could be. He'd grown up seeing them treat with his father, all smiles and compliments when they need a favour, but cold and outright abusive when things didn't go their way, like spoiled, murderous children.
 
  
 
 Confidence is key, as the boss liked to say, 'if you don't got it, fake it'. Rustram was here as the ranking soldier of an Officer's retinue. “How might this one serve?”
 
  
 
 ...Dammit. Already fucked up.
 
  
 
 Officer Huushal answered with his customary careful drawl. “Sorry we started the meeting without you, but we thought it best to have someone overseeing the search. We've already informed Major Yuzhen of Rain's situation and await her reply. Now, we're in disagreement on how to handle the prisoners. I am in favour of carrying on with Rain's plans of having them swear oaths, while Fung wants to torture and maim them. It seems he's been lacking entertainment of late, what with having left his courtesans in Shen Huo.”
 
  
 
 Glaring angrily, young master Fung slapped down on the table. “Don't be snippy, not all of us are lucky enough to have two loving wives follow him on campaign. Those bandits might tell us something, the location of their hideout, stops along their route, meeting areas, anything. Oaths are malleable at best, and at worst, they let something slip before the Oath kills them. If Rain has died then I will wipe the Butcher Bay Bandits from existence no matter the cost, but to do that, I require information. Fu Zhu Li here is a master of 'death by a thousand cuts', more than capable of extracting what we need.” An ugly grin spread on an otherwise unremarkable man's face, standing off in the corner unnoticed. Rustram made a note of the man, horrified at how normal he seemed.
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself, Rain's not dead. As if some scruffy old bandit could kill Rain. Knowing him, he's latched onto their boat and headed to their hideout unseen. He'll be back in a few days with all the information we need.” Officer Huushal sat back and crossed his arms, wholly confident in his prediction.
 
  
 
 “How can you be certain? Have you seen those lake rapids? Tough as he is, Rain still needs to breathe.”
 
  
 
 “He'll hang off the back or something, who knows, he's resourceful and full of surprises.”
 
  
 
 “All right, let us assume that by some miracle, Rain grabbed hold of a boat and is clinging for dear life at this very moment. After however many hours or days of travel, he reaches the bandit hideout, somehow escaping notice the entire time, even through the waters are crystal clear and there's no place on the boat to hide. What then? How does he return? Are you expecting him to slaughter his way back to us, a single man against an army? Take a crew captive and force them to bring him back?”
 
  
 
 “No, of course not, that would be silly.” Taking a moment to ponder, Officer Huushal nodded sagely. “I've seen him make kites, maybe he can fly back. Never mind how he does it, I just know he will return.”
 
  
 
 Exasperated, young magistrate Fung mumbled a string of curses beneath his breath, but Officer Huushal only shrugged and smirked, at ease with the situation. The young magistrate shared the boss' penchant for inventive swearing and Rustram almost smiled until he remembered their current situation.
 
  
 
 After a long rant, the young magistrate finally threw his hands into the air. “Whatever, I hope you're right. I'd give anything to make it so, but we must be practical and proceed as if he has died unless presented with information which suggests otherwise. We should work the prisoners over for information regarding their hideout, or anything of use.”
 
  
 
 Huushal shook his head. “Rain doesn't approve of torture and neither do I. Push anyone hard enough and they'll tell you anything you want to hear, it's worthless.”
 
  
 
 The two of them turned to look at him, and Rustram's eyes bulged once he realized their intention. It took three tries before the words came out, his mouth dry with fear. “You-you-you want me to decide?”
 
  
 
 “That's how we've settled things thus far, best of three.” Young magistrate Fung shrugged while looking Rustram square in the eyes, smirking at his discomfort. “Honestly, I'd thought Sumila was Rain's second, but this is better. I feel no shame in admitting she scares me something fierce. I don't think I could ever disagree with her.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, you don't know the half of it. If Rain hadn't been so greedy at the Bridge, she'd be the youngest Warrant Officer in the last thousand years, not Rain, and let me tell you, she wouldn't have been as cooperative as Rain.” At Officer Huushal's statement, the mood darkened. After a pause, he coughed a few times and continued. “Anyway, the prisoners: send them north to aid our... friend, or let Fung's unpleasant looking attendant have a go at them?”
 
  
 
 His mind a blank, Rustram hemmed and hawed as he attempted to extract himself from this predicament. He agreed with Officer Huushal, but to outright disagree with young magistrate Fung might put his family in danger. Say nothing of cancelling his father's contracts with the city, a single word from the young man could see his father executed.
 
  
 
 No, he needed to be strong. Right now, Rustram wasn't the second son of a lowly merchant, he was acting officer of the retinue, which meant his decision represented the boss' decision. The repercussions to his family were secondary. What would the boss do here?
 
  
 
 With that simple question, Rustram had an epiphany and quickly outlined his idea. Both Officers seemed intrigued and after a brief discussion, they settled on a plan of action. Standing to leave, young magistrate Fung clapped him on the shoulder. “Damn me, but Rain chose the right man for his second. A devious mind. You used to be one of Shen Huo's soldiers? Ah, a terrible loss for my fair city, losing a man of talent.”
 
  
 
 Beaming at the praise, Rustram walked a little taller, relieved he hadn't shamed the boss in his absence and that the young magistrate took no offence. Perhaps Fung wasn't such a terrible sort, a good man as he appeared to be, which meant great things for the future of Shen Huo.
 
  
 
 Although it was only prudent to exercise caution around anyone who kept a torturer on retainer.
 
  
 
 You could never tell when a noble's mood might change.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Diving into the water with Atir's aid, Mila scoured through the sands of the lakeside, looking for any clue as to Rain's fate. That idiot, going missing like this without a word, who did he think he was? The last anyone saw of him, he'd given the order to scatter, and after that, he'd disappeared like a ghost. She'd been betrothed to such a troublesome man, it was a wonder she'd not torn out all her hair.
 
  
 
 Surfacing for air, she panted heavily while leaning on Atir, the quin also showing signs of weariness. The water was only four to five meters deep, but the currents were strong, the water cold, and they'd been searching for close to an hour. She was lightheaded with exhaustion, and as Lin burst from the water with a gasp, Mila could see her lips were blue and teeth chattering. Rain's fat wagon quin Mafu squeaked with distress as it swam around her, frantic to find his bonded master. That's one reason Mafu was a wagon quin, his temperament unsuited to being left alone, anxious without his rider. Her heart twinged with sympathy and she understood how he felt. She wanted to find Rain too.
 
  
 
 Before long, Lin dove once more, determined to continue despite her obvious fatigue, struggling to dive even with Mafu to aid her. Following her in, Mila grabbed her friend and signalled for them to surface. “Lin, we need rest. As we are now, we might miss something and waste our efforts, and the quins need a break too. Come, let's go back and eat something, okay? Won't do Rain any good if we freeze to death.”
 
  
 
 “Not yet, five more minutes.” Stubborn as always, Lin shook her head with a pout, her wet braids and hare-ears flapping about. “Someone saw hubby lose his sword, he'll want it back later, it means a lot to him. It has to be around here, it's too heavy to float away.”
 
  
 
 Not to mention an expert could use it to determine if Rain was still alive. If he died, it'd go from being a spiritual weapon humming with energy, to a hunk of useless metal. Consoling her friend, she manhandled the exhausted, petite girl onto land, pulling them both up by her secured line. Lin's guards waited in silence on the shore and Tursinai stood with them, looking pityingly at her with a towel in hand. With a simple gesture, Tenjin started a campfire as Mila helped Lin dry off, after which they stared mournfully out over the turbulent waters, drinking hot soup and eating dried fish.
 
  
 
 A scream rang out from the village, echoing loudly through the air. Shocked, Mila jumped in place before scrambling for her weapons, but Tursinai barred her way with a hug. “Shh, no worries little Mila. That's just Rustram, Huushal, and Fung playing games. They're taking random bandits into the woods and pretending to torture them. Those screams are faked, hoping to scare the other prisoners into speaking.” Shrugging, she adds, “If they're going to go to all that trouble, they might as well just torture one of them.”
 
  
 
 “No.” Shaking her head, Mila smiled weakly. “Rain wouldn't like knowing they tortured someone, even if it was to save him.” Returning to stand by the fire, her heart ached as she watched Mafu squeak and pace about. Walking to him, she held out some fruit for him, the little quin almost too upset to eat. Almost. With how much energy they spent each day, it was difficult for most quins to get fat, but Mafu was the fattest quin she'd ever seen, his rotund belly protruding beneath his arms. Nearby, the cats laid about indifferently, except for Auric who sat at attention, looking about for his master. Not quite distressed, Mila was unsure if the animal was hungry or confused, searching for someone to dote upon him.
 
  
 
 After feeding Mafu, she opened her arms to the cat and smiled as he padded over to nuzzle her, his chest rumbling. Hugging him tightly, she struggled to keep her tears contained, her throat tightening as she thought about what she would do now. If Rain really was dead, then it was so unfair. They'd only just begun to truly care for one another, their friendship blooming into something real. How cruel of the Mother to take him away so soon, over such a meaningless battle. Rain was marked for greatness, not to be lost defending fisher-folk from mere bandits. No glory or honour to be had, his life cut short in a meaningless exercise.
 
  
 
 Lin wrapped her arms around Mila and snuggled against her. “Don't worry Mi-Mi, he'll be fine, I know he will.” Wistful and teary-eyed, Lin buried her face in Auric's fur. “He has to be.”
 
  
 
 Unable to reply, she smiled joylessly and returned to her meal, lost in her thoughts. Incapable of staying still, Mila wandered back towards the village with the quins in tow to put an end to the incessant screaming and find a place for the animals to rest. Bursting through the brush, she soon came upon them standing over a trio of bandits, bound and gagged while three soldiers feigned screams of pain and terror in a lacklustre manner. “Idiots. All of you are idiots. Stop that caterwauling this instant.”
 
  
 
 The three of them had the gall to look affronted by her statement, each of them opening their mouths to speak before timidly closing them, which only served to feed her fury. If they had something to say, then they should say it, not treat her like a fragile little girl to be delicately handled. Rain's disappearance didn't make her any less of a warrior, regardless of her gender. Idiot men, always thinking they had to protect women's feelings.
 
  
 
 Huffing in displeasure, she asked, “How many bandits have come forward with information.” At their silence, she gathered it was none. “Did you explicitly mention you were taking these men away to torture?” They nodded mutely, eyes lowering in instinct. Sighing, she drew her knife and slit the closest bandit's throat, letting him bleed out in the dirt as the other two watched. Smiling at them, she set to hacking the dead bandit apart roughly, breaking fingers and gouging out eyes.
 
  
 
 One of the soldiers quickly caught on and offered advice. “Chop the fingers off, one by one, different lengths. Make it look like we sliced them bit by bit. The teeth, remove a few from the front, for effect. Yes, good, good.” Together, the two of them worked over the corpse until it was a macabre sight, gutted and mutilated with all the markings of torture.
 
  
 
 Wiping her hands off in the dirt, Mila stood and brushed herself off, ignoring the uncomfortable looks from the others. Why this bothered them was a mystery to her, these bandits would hang or serve regardless of her actions. Who cares what happened to a corpse? “Bring the body back and hang it somewhere the prisoners can see. Offer them a chance to speak, along with a promise of a clean death. Then, if they remain silent, pick another as replacement. Keep silent this time, better to allow them to imagine what we're doing. I'll bring the quins by and have them snack on a few corpses around them, that might loosen someone's tongue.” Too bad Mama's quin Kankin wasn't here, he was the scariest-looking quin ever.
 
  
 
 “Master.” Mila turned and found Song dripping wet, her clothes clinging tightly to her body. Scolding herself for forgetting her friend, Mila quickly moved to help Song dry off, an apology on the tip of her tongue. Stopping in place as she noted the gleam in Song's eye as she presented the item in her hands. “I found Rain's sword.”
 
  
 
 Snatching the weapon out of Song's hands, Mila ran to find Lin and Tursinai, handing the older woman the weapon without a word. Dread and hope warred within her, Mila both terrified and elated, holding Lin's hand as tightly as she dared. Song appeared at her side and Mila grasped her hand too. A thousand thoughts ran through her mind as she waited for an eternity as Tursinai inspected the weapon, studying the older woman's every micro-expression for signs of Rain's fate.
 
  
 
 With a sigh and a smile, Tursinai nodded and Mila felt faint with relief as Lin leaped into the air with a cheer. Her legs gave out beneath her and Mila quickly released Song and Lin before she dragged them down with her, sitting in the dirt, tears of joy spilling from her eyes. He hadn't drowned or been eaten, still out there somewhere, and it was only a matter of time before he returned.
 
  
 
 And when he did, Mila would be sure to punish him thoroughly for doing this to her. That idiot, making her cry in front of the Sentinels. The grief he caused her almost wasn't worth it.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Waking in the darkness, his arm flared with pain as he tried to push himself up, spitting out grainy sand and worse. Groaning with effort, he vomited, the warm fluids rushing from his distended belly and running down his body as he lay powerless and distressed. Whimpering softly, he closed his eyes and tried to retreat from the torment of his fleshly body, unable to take the pain any longer, his body bruised and battered, broken and bleeding.
 
  
 
 “Brother... Help...”
 
  
 
 Comfort escaped him, and he suffered there in the darkness, his eyes closed and jaw clenched, fighting to fade into sweet oblivion.
 
  
 
 “Why brother? Why have you abandoned me here?”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
  
 






      Chapter 138 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Yuzhen strode into her tent, her mind in disarray as the servants removed her armour and readied a hot bath. Dismissing them all, she peeled off her sweat-soaked clothes and slipped into the wooden tub, submerging herself into the steaming, fragrant water. A rare treat in the field to bathe so well, it still wasn't enough to ease her worries. An entire day since Rain's disappearance and still with no clue as to his whereabouts. At least they had proof of life, otherwise she worried what the Bekhai might do to her in retaliation. Powerful allies made for terrifying enemies, and although she often dreamt about being stolen away to become a bride, reality would be far less enjoyable.
 
  
 
 She made a request to Colonel General Nian Zu for the compass attuned to Rain's Token, but it would be a week before it arrived. Aside from losing the Bekhai prince-ling, or whatever you might call him, she felt upbeat and optimistic about her progress here in Sanshu. Her forces held both river inlets, throwing back several bandit incursions, a rousing success. With the Butcher Bay Bandits unable to travel inland via longboat, she'd nullified their ability to make lightning-fast nautical raids. Now limited to a few easily monitored landing sites, they were susceptible to ambush as they moved overland, and she was prepared to deal with them.
 
  
 
 With so many things working in her favour, Yuzhen was almost giddy. The Council was now officially late on their first shipment of goods, and she crafted a scathing message to them reminding them of her steep fines. In less than a week, the Council would have racked up a staggering debt, more than enough to justify the increased costs of delivery. Getting them to pay was no problem, she held a contract for a years worth of supplies to the Northern Bridge. If they refused to pay fines, then she would deduct them from the costs of the supplies, and if they dared renege, then she had them by the balls.
 
  
 
 Add to that the Bekhai's success in holding the fisheries. A slap to Yo Ling's face, killing or capturing more than 500 bandits in one fell swoop, a praiseworthy result. She assumed not all were killed, but it was was better for her to remain ignorant of the details, especially after receiving a report detailing the third Council shipment lost to the Mother's Militia. Now, the Spectre of Butcher Bay would be forced to retaliate. Yo Ling could not allow the insult to his honour stand, lest the people of Sanshu and Jiu Lang lose their fear of him, a reputation decades in the crafting. Delighted by her good fortune, she immediately drafted plans to cripple him, starting by commandeering five thousand city guards from Sanshu.
 
  
 
 The bandits were only a problem because she didn't know where they would strike next, meaning her soldiers were spread thin to deal with them. Now that she knew Yo Ling would target the fisheries, all she needed to do was bait the trap and wait. Sending orders to Huushal and Fung to hold and fortify the villages, she informed Magistrate Tongzu his guards were marching to reinforce the cove and refused his summons for a meeting in Sanshu. Deep in the pockets of the Council, Tongzu likely hoped to pressure her into taking care of the Mother's Militia for them. A worthless fool and puppet, she'd long since lost faith in him.
 
  
 
 Knowing Sanshu, the city guards likely had an informant inside, passing information to bandits for a price, which she would use to her advantage. Let them speak all they wanted, she only needed the guards as a distraction. In the meantime, she cycled her soldiers on patrol, have a few slip away to hide close to the fisheries. Once Yo Ling received word of the coming guard army, he would rush to strike while the cove was still weak, and her troops lying in wait would crush him from all sides. Appear weak where you are strong, and strong where you are weak. With the Mother's blessing, she might even capture or kill the Spectre himself, if he dare to show himself.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, this was a best case scenario unlikely to occur, historical evidence suggesting that Yo Ling was a recluse who knew when to retreat. If he swallowed his pride and directed his bandits south to raid, then he could stock his warehouses long enough to wait her out, repairing his reputation after she left. The Butcher Bay Bandits never targeted Empire caravans, whether out of some warped sense of duty or simple prudence, she didn't know. So long as supplies arrived at the Bridge uninterrupted, the Lieutenant Marshals would fuss over the costs of stationing soldiers around Sanshu, food and wages 'better spent elsewhere', like lining their pockets.
 
  
 
 This meant that unless the Society brats caused trouble in the northeast, there was precious little left for her to do besides wait. In the meantime, the people living to the south and west would suffer, but there was nothing she could do for them, their plight unimportant to those in charge. It was no wonder why banditry was such a popular vocation, with even Lieutenant Colonels defecting in search of wealth and personal freedom. Considering the army's poor wages and the ease with which Field Officers could intimidate civilians, she was surprised more soldiers didn't trade their Tokens for masks. There was nothing a peasant could do when standing before a warrior capable of condensing an Aura. Show up, demand tribute, then run away to your hidden stronghold, an easy enough life. If not for the Bekhai, Gao Qiu could have quelled any resistance at the fisheries single-handedly, cowing the defenders into submission with a glance.
 
  
 
 Not to mention the exhilaration that came from stealing. Each time she read a report detailing the Mother's Militia and their exploits, she fought the urge to laugh and dance a little jig, her risky choices paying off and allowing her to spit in the face of the Council without repercussion. It was a heady rush, addictive and intoxicating, even arousing at times. Perhaps in fifteen or twenty years, she would slip away into obscurity and change her name, becoming a virtuous thief, a righteous robber, the bane of greedy merchants and vicious nobles.
 
  
 
 She didn't need the money, her old man set enough gold aside for her to live more than comfortably for centuries. No, she would steal from the tyrants who oppressed the citizens of the Empire, taking her spoils to help those most in need. Rob from the rich and give to the poor, that was how she could spend her years after leaving the Society. Using her connections to strike at the heart of villainy, she could do good in the Empire, perhaps even become a bandit queen. She'd start with a small group of skilled and trusted warriors, ten, no twenty strong, Yuzhen and her harem of handsome husbands, striking where evil dare rear its ugly head.
 
  
 
 Laughing alone in her bath, she splashed water on her face and returned to reality. There was still plenty that could go wrong, such as the Azure Ascendants. Nothing like the romanticized virtuous thieves of her imagination, the Ascendants were a highly skilled, secretive group, their motives unknown. Unable to glean useful information from her reports, they seemed random and indiscriminate, striking at Empire and private caravans alike. The only thing she knew was that wealth was not their goal, targeting historical artifacts, mysterious objects, and obscure texts, along with the odd runic item or weapon heart. Expensive items yes, but near impossible to fence, meaning the Ascendants likely had some wealthy patron backing them.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she had no plan to deal with the Ascendants. Their two newest recruits, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong and Virtuous Daxian, were enough to render all her plans worthless. Unless there were concealed experts guarding one of her Warrant Officers, she had no answer for them, and as eye-catching as they were, she was terrified of crossing the hidden dragons the Ascendants counted among their ranks. No one knew the limits of their strength, only that none who resisted the Ascendants survived. She initially had refused this mission until her old man pointed out the Ascendants were a passive group, and as expected, had gone to ground long before her arrival.
 
  
 
 Leaning back, she closed her eyes and tried to relax in her bath, but her mind continued to alternate between reviewing and improving her plans, before drifting off to fantasize about a life of theivery, with an army of handsome warriors at her beck and call. It was too stressful being a Major and the heir to a Marshal, she wanted nothing more than to throw away all her responsibilities and live life as she pleased.
 
  
 
 Smiling at the thought, she made note to ask Gerel how he felt about honest theft. Perhaps he'd run away with her and be the first of her Married Men. No, Courageous Consorts. Whatever, the name could wait, the important thing was to pick her team wisely. Maybe she'd be the one to find Rain, lost and injured, nursing him back to health as love blossomed between the two of them.
 
  
 
 One can only dream.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Waking from oblivion once again, he opened his eyes to pitch-black darkness. Face down in the sandy dirt, he carelessly tried to stand and his body screamed in pain at the smallest movements. With an inaudible groan, tears dripped from his eyes as every breath brought new agonies into focus. His body's convulsing exacerbated the situation, and he forced himself to take short breaths, controlling himself to remain still. Choking back the bile rising from his stomach, his teeth clenched until they seemed ready to crack. Helpless, he lay there and wallowed in misery, a living hell he'd never felt before.
 
  
 
 Broken bones, missing digits, skin scraped raw and organs crushed, the survey of his body turned into a seemingly endless litany of injuries. Pain had always been muted for him, the ancestors dulling the sensation or brother taking the brunt of the suffering, but now, there was nothing to hold it at bay and he suffered the full weight of his injuries. Nausea kept him from passing out, the world spinning as he lay still, every coarse grain of sand like a needle against his skin, every breath a knife to his chest. All he could do was suffer until his mind could no longer cope and returned him to his dreams.
 
  
 
 Even those weren't free from pain, full of nightmares and hallucinations brought about by his plight. He was plagued with visions of bestial devils and horrifying spectres chasing him through a hellish landscape, eager to consume him. Every time it was the same, he ran and fought until he could move no more, losing chunks of himself as ravenous creatures and disembodied heads took bite after bite of him, consumed wholly. Then he would wake to revisit his tortured body, a vicious cycle of suffering both real and imagined.
 
  
 
 Brother...
 
  
 
 help me...
 
  
 
 I can't do this...
 
  
 
 A chorus of voices replied to his pleas, soft and sibilant, seductively drawing him in. 'Do you desire liberation, whelp? Surrender yourself to me, and I shall grant it.'
 
  
 
 Sobbing in pain, he begged for aid, entreating the ancestors to save him, agreeing to everything they asked for, but just like before, they lied to him and nothing changed. Torment was all he knew as he lay in the darkness, time immeasurable and incalculable, the constant whispers of the ancestors growing more insistent with each passing cycle.
 
  
 
 'Surrender.'
 
  
 
 'Surrender.'
 
  
 
 'Surrender.'
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Chao Yong threw his goblet at the messenger and roared wordlessly in rage, his slaves shrinking back in fear. “How dare that bitch refuse a meeting with Tongzu! A worthless, corpulent sack of shit, what good is keeping him in power if he's of no use?”
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself Chief Councilman Yong.” Chun Lei, his counterpart in the Western Treasures Union smirked, his multiple chins wobbling at the effort. “We are all similarly affected by this news, but too much anger will poison the spirit.”
 
  
 
 “Horse shit!” Smacking the table, Yong brandished his finger at the slit-eyed sheep-fucker. “You didn't lose a brother to that vermin filth, hung by the neck like a common thief. I want Jorani captured and tortured to ease my brother's spirit. I will hire the greatest healers money can buy to keep that rat bastard alive for years. I will-”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, you're angry, we get it.” Xiaobo, the ugly, balding Chief Councilman of the Golden Highlands Coalition, picked his nose in disinterest, flicking his bounty aside. “Pain and torture and whatnot. Moving on to more pressing matters, what is our next course of action? This is costing all of us time and money which could be better spent.”
 
  
 
 “Tongzu is obviously good for nothing. He cannot send his guards out of the city without an Imperial Writ of Command, but that glory-seeking vixen Yuzhen holds one. I say we replace him with someone more capable.” Yong scowled.
 
  
 
 “He still has his uses.” Chun Lei spoke only to disagree with him, a constant irritation in Yong's side. If he claimed the sun rose in the east, Chun Lei would argue against all facts that the sun, in fact, rose from the west. “So heavy an investment must not be abandoned lightly. Besides, who would take his place? You?” The tiny scoff enraged him, and only sheer force of will kept him in his seat.
 
  
 
 “Hmm... I agree with Councilman Lei, although I do believe Tongzu's ineffectiveness merits review. Let us weigh the benefits against the costs and see if it's time for the Council to cut our losses and send the former war-hero into early... retirement.” Xiaobo removed his sandals and placed his foot on the table, rubbing it in plain sight. Full of vile and disgusting habits, the man used them to discomfort his opponents, making them focus on the display instead of thinking on his words. “Also, how does this Jorani keep finding out about our shipments? Even dressing our guards in Imperial Armour didn't work. Even more pressing is this report from the fisheries. The villages are uniting to renegotiate their contracts, meaning costs will rise in the future. What if all the villages along the Xiangmi River follow suit? I say we break and go over our options, before reconvening in say... five days?”
 
  
 
 They argued over the time frame and, after a lengthy debate, settled on three days. Yong coughed and returned to pertinent matters. “And what shall we do in the interim? The Mother's Militia has cost us more than just coin, he's declared outright war against the Council. We lose face each day they still live, and we've yet to make a single shipment to Shen Yun, the fines continuing to increase each day.”
 
  
 
 “Major Yuzhen's sights have locked onto the Spectre, greatly desiring the renown that will come with his death and she refuses to return to deal with Jorani. We can only take matters into our own hands. A trap perhaps? Plant a spy among the Militia's ranks and have him deal with Jorani. Poison, or a dagger in the night, target the head and the rest shall fall.” Chun Lei beamed at him and Yong's eyes narrowed in anger.
 
  
 
 Fuming, he stood and screamed, “You grease-stained whore-son!” before launching himself at Chun Lei. Guards from both sides intervened and the meeting devolved into insults and veiled threats while Xiaobo sat at the side. Normally, Yong was far more adept at handling Chun Lei's constant barbs, but losing his brother had rattled him. He'd sent little Ban to his death, and for what? That bastard Jorani would pay for this...
 
  
 
 Afterwards, they ended the meeting with no course of action besides hiring more former bandits as guards, a failing measure seeing as the Militia continued to grow, their reported numbers close to a thousand now. The Council's reputation would soon plummet from their failed deliveries, and their partners in other cities would start reconsidering their ties. Worse, after paying for guards and transport, it was impossible to earn a decent profit from this venture, hardly worth all the pain and effort. It'd seemed so easy at first, a simple jaunt to Shen Yun with the supplies and they would be paid almost thrice their worth, fifteen times the Council's purchasing price. Yuzhen agreed readily to so many of their terms, an amateur in the world of finance and negotiation. How the Tiger of Finance Shing Du Yi had managed to raise such an incompetent successor was baffling.
 
  
 
 Clarity struck him like a bolt of lightning and he turned around and hurried back to the meeting room, hollering at his slaves. “Go and reconvene the Council immediately! Tell them it is of the utmost importance.” They'd been played! Huffing with exertion, he clenched his meaty fists and imagined himself throttling Yuzhen to death. He was certain it was her, how else could everything work in her favour? That missing Bekhai runt was likely working with Jorani, his disappearance an excuse to lead from the shadows.
 
  
 
 Now all they needed was proof of Yuzhen's guilt, and they could call for an Adjudicator. He longed to see the look of fear in her eyes once she realized her mistake. She never should have crossed the Council and underestimated Chao Yong, Chief Councilman of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance. Not only would he avenge the death of his little brother, but he would wring every concession he could from Shing Du Yi before anonymously submitting proof to the Disciplinary Corps. It would be a great pleasure to watch that vixen bitch hang for her crimes. Stealing Imperial Supplies was high treason, her death warrant all but signed.
 
  
 
 Smiling for the first time in days, Yong sat inside the meeting room and waited, humming a tune as he calculated the ideal demands to send when blackmailing the Marshal.
 
  
 
 Things were finally making sense once more.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
  
 






      Chapter 139 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 'Surrender to me, whelp. Open your mind and accept me into your heart, there is no need to suffer.'
 
  
 
 Waking once again, he listened to hundreds of voices speaking in unison, trying to sooth him as they whispered sweet promises into his ears, but he'd learned they were empty and without substance. Always along the same lines, the words changing but the message staying constant in each iteration, as if he simply couldn't understand.
 
  
 
 Wheezing with a laugh, he answered aloud. “Fine. I surrender. I capitulate. I acquiescence to your demands. I accept your offer. Help me. Do what you will, I'm all yours. I'll wait here, no rush.” He paused for several heartbeats, the last tiny vestiges of hope crushed underfoot. “What's that? Oh nothing's happening, what a surprise. Same as always, nothing to be gained from your worthless jabbering. Fucking bastards, go find someone else to haunt.” He was beginning to understand why brother always looked at him oddly when he spoke of the ancestors.
 
  
 
 Because they were nothing more than figments of his imagination.
 
  
 
 How else could it be explained? They spoke to him, the voices real as the sand beneath his face, of this there could be no doubt. Except no matter how he answered, pleading or begging, screaming or cursing at them to aid him, nothing changed. They were ignorant of his words, their ears closed to his voice, always repeating the same message. Over time, he grew numb to their entreaties, their catalogue of meaningless promises growing longer and longer. He would be a king, a conqueror, a lover, a father. They would grant him wealth and fortune to spend, knowledge and power to wield, soldiers and women to command. All he needed to do was surrender, as if he'd not done so countless times already.
 
  
 
 They were nothing more than the deluded ravings of a tortured, half-mad mind.
 
  
 
 The revelation struck a chord through him and from there, the doubt only grew. Why would the ancestors taunt him so? His people were warriors and soldiers, prideful and noble. What gain was there to be had in teasing him with hope, only to leave him languishing in the dark as he begged for relief? He reflected on the battles he fought, the skills he displayed, his body moving freely as if guided by an unseen hand. Was it truly at the direction of dead ghosts of the past, or was it something else?
 
  
 
 Maybe it was the training bearing fruit, his brother's hard work at hand. Brother had tried to explain the States of Enlightenment and Balance, but it was nothing more than dog farts in his mind. The Mother, the Father, he would piss on them both if they were real. What good ever came from them? What aid did they offer? Playing with the lives of humans as a child plays with ants, if they truly had so much power, then why would they allow him to suffer so? The ancestors were more believable, warriors of the past sharing their knowledge with the present, all to make a better future. It just made sense.
 
  
 
 Or at least it did until he lost their backing.
 
  
 
 'Why reject my charity, child? Reach out and take my hand, allow my power to infuse you.'
 
  
 
 Perhaps the voices were nothing but his broken mind unable to comprehend the mysteries of Enlightenment, or maybe they were truly his ancestors, taking delight in his torment, dangling hope before him only to laugh and cheer at his despair. Who knows. From now on, he would rely on no one besides himself and his brother, the other voices a mere annoyance in his mind. Brother was the voice of reason, but at the moment, brother needed his help. How else to explain their current situation? Brother must have fought and lost, he would never abandon me. He'd been the one who abandoned his brother, too weak to stay awake, succumbing to his infirmity.
 
  
 
 I am weak. Brother is the strong one, stronger than he knows, but if brother can endure, then so can I.
 
  
 
 His spirits renewed, he lay still, suffering in silence and cursing his frail mind.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 There was no telling how long he'd lain here, but something needed to change. Brother was unresponsive and the ancestors were a detriment with their inane ramblings. Staying still in the darkness would only result in death, from injury, exposure, or starvation. Ignoring the constant calls for submission, he clenched his jaw and slowly wiggled his right index finger. A tiny jab of pain shot through him with every movement, but it was bearable. Moving his other fingers, he continued to test his range of motion and push the limits of his battered body.
 
  
 
 Time crawled by as he evaluated his options in the darkness, passing out multiple times from moving particularly injured areas. On his right hand, his fourth and fifth fingers were missing, his elbow bruised and swollen, his shoulder torn or broken. His body ached everywhere, his neck twisted and strained, his legs numb and unresponsive. His face was plastered to the dirt, and any attempt to raise his head set the world to spinning, knocking him out cold. His left arm seemed damaged beyond moving, and if not for the searing pain every time he tried to move it, he'd have thought it torn off. Hopefully that wasn't the case, regrowing limbs was more painful than he could bear, even though brother was the one who suffered the brunt of it.
 
  
 
 No, we are one and the same, and while brother is incapacitated, I cannot allow myself to drag us down. I must persevere, our life depends on it. With enough patience, he succeeded and moved his hand about without passing out, dragging it across the wet sand with his three fingers, keeping the damaged ones curled up. Searching his surroundings, he ran his fingers across slimy, wet strands of what he hoped was seaweed. Dragging them to his mouth, he chewed with difficulty and washed the repugnant meal down with the cool water lapping against his numb body, hoping he could keep it down.
 
  
 
 At least he couldn't smell or see what he was eating. His hunger and thirst somewhat sated, he returned to figuring out how to survive, with only a single hand able to move. For a moment, he wondered if death would be preferable to this living hell, the sweet embrace of finality a soothing relief.
 
  
 
 Then again, for all he knew, this was death.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sprinting across the uneven, blank landscape, the only sensation of movement came from the stale air pushing back against him, as if the world moved around him as he ran in place, but still he persisted in keeping away from the ghastly specters who chased him relentlessly from behind. His lungs burned and muscles ached as he mustered every speck of strength in his body, but still it wasn't enough, his pursuers hounding him unto eternity with their incessant howling. Glancing over his shoulder, he watched the creatures of rotten meat and tattered skin reach out to tear at his legs slowly, taking strips of flesh into their cavernous jaws, breaking him apart piece by piece, a pinch at a time until he could run no longer and collapsed in place, where the bestial creatures devoured him from the feet up, leaving his head for last, delighting in his screams as he lay there, powerless and unable to resist.
 
  
 
 'Surrender, and be provided with relief. Strength is at your fingertips, you only need accept it.'
 
  
 
 Rudely waking, his body shivered in agony as he blinked in confusion, groaning in fear and relief. Not that he could hear it, he'd noted some time ago that he'd gone deaf, a constant ringing in his ears drowning out all sound. That didn't stop the ancestors from speaking, their oft-repeated tirade of surrender beginning once again, echoing through his skull. Controlling his breathing, he shuddered with tears as he lay prone, drinking a mouthful of water to calm his nerves. It was only a nightmare, and nightmares cannot hurt you.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 They continued to haunt him, growing more vivid with each occurrence. It was always the same, he ran and ran, but each time they caught him in the end, devouring his flesh and bones in a terrifying, leisurely feast. Growing more corporeal each time, from ethereal spooks to skulls growing rotted flesh and tattered skin, eyes growing in their empty sockets, it was almost as if each meal gave them strength, feeding upon his essence and eating away at his mind and spirit to empower themselves.
 
  
 
 The worst part was he could never remember it was a dream until it was all over, the experience so life-like it haunted him in his waking moments. Helpless and afraid, he closed his eyes and concentrated, struggling to return to the safe manor which brother built, where his hare sat waiting for him in the comfortable bed, where delicious foods sat ready for him to indulge in along with anything he could ever want, free from pain or suffering. He could listen to memories of music and run about in an endless field of grass, bathe in steaming hot-springs and spar with any enemy his brother could imagine, a utopia created just for him.
 
  
 
 That must be where brother is now, but ever since waking, he could not make his way back. He'd never had to try before, returning was a simple as breathing, but now, paradise had been denied to him. Opening his mouth, he screamed and shouted, his throat still capable of making noise, or so he thought. Even through he was deaf, there was still a buzzing, like his skull vibrating while he shouted, and so he continued to yell for as long as he could, hoping someone would hear him. When his throat grew dry, he lapped up the cool water to ease his pain, sating his hunger with more seaweed. It wouldn't last long, of this he was sure. With all his injuries, he'd likely lost a lot of blood, and who knows how many days it'd been since his last meal.
 
  
 
 The ancestors continued to spout inane passages at him as he yelled and screamed, unable to cover up their babbling. Desperation gnawed away at him like a spectre from his nightmares, his wretched ordeals chipping away at his resolution, this trial splintering his already fragile sanity. Why won't the voices stop? I know they aren't real anymore...
 
  
 
 I don't know how long I can keep doing this, brother.
 
  
 
 I will keep trying.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The cycle continued as he alternated between living nightmare and fevered hallucinations, his twinned worlds of darkness blending together. He laid in the emptiness, unable to see his body, unable to hear his screams, unable to feel his surroundings. All he knew was the void and the specters who lay within, pursuing him from behind, waiting for him to stumble so that they could devour him whole, all while the ancestors continued their ceaseless oration.
 
  
 
 'Surrender child, stop fighting. It does you no good. Little lost lamb, return to my side and be empowered once again.'
 
  
 
 Roaring in rage, his mind snapped. Throwing his right arm in front of him, he dragged himself forward, with all his might. The wet sand scraped away at his face like glass shards, his left arm exploding in agony as his throat opened in a scream, and the void rushed up to embrace him once more. He ran ineffectively from the specters and they consumed him once again as he shouted and screamed obscenities at them, spitting in the eye of one grotesque feeder before he woke once more. Taking a deep breath, he screamed once more and dragged himself forward again, and again he ran from his spectres.
 
  
 
 'Capitulate and receive my gift, little warrior. Your struggle is meaningless, seize your birthright.'
 
  
 
 Again.
 
  
 
 'You need not be prey, with my power, you will become the predator. Accept my guidance, and together we will devour the world.'
 
  
 
 Again.
 
  
 
 'Abandon your hopes and yield, do not play the victim. Your potential will be realized with but a thought.'
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 Looking back, he saw his specters chasing him once more but the fear was gone, only a weariness of dealing with this tiresome routine. His horrid, disfigured pursuers lopped at his heels and he clicked his tongue in annoyance, watching them strip away at his calves. These fuckers were only slowing his progress away from the water and towards salvation.
 
  
 
 Why am I running from them? I am a Warrior, I flee from no one.
 
  
 
 Stopping in place, he turned to face them as the ancestors spoke once more.
 
  
 
 'Good, good, submit to me. Sovereignty and salvation are within your grasp.'
 
  
 
 “SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Screaming into the void, he launched himself at the specters, his sword and shield appearing in his hands, his armour encasing him with a single thought. The dual blades punched into a specter's gut with a wet slurp, the creature wailing in despair. Smiling into its gaping maw, he ripped his weapons out to the side as he performed Sweeping the Fields. Spinning on his heel with his arms extended, he slashed out around him in a reckless manner, clearing the space around him of trash.
 
  
 
 The specters seemed shocked at their reversal of roles, and he laughed at their plight. “I am NOT prey!” Pouncing on another specter, he smashed into it with his sword while his shield held off the others, striking it again and again, mashing it into a paste. “I am NOT a victim!” Shouldering his way out of the mass, he held his shield forward once more, his sword raised to strike. “I will suffer your presence no longer! Begone.”
 
  
 
 Their claws found no purchase on his armour, their wails muted by his helmet. The specters died one by one in the most gruesome manner he could imagine, smashing them into an unrecognizable mess or pulp and blood. The sword was aptly named, giving him peace by taking the lives of his enemies, but it was the shield that made it all possible to do slowly. Unable to move past its guard, the specters stood trapped within his power, allowing him to kill without disturbance, taking pleasure as he vented his frustrations. A calmness overtook him, a quiet composure in the silence of the void as he slashed and hacked at his enemies.
 
  
 
 The sword gave him Peace, but the shield gave him Tranquility. Brother didn't like naming things anymore, calling it childish, but it was better for weapons to have a name. Attacks too, telling your opponents how you will kill them was too satisfying to pass up. That combination from before, adding a spin to Sweeping the Fields, I'll call that... Clearing the Heavens. Fucking trash all around me, it'll be nice to be free of it.
 
  
 
 Smiling cheerily, he slaughtered his pursuers without pause, taking pleasure in their plight. The ancestors finally changed their tune as he killed, pleading for him to stop, begging him, and he ignored them as they'd ignored him. See how they like being rejected. See how these specters like being consumed. Opening his mouth, he inhaled deeply and the battered corpses liquefied before his eyes, collecting in a stream to pour down his throat, settling comfortably into his belly, his strength and courage returning to him. The remaining specters turned to run, but this was his mind, his dreams, and they would not escape, no matter how hard they tried. The void held them close, and he laughed while killing them with ease, devouring their delicious remains.
 
  
 
 Satisfied by his revenge, he stood in the empty void, enjoying the silence and serenity, wrapped in warmth and comfort. No more ancestors, no more specters, only him, free and alone. His breathing steadied as he studied his weapons, more a part of him than ever before, as if he'd been born with them in hand. The shield felt more real, more solid, while the sword seemed insubstantial, as if not wholly present. Still, with Peace and Tranquility in his hands, it felt as though he could do anything.
 
  
 
 Exhaling deeply, he extended the shield's blade and pierced the void, cutting a slit large enough to walk through. Stepping out into the light, he laughed and smiled in relief as he took in the sights of his familiar courtyard. Almost collapsing in exhaustion, he shook his head and marched to his bedroom in the corner, determined to sleep in his own bed with his blanket and pillow, snuggling with his fluffy hare.
 
  
 
 Opening the door, he froze in shock as he stared into the void once again. Where his room should be, his brother floated, suspended in the air with eyes closed and body rigid, naked as the day he was born. His body was battered and bruised, the injuries from their body mirrored on his spiritual self, looking like death warmed over as countless ethereal specters gathered around him. Pushing against an unseen force, he tried to go to his brother's side and aid him, but the barrier kept him back, not even Peace or Tranquility able to pierce through. He moved around the manor to peer in through the window, banging and shouting for his brother's attention.
 
  
 
 Closer now, he could see the malnourished specters were unable to touch his brother, and the injuries on his body glowed with light. Somehow, he knew brother was holding the enemy at bay and fixing their injuries from within his impenetrable fortification, the strain of keeping them alive all he could manage. Shaking his head, he chuckled in delight, his face stretched into a grin. He was right, his brother was the only person he could rely on.
 
  
 
 With brother hard at work, how could I bear to slack? Sleep can wait. It was his duty to sustain their body.
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes, he once again lay in the darkness, cataloguing his pains and injuries, free from the constant jabbering of the 'ancestors'. Taking only a moment to appreciate the silence, he grit his teeth once more and dragged his body forward, a wordless scream ripping from his throat. This time, he didn't black out, and with a wild laugh, he gathered himself to move again, screaming all the while before he passed out, only to wake and try again. And again, and again.
 
  
 
 A strong pair of hands pushed against him and he recoiled at the contact, instinctively trying to fight as he screamed in challenge. The number of hands multiplied as they restrained him gently, one warm hand patting him reassuringly on the cheek. Relaxing in their grasp and closing his eyes, he sighed in relief as his strength faded away.
 
  
 
 I did it brother, I managed to find help.
 
  
 
 ...er, I think...
 
  
 
 Please be friendly.
 
  
 
 It's out of my hands now brother, I tried my best. You'd be proud of me.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 140 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Sitting in the treetops, Jorani quietly kept watch on the road while ignoring the sounds behind him. Ral and Chey sat together behind him, humming in harmony with fingers interlocked, smiling daftly at one another. He'd never understand how that idiot blockhead seduced a beauty like Chey. Any man who claimed to understand women was a liar and a cheat.
 
  
 
 Like Sorya and Anrhi, those two lovely little maidens, acting all friendly and sweet around him. Grabbing his arms and hugging him, their eyes lighting up when they saw him, only to push him away when he tried to slip into their beds, scolding and humiliating him in front of his men. Despicable is what it were, if they didn't want to sleep with him, why did they act like that? It was embarrassing getting thrown out on his ass, with both yelling and hollering about family ties. What family ties? So they might share a father, who cares? Was he never supposed to sleep with any half-rats just in case? What about mice or stoats? They might be his cousins, should he avoid sleeping with them too?
 
  
 
 Okay, maybe he shouldn't have tried to sleep with both at once, but a man can't be blamed for asking.
 
  
 
 Feeling like everyone was talking about his mishap, he slipped away to keep watch and let the laughs die down, too embarrassed to show his face. Ral followed along with Chey, as if having to hear the two of them in the tent next to his wasn't torturous enough. Now he had to endure more of their sugary sweet dialogue, all 'hurr-durr yer so pretty' and 'oh so romantic tee-hee'. All the giggles and laughs were enough to make a man vomit.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 When was it gonna be his turn to find his special lady?
 
  
 
 The day wore on as he waited, their target late to arrive. He'd timed it to hit them right before dinner, taking advantage of their long day's march. It was a tricky thing, what with delays and such, but it was well worth the extra effort. They'd been changing things up lately, Ravil's calculating mind at work, making sure they didn't fall into a predictable pattern. The man's heart was a thousand times darker than his skin, and Jorani wasn't fooled by his bright, easy smile; Ravil was a killer through and through. Along with Bulat, they fit right in among the fellowship, drinking, gambling, and fighting with the best of them.
 
  
 
 From behind him, a steady thumping started up and he froze in place. They couldn't be doing that, not here in the trees... Chey's a beautiful woman, might as well take a peek. Cautiously turning about, he blinked in confusion, staring at Ral and Chey sitting side by side, his mind taking a moment to figure it out. “Keep it down,” he hissed, sorely disappointed. “Ye'll give away our position with yer damn tail wagging.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Jor.” Ral had the good sense to look abashed while Chey made a rude gesture. “Me tail wags when I'm happy, and I ain't ever been happier than with Chey.”
 
  
 
 “You sweet-talker you. Come here.” The two shared a kiss and the thumping started up again before Jorani ordered them back to the waiting area. Pulling out his prized possession, he checked the time on his pocket watch, pilfered from the first shipment. A gift for the Magistrate of Shen Yun, according to the inscription, beautifully crafted and hand-wound, he glanced lovingly at the gold frame and bejewelled arms, telling him it was twenty-two minutes and seventeen seconds past the seventeenth hour of the day. Knowing the exact time brought him so much joy, and he half-smiled unable to believe his change of luck. A month ago he'd have been robbed and beaten for the watch, but now, no one dared touch him.
 
  
 
 Who'd have known getting captured would be so lucrative for his career?
 
  
 
 Spotting their quarry, Jorani grinned and made a twittering bird-call, almost indistinguishable from the normal bird songs so often ignored by guard and bandit alike. Hearing the replies, he stayed still as possible and waited, his heartbeat rising as the caravan approached from afar. The rising dust clouds meant there were plenty of mounted guards this time around, the Council growing irate at his repeated robberies over the last month, not to mention the six councilmen he had executed.
 
  
 
 And today, if his connections from Sanshu were right, he'd add a seventh councilman to that list. It was a guilty pleasure to hear his bounty soar higher every week, already at twenty-five gold, on-par with real killers, like the Red Devil Gao Qiu, Big-eyed Kang, or the Laughing Dragon. Even Yo Ling was only worth five hundred gold. From no-name thug in a third-rate gang, to Hangman Jorani, leader of the Mother's Militia, worth one-twentieth of the Spectre. Not too bad for one month's work.
 
  
 
 The convoy moved past him at a slow and steady march, giving him ample time to study it closely. Close to eight hundred guards in matching hooded cloaks, defending twenty-eight wagons. Only thirty guards per wagon, that was too few. Maybe the Council hoped the eight-hundred strong force would be enough to hold his Militia back, but after receiving an influx of former Butchers to add to his ranks, his forces were close to a thousand strong. Their numbers were no secret, why would the Council risk a huge convoy like this?
 
  
 
 His eyes alighted on one cloaked individual and then another as he chuckled in understanding. So that's why. As soon as the convoy passed him, he scrambled down the tree and mounted his horse, speeding west to where his comrades waited down the road. Dismounting, he quickly found Ravil and motioned for him to follow. “I've some friends I want properly greeted. bring yer best shots.”
 
  
 
 Falling in behind him, Ravil gathered his sharpshooters and followed Jorani. “What's the word, Hangman?”
 
  
 
 Whispering, Jorani explained the situation. “The guards are all dressed the same but they're two who give me a bad feeling. Things'll go smoother if they're feathered before we start. One's riding a chestnut next to the third row of wagons, another towards the end on a piebald. Easy enough to spot em, they're sitting like they're smuggling a spear up their ass, noses held high like their shit don't stink.”
 
  
 
 “You got it, boss.” Smiling amicably, Ravil passed along the orders without question. Say what you will about the ferocious killer, Ravil played his part well. No one knew he was the real boss around here, and Jorani only a front-man. He was given plenty of free rein, although Ravil gave plenty of much-needed advice regarding real combat and training, Jorani happy to take all the help he could get. He was out of his depth now that he'd been forced to declare war on the Council. He was working on learning Sending, far more useful than anything else within reach. Maybe after all this, Officer Rain would take him in a part of his retinue.
 
  
 
 A man can hope.
 
  
 
 As the convoy marched past once again, Ravil gave the signal and a dozen arrows lodged inside both targets. The call to arms went out as trees fell, blocking the convoy in on both ends. His Militia yelled as they moved in to surround the convoy from both sides of the road, carrying fences of forward-facing spikes to keep the horses from charging through. The guards reacted slowly, their horses spooked by the noise as they settled into a poorly organized defense, their leaders dead and without a clear chain of command. That's the problem with bandits, if they were disciplined or skilled, they probably wouldn't be bandits.
 
  
 
 Standing in plain sight, Jorani called out, “The Mother's Militia is here, but not for the lives of bandits. Surrender and most will live, but resist and I'll hang every last one of ye if need be. What wretched group of former comrades do ye all hail from?”
 
  
 
 The guards glanced around at the superior numbers, every Militiaman armed with a ranged weapon, be it bow, sling, or spear, ready to launch a hail of deadly hail upon them. In contrast, the 'guards' were poorly armed and armoured, wearing their regular leathers beneath their cloaks, the Council too cheap to spring for even the cheapest of defensive gear. Copper wise and gold foolish, the epitome of greed.
 
  
 
 Banditry was much easier when you had the numbers.
 
  
 
 One guard removed his hood, revealing a scarred face and gap-toothed smile. “This one be light-fingered Yu, and with my comrades we make up the Sharktooth Syndicate, working under Big-eyed Kang.” Yu glanced at one of the pin-cushioned leaders, now dead as a door nail. “Er, used to, at least, he's not doing too well these days. Ran across you Freebooter's once or twice in my day.”
 
  
 
 A second guard chimed in, this one with a lovely, lilting voice and feminine frame, cradling the second fallen commander. “We're Onyx Bears, and this here is Ulfsaar the Voracious. I am Neera, second-in-command, and we surrender. I beg you, send a healer, he's still breathing.” With the amount of concern in her voice, it seemed she was his wife or something. Damn it all, seems like everyone had a lady-love except Jorani.
 
  
 
 “Dismount, lay down yer weapons and bring out the Councilman. Ain't got no healer, but we've a few physicians.” A shame they couldn't claim the bounty on Big-Eyed Kang, but the man was a notorious rapist, and would have died regardless. Ulfsaar's reputation was no less fearful, but he knew where the line was. The rest was routine work by now, almost boring. Amid the loud din of weapons piling on the ground, the guards dragged out a dandy who screamed about vengeance and mercy. Sharkteeth and Black Bears, the Militia continued to grow with every victory. It was unpleasant putting comrades to the oath, and worse giving em the noose, but orders were orders, and it'd be suicide to cross the Undying Savage. The rumours about him going missing or dying worried Jorani, but Ravil and the others seemed unfazed, so he continued to play his part. Maybe it was another part of the ruse, although he'd no idea how it all came together.
 
  
 
 After taking care of the dirty business, they packed up the goods and rode off, taking a wide route back to the former freebooter hideout after an easy day's work. Who knew leading was so easy? With Ravil, Jester Wang, and Kabi settling in the new arrivals and readying their plunder to be sent north, there was little left for Jorani to do. It was more about giving the right people the right jobs, and letting them take care of the details on their own.
 
  
 
 Strolling around the camp, he made his way to the medical station to check on Ulfsaar. The half-bear former bandit leader lay on a cot, snoring fitfully as the tiny bed buckled beneath his massive frame. Sitting at his side was the woman who spoke up, another half-bear who glared angrily at Jorani as he approached. Damn me, but she's a strapping lass, a full head taller than him. “How's he doing?”
 
  
 
 “He'll live. Barely.” The accusation hung silently in the air, and Jorani shrugged it off. See, these two half-bears were probably lovers, ain't nothing wrong with that.
 
  
 
 “Good, good. When he's up and about, send him over for a word.”
 
  
 
 Losing interest, he sauntered out of the tent, stopping as the woman asked, “How'd you know? We were all cloaked, but you picked the two threats to your people, the only two warriors capable of condensing their Aura. Is it true? Does the Mother really speak to you and guide your hand?”
 
  
 
 The question caught him by surprise, her wide-eyed gaze causing him to laugh uncomfortably. “Is that what they're saying about me?” The whole Mother's Militia had just been an angle, who knew it'd work so well? He barely even prayed anymore, thought the religion was a fairy tale.
 
  
 
 “You've hit ten Imperial convoys you're still breathing. Everyone knows you don't fuck with Imperials, and you've been dicking them hard for a month now. How else to explain it?”
 
  
 
 Semantics and Politics. “Well when ye put it like that, then yea, maybe Mum is lookin' out fer me.” Grinning, he pulled up a chair. “As fer spottin' Big-headed Kang and Hungry Ulf here, like ye said, I hit nine convoys before today's, my numbers are no secret. Fer the Council to send so few guards meant they had an ace up their sleeve. Didn't take long to spot him, Ulf don't blend well with common bandits. Easier to ask a tiger to change its stripes.”
 
  
 
 She studied him closely as he leaned back in his chair, feeling proud of his accomplishments. No one else had said anything, but if he hadn't seen it, then this could have gone poorly. Two well-known bandits, both capable of condensing an Aura, and not even a 'good job' from Ravil. A crime is what it was. “You're not what I expected. My husband called you a madman for putting the province at risk.”
 
  
 
 Damn, so they really were married. A shame. “Ain't nothin' mad about taking on the Council, they're nothing more than parasites and leeches. The military supplies still make their way to the Bridge, after a small detour around Shen Yun to avoid questions.” She's too tall and... sturdy, anyways. She'd probably break his hips.
 
  
 
 Might be worth it though, a real beauty.
 
  
 
 “Boss?” Ravil poked his head in and waved him over. “Ye got a visitor. Make no promises, and try not to offend him else we're all dead.” After that ominous statement, Ravil clammed up and Jorani mentally prepared himself, wondering who could make the terrifying killer nervous. It couldn't be the Spectre could it? He wouldn't bother stepping out for something small like this.
 
  
 
 With only seconds to ponder, he stepped into his tent and gagged at the fetid stench of death. A wild-haired old man sat in his chair and laughed thunderously, at ease in the carnage around him. “Good to meet ye. This old warrior's name is Lei Gong.” With a swig of wine, he sighed in contentment. “Good, good, I can't seem to have a drink without someone nagging me these days.”
 
  
 
 “By-By all means, drink as much as you'd like. I'll send for more.” The words slipped out of Jorani's mouth as he did his best to ignore the charred corpses littering the area. “Food too, if you'd like. Maybe a change in venue so as not to spoil your appetite?” Stomach churning at the smell of burnt flesh, he prayed to the Mother that Ral would get away. Chey was smart, she'd see that idiot out of this mess.
 
  
 
 “Ah, calm yer self lad. If I wanted ye dead, we wouldn't be talking, now would we? I'd have called the thunder down atop ye and been on me merry way.” Arriving at his side in the blink of an eye, Lei Gong clapped him on the shoulder and led him out of the tent. “Truth be told, that is why I came here. Soldiers have it hard enough, ain't no call to be soldiering hungry. Arrived two weeks back and found ye sending everything north and west, so I followed it. No sense letting good supplies go to rot, got plenty of warriors waitin' on it.”
 
  
 
 “Honoured senior, I'd never take from the Imperial Army. I've nothing but the utmost respect f- ”
 
  
 
 “Don't grovel boy, just listen.” Lei Gong dropped all pretense, Sending his voice into Jorani's mind. “Yer working fer Major Yuzhen, ain't ye? A clever one she is, stealing from the Council to feed her soldiers. It's what those rat finks deserve, reap what you sow is what I say. Er, no offence to ye. Most of my best soldiers were half-beast, and I'm proud to have served with them. High time more of em took office, I'm all for it. Ye need to be more careful though, those corpses back in yer tent are Council spies, carrying compasses that can give away your location, maybe some of the loot too. I'll teach ye how to suss em out and nullify them.”
 
  
 
 Relief flooded through him and if not for Lei Gong's iron grip, Jorani would have collapsed on the spot as his legs turned to jelly. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he spoke in a quiet whisper, without denying Lei Gong's guess. True, his actions benefited the Major, but he didn't work for her. “Thank ye kindly honoured senior, this one -”
 
  
 
 “Bah, enough with the honoured senior, I ain't that old!” Lei Gong roared loudly and everyone turned to stare. The tension ratcheted as he huffed, his pale, wrinkled face red as an apple. Laughing boisterously, he brought Jorani into an embrace. “Yer Hangman Jorani of the Mother's Militia, ye call me Lei Gong, no need for formalities. We're all comrades, ain't we?” The old man's voice sounded in his head once more. “Now where's the food, we've plenty to speak about. Yer running a shit-show around here and anything worth doing is worth doing right.”
 
  
 
 His fear dissipating, Jorani ordered food and wine and another tent erected. An Ascendant, the Lord of Thunder, Lei Gong himself, just publicly claimed they were equals and was here to advise him, perhaps even help. His Militia was close to 1,500 strong and now counted an expert warrior among their ranks. The common people thought him blessed by the Mother, and he was fast becoming a believer.
 
  
 
 Who knows, maybe afterwards, he'd see if Ulf's lovely wife wanted to have a roll in hay. It was worth a try, with the way things were going, it seemed his luck was at an all time high.
 
  
 
 What's the worst that could happen?
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 Waking beneath his warm blanket, he scratched his belly and yawned, contorting to stretch ever so slightly. His hand twinged as if it were lying in wait for him to regain consciousness, eliciting a gasp as the rest of his body flooded him with pain. Everything itched tortuously, as if needles were embedded across his sore and abused body, his eyes burning in their sockets as his throat closed up, threatening to choke him from within. The warm blanket became an uncomfortable death trap and he struggled listlessly to free himself from its confines so he could scratch and rub away all his itches.
 
  
 
 Flailing ineffectively for a time, he soon gave up and lay still, exhausted by his minor efforts. Thirsty and weak, he blinked and surveyed his surroundings, unable to see through the darkness. Struggling to sit up, he continued absently scratching his dry, rough skin, feeling it peel and leak, the flowing fluids easing his discomfort as the pressure released. His body too weak to stand, he tried to call out for help, but as he gasped for air, he realized once again that he couldn't hear anything, the silence deafening once brought to his attention.
 
  
 
 Right, massive injuries. At least he was still alive.
 
  
 
 A small, slim hand pressed against his chest, accompanied by the steady thrumming that must have been someone speaking, but he couldn't make out any words, only vibrations from close contact echoing through his bones. Confused and disoriented, he moved to fight, but weak as a day-old kitten, he barely flopped his arm about, dragging it across the bed. The hands firmly pressed him back, the thrumming sounds growing insistent. Unable to resist, he lay back down, breathless and drained by his brief bout. A gentle touch stroked his face and he settled into the blankets, drifting back to sleep. They were friendly, else they'd kill him and be done with it. Nothing to worry about.
 
  
 
 The familiar void surrounded him, and he sighted the spectres speeding towards him once more. With a smile, he charged them with a scream of challenge, devouring them whole and basking in the warmth as delicious power welled up within him. It seemed only seconds before he woke once more, his skin irritated and itching even worse than before. Still half-asleep, he threw aside the blanket, furiously scratching as he ignored the pain. Someone gripped his wrist and held him in place while a knee pressed him down. Thrashing about, he fought to wiggle against anything that could soothe his distress. Muted protests and threats erupted from his throat as he struggled, promising retribution upon any who wronged him.
 
  
 
 A cooling sensation erupted from his chest and like a switch was pressed in his mind, he flopped still. Overwhelmed by the relief, his benefactor spread a lotion on his inflamed skin, his tortured body cooling beneath the gentle touch. Crying, he tried to offer thanks, but his tongue and lips felt clumsy and unresponsive. Unable to hear his voice, he kept trying, hoping his message went through, until his benefactor's soft hands pressed against his lips, and he fell asleep once more as she stroked his face, soothing him to rest.
 
  
 
 Please be a woman, it would humiliating to have a man caring for him like that.
 
  
 
 He was uncertain how many times he woke, but he held onto the brief memories of consciousness. Waking in the darkness as his benefactor spoon-fed him broth, or wiped his body with a warm, wet cloth, she worked hard to keep him alive. Each time he woke he tried to ask questions, but unable to hear the answers, he could only lay back down, exhausted by the barest efforts. His mind seemed to stutter as he slept, time passing by in brief moments of oblivion, as if moving forward with a blink of his eyes. The only things that remained the same were the silence, the darkness, and the spectres.
 
  
 
 He tried to visit his brother but each time he tried to relax, he fell asleep instead, his mind and body exhausted by the ordeal, the spectres unwilling to leave him be. Sleep. Devour. Wake. Eat. Repeat. The cycle continued endlessly, nothing else remaining in memory, no sight, smell, sound or taste, only the sensation of the itchy blanket and uneven bedding against his skin to accompany him.
 
  
 
 Until one day he opened his eyes to radiant brilliance. Blinking away the tears, he shielded his eyes from the harsh glare and took in the surroundings for the first time. Light streamed in from a poorly fitted door, crafted from misshapen branches lashed together. The bare clay walls were drab and lumpy, devoid of windows or decorations. Muddied, woven-grass mats lined the floor, with a tiny table for one crammed in the corner next to the crude fireplace where meals were prepared. The cramped interior screamed of poverty, with no other furniture aside from a chest for clothes, his bed little more than a mat of straw upon which to lay, with a second patch of straw nearby. The single room was kitchen, dining and bedroom all in one, with nothing more to see, the barest of accommodations.
 
  
 
 Everything was too bright, glowing in what should be a dimly lit interior, and he pulled the blanket over his head, blocking out the dazzling illumination which pained him so. His body stiffened as pain radiated from his muscles, groaning in discomfort as he tried to burrow into his bed of straw. Absently noting his arms were free and mobile, he glanced over his body and his mind recoiled, unable to process what he was seeing.
 
  
 
 His left arm resembled a thing of nightmare, with two cavernous bands of pus-filled notches, as if his arm were formed of putrid, yellow pulp and someone dug a furrow through it with a spoon. Gagging slightly at the sight, panic welled as he checked the rest of his body. Similar wounds were found on his legs and sides, bite-shaped marks indented on his flesh where chunks of him were missing. Several of them were still wet with blood, others dried and scabbed, the dark brown-red crust no less alarming than the yellow-green craters. His right hand was whole, but the regrown fingers were a grotesque sight, swollen, fluid-filled sacs atop the stumps, the nails nonexistent.
 
  
 
 Growing faint, he leaned back and shut his eyes, trying to wipe away the memory. Drifting in and out of consciousness a few more times, he remembered little of his waking moments, his mind unwilling to accept his situation. He was a warrior, powerful and vital, not this weak, battered half-corpse, like a chewed piece of meat. The spectres continued to bother him, and he devoured them again and again, ignoring all else as he hid in recesses of his mind.
 
  
 
 Waking once more, he heard the sound of arguing and curiosity took hold. Propping himself up on an elbow, he listened intently. A raspy male pleaded, “Come now Qing-Qing, stop being stubborn. I've asked thrice now and I ain't gonna ask again; be my wife. You'll be treated well, I promise you. I'll be the next village chief, comfort and status will be yours for the taking.”
 
  
 
 An angry woman replied, her voice petulant and pleasant to hear. “I've told you before Gen and I'll tell you again: I've no interest in marrying you, never in a thousand years. If you try and force me, then I'll kill you and then myself, just you watch.”
 
  
 
 “Damn you woman, have I not been good to you? When have I mistreated you? Women throw themselves at me and I've never given them a second glance! My family took care of you after your parents died, and you repay me by living with another man? How dare you humiliate me like this, and with a bandit no less.”
 
  
 
 “Don't be ridiculous Gen, he's an injured kid. That aside, I'm grateful for your family's aid, but not enough to sell my life for it. If need be, I will find a way to repay them, but I won't spread my legs for you, not now, and never. Please leave, and never bother me with this again.”
 
  
 
 “Bah! You dumb woman, You have no skills to survive with. What can you do? Wash clothes, run errands, and mend clothes fer a few coppers a month? No one else will want you, not with your acid tongue and shrewish behaviour, and especially not once my father speaks to them. In a few weeks, you'll be starving and ready to spread your legs for any man who'll spare a bag of rice, mark my words.”
 
  
 
 “The Mother will provide, I've no fear for my future while She guides my way. You think the village is all there is? The Empire is boundless, with men a plenty. I could walk to the next village and find one better than you with a snap of my fingers.”
 
  
 
 “If you set foot outside, you'll be dead or worse within the week, you idiot dreamer. That's the harsh reality of the world, Qing-Qing, you're only safe here, with me. That bandit you're looking after in there? He ain't gonna sweep you off your feet and bring you away, like one of them empty romance novels you're always reading. If he wakes up, and you best pray he don't, he's likely to have his way with you, laughing while you scream for mercy. A pox on you for wasting my goodwill. Assuming he doesn't slit yer throat when he's done, don't come crying to me. I ain't interested in spoiled goods.”
 
  
 
 A brunette woman entered the hut and slammed the door, the flimsy panel bouncing in place until she held it firmly close. Dressed in a plain, ragged tunic, she huffed in anger as she leaned against the door, her body shaking in anger and fear. Gathering herself, she wiped away her tears and turned to see him staring at her, yelping in surprise and scrambling away in shock.
 
  
 
 Feeling awkward, he stammered out in a faint voice, “Err... I'm not going to rape you. Promise.” The brief sentence dried out his mouth and he coughed fitfully as he laid back down to rest. Damn, he'd always laughed at brother's awkwardness around women, but it seemed they both suffered from that particular defect. What a great opening line, 'not going to rape you', exactly what every woman wants to hear.
 
  
 
 At least brother isn't awake to see him flounder like this. Kind as he was, brother loved to tease, unwilling to give any face.
 
  
 
 The woman threw aside his covers and clasped his hand, holding it close to her as he squinted and averted his gaze. His hand wasn't as disgusting anymore, almost normal in texture, though still grotesque. “Oh, it's a miracle! Everyone said it would be a mercy to cut your throat, but only after two short weeks, you're awake and speaking. How wonderful, the Mother has brought you back to life, she must have a plan for you. What happened? What do you remember? Where did you travel from?” Her eager eyes stared at him anxiously, not noticing as she pressed his misshapen fingers against her bosom. “Did you meet her? Tell me everything.”
 
  
 
 His face reddened as he stammered, “Uh... Nothing. I remember nothing. Last I remember, I was going to bed, and then I woke up in a cave or something. Were you the one who found me?” The memory of a hand stroking his cheek inflamed his passions, and he pulled his hand away from her, immediately cursing himself for acting the fool. Why not enjoy the sensation as it lasted? She was a pretty, although Lin and Mila were prettier. In her early twenties with shoulder-length locks and tanned skin, she was an earthly beauty even while dressed in rags and covered in dirt. Her thin frame could use more meat, and she seemed frail and weak, but it was endearing, invoking a feeling of protectiveness in him. Realizing he was staring, he pulled the covers over his head in embarrassment. “My eyes are hurting from the light.”
 
  
 
 Sad. Even brother wasn't so worthless as to hide from women. He might as well change his name to Falling Turtle, always shrinking back into his shell. He noted his injuries looked much better, no longer gaping wounds, although he was far from healthy. His arm was still the worst, the uneven contours around the healing gashes reminding him of minced meat, used to stuff the dumplings he so enjoyed eating. Still, it was an improvement, and it sounded like he'd been here for around twenty days. Was he healing quickly because of brother? He hoped brother would wake soon, he wasn't equipped to deal with this. Give him an enemy to fight, and there was nothing to fear, but laying in bed, injured and weak, it all terrified him. What if he never recovered?
 
  
 
 He heard her rummaging through the chest as she spoke excitedly. “Ah yes, of course. I've read about this, when eyes regenerate it takes time for them to adjust. You were blind and deaf when I found you, more dead than alive, and look at you now. It's incredible how quickly you've recovered.” Lifting the covers to expose his naked frame, she pressed a few strips of black cloth into his hands, her eyes affixed to his face. “Here, wrap those around your head to filter out the light, and we'll remove them one by one over time. You weren't in a cave, I found you on the western shore of Treasures Lake. Went out to gather clams and there you were, crawling and screaming. You don't remember anything else? Where you were travelling to, or the route your boat was taking?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... I don't think I was on a boat, my brother ... well we don't like boats very much.”
 
  
 
 “You must have been travelling by boat, I found you covered in seaweed, mud, and fish bites. It was probably the water pressure that burst your eyes and eardrums.” She peered down at him, her head under the covers and uncomfortably close to his, and he inhaled her scent, like fresh water and clean earth. A small beauty mark sat beneath her right eye, the tiny imperfection making her look more beautiful and real as she studied his face, eyes wide with worry. “You really can't remember anything?” No, he was wrong, she was every bit as beautiful as Mila and Lin, perhaps even more so.
 
  
 
 Turning away, he covered his disgusting, scarred body and screwed shut his eyes. “I remember nothing before waking on the beach. Thank you for your care, but I'm tired and I'd like to rest.” Inwardly screaming at his pathetic behaviour, he couldn't find the courage to turn around again.
 
  
 
 The blanket settled back down atop him, and she patted his shoulder. “Ah sweet boy, don't you worry about me seeing everything, who do you think kept you clean these past weeks? Put my hands all over you to keep you from scratching your skin right off, you were a real terror to look after. Anyhow, you rest up and heal, you're looking much better than when I found you. The Mother proclaimed that you should live, so you will live, else my name isn't Ai Qing. Ah, what's your name by the way?”
 
  
 
 Too embarrassed to reply, he pretended to sleep as she gently stroked his face, although with the state of his body, the performance soon became a reality, drifting away into the darkness once more.
 
  
 
 Deciding it was the infirmity making him this way, he resolved to be more manly and brave the next time he woke. He owed her so much for her care, it would be simple as turning his palm to sweep her off her feet like in those stories she supposedly read. His mind filled with thoughts of her as he mindlessly devoured the spectres that came to haunt him. Ai Qing, a beautiful name, meaning romantic or loving, or even loving kiss. Ah, Qing-Qing, how great it would be to kiss your lovely pink lips and make you my wife...
 
  
 
 Brother would agree, I'm sure of it.
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 Song sighed as she brushed Aurie's long, golden fur, the sweet kitten still miserable over the loss of his foster parent, barely stirring from his place on the bed. Even after a month of separation, he still insisted on sleeping in Rain's tent each night, crying mournfully while cuddled by Lady Mei Lin who cried with him. He ate sparingly and moped about most days, her many efforts to cheer him up unsuccessful. Poor kitten, so sorrowful, it pained her to see him suffer so. It was almost enough to make her wish Rain had never gone missing.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 Finished brushing, she checked to make sure she was alone before leaning over to kiss Aurie on the forehead. “Come, stop grieving, Rain will return. Senior Captain Gerel is out searching for him as we speak. Your papa will be back soon, but until then, come sleep with me and your sister.” She tried to pry him from the bed but he refused to budge, letting out a small mewl of denial. Giving up, she patted him and exited the tent to greet Jimjam and Mafu, laying in a pile with the other quins. Rain's fat quin also displayed signs of depression, although it'd not affected his prodigious appetite as he squeaked for treats and attention while she groomed Jimjam.
 
  
 
 How irresponsible of Rain to disappear like this, making more work for everyone left behind. It was his own fault anyways, standing in front of the longboats like a bird-brained idiot. What was he hoping to accomplish? Now he was missing and unable to make his way back to them, injured or captured, no one knew which. If not for Master's growing agitation and Aurie's heartbreaking distress, she would hardly care, but with so many lovely creatures depending on him, not to mention the soldiers, she decided to properly instruct him on his position when he returned. Though the Bekhai treated him well, it would not do for him to forget his place in the world.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Master should have Rain swear an oath of obedience when he returned, saving everyone from future headaches. After grooming Jimjam, she moved on to groom the lady cat, her own quin and Mafu. The daily ritual calmed her, and if not for other duties required of her, she'd spend each day grooming and playing with the animals. After rubbing the fat quin's belly, she left for the sparring grounds and found Mister Rustram waiting with a blunted rapier in hand. Nodding politely, she picked up a practice saber and struck out, giving no quarter to the interim Commander. A high-low combination took him off-guard, and a sweep of her blade sent him tumbling across the soft, woven mats. Ignoring his grumbling, she waited for him to stand and attacked once more, giving him no time to rest.
 
  
 
 With Rain missing, Master was driving everyone around her to near exhaustion in her efforts to remain distracted, taking over the training of the retinue. There wasn't much to do, Rain had already taught them the exercises, it was only matter of supervising and motivating everyone to practice twelve hours a day. She even sent a message to Ser Ravil encouraging him to do the same, threatening extreme measures should they fall behind in strength. Things were going well, the retinue's skills growing each day as more and more warriors became proficient in the varied usages of chi.
 
  
 
 In fact, she felt things progressed faster in Rain's absence. He expected too little from the former soldiers, encouraging them to learn how to take more abuse and constantly berating them to work harder. While innocent enough on the surface, practicing under those conditions gave rise to self-doubt and apprehension, and a warrior required self-confidence to succeed. Even a slave received benefits for succeeding, whereas Rain was too fond of the stick for motivation, completely ignoring the carrot. Of course, overconfidence was no good either, hence, the sparring sessions to keep their hubris in check.
 
  
 
 Parrying Mister Rustram's clumsy thrust, Song stepped aside and jabbed him in the kidney, waiting as he tumbled to the ground with a string of curses. A strike she suffered often when younger, the pain was extreme, without chancing permanent damage, making it a valuable tool for teaching. Struggling to his feet, he grimaced and charged once more, allowing her to easily defeat him with the same move. After several minutes of abuse, Mister Rustram howled in frustration and tossed his weapon aside before storming off as it clattered across the dirt. Confused, Song stood silently and glanced around for instructions. The sparring match was not yet over, but she lacked the authority to detain him.
 
  
 
 Master was busy with her own sparring match, but Lady Tursinai noticed Song's dilemma, and flashed a smirk while Sending her a message. “Go on little Song. Your sparring match has yet to end, so bring your partner back. Remember, he's technically in command so you must give face. You cannot use force, convince him to return with words.”
 
  
 
 Her stomach flopped as she followed Mister Rustram, unsure how to persuade him. Still, orders were orders, and although Lady Tursinai's position was unclear, her role as Master's guardian and personal strength meant she was to be obeyed. If only the Bekhai would set out clear guidelines of hierarchy, Song could rest easier instead of worrying about upsetting a hidden expert. If a man with Ser Charok's prowess was merely an assistant chef, who knew what skills the carpenter or the seamstress kept secret.
 
  
 
 Mister Rustram continued away into the forest with Song right at his heels, wracking her brain for words. She wasn't even well versed in carrying on normal conversations, how was she supposed to convince a ranked soldier to carry out his duties? Absorbed in her thoughts, Song was too distracted and crashed into a Mister Rustram as he stopped without warning. Flushing with shame, she flinched and waited for the strike to land.
 
  
 
 “You know,” Mister Rustram said wryly, “I wandered out here to be alone.” He stared at her with one eyebrow raised and lips pursed, his displeasure plain to see.
 
  
 
 Realizing he would not have her beaten, she bowed to him in submission and thanks. “This lowly one can only apologize profusely, Mister Rustram. Lady Tursinai requested I bring you back. Our sparring match must continue.”
 
  
 
 “Spar? No, a spar implies two warriors of similar strength trading pointers to mutual benefit. Matched against you, I am little more than a child, beaten on a mere whim. I've no skill in combat and all the practice in the world won't change anything.” Pulling his sheathed rapier from his belt, he admired Master's beautiful craftsmanship in the sunlight. “It's been months since I was gifted this wonderful weapon, and I've still yet to bind it. Officer Rain chose the wrong man to be his second-in-command. Take it and ask Sumila to choose someone worthy of it. I'm done pretending to lead, I was never meant for command.”
 
  
 
 Recoiling from the weapon, Song back away in denial. “This lowly one dares not, Master gifted this weapon to you. She spent hours watching your efforts and speaking with Gerel and Rain to decide how to best design it, and days sweating over the forge to craft it. Master made the weapon with you in mind, you must accept it.”
 
  
 
 Throwing the weapon to the ground, Mister Rustram barked, “Haven't you been listening? It's worthless in my hands. I'm nothing more than a failure, been one all my life. Give it to Bulat, he's a better fencer than I and more able a commander to boot. The boss only chose me as his second because I held rank. It was a mistake, and I'll not allow it to continue any longer. I give up, find someone more suitable to take my place.” Turning around, Mister Rustram planted himself next to a tree, crouching in the shadows like a petulant child.
 
  
 
 Picking up the rapier from the ground, Song glared at the insolent soldier's back as she dusted it off. How dare he refuse Master's gift like this. Her hands itched to draw her own and strike him down, willing to accept any punishment to wipe away this insult. Her feet moved towards him as she grasped her saber, padding silently to his back, staring at the sulking soldier as he hugged his knees and pouted. Too much of the stick, not only from Rain, but from himself, and she caught herself before patting his head, his pitiful form reminding her of Aurie. Inwardly smiling at her near gaffe, she tucked the rapier into his arms. “You are wrong. Come, we must return and spar.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his incredulous look, she gently pulled him to his feet and guided him back towards the sparring grounds. He followed obediently, puzzled and confused. “What are you doing? I said I quit, leave me be.”
 
  
 
 “This lowly one lacks the authority to make that decision. Mister Rustram must speak with Rain regarding such matters. This lowly one is only here to spar and aid in increasing your strength.” Proud of herself for her clever thinking, she hurried along while he was still compliant. Reminding herself to offer a carrot, she added, “This lowly one believes Rain chose correctly, as does Master. You are most suitable for second-in-command, sharp of mind and judgment. You've shown as much this past month, combining the fishing villages into a single town. Not only have you fortified them against bandits and wild creatures, with them united, you could negotiate higher prices with the Council representatives by threatening to sell directly to Major Yuzhen. You've won the respect and love of the people, not an easy task after Rain tore down and burned many of their homes. The stories will spread, and the Bekhai's reputation will rise, our main goal.”
 
  
 
 “That's not soldiering, it's just merchant work.”
 
  
 
 “Commanding isn't only about combat. If not for their cooperation, our task here would be far more difficult, requiring far-ranging patrols and longer supply chains. Instead, you've gathered them together and negotiated with them for food and shelter. Were Rain here, he could do no better. Even young magistrate Fung and Officer Huushal value your advice in these matters.” She hated to admit it, but if nothing else, Rain was talented at finding those with talent. Who knew he was so far-seeing, roping in these seemingly useless cripples and making something of them.
 
  
 
 “What about the weapon? I've never heard of someone taking months to bind a spiritual weapon, I've no talent for it.” The whine was clear in his voice, his steps growing reluctant as she pulled him along.
 
  
 
 “This lowly one took seven months and fourteen days to bind her weapon. Old Master was greatly displeased by her failings.” She'd earned several beatings a day for months before she stabbed herself with the weapon, hoping to end her misery. Upon doing so, she woke with the weapon firmly in hand, her attempted suicide a sweet dream that bound the weapon to her. She should have known; her oath prevented her from attempting suicide.
 
  
 
 “Really? That long? How did you finally manage it?” Hope tinged his voice as he asked, quivering with apprehension.
 
  
 
 Turning to look him in the eye, she gave him the only advice she could. “The weapon is death. Do not fear it. Embrace it.” She released him before they arrived at the sparring grounds, waiting for him. “If you could please lead the way, Mister Rustram. You need practice if you ever hope to become strong.”
 
  
 
 With a deep breath, Mister Rustram straightened his back, and whispered, “Thank you.” Catching Lady Tursinai's proud nod as he marched in with head held high, Song beamed at the unspoken praise before grabbing her practice weapon and followed. Determination set into her as she made plans to return and steal Aurie away from his tent, hoping to win the sweet cat's affection with love and treats.
 
  
 
 Hopefully, Rain would stay away long enough to fix all of his mistakes, and if so, she couldn't allow poor Aurie to suffer for so long.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing scurried home with her clam-bucket in hand, moving quickly to avoid Gen or any of his cronies. Between his friends, admirers, and his father's lackeys, life had grown oppressive for her in the nameless village. Closing the door behind her, she checked on the little warrior, smiling to herself as he mumbled incoherently in his sleep. The Mother was truly watching over him, and Qing-Qing as well, sending her a guardian to bring her away.
 
  
 
 His sleepy mumbling was a significant improvement from the agonized screams and seizures he'd suffered when she first brought him back. Looking into his empty eye as he wailed, she almost put him out of his misery, but couldn't bring herself to do it. Who was she to decide life and Death? That was the Mother's purview, and Qing-Qing could only submit to Her will. Realizing he carried a spiritual weapon, she unstrapped the exotic shield from his mangled flesh and hid it away before finding help to bring him back.
 
  
 
 Word travelled quickly as it always did, only a hundred souls and each one nosier than the last. All of them spoke briefly with her, cautioning her to take good care of the errant bandit lest the village incur the wrath of his comrades, but not a single one offered aid, a worthless bunch of hypocrites. They hoped to push all blame onto her when the young warrior died, as it seemed he would. Thankfully, he survived, and even better, only she knew he wasn't a bandit. Stroking his face gently, she giggled to herself, dreaming of being carried away atop his stallion, towards a better life.
 
  
 
 Washing the clams, she prepared a soup for him to eat, boiling wild herbs and tubers to fill his belly, a paltry offering. Things were difficult lately, Gen no longer bringing gifts of rice and fish, angered by her 'affection' for the supposed bandit. A foolish man with his head up his ass, his petty and domineering behaviour was off-putting. Were he a better person, she wouldn't mind marrying him, but he was too controlling and jealous. Merely speaking to another man was enough to raise his ire, and she'd not live her life like that.
 
  
 
 With all her time devoted to caring for the injured warrior, she had precious little time to earn coin, but it would all be worth it if he survived and brought her away from this backwater village. Waiting for the food to cook, she spent a moment staring at his adorable face, the horrendous swathe of scabs healing nicely. He looked so young and sweet, it was incredible how he'd survived. Half-eaten and battered, he looked worse than a corpse when she first found him, but now, he was close to perfect health in little over two weeks. The Mother worked in mysterious ways.
 
  
 
 The little warrior woke as the soup finished cooking, and she hurried to help him sit up, his eyes shut to hide the glare of the firelight. “Good, you're awake. Feeling better?” Wetting a wash cloth, she wiped his blushing face gently. After helping him wrap his eyes, she propped him against the wall and wrapped a blanket around him. “You need to eat, the Mother's healing has taken its toll on you.” Ladling out a bowl of soup, she blew on it gently, and held a spoonful out to his lips, feeding him slowly.
 
  
 
 He ate in silence and she grew apprehensive as she watched his face screw up in displeasure. “My apologies for the taste, warrior, but I've no money for salt or spices and must make due with what I can forage.”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” His voice croaked as he shook his head gently, swallowing hard. “No, I uh... it's delicious.”
 
  
 
 Tittering nervously, she asked, “Then why do you grimace like I'm feeding you foul medicine?”
 
  
 
 He chuckled. “Er, yea, I don't like clams. Or any seafood really. It's not your fault, the food's er... delicious.” Glancing about the room he asked, “Where are my things? My weapons and armour?”
 
  
 
 “I hid your shield in the woods, warrior, and your armour was in tatters, but that was all you wore. If you are searching for your coin purse, I fear it lost in the lake, this I swear. I kept everything else in the chest, if you'd like to see.” Placing the bowl aside, she hurried to bring it out to display before him. “Great warrior, I advise we leave your weapon hidden for now. If the villagers learn you've a spiritual weapon, you and I will both be in danger.”
 
  
 
 “What about my boots? And why would we be in danger?”
 
  
 
 Rummaging through the chest, she pulled a single, tattered boot out. “Only the left one, the right one fell off and fish nibbled away at your toes.” Handing him the boot, she explained in a quiet whisper. “Here in the wilderness, the bandits hold power, and any bandit with a spiritual weapon is well-known. If you display your weapon, then people will know you for a soldier, and if word gets out that we're sheltering a soldier, the gangs will kill everyone here as an example. You've been blessed by the Mother, and I cannot allow you to die by their hands.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. I guess I shouldn't tell people my name either.” Upending his boot, he shook it limply before handing it back to her. “Lift the soles out, there are coins hidden in the bottom.”
 
  
 
 “You can tell Qing-Qing, I swear on my life to keep it a secret great warrior.” Her voice caught in her throat as she poured the coins out. Five finger-thin bars of gold tumbled out, her hands shaking as she reached for them, before shrinking away. A fortune, a veritable fortune hidden in his boot, who was this young man? Did he have more in the other boot? Was it worth the risk to go diving in search of it?
 
  
 
 “My name is Falling Rain. You er, didn't find my Token did you? I think that's important or something, my badge of office.”
 
  
 
 Overcome by the gold, it took several moments to realize the gravity of his words. Shivering uncontrollably as she stared at the adorable young man, her mind raced through the stories of the Undying Savage. The youngest Warrant Officer in the last thousand years, his strength forged in the heat of a thousand battles. The barbaric warrior who spit on the Society, the Council, and most recently the Butcher Bay Bandits, none were worthy of respect in his eyes. Mostly, she focused on the tales of his prodigious lust and how he openly threatened to rape the Magistrate of Shen Yun. He dared say that to a Magistrate; what might he do to a mere village girl?
 
  
 
 Snapping out of her fugue, she pushed the gold away and prostrated herself before him, kowtowing repeatedly as she pleaded. “Please great warrior, this lowly one, I didn't know. Have mercy, I beseech you, have mercy. I am only a lowly village woman, unworthy of your attentions.” Even injured as he was, he only needed to lift a finger to kill her. Tears streamed from her eyes as she continued to beg, cursing herself for bringing calamity into her home. Gen was right, the savage would have his way with her and slit her throat when he was done, likely eating her to regain his strength.
 
  
 
 His hand reached out to her and she flinched away, but too scared to flee, she froze in terror, panting heavily. “Calm yourself woman. I said it before, I won't err... harm you. You are my benefactor. That gold is yours, and more if you send word to my people. They'll come get me and I'll tell them we... er to reward you richly.”
 
  
 
 She continued to cry until the soup was cold and her tears spent. Exhausted by his moment of consciousness, Rain passed out long before she was finished, and Qing-Qing shivered as she watched him sleep. She considered grabbing a knife and killing him, but having seen him survive such grievous injuries, she concluded that it would be more merciful to use the knife on herself.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, she turned to stare at the gold bars scattered across her hut, picking them up one by one. Hiding them back inside his boot, she hugged her knees and shivered in the corner, praying to the Mother for guidance. After long hours of introspection, she rubbed her eyes and patted her face, heating up a bowl of soup for herself. His identity made no difference, not in the grand scheme of things, only sealing her fate to his. If word got out that she'd saved Falling Rain, the bane of the Butcher Bay Bandits, she would suffer greatly at the hands of the Spectre.
 
  
 
 It would be impossible to send a message, there was no one she could trust. That meant she needed to bring him back to his people, on the other side of the lake, almost a week's journey for a healthy man on foot. A tall order for a young woman who'd never left the village and a grievously injured soldier, wanted dead by every bandit within a hundred kilometers. Glancing at the boot, she fought back her greed. Fleeing alone with the gold was no good, Falling Rain was her only hope of survival outside the village, the reason she'd saved the nameless soldier in the first place. Perhaps he'd even keep his promise and not rape her, although she didn't count on it. After all, the weak were fated to be fodder for the strong, such was the way of the world.
 
  
 
 Settling down in her bed of straw, she watched him fearfully as she tried to sleep, visions of her sordid fate haunting her every time she closed her eyes.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 143 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Mila reached out to grab Pran's horn and tossed him aside like a wet blanket. Kicking out, her boot slammed into Saluk's gut and the half-bull soldier collapsed to the ground. Around her, nine half-beasts lay about, beaten and subdued by her in less than a minute. Sighing dramatically for effect, she fought the urge to grin, doing her best impression of Mama, standing tall and aloof with a sneer on her face. “Pitiful. Again.” Since Rain's disappearance, she bruised and abused the soldiers, pushing them to become stronger through spars and field-exercises. After all, if they'd been more competent, then perhaps this mess wouldn't have cropped up in the first place.
 
  
 
 Her stress building from inactivity and worry, sparring with the half-beast soldiers was also a great way to decompress. They were more durable than the human soldiers and she disliked watching them flounder in spite of their natural gifts. With still no word from Rain despite Gerel combing the area for him, she continued to imagine worst case scenarios, such as Rain stranded on an island, slowly starving to death, or being tortured and beaten by bandits, or worse, holed up with some woman somewhere, having forgotten about everyone who cares for him.
 
  
 
 That last scenario was unlikely, but still she worried. Lin was no help at all, Mila's cheerful and mischievous best friend having been replaced by a mopey, weepy little girl, unable to cope without her 'hubby'. Honestly, no good came from their association with Rain, an endless source of misfortune and heartache. All the kisses in the world were hardly worth the distress and she refused to go through this again. When he returned, she'd keep him on a shorter leash, no more free rein for him to run about. Perhaps she should see about obtaining a field-command and have Rain attached to her cadre. After all, she had her own dreams of greatness; she wouldn't follow him about like an obedient quin.
 
  
 
 Lost in her thoughts, she almost overlooked the fist flying towards her face, reacting on instinct. A cross-counter smashed into Saluk's jaw and a loose tooth sailed through the air as he collapsed like a puppet without its strings. Cursing herself for her distraction, she carefully elbowed another soldier in the sternum. “You're too fragile, too weak. Out of sixty-seven, you nine are the only half-beasts, and I pity you.” Backhanding her next attacker aside, she tackled another soldier and body-slammed him to the ground. “Each born with prodigious strength and all the Mother's gifts laid before you, but you make use of none of it.” Her fist jabbed lightly into Pran's throat and she grabbed his belt and shoulder, tossing him into two soldiers. “You've no talents, wholly unimpressive and exceedingly mediocre.” The last two soldiers fell to her strikes, and once again all nine lay strewn about, groaning in pain. “And mediocrity is a heavy burden to bear. Without talent, all you can do is work harder. Remember, the Forms are flexible guidelines, and not rigid rules to follow. Experiment and test yourselves while it is still safe to do so, pain a better teacher than death. Rest, heal, and meditate we begin again in twenty minutes.”
 
  
 
 As the half-beast group staggered off and the next group arrived for their beating, Mila resumed her teachings, brutally scattering them before her like a flock of startled pigeons. There were no uncut gems among these soldiers, their only advantage being the healing method Rain imparted to each of them, so there was nothing to do but continue pushing them to succeed. Off to the side, Tursinai stood watch while the former sentinels practiced the same healing method with Lin instructing them, but her heart wasn't in it, the poor thing.
 
  
 
 Even Rustram, the best of them all, was failing Mila's expectations. She thought to groom him well, as without herself and Song, Rain would only have Rustram left to watch his back. So far, he was more burden than shield, still using his rapier like a club, unwieldy and clumsy. He didn't understand the Forms, none of the former soldiers did, their routines and patterns from the army drilled into their bones. The army trained soldiers well, but good soldiers made piss-poor warriors. They lacked heart and determination, their aspirations and individuality beaten out of them, meaning her only option was to toss them into the furnace and continue to hammer away at them, hoping to reforge them and praying they hold together beneath the stress.
 
  
 
 After hours of arduous training, the sun dipped below the horizon and Mila called for a stop. Sweating profusely from the work, she found Lin and Song and took each by the hand, leading the way to the bath-houses. Under the protection of three Warrant Officers, the sleepy little village had transformed into a burgeoning township, with new buildings going up each day as the villagers settled in. Huu helped with the labour, his sparse knowledge of carpentry a great help in setting up defensible homes, following the guidelines set by Rustram. The man was hopeless in combat, but his administrative and bargaining skills were top-notch, organizing the town into several districts for ease of living. Many of the unwed village women had set him as their target, swarming him with offers of food and company as he returned from the training fields. A shame he couldn't stay and live a comfortable life as a town mayor, but Mama would never allow it, not while he had knowledge of Rain's healing method.
 
  
 
 After their bath, they shared a quiet dinner outside her tent, eating in silence while the quins and kittens milled about, begging for scraps. Their guards ate with them, Lin's four sitting silently while Tenjin and Tursinai flirted about. Mila was still upset Tursinai hadn't taken steps to protect Rain, but it wasn't wholly her fault; she was only one person guarding two people, as Rain had convinced Tenjin to separate from them and oversee the beach defences. Then again, if not for his presence there, the villagers wouldn't have stood firm and precious time would have been lost. Stupid Rain and his stupid strategies, why didn't he get stronger and overwhelm his enemies with pure force? Why did he have to be so scatter-brained? How someone could be so smart and so foolish at the same time was a mystery.
 
  
 
 Mother knows where he was, perhaps stranded on an island devoid of food and shelter. How would he return? The lake currents were a mystery to most villagers, the Butcher Bay Bandits working hard to keep it secret. The only boats that travelled the lake belonged to them, fisher-folk and divers keeping to the calm, sheltered bays. What if he'd been horrifically injured and lacked sustenance to heal properly? Or he suffered a head injury and lost all memory? It'd happened to him once before and she'd heard stories of it happening to other warriors. Maybe that's why he wasn't coming back, he couldn't remember who he was. What would he do? Waking up in a strange place, lost and alone, how would he proceed from there?
 
  
 
 He was always good at making friends, his lack of pretenses and filthy jokes endearing him to a certain crowd. Even all of his soldiers fit the type, low brow, brutish, near-criminal personalities like Ravil and Bulat. Rain would fit right in with most bandits, likely taking a stupid thuggish name for himself like Crusher or Mad Dog. The thought of him pillaging and extorting villagers with that stupid leer on his face was enough to drive her to madness. Who knows what horrid schemes he would concoct to exploit those poor people. Repressing a sigh, Mila shook her head to clear her mind. This was why she kept busy all the time. How did Papa stay so calm with Mama out campaigning and defending the People all the time? Is this what it was like for him?
 
  
 
 Lin's sad sigh interrupted her forlorn musings. Staring up at the starry sky, little Lin looked so wistful and charming, tiny tears welling in her eyes. “Do you think Rainy is also looking at the moon? Is he thinking about us, like we're thinking about him? I hope he's safe...”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl.” Forcing herself to smile, she wrapped her arms around Lin. “What happened to the sweet, happy-go-lucky girl I grew up with? You can't have been like this the entire time we were separated, now were you? Enough moping, we have his sword, we know he's alive. Have faith, he will return.”
 
  
 
 “It's not the same Mi-Mi. I can't be strong like you, I need him here.” Sniffling, Lin snuggled into her embrace. “Ever since I was a little girl, I knew I wanted to marry him and he finally agreed to after all this time. We were supposed to be together forever after that, but he's already missing...”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” With a snort, Lin's guard interrupted their chat, speaking with a lilting, soft voice, a woman, judging by the sound. “Foolish child. You've been betrothed for little over two months and already you've been reduced to a snivelling mess. Worthless brat, what will you do after that idiot Rain dies?”
 
  
 
 “Shut your mouth!” Mila's fury consumed her, and if not for Lin grasping her tightly, she would have charged the insolent guard. “How dare you speak like this?” No wonder they kept their mouths shut the entire time, they had no manners at all.
 
  
 
 The guard tilted her head like a questioning child, her face hidden behind her veil. “Why would I not dare? He's nothing but a mere human, short-lived and stupid.”
 
  
 
 Where Taduk had found such arrogant and mysterious guards was unknown, but Mama didn't bother to pry, so neither did Mila. “Rain is a rising dragon, his name fated to spread across the Empire. The youngest Warrant Officer in a thousand years, a brilliant duelist, tactician, physician, and herbalist. An Awakened Warrior and soon-to-be a renowned healer, his star rises meteorically by the day.” Looking down her nose at the guard, she sneered. “What accomplishments have you to brag of, nameless guard?”
 
  
 
 Contrary to her expectations, the guard merely shrugged easily, showing no anger. “Oh, I admit, he's impressive for a little foundling, but what of it? Not even twenty years of age and one cannot count the times he's come close to death. The brightest candles burn the fastest, such is the way of the world. Even if he survives to a ripe old age, which is unlikely, you and Lin will still be young and fresh-faced when burning his corpse. See how distraught you both are with only few weeks of separation? In the end, you'll only spend a fraction of your life at his side. Is it worth all the heartache? ”
 
  
 
 The harsh declaration struck her like a hammer and she choked back her tears of fury. A scathing retort on her lips, she readied to fly into a rage when Lin's hand covered Mila's lips. “Don't Mi-Mi. Let it be, ignore her. Let's go to bed.” Tugging at her arm, Lin tried to pull her away as Mila glared at the insolent bitch, who sat easily at the fire, legs crossed and hands folded as if without a care in the world.
 
  
 
 Tursinai and Tenjin appeared next to Mila, their hands restraining her as they pushed her back. Tursinai's voice sounded in her mind. “Easy little Mila. Mere words. Ask Baatar if he regrets marrying Sarnai, or Alsantset marrying Charok. No sense in fighting amongst ourselves.” The entire time she spoke, Tursinai backed away from the guard, her eyes never leaving the relaxed mysterious warrior. Mila swallowed her anger and turned away, disappearing into Rain's tent with Lin and Song.
 
  
 
 Irritated and vexed, Mila pouted as Lin and Song brought two more beds into the tent, Lin cheerfully chattering about having a sleepover. Her lighthearted act confused Mila, but she let it lie, knowing there were things she couldn't ask and Lin couldn't speak of. The guard was probably some decrepit warrior who owed Taduk a favour, sour over her own losses in life. Bitter old hag, how dare she speak of Rain like that? So what if he wouldn't live as long? Mila still wanted to marry him. Should she throw away her feelings because Rain might die? What sort of life would that be? Everyone dies, but a flower cannot blossom without sunshine, just as a person cannot live without love.
 
  
 
 She should have used that as her retort, but anger clouded her mind. Fuming, she replayed the argument over and over in her head, winning with wit and tact and putting that guard in her place, a childish act but one that calmed her anger. Snuggling between Lin and Song, Aurie and the she-cat soon joined them, the three cots comfortably packed. Burying her face in Aurie's fur, she hid her tears and silently cried herself to sleep. Please Rain, return soon. Everything is forgiven, so long as you survive whole and intact.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Blinking lazily, he stretched and yawned, glancing over at Qing-Qing's sleeping form. The hut was still dark, his blindfold unneeded, her body outlined in the gloom as his mind filled in the details. She was so warm and kind, he reminisced of the touch of her hands as it stroked his face, her nervous smile as she fed him soup, her titter and snort as she laughed. He'd never been cared for by someone like that, tender and gentle. Mila was always so rough and brusque, while Lin preferred to be cared for, spoiled by brother.
 
  
 
 Although they were two sides of the same coin, he was growing more resentful of their positions. Brother was in charge, the Outer Rain, and everything was done according to his will. That left precious little for himself, only now realizing it once their roles had switched. So many minor things he'd forgotten about, like eating real food and interacting with people, feeling cold or warm, or smelling the pleasant scent of incense. Why was brother the only one to enjoy all the niceties of life?
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, he focused his mind and sought out his inner sanctuary. It took a great effort to reach it, calming his mind enough to slip in. Brother always made it look so easy, entering with the blink of an eye, yet another stark difference between them. The door to their bedroom was still ajar, brother's astral form suspended in the void within as the spectres floated about his body. Pacing back and forth, he watched brother and tested the entrance, an unseen force keeping him out. Not like a wall, his hand easily passed through the doorway, but once inside, he would inevitably be turned about, standing outside the door with no idea how he arrived there. The spectres moved the same way around brother's body, guided by an unseen force in meandering paths, unable to touch claw or tooth to skin. So long as this continued, brother would be safe, but it seemed to take all his efforts, unable to wake. He wanted to help brother, but after countless efforts, he gave up and opened his eyes, laying in the darkness and muttering of his impotence.
 
  
 
 While checking on brother, Qing-Qing had awoken and was bustling about the hut in preparation. Greeting her cordially, he grimaced to himself as she cringed in reply, eyes fastened to the floor as she hurried over, bowl and spoon in hand. “Apologies great warrior, this lowly one could only scrounge up more clams. Please have mercy.”
 
  
 
 “It's fine. Delicious, really.” Choking down the slimy, chewy flesh, he sipped at the pungent soup, bitter with the taste of the sea. This village was more rustic than expected, unable to make simple change for a gold bar. Worth only a measly hundred silvers, the total monthly income of the village would not exceed five, meaning brother had stored a hundred months of their profit in a single boot. With greed such a powerful force, Qing-Qing feared to display the gold and was too weak to make the trip to a larger village, so they continued to dine on what she scavenged. Brother would have come up with some clever solution to fix all their problems, unlike his useless self who only ever made things worse. Like in the duel. Why did he open his mouth and say those foul things? The stories had spread and now Qing-Qing was terrified of him. Courtesy truly cost nothing and he would think twice before speaking publicly again. Better to keep your intentions hidden anyways.
 
  
 
 Her hands trembled as she fed him, much of the soup falling back into the bowl as she tried to spoon it into his mouth from as far away as possible. No more gentle touches or shy smiles, for days she only quivered and cried in his presence. When his meal was done, he grabbed her wrist before she fled. “I'd like a word with you before you go.”
 
  
 
 The terror in her eyes was visible even through his blindfold. “Y-Yes great warrior.”
 
  
 
 “You've never travelled outside the village, but surely you know the surroundings. Is there any place you can turn to for aid? Even bandits are fine, so long as they oppose Butcher Bay. Pay them the fifty gold upfront and offer more upon arrival.”
 
  
 
 “Impossible great warrior. None of the gangs would dare opposed the Spectre. Not only is he impossible to capture, his net spreads wide, with ties to every group. A reward like the one you offer would reach his ears and bring his people down upon us. No one travels the lake without his knowledge and tacit approval, no one. Even by foot we must take care not to draw attention.”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Fuck, I don't know how you people survive... why even live here? This place is a shit hole.”
 
  
 
 Her voice hardened at his declaration, showing the fire that burned within her. “This is a sacred place, great warrior. There is work nearby in the Golden Highlands and Treasure Lake, and with luck, one might find valuable heavenly treasures or rich deposits. You can even find nuggets of precious metals in the streams if you search hard enough. Although we are closer to PingYao to the south, we rely on Sanshu City for our living. Their merchants visit once a year to trade for any treasures or rumours of the mystical Waters of Restoration. The person who stumbles across them would find their name echoed throughout eternity.” Her eyes shone as she spoke, her fear forgotten in her excitement.
 
  
 
 “Waters of Restoration?”
 
  
 
 “Until I learned... who you were... I thought you'd found them yourself, which was why I wanted to know about your route.”
 
  
 
 He needed a new name, at least until he was safe. She called him great warrior, and he rather liked the moniker. “Call me Baledagh for now. Accustom yourself to saying it so you do not mistakenly give out my name in company. A former bandit with the... Freebooters.” The name meant warrior in the language of the People, that would do nicely for now, and if his companions heard the name, perhaps they'd come searching for him.
 
  
 
 After repeating the name a few times, she continued her tale. “For millennia, stories have been told of the healing waters of Sanshu Grove. People travel from all around the Empire to bathe in the streams and pray to the Mother for healing. The three sacred trees are said to have been nourished by Her tears and the guardian turtle of PingYao is rumoured to have drank a single drop in her infancy, resulting in her massive growth and power, guarding the city for centuries.”
 
  
 
 Gold flowing in rivers, healing waters, and now giant guardian turtles. Qing-Qing was so adorably naive, he wanted to embrace her and protect her from all who would take advantage. “I guess that's why there are so many bandits here, they started as treasure seekers and turned to banditry after finding nothing of value.”
 
  
 
 Seeing his skepticism, her mouth twisted in a frown, upset he didn't believe her. “It's true Baledagh, there must be some Heavenly Water flowing about. Countless ancient beasts and heavenly ores have been nourished by the lakes which is why they're named so. Eastern Prosperity, Western Treasures, and Southern Bounty, the amount of wealth found laying in their depths is staggering.”
 
  
 
 “Wealth, what wealth? If you ever found anything of true value, you'd be killed in a heartbeat. Strength is all that matters, the power to take what you will and kill any who say otherwise.”
 
  
 
 She grew quiet at his declaration, her eyes welling up. After a long silence, she whispered, “My father was a simple physician who lived quietly in this village, helping anyone who needed it no matter if they could pay. He was good at his work, and although he was no healer, he fixed injuries with nothing more than herbs and tools.” Her voice caught in her throat, but she pushed through, her head bowed as tears dripped from her face. “When I was ten years old, bandits came for him. They'd heard of his skills and their boss was grievously injured, so they brought him away. After two weeks, they returned with his head on a stick, waving it about as they raped my mother and tortured my little brother to death in front of the village. Retribution, they called it, for my father's failure. I only escaped because I was out playing with friends, the bandits lacking knowledge of my existence. Perhaps you're right, strength is all that matters, but I detest that sort of thinking the most.” Kowtowing before him, she kept her face pressed in the dirt. “Is there anything else you need of me, Baledagh?”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly sending her away, he wallowed in self-pity at having screwed things up again. Lamenting his choice of words, he settled back in his bed and closed his eyes, his mind working endlessly for some method to win her over. It would be nice to have a wife of his own, as Mila, Lin, and Yan all loved brother, with little left for himself. What was life without love? Ah Qing-Qing, perhaps you detest me now, but he would not stop until she was his. If only he hadn't given his word. Take her by force now and love would grow in time. All women loved powerful men, despite her words otherwise, but perhaps it was better this way. As brother loved to quip, joyful bride, joyful existence.
 
  
 
 It didn't roll off the tongue, but the words were poignant, wise beyond his years. How brother knew so many things was the real mystery. Drifting off to sleep, he dreamt of a joyous wedding between Baledagh and Ai Qing. Brother deserved a rest, and so what if he used the time to find a wife? Brother already had two with a third all but promised. One more couldn't hurt.
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 Her hands raw and sore, Qing-Qing scrubbed at the blankets in the cold river water, arms tired and head light. She had little difficulty caring for her own needs, but with a second, useless mouth to feed, it was starting to overwhelm her. Rain – Baledagh, she corrected herself, ate enough food to beggar three families, his belly an endless hole through which all her efforts and goodwill disappeared. She spent every minute of every day toiling away, whether it be cleaning, cooking, foraging, or fixing, she hadn't had a moment's rest since he arrived.
 
  
 
 That pampered little warrior even had the gall to make sour faces as she spoon-fed him. What was so terrible about her cooking? Any man in the village would be delighted to eat a meal prepared by her, much less be hand fed. He claimed to dislike seafood, which was absurd, clams were deliciously chewy while oysters made a fine meal with nothing more than garlic and vinegar. It wasn't easy finding enough to fill his belly, hours spent on her hands and knees digging through the surf, or diving into dangerous waters in search of sustenance.
 
  
 
 At least he pretended he enjoyed the meal, even if only with lip service. If not, she might have poisoned the little ingrate. The worst of it were his horrendous manners, thanking her only once in memory and making outrageous, off-hand statements, like asking if she might catch and butcher a wild beast. Who did he think she was, some famed huntress? If she stepped foot outside the village without an escort, she'd end up in some beast's belly by nightfall or worse. No matter, the Mother would provide and Qing-Qing would soon be free of all these burdens, a rich woman in the prime of life.
 
  
 
 Her suffering was made all the worse knowing there was a veritable fortune sitting inside her hut. Before meeting Baledagh, she'd never have thought there would come a time when her problems stemmed from having too much gold, but now? She didn't dare spend more than a copper or two to trade, feigning extreme poverty to keep her windfall secret. It was impossible to depend on Baledagh for protection, he could barely sit up for a meal, and if the villagers learned of the fortune in his boot, they might act rashly. Even she entertained thoughts of diving into the waters to search for the other boot, but lacked the courage to face the dangers lurking in deep waters. The Mother had no love for fools and daredevils, favouring prudence and caution.
 
  
 
 Mindlessly washing the bed-sheets, her thoughts wandered through the possibilities of what she might do with fifty gold. With that much coin, she'd move into PingYao city, guarded by its turtle protector. Safe from beasts and bandits, she'd be able to wander about the city for days, strolling around in a lovely silk dress, how wonderful that would be... She'd never have to worry about straying from the path and stumbling into a ferocious beast's den, or having to hide with all the womenfolk when riders arrived in the night. Living in a house of stone and brick with a roof that didn't leak, sleeping on a real bed with cotton sheets, it was all so luxurious she could hardly imagine it.
 
  
 
 The sound of derisive laughter broke out and Qing-Qing glanced over at a group of her friends, all the younger, unwed women who smiled back at her. Gathering her laundry, she grinned as she approached. “Ladies, please tell me you have a funny story to share. I've worked so hard lately I've hardly had time for a chat and I'm in desperate need of good cheer.” They glanced at each other, tittering quietly before their laughter broke out once more. Tilting her head, she raised an eyebrow as she smiled with them, their laughter infectious. “Come now, share the story. Did Drunkard Mu wake up in the chicken coop again?”
 
  
 
 The girls all kept quiet as they continued to titter and glance among themselves, so Qing-Qing turned to her best friend since childhood, Bao Bei. After losing her own family, she'd been bounced around the different households before staying with Bei's family for close to a year. She became fast friends with the girl, holding her hand at night while crying for her family, Bei playing the part of the older sister. Auntie Ting and uncle Wei were so kind to her, treating her like one of their own when all the other adults tried to pretend she didn't exist.
 
  
 
 After Uncle Wei injured his back, she left to live with Gen's family, the village chief the only one willing to take her in. She didn't stay long, Gen's aggressive pursuit forcing her away, leaving to strike out on her own at the tender age of fifteen. It hadn't been an easy five years since, but once she reunited Baledagh with his people and she was safely away, she would send for Bei and her family to join her in PingYao. No sense condemning another to her fate before she was free and clear. She couldn't just assume Baledagh would keep his word, not with all the horrible stories about him. “Bei-Bei, come now, don't be so stingy, what's the joke?”
 
  
 
 Snorting, Bei gave her a disparaging look. “Oh, you don't know? Go take a look at your reflection and the joke will look right back at you.” Qing-Qing blinked in confusion, staring at her friend of over ten years who wore a hateful sneer. “The beautiful and perfect Ai Qing, too good to marry anyone from the village. Bad enough you strung Gen along for years, but now you think yourself too good for him? Despicable.”
 
  
 
 “Oh my, but haven't you heard? Ai Qing found herself a new man, and a handsome one at that.”
 
  
 
 “How was it they described him again?”
 
  
 
 “A face like ground meat, picked through by the fishes. So dashing, like a hero out of legend.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I'm so envious, and to think, Ai Qing gets to wash his piss-stained blankets everyday.”
 
  
 
 The other girls joined to mock her, but she ignored them, looking pleadingly at Bei. Surely her friend didn't mean those harsh words, they were closer than sisters, had been through so much. “What are you talking about? I never strung Gen along, I declined his advances for years, you saw as much.”
 
  
 
 “You must think me stupid.” Bei scoffed, seeming so bizarre to Qing-Qing, her sweet, kind friend having been replaced by some stranger. “Always lying and pretending not to want Gen as if flaunting your superiority. You must have whispered to him in secret, seducing him away.”
 
  
 
 “I've done nothing of the sort!”
 
  
 
 “Oh, of course not, you're Ai Qing, the beautiful woman every man dreams of.” The sarcasm was thick in Bei's voice, her reproachful glare hurting Qing-Qing more than any wound. “Why else would he bother with a cursed bitch like you? Gen followed you around like a lost puppy, don't tell me you did nothing to encourage him. He's too honourable a man to say otherwise, but everyone knows the truth.”
 
  
 
 “Bei... are we not friends? Why are you saying all these awful things? You know they aren't true. How many times did we chat about leaving the village together? Dreaming of how we would become explorers and treasure seekers, or merchants and traders? We would travel the world you and I, sharing adventures and experiencing everything beyond our village...”
 
  
 
 “Friends? It sickened me to listen to your whinging and whining, pretending like you were better than everyone, meant for greater things. Pei.” The globule of spit splashed on the ground and Qing-Qing stared in shock. “I prayed that you'd leave and learn the harsh truth of the world. You're a jinx and a leech, a black star hanging over all our heads. Your family died protecting you, my father injured himself working to feed you, and everyone suffers so that you might live a little better while pretending we're beneath you. Now that Gen has seen who you truly are, maybe you'll finally muster up the courage to walk out into the woods and die, freeing us from the burden you've become.”
 
  
 
 All around her the village women spouted hateful lies, people she considered her friends chiming in with scathing condemnations while singing praises for 'the valiant hunter, Gen'. Never mind how she'd tactfully avoided him all this time, worrying he would go too far one day, now that she'd been 'rejected' by him over a dying bandit, they all joined in to gloat over her misfortune and foolishness.
 
  
 
 Her eyes filled with tears as she ran off, clutching the basket of wet laundry to her chest. Why would Bei turn on her? Qing-Qing couldn't care less about the others, only Bei's hateful vitriol striking a nerve. Bursting into her home, she threw aside the laundry, wanting to crawl into her bed of straw to cry away the morning. Instead, she was greeted by the vicious murderer she'd brought home, the sole cause of all her current troubles sitting naked in the middle of the hut with a blanket wrapped around him. Shrinking back from the light, he lifted the blanket to cover his head, his harsh, dry voice muffled. “Close the door Qing-Qing.”
 
  
 
 All her frustration and anger burst from her chest as she slammed the door shut. “You aren't allowed to call me Qing-Qing! Only my friends...” Deflating, she knelt on the floor and wept her back to the door, bawling like a child. “...I've no friends, not anymore.” She hugged her knees and wailed, releasing all the pent up fear and anguish from the past few weeks. Between looking after Baledagh and fending off Gen and his supporters, she was drained and exhausted, her courage and optimism deserting her along with her former friends. Why even bother? Baledagh... No, Falling Rain, the Undying Savage, would kill and rape her, that was the truth of things. If he kept to that order, she would thank the Mother for her mercy.
 
  
 
 Holding nothing back, she sobbed until there was nothing left, her pants soaked with tears as she hiccuped and panted for breath. She listened to the sounds of Rain crawling about the hut, likely gathering implements of torture, but she didn't have it in her to care, burying her face deeper into her arms. No one would miss her, no one would mourn her. It might even be good to see her parents and little brother again, she'd almost completely forgotten their faces, only faint memories of happier times.
 
  
 
 The door sagged back as he leaned against it next to her, gasping for breath. “Ah, Mother's tits, I crawled around the entire damn hut looking for a handkerchief, and they're all sitting right beside you.”
 
  
 
 Her basket of laundry scraped against the floor and she lifted her head to snap at him. “Don't touch those, your hands are filthy.” Why bother with manners, they wouldn't change anything. Then again, why did she care if he dirtied the linens? “And watch your language, the Mother is to be respected. Perhaps you've no fear of her judgment now, but when you find yourself before her, you will come to regret your blasphemies.” Rummaging through the basket, she pulled out a small cloth, still damp from the wash, and wiped her face clean, shivering the entire time. Even though she was resigned to her fate, the act of defiance still terrified her.
 
  
 
 An awkward silence descended on them as they sat side by side, Qing-Qing too afraid to meet his eyes. Shying away from him, she moved ever so slowly, as if she might escape by melting through the walls while he propped himself against the hut's only door. What was she thinking? Why did she speak to him like that?
 
  
 
 He finally broke the silence with a small cough. “I don't have any friends either.”
 
  
 
 Her head snapped up and turned to him, her mind a blank. “What?”
 
  
 
 In the dim lighting, he almost seemed vulnerable and defenceless, the blanket clutched to his chest as he lay against the door, exhausted from his excursion around the tiny hut. “I mean, I have my brother, and he has plenty of friends so sometimes I talk with them, but truth be told, none of them are my friends. They're his.” Almost bashful as he scratched his neck, he turned away and added, “So, if you want, we can be friends. Er, I'd like for us to be friends, is what I mean. Please.”
 
  
 
 After freezing for several heartbeats, she burst into laughter as she gasped for air, rolling on the ground almost convulsing at how absurd it seemed. A man of his standing without friends, it was too comical to believe. People were probably tripping over themselves for the chance to sit with him, fawning over him day and night like a little prince. Wiping away her tears, she sat up and faced him, thankful for the gesture. He seemed upset, believing she'd rejected his offer, curling up and pouting in the dark. “Thank you, Rain. Qing-Qing would be honoured to be your friend.”
 
  
 
 Instantly cheering up, he chided her gently. “Call me Baledagh, please. So what happened? Do you want me to kill someone?”
 
  
 
 Chuckling to herself, she patted his cheek. He was almost adorable, a bloodthirsty little brother who tried to help the only way he knew how. To a hammer, every problem looked like a nail. “No, no killing, besides you're in no condition to walk, much less fight on my behalf. Even then, disliking me isn't cause for death.” Helping him back to his bed, she told him everything that transpired, airing her grievances to a listening ear. Seeing his frowning expression, she soon found herself defending her fellow villagers, worried he might truly go out and kill them. In a strange way, it was almost sweet how he was willing to defend her so vehemently. “I don't understand why they would all turn on me like that, I've never had arguments with anyone, the villagers have always been so kind and supportive...”
 
  
 
 “Seems obvious. They resent you.”
 
  
 
 “Why would they resent me? For saving you? That's in our best interests, a dead bandit might bring vengeance down on all of us, and if your people found out you died here...” She shuddered, unable to complete the thought.
 
  
 
 “No, not because of me, though that might be their excuse. They resent who you are and what you represent. You said your father was a good man, right? There's your reason.” Yawning, he stretched lazily and settled back down to sleep.
 
  
 
 “What's this have to do with my father?”
 
  
 
 “Well, a physician is a valuable resource and it stands to reason he was well liked. He was probably their friend, maybe even a benefactor, and seeing him killed on a whim and his family tortured would be traumatizing. They looked after you out of guilt, but guilt can only last so long.” Shrugging, he continued speaking sleepily. “You're a living reminder of their frailty and failures, the very sight of you dredging up old guilt and shame, which then turns to anger and hatred, a powerful emotion. Eventually, they forget everything besides the hatred, and here you are.”
 
  
 
 Kneeling at his side, she watched him close his eyes to rest, the day's events exhausting him. So young yet so jaded, was that really how the world was? “What about everything Bei said? Her parents were so good to me and she's been my best friend since we were young.” They swore to be best friends forever...
 
  
 
 “She unmarried? And Gen's strong, right? Most eligible bachelor, the bitch wants him for herself. Jealousy. Simple.” Waving his hand, he smiled drowsily. “Forget about her and the rest, you're better than them. I'll bring you away from this miserable backwater, my lucky star. Reward you richly, I swear it. Won't be long, healing quickly. Used the chamber pot today, won't need to do laundry every day...”
 
  
 
 Smiling at his sluggish voice, she timidly reached out and stroked his face, delighting as he rubbed his cheek against her hand, like little puppy seeking affection. Perhaps he wasn't so bad, he was trying so hard to regain his strength and reunite with his people. It was sweet of him to comfort her. He was right, she was better than them.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, she patted her own cheeks and steeled herself. If she wanted him to bring her away, then she'd need to work hard and care for him. There was still plenty to be done, the laundry needed drying, the floors sweeping, and she still had to scavenge for food. Most pressing was that she didn't own a chamber pot, so a search would have to be conducted. Luckily, the hut wasn't large and she only needed to follow her nose. She prayed to the Mother, hoping he hadn't used her only cooking pot.
 
  
 
 Again, she compared him to a stray pup, hoping he could heal and grow into a powerful protector.
 
  
 
 Perhaps her dreams would come true after all.
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 Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Baledagh studied his brother's motionless body, suspended in the void with the spectres circling him hungrily. Unable to devour the spectres from his position, unable to even enter, he tried to come up with some method to help, but his mind blanked. Resting his elbow on his knees and chin on his palms, he sighed in frustration. How many times has brother saved them both? Yet in this troubling instance, it shamed him to admit he was helpless. How nice it would be to play the hero for once, instead of the nameless grunt following orders. Even the moniker he chose for himself was rather unremarkable, 'warrior', instead of 'expert' or 'conqueror', or something with substance.
 
  
 
 Too late to do anything about it now, better to focus on the important things. Like sitting around helplessly watching your brother struggle.
 
  
 
 A struggle it was, there was no doubt in his mind. As peaceful and serene as it appeared, Baledagh knew first-hand how oppressive and terrifying the spectres were, their shrieking wails and baleful auras still greeting him each time he slept. It'd become routine for him to devour them with hardly any effort, like a pre-nap snack. At least the voices had stopped, but they'd disappeared before. If they ever returned, he'd ignore them, having seen through their deception.
 
  
 
 Nothing could be heard from inside the room, but he saw their disembodied mouths moving as they harassed brother, the barrier keeping the void contained within. Worse, although their physical body was healing well, brother's astral form was still damaged, looking no better than before despite the glowing light surrounding his body.
 
  
 
 “Fight on, brother. You will be victorious, this I believe.” Feeling a little better having spoken aloud, he gnawed at his lips and continued to chat. “Things are fine out here, I'll hold down the fort while you handle those ghosts. Qing-Qing is taking good care of us, you'd like her. She's gentle and kind, with a soft touch. Even though she's weak and worries over the smallest things, there's a fire inside her, a core of steel. Anyway, our body is healing well, your work I assume, well done. I grew tired of crawling around, so I carved a walking staff. Maybe I'll walk around the village today, give it a test. It wasn't easy to make, I never noticed how clumsy I am at things besides fighting. I understand now why you didn't want to rely on the ancestors like I did, it's best to rely on yourself. It's shameful how little coordination and experience I have in matters outside of combat, and I'll work hard to remedy my failings.”
 
  
 
 Brother didn't answer, but Baledagh continued to ramble on, enjoying their 'conversation'. “I've been awake for a week now and the light doesn't hurt as much anymore, plus I've pieced together a few things, but I'm still not entirely sure what happened. I remember passing out before the full moon, but Qing-Qing didn't find me until the 28th. That's more than a week of missing time, maybe longer... Moving on, I've been here for a month now, awake for less than a week, which means it's been forty-something odd days since I passed out. I've learned little since waking, stuck inside the hut, and none of the villagers will chat with Qing-Qing. There are rumours about you fighting with the Red Devil of Sanshu a little after I fell asleep. Sorry I wasn't there to help, but you won, so how did we get across the lake and how did we suffer all these injuries?”
 
  
 
 With no answer forthcoming, Baledagh continued to watch the spectres circle brother persistently, like Jattuyas waiting for their prey to die. Standing up, he stretched and prepared himself once more, getting into the right frame of mind to take on this task. Focus on moving forward, let nothing turn you back. Eyes locked on his brother, he stepped into the void and stood at rest, outside the room once again.
 
  
 
 Always the same thing, over and over again. “Ha... Sorry brother, it seems this 'warrior' is truly useless.” Leaning against the door frame, he staggered in exhaustion, drained by his unrewarded efforts. He didn't know if time passed, but each time he stepped into the void, he would be back where he started, as if he'd never moved at all. The fatigue built up, and worried he would fall asleep again, he moved to leave. “You focus on your battle, brother. I'll see us back to our people... somehow.” Never mind not knowing how, but something needed to be done.
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes, he stretched, lounging in the warmth of his blanket. Turning to the side, he smiled and stared at Qing-Qing, sleeping an arm's length away, glowing in the morning light as it streamed through the gaps in the door and roof. So lovely and sweet, he would need to ensure she wasn't bullied by Mila or teased by Lin. She was only a normal human, barely able to cultivate, but lacking any time to do so. Had she grown up among the People then perhaps she might have become a warrior, given enough time and resources, but out here, alone and without anyone to care for her? Impossible. Brother could teach her though, and they would be together forever.
 
  
 
 Stirring gently in her sleep, he quickly turned away, his face reddening as she roused herself. Quiet as a mouse, she set about preparing for the day, starting a small fire and warming breakfast for the two of them. Pretending to sleep, he cursed his gutless and cowardly ways, unsure of what to say around her. With longer periods of consciousness came more chances to bond with her, but he kept saying the wrong things. She made no unkind remarks or complaints, but he saw her hidden grimaces and frowns. What was so difficult about hunting for meat? Make a spear, find a trail, set a snare, wait, then kill the creature as it struggles, simple as turning your hand. No matter, once he brought her back to the village, he would spoil her rotten and show her his true worth, not this pitiful weakling laying in her hut, but a powerful, unrestrained warrior of the People.
 
  
 
 The pungent smell of seafood quickly filled the hut and the door squeaked open to let air in. “Baledagh, breakfast will soon be ready.” She kept well away when waking him, after an unpleasant experience in which she shook him awake. He acted on sheer reflex and only subdued her, so it was unfair of her to hold it against him, although it had been nice holding her against him. Sitting up, he washed his face with the water provided before accepting the food from Qing-Qing's outstretched arms. Despite accepting his offer of friendship, it seemed the distance between them continued to grow. His body stronger by the day, she no longer fed or washed him, a saddening loss of intimacy. He told himself things would change once he regained his strength and after brother woke up, coming to appreciate brother's womanizing ways far too late.
 
  
 
 The meagre meal of mashed seafood was barely more than a mouthful, far from filling his belly. Then again, he wasn't sure if he wanted more, the foul taste lingering in his mouth. Suppressing a sigh, he scraped his bowl clean and licked his fingers, choking down the mash. “My healing is taking too long, I require more sustenance.”
 
  
 
 “Baledagh...” Despair etched on her pretty face, Qing-Qing wrung her hands through her shirt. “I swear to you, I'm working as hard as I can, I am but a poor village woman. Have mercy...”
 
  
 
 Realizing his gaffe, he shook his head vigorously. “No no, I'm not blaming you. I'm only thinking aloud. I need to return to my people, they'll be looking for me.” And I want to eat rice and red meat. “I was thinking of speaking with the village chief. Tell me about him. Is he a greedy man? A lustful one? Can he be trusted or intimidated?”
 
  
 
 “The Chief is... a prudent man, capable of making the best decisions for the village. Trustworthy in that regard, he isn't brave in the sense of facing bandits, but he is a hunter and the strongest man in the village. I wouldn't call him greedy, but he takes the best for himself, which is what he deserves.” Chewing her lip nervously, she looked him up and down. “You looked little better than a corpse when you arrived and you've come so far in only a month. Perhaps you could lower your expectations a little? It would be safer to wait until you are stronger.”
 
  
 
 Asking a few more questions, he wrapped his eyes with cloth. He didn't need the covering anymore, but it wouldn't do for someone to see his amber eyes, his most distinguishing feature. “Help me up, I'd like to speak with the chief.” Qing-Qing's hut was at the fringes of the village, and it was quite a distance away for someone in his condition. “Oh and give me the gold, we'll need it. Don't worry, I decided greed won't be a problem and you will be compensated after we return to my people.”
 
  
 
 Leaning heavily on his staff as he stood, he enjoyed Qing-Qing's scent as he stepped out into the sunlight for the first time in weeks. The transparent black cloth filtered out the bright light and he paused a moment, taking in the sights and basking in the light with Qing-Qing at his side.
 
  
 
 It was good to be awake and mobile. Any longer in the gloomy shack and he'd go crazy. He didn't have a plan like brother would, but at least he now had a goal. All it needed was for him to take this first step, and for lunch, he would dine on roasted meat and steamed rice, with delicious wine to wash it down. Perhaps there'd even be sweets for him to gorge upon, the thought filling his mouth with saliva.
 
  
 
 Barefoot with his blanket tied around his body, he made his way into the village proper, with his beautiful future wife Qing-Qing at his side. Who needed a plan? All he needed was food, and he'd be strong enough to take on the world in under a week. Perhaps he'd even get lucky and encounter resistance from the villagers. It would be good for him to kill someone as an example, not only inspiring fear but sowing justice for their treatment of Qing-Qing. A warning first though, he couldn't be too heavy-handed, but those bastards didn't even bother helping him, there was no need to be too polite.
 
  
 
 A lovely day for a stroll and maybe a little carnage. A little exercise would do his body good.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Struggling to support Baledagh, Qing-Qing nervously walked with her arm around his waist, keeping her eyes on the ground. The villagers stopped their daily tasks to stare at the injured warrior at her side, her stomach aflutter with every step they took. He 'decided' greed wouldn't matter? As if it were his choice, how arrogant and overbearing could he be? Even though the Chief wasn't a warrior, she'd seen the carcasses of monstrous beasts hunted by him and his team. In comparison, frail and injured Baledagh seemed little challenge for them, huffing away as they walked. Perhaps the Chief would order their deaths, and split the gold among themselves.
 
  
 
 His slender frame was surprisingly heavy though, and soon she was sweating at the effort of keeping him steady, her knees wobbling beneath the strain. In comparison, his steps were steady and slow, hobbling along with his ugly, crooked staff. She'd have thought a warrior more experienced with a knife, but his fingers were covered with half-healed cuts from his shoddy workmanship. He was a wealth of contradictions, falling asleep as a sweet, comforting young man in need of her care and waking as a savage, brutal warrior who held a knife to her throat for disturbing his rest too soon. She wouldn't make the same mistake again, it had taken her hours to gather the courage to return home afterwards, spurred on by her fear of what he might do if she didn't feed him.
 
  
 
 Her fellow villagers gathered around to gawk, surprised by his speedy recovery. For weeks now he was supposedly at death's door, and everyone had kept their distance, not wanting to waste effort helping or share in the blame when he inevitably died. Even now, no one came forward to help as Baledagh continued moving one steady step at a time, determined to reach his destination. None of the villagers entered his eye and she did her best to ignore their stares as well. Baledagh's healing marked him as incredibly powerful, and she heard the term Ascendant once or twice.
 
  
 
 Someone must have run ahead and alerted the Chief, as he came rushing towards them with bow and spear in hand, the rest of the village hunters arriving right behind them. Gen stood to the side, the only hunter with his weapon pointed towards them, a frown on his face. Perfect, now instead of a private meeting, they had to speak with the Chief in front of everyone. A flattering smile on his aged face, he clasped his hands to Baledagh and bowed. “Great Warrior, this lowly one is Tuan, chief of this humble village where you've rested. Might I have the pleasure of knowing your honoured name?”
 
  
 
 “Baledagh. Was on my way to visit you.” Without pause, he continued forward, dragging Qing-Qing along with him, her legs freezing up at the sight of all the weapons. “A word in private. Your home will do.”
 
  
 
 Gen moved towards them, his spear wavering. “That's far enough, anything you need to say, you can sa--”
 
  
 
 Baledagh smacked the spear aside with his staff, and with a crack, the wood shattered, the metal tip wailing as it sailed away through the air, over the crowd and into the woods. Without missing a step, he poked Gen in the throat with his staff and continued onward, a sneer on his face. “Don't presume to give orders here, whelp. Point a weapon at me again and I'll skin you alive.” Gen's mouth gaped like a fish as he stared at his broken weapon, his free hand touching his neck. Baledagh didn't hurt him, only warning the overconfident and brash young man. She struggled not to burst into laughter, giddy from fear and relief. Glancing back at Gen, Baledagh remarked, “You look about the right size. Run home and ready a pair of pants for me. Clean ones, mind you, I don't want to find any shit stains on them.”
 
  
 
 The other hunter's stirred at the provocation but an upraised hand from the Chief stalled them. “Gen, do as Warrior Baledagh asks, and have your mother prepare tea. My apologies Great Warrior, he is my son, a child with more courage than sense.”
 
  
 
 “Alcohol.” Baledagh chimed in before refocusing on his walk. “And snacks. No fish.”
 
  
 
 “As he says, get to it boy.”
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing's head was light as she moved in a daze. The arrogance and confidence he displayed was a heady rush, and before she knew it, she sat at the table in the Chief's home, a large, wood and brick affair. If not for Gen, she could have grown up here with them, and though she was accustomed to her life, it stung to see the niceties she lived without, like decorations and furniture. The Chief brought plenty to the village, risking much to do so, and in return, the village took care of him. It shouldn't have come a surprise learning Bei wanted to marry Gen, but it hurt her to know her friend had set her sights so low. They were supposed to escape this drudgery together, but instead, she'd only been pushing Qing-Qing towards death.
 
  
 
 Well Bei could have that controlling, jealous bastard, they deserved each other. Let them live their lives out here in this dreary village, while Qing-Qing followed Baledagh away to a better life inside PingYao.
 
  
 
 Gen served the alcohol and snacks, placing a clean shirt and pants next to them before standing off to one side with his father. Baledagh ate and drank, relishing the dried meat with a foolish smile on his face. She filled his cup every time he emptied it with a sound of delight, ignoring the Chief's growing impatience and frustration. It was almost refreshing to see Baledagh toying with him like a cat plays with a mouse, until she realized the other hunters were likely waiting outside, ready to charge in at a moments notice should things go wrong. As impressive as Baledagh was, he was still heavily injured. If need be, the villagers would band together and bury his body and their secret deep. Nothing brought people together quicker than threat of mutual destruction.
 
  
 
 After cleaning off the plate and drinking the jar dry, Baledagh waved the Chief over. “Send the little shit outside and tell your men to piss off.” Burping loudly, he added, “If I want to kill you, they won't be any help.”
 
  
 
 Gen exchanged a worried look with his father but the Chief shook his head. “Do as Warrior Baledagh says. Now. Don't make the honoured guest ask twice.”
 
  
 
 “But father --”
 
  
 
 “Oh, yes, please, argue with him. I don't much like your attitude.” Baledagh's smile sent shivers down her spine, and evidently did the same to the Chief.
 
  
 
 “Go!” His voice hoarse as he roared at his son, he gripped his shoulder for a moment before shoving him towards the door, a touching gesture to spare his son. Qing-Qing's head hung low at the sight, ashamed for taking delight in all of this. To them, Baledagh was a powerful warrior who held their lives in the palm of his hands. It wasn't right for her to enjoy his tormenting them, watching a good man ready himself for death.
 
  
 
 Still, Mother help her, she couldn't stop smiling. A good man he may be, he'd done nothing to stop Gen from harassing her.
 
  
 
 Once they were alone, Baledagh threw a gold bar on the table, yawning as the Chief's eyes widened at the sight. “This is yours. In return, I expect food, meat, rice, spices and wine. What your family eats each day, I need at least three times as much. Worry not about giving me too much, only if it is not enough.”
 
  
 
 His mouth working furiously, the Chief stammered, “Great Warrior, this is too much coin for what you are asking, we are but humble villagers with no way to gather enough to pay back what's owed.” Still, his hands reached out to clutch the gold, holding it close to his chest as if afraid Baledagh would take it back.
 
  
 
 “No need, this is a mere pittance. Provide me with food and I will be gone as soon, the gold yours to keep. I don't care if you share, do as you see fit.” Qing-Qing gawked at the words, understanding his plan. Greed wouldn't be their problem, it would be the Chief's. “I'll also need a pair of horses and travel clothes. Boots, a spear, a bow and arrows too, the best you have.” Gesturing for more wine, he shouted out as the Chief scurried away to provide for his generous patron. “Also, have someone pick up the laundry every morning and fix my benefactor's roof, it leaks when it rains.” Winking at her, he smiled devilishly as he settled back in his chair, smug and self-satisfied.
 
  
 
 So strong and confident, like a wild stallion running roughshod over all in his path. Before today, the Chief had seemed like an unshakable presence, speaking amicably with bandits and paying their protection fees without batting an eye, but now, he poured wine and tied his tongue in knots trying to fawn over Baledagh.
 
  
 
 The Mother provided, and Qing-Qing was grateful for Her bounty. Glancing over at Baledagh, she saw him in a new light, her heartbeat racing as she pondered her future. Beneath the blindfold and scars, he was a handsome man, his eyes a striking colour of golden brown, his easy smile making him seem young and impish. He obviously fancied her, with all his blushing and stammering, and although she felt some tender feelings for him while he slept, for the first time, she wondered what it would be like to be his woman.
 
  
 
 Ai Qing, wife of Falling Rain, hero of the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 It sounded heavenly.
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 Gingerly presenting his scarred body to Qing-Qing, he averted his eyes and cursed himself for these insecurities. With plenty of meat and rice these past few days, his body was healing even quicker, but it was still an ugly sight. Giant swathes of scar tissue blotted his limbs and torso, his face a mess of mangled flesh. It was not proper for a warrior to be seen like this, warriors are handsome and majestic, peak, physical specimens. Now, he looked like a half-chewed corpse, on display before a beauty in his shorts and little more, a lamb within the tigress' den, frail and helpless.
 
  
 
 Standing at attention, Baledagh glanced at Qing-Qing's as she knelt before him, hard at work. Bangs falling across her eyes, she brushed them aside absently, her brow furrowed in concentration, her lips pursed and focused on the task at hand. Forgetting how to breathe, his body shuddered in a mixture of fear and ecstasy as her fingers moved across his skin, his face flushed with heat and lips parting in a silent gasp. Her palm cupped his inner thigh and parted his leg, his body moving automatically at her directions, allowing the more experienced woman to guide his every action.
 
  
 
 A giggle from below broke his concentration and she glanced up at him with a teasing smile. “Don't be so dramatic Baledagh, and stop fidgeting. How am I to take proper measurements with you shying away? I won't bite.” Twine in hand, she wagged a finger at him in mock admonishment. “And for the Mother's sake, breathe. My word, your vanity is astounding, I've seen your body many times already, it's magnificent, happy now? Stop puffing up like a pigeon and relax!” Punctuating her point by jabbing him in the stomach, she clicked her tongue and stared at him, motioning for him to hurry.
 
  
 
 Not the least bit shy, Qing-Qing's playful smirk filled him with both desire and shame. She was so mature and sensible, he feared to show his inexperience yet inadvertently displayed it all the same. Spreading his arms and legs, he tried not to whimper or moan at her touch, gritting his teeth and flinching when she neared more sensitive areas. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on breathing, trying to ignore the sensations, but her wandering hands and hot breath brushing against his skin were far too stimulating for his sheltered mind.
 
  
 
 The sweet torture was over all too soon, and he couldn't decide whether to be disappointed or relieved. “There. All done.” Chortling, she poked him on the nose with lips pursed. “Hmph, acting all shy and innocent, as if I were some older woman taking advantage of you. You don't fool me, I've heard stories about you.” Moving aside she lined up the twine on a bolt of cloth, drawing marks in an indecipherable pattern with a piece of charcoal. “This is quality material from the Chief, I'll make a few outfits for you to wear, it won't take long. You can't be stealing all of Gen's clothes, Mother knows he finds enough excuses to go around shirtless. You take away any more of his pants and he'd happily walk around in nothing but a loincloth.” She laughed at her joke, a lilting, quiet sound which he found endearing.
 
  
 
 “You needn't trouble yourself too much. One or two outfits is enough.” Besides, when she was busy sewing, she shut out everything else, and he found little chance to speak with her.
 
  
 
 “Oh, it's no trouble. Fact is, aside from cooking meals, there's little for me to do lately. I'm unused to idleness, as they say, the Father makes work for idle hands.” The pink tip of her tongue poked out from her cherry lips as she worked, her oversized tunic hanging low as she leaned over to work, giving him the barest glimpse of the pale skin hidden beneath. Tan lines were so tantalizing, he stared hungrily, unwilling to tear his eyes away as a proper man would. “I'm not adept at making clothes for men, but I think I can manage something suitable for you. At the very least, you'll be comfortable, if not fashionable. You go do what you do, I'll be here.”
 
  
 
 Politely shooing him away as she worked, he returned to his bed to 'meditate', using the time to check in with brother. Nothing changed in the past few days, brother's astral form still suspended and damaged, the spectres still circling, ravenous as always. Settling down in the doorway, he cheerily greeted brother. “Hello brother, I've returned. The sixth month is upon us, and I've been awake for thirteen days now, which means we've been missing for a little over a month. Things are going well...”
 
  
 
 It'd become a daily ritual to give brother a report while searching any signs of consciousness or awareness from him. The talking helped keep him from worrying over what to do next, unused to making decisions. He desperately wanted brother to wake, not only to dole out much-needed advice and guide their actions, but also so brother could spend time with Qing-Qing and help win her over. What's more, brother's charms would be needed to convince their other wives to accept her. The People were searching for him and if found, he lacked any idea as to how he'd broach the subject of Qing-Qing joining their marital bed.
 
  
 
 Lin wouldn't be an issue, the adorable little half-hare loved being spoiled and Qing-Qing loved to please, a woman with a caring attitude and strong work ethic. Mila was the problem, an explosive and possessive beauty, causing brother to quip 'don't be jealous' at least once a day. So long as she was the strongest in the relationship, her opinion was all that mattered, and she was more than capable of scaring frail Qing-Qing away with her threats. How he approached the matter would be crucial; call Qing-Qing his savior and she would pay the village girl to leave, profess love for her and Mila would dig in her heels and fight, tooth and nail. They were no match for her in combat, and this tricky matter was best left to brother's soft touch. Mila was like clay in his hands, melting into a sweet, docile lady with a single kiss.
 
  
 
 His report finished, he said farewell to brother before opening his eyes. Throwing on his woven-reed hat, lovingly hand-crafted by Qing-Qing, he stepped out the door and stretched, greeting the mid-afternoon sun with a smile. With a sheer veil sewn around the rim, the hat was much more convenient and comfortable than the blindfold, but he risked losing it in a scuffle and giving away his identity. He couldn't risk being exposed, not with brother out of commission.
 
  
 
 Grabbing his spear, he meandered through a few easy exercises, readying himself for travel should the worst come to pass. Like always, he didn't really know what he was doing, but his body knew, moving through the spear stances like flowing water, leaving his mind free to ruminate on his problems. What to do? How had he arrived here? Should he stay or should he leave? The village was dreary and boring, surrounded by bandits who might well be searching for him. Sanshu city wasn't safe either, brother had already suffered an assassination attempt within its walls, that much he knew. Safety lay only with his people, and they'd been travelling to some fishing village on the eastern coast of the lake to fight bandits, which was the limits of his knowledge.
 
  
 
 At least he was healing quickly and growing stronger by the day. Shattering a wooden spear haft with a single blow had taken him by surprise, so much so he held back too much when striking Gen in the throat. If he'd known beforehand that the young man was Gen, he'd have smashed his face in for daring to make Qing-Qing's life so difficult, but the chance was lost. No matter, another would arise, but aside from that single instance, he'd had no issues with explosive power, unable to replicate the feat in practice.
 
  
 
 Perhaps now would be a good time to put effort into truly learning his skills. Putting an end to his mindless practice, he reviewed his actions and reenacted the movements with his body. He drifted back into the same mind frame, reliving the experience. Tired from the short walk, he leaned heavily on the staff, his breathing slow and deep, trying to appear strong. Gen stepped forward, his spear thrust slow and without purpose, lacking any intent or blood thirst. Barely giving the weapon consideration, he deliberately stepped into the attack, searching for an excuse to hurt someone as a warning, but he'd failed to take his body's condition into consideration. Moving slower than intended, he made a mistake and the spear was now on a dangerous trajectory, piercing towards his chest. A moment's hesitation caused him to stumble, and...
 
  
 
 Hmm... That doesn't seem right.
 
  
 
 Confused, he repeated the encounter over and over, trying to find a flaw in his memory, but no matter how he looked at it, he came to the same conclusion: the spear should have hit him. He'd been trying to avoid injury by pushing himself aside with the staff when the spear struck. The metal tip should have dug into his skin and pierced his flesh, the logical conclusion to their exchange.
 
  
 
 Instead, the spear glanced aside before touching his skin, diverted away by some unseen force. In his mind, he saw the spear head twist and contort, straining with stress for an instant before bursting apart from the tension, the spearhead rocketing off into the distance. From the outside, it appeared as if he'd parried the spear with the staff, and until now, he thought the same, smashing the weapon apart effortlessly. Was his mind playing tricks on him? There was no way he could have attacked, even with his autonomous skills, the staff firmly planted in the ground. Even if he'd managed a parry, it shouldn't have destroyed the shaft like that, these spears were sturdy enough to pierce through boar hide.
 
  
 
 This seemed like chi manipulation, but that fell within brother's domain. Baledagh didn't know how to meditate or control chi, but he'd been awake when brother researched various usages of chi, through stories and historical records. Feats of strength and agility were the most common, use of chi internally, while external usages were much rarer. Brother couldn't use chi externally and Baledagh couldn't even control his internal energy. So how did that spear snap like that? It wasn't the ancestors, they no longer spoke...
 
  
 
 Repeating his movements again and again, he searched for an answer to this mystery, thirsting for the power it entailed. Perhaps he was a genius, a prodigy, and if he could grasp hold of this technique, then 'Baledagh' might soon be as famous as 'Falling Rain'.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Happy with her work, Qing-Qing carried her newly stitched tunic out to Baledagh, wanting him to try it on. Noticing him deep in concentration while practicing his martial skills, she held her tongue and watched, mesmerized by his graceful form. With spear in hand, he made a small, almost insignificant movement, bending his knee and leaning slightly to the right, then returning to his upright position and repeating the sequence. It seemed so mundane yet it caught her attention, unable to look away. The movement lacked a beginning or end, a fluid, hypnotic cycle as if caught in a loop, unable to break free.
 
  
 
 Warriors were astounding when compared to normal humans. No one from the village could replicate his movements, a smooth and elegant motion that seemed as natural as breathing. It was as if his body and the spear were a tree swaying in the wind or a strand of grass flowing in the river. Seeing him at work reinforced the massive gulf between them, different as night and day.
 
  
 
 They'd shared laughs and tender moments during their time together. Even before he woke, she'd worried over him. At first, she'd thought it bothersome looking after this half-dead young man, but she persevered. Imagining him to be someone's brother, someone's son, the tender care she provided blossomed into more intimate feelings, like family. She crafted a multitude of fanciful backstories for him but never imagined the truth would be even more outrageous. Although she feared him at first, his straight-forward attitude and shy demeanour won her over, a sweet young man like any other.
 
  
 
 But that wasn't true. Any other man would have died a hundred times from his injuries. He wasn't Baledagh, common bandit, it was only a mask for Warrant Officer Falling Rain, the Undying Savage. She'd heard stories of the Herald of the Storms, a half-beast woman warrior who stood at the pinnacle. Rain was but one of her successorrs, raising warriors like Bloody Iron-Fanged Baatar and the Ravenous Wolf Huushal, or her newest disciple the Unstoppable Tempest Tong Da Fung. What was she like? Fighting, leading, and teaching, she was an expert at all, a true paragon, the Herald's toenail was worth more than Qing-Qing's life. Rain's feelings aside, how could a warrior like her allow her grand-disciple to marry a common village woman?
 
  
 
 Rain was so luminous an existence, she was but a toad lusting for swan meat. Clutching the linen tunic close, she noticed the frayed edges and poor craftsmanship of the coarse fabric and realized she wasn't even qualified to be his maid. She told herself it was only a silly passing fancy, nothing more, staring as he stood in the sunlight, healthy and ready to ride away, disappearing from her life. They were two people destined to separate, a pit growing in her stomach as she crouched down in the shadows of her hut, lamenting the inevitable end to their happy days in the village.
 
  
 
 Strange as it seemed, he was all she had, her only friend, and the thought of losing him made her irrationally fearful and forlorn. There were two sides to him, a sweet puppy in private and a raging dragon in public, and together, they meant more to her than she realized. Lost in her own little world, she watched him practice, cherishing their time together before it came to its inevitable end.
 
  
 
 Such was life, two people meant for different things, fate bringing their paths together only to cross, each going about their separate ways.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sweat dripping down his bare chest, Gen carried the sixteen-point buck by himself, the creature draped over his shoulders as he moved steadily through the village. Nodding at the women in passing, he smiled as they fawned over him, every eye upon him and the massive prize he carried. Who else in the village could do such a feat, not only killing the beast, but carrying it unaided? None of their husbands or brothers, that was sure.
 
  
 
 A shame it was going to the worthless bandit Baledagh and his whore Qing-Qing. He tried to suppress the anger, but it gushed out, his rage mounting as he fumed over the injustice, the voice in his mind telling him to kill her. She should have belonged to him, pure and untainted, the woman he'd had his eye on for years. He'd been patient and kind, bringing her gifts and paying her compliments, but the loathsome, manipulative bitch strung him along with half-glances and fluttering lashes, playing hard to get. Why Pa insisted on feeding this adulterous pair of leeches was a mystery, a waste of effort and resources. It was one injured man, no matter how powerful, if they attacked while he slept, he'd die like any other. How easy it would be to slit Baledagh's throat and bathe in his blood, before having his way with Qing-Qing and rejoicing in her pained cries.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, he dismissed the thought. He'd been so angry lately, a month ago he'd never have entertained anything like this. He was a good man, not some lecherous bandit. Besides, it wasn't worth the risk, Baledagh had been here long enough for the neighbouring villages to learn of his existence, and who knew what friends he had. Pa always said, a secret isn't a secret once shared, word would spread, it was inevitable. Pa was doing the right thing, let the bandit heal and take the whore away from here. She'd regret her decision eventually.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the shabby shack, he dropped the carcass to the dirt with a thud. Qing-Qing sat in the doorway, holding a shirt as she gazed upon Baledagh at practice, some meaningless movement, probably all his injured body could handle. Although a hat and veil covered his face, Gen had seen the horrific scars beneath which turned his stomach. The look on Qing-Qing's face filled him with regret, cursing himself for not dragging her into the woods and raping her. He'd wanted to be gentle and loving, but now he saw the stupid bitch was falling in love with her rapist, her body enthralled by her lust despite his horrific appearance. He should break her jaw and teach her what a healthy man was like, not that half-chewed corpse of a bandit.
 
  
 
 Neither of them paid him any attention, so he cleared his throat. He brought the food, the least he deserved was a thank you. Qing-Qing turned in annoyance and frowned, as if just noticing his presence, playing at her games. Rebuking him with a harsh whisper, she motioned for him to leave. “Quiet, he's practicing. Thank you for the food, but we'll need more rice tomorrow. Go now, don't disturb him.”
 
  
 
 Her dismissal enraged him and in a white flash of anger he strode forward, and grabbed her by the shirt. “Know your place whore! I am the Chief's son, not your little serving boy to be dismissed.” Shaking her vigourously, he continued to yell, unable to control himself. “When he abandons you, I'll have you strung up and beaten like the dog you are. I only hope to be there when he throws you away and see the despair take you. Abandoning your principles for some bandit, when I treated you so well, better than you fucking deserve, you -”
 
  
 
 A powerful grip clamped onto his neck and a second on his wrist, wrenching him away from Qing-Qing with a twist. Thrown to the ground, he rolled nimbly to his feet only to catch a fist to the jaw, the taste of salt and iron heavy in his mouth, Baledagh's lithe body standing before him. The world tumbled around him as a second punch caught him in the side of the head, the world going silent at the blow, only a muffled ringing in his ears. It was only the first of several, slow, methodical punches, aimed all over his body. After every hit there came a long pause, and he thought the beating over as he cowered on the ground, only to be picked up and struck again, and again, his world only agony until he mercifully blacked out.
 
  
 
 Waking with a start, he shrieked, flinching back at an incoming attack. A warm, soft hand stroked his face as Ma's voice soothed him. “Hush my boy, you're safe now.” Hugging him close, she stroked his hair and whispered kind words as he cried, shaking like a beaten child.
 
  
 
 A rough hand patted his shoulder gently, and Gen looked up to see Pa. Contrite and filled with hope, Gen tried to apologize and beg Pa to help him, but his tongue felt three times as large, his mouth swollen and pained. “Hush boy, you sleep now, mouth injuries will do that.” Pa chided him gently. “Idiot son of mine, is the girl worth all this pain and heartache? I tried to tell you, I tried, leave her be. We're but sheep, and the world full of wolves in sheep's clothing, hidden all around us. Such is our lot in life, weakness our burden to carry. You avoid Baledagh from now on, you hear? If you see him, bow and thank him, same goes for the girl. She's the only reason you're still alive, her mercy and the Mother's.”
 
  
 
 For the first time, Gen saw defeat in Pa's face, his shoulders slumped and gaze turned away, rambling more insensible things. This was a man who stood tall in the face of monstrous beasts, held his head high when dealing with bandits, negotiated with bow and spear in hand as scum sought to exploit and step over them. The proud, reliable man was gone, replaced by some mouse, frail and weak. Pa couldn't even look him in the eyes, the shame burning away at him, a coward too afraid to seek justice for his own flesh and blood. Pa wanted him to thank Baledagh? A Motherless, half-dead bandit cretin shows up and Pa can't bow and scrape fast enough, catering to his every need, and for what?
 
  
 
 Swallowing the bitter betrayal, he curled back up in his bed and ignored them until he was left alone, his anger and hatred choking away at him. Imagining all sorts of torture and retribution visited upon that bitch and bastard pair, he cursed  his worthless existence. Weak, too weak. If only he had strength, real strength. The entire village was probably laughing at him as well, they'd pay too, a worthless bunch. He'd always disdained the bandits, but now he understood. The strong thrive, the weak survive, and he was through merely surviving. He would give anything for strength, step on anyone, do anything. Closing his eyes, he fell into a deep sleep, nodding happily as the whispers lulled him to sleep, promising power and vengeance. A beautiful dream.
 
  
 
 Yes, I want it. Power. Give it to me.
 
  
 
 Yes, any price will be worth it.
 
  
 
 Anything.
 
  
 
 Everything.
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 Opening his eyes, Gen felt more alive than ever, his body thrumming with energy. Beside his bed, a bowl of water sat waiting and he gazed into his reflection. His bruises were ugly and purple, his left eye swollen shut, and numerous cuts covered his face but there was no pain or stiffness. Grinning as he realized his dreams had come true he clenched his fist tight, his muscles throbbing as his new-found strength surged through them. This was his discovery, his Insight gleaned in the moments between wakefulness and sleep. He knew that as time passed, he'd become even stronger, his body drawing on the natural energy of the world now that he'd broken down the barriers holding him back. A sheep no more, in a single night, he'd stepped on the path to becoming a wolf.
 
  
 
 After gathering his thoughts and organizing the new knowledge in his mind, he strode out of his room and sat at the dining table with Pa as Ma scurried over to check on him. “Oh you silly child, stay in bed and rest, you're injured. I'll bring something in for you to eat.”
 
  
 
 “I'm fine Ma, though I am hungry.” His voice was stuffy, his lips and gums cut, but he hardly even noticed it. “Starving actually. I'll eat out here.”
 
  
 
 “That's my boy.” His Pa exclaimed proudly, as if the worthless fool had anything to do with it. “Vigorous and hardy, quit fussing over him and fetch him a meal. Thank the Mother Baledagh was merciful, from the look of you, I'd have thought you down and out for weeks.”
 
  
 
 Merciful? Baledagh had meant to kill him, fearing his potential, and the day would come when that bastard regretted it. Soon, a bowl of rice gruel with scraps of meat sat in front of him, a pitiful meal which he ate with zeal, his body craving sustenance. Finishing the bowl, he asked for more, devouring all the food they had while ignoring his parents. Most of their efforts were going towards feeding worthless Baledagh and his whore, leaving themselves with nothing more than scraps, but this would soon change. It would be so pleasing to watch his bright red blood spray into the air, but not until he begged for death. Yes, Gen would take his sweet time, with so many fun new ideas to try. Patience would be needed though, his strength needed time to grow. No matter, Baledagh sat idle in Qing-Qing's home, too lazy to leave.
 
  
 
 Pa's incessant rambling quickly ruined his plan. “You keep clear of Baledagh, you hear? I finally found myself a seller, heading west two villages over to buy a pair of horses, so I'll be gone for a few days. He means to travel and we'll all breathe easier once he's gone.”
 
  
 
 At the unexpected news, Gen let out a small sound of dissatisfaction. How bothersome, he'd expected to have more than three or four days. Baledagh was too strong to fight, but with enough time, Gen would eventually surpass him. Even the meagre meal he'd eaten was enough to invigorate him, and with heartier meals and time, he'd become unparalleled.
 
  
 
 Then again, wolves hunted in packs. He could gather more beside him, enlighten them to true strength. Excusing himself, he strode out the door and found his two best friends, Kash and Deng, and after convincing them he was fine, they set out for a hunt. He'd need the extra food anyways, and out in the woods, they could speak freely. Kash was a year older, though not as strong, a perverted scamp who lusted after every woman he met, while Deng was the same age, a meek toady who followed behind the two older boys.
 
  
 
 They kept stride as he led them through the forest, moving silently at a run for almost fifteen minutes before Kash spoke. “Damn Gen, you look like death worked over, but you ain't missed a beat. Don't you want to slow down and you know... look for tracks?”
 
  
 
 “Don't worry, I know where I'm going.” He wasn't sure how, gut instinct guiding him, but it felt right. They continued in silence for several minutes before he stopped and turned to his friends. “This is stupid, we've known each other since birth, we're like brothers. Normally you two never shut up, speak your mind.”
 
  
 
 His friends glanced at one another panting, their weak bodies unable to keep up with his new self. Deng was the first to speak, wringing his hands like a worthless loser. “Nothing to say, little chief. We'll steer clear of that bandit and all will be well.”
 
  
 
 “Besides, no need to be so sour.” Kash chimed in. “Plenty of other women out there, ain't like Qing was anything special. That Bei, she's got the curves a man needs and she's head over heels for you. I ever tell you how jealous I am? A snap of your fingers and you can have any girl you want.”
 
  
 
 Hmph, with the meagre strength he had before, these idiots would kiss his feet if he demanded it, a spineless pair. How would they act if they knew his true strength. “Jealous? You shouldn't be, you could have the same.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, I'm far below young chief Gen, There's no women pining after me.” Kash gave a self-depreciating chuckle. “After that bitch Lai spread that nasty rumour, none of the girls will give me a second glance.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, rumour? You deny peeping on her? That's no proper behaviour.” Deng wagged his finger in mock sternness.
 
  
 
 “You little shit, if you hadn't bugged out like a startled squirrel, you'd have been caught right there with me.”
 
  
 
 “Forget all that.” Waving aside their banter, Gen pushed straight to the point. “What I mean is, so long as you have strength, what woman would dare deny you?”
 
  
 
 His friends traded glances before Deng shook his head. “What are you talking about Gen? You mean to force them? That's not right.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, weren't you the one who talked me out of teaching Lai a lesson?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Don't you see? Baledagh opened my eyes to it. With strength, everything else will follow. You've seen how that bitch fawns over him? That's what happens when you have strength. Pa likened us to sheep, and Baledagh a wolf. Well I'm through with being a sheep.” Turning, he strode towards his prey, guided by intuition. His friends followed soon after, without conversation, ruminating on his words.
 
  
 
 Before long, his instincts were proven correct when the three of them came across a giant brown bear, ambling about in the fields less than a hundred paces away. Deng froze at the sight of the massive beast and Kash signalled for them to fall back, but Gen shook his head and drew his bow. There was a saying, 'better to be a hungry hunter than a dead one', an adage they all followed. Yesterday, he would've been like Deng and Kash, tucking tail to run, the beast far too strong for them to handle.
 
  
 
 Today, he was a hunter, a killer, and he would not be denied. Better a dead wolf than a live sheep.
 
  
 
 Drawing his arrows, he fired twice in quick succession, the projectiles bouncing off its thick hide. Rearing on its hind legs, the creature roared in anger, trying to scare him off. Continuing to fire, a grin spread on his face as the blood rushed through his body, singing loudly in his ears. Without firing a single shot, Deng dropped his bow and fled screaming, but Kash held firm, standing tall to loose his arrows. Yes, Kash would be a good second, he was worthy of strength and had an attitude that suited him. Deng was a worthless coward, he could burn with the rest.
 
  
 
 The beast charged towards them, its massive form deceptively swift as Gen put aside his bow and took up his spear. With a scream of fury, he charged headlong at the ursine giant, leaping over its powerful swipes and chomping jaw. Unstoppable, he waited until the last moment before thrusting at a downward angle, his spear piercing through the beast's fur and skin, forcing aside muscle and sinew to bite deep. Still holding the spear, Gen vaulted over his prey, his body turning gracefully in mid-air before landing on his feet.
 
  
 
 The bear moaned as it lay pinned to the ground, blood jetting out in a powerful spray. Not even out of breath, Gen watched his prey, so pitiful and weak, no challenge for him now that he grasped true strength. Kash gingerly circled the dying bear, his cowardice ugly to see, and Gen wanted to tear his throat out. “Fuck me...” No it was only simple prudence, the bear could still lash out in its dying breath. Kash can still be useful. “You were incredible, I've never seen you move like that. This thing must weigh close to two tons, bones and all. I knew you were good, but damn... When'd you learn how to do that?”
 
  
 
 “I've always been able to, I was only limiting myself due to fear and misinformation.” Unsheathing his knife, he moved to carve into the beast, annoyed by its shuddering movements. The words spilled from his mouth unbidden as he spoke over its dying cries. “Last night, I hit a low point. I was beaten half to death, and Pa couldn't wait to bow and scrape before Baledagh, thanking him for his mercy. Seeing that disgusted me, and I decided I would no longer be weak. I loathed myself for not being strong enough, cursed the Mother for not allow my to be born into a noble house, for being unable to find true Balance.”
 
  
 
 Having enough of the bear's delicious screams, he jammed his knife through its skull, and with a spurt of blood, it fell silent, its body shuddering its last death throes. The death filled him with exhilaration and cheer, the first true test of his newfound prowess. “And that's when I had an epiphany. All warriors and bandits are so vicious and bloodthirsty, yet supposedly in harmony with the world, at peace with themselves, in Balance. How does that make any sense? Was Baledagh in Balance when he was beating me to a pulp? When bandits rape and pillage, does that seem harmonious? Balance is a joke, a lie set forth by those in power to keep the weak from rising up.”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide, Kash backed away, his spear held defensively before him. “What did you do, Gen?”
 
  
 
 Grinning widely, he stood and spread his arms, displaying himself. “I gave in to my anger and hatred, and in return, I was gifted with this strength. More than you could ever believe, it's so magnificent. You could be strong too, all you need to do is give in.”
 
  
 
 “But... But that's how you become Defiled...” Kash's voice was almost pleading, his body shaking in fear.
 
  
 
 “How long have you known me? Aside from the strength, do I seem any different to you? Defiled? Am I a crazed cannibal now?” He rolled his eyes and wiped his chin, tasting the salty blood. “Becoming Defiled is a fairy tale, I see this clearly now. Cast aside your fear, give in to your anger, and seize true power for yourself. Stand at my side and together, we will become warriors without equal, and take what truly belongs to us.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at Kash, he eagerly anticipated the look of comprehension, but the idiot was still confused even after Gen explained everything so patiently. What a disappointment. Naturally setting loose the power within him, he watched as it swirled around Kash, whispering to him, enticing him with the secrets of the world. Kash's concern and confusion melted away and Gen continued to push. “You wanted Bei and Lai? Then take them and anyone else who catches your eye. Who will stop you? Let me ask you this: who stopped that bandit who raped your sister? Or the bastard who killed your cousin because he didn't like the way he looked? No one, because the strong thrive, and the weak endure. Which would you rather be?”
 
  
 
 Through with trying to convince him, Gen turned about and started a campfire, setting slabs of meat down to cook. No sense dragging it back to the village, he'd be forced to offer it to Baledagh, so might as well eat it out here. He made quick work of the carcass, stripping flesh from bone with ease, the powerful giant no longer imposing now that it lay dead. The smell of blood filled his nostrils as it sprayed over him, covering his body in the warm, wet fluid.
 
  
 
 Turning at the sound of footsteps, he spotted Kash scrambling to flee into the forest. Whooping with joy, Gen ran down his prey, catching it quickly and throwing it to the ground. Turning around with arms outstretched, his prey pleaded with tears in its eyes. “Please Gen, don't --” Gen's knife carved through flesh like tofu and he delighted in the tortured screams echoing out into the otherwise silent forest. Raising his fist again and again, he lost himself in a frenzy, beating his prey until he stared down at a mangled mess of pulp and bone, unrecognizable to anyone who might come across it. Breathing hard, Gen tasted the blood of his former friend sprayed across his lips and all over the forest ground, feeling an odd emotion eating away at his stomach: Guilt.
 
  
 
 Dropping to his knees, his chest tightened as he struggled to breathe, warring with the emotions inside him. Screaming into the skies, he pushed aside his guilt and turned his thoughts away. Why should he feel guilty? He'd given Kash every chance to join him, patiently explaining the way of the world to him, sharing all that he'd learned and would come to own, and what did he do? Betray him. Kash would have told everyone that he was Defiled, and that was unacceptable. The worthless idiot didn't know how to appreciate his wisdom, deserved what happened to him, and it was of no consequence. Gen would find others to join, more acceptable comrades. Sitting down amidst the beautiful, vibrant carnage, he waited for the meat to cook, letting his instincts take over while chewing ravenously on bits of fat. No need to think so much, easier to empty his mind and follow his instincts.
 
  
 
 After feasting to his heart's content, he packed as much of the butchered meat as he could and left most of the carcass behind. Following his instincts north through the forest and away from the village, he moved without thought, running past village after village without slowing, his body full of energy, the twin claws hanging on his belt by a scavenged leather thong. Better for his whereabouts to remain a mystery, so his triumphant return would come as more of a surprise, but before anything could happen, he needed more wolves, more warriors. The sun fell before he stopped to eat, wasting precious time cooking before setting out again, moving through the darkness without difficulty, another wonderful discovery.
 
  
 
 When the sun rose again, he didn't bother stopping to cook, devouring the meat raw as he moved. Much more efficient this way, and far more delicious. The chewy, grainy texture alone made it a better meal, and he wondered why he ever bothered with cooking at all. A second day passed in the same way before he consumed the last of his meat, but it didn't matter. He'd arrived at his destination, the smell of death embracing him as he strode into a burnt village, meeting the eyes of pillaging bandit and despairing villager alike, smiling at the surrounding carnage. Here were his wolves, his pack, his brethren and together they would tear Baledagh limb from limb.
 
  
 
 “Hey, ye one of ours? I ain't ever seen ye around before” A little bandit sheep approached him with a sneer on his face and weapon in hand, but Gen ignored the worthless lout. Glancing around, he quickly found several kindred spirits interspersed among the sheep, each one acknowledging his presence, seeing him for who he was. One of them intercepted the idiot lout and directed Gen towards the centre of the village. The power was thick here, in the bloodshed and carnage, the anguish and hatred fuelling his brethren and festering inside the sheep, so they too might learn of true power if they survived. Voices rose within his mind, empowered by his surroundings, whispering to him as he wandered through the remains, delighting in the creative expressions found throughout the area, the bodies posed and toyed with in the most imaginative ways.
 
  
 
 In the village square, he came across the man he'd travelled so far to find. Standing to one side, Gen enjoyed the show with a smile on his face, the massive warrior toying with a few villagers, their screams filling him with ecstasy and longing. The voices told him to wait patiently, whispering for him to embrace the violence and become stronger through surrender and he relinquished all his senses to them, their satisfaction echoing in his mind. Lost in the pleasure, he stepped forward and drew his knife, grabbing a lovely little maiden with half her face missing, her mouth babbling insensibly from the pain. Beautiful.
 
  
 
 A powerful backhand caught him in the face and he reeled from the impact. Snarling at the warrior, he readied to leap forward to kill, but the voices stopped him. Dark-haired and clean-shaven, his assailant looked every bit the handsome hero if not for the gore covering his body. Brandishing a red-hot knife from the brazier beside him, the warrior spoke with a deep gravelly voice. “Yer new so I'll let it pass this once, but these are my toys. Been expecting you for awhile now, ain't good to keep yer comrades waiting so long.”
 
  
 
 “There are people I need to kill. A village, only a day or two away.” Gen couldn't tear his eyes off the weeping girl, wanting nothing more than to fight the warrior and take her for himself, but the voices persuaded him otherwise. There were plenty of other sheep to devour.
 
  
 
 Looking him up and down, the warrior broke into a grand smile, as if seeing an old friend. “Good, good, you'll fit in nicely. Why not, one village is the same as another. Call it your welcoming gift, best to remove all traces of your past anyways. We'll head out in the morning, go have your own fun elsewhere and burn everything when yer done. Gotta cover our tracks ye see, can't have the army coming down on us. No one cares about dead villagers, but our activities bring too much scrutiny.” Thumping his chest, the warrior proudly exclaimed, “Yer a Firebrand now, working under Xiao HuoLong, the Laughing Dragon. You listen well and we'll kill to our hearts content.”
 
  
 
 Ha, not wolves, but dragons. Yes, Gen was finally where he belonged.
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 Thumping his head against the hut wall, Baledagh closed his eyes and focused, shutting out all distractions. Still yet to unravel the riddle of his mysterious skills, he began to truly appreciate brother's unyielding pursuit of truth. All those small exercises and tests seemed so stupid, but through investigation and repetition, brother took steps towards discovering his own skills and talents. Whether he found success was irrelevant, brother saw a problem and devised his own method of finding a solution, using nothing but his own knowledge and experience. In comparison, Baledagh stood idle, without a clue how to proceed, literally banging his head against the wall for inspiration.
 
  
 
 Although he'd determined he had created a barrier or repelling effect which protected him from harm, he was unable to replicate what happened. The concept was simple, a little like soft blocking, unseen energy catching the spear and twisting it aside, using the opponent's momentum and power against him, but he'd sensed nothing when it occurred, no energy flowing through his body like brother described. Chi was a foreign concept to him, never bothering to study it because why bother? Power came easily to him, strength of body and skill of arms a natural, tangible thing, and while the tricks brother showed were interesting, they were insubstantial, or so he'd thought. Now, he paid the price for his ignorance. How was he to test something he didn't understand? Might as well ask a rabbit to do arithmetic. If only he'd paid attention to brother's explanations of Heavenly Energy, a failed attempt to help Baledagh better understand his own strength. Unfortunately, there was no cure for regret and nothing to do but move forward.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath of fresh air, he made his decision and threw away all thoughts of solving this particular riddle. Such things belonged firmly in brother's domain, and he'd make little headway without pondering the matter for months or asking experts for aid. Better to focus on more pressing matters, like how to convince Mila to allow him to marry Qing-Qing, or how to convince Qing-Qing to marry him first. Women were so bothersome, how brother managed so many was another mystery Baledagh would like to see unravelled.
 
  
 
 Relieved of his burden, he wandered back into the hut and removed his hat, awkwardly pretending not to notice Qing-Qing's hurried efforts to hide her tears. Red-nosed and misty eyed, she sat in the same spot where he'd left her hours ago, miserable since learning of Gen and Kash's death three days past. Holding back a sigh, he put on a smile and greeted her gently. “Good afternoon. How are you?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head dismissively, she glanced outside at the darkening skies. “Sorry, I lost track of time, I'll start cooking dinner, it won't be long. We have meat and vegetables, but we're out of rice.” Avoiding his eyes, she scurried away with the cooking pot, leaving Baledagh standing alone in the hut. Now was the time to sigh, and he took full advantage, rubbing his temples in frustration. Why was she treating him like this? It's not as if he killed Gen, the idiot shouldn't have been out hunting anyways, not after the beating he'd received.
 
  
 
 Tossing aside his anger, he mentally defended her actions. A kind, warmhearted soul, she cared for a stranger like him so it was only natural for the loss of her fellow villagers to sadden her. He should give her space and allow her to grieve naturally, this mood will soon pass. Perhaps he should busy himself woodworking. It wasn't as easy as Charok made it seem and Baledagh found it calming, a relaxing diversion which required just enough concentration to keep his mind off worrying how his relationship with Qing-Qing wasn't progressing as much as he'd like. Grabbing a piece of wood and his knife, he whittled away, searching for calm and peace.
 
  
 
 Before he could relax, his ears picked up the sound of walking hooves, so he donned his hat and stepped out to greet the chief. The hunter's face had aged since they last met, likely having just returned to learn of his son's demise. A shame, but he was still hale and healthy, more than capable of having more children. His mistake was only having a single son. A man like him in a village like this should have taken more than one wife, raising a handful of future hunters, the path towards prosperity.
 
  
 
 Unsure how to tactfully word his thoughts, Baledagh silently pretended to inspect the horses, no idea of what to look for. One was patchy white and brown while the second was grey, their heads turning to look him over. Massive animals, their shoulders were almost level with his eyes, making him feel small and exposed standing next to them, wary around any creature which might casually trample him under hoof. Cautiously reaching out, he patted the grey one gently on the nose, the creature licking his hand in greeting. Well, at least they were friendly. What does one feed a horse besides grass? Hopefully Qing-Qing would know.
 
  
 
 Taking the reins, Baledagh nodded in thanks and glanced around, searching for a sign of what to do next. Was he supposed to just leave the horses to wander about like quins, or did he tie them up like he'd seen inside the army encampments? The reins and mouth bar didn't look very comfortable, but he'd seen soldiers using them to guide the animals, so they were necessary. Then again, he'd seen Fung guide his horse without the reins, which seemed more comfortable for the animals.
 
  
 
 The entire time his mind wandered, the chief stood listlessly in front of him, making for an awkward atmosphere as the older man stared at Baledagh the entire time. Noting his twitching fingers with his thumb hooked into his belt close to his dagger, Baledagh studied the older man carefully. Those eyes weren't defeated, but lost, and he realized the chief was searching for an excuse to attack. Pursing his lips in annoyance, Baledagh shook his head slowly. “Don't be stupid. I didn't kill your son, if I wanted him dead, I'd have done it without a second thought. No sense hiding his death, too much work.”
 
  
 
 There was a long pause as the chief struggled with the truth, before finally speaking, his voice hoarse and defeated. “I know, you didn't kill him. From what Deng told me and the other hunters found, things don't add up. My boy wouldn't have attacked a bear that size, not in his right mind. What's more, they found one mangled corpse and a butchered bear, but no signs of the survivor. Couldn't tell if the corpse was Kale or my boy, but if one of them survived, where did he go with three hundred kilos of bear meat?”
 
  
 
 The chief continued to ramble and Baledagh suppressed the urge to groan in vexation, merely shrugged and silently listening. Sure, it was odd, why would a bear mangle a corpse? Most likely it was the work of bandits, but the chief should know all this. He should bring his hunters out and search for the offending party, raining arrows down upon his enemies before charging in to seek vengeance, a simple matter. If he thought to ask Baledagh to join them, then he was a fool.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, the chief steeled himself, the grief pushed away by anger. “My boy shouldn't have gone out, not after you...” Exhaling slowly, he reined in his anger and calmed himself. “You've healed, yes? I'd like you to leave. We've fed you plenty, you have your horses, and I'll have someone bring travel food in the morning. If you wish to repay your benefactor Ai Qing, then I ask you take her with you. I'll not tolerate her presence here any longer. A cursed child she is, she's brought nothing but misery and misfortune upon us.”
 
  
 
 The old Baledagh would have smiled and taunted the old hunter, goading him into attacking as simple amusement. The new, calmer, more mature Baledagh stood still and only briefly entertained the thought of killing the chief, before nodding in agreement. “Very well. I'll leave with Qing-Qing in the morning.” Why not? There was little point in remaining, and while he feared no poisons, he felt it rude to slaughter the people who'd fed and sheltered him for so long, albeit for a hefty price.
 
  
 
 The chief left as Baledagh familiarized himself with the horses, walking the placid beasts around the hut. Powerful creatures, while they weren't as adorable as quins, there was a beauty to them which was difficult to describe, a sleek form and majestic gait, indifferent to anything but the run. Come morning, he would be off into the woods with Qing-Qing, journeying together where he could prove his worth. No more idling about and being cared for, no, he would care for her, provide for her, and soon, she would fall in love with him, a capable provider and defender.
 
  
 
 If luck was with them, they might even run into a few bandits, giving him a reason to show off his martial skills and protect her from harm. Then at night, scared by the unknown, she'd seek shelter beside him, and soon cuddle in his warm embrace. A splendid plan, by the time he arrived at the fishing village, they would be madly in love, the two of them inseparable for the rest of their lives.
 
  
 
 Unless of course Mila separated them by force.
 
  
 
 A chill ran down his back and he silently pleaded for his brother to wake soon. His skills would be needed to survive, that much he was certain.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Finished with her packing, Qing-Qing glanced around at the hut where she'd spent the last five years. This was her home, her hearth, her sanctuary, and as much as she complained and dreamed about exploring the world, she found it difficult to leave everything behind. The roof no longer leaked, the door fit properly for the first time, the floors swept clean and hearth free of ashes. Did she really want to run away with Baledagh and risk everything she held dear? While things weren't the best here, she didn't need fear for her life at every moment. Out there? They might come across bandits or beasts, or she might discover Baledagh was worse, who knew what lay down that path?
 
  
 
 Wasting time, she rummaged through the open chest, only half filled with clothes, the absent items bringing up painful memories. Anything she'd owned of value had long ago been traded away to fill her belly. Her mother's comb and hairpins, her father's books and tools, even her little brother's childhood toys, all of them were scattered around the various village households. There was nothing left for her here. The villagers hated her, Gen was dead or missing, Bei didn't even want to see her much less speak with her. Nothing but broken friendships and empty promises, but even still... it was hers.
 
  
 
 Silly girl, she'd been wanting to leave for years, but now that she couldn't stay, she didn't want to go. So contrary. Even without Gen around to harass her, the other villagers wouldn't tolerate her presence any longer. Her efforts to offer her condolences were met with anger, Bei and Gen's Ma blaming her for his drastic change in attitude lately, claiming she drove him to his death. Why else would an experienced hunter attack a ferocious beast unless he wanted to die? Kale's family was much the same, and if she didn't leave with Baledagh, she would be driven away from the village within hours.
 
  
 
 The mere memory of hate-filled stares from people she'd known all her life was enough to bring her to tears, and she cried over the loss of every relationship in her life. She was an outcast now, unwanted and despised by everyone she knew. Gen used to be so kind and sweet, perhaps it really was her fault he ended up like this, almost a stranger when yelling at her a few days past, his rage-fuelled tirade unlike anything she'd ever seen from him. He'd been insistent, but never outright abusive, never using his strength or standing to pressure her. He was a good man at heart, but too possessive for her tastes and too prideful to accept rejection with grace. Perhaps Bei was right and she'd encouraged Gen's affection in subtle ways, keeping him strung along should she ever change her mind. Maybe everyone was right and she really brought bad luck to those close to her.
 
  
 
 Wiping her tears, she patted her cheeks to raise her spirits. Lifting the chest, she carried it out into the morning light, determined to move forward with her life. Since she lacked any other choices, she should put all her efforts into getting through theses difficult times. Find Baledagh's people, and then hire someone to bring her to PingYao, a good first step. Studying her travel companion and protector, the silly smile on his face relieved some of her worries. It was surprising how he loved animals so much, considering how much he enjoyed eating meat. Grooming and petting them like favoured pets, he cooed as the creatures stood idle, placid and uninterested, unused to the attention. A world of difference from the man who beat Gen into a bloody mess, slowly tormenting his opponent with the same childish look of glee upon his face. Although Gen was taller and more robust, before Baledagh, he'd seemed like a child to be toyed with. If not for her pleas, Baledagh would have crushed his skull and gone to sleep without a care in the world, even displeased by her cries for mercy.
 
  
 
 This was the man she intended to travel with, alone in the dark, dangerous woods for close to a week, an unpredictable man whose mood changed at the drop of a hat. Could she truly trust him to keep her safe? What did she really know of him? There was Falling Rain, the Undying Savage, the scourge of the Society who killed without blinking, and then there was Baledagh, shy, the blushing young man who smiled so sweetly at her when she presented the hat she'd made. Which one was the real person, and which one the mask?
 
  
 
 “Is that everything?” The mysterious stranger peered at her, an easy smile on his face, and she nodded, trying not to show her apprehension. “All right then, we're ready to go.” Taking the chest from her, he set it on the grey stallion's back and began lashing it in place. “The decision was sudden, but there's no point continuing to sit around. I'm healthy as I'll get and I've already been missing for over a month. It'll be good, a nice ride through the forest, an easy camping trip, nothing to be worried over.”
 
  
 
 Nodding wordlessly, she turned to stare longingly at her home, silently bidding it farewell. It wasn't the happiest or most luxurious place in the world, but it'd been hers. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and gathered her resolve. Stop moping silly girl, this will be a new chapter in your life. Why would Baledagh bother trying to trick her? He's a soldier, not a bandit, he gave his word to reward her once they found his people. So he's bloodthirsty, he's a warrior, it is who he is, how he was trained. You cannot blame a guard dog for biting a stranger, it was his nature and upbringing.
 
  
 
 “Erm, Qing-Qing, a little help? I can't seem to tie this down, the damned animal keeps shifting about.”
 
  
 
 Turning around, she found Baledagh hopelessly struggling with the chest and twine as the stallion danced skittishly beneath the unfamiliar bulk. Smiling to herself, she felt better about her decision already. There was no way this was an act, no one could pretend to be so awkward. Besides he tried his best to cheer her up these past few days, offering uncertain pats and plenty of space. “Are you not a warrior? How can you not handle a mere horse? Come, let me help.”
 
  
 
 With everything secured, they mounted up and trotted north through the village towards the lake, planning to retrieve Baledagh's weapon and keep the lake in sight for their entire journey. Even after losing two young hunters, the village seemed no different from any other day, everyone hard at work to survive. Such was life here, no breaks, no pauses, always struggling so they might fill their bellies each day. Doing her best to ignore the angry stares, she busied herself with braiding her horse's mane, her mind filled with endless fancies of what she'd do once free of it all. Today was but the first step in the rest of her life.
 
  
 
 Who knew what the future held in store? Fortune could lay over the horizon, and she intended to seize it, wherever it might be.
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 “Wake up.” A heavy boot prodded Gen in the ribs, waking him from his stupor. Leaping to his feet, teeth bared and ready to fight, Gen blinked the sleep out of his eyes as he faced his attacker. Laughing Dragon stood before him with a cocksure grin, arms crossed and covered in blood and gore. Looking him up and down, the bandit leader tilted his head. “Don't you look like a tuckered toddler, had fun didn't ye? Nothin' like cutting loose for the first time, familiarizing yerself with true freedom. Liberation sure is sweet, ain't she?”
 
  
 
 Glancing down at his body, he noted the crusted remains of the dead plastered across his skin, a dark, delicious looking red. His memories were a haze, but he remembered enjoying himself immensely, the mere thought enough to send a shiver of pleasure through his body. The heat surged through his veins as he released all his pent-up rage and frustrations, the heady, euphoric rush afterwards, it was all so incredible and exhilarating, how did he ever live without it? Hands shaking as he moved, he paced about the tiny hut, searching for another victim to play with, but they were all dead, not a single breathing soul in sight.
 
  
 
 Besides Laughing Dragon.
 
  
 
 Seeing the glint in his eyes, the bandit leader's gaze hardened, his smile darkening as he spread his arms in welcome. “Wooo, ambitious one, aren't ye? It's good to have dreams, but you should listen to yer gut.” Leaning forward, his smile grew wider, teeth bared like a threat. “What's it sayin' to ye now?”
 
  
 
 Gen warred with the urges insisting he stay his hand, wanting nothing more than to tear into the bandit leader's flesh and cover himself in the warm, sticky blood beneath. A chorus rose in his mind and bade him stop, his instincts given voice, overpowering him and demanding he calm and rein in his desires. The adversary is too strong, too ready. We must be patient, we must be smart. We are the hunter, the killer, the predator.
 
  
 
 Our time will come.
 
  
 
 Exhaling slowly, Gen straightened his back and unclenched his fists, glaring darkly at Laughing Dragon, surrender without submission. A weapon, that's what he needed, an item of power to better let him channel the worldly energies infusing him. The others had them, Laughing Dragon's fiendish sabre one of many, a crude creation unworthy of Gen. His instincts would guide him to a suitable one given time, patience his only weapon for now.
 
  
 
 “Good. I'd hate to put ye down, we don't get many walk-ins.” Indicating he should follow, the bandit leader strode out of the room, presenting his back without hesitation. Gen listened to his instincts, a test, the crafty bandit ready to defend himself should Gen attack. Too easy to spot the hand on his weapon, the measured paces, the ready posture. “Not every Liberated soul learns to control their urges, especially those who come into it on their own. Most go stark-raving mad and lose themselves to the power, bunch of bastards making things difficult for the rest of us.” Pointing out the surrounding sheep, hard at work stacking bodies for burning, he added, “Makes it difficult to recruit unless we take careful measures, bring them into the light slowly, step by step. Tiresome shit, which makes it all the better when new blood prances on in by its lonesome.”
 
  
 
 Acting on a hunch, Gen stepped forward and grabbed a sheep by the throat, a young man of similar age and similar build. In spite of this, Gen easily held the bandit steady with one hand, the little lamb struggling helplessly in his steely grasp. Yes, this was power, the path laid out before him in blood and revelry, strength bestowed upon him by the heavens. More sacrifices would be needed, more indulgences desired, more lives consumed. To do that, more wolves needed to be reared, and this little lamb would do nicely.
 
  
 
 The natural energies of the world spewed forth from Gen to baptize the little lamb, invisible and formless to the natural eye, but a grey, swirling mass in Gen's vision, beautiful and fearsome to behold as it merged with the energy within the little lamb. Choking slowly, his face turned purple as he struggled for air, ruminating on the answers he searched for so desperately the night before, and in the blink of an eye, the sheep died.
 
  
 
 In its place rose a wolf, eager and ravenous for violence.
 
  
 
 Releasing his new brethren, Gen studied the others, able to see the pitiful and meagre energy within them. Guiding them would be pointless for now, the expenditure wasted like it'd been wasted on Kash. A deluge of images flooded his mind at the thought. Kash's smiling face as he brought Gen to his hidden perch by the river, the two boys looking out at the bathing women. Kash puffing up as he carried a ten-point buck, his greatest catch yet, proudly displaying his prowess before the village. Kash pleading at Gen, his eye hanging out of the broken socket as his mouth moved wordlessly.
 
  
 
 Kash, his friend, his brother, his prey.
 
  
 
 Stumbling back, Gen collapsed to the ground, weakened by emotion. Helping his new comrade drained him, else these thoughts would never have surfaced. With time, his strength would grow, these errant thoughts fading away. Courage and resilience would be rewarded in time, he only needed patience. A boisterous laugh broke the silence, Laughing Dragon clapping slowly at the display, weapon in hand. “Well ain't you just slicker'n dog shit, liberating another comrade all by yer lonesome. Almost cut yer damn throat, thought ye were killing one of my precious little students. Can you do the same for the others?”
 
  
 
 Gen shook his head, wiping away his sweat. “This one was ready to accept the truth, I merely helped him along. They're not yet ready.” With more strength, he wouldn't need to wait for these sheep, he could force them to see the light, but not yet. Soon. Patience.
 
  
 
 “A damn shame the others ain't up to snuff. Well, c'mon then, still plenty to do before the day's through.” Gesturing for Gen to lead, Laughing Dragon walked at his side, no longer comfortable leaving him out of sight. A compliment, in a strange way, acknowledging that Gen was more dangerous than expected, worthy of caution, and Gen held his head high at the unspoken praise.
 
  
 
 They soon reached the river where the others like them were washing off, and Laughing Dragon promptly jumped in, one sheep rushing to pick up his discarded bloody clothes. Gen followed in after, delighted at having someone pick up after him, a servant of sorts. Yes, he should find someone specifically for his own use, he was a man of importance now, a powerful warrior. He couldn't be bothered with trivial matters, he deserved an army of slaves and concubines to care for his needs.
 
  
 
 Scraping a blade across his chin, Laughing Dragon shaved and groomed himself meticulously, earning Gen's scorn. A dandy, caring so much for his appearance, the bandit leader preening as he glanced at his own reflection in the water. Despicable. Catching Gen's eye, Laughing Dragon grinned once more, an irksome smile. “Amazing what a little soap and a nice shirt will do for ye. People see a well-dressed, well-groomed band of warriors and immediately think 'soldier' or 'mercenary', dropping their guard. Can't tell you the number of times we've been invited in without a second thought, before we've even said a word. So delightful, the hardest part is not laughing too much at their naivete. Scrub yer hair nice and thorough, ye got plenty to wash out.”
 
  
 
 Exiting from the cold waters, another sheep greeted Gen with clean clothes, a uniform of sorts. A simple farmer's outfit, a drab long-shirt and loose trousers, held up by a wide cloth belt. The sheep helped him dress, wrapping his hands and tying a scarf around his neck, arranging it to naturally cover his face without seeming to hide. Add a wide-brimmed woven-reed hat, a leather vest, and a hatchet tucked into his belt, Gen looked the part of a warrior, the little village hunter nowhere to be seen.
 
  
 
 Patting him on the shoulder, Laughing Dragon guided him back to the village. “The clothes make the man and we Firebrands like to look the part. You look like a sack of gold, all dressed and fancy.”
 
  
 
 Gen snorted derisively. “Hmph. Why bother with the deception? There is no need to fear the Emperor's soldiers, we are warriors, enlightened to truth. We should spread the news to all who will hear!”
 
  
 
 The hand on his shoulder tightened as Laughing Dragon spun him about, looking him face-to-face. “Now, now, don't be doing anything foolish. You keep yer mouth shut about yer 'enlightenment'. Fool boy, ye looking to tell the world about us? We'd be hunted down without rest, no fun to be had at all.”
 
  
 
 “The warrior families of the Empire seek to keep the truth from the common people, how despicable. If we tell everyone the truth, the commoners would rise to our cause and together, we can sweep aside any who stand against us, even the Dog Emperor himself!”
 
  
 
 “Haha, I like you boy, you dreams big. Rallying the people to our side, that's a real laugh. Keep yer mouth shut all the same.” Resuming their walk, Laughing Dragon draped an arm around Gen's shoulder, like they were the best of friends. “Anyway, serious business now, this village we hittin', tell me about it. Yer old home?”
 
  
 
 Gen answered the questions while studying the bandit leader. He played his part well, a handsome, amicable ruffian who rose to prominence from a common background. If not for Gen's heightened intuition, he would think Laughing Dragon nothing more than a mere bandit, albeit an infamous one. The tales of his benevolence and righteous ways were commonly told around the dinner table, with wine and food in hand, taking delights in their exploits and escapades. Only robbing the Council and their ilk, leaving guards and drivers alive unless facing staunch resistance, Laughing Dragon was almost a hero to the people, his comrades in arms who marking themselves with heated irons. Honourable thieves who never betrayed their own, they often appeared in smaller villages, paying for food and wine and spreading good cheer. A romantic fiction, Gen disliked the need to take such drastic measures, hiding who they truly were.
 
  
 
 Soon, there would come a time when they need not hide, and could freely embrace the death and destruction. A glorious age when the truth could be freely spoken, the ways of the world laid bare for all to see, righting the imbalance of this rotten world. Gen would be the first of many, leading the way to salvation for all, the dawn of a new age of equality and prosperity for all who survive. Such would be the way of the world once he was through.
 
  
 
 Lighting a torch, he stared into the flame, dancing about as it reached for the skies, seeking to consume what it can, yearning for true freedom. Much like he'd been, these little flames were constrained and restricted, unable to reach their true potential. Turning to the pile of bodies, he waited with a smile as the others gathered pitch and tinder, setting the stage for a dazzling display, efficient and well-practiced at this craft. Once everything was ready, Laughing Dragon nodded at him and Gen giggled before tossing the torched in a lazy arc, the tiny light hanging in the air for a breathtaking second.
 
  
 
 Igniting in a brilliant orange and yellow tempest, the flames consumed all within its path, calling to him. The others fled the heat as he took in the sights, feeling a kinship with the flames, the raging inferno not bothering him one bit. Reaching out, he grasped a wisp in the palm of his hand, feeding it with the roiling grey mists within and for a moment, the flame flared up into the skies in radiant splendour before blinking out of existence, exhausting all he had given it.
 
  
 
 Understanding dawned on him, as if a veil lifted from his eyes. He was the fire and the flame, devouring all which lay before him, fuelling him to new heights, empowering him until none could stand against him. So long as he continued to feed, he would become unstoppable, a volatile destroyer of man and beast alike. His time had come, the father of a new era.
 
  
 
 But first, he had to return home and see his family. How wonderful it would be to turn his hometown into a scene like this, sharing a loving reunion amidst the flames and carnage, the mere thought had him salivating in anticipation. Striding untouched through the fire, he imagined their surprised and fearful visages would be much like what he saw in the eyes of the bandits gaping before him, Laughing Dragon awed by his power. The lives of his parents and friends would become a tribute to the heavens, their deaths setting him free and fanning his flames, granting him unrestrained power.
 
  
 
 Humming a little ditty, he set out at an easy run, leading his new friends back home to meet his family. His parents would be so proud of him once they learned their son would usher in a time of prosperity and bloodshed.
 
  
 
 How wonderful.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Peering down the length of his arrow, Baledagh hesitated for a moment, and the opportunity was lost. Something spooked the fat rabbit, its nose twitching adorably at the air before scampering away with a hop and a skip. Pursing his lips and shaking his head, he set out in search of other prey, hoping to fill his belly with a hot meal. Why did he hesitate? That rabbit would have been delicious, a sumptuous feast to begin their journey. Maybe he could set snares at night and check them in the morning, there were plenty of rabbit trails to be found.
 
  
 
 They looked so fluffy, it reminded him of his hare, feeling a pang in his chest as he thought of hugging the soft creature. Maybe it was time Baledagh found a pet to call his own, instead of always sharing with brother. A rabbit and wife for Baledagh, that was all he wanted, no need to be greedy. Brother did the lion's share of the work, so brother should have more, but why shouldn't Baledagh have something to call his own? Brother would understand, but with no signs of improvement as he slept in the void, who knew when that might be? Baledagh had slept for years before waking again, perhaps the same would happen to brother.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, he didn't need to be out here hunting, but Qing-Qing was a mess, alternating between long, emotionless staring and bouts of hysterical sobbing. Although he tried to console her, there was only so much he could handle, excusing himself to travel ahead and 'clear the way'. Lovely, sweet Qing-Qing, the journey was hard on her, not even an hour into their travels and already a wreck, although somehow through the tears, she'd braided her horse's mane in a lovely pattern. Yes, she loved animals as much as he, a pet rabbit would be good for her too, something to care for now that he was better. She would make a magnificent mother someday.
 
  
 
 With the lake to the east and the sun shining through the trees, Baledagh enjoyed the travels in silence, killing five wild birds for lunch. Small things, more feather and bones than meat, he kept his eyes open for a nice succulent duck or goose. The hours slipped by and he continued to hunt, gathering more than enough for the next two days, but he was still loath to return. Following a set of day-old bear tracks, he deviated away from the path, thinking to give Qing-Qing more time to herself. Seeing her so dispirited only made his chest throb with pain, unable to help. Besides, she seemed to prefer solitude, always on her guard around him.
 
  
 
 A rustle in the bushes confirmed his prey was near, and Baledagh readied his bow and spear. He didn't expect to find a bear, but better cautious than dead or injured. The shame might kill him should he be forced back to the village so soon, especially if Qing-Qing had to save him once more. Patiently waiting, he backed away slowly, searching for a better angle to approach.
 
  
 
 Bursting out of the undergrowth, a knee-high bear cub charged towards him with a happy cry, scenting the meat he carried. Alarm pulsed through his body and Baledagh readied himself for the mama bear's charge, never far from her cubs. A second cub joined its litter mate, both stopping several arm-lengths away, fearful to approach, but he ignored them, still waiting for the mama bear. Long minutes passed as he clenched his bow, sweat drenching the shirt Qing-Qing sewed for him, the cubs mewling piteously at him, pawing the ground and gingerly stepping back and forth.
 
  
 
 Making a move, Baledagh darted towards the cubs, feigning an attack and ready to flee. Still no mama bear emerged, and he lowered his bow in confusion, looking down at the terrified animals, frozen in fear. Scrawny and dirty, they were skinny little beasts, dark-furred with a patch of white on each chest. Too small, were these runts abandoned by their mother? Tossing two birds at them, he wandered the area while they ate, carefully searching for recent bear tracks, but aside from the cubs, all the tracks he found were days old.
 
  
 
 Returning to the cubs, he pursed his lips and sighed as he stared at the wretched animals, their meal finished and staring expectantly at him, hoping for more. While he'd been hoping for a pet, bears were a little too much, even for brother. At full size, one of these creatures could easily eat more than Aurie and his siblings combined. Hell, they might even eat Aurie. Leaving them here was out of the question, it would be cruel to let them starve to death, so there was only one option left.
 
  
 
 Reaching for his knife, he stepped forward and steeled himself, ready to grant them mercy. Standing on its hind legs, the little cub cried once more, reaching for Baledagh's belt and the birds fastened there, trusting him with its little life. Sighing once more, he tossed another four birds to the cubs, crouching down to watch them eat. Reaching out, he cautiously pet one, the little animal ignoring his touch as they devoured their meal, likely the first in days. Their fur was delightfully soft and dense, their little faces scrunched in satisfaction, cute and charming. He idly wondered if these were the cubs of the bear that killed Gen.
 
  
 
 The thought put a smile on his face and he decided to keep them, as thanks for ridding the world of a nuisance. Worst case scenario, he could leave them in the woods once they grew to adolescence. Few wild creatures would risk tangling with a bear, their sheer size enough to intimidate most foes. Picking one up, it gnawed briefly on his arm before yawning, a full belly lulling it to sleep, exhausted from all the worrying. Grabbing the other, he carried one in each arm like a child, the creatures nuzzled against him, trusting in his care. Simple-minded animals, but it made things easier for him.
 
  
 
 Coming to a clearing, he noticed thick clouds of black smoke rising in the north, a day's ride away. A forest fire in the middle of summer was not uncommon, but to have it set in his path was worrisome. With Qing-Qing and the cubs, getting caught by the flames would spell death for everyone but himself. Perhaps he should delay their journey to track the fire's spread, moving forward once any danger had passed.
 
  
 
 Cuddling his two pets, he hummed a nonsense song he often heard Tali sing, a spring in his step as he searched for Qing-Qing. He couldn't wait to see her expression when he brought the adorable little animals to her, the extra effort to feed them well worth it if she would smile again.
 
  
 
 One wife and two bears for Baledagh, that wasn't too much to ask for.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 150 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Clutching tightly at the reins, Qing-Qing sat hunched over her mount, peering left and right through the dim, shadowy forest. Her heartbeat echoed in her ears, her mouth dry as she looked and listened for signs of danger. Every step was a test of courage, her mind whispering of hidden threats lurking around every turn and waiting predators concealed within every shadow. Alert and cautious, she lamented her fate, knowing her efforts would make little difference should peril strike. A poor, defenceless girl out on a ride with all her worldly possessions, including two horses and forty gold, a juicy target for bandit and beast alike.
 
  
 
 She blamed her fellow villagers for forcing her out into the wilderness against her will. Cursing them beneath her breath, she knew the way back was lost to her, the only reason she didn't turn to flee back to the safety of her home. They'd never accept her, not after losing Gen and Kash, as if it were her fault. Cowards and fools every last one of them, they deserved to be punished for their wicked ways, black-hearted scoundrels who turned on her without cause. Even if Gen and Kash had not been killed, her fate would have been only marginally less unpleasant in the village, harassed by all the younger men while the women chastised and tried to shame her into marriage. It was for the better, a journey to parts unknown, the beginning of her new life.
 
  
 
 If only it weren't all so terrifying.
 
  
 
 The melancholy over the loss of her home and friends had quickly been overshadowed by intense fear for her life, Baledagh abandoning her to the wilds and running off to hunt as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Stupid Baledagh, he said he'd protect her and bring her along with him in search of his people. How could he be so irresponsible? Would she even survive if he continued in this manner? Or was that his plan? Leave her for nature to dispose of?
 
  
 
 Flinching at every sound and movement, she longed for the days of honest hard work, with little to fear so long as she kept close to home. Exhausted by her constant vigilance, she wiped her brow and took a sip of water, her parched throat absorbing the tepid liquid instantly. Managing a slow and steady pace, she hoped to keep the horses fresh should she need to flee, with only herself to rely on in these dangerous wilds. She could manage this much, Baledagh wouldn't abandon her here, not with all the supplies and money. He was a good man, and if he wanted her dead, he'd take everything and leave her with nothing, no need for any pretense.
 
  
 
 Unless he was waiting until they were far enough from the village before acting, relishing the thrill of hunting her, like he hunted defenceless prey, out there in the forest, watching her...
 
  
 
 “Hey.”
 
  
 
 Shrieking at the sudden greeting, she fumbled for her knife. Arms shaking violently, she failed to draw the weapon once, twice, and again, before finally pulling it free, only to have it to slip from her sweaty palms. Helplessly watching as it tumbled into the dirt, she took deep breaths to calm herself, red-faced and unable to meet Baledagh's golden-brown eyes, twinkling with amusement as he picked up her knife. “I didn't mean to scare you, but there's no need to be so jumpy. This stretch of forest is fairly safe from what I gather, no terror birds, no wild cats, no Binturongs. Bears and wolves are the major predators, and they tend to keep to their own territories.”
 
  
 
 “Mother's Milk, what are you doing sneaking about like a thief in the night.” Fanning herself with both hands, she accepted her knife after a moments rest, overjoyed to see him again. “Being out here all alone is no good for my mental health, I've been cursing and imagining all manner of horrors for half the day now. Yesterday, I'd never set foot outside of the village proper and now here I am, a half-day's ride away. It's all too much.”
 
  
 
 “Actually, less than an hour's ride. You've been moving so slowly, I almost thought something happened when I couldn't find you.” Motioning for her to dismount, he reached over and lifted her down easily as carrying a child. Her cheeks heated even more as she felt his hands firmly around her waist, so steady and strong, the intimate gesture followed by a sympathetic smile on his handsome face. His presence reassured her, a guardian and protector, a world of difference from their roles back in the village. More relaxed than she'd ever seen, Baledagh exuded power and vigour, his time in the woods reigniting a vital spark inside him. Only now did she realize how frustrated he must have been from being injured and cooped up for weeks. He belonged out here in the wilderness, thrived in it, freedom and danger side by side.
 
  
 
 So very different from the injured 'bandit' she'd brought home, moaning wordlessly in agony as he slowly healed, barely strong enough to sip spoonfuls of soup. Baledagh was so incredible, unlike anyone she'd ever known, in more ways than one. Realizing she was about to stroke his face, she panicked and pinched his cheek before retracting her hand, scolding herself for a half-wit. “I was taking my time because you left me alone!” Foolish girl, first you pinch his face, then you berate him? He is a warrior, his dignity cannot be trampled so. Giggling neurotically, she shook her head and resumed fanning herself. “I'm so sorry, I'm being overly familiar. All this stress, I'm on my last nerve, please forgive me. I mean no offence.”
 
  
 
 “Oh no, it's fine, you are my saviour after all. Besides, I prefer when you're 'overly familiar', I find comfort in your lovely smile.”
 
  
 
 His casual declaration almost set her cheeks aflame, likely bright enough to see by in pitch darkness. “Oh stop, you're terrible.” Stop dreaming girl, he's far beyond your station. Quickly changing the subject before embarrassing herself any further, she pointed at the brace of fowl tied to his belt. “Are we stopping for lunch? I can roast them if you'd like.” The catch was less than impressive, half-expecting him to return with a massive stag or another trophy of a beast, but the idea was laughable once she thought about it. This was his first day of travel, no matter how strong he was, he'd been weakened by injury and weeks of rest. Two birds were impressive enough, not every hunt would result in an impressive bounty, and the improvement to his almost surly mood made the hunting trip well worth it.
 
  
 
 “Ah, that's a good idea, but not here. I wanted you to meet two friends of mine and was worried the horse would spook and carry you away. Wait here.” As he darted away, Qing-Qing froze in fear, her smile vanishing. Friends? Oh, Mother have mercy, was she mistaken? Was Baledagh a bandit only pretending to be Falling Rain? Now he'd found his old friends and were going to... Perhaps she should end her own life, it would be a quick, clean death. No, enough foolishness. Taking a calming breath, she closed her eyes and composed herself, removing her hand from the knife. Trust in him.
 
  
 
 Upon Baledagh's return, she beamed at the sight of two adorable bear cubs resting in his arms, their tiny little eyes full of curiosity. “Are the tales true? Can the Bekhai control animals? Oh how wonderful, is it safe to pet them?” Feeding them a single apple won over both cubs, and after a few minutes of careful enticement, she held one of the little beasts in her arms, heavy despite its small frame. Giggling as its wet nose pressed against her cheek, she exclaimed, “I've only ever seen one bear, just a corpse and it still terrified me, I never would have expected baby bears to be so cute! Look at this one's big, fearsome paws...”
 
  
 
 It took great efforts to convince the horses to allow the cubs near, but soon they rode off to a nearby hilltop clearing where they stopped for the day. Nestled among the trees, she watched the dark billowing mass of smoke rising to the north, a stark contrast against the lake to their east, fear gnawing at her heart once more. Nuzzling a squirming cub close, she prayed for the safety of the villagers in the path of the flames, knowing full well how dangerous a blaze could be, especially in the dry summer months. “What will we do? If we keep going north, we might get caught in the inferno...”
 
  
 
 “That's my line of thinking too. Nothing to do but wait it out.”
 
  
 
 The decision made, she set to work preparing lunch, unable to remain gloomy as she watched the bear cubs wrestling and play-fighting with one another. Her smile widened as she saw Baledagh hovering close by with a foolish grin, playing nanny like a concerned housewife. This was the 'Undying Savage', and were she to share this tale, no one would believe her. It was the right decision to trust him, richly rewarded with this incredible experience. How all the terrible rumours of him began, she would never know. “They play so rough, it's incredible how gentle they are with us, as if they know their teeth and claws might harm us.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, wild animals are smart. Most people think they're mindless killers, but few living creatures truly lack empathy. You should see my brother's cats, massive, beautiful creatures bigger than I am, but gentle as can be. He spoils them terribly, they'd starve to death without him around. We can't make the same mistake with these bears, they must learn how to fend for themselves. Can't be too hard, they're bears.”
 
  
 
 She'd heard of the Bekhai's ferocious roosequin mounts, but nothing of giant cats. They'd spent so much time together these last few weeks, yet there was so much she didn't know about him. “I've heard you mention your brother often. What's he like?”
 
  
 
 “He's the most amazing person I've ever met.”
 
  
 
 “High praise coming from 'Officer Falling Rain', the youngest Warrant Officer in a thousand years.”
 
  
 
 Waving his hand, he shook his head glumly. “Call me Baledagh. I don't deserve the praise, any fame I've earned is thanks to brother, he's the incredible one. While not what you might call talented, but he works harder than anyone I know, tough and persistent to the point of idiocy. All I've done is follow his directions and success comes without fail. As you've seen, I am nothing without his guidance.”
 
  
 
 The topic seemed to touch a nerve, a melancholic smile and faraway look in his eyes. He was usually so casually arrogant, like not realizing how terrified she would be left alone in the forest, it was strange to see him humbled. Realizing her mistake, she gasped before asking, “Did he... pass away?”
 
  
 
 “Ah, no no, he's... err... sleeping, I suppose, and won't wake. Nothing to worry about, it will all sort itself out soon. Hopefully, else...” He muttered the last part beneath his breath accompanied by a gloomy expression, but his mood soon recovered as one bear tumbled head over heels, flopping down before him. “Any other questions? Ask and I shall answer.”
 
  
 
 Seizing the opportunity, she peppered him with questions, asking about the rest of his family, his home, his exploits, and anything else which came to mind. They passed the time conversing and playing with the cubs, the dark clouds hanging overhead doing little to affect their mood. Learning of his family warmed her heart though his married adoptive 'siblings' was cause for concern. Hearing about his daily life fascinated her, how he trained and hunted day in and day out. While he didn't go into any specifics, it surprised her how hard he worked each day, his time scheduled down to the half-hour. It didn't fit her image of him, a happy idler who floated by on talent alone.
 
  
 
 They spent the entire day learning about each other as they frolicked about with the little bears, a lovely beginning to their trip. Night fell, the moon and stars obscured by the smoke, but it was a beautiful sight. Laying on the grass next to the bear cubs, she glanced over at the sleeping Baledagh, confused and conflicted. Was she falling in love with him, or was it merely her dire circumstances, wanting to cling onto this powerful, successful man. It wasn't how she wanted to live her life, and even if she did, there was no chance he would accept her as his wife. A man like him probably had two or three wives waiting for him already, she'd never measure up.
 
  
 
 With a wistful sigh, she snuggled in beside the little bears, hoping for their journey to last even a day longer. Though it was a foolish dream, sometimes, dreams were all that kept you going.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “You lazy maggots!” Letting loose with spit and rancour, Ravil stomped over to the exhausted bandits and mercilessly kicked them to their feet. “Who gave you permission to rest?” Wielding his baton like a hammer, he spurred the bandits on, chasing them around the makeshift course. “Run maggots, fast as your stubby little legs will carry you. Up the ramp, cross those lines, under and over, side to side. You stop when I say you can stop or when the Mother Herself decides you've had enough and comes down to personally grant you mercy.”
 
  
 
 Sometimes to reach Balance, one needed to vent their frustrations, and screaming at worthless layabouts his favourite method of releasing stress. Well, one of them, but there were few women to be found around these parts. Hands on hips, he glanced around at the bustling camp, noting everyone's progress. Bulat was off with Jorani and Jester Wang, on their way back with yet another pilfered shipment from the Council, while Kabi and Light-fingered Yu delivered the supplies north of Shen Yun. Almost two-thousand strong, it was becoming difficult to keep all these men fed without dipping into Imperial supplies, but they made it work. Plenty of villagers willingly sold food to them, given a fair price with the coin from the Council's lavish gifts, easily fenced in Shen Yun.
 
  
 
 It was all so satisfying.
 
  
 
 Stealing from the Council, then buying more supplies using coin from stolen goods and driving prices up, all while smacking them with penalties for late deliveries, without a delay in shipments to the Bridge. So fucking beautiful and neat, Ravil almost shed a tear watching it in action. A born criminal mastermind, the Boss far beyond those other Warrant Officers, a bunch of arrogant, stuck-up children in comparison. Strength of will, strength of mind, strength of body, the Boss had it all.
 
  
 
 He never did things by half, that was for sure, Sending orders to have Ravil train these bandit scumbags into proper soldiers gave him new purpose in life. Now they could continue harassing the Council AND reduce the bandit population in one fell swoop, how he thought so many steps ahead made Ravil's head spin. Now, the Boss was out in the wilderness pretending to be lost while carrying out his devious schemes, he could hardly wait to hear how it turned out. Perhaps he'd infiltrated the Butcher Bay Bandits, scouting them out to prepare for a massive strike, there was nothing the Boss couldn't do.
 
  
 
 A thunderous laugh echoed out from behind him, and Ravil hid his grimace before turning to greet Lei Gong. Hair poking out in every direction and tangled beard draped over his grease-stained shirt, the nosy old man stood there with gourd in hand, drinking messily as he surveyed the area. “Ravil is it? I say, this old warrior has seen a lot, but he ain't ever seen bandits work this hard before. Hell, if they're capable of this much, then the army'd be a nip and a nap in comparison. Ha Ha Ha.”
 
  
 
 Crafty old bastard, poking in where he don't belong. Ravil didn't believe in coincidences, nor did he believe in altruism. Everyone had an angle, it was only a matter of discovering what this old bastard's was. Politely nodding, Ravil gave him the well-practised response. “We aren't mere bandits Great One. We're the Mother's Militia, here to right wrongs in her name. The Mother abhors the careless and favours the diligent, so we act accordingly.” All drivel and empty talk, but religious fanaticism had its uses. Many of the bandits even bought into it, praising the Mother almost every other sentence, and Jorani played his part brilliantly.
 
  
 
 “Still though, this training is well thought out, this obstacle course of yours. You push them to their physical limits and force them to adapt to using Chi. Do or die, then do it again, a punishing regimen. Jorani is lucky to have ye, yer the best damn bully sergeant I ever laid eyes on. Ever serve?”
 
  
 
 More prodding, it never stopped. “I served in Shen Mu, moved south after the city fell. Not much work for me until I fell in with the Hangman.”
 
  
 
 “Shen Mu huh? A damn shame what happened there, the Divine Tree was truly a sight to see. Sanshu Grove lacks a certain majesty.”
 
  
 
 “I'd rather not speak of it, the loss was... difficult.” He'd passed along word regarding the existence of Lei Gong, but received little interest or support from Rustram, or more likely in charge, Sumila. Neither one as crafty as the Boss, they both preferred head on solutions through superior positioning or brute force, respectively. Therefore, it fell on Ravil to take on this crafty senior, his slovenly appearance a mask for the devious former Lieutenant Colonel.
 
  
 
 He didn't understand why the old man was so inquisitive, but Ravil treated him like fungus, fed shit and kept in the dark. It made little sense why he was here, why bother going to all this trouble for a cause he'd abandoned? If the man wanted to help the army, go fight the Defiled, don't hang around playing at mysterious bandit. The Ascendants might be eyeing their loot, be a Council cat's paw, or worst of all, Lei Gong might be a busybody with nothing better to do. A nuisance is what he was, and Ravil's hands were tied in the matter, the Lord of Thunder not someone they could fight. Deception and deceit were their only weapons, and Ravil was sorely lacking in both areas when compared to the Boss.
 
  
 
 Mother help me, how long can I keep this up?
 
  
 
 As if in answer to his silent prayer, a thick plume of black smoke rose to the south, the training bandits all stopping to gape. Too shocked by the sight, Ravil's mind spun with the possibilities. Was this a simple forest fire, or was it more? No, there were no coincidences, and with the Boss' penchant for burning things, this had his name written all over it. Smiling to himself, Ravil turned away to make preparations, eager to find out what the Boss cooked up this time.
 
  
 
 Perhaps by this time tomorrow, the Butcher Bay Bandits will be a footnote in the annals of history, a mere stepping stone on Falling Rain's path to glory.
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 Bursting from the undergrowth, Gen laughed as he ripped through the foliage at a breakneck pace, running directly south without deviation, no obstacle too difficult for him to pass. Leaping over natural trenches and powering through the shallow streams, he revelled in his newfound power, throwing caution to the wind as he journeyed home, ready for his triumphant return. How delightful it would be seeing the faces of the newly enlightened as he opened their minds, instructing them in the truths which escaped their notice.
 
  
 
 Peering over his shoulder, he sneered at the lagging sheep, unable to keep pace with true warriors, a wretched lot. If not for these useless bastards plodding along, he could be home in the blink of an eye, with energy to spare. Were it not for Laughing Dragon's insistence on keeping them close, Gen would have left them all behind, eager to see his family and friends. Slowing his pace, he enjoyed the intense euphoria which filled his mind, enjoying his rise to glory and noting the changes, discovering more and more as the day wore on.
 
  
 
 After the humiliating beating he'd suffered at Baledagh's hands, it'd taken Gen the better part of two days of continuous running before he found the Firebrands. Now, even with the sheep slowing him down, they were on course to arrive home in less than a day. Astounding how much he'd changed in so little time, his lungs stinging comfortably and heartbeat steady, with only a light sheen of perspiration glistening upon his skin. An astonishing transformation, the natural energies of the world released him from the shackles of mediocrity, infusing him with tremendous strength and stamina, his mind fresh and body full of vigour despite the strenuous labour.
 
  
 
 His physical prowess only scratched the surface of his recent improvements. The world was more vivid than ever, the sun almost too bright for his eyes, wincing every time it poked through the forest canopy. Even at these speeds, a moment of focus was enough to perceive the patterns on an individual leaf, or catch the motion of tiny creatures in the woods, scampering to survive. The air was sharper, the distinct scents of earthy soil and fresh flowers intermingled with iron blood and rotting decay, the cycle of life and death laid bare around him. Even his sense of touch had been enhanced, able to discern individual fibres his cotton shirt, soft and smooth compared to his old rough-hemp rags.
 
  
 
 This was what true power felt like, the freedom to do anything and everything his heart desired. Truly, the weak survive while the strong thrive, and for the first time in his twenty-one years, Gen knew what it felt like to thrive. A week ago, he'd have moved carefully through these woods, wary of dangers lurking in the shadows, but now, those same dangers moved aside from his path, unwilling to test his mettle. A shame, for he wished to know how far he'd come, but no creature dared crossed his path. Were he not so eager to return home, he'd spend time to hunt down worthy prey, perhaps a pack of wolves or another bear.
 
  
 
 “Hold, time to rest.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Laughing Dragon's command, Gen continued to run for some time, but a nagging voice in his mind caused him to slow his steps, insisting it was better to stay with them. No matter how strong Gen had become, he was only a single man, help would be needed to keep the villagers contained, lest they flee from his lessons. Turning back, he let out an exasperated sigh and trod back towards the resting bandits where Laughing Dragon greeted him with a smile, tossing him a bag filled with food. Biting into a piece of jerky, Gen immediately grimaced at the unpleasant meal. No tender texture or melting flavour of raw meat, he might as well chew a strip of leather. What he needed was something fresh, still bleeding and delicious.
 
  
 
 His body craved sustenance, demanding more, so he choked down the disgusting morsel. The bear meat he'd eaten during his journey north should have lasted him more than a week if not for his changes, all of it devoured to fuel his newfangled growth. Had he known earlier, he'd have butchered the entire bear and brought it with him. With enough food and time, his body would be reforged into something more suitable for a warrior, taller, hardier, a hulking beast of a man. The natural energies were not enough to fuel his growth, he would need more nourishment than this slab dried meat could provide.
 
  
 
 Glancing over the nearby sheep, he felt nothing but disdain. Exhausted and spent, they lay strewn about, their tired, weak bodies unable to process the natural energies of the world. Aside from the wolf he'd turned this morning, the rest of the recruits were lacking, the grey, turbulent energy within them barely enough to pick his teeth with. A feeble bunch, they were too far from reaching true enlightenment to be helped along, the price too high for Gen to pay. All they did was slow his progress, keeping him from his vengeance, delaying his glory.
 
  
 
 “Now now Gen, don't you be glarin' at my precious students. They're a little weak, and few of em will make it through to the end, but I put a lot of effort into raising my crew.” Stepping between Gen and the sheep, Laughing Dragon puffed up his chest with pride. “Almost seventy strong counting yerself, not too large a group, but it ain't easy. Gotta find those with the right temperament, keep them under strict watch, and less than one in five make it all the way through, but a single one of my Firebrands is easily worth ten common bandits. These little students aren't far along, picked them up less than a month ago after some Warrant Officers hunted down their leader, but they've got potential.”
 
  
 
 “One in five survive?” Hearing those odds, Gen smiled and studied the little sheep once more. Seventeen little sheep, only three or four able to succeed, which meant the others were dispensable...
 
  
 
 “Oi, enough, yer dark gaze'll spook em off. Damn me if I want to be chasin' them through the woods.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring him, Gen summoned the natural energies of the world and grabbed the closest sheep to test, his power surging through its body, evaluating the sheep's progress and testing its limits. Acting under the influence of his intuition, he found it was easier than baptizing them, a small effort to determine whether they were worth cultivating. His first subject glared back from a seated position, defiant and angry, moving to pull himself away, but Gen's power rushed through its body, eliciting a melodic, agonized scream. So pitiful, barely a fistful of energy within its belly, nothing compared to the infusion of energy flowing throughout Gen's entire body. The next subject tried to meet his eyes, but failed, echoing the screams of the first, another disappointment with barely two fingers worth, scattered and diffuse.
 
  
 
 Reaching for the third sheep, the worthless bastard had the gall to draw his weapon, a crude hatchet which matched his own. Smacking the weapon aside, Gen casually punched the offending sheep in the jaw, annoyed by the similarity of their equipment. In their eyes, was Gen worth so little? The other Firebrands carried true weapons, power emanating from the iron-covered bone implements, necessary camouflage to hide their true appearance.
 
  
 
 A hand clamped about his wrist and twisted back, halting his progress. Baring his teeth, Gen snarled angrily and brought his other hand to bear, striking at the offending creature who dared to bar his way. Catching his fist easily, Laughing Dragon stared him down, a fearsome giant towering above him, his handsome face no longer smiling, twisted in an angry scowl. His voice calm and cold, he spoke quietly, with all the patience of a father speaking to his misbehaving son. “I told ye to leave them be boy, so what the fuck do ye think yer doing?”
 
  
 
 Struggling helplessly in the larger man's grasp, Gen roared in fury. “Release me fool, you know not whom you deal with. I will rend your flesh and --” The world exploded into darkness as he reeled back and fell to his knees, blinking away the bright lights blinding him. An ethereal voice reported he'd been headbutted, a crude yet effective strike. Do not test the dragon, it said, our strength is yet to mature. Obey and show proper deference, lest you be killed before your time. Endure.
 
  
 
 “I asked ye a question and I expect an answer.” Laughing Dragon's voice hardened, the threat left unspoken. “Now.”
 
  
 
 Blood dribbled down Gen's chin as he sputtered, his voice nasal and low. “I was – I was testing them, to determine which ones were worth keeping. Energy of the world within them, thin, wispy, scattered. Not like me, dense, encompassing, powerful. Weed out the weak, cultivate the worthy.” This wasn't fear, but pragmatism. The strong were to be respected.
 
  
 
 “Oh? Ye think I don't know as much? I can sense it all the same, they're all weak, but they'll grow given time and proper guidance.” The familiar smile returned as Laughing Dragon studied him, holding both his wrists as he knelt in submission. “This is good, I like ye kneeling like this. I've given ye plenty of slack, but sometimes, it takes a good smack for the lesson to stick.” Releasing his hold, he wiped the blood from his forehead and patted Gen's shoulder, a paragon of forgiveness. “Now listen, you leave them be, I've invested too much to have ye spooking them off with yer longing gaze. Haven't ye heard? Ye can't rush true love.”
 
  
 
 Waiting for the annoying laugh to end, Gen pointed at the sheep. “I can hurry them along, give me a chance and you'll have your new Firebrands today.”
 
  
 
 “How? Just this morning ye said they weren't ready, and helping Torg took too much out of you.”
 
  
 
 “Divided they are weak, but together they are strong.” The words sprang unbidden from Gen's throat, unsure how he knew this to be true, but after a moment's introspection, Laughing Dragon's eyes lit up in understanding. Nodding enthusiastically, he motioned for Gen to return to work, standing by to watch, almost salivating in anticipation.
 
  
 
 The remaining sheep didn't dare pull away from Gen after he'd received their leader's blessing, and he quickly evaluated the rest. Too pathetic, the first sheep he'd checked was the furthest along, the rest hardly even worth consideration. Gathering five worthless sheep around his strongest patient, he went all out with this one, desperate to prove himself to Laughing Dragon. Asking for permission, he glanced at the bandit leader in unspoken question. His head cocked as he stared into nothingness, Laughing Dragon took several minutes to consider the question before breaking into a grin and nodding once.
 
  
 
 Finally. Five sacrifices and a single soon-to-be wolf. Grabbing his hatchet, Gen chopped through the closest sacrifice's neck, killing it instantly as the sweet, warm blood splashed across his face. The energy within its corpse moved to escape, but with an arduous effort, Gen forced the energy into his patient, sweating as he ignored the pained screams emanating from its mouth. After strenuous seconds, he completed his labours and savoured the taste of blood after a job well done. Eyes widened in sheer delight, Gen lashed out at another sheep, still in shock, cut down in an instant, and he repeated his actions, his patient's screams increasing in pitch and volume, the energy seething within as it grew in volume, bringing both ecstasy and agony, intertwined and inseparable. How lucky for this little patient to have met Gen, its life altering in this very moment, its body moulded into a powerful vessel, fated to soar into the heavens as a rising dragon. Jealous of the patient's great fortune, Gen continued with his work, swinging his hatchet in a backhand arc, but the little sheep were ready now, their weapons drawn in futile struggle.
 
  
 
 Good, it was more fun if they resisted.
 
  
 
 Waving his weapon wildly, he slashed the air between the sheep, separating one from the others. Singling out the isolated prey, he smashed his hatchet against its weapon, gleefully watching the club fly aside, the little sheep unable to withstand a single blow. Grabbing the weakling by the throat, he brought it close to his patient before ripping its neck apart, giggling as the blood spouted like a leaky faucet. Never one to waste, he brought his mouth close to the spraying fountain and drank deep, absently guiding the escaping energy into his patient as he sampled divinity, smiling as the power grew within his patient, from a fist size ball to a mass covering its torso, circling throughout its body.
 
  
 
 It was becoming easier once the energy learned his purpose. Not some mindless force, the grey masses had purpose and desire, spirits seeking a powerful vessel to inhabit. Those they had chosen were far too weak, but with Gen's guidance and a small sacrifice of his own energy, he allowed the spirits to share a single vessel, empowering his patient in ways unimaginable, their strength not adding together, but multiplying as two merged into one. Glancing longingly at the remaining two sacrifices, he lapped at the blood, brimming with energy as it spilled out, hungry for more. Gen couldn't take too much, the little wolf would wake hungry, but a little taste wouldn't hurt.
 
  
 
 The sacrifices glanced at one another, leery of facing him alone, and Gen swelled with pride. His power was worthy of caution, his strength far above theirs, but they did not flee. Sheep though they may be, they aspired to become wolves, and although they would never reach those goals, Gen respected their determination. A gracious man, he would allow them to die at the hands of a true warrior. Howling with delight, he launched himself at the closest sacrifice, chopping down in a one-handed strike. His hatchet split through the haft of the sacrifice's weapon, showering him in a rain of splinters and blood, his effortless victory stoking the fires of his ego.
 
  
 
 Courage was worthless in the face of overwhelming strength, the little sheep left with no choice but to die, its trapped spirit ripped from the fleshly remains and shunted into the patient. One last sacrifice, scared and shivering, the pungent stink of urine and feces filling the air as Gen approached. Putting away his hatchet, he sidled up with no resistance and plucked the weapon out of its trembling hands. Sighing in disappointment, he reached out and cupped the sacrifice's cheeks in both hands, staring it in the eyes as he sadly shook his head.
 
  
 
 So disappointing, almost no fun to be had.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 Squeezing tightly, he casually pressed against the sacrifice's skull, relishing the panic and pain registering through its fear, clawing fruitlessly at his wrists to free itself from his vice. Slowly crushing its skull, Gen gazed lovingly as its face distorted, fluids leaking from every aperture, the meat pulping beneath the pressure, oozing from between his fingers. Bringing one hand to his mouth, he lapped up the mashed delicacy, the smooth, pleasing texture almost melting on his tongue. The spirit howled in triumph as he drew it into himself, refreshing his spent energies and fortifying his strength, an euphoric rush like no other, his mind whirling in rapture as he absorbed the worldly spirit slowly, consumed in the same way he devoured the flesh before him, tearing strips of flesh from still gibbering sacrifice.
 
  
 
 Engrossed in pleasure, he didn't know how much time had passed before he regained clarity, kneeling on the ground amidst scattered bones, each one picked clean and cracked open, not a single drop wasted. To the side, the new wolf had awakened, devouring his meal ravenously as the other sheep looked on in horror, held fast by the Firebrands who stared at him with a mixture of apprehension and respect. Yes, kneel in awe of my power, adoration and recognition would always follow true strength.
 
  
 
 Clapping him on the shoulder, Laughing Dragon nodded proudly, like a father admiring his son's work. Gen had never received such a look from Pa, nothing he did was ever good enough, the miserable fucking bastard. “Well I'll be damned, looks like we got ourselves another new recruit. Three in less than 24 hours, yer just all sorts of useful aren't ye? I noticed you killed five, but took one for yerself. I don't mind ye wettin' yer beak, but don't get too greedy now, ye hear? I'm a sharing sort, the more the merrier.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at the bandit leader, Gen hid his anger deep. “I spent significant energy to help my new comrade see the light.” Not true, but the idiot could never know for sure, his perception unable to match Gen's own. “This one was the strongest, but I can help another three, although I will need to replenish myself.” Share? No better to concentrate it in himself, a single powerful expert. Laughing Dragon stepped back as Gen stood, his bones cracking as his body shifted, growing more powerful from the sumptuous meal. The bandit leader was wary of Gen's strength, but he took no action aside from separating the chosen few and patiently awaiting for permission.
 
  
 
 He would play the dutiful subordinate for now, it was not yet his time to lead. Strength was to be respected, but soon, their roles would be reversed, as Gen continued to devour the energies of the world, empowering him in ways unimaginable. The weak became food for the strong, such was the way of the world. Once he finished here, he would move on and return home, enlightening everyone there to the truth, except for the bastard thief Baledagh, he would devour him whole, relishing his tortured cries.
 
  
 
 Oh how Qing-Qing's loving gaze would settle upon him after he showed her his true value, by destroying the bastard who dared to steal her away. His mind filled with visions of lust and bloodshed, Gen set about his work with a smile, the wailing screams like music to his ears.
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 Awakened by the squirming bear cub's plaintive grunts, Baledagh yawned as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. The little animals slept soundly through the night, snoring lightly as they laid limply on their backs, trusting him as only babies could, but with the sun rising, they were eager to resume playing. One bear wiggled about side to side, its limbs waving in the air as it struggled to turn over onto its belly, succeeding after a strenuous effort to flop onto its stomach, staring happily at him.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to make unmanly noises like brother would, he patted the cubs, each one demanding his affection with tiny grunts. Their guard lowered after only a single meal, the cubs accepted him as their guardian almost instinctively, clever enough to know how harsh nature could be. Their loyalty won at the low-cost of two birds, they'd be willing to follow him forever.
 
  
 
 Animals were more noble than most gave them credit for.
 
  
 
 Grabbing the smaller cub, he lifted it into his lap to cuddle, glancing at Qing-Qing as she slept. Wrapped in her blanket an arm's-length away, with only the bears separating them through the night, she was beautiful to behold. That she remained close by was a good sign, even if only for the adorable cubs. A caring, loving person, she would make a splendid mother, gently teaching the cubs how to behave with treats and firm language, a patient smile on her face the entire time.
 
  
 
 He couldn't imagine the other women in his life behaving the same way. Both Lin and Mila were no help with the cats, leaving all the work to brother and Song. Lin was too childish and flighty, losing interest within minutes, while Mila was too stubborn and impatient, easily frustrated when things didn't work out, even trying to bully the animals into obeying her. Yan was a mystery to him, having spent little time with her, but she seemed too aloof and vulgar to properly raise children. Besides, she'd left before brother claimed her, she might already be in the arms of another man.
 
  
 
 Although he liked the other girls, it was different with Qing-Qing. Being around her intoxicated him to the point of giddiness, his body light and heart racing. Their relationship improved much in the last day, now comfortable enough to scold him without apologizing too much, a promising development. As much as he loved her flustered reactions and nervous laughter, being the cause for her fear pained him. Sweet and gentle, caring and motherly, with the voice of a songbird and a heart of gold, she seemed the epitome of ladylike behavior. So endearing, it took tremendous strength of will not to pull her into his arms and kiss her. How would she react if he did? Would she push him away in disgust, kiss him back passionately. or freeze up and submit to his desires, fearful of resisting?
 
  
 
 He couldn't act until he knew the answer lest he scare her away, but she was a mystery even at the best of times. One minute she would laugh heartily while patting his arm, treating him like a dear friend, but the next, she would retreat into her mind, watching him as if he were a criminal to be wary of. It was the price he paid for saying such awful things during the duels with the Society. He wasn't even sure what came over him in the heat of the moment. Zian's mother was attractive but far too old, more to brother's taste than his own.
 
  
 
 Reminded of brother, he closed his eyes and sought the safety of their mental home, calming his mind and heart. It still took great effort, but he was getting the hang of this meditation business after so much practice. As always, the fearsome wails of the spectres greeted him, their ugly faces twisted in anger and greed as they charged towards him. Almost diving into his astral belly of their own volition, they foolishly hurried towards their own demise, and Baledagh was not one to pass up on a free meal. He'd yet to understand exactly what was happening, but devouring them left him warm and satisfied, so he continued to do so every day. There was no marked increase in his strength, but perhaps that was because it helped heal his body, or maybe because he didn't know how to properly use it.
 
  
 
 No matter, knowledge would come in time. Quickly checking on brother, he reported the previous days events, a cheerful, one-sided conversation where he asked his questions and vented his frustrations. “Ah, brother, if only you'd wake. I'm not sure how to explain about our situation, and I could use your help winning her over. My hunting skills and battle prowess do little to impress her, and I've nothing else. I'm sure your cooking skills would win her praises, but I can barely peel vegetables without cutting myself.” Chuckling ruefully, he shook his head and sighed. “This has been an eye-opening experience for me. I used to pity you for lacking skill, but I know nothing. She spent the day telling me about her life, her losses, her daily struggles and fears. She gave away all she had to remember her parents just to fill her belly, and still she never gave up hope for a better future. In comparison? I've barely lived, experiencing so little since I woke and remembering almost nothing from before. This is the first time I've been in control for so long and everything is so new, so wonderful, I wish...”
 
  
 
 Biting his tongue, Baledagh pressed against the door frame and glanced at brother's battered body, feeling guilty for his horrible thoughts. Brother was here struggling against the spectres, while Baledagh was out in the world, flirting and enjoying life, hoping it might last forever, a terrible person. “Sorry brother. I'm a foolish idiot, we are two parts of a whole and I am in over my head. I chose to leave and the forest bursts into flames, perhaps Heaven's way of telling me I'm wrong. What do I do? How can I help you? I can't do anything.” As if to prove himself, he stepped through the barrier and found himself turned about, his back to the door, the same result each time, as if he were one of the many spectres circling brother. “You keep trying … whatever it is you're doing, I have confidence you will succeed.” Just give me more time with Qing-Qing.
 
  
 
 Retreating from the mental manor, Baledagh opened his eyes and was treated with a view of Qing-Qing, hard at work preparing breakfast. The two cubs paced anxiously around her, nosing about with a few cries, eager to be fed. Humming softly beneath her breath, she brushed aside a stray lock of golden-brown hair, peeling and chopping with deft, well-practiced motions. Every now and then she tossed a scrap of food to the animals, alternating between them to ensure both were fed, her face scrunching up in delight each time. Noticing his gaze, she smiled radiantly at him, her head tilting slightly as she greeted him. “Morning. Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.”
 
  
 
 Averting his eyes, he nodded absently and checked the fires to the north, the dark clouds still continuing to rise, darkening the horizon with ashes. “It seems we're stuck here for another day, the fire seems to have spread.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, it's not so bad, I rather like it here. Not too far from home, gives me a chance to get used to the traveling.” Flashing him a coquettish smile, her gaze seemed to linger on him for a moment, sending his heartbeat racing. “Talking with you is enjoyable and these lovely little darlings are a delight.”
 
  
 
 Barely able to control himself, Baledagh stood quickly and gathered his gear, blood rushing to his face and other regions. “Er, I think I'll go hunting, find food for the bears. There should be plenty of game, all fleeing from the north. No need for breakfast, I'll eat some travel rations.” Coward.
 
  
 
 Making his escape into the forest, he followed a rabbit trail away from the camp. After ten minutes of light jogging, he crossed a well-traveled area, signs of dozens of men passing through. Oddly enough, they all headed straight towards the village, and Baledagh stared south in confusion, wondering why a large party would be headed in that direction.
 
  
 
 Well, no matter, the village was not his concern. Resuming his hunt, he wracked his mind coming up with conversational topics to share with Qing-Qing, practicing his lines should she ask questions and imagining her responses so he could act accordingly. Why was he so nervous around her? Bah, perhaps he should check on the village, for her sake. Besides, if there were bandits behind him, better to know than remain ignorant.
 
  
 
 Either way, he swore to never laugh at brother for being tongue-tied around women again. It wasn't easy, but nothing in life ever was.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The little village seemed so different after a few days, tiny and insignificant, an eyesore as Gen watched from afar, hidden in the shadows. Little sheep all herded together, as if by banding together they might escape danger, going about their dreary lives with no hope of advancement or relief. How pitiful his former aspirations seemed now, dreaming of lording over this worthless swathe of land and acting as guardian to these wretched peasants, or stumbling across some fortune that might see him fed for a season or two.
 
  
 
 Citizens from all over the Empire were no different, oppressed by the nobles who hoarded their secrets and gold, growing fat from exploitation of the common worker. Unjust and inexcusable, Gen pledged to free the people from this miserable existence, shedding light on the lies spread to further the agenda of those in power. Balance was a fiction created to give false hope, obscuring the truth hidden beneath their noses. With Gen to guide them, he would bring upheaval and chaos to the Empire, leading the citizens in revolt, defeating the Imperial dogs and tearing the mongrel Emperor from his throne.
 
  
 
 Soon, in the annals of history, they would speak of this tiny, unnamed village from where the seeds of revolution sprouted.
 
  
 
 On signal, the Firebrands moved from their hidden positions, converging upon the village from all angles and herding everyone into the central square. Screams of alarm sounded as bandits crashed into their homes and dragged them out to hear the truth. Light on his feet, Gen strode next to Laughing Dragon, his hat and scarf sufficient enough to obscure his features. Giddy with excitement, he tried to imagine the look on his parents faces when they saw how powerful their son had become, barely able to contain his laughter. Waiting patiently, he looked over the familiar faces, searching for Baledagh and Qing-Qing, eager for his vengeance.
 
  
 
 The scared little sheep huddled together, ignorant of their great fortune to come. Interestingly enough, he sensed the natural energies of the world in a handful of them, less than even the worst of Laughing Dragon's former students, but it was there. A handful of hunters, two of the village women, and Bao Bei, good seeds to raise, future warriors in his army. Besides, more may open their eyes, and while not every villager would find enlightenment and a place among his pack, those unworthy would still be useful as fodder.
 
  
 
 Escorted by the Firebrands, Pa made his way into the square, bruised and battered, having tried to put up a fight. The rest of his hunting party followed, scared and defeated, no match for any of the Firebrands. These were the people he'd looked up to, idolized even, Pa's friends and lifelong comrades, all helpless in the face of true strength. It wasn't their fault for believing the lies, but after today, weakness would not be tolerated. Thrive or die, that was how it would be.
 
  
 
 Head held low, Pa knelt and bowed his head to Laughing Dragon, forehead touching the dirt, the sight paining Gen, angering him. “Great Warrior, this lowly one is called Tuan, and I beg for your mercy. We are but poor folk with little more than the clothes on our backs. Take all we have, I only ask you leave us unharmed. We are unworthy of your efforts, I beg you Great One.” To think, Gen once thought the world of his Pa, nothing more than a weakling, a worm. Raise your head Papa, you needn't bow.
 
 Ignoring him, Laughing Dragon nudged Gen, reminding him of his instructions. Counting the heads, he searched the crowd of familiar faces, taking stock of everyone present and coming up three people short. Ah, discount Kash, he's dead and... “Where are Baledagh and Qing-Qing?”
 
  
 
 At the sound of his voice, Pa's head whipped up, tears welling from his eyes. “Gen? Gen my boy, is that you?” Rising from his knees with arms outstretched, the old man scurried over and embraced him, embarrassing Gen to no end. How humiliating to be fathered by such a worthless man. All the same, a warm emotion stirred in his heart, a lump forming in his throat at the sight of his Pa in such high spirits. “Oh I knew it, deep in my heart I knew you'd be safe, it made little sense. Thank the Mother you've come back, Ma look, it's our son, our precious son.”
 
  
 
 Light-headed and shaky, Gen clutched at his temples and breathed deeply, ignoring the old man's rambling as he tried to focus on the task at hand. A voice whispered in his mind, stay true to your purpose, you are here for revolution. Stray not from your convictions, weakness cannot be tolerated. “Enough,” Gen snarled, pushing away the old man, when all he wanted to do was embrace him. I'm home Papa, safe and sound, sorry for making you worry. “I asked you a question: Where is Baledagh?”
 
  
 
 “Is that why you brought these... these friends of yours?” Confusion and concern warred on the old man's face, his eyes flickering between Gen and Laughing Dragon. “Thank you so much for bringing him back Great One. A thousand praises aren't enough, he means everything to us.” Turning back to Gen, he stood and backed away, motioning for Gen to follow. “Don't you worry my boy, Baledagh is gone, he left yesterday, headed north to find his people. Your friends will catch up easily, they're riding a pair of work horses, no good for riding. Drove that bastard away I did, put my foot down and told him to leave. Qing-Qing left with him, we don't need no black-starred jinx staying with us, only put up with that little vixen because of her father, but that's all i-”
 
  
 
 Hearing Baledagh was gone, Gen grabbed the old man by the throat, snarling with rage. “Your son disappears and you ask him to leave?” It must have been difficult, you couldn't have done anything if he refused. “You sniveling coward, if you thought him responsible why did you not take action?” It's not your fault papa, I know you had to think of the others, protecting them, putting their interests first. “I suppose you packed his supplies and gave him my old clothes too, sending him off with a smile and a wave. Did you send your wife to fuck him before he left, or did you suck his cock yourself? You disgust me.” I don't mean it Papa, I don't know why I'm saying these horrible things.
 
  
 
 Trapped within his mind, his body moved of its own accord, as if watching through the eyes of a stranger, striking his Pa in the mouth. Blood dribbled down his chin as he stared at Gen, shock and disbelief etched on his face, and Gen stared back, screaming for his body to leave Pa alone. Why didn't Pa fight back? Why didn't he defend himself? A second blow landed with a crack, Pa's hands rising to protect himself, but it was too late as a third blow followed, throwing him to the ground. Gen felt his face stretching in a grin as he stepped on Pa's throat, Gen begging and pleaded for this nightmare to end.
 
  
 
 His voice went unheard and he watched helplessly as Pa's face turn purple, clawing at Gen's ankle, desperate for air. His mother's heartrending wails tore a hole in his chest, the light fading from Pa's eyes as Gen stared down at him with a look of disgust and revulsion. Despair overwhelmed him and he shut it out, the void closing in around him, rejecting the world and everything within it. This was just a nightmare, nothing more. He was in bed, recovering from his beating, and soon, he'd wake and all would be well. Pa will pat him on the shoulder and Ma will make him some food, and when he recovered, he'd go hunting with Kash and ask Bei to marry him. He'd father several children, at least one boy and girl, raising them with the help of his parents and become a pillar of the community, the next village chief, decades from now. That was his life, not this horrible illusion.
 
  
 
 Not this.
 
  
 
 Never this.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Ah, finally, that annoying little voice was gone. The old man died slowly, his body going limp and Gen continued to press down, whistling a catchy little tune that Qing-Qing always used to sing while working. A shame she'd left, but only a day ahead, he'd find them easily. Licking the blood from his knuckles, he turned away from the body and looked over the rest of the villagers, basking in their fear and veneration, their terror a delicious nectar ruined only by some woman's incessant howling. “Quiet. I will now speak.”
 
 A minion pummeled the woman into silence as Gen paced about the villagers, enjoying his moment of triumph. The sweet, clean air, the sun shining upon his face, this was freedom, unfettered, unshackled, true power to do whatever he pleased. Might makes right, and he would be the mightiest of them all. “You all recognize me and I'm sure you're all thinking the same thing: How did Gen become so strong?” Picking Bei out from the crowd, he wrenched her from her father's grasp, kicking the old man away. A sliver of natural energy within her, she was barely worth cultivating if not for her beauty and his curiosity. “Well, through trials and tribulations. I overcame my sorrow, my despair, my defeat, and I rose up, stronger than ever. I am not a petty man, so I offer you all the same chance.” Smiling at the Firebrands, nodded. “My friends here have graciously offered to supply the sorrow and despair. Accept the energy of the world, give in to your base nature, throw away the lies of Balance. Those who survive will be reborn, and I look forward to meeting you.”
 
  
 
 Laughing madly, he dragged away the struggling Bei while listening to the screams behind him, a day of fun and experimentation ahead of them, learning how to strengthen the energy within her. After that, he'd hunt down Baledagh and Qing-Qing, killing the bastard and turning her to his side. A wonderful day, his future was bright and limitless.
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 Enjoying the exercise, Baledagh basked in the simple pleasure of his morning run, stretching his legs and pushing his limits. Qing-Qing's home had been so gloomy and drab, the village too clustered and disorderly, he found it far more pleasant being out in the wilds. With the forest canopy as his roof, soft dirt underfoot, the wind in his face, and the sun on his back, his mood improved greatly as he moved through the vibrant forest, shedding his worries over the situation and his relationship issues. Life wasn't so bad like this, unfettered and free-spirited, doing as he pleased and going wherever his feet led him.
 
  
 
 For now, his feet followed the trail of broken branches and flattened grass leading directly towards Qing-Qing's village. Whether they were friend or foe was yet to be seen, but it was almost certain these strangers were the unfriendly sort. Brother's retinue wouldn't be travelling on foot when they had access to quins, and small chance these were soldiers investigating rumours of a fast-healing warrior.
 
  
 
 Conflicted, Baledagh didn't know which outcome he preferred. If friendly, then his intimate journey with Qing-Qing would end far too soon, after only a single day. Then again, hostile bandits or soldiers would sour the pleasant mood, making for an unpleasant journey full of tension and fear. Qing-Qing, a delicate woman, would not fare well under such conditions.
 
  
 
 For now, Baledagh had a simple solution in mind: if friendly, then he would order them to guard himself and Qing-Qing from afar, out of sight and out of mind. If unfriendly, then he only needed to slaughter them all before returning, straightforward and easy. Although he cared nothing for the villagers, they were innocents who'd done little wrong. Besides it didn't sit well with him to leave them to their fate, not when he was arguably the cause. Either way, there was no reason to fret over the details, he wasn't clever enough to come up with a better plan. Let things fall where they may, he would strike down any who dare stand against him.
 
  
 
 Coming close to the village, he slowed his pace to an easy walk, drinking deeply from his water skin, quenching his thirst after the strenuous run. Brother said they ran the entire distance from Shen Huo to the Bridge whilst Baledagh slept, and though leery of calling brother a liar, he found it difficult to believe. Almost exhausted in less than an hour of running, he couldn't fathom how brother endured an entire week, keeping pace with the quins from dawn till dusk. Another area where Baledagh fell short, he made a note to ask brother after he woke.
 
  
 
 A heartrending wail echoed through the air, silencing the woodland creatures and ruling out any possibility of a friendly encounter. Ducking into the shadows, he slung his bow over his shoulder and strapped on Tranquility. Moving through a few drills, he took a few seconds to acclimate himself with the weapon after a long separation. Not entirely necessary, for the shield was masterly crafted, almost an extension of his arm and stronger for having it in his grasp. Moving silently with spear and shield at the ready, he rushed towards the village as quickly as he dared, the screams continuing for several minutes until cut off without warning.
 
  
 
 That wasn't a good sign.
 
  
 
 If these ruffians were here for him, then why were they assaulting and killing the villagers? Torture for information? Or did the chief let slip about the gold, and these brutes here for wealth? No, the why didn't matter, this was a time for action. Kill them all and let the Mother sort them out.
 
  
 
 Suspecting danger, he stopped in place and slowly melded into the shadows of a large tree. A branch broke to his right and he steadied his breathing, peering towards the sound from his hidden position. A sentry ambled towards him, well-dressed and well-armed as he patrolled the outskirts of the village. Waiting patiently, Baledagh studied the bandit meandering about, scanning the forest in a relaxed manner, his attitude screaming indifference.
 
  
 
 Not expecting to cross paths with any enemies, the bandit's carelessness would mean his death. Slipping around the trunk, Baledagh kept out of sight of his prey, eyes open for signs of other sentries, tuning out the screams of terror and pain. Their suffering displeased him, but he was only one man, and if he was going to save the villagers, he needed to approach this carefully. Seeing the bandit was alone, he slithered from the shadows and stepped across the grass without a sound. Lunging towards his target, he clamped his hand over the bandit's mouth as Tranquility punched cleanly through his spine and into his lung, the gasping death rattle muffled as he tried to draw a breath which wouldn't come.
 
  
 
 Dragging the cooling body away, Baledagh hid the corpse in a thick brush to keep the next sentry from stumbling over it and sounding the alarm. Tranquility was in top form, sharp as ever even without brother here to hone it. Glancing at his target's belt, he spied a short, straight-edged sword sheathed at the hip, claiming it for himself. Although a hunting spear had better reach, it was unwieldy when wielded with Tranquility, not balanced for one-handed use. The sword was a better fit, albeit crudely made, but with a familiar weapon in hand he was a tiger given wings, full of confidence and power.
 
  
 
 Smiling at his good fortune, he stretched briefly before padding off in the direction the bandit came from, circling around the village in search of his next target. The villagers would have to endure for a little longer while he cleared an escape route for them, their screams grating his nerves. Quickly finding a second sentry, he repeated his actions and killed the man with his new sword, cutting his head off with a single blow. A good weapon, it grew warm in his grasp, eager for more blood, almost molding itself to his grip, the shield in his hand foreign and awkward in comparison.
 
  
 
 Sensing the sentries before he saw them, he killed four more in as many minutes without being discovered, a wraith in the shadows striking without warning. His mysterious intuition told him there were no more sentries close, and trusting his instincts, he made his way towards the village proper in search of more prey. With fewer areas to hide he risked discovery, but after his first taste of bloodshed in so long, he longed for more.
 
  
 
 This was life, kill or be killed. How did he manage so long without this thrill?
 
  
 
 His new sword brimmed with energy, warm and comfortable in his grasp as he stalked into the village unchallenged, the bandits too engrossed in their horrific activities, spread out and isolated in the various buildings for privacy. Slipping through the closest door, he smiled at a pair of bandits, their surprised faces covered in blood as their victim screamed through his gag, wide-eyed with terror. Darting forward, his sword and shield scythed out, reaping two heads like plucking apples, both bandits dying without a sound.
 
  
 
 The villager only had superficial wounds, the bandits intending to keep their plaything alive. “Can you keep quiet? If so, I will remove the gag.”
 
  
 
 The bound man nodded frantically, speaking in pained whispers once freed. “Please Baledagh, save us! The Defiled, Great Mother in Heaven, the Defiled are here! They ate my flesh, chewed at strips like they were eating a delicacy, monsters all o-”
 
  
 
 The hysterics were growing in volume and Baledagh silenced him with a glare. “Quiet now, or I'll leave you here to rot.” Spineless coward, why did he even bother with these villagers? The strong live, the weak die, that was the way of the world. No, no, he was here to help, that's what brother would do, a protector, a defender, a Sentinel. Besides, all Defiled deserved death and worse. “What's your name?”
 
  
 
 “Deng, sir.” A mouthful of water was enough to calm him enough to speak, working deftly to bind his own wounds.
 
  
 
 “Well Deng, you head north to the forest and wait. You know how to use a bow?”
 
  
 
 “Aye, I was a hunter, I can... I can help if you need me. I'm a f-fair shot, second only to... Oh Mother, Gen, he's one of them, he turned, he brought calamity down upon us! End his life, please I beg you, if the Empire finds out, we're all doomed, they'll kill us all to keep the taint from spreading.”
 
  
 
 Oh? Gen was Defiled? How worthless, a little beating and he fell to darkness. “You've more pressing matters to worry about right now. Take my spear, bow and arrows, head north and wait in the treeline. You see a bandit, shoot him, but make sure it's a bandit before you fire. I'll be sending more villagers your way soon. That's all I can do, the rest is up to you.”
 
  
 
 Waiting to make sure Deng escaped unnoticed, Baledagh rummaged through the shack, searching for a snack. All this killing made him hungry, and finding a stash of dried meat, he chewed voraciously, the meal tasting bland and unappealing. Not enough salt perhaps, these destitute peasants saving every copper they could, hardly worth the effort of saving. If only he could find something fresh and juicy for him to tear into...
 
  
 
 Food would have to wait. Cracking open the door, he peered around before slipping out and making his way to the next shack. Bandit or Defiled, it mattered little, his appetite for blood had been rekindled, and he would not rest until sated.
 
  
 
 Carnage and violence, how I've missed you.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “There ye go lad, take it nice and gentle, don't want to be killing her too soon. Pull it out slowly, there are plenty of entrails, more than ye'd think.” Patting a new Firebrand on the shoulder, Xiao HuoLong nodded sagely as he watched the young ones at play, filled with a sense of accomplishment. Seventy-one Enlightened warriors, each one following his lead, uninhibited and unreserved as nature intended. The spirits approved of his work, and he enjoyed listening to their praises.
 
  
 
 Giving his customary laugh, he paced around his four newest recruits, offering advice while preaching the truth for the unharmed villagers, each one a possible recruits. “Compassion, empathy, love, these are all lies cowards tell themselves to keep from doing what's needed. Only through rejecting your weakness and indulging your base desires can you truly reach the pinnacle. Feed your hunger, play out your darkest fantasies, there is no judgment here, no line you cannot cross. Heed my words, embrace the power, and rise from mediocrity.”
 
  
 
 The new ones usually needed a little prodding and demonstration before truly abandoning reason, but these four took to it like a fish in water. Truth be told, he felt out of place helping them along, his advice barely heeded as they lost themselves in the pleasures of the flesh. That Gen was the same, come into the light on his own, a rarity in this day and age. Fear of the truth was so ingrained in their bones, indoctrinated from a young age, making true surrender difficult to accomplish for most.
 
  
 
 Not for these few, no, they would go far. An imaginative bunch, their creativity impressed him, an old hand by now. He'd never met the true Enlightened, those living north of the Bridge, but these four matched the stories of their cruelty, true adherents to the faith. Inspired by their work, he wandered over to the watching villagers, putting his arm around one of the older men as if he were a close friend. “Ah, ain't it wonderful? What's going on in that brain while you watch your friends suffer so deliciously. Are you terrified for your own fate? Relieved that it's not you?” Locking eyes, he grinned and winked, patting the mans crotch and holding eye contact until he looked away. “Aroused? Answer me, don't be shy, I'm dying to know.”
 
  
 
 “M-Mercy Great One, let me go, I'll not tell a soul about this...”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Long sighed dramatically, enjoying the game. “How disappointing, always the same pleas, so boring. Mercy to others is cruelty to oneself, and I am not a cruel man.” Chortling at the joke, he patted the villager on the face. It always put them off when he acted congenially, their frail minds unable to understand the contrast, shocked speechless with a bug-eyed look. “There's hope for you yet though, ye only begged for your own freedom. What's yer name?
 
  
 
 “B-Bao Wei.”
 
  
 
 “You have any kids? A wife?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Great One... My daughter taken by Gen, and my wife...” His eyes flickered towards the recruits at play, and Long belted out a hearty laugh. His wife was being played with, her screams delightful to hear, and old Wei could only think of himself until reminded otherwise. Like he said earlier, compassion was nothing but a lie.
 
  
 
 “So that's yer old lady, huh? Why didn't you ask me to spare them too? Not judging, I can't stand children and yer wife's an ugly hag, I'd have fed her to the crows. She might have been pretty once, but age ain't been kind.”
 
  
 
 His errant comment broke the man, Wei openly crying as he fell to his knees, slapping himself repeatedly. “Ting-Ting, I'm so sorry, your husband is a useless man who cannot save you.” A stream of curses and sobs followed as Wei continued to berate himself before his tortured wife.
 
  
 
 “Enough of this.” Bored of the theatrics, Long put an end to Wei's self-flagellation and pressed a knife into his trembling hands. “I meant to carve ye up myself, yer a little old for recruiting, but you've darkness in ye. I like that, and all these younglings make me feel damn old, so I'll give ye one chance. You go over there and slit yer wife's throat, pick someone from the crowd to take her place, and you'll be unharmed. That's a promise from Laughing Dragon himself, a priceless gift. Go on, her guts are hanging out already, end her misery, there's a good man.”
 
  
 
 Leaning back, he watched the aged man struggle to his feet, a bad back judging by his posture. A terrible thing for a peasant, ain't no one going around healing them, likely the cause of his anger and hatred, the spirits drawn to him. If only more would accept the truth, then men like Wei would either gain strength and thrive, or die. Weakness was a blight on the earth, unwelcome in a perfect society, but Long took great pride in converting the weak. After Wei killed his wife, perhaps he'd bring him to check in on Gen and see his daughter, letting him experience true despair.
 
  
 
 Despair and hatred was needed to gain the attention of the spirits, and after fifteen years of practice, Long had mastered the art of inciting both. Wei would feel no gratitude from killing his wife, only guilt for not acting earlier and sending another in her place. Seeing his daughter suffer worse would likely put him over the edge. The spirits were ready and waiting, Wei's body primed to accept them after years of struggle and anger, waiting for his approval before moving in, and another student would be added to the roster. His third group now and first time leading, the last two had run afoul of Imperial soldiers and the Butcher Bay Bandits, neither group realizing his true nature.
 
  
 
 He'd always hidden himself well, indulged in the shadows before removing all evidence of his exploits, but soon, there would be no need to hide. The true believers were knocking at the gates of the Bridge, and when they swept through the false Emperor's dog soldiers, Laughing Dragon would join them in their crusade. The spirits whispered of a new age approaching, an age of strife and chaos where the strong survive and the weak die. Only through suffering and struggle would the human race improve themselves, unbridled savagery their true nature. The niceties of social etiquette and familial bonds served only to domesticate them, neuter them.
 
  
 
 Wei here would soon shed those burdens, knife in hand as he approached his wife, the new recruit baring his teeth at the intruder. Ignoring him, Wei knelt down to stroke Ting's hair, muttering quietly beneath his breath, Long giddy with anticipation. This was better than sex, better than killing, aiding in the birth of a new enlightened, procreation of a sorts. The knife rose and slashed across, shocking Long as blood spurted from the new recruits throat, Wei roaring in anger and desperation. The knife flashed again, cutting the woman's throat, and Wei slumped down, the weapon falling from his hands as he sobbed.
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 Ah well, it was only a fledgling, nothing of value lost.
 
  
 
 Before he could punish Wei, a thunderous crash caught his attention. Turning to see what the fuss was about, he was treated with the sight of a Firebrand smashing through a shack wall, thrown violently out from within. A scrawny village child stepped through the broken rubble, not even twenty years of age yet unperturbed by the death around him. Exuding an atmosphere of death and power, he carried a strange, bladed shield and a familiar sword, likely taken from one of his men. Confident, he stared in challenge at the shocked onlookers, basking in the attention as if putting on a performance.
 
  
 
 Wonderful. One dies and another rises to take his place. Arms wide in welcome, Long laughed and greeted the newest Enlightened, recognizing him for one of his own, though oddly enough, the spirits were silent. “Welcome to the Firebrands and congratulations on seeing the light comrade. Damn me but yer a strong one, Laughing Dragon's luck has never been better.” All these powerful rookies, a time of prosperity and fortune indeed.
 
  
 
 “Your name is Laughing Dragon? Hmph, how audacious. If you're a dragon, then what am I?” A crazed grin on his face, the boy twirled the sword and laughed, smashing it against the shield as if sounding a meal bell. “I grow tired of sneaking around. Come, death awaits the Defiled and Baledagh is here to send you off.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 What?
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 Clanging his weapons together in rhythm, Baledagh eyed the bandit chieftain, eager to test his mettle but leery of charging out into open ground, the bandits awakened from their grotesque revelry. Though he gave up the initiative by remaining close to the shack, his instincts warned him against crossing blades with Laughing Dragon in single combat, much less outnumbered and surrounded in open battle. The handsome and well-groomed older gentleman seemed out-of-place amidst the blood and carnage, dressed in an embroidered cotton outfit, sporting an enviable, manly moustache hanging past his chin. Looking every bit the part of an honourable mercenary, if not for the blood smeared across his face and the crazed look in his eyes, Baledagh might have thought him a bystander, somehow caught up in this mess.
 
  
 
 Arms still spread in welcome, Laughing Dragon stood silently, staring with head tilted and lips pursed. Reaching up, he stroked his moustache, studying Baledagh like a puzzle to be solved. After a long pause, he shrugged and smiled, speaking in a lazy drawl, unperturbed by the situation. “Ah, whatever. Ye offering challenge are ye? Think yerself strong enough to lead my Firebrands? Haha, I swear, kids these days don't understand the immensity of heaven and earth.” Shaking his head, he drew his weapon and rested it on his shoulder, waving Baledagh forward without a hint of apprehension. “Come boy, let Uncle Dragon teach you some manners. Be warned though, a dragon uses its full strength even when hunting a rabbit. Don't disappoint me, try to stay alive.”
 
  
 
 Caution warred against desire for battle, but Baledagh's enthusiasm won out, stepping out across the ruined wall. Truth be told, he didn't mean to expose himself so soon, only killing fifteen bandits and saving less than a handful of villagers. Stronger than ever and over-eager to finish the fight, Baledagh accidentally kicked a bandit clean through a wooden wall. Flimsy though it was, he'd never have been able to perform such a feat of strength before his convalescence.
 
  
 
 Something was different about these bandits, each of their deaths accompanied by an addictive rush of power, and Baledagh grew in strength with every kill. Hungry for his next victim, he'd almost forgotten about the villagers, but things worked out better this way. Most of the ones he'd found were too injured to move or raving mad from their pain, and he gave them mercy, their lives too weak to provide any sustenance. Now, he'd found almost two dozen uninjured villagers cowering in the courtyard, glancing at him with hope-filled eyes.
 
  
 
 Saving them would be more than enough to pacify his irritating conscience, that fussy little voice in his head which claimed he was to blame for all this. Putting it out of mind, he strode towards his worthy adversary, Laughing Dragon directing his bandits to make way, spreading them out around the square. Strewn about were villagers in various stages of mangled mutilation, their pitiful cries bringing a frown to his face. Distasteful to take such pleasure in so pointless an act. If the bandits were after information or toying with a deserving foe he might understand, but what sport was there in torturing the weak for no gain? Shoving aside a bandit blocking his path, he cut the throat of a screaming villager, the tortured cries coming to an abrupt end. He wasn't a hero or saviour, only able to grant mercy and vengeance.
 
  
 
 The bandit responsible scowled and spit in contempt, oblivious of Baledagh's sword until it hacked into his head, splattering his blood across the ground. The kill relieved some of his frustrations, filling him with energy as he smiled at the surrounding bandits, daring them to approach. Flies, every last one of them, he'd taken their measure and found them lacking, no match for the Great Baledagh. Killing them would be as simple as turning over his hand, and if not for Laughing Dragon, he would have slaughtered the bandits to a man, delighting in their fearful cries as they struggled uselessly to escape their fate, fodder for him to consume.
 
  
 
 “Well look at that, ain't you some hot shit? So yer Baledagh, heard much about ye. Gen didn't say nothing about a spiritual weapon though.” Rather than alarmed or upset, Laughing Dragon seemed indifferent to the death of his lackey, stretching lazily with saber in hand. His piercing-brown eyes gave away his true feelings, controlled rage swimming beneath the surface. “Now, why are you here? I was told you left a day ago, was I lied to?” The villagers trembled and cried as he glanced at them, all of them proclaiming their innocence as if it mattered at all.
 
  
 
 “You worthless shit-sac of a Defiled beast, your life ends today.” Settling into a familiar posture, Baledagh extended Tranquility forward, his sword held at his side as he stood ready to charge. The name of the Forms came unbidden to his mind, Balance on Windy Leaf and Pierce the Horizon, brother's favoured opening. Wary of a counter attack, he held in place, studying Laughing Dragon who appeared at ease, weapon resting on his shoulder as he waited.
 
  
 
 Chuckling, the bandit leader shook his head. “No wonder Gen hates you, yer a cocky son of a bitch, ain't you? So let me guess, you think you had a claim on these villagers? Don't like me taking what's yours, do ye? Well let me explain something.” Without a change in bearing, Laughing Dragon changed from affable madman to dangerous adversary, radiating threat and menace without effort. “I'm the same way. Ye killed at least three of my boys, likely more since you got so deep without sounding the alarm, so I'm gonna teach you a lesson.” Palm up, he curled his fingers towards him in invitation. “Come on, enough foreplay. This daddy's gonna give you a beating.”
 
  
 
 In an instant, his presence became overbearing, terror given flesh, a palpable ambience of dread emanating around him. Barely able to breathe, Baledagh shivered in place, the icy hand of fear clutching his heart, reminiscent of his match against Zian, except this time brother wasn't here to save them. An oppressive, invisible force bore down on him as he helplessly watched his opponent advance, a slow ambling gait, turning back and forth before him in exhibition as the other bandits laughed and cheered.
 
  
 
 “That's our boss, beat him black and blue!”
 
  
 
 “Ha, looks like the little cocksucker's ready to piss his pants.”
 
  
 
 “Ain't no match for the Laughing Dragon once the Aura comes out, ye worthless little shit.”
 
  
 
 Fucking Aura. Unfair. Brother, please help, I need you.
 
  
 
 Laughing Dragon egged the crowd on, patting Baledagh's cheek like a favoured nephew while he was unable to even flinch away. Lifting his leg theatrically, the bandit leader grinned with glee as he lashed out with his boot, crashing into Baledagh's unguarded stomach. The air rushed from his lungs as he sailed through the air, landing heavily on both knees almost a meter back. Gasping for breath, he struggled to fight or flee, to do anything besides play the part of wooden dummy, but the tyrannical Aura was too much for him to bear.
 
  
 
 “See, what'd I tell you? Can't see beyond the tip of yer nose.” Flicking Baledagh on the forehead, the bandit leader snorted with glee, lifting his hand for a back-handed swing, savouring the moment as Baledagh knelt before him. The impact cracked against his temple, sending him reeling, both weapons dangling useless at his sides. A second smack followed in the other direction, and he tasted blood in his mouth as a tooth went flying out. “Ah, look at that, make a wish before it hits the ground, boys!”
 
  
 
 Grabbing him by the hair, Laughing Dragon pulled him to his feet to continue the beating. “Ye've no one to blame for this but yourself.” A right hook to the jaw afforded him a view of the villagers, hunched over in defeat as they watched him disgrace himself. “Can't let ye off too easy.” A blow to the kidney elicited a pained groan, absently noting the darkening skies as rain clouds formed overhead. “You know how hard it is raising a proper Firebrand?” An elbow to the ribs resounded with a loud crack, his breath coming ragged as blood frothed up from his throat. “And ye just come along killing them like they grow on trees. I run a tight ship, no killing comrades, else I'd be wandering around all by my lonesome.”
 
  
 
 With slow, methodical strikes, the bastard paused between each hit, using the time to make some inane comment. The saber remained in place on his shoulder, using only his fist and feet to get his point across. Unable to accept his weakness, Baledagh weathered the flurry of blows, gritting his teeth as he strove to fight back, but his body ignored his commands, worthless before his enemy.
 
  
 
 Rain fell in a slow, ever-increasing drizzle as the beating continued, and a trickle of power began circling through him, originating from his belly and propagating outwards, a layer coating his skin and numbing the pain. Laughing Dragon's smile slowly faded as his punches and kicks lost their sting, the strikes directed away by his protective energy. His injuries healing, the blood rushed in to soothe the aches and mend the breaks as he glared defiantly at the bandit leader.
 
  
 
 Spitting out a mouthful of blood, his vision narrowed until he could see nothing but Laughing Dragon. Teeth bared in an uneasy grin, the bandit chieftain was less imposing, less frightening, his posture in retreat even as he struck at Baledagh with full force. The weight lifted from his shoulders, the icy hand releasing its grip, and he grinned back at the bandit, eyes full of promise. Thunder boomed again, closer this time but still in the distance, and overhead the rain clouds unleashed their burden, the skies opening to wash away his pain and fear in a torrential downpour.
 
  
 
 Roaring in rage and retribution, Baledagh shook free from his trance and leaped at Laughing Dragon, the battle beginning in earnest. Sword met saber with a hollow ring, the shoddy iron weapons scraping against one another. Cackling madly, he swung both weapons in a frenzy, a discordant melody playing out as they traded blows, Laughing Dragon backing away from his ferocious assault. Bestowed with guidance once again, he moved flawlessly through the combinations, the names coming easily to him unlike before. No surrendering control to the ancestors, this was true understanding, his mind directing his body with knowledge previously hidden away.
 
  
 
 An overhand chop followed by a low slash, Grasping Paw into Swiping the Rushes gave Baledagh his first taste of his opponent's blood. A deceptive step forward earned him an opening, Tranquility piercing through his opponent's flank, Rising Steps into Darting Fang. A flourish of his sword batted aside the sabre and his heel rose to smash into Laughing Dragon's jaw, flinging the bandit backwards in a perfect arc, Fluttering Raindrops into Disembowelling Kick. Baledagh was familiar with every attack, having seen brother practice them time and time again, the skills now at his disposal.
 
  
 
 Staggering in the rain, Laughing Dragon's face twisted in hatred and incredulity. “How?! Yer just a brat, how can you already have an Aura?” Backing away, he whipped his saber about in the downpour, water flinging about with every pass of the blade, defending himself in a whirling screen of iron. “How are you so strong?”
 
  
 
 “Didn't I warn you?” Sneering at the scared bandit chieftain, Baledagh laughed mockingly. “Death awaits you.” Revelling in his newfound skills, he took up the familiar stance once more, Tranquility pointed blade-first, his sword readied to thrust at shoulder level. Insight poured into his mind, remembering an unstoppable charge, a perfect fusion of speed and power. Executing the maneuver, he leaned over, momentum driving him forward. His calves exploded with power, wet dirt spraying out behind him. Closing the distance in a single bound, he blocked Laughing Dragon's counter-strike with Tranquility, a melodious chime echoing through the village like a victory bell. Twisting at the impact, he thrust with the sword, pouring every scrap of power into the strike.
 
  
 
 The sword ripped out of his hand as Laughing Dragon careened away, the stolen weapon jutting from his shoulder. Collapsing into the mud, defeated but not dead, the bandit chieftain screamed orders as he scurried away, hardy as a cockroach. “Idiots, don't just stand there. Kill him!” Snapping out of their stupor, the bandits drew their weapons and charged, Baledagh laughing as he accepted the challenge.
 
  
 
 A pocket of calm amidst the chaos, he was untouchable dancing between the bandits, their weapons directed away from him by an encircling energy. Grabbing a bandit's wrist, he slashed through the arm and took the hatchet, embedding it in the skull of another. The sweet, addictive surge of energy infused him once again, clashing against the power that circled within, causing him to stumble briefly, almost taking injury. Leaving the hatchet with its new owner, he stabbed another bandit in the gut before grabbing him by the shoulder, pulling Tranquility out in a horizon slash, taking another limb and head as he circled around. Howling exultantly to the heavens, he chopped, slashed, and carved a swathe through any who dared stand against him, abandoning all thoughts for the glory of battle.
 
  
 
 Over all too soon, he stood in a puddle of blood surrounded by the dead, chest heaving as he searched for another opponent, still eager to test his newfound skills. Laughing Dragon was nowhere to be found, retreating in the free-for-all along with the majority of his Defiled their presence fading away into the distance. Huddled together in the rain, the uninjured villagers stared in undisguised awe and fear. Reining in his temper, he swallowed a scathing criticism and pointed north. “Deng is in the forests, find him and follow him away. The path is clear, I'll sweep for survivors and follow shortly.” The idiots didn't even think to run from danger even after their guards abandoned their posts.
 
  
 
 Leaving them to themselves, Baledagh stepped into the closest shack and found nothing but the dead. Leaning against the wall, his body shivered uncontrollably as the fight left him, the aftereffects of his injuries rushing up to meet him. Pain and fatigue struck him like a hammer, his head spinning from his injuries as he dry-heaved in the confines of the shack, the raindrops drumming on the roof while nausea overpowered him. It wasn't the death, he'd seen far worse than a simple flaying, this was something else, but what? He'd been invincible only minutes ago, aside from a misstep after his first kill. Why was this happening? Was that brother helping him?
 
  
 
 The nausea passed in minutes and he put aside the mystery to resume his search, finding no other survivors. Stopping only to pick up another sword, he quickly caught up to the fleeing villagers, foolishly burdened by their dead and injured. The dead were food for the crows, and with no medical supplies or shelter, the injured would soon join them. Better a quick death than slow agony, but he'd done his part. It was time to leave them to their fate.
 
  
 
 Slipping into the shadows, he ran deeper into the forests, avoiding the villagers. Favouring his half-healed injuries, he walked back to camp, humming beneath his breath.
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing would be worried; it was almost time for lunch.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Absently poking the fire, Gen stared around the dismal hut in wonder. How did Qing-Qing stand living in this shit hole for so long? A cramped, musty interior with no windows, the patter of rain was deafening. Stupid bitch, he'd offered her the world and she scorned him for a worthless bandit. She would regret that decision once he found her, he'd make sure of it. Returning his attention to the flames, he watched them dance and flicker in the fireplace, endless hunger personified, devouring all within its path. Waving his hand close, the flames seemed drawn to him, swaying with the motion in hypnotic fashion. So beautiful.
 
  
 
 A pained sob interrupted his musings and he glanced over his handiwork, the fear in Bei's eyes delicious and arousing. “Foolish little Bei, always lusting after me. Well how lucky for you, I've accepted you now. Aren't you happy?” Chuckling, he removed the red-hot iron from the flames and returned to her side, her miserable mewls of terror amusing him to no end. He'd removed her tongue first, which was regretful. Listening to her plead and beg was enjoyable, but the stupid bitch kept trying to remind him of the weakling he used to be, angering him to no end.
 
  
 
 Grabbing her chin, he turned her face left and right, enjoying his handiwork. The right side was beautiful and untouched, if a little messy from all the crying, but lovely nonetheless, while the left was a masterpiece of patterned burns, the skin melted in hideous deformation. A shame he didn't have a mirror to show her his work, Bei always loved to compliment his efforts.
 
  
 
 The pleading intensified in pitch as she struggled in his grasp, the hot iron closing in on her jaw to continue the pattern downwards. Hovering over her skin, he relished the moment before the pain, Bei straining with all her might to escape, helpless and exposed before him. His intent was to pepper the entire left side of her body, leaving half her beauty so it was more pronounced each time she glimpsed her reflection. She was a vain girl, thinking herself beautiful, her arrogance earning her his scorn in the past, but now, he used it to his advantage. Seeing the ugliness would throw her into despair, soon ready to accept the truth of the world.
 
  
 
 Besides, the oozing, bleeding skin beneath the burns wasn't so hideous, almost enticing the more he gazed upon it.
 
  
 
 The door burst open and he snarled at the intruder, throwing aside the iron to cover Bei with a blanket. She belonged to him and only him, no one else was fit to see her. Laughing Dragon stood in the doorway, shivering from the cold as he bled, a sword embedded in his shoulder. “Time to run, yer fucking Baledagh is a damned monster.”
 
  
 
 “Forget it, you aren't his match. He damn near killed me back there, there's something wrong with him, I don't understand it. We need to leave, the villagers know we're Defiled and they've escaped. Should have given the order to slaughter them before leaving, but I fucked up. We'll go north, cross the road and head towards Shen Mu, try to join up with our comrades from beyond the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 Laughing Dragon rambled on as Gen stared in amazement, the formerly powerful bandit leader nothing more than a pup, soaked and scared, ready to run for the hills. Reaching out, he grabbed the sword hilt and ripped it out in one smooth motion, laughing as the thrum of power surged through his body. Soaked in the deaths of the bandits, the weapon had absorbed their natural energies and now, those energies were Gen's to wield. Grabbing Bei, he pushed Laughing Dragon aside, ignoring the wounded bandit's accusations and insults to circle around the village, holding her close while patiently waiting.
 
  
 
 He felt the bandits leave, running away with their tails between their legs, and still he continued to wait, his chin resting on Bei's shoulder, enjoying her pained spasms as he rubbed cheeks with her. The rough, unhealed skin comfortable against his and he hummed quietly, resisting the urge to continue his play. There was work to be done now, and Laughing Dragon could no longer be relied upon. Pa always used to say, a job was best done with your own two hands.
 
  
 
 Soon, he spotted his quarry running north into the woods and he giggled in delight. Baledagh had the energy within him, vindicating Gen's discovery of the truth. Even better, he carried a bandit weapon on him, the energy marking him firmly in Gen's mind. Following him back to Qing-Qing was now as simple as turning his hand, and with a few minutes to spare, he kissed Bei on the cheek, lapping up the blood and pus oozing out. “Oh how wonderful. Maybe I can't defeat him in single combat, but I can kill him while he sleeps. Then it will be me, you, and Qing-Qing, all reunited together again.” After giving Baledagh a few minutes head start, he carefully followed Baledagh with Bei in tow, giddy from imagining the scene of his vengeance over and over again.
 
  
 
 What a wonderful day, freed from his conscience and a chance to right all the wrong in his life.
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 The torrential downpour arrived with little warning, aside from a thunderous boom which sent the little bears scrambling in fear. Gathering their possessions, Qing-Qing led the horses and cubs down the hill to take refuge from the rainfall beneath a dirt overhang. Pointed out to her by Baledagh on their ascent, he'd even left a small cache of firewood inside in case of emergency. She'd paid little attention to his actions but seeing how quickly the weather changed and imagining herself caught unprepared in the storm, she appreciated his forethought. There was much for her to learn about travelling, her first day already fraught with peril and pitfalls.
 
  
 
 Hoping Baledagh found shelter, she wrapped both bear cubs in a blanket and started a fire, singing a nonsense song to soothe their fears. Nervous little creatures, she ran her fingers through the thick fur as they cuddled together for safety, whimpering softly at her touch. She hoped they would stay tiny forever, sweet babies for her to care for. Would they still seek her out when they grew into massive, terrifying beasts, or would she be abandoned the moment they became self-sufficient?
 
  
 
 ...Would Baledagh do the same? Leave her to fend for herself once he found his people? Toss a few coins at her and tell her to go? The gloomy weather affected her mood as she sulked and watched the storm play out, a brief, powerful deluge which soon tapered off into a gentle drizzle. Falling Rain, young hero of the Bekhai, she had trouble associating the stories of him with Baledagh, even though they were the same person. Shy, blushing Baledagh, a peerless young warrior, standing at the forefront of his generation. Why would a man like him ever take a simple village girl as his wife? She had nothing to offer him, no skills of her own, no allies to bring, unable to even scrape together a dowry aside from the gold he gave her, the spare coins kept in his boot.
 
  
 
 This was silly, why was she playing the part of a foolish teenage girl? They were two ships passing in the night, aiding each other through the fog. After navigating through this difficult part of their lives, they would go their separate ways, never to meet again. She wasn't in love with him, only fear and sorrow driving her to cling to the only relationship remaining to her. Patting her cheeks, she peeled and cut a few apples to feed the bears, taking solace in their darling expressions as they gently took each slice.
 
  
 
 There was nothing wrong with her original plan, moving to PingYao to start her new life. Forty gold was a fortune and so long as she spent carefully, it was enough to last her a lifetime. She'd survived this long without family to care for her, she wasn't some empty-headed damsel in distress who needed a man to solve all her problems. This was the beginning of her new life and it was time she acted like it. Excitement and adventure awaited her, and she lost herself in daydreams of becoming a trader or shopkeeper, finding a husband to share her nights and raise children with, tending to her little bears who stayed small and adorable for their entire lives.
 
  
 
 “Found you.”
 
  
 
 Starting at the voice, she fumbled briefly for her knife before coming to her senses, taking a deep breath and turning with an embarrassed smile. “Really Baledagh, I should stitch bells onto your next shirt, you keep sneaking up on -” At first sight, she clapped a hand over her mouth and gasped.
 
  
 
 Two blackened eyes squinting in the light and a bloody, gap-toothed smile in greeting, his face was a mess of cuts and bruises, his cheeks sunken and misshapen. Chuckling to himself, he gingerly bent over to pat the bears, the little darlings making sounds to catch his attention from within their blanketed fortress. “I can't look that bad, can I? Tell me, do I still have my youthful good looks?”
 
  
 
 Shivering cold and injured, yet still he made light of the situation. “Oh you silly man, go sit by the fire and warm up, I've something for those cuts.” Tossing a blanket around him, she ran to her saddlebag and grabbed a jar of ointment and clean cloth, returning to wipe away the dried blood and dirt covering his wounds. Serene and composed, he tolerated her ministrations without saying a word, his bright, golden-brown eyes watching her work with an easy smile. “Hmph, youthful good looks, keep abusing yourself like this and no woman will have you. Now tell me what happened.”
 
  
 
 Her eyes watered at the ointment's pungent aroma, but Baledagh didn't even wince as she applied it, knowing well the stinging sensation of the herbal remedy. The clothes she'd made for him a few days ago were torn and ruined, stained with blood and dirt, his spear and bow missing. Sighing, he pursed his lips and gathered his thoughts, reciting the events in a dull monotone. “After I left you to go hunting, I found tracks of a large group headed towards your village. Thinking I'd find a fight, I followed the trail and heard screams when I arrived. The bandits were torturing and killing, so I moved in to save as many villagers as I could. From what I gathered, the bandits were Defiled and brought there by Gen, although I never saw him. I killed a few, then fought their leader, some bastard named Laughing Dragon. Sent him running after I beat him soundly. The villagers were safely away,maybe thirty in total, heading to some village to the northwest, and I came back here. I'm starving, I need to eat and rest so I can heal.”
 
  
 
 Overwhelmed by his rendition of events, she opened and closed her mouth several times, unable to process his words. Finding her voice, she clutched at Baledagh's arm as he ambled off in search of a meal. “I don't understand, Gen is alive and he brought Defiled to the village? Why would he do that? And Laughing Dragon? Defiled? He's a hero around these parts, or close to it as we can find. He never attacks villagers, only stealing from the Council and other merchant groups... It makes no sense.”
 
  
 
 Patting her hand, Baledagh shrugged. “Don't know why. Just repeating what I heard from a guy... Deng? He said Gen was Defiled, brought all the other Defiled there to boot. Anyway, there were too many for me to hunt down alone, so I let them be. The surviving villagers will send word out and the army will investigate, I'm sure of it. You've nothing to worry about, I won't let anyone harm a hair on my benefactor's head.”
 
  
 
 Realization hit her like a hammer as she watched him smile cheerfully, unperturbed by the news he brought, leaving her to rummage through the bags for food and settling down to a meal of hard-tack and dried meat. She'd ignored the signs before because she had no choice, but she now truly saw him for what he was. Not a hero in her time of need, but a ruthless, callous killer, plain and simple. Baledagh's outlook on life was so foreign and abstract, she couldn't comprehend how he could just sit there without a care in the world after proclaiming the people she grew up with had been slaughtered by the Defiled. To him, they were no more worth caring about than the animals he slaughtered for food, their deaths as normal as the seasons changing, not worth mourning.
 
  
 
 She didn't hate him for his thinking, but knowing how he perceived them shone a new light on their interactions. If she hadn't saved him, fed him and cared for him, would he treat her the same way? Or would she be another inconsequential village woman whose death wasn't worth a single tear? His insistence on repaying her was probably a matter of honour, something to ease his pride. Earlier, she'd realized they would eventually part ways, only now it would be sooner than expected.
 
  
 
 Hiding her thoughts, she stoked the fire and prepared lunch in silence, Baledagh content to leave her be. He wasn't a terrible man, he was what the Mother made him, a warrior unconcerned with trivialities like civilian deaths. She was grateful for his aid, but she needed to end her foolish dreaming. After his meal, Baledagh curled up with the bears and fell asleep with a contented smile. After silently packing her things, she left on foot, taking one last glance at him before stepping out into the gloomy forest. As nice as it was to imagine a better life at his side, they were from different worlds and she could no longer pretend differently. Following him would only lead to disappointment, and if he knew of her plans, he would escort her wherever she wished, but he needed to rest and find his people. He'd done enough for her, things were better this way.
 
  
 
 It's not that she mistrusted him, but Baledagh's story was so inconceivable and lacked so many details, she needed to see things for herself to believe it. It made little sense, the Defiled were a distant problem, a fairy tale almost, something soldiers fought in distant lands, not here in the heart of the province. Gen becoming one of those horrific monsters was so absurd it was almost laughable, though she couldn't bring herself to even chuckle.
 
  
 
 A quick trip home and if things were as he said, then she'd head to the next village over and find her people. She'd use the gold to help everyone rebuild and resettle, a fresh start for everyone. Shivering in fright, she hurried through the forest, knife drawn and knees quaking at every shadow and sound, praying for everyone's safety. Uncle Wei and Aunty Ting, the Chief and his wife, even Drunkard Mu, she hoped to see them alive and well, Baledagh's tale an exaggeration. Less than fifteen minutes out, she heard a familiar voice call out her name and she froze in fright. Turning to greet him, she let out a timid, “Hello.”
 
  
 
 Arms wide in greeting, Deng gave her a small hug and peered about, breathless and frantic. “Oh Sweet Holy Mother, Qing-Qing it is good to see you. Is the Great Warrior Baledagh with you? I waited for him as long as I could, but we had to leave. He saved our lives and it shames me to ask, but we need his help still, at least until we reach safety. Please, help us convince him, I beg of you.”
 
  
 
 Following Deng into a clearing, she found herself face-to-face with her fellow villagers, many of them greeting her with hysterical joy, their eyes searching for their saviour. Removing her medicine box, she set to work treating injuries, her knowledge limited to the few things remembered from her papa's teachings and the recipes from his journal. “What happened? Tell me from the beginning.”
 
  
 
 “That crazed bastard Gen snapped is what happened, it was terrifying.” Deng shuddered audibly at the recollection. “Beat his pa to death with his bare fists, smiling the entire time. A fucking madman, his grin will haunt me for the rest of my days. Thought I was done for, dragged into a house by two Defiled, they cut me up real bad, eating strips of flesh ripped from my chest...” Swallowing hard, he cleared his throat and continued. “Next thing I know, both Defiled were headless and Baledagh's handing me a bow and spear and telling me to wait in the forest.”
 
  
 
 “He saved us all, thank the Mother, showed that brute Laughing Dragon what for.”
 
  
 
 “Bless his bandit heart, he knows the Defiled are a blight upon us all and stepped in to help.”
 
  
 
 “The Mother's work you did child, fishing him out and nursing him back to health.”
 
  
 
 Incredible. Only two days past they couldn't be rid of him quickly enough, yet now they were full of praises. Swallowing her acerbic comments, she continued binding wounds in silence until she reached Uncle Wei. The kind, quiet man she knew was gone, only a shell sitting before her, aged years in only a few days as he stared off into the distance at nothing. Tearing up at the sight, she held his hand and checked him for injuries. “Uncle Wei? It's Qing-Qing. Are you hurt anywhere?” Finding no wounds, she gripped his arm tightly. “Don't you worry, Baledagh is just north of here, I'll ask him to bring you all to safety.”
 
  
 
 “Baledagh!?” Taking her by the shoulders, Uncle Wei's eyes were wide with anger, his voice tinged with madness as he shook her back and forth. “That bastard is the reason for all this, you brought doom down on all of us!” The others quickly piled in to drag him away, but his hate-filled stare pierced her soul. “You're a fucking jinx, that's the Mother's truth. It's because of you my wife and daughter are dead. Because of you!”
 
  
 
 Standing protectively in front of her as she wept, Deng moved her away from Uncle Wei. “Pay no mind to his words, he... he killed his wife. The others tell me she was suffering something awful and he gave her mercy, but Baledagh appeared immediately after it was done. He blames himself for not waiting, thinks he might have saved her instead.” Spitting to the side, he growled, “That bastard Gen deserves a thousand deaths for what he's done. If I ever get my hands on him...”
 
  
 
 A cackle interrupted their conversation, high-pitched and deranged. “Oh? Dear friend Deng, why don't you finish your thought?” Stepping into the clearing, Gen grinned from ear to ear, waiting for a response. When it was clear none was forthcoming, he sighed. “Forever the coward I see. A shame.” Winking at her, Gen stared hungrily at her. “Ah but the heavens work in mysterious ways do they not? To think I'd stumble upon my Qing-Qing out here, without your protector watching over you. How fortuitous.”
 
  
 
 Faster than her eyes could follow, Gen drew his sword and slashed out at the closest villager. With a gurgling cry, the man fell to the ground in a spray of blood chaos broke out in the clearing. Scattering like rabbits, everyone scrambled to escape as Gen hacked away at any within reach, laughing drunkenly amidst the screams. Stumbling away, Qing-Qing turned to run with Deng dragging her along, but in the blink of an eye, Gen was upon her grabbing her by the arm as her hand slipped from Deng's. Without turning to look back, Deng ran off without a word, abandoning her behind him as Gen laughed and pulled her screaming and struggling into his embrace. “I always knew we were destined to be together but you never saw it. It's all right, I forgive you, you'll see how right we are for each other in time.”
 
  
 
 The clearing was empty but for corpses and Uncle Wei, weeping inconsolably on his knees. She wasn't sure he even realized what was going on, so consumed by grief. Praying to the Mother, she clutched at Gen's arm, her fingernails digging deep into his skin, but he continued to ramble on. “Even better, I found Father-in-Law! Come out and greet your father Bei, we must pay our respects. Ah what a sight, my beautiful bride dressed in red.”
 
  
 
 Her heart lurched as Bei stepped out of the shadows, her clothes stained in blood with her head lowered and turned away, arms wrapped around herself and shoulders shaking in silent sobs. “Oh Mother, Bei, are you all right? He didn't hurt you did he? Don't worry, he won't get away with this. He'll pay for it, he-”
 
  
 
 Voice freezing in her throat, Qing-Qing fought the urge to retch as Bei lifted her head, Uncle Wei crying in sorrow and joy as he embraced his daughter. Bright red splotches covered the side of her face, from the top of her forehead to her chin. The opened wounds oozing pus and blood, a pattern of blackened edges working its way down her face, jarring next to Bei's perfect nose and half deformed lips, tears falling freely as she sobbed in her father's arms, silently pleading for help.
 
  
 
 “What a touching reunion, really tugs at the heartstrings.” His chin resting on her shoulder, Gen snuggled against her, sending a cold wave of revulsion through her body while an urge to scrub her skin clean rose. Her fingers dug into his arm “Do you like what I've done with Bei's face? I'll have you match her Qing-Qing, I won't play favourites, but first, we must have a wedding feast to celebrate my union with Bei. Wife, prepare me a meal.”
 
  
 
 With a strangled cry, Uncle Wei stumbled backwards, hands pressed against his belly. A trickle of blood seeped out from between his fingers as he fell to his knees. Staring at his daughter, he uttered a single word. “Why?”
 
  
 
 Sobbing and shaking her head, Bei raised her knife, stained with her father's blood, plunging it deep into his shoulder. A wordless scream erupted from her throat as she slashed and stabbed in a frenzy, her face twisted in sorrow and hatred. The world brightened into nothingness as Qing-Qing collapsed to the ground, pressing her face to the dirt as terror gripped her chest, her breath short and head light. Gen knelt to stroke her face, his fingers covered in cold, drying blood. “Isn't Bei incredible? She is truly blessed by the natural energies of the world, capable of standing at my side. I hope you will be too, Qing-Qinq, it would be unsuitable for you to stay so weak.” Humming a familiar song, Gen lifted her head and forced her to watch, but the world mercifully went dark, the image of Bei's mutilated visage crying over her father's body burned into her mind.
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 “Great Warrior Baledagh! Please help!”
 
  
 
 Shooting to his feet, Baledagh drew his sword and listened, his head foggy and body tired. The plea repeated itself, echoing in the distance, a shrill, breathless voice identifying itself as Deng and calling for his aid. Was it a trap? Then again, did it really matter? If Laughing Dragon had returned, then Baledagh would finish what he started. “Qing-Qing, stay here with-” Scanning his surroundings, he found no trace of her, panic rising in his chest. Did she step out into the forest? The voice grew closer and he acted, running towards the voice in a hurry, worried for Qing-Qing's safety. If she heard Deng and went to investigate, she might be in grave danger.
 
  
 
 Within minutes, he found a startled Deng. Taking in his surroundings, he spoke curtly. “What?”
 
  
 
 Panting heavily, the hunter looked a little ragged, but uninjured. “Great Warrior, please, it's Gen, he found us and killed so many people, it was horrible. He has Qing-Qing, I tried to save her but he's too fast -”
 
  
 
 Grabbing him by the collar, Baledagh screamed his fury for all to hear as he dragged the worthless worm behind him, returning to camp at a breakneck pace. Dumping the contents of two saddlebags to the floor, he picked up the bears and placed one in each, leaving them with a few apples to keep them occupied. Lifting Deng onto the horse, he barked his orders. “Bring me to them. If Qing-Qing or the bears come to harm, I'll gut you like a fish.”
 
  
 
 Shrinking at the declaration, Deng led the way in a hurry, Baledagh fuming as he followed. What was happening? Why did Qing-Qing leave him? They'd been getting along so well, he'd wasted all his efforts playing the gentleman, resisting his urges, even putting himself at risk to save her former villagers, and for what?
 
  
 
 That bastard Gen, if he touched a hair on her head... Enough of this. Gen was an eyesore, and if Deng was right, newly turned Defiled. Hunched over the reins, Baledagh glared ahead as if Gen were already in his path, his anger mounting as he gripped his sword in silence. Maybe he should kill Deng and the other villagers, then Qing-Qing would have no choice but to remain at his side.
 
  
 
 Power erupted from within his body at the thought, images of death and slaughter floating through his mind. Yes, that was how he should be, taking what was his. Might made right, the strong thrive and the weak survive.
 
  
 
 Smiling to himself, he decided he would end Gen's life slowly, venting his frustrations before speaking to Qing-Qing. After all, the last thing he wanted was to say the wrong thing and scare her away.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Holding Qing-Qing in his embrace, Gen leaned against a tree trunk, gently serenading her as she slept. Finally, they were together, his dreams and desires realized in full, her soft, sun-browned skin glistening in the firelight as her chest rose and fell with her breath. Nearby, Bei was hard at work preparing their wedding feast, her sobs harmonizing with his singing. Oh what a trio they made, two lovely wives to care for his needs, it was only right for a man destined for greatness. In fact, he deserved more, deserved better.
 
  
 
 The delicious aroma of grilled meat filled the air, sizzling on a slab of stone. “Wife, meat is tastiest when rare. Father-in-Law will be less than pleased if you overcook him.” Chortling at his good humour, he cuddled his sleepy Qing-Qing, eagerly awaiting their nuptials. She had to be awake first, he didn't want her to miss a moment of the excitement to come, his iron sitting in the fire next to their cooking food, tucked neatly into Father-in-Law's cold, dead hand. A useful man Uncle Wei, even if only in death.
 
  
 
 A stir of power to the north caught his attention, his head snapping up to stare through the trees. Reaching for his sword, he felt the power thrumming within, the natural energies eager for release, ready to strike down any who stood in his path. Pursing his lips, he bound Qing-Qing's wrists with a belt, tying her to the tree lest she find herself with cold feet. She was so flighty and capricious, never able to make up her mind, her attitude would improve once he showed her the truth, like Bei. Patting his obedient wife on the cheek, he leaned over and kissed Bei deeply, his hands eagerly grasping her buttocks as his tongue explored her empty mouth, tasting the remains of her cauterized tongue.
 
  
 
 The disturbance to the north grew closer at an alarming rate, Baledagh running towards his doom. Leaving Bei gasping for breath from their passionate kiss, he reached into the fire and plucked out a thick slab of meat, blood pooling on the seared surface. Belly meat, soft and tender, his wife made a mess butchering the chest and shoulders, but he was a forgiving man. Bei would learn with time and practice, as would Qing-Qing.
 
  
 
 Feeding his wife, he chewed voraciously as he watched her eat, her eyes closed and tears bright, his desire for her growing by the second. Beautiful Bei, he'd been put off by her bold advances and shrewish behaviour in the past. A woman must be meek and subservient, catering to her husband's needs, but with an attitude like Bei's, he'd be scolded and harangued day in and day out. His reasoning was wrong, the thoughts of a worthless village boy. He only needed to mould Bei into the image he desired, simple as can be. Respect was earned, like he'd earned Bei's, and if he wanted Qing-Qing to respect him, he'd have to show her what sort of man he was.
 
  
 
 By killing Baledagh slowly as she watched.
 
  
 
 Devouring all the meat already prepared, he chopped off Father-in-Law's foot, biting into the treat raw. The crunch of bones added a flavourful texture to the meal, staring into the flames in preparation of the trials ahead. Trials and tribulations, after hearing it so many times, he finally understood the age-old adage. Only through struggle would one advance in life, those who succumb becoming fodder for the strong. Only by killing Baledagh would he be able to move forward and grow.
 
  
 
 The flames grew in response to his thoughts, dancing before him in a hypnotic display of truth and light, the mysteries of strength revealed before his eyes, enlightenment and understanding made easy. Drawing his sword, he touched it to the fire and felt it come alive in his grasp, feeding on the heat of the flames, growing hot to the touch. Minutes passed and his hand crackled, burning as he held fast to the searing weapon, his brow furrowed in concentration as he ignored the pain. Channelling the natural energies into the weapon, he drew in more heat, the shoddy iron melting along with the bone core, his hand blackening by the second. Laughing Dragon was a fool, confining true power in common metals, isolating it from the world, only able to feed when killing. It needed to be free of its constraints, the spirits demanding liberation and Gen was happy to comply.
 
  
 
 His hand burnt away to a crisp but the loss did nothing to deter him, his determination soaring as he worked, certain of his purpose. The weapon congealed into a silvery liquid of metal and bone, fusing together in visible layers of each as it swirled around his blackened stump. Euphoric agony consumed him as the liquid hardened, his flesh cleansed and gifted with a new hand, forming itself into a weapon unmatched by any.
 
  
 
 A blend of iron and bone encased his arm stopping just short of his elbow, a fluid, malleable skin-like substance, durable yet flexible. Larger than before, his right hand was now jade-white, almost luminous in the firelight, grey strips of the skin wrapped around like a bandage, the bones exposed through the gaps. Reaching out to test his new weapon, his thick fingers closed around Bei's head, easily engulfing her in his palm before he changed his mind, releasing her to find another object to test his mettle. Grabbing a stone protrusion, he ripped it from the earth with one fluid motion, hefting a rock easily half his size. Laughing with glee, he swung it about like waving a branch, his entire body empowered by his trials. He'd come through the fire unharmed, reforged into a destroyer, an inferno made flesh ready to consume all within his path.
 
  
 
 Crushing the stone into fragments, he returned to father-in-law and tore an arm off. Devouring his meal with insatiable hunger, his body craved more sustenance. Opening his mouth wide, he shoved more appendages into his mouth, the meat and bones sliding down his throat without the need to chew, barely taking the time to remove clothes in his ravenous hunger. Two whole corpses disappeared in as many minutes and yet his stomach still demanded more. Staggering to another corpse, he reached down as the sound of hoof beats reached his ears, his instincts whispering to ready himself. The enemy was here and glorious battle was to be had. Panting heavily, his body tensed in anticipation of the battle ahead, shaking from joy at the thought of devouring the hateful Baledagh.
 
  
 
 With sword and shield in hand, Baledagh emerged from the forest at full speed, his horse frothing at the mouth. Roaring in jubilation, Gen thanked the spirits for his meal. Meeting the charge head on, his fingers elongated into sharpened blades, each one the length of his forearm, slicing neatly through horse-flesh and bone. The impact jolted up his fingers and dissipated before reaching his wrist, a testament to his new level of strength.
 
  
 
 Baledagh was not so easily defeated, no, else he would not be a worthy tribulation. Leaping neatly from the animal as it crashed to the dirt, he landed gracefully on his feet, his sword cutting through the air as he landed. Covering his face, the sword bounced off his bladed fingers, Gen barely feeling the impact. Flicking aside a follow up strike with his bladed finger, he sneered. “Weak and pitiful, is this all the 'Great Warrior Baledagh' can offer? Pathetic.”
 
  
 
 Surprise registered on Baledagh's arrogant face, quickly replaced by delight. “Good! I worried killing you would be boring. Try and keep me entertained, Defiled scum.” His golden eyes glinted in the forest gloom as he raised his sword, darting forward to strike. The blade chopped into Gen's shoulder, his arms rising too late to stop it, his toughened skin unable to keep it from cutting into his flesh, Gen's smile disappearing as his mind filled with alarm.
 
  
 
 How was it possible for Baledagh to move so quickly?
 
  
 
 Retracting his sword, Baledagh pivoted and darted to the left. Gen turned to follow him with hand raised, slashing at empty air as Baledagh spun to the right, his sword gouging a furrow horizontally through Gen's shoulder. Superficial, he could still fight. Charging forward, Gen sought to impale the slippery bandit and taste his flesh, but with a flutter of his sword, Baledagh slid past the attack and planted his boot into Gen's back, sending him tumbling through the dirt.
 
  
 
 Sputtering, Gen leaped to his feet and turned, hand held defensively before him, only to find Baledagh standing at ease, his arms spread wide as he smirked. “Come now little hunter, is that all you can offer?” Rage consumed Gen as he charged again, and again the bandit twirled aside, the sword marking his face this time, another light cut. “Try something besides charging perhaps?” Spinning around, Gen slashed powerfully through nothing, Baledagh easily stepping out of his reach. “So slow, so boring, I haven't even used my shield. Come on, dig deep, you're the most pitiful Defiled I've ever met.”
 
  
 
 “No, no, no... This isn't supposed to happen, I'm the stronger one now, I've learned the ways of the world.” Breathing heavily, Gen stared at his opponent as he backed away, the difference in strength astonishing to believe. This was impossible...
 
  
 
 “Don't run. Fight!” Baledagh danced about the clearing, moving back and forth without clear pattern. Gen blocked blow after blow, shielding his body as best he could, hiding behind his bladed hand, but the other was too fast, too skilled. A diagonal chop turned into a piercing thrust which tore through his belly, a heavy kick followed by a quick slash left a gash across his chest, his injuries piled on as Baledagh's movements sped up, a blur even to Gen's empowered senses. Within minutes, his body was covered in nicks and cuts as he fell back before Baledagh's ferocious assault, helpless before the speedy warrior.
 
  
 
 Laughing as he stalked around Gen, Baledagh shook his head. “Oh Gen, the look on your face, did you really think you could match me with your grotesque hand? The only thing that's good for is to finger yourself in the ass, you bony-handed freak.” Planting his feet, Baledagh gestured for Gen to charge. “Come, I'll show you true skill before you die. Charge me again, I'll not move my feet this time. Strength against strength, do you dare?”
 
  
 
 Eyes darting left and right, Gen paused in his retreat to consider his options. Fight, Run, Kill, Grovel, his instincts screamed conflicting advice, a cacophony of directives merging into an imperceptible din. The bastard was toying with him, impossibly strong. Time was what he needed, time to grow in strength to match him. Flee to fight another day.
 
  
 
 Baledagh's arrogant laughter tore through the clamour, the voices hushed by his taunting. “Cowardly little Gen, can't even find the courage to die like a warrior.” With a flash of motion, Gen blocked an attack with his right hand, reeling from the shock. Throwing his left hand forward to catch his balance, he watched as Baledagh's sword pierced through it, a scream wrenched from his throat as the metal exploded through his palm and up his wrist, embedding deep into his forearm.
 
  
 
 A powerful blow smashed into his head and he stumbled away with the weapon stuck to his flesh, falling into the fire. Shrieking madly, the heat burned away his clothes and skin, his body erupting in flames as he rolled about in futile effort to extinguish them. The world spun as he wailed to the heavens, tormented by agony and injustice.
 
  
 
 A thousand voices whispered into his ear, unified in a single message.
 
  
 
 'Foolish child, you are not the flame but the fuel. Surrender and the bandit will die.'
 
  
 
 A strangled cry erupted into the heavens as he rejected them, his body wracked with spasms as the fire burned away at him. I am the Devouring Inferno. I am the Consuming Flame.
 
  
 
 I will not accept defeat.
 
  
 
 I will not surrender.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
 Bei sat frozen in fear as she watched the fight unfold, her heart hammering in her chest. Beautiful, heroic Gen, being beaten by that ruffian Baledagh, she had to help him.
 
  
 
 No, Gen had done so many horrible things to her, how could she even think that?
 
  
 
 But she'd wanted him for so long and this was who he was. A powerful man who loved her, cherished her, held her close in his embrace. The pain was her fault, her doing, she shouldn't have cried and screamed, shouldn't have said those horrible things.
 
  
 
 Jerking from a gentle touch, Bei turned to see Qing-Qing staring at her, concern and pity clear in her eyes as Deng motioned for them to hurry. “Bei we need to leave now so we don't get in Baledagh's way.” Grabbing her hand, Qing-Qing tried to pull her away with bound hands. Snatching her arm back, Bei screamed wordlessly, unable to speak after her husband's first punishment. Gesturing for silence, Qing-Qing reached out again, holding Deng back as she waited for Bei to take her hand. “It's not your fault Bei, it's his. Gen did all this, come away with me for now. We'll be fine, Baledagh will win and Gen will pay for his crimes.”
 
  
 
 The words rang through her head, a clarion call of awareness. It wasn't her fault. She loved the old Gen, the hunter she grew up with, brash and cocky, handsome and funny, the future village chief. She didn't ask for the pain or the humiliation, she didn't want it. Trembling, she reached out to take her best friend's hand, as Qing-Qing continued to reassure her. “You didn't have a choice, you had to kill Uncle Wei or Gen would have killed you.”
 
  
 
 The scene changed before her eyes and she found herself staring into Papa's eyes once again, his hurt, loving glance from his knees, clutching at his belly. 'Why?' He asked, a single word without a hint of blame, his warm blood coating her hands. Why? Why did she kill Papa?
 
  
 
 'Precious child, why indeed? There is no need to suffer so. Surrender, and your pain will disappear.'
 
  
 
 Tears falling from her eyes, Bei nodded once as the world disappeared into oblivion.
 
  
 
 I'm sorry Papa. Please forgive your little Bei.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 157 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Trudging through the burnt out remains of the forest, Ravil uttered an endless string of curses beneath his breath as he kept pace with the damnable bastard Lei Gong. Lord of Fucking Thunder, more like Lord of Thunderous Farts. The old stinking bastard insisted on following Ravil and his chosen bandits, including a dozen Sentinels, leaving the rest with Bulat to keep an eye on Jorani. That meant that Ravil was forced to help fight the fire, as it was his excuse for leaving. If not for the fortuitous rainfall, he'd probably still be tossing buckets of dirt and water onto the blaze beside some stupid bastard civilian, time wasted when he could have instead been searching for the boss.
 
  
 
 All because a senile bandit wanted to 'stretch his legs'.
 
  
 
 Just put an arrow through the back of his skull, he'll never see it coming.
 
  
 
 Sighing wistfully at the imagined image, he quickened his steps to march beside the old bastard. “So where exactly are we going? You haven't exactly been forthcoming.” No, you spent all your time drinking and eating like a king, until we came across a burnt up village. Now here we are running like dogs, and for what?
 
  
 
 Lacking his customary grin, Lei Gong stared into the distance as he moved, like a starved predator in search of a meal. “Ye can't smell it?”
 
  
 
 “Can't smell anything but smoke and ashes.” And your flatulence, like something died inside you and is slowly rotting away.
 
  
 
 “Well the forests are thick with it, the stink of Defiled power clinging to the air. Something big went down here, enough to taint the lands, and it's getting stronger as we move south.”
 
  
 
 Fucking Defiled... But if the boss were to be found, it'd be fighting the Defiled with a smile on his face, the battle-crazed maniac. Wanting to be rid of the old man so he could slip away with the Sentinels, Ravil took a swig of water before sneering. “So? I'm no soldier, don't get paid to fight anymore. Let the army handle it.”
 
  
 
 Waggling his snowy white eyebrows, Lei Gong chuckled softly. “Ye fight fires but not Defiled? Ye a coward, is that it? Deserters usually are.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to take a swing, Ravil grit his teeth and counted to ten. “Fuck you. I'll be leaving now and taking my men with me.”
 
  
 
 “The fuck ye are.” Fixing Ravil with a steely glance, Lei Gong bared his teeth. “Listen here, I came along out of curiosity, wanted to find out who ye really are. That don't matter much now.”
 
  
 
 “Told you who I was.” Damn paranoid old bat.
 
  
 
 “Can't lie to a liar. Former soldier fer sure, which explain yer skills. Ye got the city rat look to ye, ready to knife anyone who looks at ye funny, so I believe that too.” Glancing him up and down, Lei Gong sneered derisively. “Problem is, no way yer from Shen Mu. Ye would've shanked me in the dark for comparing the Divine Tree to Sanshu Grove.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Opening his mouth to speak, he quickly snapped it shut at a glare from the old bastard. Decrepit though he may be, the grizzled veteran, was too strong for Ravil to beat in a fair fight. Good thing he didn't like fair fights. Behind his back, Ravil flashed a series of hand signals to the Sentinels.
 
  
 
 Heedless of the movement around him, Lei Gong continued to ramble. “Found plenty of suspicious 'bandits', yer not even the most dangerous one. A small core who fight well, ride well, and shoot like they were born with bow in hand. So why is there a group of elite warriors backing a bandit gang, stealing army supplies from the Council only to work twice as hard so they can deliver them north of Shen Yun?” Waving his hand to forestall any excuses, Lei Gong shook his head. “With Defiled in the mix, I don't give a fuck anymore. Yer soldiers, forcefully conscripted by yours truly. Until we find and kill those Defiled scum, I'm yer ranking officer and yer my little grunts. Now shut up and march, that's an order.”
 
  
 
 Smiling cordially at the old bastard, Ravil threw a casual salute and continued running alongside, signalling for the Sentinels to relax. The man knew too much, but he might come in handy against the Defiled so no point feathering him now. Worst comes to worse, he could always send some friendly fire the old man's way, Ravil liked those odds more.
 
  
 
 Marching all night and day with barely a break, Ravil was eager as Lei Gong to find the Defiled. As they moved south, the forest grew thick around them, verdant and lively. It wasn't long before they stumbled across the trail markings of a few dozen men, likely candidates as any. After following the trail for an hour, they heard hoof beats approaching and spied a panicked horse galloping through the trees. Spreading out, they captured the horse with little effort, its mouth frothing white as its flanks heaved in exhaustion.
 
  
 
 A small, plaintive cry caught his attention, and Ravil cautiously opened a saddlebag to find a bear cub sitting within, shivering in fright. The other saddlebag revealed another cub, and Ravil exchanged a knowing glance with the other Sentinels. Small, cute animals? Who else could it be?
 
  
 
 “Ye have something?” Lei Gong's voice boomed with authority.
 
  
 
 “Maybe. I'm thinking we head east, find out where this horse came from. Had to be running from something.”
 
  
 
 With a pensive look, Lei Gong looked to the east, and then back south where the trail led. “Seems a little thin. Care to come up with a better excuse? Or maybe ye feel like telling the truth?”
 
  
 
 With a relaxed shrug, Ravil feigned indifference as he struggled for an excuse, but the Mother provided. Lei Gong's head snapped back to the east, seeing or sensing something the others could not. Taking off without a word, the old bastard darted off, leaving Ravil gaping at his speed. Offering a silent thanks to the Mother, he assigned a Sentinel to care for the horse and cubs before following Lei Gong.
 
  
 
 It was important to make sure they were well cared for. Chuckling as he jogged, Ravil shook his head in wonder. In the middle of fighting Defiled by himself and still the boss has time to collect pets.
 
  
 
 Hell, knowing the boss, he might even have another wife lined up.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Her stomach seethed with anxiety as Qing-Qing prayed for Bei to take her hand. Baledagh's battle with Gen continued to rage in a concert of clanging, Baledagh's ferocious smile terrifying to behold. Dancing around Gen's inept thrashing, he made the skilled hunter look like a child, albeit one with a freakish hand spawned from nightmares. She'd been awakened by Deng's frantic shaking, confused and panicked by the chaos around them, terrified by the slew of mangled corpses around her, but she refused to leave without Bei. “It's not your fault Bei, it's his. Gen did all this, come away with me for now. We'll be fine, Baledagh will win and Gen will pay for his crimes.”
 
  
 
 Poor, pitiful Bei, betrayed by the man she desired for so long. Qing-Qing always knew Gen was jealous and possessive but she'd never thought him capable of such sadistic torture, never in ten-thousand years. Baledagh was known as a skilled healer, perhaps he'd be able to help Bei. Her eyes glued to the battle, she prattled on without thinking. “You didn't have a choice, you had to kill Uncle Wei or Gen would have killed you.” The words barely left her mouth before she realized her slip, hands shooting up to cover her mouth as the blood drained from Bei's face. “Oh Bei, I'm so sorry I didn't mean to bring it up. Please, just come with me and we'll get through this together. I'm here for you.”
 
  
 
 An excruciating lull passed as Bei's empty expression stared back, loss and self-blame plain to see. Desperately tugging her arm, Deng hissed, “We need to leave now, Gen hasn't noticed us but if he does we'll be in danger.”
 
 Waving his concerns away, she focused on the uninjured side of Bei's face, looking her in the eyes and praying her words reached her best friend. “Please Bei, don't give up. Remember all those times we talked about running away together? They couldn't have all been lies. We were friends once, close as sisters, and I want to be like that again. A new beginning, okay?” A half-smile broke out as Bei nodded almost imperceptibly, the tension easing from her shoulders as her body relaxed, and Qing-Qing let out a sigh of relief.
 
  
 
 Thank the Mother, everything would be all right.
 
  
 
 Gen's screams pierced through the silence and she flinched away, turning to see him fall into the fire, rolling about in a frenzied panic. With a satisfied smile, dark and foreboding, Baledagh stalked over to Gen with shield in hand. “Defiled or commoner, you amount to nothing. An insignificant fly, hardly worth the effort to swat away. Dying by my hands is an honour you don't deserve, but I'll grant it all the same.” His arm raised into the air, Baledagh froze in mid-swing, turning towards her with eyes wide in panic. “Qing-Qing, run!”
 
  
 
 Darting away instinctively, Qing-Qing turned to see Bei's face split apart as her mouth opened in silent suffering, her untouched skin curling in a thousand ribbons, peeling away to reveal pink flesh and crimson blood beneath. Clear pus erupted from within, mixing with the blood and coating Bei's body as it spilled forth in a torrent, hardening around her in transparent, glassy-pink flesh. An inhuman wail exploded from its mouth as the creature swelled in size, sprouting into a sleek, slender frame with lustrous curves ending in sharp, rounded edges. Bei's long, black hair flowed like silk from the creatures tilted head, framing a flayed face with empty eyes and luscious lips twisted in a malformed smile, promising pleasure and violence with its seductive glance.
 
  
 
 Deng's pulling ceased as he shouldered Qing-Qing aside, stepping towards the creature with wide-eyed admiration. “So beautiful...” Arms held open as if ready to embrace a lover, Deng wore a foolish grin as the creature reacted. Its hand snaked out to stroke his face, leaving a trail of blood before it pulled him into its bosom. Shuddering in ecstasy, Deng accepted the embrace without resistance, mouth open in silent rapture as his skin peeled away, his flesh melting into the creature in a visible stream of gore and viscera flowing around its body.
 
  
 
 Shocked and appalled, Qing-Qing barely felt Baledagh's arms wrap around her waist and lift her up, carrying her away from danger. Hands resting on his shoulder, she had a clear view of the creature behind them, writhing about as it devoured poor Deng, leaving nothing but skin and clothes. Time slowed as the creature turned to face them, its exposed glassy flesh bunched up in a grimace. Raising a single hand, it wagged its finger as if lecturing a child, standing coquettishly with hand on hip in parody of housewives everywhere.
 
  
 
 Appearing before her in the blink of an eye, Qing-Qing's chest exploded in pain as the creature's powerful strike threw Baledagh aside. Her eyes fell to see the creature's hand buried in her chest, the skin peeling away from the injury in all directions. The metallic tang of blood filled her mouth as her hands and feet dangled uselessly in the air, the creature which used to be Bei smirking as if to say 'I always hated you'.
 
  
 
 “NO!!” A heartrending scream echoed through the forest as Baledagh slashed clean through the creatures arm, and Qing-Qing fell to the ground in a limp heap. Her body growing cold and unresponsive, she watched the battle unfold, Baledagh as helpless before the creature as Gen was helpless before him. Ending quickly as it began, Baledagh's weapon bounced off the creature's skin while its remaining hand pierced through his belly. With a powerful flick of the wrist, the creature threw Baledagh to the ground, his body sliding across the dirt to a stop only a few meters away from her.
 
  
 
 Groaning as he looked in her eyes, she saw sorrow and desperation etched on his face, her heart breaking for him. The creature in no hurry to finish the battle, it ambled off to pick up its severed arm. Dragging himself over to her, Baledagh left a crimson trail of blood behind him. Tears welling in his eyes, he reached out to stroke her hair and cup her face, breathless with agony and despair. “I'm so sorry Qing-Qing, I'm not strong enough. I'm worthless, can't even protect the woman I love.”
 
  
 
 With a shuddering breath, Qing-Qing smiled, stupidly happy in spite of their situation. Foolish man, professing his love for a common girl with no redeeming qualities to speak of. What a story that would have been, star-crossed lovers meeting in unfortunate circumstances. In another life, with other decisions, it might even have all worked out for the best, though she doubted it. He was so much like the bear cubs, bashful and guileless, adorable and reliant upon her for a short time, yet fated to become something too formidable for her to handle. They were from different worlds, and it was fortunate she met him so early in his life. So young and capricious, able to declare his love after their two short weeks together, in a few years he'd be a different person altogether, the person she expected him to be, cold and ruthless.
 
  
 
 If only she hadn't misunderstood him, maybe things would be different. If only she'd been kinder to Gen, then maybe he wouldn't have snapped and Baledagh wouldn't have had to beat him. If only she'd ridden a little faster on their first day out, then they might have rushed past the fire and left all these troubles behind. Or if only she wasn't such a coward, slipping away as he slept, perhaps she could have escaped this terrible fate.
 
  
 
 They would have woken in the morning and left to find his people, maybe even truly falling in love, a whirlwind romance to take the Empire by storm. She would bear his children to raise alongside their adorable cubs, chubby little children laughing and playing with nothing to fear. She'd study to become a herbalist or physician, maybe even a healer given time and teaching, making her parents proud. A wonderful life full of love and adventure with her hero, her Baledagh.
 
  
 
 So many ifs and maybes, cruel words better left unspoken. Reaching up to clasp his hand, she tried to thank him, apologize to him, to say it was all her fault, that he wasn't worthless and she didn't deserve his love. Unable to find the breath to speak, she stared lovingly into his dazzling golden-brown eyes, desperately trying to convey her words to him.
 
  
 
 You are extraordinary and without peer, brave and heroic, so save yourself. Don't die here, not for a nameless orphan with nothing to offer. Leave me behind, run away, and forget all about me. Don't become bitter and jaded, I'm not worth it. In another time, in another place, if the Mother is willing, perhaps we'll meet again and fall in love, living our lives together in blissful harmony.
 
  
 
 But not in this life. We simply aren't meant to be.
 
  
 
 Thank you for giving me hope, my sweet, blushing Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “No, no, no. Open your eyes Qing-Qing, please...”
 
  
 
 Carefully clasping her hand, Baledagh tried to deny the truth as tears streamed down his cheeks. The colour drained from the world as she closed her eyes for the last time, the air rushing from her lungs and never to return, his chest collapsing in on itself and leaving him hollow but for heartache and nausea, both threatening to overcome him. A soft keening cry escaped his lips as he laid listlessly beside her, stroking her face and hoping against all hope for her to open her eyes once more.
 
  
 
 Knowing she was gone and nothing could bring her back.
 
  
 
 She looked so peaceful lying next to him, smiling softly as if dreaming of better things. She wasn't supposed to die like this, they were supposed to fall in love and be together forever, but he'd scared her away somehow, something he said or did. He should have saved her, should have kept her close, he shouldn't have delayed their journey, shouldn't have been so weak.
 
  
 
 'It's all your fault.'
 
  
 
 'You didn't keep her safe.'
 
  
 
 'You're a failure, a disgrace.'
 
  
 
 'You let the woman you love die.'
 
  
 
 'Worthless.'
 
  
 
 A flood of accusations echoed in his mind, his rage surging to bury his regrets. A wordless scream ripped from his throat as he gave in to his anger, pushing himself up to face the Demon. Its lithe, feminine form was a mockery of beauty, filling him with disgust, enraged that it still lived while Qing-Qing had died. With a derisive smile pasted on its horrific face, it gazed upon him through empty sockets, hungering to feed on Qing-Qing's remains. Its oppressive aura was nothing compared to the pain in his heart, and though he wished to tear it limb from limb, he knew it was too formidable for him to defeat.
 
  
 
 Too weak, he was far too weak.
 
  
 
 'Do you desire strength, Warrior? Surrender yourself to me and I shall grant it.'
 
  
 
 His bleak surroundings dimmed as the spectres floated into sight, swirling around him and the Demon in a greyish mist, their wizened, inhuman visages twisted in agony and anticipation. Ignoring the voices, his arm lanced out to pierce the closest spectre, consuming it without thought as the warm energy rushed into his body and his stomach wound knit itself shut.
 
  
 
 There would be no miracles bestowed by the Mother, no power granted by the ancestors. If he wanted strength, then he had to seize it for himself. Those spectres were power, so he would take them. Acting on rage and instinct, he drew in the surrounding spectres, ripping away the ones in orbit around the Demon. Funnelling into his body, they filled him with energy as he roared in challenge.
 
  
 
 This bitch killed Qing-Qing, and either it dies or I die.
 
  
 
 Launching himself forwards, he swung Tranquility in a wide arc, the blade rebounding off the resilient flesh of the Demon. Bestial fury overwhelmed his mind as he struck again and again at the Demon, its head tilted in question as it studied him without resistance. Allowing his futile efforts to continue unchecked, it had the interest of a house cat watching a fly buzz about, but with less than a dozen strikes, Baledagh panted with exertion, his energy spent. Its curiosity sated, the Demon backhanded him across the face, sending him across the clearing to crash into a tree, ears ringing from the impact.
 
  
 
 This isn't enough, I need more power, more strength.
 
  
 
 I need more spectres.
 
  
 
 Brother has spectres trapped with him.
 
  
 
 'Take them from him, devour them and make them yours.'
 
  
 
 In his mind's eye, he saw the elegant courtyard manor, modelled after their home in the village, peaceful and untouched. It seemed so small from where he stood, too massive to fit inside, unable to see the amenities and comforts provided by brother, a safe place for Baledagh where he would want for nothing, spending his waking moments in relaxed luxury.
 
  
 
 'It is a prison, built to make you soft and weak.'
 
  
 
 So much time spent lounging about, playing stupid children's games and petting imagined animals. Relying on brother's ingenuity and hard work, Baledagh frittered away his days when he could have instead been training himself, becoming strong enough to protect Qing-Qing. While his corporeal body laid helpless before the Demon, his astral body destroyed his home, tearing through the walls and uprooting trees with nothing more than a thought, leaving nothing but the void in his wake as the manor crumbled to nothingness around him. Soon, all that was left was the bedroom, the walls protected from his destruction by brother's presence, hiding a raging horde of spectres within.
 
  
 
 'See how he takes your power, leaving you with nothing but scraps?'
 
  
 
 Unlike before, Baledagh felt the gentle unseen power circling within, surrounding brother inside the void, trapping the spectres in constant motion. Baledagh needed them, craved them, for with their power, he would lay waste to all who stood before him.
 
  
 
 'He holds you back, takes what is rightfully yours.'
 
  
 
 Pressing his hand against the invisible barrier, the power thrummed within with a discernible flow, barring him from entry. Voice choked and eyes blurry, he grit his teeth at the betrayal. “Why would you do this brother? Why steal the power I gathered? I would have shared had you asked. What's mine is yours, but what's yours is yours? How is that fair? I needed it and you kept it from me! Qing-Qing died because of you!”
 
  
 
 Raising his hand, he pierced the barrier and rent it to pieces strip by strip. The spectres sensed his actions and flowed towards him, their triumphant howls filling the void as they rode the currents to freedom, entering him of their own volition. His astral body grew larger and stronger as he approached, reclaiming that which brother had contained, and within moments, he stood in front of brother's battered body, gazing down at the pitiful weakling floating before him.
 
  
 
 'Devour him, make his power yours to command.'
 
  
 
 Shattering the remains of the barrier, pride filled his chest as he watched brother flop to the ground. Weakened and dazed, brother stood and opened his eyes, his breathing laboured as he took stock of the situation, craning his neck to peer at Baledagh, a tiny ant looking upon a god. Eyes sunken with exhaustion, brother seemed subdued and defeated, but unbroken, his arms opening to embrace him. “Baledagh, I'm sorry about Qing-Qing. She seemed like a sweet girl.”
 
  
 
 The world shifted and Baledagh stood eye to eye with brother, grabbing him by the neck. “Sorry?!” Slamming him into an unseen wall, Baledagh screamed at him. “Do you see this brother? This is the power you kept from me. With it, I could have crushed Laughing Dragon like a bug, I could have killed the Demon as easily as turning over my hand. I could have saved her!”
 
  
 
 Pain and worry in his eyes, brother shook his head slowly. “The spectres aren't what you think. They're not your ancestors, and they give you power, but only to change you, to use you. You become their puppet, carrying out their twisted demands without question. You wouldn't be Baledagh any more.”
 
  
 
 'Kill him and become master of your own domain.'
 
  
 
 “Don't lie to me!” Screaming at the voices and brother, Baledagh raved, venting his frustration as tears fell from his eyes. “Who is Baledagh? Nobody, that's who, it's a name I made up on a whim. You're Falling Rain, Hero of the People, Warrant Officer of the Imperial Army, Disciple of Baatar, Student of Taduk. Your life, your achievements, your wives, your cats, everything belongs to you. What is left for me?” Collapsing to his knees, Baledagh cried into brother's chest, bawling like a child. “She was my love, she was supposed to be my wife. What am I supposed to do now that she's gone?”
 
  
 
 Brother's arms wrapped around him, cradling him close. “You cherish the time spent together, and mourn her passing.”
 
  
 
 Feeling small and miserable, Baledagh shook his head, ready to give up. “I can't do this anymore, it hurts so much... I give up brother, there is no use for me. Live our life and let me dream of spending mine with her at my side.”
 
  
 
 'NO!'
 
  
 
 The spectres wailed at his surrender, a harsh, discordant chorus of screams which abruptly cut off, silenced with a wave of brother's hand. A massive whirlpool swept about the void, collecting the spectres together in a swirling mass which shrunk down to the size of his thumbnail, suspended in the void before his eyes. Fatigue struck him like a hammer, succumbing to exhaustion as he closed his eyes and sank back into the comfort of his bed. Murmuring beneath his breath, brother pulled the blankets over him. “I'm not too thrilled about this. Sleep for now, rest and dream sweet dreams. When you wake, cry, scream, yell, do whatever you need to do, but don't give up. It hurts because you truly loved her. The pain will fade in time, but never pass completely, and it shouldn't. It's a reminder of how much she meant to you.” His voice fading as he left, brother added, “Don't sleep too long. This is your life, and your bears will grow up quickly. I'll look after them in your absence, but they're yours. I have enough pets as it is.”
 
  
 
 Hearing his words, Baledagh shuddered with one last sob, his tears spent as he sank into blissful oblivion.
 
  
 
 I'm sorry Qing-Qing, I'll find you in my next life, or the one after that, or after that. Even if it takes ten-thousand lifetimes, you will be my wife and I your husband. This I swear.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The fires of agony burned across every inch of his body as Gen woke to the world, his mouth filled with sweet nectar. Swallowing greedily, he opened his mouth for more, a stream of warm, delicious liquid pouring in. The world came into focus as he opened his eyes, laying in the arms of a beautiful, crystalline fairy, her face a motif of exquisitely patterned scars. Two of her dainty fingers sat in his mouth while her other hand rested on a corpse, melting the flesh and bone and absorbing it into her body before passing it along to Gen, diligently nursing him back to health.
 
  
 
 Her alluring blood-red lips curled in a smile and he lost himself in the endless pits of her eyes. Elegance and power, she seemed to have been spawned by his deepest desires, and soon, his pain faded away thanks to her careful ministrations. Reluctantly sitting up, he turned to look upon her voluptuous frame, want to throw himself upon her and lose himself in pleasure. Reaching up to stroke her face, he traced the familiar, triangular pattern as recognition dawned upon him. “Bei? Wife, is that you?”
 
  
 
 Her head tilted in charming question, the image of Bei's face superimposed itself on the fairy's, reflected in the gorgeous translucent skin which coated every inch of her body. Laughing to himself, he leaned in and kissed her deeply, delighted to find she had a tongue once more. “I approve of your new look, it's delightfully erotic.” Glancing at his hands, he found both were now encased in bone and metal, his left hand transformed to match the right, though it was fire-red instead of jade-white. Better and better, he was truly blessed by the heavens.
 
  
 
 A long groan caught his attention, spying Baledagh and Qing-Qing laying together, hand in hand as the bandit pushed himself up. Anger soaring at the sight, Gen roared, “Let go of her!” Marching towards the adulterous pair, he imagined all the punishments he would visit upon her, the delicious tortures he'd visit on Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Appearing in front of him in the blink of an eye, Bei wagged her finger in admonishment. Frowning at his wife, Gen barked, “Move aside.” Seeing her remain in place, he backhanded her across the face, his metallic knuckles scraping across her glassy skin with a high-pitched shriek, her head unmoved by the impact. Snarling in anger, Gen's fingers elongated into sharpened blades and slashed out at the insolent bitch. Sparks flew as he raked across her torso, but Bei remained unharmed, still smiling like a dutiful wife, hands clasped in front of her.
 
  
 
 As he continued attacking in a frenzy, Bei ignored him and glanced away, first staring at Baledagh and then off to the west, inciting his anger even further. Faster than he could react, she delivered a gentle palm strike to his chest, sending him away to land softly more than fifteen meters away, uninjured and humiliated. Opening his mouth to scream at her, a thunderous crash exploded before his eyes, engulfing the area around Bei in a blaze of light. Blinded and disoriented, Gen stumbled back into a tree and clumsily guided himself around it, a high-pitched ringing in his ears drowning out all sounds. His vision gradually returned in a blur of colours, Bei engaged in combat against a scruffy grandfather, his eyes wide with glee as his hair flew about, expertly wielding a thick metal cane.
 
  
 
 A pinpoint of light flickered at the end of the cane and Gen shielded his eyes as it blossomed in intensity, illuminating the world in blinding radiance. A tumultuous rumbling followed, shaking him to the bones, and he watched Bei's body soar across the clearing. Crashing in the trees, she rolled to her feet unfazed, charging back into the fray once more. Their battle played out faster than he could follow, their movements a blur as the grandfather wildly smashed Bei away again and again, his weapon erupting in to light with each strike.
 
  
 
 How dare he batter my wife?!
 
  
 
 Hatred burning in his chest, Gen extended his left hand as his fingertips ignited. A gout of flame burst from his palms, engulfing the grandfather in a continuous stream of fire. Falling back, the old man's cane spun in circles, warding off the flames as his frazzled hair smoked at the tips. Taking advantage of his distraction, Bei's fingers raked across the old man's chest, leaving a light trail of blood in their wake. Husband and wife working in concert, they pushed the grandfather back, Gen distracting him with the flames while Bei prowled about, searching for the kill.
 
  
 
 A fine wife indeed.
 
  
 
 His instincts screamed and his right hand raised to shield himself, intercepting a thrust which would have ended his life. Even then, the thrust sent him tumbling head over heels, scrambling to his feet in time to deflect a powerful chop. Recoiling from the impact, Gen's arms shook as he took in his opponent. Standing with shield in hand, Baledagh stared impassively at him, as if uninterested in battle.
 
  
 
 Cackling with delight, Gen released his flames to consume the bandit, eagerly anticipating the sight of his blackening skin. Raising his shield, Baledagh slowly strode into the fire, the blaze swirling around him, parting to let him through untouched. “Impossible!” Screaming in denial, Gen poured all the power he could muster into the fire, the air turning to searing steam and igniting nearby trees, but even then, Baledagh continued forward, one slow step after the other.
 
  
 
 Backing away, Gen's nerve broke and he fled into the forest. An arm encircled his waist to lift him up, carried away in Bei's arms and watching as Baledagh faded into the distance. Turning to his wife, he held back his rebuke after seeing her fractured and shattered skin, flawless beauty marred by injury. “That damned grandfather, how dare he break your skin? Not to worry my love, you did well. A temporary retreat while we acclimate to our powers.” Shifting in her arms, Gen rested in her bosom, tired from the days events. “The people around here are too weak to join us, we'll go north to find others who know the truth, join with our comrades from beyond the wall. It'll be fine Bei, we'll balance the scales upon our return.”
 
  
 
 Drifting off to sleep, Gen smiled as he dreamt of a world consumed by blood and fire.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Fuck...
 
  
 
 Everything hurts.
 
  
 
 Everything.
 
  
 
 Between the recent battles against Defiled and Demons, and the still unhealed injuries from my time in the water, my body is a mass of bruises and breaks, not to mention the gaping hole in my stomach. With every movement, I discover a new pain, those fucking spectres not bothering to heal my body, not entirely. They fixed it just enough so Baledagh could move, masking the pain so he didn't notice, hoping to force him into dire straits and take over.
 
  
 
 I'll fix the injuries later and figure out what to do with Baledagh. There's only so much I can handle after spending weeks caught in a torrent of screaming spirits without a moment's rest, each one ready to devour me whole and take my place.
 
  
 
 Not exactly what I'd call a fun vacation.
 
  
 
 “Ye injured?” Cautiously approaching with weapon lowered, the old beggar pats his charred, smoking clothes, his wild hair smouldering. “This old warrior's name is Lei Gong.”
 
  
 
 “... Azure Ascendant, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong?” Well fuck.
 
  
 
 “That'd be me.” Swelling with pride, he runs his fingers through his scraggly beard, sending a cloud of ashes into the air. “A young man with amber eyes and a bladed shield, seems I found the missing Warrant Officer eh? For once, the rumours weren't overstated. Impressive.”
 
  
 
 “... Yea, nice to meet you.” Please don't be hostile, I'm too tired for this shit.
 
  
 
 “Care to explain why yer out here fighting Defiled and Demons alone?”
 
  
 
 Wish I could, you wouldn't believe me. “Not really. I don't mean to be rude but I'm exhausted, so I'm gonna go lie down. I'd appreciate it if you didn't kill me in my sleep. Oh, if you find a horse with two bears in the saddlebags, they're mine, so... yea.” Ignoring his incredulous stare, I stumble away, prop myself against a tree, and close my eyes to rest for the first time in weeks. If the old bandit kills me, well then at least I won't be tired anymore.
 
  
 
 It was one hell of an experience and I hope to never go through anything like it again.
 
  
 
 Time passes and I find myself in the void, standing at Baledagh's side as I study my alter-ego. No, that's not exactly true anymore, is it? I'd always thought he was my split personality, my darker side, the 'warrior' persona within me. It made sense in a weird way, my mind adapting to this crazy, chaotic world by birthing a persona better suited for it. Happens all the time in stories, and he even chose the name 'Warrior'.
 
  
 
 Listening to him talk while I was trapped and hearing how he sees the world, I realized how wrong I really was. He doesn't have my experience or fragmented memories, and he's so naive and impulsive, acting without even considering the consequences, it's maddening. He's like a child seeing the world through new eyes, thinking everything will work out as he expects. We're so different, I don't know why I never saw it before. We're not brothers, or split personalities. We're different people, brought together by a bizarre twist of fate.
 
  
 
 He's Baledagh, the original owner of this body, and I'm Rayne, a parasite taking over his life.
 
  
 
 My hand twitches as the thought of killing him flashes through my mind. Why not? It'd be easy, and I deserve a life of my own. I worked hard for it, suffered for it, so why should I lie down and give everything up? Shaking my head, I let go of the thought, kneeling to stare at Baledagh's sleeping face and contemplate my future.
 
  
 
 I can't kill him, this is his life. I'm in the wrong here. I don't want to die or give up everything I worked for, nor do I want to be a spectator in his life, but there are other questions to consider. Most prominent among them being: If he's the original soul, then what am I?
 
  
 
 Well the simple answer is: a spiritual entity who entered his mind and took over his body.
 
  
 
 So how am I any different from a Demon?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fuck my life.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 8 -
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 Stirring in her warm blankets, Lin-Lin snuggled deeper into her pillow as she tried to ignore the steady knocking at the front door. After spending months living with Mi-Mi while Daddy was out playing mercenary, Lin-Lin had forgotten how soft and comfortable her own bed was. Between Mi-Mi's sleep-thrashing and Nai-Nai waking them early each morning, Lin-Lin just wanted to spend all day lazing about in bed.
 
  
 
 The knocking continued at an irregular rate, waking Lin-Lin every time she almost drifted off to sleep. Finally unable to ignore it any longer, she mewled piteously as she slipped out of bed and made her way out, her face peeking from her blankets wrapped firmly around her. Flicking her hair and ears out of her face, she extended a single arm out into the chilly air and cracked open the front door, squinting in the bright afternoon light at her shadowy, persistent visitors. “Hi. Daddy is still sleeping, so unless this is an emergency, please go to the Sentinel office and find the healer on duty. If this is a social visit, please come back later. Sorry and thank you.”
 
  
 
 “That lazy, slack-jawed, long-eared...” A brown-haired sister with lovely, white-tufted tiger ears kept Lin from shutting the door, mumbling rude things about Daddy under her breath. It didn't matter if they were mostly true, Lin-Lin still didn't like hearing people talk about Daddy like that, he was the best. Leaning over as she slowly forced the door open, the sister smiled toothily, her brown eyes twinkling in the light. “You must be little Lin, your Papa told me so much about you. I'm Alsantset and this is little Rain. He is to be your fellow student in herbalism and today is supposed to be his first day of lessons. We brought lunch, may we come in?”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, Alsantset marched past and strode into Daddy's bedroom, leaving Lin-Lin holding the door in confusion. Peering around it, her eyes widened at the sight of a young boy hiding behind a stack of boxes, the delicious scents of fresh buns and roasted duck overpowering her concern at Daddy's cries of distress. Stomach rumbling, she opened the door even further and waved the boy in, hopping from one foot to the other. “Ah, come in and put the food on the table, I'll be out to help after I change.”
 
  
 
 Rushing back into her room, Lin-Lin threw aside her blankets and changed out of her night-clothes and threw on a tunic and scarf before quickly brushing and braiding her hair. Daddy's new student, the little foundling, was the talk of the festival yesterday, but he'd disappeared soon after the ceremony, ushered away by the lovely big sister Alsantset and her handsome husband Charok. No time to waste, food was best eaten hot and she wanted to learn more about him. Scampering back out, Lin-Lin leaped across the room to land lightly beside him as he set the table. With her brightest smile, she tapped him on the shoulder and introduced herself. “Hi, I'm -”
 
  
 
 Jumping away with a yelp, the boy brandished his chopsticks before him like a weapon, eyes wide as he pressed against the walls, breathing in short, panicked gasps. Stepping away from him, Lin-Lin squirmed in place, unsure of what she did wrong, biting her lip as she clutched at her scarf.
 
  
 
 After a few moments, the boy calmed and lowered his arms, tense and shivering all over. “Um, sorry if I scared you,” he said in a whisper, the chopsticks clattering on the table as he unclenched his fist. “You surprised me. I'm Falling Rain, it's er... nice to meet you?” Busying himself with setting the table, he seemed flustered and embarrassed by his reaction, unwilling to look her in the eye.
 
  
 
 “I'm Mei Lin.” Gingerly stepping beside him, she giggled to herself as he stepped away, hurriedly working as he fled. He was so silly, she'd never met anyone afraid of her before. Taking another step towards him, she was delighted when he remained in place, craning her neck to the side to better study him. A gaunt, drawn face greeted her as he turned his head away, his brow furrowed and lips pursed in a grimace, pretending not to notice as he worked. He smelled strongly of medicine, and with black hair, olive skin, and amber eyes, he had all the markings of a full-blooded Bekhai, a short, broad-shouldered, under-nourished young boy.
 
  
 
 Her curiosity piqued, she began peppering him with questions. “How old are you?”
 
  
 
 “Um... Twelve.” His mumbled reply was barely audible.
 
  
 
 “I'm eleven. How did you meet Daddy?”
 
  
 
 “Baatar found me.”
 
  
 
 Not very talkative. Pressing on, she tried a different tack. “Where are you from?”
 
  
 
 “Er... East of here, I guess?”
 
  
 
 Getting answers from him was like pulling teeth, how frustrating. “East like the Bridge? Further east than that? Or less?”
 
  
 
 “Dunno.”
 
  
 
 Puffing her cheeks, Lin-Lin frowned at the tight-lipped Rain, trying to make sense of things. Maybe he was just shy. Before she could continue pressing him for answers, Daddy entered the dining room and sent Rain to see Alsantset out, rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he prepared a pot of tea. “Now Lin-Lin, my sweet girl, you remember what I said? I want you to be good friends with little Rain, he's been through some troubling times and could use a friend his age.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Daddy.” Running up to hug him, Lin-Lin buried her face in his robes, taking in the relaxing scents of lavender and sage. He'd been gone for six months, the longest they'd ever been separated, and she'd missed him terribly. Now that he was back, all he talked about was his new student and she couldn't help but feel a little jealous. Rain's a good boy, get along with Rain, Rain this and Rain that, why not ask about his own daughter?
 
  
 
 Turning to the table, she saw Rain seated in her chair, his back to the wall as he gawked around at the room. Giving Daddy her most pitiful glance, her efforts earned her a disapproving frown as he shook his head, gesturing for her to sit elsewhere. Stomping to another chair, she slumped in her seat and sulked, staring at the far-off dumplings she couldn't reach. As Daddy sat down and motioned for them to eat, she watched as Rain's chopsticks reached into the bamboo steamer and plucked out a yummy dumpling, dipping it lightly into the chili oil and vinegar, almost drooling as it made its way across the table.
 
  
 
 Only to be placed gently in her bowl.
 
  
 
 Still averting his eyes, Rain smiled sheepishly and nodded towards the table, as if to ask if there was anything else she wanted. Lighting up, she grinned and pointed at the steamed buns as she chomped down on the fragrant, soup-filled, minced meat and green onion dumpling. “Mmm, so delicious! Did you make these?”
 
  
 
 Piling more food into her bowl, even the things she could easily reach, Rain shook his head. “No, Charok did, but I'm learning. He mentioned that Taduk doesn't know how to cook, so maybe in a few weeks, when I'm good enough, I'll cook lunch and dinner for you two every day.”
 
  
 
 Too happy to answer, Lin-Lin bit into a bun and closed her eyes as she chewed, hand to her cheek as she savoured the taste. If Rain learned to cook half as good as Charok, then life would be spectacular. She didn't like eating with the neighbours, they were all so stuffy and uptight around Daddy. A nice, intimate family meal with a comfortable atmosphere, this was just like eating at Mi-Mi's house.
 
  
 
 Studying him from the corner of her eye, she happily accepted his assistance, eating everything he placed in her bowl. She didn't even have to speak as he busied himself feeding her, a timid smile spreading on his face. He wasn't so bad, a silly, skittish older brother to spoil her. If he was going to be Daddy's student and her new friend, then he needed a nickname. Ignoring Daddy's disapproving look, she held out her bowl with a toothy smile.
 
  
 
 “Soup please Rainy.”
 
  
 
 This really was the best.
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 “See, it's easy ya?” Presenting her handiwork for Rainy to see, Lin-Lin stood proudly with hands on her hips. Eyes filled with confusion, Rainy tilted his head left and right, still having trouble understanding the simple concept. He was usually so smart and quick to learn, how  come this was so difficult for him to understand?
 
  
 
 Beaming from her chair, little Tali hopped to her feet and mimicked Lin-Lin's posture. Chest puffed out and hands at her side, the precious child's twin braids dangled behind her as she stared up at Rainy with a confident smile, her childish voice ringing melodically. “Easy, ya?”
 
  
 
 Pressing his palms together, Rainy lowered his head. “Language still not good. Explain one more, but slower.”
 
  
 
 He was so cute, making such a big deal about learning to braid. Switching to Common, Lin-Lin went over the directions once more. “You take the hair, divide it in three, and cross, cross, cross. Then you tie it up with a ribbon and you're done. I'll show you again when we come home, we have to leave now, Daddy is waiting.” Lifting Tali into her arms, Lin-Lin kissed the sweet child on the cheek. “You've been such a good girl, let's get you something to eat.” Abandoning his toys, Tate followed behind, hoping to share in whatever treat his sister was about to receive. The two darlings were inseparable, still getting used to life with Rainy's family.
 
  
 
 Tearing a sweet bun in two, Lin-Lin gave half to each of them, grinning as they cramed the morsel into their mouths, leaving nothing but smears of red-bean paste around as they chewed voraciously. Armed with a wet cloth and a big smile, Rainy wiped their tiny hands and chubby cheeks before the mess could spread. “Don't eat so quickly, no one steal your food.”
 
  
 
 Holding up an index finger, Tate tilted his head and asked, “One more?”
 
  
 
 Mussing Tate's hair, Rainy grabbed another sweet bun and split it for the twins. “Give kiss goodbye first, then go find Papa. I leave now.” After saying his goodbyes, Rainy watched them scamper away with their prizes in hand, shouting after them, “Chew slow!”. Shaking his head, he put on his jacket and picked up his pack before turning to Lin-Lin and patting her fondly on the head. “All right, let's roll out.”
 
  
 
 Smiling as she skipped along the snow-dusted path, Lin-Lin studied the scrawny foundling from the corner of her eye, singing happily as she followed him to the village gate. Head down and shoulders hunched, Rainy seemed nervous, more so than usual at least, his eyes darting about in search of danger. Trying to rouse his spirits, she bounded ahead and turned to face him while skipping backwards. “Don't worry Rainy, we're just going on a nice winter stroll, ya? A short walk through the mountains to pick herbs, it's perfectly safe. We go to this field all the time and you'll be home in time for dinner, safe and sound.”
 
  
 
 Flashing a sad smile, Rainy nodded unconvincingly. “Yes, perfectly safe. Nothing to worry about.” Clamming up, he returned to his brooding, all gloomy and sad as if facing punishment instead of going on a trip. Honestly, he was so dramatic sometimes, a silly worrier, never wanting to go out and play. No, he preferred burying his nose in books or sneaking off on his own to practice the Forms. So boring, she'd been looking forward to today's trip for days now, barely able to sleep last night for excitement, but Rainy was playing the part of sourpuss and dampening her enthusiasm. So sad, Rainy was scared of everything, even his own shadow.
 
  
 
 No problem, this was only the first of many trips. Rainy would come around once he saw there was nothing to be afraid of. Grabbing hold of a dangling strap from his pack, she resumed skipping beside him, looking forward to the trip once more. Rainy always pretended to be so grown up, she wanted to see him laugh and play for once.
 
  
 
 The village gate in sight, Lin-Lin ran and leaped into Daddy's arms, laughing as he swung her about. After making sure Rainy had everything they needed, Daddy took her by the hand and led the way out of the village through the ankle-deep snow. “Okay my lovely little Lin-Lin, let us see how your studies have been faring with a short quiz.”
 
  
 
 “No Daddy, I wanna go play in the snow...” Trying to tug her hand out of his grasp was an exercise in futility, her cheeks puffed up and eyes forming a single tear each.
 
  
 
 Wise to her tricks, Daddy stared straight ahead, avoiding her pitiful gaze. “Now, now, I promise you'll have plenty of time to play on the way home, after our work is done. Now tell me, what is the primary use of Jade Banyan tree-bark and how is it administered?”
 
  
 
 Glancing back at Rainy for help, he shrugged and smiled, gesturing for her to answer. So unhelpful, he never wanted to play. If he asked, she was sure Daddy would relent and let them have fun. Pouting as she stomped along, Lin-Lin hung her head and answered the question. “Umm... to reduce fevers, boil in water for two hours, then...”
 
  
 
 The day passed slowly as Daddy continued to quiz them both, the questions escalating in difficulty. Rainy was soon answering questions more difficult than hers, leaving her wide-eyed with shock. He was so incredible, barely able to read when he first arrived, but after two short months, he knew more than she did.
 
  
 
 Maybe she should study harder...
 
  
 
 At first, she found it odd that Daddy wanted to teach a timid, illiterate foundling, especially after refusing so many offers from rich nobles. She didn't mind since it was fun having someone to teach, but after a few days, she realized Daddy had found an unpolished jade. Rainy had an incredible memory and was full of surprises. No matter if it was cooking, cleaning, studying or training, he always asked all the right questions and practiced with almost inhuman determination and focus, improving by leaps and bounds in everything he tried.
 
  
 
 She already asked him how he memorized things so quickly, but it was no help. It seemed simple enough, using a pattern of words and ideas to better remember dry information, but his connections made little sense to her. How did 'devoted aspiring cellar cabinet' help him remember a medium-sized shrub with reddish-brown stems and white, fuzzy, brush like flowers?
 
  
 
 So silly.
 
  
 
 Arriving at their destination right on schedule, they settled down for a quick picnic lunch in the field, made with love by Rainy. After their meal, Daddy brought him away for a lesson in herb picking, leaving Lin-Lin to grub about in the snow and dirt for winter roots by herself. Lips pursed in a grimace, she grumbled in disappointment, the trip nowhere close to fun-filled as she'd imagined. Rainy had been so busy with the twins lately, always running off immediately after his lessons, no longer staying behind to read stories to her. With Mi-Mi gone on a training trip in search of a weapon heart, and the other children her age learning their trades, curling up beside Rainy while he practiced reading was one of her favourite things to do of late, smiling as he did all the voices and made the stories come to life.
 
  
 
 Now he spent his time reading to the twins, leaving her all alone with no one to play with.
 
  
 
 Lost in her self-pity, a light impact struck her shoulder and exploded into a cold, billowing mass of powdered snow, sending a chill down her back as it penetrated through her winter clothes. Yelping in shock, she turned to see Rainy's devilish grin as he bounced a second snowball in hand. “Teacher says we're done with work.” With an exaggerated wind-up, Rainy pitched the snowball at her.
 
  
 
 Shrieking in delight, she dodged the icy projectile and dove into the snow, retaliating with a snowball of her own and hitting Rainy square on the chest. The games began in earnest and they traded throws back and forth, laughing and playing as they ducked behind trees and slid down the icy hills. Daddy joined in and they turned to building snow forts and a snow family, Rainy grinning from ear to ear as he traipsed through the snowdrifts alongside her.
 
  
 
 He looked much more handsome when smiling, the doom and gloom melting away from him as they played.
 
  
 
 After a few hours, Daddy clapped twice and announced it was time to return home. Breathless and overjoyed, she flopped down on the snow and stared up at the afternoon sky, unwilling to leave just yet. This was so much fun, she wanted every day to be like this. Rainy padded over and stood next to her, more relaxed than she'd ever seen him. “You have fun today?” Still panting from all her laughing, Lin-Lin nodded wordlessly. “Tired?” Another nod. Shaking his head, Rainy extended his hand and Lin-Lin reached up to clasp it, allowing Rainy to gently lift her to her feet. Brushing the snow from her head and shoulders, he smiled and pinched her cold-numbed cheeks. “Adorable. Come on, we can't stay any longer, it'll be dark soon. Let's go home and have a nice hot dinner, the twins love having you around.”
 
  
 
 Nodding happily, she turned Rainy away and hopped onto his back on a whim. Normally she asked Daddy to carry her, but he was holding all the herb boxes and Rainy didn't seem to mind. Gently wrapping her arms around his neck as he chuckled softly, she yawned and nestled against his shoulder as he set out. “Thank you Rainy.”
 
  
 
 “Anytime.”
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, she gathered her chi and Lightened herself as much as possible, easing his burden. It was more difficult than walking on her own, but Daddy always said she should spend more time practicing. Mi-Mi was stronger but her shoulders weren't as comfy and she didn't like being a 'pack mule'. So long as Rainy was willing to carry Lin-Lin around every day, she'd become an expert at Lightening in no time. Feeling Rainy's warm cheek pressed against her own, she smiled and snuggled closer to him, his steady footsteps lulling her to sleep.
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 Moving into the clearing, Ravil's stomach writhed as he surveyed the death and carnage. Bloodshed was one thing, but this was sick. Bodily fluids from at least a half-dozen villagers were scattered about, like a grisly painting plucked from a mind drowning in madness. A ring of intact heads sat in a neat row, all facing the smouldering fire pit, a morbid audience to a repulsive meal, their faces forever twisted in fear and agony.
 
  
 
 Fucking Defiled, the Father take them all in blood and fire.
 
  
 
 This was nothing like the streets of Shen Huo, where death was cruel but quick. A knife to the ribs or club to the head ended things in an instant, no fuss and minimal mess. Not the Defiled, no they liked to make their kills suffer even after death, desecrating corpses in unspeakable ways and putting on a show for their own depraved amusements. Signalling to the others, Ravil swallowed his rage and disgust and made his way across the field, bow in hand and nerves drawn tight as he surveyed the area for signs of danger, survivors, and the boss,
 
  
 
 This was no time to be sick, throwing up would have to wait.
 
  
 
 Motioning for his men to spread out, he moved towards Lei Gong, the old bastard sitting in the grass with his cane across his knees. A sorry sight, more so than usual at least, his eyes were closed in concentration as he healed himself, the bright red skin around his face visibly swelling into fluid-filled blisters. Several fist-sized clumps of hair were missing from his head and beard, the skin on his hands blackened and burnt. His clothes hung in charred tatters and his chest and abdomen bore several neat slashes, perfectly spaced and gushing with dark, infected blood. Seeing him like this made it difficult to remember Lei Gong was a former Lieutenant Colonel and not a diseased, filthy beggar.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, Ravil whispered, “The Mother above, what happened here?”
 
  
 
 He almost jumped out of his leggings when Lei Gong cracked open his eyes and spoke. “Took ye long enough, what'd you do, stroll all the way here? Found meself a Demon I did, a fresh one. Felt it turn and came running, smacked it around until some shit-stain Defiled started flinging fire around like a monkey flings shit. I'm guessing they both came from the village up north, where the stink originated. Didn't see any others, but that doesn't mean they aren't around, remember those tracks?” Wincing in pain, he gestured behind Ravil with his chin. “If not fer Officer Falling Rain over there pulling my ass out of the fire, I’d have been done in, no shame in admitting it. Distracted the Defiled bastard long enough for me to send em both running fer the hills. It cost me something though, take care they don’t circle around to finish the job.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to rush over and check on the boss, Ravil arched a brow and pursed his lips, pretending to care about the old bastard’s injuries. “You going to live?” Easiest for all if he died heroically, with songs sung about his last stand against a fearsome Demon. “Need me to send you along, quick and painless?”
 
  
 
 “Ha, don’t sound so heartbroken, ye” -- cough, cough -- “black-hearted rogue, I’ve suffered worse injuries in whorehouses. This ain’t nothing serious.” Wiping the blood dribbling from his chin, Lei Gong smiled and wiggled his bushy-white eyebrows, now with singed tips. “Ye'll have to alert the army, the Demon’ll be a tricksy one if given time to grow, incredible speed and...” Touching his chest, he waved the unhealthy-looking fluids for Ravil to see. “Poison from the look of things.”
 
  
 
 Damned if he wasn’t starting to respect the tough old whore-son. “So what now?” Casually glancing away, Ravil scanned the area, almost overlooking the boss before a familiar shield caught his eye. Even then, the sallow skin and near skeletal frame wrapped in peasant clothing made the boss nearly unrecognizable. Mother help him, please be alive.
 
  
 
 Snorting, Lei Gong settled back into his seated posture. “I stop holding yer hand and go back to treating my injuries. Yer a big boy, ye know what to do. Don’t let Falling Rain leave before I’ve had a word with him, knock him out if ye have to. They call him ‘undying’, so I expect he’ll survive a love tap or two, haha.”
 
  
 
 After making sure the old bastard’s eyes were closed, Ravil rushed over to the boss in a panic to check for breath. Feeling the warm air brush his palm, he let out a relieved sigh, shoulders sagging as he thanked the Mother out of habit. Mother this and Mother that, he sounded like one of those Mother lovers who bought into the whole Militia ideal, always prattling on about Her glories.
 
  
 
 Still, only the boss could fall asleep after a life and death struggle, treating it like any other day. Hell, pallid appearance aside, he seemed in better shape than Lei Gong, with only a gut wound which had already sealed, the boss's famed healing skills hard at work. Glancing around at the staring Sentinels and bandits, he fixed them with his fiercest glare. “What’re you all gaping at? Bug-eyed, fish-mouth, witless idiots, didn't you hear? There's a Demon running loose. Secure the area, set camp and keep your eyes open. I want two squads on sentry duty at all times in staggered shifts, the rest of you cover up those bodies, the jattuya’s are already circling. We’ll give these poor bastards a proper send off after things are settled. You, go fetch the horse and bear cubs.”
 
  
 
 Taking up position in front of the boss, Ravil twirled an arrow in hand and stared at the healing Lei Gong, contemplating filling the former Lieutenant Colonel full of arrow holes. With all his poking around, the crafty bastard already knew too much and this was the perfect opportunity to silence him. Still, it seemed a poor end to a man who just fought a Demon, and the boss might get upset if Ravil wasted his efforts in saving the old beggar. Putting the arrow back in his quiver, Ravil did what he always did when faced with tough decisions: he left it for someone else to deal with.
 
  
 
 If the boss wanted Lei Gong killed, then he only needed to say the word and Ravil would put an arrow right between the old bastard's eyes.
 
  
 
 After a half hour, the runner returned with the Boss’s pets and Ravil dumped the furballs out next to the boss, lowering them to the dirt still inside the saddlebags. Cuddly as they seemed, they were still bears and he was certain they’d bite if given a target. Regenerating his eyes had felt like having hot coals inserted into his skull, and he was in no rush to experience what regenerating a hand was like.
 
  
 
 After a little careful prodding to get them out of the bags, the quivering cubs quickly found their bearings. Letting out pitiful cries, they charged into the boss’s limp arms, pressing their noses against his skin as they pawed at him. The heartfelt reunion reminded Ravil of his quin Jinx, and he once again wished he hadn’t left her behind with Rustram. A sweet animal, dumb as a bag of rocks, but she always chittered happily when he stroked her thick fur. It couldn’t be helped, the quins were too distinguishable for work in the shadows. Still, it wasn’t all bad, she’d be happy with the other quins, getting fat and frolicking about. The beast had probably forgotten all about him by now, happy as a kid in a candy store.
 
  
 
 An irritated groan snapped Ravil out of his revelry as the boss propped himself up to pet the cubs, casually scanning his surroundings. “Argh, cold noses! You guys are lucky you’re cute, or I’d fatten you up for eating. Dammit, I’m gonna go broke feeding you little trashcans, aren’t I?” Playing the fool, he shot Ravil a puzzled glance, silently asking if it was safe to speak openly. Shaking his head ever so slightly, Ravil motioned towards Lei Gong, unsure if the tricky old bastard was still listening. Catching on, the boss nodded sagely and spoke in a loud, stilted voice, “Hello, stranger. Are you an Ascendant?”
 
  
 
 Talented in so many areas, the boss could be forgiven for being a terrible actor. “No, I’m Ravil, of the Mother’s Militia. I’m here with Lei Gong though.”
 
  
 
 “I’m Falling Rain. Err... nice to meet you.” An awkward silence filled the air as they both struggled for words, trying to communicate in the open without giving themselves away. The boss went back to scanning his surroundings, frowning as he studied the old bastard. “Why’s his blood black?”
 
  
 
 “Demon was poisonous, he says he’ll be fine.”
 
  
 
 “Weird, it didn’t poison me...” Putting aside the bear cubs, the boss stood and brushed himself off, barely able to hold his head up as he ambled towards the old bastard. Almost falling to his hands and knees, he carefully inspected the cuts, gingerly moving aside the shreds of cloth for a better look. “Damn, it’s not poison, something’s eating away at his flesh. Caustic claws and mind fuckery, Demons are just full of fun surprises.” Turning back to Ravil, he cocked his head. “Anyway, let’s go for a walk, I think --”
 
  
 
 Without warning, the old bastard’s hands snapped up and clinched the boss, pulling him into a deadly embrace. Ravil’s bow snapped up, arrow ready to fire as Lei Gong’s cane pressed against the boss’s throat. “Release him.” The Sentinels took their cue from Ravil, surrounded the old bastard with bows at the ready.
 
  
 
 “Ha, I knew it, the Mother’s Militia is in cahoots with the Bekhai. Yer reaction proves as much.” Grinning wildly as he hid behind the boss, Lei Gong’s eyes were wide with glee as Ravil cursed his own stupidity. “It’s those bears, ye figured they were his, that's why ye were so eager to follow the horse’s trail. Finally! Ain't nothin' more irritating than a half-solved puzzle. My money was on the fox brat Yuzhen, so I tried to leave it be, no harm no foul after all. Couldn't walk away though, not knowing for sure bothered me something fierce.” Grinning through the pain, Lei Gong chuckled quietly in admiration at the boss. “Clever little runt. Brave too, didn’t even blink when I introduced meself, just laid down to sleep without so much as a ‘how ye do’. Don't scare easily, do ye?”
 
  
 
 The boss gasped out a reply as he clutched at the cane. “Not true. Your stench terrifies me.”
 
  
 
 Ravil’s chest swelled with pride. Even helpless in his enemy’s grasp, the boss gave no face. “You’re surrounded. I’ve twenty men with arrows trained on you. Release him now.” Well, eight Sentinels at the moment, the former bandits slow to react.
 
  
 
 Hearing his words, they reached for their bows only to freeze in place before their arrows were drawn. Dropping their weapons, the former bandits and Sentinels collectively gasped in fear as they shivered uncontrollably. An intimidating presence settled on Ravil, crushing him beneath its weight, his arms trembling as he fought to keep still.
 
  
 
 Smirking, Lei Gong shook his head. “Now Ravil, someone as savvy as you should realize that numbers mean little against an expert with Aura. Be a good lad and put yer bow down while I have a little chat with the Officer here. Damn me, but yer tough as nails. Thought it’d be hours before you woke, what with yer gut wound and all. Guess they don’t call you ‘undying’ fer nothing. You prepared to speak terms?”
 
  
 
 Coughing behind the cane, the boss gasped, “Ready.” Grimacing in distaste, Ravil lowered his bow, pausing as a soothing sensation enveloped him, like washing his face in cold spring water. All his fears and doubts were pushed aside as his body staggered under it’s newfound freedom. The boss spoke once more. “Aim.” Ravil’s bow snapped back up and trained on the old bastard’s balding crown as all around him, the others raised their bows as well, still shivering, but in control of their actions and focused on the task at hand, waiting for the command to loose.
 
  
 
 Silence reigned as Lei Gong took in the situation, his mouth opening and closing as he peered around, disbelieving his eyes. “By the Mother’s Wet Cunt... Condensing an Aura so young, this old man has seen it all. New waves overtaking the old... Ha...” Shaking his head, Lei Gong sighed. “I wanted some company on the long walk into the Mother’s embrace, but it’d be damn shame for one so talented to die young.” Releasing the boss, Lei Gong slumped in place, no longer an imposing, wild warrior, every bit a tired old man waiting for death. “Least I’ll be spared from watching the Purge, I don’t think I’ve the stomach for it anymore.”
 
  
 
 Ravil nearly loosed his arrow before the boss’s upraised hand stopped him. “Hold,” he gasped, coughing in fits as he struggled to stand. “Lower your weapons. Keep healing yourself, old man... Buy me a few hours... can neutralize the Demonic corrosion... save your life.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Lei Gong sighed and laid down, unable to sit upright any longer. “Maybe ye can, maybe ye can’t, but it don’t matter. Ye won’t let me walk away, I know too much. My curiosity cost me much this time, but better to die free than live out my remaining days as a slave.”
 
  
 
 A wheezing laugh escaped the boss’s mouth as he massaged his throat, and Ravil worried the lack of air had made him loopy. “I said the same thing once. It really does sound idiotic from this end. No need for a slave's oath, I don’t want a stinky old man serving me. Make an oath of secrecy. You keep your mouth shut regarding my ties to the Mother’s Militia and all our activities, and I’ll let you walk away, hale and healthy as can be. Maybe. You still might die if I can’t find the right herbs, so no promises.”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, the boss staggered away towards the forest. Directing a Sentinel to ready the horse and pack the boss’s bears, Ravil hurried to the boss’s side. Supporting him as he walked, Ravil whispered quietly, “Are you sure about this? There’s no guarantee the old bastard won’t speak, and this is our best chance.”
 
  
 
 “I’m never sure of anything, but there’s been enough death today. He saved my life, so I should try to save his, it’s only right. Besides, he’s not going anywhere, not until he’s treated at least. I need to find some--” Stopping in his tracks, the boss stared down at the body of a village girl.
 
  
 
 A damn shame, she was a pretty young thing in life, but at least she was spared torture, her body whole and intact. Sensing the boss’s anguish, Ravil spoke without thinking. “You were close?”
 
  
 
 “Sort of.” The boss knelt down and clasped her hand. “Her name is Ai Qing. She saved my life. Dragged me out of the lake, fed me, washed me, and cared for me for weeks while I recovered. A kind soul, her hard work earned her nothing but misery, scorned by her fellow villagers, and an early death alone in the woods.”
 
  
 
 The silence sat heavily on Ravil as he watched, uncomfortable seeing this side of the boss. A soft-hearted fool willing to fight for the dignity of cripples, a man who risked everything to help a group of strangers, and though Ravil was grateful, he worried for the boss. Good men often died young, for causes not their own.
 
  
 
 After an awkward pause, Ravil cleared his throat and mumbled his condolences. “She did the Empire a great service.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. You think that’s what went through her mind while she lay dying? I doubt it. Her last thoughts were probably filled with regret, cursing having ever met me.”
 
  
 
 “...Boss, it’s not your fault she died, and she’s just... err...”
 
  
 
 Smiling sadly, the boss looked at Ravil and shook his head. “And she’s just a village girl, right? A good trade, her life for mine, a nobody for a ‘Hero of the Empire’... Bullshit. I’ve probably had more near death experiences than she has years of life, she had better odds of making it to eighty years old than I do. All she wanted was to see the world. She dreamt of becoming an herbalist or physician, so who knows, what if she was only a few years from discovering a new, life changing treatment? Maybe that old man was supposed to be the next great philosopher, or that skull belonged to a brilliant musician, or someone here was supposed to give birth to a hero of destiny... So much potential lost, you should understand this best. A year ago, you couldn’t even hold a bow properly, half a year ago you were ready to give up and die in obscurity, and look at you now. How is my life more valuable than any person here? Why was I brought...” Sighing as he stood, the boss grimaced and stalked over to his waiting horse and cubs. “Sorry, I’m just having an existential crisis. Don’t worry about it.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing the horse’s reins, Ravil struggled to order his thoughts. Clearing his throat, he looked up and spoke his mind. “Boss, I’m just a street rat and don’t know much. I’m not gonna say everything is as the Mother wills it, because I think that's a load of crap, always have. I make my own decisions, and though Fate may shit all over me in the end, they were my choices. It’s the same for her, she made the choice to save you, and I’m thankful for her sacrifice. Given the chance, I’d make the same trade she did, my life for yours. You’re the best man I know, and I owe you more than I can repay in ten lifetimes.” Shrugging sheepishly, he added, “Course, it don’t mean much coming from me, I don’t know many good men, but the others all feel the same.”
 
  
 
 After a long pause, the boss leaned over to pat him on the shoulder, smiling sadly. “Thank you. It actually means a lot coming from you, I thought you still hated me. I don't need any martyrs though, what I need is living soldiers. It takes too much time and money to train new ones.” Clapping himself on both cheeks, the boss turned the horse east. “Alright, enough sappy bullshit, let’s go save the Lord of Thunder.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath his breath, Ravil followed behind at an easy run. Just saving the Lord of Thunder, nothing too impressive here.
 
  
 
 It was great having the boss back.
 
  
 
 “So Ravil, what’d I miss while I was gone? And what was Lei Gong talking about when he mentioned a purge? Am I misunderstanding, or was he worried I was gonna throw up on him?”
 
  
 
 Almost missing a step, Ravil goggled at the boss. No matter how many times it was brought up, he kept forgetting the boss’s greatest weakness: an utter lack of common sense.
 
  
 
 The boss wasn't going to like this. If a few dead villagers was enough for an existential crisis, how was he going to react to a full-blown Purge?
 
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 160 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “It makes no sense.” Exhaustion hangs from me like a cloak, but fueled by righteous indignation, I grind the herbs in my makeshift mortar and pestle while struggling to grasp Lei Gong’s explanation. “Because of one Demon and like, fifty Defiled, the Imperial Army is going to swoop in and kill everyone?”
 
  
 
 Wincing as he shrugs, Lei Gong’s shoulders slump as he patiently waits for treatment, his chest oozing black sludge as the Demon’s corrosion eats away at his flesh. “Not quite, but ye have the broad stokes. Many will die in the interrogation process, that’s what happens when a Demon turns within the borders. To be Defiled is a sickness, one impossible to detect unless they lose control, or the person in question is suitably advanced in the usage of chi.”
 
  
 
 His horrendous stench aside, the old man is praiseworthy, yet to complain about the agonizing pain. Hell, I got a little on my skin from our little hostage hug and that stung like a bitch. I don’t know why the Demon didn’t use it on me, but I’m thankful all the same. “Okay, so you can’t detect if someone is Defiled, but it doesn’t mean they can justify indiscriminate murder.”
 
  
 
 Sighing mournfully as he sips from his wine skin, he shakes his head. “I don’t disagree, but what other choice is there? Ye tell me Laughing Dragon is Defiled and I believe ye, but it’s difficult to accept. He’s been operating around here for decades, the Firebrands infamous for almost five years now. I’ve met the man more than once, laughed with him, shared his food and drink, and never in ten-thousand years would I have suspected him of being Defiled. He seemed like a good man, for a bandit.” His eyes glass over as he scours his memories, suspicion and regret clear as day. “He hid in plain sight for years, and where there is one, there are others. How many more might be afflicted? Hundreds? Thousands? If allowed to spread and grow in numbers, they could threaten the Empire from within, something we cannot afford in these trying times.”
 
  
 
 Pausing in my work, my accusatory glare goes unnoticed as he drinks. “So what? Better to kill ten-thousand innocents than to let one Defiled escape? It’s lunacy.” If I keep everything secret, the Sentinels will back me and the former bandits are expendable, I’d only have to take care of one, old man who might already be dying... Ah, tricky bastards. Shut up and leave me alone.
 
  
 
 Fucking Spectres.
 
  
 
 Ignorant of my homicidal thoughts, Lei Gong strokes his singed beard, his fingers rubbing the bare skin. “Such is the way of the world. Even a single, undetected Defiled in the right place can cause irrevocable damage to the Empire, causing cities to fall and armies to perish. It’s happened before and Mother help us, it’ll happen again.”
 
  
 
 The steady grinding of stone against stone fills the silence as I concentrate on finding an answer to our problems. From Baledagh’s daily reports and the small glimpses I got when he was in trouble, I know he could sense the Defiled. Maybe that’ll work. “Wholesale slaughter is not an acceptable solution... What if there were a way to detect the Defiled? Would it change things?” I just need to explain how I can sense the Defiled and why I can’t teach anyone.
 
  
 
 I should give up, it’s not worth all this trouble. I’m nothing more than a worthle...
 
  
 
 God-dammit. Now they’re moving on to self-pity? My greatest weakness...
 
  
 
 “Even if such a method existed, the army wouldn’t care. Their way is tried and tested, yer’s not worth the risk, not with the Defiled already bashing at our doors. Yer young and idealistic, but that’ll change. Ye’ll get to see first hand how the army roots out the Defiled, happens a few times every year, always real quiet-like.” Tilting his head back, he drains the rest of his wine skin, his throat bobbing as he gulps down the potent-smelling liquor. Almost a full minute passes before he empties the skin and closes his eyes with mournful sigh. “Maybe ye’ll understand when they’re done, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Watching pleading grand-parents and crying children turn savage in the blink of an eye, transforming into Demons once all hope is lost, it changes ye... Takes a long time before ye can trust anyone afterwards. What's worse is those who don't turn, the look in their eyes...”
 
  
 
 His haunted voice speaks of personal experience in these matters, and I bite my lip to keep from asking, working in silence as he deals with his private anguish. We all have our inner demons, and a little quiet and self-introspection is good for the soul. As he reaches for another wine skin, I note that lots of alcohol also seems to help. Doesn’t seem like the healthiest way to handle things, but if it ain’t broke...
 
  
 
 Hell, I could use a drink or five myself.
 
  
 
 I mean, fuck... Baledagh is Defiled and I’m some Demonic Spectre or something... No one should face this shit sober.
 
  
 
 It takes another hour before I finish treating Lei Gong, slow going since I keep almost falling asleep. The corrosive fluid is nasty stuff, left untreated, Lei Gong’s flesh and organs would have dissolved into black sludge, killing him slowly over a period of days. The treatment isn’t too effective to be honest, not much in the textbooks regarding Demonic Corrosion. I flushed the wound with water and packed it with an herbal paste I concocted through trial and error, which might slow down or even negate the corrosive effect. The rest is up to Lei Gong to fix, my treatment little more than buying time for him to heal with chi.
 
  
 
 My job done, I gather the cubs and lead them away from the smelly old man, his body odour only a step away from being weaponized. Waiting nearby, Ravil hands me a massive bowl of stew and a stack of travel bread, patiently waiting as I dig in ravenously. Nodding in thanks, I speak with my mouth full while the cubs bounce around, begging for scraps. “Report.” Dammit they're cute. Please be small bears, my bed is cramped enough as it is.
 
  
 
 The bald, dark-skinned bully sergeant salutes lazily, almost mockingly. I should teach him a fucking lesson, I deserve respect. Ugh, no. I told you guys to cut it out. Don’t make me go in there and rattle your cage. “All our scouts have returned safe and sound, no signs of the Defiled. The Demon’s trail leads north by north-east, but we only tracked it for an hour before turning around. Should I send scouts to alert the army of the Defiled outbreak?”
 
  
 
 “No, not yet, I need time to think things through.” If I send the report in, then I’m consigning thousands to death. There has to be a better way. I bet I can handle this myself, get the Mother’s Militia to help me gather up the villagers and inspect them one by one. I’d have to convince Lei Gong to keep his mouth shut about this but it shouldn’t be too hard, he seemed distraught when talking about the purge.
 
  
 
 “We've cremated all the civilians aside from the girl, Ai Qing.” Unused to being sympathetic, Ravil stammers, “I thought you’d like to uh... say goodbye.”
 
  
 
 Ah dammit, the thought didn’t even cross my mind. I need to sleep for a week, my eyes are barely staying open. “Thank you Ravil. Keep an eye on Lei Gong and let me know if his condition gets worse.” There’s not much I can do if it does, so let’s hope for the best.
 
  
 
 Then again, things would be easier if he was dead.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Okay, that’s enough, something needs to be done about those Spectres and their damn whispering. No wonder Baledagh is always so bloodthirsty, with all their incessant prodding I’m almost ready to kill something just to shut those bastards up. The worst part is, they’re fucking tricky. Most of what they say makes sense in a twisted way. Kill Lei Gong and order the bandits and Sentinels to keep their mouths shut seems like a good plan, but it solves nothing. I’d be taking one life to save ten-thousand, while putting millions at risk should I fail to deal with all the Defiled hidden around here. Not to mention the few terrorized survivors from Ai Qing’s village running around might give it away regardless of what I do.
 
  
 
 It’s too much, I want to go home and forget everything that happened here. If only I could go back in time to when I thought I was schizo and hearing voices, things were simpler then. Instead, I’m stuck here, exhausted, injured, indecisive, and confused. I’m not sure if Lei Gong has a ruse planned, or if Baledagh is gonna snap and go all-out murder-hobo, or if I’m gonna crack and turn into a monster.
 
  
 
 Questions upon questions, they never end. I’m too tired for this shit. One thing at a time. After finishing my meal, I head over to where Ai Qing lies atop a funeral pyre, her body covered by a blanket. The two cubs seem to understand her passing, their mournful cries heartbreaking to hear. Sitting down with the cubs in my arms, I close my weary eyes and struggle to stay awake while I send my mind into the void. Seeing Baledagh lying in bed brings all my insecurities to light in a torrent of doubt and discouragement. Who am I? Why am I here? Am I some phenomenal cosmic mistake, or am I here for an express purpose? Should I willingly give up control to Baledagh and let him live his life, or do I suppress him and hope he just... goes away? He’s heartbroken, all but begging me to leave him alone to mourn in blissful oblivion.
 
  
 
 Maybe I should put him out of his misery.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I’m not sure if I can blame that one on the Spectres.
 
  
 
 The rest of the void sits empty, and no matter how hard I try, I’m unable to create anything else. Before, when we both thought this was my mind and my domain, I was all-powerful. Anything I could imagine, I could create, my haven away from all the horrors of the world and a home for Baledagh to amuse himself in during his waking hours. This was the one place where I felt safe, inside my mind where I was the boss, the alpha, the big kahuna. Now... I’m not sure. Either Baledagh has taken my place and I’m no longer in charge, or my crippling self-doubt is disrupting my mental prowess.
 
  
 
 Maybe it’s both. Maybe it’s something else. Who knows. Whatever the reason, Baledagh is captain now.
 
  
 
 Shaking him gently, I call out his name. “Baledagh, wake up.” That might be it, he never had a name before, and therefore no sense of self. Now that he does, I guess it conflicts with... whatever I am. Two minds in one body can’t be healthy. His body shifts and the bed and blankets jump several meters away, my irritation spiking as I march over. “Stop pretending to sleep, it’s time for Ai Qing’s funeral.” He’s a worthless child, I should kill him or leave him here until he fades away. I deserve to live more than he does, I earned everyth--
 
  
 
 Stopping in my tracks, I turn my palm up and summon the spectre’s cage with a thought. The swirling energies entrap an indeterminate number of Spectres within, a trick I picked up after days of running from their dogged pursuit. It’s not too different from Honing, where I move a chain of chi across the blade’s edge, only wider, more complicated, and more... more. Focusing my chi with an effort, I increase the flow with the cage and put an end to their persistent whispers, replaced by a satisfying chorus of wails as the Spectres crash into one another.
 
  
 
 It’s fucking annoying having to worry if every thought is my own.
 
  
 
 Whirl-pooling them around drains what little energy I have in a matter of seconds, leaving me breathless and burned out. Staring at the little prison I built with Baledagh’s permission, I wonder what their end game is. From hearing his version of events, I figure they’re trying to consume us both, but he was caught and devoured time and time again and nothing happened in the grand scheme of things. What’ll happen if they catch me as well? I’m gonna hazard a guess that it won't be pleasant, but the specifics escape me.
 
  
 
 Ugh, I’m getting a headache from all these mental gymnastics. Too many problems, too little sleep.
 
  
 
 Sighing, I toss aside the cage and sit down next to Baledagh, who turns away with eyes screwed shut. “Look, I know you’re hurting, and you can stay here if that’s what you want. I’ll handle everything for you, but trust me when I say you’ll regret it. Come out and say goodbye. You can come right back afterwards.” I hope he does. I’m not ready to be a full-time angel on his shoulder, and judging by the contents of the cage, the odds are stacked heavily against me. “Come on Baledagh. You can do this.”
 
  
 
 “Leave me alone.”
 
  
 
 Well, at least he’s speaking. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. We’re heading north for a more defensible camp, so this is the only chance we’ll get.”
 
  
 
 Waving me away, Baledagh mumbles, “Take care of her for me. Don’t leave her to be eaten, she deserves better.”
 
  
 
 Putting my hand on his shoulder, I speak as gently as I can. “Baledagh, that body out there isn’t her, it’s what she left behind. Ai Qing is gone, she doesn’t care what happens to her body. This funeral is so those who knew her can take the time to honour her memory and mourn her passing. I can’t do that, Baledagh. I didn’t know her. She has no one to speak for her except you.”
 
  
 
 His shoulders shake as he grips my hand tightly, burying his face in the pillows. After a short cry, he sits up and wipes his eyes, sliding off the bed slowly. Taking a few deep breaths, he nods once and steels himself, his jaw set and eyes wet. “Okay. I’m ready now.”
 
  
 
 Brave little warrior, always ready for a fight. “All right, let’s go say goodbye and wish her safe journey, wherever that may be. Cry, scream, do whatever you need to, I’ll be right there with you, unless you’d prefer to do this alone.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head without looking at me, his voice is quiet and subdued. “No, please, stay with me.”
 
  
 
 “Of course.”
 
  
 
 With one more deep breath, he steps into our body and takes control while I follow along beside him, taking a backseat inside his emotions. His grief is palpable as he stares at Ai-Qing’s body, his arms tightening around the little cubs, seeking comfort in their soft fur. Warm tears fall from his eyes as his shoulders shake, a hollow emptiness emanating from his chest. Whimpering softly, the heart-wrenching sound which pierces through me. I keep forgetting how little life experience he has. I came in and took over when he was twelve, and he remembers nothing before that. With me around, he’s floated through years of life, with only brief glimpses of my life in his waking moments. It took four years before he was strong enough to speak out, and even then, he was never in control. Out on his own for less than a month and he fell so deeply in love, I don't know if I'd call that lucky. It might be puppy love, it might not, but either way, the pain is all the same.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes, his tears subside, though his body continues to shake. Unable to comfort him, I speak softly. “Why don’t you say a few words?”
 
  
 
 At my prompting, he stands and gingerly strokes her cheek. “I’m sorry Qing-Qing. I couldn’t protect you. You were scared, so you left, and that’s my fault. I didn’t realize how difficult it must have been for you, a young woman out in the world with a stranger. When I told you about your village, I should have thought to bring you to see them, or reassure you and make you feel safe.” A lump forms in his throat, choking me as the tears begin anew, but his voice remains steady, determined. “I failed you, but I will find you in the next life, and I will do better. Then again in the next, and again, and again. I will spend ten-thousand lifetimes protecting you, loving you, cherishing you, and then ten-thousand more, even if you never return my affection.” His arms tremble as he lifts the blanket to cover her face. “Rest peacefully in the arms of the Mother, and move on to your next life when you are ready. There is no need to wait for me, we will be together. No matter the cost, I will gladly pay it.” Stepping back, he crouches down and lights the torch in one strike of the flint, tossing it at the base of the pyre. Gathering the cubs in his arms, he sits down to watch as the flames grow slowly, consuming the wood and flesh before him.
 
  
 
 Feeling awkward during what should be a private moment, I say something to make myself available. “That was a beautiful eulogy. I’m sorry for your loss. From what you’ve told me, she would have fit right in with Lin and Mila.”
 
  
 
 A sad, half-smile forms on his face. “Liar. Mila would have beaten us bloody for coming home with another woman.”
 
  
 
 “True, but she wouldn’t have held it against Ai Qing.” Rewarded with a small, sobbing chuckle, I continue. “You don’t have to stay for this, I can handle the rest.” Burning corpses are not pretty to look at. Or smell.
 
  
 
 Hiding behind his cubs, he shakes his head in denial. “I need to see this through. She was all I had. I have nothing now that she’s gone.”
 
  
 
 Ah dammit... Now I feel even guiltier for taking his place. “That’s not true. You’ll always have me.”
 
  
 
 “...Thank you brother.”
 
  
 
 “Anytime... Brother.” Defiled or not, I mean it. We’ll figure this out together.
 
  
 
 Subsiding into silence, we watch the flames together, Baledagh grieving as I remain available to him, wracking my brain for a solution. I can’t keep usurping his place, there has to be a way we can both live full, happy lives. I mean, ignoring the ramifications of splitting up for now, if I can regenerate whole limbs, how much harder can it be to make a new, separate body?
 
  
 
 ...Probably really, really, really hard.
 
  
 
 Nothing is ever easy.
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 Hugging his knees, Baledagh felt drained of all tears and emotions as the last tendrils of flame died out atop Qing-Qing’s pyre. With them died all his hopes and dreams, leaving nothing but a few meagre memories, forever tainted by her loss. Now that she was gone, truly gone, it was difficult to even imagine ever being cheerful again. So lovely and vibrant in life, now she was nothing but glowing embers and blackened ashes. What was the point of living if that was all that remained after you died?
 
  
 
 Retreating silently into the void, Baledagh curled up in a ball and tried to forget, to fade away into nothingness, rejecting the rotten world which stole his love away. There was nothing left for him anymore. Finding Qing-Qing only to lose her before sharing a kiss was testament to how unfair the world was. If the Mother truly was as powerful and loving as the stories say, then why would she allow such injustice, such cruelty?
 
  
 
 Why hadn’t he been born in another time and place, where he and Qing-Qing could be together, grow old together, could die together? Better to give up now and be reunited with her that much sooner.
 
  
 
 “Boss, we got a problem.” A voice from the world intruded on Baledagh’s thoughts, and he ignored it, only wanting to be left in peace. Let brother deal with the world at large. The voice continued to persist, even daring to shake Baledagh, disturbing his bout of self-pity. “Boss, you there? ... Boss? Wake up! Ah damn it all, what the fuck happened? Snap out of it boss, we need you.”
 
  
 
 Curious why brother wasn’t dealing with this nuisance, he glanced around and immediately found the problem. Brother drifted listlessly about the void, unconscious and unresponsive as the twinkling whirlpool of Spectres followed behind. No wonder he wasn’t taking care of things, brother must have drifted off to sleep during Baledagh’s vigil. Even though he must have been exhausted from weeks spent evading the Spectres, brother had still stayed awake to help Baledagh through his grief. There was nothing could be said or done to help, but at least brother tried. All wasted effort but Baledagh appreciated the sentiment. No matter, it was time to disappear and let him live his life as Falling Rain, hero of the Empire, without the burden of Baledagh, the worthless fool.
 
  
 
 Struggling with indecision and indifference, Baledagh studied brother’s sleeping form. Gaunt and haggard, brother was in worse shape than he’d ever seen, even though it was merely a mental projection. If this was how he felt, then brother must have suffered terribly. He’d need strength for the days ahead, and Baledagh decided he would help as much as he could before leaving to find Qing-Qing. Returning to his body, he watched Ravil pace about, muttering beneath his breath. “Shit, shit, what do I do?”
 
  
 
 Best to get this over with as soon as possible, nothing seemed right. The air smelled off, the colours too dim, the trees closing in around him. “What’s the problem?” He just wanted to be left alone.
 
  
 
 Leaping in place, Ravil recovered in an instant, falling to his knees to inspect Baledagh. “Oh thank the Mother, I thought you’d gone all loopy, staring off into the distance like that. Seen it happen to a few warriors in my time.” Nervously rubbing his head, Ravil sighed. “It’s the old bastard, he slipped away while I was taking a piss, disappeared like a fucking ghost. I’ve got people searching for him, but I’m not optimistic. Even if they find him, there’s nothing they can do.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Baledagh scoured his memories and came up empty, ignorant of anything happening after brother took over. What old bastard? “Is this a problem?” Baledagh felt utterly useless. Perhaps he should wake brother after all.
 
  
 
 “Er...” Caught off-guard by the question, Ravil froze in place for several seconds while Baledagh cursed himself for being foolish. He should have kept his mouth shut, or at least asked a better question. Just as he was about to slip back into the void to wake brother, Ravil came out of his shock. “Well, I guess not. Everyone’s still alive and the old bastard already took an oath of silence, so he won’t be squealing about the Mother’s Militia. I guess I was overthinking things when you asked me to keep an eye on him...” Faltering, Ravil added, “But what about the Purge?” In response to Baledagh’s blank look, he continued, “Weren’t you trying to delay things? He'll ruin those plans. I assume you have... friends? People you want extracted before the army gets wind of the Demon and lock down the area. We'll need to move now, anyone caught will face investigation, and the army does not fuck around when it comes to an outbreak inside the borders. Like they say, ‘where there’s one, there’s a dozen’, and ‘Better a hundred dead civs than one breathing Defiled’.”
 
  
 
 The world closed in around him as he processed Ravil’s statement, his stomach twisting in horror at the revelation. A purge. His actions had all been for naught, all those he saved from Qing-Qing's village still fated to die, only this time at the hands of the Empire. If he’d ignored the plight of the villagers and left them to the Defiled, he could have brought Qing-Qing away, safe and sound.
 
  
 
 If not for his foolish dreams of heroism, she’d still be alive.
 
  
 
 Why did he waste his efforts saving those villagers? He’d owed them nothing, their aid bought and paid for, a worthless bunch doomed the moment Gen gave in to darkness. Because he was too soft, foolishly helping those who spurned him. He should have turned around and left the moment he saw those tracks, knowing nothing good would come of them. A futile effort which cost Qing-Qing her life, everything he did, every choice he made resulted in failure and death. Why even bother? What was he to do now?
 
  
 
 Vengeance.
 
  
 
 A single, silent word, whispered from the darkness of his mind, harsh and discordant to his ears. Though he knew the Spectres were trying to manipulate him, they weren’t wrong. If the Mother would not provide justice, then he had no choice but to seek it out himself. His hands were not the only ones covered in Qing-Qing’s blood, there were others who needed to pay. If the army moved fast enough, perhaps they might even catch the other culprits. Gen, Bei, Laughing Dragon and his band of Defiled, all of their heads would not be enough to appease his fury, but it was a start. Whatever brother sought to do, he was misguided by empathy and compassion. “Ravil, what’s the quickest way to send word regarding the Defiled?”
 
  
 
 “Without your Token, we’d need to make use of the Mother’s Militia. They can get a message to Sumila and Rustram in three days. From there, they’ll contact the Major and she’ll set things in motion. We’ll send word to whoever you need extracted, maybe even move the Militia further north, though finding a new hideout will be tricky.”
 
  
 
 “All right.” There was still daylight yet, a few hours of travel would put them closer to their goal. Moving to stand, Baledagh nearly fell flat on his face, his legs numb and useless from hours of sitting. “Fetch my horse, we set out immediately.” Three days, slim odds of catching Gen and the others, but still worth trying. Shooing Ravil away to carry out his orders, Baledagh leaned against a tree and waited for the blood to flow back into his legs, determined now that he had a purpose. It was better this way, Baledagh would carry the burden of guilt, he cared nothing for the innocent.
 
  
 
 The cubs ambled over to him, standing on two legs with paws outstretched, seeking warmth and affection. Cradling them both in his arms like Qing-Qing used to, he rocked the little animals as they snuggled against him. Poor little cubs, deprived of a mother twice in almost as many days. Well, they would not go unavenged, nor would Qing-Qing.
 
  
 
 He would have his retribution no matter the cost, and anyone caught in his wake had only the Mother to blame for their fate.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 A strangled cry pierced through the forest, waking Gen from his pleasant dreams. Yawning as he stretched awake, he breathed in the smell of blood and death, peering about with a smile on his face as the scream cut off abruptly. Following the sounds of battle with a bounce in his step, he admired the orange-red glow of the setting sun as it illuminated the blood-dyed leaves, an enchanting vista for him to behold.
 
  
 
 This was all due to opening himself to the world, accepting the truths which the nobles hoped to keep secret. Without them, he’d have never noticed such beauty in a hundred years, wasting his life toiling away in a nameless village. Instead, he’d shown everyone how they were wrong, enlightening them, empowering them. A damn shame only Bei opened her eyes and accepted it, his time cut short by Laughing Dragon’s cowardice.
 
  
 
 Ah, his beautiful bride, her transformation seemed nothing short of miraculous. Not only in looks, but in attitude, silent and submissive, with a seductive, swaying gait, and coquettish mannerisms, she’d become the perfect wife. Content to watch her at play, his eyes drank in her pink-crystalline flesh, her luscious, cherry-red lips, and her voluptuous hourglass body as she ripped a soldier in twain, sending a spurt of blood and viscera hurtling through the air.
 
  
 
 Perfection.
 
  
 
 Well, almost. The scars of battle still marred her skin, a myriad of cracks resembling a spider’s web. That damnable old grandfather poking his nose where it didn’t belong, interfering with Gen’s plans to tear Baledagh to pieces right in front of Qing-Qing’s eyes. Oh how sweet that would have been...
 
  
 
 The games ended too soon, Bei’s actions ruthless and without mercy, as it should be. Wandering to her side, he placed his hand upon her nape as she prepared their meal, a good wife providing for her husband. The corpses melted in her hands and she absorbed them into her body, her flesh mending before his eyes. When she turned to glance at him, he gazed upon his work, the triangular pattern of the fire-poker marking her featureless face, as if she wore a skintight mask that left only her mouth free. Frowning, he tightened his grip around her neck. “Let me see your eyes, wife. I like you better that way.”
 
  
 
 Her head tilted to the left, then the right in childish curiosity, offset by her long tongue running over her lips. For a moment, he thought he’d have to teach her a lesson, readying himself to unsheathe his claws, when Bei’s face appeared without warning. A flat image pasted beneath her skin, the eyes filled with fear and loathing, just like he remembered. “Perfect.” Leaning down to kiss her, she passionately probed his mouth with her tongue, feeding him the delicious nectar made from the dissolved flesh of their enemies.
 
  
 
 The kiss left him breathless as he pulled away, his appetite sated and legs weak, his blood boiling with lust. Stumbling back, he fell to the ground and sat still, his blood pulsing as the nectar strengthened his body, his jade-white and fire-red hands throbbing in comfortable agony. While he waited, Bei tided up the area and within minutes, the remaining corpses of the patrol unit were dissolved and consumed. So efficient, a full twenty-odd soldiers who left nothing behind but ruined armour and weapons. Her skin gleamed and shimmered as the fluids moved beneath her skin, a captivating spectacle of innumerable colours moving in hypnotic patterns. As she lifted him into her arms and carried him away, he pressed his cheek against her bosom, studying the mesmerizing designs and listening to the coursing stream of her life’s blood, satisfied and at peace.
 
  
 
 It was true, a good husband makes a good wife. If only he’d had the time to show Qing-Qing the same love and affection, open her eyes to the truth......
 
  
 
 Drifting out of his haze of blissful euphoria, he blinked and looked around as the world came back into focus. The dark night was tinged with a hint of red, his new gifts allowing him to see things clear as day. Cradled in the arms of his wife, he realized he was no longer alone, recognizing the remnants of Laughing Dragon’s Firebrands, the man in question watching him with a smirk. “Well bless my black heart, aren’t you two just sweet as honey.”
 
  
 
 Irritated by his mocking, Gen struggled out of Bei’s grasp and stood tall, wiping the drool from his chin. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you lose your nerve? Laughing Dragon, fleeing in terror before nameless Baledagh.”
 
  
 
 His smile souring, Laughing Dragon spit at Gen’s feet. “Couldn’t have been nameless, ye slack-jawed bumpkin. He was more skilled than any whelp has a right to be. With some time to think, I figured he’s gotta be the Bekhai Warrant Officer, Falling Rain. The eyes, the weapon, the age, it all fits. Confused little shit he is, a fool who doesn’t even know he’s one of the Liberated. I’d like to see his face when they put him through the Inquiry.” Fixing him with a cold stare, Laughing Dragon added, “And don’t think ye can mock me just because you’ve a Demon at yer side. It won’t lift a finger if I gut you here and now, so watch yer tone.” They locked stares for long seconds, Gen refusing to give way. Though he’d have been cowed only a day ago, much had changed in a short time. Realizing this, Laughing Dragon scoffed and gestured towards Bei. “As fer why I’m here, the Demon here popped out of nowhere and stopped us from heading north. Won’t let any of us leave, else I’d be long gone.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at Bei, Gen pursed his lips. Why did she want the Firebrands with them? Fucking slut, some things never change. “Explain yourself!”
 
  
 
 She tilted her head back and forth once more, before pointing at him with her right hand. Lifting the index finger on her left hand, she then pointed at Laughing Dragon and lifted a second finger, then another Firebrand and a third. This continued until she'd raised all five fingers of her left hand, at which point she gestured to the remaining Firebrands before turning south, her arm sweeping across the land as if gathering the air into her embrace. Turning back to Gen, she cocked her head once more, asking if he understood.
 
  
 
 “Fuck no.” Laughing Dragon was first to answer. “Ain’t no way I’m staying, the Purge is coming. Let those other fools fend for themselves.” Still, he didn’t move, his feet planted and arms crossed.
 
  
 
 Ignoring him, Bei continued to stare at Gen, his brow furrowed in thought. Dismissing his thoughts of her infidelity, he questioned her motives. “You want me to find others like me and bring them to you?” She nodded, then shook her head and pointed north. “Bring them north?” A nod. “Why?”
 
  
 
 Her lips broke into a smile as she leaned forward to whisper in his ear. The low, guttural voice set his body spasming in pain, a delicious agony emanating throughout his body. Falling to the ground, he screamed and squirmed as he bled from his eyes, the voice consuming his mind, echoing endlessly within his skull. After an eternity passed in a moment, Gen shivered and panted as the pain subsided, staring up at his wife in shock and confusion. That wasn’t Bei speaking, the power and malevolence behind the voice unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Who was that speaking through her?
 
  
 
 The message was simple, three short sentences.
 
  
 
 “No more hiding. Gather my children. Destroy the Empire.”
 
  
 
 A smile crept onto his face as he stared north, awed by the display of power. They had friends beyond the Bridge, and no matter how powerful they were, they needed Gen’s help to let them in. Images of death and destruction flooded his mind, relishing the changes to come. Ah, what a time to be alive.
 
  
 
 A time of revolution, of bloodshed, and of reckoning.
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 Letting out a long sigh as she slumped at her table, Yuzhen wistfully gazed out the window. Moonlight reflected off the lake and illuminated the night scene, the titular three trees of Sanshu visible off in the distances. Titans towering above the forest canopy, they stood out against the horizon while fireflies flit about like tiny stars come down to visit the lake-shore. The second story of a quaint little restaurant, she’d commandeered the entire building for her personal use, falling in love with the view from the private room after a single meal.
 
  
 
 Oh how she wished to be out there among the trees, riding about without a care in the world instead of stuck here going through massive pile of missives, dispatches, demands and ultimatums by the light of a single candle. If not for the proximity to Sanshu City, she might have offered to buy the cozy little building for herself, a place to live after her... retirement. The second floor could easily be converted into a spacious living area while continuing to operate the restaurant on the first floor, not a bad life for herself. A shame she didn’t know the first thing about cooking or owning a restaurant, but she’d have plenty of time to learn. At thirty-eight years young, she wasn’t even a tenth of the way through her natural lifespan, and a steady source of income would eventually be needed. As a cover for her virtuous bandit activities...
 
  
 
 Shaking herself from her wild fantasies, she scolded herself for getting distracted. Though she had no intention of spending her long life buried beneath mountains of paperwork, until such a time when freedom could be found, this work was her life. Failure here was unacceptable, not after all her old man had risked to get her this far. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and massaged her temples, preparing to refocus her attentions back to her duties.
 
  
 
 “Headache, my beauty? Lucky for you, I’ve the perfect remedy, good company and good drink.”
 
  
 
 Starting in her seat, Yuzhen reached for her sword before catching herself, fixing the intruder with her fiercest glare. Unperturbed by her best efforts, Gerel leaned back in his chair across from her and matched her stare with his striking, amber eyes, a self-satisfied smile pasted across his irritatingly handsome face. Too bad he insisted on shaving his head bald, he’d look better with a full head of hair. “I told you to stop doing that. Mother’s tits, I almost screamed for my guards, you’re sneakier than an accursed Wraith.”
 
  
 
 With a lazy shrug, Gerel’s smile turned wry. “I’ve no choice, you’re the one who wants to keep our little trysts private.” A hint of complaint surfaced in his tone there, his views already made clear on the matter. “How else am I to meet with you if not through stealth and deceit?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his hurt tone, she gave up on her ice-queen persona and relaxed. “You’re sure you weren’t seen? Not even by my guards?”
 
  
 
 Feigning injury, he rolled his eyes. “You underestimate me. If you’re so concerned, say the word and I’ll replace your guards with my people while disposing of those clumsy spies keeping an eye on you. Then I'll be free to come and go without worry, what say you?”
 
  
 
 Fighting to keep her smile hidden, she looked away and rummaged through her paperwork. Maddening, he had no right to smile so sweetly. “I’ve told you, they’d only be replaced by better spies. Easier to let them run free and find what scraps I leave for them, allowing me control over what they report to their superiors.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Spy craft and diplomacy, I haven’t the stomach for it.” Taking advantage of her distraction, he plucked a letter from the table and fended off her hands as she lunged to retrieve it. Skimming through the letter’s contents in seconds, he raised a single eyebrow in question. “What’s this? A love letter, detailing how this ‘Chao Yong’ would like to display his affection for you.” Eyes narrowing, his smile turned dangerous and savage, a transformation which set her loins afire. Control yourself woman, don’t go losing yourself to lust just yet, there’s work to be done. “A rival? Should I challenge him to a duel in your honour and slit his throat? Would this please you, my beauty?”
 
  
 
 Giving up on the document, she crossed her arms and pouted. “Love letter my ass, you know well enough it’s an open threat. Don’t you dare go challenging him, he has many distinguished duelists in his employ and I’ll not have your pretty face ruined by scarring.”
 
  
 
 With a mock bow, Gerel returned the letter with both hands. “As you command my love, though I fear you sorely underestimate my prowess, both in combat and in recovery.” Gesturing at the piles of papers, he tilted his head and asked, “Curiosity consumes me, how many other rivals do I have?”
 
  
 
 She replied with a snort. “Countless, so you best come up with a poem or verse to win me back before I lose interest in you.”
 
  
 
 “A ravishing beauty whom I hope to embrace, cherishing the feel of her bountiful chest, like two moons grown full in summer’s-- ”
 
  
 
 Waving him off as she laughed, his terrible lyric had her in stitches. “Stop, stop, I misspoke. Forgive me, I beg you, never again.” Laughing together, they sat in silence for several heartbeats before she shook her head and sighed. “As much as I enjoy your company, I’ve no time for you today. I’ve plenty of work to do deflecting and soothing worries from across the province.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Anything I might help with? I have friends in high places.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she couldn’t help but smile fondly at him. He was good company when not out searching for the missing prince-ling. “As do I, but I don’t dare call upon them. All of these letters are from the Council and their allies, with more undoubtedly in transit from all corners of the Empire. However, the Society has yet to reach out and speak their mind, which puts me at a disadvantage. It’s a blessing, I suppose, they seem content to watch things unfold for now.” Rather fortunate, since she didn’t know what she’d do if they took interest. Still, any aid would be appreciated, though it was merely wistful thinking on her part. She’d been ignored for decades until her old man committed to his crazy dream of having her succeed him as Marshal of the North.
 
  
 
 With Gerel as a sounding board to vent her frustrations upon, she outlined her situation. To the world at large, they presented the image of being unified in all things, despite being fractured and divisive on almost every issue, including her appointment as her old man’s successor.
 
  
 
 Divided into three factions on the matter, the smallest faction, the Progressives led by the Harmonious Unity Sect, championed her cause. They sensed a change in the times with Lieutenant General Akanai gaining favour in the North, holding the western flank with grace and aplomb, along with Nian Zu’s brute-force appointment of Major General Baatar as his heir apparent. The province wide attitude towards half-beasts was shifting in a positive direction, and they’d chosen Yuzhen as the half-beast face of the Society without even speaking to her. That a trio of half-beasts led the Harmonious Unity Sect from the shadows was likely also a deciding factor, since by helping her gain standing, they helped themselves.
 
  
 
 Opposing them were the Traditionalists, led by the Shing family and backed by the Situ Clan, insisted her appointment was an insult to thousands of years of history. By their accounting, since there were no records of half-beast having ever taken office before, it proved that no half-beast would ever be worthy of the title of Marshal of the Empire. Backwards logic, she expected no less from her old man’s family, yet it still stung to see them at the helm of the smear campaign against her.
 
  
 
 As always when a divisive issue cropped up, a ‘neutral’ party was appointed to mediate the situation. The Han Clan took centre stage this time, benefiting greatly by playing both sides against one another while discretely putting their support up for auction. “It’s diplomacy at its finest,” she raved as Gerel poured her another cup of wine, the lecher hoping to get her drunk and have his way with her. Normally she would let him, he was an able lover and she could use the release, but she lacked the time. “If not for this issue with the Council, the Society would have happily ignored me until my old man passed away. Bereft of his protection and without allies of my own, I’d be lucky to die a quiet death in the shadows while everyone is distracted mourning the loss of a national hero.” The best she could hope for was letting him believe he succeeded in his quest to make her his successor, no matter the consequences.
 
  
 
 Tossing back the wine, she slammed the empty cup down. “Another.” Was that her seventh, or eighth drink? She needed to visit the jakes to sober up, but that was never fun. Pouring her another cup, Gerel nodded thoughtfully and asked, “How has this situation changed things?”
 
  
 
 A sweet man, he knew she needed to unleash her woes and patiently sat through her rant. During her tirade, he’d switched seats, his arm around her shoulders as they drank, and she welcomed his touch. Intimacy was natural to him, she’d seen him with the other Bekhai, displaying levels of familiarity and friendship she envied. And not only with the women, with the men too, which brought to mind all manner of lascivious thoughts. “With the Council likely putting pressure on the Society, they’re forced to deal with me now, which means they’ll be dealing with my old man. I worry for him staying at the Bridge without me. What if they mark him for assassination? How am I to protect him from here?”
 
  
 
 “No need to worry, he’s in good hands. He made fast friends with Husolt and Chakha, Akanai’s husband and Huushal’s Pa. There are plenty of Khishig guards keeping your old man safe, I made sure of it before I left.”
 
  
 
 Leaning into him, she rested her head on his shoulder and smiled. At least he wasn’t only after her body, though it would have been better if he offered her comfort. ‘Oh Yuzhen, you need not worry, I’ll die before anyone touches a hair upon your beautiful head’. Worthless, blockhead. “That’s good to know. Thank you.” Nuzzling into him, she closed her eyes for a moment, basking in his warmth and savouring his earthy musk, the scent of the forest. Maybe just a few minutes, here on the table, just to relax...
 
  
 
 Catching herself before she fell asleep or worse, she pushed him away and patted her cheeks. “Enough dallying, I told you I have work to do. There are letters that need drafting, for people unrelated to the Council. It’s common knowledge that the Mother’s Militia is stealing supplies meant for the Bridge, and I’ve received many scathing letters condemning me for putting the province at risk. With those damn cowardly Bandits and Corsairs gone to ground, how am I to justify guarding the inlet and keeping soldiers in the northeast while the Militia runs roughshod only a few days march away? It’s not like I can announce that the Bridge is fully stocked and receiving supplies without interruption, it’d bring too many unwelcome questions. This scheme of Rain’s started out so well but things are beginning to unravel.”
 
  
 
 “Tch, that damn Rain, setting all this into motion and then disappearing, doing Mother knows what.” They clinked glasses and drank another cup, a sour grimace on his face. “I’ve a small stack of letters and a daily stream of Sendings asking me for updates I don’t have. He’s missing but alive, what else am I supposed to say? I should be fighting Defiled and raising my reputation and rank, not here searching for a lost child. So bothersome, when I find him, I’ll sew his Officer Token into his skin so this doesn’t happen again.”
 
  
 
 Chortling, she pressed her cheek to the table. It was so cool and refreshing, she wanted to feel the night's breeze but couldn’t be bothered to stand. “Don’t be so harsh on him, he’s rather clever. It’s been an entire month since I signed the contract, and the Council has yet to successfully deliver a single shipment. They owe enough for the next six months of supplies, and the fines continue to pile on every day. Compound interest is a wonderful thing, I can’t believe he came up with something so deliciously devious. The Council will go green with regret when I point out that clause of the contract, I can hardly contain myself.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. He wastes his time on frivolous matters like this, always stuck inside his head. So many accomplishments while dividing his time across so many subjects, imagine what he’d be like if he fully dedicated himself to one path, martial or healing.”
 
  
 
 “Actually, I think it’s better this way. The Bekhai have plenty of outstanding warriors, like Huushal and Sumila. What they lack is a suitable diplomat, and Rain is your best candidate for the position. He’s quick-thinking, adaptable, devious, and best of all, human, which counts for more than you might realize. Fix his crass behaviour, find him a wife or two with powerful families, and before long, you'll have a figurehead to lead the Bekhai towards prominence. Shouldn’t be too hard, he’s a quick study and handsome enough, women love a hero.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, the boy already has two betrothed waiting for him, and you want to find him one or two more wives? What dog-shit luck that brat has, what’s so good about him anyways?”
 
  
 
 Oh? Detecting a note of jealously, she thought to use a recurring joke of theirs. Sitting up with an innocent, pensive frown, she gave her best performance. “He’s already betrothed? And here I was thinking of seducing him for myself. You know how I enjoy younger men and you’re getting a little long in the tooth for my tastes.”
 
  
 
 Eagerly waiting for his anger to surface as she watched him jerk at her words, she knew she’d wounded his pride. Now for him to grab her by the arms and shake her, maybe ripping her clothes as he yells and calls her names. He’d been too relaxed and comfortable around her of late, and though she enjoyed his company, she missed the fiery passion and ardour of their early relationship. Now for a small, token struggle before giving in to his primal lust, devolving into a passionate lovemaking session as he worked to mend his pride, to dominate her and make her his.
 
  
 
 Instead, she was treated to Gerel’s stony silence and saddened gaze as he stared hurtfully at her, her heart twisting at the sight. Where was his anger? Where was his lust? She’d told this same joke many times before using the stuck up brats at the Bridge and his response was always the same, so what was different today? Had he tired of her, believing it no longer worth his efforts? Awkward silence hung between them as they sat still, the sole candle choosing this inopportune time to extinguish. The darkness helped ease things, but not by much; she could still make out his eyes in the moonlight. His voice drawled out, heavy and pained. “Do you truly feel that way?”
 
  
 
 “No.” Her answer was instantaneous, and she felt the tension disperse as he audible sighed. What was happening? Things were supposed to be light and fun between them, two adults enjoying each others company without strings to bind them. This was getting... serious.
 
  
 
 The mood was dead and beyond saving, so after an awkward farewell, Gerel slipped out the window unseen. Confused and scared, she lit another candle and returned to work. What she needed was a distraction, in more ways than one. Something to draw attention away from the lack of scarcity at the Bridge. Perhaps it was time to call off the Militia and allow Council shipments to make their way to Shen Yun unmolested, for a short time at least. In the meantime, she could chase the Militia through the forest for a few weeks, maybe even hang the ‘Hangman’ Jorani and a few of his lieutenants, like ‘Mongrel’ Kabi, ‘Light-Fingered’ Yu and Ulfsaar the Voracious. How that last one ended up working under Jorani was a mystery, an upstart, Aura-capable bandit with a twenty gold bounty, he’d terrorized Sanshu for the past two years with his band of capable warriors. A few dead bandits to hang on her belt, and she’d come out of the situation a hero of the citizens, though not much would change for her, politically speaking.
 
  
 
 Drawing up her plans, she worked until exhaustion and alcohol overcame her, waking alone and frustrated the next morning. Barely taking the time to fix her appearance, she strode out of her tent and found Gerel waiting for her. Inwardly panicking, she prayed to the Mother that he didn’t make a scene in full view of her command and cursed her laziness. Hoping he would take the hint, she frowned and spoke in a cordial, yet distant tone. “How can I help you Senior Captain Gerel?”
 
  
 
 Showing no emotion as he saluted, Gerel answered, “We should speak in private.”
 
  
 
 Stepping back inside her tent, she stood still as her stomach flopped about and motioned for him to speak. “Is this a personal meeting?”
 
  
 
 “No.” The instantaneous reply left her both relieved and annoyed. Why didn’t he want to talk about their private matters? “I received word from Rain. He’s alive and with our friends in the west.” Thank the Mother he’d been found, that was one burden off her shoulders. Just as she relaxed, his next words sent her into shock. “Unfortunately, he sends news of a Defiled outbreak on the western shores of Treasures Lake, including first-hand confirmation of a newly turned Demon.”
 
  
 
 All thoughts of personal relationships disappeared as her insides twisted into a knot. Staggering to find a seat, she spent the next hour going over every detail with Gerel before sending him away to prepare. She’d asked for a distraction but this was too much. After a month of steady sailing, the troubles were piling on with a vengeance. Her first command, already rife with contrived plots and political intrigue, had now become a thing of nightmares. Her hands trembled as she wrote the coded message, reading each copy time and time again to ensure there was no mistake before sealing it with her stamp. So few words, yet so heavy a message.
 
  
 
 “With a heavy heart and by the power granted to me by Shing Du Yi, Marshal of the North, I, Major Shing Yuzhen of the Society, declare a state of emergency in the cities of Sanshu, Jiu Lang, Shen Yun, and Ping Yao. Each city is to send no less than three thousand soldiers capable of proving their purity before the eyes of the Mother. Secrecy is of the utmost importance, disobedience punishable by summary execution, without trial.”
 
  
 
 After sealing the last copy, she handed them to her aide with instructions to deliver them to the nearest outpost himself. Recalling all her forces, including the Warrant Officers to the Northeast, she gave orders for them to march west and set a perimeter. Returning to her tent to wait, she sat in her chair and cupped her face, bracing herself for the slaughter to come.
 
  
 
 A Purge.
 
  
 
 Over ten-thousand innocent souls to be butchered at her command, all for the greater good.
 
  
 
 Forgive me my sins Mother and have mercy on my soul.
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 Howling into the night sky, the Firebrands broke ranks and ran towards the quiet little village, still more than a kilometre away. His customary grin slipping from his face, Xiao HuoLong’s jaw dropped as he watched the chaos unfold. No plan, no coordination, only a disjointed crowd of feral idiots screaming murder as they charged. These unrestrained madmen were his Firebrands?
 
  
 
 No, his Firebrands were disciplined professionals, unlike these amateurs and incompetents unable to keep the darkness in check. No one moved to surround the village as its occupants, alerted by the idiotic howling, fled into the forest, abandoning everything without hesitation to save their lives. They would likely escape too, his people leaving chase to indulge their base desires using the villagers too scared, slow, or stupid to run. Like a pack of starving animals, his people tore into the tiny village and carried out wanton destruction and carnage, literally frothing at the mouth as they satisfied their murderous urges.
 
  
 
 The terrified screams he normally savoured did little to improve his mood as he wandered into the village, fighting to keep himself under control. Gorging themselves like convicts at a feast before their appointment with a noose, his comrades acted no different from rabid dogs. Were it any other time or place, he’d put them down without hesitation. These weren’t the Firebrands he’d brought into the fold, his hand-picked warriors and kindred spirits, comrades who walked with both eyes open in a world of the blind and obstinate.
 
  
 
 No, his comrades were gone now, replaced by a gibbering pack of deranged buffoons.
 
  
 
 Stolen from him by Gen and his bewitching Demon.
 
  
 
 At the thought of the obscene pair, his eyes instinctively sought them out in the crowd. Hands clasped behind his back, Gen strode leisurely through the anarchy with a satisfied smile, making his way inside the largest, central shack. As for the Demon, it flitted about the village in bursts of speed, disappearing from sight and reappearing at another location in the blink of an eye. Stopping to grab random villagers, it deposited them inside the shack for Gen to play with. After capturing maybe a half-dozen prisoners, it settled down outside the shack, ready to guard Gen as he entered.
 
  
 
 How sweet, the wife preparing a meal for the husband.
 
  
 
 The Demon sat with grace and poise, treating the shabby bench like a royal throne as it surveyed the festivities. Its posture perfect and hands folded in its lap, it exuded an unearthly beauty and the scent of seduction, a single smile enough to charm his Firebrands and mold them into these biddable idiots. How else to explain their sudden transformation, so eager to follow Gen into certain death? The Purge was coming, and anyone caught inside the Army’s perimeter would be killed, including the Demon.
 
  
 
 It was the height of madness to believe otherwise.
 
  
 
 As if sensing his gaze, the Demon turned and smiled at him, licking its full, feminine lips. Quickly averting his eyes, he cursed beneath his breath and struggled to keep himself in check. A pox on the glassy Demon whore, what good is it if it doesn’t have a cunt to fuck? Worthless defective monster, bringing Gen to them, listening to his every word. A snot-nosed, wet behind the ears brat, he had no shame. Bleeding from every orifice after flopping around on the ground, and still he had the gall to demand Laughing Dragon’s obedience?
 
  
 
 In all his years, he’d never been an overly proud man. Retreat was nothing shameful, only a tactic to be used in the right situation. Soft gold bends where rigid iron breaks, and he had no intention of breaking, but to be forced into service by a madman and his damaged pet vexed him beyond belief. Claiming to hear the Demon’s voice and ranting about gathering an army, if not mad, then at the very least incompetent. In this land of failed treasure hunters and resigned dirt farmers, where did Gen think to find warriors for his army? And how convenient he was the only one who could hear the Demon speak.
 
  
 
 Disgusted by his predicament and the lack of discretion from his cohorts, HuoLong turned his back to the slaughter and slipped out into the forest, sensing the Demon’s gaze locked firmly upon him. He had no choice but to obey, the Demon was too fast and strong, but there was no need to do so blindly. Familiarizing himself with the surroundings, he set out on patrol, keeping watch for soldiers and other threats, all the while grumbling to himself about the injustice of it all.
 
  
 
 Hours passed in relative calm as he kept vigil, accompanied only by the constant tortured screams of the villagers. The spirits raged and rambled inside him, demanding he take part and surrender to the hunger, but he was accustomed to ignoring them when it suited him. It wasn’t until the sun rose when he returned to the village, scowling as he surveyed the scenes of beautiful carnage. Jealousy bubbled up from within, warring against caution as he took in the ambience, each view exciting him more than the last. How he yearned to be a part of the bloodletting, to throw off all inhibitions and submerge himself in the pleasures of flesh and blood, but after a long struggle, caution won out. So long as he kept a cool head, he might eventually find a chance to escape from Gen and his Demon.
 
  
 
 “Brother Dragon.” Gen’s greeting took him off guard, and he turned to face the little upstart, covered in viscera and gore. Who the fuck is your brother, you little shit? “You missed all the festivities.” Eyes wide and smile strained, Gen appeared high-strung and restless, barely able to keep still as he paced about. “Did none these sheep catch your eye?” Three new comrades ringed the whelp, the flayed skin of their faces doing little to dim the fervour in their eyes.
 
  
 
 Seventeen recruits brought into the light by Gen in less than a week. How did this little shit Awaken so many? “Somebody had to keep watch and none of these idiots volunteered.” No need to hide his disdain. Let the whelp try to take Laughing Dragon’s head, he’d find the cost higher than expected. “It’s been almost a week since Baledagh – or rather Falling Rain, discovered us, so the Army will be on its way. There’s no escaping once they settle in, they’ve mystical means of tracking runaways.”
 
  
 
 “Oh no need to keep watch, my beautiful wife is ever alert. Stop worrying and indulge yourself, let loose and satisfy your every desire.” Sidling up beside him like a bosom buddy, Gen threw an arm around HuoLong’s shoulder, the mangled, deformed hand clamping lightly around his neck. “You play the part of calm and carefree rogue, but who would have thought you were so uptight? You need learn to surrender to desire, let the power guide you.”
 
  
 
 “I haven’t survived this long by surrendering. Ye’ll see soon enough.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Gen let loose a long, suffering sigh. “A shame you’ve yet to realize: there’s no need to hide your true self anymore. No more hiding, those were His words. How long since you’ve let yourself be free? You starve your lust for weeks at a time, feeding it scraps and leavings whenever you can. I offer you a feast fit for kings and you scorn me, running off to sulk in the woods. Is it because you wish to lead? I did not ask for this, but He spoke to me.”
 
  
 
 Already on the knife’s edge, HuoLong’s rage got the better of him as he threw the whelps arm off. “Offer me a feast? If I want something, I’ll fucking take it meself. Yer nothing more than a pup whose teeth have just come in, biting whatever ye can. Ye’ve no inkling of what’s to come, no sense at all, wasting time which should be spent getting the fuck gone.”
 
  
 
 “You’re right.” The admission threw him off guard as Gen nodded sagely while guiding him to a table where his new recruits laid out a meal. “I’ve no inkling of what’s to come. We are all His children, so we must work together through these trying times. Come dine with me.”
 
  
 
 Confounded by Gen’s attitude, HuoLong narrowed his eyes and reached for a leg, never one to turn down food. Biting into the delicious meat, he eschewed all subtleties and asked, “What’s yer game now?”
 
  
 
 “No games, brother Dragon.” The whelp was too relaxed, tired after the night’s activities, but satisfied. “He has given me a mandate and your knowledge and experience will be needed in the days ahead. We all want the same thing.”
 
  
 
 “Yer wrong there. I want to put as many kilometres between me and Sanshu as possible. Yer looking to sit around and wait fer death.”
 
  
 
 Finally, his words rattled Gen, the whelp narrowing his eyes. Speaking through gritted teeth, Gen’s mangled, deformed hands smouldering as he clenched them tight. “You’re wrong. It is the Dog Emperor’s soldiers who march towards death.” Fucking hell, he was growing more powerful by the day. Maybe there was something to be gained by going full-crazy, but was it worth it?
 
  
 
 Feigning a laid-back attitude, HuoLong rested a hand on his saber while continuing to eat, ready to strike the moment Gen lost control. Maybe he would die today, but he’d not go alone. “Yer a frog stuck in a well, thinking yer strength makes ye untouchable. Ye don’t know the height of the heavens. The soldiers coming for the Purge? They won’t be yer standard rank and file. Each one will have Captain-level strength at least, and there’ll be tens of thousands of them. Even if we gather every comrade in Sanshu we won’t match their numbers, much less their quality. Yer fucking delusions ain’t worth a fart, ye bird-brained lunatic. We’ll all be cold and dead within the week, or wishing we were. They don’t treat our type kindly, like to torment and torture us, try to get us to turn like yer little pink bitch. It inflates their sense of self-worth, killing fresh Demons so they can earn themselves a promotion.”
 
  
 
 Contrary to his expectations, Gen controlled his anger, breathing heavily as he glared. Ignoring him, HuoLong ate the rest of his meal in satisfied silence, smacking his lips as he ate with obvious relish. Legs were usually tough and stringy, on account of all the use they saw, but this one was young and tender, a real treat.
 
  
 
 Finished with his snack, HuoLong moved to leave when Gen finally spoke. “You will not speak of my wife like that again. You lack faith brother Dragon. True, our numbers are not enough, but He will provide. There are far more of us than you know, hiding, waiting, and I will Inspire more to join us. Those who have glimpsed the truth but have yet to take the first step, we will find them and open their eyes, and together, we will blaze a trail through the province like none before. History will remember us as the victors, this I promise you.”
 
  
 
 Without bothering to acknowledge his rant, HuoLong sauntered off as if without a care in the world. Idiot child, building an army two or three soldiers at a time. At this rate, they’d match the Army in two years, if lucky.
 
  
 
 Sensing a new presence, he stopped in his tracks and turned to watched more than a dozen Enlightened warriors wander into the village, an unfamiliar bunch. They had the look of hardened veterans, surveying the area without blinking, ready to explode into controlled violence without warning. Sporting a mishmash of stolen army gear and travel-worn furs, each one held a primitive weapon, crude things that exuded power. Catching his gaze, the leader of the newcomers strode towards him, nodding warily in greeting. A massive beast of a man with sun-browned skin and a thick, pale beard, he towered a full head and shoulders above HuoLong’s two-meter-tall frame, exuding a suffocating Demonic Aura. This was not a warrior to cross lightly. “You warleader?” He spoke with clipped, guttural tones, unfamiliar with the language.
 
  
 
 “No, he isn’t. I am.” Smiling calmly, Gen strode up with the Demon following behind, its head lowered and hands clasped before it like a dutiful wife. “I am Gen.”
 
  
 
 “I am Vithar.” Looking the whelp up and down, the massive warrior sneered. “The ancestors tell me to come, to join, to fight, and Vithar listen, but why Vithar join tiny whelp? Better you to join Vithar, Vithar lead all to kill and maim.”
 
  
 
 Stepping forward, the Demon locked eyes with Vithar and the warrior fell to the ground, spasming exactly as Gen had, even bleeding from his facial apertures. Several of the newcomers joined him there, but despite the obvious pain, not a single one screamed as Gen had. After a minute of flailing about, Vithar pushed himself to his feet and wiped the blood from his face, chuckling beneath his breath as if this were a normal occurrence. “Okay. We follow. Kill and maim, yes? Others coming soon.”
 
  
 
 HuoLong stood in place, gaping in wonder as Gen greeted their new friends. These were comrades, true Enlightened from beyond the Bridge, the heroes who brought down Shen Mu sent here to aid in his escape.
 
  
 
 No, not escape. To slaughter.
 
  
 
 For the first time since his match against Falling Rain, Laughing Dragon was true to his name, cackling madly to the skies.
 
  
 
 Guess Gen isn’t crazy after all.
 
  
 
 Well, not completely crazy, at least.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 It’s disorienting waking with no sensations, not something I’d care to do often. Nothing to see, touch, hear, taste, or smell inside the void. No warm blankets to curl under, no eyes to rub myself awake, no full bladder to coax me out of bed, how do I know if any of this is real? How can I be real if I only exist in thought? ‘I think, therefore I am’, but what exactly am I?
 
  
 
 Am I also Defiled, like Baledagh? But I can use chi, and that’s supposed to be proof positive you’re not Defiled. So maybe I’m a Demon? They use all sorts of magical quackery, who’s to say it isn’t another type of chi? Or am I something else? I mean, the Father has Demons, so does the Mother have Angels? Is that what I am? An Angel sent to... err... Get drunk and bang prostitutes? I’ve done nothing else of note.
 
  
 
 ...Okay, probably not an Angel.
 
  
 
 Coming out of my stupor, I explore the empty void around me. The whirlpool of Demonic Spectres floats off to the side, oddly silent for once. Too quiet, in fact, my paranoia ratcheting up several levels as I study their cage, search for flaws and weaknesses, even rattling them about to listen to their wails.
 
  
 
 I take no satisfaction in it... Well, a little but they tried to eat me, so fuck them.
 
  
 
 Convinced they can’t escape and thanking my lucky stars for their silence, I raise my head to study the surroundings. With no point of reference, it's impossible to tell how long I spent staring at the cage. I don’t breathe, I don’t get hungry or tired, my muscles don’t cramp or ache. The void surrounds me, envelopes me, yet at the same time, I have all the room in the world, though there’s nothing to mark the distance travelled. Forward back, up, down, no matter where I go, it’s exactly the same. Screaming just to hear noise, I’m not sure if I’m actually screaming, or just think I am.
 
  
 
 I hate it here. Nothing to do but get lost in my own thoughts.
 
  
 
 But are they my thoughts, or is an echo of thoughts I’ve had before? How do I think without a mind? Am I using part of Baledagh’s brain, even while dormant? Or do spirits have their own... physiology or whatever?
 
  
 
 Holy shit, is this what it was like for Baledagh before I built him the Manor? No wonder he slept for years, this shit is unbearable. Forcing myself to take a breath, the ‘air’ rushes through my ‘nostrils’, filling my ‘chest’ and ‘lungs’. Ugh, fuck me. Focus dude. Concentrate. Out of the Void and into the World.
 
  
 
 My mind is overwhelmed by all the sensations. Sunlight bursts into view, children cry and adults shout, the acrid scent of sweat and fear, the coarse texture of my clothes, a thousand things coming into awareness in an instant. The Militiamen march through a tiny village while the unmistakable voice of Ravil screams obscenities. The villagers gather in an empty field, lining up in single file at his directions, men and woman, children and elderly, close to fifty in total, huddling together for comfort as they try to make sense of things.
 
  
 
 After a few seconds, I can even feel Baledagh’s emotions, a hollow, empty pain emanating throughout his body. Poor kid. “Baledagh, what’s going on here?”
 
  
 
 Tensing up at the sound of my voice, Baledagh checks to make sure no one is watching before closing his eyes. His voice booms from every direction, echoing into the void. “Brother, it’s good to have you back. You slept for so many days, and when you woke, I found you staring at the Spectres, lost in thought, my voice unable to reach you. Are you well?”
 
  
 
 “I'm fine, I think. I was exhausted, then I was checking the cage and... lost track of time. You didn’t answer me though, what’s happening here? Are we robbing these people?” Wait... what? “I’ve been out for days? How many?”
 
  
 
 “Yes brother, close to seven days, and we’re here searching for the Defiled. I can feel them here, but I cannot tell who.” Ravil calls out to us and Baledagh steps forward, his face hidden by a hat and veil. “I need to concentrate brother, but know that the Purge has been called. You couldn’t have stopped it, but worry not. We’ll save those we can, including anyone here who has not been tainted.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing my protests and questions, I quiet down as Baledagh clasps his hands behind him and walks up to the first villager, an older gentleman with greying hair and clouding eyes brought forward by a Sentinel. After a few seconds, Baledagh nods and the Sentinel brings the old man out into the forest, while another Sentinel brings the next villager forward.
 
  
 
 I’m not thrilled that the purge is coming, but then again, he might be right. We couldn’t have stopped the purge, but he’s doing something about it at least. We'll figure something out. Little Baledagh, still in mourning, he toughed it out for days while I slept, even working to save villagers. He’s growing up and I couldn’t be prouder.
 
  
 
 The inspections continue without change until a meek young woman is brought forward, carrying a girl no older than Tali in her arms. An adorable child, her eyes are red and swollen, her tears staining her mother’s shirt as she stares fearfully at us from her mother’s embrace. Poor little thing, we’ll make it up to her later. I can cook up something sweet, or let her play with the bears.
 
  
 
 While lost in my thoughts of cheering her up, Baledagh nods once again, as his fingers flash behind him, signing ‘Kill’.
 
  
 
 “What are you doing?” The words burst from my mind before I can stop it, frantic as I watch the Sentinel lead them both away. “Wait, stop, call him back. You didn’t tell them to spare the little girl.”
 
  
 
 Stopping in his tracks, Baledagh speaks carefully, his anger smouldering beneath the surface. “Brother, they are both Defiled, woman and child alike. I can sense the taint in them, weak but unmistakable.”
 
  
 
 My innards twist at the sound of his words, our eyes watching the doomed pair walk away. Pleading with him, I try to take control, to make his mouth utter a single word, all to no avail. “Baledagh, stop them, take the time to think this through. You said it was weak, she’s just a kid. We can teach her, we can save her. You don’t want to do this, I know you don’t. We'll find a solution for this, together.”
 
  
 
 “You’re right, I don’t want to have her killed.” His sorrow is palpable as he sighs, but quickly overshadowed by determination. “I wish there were another way, but there isn’t. They are Defiled, and will grow in power, given time. You are too weak... no not weak. Too kind, too empathetic perhaps, but I am not the same, so I will shoulder this burden for you. That child is not the first, nor will she be the last, and this will be a mercy compared to leaving her for the Empire.” The void closes around me as he sends me away, his words heavy with regret. “Go back to sleep brother. This is all I can do to help. I’ll wake you when we reunite with the others.”
 
  
 
 The darkness consumes me, and all I can see is the little girl’s face flooding with relief as she’s brought away, blissfully unaware of what fate has in store for her.
 
  
 
 Baledagh... why are you doing this to yourself?
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 Holy shit, this is boring.
 
  
 
 Sitting alone in the void, I watch the whirlpool of Spectres float by, a twinkling object in a universe of unending darkness. Reaching out to grasp it, I ask, “Wanna build a snowman? Or how about we sing a song?” Without waiting for answer, I start my melody. “I am slowly going crazy, one two three four five six, switch. Crazy going slowly am I, six five four three two one, switch. Okay, now your turn, you start first, and I’ll start when you’re halfway through. It’s called a round song, it’ll be fun.” Silence is my only answer, and in response I channel my chi and torment them. “Don’t be a bunch of party-poopers. If you don’t wanna sing, then how about a trip on ‘Crazy Rayne’s Wild Ride’? 32,000 kilometres of roller coaster fun. Don’t forget, you’re here forever! I am slowly going crazy, one two three four five six, switch.”
 
  
 
 What can I say? Misery loves company.
 
  
 
 Their chorus of wails sets a good harmony for my singing, perfect in pitch and tone. It helps that there are no vocal chords involved, I’m just imagining myself singing. It’s harder to imagine myself out of tune, oddly enough. Maybe it has something to do with self-perception. I can even do a barber shop quartet by myself, but it gets boring fast. I only know a few children’s songs and I’m neither imaginative nor musically inclined enough to compose my own.
 
  
 
 Why is it called a barber shop quartet? What does getting your hair cut have to do with singing?
 
  
 
 My brain, just chock full of useful information. I wish I could go back in time and punch past-me in the nuts for being a dumb, worthless bastard. Go read a damn physics book or something, do something useful for once. If I sing the song once, I’ve sung it a thousand times, so my interest quickly wanes. That, and it’s boring singing to myself. No, calm yourself. Boredom is when everything feels like a waste of time while serenity is when nothing does. Well, I’d like one serenity please. Serenity Now!
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Nope, nothing, just boring boredom here.
 
  
 
 Woo.
 
  
 
 Hmm... Where was I?
 
  
 
 Ah, right.
 
  
 
 Crazy slowly going am I. One two three four five six... Switch?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 C’mon Baledagh, how long are you gonna keep me here? Months? Years? I don’t think I can handle this any longer, I need to see the sun, breathe fresh air, talk to someone who isn’t me or me pretending to be someone else talking to me. Is this what it was like for Baledagh when I sent him away? He said it was unpleasant, but man, was that an understatement or what? I can't fall asleep and for all I know, I am asleep and this is all just a dream.
 
  
 
 For the umpteenth time, I go through my time-wasting exercises. I practice the Forms and chi manipulation, meditate, heal my body’s injuries, review my studies, and test new theories. Then, bored of working, I attempt to create something to entertain myself, fail, cry, and mope. It’s happened countless times before and will happen countless times after. Everything moves at the speed of thought, time flying by and at a standstill. Without fatigue, hunger, stiffness, or bodily functions to go by, I don’t know if I’ve been here for days or weeks, it's driving me nuts.
 
  
 
 Time is a weird concept, isn’t it? What is time exactly? Time is precious, time is fleeting, time is endless, but when it comes right down to it, time is what keeps everything from happening all at once. Seconds to minutes to hours to days, it is forever moving forward at an immutable pace, with only our perception of time altering things. You can give time and take time, spend time and lose time, but no matter how much you’d like, you can’t slow, hurry, stop or reverse it.
 
  
 
 That’s one theory.
 
  
 
 What if it’s wrong?
 
  
 
 Using a clock, we measure the numerical order of material change in time, but time itself has no physical existence. I can’t see, touch, taste, smell, or hear time, I can only perceive the effects of time passing. What’s interesting is that everyone’s perception of time is different, and you’ll never empirically understand how someone else observes time. Even your own awareness of time changes; time flies when you’re having fun, but it slows to a crawl when you’re bored. When you’re young, every day is forever, an hour, an eternity away. Then, as you age, time speeds up, days passing in the blink of an eye, and before you know it, you’re another year older and, if lucky, another year wiser.
 
  
 
 Where did all the time go?
 
  
 
 Knowing our sole method of discerning time, by perceiving it pass, not only differs from person to person, but is also in constant flux for every individual, how can we say time itself is constant? Time simply is, but who’s to say it isn’t all at once? The past, present and future, all equally real and without delineation, a lifetime spent in a single instant, a million heartbeats transpiring in concert, and our frail minds, unable to comprehend the enormity of it all, structures all that information in an orderly, successive fashion to interpret it.
 
  
 
 Imagine a river. You want to pick exactly one point in the river and say ‘this is the river now’, but you can’t. By the time you’ve picked it, the river has changed. Whether you go upriver or down river, to the source or the end, it’s the same. It changes so often that you’ll never set foot in the same river twice. Banks erode, animals drink, water evaporates, and so on and so forth. So who’s to say which point is truly the river at any given time? The entire thing is the river, a whole, there is no single point which makes up the river, just as there is no point in time that makes up now. Because once you see now, it’s already in the past.
 
  
 
 Reality, meaning the past, present and future, isn’t timeless and unchanging, but instead a river, a constantly changing flow, dynamic and transitory, fleeting and eternal. Time is not a line to travel upon one step at a time, but an infinite stream of possibilities happening all at once, like flowing water. Only our perception of time is linear, like watching a leaf be carried away by the current. All this means that even as I sit here, I am within the void and outside the void, living my tortured days in the mines alongside my joyful days in the village, all my past and future bliss and hardships within in the short span of a lifetime.
 
  
 
 So when you think of it like that, it’s not so bad being stuck here. Not too shabby. I should get back to work, busy busy busy.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Hello brother. What are you doing?”
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s voice fills me with joy as I abandon my butterfly stroke and float down to greet him. “Baledagh, thank the Mother, you’re back. I was just swimming, there's not much to do in here.” At least he didn't catch me jerking it. “Please, never do this again, we share our burdens, understand? You look...” Beaten down and broken, but saying so would be rude. “Terrible. Is everything okay?” Okay, my social skills may be a little rusty, but it’s not my fault. I’ve been alone for so long...
 
  
 
 Back slouched and head down, Baledagh stands timidly before me, unable to look me in the eyes. Odd to be on this end of it. “I’m fine.” Liar. “You can go out now. With Ravil’s help, we cleared as many villages as we could, but we’ve run out of time. I had to send them away before the army arrives, lest they catch wind of our efforts. We’re waiting at the side of the road, the army outposts might not be safe. I’ve done all I can, brother. Ask your questions and then I'll leave to rest.”
 
  
 
 Seeing him like this, I can’t even muster up any anger, only pity and sorrow. “How long have I been in here?” Bracing myself for the answer, I hold my breath. Weeks? Months?
 
  
 
 “Today is the fifth day since I sent you away.”
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 .
 
  
 
 Five days? That’s it? I almost went batshit crazy in five days? How does he handle the crippling loneliness for years at a time? The more I learn about him, the more I sympathize. He really got a raw deal, it'd be tough to chose between solitary isolation and going back to the mines. Swallowing the lump of guilt wedged in my throat, I approach and ask despite my better judgment. “How many?”
 
  
 
 Cringing away, he whispers in answer. “Twenty seven, all dead by my hand. I couldn’t leave it to the others, just had them bound and gagged while they waited. Like killing livestock.” His shoulders shake as I embrace him, my idiot little brother. “I made my intentions clear and waited for them to turn, see their true colours. Most turned feral, the taint growing before my eyes, but not all. The little girl... screaming and crying for her mother... didn’t want to do it, wanted to set her free... but the taint, the Spectres, circling her, whispering to her... I knew what lay in her future, I couldn’t leave her be. I had to kill her before they turned her, tell me you understand.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I hug him tighter and lie. “You did what you had to.” Not entirely untrue. He did what he believed needed to be done, and I can’t hate him for it. He’s not a mindless killer, but it’s all he knows. “Better to focus on how many you saved.”
 
  
 
 “A few hundred ungrateful villagers, angry and resentful. Ravil had to enlist more Militiamen and force the villagers north, else they’d just circle around back to their homes. Given a choice, I'd have left them there to die, but Ravil is kinder than he lets on.” He’s not making this easy, so filled with hate and self-loathing, I don’t know how to get through to him. I’m not even sure if a way exists, aside from time and support. After a long embrace, he pushes me away and shakes his head. “You should go now, I just received a sending from Gerel, they're close by.”
 
  
 
 “Let me make you some things before I go.” I’m not sure he realizes how much power he holds now, but I should be able to create things with his permission, albeit obtained subconsciously. With a mental effort, I will a bed, three cats, two bear cubs, and a rabbit into existence. Walls, lighting, and other objects to keep him grounded and occupied soon follow, but without a glance, he crawls into bed and pulls the covers over himself, hiding away from the world. Patting him on the head, I hesitate to leave, wondering if I should say anything else. “Take as much time as you need, I’ll be back to check on you.” The animals amble into the bed on their own, not my work but his, instinctively seeking comfort. “Thank you, brother.”
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes to the beautiful sunlight, I basked in the warm, summer afternoon. For the first time in an eternity, I stretch my body and really feel the pleasant strain, the pull of my muscles and skin, smelling the fresh air and fragrant trees, alive once again. Watching the bears amble about next to the road, while two horses with braided manes graze beneath the trees, I realize that I can’t deny any of this to Baledagh. To do so would be cruel and inhumane. Eventually, he’ll bounce back from this, he’s stronger than me in many ways. Hey, who knows, maybe I’ll figure out a way to separate us and we can both live happy, fulfilling lives.
 
  
 
 “Hubby!” The forest’s tranquility is broken by the steady footfalls of a massive quin, rapidly rising in tempo and volume. A cloud of dust trails behind Lin’s unmistakable approaching figure, riding atop my chubby little Mafu. Squealing at the sight of me, Mafu accelerates in my direction, his happy cries easily heard over his thunderous charge.
 
  
 
 Err... they’re not slowing down.
 
  
 
 The world slows as I realize we’re about to collide, both rider and quin too eager to reunite. Sidestepping onto the road, I barely avoid the massive quin as Lin leaps from his back, the air rushing by at the narrow miss. Sailing through the air with a smile on her face and tears in her eyes, Lin’s moving too quickly, about to crash into me like a tiny, adorable missile. Unwilling to see her hurt, my body moves faster than ever, my days of mental practice come to fruition. Catching her with both hands, I spin in a large circle with arms extended, twirling in place with Lin to disperse her momentum. Coming to a stop, I pull her in close, careful not to crush her in my arms.
 
  
 
 Breathless and dizzied, she nuzzles against me. “I missed you so much, hubby.”
 
  
 
 “I missed you too.” Nothing more needs to be said as we hold each other, happy and content.
 
  
 
 Our private reunion ends as abruptly as it began, Mafu bowling into us with a series of chittering squeaks. Rubbing his head against me, his little hands pat and grasp at my clothes, making sure I can’t get away. If this was a happy charge, I never want to be on the receiving end of an angry one.
 
  
 
 Lin alternates between smiling and crying as she rests her head against me, her arms clamped tightly around my chest. Her frowning guards arrive with the rest of the Sentinels close behind, Mila in the lead. Before I can say anything, round two of my over-enthusiastic greetings begin as Aurie bolts from his travel wagon. Turning to shield Lin, I cringe and giggle as a quarter-tonne of affectionate feline latches onto my shoulders, his rumbling purrs reverberating down to my bones. Suffering in silence, I shake Aurie off me and placate him with hugs and kisses. A few bruises and cuts are well worth it in return for unconditional love.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Jimjam and his sister are far more restrained in their greetings, happy to pad over slowly with Mila and Li Song. “Hello Li Song. Did you miss me?” Her frown deepens, ignoring the question as I greet the other cats, Aurie growling in discontent. “Hello Jimjam, hello princess floofykins. Did you miss daddy? I bet you didn’t, you big meanies.”
 
  
 
 “That is not her name.” Li Song interjects, snorting while the cats tolerate my affection. “With Master’s approval, this one has named her ‘Sarankho’.”
 
  
 
 “Moonlight Talon, a lovely choice.” It’s about time. Ha, meet my cats, Aurie, Jim and Sara. It’s nice to see Li Song meet my eyes, even if she doesn’t like me very much. Leaving Jimjam and Sarankho, I finally turn to Mila with a teasing smile. She’s ready to explode over being ignored yet too prideful to make the first move. I can’t help needling her, she’s too cute when she’s angry, her pouting lips and furrowed brow making my heart skip a beat. With Lin still clinging tight, I stretch my hand and wave for Mila to join us. “Hello my princess. Don’t be jealous and come greet your betrothed.”
 
  
 
 Her anger visibly melts as she moves in for a hug, sniffling and hiding her face. “Idiot. What did you think you were doing, standing in front of their boats like that? And losing your Token? Were you trying to aggravate me? Leaving me to do all your busywork, you’re lucky I’m so understanding and tolerant. I swear if you ever do this again...”
 
  
 
 Smiling as I embrace my two little brides-to-be, I send a message to Baledagh. “Come out for hugs?”
 
  
 
 “Leave me alone.”
 
  
 
 “Mafu found the bear cubs. They’re snuggling. He thinks they’re baby quins.”
 
  
 
 “...”
 
  
 
 “Jimjam grabbed one to groom, and the little bear loves it. Come out and see.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s presence wells up from within, sharing my senses without taking over. Hugging Lin and Mila tighter, I try to convey the warmth and love to him while watching the bears, cat, and quins all get along. Gerel and the Sentinels watch warmly, the People never ones for privacy, while my retinue grins at my return. “Remember, this is your life too.”
 
  
 
 A wistful sorrow echoes in my chest. “No brother. This is your life, it has nothing to do with me.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be silly, what’s mine is yours.” We’ll make this work.
 
  
 
 Somehow.
 
  
 
 ...probably.
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 Riding at the head of her army, Yuzhen entered the encampment with a heavy heart, her carefully laid plans for genocide unfolding before her eyes. Located at the base of the Second Tree, she loathed using this holy site as the base of operations for the abhorrent slaughter to come, but she was left with little choice. Tactically, it was the most fitting location from which to direct the Purge, with all the facilities she would need in place. Even better, it allowed her an excuse for why she was directing so many soldiers out in the middle of nowhere, albeit a flimsy one. A personal spiritual pilgrimage while conducting a search for Butcher Bay sympathizers, it made little sense to those in power but to the civilians she sought to deceive, her story would hold water until the moment they were put to question.
 
  
 
 Poor doomed souls, may the Mother take you gently in Her embrace.
 
  
 
 After removing the dust and grime of travel, Yuzhen called for a lunch meeting in her commandeered field command. The opulent summer home of some official, the dining room was garishly decorated by someone with more money than sense. Making a mental note to have the owner investigated for misappropriation of Imperial funds, she moved in front of a standing mirror and laughed, seeing it was conveniently placed so the owner could admire his own reflection while waiting for his guests to arrive. Egotism and narcissism at its finest.
 
  
 
 Then again, it was a beautiful mirror, her reflection clear as day unlike the more common copper and silver mirrors she was accustomed to. Using it to straighten her uniform and armour, she struck a suitably heroic pose, back straight and hands on hips, like an actor in the opera depicting staunch defiance. Enjoying the novelty, she stepped closer to the mirror and gave it her best come-hither glance, biting her lip and fluttering her lashes before giggling at how childish it all was. She continued posing outlandishly before the mirror, enjoying the brief reprieve from all the stress and guilt these past few weeks. Perhaps she’d purchase one for herself, she rather enjoyed-
 
  
 
 “Ahem.”
 
  
 
 Wheeling around in surprise, she swallowed her panic and composed herself while Gerel walked into the room with a mocking smile. Behind him, Falling Rain, Sumila and Mei Lin were kind enough to pretend they hadn’t noticed, glancing about the room in obvious pretense. She’d allowed herself to become distracted by her reflection and exposed her brainless actions for the Bekhai to see. A grown woman fawning over her own likeness during these grim times, they must think her a complete fool. Hiding her embarrassment, she greeted them as if nothing had happened, gesturing to the dining table. “Thank you for joining me for this meal.”
 
  
 
 The five of them exchanged pleasantries while sharing food and wine, a relaxing, informal affair. As the host, she made small talk with Sumila and Mei Lin while Rain devoured everything placed before him. Although she’d received word of his condition, she was still taken aback by the sight of him. Gaunt to the point of wasting away, his leather armour sat poorly on his scrawny frame, appearing less a hero and more a child playing at soldier. No surprise considering his ordeal, surviving massive injuries only to wash ashore and stumble into a company of Defiled bandits and a newly-turned Demon. She didn’t envy his knack for finding trouble, though he weathered it admirably.
 
  
 
 Talented, determined, modest, and kindhearted, it was little surprise Akanai and Saint Taduk had Rain betrothed to their daughters. Something of a waste to marry him to two half-beasts, and it was a shame to forfeit her designs on the young man, but she had little interest in offending the Bekhai or upsetting sweet, serious Sumila. Also, with Gerel acting so strangely of late, it was better for Yuzhen to first extract herself from this tangled situation before finding another paramour. He’d left immediately after informing her of Rain’s return, giving her no chance to inform him of her decision to end their little tryst, an exchange she dreaded. Prideful men never took the news well, but things were becoming too serious between them. His visits were supposed to be a fun diversion not a stressful distraction. She had to brave the consequences of her choices and pray he didn’t throw a tantrum.
 
  
 
 Their meal finished, Sumila read the situation and dragged the adorable Mei Lin away from ‘her hubby’. While the servants cleared the table, Yuzhen fixed Rain with a neutral gaze, letting the silence bear down on him. Squirming in his seat, his nervous glances to Gerel went unanswered, Rain unable to hide his obvious guilt. He would have to learn how to better hide his thoughts if the Bekhai wanted to use him as a figurehead. Perhaps she could offer herself as tutor, which had nothing to do with getting him alone to carry out a scandalous affair between student and teacher...
 
  
 
 With the room emptied of servants, she spoke carefully while studying Rain’s expressions. “I understand you’ve been herding villagers away from the surroundings, sheltering fugitives from the Purge. Some would call that treason, an offence punishable by death.”
 
  
 
 Shock and anger flashed across his face for an instant before he visibly calmed and relaxed, understanding her hidden message. “Oh? Have you any proof of these accusations?” He was a quick study, taking heed of their first real conversation together and offered no confirmation or denial, a more level-headed response than she expected. It seems Rain was more astute than Gerel, who gripped his sword as if ready to fight his way out of the province, his panicked expression a sight to see. Silly man, why couldn’t he be more perceptive or at least more pragmatic? Loyalty was admirable, but any slave could be loyal. If she truly held hostile intentions, the prudent decision was to make the hard sacrifice and cut ties with Rain, for the greater good.
 
  
 
 Yes, Rain was the better choice for a figurehead. Gerel was heroic no doubt, only lacking the proper temperament, too combative and too stubborn to change. Truth be told, she had no proof of her accusations, only reports of villagers travelling north in droves, merely a few hundred but enough to catch her attentions. A young man who collected stray animals as pets would definitely be sympathetic enough to save villagers from impending doom. A merciful warrior, something of a paradox, she even somewhat admired his actions despite the headache earned from covering them up. Ignoring his question, she sipped her tea dismissively, pretending the entire situation beneath her attentions. “It ends now. Call off your efforts and I’ll overlook those who have already escaped. More refugees will be noticed and force my hand.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging easily, Rain leaned back in his chair. “I can’t say I’ve been helping villagers escape. Perhaps it’s the Militia. My scouts report they’re moving north but they can turn at any time. Two thousand strong, they’re a force to be reckoned with.” Still no admission or denial and even a subtle threat, she rather liked how he handled things.
 
  
 
 Ah, if only he weren’t already spoken for...
 
  
 
 Hiding a smile, she nodded and moved on. “For now, my plan is to contain the situation and keep the news from spreading until reinforcements arrive from the cities. The other Officers will arrive within the week, and I expect you to get along. No feuds, no duels, no sparring, don’t even talk to each other. I need you all nearby and cannot spare the time to play den-mother.” Turning to Gerel, she asked, “Including both officers, how many soldiers under your command can verify their Purity?”
 
  
 
 “If it’s just a matter of proving themselves, then all two hundred of my retinue and most of Huushal’s. If you mean captain-level talents, the number drops to forty-eight with me and twenty-one with Huushal. Rain has ten if you include Mei-Lin’s four guards.”
 
  
 
 More than she expected, the depths of talent found within the Bekhai never ceased to amaze her. Coughing lightly, Rain asked, “What do you mean by ‘Purity’? And it seems a little unevenly distributed, why do I have so few? Two of them are Mila’s guards, aren’t they? So I have four? Who are the others?”
 
  
 
 Gerel answered for her. “It’s because you filled your ranks with worthless outsiders, so no one wanted to babysit. Worse, if you hadn’t sent your bodyguards away to play bandit, we wouldn’t be in this mess.” She cringed at his outright admission of guilt. Even in closed quarters, you never know who could be listening.
 
  
 
 “I have bodyguards? Who are they?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the question, Gerel powered through. “As for purity, it’s the minimum standards for proving lack of Defilement, circulating your chi to a level where it can be sensed, and ideally, to manifestation. You’re close, but a miss is a miss no matter if by a hair or hand-span.”
 
  
 
 “Which brings me to my next point.” Yuzhen motioned at Rain. “We need to cover up his involvement. If word leaks he was in the midst of a Defiled outbreak, our enemies will use it as an excuse to have him Purged. Do you have anyone in mind who can bear the scrutiny?”
 
  
 
 Scratching his day-old stubble, Gerel sank deep in thought, looking handsome, solemn, and out of his element. Almost a caricature of an unyielding warrior, he had little in common with her, a man wholly unsuited for politics. There was no helping it, she had to end things now. As it were, if they became enmeshed in a relationship, it would only implicate him when the Society removed her from power, and she didn’t wish to see him dead because of her. It was best to cut all ties cleanly for now, it was all she could do.
 
  
 
 His musings interrupted, Gerel whipped his head around to gawk open-mouthed, her reaction matching his as Rain’s Aura washed over them, a skin-prickling sensation warning her of immense danger. Sitting calmly, he glanced inquisitively at the both of them without a hint of pride. “Is this what you mean by manifestation? I can’t do anything flashy like make fire or whatever, but I have some other tricks if you need to see them.”
 
  
 
 Snapping out of her surprise, Yuzhen rubbed her eyes and chuckled. “Oh Mother help me, tricks he calls them. Manipulating the Energies of the Heavens, a wondrous and mystical talent, and he calls them tricks.” Shaking her head, she smiled and winked. “You’re not a common street whore luring unsuspecting clients into an ambush, you don’t do tricks.”
 
  
 
 Gerel was less amused, frowning as he asked, “When did you learn to do this?”
 
  
 
 “Err... during my convalescence. It’s like... unleashing my anger and letting it out into the world, except it knows who I’m angry at and protects everyone I deem as friendly. I can’t explain the actual mechanism well, sort of like holding my breath but not really.” Grinning as his Aura fell away, he added, “I get why no one explains things now, but it’d be a lot easier if you all admitted you don’t understand instead of acting all mysterious and profound. It’s annoying.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Gerel nodded sagely. “You’re right, I’ll tell Baatar and Akanai to stop being so annoying, I’m sure they’ll appreciate your insight. Aura isn’t enough, show me what else you can do.”
 
  
 
 She enjoyed watching them at odds, Rain oblivious to Gerel’s jealousy. Allowing herself a moment to drift, she imagined the two young heroes fighting over her, their heated arguments turning to passionate embrace before moving on to share her, her weak protests fading away as they drowned her in pleasure. How deliciously depraved, but Gerel already made clear he wasn’t the type to share.
 
  
 
 Once Rain’s demonstration was complete, she dismissing her errant thoughts and refocused on the task at hand. “It seems you held back in your report.”
 
  
 
 Rain answered with a shrug. “I wasn’t holding back, Gerel said to stick to the facts and no one asked for details.”
 
  
 
 “Good. Prudent of you to hide your strength, continue doing so until I say otherwise.” Her plan would need to be altered yet again, but she could already see the conclusion. Let their detractors come ready to argue for Rain’s execution, catching them off guard once he demonstrates his Purity with ease. From there, his place as the number one talent of his generation would be unshakable, the Disciplinary Corps left with no choice but to wholly support him as a future pillar of the Empire.
 
  
 
 How far-sighted of Magistrate Tong Da Hai, attaching himself to the Bekhai for so many decades without reward. Now, his investment was ready to pay off immensely. So much for a figurehead, Rain was poised to become the true face of the Bekhai. His two wives were of little consequence, neither one could bear him an heir.
 
  
 
 They spent the next few hours poring over Rain’s story in greater detail. Noting his distraction and the sorrow etched on his face when speaking of his saviour, her heart ached for him. Though he made no overt admission, she could tell he cared for the girl Ai Qing, often pausing in his recollections, fighting back tears as he regaled them with his tale. How romantic, a young peasant maiden tending a wounded warrior, falling in love with her ward as the days flew by. A whirlwind romance between star-crossed lovers, ending in bittersweet triumph and tragedy, it had all the markings of a successful opera.
 
  
 
 His story done and her orders given, she sent Rain away and sat quietly with Gerel, struggling for the proper words to convey her thoughts. The Bekhai were a straightforward people, so perhaps he’d appreciate a sincere explanation. Normally, she handled these sorts of things in public to avoid a scene, but she felt he deserved better treatment. Clearing her throat, she glanced out her window as she spoke. “I believe it is time to end our relationship. This is through no fault of your own, only a matter of priorities. There are many factors at play and I’ve no room for personal matters to cloud my judgment. I enjoyed our time together, and will remember them fondly.”
 
  
 
 Her heart stilled as she prepared for his anger and outrage, to hear him accuse her and call her names, for his threats of slavery or worse, all things she’d heard before. Instead, after a long silence, he simply responded, “I understand.” His chair scraped against the hardwood floor as he stood, his steady footsteps barely audible as he moved before her. Brushing aside her hair, he cupped her cheek and raised her head. “I am nothing more than a lowly Senior Captain, an enemy of your Society to boot. I know you have many enemies who would use me against you, and I have no right to demand anything of the Marshal’s daughter and heir. I only plead for you to give me time.”
 
  
 
 “Time for what?” The words slipped out as she stared deep into his amber eyes, almost losing herself within them.
 
  
 
 “For my name to sound throughout the Empire, echoing alongside Akanai, Herald of the Storm, and Baatar, The Bloody Fang.” His face twisted in a grimace as he mumbled, “And Falling Rain, the Undying Savage. Idiot boy can’t even get a proper title.” Shaking his head, he continued. “I will raise myself to glory and become a man worthy of you and the moment I succeed, I will go to the Marshal and demand your hand in marriage. Not even the Heavens themselves can stop me.”
 
  
 
 “Fool”
 
  
 
 “If loving you is foolish, then so be it. In the meantime, I’ll not begrudge you your little trysts and affairs, but know your heart belongs to me and me alone. Should you need my help, speak and I will move heaven and earth to stand at your side.” Smiling sadly, he kissed her lightly and left as she struggled to stop herself from calling him back. Her mind in turmoil, she replayed the scene over again, her heart warmed by his love. He believed himself unworthy of her? A fool, a backwater buffoon who didn’t understand the first thing about politics, thinking her status lofty and unshakable. Little did he know her days were numbered, destined to follow her old man to the grave. How could she involve Gerel in her downfall?
 
  
 
 Sighing as she returned to her work, she spent the day distracted, preoccupied by dreams of escaping away with him to live a peaceful life together in the mountains. A shame she couldn’t cut and run now, though it would cost her everything, she was determined to see her old man’s dreams through. She would succeed him as Marshal of the North, even if only for a few minutes. It was the only thing he’d ever asked of her in all their time together, and she didn’t have the heart to refuse.
 
  
 
 In the end, it seemed love made fools of us all.
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 Watching the trees rush by as he jostled within his carriage, Situ Jia Zian reflected on the horrid twists of fate which brought him low, cursing his foul luck and foolish dreams. That damned bastard Nian Zu, convincing him to accept the Token of Office against Mother’s wishes. Given the chance, Zian would shove this cursed Token down his throat. Then there was the wily old Marshal and his half-beast bitch, deceiving him into thinking fame and fortune awaited him here in Sanshu. An entire month chasing shadows in the sticks, and what did he have to show for it? Nothing but tick bites and saddle sores, the cowardly bandits gone into hiding at the first sign of danger, neither hide nor hair of the Crossbone Corsairs to be found.
 
 
 It was all Mother’s fault. If not for her overprotective coddling, he wouldn’t have found the need to escape her stifling embrace. Even here in the middle of nowhere, her presence could be felt from the looming bodyguards taking root in his carriage instead of his customary courtesans. That couldn’t all be blamed on Mother, Uncle Yang had a hand in that, but having four burly men within arms reach at all times was less than ideal. Their foul stench aside, how was he to grow as a warrior without experiencing danger and peril?
 
  
 
 Glancing at the sun hanging high in the sky, his stomach rebelled at the thought of another meal of cold meat and dried bread. Calling for a stop, his carriage lurched to a halt, almost throwing him from his seat. Normally, he would have gone with it and landed himself softly in the bosom of a lovely young attendant, but he’d rather die than land in the chest of his bodyguards. ‘Discipline and moderation’, Uncle Yang’s two favourite words, going so far as to make sure Zian’s retinue consisted of nothing but men. Burly, unattractive men at that, as if worried Zian would slip so far. Loneliness and self-discipline, such was the arduous path towards martial excellence according to Uncle Yang. No flowers to gaze upon, no music to appreciate, no poetry to analyze, Zian craved stimulation, both mental and physical.
 
  
 
 Riding to the carriage window, his second-in-command Jukai clasped hands and bowed in the saddle, his salt and pepper hair emitting a cloud of dust and dandruff. “Young Master, this lowly soldier awaits your command.”
 
  
 
 “I’ve told you before, you will call me Officer Zian.” It was a pointless argument, but Zian was nothing if not stubborn.
 
  
 
 “Young Master, this lowly soldier cannot comply for he serves the Young Master, not a mere Warrant Officer.” Head still bowed, the tone was unapologetic and if not for the man’s rank and martial prowess, Zian would have him whipped for insubordination. A career soldier with the rank of Colonel, the man was without flaw, the perfect soldier aside from his sycophantic need to call Zian ‘Young Master’.
 
  
 
 The old man was utterly transparent, volunteering for Zian’s retinue in hopes of ingratiating himself with the Situ Clan heir. An odd course for a man so near his twilight years, he’d likely be dead before Zian took power, but it’d be foolish to turn away an asset like Jukai. “Break for lunch, it’s been days since I’ve eaten a hot meal.”
 
  
 
 “As you wish, Young Master.”
 
  
 
 Stepping into the light, Zian flicked his sleeves and clasped his hands behind him, head held high as his soldiers erected an awning. Taking a seat in the shade, he mentally composed a poem while his meal cooked, enjoying the peace and solitude. An impotent endeavour, for poetry was to be shared and discussed over fine food and wine. Instead, he had four uneducated blockheads watching his every move, far from the niceties of hearth and home. He craved the taste of soft-shell crabs, fresh from the Azure Sea, or a tender duck, marinated in soy and garlic, roasted to perfection. Instead, he ate some gamy salted bird and buckwheat noodles in watery broth, the epitome of luxury here in the woods.
 
  
 
 After finishing his meal, Zian found Jukai already mounted, his retinue ready to leave. Waving him down, Zian ordered, “Come, spar with me, I grow weary of travelling.” Not only was he an expert who fought in the same style, he was one of the few men in Zian’s command with the courage to risk injuring the Situ Clan heir.
 
  
 
 Leaning over, Jukai spoke softly. “Young Master, as much as it would please me to guide your progress in the Martial Path, Major Yuzhen mandated we arrive with all haste. We are already well behind the other Warrant Officers and will be last to arrive.”
 
  
 
 Something snapped inside him, and he grabbed the older man by the lapel. “Doddering old fool, someone has to be last, who cares if it’s us? That arrogant bitch sent me North to beat the grass while she curries favour with the Bekhai, and now she thinks she can whistle and have me come running like some trained-dog? She can go eat shit, this is an abuse of her authority! Now, I am ordering you, come down and spar with me.”
 
  
 
 Red-faced from his outburst, his anger quickly turned to shame as Jukai gazed in disapproval, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Young Master, the reason is irrelevant. Major Yuzhen issued an order backed by Marshal Shing Du Yi's authority. We are but soldiers, to follow orders our lot in life. The same can be said for Clansmen and Society Adherent, so should you ever find the burden of rank, clan, or society too onerous for your tastes, then relinquish them. Until such a time, our orders must be obeyed, but whatever path Young Master chooses, this lowly soldier will serve at your side.”
 
  
 
 Left with no choice and no face, Zian stepped back into his carriage and suffered in silence. A disgraceful display, allowing his anger and frustration to get the better of him, throwing a tantrum like a child. He could only quietly thank Jukai for handling things quietly, without mockery or ridicule. Perhaps he was right, perhaps it was time for Zian to relinquish his ranking. Accepting it was a mistake to begin with, another childish tantrum born from the desire to adventure and escape from his shame.
 
  
 
 As for abandoning Clan and Society... Impossible. The Situ Clan paid dearly for his failure and his life, in more ways than one. Loss of face, loss of status, loss of reputation, though Mother hid these tidings from him, Zian knew they were reeling from their defeat. Now, with Nian Zu and Du Yi publicly declaring Baatar and Yuzhen their successors, the Society was rife with dissension and discord, squabbling amongst themselves instead of uniting to face their enemies.
 
 
 All because Zian lost to Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Had he lost to the better warrior then Zian would not be so plagued with guilt, but while rested and fully armoured, he was defeated by a scrawny child five years his junior, one wearing nothing but rags and exhausted from three prior death matches to boot. It should have been an easy victory for Zian and the Society, but the cold rain sapped his strength, loose stones impeded his progress, and slick tiles threw his balance, all while the Undying Savage continued his relentless assault with a bloodthirsty grin. His arm twinged at the memory of its loss and the torturous treatment which followed, unable to comprehend how Falling Rain reattached his foot during a match and managed to continued fighting afterwards. He was a fucking monster, but one Zian should have defeated nine times out of ten under the same circumstances.
 
  
 
 Because of his weakness, his failure, the Society was now a laughing-stock, a thousand years of history forgotten by the people. Perhaps in a few hundred years, scholars would pinpoint his defeat as the exact moment when the Society’s star began to wane and he would go down in antiquity as the Society’s downfall. A degenerate womanizer and dandy, a shrimp soldier born with a silver spoon in his mouth, a good for nothing wastrel, this was all that could be said of Situ Jia Zian.
 
  
 
 Disregarding face, Zian sought out Jukai the moment the day’s travel ended, sparring for hours before falling into exhausted slumber. The next morning, he ordered Jukai into the carriage to keep him fresh for further sparring, the two of them suffering through the uncomfortable ride in stony silence.
 
  
 
 Days passed in the same manner, with a growing stream of pilgrims making their way to and from the Sacred Groves. His retinue made good time and with only a half-day’s journey to their destination, they caught up to the other Society Officers. Though night had yet to fall, he came across his peers making camp and ordered his men to do the same. Though he held the highest status, he was the least experienced of the bunch and chose to follow their lead.
 
  
 
 Sang Ryong of the Seven-Star Sect was first to approach, wearing a repugnant smile as he clasped his hands in greeting. “Good to see you Officer Jia Zian.” A bear of a man with a neck as thick as most legs, after OuYang Yu Jin’s death at the hands of Falling Rain, Sang Ryong was indisputably the second strongest of his generation. Between his gargantuan physique and colossal double-headed hammer, Ryong was a force to be reckoned with, only his lack of Aura keeping him from taking the rank of first from Zian. Unfortunately, the Seven-Star Sect was ostensibly allied with the Situ Clan, which meant cutting Ryong’s throat to keep him from becoming a threat was out of the question.
 
  
 
 For now.
 
  
 
 Skipping the pleasantries, Zian jumped straight to the point. “Why have you stopped here? If we press on, we can arrive at the Sacred Grove by nightfall.”
 
  
 
 “Err...” Sang Ryong’s smile slipped as he struggled to find an answer, exercising a muscle he rarely found use for. “Well, we ah...”
 
 
 “We’re waiting for you, fool.” Scorn dripping from his voice, Han BoShui strode up with his nose pointed towards the sky, insufferably arrogant ever since the debacle of a trial at the Bridge. “Did the great Situ Jia Zian lose his way in the forest? We slowed our pace for days waiting for you. If I’m to be sanctioned for this, I’ll see you pay dearly for it.”
 
  
 
 Sneering at the older officer, Zian dismissed his threat outright. “And how do you intend to collect? Piss on my tent while I sleep? You lack the courage to face me in single combat, even after your uncle spent all his efforts helping you condense your trifling Aura.”
 
 
 “Now boys, that’s enough bickering. We’re no longer alone and must present a united front.” Arriving behind BoShui was Jin ZhiLan, the sole female Warrant Officer in their group, a human puppet for her half-beast masters in the Harmonious Unity Sect. “Please join me in my pavilion for tea and snacks, we’ve important matters to discuss.”
 
  
 
 After confirming with Sang Ryong, Zian followed behind the older woman as she lead the way, taking in her sweet scent and the seductive sway of her hips, her pale nape enticingly on display. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t give ZhiLan a second glance, their relationship no less strained than the one he shared with BoShui, but the past two months of celibacy had eroded his self-control. Since his first experience in the pleasures of flesh, this was the longest he’d gone without female companionship, his mind clouding over at the barest hint of flesh.
 
  
 
 Sitting atop a hill, the pavilion was in a poorly defended position, one which offered complete privacy unless some bored supreme expert hid nearby. Observing the barest courtesies, Zian sat down at the four-person table and wet his lips with tea before forging on. “Delicious, now what are we here for?”
 
  
 
 “So impatient Zian, so different from what I’ve heard of your... prowess.” ZhiLan smiled sweetly as she waited for the servants to disperse, his gaze straying as she leaned forward for a biscuit. The bitch didn’t miss a thing and knew he was suffering, hoping to eke out an advantage using her feminine charms. “First things first, my informants inside Major Yuzhen’s camp have sent me news. I’m sure you’ve all pieced together as much, but I now have proof of her involvement with the Mother’s Militia. With Falling Rain as her probable intermediary, she’s been robbing shipments from the Council and rerouting them around Shen Yun to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 This was all new to Zian but he cared nothing for the Council’s woes. Killing Hangman Jorani was counterproductive for the Society’s reputation, the bandit too well liked by the general populace. Even killing Laughing Dragon would raise less of an outcry. Odd though, why had Major Yuzhen not asked for his help? “Why go around Shen Yun? My Mother could have easily facilitated the transfer of goods.”
 
 
 Ryong and ZhiLan glanced at him uncomfortably as BoShui sniggered. “A blockhead who knows nothing but how to swing his swords. She avoids Shen Yun because she doesn’t trust you or your Mother.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” ZhiLan cut in before Zian could retort. “She trusts none of us, which is why she sent us away to Eastern Prosperity. It was the correct choice at the time, with no support aside from the Marshal’s. Things have changed now.”
 
 
 “So what now? We threaten her? I’ve been dreaming of pulling the ice queen down from her high horse, the arrogant whore.” Ryong’s disgusting leer betrayed his intentions, almost drooling at the thought.
 
  
 
 “Don’t be foolish.” Zian put an end to this line of thought. “You think the Marshal a paper tiger? Without support from Clan and Society, he took and held the highest position of authority in the North for nigh on thirty years. Not a man to be trifled with, no less dangerous than Nian Zu.”
 
  
 
 “Wise words.” Zhilan fluttered her eyes at him in teasing. “And who’s to say we need do anything? Her actions were brilliant, costing only the Council. Moreover, since her arrival in Sanshu, bandit activity aside from the Mother’s Militia has all but stopped, earning the Society much-needed respect from the citizenry.
 
  
 
 “Much needed after your clan’s failure at the Bridge.” Never one to miss a chance, BoShui delighted in bringing up Zian’s defeat. “The great Zian, defeated by a nameless savage. For shame.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, Zian sat in silence as Zhilan and Ryong leaned back, removing themselves from the matter at hand. Realizing he’d overstepped, BoShui paled and sat up straight, feigning confidence as he tried to resist Zian’s cold stare and suffocating Aura. His own Aura shattering beneath Zian’s assault, BoShui glanced away, shivering in fear as Zian spoke calmly, choosing to take the high road. “Nameless savage no more. Since you think so little of him, I’ll await your challenge to the Undying Falling Rain. I will be the first to thank you for regaining what face I have lost.” The little runt would tear BoShui to pieces, laughing all the while. Even Ryong might not be a match for the ferocious warrior, to say nothing of Zhilan and BoShui.
 
 
 Leaving his Aura to suppress BoShui, Zian reached for his teacup and drank slowly, placing it down with an audible clink before releasing his Aura. “So, we are in agreement, the matter of Yuzhen and her indiscretions will be left untouched.” His tone left no room for argument. “What else?”
 
  
 
 Collecting herself, ZhiLan answered hurriedly. “This must stay secret under threat of summary execution.” Peering around the table for agreement, she took a deep breath before continuing, her voice a bare whisper. “There's been a Demon sighting along with a band of Defiled. Our purpose in coming here is to aid in the Purge.”
 
  
 
 Breaking out in a cold sweat, Zian’s stomach flopped as his mouth dried up. “How reliable is your report?”
 
  
 
 “Beyond reproach. I received a sealed missive from my Sect Leader informing me the Purge has already been called and the Society has deployed the Shrike. We must all tread lightly.”
 
  
 
 The Shrike, the Sanguinary Priestess, the Painted Inquisitor, the Mad Dog of the Society, whatever name she went by, it brought to mind tales of brutal bloodshed and appalling atrocities. Responsible for overseeing three Purges in the last decade, once set on the trail of the Defiled she never stopped until the deaths numbered in the thousands, ranting all the while of carrying out the will of the Mother. Her rallying cry, ‘Better Dead than Defiled’, was often followed by a massacre, caring little for nuances like her victims backing and allegiances. Hiding his shaking hands, Zian calmed his nerves as best he could, clearing his throat before speaking. “Might I impose on Sister ZhiLan for a drink? Something stronger than tea perhaps.”
 
  
 
 Ready for the request, ZhiLan poured out four measured cups herself, the harsh smell filling the pavilion and stinging his eyes. Raising the glass briefly, he tossed back the drink in one gulp before refilling it, saying a brief prayer for the citizens of Western Treasures Lake.
 
  
 
 Poor souls, bear no grudges for you have nothing to blame but fate. May you find joy and riches in your next life.
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 Standing on the shoreline with his comrades, Gao Qiu watched the approaching watercraft with growing displeasure. Occupied by two passengers covered in ragged robes, the shoddy raft should by all rights have sunk to the bottom of the lake. Even if it were sturdier than it looked, how did these strangers find their way to the Butcher Bay hideout? Sheer luck? Easier to pass a fist-sized kidney stone. Even more bizarre was the boss’ orders to let the bastards through unharmed, meaning they were people of importance, people Gao Qiu didn’t know.
 
  
 
 Secrets and mysteries, two things he hated the most. Too many of those lately, with the boss growing cold and distant, his dreams of conquering the lands having dried up and died ever since Liu Shi broke away. Ah if only they could return to the glory days, when the Red Devil rode freely with the Spectre and Bastard Liu, taking whatever caught their fancy whether it be gold, wine, or women. Those times of glory were a distant memory now, while Butcher Bay’s hold over the villages slipped more each year. Leaving the Army alone was a smart move, patriotic even, but why go so easy on mere peasants? Sure, it allowed them to milk the cow for years to come, but why become a bandit if not for freedom? As it stood, he might as well go become a mercenary or tax collector if he was gonna cower from the threat of resistance.
 
  
 
 Rules and guidelines, shit wasn’t any different from being in the army. Why suffer through all those years as the Red-Devil of Sanshu only to end up starving to death? He’d begged the boss to send him to meet with Bastard Liu, work out a treaty to throw back the Marshal’s whore, but he’d been refused time and time again. Their food stores dwindled by the day, their meagre stocks already lasting longer than he’d expected. This was no way to live, cowering from barbarians and spoiled brats while eating nothing but dried fucking fish and hardtack. Even the pickled vegetables were gone now, a miserable existence for all.
 
  
 
 Guided by the currents, the raft crashed into the beach as the two passengers leaped effortlessly onto the sand. One of them, a young man, peered about the beach at Gao Qiu and his comrades, a delighted smile on his face. “Oh wonderful, wonderful, there are so many of you.”
 
  
 
 Something was off about the lad, his eyes too open, his smile too wild, with more than a hint of insanity hanging about him. The other passenger held his hands open and removed his cowl, revealing a familiar face. “We mean no harm, we seek audience with The Spectre, Yo Ling.”
 
  
 
 The lad chimed in with a giggle. “He’s expecting us.”
 
  
 
 “Laughing Dragon.” Hand tightening around his axe, Gao Qiu sneered at the dandy bandit, one of many upstarts on his list to kill for the sake of propriety. Not only was his gang taking food from Butcher Bay’s plate and raiding in their territory, but they were making Butcher Bay look bad to boot. Gao Qiu never understood why the boss let it slide for years, it wasn’t right, wasn’t right at all. “I’d say it’s good to see ye, but I’d be lying. What’s the matter, the Magistrate’s whore send yer ‘virtuous bandits’ packing? Now yer looking fer help from scum like us, eh? Well fuck off, there ain’t nothing here fer you and yer fucktoy. Get gone.”
 
  
 
 The lad seemed calm despite the many bandits approaching, Laughing Dragon backing away slowly with hands still upraised. Scowling as he received a Sending from the Boss, Gao Qiu waved his comrades back. “Bah. Let em through, the boss wants a word.” Muttering beneath his breath at the indignity, he waited until Laughing Dragon was within arms length. Unleashing his Aura, he readied himself to match wills with the younger man, a bit of fun and spectacle. Boss said to let em through, didn’t say nothing about not scaring them.
 
  
 
 A deformed hand reached out and closed around his throat, taking Gao Qiu by surprise. Dragged from his feet, he clung gamely as the lad wrenched him effortlessly into the air, choking the breath from him. Clad in Laughing Dragon’s Aura, an unbreakable barrier stronger than expected, the lad met his gaze with an unnerving grin. “Don’t test me grandfather, you’ll do wonderfully once you realize the Truth. I’d hate to break you before then, but there are many more here. I can afford to be choosy.”
 
  
 
 “Put him down Gen, this one’s the Red Devil, Gao Qiu.” In his light-headed haze, Gao Qiu realized Laughing Dragon was nervous, scared of the lad. “The Spectre won’t be pleased if ye kill him, so let him go. Like ye said, all friends here.”
 
  
 
 Dropping him like a sack of rice, the lad sauntered off without a second glance, heading unerringly towards the boss. Gasping for breath, Gao Qiu coughed and sputtered as his comrades left him, scurrying away to avoid his displeasure. First Falling Rain, now Laughing Dragon and this nameless brat, new waves overtaking the old. No wonder the boss wanted to meet with them, Gao Qiu was a relic of the past. Sighing in melancholy, he sat and stared out at the foaming currents and shoddy watercraft.
 
  
 
 It seemed his time had passed, a feeble old man with nothing to his name. No surprise Yo Ling pushed him away and ignored all his suggestions. Perhaps there was a time when his insight had value, but no longer. There was no place for the Red Devil in this era, no place for Gao Qiu. It was time for the Laughing Dragon’s and Falling Rain’s of the world to make their marks. Pushing himself to his feet, he holstered his axe and wandered down to the water, stepping onto the raft without hesitation. Using the pole to push himself out into the current, he guided the craft safely away, reminiscing of glories passed and comrades lost. As the island faded into the distance, he bid farewell to a life lived with few regrets. After so many years, it had to be worth something. Where to go? Anywhere but here. East maybe, or south even, should the raft hold.
 
  
 
 Better if he’d died in his prime than to be so humiliated, made irrelevant by the new generation, but he’d be damned if the Red Devil of Sanshu went down as some upstart brat’s stepping stone.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Jostled by kneading paws and a rumbling purr, I wake to see Aurie’s large, green eyes staring wistfully as I lay in bed. His ears flat against his head, his mouth opens in a plaintive mewl, his whiskers quivering as he nudge me to rise so his day can truly begin. Hugging him roughly, I laugh as he nuzzles against me, whispering a greeting to my big fluffy baby. “Good morning Aurie. You sick of lying around? Sorry I’ve been so lazy, I need to catch up on missed sleep.”
 
  
 
 Yawning as I muse over the unknown cause of my lethargy, I pray it’s just my body and mind adjusting from the injuries and lack of rest. I used to get by with four to six hours of sleep a night, but for the past few days it’s been closer to twelve, if not more. True, our body is in sub-optimal condition to say the least, but I have this nagging worry my fatigue has something to do with Baledagh. I mean, usually only one of us is awake most of the time, but now both of us are more or less active which might be draining our reserves, so to speak. And who’s to say his gloom and ennui isn’t psychosomatically affecting our body? Depression is a powerful emotion but I’ve no idea how to help him, aside from give him time and let him know I’m available. It’s not working, ever since we reunited with my retinue, he’s been feigning sleep or sulking and refusing to speak with me. All I can do is give him more time.
 
  
 
 Then again, I might be over thinking things, my paranoia working in overdrive. Hopefully I’m wrong and we’ll be back to our normal sleep schedule in a week or two. I don’t want to end up sleeping eighteen hours a day, I really need the extra time to practice. Those without talent must work hard and I’m less talented than most. After quickly checking on Baledagh and finding him ‘asleep’, I go about my morning rituals as Aurie prances and pounces around, clingier than ever since my return. Eight months have passed and in the blink of an eye, my cuddly little kitten has turned into a scraggly hulking wildcat, his shoulders not quite reaching my hip.  While the other two cats are taller, my little runt of the litter is also the sweetest of the bunch. Sarankho is still cautiously warming up to me again after my absence and Jimjam acting like I never left, apathetic to my presence unless I have food. It’s okay I still love them, because even though sometimes I’d like to fall asleep in a pile of furry kittens, I don’t know what I’d do with three clingy, 250 kg wildcats bouncing around my feet. Besides, judging by their pony-sized matriarch, may she rest in peace, my kittens still have plenty of growing ahead of them.
 
  
 
 Wildcat Mount. Too awesome. Doubt it'd be comfortable though.
 
  
 
 Meandering out of my tent, I’m treated to a heartwarming sight, the bear cubs clambering about Mafu’s back while Jimjam sits to one side, cool and aloof. Noticing my arrival, the chubby quin cranes his head to squeak at my arrival, enjoying a nice head scratch from his prone-loaf position. The bears waddle over to cry for food and attention while Jimjam pointedly ignores me. Ah, Mafu and Aurie are the only ones who love me for me, to the others, I’m just a walking food source.
 
  
 
 “Morning Hubby!” Lin’s chipper greeting reminds me I have other loved ones, my sweet girl running into my arms with a toothy smile. The top of her head barely reaches my chin and her bunny ears tickle my nose as she snuggles against my chest, her guards’ glaring at me from behind their veils. Taking my hand, she leads me away with a hop and a skip as Mafu gathers the cubs in his arms and follows, no less clingy than Aurie. It took a lot of shoving and pleading to keep him from parking his butt in my tent, though I’m still not sure if it’s because he wants to cuddle with me or the cubs. I’d let him in but I don’t think my army issue cot can handle his weight, and I refuse to sleep on the floor.
 
  
 
 “Aurie, you’re so silly.” Laughing as he hops along beside her, Lin announces, “Your breakfast is being kept warm at the training area, Mi-Mi says you need to show your face for morale.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks.” Our assembly of exotic animals and mysterious guards draws stares as we wander through the thriving little township built around the Sacred Grove. A ramshackle affair of inns, restaurants, and other touristy things arranged around the protruding tree roots, the nameless municipality is mostly inhabited by travellers here to pray before the Sacred Tree. They have a whole tour for it, with patrols and everything, a mass of tired hopefuls, seeking peace, healing, or enlightenment. Glancing at the magnificent white-barked titan, I estimate it’d take me at least fifteen minutes to walk around the base, its branches appearing to hold up the sky from here. If someone called it a world tree, I’d be hard pressed to argue the moniker. “Wifey, what kind of tree is this? It doesn’t really match anything I’ve read about.” It’s a little sickeningly sweet, but the nickname makes her beam with joy every time. Worth.
 
  
 
 “I dunno Hubby, no one knows. Daddy has a book about them somewhere.” Tilting her head left and right, she nibbles her lip as she tries to recall the details. “The three Sacred trees are all unique specimens, each one different ya? This one is white-barked and made of soft wood, while to the west is the black-barked hard-wood tree, and to the north is the red-wood tree. Aside from their size, they're normal trees that bear no seeds or fruits.”
 
  
 
 “Really?” Infertile giant trees, how mysterious. “What about cuttings?”
 
  
 
 “Nope, they never take root, even with the same soil and everything. The story says the Mother planted three saplings and nourished them with her tears, in commemoration for those who died in the wars against the Father and his Defiled. It’s said her tears continue to cycle through the lakes and rivers, sometimes healing those who come to pray. It’s a nice story, but Daddy never found any proof.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... sounds familiar. Sensing Baledagh’s presence stirring around jogs my memory. “Have you ever found any firsthand accounts about the healing waters of Sanshu Grove?” Hell, maybe that’s what kept me alive underwater for a week. Magic Tears. What’s next? Heavenly nail-clippings to cure dry skin?
 
  
 
 I probably shouldn’t be so skeptical of things like this, but I mean... C’mon...
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Lin makes a small double skip, which is mirrored by Aurie. “Just stories and myths, no facts. There should be heavenly waters or veins around, lots of people find weapon hearts around here, plus there’s the big turtle in Ping Yao. I wanna go see the turtle Hubby, can you bring me when this is over?”
 
  
 
 Sorrow pierces through me and my steps grow heavy, Baledagh’s emotions weighing heavily on my shoulders. Fighting through the shared heartache, I swallow the lump in my throat and squeeze Lin’s hand a little tighter, trying to pass the warm affection and love on over to Baledagh. “Maybe. I dunno.” Switching over to speak to Baledagh, I ask, “Do you want to come out? Or I could find time and come in to talk, if that’s what you’d prefer?”
 
  
 
 “No. You should bring her to Ping Yao. She'll enjoy it, I think.” Retreating after his enigmatic answer, Baledagh’s presence disappears.
 
  
 
 Sensing something is off, Lin looks at me in question and I smile and shake my head. Taking things in stride, she continues chatting with me as we reach the training area, a large field north of the tree. Most of my retinue is here aside from those I left with Ravil and Bulat, diligently practicing as they do every morning. Taking a seat in the grass next to Sarankho, I pat her fluffy kitty butt and wait as Lin rushes off to grab my breakfast, smiling and chatting briefly with my soldiers as they greet me. Ugh, making small talk is the worst. I’d rather practice regenerating fingers or something, much less painful.
 
  
 
 Returning with my breakfast on a tray, Lin quickly disperses the growing crowd, allowing me to eat in peace. Balancing the tray on my knees, I enjoy my breakfast while watching the training, doing my best to ignore the pleading looks from my menagerie of pets. Rustram’s sparring match draws most of my attention, my second-in-command getting beaten bloody by the stern and dour Li Song. Poor bastard, I wonder if he does this every day?
 
  
 
 “He’s gotten better in the past month.” Smirking as she steps around the cats, Mila crosses her arms and stands proudly, waiting for my praise. “At least he stopped swinging his rapier about like a hammer. He still has a way to go, but he’ll get there eventually.”
 
  
 
 High praise coming from Mila, she’s never said anything nice about my skills. Just like her mother. God if I ever said that out loud, I’m pretty sure she’d kill me. “You know, I’ve also learned a thing or two while I was gone. We should spar when I’m fully recovered.”
 
  
 
 Sticking out her tongue, Mila grins and snatches a fried dough fritter from my tray, munching away with confidence. “Don’t be jealous. I’ll spar with you anytime you’d like, I’ve missed smacking you around, it’s great stress relief. It's only fair since you're the source of most my stress.” Skipping away to return to teaching, she appears to be nothing more than a carefree young woman, no hint of the unrivalled warrior to be seen.
 
  
 
 She doesn’t stand a chance against me anymore, and if it weren’t for Yuzhen ordering me to keep my Aura hidden, I’d challenge Mila now. I can already see it, her eyes shut as she’s frozen with fear, helpless before me as I raise my hand, only to bop her lightly on the nose and declare victory. It’ll be magnificent.
 
  
 
 I don’t care if it’s using an unfair advantage, I need a win in my column. Call me misogynistic, but I refuse to always be the weaker one in our relationship, a man should protect his woman. Even if it’s only for a few years until she condenses her own aura and beats me black and blue again.
 
  
 
 Finished with my breakfast, I sit and watch with Lin nuzzled against my shoulder, enjoying the peace while drowsiness and discontent settles in. The calm before the storm, I couldn’t come up with any ideas for saving people from their imminent doom, the Purge growing closer with each passing day. Gerel explicitly warned me against speaking of or acting against the Purge, and for once, I’m inclined to agree. They’re willing to slaughter tens of thousands of innocents, what’s a few hundred more in the scheme of things?
 
  
 
 Despite all the progress I’ve made and the strength I’ve gained, I still don’t have the power to change a thing. I’m leery of announcing ‘I’ can sense the Defiled, since I’m fairly certain it’s a Defiled skill. Who knows what the Empire's learned over millennia of combat with the Defiled, and I’m not willing to martyr myself for people I don’t know. I’m no hero, that’s never been a dream of mine. I only hope to live well surrounded by people I love, a simple dream for a simple man. This isn’t my fault, Laughing Dragon’s been around for years, who knows how long he’s been Defiled. The Purge was bound to happen sooner or later.
 
  
 
 So why do I feel so damn guilty?
 
  
 
 It all comes back to one simple question, something I’ll never truly understand short of Divine Intervention.
 
  
 
 Why was I given a second chance?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Trying to uncover your cosmic purpose really takes the fun outta life.
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 Bored with waiting for their host, Zian audibly sighed as he watched Jin ZhiLan fret with her collar for the umpteenth time. Women were such strange creatures, always preening and fawning over their own reflections. Who keeps a standing mirror in the dining room? As if hearing his thoughts, she glared at his reflection in the mirror. “Remember to watch your words, the Major is not to be underestimated.”
 
  
 
 Holding back an irritated retort, Zian answered with a bored “Yes”, in concert with Sang Ryong and Han BoShui, the three of them sitting stock still for the last half hour.
 
  
 
 As if hoping Yuzhen would overhear, ZhiLan repeated her praise for the third time. “Shing DuYi is the foremost politician of the North, more devious and far-sighted than any we’ve ever known. Major Yuzhen has had the benefit of his tutelage for over thirty years and though she lacks his connections, with his backing, what does it matter? Treat her with every bit of respect you would give the Marshal himself.”
 
  
 
 To Zian’s left, he could hear Sang Ryong’s quiet grumbling, something unflattering the idiot didn’t have enough sense to keep to himself. Perhaps he was unaccustomed to thinking without speaking. Why Uncle Yang thought it prudent to ally themselves with the Seven-Star Sect was beyond Zian’s comprehension, a bunch of battle-hungry maniacs who believed the stars held all the answers. Though their martial strength was without question, making decisions based on ancient superstitions and astrological movements was a terrible way to lead a faction.
 
  
 
 The half-wit was barely finished his muttering before the dining room doors swung open with a boom, Yuzhen sashaying in with servants in tow, bringing tea and snacks as customary. Dressed in a simple cotton shift, the beautiful fox-girl's shoulders were tantalizingly bared. “My apologies for keeping you waiting.” Taking her seat, she locked eyes with him and tilted her head, Zian’s heart skipping a beat. “Young and talented Jia Zian, how has your first military excursion been so far? Any problems or questions? Remember, he who asks a question is a fool for five minutes; he who does not ask a question remains a fool forever.”
 
  
 
 Inane proverbs and banal small talk. “Thank you for asking Major, things have gone well. I learn something new each day, my second-in-command is a font of knowledge.”
 
  
 
 Reaching across the table, she afforded him a tempting glance down her shift as she gripped his hand lightly, her soft skin brushing his fingers intimately. “Please, there’s no need for formalities, we’re all adherents of the Society here. Call me Yuzhen. If you ask me, Colonel Jukai is a phenomenal soldier, greatly undervalued due to his circumstances. A shame, but I’m gladdened to hear his star is rising.
 
  
 
 Damn this vixen and damn this cursed life of celibacy.
 
  
 
 ...What circumstances? Barely able to think as her hand lingered and eyes twinkled, Zian stuttered out a reply and sat quietly, enjoying the view as Yuzhen moved on to chat with ZhiLan, then Bohai, and then Ryong last. His peers answered politely, all smiles and patience as Yuzhen nattered on, passing on unwanted advice and unneeded platitudes while wasting away the hour. Only after emptying the tea-pot thrice did Yuzhen finally motion for the servants to clear the table, folding her hands as she sat and smiled at the four officers in contented silence.
 
  
 
 The last servant left and shut the heavy doors gently, the room peaceful and still but for their fidgeting, every one of them unsure how to proceed with this enigmatic Major. She was neither friend nor foe, their interests aligned for the moment. Despite the Purge moving in on the horizon, Yuzhen seemed content to fritter away her time with niceties and tea parties. How could the highest position in the Province be left to a woman such as this? Not to be underestimated my ass, she would fit right in with his courtesans, their empty talk and inane...
 
  
 
 ...shit.
 
  
 
 Earning the room’s attention with a rueful chuckle, Zian could only shrug in reply to the angry looks. “We’ve been had. She’s been waiting for us to lose patience, as we would have long ago were we ignorant of the stakes. Well played.”
 
  
 
 “Clever Zian, not just a pretty face. I’d have put money on ZhiLan to be first to grasp the situation.” Yuzhen’s smile faded as she leaned forward, the airy and carefree young lady replaced by a stern taskmaster. “You realize this breach of confidence is punishable by summary execution? Which of your parents broke the law and informed you of the Purge?” A pause as she studied their reactions, Zian struggled to maintain focus and not give away the answer. “Oh ZhiLan, how disappointing. I had such high expectations for you but you’ve failed twice now. Politics and diplomacy are about more than fluttering lashes and gentle touches. Were it otherwise, then women would rule the world.”
 
  
 
 Caught in a bind, ZhiLan pleaded for leniency. “Major Yuzhen, the Harmonious Unity Sect is fully behind your ascension to the Office of the Marshal and willing to-”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen’s upraised hand was enough for ZhiLan’s mouth to shut with an audible click, her teeth grinding as she stared at the woman who held the power of life and death over her sect leader, her father. “I’m well aware what those old codgers are hoping to do. They seek to bind me in strings with soft words and sweet whispers, promising everything and nothing all at once. Shing DuYi took Office without the Society’s dealings, and though I would prefer to leave this all behind me, I will do the same.”
 
  
 
 Radiating cold anger, Yuzhen sat back in her chair and took a calming breath, her elegant poise ready to strike at any who dared raise issue. She held the reins in this room, and they all knew it. Waving her hand, she smiled disarmingly, and though it set his heart aflutter, Zian tempered his lust with caution. Even with ZhiLan’s constant warnings, they’d still sorely underestimated the Major. With the patient tone of a tutor, Yuzhen lectured ZhiLan. “Knowing the situation and sharing your knowledge with your peers, how naive. Warn them if you must, but do so without exposing yourself. Be at ease, I will not act on this. I cannot fault a father’s concern for his daughter nor a soldier’s concern for her peers.” The implied threat was there, she now held a dagger over the Harmonious Unity Sect, and by extension, over the other three officers as well unless they cut ties and doomed Zhilan and her father. “Well, no need to speak further on the severity of our current situation, I’m sure you’re all aware. Now, is there anything else you’d like to bring to my attention?”
 
  
 
 Cursing the timing, Zian stifled a sigh and reluctantly carried out his mother’s orders, having only received them upon his arrival. Damn her for backing the Council. “The Magistrate of Shen Yun requests to mediate the situation regarding the Council’s repeated failure to meet their contractual obligations. This is her proposal.” Pulling a sealed letter from his robes, he winced and prayed Mother was diplomatic enough not to outright threaten Yuzhen.
 
  
 
 No such luck. Flicking it open, Yuzhen scanned the contents and laughed. “Apparently, your mother has ‘proof’ of my ties to the Mother’s Militia. Difficult for me to believe considering I have none. Her spies hear only what I tell them, but you can tell her this: I care nothing for her so-called proof. I hold a half-dozen bandits capable of implicating treason among top men in the Council, and a clean conscience ready to swear to my lack of involvement with the Mother’s Militia. Should she wish to go for my throat, I will happily rend and tear my way through the Council and see which of us bleeds out first.” Handing him a sealed letter of her own, she relaxed in her seat. “These are my terms, returning to our previous agreement with supplies paid for by the Council until their debts are resolved.”
 
  
 
 Having been clued into the details of the Council’s disastrous contract, Zian gasped. “That’s six months of supplies for a million men. You can’t expect them to accept those terms.”
 
  
 
 Beaming happily, Yuzhen replied, “Of course not, the price you’re quoting includes a 35% premium for delivery. If the Army is making the deliveries, then I expect eight months of supplies, ready for pickup at the appointed times lest they incur more penalties and I call for an Adjudication. Our contract is ironclad and I’ll happily accept an upfront payment of what’s owed, though doing so would beggar the Council. Coin, land, resource rights, anything of value will do. I’ve long believed the time has come for the Army to cut out the middlemen, and I’ve allies who agree.”
 
  
 
 Madness. The merchant class would rebel and a bloody civil war would ensue at a time when the Province could ill afford it. By the Mother, Yuzhen even seemed to prefer such an outcome, a murderous maniac ready to maim and plunder with the Bekhai just mad enough to back her. Not even Shing DuYi was so dominant at his prime, with Nian Zu always busy standing in defence of the Wall. Lieutenant General Akanai had no such restrictions and could tear through the Council like wet paper, fully capable of razing Sanshu to the ground in a week. Swallowing his trepidation, Zian carefully placed the letter in his robes and stood to leave. “I will pass along your message to the Magistrate and the Council.” Mother would not be pleased to be caught in Yuzhen’s web and the Council could not afford to test Yuzhen. Civil war was bad business for all as only the Imperial family stood to gain, safe and sheltered in the Eastern Province behind the walls of the Forbidden City.
 
  
 
 With the others in tow, he opened the dining room door as Yuzhen added, “Collect your worthless spies by morning. There’s plenty of blood to be spilled and I’ll not add to it unless necessary. In the same vein, make trouble with the Bekhai and I’ll have you hung from the nearest tree.”
 
  
 
 Dammit, mocking them with an oblique reference to the Hangman Jorani, a man can only take so much. Separating from his peers, he met up with Jukai and changed their plans. Fucking politics, he missed the days when lessons with his tutors were all he had to worry about. Why’d he ever want to take part in this mess? Better to face an enemy with sword in hand, at least the rules of the arena were clearly delineated.
 
  
 
 If only he’d defeated Falling Rain, then Zian would never have accepted this Officer’s Token and he’d be home now with his friends and courtesans, drinking and carousing the days away.
 
  
 
 Damn politics, damn the Society, and Damn Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Never let it be said animals don’t laugh. Though it may sound nothing like human laughter, the cubs’ grunting and panting while playing with Baledagh shows just how happy they are to see him. Relaxing as he rolls around with the bears, I’m relieved to finally see him smile for once, if only a small, sad one. Almost two weeks after Ai-Qing’s tragic end, he’s still grieving, but improving every day.
 
  
 
 Picking up a cub with a sigh, he holds the bear in front of him, its little legs pawing at the air. “Two mothers you’ve lost and untroubled by the loss. If only I were a beast, able to move on from sorrow so easily.”
 
  
 
 Still emo, but better. Baby steps. Today play with bears and pontificate, tomorrow, maybe he’ll feel up for a stroll in the sunlight.
 
  
 
 “Hubby?” Lin’s voice sounds softly from outside my tent before poking her head through the flap. Mafu’s head emerges from beneath her, squeaking in protest of his exclusion from the fun. “O good, you’re awake. It’s almost time for dinner?”
 
  
 
 Surrendering control, Baledagh retreats to the void despite my urging him to go have the meal. O well, we’ll try again tomorrow. With Jimjam leading the way, I stroll hand in hand with Lin, enjoying myself despite the intrusive guards and the Purge looming on the horizon. At the cooking fires, Mila stands tall as she oversees the organized chaos, a natural-born leader. She’s the one who deserves to be a Warrant Officer, not me, though I’d make a much worse second-in-command.
 
  
 
 Greeting her with a chaste kiss on the cheek, I hold her close in a big hug. “Thank you for taking care of everything, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
  
 
 Pretending to struggle before giving in, she nuzzles against my shoulder. “Hmph, at least you know it. Now eat up, it’s not as comfortable hugging you when you’re this skinny.”
 
  
 
 With Li Song joining us, we have a nice, quiet meal sitting in the grass around the fire. One of my favourite things about the People is their willingness to cuddle in groups. With Lin and Mila on either side, we ward off the chill night’s breeze as we eat and laugh the night away. It isn’t until the sun begins to set that we leave for our tents, a quiet evening spent with loved ones leaving me refreshed and recharged.
 
  
 
 Halfway through our stroll back to the tents, the sound of metal on metal rings through the night, a furious rhythm of frenzied action, and unable to resist my curiosity, I follow the noise to an empty field where Zian spars with an older man. Both armed with twin sabers, they match speed and skill as they trade blows, their movements almost blurring as they flit across the field. On the defensive, Zian slips and parries while retreating before an unending circle of steel, the older man masterfully keeping Zian contained. With a brilliant reversal of momentum, Zian takes the offensive and drives the older man back with a risky double thrust to the chest, stopped only by the barest of margins. Pressing his advantage with everything he has, Zian mixes feints and jabs with his powerful strikes, forcing the older man to react to every movement of the saber as if it were the beginnings of a death-blow.
 
  
 
 Holy shit, how did I ever beat this guy?
 
  
 
 Catching myself staring, I turn to leave before I’m noticed, but it’s far too late. The two break without warning as Zian stalks away, catching sight of me as I’m turning away, our eyes narrowing as they meet.
 
  
 
 Well now it’d be rude to just walk away.
 
  
 
 Turning back with a tepid smile, I offer a martial salute with palm to fist. “Evening Officer Situ Jia Zian. I was just returning to my tent when I heard your match and err... came over to look. Exceptional display from the both of you.” Please play nice.
 
  
 
 Returning my salute, Zian gestures to the older man. “This is Colonel Jukai, my second-in-command.”
 
  
 
 “Pleased to meet you.” After an awkward silence, Mila’s elbow jabs into my side. Right, introductions. “This is my betrothed, Sumila, daughter of Akanai, and this is also my betrothed, Mei Lin, daughter of Taduk. This is er...” As I glance at Li Song, I realize she’s wearing Zian’s armour. Well fuck. “This is Li Song, Sentinel of the People.” Please don’t make a big fuss.
 
  
 
 Zian’s face twitches he struggles for control, staring daggers at Li Song as she casually plays with her saber’s hilt. She’s gotten spunkier in the last few weeks, though it’s subtle. Holding her head high, speaking out more often, stealing away my bear cubs to play with, I’m happy to see her more lively, though this isn’t a good time for a display. Thankfully, Zian reins his anger and nods, greeting Mila and Lin with a gentlemanly bow. “Ladies, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
 
  
 
 Another awkward silence ensues as we stand facing one another, neither knowing what to do. Though I wouldn’t say I hate him, we tried our best to kill each other, so it’s a little weird to be exchanging small talk, something I’m not great at in the best of times. We’ve already devolved to alternating between grunts, collar tugging and sleeve brushing, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.
 
  
 
 Finally unable to bear it, I open my mouth, feeling like it’s a mistake even as the words spew out. “I’d like to apologize.” With a look of disbelief, Zian slightly cocks his head to one side. “Er, well, during our duel, I said things... err... about your mother that I... uh...”
 
  
 
 Interrupting me with a laugh, Zian waves away my apology. “We were on the field of battle and you sought every advantage you could grasp. I don’t hold your words against you, only your actions.” Eyes narrowing, his hands clench around his sabers until the knuckles go white. “Were it not for our current circumstances and your current state, I’d challenge you again. I’ll not ask for details, as I assume you cannot speak of them. When you are hale and healthy, and when circumstances permit, I will find you and regain my lost honour.”
 
  
 
 Well fuck. How am I supposed to follow that up? Thankfully, Mila offers an excuse and we turn to retreat, Li Song making a small sound of disappointment as we go. Crazy girl, the last thing we need now is more enemies. After I get home, I’m never leaving again... unless it’s to go back to the village. I’m not thrilled about living at the Bridge, too many soldiers and too many Defiled.
 
  
 
 Only meters away, my footsteps falter as I receive a sending. “This lowly soldier is Jukai, here to pass on a message from Young Master Zian. Take care with your actions in the coming days. The Shrike will arrive soon and she will brook no insolence or resistance. Wash your neck and wait, for it will be the Young Master who takes your head, and none other.”
 
  
 
 Turning to glance back at them, I see they’ve already returned to their sparring, taking their stances as I leave. Seeing the conviction and determination on Zian’s face, my stomach twists into knots. Make no mistake, I beat him by the barest margins, and though I’ve gotten stronger, from what little I’ve seen, so has he. Another match would still not be in my favour, and even if I won, unless I kill him, I feel like he’d just try again after a few months.
 
  
 
 So bothersome.
 
  
 
 Once out of sight, Mila pinches my cheek and twists, eliciting an unmanly shriek from my mouth. Stomping her foot, she releases my face and crosses her arms. “Idiot, why did you apologize? Now we have to get him a gift.”
 
  
 
 “Er... is that how it works? Apologize with money?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she pats my cheek and soothes the pain she caused. She's an odd one, but I wouldn't change a thing about her. “Yes, it is custom. Ugh, it’s fine, I have something you can use. I was going to give it to you after we returned home, but you have no one to blame but yourself.” Interlocking her arm with mine, she leans against my shoulder as we walk, Lin doing the same on the other side.
 
  
 
 My two little wives, always at my side with love and support.
 
  
 
 Life is good.
 
  
 
 ...Aside from any upcoming genocides. Those aren’t great.
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 Every morning after waking, I find a fresh basin of water and a clean towel laid out so I can wash my face. Despite her foul temper and harsh tongue, Mila makes sure I’m taken care of in her own little ways, never mentioning it unless I bring it up. Love isn’t all about grand, sweeping gestures, just as important are the myriad of tiny things you do for one another on a day-to-day basis. Love isn’t a sprint, but a marathon, and I’m falling behind in comparison.
 
  
 
 It’s all right, I’ll just have to work a little harder. A lifetime spent thanking and cherishing my wives sounds like pure bliss.
 
  
 
 Standing over the wooden basin, I calm my thoughts and place both hands on the rim, staring at my reflection as the tiny ripples fade away. A gaunt, tired child stares back at me, the sun-tanned, youthful image still taking me by surprise even after all these years. No beard, a weak jaw, and a nose slightly too big for my face, but at least I don’t have to bother with acne this time around. The Energy of the Heavens keeps my skin silky smooth and blemish free. Still, I’m a few months short of nineteen years old, how much longer before I sprout some facial hair? My chin gets so cold in the winter...
 
  
 
 Focus. Closing my eyes, I reach for Balance in preparation of the day ahead. Just as I’ve been doing every morning, I circulate my chi without falling into meditation, keeping aware of my surroundings. My attention turns to the peaceful sounds of morning, songbirds singing overhead while wind cuts through the leaves, setting the many banners placed throughout the camp to waving. Just outside my tent, bears, cats, and a quin growl, purr, and squeak while they play in the morning sun, a happy little family who care nothing for their differences in size, shape, or colour. Further out, soldiers march onto holy ground as pilgrims pray for health and safety, the signs of conflict clear for all to see, though few truly know what lays ahead.
 
  
 
 Putting aside my thoughts, my breathing steadies as my hands sink into the bowl of cool, refreshing water. Moving naturally, my chi flows to the tips of my fingers and back, refusing to exit from my body and into the water. Patience is key, eventually my chi will enter the water on its own. At least, according to what I read in Elder Ming’s journal. Aside from his poems and thoughts, he documented the process of his Awakening with meticulous detail, including everything from his analyses and observations to his mood and feelings.
 
  
 
 Manipulating water is like binding a weapon; the water must become a part of you, your chi flowing through without thought or guidance. Only then will you be able to control it, but it’s easier said than done. Chi by definition is internal energy, while externally, it’s called Heavenly Energy. The key is to guide without directing, control without holding, move without thinking, using the Heavenly Energy like an extension of your body. An unbroken flow, an unending cycle, no delineation between where I begin and the water ends, one entity beneath the Heavens.
 
  
 
 External use of chi is the next level of chi manipulation, a first step towards becoming a healer. I’m a little sick of the killing and fighting, and it’d be good for Baledagh to get away from it too, so the plan is to focus more on healing and less on martial training. I’m not giving up on the martial path, that’d be silly in a time like this, just slightly shifting my priorities. Besides, it’s not like external use of chi is only for healing, which hopefully means I’ll be fighting from a safe distance. I mean, if Zian sees me throwing water bullets like a Gatling gun, I’m sure he’ll reconsider his whole ‘regain honour’ spiel.
 
  
 
 Then again, with my luck, I’d probably attract all the battle-crazy maniacs out of hiding or something.
 
  
 
 Time passes as I stand in my tent, my hands submerged as I ponder the mysteries of the Blessing of Water. I’m 99% sure that’s what I got, else I can’t explain how I survived my week-long dip in the lake, celestial excretions notwithstanding. I remember the darkness and warmth, the flow and ebb, but little else, my mind savagely attacked by Spectres soon after. Or maybe not so soon, who knows. Time and perception yadda yadda.
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes, I reach out with my other senses to find nothing has changed. I didn’t really have high hopes, but still... Why couldn’t I get a cool element, like fire or lightning? What can I do with water? Ah ha, you’re wet now! Your armour will rust in a year or two, wooOOooo scary! I threw water up your nose, now you’re slightly discomforted! On the upside, I’ll never go thirsty and Mila won’t have to bring me water every morning, so there’s that. Way cooler than throwing fireballs or zapping people to death.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Nothing is ever easy, but I’m used to it by now.
 
  
 
 Dressed in Sentinel leathers with Peace on my hip and Tranquility on my shoulder, I step out of my tent to find my retinue readying to leave, while a gloomy Lin sulks by herself, watching our pets. Lighting up momentarily as she leaps to her feet, she quickly recovers and feigns misery, preparing to plead her case.
 
  
 
 Can’t let her get started, stay strong. “No wifey, you can’t stay.”
 
  
 
 “Why not?” Her large brown eyes stare mournfully as tears threaten to spill out. “I want to stay by your side...”
 
  
 
 “It’s too dangerous with... with what’s about to happen.” She knows about the Purge and still wants to stay with me, silly girl. I’d do anything to keep her from seeing it. “Everyone who can’t... you know... is leaving. Huu, Fung, and Mila, they’re all going, so you’ll have them to keep you company.”
 
  
 
 “Then you come with us, they don’t need you.”
 
  
 
 “I can’t. Literally can’t. Major Yuzhen’s orders.” If not, I’d be halfway home by now. “I’ll be fine, I have the elites from Fung and Huu’s retinues, Gerel and his people, and the Major herself looking after me.” No elites from my retinue because I have none. Sadface. “Don’t look so upset, I won’t be gone for long.”
 
  
 
 Lin shakes her head and pouts. “I know... I wanted to leave two of my guards with you, but the smelly blockheads refused. I’m gonna have Nai-Nai chop their arms off so Daddy can put them on backwards. Hmph.”
 
  
 
 Her guards shift uncomfortably and I speculate whether Taduk can follow through with her threat. Tokta told me it wasn’t possible to make modifications but... Er, note to self: don’t make Lin angry. Taduk may be scarier than expected. “Good. I want your guards by your side every minute of every day. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”
 
  
 
 Balling up her tiny fist, she pounds me on the chest. “Stupid. What about you? You’re always getting hurt and lost, you’re the one who needs guards.”
 
  
 
 “Do you know who I am? I’m the Undying Savage. Nothing will keep me from coming back to you.”
 
  
 
 Unsure whether to laugh or cry, Lin cuddles against me like she’s banking hugs for our separation. “I never liked that name. You’re my Hubby, my Rainy. You better come back.”
 
  
 
 Our time running short, I say farewell to Mila and my pets while Lin clings on until her guards drag her away. Jimjam, Saranko, and the cubs are happy to sit in their wagon, but Aurie paces and shifts about, refusing to board as if he knows I’m not coming along. Adorable as it is, I feel bad for the anxious kitten as I lift him into his wagon. On a whim, after checking that the coast is clear, I condense the slimmest Aura I can manage, trying to pass a calming sensation to my big furry baby. I’m not sure if that’s how Aura works, but he calms visibly from my actions, only quietly mewling as his wagon pulls away.
 
  
 
 It’s okay, I’ll be back with them all soon. Hopefully. Hopping onto Mafu’s back, I pat his neck as he chitters, upset at being separated from the cubs and kittens, but he’ll manage. Falling in line with Gerel, I make my opinion known once again. “I am still strongly against this.”
 
  
 
 Whipping his head around to glare, the angry, bald warrior replies in common. “And again, I care nothing for your opinion. Keep silent unless spoken to.” Turning to face ahead, he speaks through silent Sending. “Even the Language is not safe. We must tread lightly for the Shrike is a vengeful bitch. Say nothing aside from what Yuzhen has told you to say, and all will be well.”
 
  
 
 Speaking quietly as possible, I whisper, “Is there no other way?”
 
  
 
 “I understand your trepidation, the Purge is distasteful but necessary. If you're correct, then there has been a Defiled band running free for years. Who knows how far they’ve spread? We must eradicate their foul existence, root and stem.”
 
  
 
 “...At what cost?”
 
  
 
 After a long pause, Gerel replies with yet another Sending. “Where you see one Defiled standing, assume five more lay hidden. They are drawn to one another like moths to a flame, infecting the minds of those around them like some foul disease. We hold them back at the walls, but should they grow in numbers within our borders, they can delay supply lines for weeks while we hunt them down. Without support from the province, the Wall will crumble and millions upon millions will die. Such is life.”
 
  
 
 His message continues but my mind blanks as I fixate on something he mentioned. If being Defiled is like an infection, then is it Baledagh’s fault that Gen turned? ...Thankfully, Baledagh can’t hear Sendings when not in control. Dunno why that is, but it’s a blessing. It’s just conjecture anyways, better to keep him away from this bombshell. Things happened and the kid did the best he could.
 
  
 
 Clapping me on the shoulder as we arrive outside Yuzhen’s manor, Gerel surprises me with a warm, if somewhat strained, smile. “Come, we will do what we must and then drink until we forget.”
 
  
 
 I’m beginning to think only high-functioning alcoholics make it to old age around here.
 
  
 
 Then again, if it ain’t broke...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Riding on the path to the Sacred Grove, Han BoLao felt a sense of reverence as she gazed upon the Mother’s work. Dwarfing all which stood beside it, the Ivory Sacred Tree was a testament to Her love, a beacon of purity, hope, and perseverance, spoiled by the shabby buildings and rickety huts cluttered around its base. She held no qualms against these pilgrimages, for all should gaze upon her glory and bask in the light, but to have the audacity to raise homes on Sacred Ground? None were so deserving.
 
  
 
 Especially not those here to pray for healing. Such ignorance and audacity, asking for more when the Mother had already provided all they could ever need. The Energy of the Heavens was freely available to man and beast alike, able to solve whatever may ail them, but instead of toiling to comprehend Her Gifts, they came here in droves to plead for mercy. A horde of children begging for sweets while a sumptuous feast sat before them, a pox on every last one of them. They were unworthy of Her love, though She gave it regardless. Still, it was not BoLao’s place to judge, only to serve.
 
  
 
 Calling for a halt, she dismounted and walked up to the Sacred Tree, humbled as she basked in its majesty. Running her hand over the smooth, alabaster bark, she prayed for strength to carry out Her will and protection from the Father’s machinations. A single leaf fluttered down before her eyes, landing softly on her travel robes as if in answer to her prayer. Smiling, she collected the palm-sized, spear-shaped leaf and pressed it carefully within the pages of a book, a memento of her journey to this most holy of sites.
 
  
 
 Sighing in regret, she returned to her horse and rode off, weary and resigned of the work ahead. Trials and tribulations, such was life, moulding Her creations into weapons to defeat Her enemies. The Father’s minions were here and she would not allow them to taint Her work, not while Han BoLao still drew breath.
 
  
 
 A half-fox dressed in military robes greeted her as she entered the camp. “Han BoLao, this lowly soldier is Major Yuzhen, commander of this camp. Thank you for your timely arrival. Follow me to be briefed on the situation.”
 
  
 
 Studying Yuzhen with a critical eye, BoLao approved of the Major. No jewellery aside from a signet ring, no added sigils to her uniform, no airs or false flattery, just straight to business. “No need for thanks, I am but a servant of the Mother, I go where I am needed.”
 
  
 
 Travelling a short distance, they arrived at a manor and entered with little fanfare, moving to a dining room filled with almost twenty military officers. Spotting a familiar face, she smiled and moved forward to embrace him. “Little cousin BoShui, I didn’t know you’d be here! Such a pleasant surprise, how long has it been?”
 
  
 
 Her silly cousin stiffened in her arms, shy despite all their time spent together as children. “It’s been more than a decade BoLao. Uncle often speaks of you, wishing you would take time to visit.” His piece said, he began awkwardly separating himself, his eyes averted.
 
  
 
 Oh how he used to follow her around, an adorable child with rosy red cheeks and an angelic smile, now a Warrant Officer too proud to greet his cousin warmly. “I miss him dearly but the Mother’s work is never done. Father defends the Wall and I do my part where I am called. We must find time to catch up later.”
 
  
 
 Smiling apologetically for breaking protocol, she nodded as Yuzhen introduced the other officers. Aside from Situ Jia Zian, the rest were unknown to her, the other Society Warrant Officers too young and unskilled to be of any use. Last to be introduced were from the Bekhai, two heroes whose names had reached as far as the Central Plains. Senior Captain Gerel, the right-hand man of the Bloody-Fanged Wolf Baatar, and the Undying Savage, Falling Rain, the scourge of the Society.
 
  
 
 Meeting them both was a tremendous disappointment. From the stories, she expected two fierce, burly, bearded barbarians, but instead, she found two clean-shaven, well-dressed mercenaries, only their amber eyes differentiating them from thousands of others. Gerel was tall but svelte, handsome enough but bald as a monk, not at all manly. Rain was even worse, a scrawny, sheepish boy who fidgeted far too much. Not what she’d pictured, she couldn’t help but glance at Zian and wonder how the Situ genius was defeated by this poor little lamb.
 
  
 
 Perhaps there was truth in the hearsay, painting the Bekhai as half-Defiled berserk warriors. It may bear further studying. Taking her seat, she drank her tea and made small talk until it was appropriate to move on to business, giving Yuzhen a knowing look. The Major called the room to attention. “As you all know, I have declared a state of emergency in Shen Yun, Sanshu, Jiu Lang, and Ping Yao. Some of you are curious why, so I’ve invited Warrant Officer Falling Rain here to explain.”
 
  
 
 Nervously tugging at his collar, the little lamb stood and drained his cup of tea before beginning. “Okay, so first, an Oath.” Using his little sword, Rain cut deeply into his forearm while channelling the Energy of the Heavens, swearing to the truth of his words. The intensity of his chi was astonishing, and a glance around the room showed that she wasn’t the only one surprised by his power, BoShui and Zian open-mouthed with shock. Throwing away all her earlier suspicions, she beamed with joy at having found one so loved by the Heavens. Impossible for a tribe of Defiled to raise one so radiant, she truly hoped to meet these miracle workers.
 
  
 
 Pale-faced and drained from his oath, he wrapped the wound as he told his story. “On the err... twenty-eighth day of the fourth month, during a skirmish with the Butcher Bay Bandits, I was dragged out into Western Treasure’s Lake...” BoLao listened intently to Rain’s story, interrupting now and then for pertinent details. Oh how wonderful, a young hero guided by the hand of the Mother, overcoming insurmountable odds to interrupt the unholy practices of a hidden Defiled Cult. Not only once, but twice, and even surviving a clash with a newly turned Demon. How else could he have accomplished so much  if not for the Mother’s Blessing?
 
  
 
 His story over, she was left with many questions he could not answer. Why were the Ascendants involved with the Mother’s Militia? How had Laughing Dragon escaped notice for so long? How had the girl Bei, who’d shown no signs of Defilement, turned Demon in a single day? And Gen, the fire-conjuring Defiled, how had his power grown so quickly?
 
  
 
 Her fingers drummed across the table, the only sounds in the room. To think that the Father’s claws had sunk so deep around the Sacred Grove, seeking to pollute Her work. Unforgivable, to take so many of her children away, the vile presence of Defiled must be scoured from the earth. Slamming a fist down, she clenched her jaw and declared, “Too much time has passed, we cannot delay any longer. The Purge must begin immediately.”
 
  
 
 Many would die, but such was her burden to bear. Though they may curse her actions and burden her with terrible titles like Shrike and Mad Dog, this was a battle for their very souls. She was a necessary tribulation, a cleansing flame here to save their souls. Through her actions, these poor victims could meet the Mother’s embrace untainted, freeing them from the Father’s grasp and allowing them to be reborn in another life
 
  
 
 Though they may go screaming into Her arms, a few hours of suffering was nothing compared to an eternity in the Father’s clutches.
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 Appearances can be deceiving.
 
  
 
 Take for example the pale-skinned, raven-haired, green-eyed beauty Han BoLao. At first, she seemed little more than a busty socialite, with impeccable manners and an angelic laugh. Making her way through the room, she had a kind word and soft touch for everyone she met, nothing like her reputation. Realizing her name was a homonym for her moniker, Shrike, I almost tricked myself into thinking she was nothing more than the victim of overblown rumours. I mean, I know better than most how far-fetched those can get.
 
  
 
 Though ignorance may be bliss, it was impossible to remain ignorant after BoLao slammed her fist down and demanded the Purge begin immediately, unwilling to delay a minute longer than necessary. Sitting calmly at the head of the table, the fervour in her eyes and smile on her face sent a shiver through my body, her focus elsewhere as if already planning the horrors she would inflict. Extremism is a terrifying thing to see in action, the guilt of the villagers decided after mere seconds of contemplation.
 
  
 
 If I brought up ‘innocent until proven guilty’, the best case scenario would be a few laughs and jeers. They’d probably lock me away for being a madman.
 
  
 
 Or worse.
 
  
 
 Though I know Baledagh had no choice but to report the Defiled outbreak, I feel sick to my stomach after giving our testimony, as if everything which follows is now my fault. He seems indifferent to it all, once again reaffirming my belief that he fits in better than I ever will, able to accept the logic behind mass murder. Listening to Yuzhen impassively explain how she plans to carry it out isn’t helping. Encircling the civilians, driving them towards the lake, gathered in droves to be tortured and executed en masse, it all seems so surreal.
 
  
 
 It’s not enough to kill, no that’d be nothing more than murder. They need proof of corruption, of Defilement, and what better proof than the corpse of a newly turned Demon? It’s a twisted, backwards logic which everyone accepts without batting an eye, the deaths a foregone conclusion, a mere statistic not worth caring about. Worst of all, at her request, I’ve been assigned to BoLao’s detail, which means I can’t even bury my head in the sand. The more time I spend out in the world, the more I never want to leave home again. Then again, home is now the Bridge for me, and I can’t say for sure if it’d be better there.
 
  
 
 The meeting over, I hurry out the door for a breath of fresh air and much-needed solitude. The cavalier atmosphere is unreal, making me doubt my sanity. How can these people be so callous? Not a single one of them seems sorrowful, many even excited by the prospect of Demons, eager to carry out their ‘civic duty’ and receive recognition for their efforts. It’s disgusting.
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer Falling Rain?” An unfamiliar voice calls out and Gerel shoots me a look, warning me to play nice before going on his merry way. Turning around, I see Dastan Zhandos, the Warrant Officer from Sanshu, saluting in greeting. “If I may have a moment of your time.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. What now? I’ve never spoken to him before, why does he want to talk now? “Is this important? I’ve pressing matters to attend to.”
 
  
 
 “A few minutes is all I ask for, please.” Handing me a sealed letter with both hands, he waits for me to read it.
 
  
 
 Skipping all the flowery greetings, I jump to the heart of the matter. Essentially, the Council is offering me a substantial reward for my testimony against Yuzhen. Raising an eyebrow at Dastan, I drop all pretenses and toss the letter to the ground. “Are you serious? We’re about to embark on a slaughter of tens of thousands and you want to play politics? You heard what I’ve been up to during my absence and you still think I have something to do with the Mother’s Militia?”
 
  
 
 Blanching as he backs away, Dastan holds raises his hands in a placating gesture. “My apologies, I was unaware of the contents, I was only asked to pass the message along and hear your response.”
 
  
 
 “Well here’s my response: I don’t give a shit about the Council. My actions have all been in service to the Empire. I hunted bandits because it was the task assigned by the Marshal himself. There was no deeper plot or devious scheme, and if my actions inconvenienced the Council, then good. Fuck them, they tried to have me killed for doing my job.” Spitting to the side, I wave him away, barely able to keep myself from punching him. “Excuse me, I have to go prepare to slaughter thousands of helpless citizens.”
 
  
 
 Stomping back to my campgrounds, my anger subsides as I brush and harness Mafu, the fat quin too excited to stand still. Maybe I should have been more diplomatic with Dastan, but fuck him. Of all the people here, I would have thought he’d be the most sympathetic considering his humble origins. Instead, he’s running around playing messenger for ignorant, self-absorbed fat-cats, caring nothing for the plight of the citizens.
 
  
 
 Hugging Mafu for comfort, I bury my face in his thick fur. I’m not really angry at Dastan for not doing anything. There’s nothing he can do, and there’s nothing I can do either.
 
  
 
 The Purge is here, and nothing short of Divine Intervention will stop it.
 
  
 
 And lucky me, I get a front row seat, standing beside the architect of it all, Han BoLao.
 
  
 
 Woooo....
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Like a pall draped across his chest, Zian’s gloomy disposition billowed around him as he sat atop his stallion. An unfamiliar sensation permeated his very being as he rode through the forest, its ice cold grip unyielding as it squeezed his chest, leaving him no different from a living corpse. Seeing Falling Rain display his purity through channelling an intense torrent of chi, palpable even from a distance, left a sour taste in Zian’s mouth, his world gone grey from a single display of overwhelming talent.
 
  
 
 From birth, Zian never lacked the finer things, whether it be wealth, education, or women, he only needed to show interest and it would all be laid at his feet. Gifted beyond compare, he’d found Enlightenment at seven, Balance at eight, grasped the basic Forms by ten and demonstrated expertise by fifteen. The greatest warriors in the Northern and Central provinces vied amongst themselves to take him as disciple, arriving in droves for the chance prove themselves worthy. Only Mother’s strict requirements and Zian’s adamant desire to follow his heroic Uncle Yang kept him from choosing a master, but even without guidance, his comprehension and skill improved in leaps and bounds. Winning the Society’s Competition was simple as turning over his palm, an anticlimactic disappointment to a young man thirsting for challenge.
 
  
 
 A challenge he only found in fighting his elders. For two years after the Contest, he’d remained at the Headquarters and sparred endlessly against anyone who would accept, seeking guidance from the older generation, some twice his age. Though he met with defeat time and time again, he continued seeking out new opponents to temper the two-sword style left behind by his father, the original manuscript tattered from his years of study. As he grew in age, his skills stagnated while the rivals of his generation nipped at his heels, but not for long. At the tender age of twenty-three, in a quiet session of contemplative meditation after an intense spar, Zian condensed his Aura for the first time, firmly fixing his position as the greatest young talent of the Northern Province.
 
  
 
 By any measure, Zian was a dragon among men, like his Uncle and Father before him, so why did a blessed Son of Heaven like himself harbour these feelings of insignificance and dissatisfaction? How did it all go so wrong? A single defeat and all he’d built up was gone, no face, no reputation, and now no confidence.
 
  
 
 Situ Jia Zian, a rising dragon, swatted down by a simple barbarian, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Or perhaps not so simple. Reaching into his robes, Zian pulled out his new pocket-watch, a gift from Falling Rain. Hands trembling, his fingers ran over the multiple gemstones set in the beautifully embossed cover. A master’s work, the tiny timepiece was worth a veritable fortune but he cared little for the value, his mind fixated on the message engraved within: To the Magistrate of Shen Yun, ten-thousand years of longevity and fortune. A common enough salutation, yet it had him tossing and turning in bed for hours, unable to parse the connotation, the significance, the implication. It was well-known he was next in line to become Patriarch of the Situ Clan, so if Falling Rain sought to earn favour, why address him as ‘Magistrate’? A simple mistake or was there a deeper meaning? A subtle threat, warning him to distance himself from the Society?
 
  
 
 Was it all an act? Which best described Falling Rain, uncivilized fool or cunning genius? Whichever he was, he now rode head of the procession in a position of honour, likely chatting amicably with the Shrike and Major Yuzhen. Rain’s star rose while Zian’s faded into bitter obscurity, bathing in clouds of dust here at the tail end of the column
 
  
 
 “Young Master.” Jukai’s soft voice shook him from his stupor. Glancing at his second, Zian blinked as the world came into focus, the older man gaze filled with concern as they rode side by side. “There is no need to measure yourself in comparison to others. Their accomplishments do nothing to diminish your own.”
 
  
 
 “Do they not though?” Zian disdained his memories of fawning sycophants praising him, disgusted at himself for letting it all go to his head. “Who still speaks of Situ Jia Zian if not to mock him for his loss? Since then I’ve trained harder than ever, wholly dedicating myself to the Martial Path, yet Falling Rain easily surpasses me while idly passing his days with his women and his pets!”
 
  
 
 “Is the measure of a man’s worth determined by the gossip mongers? This lowly one has seen the depths of Young Master’s efforts and passion and knows the truth. Might he offer his humble advice?”
 
  
 
 Something snapped inside him. “Enough of your fawning, it sickens me. You’re a Colonel but I’ve yet to see you act the part. Refer to yourself as lowly once again and I’ll order you whipped and discharged from my service. Speak freely with no more snivelling.”
 
  
 
 Smiling happily as if he’d been called ‘grandfather’, Jukai nodded. “Alright then.” Adopting the air of a gruff tutor, he loosened his collar and continued. “Only through recognizing one’s flaws can one hope to achieve perfection. A peerless genius might never know defeat, but the greatest heroes will taste it a thousand times before rising.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “So should I thank the barbarian for defeating me? Seems I’m now on my way to becoming a great hero.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps in time you will. Thank him that is, though only in your heart and never openly. You’re much too proud for that.”
 
  
 
 Facetious ass. Whatever, it was a marked improvement over boot-licking. “Explain. What flaws? My technique is near perfect and only your superior physique and decades of experience keep me from defeating you. Given time I will match you and even defeat you, though perhaps not in physical prowess; my slim stature is ill-suited to head on clashes.”
 
  
 
 Jukai even had the audacity to roll his eyes. “Is that your conclusion? A simple calculation and you believe yourself unable to defeat me? Is strength so rigid and unbending? Then let me ask you: how did Falling Rain, inferior to you in technique, physique, and age, defeat you?”
 
  
 
 Glaring daggers at Jukai, Zian kept himself from lashing out in anger, steadying himself with several slow breaths. “Tread lightly.”
 
  
 
 Unfazed by his anger, Jukai continued without a care in the world, oblivious to the fact Zian was considering having him caned. “It’s a simple question. Have you not given it any thought?”
 
  
 
 Only every waking moment. “The barbarian whelp got lucky.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t sell yourself short, it takes more than luck to defeat you, though I’ll admit the boy had his fair share.”
 
  
 
 “You watched the duel?” At Jukai’s nod, Zian hesitated before asking, “Your thoughts?”
 
  
 
 Without preamble, Jukai answered. “You should have won, nine times out of ten. Which makes it all the more important to reflect on how and why you lost. You know why you lost, right?”
 
  
 
 This audacious upstart of a Colonel... His voice dripping with sarcasm, Zian replied, “Pray tell.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Jukai grimaced. “The frailty of genius, unable to accept criticism. In my eyes, genius and talent are worthless. With all due respect, your Uncle Jia Yang was no genius in his youth, overshadowed by many of his peers. Through hard work, dedication, and skillful diplomacy, he now stands a step below the pinnacle, while those geniuses of yesteryear are little more than ashes scattered to the wind.”
 
  
 
 A forlorn look overcame the old codger, silently mourning the past until Zian impatiently hurried him on. “Yes, he’s incredible, enough flattery, get to the point. How did Falling Rain defeat me?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Jukai scratched his beard.“Honestly, this is the sort of conclusion you should make on your own. You're not going to like hearing it.”
 
  
 
 “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “Fine, I’m getting up there in years anyways.” Jukai was well prepared for this conversation, the reasons flying from his mouth. “He didn’t defeat you, you defeated yourself. You watched him fight three times before your match. Two matches he won cleanly, easily countering his over-aggressive opponents. In comparison, against a less skilled slave who fought defensively, he struggled, even losing a foot in the process. Seeing all this, you should have realized Falling Rain is better at staying alive than he is at killing. The appropriate response would have been to take your time and distance yourself, using your range to force him on the offensive and wear him down. Instead, you did the reverse. You fought in close quarters combat like a fool and played to his strengths.”
 
  
 
 While Zian contemplated having the man dismembered, Jukai continued to prattle on, unaware of the danger. “Your fighting style is perfect, but too perfect. By always acting in the optimal manner, it allows your opponent to read you like an open book. Falling Rain instinctively guarded his most vulnerable areas and you went after them like an idiot. It’s not your fault entirely, you’ve been called a genius all your life because you could emulate the Forms without flaw, yet you’ve no mastery over them. The Forms are a guideline, musical notes on a sheet. Young Master is an excellent musician but to rise above your peers, you must learn how to compose.”
 
  
 
 Unable to speak for anger, Zian continued riding in silence. No matter how he approached the argument, he found no suitable retort, no hole in Jukai’s logic. Though it was Uncle Yang who ordered him to end things quickly, Zian should have realized it was mounting rage and frayed nerves speaking. The more he mulled it over, the more he came to appreciate Jukai’s insight. Though the criticism hurt, as the old Colonel said, it was important he realized these flaws.
 
  
 
 Perfection his flaw, how fanciful and absurd. Fitting though, for a man of his standing. In search of the pinnacle, he’d blinded himself to the truth, that perfection was a matter of perspective. The optimal course was also the obvious one, and therefore no longer optimal. A curious dilemma. Swallowing his pride, he turned to Jukai and asked, “So how do I learn to ‘compose’?”
 
  
 
 Smiling proudly, the old Colonel sighed in relief. “Oh good, thought I destined for the rope. Terrible way for a warrior to go.”
 
  
 
 “Noted.”
 
  
 
 “Haha. As to how to compose, I can’t teach you. A tiger teaching a dragon to hunt will only hinder the dragon, for a tiger has no wings. Every individual must forge their own Martial Path, step by arduous step, and only then will they reach the apex. Be critical of your own work, explore new options, practice, sweat, bleed, and given time, your personal style will take shape. I can criticize though, so prepare yourself. Your movements are too inflexible...”
 
  
 
 While Jukai continued to expound on the Martial Path, Zian listened intently, committing every word to memory. Though Uncle was an incredible man, he was not without flaws, unable to voice his thoughts as simply as Jukai, the old Colonel delivering succinct yet profound advice with every sentence. Even in sparring, Zian felt he learned much from Jukai’s guidance while Uncle never stepped in personally. An almost heretical thought surfaced and though he tried to suppress it, it continued to float about in his mind, stirring up waves of guilt within him.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Zian had erred in taking Uncle as his Master. The best teachers might not always be the strongest individuals. Either way, the time for self-pity was over, and though he'd lost his place as the number one talent of his generation, it mattered not.
 
  
 
 No matter what obstacle lay within his path, Situ Jia Zian would reach the apex, standing taller than any before him.
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      Chapter 171 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 I’ve never really noticed how large war horses really are. I mean, horses are big animals to begin with but war horses almost seem like a whole different animal. Over two meters tall, their shoulders reach higher than the top of my head with a torso large enough to stretch out on, assuming you’re capable of scaling one of those roid-raged behemoths. Moving at an easy canter, their hoof-beats fill the forest with a thunderous tempo, their muscled bodies easily sustaining the brisk pace with ease for hours on end.
 
  
 
 Trotting next to the massive beasts, Mafu seems tiny in comparison, around half their size. Quins are still better because at the end of the day, horses are still horses. No amount of training can make up for one simple fact: they’re prey. The skittish creatures glance warily at my chubby apex predator, deeply concerned by his presence, only their trust in their riders keeping them calm around Mafu’s scent. Then again, it may be a projection of my own emotions and the horses are just jealous of the constant stream of apples I feed Mafu. The last thing I need is for him to get hungry and decide someone’s mount would make a good snack, especially considering my current company.
 
  
 
 For some reason, I’ve been tapped to ride at the head of our procession, a place of great honour. Honour my ass, I’d be much happier riding at the back, dust and all. At least then I’d be able to relax, throw a blanket around me and lay against Mafu’s thick, soft fur. Instead, I’m forced to keep up appearances, sitting upright with my eyes at chest level of two beauties, unable to gorge myself on the scenery for fear of losing my head.
 
  
 
 Literally. Well, and figuratively, but mostly literally.
 
  
 
 Riding to my right, the infamously bloodthirsty Shrike sits side-saddle with her knees pressed together, the very image of a demure noblewoman out on an afternoon ride. Her dainty feet dangle beside me, close enough to reach out and touch, her billowing robe exposing the pale, silken skin of her calves. It’s a testament to my willpower I’ve yet to drool or stare, the muscles in my neck strained from facing forward as I ignore the tantalizing display sitting firmly in my peripheral. Her dark, metal vambraces sport a set of imposing spikes, adding a sense of menace to her appearance.
 
  
 
 BoShui has a matching pair of vambraces, albeit much less spiky, and I remember seeing BoLao's father, former number two at the Bridge Han BoHai, wearing an entire set which included greaves, knee and elbow-guards, eight Spiritual Weapons in total. Safe to assume the Han Clan practices some pugilistic arts, and I like how their weapons also double as armour, but the lack of range is worrying, especially compared to something like a spear. Even with the familial pattern, I can’t help but think BoLao’s love of spikes on her Spiritual Weapons have something to do with her moniker.
 
  
 
 Shrikes have a habit of impaling their prey.
 
  
 
 I am both terrified and aroused by her, which probably says a lot about my mental health. Nothing good, but a lot. I pray it’s just hormones and celibacy turning me into a sex-crazed maniac, but something tells me it’s mostly my nature and I’ll never grow out of this. I mean, the other men my ‘age’ don’t seem to have any problem controlling themselves.
 
  
 
 To my left, a veritable Valkyrie in her resplendent silver and black armour, Yuzhen sits confidently in the saddle, a woman comfortable in her element. Dealing with an endless stream of issues, her aides report one by one before riding off to carry out her orders. Coordinating thousands of troops on a massive sweep while riding for hours on end, she seems intent on leaving no stone unturned in our passing. I don’t think I’m cut out for command, I can barely keep track of a hundred soldiers much less ten-thousand. The sheer amount of things she needs to take into consideration is enough to make my head spin. Encircling positions, overlapping search grids, supply lines and more, I’m getting dizzy just hearing about it while Yuzhen rattles off each order without hesitation, using this mixed army of soldiers to their full potential.
 
  
 
 Or maybe she isn’t. She could bumble her way through all this and I wouldn’t know any better. I mean, what do I know about logistics? Shit all, is what. Still, there’s something about a woman in control which tickles my fancy, a primal urge to see her submit to me. Is it misogynistic? Maybe a little, and definitely chauvinistic, but I don’t want to hurt her or anything. I simply want to see her perfect blonde hair in disarray as I tear her armour apart, a look of fear intertwined with desire in her eyes as...
 
  
 
 No. Bad. You’re engaged. Stop it.
 
  
 
 The sun begins to set before Yuzhen calls for a halt. Gathering with my fellow Warrant Officers, I politely ignore Zian and Han BoShui’s bowlegged gaits while brushing Mafu, the two pampered princes unused to long periods of riding. Ha, another point for roosequins, smoothest ride in the north. Dastan, unfazed by our lengthy journey, is the last Warrant Officer present, the remaining eight Officers either unable to prove their purity or feigning inadequacy to avoid taking part. It’s what I should have done if I were smart but no use crying over spilt milk. I’m stuck in the middle of this mess, I just need to see it through without fucking up.
 
  
 
 Kind of a tall order, considering my track record.
 
  
 
 Working in cold silence, we each take our time caring for our mounts and setting tents, with little else to do in the interim. Although we’re officially here to help, it’s unlikely Yuzhen will assign us any dangerous tasks since we’re too valuable to risk. Instead, she intends to keep us close by, allowing us the protection of her guards and freeing our bodyguards to do real work. At least according to Gerel, but who knows if he’s right. I doubt he has a line on the Major, even if he has been working with her for awhile now.
 
  
 
 With no servants, Zian and BoShui struggle with the unfamiliar work of putting up their tent, too proud to ask for help from the more competent Dastan. It’s refreshing to see the unshakable Situ Jia Zian so flustered by a simple task, but again, I take the high road and pretend not to notice his difficulties. Ha, diplomacy isn't so hard after all. Just keep my mouth shut. Easy Peasy.
 
  
 
 While waiting for them to finish, Dastan steps away to gather firewood and I have Mafu dig a fire-pit in the centre of our haphazard square. I’d like to see their giant muscle horses try to do the same. Another point for quins, they can help with chores. So far we have apex predator, smoother ride, helps with digging, and I think we can add cuter to the list. All the horses have going for them is size. Go quins, we’re winning, 4-1.
 
  
 
 ...Okay, so sitting lower than everyone annoyed me more than it should. No one likes to feel small or marginalized. Even my tent is smaller than theirs, theirs tall enough to stand in while mine is barely big enough to crouch in, a pop-up tent for one. Okay, so that’s a point for horses, they can carry more. 4-2.
 
  
 
 The inevitable happens and eventually we run out of busy work, so the four of us idly stand around the fire, warily watching one another. I’d have expected Zian and BoShui to stand united against Dastan and I, but judging by their constant trading of glares and smirks, their relationship is anything but cordial. Their tents aren’t even next to each other, meaning Zian would rather sleep beside me than his fellow Society member. Then again, I’m sure they’d put aside their differences if Dastan joined with me to stand against them, but as it is, we are each an island unto ourselves.
 
  
 
 God, this is worse than high school, I’m choking on the awkward tension and trumped-up machismo. Everyone trying to portray the strong, silent loner, too proud to sit despite their travel weary bones. Streaked in dust, Zian stands defiantly with his hands behind his back, feigning indifference to the situation, while BoShui glances off into the distance, wearing a pensive look of contemplation. Dastan is little better, giving me a sheepish smile as he meets my eyes, shrugging imperceptibly in weary resignation. He doesn’t like the game but he’s forced to play else he’d lose all respect. Or maybe that’s what he wants me to think, playing a deeper game than expected, hiding his political aspirations behind an honest visage.
 
  
 
 Each of us unwilling to be the first to concede, we continue our nonsensical stand-off in silence. It’s all so juvenile, so why can’t I be the mature one and give up? Oh no, am I... Am I worried about face? What’s happening? I’ve become everything I hate.
 
  
 
 “Officer Falling Rain.” Beaming prettily as she sidles up beside me, BoLao shakes her head in mock disapproval, her soldiers marching in behind her. “A little bird informed me you intend to sleep beneath a ratty blanket and that will not do. An inspiring young hero like yourself requires a suitably inspiring dwelling, no matter how temporary. You’ll lose the respect of your soldiers living in such shabby conditions.” Reaching out with her long, slender fingers, she tweaks me on the nose and it takes everything I have not to swoon at her smile. “Regulations must be followed.” Turning with another mock frown, she wags her finger at Zian and BoShui. “And you two, your tents would never pass muster, for shame.”
 
  
 
 It’s not fair, monsters should look like monsters, not flawless, shapely noblewomen. “Sorry, err... Lady BoLao? The regulation-sized tent doesn’t fit on my mount so I left it behind with the wagons.”
 
  
 
 Winking, BoLao smiles and pats my arm, her eyes the colour of vibrant leaves. “Please, I’ve no military ranking or title, call me BoLao.” At my nod, her smile widens and my heart flutters. “I thought it might be the case, so I brought my spare tent for you.” Biting her lip, she glances at Mafu, sprawled out on his stomach in the dirt. “These roosequin have their limitations but they’re fascinating animals... may I pet him?”
 
  
 
 “Please do.” Mafu chitters happily at the attention, BoLao petting the lazy animal and chatting with Dastan while I set up my borrowed tent, touched by the thoughtful gesture. To either side of me, Zian and BoShui also labour away under the guidance of BoLao’s ‘Aspirants’, the heavily armed veteran soldiers who follow her around, their eyes burning with zeal when they look at her. I can understand why, she’s incredibly charismatic, with a captivating gaze and winning attitude, friendly without being flirtatious yet hinting at the possibility of romance. A fine line which she walks well, I’ve yet to see more than a hint of her ruthless and cruel nature, almost falling beneath her spell many times despite my reservations.
 
  
 
 What can I say, I’m a sucker for a pretty smile.
 
  
 
 And boobs. Boobs are magical.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Grunting with exertion, Zian wiped his brow and stepped back to assess his work. A tall, proud tent, a world of difference now that he’d used all the pegs and poles. Brushing his sleeves off, he nodded in thanks at the Aspirant who guided him before joining the others for a meal by the fire. Through the power of social allure, the Shrike had them all engaged in conversation, asking questions of their heroics so they might brag without shame, deftly manoeuvring around touchy subjects and social blunders. As the meal wore on, BoShui seemed more relaxed around his infamous cousin, and even Dastan was quickly falling under her spell. Only Rain remained reserved and guarded, silently watching the proceedings while sitting against the furred whale he called a mount. With a face like an earless dog, its fat head laid firmly in Rain’s lap, staring at the food with obvious greed.
 
  
 
 Odd creatures these quins, but strategically, they opened up entirely new avenues of attack. High-speed cavalry in treacherous terrain, the possibilities were endless. Lost in his musings, Zian half-listened to Dastan regale them with his claim to fame. “The Highlander Headsman was a giant of a man, his two-handed sword larger than I was tall. Armed with only a mundane shield and my axe, I trembled as he roared in challenge, spittle flying from his mouth. We traded blows back and forth, my shield crumbling to pieces with a single strike, my arms numbing from each successive impact, until finally, unable to hold any longer, my arms dropped to my sides, my axe dangling from its wrist-strap.”
 
  
 
 The common-born Officer had a flair for the dramatic and Zian found himself drawn into the tale. “You were feigning weakness, yes? Luring him into exposing himself.”
 
  
 
 Grinning, Dastan shook his head. “That's what I tell the ladies, but he truly had me beat. I’d be dead except the daft idiot boasted for so long I regained the use of my arms. As he lifted his weapon for the killing blow, I dove forward and disembowelled him as I passed. Then I crawled away and watched him bleed out, exhausted and drained. If he’d been able to stem the bleeding, I wouldn’t have been able to do a thing to stop him.”
 
  
 
 “Well fought, you’re a persistent man.” BoShui chimed in, pointedly sneering at Zian. “Much like our fellow Officer Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 This bastard. Tactfully ignoring the barb, Zian sipped his tea and glanced at Rain out of the corner of his eye, the runt staring daggers at BoShui, having realized he was being used. Good, let BoShui duel Falling Rain, what a spectacle to see. It was as if the world had forgotten Rain defeated two other rising stars of the Society, only ever making mention of Zian’s defeat.
 
  
 
 “Come now cousin, where are your manners?” Ever the diplomat, the Shrike smiles prettily as she nods in apology. “Please take no offence, my father dotes on him so much, BoShui's head has swelled like a pig’s.”
 
  
 
 “I think nothing of it.” Or him, but Zian was reluctant to voice his opinion. She seemed fond of BoShui and not even Uncle could avenge Zian if the Shrike killed him in the midst of a Purge.
 
  
 
 “Let’s move on.” Feigning guilt, the Shrike looked around at each of them her head lowered and eye-lashes fluttering. By the Mother, she was beautiful, but as Mother said, the prettiest flowers had the sharpest thorns. “I’ve a confession to make. I didn’t join you simply to share a meal. You four are the finest young warriors of the North, representing an entire generation of rising heroes. Whether your origins be noble or common, city-born or mountain-dwelling, you are each marked for greatness.”
 
  
 
 More flattery. Resisting the urge to snort, Zian sniffed quietly, though it didn’t escape her notice. Accepting the criticism in stride, the Shrike continued with a smile. “I am not one for empty flattery, Situ Jia Zian, I merely state facts. Nor am I fishing for a husband, though I might consider it. What I mean to say is, regardless of your individual desires, your peers will look to you for direction and guidance. Each of you are positioned to lead, which is the crux of the matter. The Purge is... an unpleasant experience for everyone involved, the repercussions varied and extensive. I hope to use this time to prepare you all for what lies ahead.”
 
  
 
 The audacity of her, she hoped to find a captive audience to spew her rhetoric upon, claiming yet another Aspirant for her entourage, the crazed followers who aided in her dark fancies. BoShui picked up on the same thing and chimed in, distressed and uncomfortable. “Cousin, we understand the gravity of the situation. You need not worry, we will obey your orders.”
 
  
 
 Reaching out to pat his hand, the Shrike wore a sad, almost believable smile. “I’m not worried about your obedience, I worry about what follows. This is no battle where you kill to survive. This is slaughter, plain and simple, a massacre of your fellow citizens, people who look to you for protection. They will die slowly, screaming in pain and anger, cursing you, condemning you, and it will blacken your soul.” Glancing around the fire, she looked at each of them in turn, her skills beyond compare. “Perhaps you will care nothing for their plight, but I was not so strong. I was twenty-five years old when I experienced my first Purge, and when it was done, I felt so much despair, so much hatred... I wanted to take vengeance for the poor souls, to take those responsible to task, and almost did something I would not live long to regret. Luckily, my Master saw my pain and took me aside, enlightening me to the reality and the risks at play. I pray I’m able to do the same for you. Come, I’ll answer any questions you may have, ask away.”
 
  
 
 At mention of her Master, the mood around the fire quickly fell, fear causing Zian’s meal to sit uncomfortably. After a long silence, BoShui took the lead and spoke. “No questions here, I understand the need. Uncle speaks often on the matter.”
 
  
 
 Finally, a moment of genuine emotion, the Shrike faltering as her smile faded. She recovered in an instant, but Zian tucked away the knowledge for future use. Did her father disapprove in her choice of career? Well of course he did, but it bothered her that he didn't support her choices. Why would he? Her actions made her a pariah, a decade Zian's senior and still unwed despite her beauty. What crazed man would even think of laying with the Sanguine Priestess? Better to become a eunuch and join the Penitent Brotherhood. Self-flagellation was far too tame for the Shrike’s tastes.
 
  
 
 As if sensing his thoughts, she glanced at him with a raised eyebrow. Shaking his head, Zian replied with a line from her own catechism. “We do what we must. Kill thousands to save millions, a necessary, if unpleasant task, but such are the burdens we carry.” Every word true, yet few delighted in the Purge as she did, the stories of her excesses enough to make hardened warriors quiver in fear.
 
  
 
 Pursing her lips at his answer, she moved on, unable to find fault with him. Dastan likewise claimed to have no questions, but when she prodded Falling Rain, he sat in silence, staring at the fire. Zian could see the question forming on his lips and wanted nothing more than to scream in warning, but it was too late. “... I don’t understand.”
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Zian prayed for Rain’s soul. How did this idiot even survive to adulthood?
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 Delighted by Falling Rain’s spirit of inquiry, BoLao eagerly waited as he collected his thoughts. A simple statement, ‘I don’t understand’, but it was better than what the other young officers offered. Even her cousin spouted nothing but common truisms and meaningless assurances, a considerable disappointment. The others thought they understood what was to come, but not one did. Only Falling Rain was brave enough to accept his ignorance and take steps to correct it, though he seemed leery of voicing his thoughts.
 
  
 
 Unwilling to hurry him for fear of startling him into silence, she studied the young warrior. Sitting by the fire, so lean and sickly, Falling Rain hugged his knees in an almost vulnerable manner. Though he appeared deep in thought, his amber eyes periodically scanned his surroundings, staring about like a country bumpkin out on his first journey. An odd habit, especially considering the Bekhai lived in the wilds and there was nothing spectacular about this forest. Contemplating on the puzzle, she followed his wandering gaze for a few moments before the answer made itself clear: he was assessing threats and planning his escape, not out of any conscious fear but rather part of his standard vigilance.
 
  
 
 Her curiosity sated, she quickly noticed other clues of his diligence. Despite being surrounded by three-thousand elites to guard him, Falling Rain arrived for dinner armed with sword and shield, his bow and quiver waiting nearby in the harness of his battle-ready mount. The ferocious creature curled up around its master, deceptively docile as it begged for food, the Bekhai youngster’s most formidable weapon hidden in plain sight. No mere pet, she’d read the reports of his encounter with assassins inside Sanshu, the roosequin instrumental in his victory against overwhelming numbers.
 
  
 
 It was apparent the young officer didn’t trust the soldiers around him and after thinking things through, she understood why. Major Yuzhen, two of three fellow Warrant Officers, the majority of soldiers, and even BoLao herself were all Adherents of the Society, and considering his past experiences, she couldn’t fault him for his caution. Still, for one so young to have such wariness engraved into his bones, her heart ached for him. She’d seen the same behaviour in older warriors, veterans and survivors of countless battles, too nervous to sit in the open, startled by every noise and movement, unfit for civilian life. What sort of training and hardships had he suffered through to adopt these same mannerisms at such a young age?
 
  
 
 It was foolish to think he’d come so far on talent alone.
 
  
 
 Obviously her appraisal of him would need to be amended. With this in mind, she reexamined her previous encounters with him. A delight to chat with, his adorable blushing and shy glances made her feel young again. His true nature or a calculated act? If an act, then it was a masterful one. She’d almost forgotten what it was like to be seen through eyes without fear, a woman almost past her prime without a single suitor. Father long ago stopped pressing her to settle down and marry, his letters only ever asking her to return and visit. He’d given up on grandchildren, only worried for her safety even after all these years. It hurt to disappoint him, but it wasn’t as if she wanted to die a spinster without husband or family. Her lifestyle allowed for little time for flirtation, not to mention her reputation. What else was she to do, marry a slave or subordinate? Impossible, doing so was akin to spitting in father’s face, humiliating him before his peers and underlings.
 
  
 
 Inwardly grimacing, BoLao cleared her mind and focused. Silly fancies of life would need to wait, Falling Rain was finally ready to voice his question. “You said you hold no rank or title, so why are you here? Why did Major Yuzhen hand over command to you?”
 
  
 
 More caution and prudence, he was testing the waters. Patience would be needed to win him over, perhaps even a little charm. Tucking loose strands of hair behind her ear, she felt a little pride at his sudden blush. Leaning closer to adopt an air of intimacy, she answered in a soft voice. “Though I now hold no official rank, I was once a Warrant Officer like yourself, though I relinquished the office after my Master took me in. Also, you’re mistaken, Major Yuzhen hasn’t handed over command, I act in an advisory position. My experience in these matters is well-known, my reputation hard-earned after assisting in three Purges.”
 
  
 
 Pulling away, Falling Rain gasped with a mix of incredulity and horror. “You volunteered for this? To torture and kill civilians?”
 
  
 
 She cursed herself for bringing it up so soon. Though she took pride in her work, not everyone felt the same. Not all was lost, this could be a chance to stress the importance of the Purge. Head held high, she answered, “Yes, I am here by choice. I travel year round with my Aspirants, searching high and low for signs of corruption. If a Purge is called, we ride with all haste to offer our services, defending the Empire without thanks or reward. Though it is an unpleasant task, we all must serve in our own way.” She could see the fear and revulsion in his eyes, her spirits flagging for an instant, but she held fast to the words of her Master. “This is a divine calling, a sacred duty, to do what others can or will not.”
 
  
 
 An uncomfortable silence settled around her, all four men sheepishly avoiding her gaze. Seeing Falling Rain chew his lip, she implored him to speak. “Please, ask your questions so we might have an open discussion. I swear, I’ll hold no grievances and you’ll suffer no consequences.”
 
  
 
 Hesitant, he scratched his neck and spoke in a hushed tone, still unable to meet her eyes. “In the course of your ‘sacred duty’, how many innocents have died at your hands?”
 
  
 
 “Countless.” Her answer was immediate, her voice steady, the question asked a thousand times before. “The majority of people killed in a Purge are innocent, their lives sacrificed for the greater good.”
 
  
 
 This time, he continued without prodding, even looking at her with troubled eyes. “How can you justify the torture of innocent civilians? Do their lives mean nothing to you? Where is the Divine in this? Why not kill them and be done with it?”
 
  
 
 Oh, this poor child, his actions made so much more sense now. He attacked Laughing Dragon to save the villagers, not knowing they were already marked for death. “No wonder you think me a monster, you don’t understand why this must be done. Do you know why they are called ‘the Defiled’?” Her question caught him off guard, shaking his head almost imperceptibly. “Because it is what they are, tainted by the Father’s touch. His children, the Demons, whisper to them, moulding the Defiled into weapons to be used against us. Most go insane with blood lust, because it is against human nature, a perversion of the Mother’s work. Those are promptly hunted down and given mercy, unable to cause too much damage. The true danger comes from those capable of accepting His teachings, like Laughing Dragon and his ilk.”
 
  
 
 She held his interest now, his curiosity piqued. Praying to the Mother for clarity, she continued to explain, her excitement growing. “Hiding in plain sight, the Defiled spread their infection around them through whispers and secrets, like an unseen plague of violence and depravity. One infects two and they become three. Three becomes nine, nine becomes thirty, and so on and so forth. The Firebrands were over fifty strong, riding through these forests for years on end. Before their death, who knows how far they spread their filth and lies, how many innocents they slaughtered and tortured, how many they marked for the Father? Where you see innocents, I see those marked by His touch, their souls blackened and minds corrupted. Left alone, it is only a matter of time before they fall and continue to propagate. I offer redemption and atonement, a chance to repent and cleanse their souls, throwing off His shackles before death. What's more, we reveal the true face of the Enemy through torture, proving the Purge was justified. Though the innocent must endure a few hours of suffering, it is a mere pittance compared to an eternity of torment in the Father’s Maw. If not for my efforts, tens of thousands of souls would be lost to the Enemy, forever denied the Mother’s Embrace.”
 
  
 
 Breathless and elated, she waited for the sweet moment of illumination as he considered her words. He was studying to be a healer, surely he’d understand. Sometimes to save a life, you must cut flesh, and she prayed he’d be enlightened by her words. Perhaps he’d even hear the call to duty and join the Aspirants. The Empire grew rife with corruption and a young hero like Falling Rain would draw many to their cause. How wonderful it would be...
 
  
 
 This was all getting ahead of herself. Pushing aside her errant thoughts, she refocused on Falling Rain, noticing his gaze filled with... pity? Did he not understand? Had she erred in her explanation? Turning to face her, he directed his mount to stand as he casually rested his hand by his hilt before speaking. “Says who?”
 
  
 
 “...What?”
 
  
 
 “Who decided innocent souls are tainted through mere proximity? Who decided torture is required to cleanse them?”
 
  
 
 Filled with righteous indignation, she fought back her anger and narrowed her eyes, studying Falling Rain. Were his actions an open provocation? No, more caution from him, prepared to defend in case she reacted poorly to his line of questioning. “You question the teachings of the Mother?”
 
  
 
 “You’re the one who pushed me to ask, I am wholly ignorant. Was it divine instruction? Did the Mother declare ‘any who come close to the Defiled are to be tortured’? If so, then I can only ask for forgiveness.”
 
  
 
 “This is the way things have always been done. My Master taught me this as his master taught him, an unbroken line of the faithful going back centuries.” Unable to answer in the affirmative, she licked her lips and tried a different tack. “Surely you must understand the need? Unless one can demonstrate their Purity through a discernible manipulation of Chi, there is no way to determine who has been Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “I understand the need for action. What I don’t understand is the need for wholesale torture.”
 
  
 
 His amber eyes pierced through her, judging her, condemning her like so many others. This wasn’t how this conversation was supposed to go. “So you believe as the rest of the world does, as my father believes, that I do this for entertainment? That I enjoy the torture of innocents?”
 
  
 
 For all her outrage, all she received was a simple shrug. “Do you?”
 
  
 
 “I. Do. Not.”
 
  
 
 “Then who cares what others think? I only ask, who decided mass torture was the proper response to a Defiled outbreak?”
 
  
 
 “You think the Emperor would sit idle and allow his citizens to be tormented without reason?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “I wouldn’t dare speak for the Emperor. You still haven’t answered my question, though I have more. How does mere contact with the Defiled deny a person the Mother’s embrace? Is the Mother’s love so easily lost? How does suffering cleanse them? What about soldiers? We come in contact with the Defiled all the time, are we tainted as well? You spend all your efforts ‘cleansing’ the Defiled so you come in close contact with them. Are you tainted?”
 
  
 
 “You dare?!” Shooting to her feet, she channelled the Heavenly Energies in a display of Purity, the holy energies surging through her. Blanching as he realized his error, Falling Rain scurried away from her approach. “You twist words and bend truths but I know my actions are righteous, my Path, Divine.” If only he’d draw his weapon so she might strike him down with cause.
 
  
 
 “Sorry, I got a little carried away, I was being rhetorical-”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his excuses, she lunged forward and lifted him by the collar, locking gazes with him. “I do what others cannot, bear burdens which others will not. I have sacrificed everything to carry out my sacred duty. Who are you to call me into question?”
 
  
 
 “Err...”
 
  
 
 “Enough words. You think you know better? Then prove it. When the prisoners arrive in a few days, you will pick out the Defiled from among them. An easy task or so you make it seem, separating the innocent from the guilty. Should those you choose prove to be defiled and no innocents killed, then I will believe the Mother speaks through you and spare the rest.” An impossible task, she gave him no chance to refuse, knowing he would soon see the futility of his arguments. The Purge was the only way, there was no other choice.
 
  
 
 Tossing him aside, she stormed off as everyone hurried to avoid her gaze, their heads bowed in unspoken fear, soldier, officer, and Aspirant alike. Though he grated on her nerves, Falling Rain’s questions did help her understand one thing; the Mother loved all her children, this much was true. Though BoLao only did what was required, a price had to be paid for killing so many innocents. There would be no Husband or children for Han BoLao, no rest or retirement, a life devoid of love and affection, a penance for all her sins. It was only right, she saw this now, understood why Master had no family, why the world reviled her.
 
  
 
 Such was life, trials and tribulations without end, but she would carry her burden with pride.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Picking a burr out of his loincloth, Gao Qiu muttered a litany of curses beneath his breath. Jinxed is what he was, doomed to misfortune in whatever he did. He’d only travelled a few tens of kilometres before the raft fell apart. Not so terrible, but it’d done so without warning, giving him no time to throw his axe to shore. Though only a short swim, the blasted hunk of metal almost dragged him beneath the waves, his lungs half-filled with water by the time he’d made it to dry land.
 
  
 
 A damn old fool is what he was. Why hadn’t he stolen a proper boat, one with oars and supplies? Though berries, tubers, and nuts were easily found, meat was difficult to hunt with only an axe and dagger. A pack filled with rope, a water skin, some extra clothes, and a bedroll, he wasn’t asking for much. Even worse, he’d left behind all his hidden coin, too distraught to even think properly.
 
  
 
 After roughing it in the woods for so many days, he looked like a senile old beggar, clambering around the woods with only a single boot, the other claimed by the lake. The indignity of it all forced him to avoid all human contact, taking his sweet time as he followed the shore east, reminiscing of better times and better places. Unwilling to risk his life on a raft, he kept his eye out for army patrols, still thinking of heading south in search of purpose.
 
  
 
 Ambling on until sunset, he ate a meagre meal of berries before climbing into a tree to sleep. His body ached with the rigours of age, but he didn’t dare settle down to heal. He’d never been good at it and it required all his concentration, too dangerous without someone to watch, the forests filled with soldiers, bandits and beasts alike
 
  
 
 While dreaming of killing and eating a delicious bear, Gao Qiu’s eyes snapped open in the darkness, his instincts alerting him to danger. The moonlight filtered through the treetops as he studied his surroundings, still and silent as can be. Though nothing stood out, he gripped his axe tight, ready to sell his life dearly.
 
  
 
 From the base of the tree, a familiar voice sounded. “Well fuck me sideways, I’d recognize yer shitty cleaver anywhere. Gao Qiu, get yer old bones down here, I ain’t in the mood fer climbing. Yer surrounded fer what it’s worth, not like I need help to kill a senile bastard like yerself.”
 
  
 
 Snorting loudly, Gao Qiu dropped from the tree and landed, the sound of his knees cracking loud as a thunderbolt. “Old? We’re the same fucking age Jariad. Yer antler roots must be digging into yer brain again, doing strange things to yer memory. Never met a half-deer who wasn’t an idiot.”
 
  
 
 “Half-Stag ye damned bastard.” Standing out of weapon range with arms crossed, Jariad’s teeth shone in the moonlight. “Ye look like shit, more so than usual I mean. What’s the Red Devil of Sanshu doing out here all by his lonesome? Ye lose yer job sucking the Spectre’s cock? Some younger lad take yer job?”
 
  
 
 “Just cause Bastard Liu lets ye slobber all over his don’t mean I do the same. This here is still Butcher Bay territory, where Corsairs like yerself ain’t welcome. The traitor thinks he can break the Accords, how surprising. Looking to take out the Spectre once and for all is he?” Spitting to the side, Gao Qiu limbered up, twirling his axe in both hands. “Well, he should have sent more. Y’all are nothing more than a spot of exercise, good fer the heart.”
 
  
 
 “Ah I’m gonna enjoy killing you.” Drawing his saber, Jariad took his stance, ready to charge forward with a slash, predictable as always. “Still, much as I hate yer guts, I can’t say I saw this coming. We served and fought together back in the day, and though yer a right bloody bastard, I’d never have pegged ye fer Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “Shut yer fucking mouth!”
 
  
 
 “Why deny it? It’s obvious, why else would you be out here? Ye heard about Laughing Dragon turning Defiled and feared the Spectre would suss you out, so ye cut and ran.”
 
  
 
 The statement took Gao Qiu off-guard, his mind thrown into turmoil by Jariad’s statement. Never one to miss an opportunity, the sneaky bastard charged with a yell. Barely parrying the attack, Gao Qiu pushed the half-beast aside, ignoring the opportunity to counter as he held his hand up for pause. “Wait, stop. Laughing Dragon is Defiled?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t pretend, old man.” Though he sneered in contempt, Jariad halted his attack, signalling for his men to back off. “That Warrant Officer you tangled with, he ended up on the western shore. Ran into a Defiled band which he swears was led by Laughing Dragon. The bitch called the Purge and the boss sent us out here to guard the shore. Said the Spectre was too lenient on runaways.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the laughs from Jariad’s joke, the world crumbled around Gao Qiu as he struggled to accept the truth. Laughing Dragon and the Spectre, a meeting behind closed doors. Laughing Dragon, the Defiled. Colonel Yo Ling, the man who knew everything that happened in Sanshu, meeting with the Defiled Laughing Dragon. Screaming in rage, he threw his axe into the dirt and reached for Balance, displaying his purity before the others. His fist smashed into the tree beside him, again and again, the trunk shattering in a mess of splinters as he huffed with exertion. His rage spent, tears streamed down his face as he leaned against the broken tree, mourning the loss of everyone he knew, praying for Jariad or one of his lackeys to kill him and end it all.
 
  
 
 No such luck. Gao Qiu legs gave out, flopping to the dirt as he stared at a confused Jariad. “I ain’t Defiled, but the Spectre is. Before I left, he was meeting with Laughing Dragon.”
 
  
 
 Scratching his beard, Jariad thought with his mouth open, an annoying habit he’d never lost. “Well... Fuck.” After a long silence, Jariad stepped forward and Gao Qiu closed his eyes, waiting for the sword to fall. Prodding him with a boot, Jariad snorted as he held out a hand. “Don’t be so dramatic ye old bastard. Stand up now, I ain’t gonna carry your heavy ass.”
 
  
 
 Letting himself be pulled up, Gao Qiu asked, “Why?”
 
  
 
 Already leading his men away, Jariad called back over his shoulder.“Same reason I do anything: Boss’ orders.”
 
  
 
 Sighing as he patted himself down, he grabbed his axe and did his best to straighten his beard. Just his luck, after almost a decade of separation, Gao Qiu had to meet old friends and enemies looking like a beggar.
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
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 Sitting in the dirt, my eyes focus on the Shrike’s swaying bottom as she stomps away, my mood stuck somewhere between scared and horny. Baledagh’s presence hovers in the back of my mind, alerted by my internal screaming when the Shrike grabbed me by the throat, and his wry voice sounds in my head. “Well, that went poorly.”
 
  
 
 “You’re telling me.” Brushing the dirt off my hands, I take a quiet moment to reflect on my poor life decisions. “It’s like I have some morbid, underlying desire to fuck things up. I had her on the intellectual ropes, but I went too far and forgot the golden rule: might makes right. What ever happened to ‘the brush is mightier than the sword’?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be silly brother, a brush is poor defence against a dagger, much less a sword.”
 
  
 
 Too drained to bother explaining the idiom, I sigh and pick myself up. “All things considered, our head is still attached, so it didn’t go too badly. Besides we probably won’t have to ride at the front anymore, so that’s another plus. Gotta stay optimistic. Would’ve been nice to stay off her shit-list though, bloodthirsty fanatics aren’t known for their ‘forgive and forget’ attitude. I should have known better than to open my mouth, no good ever came from arguing over religion.” I let my guard down around her feminine wiles, with those pink, luscious lips, radiant green eyes, and ample, voluminous...
 
  
 
 Get a hold of yourself. She’s a mass murderer, stop being so attracted to her, stupid.
 
  
 
 Concerned for my well-being, Mafu waddles over to sniff and chitter, his posture submissive and scared. Patting the chubby coward to ease his worries, I feed him some apples to perk his spirits and calm my nerves, focusing on the adorable face of delight he makes while chomping down his favourite treat. Simple pleasures, that’s what I’m missing. How did things get so complicated? I came out here to earn respect for the People and raise my reputation, but instead I’m robbing merchants, arguing religion, and taking part in the slaughter of innocents.
 
  
 
 This is ridiculous. All I want is a nice, quiet life with my two to seven lovely wives. Is it too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 Unable to read the mood, Baledagh asks, “So what now? Do we reveal my ability to sense the Defiled?”
 
  
 
 “Honestly? No idea. Thoughts?”
 
  
 
 “I’d prefer not to be forced into servitude and used as a bloodhound, which seems likely considering her zeal. Besides, how would you explain it? I can’t, it’s nothing more than a feeling.”
 
  
 
 “I don’t know.” The lie comes easily. “Let’s sleep on it for now, it’ll be a day or two before the first group of prisoners arrive.” Satisfied by my decision, Baledagh returns to his self-imposed exile, leaving me to wallow in anxiety. What am I going to do? I mean, she said if I can pick out the Defiled, she’ll let the others go, which is great, but what happens afterwards? Although Baledagh can’t explain how he does it, I can, but admitting I have an ignorantly Defiled alter-ego isn’t high on my list of things to do. Am I capable of convincingly pleading ignorance or spinning it as some manipulation of chi? What happens if I’m questioned under oath and forced to reveal how I detect the Defiled?
 
  
 
 “You’re thinking too much.” Zian stands before me, interrupting my internal strife while the others wait beside him. Dastan offers a sympathetic pat on the arm while BoShui barely hides his glee, taking pleasure in my hardships. With his head held high, Zian waves dismissively, arrogant even in magnanimity. “The prisoners are doomed regardless of your actions. Pick a few at random, keep your mouth shut, and the Shrike lose interest in you soon enough. When this is over, return to the Bridge with all haste. She’s been avoiding her father ever since she took up her ‘sacred duty’.”
 
  
 
 Judging by BoShui’s incredulous stare, I’m not the only one who finds it strange that Zian is giving me advice. Quickly collecting himself, he sniffs pretentiously and declares, “Your life is mine to take, in a duel for all to see. I’ll not stand idly by while you martyr yourself for a hopeless cause.” Punctuating the statement with a flick of his sleeves, Zian haughtily struts away and returns to his tent, leaving me standing with Dastan and BoShui.
 
  
 
 All he needs to do is blush while calling me an idiot and I can confidently label Zian as ‘tsundere’, a cold, hostile exterior with a warm, loving core. Seriously, why do I attract all the crazies? Where are all the normal, non-murderous people? My closest friends, Mila, Yan, Huu, and Fung are a smidgen too bloodthirsty for my tastes. It makes me cherish little wifey Lin all the more, her gentle, harmless demeanour a soothing balm for my soul.
 
  
 
 Coughing lightly to catch my attention, BoShui flashes his irritating smile. “Tread lightly, Undying Savage, for though she appears little more than an impassioned woman, my cousin’s harrowing reputation is well earned. I’ve seen first-hand reports of her madness, so stay close to Major Yuzhen unless you wish to put your title to the test. Then again, if you die, I’ll be able to taunt Zian with his defeat for the rest of time. So win-win for me.” His piece said, BoShui leaves without waiting for a reply, chuckling beneath his breath.
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, if I were to pick between them, I’d choose Zian, a man who almost killed me and hopes to try again, over BoShui, the smarmy twit. Am I the reason I can’t make normal friends?
 
  
 
 “Why does the death of these villagers bother you so much?”
 
  
 
 Faced with Dastan’s crude but honest question, I can only shrug in response. How do you explain basic empathy? “Why doesn’t it bother you? I don’t understand, everyone unilaterally agrees the Purge is appalling, but when it comes right down to it, they all wave their hands and mumble something about fate. These aren’t lives lost in an earthquake or flooding, we are conscientiously choosing to have thousands of people tortured to death because they might be Defiled. Doesn't that seem ridiculous to you?”
 
  
 
 “No. What would you have us do instead?”
 
  
 
 The question takes me off-guard and I take a moment to study this enigmatic officer. Hard to read, the common-born warrior stands at attention with a neutral expression, his posture neither challenging nor submissive. Wearing an unadorned lamellar breastplate over a modest hemp robe, there’s little to differentiate him from a common soldier aside from the decorated golden hand-axe hanging at his waist. His stern features, scruffy sideburns, and developing mustache make him seem older than his twenty-two years, the lines around his eyes etched into his skin. Though of little renown, I can’t underestimate his skill and handwork, the youngest person present aside from myself.
 
  
 
 Taking the silence as answer, Dastan continues his line of questioning. “Though I sympathize with their fate, the people living here represent a danger to us all, a danger to my family living a short distance away. Who’s to say the fall of Shen Mu wasn’t due to Defiled hidden among the citizenry or soldiers? I will do anything to keep my loved ones safe, even if it means offering millions to the Shrike’s blade. You might judge me harshly but I lack the luxury of choice. Not everyone has inaccessible mountain homes to retreat to.”
 
  
 
 “And what if there was? A choice? A way to determine who is Defiled and who isn’t?”
 
  
 
 This time, Dastan takes his time studying me, and I weather his scrutiny poorly in comparison. After a nerve-wracking pause, he sighs and shakes his head. “I can’t tell if you’re arrogant or delusional, nor will I hold out for miracles. I can only echo the advice you’ve already been given and caution you to choose your battles wisely. The Shrike cares nothing for political capital and will do as she pleases, much like you, I think.” With that, he offers a cursory salute and leaves.
 
  
 
 How strange. All four of us are technically rivals, if not outright enemies, yet here we are united before a common adversary, whether it be the Shrike or the Defiled. It’s almost sweet. Dastan’s outlook makes sense, but not if he knew what I did. With Baledagh’s help, we can save so many lives, except I’m too cowardly to step up and try.
 
  
 
 With nothing better to do, I return to my tent with Mafu, holding the flaps open to let him in. The excited quin’s tail wags furiously as he explores the interior and I direct him away from the struts. The last thing I need is for him to break my borrowed tent. Oh no, it's going to be soooo awkward returning this in the morning. Kill me now to spare me the pain. “Remember fatty, this is temporary okay? Neither one of us is used to sleeping alone, so don’t make this weird.” Squeaking happily in response, Mafu flops down next to my bedroll, grooming himself as I prepare for bed.
 
  
 
 Staring at my tent’s roof, I lay beneath my blankets with Mafu’s fat head on my chest, his cheeks and whiskers quivering as he snores without a care in the world. Envious of his untroubled outlook, my fingers run through his fur as I grapple with my decision. Put myself and everyone I know in danger to possibly save thousands of lives or keep my head down and watch as an atrocity takes place?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, maybe I’ll get lucky and everyone they bring will be Defiled.
 
  
 
 Ha, yea right. I’m never lucky.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Putting aside her stack of reports, Yuzhen stood and stretched out the kinks in her shoulders, exhausted from yet another sleepless night. Overseeing the Purge was fast becoming a logistical and political nightmare. With so many elites from different backgrounds forced to work together, she walked the razor’s edge to keep tensions from boiling over, tempers flaring in the face of tragedy. Even the most hardened soldiers felt something when herding helpless civilians to a grim death, no matter what they might tell themselves.
 
  
 
 Say nothing of her other responsibilities, the problems continuing to pile on despite her full plate. The Council continued to pester her with missives, lurking outside the army’s blockade and demanding she meet with them to discuss terms. The tycoons of Sanshu cared nothing for the suffering of their fellow citizens, treating the deaths as little more than a statistic to mark down, affecting their estimated profits for the coming year. A deplorable bunch, she ignored their requests and sent them a revised statement, reminding them their debt was growing exponentially with each day that passed.
 
  
 
 Her soldiers had yet to find trace of Laughing Dragon or the Demon, their escape all but confirmed. A task force would soon be assigned to hunt them down, but her concerns were more immediate. With her attentions focused here on the western shore, the previously suppressed bandits were coming out of the woodwork, three patrols along the north shore gone missing in recent days. Though Defiled involvement was unlikely, she had no choice but to send Gerel and his roosequin mounted Khishigs to investigate, the fastest troops at her disposal. While Gerel was more than capable of handling anything he might find, days passed without receiving his report, putting her on edge. Whoever said no news was good news? A fool, that’s who.
 
  
 
 If only she’d had the foresight to send Rain away with him, then she wouldn’t have to deal with this latest mess. Donning her armour, she stepped out of her tent to mediate yet another dispute, the foolish young officer making a poor choice in antagonizing the Shrike. At least he had the sense to make himself scarce in the days since, so perhaps the Shrike’s temper had cooled with time.
 
  
 
 And perhaps pigs would sprout wings and fly.
 
  
 
 Marching through the thick fog, she inwardly railed at the heavens for the poor weather. She should have expected as much when setting camp on a small peninsula, surrounded by lake water on three sides. With only a single entrance by land, it made a suitable holding-turned-execution ground, freeing up the majority of her elite soldiers to aid in collecting prisoners.
 
  
 
 No, not prisoners. Civilians. Innocents. Poor souls with the misfortune of living too close to weak-willed fools. Though unable to see past a handful of meters, the grim atmosphere seemed fitting for this first day of the Purge, mercifully concealing the mass of terrified prisoners sitting together, their sobs and pleas terrible to hear. In a few hours, the Shrike and her butchers would ply their vile trade and though the fog billowed in from over the lake, come afternoon the sun would burn it away and expose the horrors which lay hidden within.
 
  
 
 We each do what we must, leaving her no option but to pray for forgiveness.
 
  
 
 After a short search, she found Rain sitting by on the lake shore while his roosequin frolicked in the waters. Removing her helmet, she sat down beside him and chose her words with care. This was unfamiliar territory, consoling a man without sleeping with him first. Then again, she usually consoled them by sleeping with them.
 
  
 
 Taking her by surprise, Rain broke the silence first. “I hate this fog. It feels wrong somehow, the lake is usually so beautiful. Stunning really, the turbulent white waters glistening in the sunlight make for a wonderful spectacle.”
 
  
 
 “I would have thought you’d had enough of the lake after spending a week beneath it’s currents.”
 
  
 
 “I never said I spent a week underwater. I fell in, and someone found me a week later. I don’t know what happened in between.” His eyes stared off into the distance, as if piercing through the fog with sheer power of will. “Maybe I was under there the whole time, or maybe I was saved by Heavenly waters, or tears of the Mother, or giant turtles. For all I know, I was stuck on some wreckage and drifted here over the course of a week.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, she nudged him with her shoulder. “See, saying things like this is how you caused this mess with Han BoLao. It’s clear you are not a true believer of the Mother and under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t matter, but you’re dealing with the Sanguine Priestess. A fanatic like her makes no distinction between a non-believer and a heretic, and considering how she sees your survival and your talents as a gift from the Mother, it’s no surprise she reacted poorly to you questioning her beliefs.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry. I can’t help it, it is in my nature to question. I’m a curious fellow.”
 
  
 
 “My old man is the same. He likes you, you know? Calls you a ‘fine, upstanding young man’ every time your name is brought up. He’s obsessed with the repeating crossbow you brought him, spends all his free time with Husolt and Chakta tinkering with the design.”
 
  
 
 “Glad to hear it.”
 
  
 
 The surprising thing was, he meant it. Rain cared little for ingratiating himself with her old man, never asking for anything in return. The way he saw it, helping prolong the Marshal’s life was no different from helping a grandmother carry her groceries. No matter, whether he asked or not, Yuzhen was determined to help him here. “You needn’t worry, I will shelter you from her wrath. Now come, we cannot delay any longer. You will go humour Han BoLao, it doesn’t matter who you choose. Though the guilt weighs heavily on you, the fault lies not with you. I’ve already given the order, their lives are forfeit.”
 
  
 
 “...What if I can do it? What if I can pick out the Defiled?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the question, she blinked and asked, “Can you?”
 
  
 
 “...Maybe? I don’t know. Things have been weird since I came out of the lake. With all the new skills and whatnot I showed you, I don’t understand how they work, they just... do, easy as breathing. I don’t even understand this purity nonsense, I’m just channelling chi normally. The weird thing is, when I fought the Defiled in the village, I felt a wrongness to them but thought nothing of it, almost forgotten it. Now... I’m not sure. Maybe I can sense them.”
 
  
 
 Poor, naive child, tormenting himself by hoping to save the doomed. “If you can, and that’s a stretch, then you would save hundreds of thousands of lives.” His mood improved at her words but she mercilessly cut him down. “However, those here are still doomed. No matter how overwhelming the proof, I would still order them Purged. Then I would send you to meet with Imperial experts to determine the validity and mechanics of your skill. The Empire will accept no risk when it comes to a Defiled outbreak within its borders.” Sensing someone approach from behind, she stood and held a hand out for him, pulling him up gently. “Please, ignore your fancies of saving their lives and do as I have asked.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, what arrogance.” Striding out of the fog, the Shrike sneered. “To think, you truly believe yourself so blessed, to succeed where untold generations have failed. There is no method to determine if someone is Defiled.” No longer dressed in flowing robes, the Shrike came ready for work wearing a leather breastplate and trousers shockingly red in colour.
 
  
 
 “Well technically, you can’t prove a negative.” Rain’s quip earned him a pleading glance from Yuzhen and an angry glare from the Shrike. Foolish boy, always poking the bear. Undeterred, Rain continued imploring the Shrike. “I don’t have all the answers, but that doesn’t mean I should blindly accept the solutions given. I’m sorry if I offended you, but my question still stands: who decided massacre and torture was the only way?”
 
  
 
 “I’ll not listen to your nonsense any longer, there is work to be done.”
 
  
 
 Sighing in defeat, Rain followed the Shrike with his shoulders slumped, Yuzhen staying close to his side. Before long, they stood in front of a crowd of unwashed peasants, their eyes pleading as they huddled together, too terrified to speak. Unable to stop herself, Yuzhen scanned the crowd with her chi and senses, praying for a miracle.
 
  
 
 If ever there were a time for one, it would be now.
 
  
 
 Shedding all his fears and doubts, Rain appeared a different person as he inspected the crowd. Expertly feigned disinterest, he strode into them and looked each over one by one. Sensing something was amiss, the poor souls pleaded with him, some throwing themselves at his feet while others begged for the lives of their children. Yuzhen’s heart trembled at the sight, her eyes misting as she looked away, unable to bear it for any longer. Prolonging this was cruel, these people knew what awaited them.
 
  
 
 Rain continued unperturbed, his stony silence and scrutinizing glare silencing the crowd with little effort. The minutes passed slowly, with Rain's frown growing deeper by the second. Only after making his way through each person did he return, walking away and signalling for the Shrike to follow. Once out of earshot, he turned to face them with back straight and shoulders square, confident as he’d been during his first duel. “Something is wrong,” he said, his demeanour betraying no emotion. “None of them are Defiled.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Oh dear sweet Mother, shelter this poor fool.
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 Her mood dark, BoLao watched Falling Rain as he inspected the crowd, waiting for the moment he realized life was not so easy. Despite Major Yuzhen’s insistence otherwise, this was hardly a punishment, more a gentle lesson. BoLao had suffered far worse during her first Purge, more than a decade past. An untested Warrant Officer, she’d been swept up in the Purge after stumbling across the mountain hideout of several hundred Defiled bandits on a routine patrol. Deep in the Central province, any aid sent by her father would arrive too late to spare her the horrors, and so she was forced to spend her days collecting villagers for the slaughter.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain reminded her so much of her younger self, questioning the need for death and torture, though she lacked his audacity and only aired her doubts to trusted subordinates. During the first day of Purging, she’d broken down into an inconsolable mess and hid in her tent, trying to block out the harrowing screams and inhuman cries. That night, desperate to save those she saw as innocents, she threw caution to the wind and tried to smuggle a group past the blockade. She’d been caught almost instantly, a foolish young Warrant Officer too trusting of her second. Seeing an opportunity, the snake of a ladder-climbing adherent sold her out to the superior in charge, a high-ranking Officer from a rival Clan. The Han Clan’s princess caught in a compromising situation, openly aiding suspected Defiled, how delicious it must have been for them. Only Master’s intervention saved her from harsh sanctions and even possible death, a few words and a wave of Master’s hand enough to deal with the matter.
 
  
 
 She’d yet to accept him as her Master then, only knowing him as the man in the same role she held now. Oh how she’d fought when he took those she’d tried to save, openly weeping as he pressed the knife into her hand and brought her to the first victim, a young boy in his teens, fresh-faced and terrified. The memory was clear as yesterday, her futile struggle as Master took her by the hand and guided the knife into the boy’s flesh, her victims mouth opening in guttural screams which echoed her own, the splash of warm, salty blood across her face as she cut and carved, the terror in his eyes as he begged for a death which would not come quickly.
 
  
 
 Again and again the boy invoked the Mother, or perhaps he cried for his mother, whose heartrending screams pierced through BoLao, pleading for her to stop. Apologizing again and again, BoLao tried everything in her power to resist and drop the knife in her hand, begging forgiveness for flaying the skin off of the boy’s chest, for carving the flesh from his bones, but her efforts were wasted. Master held her firmly in place with his Aura, forcing her to take part in the mutilation, exchanging knife for sharpened spoon, then screws, then hammer, and a bevy of assorted items for which she had no name for, silent throughout the entire ordeal as she swore retribution against him, promising vengeance for the poor child before her, no older than her darling cousin BoShui.
 
  
 
 After hours of agonized torment beneath her hands, augmented by skillful healing from her Master, the boy was little more than a mass of exposed organs, whimpering softly as he stared out from unseeing, empty sockets. Numbed by shock and dead inside, BoLao had gone silent long ago, her emotions drained and emptied as each passing moment etched itself into her memory. Indifferent to their suffering, Master guided her hand to the boy’s throat and gently squeezed the life from him, his shredded lips curling into a grotesque, toothless smile. Once certain the boy was dead, Master bowed in silent prayer, before bringing her to the boy’s mother with knife in hand, ready to begin anew.
 
  
 
 After the mother came others, a kindly grandfather, a venomous sister, a pleading uncle, a crying daughter and more, each one suffering their ministrations in the same manner, every cut, every strike, every torment repeated without deviation or rest. Uncounted hours and seventeen victims later, Master handed her the knife and pointed at her eighteenth victim, a boy younger than the first, and she knew exactly what to do. Unguided, she stepped forward to peel flesh and scrape bone, moving mechanically as if in a dream, numbed to horrors before her.
 
  
 
 As she plucked the boy’s first eye out, his screams of pain turned to anger, though she cared nothing for it. As she moved to take the other eye, Master caught her hand and shook his head, pulling her away as the boy’s remaining skin rippled and exposed muscles shifted. His tiny frame swelled in size as his voice turned guttural and harsh, his single brown, beautiful eye staring at her with pure vitriolic hatred. Lesions erupted across his body, covering his pale skin with dark pustules and bubbling abscesses, the exposed, deformed bones of his hands snapping together to form a massive talon. A writhing mass of blackened flesh erupted from the void where his eye used to be, covering his face in a fiendish, grim mask, leaving only the one eye exposed, shockingly human amidst the monstrous visage.
 
  
 
 On that fateful day, BoLao gazed deep into the abyss and saw the vile evil hiding within.
 
  
 
 After killing the Demon with ease, Master took her aside and washed her hands gently, speaking for the first time since they began. His soothing voice explained everything plainly, leaving little room for doubt. The Defiled were a plague passed on through proximity, with Demons lurking in the dark void of their souls. The sickness needed to be removed, root and stem, torture nothing more than a tool to expose the sickness for what it was and ensure no Officer or noble use the Purge for nefarious purpose. Cause and effect, simplicity itself, she had done the Mother’s work, necessary work, unpleasant and horrific though it may be.
 
  
 
 Now after all these years of clinging to that truth, she was once again that naive child, questioning her core beliefs because of Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Why had she never heard of a Purge directed at the Army? Year after year, the Defiled appeared and soldiers sent to quell them. Soldiers served for ten-year terms, often in the same areas, meaning those defending the border fortresses came into repeated contact with the Defiled. It’d be foolish to believe they’d never had problems with soldiers turning Defiled. With the majority of rank and file little more than meat for the grinder, unable to display their Purity, how was the Army staving off the affliction? Even allowing that soldiers were trained to seek Balance and the lack of privacy left no room for newly Defiled soldiers to unleash their murderous urges, how was it possible there had never been a large-scale outbreak? It shouldn’t take much for an entire garrison to become infected, falling to the Father’s whispers in mass, yet she’d never heard or read of such an occurrence. Did the Empire cover it up?
 
  
 
 Looking at it from another angle, the highest penalty allowed in the Empire was ninety-nine days of agony, reserved only for those guilty of capital offence. More often than not, the offender would turn Demon, yet a Purge would not be called. Though the penalty for capital offence included the deaths of the offender’s family, but made her question: was the offender already Defiled or did he turn due to the torture?
 
  
 
 Like the age-old question of the chicken and the egg, she wondered if she was the cure or the disease. Were her victims Defiled to begin with or did the terror and horror she wrought force them into the Father’s arms? The question had her tossing and turning in her cot, the past nights haunted by Falling Rain’s aggravating voice, her search for answers only dredging up more questions.
 
  
 
 A crisis of faith on the cusp of a Purge, this was a trial set forth for BoLao and her convictions wavered dangerously. Resisting the urge to chew her lip, she prayed to the Mother for guidance as Falling Rain strode through the terrified crowd of villagers. Perhaps he could sense the Defiled and pick out the infected, how wonderful that would be.
 
  
 
 His frosty, uncaring disposition stood in stark contrast to the emphatic young man she’d argued with in days passed. How perplexing, which one was the real Falling Rain, the impassive warrior or the impassioned dissident?
 
  
 
 Holding her breath as she followed him away, but his statement filled her with disappointment and disgust. Matching stares with Falling Rain, she sneered and said, “Oh? These villagers are all children of the Mother, not a single Defiled among them? I suppose that means I must let them all go free. Should I continue with the Purge then their deaths are on my hands, absolving you of all guilt. How convenient.” Spitting at his feet, she shook her head. “I didn’t expect you to take the coward’s way out.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, he replied in perfect deadpan. “There’s nothing brave about killing civilians. Do what you will, I mention it because I find it strange. There should at least be one or two in a group this size.” In outright dismissal, he turned away and faced Major Yuzhen directly, leaving BoLao standing on the side. “Are they all from the same village? We should question them and find out if anyone is missing and where they might have gone.” He paused, distracted by something in the sky. “I should inspect another group. Because the Defiled might have gathered and escaped. The Demon was fast, more than capable of traversing the entire area in a matter of days.”
 
  
 
 Enraged by his worthless lies, BoLao lunged forward to drag him away and show him the errors of his way, as Master had shown her. Her Aura burst from her, but it rolled off him without effect. Exploding into action, Falling Rain twisted aside, eyes burning in defiance as he settled into a defensive stance. Aiming a kick for his stomach, she advanced cautiously, seeking to subdue him and force him to understand, as she was forced so many years ago. His arm swung low and parried the kick, lifting her foot by the heel and stepping forward as his foot scythed out to trip her. Hopping back to avoid his sweep, she jabbed twice, striking him in the face and forcing him to abandon the offensive. Her left foot still in his grasp, she immediately jumped upon landing, her right foot rising up to smash into his shoulder, shoving him violently aside and freeing her foot. Following through with the kick, she twirled in the air and landed firmly on both feet, glaring at the insolent young man. “You dare resist?”
 
  
 
 “Cease this foolishness!” Major Yuzhen’s commanding voice put an end to their exchange. “Lady Han BoLao, might I remind you are here as a courtesy. Conduct yourself with decorum or I will have you removed. Assault one of my soldiers again and I’ll have you brought up on charges.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t understand,” BoLao said through clenched teeth, pointing at Falling Rain. “He needs to see the truth.” Ignoring the arriving onlookers, she turned and locked gazes with the arrogant savage. “You judge me without knowing, safe on your perch so high, ignorant of the guilt I struggle with each day, praying for Her forgiveness, suffering the consequences of my choices. You’re like the others, sanctimonious and self-satisfied, thinking you have all the answers. You look at me as if I were a monster, call my work into question, yet when asked, you don’t dare take a stand. A hypocrite is what you are.”
 
  
 
 In the silence that followed, Falling Rain’s anger melted away, his shoulders dropping as his gaze filled with pity. “If that’s what you truly believe,” he said, “Then why does it matter what I think? Why do my questions unnerve you so?”
 
  
 
 His words pierced through her chest, painfully stabbing at her heart, and she refused to dwell on the answer. “No more questions,” she hissed as she turned towards the prisoners. “No more twisted truths. You say none are Defiled. You say I cannot prove a negative. I will show you how wrong you are, on both accounts. If you have any courage to face the truth, then you will stay and watch.” She could not force him to help, not with Major Yuzhen protecting him.
 
  
 
 Why hadn’t anyone protected her, ten years ago?
 
  
 
 Gesturing for her Aspirants to begin, she picked out her first victim and dragged him away by the hair, a young boy of age with Falling Rain. Pushing him against a pillar, she locked his movements with her Chi and cut away his clothes, his screams soon joining the chorus of voices cropping up as her Aspirants plied their trade. Standing to one side to allow Falling Rain an unobstructed view, she placed her knife to the victim’s chest, beginning with the same cut as she’d done hundreds, if not thousands, of times before, a shallow, vertical line just above the sternum.
 
  
 
 Someone here would turn and then Rain would understand, would see that her work was necessary, her choices justified. She was the surgeon removing the cancer of Defiled from the body of the Empire, a cleansing flame freeing these souls from the Father’s clutches. Master was right, her work was Divine.
 
  
 
 Please Mother, let it be so.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The villagers stand in neat little rows and columns, the fog writhing around hundreds of them attended to by the Shrike and her Aspirants. As she begins her bloody work, my eyes remain glued to her victim, a kid shivering in terror, his shrill screams sending chills down my spine. Baledagh’s voice sounds in my mind as he sighs, and I can picture him shaking his head. “I told you this was a terrible idea, our actions were for naught. We should have picked a few at random, at least then we wouldn’t have exposed ourselves.”
 
  
 
 “I had to try.” I speak the words beneath my breath, forgetting to whisper them in my mind. “I had to try. Even if no one believes.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen pulls me into a half-hug as she whispers, “There was nothing you could have done. You need not stay and watch, I won’t. Come with me, I could use the company in this dark time.”
 
  
 
 Unable to turn away from the grisly horrors, I shake my head. “Sorry. I’m staying. Don’t worry, you go.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen stays by my side for long minutes until the Shrike rips out the boy’s tongue, unable to bear it any longer. Presenting a gruesome tableau, the Aspirants work in eerie synchronization, like robots designed only to torture, their expert movements well practised, their faces aloof and distant, unmoved by their work. No pleasure, no distaste, no urgency or deviation, their attitude is more suited for scribes copying manuscripts.
 
  
 
 Except for the Shrike. Her beautiful lips are twisted in depraved delight, her flawless white skin stained with blood. The Sanguine Priestess in full bloom, her work makes my former guards seem like rank amateurs, my mind recoiling at the horrors inflicted upon them.
 
  
 
 “Brother,” Baledagh says, “We can switch, I can stand in your place.”
 
  
 
 This time, I remember to keep silent. “No. Thank you, but don’t pretend like their deaths don’t affect you. Go back, I don’t want you seeing this.” Sensing I’m in no mood for conversation, Baledagh retreats, knowing nothing he says will convince me to leave.
 
  
 
 I don’t know how long I stand there, my tears long dried and hand aching from gripping my hilt. I want to draw Peace and end their suffering, but the knowledge of what will happen to those I love keeps me from acting. I’m too weak to do anything, too cowardly to try, and it’s tearing me apart inside.
 
  
 
 This world is rotten to the core.
 
  
 
 While the Shrike begins work on her third victim, having long since gone through all the villagers I inspected, Zian steps into my line of sight. Beside him stands Dastan with eyes glued to the floor while BoShui watches his cousin with a pained expression. Zian’s pale face studies me as he asks, “What do you hope to prove? It takes a certain mindset to endure this and even a blind man can see you lack it. You risk disturbing your inner calm and unbalancing yourself, or giving into your rage and despair, turning Defiled yourself. This is lunacy, hardly anyone is watching, even the guards have their backs turned.”
 
  
 
 Still watching the Shrike at work, it takes a few tries before I can force words past the lump in my throat. “Why do you seek strength, Situ Jia Zian?” He looks at me in question, not understanding. “You’re talented, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t work hard, suffer to get where you are. Why do you devote your life to strength? Is it for honour and glory? Fame and fortune?”
 
  
 
 Gesturing at the villagers, I continue without waiting for his answer. “I used to be like them, weak, helpless, mistreated, and tortured. If not for a twist of fate, I’d have died a dog’s death and no one would have cared, like no one seems to care about their deaths.”
 
  
 
 Venting my anger and mounting frustrations, my voice rises as my rant continues. “Well, I care. I did not train to slaughter innocents. I did not seek strength to torture the weak. Yet here I am doing exactly that. It may not be my hand holding the knife, but I stand here and do nothing to stop it, which makes me guilty in my eyes.”
 
  
 
 With a thought, my Chi swirls within and Heavenly Energy surges into me, swirling violently in and around my body. Unthinking, I draw my sword as my Aura bursts out, filled with my feelings of outrage and impotence. “I trained to protect the weak, and instead, I watch them die. It is all I can do, so it is what I will do. Their suffering should not go unnoticed. They deserve to be remembered.”
 
  
 
 The soldiers around us stare and shift uncomfortably at the truths I unveiled. Eyes narrowed in anger, the Shrike glares at me, her blood-smeared smile frozen on her face. Her victim writhes in place, its gender indistinguishable after suffering through the entirety of the Shrike’s tortures, my speech having delayed the poor soul’s sweet release. Hundreds dead and tortured without a single Defiled or Demon to be found, innocent to the last. Unable to stop myself, I hurl Peace as hard as I can, unleashing all my pent-up frustrations. With a dull thump, Peace pierces through the victim’s chest, the one tiny reprieve I can offer.
 
  
 
 Silence blankets the field following my public tantrum, punctured only by the errant moans and sobs of the tortured, all nearing the end of their suffering, but not yet there. The Shrike’s mouth moves wordlessly as her anger leaves her speechless. Her face twisted in shock at my audacity, after long seconds, she finally forces the words out. “You dare interfere with the Purge? I’ll have you -”
 
  
 
 The sound of a weapon whirling through the air interrupts her outrage. An axe smashes through one victim and post, continuing on to strike another, narrowly missing the Aspirant stationed there. Dastan’s wordless scream follows as tears stream down his face, the young man unable to bear their suffering any longer. Following his example, more weapons find their way into the flesh of the suffering, the only mercy left for these poor souls. The deluge of weapons come to an end, with every victim at rest and the blood-stained pillars used to restrain them shattered and useless.
 
  
 
 Looking around, I see the grim determination on the soldiers faces and take solace in knowing others feel the same as I do.
 
  
 
 Maybe I was wrong and the world isn’t entirely rotten.
 
  
 
 Just mostly.
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 Her temple throbbing in irregular beat, Yuzhen clung to serenity by the barest of threads, reminding herself the Shrike, though lacking rank, was not someone to take lightly. Seeing her covered in blood supported the sentiment, calm and reason prevailing. “Lady Han BoLao, I have already taken those responsible into custody,” Yuzhen said, her tone careful and cordial. “Should you wish to pursue further action, we will need to wait until a Justicar is available to us. Until the Purge has run its course, our hands are tied.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, what custody? A farce.” Chewing her thumbnail, the Shrike paced the length of Yuzhen’s command tent, her eyes wide and brow furrowed. “Falling Rain, the architect of this travesty, sits comfortably in the tent I loaned him, smug and unrepentant in his actions as he hides from the truth. Custody. Pei.”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above, Rain truly kicked a hornets nest this time. “Lady Han BoLao, what else would you have me do? His actions, while impertinent, were not entirely unlawful. You’ve already conceded your... regimen was concluded, which means Falling Rain’s... demonstration was more symbolic than anything.” Spreading her hands, she tried to appeal to the Shrike’s political acumen. “This is a delicate matter which must be handled tactfully, lest emotion triumph over reason. You saw first-hand how the soldiers responded. If I were to punish Falling Rain without cause, we might find ourselves with an insurrection at hand.”
 
  
 
 “My cause is just, who is he to tell me otherwise? Mine are the hands of mercy, carrying out the Mother’s work, saving thousands from the Father’s Maw. Life is synonymous with tribulation, their fates sealed from their day of birth and I Her tool, Her emissary here below.” The Shrike appeared a complete mess, reaffirming her creed beneath her breath as she continued to pace, unable to sit still for agitation. “My Sacred duty has been called into question, my Divine Service disrupted by infidels and heathens, reparations must be made, scales balanced, minds enlightened. Falling Rain, Dastan Zhandos, both so blessed by the Heavens yet ignorant of Her plans, how can this be permitted?”
 
  
 
 “Lady Han BoLao.” Yuzhen’s voice steeled, unable to hide her concern. “Might I remind you, no soldiers or Warrant Officers under my command are to be harmed unless they too are tainted.” Dear Mother, was the Shrike losing her mind? “Both young Officer’s have repeatedly demonstrated their Purity for all to see.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t understand, I mean them no harm but they must be made to see, to believe. There is evil all around us, hidden deep in the abyss of our souls. My task is lay it bare for all to recognize, but it is pointless unless Falling Rain is there to witness.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen shook her head, though the Shrike was too engrossed in her thoughts to notice. “I can not and will not force him to watch. You know doing so might impede his future progress and bring punishment down upon us.”
 
  
 
 “No, no, no, why is this so difficult? Why can’t he listen to reason? Why haven’t any of them turned yet? I need Master’s help, I’ve made a complete mess of things, too inept, too stupid, too inarticulate, Master would utter a simple truth and things would be made clear.” The Shrike’s sticky, blood-soaked hands darted out and clasped Yuzhen’s in a clammy, pitiful plea, eyes filling with tears. “You realize the need, yes? You can speak for me, help explain everything to him. Falling Rain with his incessant questions, twisting truths and turning left into right, day into night, I am not his match. Please, help me guide him into the light, he’s already turned Dastan Zhandos and all those soldiers against me, what if little Shui-Shui turns against me too? We could appeal to a Justicar and request they sentence him to service in the Aspirants, he needs to be shown the truth, to accept the light.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen’s jaw dropped before she caught herself, closing her mouth with an audible click. From their first meeting, the Shrike defied all expectations with her impeccable manners and coquettish charms, surprising qualities for a homicidal fanatic. Believing it merely a facade, Yuzhen had remained cautious of the Shrike, but if she was still faking then she was an actress unrivalled beneath the Heavens. In all likelihood, the Shrike was no monster, merely a woman who’d been indoctrinated and radicalized in her youth, now seeing the cracks in the veneer of her core precepts for the first time.
 
  
 
 Against her better judgment, Yuzhen lowered her guard and treated Han BoLao like the distraught and unstable woman she appeared to be. Quietly murmuring empty assurances and soothing noises, Yuzhen sat her in front of the washbasin and scrubbed away the blood and viscera covering their hands. Sitting in shocked silence, BoLao chewed her lip and stared into the bloody water, overwhelmed by the day’s events. Once BoLao was suitably cleaned, Yuzhen draped a blanket around the girl and stepped aside to brew a pot of tea, giving them both time to recover.
 
  
 
 Placing a warm cup of tea in BoLao’s hands, Yuzhen sat across from her and watched her sip absently and whisper her thanks, an ingrained reflex. Mother help me, what had Rain done to her? What did BoLao’s Master do to her? Speaking softly, Yuzhen patted BoLao on the knee. “Our cause will not be helped by taking Falling Rain to trial. Though a Justicar will likely rule in our favour, the trials are recorded and available for all to read. Word will spread of his actions and you know better than I of the general populace’s attitude regarding the Purge. Currently, this... outburst is contained to a few dozen soldiers and two Warrant Officers. Should word spread, it will do substantially more harm than good.”
 
  
 
 Meeting Yuzhen’s eyes for the first time, BoLao shivered uncontrollably, terrified by the prospect of rousing dissent against her cause. “Th-then what do we d-do?”
 
  
 
 Poor girl, how could any of this be faked? “You and I both know Falling Rain and Dastan Zhandos are rising dragons of their generation and the soldiers here, while not elites, are part of the backbone of four cities. To have all of them openly denounce the Purge would be disastrous. Our cause is best served by coming to terms, offering to drop all charges in return for their silence.”
 
  
 
 “B-but what about Falling Rain? He needs to understand...”
 
  
 
 “You must let it go, the boy is nothing if not tenacious. He’s not the first young warrior to be repulsed by the Purge, nor will he be the last. You yourself worried over such an outcome, which is why you approached them before we began. The battle is lost, we must salvage what we can.”
 
  
 
 It took another hour of comforting and prodding before Han BoLao agreed, unable to offer any argument besides ‘he must see’. It was easy to see why, Rain responsible for her crises of faith, so if he acknowledged his wrongs, then BoLao could set aside all her newfound doubts. After coaxing the poor girl to bed, Yuzhen left her heavily guarded, more for her own safety than anything. Who knows what the mentally fragile girl might do in the absence of supervision?
 
  
 
 Choosing to deal with the head of the snake, Yuzhen announced herself before entering Rain’s tent. Although he’d been disarmed, danger and anger radiated from him as he sat on the tent floor, his portly quin ready to pounce, hissing in warning at her approach. Thankfully his wildcats were left with Sumila, the boy fast becoming a travelling circus of murderous beasts. Hiding her fear as Rain soothed the beast, she plopped down in front of him, posture slouched in exhaustion. “I’m sorry Rain. This should never have happened.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Confrontational, with direct eye contact and no warmth in his voice, bad signs. She’d need to work harder to appear sympathetic, win him over. “I shouldn’t have left you there alone, forced you to leave with me. That’s what Gerel would have done, what I would have done were I thinking straight. This entire mess could have been avoided.”
 
  
 
 “True enough.” Taken aback by his outright hostility, she reassessed the situation, trying to gauge if he was angry at her specifically or at the world in general. Before she could decide, he spoke again. “Yuzhen, you’ve been a good friend to myself and the Bekhai.” A good start but there was more. “I worry what I say next might offend you, but it’s something I need to get off my chest.”
 
  
 
 Her lips dry, she feigned nonchalance and directed him to continue. “Please speak your mind and know anything you say will be confidential.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you. See, I’ve been wondering about the Purge and the purpose it serves. The Shrike had plenty to say about saving souls and uncovering darkness, but I can’t help but find it odd. Here in the North, I’ve noticed nothing regarding an organized system of belief, like churches or temples or whatnot. Earlier this morning, you even said my lack of belief is irrelevant in most situations and referred to the Shrike as a fanatic.”
 
  
 
 “What does this have to do with anything?”
 
  
 
 “Without strong religious beliefs, aside from rooting out the Defiled, none of the reasons the Shrike listed seemed... practical, when looked at from a political perspective. Surely you do more harm than good in torturing so many innocents. How many Defiled do you normally catch in a Purge of ten-thousand? A few hundred?”
 
  
 
 Far less, but it would be a mistake to answer him. “I’m not sure, this is my first. Rain please listen, I’ve struck an agreement with the Shrike. She will let your interference go unanswered, you only need to steer clear of her until this is over and swear an oath not to publicly air your grievances regarding the Aspirants or the Purge. This is for the best solution for all of us.”
 
  
 
 “I suppose it is. I can easily imagine the anger and outrage if the people were to discover the Purge is little more than a political tool.”
 
  
 
 Hiding her fear from his probing eyes, she tilted her head in innocent curiosity. “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “It’s only a guess, something I came up with recently. I mean, the hints were all there, but I never put it all together because it's something which requires a complete and utter lack of empathy. Then I remembered we come from different worlds, in more ways than one.” Pursing his lips, he gathered his thoughts before speaking, his tone tired and defeated. “Looking at the big picture, the Empire is in a precarious position. Not only do the Defiled test our borders year after year, the people are besieged by fear at all times, never knowing if the Enemy walks alongside them, if their neighbour was ready to devolve into murderous rage.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, this is something we all learn to live with. In the cities, it isn’t so bad, with everyone watching one another. There is safety in numbers, because it makes it near impossible for the Enemy to hide.”
 
  
 
 “True, but how many people can fit inside the cities? There’s not enough room for everyone, not to mention the need for farmland and pasture. The majority of citizens live outside the cities, spread out across a massive landscape, separated from their neighbours by hours, if not days of travel. It’s no wonder city dwellers hate outsiders like the Bekhai. They're worried outsiders are Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “A prejudice you and your people are soon to overcome.” Seeing where he was heading, Yuzhen put a finger to her lips and Sent him a silent message. “Rain, your words tread dangerously close to treason. Take my hand and channel your Chi, I’m going to teach you to use a Sending. You should be capable of it so long we are in physical contact. If you cannot, then you must keep your thoughts to yourself. You never know who might be listening.”
 
  
 
 She hoped to end the conversation here and now, but Rain was determined and talented. Though his first Sendings were nothing but gibberish, after the better part of half an hour, Rain resumed their conversation in silence, palms touching. “So back to the big picture. Unless you’re part of the top percentile capable of displaying Purity, your affiliation can never be wholly proven. 99% of the population are possible enemy combatants, hiding in plain sight. Seeing how quickly Gen grew in power, I think the Empire would fall in a day if even 10% of the populace turned Defiled, a hopelessly depressing thought. So what is an Emperor to do? The only option is to discourage the people from becoming Defiled through other means, which is where the Purge comes in. A public consequence against turning, promising a grisly and horrific death for not only you, but everyone you know and have ever come in contact with should you fall to temptation and be discovered. Enough to scare most into compliance, I’d say.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Yuzhen looked hopelessly at Rain and saw the accusation in his eyes, believing her complicit in it all. “Perhaps you're right and perhaps not, but I swear to you, I know not the truth. What you say has merit, but my hands are tied. If I didn’t call for the Purge, then someone else would have and I’d be lucky to keep my life. Please understand, this is the way of the world and we can only live by the rules. If you were to spread your theory, true or not, the Emperor would have no choice but to denounce you and order your death and the death of the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 Removing his hand from hers, Rain spoke aloud, unable to look at her any longer. “Different day, same song.” Sighing, he raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll abide by your terms. My silence on these matters in return for amnesty.” Using his knife, he gave his oath in brief. “I swear an Oath to the Heavens. I will not air my grievances regarding the Purge so long as I am not persecuted for my thoughts or actions. This I swear to you, with the Heaven’s as my witness.”
 
  
 
 “Silly boy, you can’t add a conditional statement to your oath. You are bound to secrecy no matter what.” Taking out her own knife, she cut deeply into her forearm. “I swear an Oath to the Heavens. I will never disclose what you said today. This I swear to you, with the Heaven’s as my witness.”
 
  
 
 “...Thank you.” The gratitude in his eyes did nothing to dampen the condemnation, a young, idealistic man, disgusted by her actions.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t blame him. She felt the same.
 
  
 
 Leaving immediately, she used Rain’s compliance to secure oaths from the other dissidents in short order, though Dastan needed to speak with Rain before he agreed. Seeing the fervour in Dastan's eyes, Yuzhen was certain Rain had found a staunch ally in the low-born Warrant Officer, the two bonding through shared adversity. Thankfully Zian and BoShui had stayed their hands, and the soldiers who took part in the outburst all lacked proper backing, so she sorted out the entire mess before lunchtime.
 
  
 
 Sitting at her desk as BoLao slept nearby, Yuzhen closed her eyes and calmed her nerves. Rain was right to be disgusted by her, she’d ordered the Purge in spite of her apprehensions, the deaths of thousands of innocents sitting squarely on her shoulders. The death toll continued to rise, the Aspirant’s work readily heard in the distance, each scream sending a wave of guilt through her. Still, the work never ended, her pile of missives grown larger in her absence, and she sifted through them, searching for word from Gerel.
 
  
 
 Finally, he’d sent a message, and she tore open the seal to ease her worries, hoping he’d included a personal note to brighten her day. Instead, her heart stopped as she read his message, hastily scribbled and delivered with all haste. Reading it again, she trembled for a second before leaping to action, bellowing for all to hear. “Soldiers of the Empire, to arms! Break camp, we ride with all haste!”
 
  
 
 “What’s happening? Is the Purge over? How many turned?” Shaken from her stupor, BoLao rubbed her eyes from the cot.
 
  
 
 Tossing Gerel’s letter at her, Yuzhen strode out the tent as she replied. “The Defiled have gathered, the Purge ends now. I need every soldier available, we ride to war.”
 
  
 
 A minimum of twenty thousand Defiled warriors charging north towards Sanshu, the horde growing by the day as it pillaged and plundered through the Golden Highlands. Where had so many Defiled been hiding? Though not enough to take the city walls, an army that size could run rampant through the area, destroying the farms, forges, and industries which produced more than half the supplies needed at the Bridge. Weapons, armour, food, horses, the list went on...
 
  
 
 Swallowing her fear, she redoubled her efforts and pushed her soldiers to hurry, praying she would arrive in time.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Administrator Ping marked the taxes collected on his ledger and waved the caravan through the gate. Handing his things to an attendant, he savoured the brief respite and rubbed his temples as the next group of wagons rolled into place. Collecting duties at the gate wasn’t the most glorious of work, but needs must. A rash of sickness was making its way through the city, with staff members and guards rendered incapable of their duties, so here he was at the end of another double-shift, exhausted from overworking.
 
  
 
 Still, the day was almost done, and he could soon retire to bed with his beloved Jansu, an expensive indulgence paid for by his commissions from Warrant Officer Falling Rain’s prodigious bounties. Too often, the women chasing him were only interested in his money and with Jansu, he needn’t worry about finding poison in his wine cup. Though originally purchased as a source of release, he soon became intoxicated by the lovely half-mouse’s smile, wanting nothing more than to see her happy.
 
  
 
 Waving the hulking, hooded caravan master over, he collected his ledger from the attendant, dipping the quill in ink. “State your name and business in Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, how fun. Okay then, this one’s humble name is Yo Ling. You may know me better as The Spectre.”
 
  
 
 Trembling in place, Administrator Ping glanced at the face of the most notorious bandit in the North. Standing in broad daylight with a crooked grin, the Spectre’s one good eye stared him down, the other unseeing and milky white, ruined by the same strike which left a scar across half his face. A wound made by his former partner, Liu Shi of the Crossbone Corsairs, if the stories were true. “Wh-what a-are...”
 
  
 
 “Ah how silly of me, you also wanted to know my business.” Waving forward as dozens of bandits exited the wagons, Yo Ling drew his dagger with a sneer. “My business is death, and business is good.”
 
  
 
 The blade flashed and Administrator Ping coughed and sputtered, staring at the hilt embedded in his ample belly. Falling to his knees, he touched the wound and gaped at the blood, unable to draw breath enough to cry out. His strength faded as he laid on his side, pain shooting through him with every movement. Helpless, he watched as the bandits strode into the city, idly wondering why the alarm bells weren’t ringing. The guards atop the wall should have seen him fall, should have realized the danger, why did they still delay?
 
  
 
 “Take and hold your positions until our brethren arrive,” Yo Ling ordered, his raspy voice jubilant. “For too long have we suppressed our urges and denied our true selves, for too long have we suffered in silence. It all comes to an end today, no more hiding, no more inhibitions. Hold the gate, and once Sanshu lies open to us, we'll rape, pillage, plunder, and torture to our hearts content! Shed the trappings of humanity and embrace your true selves, for today, we are no longer mere bandits, but heroes of the cause, working to welcome our brethren in the north. Today we take down Sanshu, tomorrow the Bridge!”
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Administrator Ping wept.
 
  
 
 Mother have mercy on us all.
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 9 -
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 Though the battleground lay to the north, where the Defiled desperately tried to retake the mountain fortress before it was completed, every morning, Akanai chose to eat her breakfast facing south. Wistfully staring past the fields and forests, she entertained the hopes of catching a glimpse of Mila, though she was camped hundreds of kilometres away. Foolish girl always making her mother worry, why couldn’t the little brat have fallen in love with a more sensible man like Huushal or Fung?
 
  
 
 Sipping her tea as she glanced over the letter once more, she ran her fingers over Mila’s beautiful brushwork, able to recite the message by memory. For all his complaining, she almost suspected the boy was seeking out trouble, disaster following him around like one of his hungry pets. Assassins in Sanshu, bandits in Xiang Mi, falling into Western Treasures Lake and losing his Token, it was all too much. Now, he'd surfaced a month later with stories of Defiled and Demons and her heart almost couldn't take it anymore, worried each time she opened one of Mila’s reports. With him caught in the midst of a Purge, were she a superstitious woman, she’d believe the boy had been born beneath an unlucky star, his life filled with adversity and misfortune.
 
  
 
 Ready to abandon the border fortress and ride south to rescue the boy from certain death, she’d gasped in shock when she read of his progress, startling her guards into action. Falling Rain, eighteen years old with only six years of training, standing at the forefront of his generation, displaying his Purity and putting any and all suspicions to rest. The pup’s tail would wag for a week and Alsantset would be insufferable, bragging to everyone who would listen and many who tried not to.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t even taking into account the information inside Gerel’s ciphered report, containing so many things Mila had left unwritten. Condensing his Aura at eighteen? Akanai had never heard of anyone with such an accomplishment, the news likely to shock experts around the Empire. What dog shit luck the pup had, literally stumbling across a disciple so blessed by the Heavens. She’d already sent word to have the troublesome boy brought back to the Bridge as soon as possible, intending to keep him close until his hair turned grey. With Nian Zu watching over him and the pup, she could rest easy knowing they were looked after. Besides, it was high time the pup took responsibility for his disciple, she’d never seen a more thoughtless Mentor. Letting the boy run free and fobbing his lessons off to anyone with the time of day, and he still dared call himself the boy's Mentor.
 
  
 
 Even better, the boy safe at the pup's side also meant Mila would be safe, a mule-headed girl chasing after her beloved just like her mule-headed father. Huushal could do as he pleased, she needn’t worry about the exemplary ‘young wolf’. Ghurda had done well raising him, the most level-headed of her young talents, reliable, dependable, and suitably heroic in appearance. Little Fung, however, was in for a rigorous regimen of disciplined training the moment he returned. The spoiled noble was two years Rain’s senior and lagging far behind, without even a name for himself. Unacceptable for the disciple of the Herald of the Storms, a disgrace is what it was.
 
  
 
 While planning the drills she intended for her youngest disciple, a flurry of motion caught her attention, shadows dancing in the forest while birds fluttered away in droves. Narrowing her eyes, she signalled for her guards and Sent a message to Orgaal, the commander of her picket line. “I’m seeing movement to the south-east. Report.”
 
  
 
 After a brief pause, Orgaal replied, “My scouts see it too, inspecting now Chief Provost.” Another pause, minutes ticking by. “I’ve lost contact with my scouts. No reply.”
 
  
 
 Going with her gut, she gave her orders and rode Kankin to the back lines. “Fall back.” Switching over to speak with Dagen, she ordered him to take command of the front lines and prepare while pulling reserves to bolster the back line, staring at the open field in anticipation. The minutes passed slowly as her soldiers took their positions, confident in her read of the situation.
 
  
 
 She wasn’t disappointed.
 
  
 
 Bursting from the tree line, a horde of Defiled warriors screamed in their unholy tongue as they crossed the field. Ready and waiting, her warriors loosed arrows from behind their earthen fortifications, cutting down the first wave before they crossed fifty metres. As the second wave pushed past the corpses of their companions, Dagen reported another Defiled assault on the fortress walls, working in concert with their brethren already inside the province. How they continued to coordinate these attacks was a mystery, but it mattered little to her. In fact, she was almost glad to see so many Defiled warriors still in the north.
 
  
 
 Every single Defiled here in the province was proof of Situ Jia Yang's incompetence. As she’d been ordered to hunt down the Defiled responsible for attacking Shen Huo, Jia Yang had similar orders here in the west and chose to pass those duties on to his subordinates. The fortresses to the east had yet to report a single Defiled attack from inside the province, yet here she was staring at thousands of Defiled, remnants of the destruction of Shen Mu charging towards her position, with even more marching her way.
 
  
 
 Smiling in good humour, she welcomed the horde with open arms, happy to have yet another excuse to reprimand the arrogant Society blockhead. Let the Defiled save her the trouble of hunting them down one by one, she had long foreseen Jia Yang’s blunder, her soldiers entrenched and secure in their positions. The second wave already dead, the third wave died as she watched, counting each one as a fly in Jia Yang’s soup, imagining his reaction when she shoved the official charges of negligence and incompetence down his throat. Let him choke on his failures and return south in disgrace, the People were rising to soon take the Society’s place as the new power in the north.
 
  
 
 Life was good.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sitting inside his office at the military barracks, Magistrate Chu Tongzu tugged his moustache while staring across the empty plaza at the innermost gatehouse. One of four, it housed the mechanisms which raised and lowered the innermost gate of the south-east tunnel entrance, five-hundred meters of enclosed stone and darkness sitting open in welcome to whatever dangers lay without. Heavily fortified, each gatehouse contained not only a deadly compliment of war machines, but also enough ammunition and food to last its garrison for weeks.
 
  
 
 It was all ingeniously designed, the city standing for centuries untouched. For a besieging army to raise the gates, they would first need to scale the outer walls and congregate in the plaza before him, both the only area large enough to amass troops and a perfect killing ground for the soldiers stationed in the surrounding buildings. Then, the enemy would be forced to march along the single avenue leading to the upper level, alternating between climbing stairs and crossing open ground through a storm of projectiles fired by the defenders above.
 
  
 
 Should the aggressors successfully cross the half-kilometre depth of the wall, upon turning the first corner, they would find a portcullis blocking their path. After battering down its doors, a flight of stairs running parallel to the wall awaited them, and after turning the corner, they would once again find a second portcullis. Once through, the path took them along the depth of the wall once more, back towards the plaza, climbing to their destination where a third portcullis stood at the summit. Then and only then would the aggressors finally be in place to assault the first, innermost gatehouse and open the innermost gate.
 
  
 
 All a moot point for the aggressors as three more gatehouses needed to be taken before the outermost gate could be opened, allowing a besieging army to enter unhindered. All or nothing, a daunting task, the defenders held every advantage fortified behind their walls, raining fire down with impunity the entire time. Guard Captain Mao Jianghong often boasted no enemy would ever take all four gatehouses while good soldiers of Sanshu still drew breath.
 
  
 
 Except now that very scenario had taken place, his gates raised and gatehouses seized by an unknown number of rebels and traitors. Many still wore the red and gold armour of his city guards, Mao Jianghong hidden somewhere among them. The treacherous bastard knew the city better than any and had chosen his time well. With 5,000 guards outside the city patrolling for bandits and another 3,000 elites taking part in the Purge, the city was sorely lacking in loyal, competent warriors. The question was, why was the traitor intent on holding the gates open? A demonstration of civil disobedience? A coup with the backing of the Council? Personal gain? Some nefarious purpose?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, it seemed the traitor was in no mood to talk terms, ignoring Tongzu’s calls for a meeting. He disliked having the gates open at night, able see straight through the tunnel into the wilderness, ignorant of the happenings beyond the walls. Having waited long enough, he turned to his second and asked, “Are the guards in position?”
 
  
 
 A burly, handsome woman, he’d chosen Staff Sergeant Sovanna as his second by sheer virtue of proximity, the first guard officer he’d laid eyes on. With his best officers out herding civilians towards a horrific end, both his guards and soldiers sorely lacking in leadership, forcing him to rely on this uneducated, poorly trained guardsman. It wasn’t all terrible, she was doing a passable job thus far and was quick to learn. If he overlooked her low-brow drawl and ever-present scowl, she even had a certain rustic charm to her. “Aye Magistrate. Me bullies have the enemy in their sights, the catapults prepped and ready for yer orders.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” A last resort, destroying the gatehouses risked damaging the mechanisms, an unacceptable outcome. “Any disturbances to report?” As soon as he’d learned the gate had been compromised, he’d ordered the other city gates closed and locked down, installing trustworthy soldiers to oversee the mechanisms. Tongzu hadn’t earned his place as Magistrate by taking unnecessary chances and he wasn’t about to start now.
 
  
 
 “Nah Magistrate, only a few councilmen squawking about their bodyguards being conscripted. Threatened to conscript them as well and send em into the fray, had them poncy poofs scurrying off right quick.”
 
  
 
 “Well done.” He’d have to deal with the fallout when all this was over, but for now, he couldn’t afford the distraction. Short-sighted fools, still squabbling among themselves even in this time of crisis, he wouldn’t be surprised to learn of the death of several councilmen in the morning, all dying from ‘natural causes’. True enough, surviving a dagger to the heart was anything but natural. Good riddance. “The scouts?”
 
  
 
 Spitting out the window, Sovanna shook her head. “It’s been close to an hour without a single scout reporting back. I’m not liking this.”
 
  
 
 Neither did he. Either they were all traitors as well or Jianghong had allies working to keep him blind, concealing whatever was to come. Tongzu shuddered to think how much damage this traitor could have done with his authority as Guard Captain, burying reports, turning soldiers to his cause, misappropriating supplies and funds, the list was extensive and worrying.
 
  
 
 It would all have to be sorted out when this was over. The time for discussion was at an end, leaving him with no choice but to drown the traitors in to blood of his soldiers. Though a heavy price to pay, it was his duty to immediately retake at least one gatehouse and close the tunnel. Everything else was secondary. “My soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “Lined up nice and pretty as can be Magistrate. I’m gonna have to request yer permission to lead the charge again, me bullies are tougher than ye think and I’m expendable, unlike yerself.”
 
  
 
 Eager to prove herself and wipe out the traitor guards herself, her repeated insistence was understandable given the circumstances. “I need you here. By my order, Staff Sergeant Sovanna, you are hereby promoted to acting Guard Captain.” Besides, the woman was no match for Jianghong in combat, a capable, if arrogant, disgraced nobleman. “Sanshu is under martial law and you its highest ranking officer. Should anyone pass through the perimeter and approach this position, execute them without warning. Guard Captain Sovanna, the city is yours.”
 
  
 
 “Thank ye kindly Magistrate. The Mother watch over ye and bring ye back to our side. Sanshu still needs ye. Without ye to run things and deal with those pig-headed Council idiots, I’ll probably burn the place to the ground in frustration within the week.”
 
  
 
 He coughed to hide his laughter as she left. The woman was a refreshing breath of sincerity he sorely missed. Perhaps he’d make the promotion permanent when all this was over, he rather enjoyed how she dealt with the Council, direct and without fuss. Besides, the strapping, dark-haired woman had an enticing, athletic build, a pleasant change from the tiny, slim concubines he usually favoured. He wasn’t above sleeping with his Guard Captain, anything to keep the next one from rebelling.
 
  
 
 As his attendants prepared him for battle, he cursed all the years wasted in luxury, the strapping, heroic frame of his youth replaced by a large pot belly and flabby folds of fat. Aside from his helmet, his famed dazzling golden armour didn’t fit anymore, forcing him to wear an ugly, dark-iron breastplate held up by leather thongs, little better than a metal apron. It was unbecoming of a magistrate, his appearance far from heroic, but actions spoke louder than words.
 
  
 
 Words still had their place though.
 
  
 
 Setting aside his embarrassment regarding his appearance, Tongzu strode out the barracks and inspected his soldiers, cramped together wherever they might fit just outside the plaza. Using his Chi, he Projected his voice for them to hear. “You’ve all heard what’s happened. Mao Jianghong has turned traitor and seized the gatehouses. Defiled travel through our fields, a Demon runs loose in the province, a Purge underway only days from our doorstep, in these dark times, those traitorous maggots would leave Sanshu open and vulnerable. This cannot stand.”
 
  
 
 Looking over the troops, he saw the trepidation in their eyes, apprehension bordering on terror. “You also know the city’s defences well and the cost to retake them. I will not lie, it will be high, but that shit-eating filth led by that traitorous cocksucker Jianghong thinks they can hold our families, our friends, our city hostage. They act now in the absence of so many of our comrades, believing there are no heroes of Sanshu left to defend it. Tell me, is this true?”
 
  
 
 A resounding ‘No’ answered him, the soldiers jeering and taunting the enemy, blowing off steam before the battle began. Letting them finish, he waited for quiet before resuming. “You know what’s happened and you know what we must do. You also know me, my reputation, my name.” He listened for the whispers as the older soldiers clued in the younger ones, his back straightening as their eyes widened. “Mark my words. I will march in and retake the gatehouses alone if need be. I welcome you to join me in honour and glory.”
 
  
 
 Hefting his trusty maul Stoneshaper, Tongzu basked in the cheers of his soldiers, raising his tower shield before leading the charge. “Come, my soldiers, my warriors, my heroes of Sanshu! Charge forward into victory and let none stand in our way!” A wordless yell was his reply as his soldiers followed, sprinting across the plaza in full armour, their spirits burning with righteous fury, yearning to avenge this affront to their honour and exterminate the traitors.
 
  
 
 The traitors unleashed hell as soon as his soldiers were in range, a mass of bodies running into a hail of projectiles. The cacophony of battle rose around him, the shrieking of arrows, the cracking of bones, the screams of the dying, and still he ran, leading his soldiers into the avenue. Ignoring the arrow embedded in his shoulder, Tongzu emboldened the men to action, leading by example. “Onwards my heroes, retake our city from these bastards who dare threaten our families. There will be no rest, no respite, no retreat, until they all lay dead at our feet!” The smell of blood and shit filled his nostrils as his soldiers died in droves rushing through this choke-point of death, desperate to reach the enemy.
 
  
 
 The bodies littered the avenue behind him as he rounded the corner to confront the first portcullis, his chi gathered and ready. Picking up speed, his iron breastplate slapped against his thighs as he lowered his head and charged into the heavy, steel-reinforced door, using Stoneshaper as a battering ram. With the torturous screech of warped metal, the door exploded from its hinges, giving way before his mass and flying back into the waiting ranks of traitors with a thunderous crash. Screaming in fury and grief for the fallen, Tonzgu continued forward, stepping across the broken door and smashing aside the opposition as his soldiers cheered and set upon the enemy, giving no quarter as they hacked apart the outnumbered defenders in frenzied retribution.
 
  
 
 After three decades of hibernation, The Unstoppable Golden Vanguard Chu Tongzu led the way once more, blood boiling as he charged headfirst into the fray, his battle cry echoing across the walls for all to hear.
 
  
 
 ‘Victory or Death!’
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 “Mama!”
 
  
 
 Throwing aside her spear and pack, Alsantset dropped to her knees and smothered her babies with kisses. “Hello my precious babies, oh how I missed you.” Picking them up, she carried them into Charok’s open arms, the four of sharing a loving family embrace. “I missed you as well, beloved Husband of mine. Papa won’t be back until late, he's dealing with work and then taking Mama out for a lover's stroll.”
 
  
 
 “It’s good to have you back.” Reluctantly letting go, Charok covertly motioned at Tanaraq standing nearby, still uncomfortable with displays of affection in front of others. It was all Gerel’s fault, the aftermath of his conniption over ten years past still weighing heavily on her husband’s mind. Hmph, that puffed-up, arrogant swine left a blemish on the memories of her wedding day, an insult she would never forgive. Mama may have taught him a lesson but Alsantset was training hard so she might teach the bastard one herself.
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she put her babies down to hug her friend. “Thank you so much for helping here while I was on patrol Tanna. I can’t stand the thought of strangers looking after my babies.”
 
  
 
 “Anything for you Set, or should I call you Tigress Alsantset, Flower of the North?” Tanaraq teased while waving goodbye. “I’m off now, this is time meant for family.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing her arm, Alsantset tugged to keep her from leaving. “And you think family doesn’t include you? We’ve been friends since childhood yet we haven’t had a good chat in months.”
 
  
 
 “Well, you’ve been so busy with your heroics. The daughter of the Bloody Fang, a newly minted Major making a name for herself with her daring deeds and valiant efforts, a family of heroes. An epic for the operas, I say.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Alsantset retorted, “Your deeds would shine as bright if you fought alongside. Please, stay for dinner at least, it’s been so long.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you for the offer, but perhaps another time.”
 
  
 
 “Then let me see you out.” Linking arms, she brought her friend away, out of earshot of her family. “So how have things been,” she asked, feigning innocence. “Anything interesting happen while I was gone?”
 
  
 
 “Mother above, even Rain is more subtle when he gawks in the baths.” Tanaraq chortled as they stopped between the concealing partition and the front doors. “Set, I love you like a sister and I love the twins, but I’ll not marry your husband, not now, not ever.”
 
  
 
 Pouting like a child, Alsantset asked, “Why not Tanna? You’d be hard pressed to find a more caring husband or devoted father.”
 
  
 
 “True enough, but your eyes are clouded in this. Charok is a fine man who loves you dearly, with no room in his heart for another.” Smiling sadly as she teared up, Tanaraq shrugged. “Nayantai was the same.”
 
  
 
 Unable to retort, Alsantset opened her arms and embraced her friend. Though only a year had passed, Tanaraq always seemed so cheerful and at peace, the only reason Alsantset had tried this so soon. “I’m sorry Tanna, I moved too quickly.”
 
  
 
 “It’s fine Set.” Tanaraq’s voice cracked. “You have a beautiful family and I love being a part of it. I know you’re looking out for me, but I’ll not settle for anything less than a husband who loves me.”
 
  
 
 Guilt welling up, Alsantset’s face turning red with shame. Truth be told, it wasn’t only for Tanaraq’s happiness but Charok’s as well. Over the years, she’d seen the lengths Mama went through to hide her wrinkles and grey hairs, and the strain it put on her parent's relationship. Alsantset wanted to spare Charok the anguish and find someone for him to share those moments with, to love and grow old with. Consumed by her own agenda, she’d failed to notice Tanaraq’s grief, a terrible friend.
 
  
 
 Breaking their hug, Tanaraq wiped her eyes and smiled as Alsantset hung her head. “Relax Set, I told you it’s fine, all is forgiven. You mean well but you’re whimsical as always, latching on to the oddest notions which float through your otherwise empty mind. I’m used to it.”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly smiling, Alsantset asked, “So what will you do now? Will you return to the Sentinels? The world will instantly forget about this ‘tigress’ once the peerless beauty Tanaraq takes the stage.”
 
  
 
 Pinching her on the cheek, Tanaraq grimaced. “What peerless beauty? The title suits you better, fool. Enough, how goes the war effort?”
 
  
 
 “It goes well. The Enemy are holding their positions for now, though there’s plenty scurrying about in the mountains. We received word the Chief Provost’s position came under attack this morning, but she weathered the storm well. She sent a scathing missive condemning Jia Yang, and when it was read aloud at the meeting, his face turned purple with rage.” Hesitating, Alsantsant pursed her lips before asking again. “Will you rejoin the Sentinels? Colonel General Nian Zu wants to have a relief force readied, just in case. I intend to join it and could use your expertise.”
 
  
 
 A pause lingered between them before Tanaraq shook her head. “I won’t be returning to the Sentinels. Ever. I’m not suited to battle, not like you.”
 
  
 
 “Now who’s being foolish? You win half the time we spar.”
 
  
 
 “That’s sparring.” Alsantset waited patiently while Tanaraq gathered her thoughts, and after a long sigh, she continued. “When that smug bastard Cho Jin Kai wouldn’t open the gates, I told myself, ‘well this is it then’. No anger or grief, I simply accepted my death. I still fought like hell mind you, wanted to take as many as I could with me. Oh you should have seen us Set, we were unstoppable. Naya wielding his halberd like a young god, smashing aside the Defiled like paper ornaments, my aim true unlike ever before or since, one shot, one kill. I even started to believe we’d make it out unscathed, the Provost and the Blacksmith an unstoppable tempest of death and destruction... then my quin stumbles over a corpse and falls out of formation, while I helplessly watch a spear thrusting towards my face.”
 
  
 
 Tanaraq stopped her narration and stared off into nothingness. Taking her by the hand, Alsantset guided her to the floor, sitting together with their backs to the door. Sniffling, Tanaraq laid her head against Alsantset’s shoulder and continued. “That idiot Naya rides right into the spear, his halberd clearing the way for me instead of defending himself. Doesn’t even look at who’s killing him, just stares at me with that insufferable grin... He let himself die to save me, Set.” Bursting into tears, she wept in Alsantset’s embrace, her words muffled. “Weren’t even supposed to be there, he wanted to give up the Sentinel life, have children and settle down, but I needed one last adventure... It’s all my fault...”
 
  
 
 As Tanaraq’s tears flowed freely, Alsantset held her tight as they sat side by side in the doorway. Once her tears slowed and breath steadied, she finally spoke again. “I can’t go back to fighting Set, my guilt consumes me every time I close my eyes. My mistake cost Naya his life, what if it happens again? Who will be next to pay the price? I won’t be able to live with myself...”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl,” Alsantset said, stroking Tanaraq’s hair. “You blame yourself, but Nayantai gave his life because he loved you, just as I know you would have done the same for him. If it had been the other way around, would you wish for him to live on in guilt and anguish? Mourn his passing, but do not forget to celebrate his life.”
 
  
 
 After a long pause, Tanaraq spoke again. “Remember that time we put itching powder in his sleeping roll? He looked so pitiful bathing in the icy cold stream. You were merciless even as a child.”
 
  
 
 “It was righteous retribution, he stole and hid our dolls. I remember you crying for hours, and you were the one who brought the recipe from your mother’s notebook.”
 
  
 
 “Only as a lark, I didn’t think you’d actually make it, much less use it...”
 
  
 
 Cuddled together, they reminisced of better times, laughing and crying until Tate found them, running into her arms with his chubby-cheeked smile. “Mama, Tanna, time for dinner, ya?” It took little to convince Tanaraq to stay and when they finished, they continued their chat over mulled wine. Before long, Tanaraq was passed out on the couch, her sorrows dampened, at least for today.
 
  
 
 After carrying Tanaraq up the stairs and putting her to bed in the guest room, Alsantset returned to her own bedroom, drunk and exhausted. Falling into her husband’s arms, she leaned heavily against him and closed her eyes. “Sorry beloved. I’ve made a mess of things with Tanna and needed to be there for her.”
 
  
 
 “Oh foolish wife of mine, had you confided in me I could have saved you the trouble. Tanna will not so easily forget Naya, nor will I take another wife.”
 
  
 
 Alsantset sighed, praying Charok would differ from Mama and care nothing for his aging. “How did you know? Tanna seemed so... accepting, at peace with his passing. She never once showed her pain...”
 
  
 
 “She hid it well, she is a strong woman.” Kissing her, Charok nuzzled her softly. “I only need to put myself in her shoes to know how devastated she is. If I lost you, I would be undone.”
 
  
 
 “And I you.” Resting against his chest, she considered leaving the Sentinels, for a few years at least. Her babies were growing so quickly and she missed so much, but like Papa, she was restless outside of battle. Teaching children for four years almost drove her to insanity, filling her every waking moment with meaningless busy work to keep from pacing about. It was in her nature to hunt, as it was in Papa’s, the tigress within yearning for challenge.
 
  
 
 But Charok deserved to have a wife at his side and her babies deserved a mother. At the very least, she could relinquish her leadership duties and take a normal shift or reserve duty on the wall. There would still be plenty of battles to fight and more time to spend with her family, the best of-
 
  
 
 A faint clatter had her on high alert, breaking away to grab her spear leaning in the corner. Too quiet and careful for a bird, the mark of stealth and concealment, she signalled for silence and stood in her doorway, peering out into the shadowy hall. The moonlight streamed through the windows and she struggled to remember if the curtains had been closed on her way up. Damned alcohol... Gesturing for light, she kept her eyes on the window as Charok placed a paper lantern in her waiting hand. Holding her breath, she thrust the lantern into the hallway, revealing...
 
  
 
 Nothing. There was nothing but empty night, the danger conjured by her drunken stupor. She was never getting this drunk again. Exhaling in relief, she turned to Charok with a smile. “Sorry beloved, I’m a little jitter-” Her eyes widened as she stared past him at the two inhumanly pale strangers standing in her bedroom, their black knives falling to plunge into his back. As she lifted her spear, Charok dove beneath her thrust, trusting her implicitly and avoiding the knives by scant millimetres.
 
  
 
 She’d almost learned first-hand how Tanaraq was feeling.
 
  
 
 Taking the closest assailant in the throat, she yelled, “Wraiths!” Sensing its mission failed, the second wraith drew away and she chased. “Protect the babies!” The prompt was unnecessary, Charok’s footsteps already moving down the hall as her spear pierced through the retreating wraith’s spine. Her heart pumping furiously, she ran after her husband and through the open door to find her babies rubbing their eyes in confusion as their Papa gathered them into his arms.
 
  
 
 They’d been here for Papa, she was sure of it, so there would be more waiting. In the distance, alarm bells tolled as the city came to life and even further away, horns sounded, signalling battle was about to begin. A standard tactic, Wraiths targeting officers immediately before a Defiled strike, sowing confusion and leaving unprotected gaps on the walls. Moving as a group, she opened the guest room to check on Tanaraq, and stunned by the sight within, she moved instinctively to shield her babies from the obscene display.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, she held her words and watched as Tanaraq pummelled a wraith into meat paste, the remains of another splattered across the wall. Straddling the dead corpse with her dress caught around her ankle, it almost seemed indecent as she struck again and again, screaming in wordless fury. Her rage quickly spent, Tanaraq hiccuped, threw up, then glanced around. Naked, wounded, and covered in blood and vomit, her unfocused eyes met Alsantset’s gaze as she smiled without a care in the world. “Was having a piss when they slipped in, thought you’d sent me a pair of handsome young studs at first, but this was almost as good. I feel better, Set. I’m glad I stayed for dinner.”
 
  
 
 Stifling a laugh, Alsantset nodded sagely. “Yes Tanna, very cathartic. Now put your clothes on and come with me, it’s not safe here, there may be more enemies about. We need to see to those wounds.”
 
  
 
 “Right, right. Ah, one moment please.” Still considerably drunk, Tanaraq waddled across the blood-stained room, righted the fallen chamber pot, and squatted down. “Wasn’t finished.”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 His blood singing in his veins, Chu Tongzu smashed Stoneshaper into the heavy steel door for the fifth time. Finally the last barrier gave way with a dull thump, tipping backwards before crashing to the ground in an unimpressive display, unlike the first two doors. It couldn’t be helped, his thirty years of indolence taking its toll, his chest burning and shirt soaked in sweat as his head spun.
 
  
 
 How unseemly, exhausted to the point of nausea after a mere kilometre of jogging.
 
  
 
 Swearing to return to training once this was over, he strode through the open doorway as his soldiers streamed passed him, taking down the traitors with little resistance. Using the lull to catch his breath, he planted Stoneshaper in the dirt and plucked the arrows from his flesh, studying the next obstruction. One gatehouse was all he needed, allowing him to lower the innermost gate and give his people peace of mind. Then, and only then, could he afford to step back and take his time conquering the others, lowering ropes and ladders into the plaza to bring reinforcements in safely.
 
  
 
 No sense counting the chickens before they’d hatched, the inner gatehouse still stood before them, this interlude costing him dearly. The arrows and stones flew uninterrupted towards them, so many shields broken and bodies battered, not a single warrior unmarked by their efforts. Exhaustion and desperation in their eyes, he could feel his soldier's spirits flagging from the efforts it’d taken to reach here, along with the pressure which came with knowing there was no retreat. It was either victory or death in the strictest sense, suicide to run the gauntlet again or leap off the precipice and fall almost thirty meters into the plaza. “Comrades, it has cost us much to come this far, a debt I intend to settle with the traitor Mao Jianghong.” Weak cheers followed his declaration, too few for his liking but better than none. “Follow me once more and let us show these cowards how true heroes fight.”
 
  
 
 Gathering what little reserves he had left, he lifted Stoneshaper with a grimace, his arm sore and aching from overuse. Leading the charge, he took three more arrows before reaching the enemy, lined up neatly with their spears and shields, and then he was among them. Killing two or three with every swing, he cleared the outer area of enemies with ease, crashing into the door with all his might. It shuddered and creaked, but held firm, his soldiers blocking the arrow slits with their bodies to give him time to work.
 
  
 
 Again and again he struck, the door caving in slowly as a mass of bodies held it in place, one Magistrate straining against a dozen traitors, his arm screaming in pain as he gave it his all. The door still standing, his arm dropped to his side as he gathered his breath and focused. Lifting Stoneshaper onto his shoulder, he stepped back and lowered his stance, leaning back for a full swing containing everything he had.
 
  
 
 The door gave way before him with a tumultuous crash, crushing the bodies caught beneath it. A cheer went up among his men as they swarmed in, exultant in his accomplishment, chanting his name as they fought. ‘Unstoppable Vanguard Chu Tongzu’, the ‘golden’ part of his moniker left out. This would not do, he’d have to shed all this excess weight and display his brilliance for all to see. Shouldn’t take long, a year, maybe two.
 
  
 
 A baleful aura pressed against his own and the fervour cooled inside the gatehouse, a distinct hush enveloping the battlefield. His soldiers spread out along the first floor as the traitors lined up along the second, their bows and crossbows pointed down. Holding his massive great-sword, Jianghong’s laughter boomed from above. “It seems I underestimated the fat slob of a magistrate. I wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it up all those stairs.”
 
  
 
 Tongzu ignored the traitorous wretch, focusing on the familiar scarred face beside him. “Yo Ling,” he spat. “So you’re why the spineless dog surnamed Mao turned traitor.”
 
  
 
 With a stately bow, Yo Ling chuckled. “It’s true, mine is the hand responsible for all your recent woes.”
 
  
 
 Trying to buy time, Tongzu narrowed his eyes, remaining silent as long as possible. “So,” he drawled, elongating the simple syllable, “A traitorous dog meets with a cowardly deserter, working together to take my gatehouses. What purpose could this possibly serve?”
 
  
 
 “I’d love to wax poetic and tell you all my plans, but even a child can see you’re stalling.” Yo Ling’s one eye seemed to glow in the shadows. “The city will learn soon enough, though sadly you must die in ignorance. Count it a favour, for all our years as neighbours. Kill them.”
 
  
 
 The counter attack was fierce and unstoppable, hidden warriors bursting from the walls and taking his soldiers by surprise. Jianghong dropped to the first floor and charged at Tongzu. The traitor’s sword cleaved through his shield and carved through flesh and bone, his left hand attached by a flap skin as he shouted in shock. Clutching the wounded limb to his chest, Tongzu furiously defended and retreated, barely keeping hold of Stoneshaper.
 
  
 
 Too strong, too fast, Jianghong had been skilled but never to this extent. Helpless before the traitor’s aggression, Tongzu blocked and parried, giving way and stumbling back, taking a thrust to the shoulder, a slice to the chest, a gash across his thigh, wound after wound without answer. “Retreat,” he bellowed, knowing it was futile. “Retreat and regroup, live to defend Sanshu another day!”
 
  
 
 Jianghong’s sword feinted a thrust and sliced low, the strength quickly fading from Tongzu’s body. Glancing down, he watched his guts spill out like rope uncoiling. A disembowelling cut, neat and tidy, Tongzu was done for. Lifting his sword for the killing blow, the traitor sneered and said, “A dog am I? Well I always hated working for a fat toad-”
 
  
 
 A massive boulder struck him square on, lifting him off his feet before Tongzu’s eyes. Turning towards the source, he saw the wall catapults reloading for another shot, their deadly load killing ally and enemy alike. Guard Captain Sovanna’s Sending sounded in his ears. “Sorry Magistrate, seen ye in a spot of trouble and couldn’t stand by. Like I said, wouldn’t know what to do without ye. Make yer way back to the plaza, a short drop, no need to fear, we’re ready for ye.”
 
  
 
 Tossing Stoneshaper off the edge, he gathered his innards in his arms to keep from tripping and staggered to the precipice. Without stopping to look, he tumbled over the side and counted the seconds. He didn’t even get to three before someone caught him, a massive feat of strength and coordination. Could Sovanna be another hidden expert just like Jianghong?
 
  
 
 Blinking owlishly at his saviour, he stared at an unfamiliar bald warrior with eyes of amber.
 
  
 
 Ah good, a stranger. For a moment, Tongzu worried his judgment had been sorely compromised.
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 “A toast to my loving wife who grows more beautiful with each passing day.”
 
  
 
 Palming her husband’s face, Sarnai pushed him away with a playful smile. “Pei. Empty flattery will get you nowhere, you honey-tongued liar.”
 
  
 
 Taking her reaction in stride, Baatar put his drink down and pulled her close, grinning dangerously as his arms wrapped around her. “Call me liar again my beauty, and I’ll put you across my knee.”
 
  
 
 Hiding her blush, she pulled away, enjoying their game as he shifted his chair closer. “Shameless man, all hands just because we’re alone. This isn’t our bedroom, it’s still a public area.”
 
  
 
 Nuzzled against her neck, Baatar kissed her gently. “No need to worry my love, I booked the restaurant for the entire night, sent the staff home, and left my guards with strict orders to let nothing disturb us. These past months have been difficult for you, moving to a new home rife with danger and politics, so I wanted to show my appreciation for your support.”
 
  
 
 “As if a simple dinner were enough.” Taking his face in her hands, she gazed deeply into his bright, blue eyes, her husband almost unchanged in the decades since their wedding night. Even his hairstyle was the same, close-cropped silver locks, and with a clean shaven face, he looked less than thirty years old, virile, handsome, and in the prime of life. Her wrinkled, knotted fingers stood in stark contrast to his youthful good looks, her heart aching at the sight and bringing to mind all the hidden glances of pity and disgust she’d spied these past few month, thrust into the spotlight alongside the love of her life.
 
  
 
 In her most pragmatic moments, Sarnai understood their distaste. Baatar, a hero and paragon, was supposed to have beautiful wife standing by his side. That was the way of things, expected by citizen and soldier alike. No one wanted to see a hero passionately embrace a grey-haired woman who looked old enough to be his mother. Perhaps that’s why he’d booked the entire restaurant, to spare the eyes of the other guests. They came here to eat, not to be subjected to a freak show.
 
  
 
 The tears came unbidden to her eyes, though she knew it was nothing more than her own foolish thoughts, that he loved her as much as she loved him. “I’m sorry,” she said, cradling against his chest. “I’m so sorry...”
 
  
 
 “Hush my rose,” he said, stroking her head. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. Why do you cry?”
 
  
 
 Hiding her face, she shook her head. “I don’t know why you put up with me. I’m a mess, physically and emotionally, irritable and tired all the time, even after this wonderful dinner you arranged. I’ve no skill in diplomacy and only alienated you from would-be allies. Better had I stayed in the village, away from all this.”
 
  
 
 “If such is your wish then I will bring you home on the morrow.” He spoke softly as always, never raising his voice or speaking sharply to her, no matter how she treated him. It always annoyed her how he never lost his temper, but tonight she only felt shame. Every other sentence from her mouth was a complaint, reprimand, or insult, yet he always smiled patiently and accepted her scolding, as he was doing now. “I only ask you come visit me often, I grow lonely away from your side.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, she snuggled against him. “Then why accept this post, you dog-brained fool?” Sometimes, she wished he would yell and scream at her, if only to make her feel better.
 
  
 
 As if reading her mind, he chuckled and kissed her brow. “The Wall must be defended to keep my family safe, and I trust no other. Without you, I care nothing for the Province, let it all burn.”
 
  
 
 “Watch your tongue, you’re a public figure now. You never know who might be listening.”
 
  
 
 Instead of pointing out they were speaking in the Language or how they were alone, her foolish husband merely nodded. “You are right as always my dear. I must choose my words carefully. What would I do without you?”
 
  
 
 Lifting her head, she turned to scold him once more. The words caught in her mouth as a pale Wraith materialized from the darkness before her eyes. Its mouth twisted in sinister glee, it charged with dagger raised, ready to plunge it into her beloved’s back. Summoning all her strength, she pushed him from its path and caught the abomination’s face with her palm, guiding it as she stepped aside. Its cursed dagger tore through her lovely new dress and glanced off her sternum, stealing away her breath. Ignoring the pain, she tightened her grip and flicked her wrist, its body arcing through the air while its head remained firmly in place, the momentum breaking its neck. Releasing the corpse, it sailed head over heels and crashed into the stone wall with a wet smack.
 
  
 
 Her dinner ruined, Sarnai snarled and vented her rage on the Wraiths appearing in the emptiness around her. Grabbing her spear, the Piercing Star, never far from hand now that she lived so close to battle, she swept aside the chairs and made her way to Baatar, fighting at his side. Her spirits surged as she fought, forgetting her insecurities in the heat of battle. Their steps in perfect harmony, they moved through the restaurant in a beautiful dance of steel and blood. Smiling, Sarnai feasted on the sight of her husband at work, his bestial grace and unrestrained power filling her with pride and longing. Lunging at his enemies, Baatar expertly wielded the Crescent Moon, his pole-axe slashing through Wraith and furniture alike, her Piercing Star twirling left and right as she kept pace, guarding his flank while he roamed the battlefield in search of prey.
 
  
 
 For a few glorious minutes, she returned to the days of her youth. Their roles reversed, her gentle giant played the part of unstoppable god while she directed his power and controlled their tempo, uniting to cover their individual flaws, in battle and in life. Oh how she missed standing at his side, but it soon became apparent why she’d retired so many years ago. As the battle wore on, fatigue crept up on her, slowly at first, then holding her by the ankles and weighing her down. Her chest burned as she fought on, desperate to keep up, his movements growing ever sharper while she struggled through the air which seemed thick as molasses.
 
  
 
 Then it happened, a single errant step which caused her to falter and stumble, leaving Baatar’s back exposed as he attacked. As if waiting for the opportunity, a blur of motion shot past her and crashed into him with a ferocious yowl. Tumbling across the floorboards, her husband grappled with the Felid Demon, a compact four-legged beast made of sinewy muscle, thrashing claws, and rending fangs. Cursing her feeble body, she chased after them while killing the last of the Wraiths, desperate to lend aid yet unable to strike for fear of injuring her beloved.
 
  
 
 Howling in defiance, her husband wrestled the Demon bare-handed, his pole-axe lost in the scuffle. Hands locked around its front paws, he lifted his legs to push against its belly, the back claws ripping apart the floorboards as its jaws snapped at his face. Seizing the opportunity, Sarnai channelled all her strength into the Piercing Star and threw. Her aim true, it struck the Demon like a bolt of thunder, penetrating clean through its torso.
 
  
 
 Ichor dripped from the dead Demon’s body and onto her husband. Though he took injury, she was the one who cried in pain, tortured by the consequences of her failure. Rushing to his side as he lay upon the ruined floorboards, she wiped the corrosive fluids from him with her bare hands, ignoring the stinging pain as she sobbed and prayed for his safety.
 
  
 
 Strong hands gripped her by the wrists and she struggled against it, frantic to save her beloved husband. “Worry not, my rose.” His face torn and ragged, his blue eyes sparkled as he flashed his infuriating grin, the one he used whenever he thought she was overreacting. “Your husband has suffered worse at your own hands.”
 
  
 
 “Pei, still joking at a time like this.” Tears streamed from her eyes as she tore her dress into strips, and put pressure on his belly, the flesh shredded by the talons of his foe. “Mother above, you never learn, always overextending yourself.” What was she saying? This was her fault, because she was too weak, too slow, too old to watch his back. “Where are your guards? Why haven’t the-”
 
  
 
 The world spun before her eyes and went dark, her arm exploding in pain. She heard her beloved’s voice rise in a piteous wail and her heart broke at the sound. What agony must he be suffering to scream so? Pushing aside her own discomfort, she struggled to stand and help, but her body ignored her directions, laying still with her forehead pressed against the cold floor. Helpless, she lay in the darkness and listened to the sounds of battle overlaid with her beloved’s tormented cries. The hum of his sword filled her ears as he slashed and cut, her mind’s eye picturing his flawless form and unmatched finesse. The Crescent Moon was wielded in battle, but when her husband fought a worthy foe, it was with the Blood-Drinking Fang in hand.
 
  
 
 Tracking the battle’s progress by sound, she smiled as The Fang whistled through air and screeched flesh hard as steel, eliciting an inhuman, gurgling groan. Another Demon perhaps, its grunts growing more desperate and frantic by the second as her husband broke its defences. Baatar’s cries grew frantic and determined, screaming incoherently as he traded blows. This wouldn’t do, as a half-beast, her husband would struggle more than most to prove he was a warrior and not some bloodthirsty animal. She would have words with him when this was over.
 
  
 
 “Sarnai, wake up my love.”
 
  
 
 Her mind snapped back into focus as his hands stroked her cheek and she smiled at the sound of his voice. Had she fallen asleep? What happened? Ah, he won, that’s what happened. “Well fought, beloved,” she whispered, wishing she could see his beautiful eyes. Channeling her chi to ease the pain, she waved about in search of his face. “Why is it so dark?”
 
  
 
 A strangled cry escaped his lips, and his powerful arms lifted her up, her body wracked with agony. “Speak to me my love, stay awake.”
 
  
 
 Resting her cheek against his chest, she sighed. Always ignoring her questions. No matter. “We must find Taduk, your injuries need treatment. Terrible for your image, mustn’t be seen like this.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, we’ll find Taduk immediately, but I need you to stay with me until we do... Sarnai? Answer me my love, please I beg you.” Though she wanted to answer him, she was too comfortable.
 
  
 
 Being carried in his arms like a princess was her favourite thing in the world.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With a powerful thrust, Situ Jia Yang impaled the last Wraith to the stone walls of his bedroom, sneering as the misshapen brute screamed. Disgusting creatures of shadow and mist, he watched the Wraith’s body ripple, blending into the surroundings as it struggled to dislodge his saber and free itself. Releasing the hilt, Yang stepped back and watched the creature die, its weight bearing down on the edge of his weapon, carving slowly through meat and bone.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Eight Wraiths, almost an insult for a warrior of his calibre. The creature’s screams intensified as Yang checked his wounds and dressed himself, unwilling to be seen naked and injured. A dozen minor injuries and three major ones, a high price paid for his distraction. Glancing at his ruined bed and murdered slaves, he sighed in regret at the tremendous waste. Beautiful triplet sisters, trained musicians and poets, he’d purchased them only a few weeks ago at the exorbitant price of twelve hundred gold each. Throwing them at the Wraiths made for an expensive distraction, but a small price to pay compared his life.
 
  
 
 After all, slaves were common as the clouds while Situ Jia Yang was peerless and unique.
 
  
 
 The door burst open as Bolin rushed into the room with a dozen guards, the half-wit gawking around the room. “Cousin, you are unharmed?”
 
  
 
 A fool, did he know nothing of morale and reputation? “Of course,” Yang replied, gesturing around him. “As if these worthless beasts could ever surprise a true warrior.” Switching to a silent Sending, he scolded his slow cousin. “Idiot, get these guards out of here and send for a healer. Discreetly mind you, I’ve been poked more times than an embroidered shirt.”
 
  
 
 Blanching, Bolin diligently had the guards remove the bodies and bed while ushering Yang into the office, away from the stench of death and the blare of horns. “My apologies cousin, I came as soon as I heard. The  Defiled have launched an all-out offensive and the entire Bridge is in disarray.”
 
  
 
 Settling gingerly into his chair, Yang grimaced. “Get me a situation report.”
 
  
 
 Brow furrowed in concentration as he Sent for news, Bolin stood silent while Yang tended to his injuries. Peeling aside his dark robes already heavy with blood, he blotted at the puckered wound in his flank, his handkerchief coming away covered in a dark, viscous fluid. The black daggers of the Wraiths were coated with some insidious poison which inhibited Healing, and he needed to purge as much of it as he could. Though he could keep the poison from spreading, without the aid of a skilled healer he’d be bedridden for a week or worse, suffer a slow death at the hands of the Enemy’s expert stealth assassins. Thankfully, their skills in direct combat were lacking, enabling him to escape death, but circumstances were grim.
 
  
 
 “Bad news cousin.” Flustered and near panic, Bolin’s eyes widened at the sight of Yang’s injuries and rushed to offer what little aid he could. “There are multiple reports of Demons infiltrating along with the Wraiths.”
 
  
 
 “How did they slip past the wall unseen? No never mind that, who did they attack?”
 
  
 
 “At least three were spotted at Nian Zu’s residence, the manor is in shambles and my spies unable to locate the Colonel General or any of the Demons. Another two lay dead at a restaurant where the Wolf was having a meal, who was seen fleeing south towards his residence. Worst of all, two more Demons made their way into a room where Wei Sheng was holding a meeting with his officers. The Major General has been confirmed dead alongside four Brigadiers and eleven Colonels!”
 
  
 
 An insult, seven Demons and not a single one sought him out. Worse, Wei Sheng was his only ally of prominence here at the Bridge. The Wolf’s actions were to Yang’s benefit though, the man choosing to flee and protect his family instead of defending the Wall. Perhaps it could be used against him. While Yang considered his options, Bolin continued his report. “Eight hospices were also attacked by Wraiths with only a handful of survivors. I’ve contacted three of our own healers who are making their way here under heavy guard. Han BoHai also came under attack, but escaped unscathed. He now holds the Wall alone and is requesting aid.”
 
  
 
 Sensing an opportunity, Yang stood and gestured for his armour. “Have the healers meet me en route to the Wall, we move to reinforce and take command. Call for my carriage and send the 5th through to the 12th to reinforce. Place the others on high alert and get me eyes on Nian Zu and the Wolf, I need to know if they’re dead or injured.” If Nian Zu was dead, then Yang was the highest ranking officer at the Wall, giving him a chance to regain the face he’d lost earlier tonight. That damned bitch Akanai’s report was a direct challenge, and judging by her casualty list, it was almost certain she’d falsified the Enemy numbers to spit in his eye. Besides, how was he expected to root out a few thousand Defiled in the vast wilderness of this Mother-forsaken backwater? His men had done a clean sweep through the area without finding hide nor hair of the Enemy.
 
  
 
 No matter, this was his chance for glory, finding fortune in disaster. With Nian Zu hopefully dead, the Wolf acting like a coward, and the Bridge under all-out attack, he would arrive just in time to rally the leaderless soldiers and throw back the Defiled to win the day.
 
  
 
 The Enemy would regret underestimating Situ Jia Yang.
 
  
 
 Sitting in his carriage with a smile on his face, he could almost hear the soldiers cheering and celebrating his monumental victory.
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      Chapter 179 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Outside the wood and stone palisade, Xiao HuoLong crouched in the tall grass beneath the waxing moon, his gaze locked on the ramparts. A pair of armoured sentries patrolled the walls, illuminated by the torch they carried. Easy enough to take them out with a pair of crossbows, but there’d be other soldiers hidden in the dark, ready to sound the alarm should any of the sentries fall. The little outpost couldn’t hold more than a hundred soldiers, easy prey for his... associates, for lack of a better term, but why work harder than necessary?
 
  
 
 A round of chuckles interrupted his silent vigil, HuoLong ignoring the urge to turn and glare at the offenders. Back in the day, if one of his Firebrands had shown such poor discipline, he would’ve had the idiot beaten like a dog. Alas, these were Butcher Bay Bandits, too high in the pecking order to be lectured by a ‘mere’ Laughing Dragon. An arrogant and disorderly bunch, worlds apart when compared to his Firebrands, but when you had a secret-fucking-island to hide your unruly enthusiasts, then you could afford to lower your recruitment standards.
 
  
 
 He almost hoped a patrol would stumble across them so he could see a few Butchers with steel in their throats. It’d serve the noisy bastards right. A time and place for everything, that’s what he told every new recruit. Do your duties, pay your dues, show yourself capable of self-control, and you’d be rewarded. The best wine, choice cuts, first pick of entertainment, this system, along with his carefully crafted reputation, allowed him and his Firebrands to hide in plain sight for years, something he took great pride in, worthy of praise.
 
  
 
 A shame no one else saw it that way.
 
  
 
 A new pair of sentries began their circuit of the wall, their torch dipping twice in quick succession as they approached his position. At the long-awaited signal, HuoLong let out a relived sigh, glad to finally begin. These Butcher Bay Bastards put little stock in patience. Gesturing for them to follow, he dashed through the grass and across the field, knowing the alarm wouldn’t be raised. A side door waited for him, swinging open with a touch, revealing a single soldier standing in wait over the corpse of his ill-fated partner. Pointing to his white armband, the soldier whispered, “Keep an eye out for these. Friendlies.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in reply, HuoLong turned and whispered to Malang, the nominal Butcher leader. “No prisoners, not tonight.”
 
  
 
 Spitting at his feet, the pale, heavily-scarred bandit sneered. “Yea, yea, ye told me enough times. Should name yerself Cackling Nag instead.” Malang stepped through the door and skirted into cover, disappearing from HuoLong’s sight as he settled in to wait once more. It pained him to admit, but Malang and his boys were adept at their craft. Armed with long daggers and small crossbows, they moved liked ghosts through the palisade, HuoLong only able to track them by their results.
 
  
 
 A lantern snuffed, a door opened, a soldier killed, throughout it all he barely glimpsed Malang or his people, plying their deadly trade unseen and unheard. It was almost magical how they worked, stalking their targets before striking, killing in a single blow and catching the body before dragging it away, their deaths instant and silent. He’d heard tales of Wraiths, the shadowy assassins of North, with their pitch black daggers and inhuman stealth, but seeing it in action left him in awe. It wasn’t a learned skill, no these Wraiths paid a price for their talents, each one sharing the same gaunt, sinewy build and pale skin, covering themselves from the sun with broad hats and long sleeves. Their skills made them less real, their physical strength and stamina diminished in exchange for abnormal speed, dexterity and stealth.
 
  
 
 Difficult to say if he’d make the trade given the choice. Though the careful stalking appealed to him, he’d found nothing in life which matched the thrill of open combat. Creeping forward in the Wraith’s wake, HuoLong led his contingent into position on the walls, securing the main gates and the compact, wall-mounted catapults. Loading one in silence, he turned his catapult inwards to face his targets, the mess hall and barracks where off-duty soldiers gathered to drink and carouse, their boisterous laughter filtering out.
 
  
 
 Emerging from the night’s gloom with his customary sneer, Malang appeared at his side and nodded. “Works done.” Lighting the pitch-soaked projectile, HuoLong took a deep breath to savour the moment as the other catapults lit up in response. So satisfying, looking around at his true comrades, those who’d been with him for years, illuminated by their blazing gifts of destruction, Firebrands one and all. Even though lately things hadn’t been going his way, he always liked to stop and appreciate the small joys in life.
 
  
 
 Pressing the lever with gusto, he grinned at the sound of the catapult leaping into action, the flaming projectile arcing through the air with a satisfying whistle before crashing thunderously into the building. Shouts of alarm sounded as more burning projectiles followed, the barracks and mess hall igniting in flames from the dry tinder and lantern oil scattered by Malang and his Wraiths. So beautiful, the orange-red blaze leaping into the night skies as the screams grew in intensity.
 
  
 
 Laughing in time-honoured tradition, HuoLong sauntered down the stairs to enjoy the fruits of his labour up close. Trapped and facing certain death, some braved the flames and ran out only to be cut down by blade or bolt, their futile struggles and inhuman shrieks filling him with child-like glee. The enticing smell of burning flesh produced a hunger in him, so he tore the arm off a smouldering corpse and snacked away. Dinner and a show, not bad for a few hours waiting and a few minutes work.
 
  
 
 Sadly, it ended all too soon, the flames sputtering out after consuming all it could, nothing but the blackened stone foundation and charred corpses remaining to mark his little bonfire. Their mission complete, his associates gathered around him, their scowls and muted protests souring his mood. His euphoria tapering off in the face of duty, HuoLong sighed and asked, “What? Ye harbouring a complaint then voice it. None of this grumbling bullshit.”
 
  
 
 The Butcher Bay delegation all looked to Malang to speak for them, none brave enough to speak for themselves. Though they liked to mock the ‘righteous thief’ behind his back, they knew their strength was lacking in comparison. Only Malang dared voice his opinion, not out of personal strength but rather confident in Yo Ling’s backing. Running his hand through his greasy hair, the pale Wraith spoke, eyes averted. “Don’t see the point in acting all stealth-like when ye were planning on lighting the whole place up like this. Coulda saved a few for sport is all. I’m thinking the Small Dragon has small ambitions, too scared to let a few soldiers run free.”
 
  
 
 Saber in hand, HuoLong answered with a smile. “This is why yer boss put me in charge, because yer skull’s too thick to fit a brain. If left to you, we’d be here all night, stuck in the sticks while glory passes us by. I’ll handle the thinking for you, you’re shit at it. All you lot need do is follow orders.” Knowing it wouldn’t be enough to ease their displeasure, he paused and glanced around, ready and waiting for a challenge.
 
  
 
 Pivoting around, he slashed out with his saber, the blade cutting deep into the torso of an attacking Wraith. The bastards were sneaky, but little danger if you were expecting them. The offending Wraith convulsed in the dirt, gaping at its missing arm and exposed ribs. Kicking aside its dagger, HuoLong braced his boot against its throat, slowly choking the life from the pallid would-be mutineer. Speaking over the choked screams, he addressed everyone present, former Butchers and Firebrands alike. “Now see, you all must think I’ve gone soft, getting beat by a young Warrant Officer, ignoring all yer muttered quips and veiled insults, letting all these soldiers die too easily. Now, this is my fault, I accept it. I’ve been too tolerant, too lenient, on account of my respect fer Yo Ling. Here I’ve been wandering the lands with my Firebrands for years and years, never knowing the Spectre was one of my own, a kindred spirit. I’m in awe of what he’s accomplished, and I let that affect my judgment of his subordinates.”
 
  
 
 Some of the Butchers looked him in the eye, many smiling from his compliments and even more transfixed on the dying Wraith. Exerting a little more pressure, he broke its neck and shrugged. “See, before we left, Yo Ling asked me who I wanted in my little party. I could have asked for Vithar and his impressive comrades from the North, but I didn’t. I could have gone with Gen and his fanatics, but I didn’t. I asked for Butchers to fill my ranks, because I’d grown up hearing about yer reputation as the biggest, baddest motherfuckers around.” Pausing for effect, he glanced around at the Butchers, meeting Malang’s gaze. “I am sorely disappointed.”
 
  
 
 Kicking aside the corpse, he paced back and forth, putting his charms to work. “Though the time for hiding is over and many of you wish to celebrate unrestrained, who among us has not endured? What’s a few days more? Are you all happy with this tiny victory? A hundred odd soldiers, not a single worthy opponent among them? I’m not.”
 
  
 
 A handful of muted cheers rose, mostly from his Firebrands, but it was enough. “Even as we stand here tonight, Yo Ling holds the gates of Sanshu open so we can march in and take the city. These outposts are a mere appetizer, bones to gnaw on while we move towards the greater prize, fat, succulent Sanshu. I travel this night in search of new adventure, new challenge, new prey. Who among you will join me?” More cheers in reply this time, HuoLong was satisfied with the results and confident of winning the Butchers over with time. “Good, prove me wrong, show me yer mettle.”
 
  
 
 Truth be told, he’d have much preferred travelling with Vithar and his northern brethren, their savage artistry fascinating to behold, but the True Enlightened rode their Garos at a pace too strenuous for man or horse to match. Gen was a different bag, the creepy bastard’s strength continuing to grow by the day while his Demon wife’s perturbing stare was enough to send him away to lead these dregs. A shame, he thought he’d have more in common with the Butchers, but these sheltered children knew nothing of the ways of the world, almost as repressed and anxious as Gen’s newly-turned fanatics.
 
  
 
 No matter. HuoLong was content to play his games, leading these fools to take down the outposts while Yo Ling and Gen dealt with the lion’s share of the work. Take Sanshu, what a fucking joke. Even with the gates opened and the bulk of Sanshu soldiers outside the city, twenty-thousand bandits-turned-warriors weren’t enough to hold the city for more than a few hours. More likely, they’d be trapped in the plaza and whittled down while reinforcements came from behind to wipe them all out. Utter foolishness, they’d do more work razing the lands and salting the earth, denying the Empire massive swathes of fertile farmland, but what did a ‘mere’ Laughing Dragon know? His suggestion had been laughed away, Yo Ling smugly claiming everything was ‘within his purview’, the arrogant bastard.
 
  
 
 If decades living a double life had taught HuoLong anything, it was how to survive and he intended to do exactly that. Take a few more outposts along the way, deny the Butchers gratification and stoke their ardour until finally capitulating to their demands to feast and revel in blood and death. Then, when the dust settled, they’d hear news of Yo Ling’s defeat and, distraught but undeterred, he’d head North to meet up with the other True Enlightened and join the cause, bringing a few hundred warriors with him. It wasn’t much, but better than nothing.
 
  
 
 A pox on two fools with delusions of grandeur, Gen and Yo Ling deserved one another. Taking a swig from his flask, HuoLong gave a silent toast. Here’s hoping they die together, along with that bitch of a Demon wife.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sleep eludes me.
 
  
 
 Emotionally drained from watching hundreds of innocents tortured to death, then physically exhausted from travelling all day at a breakneck pace, you’d think it’d be easy to drift off into nightmarish slumber, but quite the opposite. The hollow emptiness inside me seems to echo my every thought, reverberating through my mind as I lay inside my borrowed tent, staring at the canvas ceiling in uneasy contemplation as the hours pass by.
 
  
 
 What would happen if I left? Woke Mafu and slipped away, riding for home?
 
  
 
 Mila and the others should be on their way here, but finding them wouldn’t be hard, convincing them to leave even easier. Why should I risk my life and the lives of my friends defending those wealthy parasites in Sanshu, grown fat from leeching the life’s blood of the commoners? Let them burn for all I care. The idiots don’t even house the majority of their soldiers inside their walls. Too many commoners might bring down property values, how terrible for them. Their servants and slaves? No one else cares about them, so why should I? Mere statistics for the people in power to ignore while concentrating on more important matters, like how to save face.
 
  
 
 It's disgusting. What has this Empire, this province, these ‘nobles’ and ‘aristocracy’ done to deserve my loyalty or allegiance?
 
  
 
 Nothing is what. Every time I try to do anything, I get shit on by their way of life. A jarring revival leads to nightmarish slavery, a visit to the market results in an assassination attempt, a quiet meal on the road turns into a blood-feud, a ‘friendly’ competition devolves into a murderous manhunt, chasing bandits earns me a bounty, and now a life and death struggle in the wilderness somehow plants the seeds for an unholy ceremony of death and torment, a convenient tool to keep the sheeple in line.
 
  
 
 The logic boggles my mind. ‘Your neighbour turned Defiled, so we’re gonna skin you alive and scoop out your eyeballs with a spoon’. That’ll learn em. Next time, be born into a better life you fucking peasant. You gonna turn Defiled? That’s a torturing. The crazy bastard in the next town over acting erratically? Better kill him, might bring down the Purge on our heads. Don’t be Defiled, else we’ll make your shitty life end on the shittiest of notes.
 
  
 
 Why shouldn’t I leave? What’s keeping me here? Aside from my family, friends, and pets, I don’t give a shit about anyone else. Fuck Sanshu, fuck the province, fuck the Empire, and fuck this world. They deserve the Defiled, two sides of the same coin, murderous bastards one and all. Yuzhen can scream Martial Law all she wants, but does she really have the authority to conscript me? It’s so hypocritical, riding to save Sanshu immediately after consigning thousands to a needless, insensible death, going along with the atrocity like it’s a normal day at the office. Hell, maybe for her it is. Clock in, file papers, drink tea, order the death of thousands, break for lunch, and so on, same old shit on a brand new day.
 
  
 
 My silent dissent (enforced under implied threat of death) is interrupted by a commotion outside the camp, Mafu waking to sniff the air and squeak with joy. Opening the tent flap, I follow Mafu out in my cotton pajamas, curious about the commotion. Only a small sliver of moonlight illuminates the night, more than enough to make my way through the camp. Ever since waking from my water-logged nap, my eyes have been sharper than ever, for distance and low-light. There’s no telescoping action or green tint, my eyes simply see with more clarity than before. Not sure if it’s thanks to Baledagh’s Defiled status or some passive chi thing, though I probably should find out, but I’ve been busy. Either way, it’s a useful little skill and so long as it works, then I’ll use it. Like I said, two sides of the same coin.
 
  
 
 The cause of Mafu’s excitement becomes clear as we come across my retinue setting camp nearby, along with Huu and Fung’s people. Greeting familiar faces as I navigate through, I find Lin leaning on her well-dressed quin, yawning as she holds a bear cub in her arms. Smiling for the first time in days, I walk up and embrace her from behind, my little wifey melting in my arms. “Hiya.”
 
  
 
 Her hair mussed from sweat and skin covered in dust, she’s still a sight for sore eyes. “Hi hubby. We rode all day so we could catch up with you. Miss me?”
 
  
 
 “More than you know.” Arms still wrapped around her, I gently stroke the cub while Mafu extracts the other cub from the saddlebags. “Not that I’m complaining, but why are you here? We’re riding to battle, you should find somewhere safe and wait for me to come get you.”
 
  
 
 “Silly Rainy, where would I go? Don’t forget, a Purge just took place and there are Defiled and Demons running around.” Her toothy smile shining bright beneath the moonlit sky, proud of her thinly veiled excuse. “It’s much safer here with you, this way you can protect me.”
 
  
 
 My heart pangs in regret for all those people I couldn’t save. So many of them dying in such horrific manner while I stood and watched, too afraid of the consequences to help. “Your faith is misplaced Lin, I’m incapable of protecting anyone.” Making eye contact with the leader of her guards, I say, “Tomorrow, you will take Mei Lin and ride for the Bridge. I’ll send a few Sentinels to escort you.” Maybe all of them, after I talk to Mila, Huu, and Fung.
 
  
 
 Ignoring Lin’s protests, I leave her with a kiss on the cheek and head towards Mila, chatting with one of Yuzehn’s aides. After greeting an over-enthused Aurie and an indifferent Li Song, Jimjam and Sarankho, Mila sends the aide away and strides over towards me, beaming with her hands behind her back as she waits for my praise.
 
  
 
 Poor girl, Akanai’s methods have her starved for approval. “Thank you Mila, you’ve done an incredible job.”
 
  
 
 “I know,” she replies, “In fact, I should take your Token for myself. I deserve it.”
 
  
 
 “You do. You really do.” If only it worked that way.
 
  
 
 The smile falls from her face as she senses something amiss, her small, delicate hand reaching for my own. “Is everything all right?”
 
  
 
 Pulling her into a hug, I concentrate on my chi, putting my words in before transmitting it to her. It’s a little similar to talking with Baledagh while hiding my normal thoughts, which made it easy to learn. Sending without skin contact is much more difficult, some nonsense about locking onto the recipient and what not. “Try not to say too much, don’t know if we’re being watched. I need to know, on a scale of one to ten, with ten being treason, how bad would it be if we just... left in the morning? Packed up and went home?”
 
  
 
 Pushing back from me, Mila’s eyes are filled with confusion and concern. “NINE?”
 
  
 
 The sound of her voice explodes inside my head, like a gong going off in my ears. Hiding my wince, I ask, “When did you learn to Send?” Geez, and here I thought she’d be impressed by my new skill.
 
  
 
 “NOT LONG, I’VE BEEN PRACTISING WITH TURSINAI BUT SHE SAYS I’M A LITTLE LOUD. SORRY.”
 
  
 
 “Didn’t even notice.” My deadpan response earns me a punch on the arm, her pout in full force.
 
  
 
 “WHEN DID YOU LEARN?”
 
  
 
 “Err... this morning, Yuzhen showed me how.” Another punch. “Don’t be jealous. So leaving is out of the question?”
 
  
 
 “YES. WHY DO YOU WANT TO LEAVE? THIS IS OUR CHANCE FOR GLORY, THE REASON WE CAME OUT HERE. DID SOMETHING HAPPEN? TALK TO ME...”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head in answer, I pull her close for another hug, her arms squeezing tight around me. “Sorry, can’t talk about it.”
 
  
 
 Guess I’m stuck fighting for a cause I don’t believe in. The Empire doesn’t deserve my help, my blood, my sacrifice, so they won’t get it. Fuck glory, let the Defiled and the Empire duke it out, I’ll hang out on the sidelines and pick off targets from range, ready to grab the easy win or run home if things go south.
 
  
 
 Honestly, either way works for me.
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 The early morning bustle roused Song from slumber, the camp preparing to set out at daybreak. Stifling her yawn, she confirmed Master’s presence beside her, snoring lightly in the bedroll with arms wrapped around Sarankho. Quietly as possible, Song sat up and found the comb, a beautiful hand-painted piece gifted to her by Senior Captain Alsantset. Her comb. So many gifts now, the chess set, clothes, hair ribbons... the armour. Taking a moment to thank the Mother for her new life, Song carefully brushed her hair and closed her eyes, taking solace in the familiar procedure.
 
  
 
 Working deftly from years of practice, she moved her comb in long, slow strokes, gently untangling the knots. As long as she could remember, this ritual had always been her favourite part of the day. Teacher Du demanded his slaves appear neat and orderly at all times, believing a clean, well-dressed slave demonstrated that even the lowest of his household was provided for, a measure of his wealth and status. Each day, without fail, Song was given these scant few minutes to prepare herself for the day ahead, both physically and mentally.
 
  
 
 Nothing was expected of her in these few minutes aside from fixing her appearance. A simple task she could do without fail, plaiting her hair into a tidy, neat braid. No matter what lay ahead on any day, she claimed this short time as her own and achieved a simple victory each morning. A small, insignificant triumph, but even if the rest of the day was filled with failure and punishment, she could look forward to victory once again come morning. For a time, it was all she had, and though things had changed for the better, she still enjoyed the modest victory. A good way to start the day.
 
  
 
 After waking and assisting Master with her own appearance, Song followed her out the tent where she greeted the gloomy morning with a smile and a stretch. “Ah, what a beautiful morning.”
 
  
 
 Glancing around at the dark, fog covered landscape, Song lamented how she’d never understand Master’s taste while wracking her brain for the right response. At Master’s request, Song had embarked on a careful study of idle chatter over the past few weeks, learning the subtleties of polite conversation. “Yes Master. Beautiful morning.” A safe response, echoing Master’s sentiment and reinforcing her belief.
 
  
 
 Or rather an inadequate response, judging by Master’s eye-roll. “Ah, so much work to be done. Casually, speak casually. You don’t have to agree with everything I say and you don’t have to call me Master. Please, try saying my name. You don’t have to address me directly, I only want to hear you say it and prove you actually know it.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Master.” Song nodded and took a deep breath, carefully enunciating each syllable. “Master's name is Sumila.” No matter what anyone said, Song couldn’t bring herself to address Master by name without a direct order, the fear of punishment too deeply ingrained.
 
  
 
 Her efforts were rewarded with a hug, though it was accompanied with another eye-roll. “Well, small progress is still progress. We’ll work on it again some other time.” Covering her mouth to yawn, Master led them through the camp. “Ugh, not enough sleep and no time for a hot breakfast, but at least we’re finally taking action. First getting stuck at the fishing village, then guarding the perimeter as part of the Purge’s blockade, I thought I’d go stir-crazy after all those weeks of twiddling my thumbs.”
 
  
 
 No time to brush Sarankho or her brothers either, but an end to their idle days came as blessed news to many. Unused to inactivity, Master dealt with her frustrations by finding busywork for herself and everyone around her. Rigorous training exercises and brutal sparring matches filled their days, with harsh penalties for those unable to meet her stringent standards. Members of Rain’s retinue were not the only ones to suffer, Master’s distaste for idleness was far reaching, roping in the retinue’s of Officer Huushal and young magistrate Fung. Over the weeks, Song overheard many of the rank-and-file cursing their fate, but those who complained loudest were often chosen as Master’s sparring partners, causing the number of audible complaints to dwindle to nothing. Unlike most others, Song enjoyed the last few weeks. Though exhausting, Master’s exercises gave her a semblance of routine, and Rain’s absence brought a sense of safety.
 
  
 
 Sad to say the good times were over now, but practical as always, Song merely accepted her fate. After a quick meal of travel bread and dried meat, she greeted her mount Erdene and Master’s wagon team, Coto and Gakai, patting each one twice on the head to establish dominance before feeding them. While they ate, she brushed and harnessed the roosequins, faintly amused by the memory of how she’d once been terrified of the squeaking creatures. Fantastic creatures, though incomparable to the sheer power of a titanic warhorse adorned in plated mail, roosequins were more versatile and intelligent. Horses offered an unstoppable force when matched against infantry, but after the power of their charge was spent, they were of little use in extended combat.
 
  
 
 Not so with roosequins, their ability to navigate most difficult terrain with ease made them exceptional at hit-and-run tactics, able to disengage and reengage repeatedly in a single battle. Their powerful lunging pounce and pack-hunting instincts more than made up for their lack of mass, and she believed an army of roosequin riders in the right place, led by the right commander, could slaughter a force several times its size with minimal losses.
 
  
 
 “Morning Mi-Mi.” Eye’s half-lidded as she wandered in, Lady Mei Lin embraced Master before turning to embrace Song. “Morning Li-Li.” Smoothing out her messy hair, the young miss sat down with a petulant pout. “I need your help, Rainy said he’s gonna send me home, says it’s not safe here.”
 
  
 
 Master snorted. “That idiot, there’s an entire army here to protect you, you couldn’t be safer. Don’t worry Lin, I’ll speak with him. Where is he?”
 
  
 
 Wincing as she found a knot in her hair, Lady Mei Lin shrugged daintily. “Dunno. His tent was gone when I went to visit.”
 
  
 
 Wielding her comb, Song silently stepped in to brush and braid Lady Mei Lin’s hair while she chatted with Master. As she worked, she felt the scrutinizing gaze of the Lady’s veiled protectors. It was only right for them to be cautious, the four mysterious warriors charged with Lady Mei Lin’s safety, but the attention was unnerving. They had an unseen quality about them which caused Song’s hair to stand on end, their mere presence instilling awe and trepidation. No one else seemed to be bothered by them, but Song was loathed to turn her back to any of them, but especially the Leader.
 
  
 
 There was nothing special marking the Leader as such, all four protectors veiled and cloaked, even dressed in identical black-leather armour. Only their choice in weapons differed, but even without them, picking out the Leader was easy as turning one’s hand, her poise and demeanour proclaiming regal confidence and demanding absolute obedience. From behind her veil, her eyes seemed to miss no detail no matter how small, able to peer through the souls of those she gazed upon and finding them lacking. Armed only with twin daggers strapped to her thighs, she moved with a casual arrogance and grace which Song associated with supreme warriors, those above even Teacher Du and Lieutenant General Akanai, an unmatched, solitary apex predator.
 
  
 
 Even given Healer Taduk’s accomplished reputation, securing a top-tier expert to guard his daughter was awe-inspiring. In retrospect, Mila’s betrothal to Rain made more sense now, his skills as a healer well proven, though he seemed determined to collect wives like he collected pets. Poor Master would have to suffer marrying a shameless philanderer.
 
  
 
 Finished with Lady Mei Lin’s braids, the Leader’s melodious voice surprised them, her words directed at Lady Mei Lin. “Hmph. Having your thrall to brush your hair, how decadent. Taduk spoils you excessively, but that is his way.”
 
  
 
 Shooting a dark glance, Lady Mei Lin bit her lip and looked away before mumbling, “Li-Li’s not my thrall, she’s my friend.”
 
  
 
 “Do not delude yourself, she is a thrall, broken and oathbound to serve. You think she brushes your hair out of affection? Service and fear drive her, loyal only to that which binds her. Were her Master to give the order, your ‘Li-Li’ would cut you down without hesitation.”
 
  
 
 Lady Mei Lin remained silent this time, staring at the dirt. Song wanted to kneel and apologize, but Master held Song in place. “DON’T, IT’LL ONLY MAKE THINGS WORSE. NOT YOUR FAULT. IGNORE THE BITCH. YOU’RE OUR FRIEND.”
 
  
 
 Master’s skill at Sending still needed plenty of work, but it was improving. It only hurt a little this time and the message warmed her heart.
 
  
 
 The Leader’s statement cast a pall over their little trio, Master and Lady Mei Lin idling in silence while Song complied with Sarankho’s mewling insistence to have her belly rubbed. The Leader wasn’t wrong, Song was a tool no different from Master’s roosequin. Though grateful for her pleasant life, Song believed it to only be a passing fancy, Master unaccustomed to owning slaves. In fact, Song was the only slave among the Bekhai, an entire populace without slavery. In time, Master would understand Song’s place and use her accordingly, until death relieved Song of all her burdens. No matter how much she wished otherwise, in this life, freedom would forever be denied to her.
 
  
 
 Perhaps for her next life, Song could request to be Bekhai...
 
  
 
 “Ah my two lovely betrothed sitting together in silence with Li Song. I'm a little worried, you aren't planning anything evil now are you?” Rain’s voice interrupted Song’s daydreaming and as always, she turned to face him, guarding herself against his advances. So far, he’d done little more than look, but she was certain she remained untouched only because of Master’s protection and jealous nature. Rain seemed different ever since his return, more intense and brooding, the smile on his face not reaching his eyes.
 
  
 
 Auric and the bears trailed his heels, the little cubs ungainly gait and awkward steps warming her heart. The cubs leaped into Song’s arms as Lady Mei Lin leaped into Rain’s. “Hubby, I don’t wanna go home, I wanna stay with you.”
 
  
 
 Master chimed in to support her friend. “It’s safer here with the army, there might be more Defiled lurking in the woods. Besides, following a Purge, travellers will be heavily scrutinized. Without your Token of Office, they might run into troubles on their journey.”
 
  
 
 Undeterred by Lady Mei Lin’s tears and Master’s words, Rain shook his head. “No. Lin, you’re going home, we’re here to fight a war not sight-see. Be a good girl, I’ve no time to argue.” Untangling himself from Lady Mei Lin, he turned to Master. “I received a special assignment from Yuzhen and need to head out, so I need you and Song to find Tursinai, Tenjin and then pick two of our strongest to go with you.”
 
  
 
 Master’s eyes lit up in excitement. “Ooo, a special assignment. Sounds dangerous. What are we doing?”
 
  
 
 “I’m investigating a fire. You’re escorting Lin home.” Handing her a sealed letter, Rain ignored Master’s glare. “These are travel papers granting you all safe conduct, signed and sealed by Yuzhen herself. You’ll have no problem getting to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 “Nooooo!” Master’s sullen refusal seemed childish to Song, yet strangely endearing. Normally so powerful and commanding, in front of her betrothed, she was reduced to a sweet, innocent girl. “I looked after your retinue for weeks, you can’t send me away when things are getting interesting.”
 
  
 
 “Before we set off, you agreed you would follow my orders, correct? These are my orders, escort Lin back to the Bridge.” Softening, Rain reached out to stroke Master’s cheek and whispered, “Please do this Mila, Lin’s not the only one I want to keep safe.”
 
  
 
 Unable to keep the smile off her face, Master turned away and snorted. “Th-this isn’t up for discussion, idiot. I’m not leaving and neither is Lin, you can’t sweet talk your way out of it. We’re safer here with the army, and that’s that.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t fight me on this. Yuzhen agreed this was the best choice, I’ll have her order you gone if need be.”
 
  
 
 “Yuzhen this, Yuzhen that, how familiar. You want us gone so you can spend more time with her, don’t you? I’ve seen how you blush, don’t deny it.”
 
  
 
 Master was still looking away, so she missed the anger flashing through Rain’s eyes. “Major Yuzhen and I,” he said through clenched teeth, “have nothing more than a professional relationship.” Reaching out, he took Master’s hand and furrowed his brow. From Master’s widened eyes, Song deduced that Rain had learned how to Send as well and his message was less than complimentary to the Major.
 
  
 
 Admonishing herself to work harder so as not to shame Master, Song gathered the pets onto their wagons, the sweet kittens and cubs now seasoned travellers. No matter the outcome of this argument, they would all be setting out soon, soldiers and Sentinels scurrying about in preparation. Deflating, Master puffed her cheeks and shrugged in apology to Lin. “I guess we’re leaving...”
 
  
 
 Tears streamed down Lady Mei Lin’s face, shaking her head. “Noooooo...”
 
  
 
 “Enough of your feeble whining,” the Leader snapped in irritation. “Are you now a thrall for him to order as he pleases? What will you do next, beg? You wish to stay, then stay, you don’t need his permission. Your pathetic display is unbecoming.”
 
  
 
 A dangerous glint entered Rain’s eye. “I don’t like the tone of your voice.”
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, the Leader sniffed. “Then you are excused, foundling.” Her aura erupted in a violent burst, Song trembling as activity ground to a halt around them, soldier and Sentinel alike frozen in fear. “Run along and go play your little soldier games, I’ve no patience for your antics.”
 
  
 
 A second Aura covered Song, protecting her from the brunt of the Leader’s Aura, and the observers let out a collective sigh as the pressure eased. Her jaw dropped as she followed the emanations to Rain, his Aura surging around him as he stared defiantly at the expert warrior. “You think because you have strength, it allows you to disrespect those without? That you can act with impunity, without consequence?”
 
  
 
 “In a word,” the Leader drawled, “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “Draw.”
 
  
 
 At Rain’s challenge, the other three protectors gathered around the Leader, ready for Rain’s attack, but it never came. Instead, every Sentinel within hearing range hefted their bows and drew their arrows, targeting the Leader and her companions. Master and Lin pleaded with Rain to stand down, their words the only sounds audible in the stifling silence as he locked gazes with the Leader.
 
  
 
 Tilting her head in unconcerned curiosity, the Leader studied Rain carefully, the seconds ticking by ever so slowly. After a heart-stopping pause, she finally spoke. “Hmm... your Aura is neither overbearing nor sturdy, yet instead of breaking, it bends beneath my pressure. It’s a little like pushing mud, it gives way, yet retains its shape. How intriguing.” After another pause, she gestured at the surrounding Sentinels and asked, “So what message is this little tantrum meant to convey?”
 
  
 
 “That being polite costs nothing in comparison.” Rain’s voice hardened as he moved Master and Lady Mei Lin aside, daring the Leader to act. Hands at his side, shield on his back, sword in belt, Rain stood unarmed, yet gave off the impression of a tiger ready to pounce, a naked blade drawn from its sheath. He was insane, by now he must realize the Leader alone could deal with his entire retinue.
 
  
 
 Sighing loudly, the Leader shrugged and dispersed her Aura while the other protectors lowered their weapons. “Fair enough. Slaughtering everyone here is hardly worth the effort. Very well, I’ll not speak too sharply to the girl, but I don’t see why it matters so much. It’s not as though she’ll shatter at a harsh word. We won’t be leaving though, she wishes to stay, so we stay. You need only worry for your own skin foundling, she’ll not come to harm.”
 
  
 
 “...Fine.” At Rain’s command, the Sentinels lowered their bows and followed him away. Quivering as the tension drained from her body, Song leaned against the wagon for support, watching the animals within. Unaffected by the minor clash, Sarankho cuddling with Auric while Jimu patiently suffered the attentions of the cubs, all of them oblivious of their close brush with death. How fortunate the Leader stepped back, sparing Rain and everyone present. Lifting a cub into her arms, Song mounted Erdene and cuddled with the small bear, steadying herself while lamenting the end of her carefree days
 
  
 
 Then again, her days as a slave seemed numbered now that she followed a madman into battle. Perhaps her dream of becoming one of the Bekhai was closer than she’d thought.
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 “I CANT BELIEVE YOU THREATENED LIN’S GUARDS LIKE THAT.”
 
  
 
 Greeting the soldiers as I lead my retinue out of camp, I move hand in hand with Mila while suppressing my urge to vomit, the adrenaline draining from my body as I reflect on my actions. Thankfully, I managed to climb onto Mafu before fear turned my legs into a pile of quivering goo. The immense pressure exerted by Lin’s guard was unlike anything I’ve come across before, and nothing I’d care to experience again.
 
  
 
 “THEY’RE ONLY HERE TO KEEP HER SAFE, YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO SNAP LIKE THAT. IT'S NOT LIKE YOU.”
 
  
 
 True. I mean, sure, Lin’s guard was rude but it’s not exactly a transgression worthy of a death threat. In light of how things went, I wouldn’t say I regret my actions, though I wouldn’t disagree if someone told me I overreacted. I'm becoming more like those puffed-up, arrogant noble types, so eager to shed blood. Then again, judging by how Lin’s guards kept their calm throughout the entire confrontation, I’m fairly certain it would have been my blood being shed had I given the order to fire.
 
  
 
 “WHAT DID YOU EXPECT TO ACCOMPLISH? INTIMIDATE THEM INTO BEING POLITE?”
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, I think they were pleased by my little outburst. I could be wrong, it’s tough reading someone wearing a veil, but I thought I saw one of them trying not to laugh, while the leader was hiding a smile. How fucked up is that? I threaten to shoot her for being rude, and her reaction is to smile.
 
  
 
 “ARE YOU EVEN LISTENING? ANSWER ME!”
 
  
 
 Wincing in pain, I turn to nod at a glaring Mila. It’s nice that she’s finally willing to hold hands in public, but if she’s only doing it to scold me, then I’d rather go without. Clearing my throat even though I won’t be physically speaking, I do my best to look suitably contrite. “I’m sorry Mila, I wasn’t thinking. I had this plan and you and Lin were almost safe, but then that woman got in the way and I snapped. I’m out of sorts lately, it won’t happen again, promise.”
 
  
 
 Her glare softens as she squeeze my hand in what I assume is a reassuring gesture, but her enthusiasm causes my bones to grind against one another. Compounding the pain, her ‘voice’ remains at the same mind-numbing volume. “IS IT BECAUSE OF THE PURGE? I KNOW IT COULDN’T HAVE BEEN EASY, BUT I’M HERE IF YOU NEED TO TALK...”
 
  
 
 “Thank you, but I can’t talk about it. Literally can’t.” Which is honestly the worst part. I want to talk about it, to cry, scream and rail about the injustice and hypocrisy of the Purge, let the world know mass-murder is being conducted right before their eyes, but I fucked it up by losing my temper. I’m seeing a pattern of behaviour here.
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s voice sounds out in my mind, reminding me I’m never alone, no matter how much I want to be. “Brother, I’ve been thinking. You’re acting out of sorts.” Wow really? Sometimes I wish I strangled him to death when he was weak.
 
  
 
 Gently extracting myself from Mila’s iron grip, so as not to accidentally Send to her while speaking with my Defiled alter-ego. Flexing my hand to make sure nothing’s broken, I idly wonder how my life got so complicated. “I know, I know. I’m exhausted, physically and mentally, but I couldn’t sleep because of all this guilt and anger eating away at me. I’m tired Baledagh. I’m tired of failing all the time. I’m tired of things never getting better. I'm tired of the shitty people who populate this world and I'm starting to wonder why I even bother trying to save them. I can't focus and everything irritates me. I’m still aching all over from healing and everything I eat tastes like ashes.”
 
  
 
 “The world seems empty and lifeless, devoid of any colour.” Baledagh speaks softly, his sorrow apparent. “You want to throw it all away, give up and leave everything for someone else to deal with. I know your thoughts brother, I've felt the same, which worries me. It’s exactly what the Spectres want, for you to surrender. I gave up long ago, but you saved me, kept them from consuming me. Is it possible they’re affecting you now?”
 
  
 
 His words hit me like a hammer to the gut, my breath catching in my throat. Taking a deep breath, I go over the decisions I’ve made in the past few days, searching for signs of meddling. Have I been listening to their whispers or am I merely depressed? Are my actions due to stress from the Purge or am I being pushed towards more extreme actions? Do I want to abandon the fight because I truly don’t care anymore or is it part of a larger, nefarious plot carried out by the Spectres floating around in my mind?
 
  
 
 After minutes of agonized soul searching, my answer amounts to ‘I don’t know’. Not exactly helpful.
 
  
 
 If I ever hope to have peace of mind again, then those Spectres need to go. The question is how? They’re like supernatural herpes, I think they're gone or under control, but then, surprise, new break out. Persistent little bastards. Is there someone I can call who specializes in ghost busting? I’m not even sure there are priests or monks or whatever here, the most religious person I’ve met is the Shrike which does not inspire confidence in religion. Why bother with complicated exorcisms or purification rituals when death is a simple and permanent solution? That’s the problem with believing in reincarnation, too many problems can be solved with ‘better luck next life’. Then again, believing in a Heaven isn’t much better, why suffer here on earth when life after death is so... heavenly?
 
  
 
 Faith has never suited my inquisitive nature. At times, I wish things were different because I know faith can be a beautiful thing.
 
  
 
 “Rain.” Huu’s voice interrupts my inner theological debate, the large warrior sitting atop his quin Jaga, ready and waiting. “A good day for a hunt.”
 
  
 
 “How nice of you to join us.” One of Huu’s brides-to-be, Yesui or Yosai, I can never tell which, remarks sarcastically. Concealing my irritation, I mumble an apology, still lost in contemplation. For some reason, they’ve concocted an imagined rivalry between Huu and myself, believing I’m out to steal all of his glory. If only they knew the truth.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Huu’s kept a clear head about it all, giving me an apologetic glance. Leaning close, he whispers, “Uncle Kalil told me of the Shrike’s... habits. Are you well? Did you come into conflict?”
 
  
 
 “I’m managing.” Sort of. “I’m not on good terms with the Shrike, but it shouldn’t affect our work. Speaking of which, we should get to it. I think you should take lead, I’m... distracted.”
 
  
 
 Huu nods and claps me on the shoulder before taking charge, while I ride over to check on Lin. No smile greets me this time, the sweet girl looking guilty and forlorn. I reach out to stroke her cheek and her hand rises to clasp mine. “Are you mad at me Rainy?”
 
  
 
 “No silly girl, I could never be mad at you.” The simple sentence fills her with cheer, her smile a balm for my soul. “Just be safe, okay? I don't know what I'd do if something happened to you.” Holding Lin’s hand, I glance over at Mila and extend my other hand. “Or you, my pouting princess.” Blushing at the attention, she puffs her cheeks and smacks my hand away before giving me the signal for attention, pretending to concentrate on Huushal’s orders. My two loves, one sweet and adorable, the other thorny and overbearing, I’m a lucky man to have found them both. I need to keep them safe, and Li Song too I guess, looking stoic even as she cuddles a cub. She’s not here by choice and she’s been through so much already, she deserves a long, peaceful life.
 
  
 
 Huu gives the order to move out and the ride allows me time alone with my thoughts. Naturally, my mind blanks as I stare into the distance, my burdens weighing heavily on my shoulders as I move towards battle. The dense fog burns away beneath the morning sun and I can barely make out the lake, its turbulent surface concealing the calm depths within. The view brings to mind a wisp of memory, of my body submerged beneath the dark waters, my fears and worries washed away as I drift through the warm, gentle currents, knowing everything was gonna be all right despite the dire circumstances.
 
  
 
 An actual memory of my time spent in the water or an image conjured by my overwhelmed mind? Or worse, a subtle effort from the Spectres, nudging me towards surrender?
 
  
 
 No, it’s not Spectres. I don’t know why, but I know it. I believe it.
 
  
 
 Huh. I guess I can have faith.
 
  
 
 Closing my eyes, I breathe deeply and reach for Balance.
 
  
 
 Time passes.
 
  
 
 A second, a minute, an hour, I don’t know.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens surrounds me, a raging torrent threatening to drown me, but I centre myself, sinking deeper into its embrace. Throwing aside my fear, I search for the calm within. In a rare moment of clarity, I realize it’s always been my problem: too much fear. Fear for my safety, fear of the unknown, fear of failure, and now fear for my loved ones. I’m a coward by nature and without my family pushing me to succeed, I would be nothing. The same lesson learned so many times, first taught by Charok, then Baatar, then Akanai, and now, it seems, The Mother.
 
  
 
 I'm a terrible student.
 
  
 
 Life happens, mistakes are made, disaster strikes, and all you can do is accept it and carry on. Do your best, but remember that failure is as much a part of life as success. Fear is good, fear is healthy, but you can’t let it control your actions and drive you to desperate measures.
 
  
 
 No struggle, no surrender, merely acceptance.
 
  
 
 Innocent people died in the Purge, but there was nothing I could have done to save them. Dying alongside them would have accomplished nothing. Accept it. Avenge them.
 
  
 
 Lin and Mila are riding into danger with me, I cannot send them away. Accept it. Keep them safe.
 
  
 
 The Defiled are here and seek to visit death and carnage upon the undefended populace.
 
  
 
 This, I cannot accept, I will not accept.
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes, my body is free from all my burdens. The anger and fear which seemed so suffocating only hours ago is still there, but lessened somehow, no longer demanding action. The work of the Spectres, filling me with insecurity and despair, their hold is broken on me for now, though they still float in the recesses of my mind. I’ll deal with them eventually, or maybe I can’t. It doesn’t matter. I can handle it.
 
  
 
 The sun risen and day bright, my mind refreshed and unburdened by fear, I feel better than I have in weeks as I focus on the task at hand.
 
  
 
 Time to kick ass and take names.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The wind rushing through his hair as he sat upon Jaga’s back, Huushal drove his Sentinels forward, eager to cross blades with the Enemy. Major Yuzhen offered the Sentinels great honour in sending them ahead, the chance to draw first blood as they investigated the source of the smoke clouds rising in the east, gone unnoticed in the dark, moonless night. In his mind, there was no doubt this was the work of Laughing Dragon and his Defiled army, twenty-thousand strong and growing by the day. An epic in the making, he yearned to rend and tear until none remained, his place in the vanguard of this army of veterans filling his chest with pride.
 
  
 
 A shame Rain didn’t share his enthusiasm but he could hardly be blamed. For the past week, Sentinels and soldiers spoke of nothing but the Purge, sharing harrowing tales and macabre descriptions through some twisted need to voice their fears. Painting the Aspirants as murderous fanatics devoted to their artistry of torture, even Fung’s dark-eyed ‘attendant’ seemed unnerved by the mere mention of the Shrike, her dedication and fervour towards carrying out the Purge enough to turn one’s stomach. Sitting on the sidelines was almost too much to bear, and Huushal could only imagine what Rain was going through. Though talented beyond measure, at his core Rain was a kind and caring man, unsuited for the burdens of war. Finding the victims of the Defiled had driven him into an inconsolable rage and there was no reason to believe he’d react any differently when forced to herd the guilty and innocent alike towards their slow, gruesome deaths at the hands of the Aspirants.
 
  
 
 For the first time in his life, Huushal was thankful for his poor skills in Chi manipulation.
 
  
 
 Something happened during the Purge, that much was clear, but no one would speak of it, not even Rain. Huushal noticed tension between Rain and the Major during the morning’s meeting, with none of Rain’s customary moon-eyed glances at the beautiful half-fox. Instead, he’d been on edge the entire time, an anger boiling beneath the surface, his hands firmly clenched behind his back to keep from lashing out. Their formerly cordial and relaxed relationship had soured, though Major Yuzhen didn’t seem to hold it against him, instead avoiding Rain’s hardened glare.
 
  
 
 After the meeting finished, Uncle Kalil brought to attention the soldiers glancing and saluting Rain with respect as he stalked away. A strange thing for these soldiers to show deference to a Warrant Officer so young, but if anyone deserved it, it was Rain. A talent unlike any other, after learning he’d condensed his Aura before nineteen years of age, Huushal put aside all thoughts of rivalry, though he still worried for his friend. Turning his arrows against Lin’s guards was foolish and not like him at all, perhaps a sign of how distraught he truly was.
 
  
 
 No matter, Rain was nothing if not tenacious and he had Mila and Lin to help ease his troubled mind, though Huushal made it clear he was available if needed. Perhaps killing Defiled would fix Rain’s head, Mother knows Huushal was looking forward to it even though a good half his retinue was missing, conscripted by Gerel. Once battle was joined, things became simple, kill or be killed, survival of the strongest.
 
  
 
 He reached the ruined outpost shortly after noon, riding in to look for clues. The battle had been clean and tidy, the garrison taken without struggle. “Trouble,” Uncle Kalil said, pointing at a soldier’s wound, a single thrust through the neck, the skin blackened around the incision. “Wraiths. Seems they snuck in and opened the gate for their friends. These bodies are fresh, the Enemy less than a day ahead and wasting no time for games. They mean to take out the surrounding garrisons, weaken Sanshu before they strike.”
 
  
 
 “No Garo or horse tracks, but plenty of false trails. It’ll take time to figure out which direction they went in.” Rain spoke, playing his part as second. “Your orders?”
 
  
 
 Blinking, Huushal’s words froze in his throat, noting the confidence in Rain’s shoulders as he studied the area. Good, he was doing better already. Changing his plan at the last second, Huushal replied, “Then we split up to save time. We know their goal, so we each head to a different outpost. You go east, I'll go Northeast. Remember, the Major wants prisoners to question, we need to know how so many Defiled appeared in the heart of the Province.”
 
  
 
 “Be safe Huu. We'll drink when this is done.” Clasping his hand, Rain led his people away without further ado. The thrill of the chase coursing through him, Huushal ignored the trails and rode for the next closest outpost. After four hours riding, his scouts came across the slaughtered remains of a patrol, their bodies still cooling in death. Knowing the Enemy was near, he unsheathed his saber and signalled for his Sentinels to fan out.
 
  
 
 The afternoon sun shone brightly down upon them but the forest canopy provided plenty of shadows to hide in, Huushal’s people approaching unseen. The second outpost soon came into sight, the main gate closed and walls empty as it sat in the middle of the clearing, his ears picking up the sound of laughter coming from inside the walls. Ever the patient hunter, he waited until his scouts returned, informing him the side gate was open and the soldiers slaughtered. The Enemy celebrated within, desecrating the bodies of the dead in their unholy rituals, their victory making them bold and lazy with only a handful of sentries posted. Filled with righteous anger, his lip curled in disgust as he gave his orders in absolute silence, waiting as his instructions filtered through the entire group.
 
  
 
 Taking the lead, Jaga stalked silently through the trees and out into the field, padding across the grass with long, eager bounds. Without a word, Huushal rode through the open side gate cleaving a surprised Defiled warrior in two as he passed. The shocked expressions and cries of alarm of the Defiled warriors filled him with glee and he took full advantage by riding head long into the fray, his Sentinels following his lead in complete, unified silence, an unstoppable force of avenging apparitions appearing from thin air.
 
  
 
 Reacting like warriors, the Defiled scrambled to their feet and drew their weapons, but his Sentinels were already upon them, striking them down with ease. Trusting his Sentinels, Huushal gave in to the frenzied lust for battle and rode about the outpost in search of worthy prey. One strike, one kill, he moved unobstructed through the outpost, crashing through flimsy doors and wooden walls only to find more weaklings.
 
  
 
 Too pitiful, too worthless, where was the challenge?
 
  
 
 Riding into the barracks, a blur of motion alerted Huushal. Slashing out of reflex, his saber rang out as it crashed against a weapon. The ingrained response saved his life, parrying a strike meant to pierce through his heart and killing the offending Wraith before a massive Defiled warrior tackled him from Jaga’s back. Roaring in anger, Huushal dropped his saber and wrestled with the Enemy atop him, struggling to keep its sword from cutting into his flesh.
 
  
 
 Flat on his back, Huushal held the Defiled away from him as it bore its weight down upon his chest. Gritting his teeth, he focused all his strength into his fingers as the sword dropped closer, centimetre by centimetre. After long, exhausting seconds, the sword’s tip kissed his cheek as he was rewarded with the crack of bones and a cry of pain. The strength faded from the Defiled’s body and Huushal flung it aside, his chest heaving with exertion as a cold sweat trickled down his neck.
 
  
 
 Too close.
 
  
 
 Gathering his wits about him, he sat up and reached for his saber, freezing in place as the Enemy’s Aura washed over him. His heart pounding, every instinct inside him screamed to run even as his muscles locked into place. Stepping out from around the corner, a well-groomed, recognizable bandit appeared, clearing the blood from his sword with a flick of his wrist.
 
  
 
 “Well what do we have here?” Laughing Dragon drawled. “Ye must be the young wolf. And here I was worried ye was Falling Rain. Fucking savages, yer all a pain in me arse. Can ye condense yer Aura too, boy? Yer pet certainly can’t.”
 
  
 
 Staring past the bandit, Huushal’s eyes settled on Jaga’s prone body laid out across the hallway, his heart breaking at the sight. Swallowing his grief, he looked Laughing Dragon in the eye, a cool calm settling over him in this time of death. “No need to piss your pants, you got lucky this time. Rain will come take your head soon enough.”
 
  
 
 His words had the desired effect, the smile falling from Laughing Dragon’s face as his eyes filled with anger and hate, his weapon raising to deal the killing blow. Huushal watched with open eyes, unafraid.
 
  
 
 Sorry Ma, your boy just ain't good enough.
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 Hours after separating from Huu, my scouts come across tracks leading towards our destination. Finding the trail was simple enough, considering whoever it was flattened everything in their path, but I don’t understand how they can tell the group numbers around a hundred strong. Asking only earns me an uncomfortable shrug and a gesture towards the mess of footprints, like it’s spelled out in plain common but I’m too stupid to read it. Mila takes the information in stride, but Rustram’s poorly concealed confusion makes me feel better, proving I’m not alone in my ignorance.
 
  
 
 Sucks for the rest of my retinue though, they're being led by incompetents.
 
  
 
 Mila’s pointed elbow brings me back to reality and I find myself blinking too much while glancing at my waiting retinue. What’s happening? Oh right, I’m the leader, I need to lead. Well, what I need is a nap, but I might as well wish for a space-capable battleship. “How far ahead of us are they?”
 
  
 
 After a short discussion, my retinue slips into the forest and move parallel to the trail, keeping out of sight as we pursue our prey. Although the majority of the work is shouldered by the quins, the former Shen Huo soldiers move almost as well as I do, silent and swift. However, the few mountain-born warriors under my command are on a different level, their camouflage cloaks turning them into corporeal ghosts who melt into the forest. After so many years with the People, I’m more convinced than ever I was adopted by mountain ninjas, which is awesome until I realize I am, at best, a ninja foot-soldier. You know, the ones who show up in droves and die so the Main Character gets to show off how cool and powerful he is. Not exactly confidence inspiring, but at least I’m the leader of the foot-soldiers. It’s... something, I guess.
 
  
 
 Mafu’s steady gait eats up the kilometres and within the hour, my scouts inform me we’ve almost caught up to our quarry. Calling for a halt to outline my instructions, Mila and Rustram move off while Lin falls back with her guards. I should send the guard leader in by herself, she could probably slaughter thousands of them before getting tired.
 
  
 
 Glancing around at the seventeen familiar faces of my squad, I see their nerves betraying them as they shift about. Deciding a pep talk is in order, I keep my voice low. “Now, technically, everyone here is a failure.” That got their attention. “You were too clumsy to become scouts and too lousy a shot to become archers. You weren’t skilled enough to be my vanguard or strong enough to be my hammer.” Okay, enough salt, a little sugar now. “Your talent lies in taking abuse, just like me. We don’t win because we have superior skill or tactics, we win because we survive where others die. I expect to toast each one of you with a drink when all this is over, so don’t disappoint.”
 
  
 
 Not exactly awe-inspiring, but it’ll do. Besides, I’m out of time, the others should be in place. With a deep breath, I signal Mafu who runs down the trail left behind by the Defiled war-band, abandoning stealth while his feet slap loudly against the dirt and stones. We’re not 100% certain it’s a Defiled war-band, but given the circumstances, I can be forgiven for making assumptions.
 
  
 
 Studying them as they come into sight, they're most certainly bandits but whether they’re Defiled remains to be seen. Either way, they need to be dealt with. The rearmost members sound the alarm as my squad approaches, and moving with surprising discipline, they settle into a group with spears and pole-arms pointed outwards, seeking to blunt the charge of my Anvil and encircle my heavily outnumbered group.
 
  
 
 Too bad, that’s not how I roll. Calling for a halt around two-hundred meters away, I unlimber my bow and fire, the hiss of arrows filling the formerly tranquil forest as my squad spreads out into a skirmish line, keeping our distance while we pluck away at our bow strings. They aren’t the greatest shots, but at least a handful of enemy combatants go down from our barrage.
 
  
 
 Reacting aggressively, the enemy screams and charges before I can fire a third arrow, brandishing their weapons as they sprint forward faster than expected. Still, it's all in line with the plan, just moving ahead of schedule. No problem. Shouldering my bow, I draw Peace and Tranquility before handing control over to Baledagh, who immediately howls back a wordless expression of challenge. Mafu lunges at the closest enemy who falls beneath the fangs and claws of my normally affectionate mount. Peace slices through the neck of a Defiled warrior and Tranquility deflects another's spear, and the battle erupts into chaos.
 
  
 
 Laying about left and right as Mafu moves to avoid being surrounded, Baledagh unleashes hell upon the enemy while I watch the battle unfold with clinical detachment, focused on my part. My determination and courage radiates outwards like ripples in the water, carried away by my Chi and striking fear into the hearts of my enemies. Baledagh takes full advantage of the enemy’s hesitation, guiding Mafu through the crowd unhindered while cutting down multiple enemies with every swing, still screaming bloody murder as he vents his frustrations for the first time since losing Ai-Qing.
 
  
 
 Sweet Mother above, having Aura is like cheating. These mooks ain’t got nothing on me.
 
  
 
 As if summoned by my delight, the enemy boss makes his appearance, slamming into Mafu shoulder first and sending the fat quin tumbling to the dirt. Leaping from the harness, Baledagh flips through the air to avoid the follow-through, a massive two-handed sword scything through the area our torso occupied only a split second earlier. Landing neatly on his feet, Baledagh charges in to trade blows while I clash Auras with the enemy boss, a grizzled, ruggedly handsome older gentleman wearing a dashing red bandana.
 
  
 
 The push-pull of our Auras matches the back and forth of our weapons, Baledagh matching speed against power while I cling on by my fingertips. My Aura compresses against Red-Bandana’s pressure, my mind reeling from the impact, but it’s nothing compared to what Lin’s guard dished out. The ring of metal echoes in my ears as Baledagh ups his tempo, stronger and faster than I could ever manage. Like two drivers in the same car, our performance vastly differs depending on who’s in control, Peace and Tranquility moving in coordianted one-two strikes.
 
  
 
 Ducking beneath an errant swing, Baledagh seizes the opportunity to counter even as I spot the trap. Spinging forward as Red-Bandana’s hidden dagger flies towards our face, but Baledagh barely flinches, intent on the kill. Channelling my Chi into a torrential whirlpool, it Deflects the dagger aside, spinning as it gouges a deep furrow across my cheek instead of piercing through my face. Peace bites deep into Red-Bandana’s chest, his smile slipping from his handsome face as the life fades from his crystal blue eyes.
 
  
 
 Evil shouldn’t be allowed to look pretty, it’s not fair.
 
  
 
 Heaving with exertion, Baledagh rips Peace out of Red-Bandana’s corpse and looks around, the battle all but over. After my squad baited them into a charge and strung out their battle-lines, the bandits were struck from the rear by Mila and Rustram’s squads, who rode through and cut them down with impunity. A pout splashed across her gore-speckled cheeks, Mila rides up and pokes Red-Bandana with her spear. “Congratulations, you killed 'Hideous Helvend', a Butcher Bay Bandit worth eight gold. Tch, you always take the fun parts, when will it be my turn to fight a duel?”
 
  
 
 Baledagh slips away without a word, exhausted by his efforts and probably drained of his emotions. Reaching up to poke the finger-wide gash across my face, I wince and shake my head. I swear, I’ll never understand the warrior mentality. Still, from what I can see, it didn’t go half bad.
 
  
 
 Of course, I don't have a list of casualties yet, but... things happen. This is war, after all.
 
  
 
 I hope Huu is doing okay... Bah, knowing him, he’s doing even better than I am.
 
  
 
 Nothing to worry about.
 
 


 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The brat’s mockery cut deep into Xiao HuoLong’s pride and the mention of Rain drove him mad. Lashing out with the flat of his saber, the oversized lout’s jaw shattered as his head crashed into the wall. Damn it all, should have known better than to start with the head. Even if the victim isn’t knocked out, like this sturdy brat, the shock numbs the sensation of further injuries, a rookie mistake. Prodding the fallen brat with his boot, HuoLong grinned at his handiwork, the boy’s eyes unfocused as blood dribbled down his chin. “Yer gonna die slow and hard, I promise you this, but first, lets deal with yer soldiers.” Exhaling deeply, he pulled the brat up by the hair and marched out the barracks, using his massive body as a shield.
 
  
 
 The scene which greeted him did not inspire confidence, most of HuoLong’s bandits laying dead in the outpost. A few dozen Bekhai soldiers milled about as his Aura overpowered them, treating him to delightful expressions of shock and fear. The mounts ran off as he approached, but truth be told, it was a relief. Animals reacted poorly when trapped by Aura, usually going into a frenzy instead of freezing up, and he’d learned firsthand how fucking vicious the Bekhai mounts were.
 
  
 
 Cautiously striding through the outpost with his saber resting against the brat’s neck, HuoLong readied himself for the real threat, searching for the unwelcome sensation of another expert’s Aura clashing against his own. Surely the wolf brat would have an expert or two in place to guard him. The seconds dragged as he continued his search, watching each soldier’s reaction and gathering the precious few bandits who’d escaped death. Most of his people were injured, staggering towards him in search of safety, a few venting their frustrations by striking the helpless soldiers.
 
  
 
 Malang revealed himself in the shadows, unwilling to be seen by the Bekhai as he quickly flashed ten fingers then five before fading away. Fifteen surviving Wraiths, down from twenty two, which meant the cowards likely slipped off to hide at the first sign of danger. After counting his remaining men, HuoLong’s face twisted in displeasure, less than forty in total if he included the Wraiths. A hundred and twenty bandits killed in a handful of minutes, by less than half that number of Bekhai who apparently lacked an Aura-capable expert. Fierce as the Bekhai were, his fucking sentries must have been slacking, how else could the Bekhai have arrived unseen? So hard to find good help these days, he should have stationed his Firebrands to keep watch but he hadn’t expected the Bekhai to arrive so quickly. Snarling in anger, he tossed the brat in front of him. “Group em up, nice and gentle now.”
 
  
 
 Once all the soldiers lay before him, HuoLong smiled and eyed them closely, still wary of a concealed expert. The brat didn’t seem to expect someone to save him, but HuoLong had come across too many covert guards in his day to relax just yet. Perhaps a little show was in order. Sneering at the gathered soldiers, he spoke loudly enough for all to hear. “My reputation must be slipping. A brat who barely needs to shave thinks he can kill Laughing Dragon? This cannot stand, a lesson must be made.” Ready to guard himself should the need arise, he raised his saber with a theatrical flourish before chopping down towards the brat. At the last moment, he turned his blade aside and nicked the brat’s ear off, eliciting a choked gurgling cry from his mangled mouth.
 
  
 
 Nothing. A few gasps and defiant glares, but no actions taken and not a hint of resistance against his Aura. Did the boy really not have any experts guarding him? Clutching the side of his head, the brat panted like a dog as blood seeped through his fingers and down his cheeks, his yellow eyes blinking groggily as he slurred, “You’re not long for this world. Rain’ll send you to the Father’s maw, easy as turning his hand.”
 
  
 
 A tough bastard. “Big words from a big man.” HuoLong smacked the brat’s cheek and chuckled at the pained gasp, placing the blade across his neck. Openly staring at the soldiers, he licked his lips and smiled before drawing his sword straight across, slicing a thin red line across the collarbones. From the angle, it appeared as if he was cutting the brat’s throat, but still, none of them moved, though a few closed their eyes to weep.
 
  
 
 The brat ruined it by speaking. “Fucking coward, can’t fight me without your Aura.”
 
  
 
 HuoLong snapped, “No one talks to me like that and lives.” Without warning, his blade flicked down and pierced the brat’s belly, a shallow thrust before bringing his weapon back to defend. Tense seconds passed as he crouched in wait, before finally letting his guard drop with a laugh. “Shit, seems the Bekhai ain’t too keen on protecting their younglings, sending em off alone into the jaws of a Dragon.” Leaning over, he grinned down at his helpless prey. “Ye done fucked up boy.”
 
  
 
 A glob of bloody spit arced in the air and fell at his feet, the brat still defiant. Casually backhanding him, HuoLong chuckled. “Yer hoping to make me angry enough to kill ye clean, but it ain’t gonna happen.” Punctuating his point, he lashed out with a bone-cracking kick to the ribs, eliciting another delicious cry from the brat. Grabbing him by the hair, HuoLong pulled the brat close to look him in the eye, watching for the sweet moment when defiance turned to fear. “All brawn and no brains, running in here to kill my men. I’m gonna make ye curse yer bitch mother for a slut, regret she ever spread her whore legs, but not until every last one of yer people begs me for death.” The brat’s eyes flickered and HuoLong’s smile widened, having found a weakness. “Oh, that scares ye does it? I was gonna deal with you first, but now I think I’ll start with yer little toy soldiers.”
 
  
 
 Dragging the brat behind him, he paced back and forth before the soldiers, enjoying the foreplay as he picked out the women among them. “Which one to start with? I bet yer sweet on one of these girls, ain’t that right? Don’t be shy, let Uncle Dragon know and maybe I’ll let ye have a go at her before I cut yer cock off and feed it to ye. No, better not to spoil the surprise, it’s more fun finding out for myself.” Reaching out to stroke the cheek of an alluring female soldier, he decided to claim this one for himself. Running his fingers over her lips, he watched the brat’s reaction. Anger, but not panic, and besides, this one was too old for a youngling. He’d come back for her later. “Lovely girls, me and my boys are gonna have fun with them, but don’t you worry, I’ll take real special care of yer sweetheart. I’ll even let you watch, cause I’m such a kind soul.”
 
  
 
 The brat tensed in his grip and HuoLong pretended not to notice, walking past a pair of shivering twins. As the brat relaxed, he paused for a long second, letting the despair sink in before stepping back to stare at the twins. “My my, I always wanted have a run at twins.”
 
  
 
 The brat struggled uselessly and roared, “Keep your hands off them you filthy bastard!”
 
  
 
 This was almost too easy. “You sweet on both of em? Damn boy, yer eyes are too big for yer stomach.” Throwing the brat aside, HuoLong lazily reached for the girls, savouring the fear in their eyes. “You wouldn’t know what to do with fine women like th--”
 
  
 
 The world erupted into pain and shot past him, his breath emptying from his lungs as he crashed into to the ground. Staring up at the endless sky, he heard weapons clanging and people shouting, but no matter how hard he tried, his body refused to obey, hands clutching his chest as he wheezed in agony, fighting to draw breath. What’d happened to his Aura? He had to rekindle his Aura and protect his people. Drawing on the power within, he willed his emotions into existence and felt them explode, an intangible wave of gut-wrenching terror and paralyzing panic rippling outwards from his body.
 
  
 
 Only to crash into an unmoving wall, solid as a mountain, snuffing his Aura out like a sputtering candle.
 
  
 
 The sounds of battle quieted and HuoLong lay prone and helpless, dread and apprehension welling within, his head spinning and lungs burning with effort. A shadow fell over him and he looked up into the yellow, hate-filled eyes of the Young Wolf, grinning darkly as he slowly lifted his massive boot. The boot stomped down towards HuoLong’s face and an involuntary scream slipped from his lips. The world exploded into pain once again, teeth rattling inside his mouth and tasting of metal as a high-pitched ringing set in his ears.
 
  
 
 Even in his disoriented state, HuoLong fought to remain conscious, unwilling to surrender to the darkness. A massive man appeared in his vision, dwarfing the burly Young Wolf. “Enough, nephew mine.” Where the fuck did this bulky bastard come from? He hadn’t been in the crowd...
 
  
 
 “Uncle Kalil, when did you get so strong?” The Young Wolf leaned into the large warrior, looking like a child in his embrace. “Why didn’t you act sooner?”
 
  
 
 “How are you expecting me to save you while this coward holds blade to your throat? Your Ma’ll beat me senseless if you came home with a mark on you, so you best get to healing now.” Sighing as he shook his head, Kalil prodded HuoLong with his foot. “If this is what amounts to a Dragon around these parts, then I’m sorely disappointed.”
 
  
 
 “He’s mine, Uncle.” The Young Wolf’s glower set HuoLong’s body to shivering. “He killed Jaga.”
 
  
 
 “No, boy.” Kalil patted the Young Wolf’s head. “It’s a harsh truth, but you must hear it: your actions cost Jaga his life. You let your lust for battle overwhelm you and rushed ahead without aid. You knew Laughing Dragon might be here and took no precautions. Not to mention, what sort of half-assed plan is ‘move in and kill them all’? You can do better than that, you need to do better. I won’t always be here to guard you. Temper your blood lust and learn to unleash it at the proper time, or it won’t just be your quin who pays the price. Would Rain have attacked so heedlessly? Perhaps he would, but Rain condensed his Aura and can handle a worthless bandit like this.”
 
  
 
 “Worthless?” HuoLong croaked. “Do you know who I am?”
 
  
 
 “I do, I’ve seen your type hundreds of times before. You’re a coward.” Another prod from Kalil sent waves of pain through his body, his ribs broken cleanly. “You condensed your Aura – no, you cheated your way into obtaining a facsimile of Aura through the Father’s sacrilegious powers, and since then you’ve harboured delusions of grandeur. You’re a bully and like all bullies, you pick on the weak and are terrified of a fair fight. A narcissist too, considering your crafted ‘heroic’ persona. You make me sick, so shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to help himself, HuoLong quivered before Kalil’s oppressive Aura, unable to resist it for more than a heartbeat. “I still want to kill him,” the Young Wolf said. “We have enough prisoners for the Marshall.”
 
  
 
 “I said no. Regardless of his true nature, this bastard is the public figurehead of the Defiled incursion and the Major will have questions for him. Besides,” Kalil added, “you forget who rides at the Major’s side. A fate worse than you can imagine awaits him once we hand him over to the Shrike.”
 
  
 
 An impotent wail burst from his throat at the mention of the Sanguine Priestess and HuoLong finally lost his nerve. “Malang! You bastard, save me!” He repeated the cry until another boot to the head granted him the merciful oblivion of slumber.
 
  
 
 Please, no, it can’t end like this...
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 Hands behind his back and head held high, Rustram moved through the camp with measured, deliberate steps. It’s wasn’t that he lacked the need for haste, but in his experience, soldiers never liked seeing their commanding officers rushing about without shouting orders. It made them understandably uncomfortable. Still, his slow pace gave him the chance to gauge the overall mood of the camp, which was one of muted celebration, no surprise following the afternoon’s stunning achievements.
 
  
 
 After weeks of exhaustive training and tedious busy work, Rustram wasn’t the only one eager to cross blades with the enemy. With the boss finally back and in full fighting form, albeit several kilograms lighter, every soldier under his command was itching to show off the fruits of their labour and their first battle in weeks went like clockwork. Despite the enemy outnumbering them by two-to-one, the retinue’s enthusiasm and the boss’s well-laid plan carried them on to a resounding victory over the Butcher Bay Bandits. Capturing eleven and killing a hundred and twenty-eight enemy combatants, not a single bandit escaped from the boss’ neatly-sprung trap, an overwhelming success by almost any measure.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, when measured by the boss’s almost unreasonable standards, their success still fell short, too many wounded and too many dead. Seven casualties, a mere fraction compared to the enemy losses, but the Butcher Bay Bandits’ deserved their vaunted reputation, fighting viciously without fear until their leader fell. The boss found their losses unacceptable, expecting to kill hundreds without a single loss. Then again, a flawless victory might have been possible if the boss had proper warriors under his command, considering all of the dead and wounded were former soldiers.
 
  
 
 The mountain-born Sentinels, the real Sentinels, had all emerged from the battle unscathed. Rustram could only imagine what the boss might achieve with a hundred veteran Sentinels under his command, instead of scraping by with a mere thirty. Though the former soldiers had improved substantially since joining ten months ago, the Sentinels still eclipsed them in every way possible. Even reduced to a trifling ten members present, a count including the Lady Sumila and Li Song, the Sentinels were undeniably the backbone of Falling Rain’s retinue.
 
  
 
 How exasperating it must be for them to take orders from a worthless merchant-turned-soldier, a failure who couldn’t even bind a spiritual weapon.
 
  
 
 Coming to a halt outside the impromptu medical station, Rustram waited for a lull in the boss’s movements, so he could deliver his report. Without even stopping to stitch up the nasty rend on his cheek, the boss tirelessly treated the wounded, desperate to save as many as he could. Seven deaths so far, but unless the boss learned how to heal before the night was out, the number seemed likely to grow. Though every soldier present was familiar with the boss’s ‘simple’ healing method, too many of the injured were unconscious, only kept alive through herbs, stitches, bandages, and the boss’s hard work.
 
  
 
 Not to belittle the Lady Mei Lin's work, her tender care and lovely smile a balm for every soldier’s soul, in sharp contrast to the shackled prisoners stationed nearby. Were it up to him, Rustram would have hung them all from the nearest tree, their continued existence more proof of how the former soldiers held the boss back. Aside from the Sentinels, they lacked anyone competent or well-armed enough to deal with Defiled who might turn Demon at any moment. Instead, the boss was forced to place the Lady Mei Lin in harm’s path, using her terrifying guards to keep watch over the prisoners while the Sentinels rested, a task the guards carried out with obvious reluctance. If not for the Lady Mei Lin’s insistence on helping the wounded, the boss would have no option but to guard the prisoners himself.
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
 Glancing up from his work, the boss greeted Rustram with a tired nod. “It’s time?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, everything is ready boss.”
 
  
 
 After washing his hands, the boss bade farewell to Lady Mei Lin and strode out with Rustram at his side. “We’re running low on medical supplies. If the next outpost is still standing, buy what you can but be on the lookout for fox-glove root, fentel milk, and bittercress leaves.”
 
  
 
 Where else would you find an Officer willing to waste expensive herbal concoctions on basic soldiers? The boss was too good to them, and Rustram even deliberated pulling him aside to advise they offer mercy to the gravely wounded, but he knew it’d be futile. Something needed to be done, the boss was marked for greatness and shouldn’t let a rag-tag group of former cripples bring him down.
 
  
 
 It didn’t take them long to reach their destination, the boss moving to stand in front of the seven funeral pyres. The Defiled deserved no ceremony, their bodies left uncovered at the battle site. Turning to his gathered retinue, the boss lifted a cup of wine in both hands. “Seven dead, the price for our victory today. A cost I am unwilling to pay, but such is life.” Turning to the dead, the boss bowed a full ninety degrees and everyone present followed suit. “We thank you for your sacrifice, heroes of the Empire one and all. You will live on in memory, in the hearts and minds of your family and comrades. Your tribulations are over, your journey at an end. May you rest in peace, safe in the arms of the Mother.”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, the boss poured the wine over the pyre and spoke in a hushed tone, a private conversation with the dead. Rustram was close enough to hear him promising to look after their loved ones, all mentioned by name, a litany of assurances meant to assuage his own guilt. Moving to his side, Rustram poured out a cup of wine and guided him aside, allowing the rest of the retinue to pay their respects.
 
  
 
 By the Mother, the boss was awe-inspiring in battle, his grace and ferocity unmatched, his Aura regal and emboldening, but Rustram saw past the veneer of courage and determination he put on display. Though he demanded much from his soldiers, the boss reserved his harshest judgment for himself, critical of his every decision and shouldering the blame for every death and injury.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t right. It wasn't his fault, it was theirs for being too weak. This afternoon, Rustram watched the boss dispatch a notorious Aura-capable bandit with ease, expecting him to revel in the glory of victory as any young hero would. Instead, the intense zeal of battle melted away in an instant, glancing about the battlefield with a resigned weariness unsuitable for someone twice his age. His empathy made him a great man, but in these times of war, it was also his greatest burden, though he carried it well.
 
  
 
 The send-off finished, the boss took his place at the front once more, raising another cup of wine. “Their duty is done, but ours is yet to end. You all fought well today and lived to fight again tomorrow. This cup, I raise to you in thanks.”
 
  
 
 The rest of the service was uneventful, the boss silent as the pyres were lit, the men shuffling away to attend to their duties, though the boss continued to watch with a faraway look in his eye. After a quarter-hour of waiting, Rustram decided it was enough and coughed lightly. “Boss, you should go rest. The others won’t sleep easy as long as you’re standing here.”
 
  
 
 Preoccupied with his thoughts, the boss shook his head and strode off. “No sleep, not yet. Too many wounded to care for, I should get back to it.”
 
  
 
 Scurrying behind him, Rustram made his appeal. “Their fate is in the hands of the Mother. You need to rest, you’re asleep on your feet.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll be fine. I want you to set up pensions for the men. A wage paid to their loved ones in the event of their death. It’s the least I can do.”
 
  
 
 ‘No, you’ve done enough’, he wanted to say, but instead replied with, “We’ll work out the details once we return home.” Coward. Too ashamed of your own flaws to stand up to the boss.
 
  
 
 As if reading his thoughts, the boss glanced at the rapier on Rustram’s hip and raised his eyebrow in question. “So I hear you’re still having trouble with it.”
 
  
 
 “Yes. I have no excuses. I said it before, but I’m not deserving of it. You should find someone else to be your second.”
 
  
 
 “You’re a hard worker Mister Rustram and I have faith in you.” A small smile made it’s way onto the boss’s face.
 
  
 
 Rustram’s face burned with embarrassment. “Lady Mila and Li Song have been trying to help me, but I still can’t manage it. Sorry boss.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be sorry, be better.” The recrimination was followed by a frown. “Stop being afraid and convincing yourself you’re not worthy. You are my second so the sword is yours, end of argument. If you feel yourself unworthy, then improve yourself.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.” How simple he made it sound.
 
  
 
 “Look, there’s nothing wrong with your skill with chi manipulation, you’re one of the best we have at self-healing. Describe what it’s like for you.”
 
  
 
 “A field of darkness.” His answer was immediate, having practised during every spare moment of the past ten months, intimately familiar with the process. “I see myself sitting in the void, as if watching from a great distance, detached and aloof as the Energy of the Heaven’s fills me, mending my body and bolstering my spirit. It’s almost the same when I’m trying to bind the weapon, but after some time, a series of lights starts flashing, my meditation interrupted when I try to focus on them, like I’m thrown out or rejected by the Heavens.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... what are you wearing?” Taken aback by the question, Rustram stopped in place. After a few steps, the boss turned around and waited, gesturing for him to follow. “Walk and talk Mister Rustram, in the void, what are you wearing?
 
  
 
 Mother take me now and save me from this humiliation. “Er... I’m uh... I’m not wearing anything.”
 
  
 
 The boss’s eyes widened in mockery. “Naked huh? I didn’t take you for a vain man.” Resuming his steps with a wink, the boss added, “We’ll start simple. Don’t try too hard, remember be aware of nothing but awareness itself. Relax, meditate, and envision yourself with the sword. You are the sword and the sword is you, everything else is irrelevant. You can be naked or clothed, your choice.”
 
  
 
 Rustram had his doubts but nodded and agreed to try it. After walking the boss back to the medical station, Rustram carried out the remainder of his duties, checking on their defences and the sentries. The camp was on high alert, worried the funeral pyres would bring unseen enemies down upon them, but the boss had insisted on the ceremony and Rustram agreed. After all, these were the first seven soldiers they’d lost, though he expected they’d lose more before this campaign came to an end.
 
  
 
 Returning to his tent, Rustram slumped down on his bedroll and slid off his boots, his back aching from holding his head up all day. Taking off his leathers, he drew his rapier, running his fingers over the beautiful craftsmanship. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and reached for Balance.
 
  
 
 The void engulfed him, the infinite darkness encompassing him, steeping into his very being, permeating throughout his body.
 
  
 
 Aware of nothing, but awareness itself.
 
  
 
 I am the sword, the sword is me.
 
  
 
 Time passed as he repeated his mantra, the sword laid across his knees both physically and mentally.
 
  
 
 Lights flashed in the void, but Rustram ignored the distraction, distancing himself even further until his body was but a speck on a field of darkness. The lights grew in intensity and he moved away again, falling deeper into the warm comfort of Balance. As he continued his retreat, the void took shape, sharpening until a distinct image came into focus, observing and experiencing at the same time.
 
  
 
 Armoured in black Sentinel armour, Rustram brandished the rapier in hand. No, his rapier, and he wielded it expertly as he Perfomed the Forms, the blade brilliant and illuminating, the source of the flashes he'd seen earlier. Advance and lunge, back step and riposte, disengage and recover, every movement fluid and natural, his poise elegant and commanding, this was the man he strove to be. Not just a warrior, or a soldier, or a leader, but more than that.
 
  
 
 A Sentinel of the People.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Groggily lifting his head, Chu Tongzu immediately regretted his actions, groaning in agony as he slumped back into his pillows. Soft hands arrived at his side, gingerly propping him up with all the care in the world, the careful movements enough to send him reeling in place. A spoon touched his lips and his hunger ignited, his tongue lapping up the warm rice gruel with an intensity he normally reserved for his favoured courtesans. For an eternity, all he could think of was food, his belly emptied and body weak, craving sustenance and nutrition.
 
  
 
 He didn’t remember falling asleep again, but he must have. Opening his eyes, he found that the world had shifted and he was flat on his back, staring at the bed’s canopy. Recalling his last attempt to move, he laid still and assessed the situation, smacking his dried lips in a futile attempt to summon up enough saliva to speak. Once again, soft hands set to work around him, the servants readying to feed and water him. How humiliating, a Magistrate needing help to eat, how was he ever to live this down?
 
  
 
 This time, he managed to stay awake through his meal, reaching for the retreating servant and forcing the words out. “How long have I slept for?”
 
  
 
 “A full night and day Great One. It has been almost thirty hours since the battle.”
 
  
 
 Shorter than expected. “Summon my Guard Captain, I need to be debriefed. The rest of you, get me dressed. Can’t hold an audience in my night-clothes.”
 
  
 
 While they scurried to do his bidding, Tongzu circulated his Chi and inspected his body. He remembered his injuries were severe, though the only one that stood out in his mind was his gut wound. After a thorough examination, he found his wounds were at least 65% fixed, a more rapid recovery than he’d expected. Gut wounds were tricky and in his time he’d seen many soldiers die of complications from them. Whichever healer had attended to him must be an expert, though Tongzu’s excess mass offered plenty of material to work with.
 
  
 
 “Magistrate.” Sovanna appeared at the foot of his bed, the statuesque beauty somehow arriving unnoticed. “Here I am, though I think ye’d be better off going back to sleep.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, Tongzu glanced down and smiled. Good, his servants had managed to wrestle his unresponsive frame into a respectable robe, and he made note to reward them for their service. Sovanna was a woman worth dressing up for. “No time to sleep. Report, how many of my soldiers survived the assault?”
 
  
 
 “...None sir.” Sovanna’s pity was clear as she moved to his side, steadying his wobbly frame. “Careful there, let’s ease ye back into yer pillows, nice and easy.” Her hands were cool and soothing as they unbuttoned his robes, his breath coming in panicked gasps. “What sort of fools do ye have looking after ye? Ain’t right to have a man sleeping in his finery. Ye could use a better tailor too, this robe is a mite too tight.”
 
  
 
 “All of them?” Six thousand soldiers, led to their deaths by a fat fool.
 
  
 
 “Aye. A damned shame but ye did yer best. Rest up fer now, I’ve got things in hand. Don’t ye worry bout a thing.”
 
  
 
 Struggling against the despair, Tongzu shook his head and fought down the nausea assailing him. “What actions have you taken since?”
 
  
 
 “...Yer a stubborn bastard ain’t ye.” Taking a wet cloth, she wiped away the sweat on his forehead and chest, her voice pleasant and soothing despite the message. “We decided the best course of action was to seal the plaza and batten down the hatches. We'll ride out this storm, don't you doubt.”
 
  
 
 “Stubborn I may be, I am still your Magistrate!” A thought struck him, sending shivers down his spine. “Who’s this ‘we’ you speak of? By the Mother, don’t tell me you’ve gone to the Council for aid? A bunch of short-sighted fools intent only on their coin-purse, they cannot be trusted. Who knows if they’re working with that traitor and his bandit patron?”
 
  
 
 “No Magistrate, my mama didn’t raise no fool. Senior Captain Gerel is who I’m referring to, not sure if you remember the baldie who caught ye? He’s one of them Bekkies working with Major Yuzhen, got sent to investigate a few missing patrols and uncovered a massive Defiled army headed towards Sanshu. He sent word back then rushed here, quick as he could. A good thing too, else ye’d have died outside the gatehouses with the rest of yer pretty soldiers. No need to fret, me and me bullies’ll hold em back come hell or high water, and Major Yuzhen will sweep out the rest, easy as turning her hand. Ye rest easy now. I might save a few bastards for ye to smash, but don’t count on it.”
 
  
 
 Tongzu’s head sank into his pillows despite all his efforts to resist, his body refusing to obey his horrified mind. With his army in tatters and the gates standing open to receive them, a Defiled horde marched upon his city and she wanted him to ‘rest easy’? There was no one to defend Sanshu aside from a Senior Captain barbarian and his Guard Captain two days into her post.
 
  
 
 Mother have mercy, this trial is too formidable.
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 The pervasive fog swirls around me as I trudge through the bottomless mire. Hushed voices mutter throughout the darkness, unseen and only faintly heard as I focus on my path, ignoring them the best I can. Exhausted by my efforts, every step is heavy and forced, but I continue my arduous journey. My destination obscured by murky mists, it lays ahead, of this I am certain. Forward, always forward, there is no retreat, no surrender, because down that path lies death. To find safety and security, to ensure survival and bliss, I must proceed onward. That’s the way of the world; the strong thrive, the weak die, and everyone else is treading water, waiting to find out which group they belong to. No rest for the weary, no peace for the wicked, no end to the suffering, only an unending stream of trials and tribulations, hardships borne and adversity endured.
 
  
 
 Such is life.
 
  
 
 Through the opaque haze, I spy shadows dancing in the darkness, their footsteps echoing as they surround me, their whispers invading my mind to taunt me with teasing indecipherable murmurs, their message lost in the howling winds. Circling about me always out of reach, the shadows wait for me to fall, but I am untouchable unless I stop, so I can never stop. Eyes forward, no regrets, no looking back. The mud slows my progress, snaring my feet as they drag behind, my legs bound and arm dangling uselessly at my side, but it matters little.
 
  
 
 Slow and steady wins the race. Keep on trucking. Err... Hang in there Kitty? I need more motivational quotes.
 
  
 
 The air grows thin and I fight for breath as a warm weight presses against my chest, choking me, hampering me, pushing me to turn back, but there is no going back, no time to rest no matter how exhausted I may be. They wait for me to falter so I must persevere lest I join them. One foot in front of the other, my unending journey continues, countless paces and shadows left behind.
 
  
 
 There is no sense of motion, no measure of distance, only an immutable stretch of land extending just past my fingertips, fixed in place as I amble forward, the world dragging behind me. Growls and snuffs sound nearby, but only the shadows reveal themselves, flitting by and fading away, their lives snuffed out once they enter the fog again, and still I move forward. How many have I left behind? How many still trail me?
 
  
 
 As I check my surroundings, I see him in my peripheral, a young boy staring with empty sockets, his mouth stretched open in soundless accusation, the stump of his tongue ugly and burned, the gaps in his gums bleeding and raw. Forward. Don’t look at him, don’t speak to him. His cupped hands reach out and my eyes dart over on reflex, horrified to find his severed fingers and missing eyeballs sitting neatly in a bed of extracted teeth.
 
  
 
 ‘You killed me.’
 
  
 
 “No, you're wrong,” I retort, already on the defensive. “The Shrike killed you so go haunt her.”
 
  
 
 ...Maybe I’m a little too blase about talking to a walking corpse, but after everything I’ve been through, zombies aren’t so threatening.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by my response, the chatty corpse tries again. ‘You let me die.’
 
  
 
 “Well... I didn’t have a choice.”
 
  
 
 ‘You stood by and watched. You did nothing.’
 
  
 
 “What was I supposed to do? I wanted to save you, I tried to save you, but the Shrike wouldn’t listen. All I could have done was die with you.”
 
  
 
 ‘Then die.’ Another victim of the Shrike arrives, clutching her skin to her frame like a loose dress as she leans against my shoulder, her ruined mouth whispering in my ear. ‘You killed us, it’s only fair.’
 
  
 
 Gingerly removing myself from her over-familiar caress, I shake my head, calmer than I’ve any right to be. “No ma’am, like I was just telling your son here, I didn’t kill you.” Out of the mists, the dead emerge to crowd me, and only then do I realize my feet have stopped moving. Hopping to it, I push my way through the crowd, the dead banding together to hold me in place.
 
  
 
 ‘Join Us.’
 
  
 
 “Er... no thank you, I have an early meeting, gotta keep moving.” Ineffectively shouldering my way through them, I try asking nicely once more. “Seriously, it's not my fault you're dead, so please let me go?”
 
  
 
 ‘Maybe not them, but you got us killed.’ Seven familiar faces stand out from the crowd, looking exactly as I last saw them. Murat steps forward, his chest caved in and face twisted in a sneer. “Don’t deny it.” He left behind a young wife and two sets of aging parents, a good man working hard to support them all.
 
  
 
 “We followed you here, trusted you.” Dilara’s hand grabs me by the throat, pulling me back into an uncomfortable hug, the sword in her chest poking me. “It’s only right you lead us all the way.” A lovely older woman, she was sweet on one of the Sentinels, but unused to being forward with her affections. Seems death fixed that.
 
  
 
 Serik approaches with tears in his eyes, holding his belly while his innards spill out. “How is my old lady supposed to survive? Join us, bring us away from here, we’re begging you.”
 
  
 
 One by one my lost soldiers plead their case, my throat closing with grief. “I’m sorry.” Unable to look any of them in the eye, I slip away from their grasp, the dead still ringing around me. “I can’t bring you away. You’re dead. I’m still alive and the others are waiting, so please...”
 
  
 
 ‘Not anymore.’ I bump into Rustram, smiling sadly as he shakes his head, hanging at an impossible angle from his neck. ‘You don’t remember?’
 
  
 
 “What do you mean? What are you doing here?”
 
  
 
 ‘Camp attacked, night fighting, bad for all.’ Pran steps out and pats me on the cheek, half his face pulped, the bones visible shattered. ‘Boss die in sleep, is lucky yes? Not like little wives.’
 
  
 
 ‘Idiot.’ Mila’s adorable pout is ruined by her lack of jaw, her crossed arms spouting multiple jagged bite marks. ‘Insist on a funeral, but refuse to move afterwards. Might as well have sent out invitations and rung the dinner bell, you brought the Defiled right to our doorstep. Why Mama betrothed me to a fool, I’ll never know.’
 
  
 
 ‘They killed me Rainy.’ Lin’s mournful gaze fills me with despair, her body pierced and punctured more times than I can count. ‘It hurts so much, take me away from here...’
 
  
 
 Shaking my head, I try to deny the truth. “No, this can't be happening, I had sentries and a schedule, we should have been safe...”
 
  
 
 As I approach Lin and Mila, their faces meld into the crowd and disappear, my soldiers, my friends, my accusers circling me, penning me in and keeping still, their voices blending together to denounce me. ‘You failed us, killed us. Now join us, lead us from here.’
 
  
 
 Clutching my head, I dropped to the mud and hide my shame. “I’m so sorry... I had no choice. Everyone was so tired, the quins needed rest, but I couldn’t leave their bodies for the scavengers...”
 
  
 
 ‘I grow tired of your excuses.’ Baatar’s wolfish blue eyes pierce through me, glaring at me in disappointment as he grinds pepper. ‘I’ve already left my home and sold myself to the Empire, all to protect you. When will you carry your own weight? Why I even bother with you is a mystery.’
 
  
 
 ‘A disgrace to my Sentinels,’ Akanai adds from her soapy bathtub, her dismissive attitude hurting as much as Baatar’s rejection. ‘Always making trouble, but I tolerated you for Baatar’s sake. A mistake, I see it now.’
 
  
 
 ‘I should have drowned you the day I met you.’ Alsantset smiles as she strokes my cheek, the twins giggling at her side as they repeat her. ‘It would have been a mercy to us all. You aren’t suited to this life, you don’t belong here.’
 
  
 
 ‘Don’t belong, don’t belong.’
 
  
 
 “I didn’t ask for this!” Her hand slips through my fingers as she leaves me behind. ‘I didn’t ask to come here, I don’t know why it happened...”
 
  
 
 ‘Don’t lie.’ My eyes stare at me, so full of hate and anger. No, not my eyes. His eyes, Baledagh’s amber eyes, the warrior, the dragon, while I am nothing but a lamb for the slaughter. ‘You know why you’re here. You’re here to steal my body, my life, but you couldn’t even do that right.”
 
  
 
 “No, that’s not true!”
 
  
 
 ‘You already fucked up your first life, why would you think this one would be any different? Everything you touch crumbles to ashes. Go die and let me live my life, without you dragging me down.’
 
  
 
 “But... you’re Defiled. I can’t let you go, you’ll turn into a monster...”
 
  
 
 With a peal of ugly laughter, Baledagh picks me up and slams me to the ground, his grip cold and unyielding. ‘You stole my body and locked me away in the void. I may be Defiled, but you’re the monster. After all, if I’m Defiled, that makes you the Demon. See?” Thrusting a mirror in my face, it reveals my hideous, inhuman reflection.
 
  
 
 A strangled cry escapes my throat as I squirm for freedom, the dead wrapping around me, my body weighed down and unable to move, Baledagh’s cold hand finally releasing my throat.
 
  
 
 An unhappy cry jolts me back to reality, the tension fleeing from my body as I collapse in my bedroll, my heart hammering at my chest, desperate to escape. The cubs make their displeasure known with a few plaintive grunts, their cold noses against my skin sending shivers down my spine. Mafu squeaks in protest as I free my arm from under his fat head while Aurie chuffs and kneads at my legs in protest, smacking down with a hefty paw whenever I move.
 
  
 
 I'm nothing more than a warm pillow to all of them.
 
  
 
 Pran’s head pops in, his growing bull-horns catching on the tent flap. “Boss, everything okay, yes?” Seeing a chance to go potty, the bears scramble out into the night with Mafu close behind, Aurie and Jimjam acting like typical cats and taking their sweet time to follow. It's nice having Mafu housebreak all my other pets, he's a great daddy quin.
 
  
 
 “I’m fine,” I croak, my mouth dry from fear and face burning with embarrassment. “Sorry to disturb you.”
 
  
 
 Taking in the situation, the massive giant’s eyes soften, nodding in sympathy. “Bad dream.” Without waiting for a reply, he shrugs. “Is happen. Purge bad for soul, too much death make for bad sleep. I go find little Miss, ask her for sleepy tea, yes?”
 
  
 
 “No, thank you. I’ll be fine. As you were.” Brushing fur and hair off my clothes, I step past Pran and nod at Saluk and the other guards as I pass. Checking the moon, my best guess of the time is two a.m. Damn, I wish I didn’t have to give that pocket watch to Zian. It was so shiny and pretty... “As long as I’m up, I think I'll go check on the wounded. And maybe the sentries.”
 
  
 
 “Boss, is late. You sleep.” Saluk steps in front and pats his chest proudly. “Saluk check wounded and sentries. If problem, I come back, yes?”
 
  
 
 “Bad for others seeing Boss in nightgown. Look like fluffy dress.” Pran adds with a grin, though the words rankle. I’m not wearing a nightgown, these are night-clothes. There’s a difference, though admittedly, not a large one.
 
  
 
 Coughing to hide my embarrassment, I slip back inside the tent and into my bedroll, still shaking from the nightmare and wanting nothing more than to bury inside my blankets and never emerge.. Unless this is a dream too... A quick pinch proves that theory false so I resign myself to staring at the roof of my tent, contemplating the details of my nightmare. Guilt, anxiety, fear, and paranoia, all coming together to make a perfect storm.
 
  
 
 How fun.
 
  
 
 Quickly checking on Baledagh, I find him fast asleep and none the wiser. How would he react if he knew the truth? Anger or shame? Am I really his ‘Demon’ or am I something else? I thought I’d succeeded in pushing those worries aside, but apparently my subconscious enjoys agonizing over it in excruciating detail.
 
  
 
 “Rain, are you all right?” Mila sits down beside me in a loose shirt while all the pets make their way back in, settling back into their staked territories. “Saluk was at the medical station, said you sent him to check on the patients and sentries.”
 
  
 
 “I’m fine and I did.” Grabbing her hand, I banish the memory of her wounded body and pull her into my arms. With a small gasp, she falls into my embrace, revealing a frowning Li Song behind her, clutching a struggling cub to her chest. “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”
 
  
 
 “I was on guard duty. It’s over now so I came to see how you’re doing.” Frowning, she nudges Aurie’s furry butt, the oversized cat grumbling as he moves aside to let her under the blanket. “Honestly Rain, you’re even letting Mafu sleep in here now? What are you going to do when the bears grow up?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry, I’ve already come up with a plan: A bigger tent. Brilliant, right?”
 
  
 
 Letting out a long sigh, her breath tickles my neck as we lay side by side. Nuzzling against my shoulder, she asks, “What’s wrong? Normally by now you’d be making fun of my hammering heartbeat or your hands would wander instead of holding me tight, like you’re afraid I’ll disappear.”
 
  
 
 “Do I detect a note of disappointment?”
 
  
 
 She lightly slaps my chest and I can picture her adorable pout. “You incorrigible man. You’ve turned me into a shameless woman, lying in bed with a man before marriage. Mama would skin us both if she found out.”
 
  
 
 “Well, then we best pray she not find out.”
 
  
 
 The cub finally frees himself from Li Song’s grasp and canters his way back onto my chest, dipping under my arm to flop on top of Mila’s hand, his nose safely tucked against my neck. Chuckling, Mila shrugs and says, “Well, seems I’m stuck here with the two of you joining hands. I guess I’m staying the night.”
 
  
 
 “I guess you are. Li Song, I’m sure you’d be more comfortable in your own tent.”
 
  
 
 Unable to take the hint, the obstinate cat-girl shakes her head. “This one will remain at Master’s side.” Without turning away, she unstraps her armor and I quickly avert my gaze. With a silent Sending to Mila, I ask, “Any idea how we get her to leave?”
 
  
 
 “WHY DOES SHE NEED TO LEAVE? WE’RE ONLY SLEEPING, LET HER DO AS SHE PLEASES,” she replies, adding a pinch for emphasis. “SO WATCH THOSE WANDERING HANDS.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing my disappointment as I return my hand to her shoulder, I direct Li Song to the spare bedroll which she spreads out next to Mila. As exciting as it may seem, sharing a tent with two women isn’t all fun and games. My mind knows nothing will happen, not with the guards stationed outside and my pets taking up all the room inside, but other parts are insisting I make something happen. Even without all the sexual tension, I’m unable to throw off my apprehension from the nightmare, the truths cutting too close to home.
 
  
 
 What if they’re prophetic dreams? The night is still young, we might come under attack yet. And what if everyone really resents me? I mean, I’ve brought the People nothing but problems, and since I've arrived they’ve gone from reclusive mountain dwellers to front-line soldiers. I literally ruined paradise for them. No, calm down, it’s not true, it was just a nightmare, everyone is fine. Except those Purge victims and dead soldiers, they’re still dead, but Baatar and Alsantset don’t hate you, and Akanai at least tolerates you. Everything’s fine...
 
  
 
 Against my better judgment, I fall back to an old argument. “Mila, in the morning, we’re heading back to hand over the prisoners. When we do, I want you to bring Lin back to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 “I would, but she won’t go.” Mila’s reply is quiet and sleepy, the poor girl exhausted from riding for two days straight. “Lin’s made up her mind and nothing will change it. You’ve never had to deal with how stubborn she can be because you always give in so easily. She’s staying and so am I, accept it and move on.” Squeezing me tight, she asks, “Are you afraid of losing us?”
 
  
 
 “Terrified.” Probably shouldn’t have answered so quickly. “I lost seven soldiers today. I could have lost you. Don’t say it won’t happen, all it takes is one mistake.”
 
  
 
 Kissing me on the cheek, she sighs. “Maybe Gerel was right, you’re too clever for your own good. If you’d lost soldiers fighting against Elder Ming then you’d be better prepared for this. Dealing with your first losses won’t be easy.” Before she continues, she forces me to look in her eyes. “You’re right, I could die at any moment, but the same could be said of you. Stop trying to send me away, I’ve made my choice. Better to fight at your side than fret at home waiting for your return.”
 
  
 
 “But--”
 
  
 
 “No buts Rain. What is there to be scared of? Death? You’re so strange, fearless in battle yet so meek outside it. You risk your life without a care in the world but when someone else does the same, you fall to pieces. Does your life hold so little value? Do you think Lin and I will move on without a tear after your death?” Her eyes fill with tears as she presses against me, holding me close. “You’ve done a spectacular job keeping everyone alive so far. Learn to trust yourself love, everyone else already does.”
 
  
 
 “Ha!”
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 Kissing her lips, I rest my forehead against hers, unable to contain my smile. “You called me ‘love’, sucker. Finally got you to admit it.”
 
  
 
 I can almost see her face turning bright red. “Idiot. Stop worrying and go to sleep, we still have an army to kill and you’re no use to anyone like this.”
 
  
 
 “You love me.”
 
  
 
 “Goodnight.”
 
  
 
 “Love you too. And thank you.”
 
  
 
 My worries melting away, I bask in her warmth and scent, falling asleep as soon as I close my eyes.
 
  
 
 Everything’s gonna work out fine.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Wait, that wasn't even remotely close to what she said...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The quiet commotion of the camp coming to life rouses me from slumber, my breath catching in my throat as I watch her gracefully rise in the dim interior of my tent. Her long shirt hangs loosely from her shoulders as she stretches out the kinks in her body, gently twisting left, and then right. The thin fabric pressed against her tanned skin, her feminine form on full display, she greets the morning with a series of muffled gasps, blissful sounds of sheer satisfaction.
 
  
 
 Lazily rolling her neck about, her silken hair cascades into place on one side of her supple neck, nice and neat without a strand out-of-place. Running her comb through the flowing locks, her movements are almost mechanical, brush, brush, brush, part, and repeat. Free of worry and fear, she’s nothing more than young woman going through a morning ritual, preparing herself to face the day.
 
  
 
 So strange to see Li Song like this, the stony-faced warrior nowhere in sight. Her usual grim scowl has been replaced with a tranquil, almost childlike innocence, her eyes shimmering pools of green staring out at nothing. Even on the worst of days she’s nothing short of beautiful, but this is more than that. There’s a sublime spiritual air about her, a sense of serenity and composure combined with an atmosphere so private and personal it’s breathtaking. Sensing how inappropriate it is for me to continue watching, I shut my eyes in remorseful embarrassment.
 
  
 
 I should be ashamed. With Mila snuggled against my chest and Lin madly in love with me, instead of appreciating what I have, here I am ogling Li Song first thing in the morning. For Shame. Bad Rain. Lin is so sweet and loving, a breath of fresh air in a suffocating world, and Mila is a pragmatic, supportive young woman, putting aside her dignity to come comfort you in the middle of the night. You don’t deserve either one of them, but you’ve won them over somehow, so don’t fuck it up. Sure, Li Song is subjectively one of the most beautiful women you’ve ever met, with her voluptuous frame and supple figure, long legs and large, perfectly shaped-- wait, no, I’m getting sidetracked. Think unsexy thoughts. Baseball. Trigonometry. Eczema.
 
  
 
 “Why do you pretend to sleep?” My body tenses at Li Song’s whispered greeting. Hair neatly braided and bangs perfectly framing her face, she tilts her head and watches me carefully as she straps into her armour. “There is much work to be done.”
 
  
 
 Careful not to let my eyes wander, I sheepishly shrug. “Thought you’d appreciate a little privacy.”
 
  
 
 A small widening of her eyes, about as expressive as she gets if it’s not a glare. “I apologize for delaying you.” Her tone is anything but apologetic, though she inclines her head slightly. “It is time for Master to wake.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I can handle that.” Stroking Mila’s cheek gently, my betrothed smacks her lips and murmurs, adorably struggling to stay asleep. “Time to wake, love.” Ignoring me, she groans in annoyance and shifts aside, adamant on sleeping for at least a few minutes more.
 
  
 
 Li Song’s stare makes me feel unfairly judged, so I hurry things along with a more insistent poke to the cheek. My efforts earn me a meaty smack in the face, the sudden violence catching me off guard, blinking in surprise as I check for bleeding. With the ghost of a smile, Li Song remarks, “It is best to wake Master from arms length.”
 
  
 
 Now she tells me. I swear, I get no respect even though she’s all meek and deferential to everyone else. I don’t mind most days, in fact, I think it’s a marked improvement, but I’d be lying if I wasn’t a little annoyed at getting punched in the nose. Slipping out from under Mila, I sit up and guard myself before shaking her awake. With a tortured groan, she rolls onto her side and bats my hand away, glaring at me with half-opened eyes. “Too early,” she says with a pout. “Five more minutes.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry love, stay in bed long as you like. I’ll send someone for you when breakfast is ready.” Mother have mercy on the poor soul.
 
  
 
 “Ah!” Wide-eyed and fully alert in an instant, Mila pulls the blankets over her head with a squeak. “Go away, you can’t see me like this.”
 
  
 
 “Relax, you’re lovely as a blossoming flower.” A little dishevelled, but lovely all the same. “Aren’t we past this? It’s a little odd to be so shy after drooling on me all night.”
 
  
 
 “How dare you?” Popping out from the blanks, she glares defiantly at me, challenging me to disagree. “I do not drool.”
 
  
 
 “This wet patch on my shoulder proves otherwise.” Heading off her attempts to argue, I lean over for a kiss. “Thank you.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, such are the burdens of being your betrothed.” Stifling a yawn, she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me close, still half-asleep. “I did what was needed. It’s bad for morale to have the commanding officer jumping at nightmares.”
 
  
 
 Though she’s only joking, her words strike a chord. “Does it bother you being betrothed to a coward?”
 
  
 
 “Idiot, if you were a coward we wouldn’t be here and I wouldn’t be bothering with you.” Pushing me away, she smiles radiantly while pinching my cheeks. “You’re cautious if I’m being polite, a worrier if I’m being honest. It’s fine as long as you don’t go overboard, which is what I’m here for. Now go out there and do your job, I need to brush my hair and get dressed without your lecherous eyes all over me.”
 
  
 
 After getting kicked out of my tent, I scrounge up a meal for my pets and leave to check on the wounded, finding no surprises lying in wait. They’ll all recover given enough time, though a handful will need watching in case their situation worsens. For the first time, I’m fighting without a Medical Saint on standby to take care of everyone’s injuries, bringing to light unforeseen challenges. Everyone knows how to heal themselves, but that’s not entirely useful when they’re unconscious. I need medics in the group, not full-blown healers but someone trained in the basics of first-aid at least. Maybe Dilara wouldn’t have bled out if I’d been smart enough to think of this beforehand...
 
  
 
 Stop it. No backtracking.
 
  
 
 The major barrier to having a group of medics is a lack of medicine to go around. If only I could figure out a way to sow and harvest a crop of medicinal herbs, but many have tried before, including Taduk. He says the herbs don’t do well in a garden or farm because they require the Energy of the Heavens, something reliant on luck. I’m not wholly convinced it’s impossible, but then again, when am I ever? Either way, if I could grow an entire field of fox-glove root, I’d be able to supply my troopers with medical super glue en masse, which means they could survive anything short of a death-blow.
 
  
 
 Maybe when I get home, I’ll try my hand at gardening. At least it’d be a hell of a lot safer than soldiering.
 
  
 
 Shortly after finishing my rounds, Lin leaps into my arms in greeting. “Morning hubby.” Her smile melts from her face as she stands on her tiptoes, sniffing my neck with suspicion. “How come you smell like Mi-Mi?”
 
  
 
 If not for the bunny ears on her head, I’d think she was half-bloodhound. Ignoring my first instinct to lie, I bring her aside and gently explain what happened. My sweet little wifey takes the news in stride, only pouting a little as her arms clamp around my waist. “Unfair, Mi-Mi stole a march on me. Okay, from now on, I'll be staying in your tent hubby.”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely not.” The Guard leader’s refusal is immediate, her tone brooking no argument, though Lin tries regardless.
 
  
 
 “You told me I should do whatever I want. I want to sleep in Rainy’s tent.”
 
  
 
 The Guard leader pauses, the first sign of hesitation I’ve seen from her. “...That advice was conditional on the basis of my support. You may do whatever you please, so long as I allow it. You will not be sleeping in the foundlings tent.”
 
  
 
 “His name is Rainy, not foundling, and while we’re at it, it’s Li-Li, not thrall!” Defiant and fearless, my little wifey stands with her fists on her hips and head held high. “And I am sleeping in Rainy’s tent.”
 
  
 
 Sensing this argument will take too much time and not wanting a repeat of my earlier idiocy, I kiss Lin on the cheek and tell her not to be stubborn, smoothing things over with a promise to spend more time with her when I can. True to my promise, I bring her on my inspection around the camp before we head back to Yuzhen. It’s not like my soldiers need me looking over their shoulders, but the attention keeps them on their toes, a little trick I learned from Baatar. “Silva, straighten up your quins harness, it’ll rub him raw like that. He has to carry your fat ass so the least you can do is make him as comfortable as possible. Viyan, Birca, if you have time to sit around jerking each other off, your time can be better used meditating. Cham, hand over the flask and report for latrine duty every day until further notice.”
 
  
 
 Faced with my ire, these hardened soldiers merely smile sheepishly and salute, a world of difference compared to how they act when my bully sergeants Ravil or Bulat lay down the verbal abuse, but maybe it has something to do with Rustram rushing ahead to tidy up the worst offenders. A few minutes ago, Silva’s quin wasn’t even harnessed, Viyan and Birca are only sitting around because they’re hiding their dice game, and at least Cham has a nice hot cup of tea to sober him up.
 
  
 
 Rustram’s doing a great job as good cop to my bad cop, but he tries too hard to be liked when he should work harder to be respected. It’s not his fault entirely, I should have told him to keep his weapon binding dilemma to himself. Things will change as soon as he binds the rapier, the first of my band of former cripples to receive one. Maybe it’d be easier to fill my retinue with skilled Sentinels, but I prefer the group I have. I don’t even know if skilled Sentinels would want to follow me, and I’m comfortable around my people. This scrappy little group of mine is determined to reach the apex, so I’ll do everything I can to see they survive the journey.
 
  
 
 Besides, who doesn’t love an underdog story?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Her head throbbing, Yuzhen took a deep breath and resisted the overwhelming urge to curl up into a ball and cry. It would be unseemly. Swallowing her fear, she studied the two Bekhai youngsters standing tall before the gathered Officers. Huushal, battered but not beaten, his handsome face marred and bloodied, in stark contrast to Rain, standing without a scratch on him, cold and aloof. No smile or blush for her, not today and perhaps never again. “This is grave news,” she said. “The Butcher Bay Bandits have been in place for decades, who knows how far their influence truly reaches? Worse, what if the Corsairs and countless other bandit groups are also Defiled? It explains how an army of 20,000 went unnoticed for so long.”
 
  
 
 “They’re not your normal Defiled either.” Rain gestured to his second who handed her a massive, two-handed sword. “I took this off of Hideous Helvend. Try channelling your Chi into it.”
 
  
 
 Raising her eyebrow, she only hesitated for a moment. Though they now knew Helvend was Defiled, this was still his Spiritual Weapon and attempting to use it while he was still alive would be disastrous. Surely Rain wasn’t angry enough to have her killed, especially in such an overt manner? Dismissing her doubts, she exerted her efforts and sent a thread of Chi into the weapon, almost dropping it as she recoiled in revulsion. The core of the weapon was a writhing mass of darkness made furious over the intrusion of Heavenly Energy, an unclean object of power. “A Defiled weapon, hidden in plain sight.”
 
  
 
 “Probably helped them escape detection, no one thinks to question someone wielding a Spiritual Weapon.” Shaking his head, Rain lowered his voice. “Every single bandit I killed had one like it, down to the most basic warrior. Not only do they outnumber the soldiers in Sanshu, but last I checked, not every guard in Sanshu carries a Spiritual Weapon.”
 
  
 
 “The Enemy also counts several Wraiths among them,” Huushal’s second, Kalil added, speaking for the injured Warrant Officer. “Though three less after our clash.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen heard the unspoken advice in the older warrior’s voice, nodding in thanks for his discretion. “And you were unable to confirm the Enemy numbers?”
 
  
 
 “No, but I know why they’re hitting the outposts, and it’s not only to whittle down the numbers.” Again, Rain gestured and this time his second handed her a dark container stamped with Sanshu’s seal. “The outposts are all armed with wall-mounted catapults and keep a small cache of oil on hand. The group we came across had enough oil gathered to level a small town. My best guess is they’re stocking up to make it easier for Gen to burn Sanshu to the ground.”
 
  
 
 “I’m still not entirely convinced they’re aiming for the city.” Yuzhen ran the numbers through her head once more, confident in her appraisal. “Even if there were twice as many Defiled, the city has enough soldiers and guards to hold the walls indefinitely, or at least long enough for help to arrive.”
 
  
 
 “I agree with the Major on this.” Kalil chimed in, his words slow and firm. “They would do far more damage by avoiding the city altogether.”
 
  
 
 “If Sanshu isn’t their target, then why group up?” Rain shrugged. “The smart move would have been to split the twenty-thousand strong army into 200 groups of 100 men each, and send them off in different directions. Gerel wouldn’t have found them so easily, and we wouldn’t have been tipped off. They could have caused more chaos and made it harder for us to contain and control. No, they’re fixing to burn the city to the ground and confident in their chances. Remember, Yo Ling has had decades to get his people in place, so the city guards may be unreliable. We need to change course and ride directly for the city. No more scouting forays searching for targets to hit, keeping only a few outriders ahead to make sure we’re not riding into an ambush. If I’m right, Sanshu could already be under attack.”
 
  
 
 “Insolent whelp.” An officer from Shen Yun sneered at Rain. “Who are you to give commands here?”
 
  
 
 “Silence, I’ll not have us bickering amongst ourselves.” Yuzhen exerted her authority immediately, keeping Rain from making yet another enemy. “His suggestion holds merit. Even if the Enemy avoids Sanshu, we will need the aid of the soldiers stationed there to remove these traitorous Defiled from our lands. Move with all haste, we set out for Sanshu within the half-hour. I want to be knocking on the gates before tomorrow night. Dismissed.”
 
  
 
 As she rode away from the meeting, one of BoLao lackeys stood waiting. “The Priestess Han requests your presence, along with Falling Rain’s. She wishes to discuss the prisoners.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Yuzhen collected Rain and followed the Aspirant. These past few days, BoLao was near inconsolable, a complete wreck as she struggled with her inner turmoil, unable to come to grips with the truth. Though she sympathized with the poor woman, her patience was wearing thin, especially after BoLao publicly broke down when Yuzhen suggested they return to sleeping in separate tents. The resulting display had set the soldier’s tongues to wagging as they spread word of an illicit affair between the Shrike and the future Marshal of the North. Some of the rumours which reached her ears were absurdly detailed, and while Yuzhen was open-minded, she’d sooner stick her fingers into a dragons mouth than strike up a courtship with BoLao. She’d hoped giving the poor girl a few Defiled to torment would make things better and prayed this wasn’t another meltdown.
 
  
 
 Dismounting from her horse at the edge of camp, Yuzhen pushed past the Aspirants and crossed her arms, in no mood to deal with BoLao’s antics. Fully garbed in her torturer’s gear and her vambraces strapped to her wrists, BoLao appeared calmer than she had in days, an easy smile on her lovely face. “Thank you for coming so quickly Major, it’s much appreciated.”
 
  
 
 Perhaps torturing the Defiled did put her head in the right place. “Get on with it, BoLao. My men are breaking camp as we speak. I know you’d rather carry on with your holy duties, so you and your Aspirants are free to remain behind, but I cannot leave you with any guards and must commandeer your horses.”
 
  
 
 “You’re most welcome to them, Major.” BoLao merely nodded, her eyes fixated on Rain who weathered the gaze admirably.
 
  
 
 “Well?” Rain asked, his eyebrow raised. “What’s all this about.”
 
  
 
 Turning aside, BoLao revealed her Aspirants dragging out one of the Defiled prisoners, his naked chest sporting a flapping square of skin, hanging open like a grotesque window into his flesh. “Aye, that’s him, I seen him, felt him,” Laughing Dragon babbled, the fear evident in his eyes. “Called himself Baledagh then, but I sussed out who he was. Falling Rain, and he’s Defiled as any, I swear it to be true. See, I’m willing to help, I’ll be yer bloodhound and pick out all the Defiled in the province, in the Empire itself if need be.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback, Yuzhen gaped as the Aspirants turned on Rain, clubbing him into submission. “This is madness,” she screamed, diving in to save him, but BoLao moved to intercept. “You saw yourself, he proved his purity multiple times in front of everyone. Laughing Dragon is lying, he’d do anything to spare himself the pain.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps he is,” BoLao allowed, her smile slipping. “But too much of what Laughing Dragon says rings true. His confession reminded me of Falling Rain’s claims, that there were no Defiled among the prisoners. How did he know if he is not Defiled himself?” Her eyes hardened. “I must put the boy to the question and I knew you’d object. Thank you for your aid and support Yuzhen, but my faith demands this be answered.”
 
  
 
 BoLao struck, and with Yuzhen’s sword still in its sheathe, she was little match for the armed Shrike. Breaking through her guard in three passes, BoLao’s knee impacted against Yuzhen’s jaw, rattling her brain as she collapsed in the dirt. Her vision fading, she watched the Aspirants ride off into the west, carrying Falling Rain away from Sanshu.
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 The tranquil calm of the void encompassed Baledagh like a soothing blanket, sheltering him from the real world and numbing his pain and misery. In bleak darkness, there was no heartbreak or happiness, no sorrow or cheer, only a barren, desolate mindscape where nothing mattered and nothing changed. A perfect place to wait out the end as he cuddled in bed with the pets brother conjured up. Idling away time like the insignificant cast-off he was, he found it all so fitting, almost poetic even, fake pets for a fake man, emptiness within matched by emptiness without.
 
  
 
 There was no place for Baledagh in the world, this much was clear. It was unnatural having two minds in one body and since brother was undoubtedly better suited for this life, than it was best he live it alone. Qing-Qing’s loss left Baledagh shackled with grief, sapping away his ambition and desires, wanting nothing more than to close himself away from the world and sink into blissful nothingness. Not even the thrill of battle was enough to move him, the anger draining his strength and leaving him empty, a pathetic imitation of a man. There was no changing his nature, so it was best to take a step back and let brother enjoy the life he deserved, a hero of the Empire with his two little wives, unburdened by a useless, worthless Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, brother was nothing if not stubborn, his daily visits interrupting Baledagh’s self-pity and marking the passing of time. Like the good person he was, brother did his best to brighten Baledagh’s dark mood but it was a futile endeavour. The love and joy he shared only pushed Baledagh further away, fleeting glimpses of a happy life he’d never have. Brother assured him things would get better with time, but he didn’t want them to. This emptiness was all that was left of Qing-Qing and he clung tightly to it for fear of forgetting her.
 
  
 
 Time moved oddly here in the void. Even though brother came to chat every night before sleeping, sometimes it felt like minutes between visits and other times weeks. How long had it been since her death? Two weeks? So little time, yet already his memory played tricks on him, their short time together fading away. An eternity without her awaited him in this life and were it not for brother, Baledagh would have already started on his promise to find her. He’d come so close to achieving his goal but brother was too skilled, deflecting the unseen dagger away with ease. So strong, brother’s talents grew by the day, only lacking confidence to stand alone.
 
  
 
 Confidence would come with time, then Baledagh would be free to reunite with Qing-Qing in the next life. Until such a time, there was nothing to do but hide away in the darkness of the void and bide his time. A task made difficult by the sense of disquiet presently intruding on his solitary seclusion, an uncomfortable pall of alarm and concern interfering with his quiet nonexistence. So bothersome, why wasn’t brother dealing with it? Was it another tantrum? Several of brother’s decisions were questionable of late, like taunting the Shrike and acting against Lin’s guards, completely out of character. It was possible he was being influenced by the Spectres, their subtle whispers leading brother astray.
 
  
 
 Though he tried to ignore the troubling impression as long as possible, Baledagh’s nagging thoughts soon prodded him into action. He’d been the one to surrender to the Spectres, inviting them in and devouring them, so he couldn’t leave brother to deal with this mess alone. Though Baledagh accepted the label of pathetic weakling, he refused to add ‘disloyal’ to his title too. If brother was suffering because of the Spectres, it was Baledagh’s duty to at least try to fix it, even if all he did was point out the possibility of Spectre influence.
 
  
 
 With a sigh, Baledagh reluctantly rolled out of bed and gathered his bearings. Outside the comfort of his blankets, the sensations of his body returned in muted potency, the familiar pain of heartache compounded by an unfamiliar throbbing in his head, ringing in his ears, and nausea in his belly. How unpleasant, had brother been in a fight? With a lazy glance around the void, the endless nothingness shrank into a finite space, making the issue immediately apparent. Willing himself to it, Baledagh inspected the astral body floating aimlessly through the void, brother's eyes closed in peaceful slumber. Holding back another sigh and the urge to lament ‘not again’, Baledagh eyed the tiny glimmer imprisoning the Spectres trailing behind brother’s body. They'd abandoned Baledagh almost instantly upon brother’s return, whispering their sweet lies and false promises to the one who mattered. They knew who held power here, no longer wasting their efforts on a good-for-nothing layabout.
 
  
 
 No, this was no time for moping, brother needed help and Baledagh was in position to provide it. Imbued with his new sense of self-worth, he willed himself into control of his body and vomited, the pain and discomfort of his body immediately hurling him back into the void, more wretched and pathetic than ever. How useless. Steeling himself, he tried again, this time prepared for the wave of pain and nausea. Fighting back the urge to lapse into unconsciousness, he found himself slung across a horses hindquarters, its flank stained with blood and vomit. The beast’s canter flung him up in the air, and the impact upon landing made him spew the contents of his stomach once again, casting him into the arms of sweet, merciful slumber.
 
  
 
 When he came to, the first sensation he noticed was the lancing pain emanating from the back of his head. The ground sped by as he craned his neck for a look around, immediately gagging in discomfort from the putrid stench. He lost what little remained in his poor belly, the bile burning as it rose in his throat and poured down across the horse’s leg, pumping furiously as it galloped with all haste. Mentally apologizing to the beast, Baledagh gasped and breathed through his mouth, struggling against the chafing bindings which held his arms in place behind his back.
 
  
 
 “Oi, oi, slow down the bastard’s awake.” The voice came from the right, belonging to an older man, low and guttural.
 
  
 
 A second voice responded, thin and reedy. “Merciful Mother, what’s his head made of? It hasn’t even been an hour...”
 
  
 
 “Remember what Priestess Han said Kanri, that ain’t no man, only looks like one. Knock him one over the head again but don’t break nothing,” Guttural said, sounding pleased. “Won’t be long before we lose our pursuers, and our guest’ll need to be awake to ‘enjoy’ the last rites.” A chuckle. “You hear me apostate? The Priestess will make your sins known to the world, and then we’ll be off to cleanse your heretic tribesmen. This is why you can never trust a fucking savage, can never tell what darkness they’re hiding, alone out in the wilds.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh tensed and waited for the blow to land, but it never came. Instead, Reedy, or rather Kanri, spoke as quietly as possible and still be heard over the galloping hoof-beats. “...Do you really think we’re doing the right thing Gunan? I saw him display Purity with my own eyes and we’re taking action based on nothing but the word of a self-confessed Defiled bandit. If we’re wrong, then this is tantamount to treason. We’d be lucky to hang for this.”
 
  
 
 Guttural-voiced Gunan snorted. “Have faith in the Priestess, she’s never steered us wrong before. Besides, it makes sense, how else would a snot-nosed kid like this already have an Aura? Monstrous and unclean is what he is, don’t you be sympathizing with no filth now. Now clap him over the head and put an end to his squirming before he falls off and breaks his neck. That’d be far too merciful an end.”
 
  
 
 Retreating into the void, Baledagh closed off his senses before the blow landed, sparing himself the pain and disorientation. Why did the Shrike steal him away and what did it have to do with brother’s Aura? Were they jealous of Brother’s talents? No matter the reason, it was clear her intentions were far from benevolent. Though he hoped to leave this life and move on to the next, Baledagh had no desire to die at the hands of a deranged torturer. Best to die in battle, but then brother would die too, so he would make do with wasting away in the Void and fading away into obscurity.
 
  
 
 The best course of action was to wake brother and have him deal with this, but Baledagh’s efforts all ended in failure. Next, he took control of his body once more, but between the head injury and uncomfortable seating, he couldn’t concentrate enough to learn anything useful. His weapons were far away, that much he sensed, likely left behind when they captured him. How long until the Shrike felt safe enough to begin her ministrations? He needed to heal his injuries and escape his bindings before then, but healing was brother’s talent, not Baledagh’s.
 
  
 
 The shimmering glimmer twinkled as it appeared before him, the Spectres overtly seeking his attention. Frowning in annoyance, he batted them away and returned to his thoughts. True, they might fix his injuries, but brother said not to trust them. Inspiration struck as he recalled a memory all but forgotten, from the time he lay on that beach, alone and afraid. The Spectres sought to use him, so why not use them instead? There might be consequences, but it didn’t matter what happened to him. Brother had people waiting for him and no one to rely on but Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Summoning the Spectres back, he held the glimmering prison in the palm of his hand, listening to their whispers. With an effort of will, his weapons appeared, strapped to his waist and back, his armour encasing him just as it did when he first fought the Spectres. Reaching through the prison yet leaving it untouched, he pulled out a handful of wailing Spectres and shoved them into his mouth, hoping without reason it would work again. A warm energy flowed down his throat and into his belly as he devoured them whole, his wounds mending and his body filling with strength. Smiling, he reached into the prison once more and took another handful of Spectres, gleefully consuming them like their brethren and caring nothing for the consequences.
 
  
 
 Strength was all that mattered in this world, and once his body mended, Baledagh would ensure the Shrike pay for daring to cross Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Finally the world made sense again.
 
  
 
 Head held high, Han BoLao rode through forest and rivers with purpose, filled with vim and vigour from her convictions. Falling Rain, a savage mountain tribesman, talented beyond his years, was Defiled. Why hadn’t she seen it sooner? His tale was complete fiction, surviving for an entire week adrift in the lake, fighting Defiled bandits and Demons, escaping unscathed thanks to the Azure Ascendants, how fantastical. The more she dug, the less sense his story made, especially in light of his advanced talents. Impossible is what it was, and now she saw the light.
 
  
 
 All she needed now was proof.
 
  
 
 The Mother works in mysterious ways, to send Laughing Dragon as her messenger, but his words brought BoLao clarity, her faith in the Mother rewarded. Rain’s despicable actions made her stomach turn, warning away the Defiled in advance, then calling the Purge and consigning thousands of innocents to their deaths. The fault lay not with her, her hands were clean, her actions just, only twisted by Rain to his own advantage.
 
  
 
 The plan was so devious and diabolical, she could only assume it came from the Father himself. The Purge was always hard for the masses to accept, all but the most faithful finding their beliefs in question, and Rain sought to use this difficult time to turn the province’s elites away from the Mother. How terrifying it would have been if he’d gotten away with it, infecting the future Marshal, the greatest young talents, and the captain level talents from four cities. He’d already succeeded, judging by the defiance shown by so many like Dastan Zhandos, denying her the chance to offer the innocent the Mother’s Mercy.
 
  
 
 It was the most important part of the ritual, seeking forgiveness and absolving her Aspirants of their sins before sending the innocents into the Arms of the Mother. The needs of the many outweighed the few, and it was her duty to ensure the people were safe from the corruption of the Father, a duty she’d failed. Hopefully she’d corrected her error by taking Rain away from those he sought to taint, and not a day too soon. He seemed adamant on riding to Sanshu and ignoring the Defiled army, undoubtedly a trap of some sort, and his actions had forced her hand. It pained her attacking Yuzhen like that, the Major had been so good to BoLao, but in time, all would be made clear.
 
  
 
 Now here she rode, chased by the very people she sought to save. How ironic.
 
  
 
 To shake off their pursuers, she ordered her Aspirants to scatter into bands of fifty, each group heading towards a different city. Yuzhen still had the Defiled army to deal with, assuming there was a Defiled army. This meant she couldn’t spare too many soldiers to send after BoLao, not to save one young man, no matter how ‘talented’ he might be. Rain’s clansmen were likely on her trail, but the strengths of their roosequins lay in stamina, not speed, whereas her Acasian Trotters were bred for both. Pushing the horses for a single day would be enough to shake the Bekhai  from her trail, if they could even pick out the correct one. With a little luck and the Mother’s blessing, BoLao would reach the Central province within the week, seeking safety in Master’s influence. Once she explained things, he would show the world Rain was nothing more than a Defiled beast, revealing the truth of the Father’s machinations.
 
  
 
 The implications were far-reaching, especially in light of Rain’s ability to demonstrate Purity. How long had the Father’s puppets been able to twist the Mother’s gifts to their advantage? She shuddered to think how many managed to escape justice in the past, their actions disregarded in the face of ‘absolute proof’. No one could be trusted, not even all of her Aspirants, their muttered disputes and sidelong glances not escaping her notice. They believed she trusted the word of a Defiled bandit over the gift of the Mother, but it wasn’t true. She trusted her instincts, the voice of the Mother speaking to her. Laughing Dragon’s accusation merely opened her eyes to the truth.
 
  
 
 After a half-day of arduous travel, she finally gave the order to rest, bringing the horses to the river to drink. Bringing Laughing Dragon with her, she went to check on Rain. To her surprise, she found him awake and standing on two feet, covered in filth with his arms bound, but clear-eyed and conscious. “Hmph,” she sneered, filled with confidence. “Your hardiness betrays yourself. You were knocked unconscious this morning, yet already able to heal your injuries. How else if not with your corrupted gifts?”
 
  
 
 Rain spit in response, his grin dark and bloody. “Haven't you heard? I’m the Undying Falling Rain, bitch.” Curling his lip, he gestured at Laughing Dragon. “Guess you’ve shown your true colours, working with this Defiled coward. How clever, hiding your murderous urges in plain sight, claiming to do the work of the Mother.”
 
  
 
 One of her Aspirants, Gunan, slugged Rain in the stomach, the savage doubling over with a gasp. “You show the Priestess proper respect, else I’ll cut out your blasphemous tongue.” Bowing to her, Gunan smiled. “You have our trust and loyalty Priestess Han. Please guide us through this trial.”
 
  
 
 Gunan and his partner straightened Rain up, the savage defiant to the last, confident in his subterfuge. Rage burning inside her, she slapped him across the face out of sheer spite, resisting the urge to gouge out his eyes. “You think to twist my actions against me, but I know my path is just, as you know your own sins, Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Confusion flashed across his face, then amusement. “Laughable. I am not Defiled, and have proven it. You think the world will take the word of Laughing Dragon over Falling Rain’s?”
 
  
 
 “Ye are, ye just don’t know it.” Laughing Dragon chimed in, his voice desperate. “I seen it before, those who come to the power in ignorance.”
 
  
 
 “The Taint,” she corrected.
 
  
 
 “Er... yes, the Taint. You see them don’t ye? The Spirits? They give you strength, mend your wounds, guide your actions. Don’t bother lying boy, I knew the moment I laid eyes on you, hear their whispers even now as ye stand before me. Yer every bit Defiled as I am.”
 
  
 
 BoLao watched carefully, reading Rain’s emotions like words on a page as they flashed across his face. First shock, then fear as the words sank in, quickly turning to anger and denial. “No,” he said, shaking his head, his breath coming in pants. “No, I’m not Defiled. You’re lying, you’re a liar. I am not Defiled, the Spectres are... no, no, brother help me, it’s not true right? I can’t be please...”
 
  
 
 This was all the proof she needed, though the world would need more. Vindicated, she smiled for the first time in days, a burden lifted off her shoulders. “Hmph, as I said, you know your own sins, and soon, the world will know them too. Put him back on the horse, we must continue our journey.”
 
  
 
 The Aspirants saluted her and she noted the confidence returning, their faith in her renewed after seeing Rain’s reaction. As she returned their salute, her smile turned to a gasp of alarm as Rain lunged at Gunan, his face twisted in rage. Before she could cry out in warning, Rain was upon him, his teeth tearing through the Aspirant’s neck, ripping a fist-sized chunk of flesh out and spitting it to the ground. Blood dripping down his chin, the shy, smiling teen who’d sapped away her confidence was no more, replaced by a raging monstrosity clothed in human flesh, roaring as he fought back. “I. AM NOT. DEFILED!”
 
  
 
 A cold wave of terror washed over her as his Demonic Aura erupted from him, crushing her resolve and stealing away her courage. So wrong, so feral, she could sense the taint within him, horrifying her in ways unimaginable, his glowing amber eyes drawing her into them and granting her visions of unspeakable horrors. Beside her, Laughing Dragon squealed in glee, shrieking, “I told ye, I told ye. See? I weren’t lying.”
 
  
 
 Multiple Aura’s emanated from her Aspirants, soothing and calming her nerves as those closest clubbed Rain into submission. Even as he lay in the dirt, bloodied and broken, she continued to stand and stare, breathless and elated from the brief exchange. Soon, everyone would know Han BoLoa was right, that Falling Rain was Defiled, and that Purity was no longer enough to prove innocence. Overcome with joy, she clasped her hands together, basking in the euphoria of a job well done.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain is Defiled, and all is right in the world.
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 Sitting next to the bed, Baatar stroked Sarnai’s cheek and channelled his Chi, giving all he could as he prayed for her to wake. A crude imitation of the boy’s healing method, barely enough to close a puncture wound much less anything more serious, but it was all he could do for his foolish wife, his beautiful rose. Seeing her like this pained him more than any injury, so still and silent, unlike her usual spirited self. Even as a child she was full of fire and vinegar, the terror of the village with her capers and pranks. More than once he’d found himself at her mercy, until he learned it was better to stand at her side than in her path. From then on, they’d been inseparable.
 
  
 
 He never should have accepted this posting, especially without consulting her. His hunger for glory and battle forced her from their safe home and onto the front lines, filled with peril and treachery. Even a quiet evening in celebration of their marriage was denied to them, turning into a desperate struggle for both their lives. What had he been thinking, asking her to leave their peaceful home, putting her and his family in harm's way? Gently taking her hands, he kissed them lightly and whispered, “Please wake up my love, I’m lost without you. I promised to bring you home and I mean to keep it. We’ll live out our days in the village, no more Iron Banner, no more responsibilities, just you, me, and our family, together. Please...”
 
  
 
 His Chi exhausted, he smoothed out her blankets and slumped in his chair, his cheek on the pillow beside her as he struggled to find Balance and replenish his reserves. How long had he been at this? A new day had dawned, which meant it was now the first day of the seventh month, two nights since Sarnai took injury. Sleep called to him, but he shook it off, careful not to disturb her. Now more than ever, his love needed his support and nothing would tear him from her side. How silly he’d been, believing they still had decades of life together yet, wasting so much time away from her. He knew now, every spare second should have been spent with the love of his life, cherishing and spoiling her with all his affection, instead of riding about with the Banner and gallivanting without her.
 
  
 
 Stubborn,  quarrelsome woman, it would be like her to die before her time just to win an argument.
 
  
 
 A light knock sounded on the door, startling him to vigilance. “Papa?” His precious daughter Alsantset peered in before entering, carrying a tray of food. “Taduk mentioned it’s been a while since you ate, so I had Charok make you something.”
 
  
 
 “My girl, come in.” Sparing her the briefest of smiles, he pulled a chair next to her. “I’m not hungry, but come, sit with your mother.” No need to admonish her, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t a little disappointed. True she had her own family to look after, but how was it she couldn’t spare a few hours for her ailing mother until now?
 
  
 
 “Papa, you need to eat, your wounds have yet to fully heal. When was the last time you slept? Properly slept, laying down in a bed? You should really let Taduk take a look at you.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, I’ll not listen to anything that hare-brained fool has to say.” Though Baatar overlooked the first mention, the girl insisted on bringing that overblown braggart into the conversation. “Medical Saint my ass. How many times have you heard him boast of healing anything ‘short of death’? Yet where is he now, when Sarnai needs him most? Nowhere to be found, a charlatan is what he is.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside the tray, the girl sighed as she sat down beside him, leaning against his shoulder. “He’s busy helping soldiers Papa, your soldiers. So many healers were targeted in the first wave of attacks, every spare hand is needed.”
 
  
 
 “Strangers and outsiders,” he snorted, wrapping his arm around her. “Enough girl, I’ll not argue with you at your mother’s sick bed. You’re just like her, vexing me as always.”
 
  
 
 “I miss her too Papa.”
 
  
 
 “Do not speak of her as if she were already dead,” he hissed, more harshly than intended. “Your mother yet lives and will continue to do so. She is born of hardy stock, you know? They passed before you were born, but your grandparents were incredible warriors, taught her everything she knew. If not for-” He cut himself off and shook his head, letting sorrowful memories lie buried. Taking Sarnai’s hand, he let out a hopeful sigh. “She’ll wake soon, I know she will.” Mother help me, please let her wake. “When we were young, Master called us the twin terrors of the Bekhai. You should have seen us, me leading the charge while she guarded my flanks, a harmonious duo both on and off the battlefield, we were matched by the Mother herself.”
 
  
 
 “Papa, look at me.” It took several moments before he could tear his eyes away from Sarnai, turning to look at his daughter. Usually so proud and strong, the girl sat with tears in her eyes,  dark rings beneath them, her clothes stained with marks of battle as she silently pleaded for help. So weak and vulnerable, he hadn’t seen her make a face like this in years, not since she threatened to elope with Charok. “Do you think me unfilial? Do you believe that I, your daughter, care nothing for Mama?”
 
  
 
 Pulling her into a hug, he patted her hair. “Course not girl, you’re a splendid daughter. Your mother and I are so proud of you, we love you dearly.”
 
  
 
 “Then why do you suppose I waited so long to visit?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by the question, Baatar shook his head and pinched his girl’s cheeks, just like he did when she was a child. “No need to fret girl, you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”
 
  
 
 The girl took his hands in her own, so small and dexterous compared to his own. So strange, a daughter not of their blood yet so much like them. His forthright attitude and passion for training combined with Sarnai’s kind soul and indomitable will, Alsantset had the best of both parents, a treasured child they’d raised well. “Papa,” she said, rubbing her tears away on her shoulder, “Mama’s fate is in the hands of the Mother now, you need to accept this.”
 
  
 
 Snatching his hands away, he gasped in shock. “Foolish child! Your mother lays here healthy as can be. She’ll wake, don’t you dare say otherwise.”
 
  
 
 The girl shook her head. “She died in your arms Papa, long before you found Taduk. He tried to explain but you insisted he heal her regardless. Her body is healthy but her soul is gone. This is nothing but an empty shell. Perhaps her soul will return in time, but there’s nothing you can do to help her.” Tugging him gently, she reminded him a time when she was young, begging him to let her ride the quins. “The Wall is in danger of falling. You need to do your duty and defend the province.”
 
  
 
 “My duty is to my wife, your mother.” Turning back to Sarnai, he resumed channelling his Chi to heal her. “The Wall has stood for millennia without me and will stand for millennia more. My place is here, at her side.”
 
  
 
 “With Colonel General Nian Zu injured and out of commission, Situ Jia Yang has taken command. It’s a disaster Papa, the man has no skill in commanding soldiers, continuously on the back foot against the Enemy. Han BoHai is trying to get him to see reason, but Jia Yang is not only incompetent, but stubborn too. We need you Papa, even though you don’t outrank him, control of the Wall and its soldiers are yours, so long as you are there to take it. Then, Jia Yang will have no choice but to fall in line.”
 
  
 
 “Enough girl, I won’t be leaving.”
 
  
 
 “Papa, you don’t understand--”
 
  
 
 “No, you don’t understand!” The girl jumped at his roar, hurt and scared, but he pushed on. “Don’t you see? She’s here because of my pride, my hubris. I brought her to the front lines, I exposed her to danger.” His voice quieted as his throat closed, reaching for Balance to continue caring for Sarnai. “While we were fighting inside the restaurant, I wasn’t concerned for her safety. No, I was elated to have her fighting by my side. It made me feel young again and I lost myself in the memories of a better time.” His shoulders shook as tears streamed down his face, Balance just out of reach. “And she paid the price for my distraction. If not for my wounds, she would never have let her guard down. Always in control, your mother, unless someone she loves is in danger.”
 
  
 
 The girl rested her head on his shoulders once more, linking arms with him as they cried together. “You can’t blame yourself for this Papa.” They sat together in silence, a family united in hardship. “Then what should I tell the others? There’s talk of evacuating the civilians.”
 
  
 
 “Do what you must, I trust your judgment. Seek Ghurda for guidance if you need it, she understands the situation better than I.” After a few more minutes of silence, the girl kissed her mother goodbye, squeezed in one last hug with him, and left. By then, he’d calmed enough to resume healing her, continuing the treatment despite his pitiful skills and drained Chi reserves. So long as she still drew breath, he would not leave her side. When she opened her eyes, he would be here waiting. It was the least he could do.
 
  
 
 No matter if the province burned to ashes around him, he would remain here, tending to his love, his wife, his beautiful Sarnai.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The forest came to life in the early evening, the creatures of the night emerging to stalk their domain, the new moon barely lighting the sky. City born and raised, Tong Da Fung found the woods so nerve-wracking, his teeth already touching his thumbnail before he caught the frown of his ‘manservant’, Fu Zhu Li. A mild reproach to be sure, a slight pursing of the lips, the rounded ears atop his head flicking lightly, not exactly a glower and a snarl, but any negative attention from a master torturer, no matter how loyal, was... unpleasant.
 
  
 
 Lowering his hand, he nodded in thanks to Zhu Li, earning him another frown on top of a silent sending. ‘A thousand pardons, but young master, this one must speak. It is a grave error to display anxiety in front of your soldiers. A commander must present a calm, controlled demeanour at all times. Nor should young master ever thank a mere servant, it is essential your soldiers see you as more than a man, a paragon who lowers himself to walk among them. This one cautions young master to take better care with his actions.’
 
  
 
 Halfway through his second nod, Fung winced and closed his eyes, resisting the urge to sigh. At least the half-beast torturer wouldn’t expect an answer, what with the entire retinue waiting in complete silence. This was by far the worst part of battle, the waiting, with nothing but his doubts to occupy the silence. So much time to examine the plan and imagine everything and anything that might go wrong, all the more troubling considering it was his plan, albeit heavily modified during discussions. How did he, arguably the weakest among them, end up in a position to lead? It boggled the mind.
 
  
 
 Stop, fool. Would Rain be falling to pieces in a situation like this? No, he’d be chomping at the bit, ready to dive into the fray. Besides, when you get back, Mentor will have a conniption at Rain's explosive growth and redouble your training, so don’t give her any more excuses to make you miserable. The reminder of Rain made him shake his head, putting his friend’s safety out of his mind. A leader must remain cold and dispassionate, for lives hang in the balance of every decision. Rain’s fate was in the hands of the Mother, there was nothing Fung could do except tackle the problem before him.
 
  
 
 To the North, Situ Jia Zian laid in wait with his veteran retinue and opposite him, Dastan Zhandos mirrored his actions in the South. Including himself, waiting in the east, their three parties awaited two things, first for Han BoShui’s retinue to get into position, and second for the advanced scouts to finish picking off the enemy sentries. Everyone was on foot for this, the plan called for stealth and a single horse’s snort would give them away. A tricky prospect to approach undetected, considering the enemy’s excellent choice of campground, a small, hidden clearing at the top of a hill with escape routes in all directions. Thankfully, the forests of Sanshu were thick and verdant, with plenty of shadows to hide in even for this ragtag collection of city-dwelling soldiers.
 
  
 
 Idly, he wondered how the other Officers were handling the pressure. Strange how the Purge seemed to bring the four young Officers closer together, especially Rain and Dastan, with their shared glances during the meeting. Truth be told, Fung felt like an outsider among them, which compounded his surprise when the others readily agreed to his plan. Jia Zian was the same as always, cool and aloof, while Dastan was more eager and animated, a fire burning inside him since taking part in the Purge. BoShui changed the most however, his impish, mocking tone all but gone, especially in the face of his cousin’s betrayal. Little wonder he volunteered for the most dangerous position, Fung was sweating bullets even thinking about it. He and the others would attack from three directions, killing by surprise and herding the enemy west, instead of forcing them into a trap and fighting them to the last man. The anvil to their hammer, BoShui was tasked with holding the fleeing enemy in place until Fung and the others finished cleaning up the camp, a difficult prospect considering their foe’s level of skill.
 
  
 
 The plan wasn’t even in place yet and still so much could go wrong.
 
  
 
 Fung’s second-in-command, Man Guo Er, Sent a message. ‘Young magistrate, Officer Han is in place and the scouts report the sentries have been dealt with. We await your order.’
 
  
 
 Nodding in answer, he held his hand up and made a fist, the signal to proceed, Guo Er relaying the order to the other retinues. Moving through the dark forest, Fung’s retinue sounded like a rampaging bull to his ears, though it was only his overactive imagination. The enemy isn’t used to the forests either, they aren't master woodsmen like the Bekhai. Calm yourself, slow and steady, they’re tired, ready for sleep, believing themselves well protected. The element of surprise lies in your hands, use it to your advantage.
 
  
 
 Hefting his partisan in hand, he took comfort in the weight. Thirty-five kilograms, a little excessive considering even the heaviest of maul’s usually weighed less than twenty, he’d spent months moulding his body to better wield the impressive weapon. Though he’d used it on raids before, this was his first time using it without Mentor at his side, and during his first plan set in motion no less, the stakes at hand were enough to paralyze a lesser man with fear.
 
  
 
 Luckily, he was no lesser man. He was Tong Da Fung and nothing short of absolute victory would satisfy him.
 
  
 
 A shout sounded from the south, some luckless soul stumbling across Dastan’s forces, and the enemy camp came alive. Well trained, these were worthy foes to test himself against, no barbaric savages of the north, but skilled warriors. His blood igniting within, he lifted his partisan and sounded the charge. “To victory!”
 
  
 
 Light as a feather in his hands, Fung’s pole-arm pulped an enemy warrior with a single strike. His pride quickly sapped away as the dead man’s comrade erupted in rage, an Aura crashing into Fung and filling him apprehension for a brief second. Standing behind him, Zhu Li’s Aura stealthily protected him while beside him, Guo Er’s Aura jostled with the multiple Auras of the enemy. The Aspirants were elites, their skills honed through arduous practice, an ascetic lifestyle, and ardent faith, but unused to fighting against soldiers.
 
  
 
 Fung’s retinue held the best soldiers Shen Huo had to offer.
 
  
 
 The metallic whirl of his weapon sang to him as he thrust and swept, slashed and parried, fighting his way into the heart of the camp. Jumping forward, he lunged and brought his weapon in an upward arc, shooting past the guard of an Aspirant and piercing through his head. A single shake of the haft was enough to tear his weapon from the dead man’s skull, and with the point held high, he lifted it into a two-handed smash, landing atop another Aspirant’s braced sword and driving it into his face. Whipping it to the left, he swept two Aspirants off their feet with a satifying crunch of bone.
 
  
 
 The Forms spoke to him as he danced with death, spraying blood and viscera around him like a young god. His breath caught as he glimpsed Jia Zian emerging from the north, his face stony as ever. His twin sabers whirled around him, scything down his opponents with ease, the pattern of his twinkling blades barely deviating as he fought, graceful and calm in the midst of chaos. No wet-nurse for him, Jia Zian had his own Aura to protect him and fought alone, killing with impunity as he approached.
 
  
 
 To the south, Dastan howled in bestial fury, hacking apart an Aspirant with frenzied urgency, screaming of retribution and reckoning as his axe rose and fell again and again. Though not as impressive as Zian, Dastan’s soldiers were a cut above when fighting in groups, expertly setting up their leader to strike the killing blow. Two differing styles, one solitary and elegant, the other crude and collective, both rivals worthy of Tong Da Fung.
 
  
 
 In time, with hard work and Mentor’s guidance, he was certain he would surpass them both.
 
  
 
 Zian spotted an enemy and charged him, bellowing in challenge to the Sanguine Priestess. Fung leapt to his aid, not out of worry for Zian but because he saw Rain’s still form slung over the back of her horse. The woman screamed and raved about her duty, carrying out the will of the Mother, but Fung closed his ears to her nonsense and killed his way towards her. Rallying in defence of their Priestess the fanatic Aspirants redoubled their efforts, blocking Fung and Zian without care for their lives while the Priestess rode west into the woods with Rain and a handful of Aspirants.
 
  
 
 The battle at the campground ended in mere minutes, the Aspirants dying to the last man to give the Priestess time to escape. Chest heaving as he glanced about the battle-field, Fung bellowed his orders. “Any soldiers too wounded to run remain here, the rest with me.” Sprinting into the woods, he prayed to the Mother that Han BoShui would carry out his duty and save Rain, maybe even take the Shrike hostage. If not? No matter. The Sanguine Priestess thought she could steal Rain away to torture him to death, but she was wrong. Let her death, and the death of any who dared aid her, be a warning to the world.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, martial nephew of Tong Da Fung, the Unstoppable Tempest, was not to be touched.
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 Ripped from my peaceful slumber, I find Baledagh’s hand wrapped firmly around my throat, his words echoing in my ears. Heart hammering in my chest, my head throbs in tandem as my feet dangle off the ground. Utterly confused, my body reacts on instinct. Grabbing his wrist with both hands, I pull my legs up and kick out with both feet, the shock reverberating up my legs as if I tried to shift a mountain. Tightening his grip, he throws me to the ground, where my body crashes and skids. Gasping in pain, I inch away on my back before his boot lands on my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs as he roars, “Is it true?!”
 
  
 
 “What?” The word comes easily, sounding calmer than I’d have expected under the current circumstances. Oh right, this is in my head, I don't need to breathe here. The moment the thought crosses my mind, the pain fades and the pressure eases from my chest, though my headache remains in full force. Leaving his boot on my chest, I raise my hands in submission. “In case you didn’t notice, I was sleeping, so you’re gonna have to talk me through this Baledagh.” He doesn’t know it, but I’m fairly certain he can snuff out my existence with a minor effort.
 
  
 
 Baring his teeth in a snarl, Baledagh’s primal fury radiates from him, leaving me wishing I could tuck my head into my neck and hide. His breath comes in pants, speaking every word as if it costs him greatly. “Am. I. Defiled?”
 
  
 
 Oh shit.
 
  
 
 My involuntary reaction is enough to substantiate his suspicions, his body crumbling beneath the weight of the truth, falling to his knees with the look of a defeated man splashed across his face. Sitting up gingerly, I ease myself into place beside him, shoulder to shoulder should he need someone to lean on. “To be fair, it doesn’t seem to be... complete? For lack of a better word. There’s hope for you yet.”
 
  
 
 “Just kill me.” His voice is steady, his tone calm as he stares out into the void. “End my misery brother, I’ve done nothing right. Those Spectres, I devoured them thinking it would help, invited them into me. Now that I know, I hear their whispers, eating away at my control, urging me to kill you and take your place.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s... not good. “We’ll figure something out. You’re still here, don’t give up.”
 
  
 
 He chuckles, shaking his head. “Why bother? What is there to live for? Why should I continue to struggle only to emerge with nothing?” Gathering momentum, he continues his rant, coming to life before my eyes. “Less than nothing in fact. I live half a life at best, hidden away deep in our mind. No one knows me besides you. Who would mourn for me should I die?”
 
  
 
 “I would.”
 
  
 
 Shoving me aside, he stands to loom over me, his anger feeding him. “Why? Because you’ll have lost your ‘precious little brother’? Why even care? You only keep me around because my misery amuses you, reminds you there’s always someone worse off in the world.”
 
  
 
 This is not going well... “Calm down Baledagh.”
 
  
 
 “EXACTLY!” He screams, eyes wide and face flushed. The veins beneath his tanned skin bulge, giving him a discoloured red-greenish hue. “Baledagh! That is who I am, yet no one knows me. You are Falling Rain, you live my life, leaving me with nothing but scraps.”
 
  
 
 Crab-walking away, I swallow my fear at his transformation, the defeated dog turned into stalking predator, angry, hurt, and hungry. “Relax okay? Let’s talk this through calmly.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, let us talk,” he sneers, his form rippling before my eyes, growing and warping as he continues to advance. “Falling Rain, Hero of the Empire, what did he do to deserve it? Winning four duels against the Society, how heroic. Except you didn’t win them. I did. Baledagh’s glory all falling neatly in Falling Rain’s lap. How nice. For you.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not-”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my words, he smashes me with a vicious backhand, my body sent reeling into the void. His voice enters my ears as if he’s standing beside me, reverberating in my mind. “You’re a coward, a weakling. Why should I give my life for you?” Another blow lands, this time on my back, sending waves of agony shooting through me. “Without me, you’d be nothing and you know it, seeking to win with your clumsy toys and worthless tricks.” The world stops spinning as Baledagh stands before me, armed with grotesque facsimiles of Peace and Tranquility, the weapons fusing into his flesh as he smiles in challenge. “Come brother,” he taunts, holding his arms wide. “Come fight me. If you won’t live like a warrior, then at least you can die like one.”
 
  
 
 Holding my hand out to stop him, his figure blurs as his sword lops off four of my fingers. Staggering back, I try to reason with him again, but before I can speak, his shield slams into my face, snapping my head back. The sword slices once, twice, and again, each stroke taking an ear, a hand, and then half my foot, setting my nerves afire with agony. Booting me away, he grins as I lay helpless, barely able to lift my head as he gathers my severed parts in his hands. Holding my finger like a grape above his head, he drops it into his mouth and chews loudly, taking delight in my horror. “This is hardly a challenge. Come, show me Falling Rain’s great prowess.”
 
  
 
 Gagging from pain and revulsion, I push myself to my feet, panting with exertion. God dammit, you aren’t breathing and you aren't really injured. There is no fucking spoon. Clearing my head with a deep breath, the agony fades and I glance down at my body, hale and whole. With a howl of anger, he charges and unleashes a flurry of strikes. Standing stock still, I watch dispassionately as each strike passing harmlessly through the air around me, guided away by an unseen force.
 
  
 
 Leaving Baledagh to flail away, I study him carefully, confused by his abrupt change. Is it the Spectres driving him to this? If so, why did he get weaker? Theoretically, he should be able to tear me apart with a thought, this is his mind, his body. What do the Spectres even want? He told me they kept asking him to surrender, over and over again, even after he begged them to take him. So why didn’t he turn full Defiled? Is it because I arrived first, when he gave up in the mines?
 
  
 
 I guess even souls have squatter’s rights.
 
  
 
 “Does this amuse you brother?” His face twisted in an ugly grimace, Baledagh stalks around me promising torture and misery. As he lumbers about, shoulders hunched and head hanging low, all sinew and muscle as his arms deform and elongate to drag behind him, I’m struck with a strange sense of... wrongness, a disparity in his appearance. The first time I saw him, I hated him for his confidence. Regal, proud, and dominant, it irked me to no end, everything I wished I was and would never be. A tiger pacing in his cage, graceful, powerful, and even beautiful in a primitive manner. Now, all I can see is an ugly, misshapen thing, lumbering around in a mockery of that once proud warrior, a corruption of who he was.
 
  
 
 Huh... I guess that’s why they’re called Defiled.
 
  
 
 “You know,” I say, interrupting his rant promising pain and terror, “The Baledagh I know, the Warrior, would have acted by now. Talk is cheap.”
 
  
 
 With a howl of rage, the aberration lunges for me and once again, I hold up my palm to stop him. This time however, he stops, his body hanging in the air as if held by a giant, invisible hand. Ranting and raving, he struggles to free himself to no avail, resuming his endless tirade of threats. Ignoring his words, I study him, going over everything Baledagh ever told me. Something’s wrong here, but I can’t quite place my finger on it. Cocking my head, I step forward and raise my hand to strike, watching his reaction.
 
  
 
 Not fear, but annoyance, a small huff like someone on the verge of losing a game of chess. Narrowing my eyes, I say, “You aren’t Baledagh.” He's too chatty, to passive. Baledagh likes to taunt, but only a little before striking to kill, and this... thing hasn't truly tried to kill me.
 
  
 
 My words have a startling effect, the aberration displaying mild shock followed by a smile, relaxing in my mental shackles as his voice changes to an unfamiliar tone, each syllable stressed in a grating manner. “It matters not who we are. We are here, we are eternal, and you will submit.”
 
  
 
 ...Well fuck. How many personalities are sharing this body?
 
  
 
 I should start charging rent.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Panting as the blood coursed through her veins, BoLao rode through the darkened forest, her mind reeling from the attack. Mouth dry and heart racing, she fought for calm and implored the Mother for aid. Too much, this was too much, how could She treat her devout servants with such disdain? Trials and tribulations were the norm but even She must leave a path to victory, else all this suffering would be for naught.
 
  
 
 Glancing back at Falling Rain laying comatose behind her, she spurred her horse faster, moving dangerously through the trees. It was obvious she was being herded by those brats, and with only a handful of surviving Aspirants at her side, she held no confidence in breaking through. Who was waiting for her here in the forest? The Bekhai, most likely, those harbingers of the Father, but how had they followed her on their quins? Why was Major Yuzhen willing to devote so many resources towards retrieving a single Warrant Officer?
 
  
 
 Her palms ached from gripping the reins, and she threw aside all errant thoughts. Calling for a stop, she steadied her breathing before speaking, glancing around at her remaining Aspirants. So few of them, all lost to infighting when they should be united against the Enemy. “We’re trapped. Split up, break in different directions, and go to ground or escape. They’re after Falling Rain, so I will distract them. At least one of you must make your way back to Central and warn Master of this new threat.”
 
  
 
 “Priestess, that would leave you unguarded!”
 
  
 
 “I do not fear death. To meet the Mother in your company would be an honour.”
 
  
 
 “Give me the apostate, I’ll distract them in your stead.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of refusals answered her, but she was adamant in this. “The Mother has given us all this trial, not only myself. Only through my sacrifice will you all live on to further her will. This is my final order: warn the Empire of the Enemy’s new ability to hide among us. May the Mother guide you true.”
 
  
 
 Turning her mount, she sped off into the night, yelling as she drove her horse onward. Resisting the urge to look back, she choked down her panic and tears, continue to make as much noise as possible. She didn’t want to die, there was so much left for her to do, but what course was left to her? The Behkai wanted their corrupted young master back and she was the most eye-catching bait to go along with it. Ten years of lonely, heart-rending, arduous service, rewarded with what? Dying at the hands of the Enemy wasn’t enough, now she’d be branded a traitor, her years of holy work discarded as the labours of a madwoman. Worse, her opponents would use this to turn opinion against the Purge and Master.
 
  
 
 Too difficult Mother, your humble servant begs for guidance.
 
  
 
 Minutes after separating from her Aspirants, BoLao spotted movement in the shadows before her. Releasing her reins, she clenched her fist and turned to strike Falling Rain in the head, to kill this minion of the Father’s so well positioned to cause strife. One last act of defiance before killing herself, denying the enemy the satisfaction.
 
  
 
 “Cousin!”
 
  
 
 The familiar voice stayed her hand, filling her with something she’d all but abandoned: hope. Emerging from the trees, his face was barely visible in the dark. “Shui-Shui!” She exclaimed, immediately wincing at her gaffe. He was a grown man, with soldiers to command, even though there were only a handful here with him. She couldn’t keep calling him a child’s name in public, it was ill-mannered. “Sorry cousin, don’t be upset. Thank the Mother you’re here, you have to help me.”
 
  
 
 “Of course, just don’t do anything rash.” Even in the shadows, she could pick out his handsome face, seeing the vestiges of the young boy she used to look after, an impish scamp who always found trouble. After Papa took him in as a disciple, they became a happy little family living together at the Bridge, the two of them more like siblings than cousins. Oh how she wished to return to those carefree days...
 
  
 
 Eyes filled with concern, Shui rode up and took her hand. So warm, she’d forgotten how nice it was to be held. “Lucky for us they trusted me to block your escape. Leave Rain with my men and I’ll get you to safety, I swear it.”
 
  
 
 Weary from her lengthy flight, his words brought tears to her eyes, gratified to know he still trusted her. “Shui, I need to keep Falling Rain as proof. He’s Defiled and a danger to the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “Impossible.” Sending his men away with the unconscious apostate, Shui lead her through the forest, leaving only the two of them.
 
  
 
 “He is, I felt his baleful Aura myself. If you let me-”
 
  
 
 “No, you don’t understand.” Shaking his head, Shui looked her in the eye, his desperation plain to see. “I mean it’s impossible to keep him. Fung has a tracker attuned to his blood. I guess the Bekhai didn’t want to lose him again. It’s how we caught up so quickly. You shouldn’t have split your forces or laid all those false trails, we’d never have caught up if you’d ridden straight towards safety.”
 
  
 
 “Then take me prisoner and bring us both to see Major Yuzhen.” Panic set in once more, the thought of failure unacceptable. “She’ll understand once Rain wakes. Laughing Dragon said Rain didn’t even know he was Defiled, which explains the disparity in his behaviour, but he knows now and he’s turned. So much rage and madness in him, it was terrifying to see.”
 
  
 
 “Cousin, forget Falling Rain and forget the Empire. If he’s turned, let someone else deal with it. I’m here to save you.” Shui squeezed her hand, offering small comfort. “Major Yuzhen has laid charges of treason, says you’re working with the Defiled Laughing Dragon. It’s all nonsense of course, but she ordered us to kill you on sight. What’s more, she’s sent messengers to bring word of your actions to the cities. She’s decreed that anyone caught aiding you will share in your sentence. If you’re captured, you will undoubtedly be tortured to death before anyone can save you.” Offering a thin smile, he turned back to the forest. “I barely even trust my own men not to turn you in, Rain’s betrothed offered a hefty reward for your head. Bloodthirsty little girl, that one.”
 
  
 
 “What about my Aspirants?”
 
  
 
 BoShui didn’t answer her, which was an answer in and of itself. More and more she learned of her own weakness. Only a few minutes earlier, she’d been ready to give her life for theirs, but now that she’d found safety, she felt no remorse for their deaths, only the sweet relief of survival. How disgraceful. Hiccuping, she hunched down in the saddle and glanced warily about, imagining hidden dangers in every shadow. “Then how will I get back to Master?”
 
  
 
 “You won’t.” Sounding strained as they rode, now clenching her hand so hard it hurt. “Everyone will expect you to go south, it’s too dangerous. I’m taking you home to the Bridge, to see Uncle. He’ll move heaven and earth to keep you safe, and I’ll speak with-- no I’ll demand my father fight on your behalf. We’ll claim this whole mess as a misunderstanding, don’t you worry about a thing.”
 
  
 
 At the thought of seeing Papa, her whole world went white. Reminded of Master’s prediction, a shiver coursed through her body as pins and needles ran across her skin. Sweat trickling down her spine, her breaths came in pants as she imagined Papa’s disappointment, the pain from his rejection of ‘the Shrike’ so palpable it made her heart ache. Wrenching her hand free from Shui’s grip, she let out a strangled cry and tried to bolt, but he was ready, snatching away her reins and holding the horse in place. Scrambling from the saddle, her foot caught in the stirrup and she tumbled off, her head bouncing on the hard, packed dirt. Barely registering the impact, she sprinted off into the darkness, searching for an escape.
 
  
 
 Her flight measured in breaths before Shui caught up, riding her down and tackling her. Tumbling across the ground, she kicked and scratched, shrieking as she fought to escape his grasp. Bucking her hips, she freed her arm and elbowed him in the jaw, rushing off to sweet freedom. A pained groan stopped her in her tracks, her heart seizing at the sound. Running back to his side, she checked his injuries. Blood trickled down his lip, swelling as she watched. “I’m so sorry Shui-Shui, please be all right...”
 
  
 
 “I’m fine,” he slurred, holding her wrist tight. She could easily escape, but instead she helped him sit, leaning him against a tree, gently stroking his cheek. Still woozy, he refused to let go and pulled her into a hug. Unwilling to leave him like this, she trembled as he whispered, “Don’t run away again.”
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry.” Her check pressed against his chest, she let loose all her fears. “I can’t go see Papa, he won’t understand why I left.”
 
  
 
 “He will, he’s your father and loves you dearly.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, she sighed. It was so warm and peaceful here, tucked in his arms. She missed him so much, but there was always work to be done. “I’ve had to do things Shui-Shui, horrible, terrible things. I have nightmares about them every day, but it was all necessary. My path is righteous, my actions just, no one understands, not even you. I saw your fear, felt you tense when I embraced you. I’m nothing but a burden to you and Papa, only Master understands. Don’t worry about me, Master will make things right, I know he will.” Sniffling, she whispered, “Please, you have to help me get back to him.”
 
  
 
 “You won’t go back to see your father?” His chest shuddered as he pleaded once more. “Just come with me to see him, he misses you so much. I promise he’ll understand and keep you safe, I swear it.”
 
  
 
 Tensing, she readied to flee before shaking her head. “I can’t. Only Master can help me, only Master understands me.”
 
  
 
 Shui-Shui’s arms tightened around her, stroking her back gently. “Okay, okay, don’t run. I’ll help you.” His voice choked and resigned, he uttered those three simple words and all the tension drained from her body. Falling against his chest, limp and exhausted, she closed her eyes and stilled, listening to him speak. “I love you cousin, you’re family. I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.”
 
  
 
 A jolt of pain radiated from her lower back and she stiffened and gasped. His body wracked with sobs, Shui-Shui’s trembling arms clutched tightly around her as he whispered, “I’m so sorry. Oh Mother, what did he do to you? I wanted to rescue you the moment I heard he took you away, but father wouldn’t let me.” Still shuddering, Shui-Shui continued to mumble, holding her close as she bled out, his dagger having done it’s work. Poor thing, he was always so cheerful and sweet, how this must pain him so. “He said it was good to leave you at his side, roping in a strong ally for the clan. Clan first, family second, he sold you off and I did nothing to stop him, I’m so sorry.”
 
  
 
 The pain faded as she lay there, smiling at a distant memory. “Oh how things have changed. I remember when you used to lay in my arms, but this is nice too.” Her words brought another wave of sobs and she shushed him lightly. There was so much to say, but so little time. “It’s okay little cousin, don't cry. This is for the best. Don’t blame yourself. Tell Papa I’m sorry and I love him.” With a small quiver, she added, “Love you too.” Closing her eyes, she snuggled against his chest with a smile, clutching him tight as she breathed her last.
 
  
 
 Even if the Mother spurned BoLao for her sins, at least she would die in Shui-Shui’s embrace.
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 Studying the misshapen horror which used to be Baledagh, I remind myself this isn’t him, only some creature wearing his skin. Despite being bound and helpless, the thing stands calm and relaxed, a startling difference from the rage-fuelled monstrosity I faced less than a minute ago. No more threats or growling, after it’s admission of guilt, it seems content to wait and stare, a confident smirk pasted across Baledagh's warped visage.
 
  
 
 Only his eyes remain unchanged, shockingly human amidst the morphed and mutated features that were once a mirror to my own. A disturbing blend of familiar and alien, the creature’s form continues to distort and shift as I pace around it, Baledagh’s eyes track my progress, his head turning a full 360 degrees yet his neck never twisting. Aside from the freakish monitoring, it stands utterly motionless, not even moving to blink or breathe, an unnatural and unnerving thing of nightmares, a predator watching its prey.
 
  
 
 Mother help me, what do I do now? Is Baledagh still alive or is he gone now?
 
  
 
 Okay, first I need to get my facts straight. There were an indeterminate number of Spectres locked away through the combined efforts of Baledagh and I, though he was unaware of his part. Then, while I was unconscious thanks to the Shrike, Baledagh, believing the situation dire, ate all the Spectres to heal, getting ready to fight. This somehow led to him finding out about being Defiled, leaving me here in the void with this thing. Or would it be these things?
 
  
 
 Its presence alone is enough to make my skin crawl, with enough familiar features to make me check my body for irregularities. I want it gone but I stay my hand, unsure if I should kill it even if I could. Know thy enemy and all that, but more than anything, I want my little brother back.
 
  
 
 “Baledagh?” I ask, testing the waters. “You in there?” No response, though I think there might have been a flicker in its eyes, or maybe I’m just hoping there was one. “Listen Baledagh, everything is not lost. You need to fight. You’re stronger than they are. They pretend to be dominant and powerful, but they’re liars little brother. Think about it, why else would they constantly demand surrender? They can’t win otherwise. They’re weak and pitiful, unable to act without your permission, so fight them. Defy them. Seize control once more, and come back.” The creature’s face twitches at my words, its eyes narrowing and lips pursing, but still it doesn’t speak. “Pitiful disembodied spirits, they’re nothing but prey for you to devour. Don’t let indigestion defeat you little brother, you are a warrior. Digest those worthless ghosts and turn them into a steaming pile of ectoplasmic shit.”
 
  
 
 Not the most eloquent of speeches, but I blame the concussion. My head hurts something fierce, getting knocked out is nothing to sneeze at. My crude language gets a reaction out of the creature however. Lip curling in a sneer, it speaks with its harsh voice. “Ignorant Foundling, we are not weak, we are not prey, neither ghosts nor spirits, no weak remnants of things of flesh.”
 
  
 
 Wow, everyone is arrogant here, even the ghosts or whatever these things are. Demons, I guess? Is each Spectres a separate Demonic entity or are they one massive hive mind working in concert? Either way, I can probably use this, there’s no better way to get under an arrogant idiot’s skin than to outright ignore him, or it...them? Whatever. “Baledagh, I know you’re in there. Ignore their worthless whispers, these spooks are powerless. Maybe things aren’t going great at the moment, but that doesn’t mean you get to give up. I’m sorry I haven’t made things better, but only because I don’t know how. Please, come back and we’ll work on a solution together.”
 
  
 
 The creature’s displeasure at being ignored grows as its face twists in anger, and I continue trying to reach Baledagh, searching for a sign and hoping against all odds he’s still inside. “Me and you little brother, there’s nothing we can’t do. An unstoppable duo, two parts of a whole, but I can’t do it alone. A great hero once said ‘never give up, never surrender’.” Okay, so I’m lying through my teeth, but I need him back. I didn’t ask to be stuck with him and sure he can be problematic at times, but he’s my closest friend, someone I can share almost anything with, someone who knows my flaws and fears, yet accepts me all the same.
 
  
 
 What do you call that besides family?
 
  
 
 “Do you desire strength, Foundling?” The creature speaks with a smile, baring its gleaming white fangs. “Is that why you seek the return of the Warrior? We can give you strength, more than you can imagine. What you have here is a mere pittance compared to what we can do. With our help, you can achieve greatness, your every desire made real, your every wish made true. All the worlds women at your feet, tending to your every need, your enemies destroyed before you ever meet them, your friends and families made safe.”
 
  
 
 “How intriguing. All my desires?” I answer in deadpan, a little annoyed at my designation. Why does Baledagh get ‘Warrior’ and I get ‘Foundling’? It begs the question, what do they even know about me? “How about you give me Baledagh then you all run off and die somewhere?”
 
  
 
 Hissing, it chomps the air in frustration, but my bindings hold fast. Although I kept myself from jumping, I’m ashamed to say I still flinched. How do people stay so calm in these tense situations? “Foolish to taunt us Foundling. We are eternal and we do not forget, nor forgive.”
 
  
 
 “Herp derp, fear us for we are legion, yadda yadda. Blow it out your ass. You’re nothing but a bunch of intangible blathering germs, a supernaturally transmitted disease. For every poison there’s an antidote, and I’ll dedicate my life to figuring out how to nuke you all into oblivion. Until I do, you’re less trouble than a rash, so keep quiet while I talk to my brother.” I’m having too much fun mocking the ethereal monsters, but it’s hard to take them seriously when I’m in such a dominating position. “Baledagh, why even bother with these fools? Tear them apart like you destroyed the manor I built, it’s as easy as turning your hand. Envision victory and it will be yours.”
 
  
 
 “The Warrior cannot hear you.” Its voice is almost sing-song, a harsh and discordant harmony as if it’s enjoying the exchange. “We can hear him, his screams so musical, his fears so delectable. He sought to devour us but we will devour him, piece by piece until nothing is left. A most succulent morsel, so tender and delightful, anger and torment turning to misery and pain. Would you like to listen?” Without waiting for an answer, its face reverts back to Baledagh’s, his eyes filled with tears as he pleads, “Kill me brother, it hurts so much. End my suffering, I beg you, I can’t take it anymore, I can’t.”
 
  
 
 Shaking with rage and horror, it takes everything I have not to strike him down right there, putting him out of his misery. Swallowing the knot in my throat, I shake my head, denying the scene before me. “Liars. Baledagh’s stronger than that. If you were really torturing him, he wouldn’t beg me to kill him, he’d beg me to kill you.”
 
  
 
 “Are you so confident Foundling?” Baledagh's mouth breaks into a smile, his pain and fear gone in an instant, a ploy from the creature inhabiting him. I hope. “You think yourself so clever, but we know the truth. Accept or deny it, the outcome remains the same. Your brother is lost to you, no matter what you say. How long will you let him suffer in our grasp, where every second lasts an eternity? Surrender, and we will end his tortured existence, grant you all we promised and more.”
 
  
 
 Overcome with emotion, I draw the creature towards me with a gesture, intending to destroy it, or at least hurt it somehow. Still wearing Baledagh’s face, his accepting smile makes me hesitate, unwilling to harm my little brother without 100% certainty he cannot be saved. I can’t trust anything the Spectres say, they’re liars and deceivers.
 
  
 
 Which leaves me with what choice exactly? Kill it with kindness? Yea right. Exorcisms? Who can I trust with this information? Hey guys, I have this alter-ego who’s Defiled, any chance you know of a fix? Relax, put down the pitchforks, we’re two different souls so I’m not Defiled. Only he is and we’re working on it, so no worries.
 
  
 
 Somehow, I don’t think the conversation will go that smoothly.
 
  
 
 The creature cackles loudly, interrupting my deliberations. “Weak and indecisive, a terrified little mouse frozen with fear. Little wonder you require the Warrior.” So eager for destruction, it seems drunk on my fury, egging me on as if craving destruction of any kind, even its own. The Demons appear to thrive on violence and suffering, driving their hosts to wanton bloodshed and destruction for no apparent reason.
 
  
 
 What do they gain from turning people into murder hobos? Is it for the laughs or do they serve some other, more nefarious purpose? Sure, there’s the whole Mother/Father dichotomy everyone preaches, but I find it difficult to believe this is all a convoluted game of chess between cosmic beings of phenomenal, life-creating power. They said Baledagh’s pain and misery was ‘delectable’, are they feeding on his emotions? Is that why they demand torture and bloodshed? Are they nothing more  than emotional parasites, seeking to drown their hosts in despair or blood lust, becoming full-fledged Demons once control is surrendered?
 
  
 
 Or maybe I’m wrong and the answer really is ‘Godly marital dispute’.
 
  
 
 Regardless of why the Spectres do what they do, I need to find out if Baledagh is still inside there. How can I talk to him uninterrupted, without these Spectres spewing their lies and sowing seeds of doubt? If only I could somehow send Baledagh a private message and-
 
  
 
 Send. I can craft a Sending, or something like it. Reluctant to touch the thing but determined to reach Baledagh, I reinforce the restraints with a thought before placing my hand on its chest. Ignoring its gleeful taunts, I circulate my Chi, gathering it in my palm and readying to emit it all as far as it will go before it dissipates, barely a scant millimetre away from my skin judging from past experience.
 
  
 
 Sending isn’t a difficult skill, but I’ve never Sent anything to Baledagh, not really. Every person has their own unique signature, a designation of sorts, and with familiarity or proximity, you can home in on someone’s specific signature and use it to Send them a message. Without a signature, you’re throwing messages out into the air with no one to receive them. It’s easy enough to discern unless someone is actively hiding it, which is more trouble than it’s worth.
 
  
 
 Acting as my senses, my Chi will search for Baledagh’s familiar presence within, before a minuscule amount returns and informs me where to Send my message. Even though I share the same signature with Baledagh, and whoever is in the driving seat receives the Sending, it’s similar enough to how I normally converse with him without sharing my every thought, so I’m confident I can find him like this.
 
  
 
 Fairly confident.
 
  
 
 Okay not confident at all, but hell, might as well grasp at straws.
 
  
 
 Banishing my doubts and stray thoughts, I sink deeper into concentration and cast my Chi out through my palm, searching for Baledagh’s presence within. Immediately, my senses are assailed by the Spectres within, their ghastly wails filling me with bone-chilling fear while their ethereal hands shred my Chi to pieces with a touch, burning away at my senses. Overwhelmed in an instant, I snatch my hand away, body shaking and chest heaving as I process the emotional assault. The grinning creature, smug and assured of its own defences, taunts me again. “You still seek the Warrior? Too unskilled Foundling, you will never succeed. He is caught within our grasp and we will never release him.”
 
  
 
 Not ready to give up, I resume my efforts with the same results, pausing only for a second before trying again and again. Each time, my consciousness sinks deeper into my Chi as I hopelessly attempt to force my way through the storm of emotions, desperate to find my brother. Success eludes me, and I realize I need to protect my Chi, but Yuzhen’s half-hour lesson didn’t cover this. Maybe if I delve deeper, be there in person, or rather spirit, and ward off the Spectres attacks.
 
  
 
 Taking a step back to prepare, I hold my forearm in front of my face and gather my Chi once more, charging headlong into Baledagh’s body. There is no impact, no collision, only a shifting of the world, the dark, unending void replaced by a grey, desolate landscape, lifeless and crumbling to dust around me. The world stretches in every direction without a single landmark, an endless and unchanging plain of death. So dreary and dismal, Baledagh wasn’t exaggerating when he said the world was colourless, but how much of his surliness can be attributed to the Spectres?
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the thought, countless shadows dot the skies as more surge from the earth itself, the world filled with Spectres as they charge towards me, wailing their discordant harmony. Knowing I can easily deal with the threat, I concentrate on my surroundings, searching for the source of a strange sensation. Something calls to me, tugging at my consciousness, but I can’t place what or where. It’s not Baledagh, but someone just as familiar and inviting, maybe even more so.
 
  
 
 Are there more personalities hanging around here?
 
  
 
 Before I can figure it out, the Spectres are on me. With an annoyed scoff, I exert a modicum of will to hold them back, intent on parsing the situation. Surging past my non-existent defences, the torrent of Spectres catch me off-guard, sweeping me up in their wake as they swarm around me. For a moment, pain is all I know, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before lancing through my astral body. Screaming in agony, I struggle tooth and nail, but my blows pass through them without affect while they rend and tear me to shreds, my body reforming in an instant before being shredded once again.
 
  
 
 “Arrogant Foundling,” they hiss, delighting in my suffering. “To think, you would enter our domain so willingly.” My skin sluices off in one piece, torn gently from my flesh like a sheet from the bed. “You have no power here.” Plucking my head off like an apple, they turn me to watch as they consume my body, even as I regrow everything from the neck down. “You will pay for your foolishness, you will beg us for death, and it will never come. Victory is ours.”
 
  
 
 In my frantic struggle for freedom, I reach out to the familiar sensation, silently pleading for aid. My fingers close around a cold, rounded hilt, the weapon fitting perfectly in my grip as if I’d been born with the blade in hand. In a burst of brilliant light, the Spectres explode away as I find my bearings, my feet planted and sword raised.
 
  
 
 Peace, my Spiritual Weapon. Of course it’s here in this spiritual world. The metal pulses in my hand, eagerly greeting me for the first time, ready to fight at my side and I dare not disappoint. With a wordless scream, I charge the Spectres and lay about, scything through them with ease as they flee and scream. “Noooooo,” they wail, the harsh tones now music to my ears. “How can this be? This is not your domain, we claimed this for our own!”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to answer, I follow the Spectres on their grand exodus, crossing vast distances in a single stride, my sword light striking down dozens if not hundreds of Spectres with every slash and thrust. “Where is Baledagh?” The question erupts from my lips, the world shrinking as I continue my slaughter. “Where is my brother?”
 
  
 
 The Spectres are too busy fleeing to respond, but Peace hums in my grasp, turning me towards my destination. Arriving in a single step, I stand over Baledagh, sitting lifelessly on the plains, untouched and unharmed, eyes open yet wholly oblivious to his surroundings. Tucked between his arms is Tranquility, my little brother hugging the shield to his chest, cradling it like a favoured pet. Unresponsive no matter what I say or do, he sits and stares into the distance, eyes devoid of any emotion or reaction, a lifeless husk.
 
  
 
 My heart wrenches at the sight and I lift Peace, thinking to end his miserable existence. The blade shudders in my grasp, displaying opposition to my actions, and after a long pause, I lower Peace with a sigh. Sitting beside him, I follow his gaze into the distance, spotting a younger Baledagh strolling through the village, barely older than Tali and Tate. Holding his hands, Baatar and Sarnai walk beside him, turning to glance back at Alsantset and Charok who lag behind. Adopted by the older couple, Sarnai often praises the Mother for guiding Baatar to the orphaned Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Time passes and he grows into a splendid warrior beneath Baatar’s dedicated tutelage, far more talented than I could ever hope to be. His family chants his name from the crowd as he’s crowned Champion of the Contests, the young man filled with pride over his victory. Riding home with his Officer’s token on full display, he convinces Baatar to let him travel on his own, using the safety afforded by his new rank to explore the province before heading home. With a retinue of Sentinels to guard him, he heads off into the world to see the Sacred Groves of Sanshu and maybe do a little bandit hunting, but nothing too overboard.
 
  
 
 Riding past the lake, he catches a glimpse of a young woman, hard at work digging for clams. Enamoured with a single glance, Baledagh approaches and asks for her name. The young woman smiles shyly, both frightened and curious, giving an awkward curtsy before answering. Ai-Qing. After a few questions, Baledagh leaves, but it isn’t long before he returns, asking to taste a meal of the strange-looking shellfish. In the end, he dislikes the taste and texture, but thoroughly enjoys her company.
 
  
 
 Days turn to weeks as he whiles away the time with Ai-Qing, until Baatar sends someone to fetch him. Unwilling to leave her behind, Baledagh asks for her hand in marriage, and she agrees readily, the two head over heels in love. With his betrothed in hand, he returns home and takes up a blessed existence, spending half the year with his beloved and the other half defending the mountain passes from Defiled. He grows older and wiser, and at the tender age of twenty-two, Ai-Qing, his one and only wife, gives birth to their first child during a beautiful spring shower. Holding his son for the first time, Baledagh chooses the boy’s name on a whim: Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Choking back my tears, I turn to Baledagh, the real Baledagh sitting next to me, lost in his delusions. He’s given up on this existence, surrendered completely, because it seems like the Spectres gave him everything he wanted: his very own life. Gathering him into my arms, I lift him out of the desolate landscape and back to the void, carefully bringing the dream with me before closing everything left behind with a thought, the Spectres entrapped once more. Laying Baledagh gently in bed, I leave him to dream his dreams, undisturbed by the Spectres or myself, wishing I had the power to make his dreams a reality.
 
  
 
 It would be kinder to let him dream for now, at least until we’re home safe and sound where I can look after him.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, that might be a while. There’s still a war to be fought.
 
  
 
 Sitting down in the void, I close my eyes and channel my Chi, healing my body’s injuries in preparation of the journey ahead. Only now do I truly realize the stakes at hand.
 
  
 
 The Defiled must be stopped, no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Sitting in hopeless despair, Xiao HuoLong worked at his bindings, glaring at the surrounding guards while choking on his gag. That stupid bitch Shrike, her reputation was worthless as a eunuch’s cock. Ambushing the Major, sending her Aspirants away, allowing soldiers led by children to overtake her, even abandoning him in her haste to escape, it was all an unmitigated disaster of epic proportions. The woman wasn’t fit to manage a gaggle of whores much less a force of warriors.
 
  
 
 Then again, she seemed a little loony, a quiet desperation in her eyes whenever she spoke of Rain. No sign of the Spirits within her as others might have suggested, but it only meant there was something profoundly wrong with her. The ease with which she’d accepted his accusations surprised him, but he’d been in no position to question his good fortune. Now he was no better off than before, still in the hands of the enemy, helplessly waiting for death. At least he had hope his death would be clean, without all the unpleasant torture and ceremony the Aspirants so loved to take part in.
 
  
 
 A procession of soldiers made their way into camp and HuoLong’s stomach flopped as he recognized the Shrike’s mounts, knowing there was no longer any hope of rescue, no matter how slim it might have been. The Shrike needed him but these brats were likely to kill him out of hand. In fact, he hoped they’d do it soon, instead of using him as a tool to hone their skills, hoping to further their own reputations.
 
  
 
 Resigned to his fate, HuoLong hunched over and waited, presenting what he hoped to be a calm and unruffled demeanour while inwardly lamenting his fate, doing his best to ignore the Spirits and their whispers of surrender. They’d been quiet of late, sensing his agitation and displeasure with them, but now they were back in full force, promising power should he only accept it.
 
  
 
 Nattering bastards, only now in his darkest moments did they reappear, hoping to tempt him into dancing to their tune. Too busy with their ‘chosen’ with no time to spare for Laughing Dragon, a loyal believer for decades. His self-control and discipline filled them with disapproval, preferring Gen’s unrestrained devotion, but what did they expect? Laughing Dragon had no army of believers to guard him from the enemy’s wrath, only a few dozen Firebrands all lost to him now.
 
  
 
 All because the Spirits failed to grant him power and abandoned him in his time of need. A pox on them all.
 
  
 
 Choking on his impotence and filled with regret, he watched as Falling Rain was brought down from the horse, the incompetent fool still unconscious. Another of the Spirits’ chosen, the brat’s strength filled HuoLong with envy. In what way was Laughing Dragon lacking?
 
  
 
 A healer set to work on the formerly ignorant Enlightened and HuoLong’s hopes were piqued, sensing the Spirits still at play within the boy. Perhaps now, knowing what he did, the boy would want a Mentor, a teacher, someone to show him the way. If only he could speak with Rain in private, offer his experience in hiding his true nature and dealing with the urges. Perhaps there was still hope to be had. All he needed to do was convince Rain there was a place for him by his side. They could tell the world Laughing Dragon was being used to root out the ‘Defiled’, a tool in the battle against the ‘Enemy’, much like the Shrike was planning. Instead, they would rally the Enlightened to their cause, biding their time until they were poised to strike and overturn the Empire.
 
  
 
 After the better part of an hour, Rain rose from his slumber. No smiles or cheer, merely nodding in thanks to the other Officers, clasping hands and saluting, playing his part to perfection. Yes boy, worm your way into their friendship, bring these young talents into the light. A wondrous path lay before him, a hero of the Empire, poised to bring great change to the world.
 
  
 
 How glorious it would be to have his own name, Xiao HuoLong, echo in eternity. He could see it now, history looking fondly upon Laughing Dragon, the man who made it all possible. The man who guided a young talent into overthrowing the dog-emperor and his heathen followers, scouring the Mother and her believers from the land. Eagerly chomping at his gag, he stared expectantly at Rain, deferential yet unbroken, respectful yet proud.
 
  
 
 Leaning over him, Rain looked on with disinterest. “Why is this filth still alive?”
 
  
 
 The single sentence crushed all of HuoLong’s hopes and aspirations, crumbling beneath the weight. One whelp answered, a snobby brat in fine silk armour. “Well, I wanted your opinion. After all those innocents died in the Purge, it seems a disservice to allow this one to die easy, but knowing your distaste for torture...” The whelp shrugged. “Up to you how he dies.”
 
  
 
 “I won’t dirty my hands torturing him myself.”
 
  
 
 “You won’t have to. My manservant is a man of many talents. He handled DuGu Ren’s... execution.”
 
  
 
 “I see.” Rain’s haunting amber eyes pierced through HuoLong without a shred of mercy. Kneeling down, he removed the gag and sneered, his anger burning within. An act likely, no mercy for the ‘Defiled’, the boy had to further his own cause and couldn’t bother to save a mere Laughing Dragon. “Because of you, thousands died in horrific manner, which isn’t entirely your fault, but how many died at your hands in a similar manner?”
 
  
 
 “More than I can count,” he replied honestly, unable to muster a shred of defiance. “I’ve been at this for decades, can’t remember them all. Barely remember those from the village I found ye in.”
 
  
 
 “You disgust me, and it pains me we lack the time and tools to properly 'reward' you.” Standing up, Rain turned to the snobby brat. “Have your manservant handle this, but ask him to keep things quiet. The rest of us need to sleep, we’ve a long day ahead. There are more Defiled to be killed and I won’t stop until the Province is cleansed of their filth.”
 
  
 
 His body gone slack, HuoLong allowed himself to be dragged away, ignoring the fevered appeals of the Spirits still trying to convince him to surrender. He was no fool, he knew what followed would merely be death in another form, his transmigration nothing but a ploy to bolster Rain’s reputation. Fuck the Spirits and fuck their cause, at least this way, he would die as Xiao HuoLong, the Laughing Dragon, his own man.
 
  
 
 It would have to be enough.
 
  
 
 As the unremarkable torturer placed a funnel in HuoLong’s mouth and lifted a pot of boiling water, he knew it wouldn’t, letting loose with his first and last scream of the night.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Standing in the hallway, Charok swallowed his fear and calmed his nerves with a slow breath. He knew this wouldn’t be easy, but upon his arrival, he found his legs turned to quivering iron, refusing to budge another step as he imagined all the horrors awaiting him on the other side of the door. With each passing day, the mood at the Wall grew darker as their losses mounted. Although the people living here were hardy folk, well versed in hardship and mourning, few lived through such trying times. From several prominent vantage points, the endless hordes of Defiled could be seen camped outside the walls, a dizzying sight even to a seasoned warrior like Charok. Losing a Major General, four Brigadiers and eleven Colonels in a single night was a bitter pill to swallow, without even mentioning the greatest loss of all.
 
  
 
 Not only the Bridge, but most people living in the province had never known a time without the Unyielding Nian Zu standing guard, watching over them with his famed mace poised to strike down any Defiled who sought to pass. From his single-handed defence of the eastern gate as a lowly Captain, all the way to his desperate bid to retake the outer walls after the former Commander’s gruesome death, the stories of Nian Zu’s prowess quickly became things of legend as his exploits spread through song and poem.
 
  
 
 From lowly servant to rugged veteran, all were disheartened by the noted absence of their invincible guardian. With the remains of his ruined manor sitting in clear view, the people’s faith in their renowned hero waned, most believing him dead or worse. A dark cloud hung over the city as tongues whispered of abandoning the Wall to flee for safety, though where safety might be found was a matter of debate. Jia Yang’s refusal to reassure the masses only fuelled the gossip and if you asked the common man, the Bridge was doomed to fall. Something had to be done, something to shift the tides and lift the spirits, and Charok knew exactly what it was.
 
  
 
 He merely wished someone else would do it in his stead.
 
  
 
 Alas, no one else could, so he wiped away his sweat and gathered his courage before forcing himself to take the last step and confront his Father-in-Law. To Alsantset, Baatar would always be her Papa, the sweet, gentle man who made silly faces and told her bedtime stories as a child, doting on her every whim. To Charok, Baatar would always be the Iron Captain, the stern, disapproving, peerless warrior who had to be emotionally blackmailed into accepting their marriage. No matter, Baatar was a man who respected strength and so long as Charok presented himself with strength, then his argument would be heard.
 
  
 
 Rapping the solid oak door twice, the resulting tap-tap made him wince, sensing the coming criticism for his soft knocking. Feeble and inadequate, unbecoming of a warrior, but knocking again would only be rude, so he stayed his hand and closed his eyes in resignation, waiting for permission before entering. Holding his breath as the seconds dragged on, Charok was left to imagine how everything might go wrong, his last nerve fraying as he struggled to stand in place, the thought of fleeing at the forefront of his mind. No one would know, not even the servants remained now, all sent away to offer privacy in this difficult time. Only the vision of Alsantset’s tired smile kept him here, exhausted from defending a province which considered her little more than chattel if not for her battle prowess. It was ludicrous how she risked her life to defend those ingrates, but when the choice was between having arrogant lunkheads or murderous Defiled as neighbours, it wasn't a difficult choice to make.
 
  
 
 He would never understand her love for battle, but he accepted it as part of her, wishing he could be happy fighting at her side, but the life of a mercenary made him miserable, and she knew it. They decided to try living as her parents did, him staying home while she travelled the world half the year, returning to him in the winter. It wouldn't work, he knew it now, the waiting made him more miserable than any amount of battle ever could.
 
  
 
 Coming back to the present, he realized he’d been waiting for minutes, or near enough. Frowning as he knocked again, this time with a firm thump-thump, he realized his error and prayed he wasn’t interrupting Baatar’s sleep. Horrified, the thought of retreat crossed his mind once more, but it was too late. A weary voice called out, “Come in,” and Charok could do little but comply, sheepishly opening the door despite his earlier plans to come out strong. Already off to a bad start, Charok spied the flash of disappointment on Baatar’s face, quickly hidden by his customary steely neutrality. “Ah, it’s you. Is the girl on her way?”
 
  
 
 “Ah no, it’s uh... just me. Alsantset is at home resting. With the twins.” Don’t stammer, Baatar hates that. “She, ah, she’s exhausted from fighting. Defending the Wall,” he corrected, as if it needed to be clarified. “I brought food.” Make more obvious statements fool. “Rice and meat for you, and ginger chicken soup for Sarnai.”
 
  
 
 Feeling out of sorts, Charok placed the food on the nightstand and took a seat, waiting in silence as Baatar delicately sat Sarnai up, holding her in his arms. With painstaking caution, Baatar blew on the soup before slowly placing a spoonful into her mouth, the image of a dutiful husband caring for his wife. Using the respite to collect himself, Charok studied the fearsome Baatar, only now noticing how worn and subdued the older warrior appeared. Dark rings creased the skin around his eyes with wrinkles sprouting across his forehead overnight. His usual confidence nowhere to be found, Baatar’s desperation hurt to watch as he whispered sweet nothings to his comatose wife. His wolf ears, normally upright and pointed, laid flat against his head as he sat with hunched shoulders and drooping eyes, Baatar looked to have aged a decade in mere days, diminished by his grief.
 
  
 
 The entire scene was so intimate it felt wrong to intrude, and Charok turned away to offer a modicum of privacy. His heart tightening in his chest, he stared out the window and idly wondered how he would fare were he in Baatar’s place. Poorly, he decided. How cruel a trial the Mother laid out for Baatar, to see the love of his life hale and healthy, warm to the touch and breathing as if asleep, yet to be told she would never wake again, the spark inside which made her a person cruelly snuffed out while only her body remained. Here, hope was nothing more than a false promise, luring Baatar deeper into the depths of despair as he cared for a living corpse and prayed for a miracle.
 
  
 
 An unenviable situation.
 
  
 
 “Thank you for the food, but you need not stay.” Baatar’s gruff voice sounded out, snapping Charok out of his reveries. Smoothing out his wife’s blankets, the old warrior continued speaking without a glance. “I’ve no need for a nanny. If the girl is so worried for my health, she can come nag me herself.”
 
  
 
 “She didn’t send me here.” His words were a mistake, Baatar staggering as if physically struck. Sighing, he crumpled into his chair and shook his head, his eyes never leaving his wife. They lapsed into silence once more, minutes passing before Charok finally found the courage to speak again. “Something needs to be done.”
 
  
 
 Another mistake he realized too late as he found himself lifted in the air, Baatar snarling ferociously as his fingers clamped around Charok’s throat. “No one will harm her while I still draws breath. This I swear.”
 
  
 
 The only reply was a strangled gurgle, unable to free himself from Baatar unyielding grip. Realization flashed through Baatar’s ice cold eyes, quickly replaced by panic and remorse as he released Charok none to gently. “My apologies,” he muttered, smoothing out Charok’s clothes. “I lost my head. You weren’t speaking of Sarnai, were you?”
 
  
 
 Sputtering as he massaged his throat, Charok shook his head, face red from exertion and shame. Though it’d been years since he left the Banner, he’d foolishly believed his strength had grown in recent years, his control of Chi improving by leaps and bounds. How foolish a fancy, before Baatar, he was still no different from a child, unable to resist even in the slightest. “I meant about the Wall.” Straightening himself out, he forced himself to look Baatar in the eyes without flinching. “If you’ve given up on defending the province, then you should give the order to retreat.”
 
  
 
 “I’ve not given up.” The snarl was back, the wolf snapping at him even as he collapsed back into his chair, so full of rage and sorrow, a caged beast ready to lash out. “I’d have thought of all people you’d understand. I’ve more important matters to attend to, Sarnai needs me and the Wall will hold in my absence. Even with Jia Yang at the helm, the officers on the Wall have decades of experience serving under Nian Zu. Good men leading good soldiers, they’ll hold no matter what that buffoon does.”
 
  
 
 Understanding dawned on him as he watched Baatar dismiss reality with a wave of his hand. “No one told you? Teng Wei Sheng is dead and with him his entire cadre of officers. Han BoHai’s advice is outright ignored when not ridiculed and his troops placed on reserve so Jia Yang can claim all the glory. The battle is going poorly. In the last day, the Defiled have almost taken the walls thrice and every soldier has been called to action as the Enemy continues their attack, unabated day and night. They seek to waste our strength and overwhelm us before sending in a wave of Demons, dozens of them gathered on the horizon in plain sight, filling the soldiers with despair. Your daughter isn’t at your side because of lack of empathy, but because she is desperately fighting day and night, holding back the tide which threatens to overwhelm us all.”
 
  
 
 Brow furrowed, Baatar slumped even further in his chair as he glanced at his wife, reluctance on display. “Thrice? Are things really so bad? Why has Ghurda not taken things in hand, she is no less able a commander than I.”
 
  
 
 “Ghurda suggested Alsantset order an evacuation, but your daughter is loathe to abandon your post.” Charok refrained from pointing out Baatar abandoned it first, and how unfair it was for him to dump his burdens on her. “Talented though she may be, she isn’t like you, a leader of soldiers. She’s a duellist, a solitary warrior, unused to cooperating with a partner much less coordinating tens of thousands of troops. Yes, you’ve lost a wife, but she lost a mother and yet still she fights. She fights for her father’s honour, not her own, holding your place in your absence, hoping to see your dreams come to fruition. Put an end to your mourning, or at least put it aside for now. You need to take command and be the hero she believes you are.”
 
  
 
 Holding his hand up, Baatar lowered his head, eyes closed in concentration. Belatedly, Charok realized he was Sending to someone, perhaps Ghurda or Alsantset, verifying the situation. After long minutes, he sat up and took Sarnai’s hand again, ignoring Charok in stony silence. Just as he was about to try again, a knock came at the door and a trio of servants streamed in as Baatar rattled off a list of instructions for Sarnai’s care while donning his armour.
 
  
 
 Pride swelling in his chest, Charok followed Baatar out the door and to the stables where their quins sat harnessed and ready. As they rode towards the Wall, they were soon joined by an escort of Sentinels, Alsantset among them, her smile no longer tired and resigned, but radiant and hopeful as she clasped his hand in silent thanks. Their escort swelled in size as Han BoHai joined them, a magnificent sight to behold as Major General Baatar rode through the streets, back straightened and shoulders raised, finally ready to aid in the defence. Though night was upon them, their procession didn’t go unnoticed, many citizens still awake, unable to sleep for fear and trepidation. Muted cheers and subdued optimism greeted them, Baatar’s mere presence inspiring confidence, his recent exploits not lacking when compared to Nian Zu’s early career. Nian Zu’s chosen successor, finally here to save the day.
 
  
 
 The sounds of battle grew clearer as they moved up the stairs, passing a steady stream of dead and wounded flowing down towards the hospices. Baatar’s mere presence kindled their spirits, the soldiers saluting as he passed, their eyes burning with hope and ambition, confident he would lead them to victory. It was his way, a born leader of men, the Iron Commander Baatar.
 
  
 
 As Baatar burst into a meeting room, Charok delighted in Situ Jia Yang’s conflicted gaze, the stubborn fool unsure whether to laugh or cry. Fortunately, Jia Yang knew the situation was desperate and settled for a simple reproach while accepting aid. “How fortuitous, the Bloody-Fanged Wolf has finally deigned to grace us with his presence. You are appraised of the situation I gather? Suggestions?”
 
  
 
 Drawing himself up, Baatar appeared every speck the hero Alsantset made him out to be, resplendent in his silver and black armour. “As Commander of the Wall, heed my order: sound the retreat. Evacuate the citizens.”
 
  
 
 Silence fell upon the room, not a single person in earshot daring to draw breath.
 
  
 
 Perhaps, Charok mused as he watched despair threaten to overcome his wife, it would have been better to let sleeping dogs lie.
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 Startled by a resounding crash, Chu Tongzu jolted from his sleep, the ingrained reaction rewarded with a jabbing pain in his side. Drawing a sharp breath, he muttered a string of curses for the ignorant fool who dared disturb his slumber. What a pleasant, peaceful sleep, something he’d had precious little of late. Gingerly holding his abdomen, he waited for the pain to subside with half a mind to call his guards and have them find the noisy offender. Feeling magnanimous from the warmth of his bed, he let the matter drop and shifted to his side. Lifting the blankets, he let loose with a thunderous fart, greatly easing his discomfort and bringing a smile to his face as he chuckled at his prowess. With a smack of his lips, he lightly fanned the blankets while sinking deep into his pillows, allowing the sirens song of slumber to pull him back into its warm embrace.
 
  
 
 “Beggin’ your pardon Magistrate, what with this being your room and all, but the least you could do is warn a man. Scared me something fierce.”
 
  
 
 For several seconds, Tongzu ignored the smooth, baritone voice, attributing it to nothing more than an oncoming dream. Then, for the second time in minutes, he jolted up in alarm, this time with pillow in hand, ready to defend himself against the unwelcome intruder. Standing at the foot of his bed, a hulking giant sheepishly scratched his dark, unruly beard, facing the wall with his back to Tongzu. “Who are you to intrude upon Magistrate Chu Tongzu? Such audacity, your head will roll for this.”
 
  
 
 The giant turned around and offered a military salute, weathering Tongzu’s Aura without effort. “Names Vichear. Good to meet you Magistrate. Sorry for alarming you, don’t you mind me. I shouldn’t have said anything, I’m just here to keep the Wraiths away. You go on back to sleep now, you’ll not hear another peep out of Old Vichy.” With a wink, the giant resumed his vigil, back turned with sword and shield in hand.
 
  
 
 The giant was the most polite assassin Tongzu had ever encountered, though he was starting to suspect he’d misread the situation. Tossing the pillow aside and regretting how ridiculous he must have looked, he smoothed out his robes and slipped out of bed, gingerly stepping towards the weapon rack where his maul sat waiting. Although this Vichear showed no signs of aggression, it never hurt to be cautious. With Stoneshaper close by, he felt more prepared to handle the massive giant, clasping his hands behind him as he stood by the window. Though his room showed signs of battle and bloodshed, he put those out of mind and studied his self-proclaimed guard.
 
  
 
 By the Mother, the man was imposing. Tonzgu was a man of impressive stature, but this Vichear dwarfed him in both height and girth, a solid mass of muscle from head to toe, girdled in black leather armour. Even at his best, Tongzu would be loath to fight the man head on. “So you’re one of my soldiers?” Impossible, he would remember a man like this. “I never knew I had such an impressive warrior in my ranks. Which unit do you hail from?”
 
  
 
 Turning back with a grin, Vichear seemed to have noticed Tongzu’s obvious attempt to probe for information. “Not one of your soldiers Magistrate, you know as much. I served out of Feng Huang at one time, made my way up to Major until I lost most of my command to Defiled around Shen Huo. The army tossed me out on my ass, but Lieutenant General Akanai took me in, so I ride with the Bekhai now.”
 
  
 
 The Bekhai again. Try as he might, Tongzu couldn’t see why those barbarians were held in such high esteem by some. True, their youths were talented, but from what he’d seen of Warrant Officers Falling Rain and Huushal, they were hunting dogs at best. Lacking subtlety and common sense, they’d run roughshod through his city, upsetting the delicate balance with all the grace of a rampaging bull. Leaving corpses in the streets to clog his canals, barricading his own building and refusing him entry, those brats gave no face. Skill was one thing, but no man could be an island, and the Bekhai made few friends with their outright defiance of the Society.
 
  
 
 Scoffing, he shook his head. “There has to be more to your story, the Army does not toss' aside talents like yourself for a single defeat. At most, you’d have been relegated to duties outside of command. Did you upset someone in power?”
 
  
 
 Vichear’s grin faded, replaced by a grim resignation. “Right you are Magistrate. When I joined the army as a boy, they insisted on a thirty year contract. Wouldn’t take me in otherwise, too much effort to train, they said. What else is a starving half-beast to do? I served for twenty-eight years, held rank three, and was looking forward to life outside the Army. Travel the world, find myself a wife, maybe kids and whatnot, but the Mother had different plans for me. The same Defiled who killed my soldiers also broke me back, and the Army offered me two choices. Spend the rest of my life as a cripple or a soldier, no two ways about it.”
 
  
 
 Looking the giant up and down, Tongzu remarked, “You seem to have recovered. I would assume the Herald offered you the same, healing in return for service. Why take up with them and not the Army?”
 
  
 
 “True enough except for the order. Lieutenant General Akanai had me healed first, then made her offer, the proper way to do things I say.” Tapping himself on the chest, Vichear’s melancholy was plain to see. “Twenty-eight years of life Old Vichy gave the Empire, and they treated me like an honourless vagrant begging for handouts. It ain’t proper. I served with honour, and when I needed aid, they wanted to make me a slave. Costs and benefits, with no place for honour.”
 
  
 
 Sympathizing with Vichear’s concerns, Tongzu nodded in spite of himself. “I was a soldier myself, lost many a comrade in battle, but that’s to be expected. Worse was watching the injured survivors mistreated, but that’s what happens when you have scroll-shuffling scribes deciding the fate of good fighting men. They can’t see past their abacus, every soldier little more than numbers scrawled on a page.”
 
  
 
 “Right you are again.” After a small pause, Vichear’s grin returned in full force and Tongzu couldn’t help but smile with him. “Still, things worked out for the best. My oath is lax, I fight only when I want or need to. The Bekhai are a pleasure to serve with and the job came with a nice little home in the sticks to call my own, something worth dying for. I still miss the city sometimes and the Bekhai have no proper opera or theatre, but the wilderness has a certain beauty and poetry to it, no doubt about it.”
 
  
 
 “Glad to hear it.” At least the savage tribesmen had honour, if not sense. Healing was an expensive prospect to gamble on, and they didn’t seem to properly attend to the giant’s needs. Perhaps Vichear could be won back with coin and women, Sanshu was dearly lacking in talents. Another crash sounded in the distance, and Tongzu turned to look out the window, searching for the culprit who dared continue to disturb the peace. “What’s going on out there?”
 
  
 
 “Well,” Vichear drawled, “I suppose it would be the Defiled.” Tongzu stared at Vichear, blinking rapidly. “Or more accurately,” the giant continued, “It’d be your catapults launching stones at the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Heart lurching in his chest, Tongzu stared out at the walls as his memory returned, gaping at the western wall while imagining the south-western gate, where the battle would be fiercest. A Defiled army, the barbarian Senior Captain, it was all coming back to him. Surging into action, he grasped Stoneshaper in hand and rushed for the door, desperate to defend his city. Vichear intercepted him with hands raised, shaking his head. “Apologies Magistrate, but I don’t think this is a good idea.”
 
  
 
 Brandishing Stoneshaper, Tongzu glared at the giant, ready to strike him down. “Oh, are you my guard or warden? Am I a prisoner in my own home now? My injuries be damned, the city needs me and I will not shirk my duties.”
 
  
 
 “Er... no, you’re free to go as you please. You’re the bleeding Magistrate, I’m just saying you shouldn’t march into battle wearing your night-clothes.” Vichear’s grin bordered on insolence. “Bad for morale and whatnot, showing up in a floppy shirt with your sausage and eggs poking out.”
 
  
 
 After hurriedly donning his armour, Tongzu rode with all haste to the gate, ignoring the pain as he jostled from horseback. Following him were a handful of roosequin-mounted Bekhai led by Vichear, an affront now that he thought about it. Why were Sanshu soldiers not defending their Magistrate, the honour left to outsider barbarians? To make matters worse, Vichear made for a ridiculous sight, his enormous girth perched atop a roosequin no larger than a pony. His skill with Lightening must be phenomenal for the creature to run so effortlessly under so great a burden, its bared teeth and musky scent causing Tongzu’s horse to shy away.
 
  
 
 Still, the beast could run, so he put aside the spectacle to concentrate on the matter at hand, defending his city. With luck, Sovanna would have the plaza fortified with barricades to hold the Defiled back. It wasn’t an ideal situation, defending three fronts in such a small area with no way for each barricade to directly support the others, but it was the best choice given the circumstances. As he approached the gate, he found the winding streets empty of servants and civilians, his soldiers and guards scattered about further back into the city than he would like. Every spare soldier would be needed to hold back the Defiled and only a modicum of trust in his interim Guard Captain kept him from ordering every warrior he passed to make for the plaza. Perhaps she had a plan in mind and he was only seeing a small part.
 
  
 
 To his enormous relief, Tongzu found the plaza well defended with a makeshift wooden wall in place, his soldiers saluting as he arrived. From the city walls proper, a catapult creaked into action as it loosed a stone, the projectile arcing through the air to crash into the plaza. Things weren’t so far gone then, with no assault on the barricade yet, so perhaps there was time to save the day.
 
  
 
 Leaving Vichear behind, he made his way to the military barracks, the same building from which he’d planned his disastrous assault on the gates. Marching into his office, he found Sovanna standing at the window beside a bald tribesman. Disturbingly, the tribesman stood in front with Sovanna looking out over his shoulder, an unequal partnership at a glance. Well, the woman couldn’t be faulted, she was new to command, but this could not stand. Noticing his arrival far too late, she cast him a worried glance while saluting, taking in his puffing chest and reddened skin. “Greetings Magistrate. Ye shouldn’t have come, the healer said ye were to rest in bed, snug and sound.”
 
  
 
 “This minor injury isn’t enough to stop me when my city is in danger.” Waving away her concerns, he concentrated on the Bekhai tribesman, Gerel if he remembered correctly. The name brought several rumours to mind, but he dismissed them out of hand. Too slow to salute, as if it were an afterthought rather than obligation, the tribesman stood arrow-straight, showing no intention to kneel or even bow. How arrogant. Nondescript, slim and sturdy, armed with sword, longbow, and glaive, he seemed utterly unimpressive, which was being generous. Dressed in his unadorned black leather armour, with nothing to denote him as the unparalleled warrior the rumours spoke of, he could easily be mistaken for a common mercenary.
 
  
 
 No flair for pageantry these barbarians, indifferent as to their appearance. A hero must look suitably valiant, inspiring those around them on the field of battle to draw the Enemy towards them. Such was the burden of command, to risk life and injury to ease the pressure from the common soldier. Then again, the man might be one to hide among his soldiers to strike unseen, the secret to his staggering kill tally.
 
  
 
 How disappointing.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to sneer, Tongzu spoke, stressing the other man’s rank. “So Senior Captain Gerel, it seems my city’s safety rests in your hands.”
 
  
 
 In a show of outright impudence, the tribesman merely nodded, as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. “I’ll do my best to keep it safe. Major Yuzhen is on her way with well over ten-thousand elite cavalry, likely arriving in a day or two. Then we can cut loose and show our hand.” With that said, the arrogant tribesman ended the conversation and turned back to the window, glancing out at the Defiled marching in through the open gates, jeering as they made their way up the avenue to link up with the bandits holding his gates.
 
  
 
 Unable to hold back his anger, Tongzu moved forward and shouldered Gerel aside, taking the vantage point. “Well, you have my thanks for your efforts while I slept, but I am awake now. You may go. Sovanna, a review of our defences and troop count if you please, and ready the troops for an attack. I’ll not stand idle while this filth strides into my city without a care. Mark my words, they will bleed for every step taken inside Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 “That would be a mistake.” Gerel’s voice sounded from beside him, the obstinate man refusing to leave gracefully. “Here, in this plaza, they hold the advantage. If we attack now, it will only work in their favour.”
 
  
 
 “Then what would you have me do, Senior Captain Gerel?” This time, his sneer came in full effect. “You think your flimsy wooden barricade will hold them back? You’ll be burned out in minutes, at least you could have built a wall of stone!”
 
  
 
 “The barricade will fall within the hour. They have a fire-manipulator among their ranks, but with a big enough fire, the Defiled will be forced to wait until it dies.” Gerel answered without hesitation, his gaze locked with Tongzu’s. “The plaza’s design forces us to distribute the soldiers evenly between three fronts, with a travel time of five minutes to reinforce one another. A feature meant to protect the gates, but it works against us now. The Defiled are free to decide which side to attack while holding the high ground, a disastrous combination.”
 
  
 
 At least the man had a grasp of basic tactics, though five minutes travel time was overly optimistic. “Then what do you hope to do? We cannot hold, we cannot fight, am I to let them run roughshod through my city unhindered?”
 
  
 
 “Yes and no.” The tribesman shrugged, gesturing to the map which sat on Tongzu’s table. “The fight here is not to our advantage, so we only defend it with a token force. Sanshu’s walls and gates are expertly designed, but the city proper is a sprawl of roundabout streets and alleys separated by man-made streams and villa walls. Plenty of places to mount a proper defence or lead them into ambush.”
 
  
 
 Tongzu snorted with disdain. “There is no area large enough to accommodate my army aside from the plaza. It would be impossible to attack in sufficient numbers.”
 
  
 
 A wolfish look came over Gerel, a smile without smiling. “Exactly. The same goes for the Defiled, and seeing as we’re outnumbered when it comes to quality soldiers, this works to our advantage. We'll rend and tear them slowly until nothing remains.” Pointing at the map, Gerel marked the major passages out of the south-western district. “The passages through the outer wall have been closed off, so these five bridges are now the only path into the rest of the city, aside from swimming through the ponds or canals. At your Guard Captain’s suggestion, we lifted the sluice gates and flooded the canals, using bloody bait to lure in hordes of carnivorous fish. The majority of the soldiers are positioned to guard the bridges, and should the worst come to pass, they have orders to destroy the bridge. By doing so, we contain the Defiled to the south-western district. It took a little diplomacy to roust the inhabitants, but Guard Captain Sovanna is a... persuasive woman. I only had to kill two people before the rest fell into line.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Dreading the fallout from his ‘diplomacy’, Tongzu decided to deal with it after the battle. For all he knew, they’d all be dead and he’d be spared having to eat crow and apologize. Instead, he studied the plan as Gerel continued to elaborate, but though he looked long and hard, he found no obvious flaws. Still, he disagreed wholeheartedly with the strategy, interrupting Gerel mid-explanation. “Your proposal would have me give up an eighth of my city to the Defiled without a fight. Then what? Pray for deliverance? Even after Major Yuzhen arrives, we’ll have no ground from which to mount a charge. What good is cavalry without their mounts? Am I to keep them there and starve them out?”
 
  
 
 The wolfish grin seemed to stretch even though Gerel’s lips remained pursed and neutral, the air growing cold and still. “All the Major needs to do is keep the Defiled from leaving through the gate. You want to make them bleed for stepping into your city, but my claim supersedes yours.” Leaning forward, Gerel’s amber eyes promised wanton violence and slaughter, forcing Tongzu to instantly revise his opinion of the man. A dangerous warrior, he’d rather be matched against a dozen Vichears than cross weapons with Gerel. “You look down on a mere Senior Captain and I cannot begrudge you this. Rank holds no allure for me, only battle, but now I have reason to seek it, a promise to keep. Karma has been sown and these Defiled cropped up almost instantly, their lives a gift laid out before me. Do not interfere in my moment of glory. Sanshu is full of danger and your death would mar my victory.”
 
  
 
 Repressing his shudders, Tongzu stared blankly as Gerel strode out of the room, unable to formulate a reply until the man was out of sight. Blinking at Sovanna, he asked, “Did he just threaten me?”
 
  
 
 “That he did.” Sovanna nodded, bringing a cushioned chair to the window, which he gratefully collapsed in. “An intense sort, I swear if he had a tail he’d be wagging it nonstop right now. Happy as a fox in the hen-house he is, a born killer if I’d ever seen one. Don’t be too cross with him though, he saved yer life last night.” She shivered dramatically, perhaps to ease his guilt over doing the same. “Mark me, but I’m glad he’s on our side, not a man I’d like to cross. The servants say he came in through the window and tore a Wraith’s arm clean off before it even knew what hit him. Killed five in total and walked out of yer room like he’d been swimming in blood.”
 
  
 
 From his vantage point, he absently watched as Gerel rode off with Vichear and the other Bekhai. Private First Class Gerel, the unknown, unranked, warrior who, at twenty-seven years of age, took the world by storm when he claimed eleven certified Demon kills in a week, and his numbers continued to rise. Those who saw him claimed he cut Demon and Defiled down like a farmer harvesting wheat, earning him the Name of ‘Demon Reaper’.
 
  
 
 Whether it meant ‘Reaper of Demons’, or ‘Demon who Reaps’ was still a matter of debate.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 192 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 It’s been a long time since I’ve slept alone.
 
  
 
 I’m not sure I like it.
 
  
 
 There’s a wrongness in the world. No twins to cuddle, no pets to invade my space, no friends to share warmth or brother to chat with, I’m left to pass the night in solitude for the first time in months, if not years. With nothing to distract me and only my breathing to fill the silence, all my errant, unwanted thoughts flood through my mind, demanding attention as I lay in the darkness, so reminiscent of my time spent in the void.
 
  
 
 Time. The mere mention sends me off on a tangent, reviewing the ravings of a half-mad mind. Five days spent in nothingness was enough to drive me loopy, yet Baledagh spent years drifting in and out of it, only catching brief glimpses of me living out his life. Even now, he still believes we’re the same person, twin spirits in a single body, though the truth is far more insidious. I’m nothing more than a parasite, stealing control away and leaving him in the darkness. I didn’t mean to, but what use are kind intentions?
 
  
 
 I can’t even honestly say I acted in his best interests. Was it wrong for me to hide the truth from him? Would it have changed anything? If I’d sat him down and explained everything, would he be in this situation now, having given up on everything? No, he’s a warrior, he’d fight and struggle until the end. The only reason he gave up, the only reason he hides away in his fantasies, is because he knows the only way to ever have his own life is to kill me. I didn’t tell him because I was selfish, because I knew he’d fight me and win, take control while leaving me in his place or worse. Since his awakening, all he wanted to do was help us stay alive, while all I wanted was to be rid of him. Because of me, he threw away this life which should be his, leaving me alone to wallow in my guilt.
 
  
 
 I should be more careful with what I wish for.
 
  
 
 Blinking away the tears, it takes little more than a thought to glimpse into his dream world, to see him smile and laugh with his family. His world is so real and consistent it fills me with a twisted sense of pride. My little brother, so confident and self-assured, unlike me he knows exactly what he wants and his dreams reflect it. No sudden shifts or changes for him, his world is real as any. All he lacks is the chance to achieve his dream, because I’m here in the real world, hogging the limelight and making a mess of things. Maybe his life would have turned out exactly as he imagines it if but for a single change. What did he do all those years before I arrived? Who raised him until the age of twelve? He doesn’t remember, but I’d do anything to make his current dreams a reality.
 
  
 
 Even at the cost of my existence. Hell, I've had my chance at life. He deserves his.
 
  
 
 Abandoning my efforts to sleep, I dress and arm myself before leaving in search of distraction, planning to train until exhaustion. Unlike me however, the soldiers of the camp are fast asleep, aside from those busy with sentry duty, and it takes some effort to find a quiet area to practice. Not to be ungrateful or anything, but a small part of me wishes Mila and Huu had come, but I understand why they didn’t. The quins can’t keep pace with horses going full throttle, though the cost is steep. We can’t push the animals too much for the next two days, and since I was brought almost a hundred kilometres in the opposite direction, it’s likely by the time we arrive, the battle for Sanshu will have been won or lost. For the sake of rescuing me, Fung, Zian, Dastan and BoShui likely threw away their chance to be heroes of the Empire and take part in defending against a Defiled insurrection.
 
  
 
 A ‘thank you’ doesn’t seem enough to cover it.
 
  
 
 In the darkness of night, my eyes spot a small flame in the distance, on a hilltop a short walk from camp. Moving quietly through the shadows, I slip unseen past the tired sentries and head towards the light, more out of curiosity than concern. In a few short minutes, I slip past another group of guards and hide in the shadows at the edge of a clearing, staring at the source of the light, a small brazier illuminating the night. Within the small ring of trees, Han BoShui kneels in silent vigil, his lip swollen and eye bruised, holding an unlit torch across his knees. Blinking away his tears, he seems lost in thought as he stares at the Shrike- no, at Han BoLao, his cousin, resting atop her funeral pyre, hands clasped and eyes closed as if she were merely sleeping.
 
  
 
 A sorrowful sight, it reminds me of Baledagh’s silent vigil for Ai-Qing, the entire affair so intimate it seems wrong to intrude. As I turn to leave, BoShui’s choked words sound out behind me. “Please, come out and pay your respects. Though I’d like to send her remains back to Uncle, the circumstances force me to act otherwise.”
 
  
 
 Freezing in place, the seconds tick by while I pray he’s talking to someone else, but I’m never lucky. I guess either my sneaking no jutsu isn’t up to par or he has a hidden expert guarding him, not that it matters. Clearing my throat, I step into the clearing and make my way to the pyre, kneeling with head bowed at BoShui’s side while resisting the urge to look at him.
 
  
 
 I should have stayed in my tent.
 
  
 
 Minutes pass in heavy silence as we kneel side by side before BoShui speaks again, his voice wracked with grief. “We grew up together you know? Born almost a decade apart, but as children, we were inseparable, closer to her than my siblings. My earliest memory is of snuggling in her arms as she read aloud. She smelled like lilacs and wore a purple robe embroidered with the sun and moon, but for all my efforts, I can’t remember what story she read me. Memory is a strange thing, isn’t it?”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, he continues to speak, his misery pouring out of him once he’d found release. “Our time together lasted until I was ten years old. She was eighteen then, so busy with her studies but she always found time for me. She’d steal me away for rides on her horse or bring me to the market and buy me sweets, with a kind word and radiant smile for everyone she met. When I found out Uncle BoHai was being banished to the Wall and bringing her with him, I cried and cried. Father was lecturing Uncle in front of everyone for letting a ‘minor dispute’ get so out of hand. It was the first time and only time I disagreed with him in public. I said, ‘Uncle Bohai was just taking revenge for Aunty’. The words of a naive child.”
 
  
 
 BoShui scoffs and shakes his head, a mocking tone to his words. “Father had me beaten, nothing overboard, just a few light strikes on the rump, but at the time, it seemed like such an injustice. Later, in private, mother explained how it was all for the Clan. Uncle should have swallowed his pride and suffered in silence, because in doing so, the Clan would prosper. The Clan first, family second, this was always the way. I didn’t understand because I thought the Clan was supposed to be family, but I nodded along and made my apologies. If I hadn’t, they wouldn’t have let me say goodbye to BoLao.”
 
  
 
 Clenching his hands, his shoulders tremble as he continues to vent, his anger growing. “I was fifteen when I learned the truth, and in my rage, I wrote a letter to my Uncle, asking if he would accept me as disciple. When the reply came, I brought it to Father and the sheer disappointment in his eyes almost made me laugh. He had the nerve to ask why I was ‘abandoning my Clan and family’. A hypocrite, speaking without guilt as if he’d not orchestrated a plot to have his own brother tossed aside, just to become Patriarch. After much pleading, Father washed his hands of me and let me do as I pleased. He told me I had plenty of more talented and more appreciative siblings to take my place.”
 
  
 
 A small smile crosses his face, his body relaxing as his memories arrive at happier times. “I didn’t care. I was finally free of the Clan and reunited with BoLao. What a wonderful reunion it’d been, our family together once again.” His face fell and hands clenched once again, his voice filled with scorn. “Only for a few years before her Master took her away. To the world, she became the Shrike, the Sanguine Priestess, the executioner of the Purge. They called her a mad dog and cursed her name, shivering at the thought of drawing her attentions. Every time I heard news of the Shrike, I couldn’t reconcile the tales with the memory of my sweet cousin. When I heard we were to meet again, I was prepared to find a raving madwoman, yet she arrived seemingly unchanged, smiling beautifully without a care in the world as she took me into her arms. I was her cousin, her family, and she was so happy to see me, even after I abandoned her to that monster.”
 
  
 
 With a shuddering sigh, BoShui stands and draws his sword while I remain on my knees. Staring into his eyes, I see the tortured soul within, wresting with guilt and rage over the loss of his cousin, a feeling I know all too well. “My clan will disavow her and the world will call her a madwoman, but she was my family and I must know. Was she wrong? Answer me Falling Rain, are you Defiled?”
 
  
 
 Well fuck.
 
  
 
 I don’t want to outright lie to him, but I can’t admit the truth. Closing my eyes, I collect my thoughts before turning to the pyre, leaving BoShui standing at my side. “You know, everyone was warning me to tread lightly around her, but my first impression of her was of someone who’d been misunderstood. I thought she followed her beliefs and suffered for them, with rumours and hearsay exaggerating events. Even though I disagreed with her actions, I sympathized in my own way, which I think is why I was so adamant about changing her view on the Purge.”
 
  
 
 “You haven’t answered my question.”
 
  
 
 Regretting my decision to leave a bereaved swordsman out of sight, I approach the pyre while BoShui follows closely behind. She looks so peaceful and happy, I almost envy her. “I wasn’t wrong. She was misunderstood and she truly believed the Purge was necessary for one simple reason: she needed to believe. Without her faith to shoulder her burdens, she was left with nothing but years spent as a torturer, her hands covered in the blood of innocents. Laughing Dragon offered a chance for redemption and she couldn’t help but grasp at it, a woman drowning in her guilt.” Placing my palms together, I close my eyes and bow. “I pray the Mother takes you in her arms and grants you mercy, Han BoLao. Your suffering is at an end. Rest in peace.”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, I step back and wait as BoShui sobs in silence, his sword point first in the dirt. Long minutes pass before he recovers, clutching his cousin's hand as he whispered his farewells under the starry night sky, the moon hidden in the vast darkness. Tossing the torch on the pyre, we stand side by side as it ignites, watching the flames cleanse away the remains of Han BoLao. No matter what crimes she committed or what the world might say of her, she was his cousin, she was loved, and she will be missed.
 
  
 
 That’s something, I suppose.
 
  
 
 Seeing BoShui mourn his loss puts a new spin on things for me. As a detached third-party, I empathize with him, but once I leave, my life will move on, unchanged from before. That’s not true for BoShui. Because of how much he loved her, her loss will cling to him for months, if not years, a private burden to carry. It’s almost too depressing to think about, to know how our greatest joys will someday become our greatest sorrows. Perhaps life would be easier without any attachments.
 
  
 
 For example, if I hadn’t gotten so attached to Baledagh, I wouldn’t care if he disappeared or stayed in his dreams forever. Logically speaking, leaving him be would make things so much easier. Who wants to share a life? By all rights, I should thank him for stepping back, for allowing me to be Falling Rain without the burden of guilt. He gave up, passed the torch so to speak, and who am I to argue against his decision?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...You tricky mother fuckers.
 
  
 
 The curtains in my mind come crashing down and the world is right once more. I’m his brother, that’s who. Maybe not by birth but close enough.
 
  
 
 This world is savage and unforgiving, but I am who I am: a child of two worlds inhabiting a body with two minds.
 
  
 
 No matter how absurd it might seem, I must remain true to myself. I stole this body, plain and simple, so I need to make things right. I’ll give Baledagh a kick in the pants and get him back on track. He’ll be Falling Rain and I’ll be me, only in another body. Maybe something with bear arms or rocket cannons, who knows. Demon’s don’t always inhabit people or beasts, so there must be a way to craft myself a body. Fuck the Spectres, they have no power over me.
 
  
 
 The Spectres wail over their abject failure as I close them off from my mind, yet remain wary of their meddling. They gave me exactly what I wanted, or at least let me think I did. I had my brother back, my body in full control, and their influence ‘gone’. Hiding themselves in plain sight, their insidious whispers sank deep into my mind, hoping to guide my actions through guile and deceit. After enough darkness covered my soul, they’d reveal everything and force me to see the truth, dropping me into a pit of despair. What would happen if I gave up as well? Would Baledagh emerge, or would the Demons take over?
 
  
 
 They care for nothing but pain and suffering, feeding on it, growing strong from it, and I cannot allow this to continue. I need to figure out how to truly be rid of them, but until I do, I need to be cautious and carefully examine every one of my actions. I know what I need to do.
 
  
 
 The pyre burns down to nothingness before BoShui ends his vigil and we return to camp together. Parting ways, I head towards to the other side of camp, to a small tent tucked away in a corner so not as to disturb anyone. The guards make no action to stop me, the tent flap held aside to reveal Laughing Dragon, his flesh and organs laid bare while he still drew breath. His pleading eyes stare desperately from behind what remains of his eyelids, his ruined throat issuing indistinguishable groans. His peeled skin threatens to fall right off his body as he shudders and squirms, fighting to free himself from his restraints. At his side, Fung’s nondescript torturer Fu Zhu Li stands with blade in hand, his clothes spotless as he greets me with a bow. “Warrant Officer Rain,” he drones in his bland, monotonous voice. “This one is honoured by your presence. Are you here to watch the proceedings or take part?”
 
  
 
 “Neither.” Ignoring him, I speak to Laughing Dragon. “By your own account, you’ve tortured and tormented countless people. What you suffer now is only a fraction of the suffering you’ve administered to others, without mercy or compassion. Many would believe your torture to be a balancing of scales, a justice of sorts. But,” I add, “I disagree. I realized something. Your suffering or mine, it matters not to the Father, so long as someone is suffering.”
 
  
 
 Laughing Dragon’s eyes widen as his frantically nods, his grunts and moans seeming to agree with me. He understands, he knows the Spectres want death and destruction, no matter the cost. Human nature makes their jobs easy, but I’ll fight it wherever I can. Peace sings as it cuts through the air and slices through flesh and bone, decapitating the Defiled Warrior in a single slash, blood spraying across my face as relief splashes across his. With a flick of the blade, I return Peace to its sheath and stand, lost in thought.
 
  
 
 “Water and a towel, young hero.” Taking my actions in stride, Fu Zhu Li presents me with a wash basin, his head still bowed. Taking the proffered cloth, I absently wipe away Laughing Dragon’s blood, wondering how the torturer feels about my actions. Sensing my thoughts, Zhu Li quirks his lips in a half-smile. “Worry not young hero. So long as you are true to the young master, this servant holds no grudges. These skills were learned out of necessity, not pleasure.”
 
  
 
 At a loss for words, I merely nod and thank him for the towel. Somehow, that sours his smile, disapproving of my actions. Storming in to interrupt his work earns me a smile, but thanking him is frown-worthy. I’ll never understand the people here. Marching out of the tent, I find myself walking upright, head held high despite my weariness, a weight lifted from my shoulders. Who cares about doing things the easy way. I’ve never been one to shirk from a challenge. Everything will work out, I’ll figure something out as I go. I mean, I’ve been doing that since the second I got here, and I’m still breathing, so I must be doing something right.
 
  
 
 The moment my head touches the pillow, my worries melt away as I fall into blissful, guilt-free slumber.
 
 
Chapter Meme
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 The rising sun set the world awash in an orange-red glow as far as the eye could see. A beautiful sight to behold, as if the world were aflame, Gen basked in its glory while running towards his destiny, using the journey to reflect on the past few weeks. Though his muscles ached and lungs burned from running for days on end, he felt more awake and lucid than ever before. Since opening his mind to the truth, he’d found life filled with one pleasant surprise after another, aching to discover more hidden pleasures and unknown joys.
 
  
 
 Freed from the stifling constraints of Balance, he’d indulged his every whim. Feasting, fucking, and fighting, he’d revelled in his newfound liberation for days, falling to debauchery and depravity at a moments notice. Finding Vithar and his northern kin had been a boon from the heavens, their mysterious friend speaking through Bei and convincing the barbarian to join with them. True Enlightened, these north-men were hardy folk and their Devotions were inspired, opening a whole new world for Gen to enjoy.
 
  
 
 Oh how wonderful those few days had been, but now there was work to be done. Gen wasn’t a selfish man, quite the opposite in fact, he hoped to share his bounty with the world at large and free the masses from their miserable existences. In less than a month, he’d travelled further than anyone in three generations of his family, all without leaving the Sanshu region. How wonderful if everyone could share in the pleasures so readily available, like the simple act of moving through the wilderness without fear for their safety. His vigorous boat ride on Western Treasures Lake gave him time to bond with Laughing Dragon, brothers in all but blood now, though the former bandit was still sour over  his loss of leadership. Exploring the island fortress held by the Butcher Bay Bandits was a dream come true, meeting the people behind the names he'd so come to fear. Greeted by the Red Devil himself, Gen soon found himself shaking hands with the likes of Black Heart Nazier, Hideous Helvend, Viper Pang and more, all legends in their own right.
 
  
 
 After a few days of celebrating, for the first time in his life, he’d left the lake behind and journeyed into the world with his comrades at his side. Travelling out of the verdant forests and into the rolling hills of the Golden Highlands, their towering majesty filled him with awe. Now, he ran across the vast plains and flat roads of Sanshu, able to see for kilometres in every direction, the world ever changing around him.
 
  
 
 This was true freedom, the was what it meant to be alive. Such a pitiful existence he’d led before, too embarrassing to even think about. Crawling through the dark forests while scanning every shadow, terrified of what lay within yet still praying the heavens would provide a hare or duck on which to feast on. Then there were the days when he returned in failure, forced to grub through sand and dirt for clams and roots, wary of the churning white waters and never daring to dive too far beneath them. After that, he'd come home to a ramshackle hut in a shabby village, dreaming of mediocrity and subsistence, of lording over those even less fortunate than he, such was his life.
 
  
 
 No more. No, Gen was reborn, purified in the flames, reforged as a warrior. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe himself unparalleled, in fact, among his new comrades, his strength ranked closer to the end than the middle, trailing far behind Yo Ling’s elites not to mention Vithar and his mounted Enlightened. After being welcomed by the Butchers, Gen spent some time sparring and training under Yo Ling’s watchful eye, his skills growing with every encounter and the older bandit's well-worded advice, but all his efforts only taught him there was still much to learn.
 
  
 
 There was no time for leisurely training, no the world ached for liberation and Gen would train in true battle. Reunited with Bei once more, he fought against the soldiers of the Mongrel Emperor alongside the Bandits, Vithar's tribesmen, and a steady stream of Enlightened who joined them from the surrounding areas. So many of them, some gathered by Bei while others following the Spirit's clarion call to battle, man, woman and child alike. These were his people, his kin, former peasants who’d seen the light. Dissatisfied with the status quo, they shared his desire for chaos and destruction. Sick of persecution, they joined him in his quest to spread the truth, looking to him for leadership, a young man much like themselves, yet stood shoulder to shoulder with giants. Soon, the world would come to learn Balance was a lie and the Heavens helped those who helped themselves. Then, even more would find Enlightenment and join the cause.
 
  
 
 As morning turned to afternoon, he caught his first glimpse of Sanshu in the distance. So far away yet still visible, the towering sandstone walls seemed sturdy as the mountains themselves, eternal and impenetrable. Smooth and rounded, they seemed to reach into the clouds themselves, displaying a multitude of colourful pennants and banners flapping in the wind. A man-made marvel, the walls offered its inhabitants a safety and security he’d never known, filling him with rage at the inequality of it all. But for a quirk of fate, those people were given succour and comfort while he’d lived like a dog in the wilds, a grave injustice he would set right. Together with his Enlightened, they would tear down those walls and raze the city to the ground, freeing its inhabitants from the shackles of mediocrity.
 
  
 
 First Sanshu, then the Province, then the world.
 
  
 
 Even though he was filled with disdain, his heart swelled with pride as he approached the city several hours later. With Bei at his side, the milling mass of warriors waited to be let in, ignoring the odd stone or arrow arcing from the walls. His beautiful wife caught the eye of every man and woman around them, but he paid it no heed. She was a good wife, loyal and subservient, and instead of giving in to his jealousy, he turned his attentions to the gates of Sanshu. The heavy double-doors stood open, each one at least six wagons wide and taller than a dozen men stacked together, yet still there wasn’t enough room for all his comrades to enter in short order. Made entirely of a reddish-brown metal, it sported innumerable carvings etched into its surface, battles of man and beast depicted in shockingly lifelike detail. Such flagrant excess, even a simple door was made so beautifully, he ached to smash it into scrap where it stood.
 
  
 
 Patience, there was an order to the chaos, a carefully crafted plan which must be followed. Enter the city and strike at the soft underbelly, then the walls and doors could be ground to dust at his leisure.
 
  
 
 Bei’s arm wrapped around his shoulders, drawing him into her embrace. The world changed around him as he found himself several steps back, watching a stone larger than himself crash into the area he’d only just occupied. As the stone rolled to a stop, crushing all in its wake, his people took the deaths in stride, a few kneeling to pick up some of the pulped flesh, replenishing their strength from the arduous journey. No matter, these losses would be repaid in full and the entire city put through trial and tribulation in a matter of hours. Then, he would be free to burn and purify as he pleased, seeking out the worthy to join the cause.
 
  
 
 The projectiles continued to rain down upon them and they hurried into the tunnels. With a wry smile, he noted that even the wall sconces were beautifully crafted, each one a likeness of some woman holding a torch, representing the Mother who lit the way. What hypocrisy, religion was a joke, a comforting blanket for the foolish to hide behind. No matter, in time the truth would spread, it was all that mattered. Strength came to those who seized it. For too long had those in power hid this from the masses, and now Gen was here to enact change and bring turmoil. Many would suffer and more would die, but the world would be stronger for it.
 
  
 
 No more lies, the time for revolution was nigh.
 
  
 
 With his head held high, he stepped out of the tunnel and sneered at the waiting soldiers, all little sheep hiding behind their flimsy wooden walls. Too scared to do anything besides lob stones and arrows, he tasted their despair and relished their dismay at Bei’s presence, with many soldiers visibly fighting to control their lust. A beautiful woman, she was unmatched by any other, and she belonged to him. How wonderful it was to be the object of envy, and he grinned as he turned away, swaggering up the avenue to where Yo Ling waited.
 
  
 
 The white-haired bandit king greeted them with open arms, his raspy voice filled with joy and satisfaction. “Gen my boy! You made it.” A crushing hug enveloped him and he hugged the old man back, while Bei glanced off towards the outer gatehouses before disappearing in search of... something.
 
  
 
 Ignoring his wife's flight of fancy, Gen smiled at the old bandit. “Glad to be here. There was so much sport to be had, I almost forgot myself. Luckily Bei reminded me and hurried me along.”
 
  
 
 “A good wife you have there, but the young should indulge more often. Enlightening the masses and Devotions are holy matters, leave the busywork for an old hand like myself.” With a crooked grin, Yo Ling ruffled Gen’s hair and slapped him on the back. Were it anyone else, he would have resented it, but not this old pirate. In a single week, Yo Ling had been a better father and teacher than Pa ever was. The ferocious warrior would never bow and scrape to anyone, especially not to a whelp like Baledagh.
 
  
 
 The bastard runt got the better of Gen in their last exchange, but only because Gen was still an untrained novice. Flexing his wondrous, metallic hands, he ached to show Baledagh the results of his training. “Where is Laughing Dragon? I’ve missed him.”
 
  
 
 “He’s yet to arrive, but no need to worry. I’ve seen many like him, restrained for so many years. He’s likely letting off steam, it’ll be good for him.” With his arm around Gen’s shoulder, Yo Ling guided them into the gatehouse courtyard, where a man stood waiting, straight backed and head up. “I’d like to introduce you to another repressed individual, a hero to us all. This is Mao Jianghong, and without his sacrifices, our job here would have been a hundred times more difficult, if not impossible.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Gen smiled and studied the newcomer, a soldier through and through. With dark, piercing eyes and shiny, jet-black hair, Jianghong looked every bit a noble, or at least what Gen believed a noble would look like, his chiselled good looks holding a dominating air about them. If not for the veneer of blood and gore caking his fine robes and the spirits conglomerating around him, Gen would never have believed Jianghong was one of the Enlightened. “Thank you for your efforts great hero. History will remember your name.”
 
  
 
 A palm shot out towards his chest and Gen stepped aside, his smile turning into a snarl as he deflected the blow. Fingers elongating into claws, he reached out to crush Jianghong’s throat. A heavy slap swatted his hand aside, and they both planted their feet and traded blows, their hands moving in a rhythmic back and forth as the sound of flesh on metal rang throughout the courtyard. Gen gained no advantage but gave no ground, his weapons unable to pierce through the veteran warrior’s defences. The man was too fast, too skilled, throwing three strikes for every one of Gen’s, defending and attacking in one motion.
 
  
 
 Unsatisfied with an even trade, Gen reached deep into his reserves and set his fingers aglow, red hot with the flames of his soul. Smoke rose from Jianghong’s robes wherever Gen’s fingers passed too close, the delicious sizzle of burning flesh filling in nostrils as the older warrior’s stony features showed a hint of shock and delight. Still, Jianghong stood unmoved, redoubling his efforts as Gen struggled to keep up. Giving it his all, Gen sought to rend and tear into the man’s flesh, to taste his blood and devour his innards, the Spirits stoking his desire for combat.
 
  
 
 Remembering his training, Gen took a mental step back, relaxing as he observed his body fighting under the Spirit’s guidance, his speed and power increasing markedly as soon as they took over. Power borrowed which would soon be his, but until he had enough time to learn their lessons, this would have to do. His strikes grew more calculated and savage, his teeth bared in a grin as he revelled in the thrill of combat, taking pleasure in the rush of sensations that surged through him. Freed from the demands of his body, he set his mind to task concentrating on other tasks, his fingers forming two red-hot blades as he slashed and stabbed at the unarmed warrior.
 
  
 
 Still unable to push Jianghong back, Gen focused on the air around him as the temperature soared, and finally, Jianghong retreated away as a column of flame erupted at his feet. Scorching the grass around him, Gen howled in delight as he leaped through the fire untouched, his blade-hands positioned to slice the offending bastard’s head clean off.
 
  
 
 The blades passed through empty air and Gen sailed past his opponent, crashing into the blackened grass. Rolling to his feet, he snarled and moved to attack again, but Yo Ling stepped between them, his hands raised and single eye twinkling. “Enough my boy, easy there.” Turning to glance at Jianghong, the old pirate grinned mischievously. “Told you, didn’t I? Never let it be said Yo Ling was a liar.”
 
  
 
 With a flick of his sleeves, Jianghong clasped his hands behind him, falling back into his stiff, upright posture. “An impressive youth I’ll admit. Young waves poised to overtake the old, but not yet ready. Be wary though, talented greenhorns won’t win us the city, we need seasoned warriors.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eye, Yo Ling chuckled. “You picky bastard, did I not uphold my end of the bargain? Fifteen thousand of my finest, armed and armoured to the teeth. Another five thousand hiding in the forests, plus three thousand Garo riders to dissuade the Major and her ilk. More Enlightened arrive by the day, the call went far and wide, and all this without mentioning the Venerated Ones. After we take the city, our numbers will swell once my boy Gen has a word with them, and all will be right. What is there to fear?”
 
  
 
 Raising a single, neatly trimmed eyebrow, Jianghong seemed unconvinced. “Another two thousand more before we strike at most, meaning we barely outnumber Sanshu’s forces. The attempt in the north failed spectacularly, our people thrown back by the Herald. There will be no influx of Enlightened from beyond the Bridge, not until the Wall is broken. The Magistrate yet lives, and will rally and embolden his men, not to mention the mysterious warriors who saved him and killed your Wraiths. Should this not affect our plans?”
 
  
 
 “So what? You’ve spent too much time hiding among the sheep, you sound like one yourself. Hear the truth from my lips and return to your devotions.” Yo Ling snorted and dismissed the concerns. “Who will come to Sanshu’s aid? Not a single scout or messenger has made it past our agents, and even if someone did, Jiu Lang and Shen Yun will never make it in time. The city will fall and then we march north to grind the Herald beneath our boots, welcoming our comrades into the Province.”
 
  
 
 “And if we fail?” Jianghong asked. “Even as we stand here, armies might be ready to march on Sanshu and put and end to us all.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Yo Ling smirked. “Then we kill and burn as much as we can before slipping away. Victory or defeat, it matters not, every soldier here means one less at the Bridge. This is our inauguration, the dawn of a new era, and we’ve been chosen to raise the curtain on the glory of the Enlightened. Whether we become heroes celebrated for millennia or ashes floating in the wind to be forgotten in a month’s time, it is too late for regrets friend. Our hand has been played and our path set: tomorrow, we attack and Sanshu will burn.”
 
  
 
 Leaving the dour warrior behind, Gen and Yo Ling sauntered up the gatehouse stairs to stand on the parapets. Overlooking the plaza and the city beyond, Gen’s breath caught in his throat as he took in the sights. Beautiful canals ran alongside paved stone streets, while grand manors dotted the landscape. The city seemed carved from a single, sparkling white stone, with beautiful lush greenery, ornate marble statues, and vibrant, colourful flowers sprinkled neatly about. A veritable paradise sat within these walls, forever denied to Gen and his like.
 
  
 
 Until now.
 
  
 
 “Impressive, isn’t it my boy?” Yo Ling wore an amused expression, and Gen reddened as he closed his gaping mouth.
 
  
 
 Clearing his throat, he answered, “It’s more spectacular than I could ever imagine.” Sighing audibly, he imagined how the scene would look after he was through with it. “I can’t wait to burn it all.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, Yo Ling wrapped Gen in a fatherly half-hug, joining him in his reveries. “Neither can I, my boy. This has been a long time in the planning.” Sighing contentedly, he muttered reverently, “A glorious era it will be.”
 
  
 
 Happier than he’d ever been, Gen stood and stared, filled to the brim with confidence and bravado. This was the first step to realizing his dreams, to bathe the world in blood and fire and spread the truth, cleansing away the taint of the Mother and her duplicitous pawn, the Mongrel Emperor.
 
  
 
 What a time to be alive.
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 Fatigue clung to Sovanna like a desperate man-toy, unwilling to leave her in peace. So much to be done, her abrupt promotion to Guard Captain was more burden than boon, especially considering her chances of survival. With Butcher Bay waiting at their doorstep, Sanshu’s nobles were in a foul mood and in desperate need of someone to trod on. Since the Magistrate was wounded and not taking audiences, they lined up in droves to bother her.
 
  
 
 Though the hour was late and sun long since set, she was still stuck in her office tuning out the latest pain in her backside. Another poncy councilman with hands on hips and head held high, making unimaginative threats and ridiculous demands. Despite her reputation for heavy-handed tactics, this fatty stormed right in without so much as a how you do before spouting his nonsense. Every one of these silk-swaddled bellyachers assumed she would instantly recognize them, the arrogant bastards, and only this one's bodyguards kept her from smacking him upside the head and booting him out of her office. Four skilled warriors standing close by with their hands resting on their Spiritual Weapons, she didn't fancy fighting any of them, much less all at once.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, the noble's names mattered little aside from noting who to flee from when Martial Law came to an end. All cut from the same cloth, a bunch of pampered, soft-bellied nobles come crying to her about their inconveniences. Servants leaving work to be with their families, bickering over sharing their many mansions with the displaced, how their status was too high to live in a hovel, constant demands to return to their homes in the south-western district, their concerns were all so frivolous and nonsensical she wanted nothing more than to throttle them bloody and toss them to the Butchers and their Demons.
 
  
 
 Hopefully when the motherless cutthroats finally got off their asses and attacked, these damned nobles would leave her a moment to rest, something she’d found little of since her undesired promotion. Stifling a yawn, she sat in stony silence as the silk-swaddled councilman continued his rant, spittle flying and face red as an apple. A shame she couldn’t have the Butchers sent down a few certain streets and put these expensive bodyguards to work. If she were lucky, both problems would sort themselves out and the city would be saved. Hell, even if she single-handedly threw the Butchers and their Demons out of Sanshu, none of these poncing ingrates would thank her, behaving like churlish children ignorant of the danger before them.
 
  
 
 The walls were tough and durable, and if they held the gates, she had full confidence in her bullies' abilities to hold back the tide of Defiled Bandits. Unfortunately, Mao Jianghong’s betrayal allowed the Butchers to stroll right through the gates alongside their Demon companions, leaving kilometres of brick and mortar about as useful as chopsticks in a sword fight. Sure, better to have them than not, but you’d still have higher chances of survival if you made a run for it.
 
  
 
 A smile squeaked across her face at the absurd thought of escape and it didn’t go unnoticed. “Do you find this amusing woman?” The councilman’s chest heaved with anger as his cheeks quivered, his foul breath and body odour mixing with his flowery perfume in an unholy, stomach-turning blend. “Do you even know how much coin I lose every hour my transport teams sit idle? More than you earn in a year, you cretin!”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Sovanna adopted an air of solemnity, determined to play nice. “My apologies Councilman, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” Gesturing towards the plaza, she continued. “So long as there’s an army of blackguards camped inside our walls, I ain’t opening any more gates fer them to take. Not a single one, not even for a minute, much less the six hours yer asking for. I roll over fer ye and I’ll have every merchant and councilman crawling up me arse, demanding use of the gates fer themselves, and before ye know it, Sanshu’ll have more holes than a sieve. Ye’ll just have to make do until we put them bandits to proper rest.”
 
  
 
 Drawing himself up to his full, unimpressive height, the fat councilman seethed with anger. “How dare you speak in such a manner. Do you know who I am?” Sovanna’s small frown and hesitation gave away her ignorance, the councilman’s face turning several shades darker at the perceived insult. “I am Chao Yong, Chief Councilman of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance! For me to grace you with my presence is already more than you deserve.”
 
  
 
 As if this fat ponce could ever intimidate her, she’d dealt with the worst of Sanshu. Without missing a beat, she replied, “I’m honoured by yer presence, but the gates stay closed. No wagon or boat leaves Sanshu until the Magistrate says otherwise or the Defiled are dead and gone.” Now shove off and leave me to real work, she added silently, hoping Fatty Yong would get the hint and leave.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, he didn’t. Glancing at his guards for reassurance, he wagged a finger in her face. “Do not think your newfangled rank will keep you safe. I could have you tossed out of Sanshu with a snap of my fingers, you revolting, monstrous ape of a woman.”
 
  
 
 Enough was enough. Grabbing the offending finger, she twisted it backwards with a smile as fatty Yong screeched in pain. Using his wide frame as a shield against his guards drawn weapons, she spoke in low tones. “That ain’t no proper way to speak to a lady like meself. I tried to be polite, but ye just trod on me last nerve ye did. Toss me out with a snap of yer fingers will ye? Then get to snapping ye feckless half-wit.” Pulling him up onto his toes, she glared into his eyes, relishing the fear within. “Mother’s bleeding cunt, I’d thank ye for sending me off and bring me bullies away with me. They’re too good to die defending a bunch of quivering piles of shit like yerself. Ye say the word and I’ll happily leave ye to deal with Yo Ling yerself. Ye think he gives a shit how much yer worth? Nah, he’ll carve ye to bits without blinking and with luck, he'll choke on yer putrid flesh. The world’ll be better of fer it.” Shoving him into his bodyguards, she sneered, affecting an air of confidence. “Now take yer fancy little guards and fuck off afore I toss yer fat ass out the window and put them to real work.”
 
  
 
 Any one of those frilled guards were more than her match, likely easily beating her with their hands tied. She was Guard tried and true, and though it was something to be proud of, she was no warrior. Sure, she was tough enough to take on your everyday thug or bandit, but these were all former soldiers, the best money could buy. A good thing Fatty Yong didn’t know as much, eyeing her massive frame with fear as he scrambled out of her office  with his guards in tow. One even smiled and offered a small salute before leaving, though she waited a full minute before collapsing into her chair with a sigh, finally able to breathe easy.
 
  
 
 Damned bastards and their damned demands, even after all her efforts to play nice, she ended up assaulting another councilman, this time a bloody Chief Councilman to boot. Once again, her foul temper got the better of her. Why’d he have to cross her bottom line and bring attention to her stature? Lamenting her fate, she laid her head on the table to steal a moments rest before returning to work. Even if, through some miracle, she survived the Defiled onslaught, the nobles of Sanshu would have her hung from the walls.
 
  
 
 Why even bother?
 
  
 
 A thunderous roar woke her from her stupor and she jolted up from the desk, wiping away the drool on her chin. Rushing to the window, she glanced out over the plaza and gasped, her heart seizing in her chest at the sight. Lined up along the parapets, the Butcher Bay Bandits made for an imposing display as they brandished their weapons and armour, voices unified in a formidable bellow of challenge. Packed shoulder to shoulder, her best count had their numbers over fifteen thousand, half in the gatehouses and half camped in the tunnels. Her bullies and soldiers matched those numbers, though they were nowhere near as well armed.
 
  
 
 Smoothing out her uniform, she bolted out the door and down to the plaza, Sending orders to her bullies and setting them into formation before taking her place on the wall as she glanced at the moon. Past midnight now, she’d fallen asleep and lost valuable hours of planning, though it wouldn't have accomplished much of anything. Truth be told, after seeing the Defiled Butchers arrayed in all their horrific glory, she wholeheartedly wished for a return to simpler times, when all she had to deal with were grass stained pants and soiled bedsheets.
 
  
 
 The thunderous shouts subsided and Sovanna finally had a moment to think, the stifling silence putting her on edge. Swallowing hard, she glanced at her guards standing in their red and gold armour, lined up at the flimsy makeshift walls with their fears and concerns wholly on display. “Well my bullies,” she said, her voice steely and determined, “We’ve suckled at the teat of Sanshu for years, strutted our colours and thrown our weight around. Glorious times though they were, it all comes at a cost. It’s time to take our lumps and pay our due. Hold the line and follow me orders. Sanshu’s fate lies in our hands now, and I’ll not be known as the Guard Captain who lost it.”
 
  
 
 No resounding cheers followed her speech, only a few grim nods and nervous chuckles as they shifted into place. Accepting it for what it was, she unlimbered her mace, a gaudy, shiny mass of iron and steel. Possibly the only Guard captain in history to be without a Spiritual Weapon, she was out of her depth here, no hero or peerless warrior of the Empire. She’d grown up in the Trading Square outside the city, working as a washer-woman just like her Ma. After beating a few drunk ruffians who targeted her on a lark, she’d been recruited into the Guard and somehow clawed her way up to Staff Sergeant over the years, lording over her bullies like a mother bear, tough and ferocious. Now in some twisted joke of fate, she was Guard Captain of Sanshu, standing against the Defiled, against the Butcher Bay Bandits and Yo Ling himself.
 
  
 
 It all seemed so laughable, like a play about an incompetent bungler somehow succeeding despite her inadequacies. Well, Mama always said, ‘you make do with the hand you’re dealt’, bless her soul. At least she had Gerel and his Bekkies standing at her side, unperturbed by the proceedings. There was a true warrior, stronger than any she’d ever met, and his cronies were no slouches either. They’d have to be some hardy folk, what with having raised the terrifying Undying Savage. She’d seen first hand what that innocent looking boy did to a few dozen hired assassins and hoped Gerel would do the same to the Defiled. Smacking the weighty weapon against her palm, Sovanna dug her heels in and waited, ready to fight and die for Sanshu and its people.
 
  
 
 Well... Not all its people, but most of them.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Silence settled over the gatehouse as Gen stared ravenously at the enemy, lining up behind their flimsy wooden barricades in their dazzling armour. Envious of how impressive the weaklings looked, he decided to have his own armour made, something suitably imposing. Not so much for the protection it offered, more to intimidate and awe his opponents, striking a dazzling figure on the battlefield. Red perhaps, not the bright red of the Guards, but a darker, heavier red, the colour of blood and death. Gen was a man of importance now, he couldn’t continue fighting in peasant’s garb, it lacked dignity.
 
  
 
 “There you are my boy.” Yo Ling clapped him on the shoulder with a grating chuckle, wearing a suit of black plate armour complete with an unusual, horned helm depicting two bulging eyes and a murderous scowl. It even sported a metal bristled moustache, ridiculous yet fearsome all the same. “I’ve a gift for you, had to torture my armourer three times before he got it right. So hard to find good help these days.”
 
  
 
 A pair of slaves carried in a metal breastplate and lantern, holding them up for Gen to study. Complete with plated spaulders and greaves, it was plain and bare of decoration. As the slaves moved the armour back and forth in the lantern light, Gen noticed a dark crimson hue running through the metal, shimmering like illusory flames. Simple, yet elegant, it was a wondrous piece of work. Swallowing hard and fighting his excitement, he asked, “Is this for me?”
 
  
 
 If it wasn’t, he’d kill anyone to have it.
 
  
 
 “Course it is my boy. Can’t have you going into battle wearing rags. You're a man of importance, a hero of the revolution.” Lifting his face plate to reveal an almost childish grin, the old man seemed to know all of Gen’s thoughts. Leaning in close, he launched into his narrative. “Listen carefully boy, for you’re about to hear of a secret I kept from all including my old partner. Western Treasures Lake was aptly named. My little hideout sits atop a series of undersea caves, though once in a blue moon the tide would recede and a man might make his way down there. Decades ago, I went into their depths on a whim and found a treasure trove of precious stone and metal, made powerful from soaking in the Energy of the World for thousands of years. I spent many a day scrounging and scavenged through them caves, risking life and limb to collect all the precious objects I laid eye on.”
 
  
 
 Directing the slaves to help to put the armour on, Yo Ling continued to speak. “I sold a few and used the rest to arm my Butchers. Fifteen thousand of the Enlightened, each one with a weapon of power, there ain’t another group to rival us in the north. I’d have made you a weapon too, but you’ve got them claws, a neat trick I’d like to learn myself.” Yo Ling’s one eye glinted, but Gen only shrugged, unable to help. He didn’t know how it’d happened himself, his memories of the time were so hazy. Didn’t it have to do with some woman, someone besides Bei? Bah, who even cares? “No matter,” Yo Ling snorted after a short pause, his smile returning in full force. “Come now, let this old bandit take a good look at you.”
 
  
 
 Stretching in his new armour, Gen tested his range of motion and familiarized himself with the sturdy weight, his energies thrumming within and without. “It’s doing something, I feel... power rushing through it, like the armour is coming to life.”
 
  
 
 “The spirits are attuning to it, taking its form. From there, they will better aid in your growth. Give us a little fire boy, go on.” Flexing his fingers, a flame burst into being with little effort, delighting Gen with the results. So easy and smooth, it was as easy as breathing. “Good flame, but...” Staring intently, Yo Ling put both hands on Gen’s spaulders, his mouth twisted in a small frown. “Somethings not quite right.” Apprehension filled him as he looked at the armour, unable to find a single flaw. Was it because it sat poorly on his scrawny frame? “Ah, I know what it is,” Yo Ling said with a smile. With a snap of his fingers, a third slave rushed in holding an elaborate helm, as fearsome and ornate as Yo Ling’s own. “You need to keep that head of yours protected. Hardy as we are, the brain is a delicate thing.”
 
  
 
 Seizing it from the slave, Gen held it to light and studied it with quiet reverence. The mask’s eyes were slanted and fierce, its brow protruding and savage. A silvered metal plume sprouted from the back while its mouth sat open in a silent howl. “It’s wonderful,” he whispered, tearing his gaze away to look at Yo Ling and properly express his gratitude. “Thank you so much.”
 
  
 
 “No need for thanks my boy, you’re family now.” The old man waved away Gen’s thanks and waved at the helm. “Come now, let’s see how it looks.” Placing it over his head, Gen found it fit perfectly as he peered through the eye slits. At first, his view seemed confined and narrow, but then his energies flowed into the helm and his vision broadened and settled, unobstructed as if the armour were fused into his flesh. With his claws, his skills, and now his armour, he was finally ready to meet his true destiny.
 
  
 
 “Good good,” Yo Ling said, nodding in approval. “Fierce and powerful, a warrior born, you’ve learned how to yield to power without surrendering. Took me decades of practice and you picked it up in months, too impressive. So many secrets, you'll need to share them with me.” Gesturing at the plaza, he winked with his one good eye. “Some other time though, there's fun to be had. How about it Gen my boy? How would you like to lead the charge?”
 
  
 
 Nodding eagerly, he glanced at each of the makeshift barricades, unsure which path to take. Hesitating a moment, he turned to Yo Ling for guidance. “Which one should I attack?”
 
  
 
 “Ha, Gen my boy, isn’t the answer simple?” The old man’s eye narrowed as he pulled down his face-plate, his voice muted behind the thick metal. “Burn em all and let my Butchers sort through the rest.
 
  
 
 Gen’s lips twisted in delight, his smile wide and visible behind his mask. Leaping from the gatehouse parapets, he dug his claws into the stone walls and slowed his fall, landing heavily on his feet. He’d forgotten about the extra weight, but it worked out regardless. On both hands, his fingers elongated and fused into twin blades, dragging across the paved ground with a shrill screech, his comrades giving way out of respect and fear. Soon, he arrived at the head of the troops, gazing out over the plaza unobstructed, so close he could taste their fear and apprehension.
 
  
 
 Lifting a single blade in the air, he summoned the flame, his weapon glowing red-hot before igniting the air around it. From elevation, he launched a stream of blazing fire at the first barricade, savouring the screams of pain and panic, basking in the ensuing chaos. Without the armour, he’d never be able to throw the flames so far or have them burn so brightly. Truly a magnificent gift. Repeating his motions, he set all three barricades aflame, cackling as he did so, euphoric over this display of might. Chest heaving with exertion, he turned to the Butchers and found respect and jealousy reflected in their eyes, filling him with delight. “With me,” he shouted. “Charge!” The ramps and ropes lowered too slowly as the Butchers raised their voices in sounding the attack, and once again he slid down the stone wall, this time pushing off to a running start towards the closest barricade, well ahead of everyone else. Inside his armour, he needed no one at his side to bring this city to its knees.
 
  
 
 Tonight, Sanshu would burn to the ground and tomorrow, he would celebrate in the blood and ashes of the dead and dying, showing truth about Balance to the survivors. This was only the first.
 
  
 
 The first of many.
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 As his soldiers retreated from the burning barricades, Chu Tongzu stood firm while they formed up around him. Turning green with regret, he cursed his failures beneath his breath, determined to never repeat them. A life of decadence was not worth this moment of defeat, better to live moderately and be remembered well than have his name firmly etched in history as the Magistrate who lost Sanshu. If only he’d kept to the Martial Path, if only he’d not handed off his duties to Mao Jianghong, if only he’d retaken the gates, if only he’d not been so grievously injured... So many regrets and no pill to cure it.
 
  
 
 Through the dense smoke and fiery flames, the Defiled onslaught marched, weathering the storm of stones and arrows as they screamed of murder and bloodshed. A horde driven into frenzy, despite the flickering light and blazing heat of the fire, they seemed little more than things of shadow and darkness. Packed shoulder to shoulder, their unholy black armour shrouded their forms, blending them together as they moved in fluid coordination, neither aiding nor hindering each others progress. Their weapons of power glinted in the darkness, their teeth sharpened and bellies craving flesh, these bandits turned Defiled were a terrifying sight to behold. An unending stream of cutthroats and murderers here to burn and raze Sanshu to ashes and dust.
 
  
 
 For these vagabonds and miscreants to dare step foot inside the city, how could its Magistrate lay idly in bed? Hefting Stoneshaper above his head, Tongzu’s stitches pulled as he raised his voice in heated challenge, his wordless bellow drowning out the Enemy’s war-cries. At his side, his soldiers stood tall and drew courage from his presence, joining their voices to his in a thunderous din, brandishing their common weapons in anticipation of the battle ahead.
 
  
 
 Though backed by the Bekhai elites, the city’s fate was firmly in the hands of its most common soldiers, good men and women of Sanshu. Though without significant power to call their own, neither the Fire-Tainted Champion’s harrowing display nor the terrorizing horde advancing towards them were enough to break their spirits. These soldiers were no warriors of renown, no noble scions or wealthy heirs, but each one present was no stranger to adversity, raising themselves up through hard work and merits. Perhaps one in thirty held a Spiritual Weapon and not a single Runic item would be found among them, yet still they stood with him against this heavily-armed Enemy, ready and willing to die for their families, for their city, for their Empire.
 
  
 
 It would be an honour to die alongside them.
 
  
 
 “Enough waiting,” he said, unleashing the might of his Aura to crash against the Enemy’s. “The Enemy moves too slowly for my tastes. With me my soldiers, tonight we end Butcher Bay’s stranglehold over us and throw back the Defiled from our fair city.” Leading the counter-charge into the scorching heat, he opened the battle with a smash, hammering a Defiled warrior into meat paste with a two-handed swing. The metal clang was lost amidst his laughter, echoing off the plaza walls as his soldiers scrambled and fought to fill the ground he seized for them, holding it with bitter determination. Striding through the Enemy, every step left nothing but the corpses of soldiers and Defiled alike in his wake. Warm, salty blood splashed across his lips as he opened his mouth, shouting his war cry to the heavens. “Victory or Death!”
 
  
 
 His soldiers echoed the sentiment as they struggled to keep pace, killing and dying as they held back the tide. His forward progress halted by the press of Enemies, Stoneshaper claimed Defiled lives with every swing, clearing out the area around him for a heartbeat before another Enemy moved into place. Metal cracked, bones broke, flesh squelched, and warriors screamed as he fought, thriving amidst the discordant cadence of battle accompanied by the pungent scent of death. Blood singing through his veins, he succumbed to his lust for battle, hammering his enemies into oblivion while the city burned around him.
 
  
 
 “Come you heathens and heretics,” he roared, his voice rising above the din of battle. “Meet your doom at the hands of Chu Tongzu, the Unstoppable.” None could stand before him as he advanced deep into the Enemy lines, though none could match him either, his soldiers falling further and further behind as he sent one Defiled after another into the Father’s Maw. No matter that his elites were out of the city, he stood shoulder to shoulder with the soldiers of Sanshu. Together, they would see the city to safety.
 
  
 
 They had to.
 
  
 
 Despite the danger, death, and despair, Tongzu couldn’t keep the smile from his face, rediscovering the lost passion of his youth. This was how he first made his mark in the world, climbing over the dead to reign supreme. For too long had he indulged in the succulent luxuries and splendours of wealth, forgetting how it all paled when compared to the heady rush of combat. The Council knew nothing of strength of arms, seeking only a puppet to do their bidding and he’d fallen in line at a snap of their fingers. All for the fleeting pleasures of wine and women, so empty and unfulfilling.
 
  
 
 Yet it was not too late to change. Truly the Mother provided, this grave trial forcing him to open his eyes to the truth he’d cast aside so many years ago. Strength of arm mattered more than weight of purse. As he fought to hold back the Defiled, his mind wandered, fixating on the tales of Magistrate Tong Da Hai and his valiant defence of Shen Huo. Would they speak of Chu Tongzu in the same light or would his tale end in utter defeat and humiliation?
 
  
 
 His distraction cost him greatly.
 
  
 
 Stepping back to avoid a thrust, his foot slipped on a blood-soaked tile. Time seemed to pause as he struggled to keep steady, the noise of battle fading away to leave nothing but the thunderous crash of his armour against the stone, followed by the rush of air vacating his lungs. Laid out across the cool tiles, he stared out into the heavens and took in the sight, panting as he rested his aching head and weary arms, a lump forming on the back of his skull. A sliver of moon hanging in a sea of stars, twinkling so high above him, this vision of beauty and harmony was marred by the dark-iron axe descending to claim his life.
 
  
 
 A damn shame for it to end like this.
 
  
 
 A resounding clang brought the world back into focus, the axe deflected by a single strike. Stepping past him, Vichear fought with sword and shield, slashing and smashing with careful precision. In jarring contrast to his massive form, the soldier-turned-tribesman seemed weightless as he pranced about the battlefield, his feet never still for more than a heartbeat, gliding about as if standing on a dance floor instead of a field of the dead. Following an unheard rhythm, he moved through the Defiled lines, stepping and twirling in a dance of death, holding the Defiled back long enough for the soldiers to move up and support him.
 
  
 
 By the Mother, if Tongzu ever found the ink-stained half-wit who discharged Vichear, he’d have him hung for driving away a national hero.
 
  
 
 Closing his gaping jaw, Tongzu pushed himself up, mind still reeling from the fall. Accepting a hand from two of his soldiers, he struggled to his feet and hefted Stoneshaper before stumbling back into the fray. With Vichear and the Bekhai to ease the pressure around him, and his soldiers to support him, he smashed into the Defiled with unrestrained fervour, howling with glee as they fell before the Empire’s combined might.
 
  
 
 For long minutes they held the Enemy in place, forcing their reinforcements to stand helpless in the plaza, exposed to his catapults and archers on the walls. The death toll continued to rise on both sides, the Defiled paying dearly for their trespass. With the Bekhai at his side, it was possible to hold the Enemy in the plaza until Sanshu was emptied of stones or Defiled, whichever came first. To think, what might they have done with stone walls to stand behind and his elites to call upon?
 
  
 
 A rumbling, inhuman wail cut through the clamour, chilling his blood and cooling his zeal. The Defiled fell back into a battle line as a powerful Aura pressed against his own, threatening to shatter it with an effort. Swallowing his fear, Tongzu stood tall with Stoneshaper held before him, proudly defiant in front of his soldiers. Battles were won and lost through the hearts of the valiant, and he would not falter here, despite the suffocating presence of death surrounding him.
 
  
 
 Through the sea of bodies, a hulking form ambled towards them, towering above the Defiled as they parted and reformed around it, moving in uncanny synchrony. Standing on cloven hooves, its knees bent backwards as it lumbered forwards, the ground shaking beneath every stomp. Sickly grey and brown fur covered its body, its torso rigid and muscled. With long, angular arms, its hands dragged across the ground with a grinding rumble, its talons leaving furrows in the stone. A long, veiny neck sprouted from its hunched shoulders, topped by a bestial head reminiscent of a fanged stag, the barbed antlers sprouting from its head sporting too many points to count.
 
  
 
 A Demon, ancient and powerful, its black eyes scanned over Tongzu and his soldiers before dismissing them out of hand. Reaching the front lines and unobstructed by Defiled, the Demon snapped its teeth and tensed for a fraction of a heartbeat. Faster than he could blink, it leaped across the divide and appeared before him, head lowered to gore him on its antlers.
 
  
 
 Using Stoneshaper to block the brunt of the charge, Tongzu grit his teeth as his feet slid back over the tiles, the Demon pushing him into his soldiers. With a flick of its neck, its antler points tore into the Tongzu’s flesh as it threw him aside. Landing heavily, he rolled to his feet in time to see its talons snapping for his face, promptly falling backwards to avoid instant death. Scrambling over the dead and dying, his soldiers gave their lives as they held their ground, barely slowing the Demon’s advance. Sweeping them aside like mere ants, the Demon lifted an unfortunate soul in the air and tore off his head with a ravenous bite, its jaws opening to roar once again, rattling the nerves of every soldier in earshot.
 
  
 
 “Withdraw!” The order barely left his lips before his soldiers broke, though upon hearing his command, they retained a semblance of order. His heart heavy and body exhausted, Tongzu leaned on his elbow and watched as the Demon approached, its face twisted in a savage grin.
 
  
 
 Slipping through the lines, Vichear arrived at his side and lifted him to his feet, half-carrying him away as they abandoned the plaza with the Defiled hot on their heels. “Don’t you worry Magistrate,” Vichear said, his chi flowing to Lighten Tongzu’s weight. “Everything is going according to plan. You did well holding them for so long, cost them a hefty bill to break our lines. A right nasty surprise that Demon was, but with luck, they won’t have too many in their pocket, eh?”
 
  
 
 Vichear continued to run and ramble, though Tongzu tuned him out. Glancing back, he watched the Demon slaughter the rearguard while his soldiers knocked down the supports, causing a prepped building to come crashing down and bar the Demon’s path. It bought precious seconds for most of his soldiers to escape, but his heart sat heavy in his chest. Perhaps in his prime, Tongzu could have defeated the beast, but with its strength and speed, to call it a coin flip was over generous.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, as the Demon howled in displeasure at its fleeing prey, more Demons responded in the distance, a shrill warbling screech and a throaty, gravelly groan. Tongzu’s confidence fled as he sagged against Vichear. So much for luck, just how many Demons had Yo Ling brought? Two days before reinforcements arrived and all the while this ancient horror and its ilk would be free to run amok in his city, his people helpless before its might.
 
  
 
 If Major Yuzhen made good time, perhaps she’d arrive to find nothing but the smouldering remains of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sovanna’s first taste of warfare was nothing like she’d expected. She’d heard tales of the press of bodies the tumultuous clamour, the stench and confusion, but she wasn’t prepared for the waiting. Off in the distance was chaos and pandemonium, the sounds of metal on metal filling the air as the Butchers piled into the other barricades. Stones arcing into the plaza with forceful crashes, soldiers screamed in death and defiance, but here, in her immediate vicinity, the world was silent and still.
 
  
 
 Her bullies glanced at one another and gripped their weapons, confusion and trepidation displayed on every face as the Butchers stood across the way. Moments ago, the charging mass of cutthroats had ground to a halt less than fifty meters away, as if hindered by an invisible barricade. Her throat dry, she struggled to hide her astonishment and studied the Enemy spread out before her.
 
  
 
 These Defiled were nothing like she’d imagined. No wild savages, their uniform appearance and orderly ranks were more suited for an elite mercenary group rather than a murderous horde. Each one sported armour so black it seemed to drink in the firelight, their weapons emanating power as they silently brandished them from across the lane. Only their macabre adornments spoke to their corruption, stringed hands and dried heads hanging from their necks and belts, gore splattered across the patch of skin visible from behind their helmets. A terrifying lot, she knew her bullies were no match for them in a straight up fight.
 
  
 
 So why then were these Butchers so hesitant to cross the gap? As a sergeant in the Guard, she had plenty practice reading body language, and if she didn’t know any better, she’d have thought these Defiled were scared. Nerves too frayed for a Sending, Sovanna shouldered through her bullies and made her way down to where the Bekkies sat waiting on their roosequins. Gingerly stepping through their lines, she sidled up beside Gerel, the bald fanatic sitting straight-backed and relaxed, or as relaxed as he ever was. The man walked like he had a spear stuck up his ass. Coughing to clear her throat, she whispered quietly, “What’s happening here?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing to be concerned about,” Gerel answered without looking away from the Defiled, grinning in anticipation. “The fun will begin soon enough.”
 
  
 
 The man was loopy as a drunk sparrow flitting through the air, and so were the Bekkies who chuckled with him. Then again, anyone who saw an army of 20,000 Defiled as a gift was missing more than a few marbles. All she could do was close her eyes and pray Gerel’s confidence was well founded and that the stories of the Bekkies prowess were only slightly exaggerated. While asking for miracles, she also begged the Mother to split the earth and swallow the Defiled army whole, or to rain lightning down from above to save Sanshu and her people.
 
  
 
 The minutes dragged on while the Butchers stood in place, their agitation growing by the second. Teeth gnashing and hackles rising, they chafed at their unseen reins, a jittery bunch eager for blood and death yet too cautious to proceed. Heart hammering in her chest, a ravenous howl in the distance sent a chill down her spine, while across the plaza, the flames leaped higher into the night sky, a growing inferno which gave no warmth or comfort.
 
  
 
 Blasted Defiled, what are they waiting for?
 
  
 
 As if in answer to her unspoken question, a massive creature bounded from the shadows, landing heavily between the battle lines. Bald and misshapen, the Demon was three horses wide and a full span taller, its tiny white eyes full of hatred and anger as it stared at Sovanna. No, not staring at her, it glared at Gerel beside her, though the realization brought little relief. Thick, yellow spittle dripped from its maw, revealing four massive incisors as it emitted a chittering cry of challenge. It took every scrap of courage for her not to edge away from Gerel, her throat closing in panic as the beast pawed at the ground, its claws churning through stone like butter.
 
  
 
 A small snort drew her attention as she glanced at Gerel, his lip curled in a sneer. “The Father must truly be desperate to choose a mole-rat as one of His harbingers.” A chuckle rose from among the Bekhai and her bullies nervously joined, backing away from the Demon all the while. Shaking his head, Gerel lifted his colossal glaive in one hand, twirling the thick weapon effortlessly, the metal ringing as it cut through the air. “Remember, try not to scare them off, we need them to stay until Yuzhen arrives to cut off their escape.”
 
  
 
 Without further preamble, the Bekkies charged, their roosequins closing the distance with a hop and a skip. Dozens assaulting hundreds and it was the hundreds who faltered, the Defiled falling back before the ferocious onslaught. Riding headlong into the Demon, Gerel struck once before moving past and diving into the Defiled lines, the Demon seemingly frozen in place. Several heartbeats passed before the creature lurched to the ground, half its head shorn clean off.
 
  
 
 Gaping in disbelief, she blinked foolishly and glanced at her bullies, her incredulity reflected in their eyes. Shivering with excitement, she came out of her fugue and hefted her mace. “Attack, my bullies! Give em hell!” She bellowed, her legs exploding into action. “For Sanshu!” Her bullies followed suit as she led them into battle, coming across a wounded Butcher staggering from the Bekkie charge. Hammering it square in the head, her weapon bounced off the Butcher’s sturdy helm, its inhabitant reeling but unharmed. Cursing loudly, she lifted her mace and stuck again to the same result. Never one to give up, it took her five more strikes before her persistence was rewarded with the muffled crack of bone, the Butcher flopping to the paved road in death.
 
  
 
 Wiping her brow with one hand, she watched as Gerel scythed through the Butchers with ease, his mount moving unhindered through the mass of bodies. Glancing at her first and only kill, she chuckled ruefully at her lack of skill before stepping forward to hammer another helpless Butcher. With Gerel and his Bekkies here to hold up the sky, the least she could do was aid in the cleanup.
 
  
 
 After scant minutes of battle, Gerel gave the order to retreat and Sovanna jumped to obey, moving to jog alongside his ambling mount. Glancing behind them, she asked, “What happened? Did they send more Demons?”
 
  
 
 “No,” Gerel answered, his face covered in blood. “The other barricades are falling back so we must follow suit. Wouldn’t want to get caught alone and surrounded.” Giving her a roguish wink, he almost seemed giddy from the battle, the whites of his teeth in sharp contrast to the dark, sticky blood around them. “It went well as could be expected, though the others took quite a beating. We’ll harass them through the night, force them to climb mountains of their dead to take every choke point. Once Yuzhen arrives, their escape and fates will be sealed, their lives offered as tribute to the fallen.”
 
  
 
 Nodding sagely as Gerel continued to give orders, Sovanna’s shoulders sagged with relief. For the first time since learning of the Defiled army led by Yo Ling, she felt Sanshu had a chance. Thank the Mother for Gerel and his Bekkies, Sanshu would have been doomed without them.
 
  
 
 Two days, just two more days.
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 The waxing moon sat high in the night sky before the army came to a halt, much to Mila’s relief. In her opinion, Major Yuzhen pushed them too hard these past few days, her worries overshadowing her sense and obscuring the simple truth before her eyes. Though time was short, how were they to fight after exhausting all their strength on the journey there? It would be at least another full day of hard riding before they reached the city, and after days of eating nothing but travel bread and jerky, the soldiers were in no condition to fight, to say nothing of the horses. Many war-mounts had already been lamed by the journey and more would follow if they continued at this break-neck pace. Everyone needed to rest, even a half day would do. Perhaps she’d wake early and have a word with the Major, though whether her advice would be well received remained to be seen.
 
  
 
 Though she wanted to curl up and sleep, Mila left Song tending to the quins and strode off to attend her own duties. After so many long months of dependence, Song finally seemed comfortable with independence, deciding how to spend her days without prompting. Though all she did was groom the animals, meditate, and practice the Forms, it was a marked improvement over following at Mila’s heels and constantly seeking validation.
 
  
 
 It seemed so unfair. Now that Song was more self-reliant, it was supposed to mean Mila was free to go about her days in peace. It’s not that she didn’t enjoy Song’s company, but her constant presence was stifling at times, like when Mila wanted to spend time alone with Rain. However, since leaving the Bridge, she’d gained two new shadows, Tenjin and Tursinai never out of sight. It wasn’t their fault, they were tasked to be her bodyguards, though Mother knows how many more were guarding her from the shadows. How was Mila supposed to grow as a warrior with all this coddling? She needed to experience adversity and take risks, though not as often or extreme as a certain mule-headed fool.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, she found her guard's company especially chafing of late. The two former bannermen had no shame, flaunting their love with hand-holding and food sharing, giggling softly as they whispered sweet nothings to one another in full view of those around them. So nauseating, it made her stomach roil just thinking about it, but there nothing to be done but ignore them. Tursinai found great joy in irritating those around her and if the mischievous hooligan knew Mila found her public displays of affection distasteful, then she’d likely escalate things even further.
 
  
 
 Tenjin must have the patience of a saint to put up with her.
 
  
 
 With a long-suffering sigh, Mila pushed aside her grievances and set to work, joining Major Yuzhen’s aides in organizing the soldier’s billets, arranging sentry duty, and resolving complaints and disputes. With over ten-thousand elites from four cities, one would think these top-notch soldiers would be competent individuals able to resolve their grievances in a calm, mature manner, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Well used to having their every need catered to, the complete lack of servants turned them into whiny, indignant children, unable to handle most basic tasks. One unit from Shen Yun outright refused to ‘demean’ themselves carrying water, even going as far as suggesting it was a chore meant for ‘inferior half-beasts’ like herself.
 
  
 
 A haughty, arrogant, entitled lot, Mila wanted nothing more than to smash a few heads together and put her bodyguards to work. Unfortunately, she’d asked for this responsibility and she was nothing if not stubborn, never one to back down from a challenge or go crying to her superiors. Since the unit from Shen Yun didn’t want to carry water, she set them to task digging latrines every night since. Their angry glares filled her with smug satisfaction as she sauntered past and inspected their work, though she kept the smile off her face.
 
  
 
 Elites they might be, they were soldiers, plain and simple. To disobey a direct order during war meant death, and they dared not openly rebel against Major Yuzhen. Though how they’d come to believe Mila spoke with the Major’s authority was a mystery, Mila was in no rush to correct them. After all, she’d never lied and could hardly be blamed for their faulty interpretation. “Well done soldiers,” she said with a nod. “Your unit is on second watch. Report to the eastern quadrant for your postings.” A small, collective groan accompanied Mila’s departure, no longer hiding her smile. Second shift was the least desirable, since sleep was interrupted by duty.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Call her inferior, will they?
 
  
 
 It took the better part of an hour before Mila finished her duties and returned to her tent, stepping in to find it far too crowded for her tastes. Stinking of dirt, dust, and animal musk, Jimu and Sarankho laid sprawled out across the floor, stubbornly occupying three-quarters of the available space. In one corner, Lin distracted a bear cub which allowed Song to file its nails undisturbed, while in the other corner sat Auric, his hind legs splayed out like a person in an unsightly display. Ears flattened and head drooped, he perked up briefly at her entrance before settling back down with a low chuff, upset she wasn't Rain.
 
  
 
 Heart aching, at the sight, Mila gingerly stepped around the cats and took Auric’s face in her hands, massaging his chin and snout like Rain often did. Closing his eyes, the cat nuzzled her roughly, his chest rumbling in delight. “Oh Auric,” she muttered, shaking her head, “That idiot Rain has ruined you with all his coddling. What part of you looks like the graceful hunter or ferocious warrior you were born to become? At this rate you’ll grow into a fat failure of a housecat...”
 
  
 
 “Silly Mi-Mi,” Lin said with a tired smile. “Hubby knows exactly what he’s doing, he doesn’t want the kitties to fight. You saw how sad he was when Mafu was injured, Rainy would be happiest seeing his pets grow fat and lazy.”
 
  
 
 “Foolish man, that’s no way for a majestic creature to live.” Shaking her head, Mila’s vexation bubbled up. “He’ll beggar himself caring for all the helpless orphans he comes across. Am I to surrender and accept my lot in life, devoting myself to caring for these deficient creatures? What happens when we have children? Will he coddle and pamper them too, raising them into spoiled brats who can’t wipe their own asses? I suppose he thinks I’ll be content as the housewife, nattering at home and caring for his children and pets while he rides around playing the hero. Well, he’s in for a rude awakening, I’ll not stand for it, not for one minute.”
 
  
 
 Fed up with his manicure, the bear cub escaped from Song’s grasp and stood to hug Mila’s calves, grunting mournfully as his little brown eyes stared hopefully at her. Puffing her cheeks, Mila did her best to ignore it but the little cub was too adorable to resist. Picking him up, she nuzzled the beast close as it settled against her shoulder with a contented sigh, happy to sleep in the comfort of her arms. Okay, so having a pet wasn’t all bad, but she had no idea what to do when these bears grew full sized.
 
  
 
 Patting her on the leg, Lin patiently smiled. “I miss Rainy too. They’ll bring him back safe and sound, I’m sure of it.”
 
  
 
 So strong and brave, Lin was amazing. All her indignation fled as Mila sat down with a huff, leaning against Lin with a pout. “I feel so helpless sitting here, waiting for news. Rationally, I understand it was the right choice to send Fung and the rest, but aside from him, I have no reason to trust any of the other officers. What if Zian purposely lets Rain come to harm or BoShui helps his cousin escape?”
 
  
 
 Song chimed in, much to Mila’s surprise. “Then we will hunt down the Shrike and rescue him ourselves.” The simple statement helped Mila compose herself, filling her with confidence and aplomb, which Song immediately ruined by adding, “Or avenge him.” Song shrugged, indifferent to the outcome.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to pinch her cheeks, Mila thanked her with a hug and prepared for bed. Song was right, whether a joyous reunion or sorrowful funeral awaited them, she had no power to change things from here. Better to rest than fret over the possibilities, there was still a war to fight.
 
  
 
 If Rain came to harm, however, Mila would bring more death and destruction to the Empire than the Defiled could ever hope to achieve. It might take her decades or even centuries, but she would not be denied justice.
 
  
 
 Sumila, Disciple of Akanai, Apprentice of Husolt, and Sentinel of the People, was not a woman to be crossed lightly.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Within Chao Yong’s luxurious manor sat a beautiful garden, Yong’s pride and joy, so much so that calling it a mere garden seemed an affront. Painstakingly tended to by a veritable army of servants, it boasted of no less than three hundred varieties of rare flowers, chosen and cultured for their coloration and scent. A vibrant feast for the eyes and nose, he had the entrance to his manor moved so his guests were brought through the garden before entering his home. Oftentimes, when the stress of work and life brought him low, he’d have his porters bring him to the seven-story pagoda in the centre of the garden, carrying him up to the highest room where he would bask in the beauty of the multi-hued field of flowers. Most days, after listening to his musicians strum a few soulful tunes and drinking a pot of priceless Zhen Jing tea, all his problems would melt away, leaving him ready to deal with whatever vexing issues lay in his path.
 
  
 
 Not today. Today, the fragrant tea sat untouched, cooling in its Imperial Jade pot while the field of flowers went unnoticed. Sitting in his armchair, Yong stared east with intense concentration, focusing only on the manor’s entrance and nothing else as his fingers drummed across the Agar wood table. Alone but for his guards, it was a true trial of fortitude and tolerance. No girls to tend to his needs, no musician to play the classics, no slave to fan him lightly while he sat in the sweltering heat, he waited for what he hoped would be favourable news.
 
  
 
 It would have been so much easier if that damned hulking giantess knew her place. A font of vulgar obscenities and uncultured mannerisms, Sovanna’s blatant refusal to open the gates infuriated him to no end. What use were the gates when the Enemy was already inside Sanshu? All they did was bar his departure, though not for long, the Mother willing. Were it not for that cretin’s inhuman physique and the risk of Wraiths coming into his home, he’d have sent his guards to teach her a lesson on who truly held power in this city. A shame, but his time and efforts couldn’t be wasted on a mere Staff Sergeant.
 
  
 
 Spying movement at the manor gate, Yong moved to the banister and squinted, able to make out a slave scurrying towards the pagoda. After mere minutes of running, as if attempting to draw Yong's ire, the scrawny slave stopped to rest, head down and chest heaving, a worthless slacker. This was what the Chief Councilman of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance had been reduced to, sending his musicians to run messages. Once word of Butcher Bay’s impending invasion spread, the damned servants all refused to come to work, huddling inside their hovels with their worthless families. Fools one and all, had they remained loyal and useful, he might have brought them away and saved them from death. A good riddance to them all, more fodder for the Butchers.
 
  
 
 In the future, Yong decided to purchase more slaves. In fact, he would transition entirely to a slave force, as he should have from the beginning. It was all Ban’s fault, the fool did a few paltry calculations and claimed it was cheaper to pay servants a pittance instead of purchasing skilled slaves outright. Though they saved coin on expenses like food and amenities by passing those costs onto the servants, it was a small price to pay for absolute obedience.
 
  
 
 The memory of his murdered brother put Yong in an even fouler mood, once again reminded how Ban had yet to be avenged. Ever since that half-beast bitch Yuzhen stepped into his fair city, nothing had gone right. Now, with Sanshu on the brink of destruction, Sovanna seemed intent on having all its inhabitants join her in a glorious death. An uneducated half-wit too scared to even think logically, why Tongzu promoted her over anyone else was a mystery, but Yong had no intention of staying to find out.
 
  
 
 When the slave stopped to rest again, Yong snapped, “Send my sedan and have him brought up. Wait, have it emptied first, and lay down a clean blanket. He is to touch nothing, I’ll not have my sedan fouled by a slave. Burn the blanket when you’re done.” Returning to his armchair, he smoothed out his robes and waited in stony silence for the slave to arrive.
 
  
 
 Still breathless as he stumbled into the room, the musician turned messenger fell to his knees before Yong. “Master, this lowly slave apologizes a thousand times.” Slapping himself across the face, the slave continued to speak as tears fell from his eyes. “This slave is weak, this slave is inadequate.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” On a normal day, he would allow the slave to continue repenting, but time was of the essence. “What news have you?”
 
  
 
 “This slave conveyed Master’s wishes to Sergeant Yimu as instructed. A thousand apologies, but the Sergeant has made demands. In return for raising the river gates, he wants five hundred gold and passage for himself, his guards, and their families, twenty-three people in total.”
 
  
 
 Extortion is what this was, blatant theft. Gritting his teeth, Yong wave his hand and nodded. “Fine. How long until the barges are fully loaded?”
 
  
 
 After a pause, his guard answered, “Twelve hours Great One.”
 
  
 
 “Tell them to hurry. Inform the Sergeant we will be leaving in ten hours. I’ll brook no delay, as soon as the barges leave my manor, the whole city will know my intentions.” Frowning, he sat back and contemplated how to accommodate twenty-odd freeloaders. Turning to his guards, he raised his eyebrow and asked, “You know this Sergeant?” A nod. “Can you kill him and his men without difficulty?” Another nod, accompanied by a smile. “After the gates are raised and my barges safely out of the city, send the Sergeant and his entourage over the side to feed the fishes. The five hundred gold promised to them is yours.” As an afterthought, he added, “When the time comes, throw that worthless slave overboard as well.”
 
  
 
 No one would miss them, a group of cowards willing to betray Sanshu. Their deaths would go unnoticed since the city was undoubtedly doomed. All was arranged and this time tomorrow, Yong would be safely away from the city, sailing down the Xiang Mi river. Distracted by his relief, he accidentally glanced out the window and saw the billowing plumes of dark smoke, his mood souring in an instant. Tearing his eyes away, he tried to pour himself a cup of tea, but his hands shook too much to manage it. Tossing the pot aside, he stood so forcefully he upended his chair. “Come, I return to the Manor to rest.” Ten hours, he only needed Sovanna and her guards to hold for ten hours, then all would be well.
 
  
 
 He prayed the incompetent bitch could manage as much, though it was optimistic to say the least.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Vithar stood in the darkness at his garo’s side, hand clamped firmly around the beast’s muzzle. Though unhappy at the treatment, the creature waited patiently, motionless and silent. The northern wastes were unforgiving and noise carried vast distances in the frozen plains. Creatures incapable of silence rarely survived adolescence.
 
 


 
 Things were much different here in the southern forests. Even now in the dark of night, unfamiliar noise filled the air as creatures skittered and flit about in search of food. A bountiful, merciful land, the south fostered weakness and carelessness, though Vithar was too tenacious to let his vigilance slip. Too many of his foes and rivals laid dead in the north because of their negligence. He would know, since he often took advantage of their failings.
 
 


 
 Too sloppy and haphazard these southerners, if not for the Uniter’s orders, Vithar would have slain them all and offered their blood to the ancestors. Still, the orders had been to work with the Southerners, not take their orders, so when the aged thief instructed him to wait outside the city, Vithar had disregarded them and left, bringing his riders west.
 
 


 
 An army of ten-thousand rode to the city’s aid according to the aged thief. It was not Vithar’s way to sit and wait. He was no goat to be staked out for the garo, he was the hunter, the pursuer. A clever hunter would know this army would be tired and weary. A clever hunter would take the field, killing on his own terms and not the enemy’s. His three-thousand garo riders were easily worth thirty-thousand of these weak southerners, they’d proved as much in the first battle, for the city called Shen Mu. Here, tonight, he held every advantage and he never liked to see an opportunity pass.
 
 


 
 His scouts returned and Vithar grinned at their tidings. The southerners were camped only an hour away, fatigued and overworked, their spirits low and bodies taxed. Tonight, his riders would taste blood once more and make a great offering to the ancestors, before returning to the city in victory to partake in its destruction.
 
 


 
 Bending knee to the Uniter was the best decision Vithar ever made. War and bloodshed without end, a promise made and a promise kept.
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
  
 






      Chapter 197 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 A scream pierced through the hushed tranquility of night, abruptly ending in utter silence which hung in the air like a dagger over Song’s head. Bolting from her bedroll, she blinked as her eyes adjusted to the darkness and the world came into focus, saber drawn and positioned to defend Master, her heart pumping life and energy through her veins. Years of training and ingrained reflex prepared her for this and Song was determined to see Master safely through the tribulation ahead.
 
  
 
 For a fraction of a heartbeat, the stillness of night lingered and Song’s mind raced through the possibilities. Had she merely dreamed the disturbance, jumping at shadows? This would not mark the first time Song had woken in a fit of anxiety, though it’d been weeks since her last. Yes, perhaps she’d only imagined the brief scream, the small disturbance nothing but the product of stress, exhaustion, and poor diet. Still unconvinced, Song steadied her breathing, ears flicking left and right. Roused by her disturbance, Master shifted beneath her blankets. “Song?” Master asked, her voice filled with confusion and mild alarm. “Are you alright?”
 
  
 
 At the sound of Master’s voice, the pets stirred from their slumber, Sarankho’s high-pitched yawn and the cubs grumbles bringing a modicum of normality to the situation. Embarrassed by her behaviour, Song opened her mouth to beg forgiveness. Before she could speak, a cry rang throughout the camp. “To arms!” Accompanying the shout came a clamour of thundering strides, followed by the clash of blades and screams of challenge and death.
 
  
 
 “Lin, wake up and get dressed.” Throwing aside her blankets, Master placed aside the cub and threw on her clothes, the tiny creature whimpering in protest, seeking comfort and warmth. All the animals felt the tension, their fur bristling as they gathered together, Jimjam standing guard over his family much like Song stood guard over Master. Good animals, she prayed they’d have enough sense to stay out of sight; from what she knew, night battles were riotous, uncoordinated affairs, difficult to differentiate friend from foe.
 
  
 
 Still half asleep, Lady Mei Lin rubbed her eyes and yawned while Master struggled with her trousers. “What’s happening Mi-Mi?”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled are attacking.” The response came from outside the tent and Song recognized the Leader’s voice. “Time for us to leave. If your friends survive the night, we’ll meet with them in the morning.”
 
  
 
 The growing din of battle drowned out Lady Mei Lin’s reply, though Song could see from her narrowed eyes and set jaw it was less than agreeable. Shaking her head, Master squeezed Lady Mei Lin’s shoulder. “Lin, look after the animals and listen to your guards. Stay safe my friend.” Without waiting for an answer, Master strode out the tent with Song at her heels.
 
  
 
 The transition over the threshold was jarring, emerging from the calm to find chaos and anarchy in all directions. Smoke billowed and obscured vision while panicked horses and scattered quins moved in every direction, fleeing from the heat of the blazing fires which illuminated the carnage and confusion. Outside the tent, Song found herself ringed by Lady Mei Lin’s guards, none of the garo-mounted Defiled daring to approach as they moved about in small groups, barrelling through the camp and trampling over surprised soldiers, killing with impunity.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by the disorder and discord, Master ran out into the unruly melee with spear and shield at the ready, her voice raised in a bellow. “Soldiers of the Empire, Khishigs of the Bekhai, rally on me!” Several familiar faces joined them, but Master’s voice was largely lost in the commotion without Chi to augment it. Still, heedless of the danger, Master led them into battle, saving one man by tackling a charging garo shield first. With a resounding boom, the massive garo shrieked as it tumbled across the dirt, crushing its rider beneath its bulky mass. Sprinting to keep up, Song ended the life of both rider and mount in one fell swoop. Master helped the rescued soldier to his feet and he nodded his thanks, joining the ranks with his chi-augmented voice booming across the field. “Soldiers of the Empire, rally and fight!”
 
  
 
 Heeding his call, more joined as Master took control, leading their rag-tag unit to intercept another group of Defiled. Lashing out, her spear swiped the legs out from under a garo as its rider’s blade glanced across her shield with a metallic shriek. Bones shattering on impact, the garo flopped down and slid as the rider flipped head over heels out of the saddle. Stomping down, she elicited a scream from the rider and ended it with a thrust of her spear. With a small snort, Master set off in search of more lives to end and save, the elite soldiers falling in line, marking Master as a leader worth following.
 
  
 
 Unfamiliar pride surged through Song as she strode at Master’s heels, saber lashing out whenever the opportunity presented itself. Her body moved without thought as she killed, reflecting on Master’s coming rise to glory. Though yet to be discovered by the world at large, Song knew Master deserved more fame and recognition than any Warrant Officer in Sanshu. If Rain or Officer Huushal tried to tackle a charging Garo, they’d be nothing but a smear of meat paste in the dirt. Master did so easily as turning her hand, there was simply no comparison. Yet martial skill was not all Master offered, as the Lieutenant General’s daughter she was a born leader and talented tactician, a far cry from Rain’s untested methods. Even as they moved to repel the Defiled, Master constantly barked out a stream of orders, setting Khishigs to task as scouts while scattering the elites out among the unit, forming small kill teams within their ranks. Even if Rain continued to reveal one talent after another, it was only a matter of time before Master overtook him in both strength and skill, her name spreading far and wide throughout the Empire.
 
  
 
 A far more fitting and praiseworthy representative of the Bekhai, in Song's opinion.
 
  
 
 An unstoppable pair, Master and Song set about smashing and stabbing in a frenzy of motion, facing the Defiled head on while continuing to rally the soldiers, their numbers growing in twos and threes. “Spread out in skirmish formation. Work together to bring down the riders, foul their legs, slow them even for a moment and their heads will roll.” As Master turned to deal with her soldiers, Song’s saber slashed through the throat of a Defiled, his weapon poised to kill Master. Her efforts earned her a smile which set her ears to fluttering, and Master’s voice rose once more, steady and assertive. “The Defiled hold the advantage but we will not falter. Fight on!”
 
  
 
 The soldiers cheered in response and redoubled their efforts, the battle continuing in a grand melee. Soldiers and Defiled alike died in droves, with more to take their place. After an arduous back and forth, a lull fell over the battlefield as the Defiled circled around, gathering for a concentrated charge. Wasting no time, Master shouted, “Close in and form ranks! Polearms to the front and sides, wounded to the centre. They mean to break us. Hold the line, blunt their charge, and victory is ours!”
 
  
 
 With a few simple sentences, Master wove a pocket of order amid the raging chaos, her orders obeyed without hesitation. Over three hundred soldiers were gathered around them, with a few familiar faces. Spears and halberds bristled outwards as the soldiers set their weapons, daring the Defiled to charge into them while those without polearms braced themselves behind the others, ready to rend and tear once the Defiled reared. Shoulder to shoulder, wearing bloodstained nightclothes if dressed at all, they made for an uninspiring sight. Still, they stood tall, resolved and tenacious, unblinking before their foe.
 
  
 
 Wiping the blood and ashes from her face, cold determination settled in as Song watched the Enemy mass in greater numbers. It was her purpose, her privilege to guard Master’s life, without thought of reward or recognition. Even if she gave her insignificant life, she would not want Master to feel any gratitude or grief, and Song was ready to offer it without hesitation should the opportunity arise. So long as her kind and talented Master lived through the night, Song would be content.
 
  
 
 The Enemy finally decided they had enough and with a thunderous bellow, charged as one. The garo’s strides covering the distance in seconds. Standing firm, Master held the line as the Defiled crashed into them, her small stature doing nothing to diminish her presence as she fought valiantly at the front. Giving herself fully to the Forms, Song’s saber twinkled in the starlight and flames as she set upon the Enemy, a watchful eye turned towards Master. Not every strike was aimed to kill, no warrior was an island in battle. Dancing through the lines and around Master, Song moved to hamper and threaten the Enemy, drawing their attention while leaving herself vulnerable. While taking advantage of her weakness, the Enemy opened themselves to attack from Master and the soldiers around Song, surrendering their lives for a chance to take her own, a good trade no matter the outcome. A thrust to the shoulder, a cut to the cheek, a gash across her forearm, she took one injury after another, but in return claimed nine lives with her blade while countless more fell to those around her.
 
  
 
 Still her efforts weren’t enough. Caught unaware and drained from their travels, they held no advantage over the mounted Enemy, their paltry defence threatening to crumble before the onslaught despite all of Master’s efforts. Her strength flagging, Master stumbled in the churning mud. Leaping to her side, Song desperately intercepted the axe meant to take Master’s head. The powerful blow sent her saber flying from her numbed fingers. The garo’s jaw lunged towards her throat and Song stood firm over Master’s fallen form.
 
  
 
 Satisfied with her fate, Song’s lips stretched in a smile as she welcomed death. Having witnessed the rise of a young hero, Song was now free to find peace into the Mother’s warm embrace.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Gripping his saber until his fingers turned white, Huushal controlled the urge to rush out into battle, growling beneath his breath as he waited by his tent. His retinue would know to come looking for him, so here he must stay until they gathered. With his wives at his side and retinue filtering in, he stood with hackles raised, staring out into the camp. The Defiled had yet to penetrate this far, his retinue camped on the southern fringe while the Enemy rode in from the east, spreading out to sweep across the camp in complete disarray.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Amateurs.
 
  
 
 Were it him commanding this attack, he would have split his forces in two and moved to encircle the camp, while leaving an avenue of escape, cutting soldiers down as they fled. Instead, the Defiled put too much stock in the element of surprise, penetrating into the heart of the camp in scores of small parties to sow confusion and chaos, leaving themselves too spread out to deal with a rallied defence. Even as he watched, pockets of resistance gathered amid the fire and smoke, soldiers grouping together to stand and fight. Though partially due to the soldier’s elite training, it was equally because that they had nowhere to run, with chaos and death in every direction. Even a trapped rat will bite back.
 
  
 
 Huushal was neither a rat nor trapped. He was a wolf, free to do as he pleased, and the Defiled would come to regret their folly.
 
  
 
 Uncle Kalil arrived with the last of the retinue in tow, riding their quins. A twinge of guilt plucked at Huushal’s heartstrings, wishing Jaga were still alive to accompany him in battle. Worse, Laughing Dragon had escaped alongside the Shrike, the idiot woman believing a Defiled coward’s lies. Without his death, how was Jaga to rest in peace?
 
  
 
 Shaking with righteous anger and bitter regret, Huushal mounted his borrowed quin, a skittish creature named Jinx. A timid, untrained wagon quin with an ill-fated name, she was unhappy bearing his weight, but she was the best that could be spared. “Sentinels,” he said, his voice cold and steady. “Come, let us show the Defiled how to conduct a raid. Keep in formation and follow my lead.”
 
  
 
 Silent assent and eager smiles was all he received in response, his troops too seasoned to break noise discipline. Uncle Kalil nodded in approval and Huushal guided Jinx into a steady trot. One hundred strong, his retinue slipped into the shadows in a loose line, skirting silently around the edge of camp. The quins padded over the hard packed dirt, the creatures eager for blood and death, though whether Jinx quivered in fear or anticipation, Huushal could not tell. Still, she obeyed his directions without hesitation and he patted her neck to soothe her nerves. ‘Don’t worry little quin,’ he thought. ‘I’ll not let you come to harm.’
 
  
 
 No Defiled would come within the range of his saber and live. Tonight, he would slaughter the Enemy and send them back to the Father’s Maw, a tribute to Jaga who watched from above, snuggled in the Mother’s embrace.
 
  
 
 The battle loomed to their left as they arrived at their destination, east of the camp and standing behind the Defiled lines. From this vantage point, he gazed upon the destruction left in their wake, and a righteous fury ignited in his chest. With a touch of his knees, Jinx bounded out of the shadows with his retinue at her heels, a silent column of death snaking through the debris. In seconds, they came across the first group of Defiled, over a dozen riders laughing as they trampled the dead. His lip curled in a sneer, Huushal guided Jinx directly towards them.
 
  
 
 Let them have a taste of what it’s like to be trampled.
 
  
 
 The first Defiled died instantly, Huushal’s saber cutting through flesh and decapitating the garo in a single swing. Too fearful of crashing, Jinx darted through the Defiled ranks, avoiding snapping jaws and swinging blades while his retinue dealt with the Defiled. It was a little jarring for Huushal as he jolted left and right, but such was his penance. Gritting his teeth, he flourished his saber about as they rode, doing his best to keep the little quin unharmed.
 
  
 
 His saber dripping with blood, he guided Jinx through the smoke and flames. Together with his retinue, they made short work of another five groups in as many minutes, easily dispatching the divided Defiled. Directing any surviving soldiers to head towards Major Yuzhen’s tent, Huushal continued to ride throughout the camp in search of worthy challenge. Though his zeal for blood urged him to split his retinue to better hunt down the scattered groups, he tempered zeal with prudence, keeping his Setinels close.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he was being overly cautious, but he was loathe to repeat his mistakes and lose another quin, or worse. Then again, as he scattered the Defiled before him and ran them down with ease, he decided discretion was the better part of valour. This wasn’t the time for duels and glory, this was merely a hunt, a cleansing of the camp. Splitting his retinue would mean making the same mistake the Defiled had, spreading themselves too thin. Better to present a united front until a better image of the Enemy numbers presented itself.
 
  
 
 Riding past the lines of burning tents, he emerged from the smoke and came to a skidding halt, thanking the Mother he’d reined in his impulses. Arrayed before him was a column of Defiled, at least five hundred strong as they rode down the remnants of an Imperial defence. From across the distance, he watched as the Defiled Chieftain, marked by his elaborate, horned headdress, turned towards them. Even from here, Huushal saw the disdain in his eyes, and with a wave of his hand, half the Defiled riders turned and charged, whooping and hollering as they bored down upon him.
 
  
 
 Grinning, Huushal raised his saber and shouted, “Retreat!”
 
  
 
 Not his first instinct, but outnumbered five to one and facing a chieftain, he disliked those odds. Melting away as quickly as they arrived, Huushal threw his pursuers off and led his Sentinels in a tight circle, using the smoke and cover to hide their movements. In this, Jinx was supremely talented, sticking close to ground as she scrabbled over dirt and mud. Emerging almost three hundred meters west of where they last appeared, Huushal drew his bow and lifted it to the sky, firing blind on memory alone. His retinue followed suit and their arrows shrieked through the night sky, arcing over the flames to come crashing down on where he hoped the Chieftain stood.
 
  
 
 He didn’t stay to find out whether the barrage was successful. Riding off, he repeated the maneuver twice more before falling back, unwilling to press his luck. Chuckling beneath his breath, he patted Jinx as she carried him away. With a name like hers, luck was the last thing to rely on.
 
  
 
 Jaga’s loss was painful, but it taught Huushal a valuable lesson. He was not a rampaging bull, charging headlong at every problem. Out in the wilds, a wolf put survival above all else. Whittle away at your prey, pick your battles, and fight as a pack. He wasn’t the most skilled tactician or the quickest learner, but so long as he survived, he would have time to grow.
 
  
 
 The Defiled Chieftain burst from the shadows and fell upon him in a heartbeat. Battle broke out around them as Defiled met Sentinel in a flurry of clashing blades and gnashing teeth. Huushal’s saber blocked the first blow by reflex and the impact shook him down to the bones. The arrows poking from the Chieftain’s flesh did little to slow him, relentlessly pressing forwards. The crude axe smashed Huushal’s saber aside whenever they crossed, barely able to keep a grip on his weapon. Though still able to trade, it was evident he was outmatched. The Chieftain’s garo bit into her shoulder and Jinx screeched in fear, reeling back and throwing Huushal from the harness. Landing with a thud, he wheezed as the air exited his lungs, watching Jinx scamper away. Then all he knew was talon and fang, rolling away as the garo rent and tore at his flesh, his world exploding in pain and suffering.
 
  
 
 A taloned claw stomped onto his chest and his ribs cracked beneath their weight. Staring up at the slobbering beast, he looked past the fangs and saw the Chieftain’s cruel smile. Yanking at the reins, the Chieftain pulled his garo away and left Huushal to bleed, likely saving him for a tortuous death.
 
  
 
 Blood dribbling down his chin, he struggled to draw breath, every cough wracking his body with pain. ‘Damn me,’ he thought, staring up into the heavens. ‘So this is my penance for letting Jaga die, thrown from the back of his replacement. Fitting. That cowardly beast truly is a jinx, but I hope she survives.’
 
  
 
 With a shuddering breath, he closed his eyes to rest.
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 Standing amid the chaos and carnage, Rustram rose from the ground and shook his head, reeling from the impact. The garo-mounted Defiled barely clipped him in passing, yet it felt like half his torso had exploded, the pain causing him to swoon in place. Lungs burning and arms weak, he found his bearings and watched the Defiled circle around after their charge, the barbaric northerners grinning behind their crude masks of bone and leather. A few even had the temerity to laugh or wave as they rode into the black smoke, the thick clouds obscuring his vision as they re-positioned for yet another devastating charge.
 
  
 
 Hit hard and scatter the infantry, riding away before they could counterattack, the Defiled were untouchable. Three exchanges and not a single Defiled had been killed, while Rustram’s ranks laid in tatters, dozens dead and more wounded. An amalgamation of soldiers and Sentinels, Rustram looked upon the men and women around him, their resolve fading as they came to grips with the futility of resistance. The Defiled were toying with them, disgraceful is what it was, almost a hundred soldiers of the Empire helpless before a fifth of their numbers. Such was warfare, where infantry held no advantage over their mounted counterparts, less so when the Enemy rode man-eating, scale-skinned garos.
 
  
 
 Someone had to take command, someone strong. Any one of the assembled soldiers were likely stronger than Rustram, each one capable of displaying their purity. Unfortunately, they all milled about the field, waiting for the next assault. Only uncertainty and lack of an escape kept them from breaking, every soldier looking out for his or her own skin. Since no one else was stepping up, he dug deep into his reserves, eking out what courage and strength he could muster. “Form up you gutless cowards,” he yelled, his voice raw and rasping from the smoke. “You gonna let a little love tap keep you down? Meet them head on and we will cut them down!”
 
  
 
 Only his Sentinels moved to form ranks, the crowd silent but for the anguished groans of the wounded and dying. Two or three murderous glares turned in his direction, and he silently cursed his choice of words. These were experts and elites, more accustomed to fawning and praise, not verbal abuse. They’d snap right to it if Ravil were here, the man was a natural at instilling fear and discipline. Not through sheer size or strength, no the man was slim of build and short of stature. It was something about his manner, perhaps his twitching hands never far from his knives or those dark eyes, blacker than night and promising worse than his foul mouth could ever speak. Rustram wasn’t ashamed to say he feared the former thief, a young man who flourished and thrived in the unforgiving streets of Shen Huo.
 
  
 
 Hard to believe his transformation since joining the Sentinels, Ravil becoming the de facto bully sergeant of Rain’s retinue. A repeat offender during his stint in the army, Ravil was always playing an angle with his partner-in-crime Bulat, with Pran and Saluk as muscle to back them. Whether it was running games with loaded dice, selling rotgut wine distilled in the barracks infirmary, instigating feuds between rival squads, or countless schemes and ploys to pass the time, those four troublemakers had been at the root of every one of Rustram’s headaches since the day he’d been assigned their unit.
 
  
 
 How things had changed. Now, he’d pay any price to have those scoundrels at his side, if only for their unwavering calm in the face of danger. Instead, they’d been sent away or were missing in the chaos, replaced by these unfamiliar elites. Those who recognized him probably were sneering at his status, the second in command of an absent Warrant Officer, assuming someone even recognized him at all. His Sentinels were no help, only his squad and the boss’s squad present, unable to find the others in the chaos. Though Pran and Saluk would be most welcome, Rustram would trade an arm and leg to have Lady Sumila and her squad at his side, the true elites of Rain’s retinue. Nothing like these dispirited and uncooperative ‘elites’ from the cities, hoping to sacrifice the others and save their own worthless hides.
 
  
 
 Something snapped inside him, rage and apathy fuelling his actions. “Enough dancing around,” he snapped, flourishing his rapier and taking his stance at the head of the formation. “We'll handle these Defiled ourselves. Sentinels, what’s the boss’s favourite phrase?”
 
  
 
 “Give flesh and break bones,” came the unenthusiastic reply, disjointed and dispirited, the twenty odd warriors lacking confidence.
 
  
 
 Sneering at the watching soldiers, Rustram let his disdain show, speaking loudly for all to hear. “These ‘elites’ are too afraid to take injury, scattering before the outnumbered Enemy and praying for survival. Are we so craven and hopeless? As the retinue of the Undying Savage, will we shame his good name?” His Sentinels straightened, their courage returning at mention of the boss. “Who among us has not suffered through pain and torment, hopelessness and despair? What are a few paltry Defiled in comparison? This is what we trained for, struggled for, persevered for. Give flesh!”
 
  
 
 “Break bones!” The reply was louder now, their spirits lifting.
 
  
 
 “Give Flesh!” He roared once more, beating his chest plate with the hilt of his rapier.
 
  
 
 “Break bones!” Voices rising in a clamour, his Sentinels responded with a resounding cry, beating their weapons against shield and armour as they chanted the boss’s advice like a mantra. “Give Flesh! Break Bones! Give Flesh! Break Bones!”
 
  
 
 His confidence restored, he joined the chant as the Defiled emerged from the smoke, their garos closing the distance with their long-legged strides. Seeing their united defense, the Defiled veered towards them, cackling all the while. Rooted in place, he continued to chant as the world shifted and he found himself suspended in the void.  Time appeared to slow as he took a deep breath, pointing his rapier at the Enemy. “Charge!”
 
  
 
 He felt no fear, no apprehension as he watched himself rush the mounted Defiled. Light as a feather, he ran a full three strides ahead of his Sentinels, his face carefully neutral, neither enthused nor afraid. Within the calm of the void, he filtered out the distractions. The heat of the flames, the choking smoke, the howling wind, the bone-numbing fatigue, none of it mattered. Nothing but the sword and its target, a slobbering garo and his grinning rider filled his mind, all his focus on one thought.
 
  
 
 I am the sword, the sword is me.
 
  
 
 With a basic lunge, he pierced through the garo’s skull, the attack practised ten-thousand times over. This wasn’t enough, Li Song’s sparring taught him the recovery was just as important, if not more. Snapping back into an upright position, he stepped aside as the blade carved through bone and flesh with ease. Emerging from the garo's flesh, he intercepted the Defiled weapon and gave it the barest of taps, send it flying from his enemy's grasp. Locking his shoulder in place, he smiled as the rider’s momentum met the blade's edge, barely noticing the impact as armour, flesh, and bone parted around it. The garo brushed his sleeve and crashed into the dirt, sliding to a stop while the Defiled torso hung briefly in the air, sliding off his weapon and tumbling down as if attempting to reunite with its legs, still sitting in the dead garo’s saddle.
 
  
 
 Behind him, the other Defiled wave crashed into the Sentinel wall. Garos snapped and weapons swung, Sentinels injured and dying from the onslaught. Tense heartbeats passed as the Defiled pushed through the throng of bodies, bogged down by the dead and living alike. Their forward momentum spent, the Defiled reeled as the Sentinels roared in collective fury, dragging the mired riders from their saddles. Though his Sentinels carried no Spiritual weapons, they were hellbent on retribution, Defiled dying one after the other in a frenzy of hacking and stomping.
 
  
 
 Moving without thought, Rustram sliced through a garo’s leg and nailed its flailing head in the dirt. What a difference Honing makes, like wings on a tiger, he moved through the press of bodies, dispatching the creatures one by one. His warriors gave flesh to keep the creatures in place, and Rustram moved faster than he’d ever moved before, struggling to save as many lives as possible.
 
  
 
 The last garo died and the dust settled, Rustram gasping as his vision swirled and he fell out of the void. Surveying the carnage, he felt the weight of responsibility pressing against his shoulders. The Sentinels stood victorious, the Defiled all dead or fleeing, but victory came at great cost. Less than a third of his Sentinels still stood ready to fight, the others dead or wounded. Reaching for his pack, he pulled out the precious medicines and smelling salts within. “Treat the wounded,” he croaked, unable to revel in the empty victory.
 
  
 
 All this to kill perhaps twenty Defiled, at best a shameful one for one trade. After today, how many of the original sixty-seven former soldiers would be left? Far too few by any count.
 
  
 
 While waiting for the medical paste to bond, a shadow fell over Rustram’s patient. “Move aside, you’re blocking the light,” he snapped.
 
  
 
 “... My apologies.” Strangely enough, the speaker truly sounded remorseful. Rustram glanced up to find a silk-robed soldier shuffling aside, hands clasped in greeting. “This one is Senior Captain Chu XinYue of Sanshu. Might I have the honour of knowing your name?”
 
  
 
 “Rustram, second-in-command of Officer Falling Rain’s retinue, Sentinel of the Bekhai.” Raising a single eyebrow, Rustram kept quiet, letting the silence prod the other man into speaking.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, father’s little games of power weren’t wrong, XinYue appearing flustered by the awkward pause. “...I uh, came to inform you, the Defiled are gathering in greater numbers for another charge.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rustram waved one of his Sentinels over to take over, but the silk-robed soldier moved to stop him. “No. Tend to your wounded, we will hold the line. Your courage has inspired us all. No Defiled will bother you, this I swear.” Saluting sharply, XinYue turned and raised his voice. “Come soldiers of Sanshu, you’ve borne witness to Bekhai courage, now show them your own!”
 
  
 
 The surrounding soldiers cheered in response, falling into line in front of Rustram and his wounded. Other shouts joined in as the soldiers from other cities followed, standing shoulder to shoulder to block the Defiled charge. Chuckling beneath his breath, Rustram shook his head and watched the battle rage on only meters away. These were true elites, their strength and skill far above his own, but today, he learned who’s tenacity was greater.
 
  
 
 The thought filled him with a strange pride, taking perverse delight in his willingness to die. What else could you expect from the retinue of the Undying Savage? Perhaps given enough time, Rustram and his soldiers would even make a name for themselves, the fearless warriors who followed the Undying Savage.
 
  
 
 Assuming they all survived the night, of course.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Though her mind was resigned to death, it seemed Song’s body had yet to concede. Leaping towards the garo’s jaws, she cried in pain as its teeth closed around her shoulder. Only bruising the muscle underneath, the creatures attack slid off her Runic armour without leaving so much as a scratch. She disliked relying on this gift from Rain, though a princely gift it was. Something about being in his debt sat poorly with her, though she couldn't explain why. She was merely a slave, pride something she could ill-afford.
 
  
 
 Easier to pretend the gift was given to Master, who gifted it to Song. Yes, that made it more palatable. Tackling the garo, she held it in place for a single second before its neck muscles flexed and pushed her away, flinging her back into the crowd of soldiers. The single second was enough however, as Master’s spear pierced through the garo’s chest, drenching her in its blood. Unarmed but for a singled dagger, Song rejoined the fray at Master’s side, thrusting towards another Defiled rider.
 
  
 
 Before her blade touched its scale, a flash of light smashed into the garo’s head, snapping it aside like a hammer strike. As the rider's head detached from his torso, she saw Ser Tenjin and Lady Tursinai emerge from the smoke and shadows, followed by the marching members of Rain’s retinue. Most notable were the twin bull-brother’s Pran and Saluk carrying their massive crossbows and firing bolts of death into the Defiled, though she saw no sign of Mister Rustram.
 
  
 
 Thankful for the timely intervention, Song uttered a sigh of relief, her shoulders dropping from pain and exhaustion. Bare chested but for a bandolier of knives slung across his shoulders, Ser Tenjin made for an impressive sight. His teeth bared in crazed delight, he hurled a blade with every step, each one finding its mark in a charging garo or its rider, an inhuman display of power and accuracy. Wearing a light shift which barely kept her decent, Lady Tursinai danced around her lover in a seductive display, her pale shoulders and smooth thighs gleaming in the moonlight. Whirling in her hands, her chain and sickle moved unseen, humming as it scythed through air and flesh with equal ease. Any Defiled who approached was met by thrown blade or whirling chain, the two lovers working in perfect harmony to kill any who barred their path. As if out for a midnight stroll, they sauntered through the Defiled lines, leading Rain's retinue on a direct route towards Master, the others in their rescue party left with little to do but twiddle their thumbs.
 
  
 
 Sensing victory, the soldiers spirits surged and the tide turned against the Defiled. Dozens fell before their nerve broke and the survivors fled, escaping into the night. The Enemy broken within a dozen paces, Song gaped as she failed to find a single drop of sweat or blood marring the bodies of the two experts, though they were covered in ashes like the others. With a feigned cry of despair, Lady Tursinai checked Master for injuries. “Have mercy dear Mila, don’t go running off into danger by yourself. The Herald will tear me limb from limb if harm comes to her precious daughter. You idolize me, yes, but the sad truth is I’m no match for Akanai.” With a fake shudder, Tursinai turned and pinched Song’s cheek lightly, also checking her for injuries. “And you silly girl, good job keeping Mila safe but keep a hold of your own sword. Better yet, you should both learn enough sense to wait at your tent until we arrive. I mean, of all the officers in Rain's retinue, only Pran and Saluk had enough sense to gather there.”
 
  
 
 Face reddening as the two simple-minded brothers grinned, Master stood tall, short of breath and skin stained with blood, but unharmed and full of heroic vigour. Around them, the soldiers spread the news of Lieutenant General Akanai’s daughter standing among them, eyeing Master with approval. Strength of arms was one thing, but leadership was sorely lacking amongst these elites, something Song noted early on. Why else would they fall in line with a young half-beast girl? Then again, such was the way with the extra sons and daughters of noble families. Spoiled beyond compare, if they had the qualities and drive neccessary for leadership, they wouldn't have become career soldiers; they would have become heirs instead.
 
  
 
 Ignoring their whispers, Master spoke with confidence. “This is only the first wave, a probing attack. The Defiled will link up and make a second, concentrated strike, seeking to sweep away whoever they find. We must collect the survivors and link up with Major Yuzhen, form a united defence.”
 
  
 
 Glancing at the approving soldiers surrounding Master, Lady Tursinai’s lips quirked in a mischievous smile. “Ah how quickly the years pass by. Seems like yesterday when I watched this impish little child running around the village, and soon I’ll be riding on her coat tails to fame and fortune.” Spinning on her heels, she pinched Ser Tenjin on the buttocks. “With me, my heroic, handsome husband. We’ll take a look around while Mila sorts things out, then we’re off to save the Major.” Giggling with delight, Lady Tursinai skipped off into the darkness, her sickle and chain singing as it whirled to life.
 
  
 
 Though not the only one to gape at her unseemly behaviour, Song had little time to process it. Wrapping her in a two armed hug, Master squeezed a little too tightly. “Thank you for saving me, but you need to be careful. I need you to live a long, healthy life. I’d never forgive myself if you died because of me.” Putting her down, Master barked out orders while Song followed close behind, using the time to parse through her emotions.
 
  
 
 Though freedom was denied her yet again, there was no crushing disappointment accompanying today’s failure. In fact, she felt at peace, satisfied even, her body full of energy despite her days of hard riding. It would be wrong to rest so soon, the battle was yet to be won, with many more Defiled to kill. Perhaps she would still find freedom tonight, but for the first time, she was uncertain death was what she truly wanted. After all, Master had finally given her first order: Song was to live a long life.
 
  
 
 Not so terrible a thing when spent at Master’s side.
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 To Vithar's great surprise, instant victory was denied him as his axe collided with a spear. Finally, a worthy opponent capable of defending against his strike, he’d almost abandoned all hope of finding proper challenge among these soft-skinned weaklings. Since coming to the south, every exchange he took part in ended with a single strike and he was excited to match blades against someone capable of moving beyond the first pass. How pleasant to find a true warrior among these scurrying southerners, firing their arrows of wood and iron before fleeing into the night. Though a cowardly strategy, it had killed several of his riders and even managed to injure him, a notable accomplishment by any means. Worried this would be the best of the lot, he resigned himself to sacrificing the youth who rode at their head, leaving him broken and beaten in the dirt for later.
 
  
 
 But now, a more worthy sacrifice revealed himself to Vithar. How fortuitous, the ancestors grew irritable when not properly honoured.
 
  
 
 Reining in his garo, he circled his opponent with a smile, relishing the heady rush which accompanied the prospect of death. A warrior in armour of leather and fur, a powerful Aura emanated from his aged body, at least fifty summers judging by the streaks of grey in his beard. Past his prime, were this warrior one of Vithar’s tribesmen, his bones would have long since been picked clean and given to the ice, his spirit taking its rightful place alongside the ancestors. Better to die in battle and move on to guide a younger, stronger warrior than slowly succumb to the rigours of age.
 
  
 
 There was no such practice here in the merciful south, with its gentle weather and abundant sustenance. In fact, they held their elders in high esteem, everyone aspiring to grow frail and feeble before dying in bed. Perplexing, especially how the young fire-shaper, so blessed by the ancestors and marked by the Uniter himself, surrendered to the aged thief instead of seizing power. A strange bunch these southerners, so fearful of death they disregarded common wisdom, fostering weakness instead of embracing the struggle for survival. If not for the Uniter’s command, Vithar would have no part fighting alongside unbelievers, but it was a small thing to suffer. So long as he had enemies to kill and food for his people, the rest was of little importance.
 
  
 
 Sorely hoping this one would entertain him for more than a handful of exchanges, he tore the arrows from his shoulder, allowing his arm to move freely. Tapping his chest, he spoke in their unfamiliar tongue. “I am Vithar, Chieftain.” Too many homonyms, this strange, tonal language was difficult to learn, but Vithar was determined. Besides, it was better to know what his victims were saying when he tortured them.
 
  
 
 The aged warrior blinked in surprise, his lip curling in a sneer. “So you know how to speak. How disgusting, feral Defiled playing at games of men, hoping to exchange names before exchanging blows. You’re a mockery of all that is natural, pretending to be what you threw away.”
 
  
 
 “No exchange, no games.” Vithar shook his head, disgusted by the southerner’s ignorance, patiently explaining the ways of life. “You tell ancestors Vithar kill you. They know to fear me and aid my enemies, give me great challenge. Only through struggle will I stay strong.” How pitiful for a warrior so old to know so little of the world.
 
  
 
 “Haha, arrogant Defiled.” The aged warrior laughed in defiance. “You think I’ll die so easily? Perhaps you will be the one to fall today. Know my name then and pass it on to your Ancestors in the Father's Maw. I am Kalil, Khishig of the Bekhai.” Their pleasant conversation ended with a furious charge. Polished metal struck treated bone with a hollow ring, the soothing vibrations travelling up Vithar’s arms, accompanied by chills of anticipation. Kalil did not disappoint, his powerful lunge made possible by the curious beasts these southerners rode. Compact, hissing things of fang and talon, these creature were as much a weapon as Vithar’s garo. The one Kalil rode showed signs of age, with streaks of white amid its dark brown fur, so thick his garo’s fangs had trouble piercing through. The creature pawed at the garo’s face, pushing it aside while its jaw clamped down on scaled flesh, its fangs scoring the armoured garo hide and eliciting a hissing cry.
 
  
 
 The beast would make a fine meal and Vithar made note of its markings, intending to find it after the battle’s end. A marvellous thing this practice of cooking, a luxury only weak southerners could indulge in. Vithar was accustomed to eating whatever was on hand as quickly as possible, whether it be rival tribesmen or aged seniors. Having the freedom to choose not only what to eat, but how to prepare and enhance its taste was a strange concept, a simple pleasure he’d have never known existed if not for the Uniter. Though made weak by their forgiving lands, these southerners produced some incredible things, like delicious food, soft beds, and intoxicating drink.
 
  
 
 A cunning feint nearly pierced his throat and Vithar chuckled at his own distraction. Too long since he’d faced a proper foe, these bad habits might be the death of him. A ferocious pair, aged warrior and aged beast working in flawless synergy. Kalil’s forceful thrusts hindered Vithar from aiding his garo, the furred creature gaining the upper hand in the clash of mounts, using its grasping claws to great advantage. Kalil enjoyed a similar edge, guiding his mount with only his knees which left both hands free, leaving Vithar defending two-handed strikes with only one hand. Good, a minor handicap to make things interesting. Tugging the reins, he guided his garo back but Kalil pressed on, darting in to score a glancing hit across Vithar’s injured shoulder. Clever warrior, using all the tricks and stratagems learned in his decades of life to fight back, Vithar took great pleasure in this first true contest of strength.
 
  
 
 Their exchange continued back and forth for many minutes while he enjoyed the sensation of fighting from disadvantage. Too long since he’d fought a true warrior, he used this opportunity to hone his skills, testing his strength and pushing himself to the limits as the spear came perilously close to ending the match time and time again. So many variations on a simple thrust, the spear point curving in unpredictable manner, Vithar felt there was so much to learn from this aged warrior, it was a travesty he had yet to join the ancestors.
 
  
 
 A shame their exchange had to end so soon. Kalil held decades of personal experience, but he was no match for the combined millenia of wisdom granted by the ancestors. Drawing back, Vithar touched the axe-blade to his injured shoulder, allowing the weapon to draw on his blood, empowering the ancestors and through them, himself. Strength surged through his body as his muscles bulged, his skin stretched taut over his bulky frame. His axe transformed with him, the haft thickening and blade elongating, the weapon growing solid and weighty in his grasp. Surrounded by the flames and carnage, he roared and chopped at his opponent, no subtlety or guile at all, aiming for the warrior’s chest.
 
  
 
 Horizontally held before him, Kalil’s gleaming spear bent underneath the force of the blow, reeling away from the impact as his mount slid back. Taking a moment to savour the surprise and fear etched across Kalil’s face, Vithar urged his garo forward for another chop. With a shrill shriek, the creature darted away and he pushed the advantage, his axe singing as it cut through air. Unable or unwilling to meet him head on, the warrior ducked and dodged while his creature bobbed and weaved, bringing Vithar around the battlefield on a merry chase.
 
  
 
 How disgraceful, a warrior who knew nothing of shame, continuing his struggle despite being outmatched. This was no true battle, only a fool striving to draw breath for a few heartbeats longer, unwilling to gracefully accept his end. Around them, his tribesmen were in similar straits, unable to engage their fleeing enemies as the furred creatures ran circles around the less manoeuvrable garos.
 
  
 
 Frustration mounted as he continued the chase, the aged warrior taunting with his half-smile, unwilling to strike even though Vithar left himself vulnerable. Fully aware of the time constraints, he sought to end this fight as quickly as possible. Though weak and scattered, his tribesmen were still outnumbered, the advantage of surprise fading quickly as the enemy rallied across the camp. His blood pounding in his ears while the ancestors demanded victory, Vithar sighed and did something he was loath to do.
 
  
 
 He surrendered.
 
  
 
 Fully giving himself over to the ancestors, he watched through his eyes as his body fought. There was no satisfaction in this, no glory to be found. The ancestors' experience and skill made him powerful, but Vithar could not call this victory his own. Though it was his axe swiping right while his legs guiding the garo left, it was not his mind that directed them. It was a clever manoeuvre though, and Vithar marked it as one to remember, meant to force the enemy to engage or retreat. Unsurprisingly, the aged warrior retreated. A second similar exchange took place, and then a third and a fourth. Teeming with impatience, Vithar urged the ancestors to hurry, concerned his tribesmen would abandon reason in the heat of battle without his commands to temper them. If they chased these southerners too far, they might find an unwelcome surprise lying in wait.
 
  
 
 Heeding his instructions, the ancestors ceased their dallying. Vithar felt no joy as his axe crashed into the creature’s neck, sending the warrior tumbling from its back. Batting the spear away, he felt empty while caving in his opponent’s skull, the warm spray of blood across his face not enough to improve his mood. What should have been a jubilant victory was now a mere distraction, no pleasure derived from watching the life seep from of the aged warrior’s eyes. Reclaiming control, Vithar snorted while he took in his surroundings, absently dragging the corpse onto his garo and directing two of his tribesmen to collect the fallen beast.
 
  
 
 The ancestors would be appeased for a time and there was much strength to be gained from devouring the flesh of these enemies. Perhaps boiled in a stew or spiced and roasted over a flame, he would leave it for the slaves to decide. There would be no more glory today, the battle here had taken too long. More soldiers emerged from the smoke to engage his tribesmen, riding horses and the furred beasts, picking off those tribesmen still mired in battle. Patting the fallen warrior’s shoulder, Vithar chuckled beneath his breath. Perhaps not a coward or failure, this warrior delayed long enough for reinforcements to arrive and save his comrades.
 
  
 
 Turning his garo away, he rode off while bellowing his orders. “Withdraw! Bring what you can carry. Those who fall behind will be left behind.” Though he had hoped to gather for one final sweep of the camp, the chance was lost to him now. Truly a worthy foe, losing the duel only to win the battle. No matter, a new day would bring a new battle, and another chance for victory.
 
  
 
 Tonight, Vithar would feast well and honour his opponent’s victory, while praying for more worthy foes to follow.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Fatigue and gratification warred within Gen as he surveyed his surroundings, basking in the warm glow of the flames. For hours now, he’d run through the streets, killing and burning to his heart's content. Drained from his endeavours, he teetered on the brink of exhaustion, but still he defied the enemy, standing tall with his comrades while the enemy lined up in their finery across the bridge. Craven cowards, the soldiers of Sanshu spent the entire night fleeing before the Butchers, unwilling to stand and fight like true warriors until now. It disgusted him to think he’d once respected these soldiers, aspired to become one of them. They were nothing but ashes to grind beneath his boot.
 
  
 
 Not today though, rest was needed. His stomach grumbling for sustenance, Gen strode into a burning building to find something to eat. Wrenching an arm off the corpse of a soldier, the thing was blackened and charred beyond recognition. Reluctantly biting into it, the horrid taste made him gag and spit in disgust, lamenting the situation he found himself in. The flames were an enchanting, mesmerizing thing of beauty and destruction, but the blazing inferno ruined all the corpses. Something tender and raw was what he craved, a bleeding, screaming meal to satiate his appetite, but it was denied to him by the very weapon he wielded.
 
  
 
 How aggravating.
 
  
 
 The horns sounded, a call to regroup, and Gen exited the burning building untouched, resplendent in his armour. As he joined the line of retreating Butchers, he noticed the gaping soldiers gesturing towards him, astonished by his incredible prowess. Pausing mid stride, he turned towards them and opened his arms wide, his voice echoing throughout the city. “Citizens of Sanshu, I am Gen... the Emissary of Flame.” A fitting title, one he’d only just come up with. If that halfwit Rain could have one, why shouldn’t Gen? “Rejoice, for I bring you truth and freedom, sharing with you my tale of struggle and adversity.”
 
  
 
 Aside from the crackling flames, the bridge sat in utter silence, thousands of Butchers and soldiers waiting for him to continue. Fear and tension were palpable among the soldiers, and Gen sensed many who might hear the truth among their number. “Two months ago, I was just like you. Less even, I lived a life outside the city on the shores of Western Treasures Lake. I styled myself a hunter, but truth is, I was little more than a scavenger, eking out a miserable existence in the wilds. Like many of you, each day, I would set time aside to meditate, seeking calm and Balance so I might become strong.”
 
  
 
 Losing himself in the oration, Gen moved closer the bridge and removed his helmet, revealing his handsome face beneath. Let them gaze upon his youthful vigour and see the truth for what it was. “I have felt the Energy of the Heavens, a bare wisp of power which gave me a small advantage over my peers. Not strong enough to become a soldier, but enough so I might move through the forest with a chance of survival. I lived as a good son of the Empire should, caring for my fellow villagers, sharing what little bounty I could find, hoping for a better life for all my people.”
 
  
 
 Holding their full attention, he glaced over the soldiers, many of them turning away from his eyes. Those who held his gaze were marked by the spirits, hovering about in search of an Enlightened comrade. “Then, little more than a month ago, I stumbled across the young ‘hero’, Falling Rain of the Bekhai.” The crowd stirred at the name, hushed whispers cropping up as they hung on his every word, and Gen did not disappoint. “Succumbing to his lust, he stole away my betrothed and when I tried to protest and defend her, beat me half to death.” A few gasps arose as the soldiers glanced at one another, unsure of what to do. They would understand, he could feel it. “While I lay in bed, broken and crying, the man who raised me, my Father, sat at my side. He wept and told me I should be grateful for the great Falling Rain's act of mercy, to go bow at his feet and thank him for not ending my worthless life.”
 
  
 
 The spirits stirred above the crowd, silently rousing their anger and emotions, aiding Gen in his story. “How many of you have suffered like I did, at the hands of those in power? How many of you have known loss like mine, or have heard tales of torture and rape carried out by those like Falling Rain? These hallowed ‘nobles’ we so revere are no better than beasts, vicious and bloodthirsty as any bandit or murderer, yet we are told they are paragons of Balance, at peace with themselves and in harmony with the world. Does this ring true to any who are listening?”
 
  
 
 Pausing to allow his words sink in, he cocked his head at the crowd in exaggerated question, enjoying the uncomfortable shuffling and muttered dissatisfaction. “I share with you what I learned in a moment of clarity, lying beaten and bloody on my bed. Balance is a lie, spread by those in power to limit the strength of the masses. We are many and they are few, so they fear the truth coming to light and robbing them of their lofty positions. They warn you to reign in your anger and swallow your hatred, accepting things as they are because you lack talent.”
 
  
 
 Calling on the energy of the world, he fired a gout of flame into the air. “I say again, I have felt the Energy of the Heavens before, and I still feel it now, only greater than ever! The injustice I suffered caused me to give in to my anger, and here I stand, stronger than ever. Balance is a lie spread by the Nian Zu’s and Du Min Gyu’s of the world. They would have you believe those who lack Balance are ‘Defiled’, destined to become hideous and twisted, but I tell you this, we are not Defiled. We are the Enlightened, our eyes open to the truth! We welcome you to join us, and together we will usher in a new era. A world in where all men and women stand on the merit of their own deeds, where those in power are held accountable for their actions. Cast aside your fears and embrace your anger, seize the power-”
 
  
 
 An arrow whizzed out from among their lines and Gen slipped aside at the last second, the projectile piercing through the meat of his shoulder. Falling to one knee, the Butcher’s converged around him, dragging him away as he screeched, “You see? They wish to keep me from spreading the truth so they may continue treading over the populace! Join us in revolution and together, we will roust the Mongrel Emperor from his throne!”
 
  
 
 Allowing the Butchers to escort him away, Gen glanced back to see the Spirits whispering in the ears of many a soldier. Satisfied with his work, he struck up a small tune, whistling as they turned the corner. After a few minutes of marching, he spotted movement from the corner of his eye. Casting aside a piece of flaming debris, he found a soldier pinned beneath, still breathing and only half burnt. Setting to with enthusiasm, Gen muffled the soldier’s screams as he sated his hunger alongside his comrades, a fitting reward for a job well done.
 
  
 
 Truly, the heavens provided for those in need.
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 Ever since waking from my ill-fated attempt to stop a boat by standing in front of it, I’ve been dealing with a seemingly never ending list of aches and afflictions. It’s not just bumps and bruises but more serious things like unhealed nerve damage from my nibbled off toes, burst blood vessels in my lungs, and minor organ failure. Even with my one trick easy healing, I still feel like shit day after day, and my new concussion courtesy of the Shrike’s goons isn’t helping. None of those injuries alone are debilitating, but combined, they make for an uncomfortable experience.
 
  
 
 It’s almost not worth it.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, I’m forced to bite my lip and endure as my poor, virgin ass is abused for hours on end. Up and down, up and down, all day long, my body can’t take it anymore. I blame Fung entirely. Why can't Akanai force him to ride a quin? How did horses get so romanticized? I don’t care how fast or powerful they are, this is hands down the most uncomfortable ride I’ve ever taken. Am I crazy or do cushions not exist? A thick padding wouldn’t make the ride comfortable by any measure, but it’d be a whole hell of a lot better than sitting on a saddle made from what I can only assume is the hardest leather known to man.
 
  
 
 I miss Mafu’s soft, squishy butt, with a thick layer of fat under his dense, plushy fur, swaying left and right in an incredibly soothing gait. Then there’s his dry, pellet-shaped, near-odourless poops, something I never fully appreciated until exposed to the sickening stench of horse farts. With literally kilograms of fibre constantly moving through their intestines day in and day out, you’d think a horse's bowels would be relatively clean, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Disgusting creatures.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I need a vacation.
 
  
 
 After hours of arduous travel, the darkened skies mercifully put an end to our days ride. Sliding off my diamond-backed mount, I close my eyes and sigh with relief, both feet on steady ground, body swaying slightly as I adjust to the lack of motion. Ass bruised, thighs cramped, head pounding, and lungs burning, I stumble towards the river with a basin and wash cloth in hand.
 
  
 
 “Fool, you’re in no condition to care for yourself.” Catching me by the arm, Fung takes the basin and cloth from my hands and gingerly guides me away, setting me down in a clearing while his soldiers make camp around us. I didn’t ask for help... But it’s nice of him to do so. I mean c’mon, it’s Fung, born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He’s probably never helped someone sit before in his life. Be thankful.
 
  
 
 Unable to find a comfortable position, I abandon all pride and flop to my side like a doll with its strings cut. “Thank you. I don’t understand how you can endure riding those things day after day. I was ready to quit after five minutes.”
 
  
 
 “It gets better with practice. Rest for now, I’ll wake you when dinner is ready.”
 
  
 
 “No, I need to mediate and heal, it’ll go faster if I concentrate.” Ah fuck. “Err... Help me sit up please?”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Fung saunters off and returns promptly, carrying a log in both hands. Grumbling beneath his breath about taking advantage of his good nature, he places the log down and props me against it. “Anything else, Lord Rain? Shall I play you a rousing tune or tell a tale of bravery and adventure to keep you entertained?”
 
  
 
 He’s just joking around, don’t be so sensitive. Play along. “No need,” I answer with a dismissive wave, affecting a false air of superiority. “Go about your business, I’ll be waiting for my meal.”
 
  
 
 With a smile and a mocking bow, Fung steps away to oversee his troops while I close my eyes. Fighting the temptation to fall asleep, I reach for Balance and check on my body, focusing all efforts on my head injury first. As tempting it is to soothe my bruised tailbone, there’s the whole triage thing to keep in mind. Truth be told, I don’t really need to concentrate on healing, I’ve been doing it all day. There's not much I can do without proper rest and large meals. Instead, I slip into the void and check on Baledagh, his astral form exactly as I left him, his mind fully immersed in his perfect dreamworld. Putting my arm around his shoulder, I settle in to watch his dreams together.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I don’t really know why I’m here. It’s awkward watching him gallivant through this illusion while his every desire falls into his lap. His dreams are so empty and hollow, a masturbatory fantasy in which all his needs and wants are met. Where’s the challenge and excitement? Every decision he makes is the right one, nothing ever goes wrong for him, with his perfect wife and child.
 
 


 
 The child named after me.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I need to be here, help him through this after he wakes. I know from personal experience this dream, this fantasy isn’t so easy to shake off. Happiness is one hell of a drug, it makes all your problems melt away and you accept things as they are. Even if you find it suspicious, you don’t want to delve deeper because, real or fake, you’re happy which is all that matters.
 
  
 
 I’m slowly unravelling the mystery of the Spectres and the Defiled. When I first woke in the woods after Ai-Qing’s death, our body was in terrible shape, but Baledagh was running and fighting like he was in top condition. He claimed devouring the Spectres healed our body, but looking back, I’m almost positive he’s not entirely correct. The Spectres healed us, but it was a patchwork job at best, getting us into working order and no more. By all rights, Baledagh should have been somewhere between agonizing pain and comatose. I mean, he’s a tough kid, but dealing with torment isn’t exactly his strong suit. That’s more my wheelhouse.
 
  
 
 My best guess is the Spectres healed him, but only enough to get him mobile while numbing his ability to feel pain. It explains how the Defiled can keep fighting after taking grievous injuries, walking around limbless and gutted without falling into shock. I mean hell, it took all my creative efforts to get a Defiled screaming in pain and she was already impaled on a spear. Physically, the Defiled are no different from normal people, so it makes sense their toughness is a mental rather than somatic advantage.
 
  
 
 Why leave their hosts half dead? Who knows. Maybe they’re lazy, unwilling to work so hard unless their host is a sure thing. Or they might hold the pain as their trump card, removing their aid in times of stress and shocking their hosts into compliance. Carrot and stick, give their hosts what they want, keep them happy, and leave them in crippling pain should they ever attempt to renege.
 
  
 
 Those bastard Spectres really know how to make a deal.
 
  
 
 Still, why go to all this trouble? Why not overpower their hosts in a hostile takeover, trapping them like Demon Vivek trapped all those soldiers? Probably because they can’t for whatever reason. They require compliance, or more accurately, surrender, which means there must be a way to fight back, to reject or renounce their influence. It means all hope is not lost for Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Hopefully?
 
  
 
 And I might be getting ahead of myself here, but if Baledagh does manage to free himself from the Spectres, what happens to me? Do I get evicted along with them or do I fall into another category of spiritual parasitism? Does the answer matter? He’s willing to die so I can live, am I too selfish to do the same for him?
 
  
 
 “Young hero Falling Rain, water to wash and your meal awaits.” Fu Zu Li interrupts my quasi-suicidal musings, directing my gaze to a basin of steaming hot water and a plate of meat and travel bread.
 
  
 
 “Oh bless your heart, thank you thank you thank you.” Welcoming the distraction, I ignore the torturer’s ever present frown and gracefully decline his offer of aid. Running the hot, damp cloth across my face feels wonderfully refreshing, as does wiping away the dust and sweat from my wiry frame. A small fire pit has been dug into the earth, hiding the flames in most directions, but it’s worth risking ambush for the hot water alone. My thin arms and lean chest are revealed by the firelight, the shadows making everything seem worse than it is. I used to be so fit and muscular, not beefy but sinewy and strong, a body to be proud of. Now, I’ve been reduced to nothing but skin and bones, it’s almost enough to bring tears to my eyes.
 
  
 
 Calm down, there’s nothing you can do to remedy the situation. You need food and rest, luxuries you can’t afford at the moment, but at least we’re still breathing. Optimism is a hard sell in this world, which really brings to light how easy the Spectres have it. I mean, this world is so bleak and dispiriting, I can’t even enjoy my dinner without feeling guilty. A deliciously rare steak sits waiting for me and all I can think about is the poor horse it came from. Sure I hate riding the animals, but no one’s forcing me to do it. The horse had no choice, we forced him to run until he lamed himself, and how did we show our gratitude? Someone took him into the forest and slit his throat.
 
  
 
 Is this what’s in store for me? Following orders and struggling to survive until I’ve nothing more to give, only to die for the sake of convenience?
 
  
 
 Nope, gotta stay upbeat and positive, can’t let the Spectres get me down. Negativity, that’s how those bastards get you, slowly unbalancing you until you’ve no choice but to rely on them. They’re tricky, they know to start small. A few harmless observations, like how your friend keeps a master torturer on retainer or widespread animal cruelty. In the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t seem like much, but after days, weeks, months, or years, the little observations start to build up.
 
  
 
 They tell you how you have no control over your life, tricked into joining a mercenary force, saddled with two shockingly young wives without being consulted, stuck in a position of command you never wanted with a reputation for brutality you don’t deserve. Your domineering mother-in-law disapproves of you, your wife’s slave turned friend hates you, a veritable superpower wants you dead, and no one will miss you when you’re gone.
 
  
 
 After however long it takes, the Spectres are left with a depressed, angry, disenfranchised host, and they begin offering ‘solutions’. Push away your friend with the torturer, you don’t need him in your life. Say something about the horses, this isn’t right. Quit the Sentinels, they don’t need you. Dismiss your betrothals, you don’t want to be tied down.
 
  
 
 With each instruction you follow, they reward you with a feeling of satisfaction, like a dog earning a treat. They condition you to behave as they wish, slowly escalating each situation, lending you their strength when needed. Teach the uppity slave a lesson. Kill those who want you dead. If you already have the reputation, then you might as well deserve it. The further down their road you walk, the more isolated and vulnerable you become. Reliant on their rewards to feel good about yourself, you slowly succumb to their desires one by one until before you know it, you’ve gone full on murder hobo, eating the flesh of children and torturing people for laughs.
 
  
 
 Insidious is what they are, so subtle and skillful, even knowing what they’re doing doesn’t help much. No matter what I do, I can still hear their voices, so finely woven I can barely discern their whispers from my own thoughts. How do I beat them? Is it even possible?
 
  
 
 “Rain?” Shaking my shoulder lightly, Fung looks at me with concern. “Is everything all right?”
 
  
 
 “Why wouldn’t it be?”
 
  
 
 With a pointed look, Fung answers, “Because you’ve been staring at a basin of water for some time now. Your food’s gone cold.” Blinking owlishly, I glance at the cold water to my plate, then back at Fung, unable to voice my thoughts. Taking a seat next to me, Fung bumps me with his shoulder. “I’ve noticed you’ve been rather introspective of late. Anything you care to share?”
 
  
 
 I can’t talk to him, he wouldn’t understand. “It’s nothing young magistrate Fung need concern himself with, I’m just having trouble focusing. Head wound and what not.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head sadly, Fung exhales slowly. “Let’s be serious for a moment. I’ve heard rumours of your actions during the Purge, though the only thing I know for certain is you took an oath of silence, as did a few dozen soldiers across the four cities. A cruel demand considering many have trouble coping with what is arguably cold-blooded murder without help, but I doubt Major Yuzhen would demand oaths if not absolutely necessary. You have a penchant for stirring up trouble, my friend.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not the Purge bothering me.” Uncomfortable with the lie, I correct myself. “It’s not entirely the Purge.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at my admission, Fung retorts, “So you admit something is bothering you then? Good. If not the Purge, then what is it?”
 
  
 
 “It’s nothing.”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, Fung sits in silence and waits for me to speak, but unfortunately for him, this power play doesn’t work on me. Grabbing my plate, I stare down at the horse steak, guilt wrestling against hunger as my meal sits untouched. Finally giving up, Fung pats my shoulder and sighs, leaning back to stare up into the night sky. “I won’t continue to pry, but know should you ever need my aid, I am here to help.”
 
  
 
 His words fill me with warmth and bring a smile to my face. He’s right, he’s my friend. I have people to rely on, to help me through this. Stupid to try to go at it alone, it’s exactly what the Spectres want. After taking a moment to order my thoughts, I lean back and admit, “I’ve been depressed lately. The more I see of the world, the more I want to go back to the village and never leave again. I mean, my first time out, I ran into bandits and DuGu Ren, then things escalated from there.” Throwing my hands to the air, the frustration is evident in my tone, the words pouring out once my seal of silence is broken. “The Purge is only the latest and greatest in a string of events emphasizing how shitty things are in the world, and now I can’t stop focusing on the negatives. I’ve been sitting here mourning the poor horse on my plate, and I can’t get past it. He just wanted to carry our burdens and we killed him.” All true, though omitting some important details. “I don’t understand how we as a nation built around the concept of Balance are capable of such horrific acts. Genocide, slavery, torture, it sickens me how it’s all so widely accepted.”
 
  
 
 Fung’s chuckle strikes a nerve, my irritation flaring as he shakes his head. Here I am baring my soul and he laughs? “Sorry, sorry, it’s just.. I asked a question just like this... when I was five. It really highlights your sheltered upbringing.” My anger subsides as he catches his breath, embarrassment taking its place. After taking a deep breath, Fung launches into his explanation. “Balance is a concept for which we humans are ill-suited. We are fragile, emotional creatures, capable of observation and thought which many scholars believe hinders our progress. Animals naturally seek Balance, but humans must reach for it, struggle to hold it, and there has yet to be a single person who has truly mastered it.”
 
  
 
 “How would you know?”
 
  
 
 With a pointed look, Fung replies, “Because we have yet to produce the equivalent of an Ancestral Beast.” After giving me a moment to absorb the information, Fung continues. “You’re a good man and a skilled warrior, but you’ve confused Balance with morality. There is no right or wrong, no good or evil when it comes to Balance. Life and death are but two sides of the same coin, both required for the world to continue. Take for example a wildfire ravaging through a forest, destroying trees and killing wildlife without mercy. Many would see the flames as evil, but it is also a source of renewal. The dead trees nourish the soil and without them, the canopy no longer blocks out the sunlight, allowing for new growth. Some trees have even been noted to only produce seeds after a fire, meaning the forest cannot be sustained without the flames.”
 
  
 
 “So you’re saying fire is good?” Of course a pyromaniac like Fung’s dad would love fire.
 
  
 
 “No.” Animated, Fung sits up and turns to me with a knowing smile. “The fire is neither good nor evil, it is merely an agent of Balance. As humans, we allow our morals and philosophies to colour our judgment, which affects our ability to find Balance. Does the rabbit consider the wolf evil? Does a flower hate the deer? Perhaps they do, but each are merely acting in their nature. Morality is a human construct, Balance a natural one. It’s how people like the Shrike and Fu Zu Li retain Balance, they are merely doing what is required of them.”
 
  
 
 Going over everything he’s said makes my mind spin. “Then how come anger and rage are so bad for Balance?”
 
  
 
 “It isn’t. Too much anger is another thing altogether. Take all things in moderation. Laugh when you want to, cry when you must, fight when called upon, and stand up for what you believe.” Shrugging, he adds, “It’s all much easier said than done of course.”
 
  
 
 After a long pause, I give up trying to understand it for now and return to the root of my problems. “Okay... None of this really helps my mood problems. Any suggestions?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “We live in a world of trials and tribulations. I usually get drunk and visit the Golden Swan Pavilion, but neither one is a viable option for you. We’ve a battle to fight and your betrothed is not a woman to cross lightly.”
 
  
 
 Laughing at his exaggerated shivers, I clap him on the shoulder. “Thank you my friend. You were no help at all, but you have a very soothing voice. I’ll have no trouble falling asleep tonight.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, he settles back down beside me. “Anytime, it is my duty as your Martial Uncle to guide my Martial Nephew. Besides, I enjoy watching your lips move while you struggle to comprehend higher concepts. It amuses me greatly.”
 
  
 
 “Ha ha, enjoy your seniority while it lasts. After I marry Mila, I'll be your Senior Brother-in-law.”
 
  
 
 Our banter continues into the night, laughing and chatting around the fire. Whatever problems I face, Fung reminded me I have people to help me through them. My family, my friends, even my pets, I don’t have to go at it alone. My mood lightened, my attention turns back to my rumbling stomach. Taking a bite of the horse steak, I mentally offer a prayer in it’s honour. Sorry horsey, but I’m hungry. It was wrong to kill you, but all I can do is apologize for the necessity. May you have better luck in your next life.
 
  
 
 Thank you for being so delicious.
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 The raid ended abruptly as it began, the Defiled disappearing into the night without a trace and leaving the camp in quiet disarray. Standing on the brink of exhaustion, Yuzhen’s sword trailed in the mud as she wandered the camp, blood and death assailing her from every direction. As she struggled to set order to the chaos, she noted more than one warrior sporting a blank, unfocused gaze, still reeling from the unexpected end to the deadly and shocking attack.
 
  
 
 Difficult to believe this was her army of elites, so dazzling in the light of day but so pitiful once illuminated by the flames of war. Suppressing the urge to hide away in her tent, Yuzhen fell headlong into her duties, first organizing a new sentry detail, for whatever good it might do. Another team went out to collect the horses, their panicked flight likely doing as much damage to her soldiers as the Defiled had. An ironic way for a soldier to die, trampled beneath the hooves of his own mount, but war was a perverse thing, delighting in all manner of misery and destruction. Once the other tasks were sorted out, all that was left was to clean up, an unpleasant task even in the best of times.
 
  
 
 Throwing herself into the work alongside her soldiers, she listened as they shared tales of valour and despair alike. For every hero who stepped up and excelled, it seemed there were three more who died in vain, the haunted narrations of her soldiers sending chills down her spine. So easy to forget, elite soldiers they might be, these were men drawn from city garrisons, more used to hunting bandits and beasts than dealing with the Enemy. Not that she was some hardened veteran, well-versed in the ways of war. Her inexperience caused all their misfortunes, such was the harsh truth.
 
  
 
 Having been trained by the best tutors money could buy, Yuzhen’s failures would be used to point out the hazards of half-beasts in command, while the accomplishments of great warriors like Akanai and Baatar were largely invalidated by her incompetence. Though not the most stalwart advocate of half-beast rights, she knew many of their hopes rested on her shoulders and she’d failed them in spectacular fashion. Now, rising dragons like Sumila and Huushal would suffer all the more for her mistakes, a burden she would carry for the rest of her life, short-lived though it might be.
 
  
 
 Hearing tales of Sumila’s bravery and talent only brought feelings of envy and inadequacy. Akanai’s daughter had done admirably, rallying the soldiers on the eastern flank in a staunch defence, and the other Bekhai made their mark known. Between Sumila’s resistance, Rustram’s reckless bravery, and Officer Huushal’s mounted defence, they’d dissuaded the Defiled from continuing their assault, snatching survival from the jaws of plausible defeat. Were it not for their combined efforts slowing the Defiled momentum, a single, concentrated sweep might have routed Yuzhen’s entire army, and the survivors knew it.
 
  
 
 Knowing she’d failed her old man and ruined everything he’d worked for filled her with bitter remorse. Sure, she could whine and complain of her dog-shit luck, mention how it was unreasonable to expect an untested Major to excel under these gruelling conditions, but it was nothing more than an excuse. She’d been tasked with the delivery of supplies from Sanshu to Shen Yun, an assignment so straightforward a damn monkey could have accomplished it with ease. She only needed to offer the Council of Sanshu more gold and her soldiers would deliver the supplies, then all would be right in the world. Simple.
 
  
 
 Instead, she’d made a gamble which failed spectacularly, a series of unfortunate events culminating in the possible fall of Sanshu. This marked the end of her military and political career, if not her life as well. Regardless of the city’s fate, someone would have to pay for this entire debacle and even her old man would be hard pressed to find someone more suitable. Resigned, she ordered her soldiers to dig in and rest while her aides tallied the fallen and wounded. With nothing else to do, she continued the unpleasant task of readying the dead for the funeral pyre, her guilt growing with each passing minute.
 
  
 
 “Major Yuzhen?” Sumila’s voice startled Yuzhen out of her reverie, blinking as she gathered her wits. The sun was so bright and glaring, when had it risen? Moving to rub her eyes, she stopped just in time as she saw the blood and filth caked over her fingers, the rest of her body in similar condition. “You’ve been working non-stop for hours now, even after ordering a shift set. Perhaps it’s time for a rest?”
 
  
 
 With one last forlorn glance towards the pile of dead soldiers, stacked side by side in a neat and orderly fashion, Yuzhen swallowed hard and tried to speak, but words failed her. Nodding, she allowed Sumila to lead her back to her tent, where the slave girl Li Song sat tending to the brazier, warming a basin of water. Graciously accepting their aid, Yuzhen gulped down a cup of warm tea while the two girls undressed and cleaned her. Thank the Mother she’d had time to dress properly before going out to fight. Perhaps it was time to end her habit of sleeping nude, at least out in the field.
 
  
 
 Then again, what did it matter? This would all be over soon.
 
  
 
 After a quick bird-bath, Yuzhen sat at her desk and ate a cold meal with the two girls, barely tasting the food despite her ravenous appetite. Aside from her hands and face, Sumila was almost as filthy as Yuzhen had been, her red hair dishevelled and clothes in disarray. It did little to diminish her beauty, a certain rustic charm to her that many men would go mad for. In contrast, the gorgeous Li Song was immaculately dressed in her runic armour, with only a few bloodstains on her clothes to mark the night’s events. Even her brown hair was perfectly braided and set, swaying as the tired girl fought to stay awake. Before she could help herself, she patted them both on the cheek in an overly familiar gesture. “Thank you Sumila, thank you Li Song.” It seemed so inadequate, but it was all she could offer at the moment.
 
  
 
 “It’s our duty,” Sumila replied with a tired smile, “and my pleasure. We can't have our esteemed commander work herself to exhaustion. There’s still plenty to do before the day is out.”
 
  
 
 Poor naive child, Yuzhen scoffed at her words. “What ‘esteemed commander’? I’ve made a mess of everything. I was so hungry for glory and reputation, I let my pride overcome reason and everything has gone downhill from there.”
 
  
 
 “That’s not true,” Sumila replied. “You led us well, the camp is abuzz with the stories of your valour. They’re all saying you made the Defiled pay dearly in the attack, killing one after another in a dance with death.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Yuzhen smiled at Sumila’s thinly veiled attempt to cheer her up. “I hear the same of you, a brave young hero no less than your betrothed. I’d recommend you for merit if not for the fact that my endorsement would do more harm than good. With your skills, you’ll be fine without my aid, I’m certain of it.”
 
  
 
 Sumila blushed with pride and Yuzhen made comment of Li Song’s skills too, the slave-girl accepting the praise with stoic indifference. Interrupting their little bonding moment, an aide arrived with report in hand, setting it down with obvious reluctance. Though she thought herself prepared for the worst, Yuzhen’s heart sank at the final tally. In a single night, her army of twelve thousand one hundred and twenty-four soldiers was cut down to seven thousand, including the wounded. A hefty butcher’s bill, for less than a thousand Defiled slain in return, a resounding failure by any measure.
 
  
 
 This was the end of her journey. Even if she were to leave her injured undefended and continue on with every healthy soldier available, she lacked enough horses to carry them all. Sanshu would have to fend for itself and she prayed for Gerel’s safety. Sending Sumila and Li Song away, Yuzhen retreated to her bedroll and fell asleep before her head touched the pillow, seeking comfort in the emptiness of oblivion.
 
  
 
 Even that was denied her for long. In the blink of an eye, she found herself shook awake as an aide informed her of the Shrike’s death and Falling Rain’s return. Good, at least the Bekhai wouldn’t be too upset at her old man, and she could die long before having to answer for the Shrike’s passing. Passing along her orders, she stood and waited for her guests to arrive, unable to muster the effort to dress herself properly.
 
  
 
 Her night-clothes didn’t go unnoticed as Jia Zian entered her tent with Jukai close behind, the young Warrant Officer raising an eyebrow in question. So cold and aloof, the handsome young Zian, were it not for her current circumstances, she’d be fantasizing of breaking him beneath her will. “Thank you for coming to see me, though you must be tired from your endeavours. I apologize for my appearance and for the lack of manners,” she began, gesturing for them to take a seat while she poured tea. “The situation is dire, though I suppose you already know this.”
 
  
 
 “And you asked me here because...?” Zian cut straight to the point, his personality unsuited for diplomacy.
 
  
 
 Knowing this, she answered plainly. “I require a favour.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s refusal was immediate. “I cannot speak on behalf of the Situ Clan nor will my words hold sway with them for long. I’ve decided to relinquish my position as young patriarch and remove myself from Clan and Society politics. I wish to focus solely on the Martial Path.” With a wry smile, he added, “Mother and Uncle won’t be pleased, but if need be, I’ll beg Nian Zu for a post at the Wall and they’ll be left with no recourse.”
 
  
 
 Surprised by his determination to leave so much behind, Yuzhen’s evaluation of the young man went up several notches. Nodding in approval, she said, “I wish you the best in all your endeavours, but I don’t intend to beg for mercy at the Society’s feet. I made peace with my fate long ago, this has only accelerated the inevitable.” Turning to Jukai, she nodded at the older warrior. “I intend to recuse myself from command and hoped you would step in to take my place. Though failure here might negatively impact your reputation, as a former Colonel with an illustrious career, you are by far the most qualified soldier available, the next in line being an untested Major.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Jukai spoke. “The decision is yours, young master. This one will obey.”
 
  
 
 Zian sat and stared at Yuzhen for several seconds. Though well-used to attention, this was far from the amorous or lusty gazes she was more accustomed to, and she squirmed beneath the attention. Oh how she longed for more carefree days, when young men like Zian and Rain looked at her with erotic desire instead of cold calculation. After an eternity of awkward silence, Zian tilted his head and asked, “Why?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback once again, Yuzhen was at a loss. “...Because I failed. Since arriving in Sanshu, every action I’ve taken has been a mistake and I’ve tired of giving my enemies more rope to hang me with. Should this continue, even my old man won’t be able to escape unscathed. I’m begging you to allow Colonel Jukai to take command. Though I’ve not much to offer, I will do anything in return for your aid.”
 
  
 
 She left the suggestion hanging in the air, knowing he understood the implication. Expecting a lecherous smile, Zian instead laughed, a genuine smile cracking his frosty demeanour and injuring her pride. She wasn’t asking for much and she knew plenty of men who’d be drooling at the offer. After a bout of hearty laughter, Zian shook his head and exhaled. “You know, you seem so confident and capable all the time, I’d forgotten you are a politician first and soldier second.” Standing from his chair, Zian waved for Jukai to remain. “She’s delicate and frail, so coddle her a little and explain her error. I’ve no patience for this.”
 
  
 
 As he strode out the tent, Yuzhen sat in silence, alternating between Jukai and the swinging drapes of her tent. “What just happened?”
 
  
 
 “The young master has offered you his aid.” Jukai answered, pouring himself another cup of tea. “This one is at your service.”
 
  
 
 Hope surged and she asked, “So you’ll take command?”
 
  
 
 “This was not young master’s intention.” Sipping his tea, Jukai smiled proudly, his eyes distant. “He’s matured much in the past few months.” Setting the teacup down, his smile faded as he returned to business at hand. “There will be no more talk of recusal, you will see this through to the end.”
 
  
 
 “...But I’ve made so many mistakes, I have no business being in command.” Desperate for him to agree, she listed all her faults. “I turned a simple mission to escort supplies into outright war against the Council. I flaunted my power over them while weakening Sanshu’s garrison, using them in a feigned war against Butcher Bay. I ordered a Purge in which no Defiled were found and drove the Shrike to betrayal and death.” All those poor innocents condemned by her own hand, it pained her to even think of it. “My actions arguably forced Yo Ling's hand after what could be decades of inactivity, bringing the full force of his Butchers to strike at a Sanshu made vulnerable by my own actions. Worst of all, I pushed my troops too hard and too fast, leading an exhausted army right into the Enemy’s trap. Don’t you see? I’m a failure of a commander. Please, I can’t bring this down on my old man, he’ll die trying to save me...”
 
  
 
 A single tear dripped down her cheek, but Jukai sat unmoved by her act, calmly sipping his tea. “If that’s how you truly feel, then I agree, you are a failure. However, the young master ordered me to coddle you, so coddle you I must.” Shrugging, he placed his empty cup down. “Things are not as dire as you make them. You, like all politicians, immediately forget a soldier’s successes and rail over their failures. You listed your accomplishments in the worst possible light, and perhaps your enemies will do the same, but I doubt it. They won’t dare say anything negative about you, you’re a hero to the people beloved by all.”
 
  
 
 Her mouth opened and closed, then opened once more, hanging agape like an idiot before she finally squeezed out a single word. “What?”
 
  
 
 “Too much a politician, but with enough effort, I might make a soldier of you yet.” He gestured her to fill his cup while he loosened his collar, and she mechanically obeyed, pouring tea while hanging on his every word. “You declared war against corruption itself. You faced down the Council, Butcher Bay, and the Crossbone Corsairs all at once, something not even your father dared do. Careful now, you’re spilling the tea.” Lifting the teapot, she mopped up the puddle with her sleeve while Jukai continued. “You believe forcing Yo Ling to strike works against you? By the Mother, you uncovered a cancer growing in the heart of the Province. Butcher Bay has been around for decades and you scared them into action, which is a success by any measure. The people love you. Even should Sanshu fall, the blame will not rest with you, but on the Council. Though not commonly known by the populace, those in power will remember how the Council rose to prominence in the first place, paying bandits to attack their rivals. This is merely reaping what they have sown.”
 
  
 
 Though they spoke of the same events, the way Jukai listed them filled Yuzhen’s chest with pride, her jaw still agape as she thought things through. “What about my failure here? I lost so many soldiers, if I’d been more careful, perhaps...”
 
  
 
 “What do you think soldiers are for, girl? Parades and escorts? You’re riding to Sanshu’s aid, not out on a lark. You need to be more pragmatic, that you survived at all is a testament to the Enemy’s pitiful numbers. A garo is built for raids like this, power and speed unmatched in short bursts, with sharp vision on even the darkest of nights. Unless your sentry line is kilometres out, you’ll never wake in time to defend against it. They number four or five thousand at most, we’ll chase them down and give them a taste of Imperial steel before day’s end, problem solved.” Fixing her with his steely gaze, Jukai spoke carefully. “I know little of politics and can stomach even less, but you’re the only qualified candidate endorsed by the current Marshal. If the Society is smart, they’ll throw their weight behind you and pray you’re as reasonable as your father. In recent years, the Society’s popularity has waned and they need the goodwill that will come from your appointment, a Society affiliated half-beast in a position of power.”
 
  
 
 The more she thought about his words, the more reasonable it seemed, but she couldn’t get over how Jukai referred to her old man. Her father. For so long, she’d called him her ‘old man’, unable to publicly refer to him as ‘father’ because of Clan politics. Such a small thing, but it was enough to send tears, real tears, streaming down her face. As Jukai explained their next move, Yuzhen, for the first time, started to believe. In a few years, she could be Shing Yuzhen, Marshal of the North. It could really happen...
 
  
 
 Truly a matter of not knowing whether to laugh or cry.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The air is thick with smoke and oil as I ride past the smouldering remains of a funeral pyre, while bloody and bandaged soldiers go about their duties with an air of defeat, shoulders slumped, backs slouched, and heads hung low, they work in groups fortifying the camp, clutching their injuries and resting often, working hard while conserving strength for the battles still to come. Grim and resigned, the same scene repeats time and time again as I make my way towards the Sentinel camp, the steady rhythm of hoof-beats pounding the dirt filling the silence between thundering heartbeats, while a single question circles through my mind as I stare towards my destination, the answer imagined thousands of different ways since waking this morning to find pillars of smoke rising in the east.
 
  
 
 Who will be there to greet me as I arrive and who will be absent from the crowd?
 
  
 
 The Spectres have a field day with their whispers and thoughts, darkening my mood even further. I’d decided it's easier to let them speak and ignore them, instead of shutting them out and being unprepared for the messages that get through, but so far, neither solution seems to work. Nothing to do but endure. The familiar sight of my retinue’s tents come into view and I bring my horse to a halt. Under no illusions of my skill as a rider, I awkwardly slide off its saddle and pat its nose, leaning against the beast for support while waiting for my legs to untense. A few familiar faces greet me with tired smiles, approaching once it's clear I have no intention of leaving the horse. I can’t help it, my poor thighs and butt are so abused and sore, if I tried to walk unsupported, I’d keel over and crack my skull. Not exactly an inspiring sight.
 
  
 
 With a hearty clap on the shoulder, Saluk takes the reins of my horse. “Is good to have boss back. Saluk take pretty horsey to water, yes? Feed grain, brush hair, is good, strong horsey.” Transfixed by my mount, he fails to notice my panic and walks away, cooing to the animal while Pran shrugs apologetically. Is that what it’s like when I’m with my pets? Maybe Baledagh is right, it’s a little embarrassing to see a grown man fawn over an animal.
 
  
 
 “Hubby!” Greeting me with her usual enthusiasm, Lin’s white scarf trails behind her as she leaps into my arms. Burying her face in my neck as her feet dangle off the ground, she squeezes tight and whispers, “Welcome back.”
 
  
 
 Only two of her guards follow closely behind and my heart seizes in my chest as I put her down and check her for injuries. “What happened to your other guards? Were you hurt in the attack?”
 
  
 
 My concerns earn me an adorable scowl, her cheeks puffing up momentarily as we link arms, my little wifey supporting me on our shuffle into the camp. “I’m fine hubby, I wasn’t in any danger and neither were my guards. They might as well be decorations for all the good they are, standing around and watching while Mi-Mi and Li-Li fight for their lives.”
 
  
 
 “We are here to keep you safe. This much was made clear before we left.” The Leader breaks her usual silence to defend her actions, a hint of reproach in her tone. “Your friends chose to take part in this struggle, as I chose to stand apart long ago. I’ll not be shamed into fighting their battles.”
 
  
 
 “Nor should you be. Don’t be rude Lin, apologize.” Besides, I’d rather they grabbed Lin and ran at the first sign of danger. I’d like it even more if they brought everyone with them, but that hardly seems probable.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Ignoring both me and the Leader, Lin leans sweetly against my arm and launches into a story. “It was so scary hubby, all those furry, ugly lizards running around and the soldiers helpless and afraid. Mi-Mi fought and took charge like a natural, all the soldiers were listening to her commands, it was incredible, but then she slipped and Li-Li jumped in to save her and lost her sword. I thought she was gonna get eaten, but her armour saved her and Mi-Mi got back up. Then Tursi and Tenji showed up and the Defiled scurried away like rabbits.” Her nose scrunches at the reference, having inherited Taduk’s disdain for the long-eared creatures. Glancing up at me with a smile, she adds, “Mi-Mi is much better at leading than you are hubby. You should ask her to teach you, or better yet, focus on your healing and let her lead. We can go home to the Bridge, Daddy must be so lonely in that big empty house by himself.”
 
  
 
 Oh look, it’s my good friend, low self-esteem. I missed you, not really. Mila is so incredible, I feel terrible for stealing her thunder. “We’ll head back once this is all sorted out.” And hopefully never leave again. My hand clasps her tiny fingers as they clutch my arm, stroking them lightly as we walk. “Will you rethink your decision to stay? I was so terrified when I saw the smoke, filled with dread the entire ride over. We’re riding into even more danger now and I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”
 
  
 
 Pouting adorably, she looks up at me with eyes wide. “You must have been worried, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “Terrible isn’t it? Knowing something might have happened and left to imagine the worst?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “Like a weight pressed against your chest, squeezing the breath out of you?”
 
  
 
 This feels like a trap. “...Yea.”
 
  
 
 It’s all I can do to keep from pinching her cheeks as she grins in triumph. “Well now you know how I felt every day waiting for you in Shen Huo, with only one letter every two weeks. Stupid Rainy.” Sticking her tongue out, she happily continues. “When Daddy told me you proposed, I told him I was never gonna leave your side again. Daddy cried and cried, but he understands what it’s like to be separated from someone you love and gave me his blessing. Besides, if I left, who would look after your pets? Aurie was so scared he was shivering all night. Jimjam is brave though, I think he wanted to run out and fight.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, I shake my head in surrender. She’s gotten more stubborn since we became betrothed. Maybe I should have waited, but I was so happy and stupid, I went for it without considering the consequences. Then again, we’re both happier now, so maybe it’s for the better. “Teacher is rather pitiful isn’t he? Do you think he’d like a pet bear?” I don’t really know how to tactfully approach the subject of his wife. Taduk and Lin never mention her, which means I’ve had no opportunities to organically broach the subject.
 
  
 
 “Daddy loves bears, so long as they’re in a stew. What he needs is a new wife,” Lin exclaims, beaming as she skips beside me. “There are so many women fawning over him, he could marry a dozen wives with the snap of a finger. You should talk to him about it.” Waving to Yesui (or Yosai...), Lin pinches me on the arm as we approach, whispering, “Go cheer Huu-Huu up. First he lost Jaga, then last night he lost his Uncle. He’s injured, so don’t stay too long. I’ll go wake Mi-Mi and Li-Li.”
 
  
 
 My heart pangs in sympathy for poor Huu. “No, let them sleep, but let Mister Rustram know I’ll find him after speaking with Huu.” Adorable as Lin’s rendition was, I need an actual report on our situation, with names and numbers. Greeting Huu’s betrothed with a nod, I notice a bandage around her leg as I ask, “How is he?”
 
  
 
 She shakes her head with a wistful look in her eyes. “Not well. The fool claims he is fine and refuses to speak, playing the part of unfeeling statue. His injuries are severe and will take weeks to recover from without a healer.” Chewing her lip, she watches carefully for my reaction, though I don’t really understand why. I’m not a healer yet and I’m fairly certain I don’t have one tucked away in my retinue.
 
  
 
 “Cease your nagging, I’ll be fine without a healer.” Huu’s voice sounds out from inside the tent. “A few cuts and cracked ribs is all. Nothing to fret about. Open the tent flap, let the light in.”
 
  
 
 The afternoon sun reveals Huu laid out in his bedroll, swaddled in bandages and cushions. His torn ear and broken jaw yet to fully heal, the injuries make him seem older than his twenty years, not helped by the numerous gashes and bite marks across his body. Sending Yesui (or Yosai) away for my healer’s kit, I sit beside Huu and take his hand, squeezing gently in assurance. I still find it a little strange how physically expressive the People are. Though most would lie down next to him and quasi cuddle, hand-holding is the limit of homo eroticism I’m comfortable with. It’s not gay unless we interlock our fingers, right? Pursing my lips, I look him up and down and open with, “You look like shit.”
 
  
 
 His snort of laughter is quickly cut short by a grimace of pain. “Could say the same to you. Could be worse though,” he mutters with a faraway look. “Uncle Kalil saved my ass and paid dearly for it.”
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t know him well but he sounds like an incredible man.” An opening for Huu to tell me about his Uncle, as is the way of the People. Celebrate life rather than mourn death, a beautiful concept. In theory. In practice, things aren’t so simple.
 
  
 
 Eye’s welling with tears, Huu shakes his head. “I didn’t know him well either apparently. We weren’t really family, he was one of Pa’s workers but spent most days idly drinking. Handy with a hammer, but no real craftsman, Ma called him a slacker to his face and worse behind his back.” Chuckling ruefully, Huu explains, “When I was a kid, I thought because he was a bear like Ma, they were brother and sister, so I started calling him Uncle. He didn’t have family of his own and he wore the title proudly, which drove Ma crazy. He’d bring me sweets and toys to bribe me into calling him Uncle, and I did it proudly because it was funny to watch Ma fume. It’s strange though, I never noticed this before but I don’t think she ever told me to stop. She just... railed about how he should be ashamed, to stop being a wastrel and get his act together, warning me to be diligent in my studies lest I turn out like him. I guess she knew him pretty well, Uncle Kalil was wasting his talents in the village.”
 
  
 
 Ruminating over this newfound revelation, he shakes his head as his eyes light up. “Oh you should have seen him fight, his Aura was so domineering, he made Laughing Dragon look like a child...” I sit and listen as he tells stories of his Uncle, chiming in with questions and comments whenever appropriate. His betrothed returns with my healer’s kit and leaves us to chat while I change Huu’s bandages and feed him medicine. I wanted to teach him my healing method, but Huu was off fighting the Defiled and making his name. Gerel forbade me from talking about it outside the village and truth be told, the man terrifies me more than Akanai. I mean, my future mother-in-law occasionally shows signs of concern for my well-being, while Gerel seems annoyed because I’m still breathing.
 
  
 
 The conversation drains Huu's energy as time goes by, his head sinking into his pillows as he pants, breathless from his latest story. “Ah look at me prattling on,” he says with a wave of his hand. “How did you fare in the Shrike’s hands? She didn’t...?”
 
  
 
 “Didn’t touch a hair on my head. Laughing Dragon died too, long and hard at the hands of Fu Zu Li.” Still holding his hand, now clammy with sweat, I squeeze lightly and smile. “Jaga has been avenged.”
 
  
 
 Crushing my hand in a death grip, Huu pulls himself up with a wild look in his eye. “Don’t you try to avenge Uncle Kalil. The Chieftain is too strong and cunning for you to handle, Rain. Tursinai and Tenjin might not even be enough to stop him, so don’t go getting yourself killed.”
 
  
 
 It shames me knowing how everyone sees me as this brave hero when nothing could be farther from the truth. Gently helping him back down, I pat him reassuringly, smoothing out his blankets. “Don’t worry, I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll be careful, promise. You rest now, you took a real beating. One last thing, my friend. You’re wrong. Your Uncle Kalil? He’s family. Never believe otherwise.”
 
  
 
 “... You’re right.” A big goofy grin spreads across his face as the medication kicks in. “Want you to take charge of my retinue, already handed them off to Rustram. Fight well, but bring them back, please.” Exhausted, Huu mutters a little more before falling asleep, snoring lightly with my hand still in his grip. Gently extricating myself, I flex my fingers while leaving the tent, worried his fingers left a dent in my bones.
 
  
 
 Hopefully Yuzhen has a good plan to deal with all the wounded, a wagon ride through the forest won’t be comfortable, to say the least. Yesui (or Yosai) nods gratefully with a half-smile. “Thank you, I was at my wit's end. I don’t understand men at times, the big lunkhead is unwilling to appear weak around me and Yesui.”
 
  
 
 Finally, I know who I’m speaking to. “No need for thanks Yosai, he’s my friend. Don't be too hard on him, we men are frail creatures of ego.” After a little awkward small talk, I take my leave and wander back to my tent. Greeting my Sentinels as I pass, I pray those absent are safe in their tents sleeping, but my meeting with Rustram puts a quick end to those dreams. Twenty-two dead from my unit, bringing the total losses to twenty-nine, which leaves my retinue at an even thirty, including myself. What began as a simple bandit hunt is tallying up a hefty butcher’s bill, but at least I have forty-three Sentinels still safe and sound with Ravil and the Mother’s Militia. Huu’s people took a mauling from the Defiled Chieftain, with thirty-seven survivors, mostly comprised of elites now. Both Yesui and Yosai escaped largely unharmed, which unfortunately means they’ll be fighting at my side. Maybe I’ll put them with Mila. Tenjin and Tursinai will have their hands full keeping everyone safe, but it’s the best I can do.
 
  
 
 Not even Lin’s good cheer or Mafu’s happy squeaks are enough to shake my dark mood, and after a quick meal, I settle into a sullen silence outside my tent, both hands submerged in a basin on water. Searching for that warm, comforting embrace, my chi flows through my body, down to the tips of my now pruny fingers and no further, refusing to drift into the water no matter how hard I will it. Unable to even muster the anger to flip over the basin, I rub my temples and contemplate my latest failure. Why can’t I get it right? I’m doing everything Elder Ming’s journal listed, but I’ve yet to even glimpse at the slightest possibility of success. Am I wasting my time with this? Even if I can control water, then what? It’s not like a cup of water will change the tides of battle.
 
  
 
 God, I’m going to have to fight without Baledagh’s help. Do I even remember how?
 
  
 
 A heavy hand rests on my shoulder as Tenjin sits down beside me. “Water huh? Is that what you’ve Awakened to?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe?” I shrug. “Don’t even know for sure, but it makes sense. Though what I can do with water is... debatable. Sprinkle my opponents in a cool, refreshing mist perhaps.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, he shakes his head. “Sense has nothing to do with it.” Snapping his fingers, he conjures a tiny flame at his finger tip, little more than a candle light. “If our Mother-given skills made sense, I’d be a healer like my father, but I’ve no talent for it. Well, I didn’t until you came along.” With a small smile, he extinguishes the flame. “I never felt... right, with the flames. Chaotic and destructive, unpredictable and ever-changing, they're nothing like me. As a child, I wanted to be like the wind, moving through the trees unseen, free and unrestrained. To share in the unbridled indulgence and go wherever I please, it seemed so appealing, but I buckled beneath the pressure of duty and fell in line. Then, I fell in love with Tursinai, so free-spirited and nonconforming.”
 
  
 
 He glances at his loving wife who blows him a kiss, and he beams at her in return. Unsure what to say, I remain silent, wondering if he’s rambling or if he has a point. I don’t talk to him much, but I always thought he’d be a little more hostile, considering his aloof manner and all the attention Tursinai gives me. Then again, I guess he knows his wife better than I do, and is comfortable with her shows of affection.
 
  
 
 Turning back, he squeezes my shoulder. “Worry not about what you can do with it. It matters not. When I awakened to fire, I was sorely disappointed. What can I do with fire but destroy? This is not in my nature, and unsuitable for me. My attitude towards it stifled my progress for a long time, until I recently spoke of my concerns with my wife.” He smiles at the memory for a moment before pressing on. “She laughed and told me, ‘Don’t be silly. Fire brings warmth in the winter and light in the darkness. It suits you perfectly.’ Do you understand?”
 
  
 
 “...No?” Totally lost.
 
  
 
 “You think of your blessing in terms of battles, but water can be used in many ways. To cleanse, to sustain, to nurture and yes, to refresh. Combat is not the sole purpose of your awakening. Besides,” he adds with a shrug, “Water would suit you perfectly, Falling Rain of the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 Except my name is just a mistranslation. Nodding in feigned understanding, I ask, “Any more advice?” Preferably something helpful.
 
  
 
 “Indeed. Stop worrying so much, you will master it with time. Now, the day grows late. Stop working and conserve your energy. The Defiled will likely return to strike again, and this time, they will face the Undying Savage.” Winking once, his visage grows stern. “If you should wake in the midst of an attack, wait by your tent until I arrive and keep that hot-head Mila with you.” Winking roguishly, he adds, “She’s sleeping in your tent. Go to her. I will keep watch out here.”
 
  
 
 Thanking him for his advice, I give Lin a hug and a kiss and send her off, since her guards would never let her stay in my tent. Li Song’s eyes greet me as I enter the tent, almost glowing in the gloom. Her sword in hand and a bear cub nestled in the crook of her arm, she sits fully armoured inside her bedroll, still paranoid from last night’s attack. After quietly calming her down, I lay next to Mila and wrap my arm around her, breathing deeply as my sweet little bride-to-be stirs at my touch. Aurie pads over and settles down behind me, his chest rumbling as he pushes against me.
 
  
 
 This is it, the warm, comfortable embrace I was searching for. Maybe it isn’t too helpful when it comes to controlling Chi, but this is nice, nonetheless. Closing my eyes, my fears and troubles melt away as I sink into blissful sleep.
 
  
 
 This is exactly what I need right now.
 
  
 
 Tickled by my breath, Mila elbows me roughly on instinct, my pained gasp startling her from peaceful slumber.
 
  
 
 Okay, almost exactly what I need.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Careful to keep his wide sleeves from touching the dishes, Yo Ling smiled with satisfaction as his chopsticks sank into the tender, broiled fish, the white flesh separating beneath his light touch. Stirring a small portion through the greasy juices, he placed it neatly in his tiny bowl, sipping his wine and waiting for the savoury sauce to drip down into the rice. This was to be his first fine meal in ages, and he deserved to take his time and properly enjoy it. Though a man of exceeding wealth and power, his choice of career carried certain hardships with it, such as denying him some of the finer things in life. Today, he indulged, wearing quality silk clothes and eating rich foods with his bandit captains, inside this beautiful private room reserved only for the wealthiest and ostentatious of guests.
 
  
 
 Decorated with some of the finest works of art in all the north, a single vase stood out to his untrained eye. Snow-white porcelain glazed in a regal-blue ink, the beautiful piece demanded his attention from the moment he laid eye upon it. Depicting a long, sinuous dragon coiled around the vase, every detail and motion was captured perfectly, the creature so natural and true to life it almost leaped from the porcelain. Its body was an entangled mess, so chaotic and twisted yet hiding a logical pattern within, clear to those who chose to see. From one angle, the dragon soared through the clouds, roaring majestically in all its glory. Turn the vase and the scene changed, now a menacing beast, ready to devour the world. Turn it again and it transformed into a lazy lizard, defeated and railing against its fate. Turn it one last time, and there it lay, face hidden in the dirt, dead and defeated.
 
  
 
 Glory, conflict, defeat, and death, a masterful work from an artist with the soul of a warrior. In his youth, he wouldn’t have spared the vase a second look, deeming it lavish and frivolous. Nowadays, he rarely had a moment free of the Spirits’ gibbering, bringing him news from across the lands and leaving him to parse through the torrent of information in search of something useful. Since the attack started, the Spirits’ voices had synchronized into a soothing cry for war, drowning out any useless chatter and giving him peace of mind for the first time in ages.
 
  
 
 In a jovial mood, he cleared his throat and raised his cup in toast, smiling at his comrades in arms gathered around the round table. Many were long since dyed in the truth while others were newly Enlightened, but they were his Butchers, his brethren, his family one and all. “We’ve come a long way from our humble roots, and here we are now. To revolution and bloodshed, our reward for toil and trouble.” Downing the drink, he smacked his lips in satisfaction. “Fine wine.”
 
  
 
 The humourless Nazier horked on the restaurant floor, clearing his throat before speaking. “Too fruity for my tastes. Where’s the kick, something to put fire in a man’s belly?” Shaking his head, he returned to devouring his food with all the manners of an orangutan in heat. Several murmurs of assent followed, the finest fighting men he could gather, a pack of animals lacking taste. Perhaps he should return to dining alone. It was hard to find good help these days, but one made do with what one could.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to correct Nazier’s behaviour, Yo Ling returned to his meal, sampling a piece from every dish before these brutes could ruin them. There were only so many ways for his chefs to cook human flesh, so he was taking a break before indulging once more. A cleansing of his palate so to speak, appreciating the novelty of dining in a fine restaurant for as long as it lasted.
 
  
 
 Eight bowls of rice and countless jugs of wine later, Yo Ling stared out the window, alone despite his captains laughing uproariously around him, playing at their crude drinking games, treating a finely crafted vintage like common bathtub swill. The room afforded him a stunning view of the city, windows looking out in every direction, yet no matter where he turned, he found himself unable to match anything he saw to the memories of his youth. Resting his hand against the windowsill, he chuckled ruefully at the wrinkled skin and sagging muscle as melancholy overtook him. How time made fools of them all. “You know,” he said, the room falling silent at his words, “Back in my day, this restaurant would have been smack dab in the centre of the poor quarters.”
 
  
 
 “Huh,” Pang remarked, still audibly chewing. “Never knew ye grew up here boss, and in the poor quarter to boot. Now ain’t that some shit. Always thought ye were one of them hoity-toity noble types, with all yer fancy book learning and whatnot.”
 
  
 
 Suppressing his irritation at the interruption, Yo Ling reminded himself that Pang would be needed in days to come. Instead of imagining the torture and pain he’d like to inflict on Pang, he carried on with his reminiscing, speaking aloud just to hear his voice. “My father was a cooper, my mother a washerwoman. He had a little workshop tucked between an inn and a brewery, which stood where that burning manor stands right now. Mother brought the laundry down to that bridge there every day, where she worked her fingers raw in the numbing cold waters. Any idle time I had, and it wasn’t much, I tell you this, I spent playing round the midden heap, now a lovely little orchard over yonder. It wasn’t an easy life, but it was a good one, a safe one, and I wanted to keep it that way for my family and all the families of Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 A small pang of regret coursed through him as he remembered his mother’s tears, begging him to reconsider joining the army, but it was too late. The papers had been signed, and that was the last he’d ever see of his parents. He rose through the ranks of the military, fought at the Wall, and in return, his parents were tossed out of Sanshu to die in the wilds, with nothing to their name. That was the beginning, deserting the army and embarking on a journey spanning eight decades, all to arrive right back where he started. “This isn’t the city I grew up in. I remember a city teeming with life, its bustling population packed shoulder to shoulder on busy days. The Magistrate wouldn’t have been able to evacuate the district if he had two weeks, much less two days, but here we sit in an empty, lifeless shell of a town. A travesty is what it is.”
 
  
 
 “That it is,” Nazier responded. “Ain’t no sport to be had.” A few laughs and snickers of agreement followed, the gathered bandits eager for more bloodshed and mayhem.
 
  
 
 “You miss my point.” Shaking his head, he gestured towards the walls. “Those sturdy walls were put in place by our ancestors to defend the people, but where are the people now? Outside them, that’s where, living in shanty towns and run down villages, eking out a life in the mud and mines. After slaving their days away all so a chosen few can profit from their efforts, they return home in fear of beasts and bandits. This city has become a utopia of debauchery and gluttony, where the corrupt and unscrupulous gather to extort and exploit.”
 
  
 
 “Stealing while barely lifting a finger, laughing as the stupid rubes thank their lucky stars for their gainful employment.” Kaliyan sighed, her lovely red lips smacking as she licked the grease from her fingers. “The fat nobles of Sanshu really had it made.” Another round of laughter followed, though a little lacking as every eye turned to her heaving bosom. If he were thirty years younger, he’d be stupid enough to bed her, but not even the Spectre Yo Ling knew how many died, quivering beneath her naked flesh.
 
  
 
 Ah what times he lived in now. Where were the ‘Lu An Jing’s or ‘DuGu Tian Sha’s of today, warriors rising from the ranks to fight for the people? Nowhere to be found, while young upstarts like Situ Jia Yang and Baatar worked towards their own selfish agendas, undeserving of fame or fortune. Here he stood with the younger generation, measuring the Viper Pangs, the Black Hearted Naziers, and the Kaliyan the Despoilers of today against those vaunted heroes of yesteryear, and he found them sorely lacking.
 
  
 
 A small disturbance interrupted his thoughts, unnoticed by the others in the room. How interesting, perhaps he could have some fun. Putting it aside, he returned to his musings. Of those who’d been there when he first stepped onto the rapacious path, none were left to him now, dead in the ground or gone to side with the traitorous wretch Liu Gan. His scar ached at the bitter memory, made worse now that Gao Qiu, his last loyal comrade and staunchest supporter was nowhere to be found.
 
  
 
 Now there was a man who knew how to inspire fear and dread while still capable of mannerly conduct. How maddening to see the culmination of his plans without the Red Devil of Sanshu at his side. A shame the man never found true Enlightenment, teetering on the precipice for so many years, yet taking his leave the same day Yo Ling found someone to bring him wholly into the light. The stubborn old fool must have sensed something amiss, choosing to flee rather than accept the difficult truth. He should have pushed the old fool harder to accept the truth, but he’d been too afraid to risk losing the last of his brothers in arms.
 
  
 
 Closing his eye, he focused his attention, once again searching for those Spirits advising his old friend, but ever since Gen’s arrival, the Spirits had become fickle and troublesome, eager and impatient for the revolution to come. Unable to cut through their meaningless jibbering, he sighed and opened his eye again, only to find his captains staring expectantly towards him? “Well?” He asked, annoyed by their timid gazes, still ignorant of the matters at hand. “Spit it out.”
 
  
 
 “You see boss,” Pang began, clutching at his shirt sleeves, “We’ve taken the district, clean and easy. Some soldiers are hiding about, giving us a spot of trouble but they’re nothin’ special. When we gonna stop sittin’ on our asses and push on to take the bridges? There's a whole city waiting to be plucked, and we're here sifting through scraps.”
 
  
 
 Yo Ling shrugged, glancing at the bridges in question, with all the Empire’s soldiers lined up neat and orderly across them. “We’ll take the bridges when I say we will. Enough, party’s over. Get out there and see to your units.” The boy needed a few days to speak his honeyed words, each sentence bringing those lucky few closer to the light. The progress was slower than Yo Ling liked, but it wasn’t so simple a task to open another’s eyes to the truth. He himself spent long years grooming his butchers, hiding the Enlightened on another island base, but little Gen had quite the talent. One of many, it would seem, truly a soul blessed by the Spirits. In all his years, Yo Ling had only seen two others rise in such meteoric fashion, though he’d met many who’d been gifted with some unique power like Gen’s Oration or his own Eavesdropping.
 
  
 
 A handy little skill, the Spirits’ whispers told him where the juiciest targets hid, who to trust and who to kill. It’s how he knew to groom Mao Jianghong and ease him towards Enlightenment, killing the man’s family and bringing him to the edge, all without him knowing. If only Yo Ling could learn how the boy grew so quickly, then his Butchers would become a force like none other.
 
  
 
 After the slaves cleared the room and removed the vase for safekeeping, Yo Ling sat in silence, guiding his Butchers from afar while waiting for his guest. Slow and steady, no need to rush, he’d spent fifteen years planning this venture, another day or two would do no harm. His losses were negligible aside from the death of five Transcendents. The enemy counted a mysterious expert among their ranks, cutting down those powerful allies as easily as turning his hand. Costly losses, but Yo Ling still had the Venerated ones to unleash should the need arise, though he hoped to avoid it. Replenishing the Transcendents' numbers should be simple enough with Gen’s talents, his lovely ‘wife’ was proof enough. What a team they made, the Orator and the Spectre, speaking the truth together, guiding the blind towards the light. A shame the Devourer was so lost and confused, another young talent who showed great promise.
 
  
 
 The window burst into a shower of splinters as his guest crashed into the room. The bald assailant landed neatly on his feet, kicking aside the table as his long sword stabbed towards Yo Ling’s face. Ready and waiting, he lifted his hand and warded off the thrust, the sword glancing off his armoured gauntlet. His chair shattered from the impact, taking him by surprise as he fought to keep his footing. Taking advantage, his assailant thrust once more and the strike glanced off Yo Ling’s cheekbone, gouging a channel through his flesh.
 
  
 
 Angered by the pain, Yo Ling roared in challenge, staggering his assailant with a thunderous cry. Lifting his mace, he smashed the sword aside and forced his assailant to his knees, kicking him square in the chest. Sliding across the wooden floor, he crashed into the wall as Yo Ling leaped after him, his mace missing the assailant by centimetres and battering a hole through the wall.
 
  
 
 Stomping after the scrambling would-be assassin, Yo Ling’s mace tore the room to pieces, the sword unable to stop his assault. His mace struck the man’s right ankle, then the left knee, leaving both shattered and in pieces. With one last swing, he sent the sword arcing out the broken wall and lifted the amber-eyed warrior into a deadly embrace. “You think to kill Yo Ling?” He bellowed, squeezing until he heard the crack of bone. A ferocious grin crossed his face as he took pleasure in his assailants dismay. “Better men than you have tried and failed.”
 
  
 
 Opening his jaw wide, he bit down on the warrior’s neck and tore a chunk of flesh out, throwing the choking assassin to the ground. Chewing slowly, Yo Ling towered over his assailant, slowly pulling the sword from his palm and tossing it aside. The door burst open and Nazier rushed in, but Yo Ling waved him back, regretting his rash actions. He should have kept the man alive, to pay for all the troubles he caused. “Yer the one who’s been killing me Transcendents, aren’t ye?” In all the excitement and thrill, his old accent slipped out.
 
  
 
 Clutching his ruined throat, the assassin glared at Yo Ling with those curiously coloured eyes, defeated but not broken. With a single arm, he dragged his useless legs behind him, leaving a trail of blood as it spurted through his fingers, his remaining life measured in minutes, if not seconds. Yo Ling followed leisurely, smiling as his blood cooled. “Yer one of the Bekhai, the Undying Savage’s contemporary, yea? Well, ye can’t be lettin’ the youngin’s overshadow ye. Go on and heal up, I’ll wait.”
 
  
 
 The assailant backed up until he struck the wall, resting next to the window he’d come crashing through, defiant to the end as he sputtered and coughed. Yo Ling stood back, with no expectations for the man to survive, but it was always pleasant to see the moment of defeat in a man’s eyes, especially one so skilled and resolute. Composing himself, he cleared his throat and fell back into his practised, noble accent. “Speaking frankly, I’m in awe of your skills. You killed my Wraith guards rather easily. None of my captains even noticed your work.”
 
  
 
 Teeth bared in a grin, the assailant’s lips moved, and to Yo Ling’s great surprise, a whisper escaped. “Worthless trash.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say I disagree.” He laughed in surprise, delighted by the man’s physical and mental fortitude. Here he lay, back broken, legs useless, and throat torn, yet still defiant to the end. “With skills like yours, I’m surprised you’ve remained nameless. You here to play nursemaid for the Undying Savage?”
 
  
 
 A hiss of laughter followed by a cough. “No. Here to kill you and earn fame.”
 
  
 
 “Well, it was a good effort, son.” This one would make a fine addition to his brethren if he could be made to see the light, a true warrior down to the core. He even had his own Spirits already, though they were rendered helpless by his foolhardy obstinance. “You almost had me with your second thrust, though it was more luck than anything. Shoddy workmanship, that chair. What’s your name, boy?”
 
  
 
 “No need for a dead man to know my name.” Something in his tone warned Yo Ling and he dove aside. Arrows pierced through the air where he’d been standing, crashing through the other wall and sailing out into the city, a testament to the power behind them. In the chaos, the assailant rolled out the broken wall and tumbled down the roof, escaping from Yo Ling’s grasp by the barest of margins. Chuckling, he watched as group of warriors came out of the shadows and caught the assailant. Striking like lightning, they cut a swathe through his Butchers, escaping over the rooftops with ease in a matter of seconds.
 
  
 
 Turning to the awestruck Nazier, Yo Ling sighed. His Butcher’s flaws were all the clearer when compared to true warriors. Did all the Bekhai specialize in healing? Less than a minute to heal a torn throat back to working order, how long would it take for him to recover fully? Two, maybe three days judging by the ridiculous speed. How intriguing. “Spread the word, we attack the bridge at midnight. No more waiting.” His poor Transcendents wouldn’t last the week with that Paragon picking them off from the shadows.
 
  
 
 Now that he’d met one of the Bekhai, Yo Ling could hardly wait to meet the Devourer. If some nameless warrior could be this strong, then perhaps the Undying Savage Falling Rain truly deserved his reputation. A young, impressionable mind already encroaching upon the truth, perhaps another talent could be added to the ranks of Yo Ling’s Butchers.
 
  
 
 Truly, this was a matter of new waves overtaking the old.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Dabbing the sweat from his forehead, Chao Yong peered out the window of his barge, ignoring the jeers and refuse raining down upon him. Last night, he’d taken a tonic to help him sleep, and this morning had woken to find all his carefully laid plans gone to shit. A crowd of peasants sat outside every city gate, including the river gate he’d intended to use for his stealthy exit. It should have been a simple enough matter to resolve. After sending word to Sovanna of the disturbance, he waited for the hulking giantess and her ‘bullies’ to disperse the crowds. Hours later, the crowds were larger than ever, panic overtaking the worthless rabble as they sought escape from the city. Lazy ingrates are what they were, he had a mind to send his guards to cut a path through them, but those worthless fools were too cowardly to obey. Shrimp soldiers and paper tigers the lot of them, unable to even stand against untrained peasants, but they were all he had.
 
  
 
 Day turned to night as the situation worsened, and he could wait no longer. Since leaving quietly was no longer an option, he would leave openly, ordering his barges to set out for the gate. What did the opinion of the unwashed masses matter? So what if word spread of his actions? By taking all his wealth away, he denied those resources to the Enemy, almost heroic if one thought about it. They were merely jealous of his resourcefulness, wishing they too were important enough to warrant rescue.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Sergeant Yimu reneged on their deal, refusing to open the gates or even respond to Yong's guards. Turtled inside his gatehouse, the bastard ignored the pleas of the peasants and threats from Yong’s guards, laughing from his safe perch as Yong sat here, exposed and helpless with all his wealth in the open. Worst of all, his guards were busy fighting off peasants trying to board his barges, so taking the gates by force was but a dream.
 
  
 
 Opening his window, he shouted to his guard. “Send word to the Sergeant, I will triple my offer if he opens the gates immediately. Should he refuse, I will bring the full fury of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance upon the gates and see him and his loved ones dead before I go.”
 
  
 
 Minutes passed without change and Yong fumed in impotence, wracking his brain for ideas. Perhaps cooperation with another councilman was in order, but who? Alone, he lacked the forces to take the gates, but with help...
 
  
 
 The sluice gate groaned as the chains turned, slowly lifting out of the water. Thank the Mother and curse that greedy Sergeant, a clean death would be too kind. As he instructed his guards to kill the Sergeant slowly, the words froze on his lips. The ponderous gate rose to reveal a flotilla of rafts and ships waiting just outside the city. Smaller ships glided into the city as its fearsome occupants seized Yong’s barges with ease, clearing the channel so their brethren could enter unimpeded.
 
  
 
 Shutting the window, Yong ran to the door and bolted it shut before returning to his cot and throwing a blanket over his head. Teeth chattering and body quivering, he fought the urge to vomit as he prayed for deliverance.
 
  
 
 It was too late. The Defiled were all around him. There was no escape.
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 Though the office of Magistrate was a lofty position, held only by a chosen few and aspired to by many, there were times aplenty when Chu Tongzu would have gladly relinquished the title. The last few days, he’d spent many an idle moment imagining how sweet life would be as a vagrant or mercenary, wandering about the world unfettered and free. It wasn’t the threat of Defiled or the fear of death that fuelled these fancies. No, it was the plethora of minor inconveniences that came with his lofty position. Normally, the benefits far outweighed the disadvantages, but during this trying time, it was difficult to remember just what those benefits were.
 
  
 
 For example, though he wished to rush towards his destination with all the speed his legs could muster, a Magistrate should never be seen running, especially away from the battle lines. Doing so would only lessen the status of his commanding presence, not to mention the loss of face from sweating and huffing like a common porter. Simple enough to appear unhurried and nonchalant in times of peace, but at the moment, his heart raced as his mind railed against the leisurely pace, desperately wishing he could instantly appear at his destination through sheer force of will.
 
  
 
 It took an eternity to arrive at the building, and as soon as he was out of sight, he rushed up the stairs. Without waiting for Vichear and his guards to clear the way, Tongzu pushed past the heavy double doors, perhaps more forcefully than intended. With a resounding thud, the doors opened to reveal almost twenty Bekhai arrayed before him with weapons drawn, ready to strike down the intruders. Spine tingling at the sight of so many brandished weapons, he abandoned his outraged comment before it reached his tongue as a deluge of powerful Auras struck him in tandem. The blood draining from his face, he stood in the doorway with mouth half-open, frozen like the rabbit caught in the clutches of an eagle, pitifully resigned to its fate.
 
  
 
 Stepping in front of him, Vichear drew up to his full, towering height, yet still appeared deferential with his shoulders back and empty palms displayed to the Bekhai. “Whoa, easy now. We’re all friends here.” Even in his shock, Tongzu noted the apprehension in the former soldier’s voice, apparently not entirely confident of their safety. “This is my fault, the Magistrate ain’t used to knocking is all.”
 
  
 
 “Stand down, we are still guests in his city, after all.” A hoarse croak sounded from within the room and the gathered Bekhai reluctantly parted, the pressure gradually easing from Tongzu. Though none of them put their weapons away, he was grateful for their mercy. With so many experts, if they’d all removed their Auras in an instant, he might have staggered or worse beneath the sudden freedom. Glancing around the room, he nodded in thanks while memorizing each of their faces, determined to learn the names of these warriors, easily the match of any elite force he’d seen before.
 
  
 
 Exhaling to calm his nerves, he froze once more as he looked upon Gerel’s pale, battered form. A cursory glance was enough to steal Tongzu’s breath away, the expert warrior laid out on a table, broken and battered as if he’d been run over by a herd of oxen. A healer stood over him with eyes closed in concentration, Gerel’s body limp and relaxed, his face drawn in agony as he struggled to remain conscious. Fixated on the fist sized chunk missing from the peerless warrior’s neck, Tongzu smacked his lips to wet his parched mouth, mentally detailing all the injuries which would have killed a lesser man. It took several tries to find his voice, finally uttering, “Every tongue out there is wagging about your injuries. What happened?”
 
  
 
 Despite his grievous injuries, Gerel smiled grimly as blood dribbled from his ear. “Slipped on a loose tile and fell off a roof. You should keep your city in better order, the fall damn well broke my back. I’ll expect reparations and an apology from your masons.” A few chuckles followed his jest, but the mood quickly darkened again as Gerel continued. “I’d planned to wait until Major Yuzhen arrived to cut off their escape, then kill as many commanders as possible and leave the Enemy without direction. After that, it would be a simple matter of clean up.” An... optimistic plan, to say the least. “Early evening, I received word of their top experts gathering for a meal, including Yo Ling, the first time any of us laid eyes on him. I saw a chance to get close and take out the head and his experts in one strike, so I set out.”
 
  
 
 Too afraid to put voice to the question, Tongzu raised a single eyebrow. Immediately shattering his hopes with a rueful shake of his head, Gerel laid back down with a thud, regret etched across his face. “I don’t know how, but the old bastard saw me coming. Baited the trap perfectly too. Kept moving around the room so my archers couldn’t get a bead on him, then he sent his experts away and blew out the lights. I almost abandoned the attempt, but he stayed in the room, alone in the dark. Waited a quarter-hour before I felt confident enough to move in and still barely pinked him.” Determination blazed in his eyes, a warrior broken only in body. “Yo Ling is a formidable foe, ruptured my eardrum with a fucking shout and it was over. I sorely underestimated him and this is the price.”
 
  
 
 Tongzu offered no empty condolences nor did any of the Bekhai. Pausing a heartbeat, he asked, “What of Gen, the Emissary? If you can get that close to Yo Ling, then killing the boy should be easy enough. His flames aside, his speeches are stirring unrest among my soldiers, the whispers growing by the hour.”
 
  
 
 His brow furrowed, Gerel shook his head. “I thought about it, but someone or something is guarding him, so well hidden not even my best scouts can spot it. Too risky without proper reward, I’d rather fight him in open combat and force his protector to reveal itself.” Everyone stood in silence until Gerel smiled and added, “Never thought I’d say it, but I wish Rain was here. The murderous little foundling would probably pull up a few weeds and whip up a poison, or challenge the Emissary to single combat without looking like a bully. Twisted young man, but handy at times.”
 
  
 
 The laughs died quickly as Gerel warred with exhaustion, the healer working to knit bones and mend flesh. Though bladed weapons killed easily with a thrust, any non-fatal wounds were negligible to an expert like Gerel, easily healed in the span of hours, at most. A bone-crushing blow was a different matter altogether. A fatal wound if left untreated, it would kill any but the most expert of healers in days, if not hours. Do enough damage to muscle and bone and the result is always the same, widespread organ failure no matter where the injury was located. So deadly in fact, the go-to field treatment was amputation, removing dead flesh before it could poison the blood. Keeping Gerel alive would take all of the healer’s efforts for the next few days, which meant Sanshu would face its greatest tribulation in history without the aide of the Demon Reaper.
 
  
 
 Shaking out of his shock, Tongzu took control of the situation. “Who is next in line for command?” Silence was his only answer, the mood growing darker as every expert in the room grimaced. Worried he’d encroached on some Bekhai taboo over status, he readied to mediate over the ensuing squabble. After several seconds, he continued to wait as the collected Bekhai silently argued amongst themselves, though not to seize control. In fact, as far as he could tell, they all seemed to be refusing the mantle of leadership, one warrior after another shaking their head or stepping back, their discomfort plain to see.
 
  
 
 In all his years, he’d never met a people as strange as the Bekhai. Though the situation was dire, what warrior didn’t dream of glory and renown? Here was a chance to be known as the warrior who saved Sanshu and not a single one wanted the honour. Was it fear of failure? A ridiculous thought, Bekhai determination aside, any blame would rest squarely on his shoulders. Unable to come up with another reason for their hesitance, he offered a solution. “Warriors, if none of you are willing, then perhaps it would be best if you all served under my humble self?” With elites like these bolstering his men, he was confident of holding the bridges for days yet, but under Gerel’s command, the Bekhai preferred to strike out on their own.
 
  
 
 The burgeoning dream he had of commanding these elite tribesman died in its infancy as they collectively scowled at his suggestion. Too polite to outright disagree yet lacking the social graces to amiably decline, they all pretended as if he’d never spoke, returning to their silent debate, and Tongzu silently accepted their refusal, taking only a little offence.
 
  
 
 A strange people. Before today, he’d believed the Bekhai, or at least Akanai, long held aspirations of greatness. Hiding in the mountains for decades to build up their strength and temper their warriors, everyone assumed it was Falling Rain’s prodigious talents which spurred Akanai into action. The Bekhai defiance of the Society brought them into the public eye, while Rain’s four consecutive duels stirred the people’s passions. Everyone loved to see a dark horse win and the stunted, unremarkable looking young man fit the part perfectly. Even better, his cruel actions and ruthless demeanour polarized all who heard of them, causing no small number of bar-room debates regarding whether he was hero or villain.
 
  
 
 Regardless of where they stood, every downtrodden individual in the North gleefully spoke of how the Society finally got a taste of their own arrogance. Following his victories, stories of Rain’s prowess spread like wildfire as his reputation soared. What worried Tongzu and his contemporaries the most was the story of Rain’s part in Shen Huo’s clash for the position of Magistrate. It chilled his blood to hear how Rain targeted DuGu Tian Yi, a key figure in the duels to come. At the tender age of sixteen, he taunted TianYi’s sons and tricked them into threatening him in full view of the city guards. He then proceeded to kill the older son like a dog, leaving the younger one scarred and terrified. A brilliant plan to unbalance a warrior before an important match, but Rain’s actions didn’t end there. Risking his life, Rain faced off against the grieving father in single combat, taunting him about his dead son before they began. An obvious trap yet TianYi could not help but step into it, attempting to kill Rain in the midst of the challenge and sealing his fate.
 
  
 
 Masterfully done, the story filled Tongzu with growing apprehension. With Akanai, Baatar, and Falling Rain together, the Bekhai had a formidable composition for sanctioned duels and contests for Office, with Falling Rain all but guaranteeing one victory out of three. With such strength, they had the freedom to pick any city in the North to settle in, easily installing whoever they wished as Magistrate, much like they’d done with Tong Da Hai in Shen Huo. Worst of all, the boy was only eighteen years old, which meant barring any miraculous youths springing up from Mother knows where, Rain would hold his position as number one talent under twenty-five for another seven years. A dominating position for a rising power, everyone agreed the Bekhai would grow into a force to be reckoned with. In fact, he’d been certain Rain’s actions in Sanshu were a precursor to a Bekhai takeover.
 
  
 
 With all these experts jostling to escape from possible fame and fortune, Tongzu was no longer sure this was the case. He noted genuine objection in every expert present, yet not a single shred of fear, more annoyance than anything else. None of them wanted to take command because they found it... bothersome, for lack of a better word. Most soldiers dreamed of a chance to become famous throughout the Empire overnight, while these experts shied away from it.
 
  
 
 The impasse continued for several minutes before one expert’s eyes lit up, his lips twisting in a smile as he spoke aloud. “Vichear used to be a Major. Outranks us all.”
 
  
 
 With those two short sentences, the status quo was broken as every Bekhai tribesman unilaterally agreed. Smiling with relief, they echoed their support for the former soldier to take charge, who seemed every bit as confused by the Bekhai attitude as Tongzu. “Er... Right you are, but I was discharged without rank, on account of my injuries and whatnot. They made it clear as crystal I wasn’t to title myself ‘Former Major’ like a proper retired officer, said it’d be a criminal offence.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry about it Vichear,” Gerel said, his eyes still closed. “You’re the right choice for this. I’ll be back in fighting form in twenty-four hours at the most. Until then, fall back, dig in, and hold the bridges for as long as possible, but don’t be afraid to destroy them. Yuzhen will be here by then and we’ll have a grand old time mopping up the Defiled. Easy as turning your hand.”
 
  
 
 Tongzu could scarcely believe Gerel’s confidence. Twenty-four hours? Was he mad? Unless this healer was another Medical Saint, or Gerel was another Undying like Rain, it was impossible. Was it the amber eyes a few of the Bekhai shared? Did it offer powers of healing? What if it had something to do with their lineage or their self-imposed exile in the Saint’s Tribulation Mountains? So many questions and no answers to be found, he made note of it all for future reference. Not that it mattered, should Sanshu weather the coming storm, he would owe a tremendous debt of gratitude to the Bekhai for all their efforts. Yo Ling aside, if they successfully killed the majority of Demons and experts among the Butchers, then his soldiers would have a much easier time fending them off. No matter how powerful the Spectre was, one man cannot take and hold a city by himself.
 
  
 
 “Beggin’ yer pardon Magistrate, but I’ve news ye’ll be wantin’ to hear.” Sovanna’s charming drawl sounded in his mind as he received her Sending.
 
  
 
 “Report.”
 
  
 
 “The Butchers have begun their assault. All five bridges are under heavy attack, though no signs of Demons yet. Me bullies’ll hold long as they can, but it gets worse. Eastern River Gate has been opened and a fleet of boats and rafts are rowing their merry way here, round five thousand strong. I've no one in position to stop em in time. Smart bastards opened a floodgate to create a current, pushing them towards us. Won’t be long afore they arrive to hit me bullies from both ends. Can’t say I’d enjoy that much.”
 
  
 
 Taking the news with stately aplomb, Tongzu smoothed out his robes, his heart heavy and resigned. It seemed fate was conspiring against Sanshu, the Defiled so well hidden among his soldiers they could come and go as they pleased. Though he knew every second counted, he wasted precious heartbeats composing himself before repeating Sovanna’s report aloud, coming to grips with harsh reality. All their struggles were for naught, their plan to delay no longer possible. With a fleet of ships and rafts, destroying the Bridges was a futile gesture. Sanshu was doomed.
 
  
 
 Mother have mercy on us all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Hold as long as you can. I will arrive shortly to assist. The Mother watch over you Sovanna.”
 
  
 
 The Magistrate’s Sending was short, succinct, and did little to reassure her. With a deep breath, Sovanna hefted her mace and bellowed, “Look lively me bullies, the Magistrate’s a comin’ and I’m angling fer a raise.” Her joke was largely lost in the din of battle, but it didn’t stop her from repeating it as she moved down the line. The area before her was quickly turning into a charnel pit as the Butcher’s lived up to their name, carving away at her defensive line in a frenzied effort to reach the bridge behind her. Marching over the corpses of their comrades, the Defiled charged in waves, rotating their warriors while giving her bullies no time to breathe.
 
  
 
 Swinging her mace whenever a target presented itself, she idly wondered why Yo Ling was so determined to break through her lines like this. If he’d bothered waiting a few minutes longer for the ships to arrive, then he’d easily take the bridge with fewer casualties. Hell, with so many ships, he didn’t even need the bridge, capable of ferrying his Butchers across to wherever he pleased.
 
  
 
 Whatever. Sovanna lacked any training in tactical warfare, so perhaps there was some nuance she didn’t understand. Perhaps Yo Ling was blooding his troops, or after days of standing around, the famed Defiled blood-thirst had taken over. It didn’t matter, her bullies were tough, but they were no match for this unending Defiled assault. With every crash of bodies, her bullies crumbled bit by bit, and in minutes, her line broke as her bullies fled, the Defiled holding at the bridge to consolidate.
 
  
 
 Turning to join her guard’s exodus, Sovanna wept as she spied the boats arriving just in time to seal their escape. Shouldering her way to the front, she raised her voice, easily heard amid her silent bullies. “Form up ye worthless craven louts, I ain’t going down without a fight. We’ll show these Butchers what the guards of Sanshu are made of.” At least she would die as the Guard Captain of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 It was something to take pride in.
 
  
 
 Studying the new threat, she grimaced at their shoddy appearance. The Butchers behind her, they were the elites she supposed, armed and armoured like a proper army. These new Butchers were worlds apart. Few wore armour, though nothing more than a cuirass or breastplate. Most wore shabby leathers or dirty rags, with no two dressed alike. Still a fearsome looking bunch, and dead was dead, so in the end, what did it matter?
 
  
 
 Disembarking from their boats, they marched towards her line in a disorderly mob, much like how she imagined bandits to behave. Steeling herself to fight, her legs trembled as the lead bandit roared, his voice booming as it echoed from the walls for all to hear. “Make way!” His wild white hair and scraggly beard made him look like a beggar, but his massive battle-axe was instantly recognizable to all who lived around the city, his name used for decades to scare crying children into silence. Channelling enough Heavenly Energy that even Sovanna could sense it, Gao Qiu roared once more. “Move aside or be moved ye worthless scags! The Crossbone Corsairs are here to hunt Butchers!”
 
  
 
 More out of desperation than logic, Sovanna shoved and prodded her bullies aside, pressing them against the manor walls as an army of cheering Corsairs ran past. His voice rising to the night skies, Gao Qiu howled in challenge. “YO LING! Wretched cur, come out and meet your fate. The Red Devil of Sanshu comes to take your head!”
 
  
 
 The tide of bandits soon ended and Sovanna stared at their backs in disbelief. Glancing at her soldiers, she saw her astonishment mirrored in their eyes. Shrugging, she gathered her bullies before composing herself to craft another Sending. “Err, Magistrate. Good news this time. I think.”
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 Despite my exhaustion, peaceful slumber escapes me as I drift into the void, appearing next to Baledagh’s entranced astral form. Too tired to care, I sit next to him and lean in close, resisting the urge to wake him from his sleep. As much as I’d like his help, I don’t think he’d be much use considering the current fragile state of his psyche. The Spectres buzz with subtle suggestions to end his misery, but their whispers fade into the background noise of my troubled thoughts.
 
  
 
 Watching Baledagh’s dreams almost feels wrong, voyeuristic even, his innermost desires on naked display. Only it all feels so real, so immersive, I cannot help but lose myself in the beauty of his perfect world, no matter how much I criticize how shallow and vapid it seems. Sitting in my favourite spot, a peak overlooking the village entrance, Baledagh snuggles with Ai Qing beneath a blanket, warding off the cold spring chill. Leaning against Zabu’s flank, they hold hands and share warmth beneath the morning sun. Zabu’s soft fur tickles my skin as the cool breeze passes over us, our eyes glued to a mob of children bustling about on the fields below. Today is a day of cheer and joy, and we’re here to share in it, though we both thought it best to step back on this first day of quin riding lessons.
 
  
 
 Though titled as a lesson, it’s mostly an excuse to let the children frolic and bond with the playful creatures. Not every child is blessed with wealthy parents, so these lessons help the Sentinels find talents worth grooming and let the quins bond with the villagers. Even from this distance, the children's peals of laughter and shrieks of delight are readily audible, a massive grin stretched across my face as my eyes follow my young namesake. Standing atop a suspiciously fat quin, young Rainy howls with glee as we watch from afar, his mother wracked with fear and apprehension.
 
  
 
 “Dearest,” she says, her nails leaving indents in my skin, “Isn’t that dangerous? What if he falls?”
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath my breath, I pull her close to nuzzle and kiss, breathing in her soothing, herbal scent, my eyes never leaving my son. “No need for alarm Qing-Qing,” I say, though I share her fears. “Your Teacher Taduk is standing by just in case, as is your senior sister Lin. Besides, nothing will happen, look how he stands. Knees bent and back straight, he’s a born rider.” Best to keep to myself how many times he fell when I taught him this trick, or how often Taduk had to cover up his bruises.
 
  
 
 Pressing closer, Qing-Qing sighs, her death grip relaxing ever so slightly. “Our little terror is growing so fast. He’s just like his father, so talented and brave. I only wish he paid more attention to his studies. He has a gift for memorization and a flexible mind, he’d make a wonderful herbalist. There’s no need for him to join the Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 I laugh and kiss her on the cheek, my heart skipping a beat at her smile. “He’s but a child learning to ride and already you’ve planned his future for him. Who says he’ll be a Sentinel? Have you picked a wife for him too or will you wait until he has all his teeth?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. My sweet Rainy is so handsome and charming, he’ll have his pick of the ladies.” Sighing, she shifts and wraps her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek against my chest. “We must decide soon, before he turns six. Isn’t that the way of your people?”
 
  
 
 “Our people, my love. You are one of the Bekhai now.”
 
  
 
 Hugging me tighter, she kisses me and smiles. “Well? Stop dodging the question. Is he to be a warrior like you or an herbalist like me?”
 
  
 
 Unyielding, my stubborn, beautiful Qing-Qing. Stroking her hair, I shrug and smile, watching my boy laugh as the fat quin ambles about. Though Mafu moves at a slow pace, to a child like Rainy, it must seem so exhilarating. A steady gait and calm demeanour, Mafu is the perfect mount for Rainy to learn on. Perhaps I should buy the quin, since Zabu has yet to father any pups. “Why not continue as is? The son of Falling Rain and Ai Qing is both talented and hardworking. Let him continue his studies for now and decide his own path in the future. A warrior healer isn't so far-fetched.”
 
  
 
 Giggling, Qing-Qing looks at me with love and mirth. “Baledagh. The son of Baledagh and Ai Qing, you silly man. Falling Rain is our son.”
 
  
 
 Her words hit me like hammer to the gut, throwing me from the illusion. Bewildered, I watch from the void as Baledagh shakes his head, chuckling nervously. “A slip of the tongue,” he says, though still uneasy, kissing Ai Qing on the temple.
 
  
 
 Their perfect life continues while I sit in the void, heart hammering and mouth dry. Dammit, even knowing it was a dream, I let myself be drawn in, almost losing myself to the illusion. Beside me, Baledagh’s ‘real’ body sits with furrowed brow, slowly relaxing as the aftereffects of my incursion fade away, peace and serenity stealing away all his worries and woes. That’s how it goes, he won’t dwell on this disturbance any longer than necessary, his questions buried under a lack of concern. Why ruin a good thing? Things are good, no need to find reasons to be unhappy.
 
  
 
 For one brief moment, I was Baledagh and he was me, and it felt so... right. No fear, no worries, no exhaustion or pain, nothing but love and happiness neatly bundled with security and serenity. Even knowing it wasn’t real, my heart pangs over the loss of my – no, Baledagh’s perfect little life.
 
  
 
 You mourn the loss of the Warrior, or perhaps envy his satisfaction?
 
  
 
 Twitching in surprise, I glance around the empty void, searching for the intruder before it clicks. Fucking Spectres, seems they’re bored of whispers and suggestions and have moved on to booming-voice jump scares. Don’t engage, ignore them and leave it be.
 
  
 
 You desire peace of mind. We can grant you what he has and more. Surrender, and all you desire will be yours.
 
  
 
 “All for the low low price of eternal damnation. Limited time only, so act now!” Fucking hell, why can I never stick to the plan?
 
  
 
 Mock all you want, Foundling. We are patient. We are eternal.
 
  
 
 “Yea and you don’t forgive or forget either, right? You could use some new material, you’re already repeating yourselves.”
 
  
 
 Our power is endless, our victory inevitable. Why struggle against fate? Give in to your desires. Surrender.
 
  
 
 “So inevitable that the Empire has stood for millennia. You’re nothing but parasites and charlatans. I won’t let your lies unbalance me.”
 
  
 
 Your friend is wrong, there is no Balance, only power. This you soon shall learn. You live your life cloaked in fear, uncertainty and doubt your constant companions. You will seek our aid soon enough.
 
  
 
 “Dream on. I’d rather die.”
 
  
 
 Brave little Foundling when safe in your tent. How will you fare on the field of battle?
 
  
 
 A low, rumbling horn sounds in the night, a single note which hangs in the air. Leaping to my feet, my heart pounds in the darkness as I stand hunched and ready, Peace and Tranquility in hand. Li Song crouches nearby, ready and alert, while between us, Mila rubs her eyes and yawns. “Stupid Defiled, interrupting my beauty sleep,” she grumbles, putting aside her shivering bear cub and reaching for her armour.
 
  
 
 Already dressed and ready, I collect the bears and soothe Aurie, my big scaredy-cat kneading away as he suckles his paw. Poor thing, even my Aura isn’t enough to calm his nerves, eyes wide with concern and shoulders shivering as he follows me from the tent. In a whirlwind of activity, the camp stirrs alive as soldiers scurry about with purpose, putting to practice the hard-learned lessons of yesterday. Braziers and torches flare to life, throwing back the darkness to reveal readied and armoured soldiers passing out conventional spears and polearms, the weapons laid out around the tents in preparation for this very scenario.
 
  
 
 My retinue gathers around me with their quins, Tenjin giving me a wink and a nod of thanks while Mila and Rustram do a quick headcount. With a hug and peck on my cheek, Lin whispers, “Good luck Rainy,” before gathering my bears in her arms and skipping away, all the cats following behind but only two guards in tow. Where are the other two slackers? No cries of battle or clash of weapons reach my ears, and we ride out to our designated defence posts in silence. Upon reaching the line of wooden stakes, we find a strangely peaceful front waiting for us, no sign of the Enemy, though oddly enough, the soldiers salute at my presence. No not my presence, but Mila’s and Rustram’s. Nice to see them garnering proper respect, it seems they made a good impression on our allies.
 
  
 
 Eagerly stamping his feet, Mafu squeaks in anticipation as I settle in to wait, my fingers clenched around Peace and Tranquility in search of either of their namesakes. Everything’s fine. You’ve fought plenty of times without Baledagh’s help, no big deal. Hit them with the sharp bits, easy as pie. You can do it. The seconds tick by in stillness as every soldier and Sentinel stands ready, waiting for the Enemy to emerge from the trees. Our weapons bristling outwards to receive them, the seconds turn to minutes without change, feet shuffling and weapons wavering as stress takes its toll, tension mounting while we wait for chaotic battle to erupt.
 
  
 
 A second horn sounds out, with two clear, distinct notes. The entire camp holds its breath, waiting for a third note which never comes. After long seconds, a collective sigh is heard as the pressure eases. Two notes means an end to the alert, three for a retreat. Everything’s fine, a false alarm. My relieved grin doesn’t match Mila’s sour grimace, and I tilt my head in wordless question. Rolling her eyes, she says, “The Defiled mean to wear us down. They only need a handful of riders to keep our entire camp on alert while the others rest. We’re already tired and exhausted, but coupled with this alert and yesterday’s heavy losses, none will sleep well tonight even if they don’t attack.”
 
  
 
 Hmm, can’t have that. Raising an eyebrow to Tenjin, I say, “Send word to the Major. I’d like to take the quins out for a ride, see if we can’t find these hooligans interrupting my beauty sleep.” A few Defiled corpses should perk everyone’s spirits right up, and if we stumble across a Defiled army, well, knowing is half the battle. Mila scowls and pinches me lightly for mocking her, even if no one besides Li Song would have noticed, but her shoulders relax at my verbal jab. Heroic, brave, and unstoppable though she may be, Mila is still human, prone to doubt and nerves. I won’t ask her to sit this out, she deserves to be here even more than I do, but I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her.
 
  
 
 We can give you the strength needed to protect her. Free us and we shall aid you.
 
  
 
 The Spectres grow quiet, realizing their mistake as my laughter rings through the void. “So you’re actually trapped. Good to know.” Guess I did something right. Wish I knew what it meant though, what would they do once set free? Go away on their own? Bother me even more? Call their cronies to overwhelm me? Since I can trap them, can I kill them?
 
  
 
 I need a ‘Defiled for Dummies’ or something, all this guesswork is making my head spin.
 
  
 
 Giggling like a girl half her age, Tursinai twirls her sickle between her fingers, the weapon passing dangerously close to her cheek. “Major Yuzhen says ‘good hunting’. Oh Rain, I knew it was the right choice to follow you. Fighting at the Wall is so terribly boring, this is much more exciting. A night fight in pitch darkness, how splendid.”
 
  
 
 Well... guess it’s too late for regrets. Stomach sinking, I ride into the woods with my retinue behind me, slowly spreading out as our eyes adjust to the dark. Mafu’s squeaks fade away as his hunting instincts take over, and I give him free reign to choose our path. Padding through the pitch black forest, he moves without hesitation, bounding past our sentries unseen and unheard, his nose raised to sniff for prey. A short ride later, he comes to a halt and tilts his head, gazing off to the north. It seems another quin has caught the scent and sub-vocalized its discovery, alerting its pack mates to follow behind.
 
  
 
 Briefly glancing for permission, Mafu runs towards the trail, my enhanced night vision barely picking out other shadows around me. Leaning close to Mafu’s neck, my eyes stare ahead in search of the Defiled, weapons at the ready. Though playful and loyal, the roosequin is a killer at heart, a group of apex predators in a world filled with danger. Last night, these pack animals suffered an intrusion to their territory and few predators will tolerate such disruption lightly. The garos’ scent is strange and foreign, easily picked out among the familiar forest scents, and the quins converge upon the intruders in utter silence.
 
  
 
 With little warning, Mafu stops in place, flattening his furry body to the dirt. The quiet forest overwhelms my sense, my heartbeat hammering in my ears and every breath echoing into eternity, or so it seems. Resisting the urge to wipe my sweaty palms, I lay stiff and still on Mafu’s back, waiting for Mother’s knows what in the darkness.
 
  
 
 Pitiful. So much fear when you need fear nothing with our power at your beck and call.
 
  
 
 “Shut up.”
 
  
 
 We wait, little Foundling. Surrender to us and your enemies will fall before you.
 
  
 
 “But wait, there’s more! For only three easy payments of unhinged violence, we’ll throw in all your dreams and desires. Our parasitic agents are standing by, so call now before this once in a life-time opportunity slips by!”
 
  
 
 Confused by my ranting, the Spectres quiet down, and not a moment too soon. A shrill, chittering cry echos from ahead, a quin sounding the charge, but Mafu holds in place. The forest comes to life as creatures skitter and flap away, and within seconds, I hear the heavy footsteps of several Garos headed directly towards me. Faint and stealthy, but not stealthy enough, their position given away by broken branches and clicking talons, they flee from their pursuers right into the quins waiting trap.
 
  
 
 Lunging from his prone position, Mafu’s attack is rewarded with a dying shriek as the pungent scent of garo’s blood fills the air. Peace pierces through the air where I’m guessing the rider would be, the Honed sword glancing off something solid with a twisted screech. With a shuddering croak, the garo collapses to the ground and its rider tumbles off its back. Leaping from Mafu, I follow the moving shadow in to the forest.
 
  
 
 Movement through beams of moonlight give his position away, and I leap into action. Crashing into him shield first, I shove him off balance as Peace misses the mark. His weapon lashes out, a bare flash before my eyes before Peace intercepts, my arm quivering from the powerful strike. Pressing the attack, my opponent swings wildly towards me and I hunker behind Tranquility, staggering back as he lands blow after blow, somehow accurate despite the near complete darkness.
 
  
 
 A hand grabs the edge of my shield and pulls forward, throwing me to the ground face first. Going with the impromptu dive, I tuck and roll as the Defiled weapon slams into the dirt behind me. Confused and disoriented, I spin and slash, hitting nothing. The cutting air gives away my position and a heavy boot collides with my knee. A probing sweep, the following chop comes dangerously close to cleaving me in two, only Tranquility’s sturdy frame keeping me alive. Hiding behind my shield once again, I stand in place and weather the storm of blows, slowly forced to one knee, then both.
 
  
 
 Worthless Foundling, so much promise yet so little skill. A gift for you then, a taste of what we offer. Your opponent strikes with measured blows, but a simple Deflection will leave him open to riposte. Follow the weapon’s path in reverse and find your foe standing at its end.
 
  
 
 Fuck my idiot brain. Channelling Chi through Tranquility, I create a storm of swirling energy at the shield’s centre and wait for the next blow. The Defiled weapon hammers into my shield with a resounding clang before sliding across its surface, sent flying away by the whirling Chi. My opponent gasps and struggles for balance, the noise cut short as Peace bites deep and opens a slash across his chest. A stream of hot blood splashes my face and neck, cooling to a sticky mess before my opponent thumps to the ground. Kneeling heavily atop him, I frantically stab with Peace again and again until I’m certain he’s dead, panting as the adrenaline drains away and leaves me a stiff, shaky mess.
 
  
 
 We can offer much more than obvious advice, Foundling. Think on it.
 
  
 
 The skirmish won, my retinue gathers the corpses as Mila brings a detachment to continue scouting. For the low price of a few scratches and one badly injured Sentinel, we killed ten Defiled, not much in the grand scheme of things, but at least it’ll make the Enemy think twice about using more guerrilla tactics. Dragging his prize, Mafu snacks away on the garo corpse as we ride into the firelight, and I can’t help but notice the soldiers staring at my blood-soaked self. Can’t blame them, I know what they’re thinking: This is the number one talent in the North? I probably look pathetic, battered and bloodied by a single Defiled.
 
  
 
 In the chaos and fear, I forgot all my training and practice, standing in place like a wooden dummy. Without Baledagh, I need to concentrate on fighting and using Chi in tandem, something I’ve never had to do aside from Honing. I didn’t even use my Aura, how idiotic is that? Then there’s Deflection, which takes serious concentration and effort to set up, but used properly, it’s a powerful tool capable of taking my opponent off-guard. A parry without using too much physical power, meaning I'll be able to strike back in an instant. Not just defensively, but what if I used Deflection offensively, lending power to my strikes?
 
  
 
 God dammit. I need to be better than this or I’ll end up begging the Spectres for help.
 
  
 
 Carrying a basin of water, Lin crinkle’s her nose and shakes her head. “Hubby, you need to fight more elegantly, without getting so dirty, ya? I’m not doing your laundry either, so hmph.” Sticking her tongue out, she smiles and hands me a wet cloth. Smiling at her adorable actions, I wipe away the blood and steady my resolve. I’ll never ask the Spectres for help, it’ll only put those I love in danger.
 
  
 
 I’d be better off dead than Defiled.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Wait, isn’t that the tagline to the Purge?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 The longer I stay in this world, the less I like myself, and that’s saying something.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I never liked myself all that much to begin with.
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 It takes a lot of hot water and hard scrubbing to get rid of all the dried blood plastered across my skin and hair, but the work leaves me clean and invigorated. I’ve been intensely fixated on water lately, itching for a nice hot soak or a cool, refreshing plunge. I want to hold my head beneath the water and let the water wash away all my problems as I drift into oblivion. It’s a little fucked up, I’m terrified of dying and yet I can’t stop romanticizing the closest brush with death I’ve ever had.
 
  
 
 Every time I think about my week-long journey through the lake, I never focus on the numbing cold or the desperate struggle for air, nor the fear and panic overwhelming me as I fought for the surface. Those minor details are unimportant when compared to the calm tranquility which followed. Suspended beneath the waters and staring up at the fading light, I finally felt like everything was right in the world, giving up my futile struggles and letting the current carry me away. In an instant, everything changed, so peaceful and warm, safety and serenity found at long last. No more worries, no more pain, nothing but an unspoken promise of rest and solace. I knew everything was gonna be all right, once I stopped fighting and let go.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I may have some serious mental issues.
 
  
 
 Well, nothing to do but keep on keeping on, aside from developing a drinking/drug problem. Maybe I should go for a dip in the water and clear my head, remind myself how unpleasant drowning really is. This is Sanshu after all, can’t go a kilometre in any direction without crossing a stream or river. In fact, there’s one running west of the camp, where I assume Lin filled this basin. I bet the quins will go for a swim in the morning and it wouldn’t hurt to join them. Their presence would keep me safe from aquatic predators, and I could use a proper scrub with soap and water.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s one thing for the giant bi-pedal otters to go for a swim, but quite another for Falling Rain, the Undying Savage. I need to remember my purpose here, to raise the reputation of the Bekhai, and I won’t win points by splashing around naked in everybody’s drinking water. Everyone else is doing their part, Mila, Rustram, and Huu performing admirably during the ambush. Of course, their efforts pale in comparison to Tenjin and Tursainai’s incredible display of strength. I have no idea why neither of them are taking point as the Bekhai front man or woman, leaving that job to my woefully under-qualified self.  I’ve seen several soldiers avert their gaze whenever the former Bannermen walk by. I’m guessing they’re the same soldiers who were a little too forward with their stares and leers, but they’ve got nothing to worry about. Tursinai loves the attention and Tenjin reaps the rewards, so if anything, they’re both a little gloomy about the lack of ogling. Whatever, at least they’re happy.
 
  
 
 Anways, they’re both riding with Mila, so I have nothing to worry about. They're more than capable of keeping her safe. Well, safe as can be while riding through pitch-black darkness in search of Defiled. I shouldn’t have let her go by herself, I should have gone with her or made her come back with me. Concern and hunger gnawing at my belly, I call Aurie over for a cuddle to soothe both our worries, my sweet kitten still wide-eyed and jumpy. In a rare display of grace and poise, he bounds to my side with an effortless leap, his chest rumbling in delight at the attention. “What am I gonna do with you Aurie? You can’t be a big ol’ scaredy cat all your life.” He’s picking up all my worst traits. “Maybe it’s time I teach you to hunt like your sister, you and Jimjam are old enough to help with the food bills.”
 
  
 
 Hearing his name, Jimjam flicks his ears and opens his eyes, curled up with the bear cubs by the fire. Seeing nothing for him to eat, he settles back down with a huff, annoyed at the interruption. Yea, my cats definitely need some discipline instilled into them. Mafu too, I didn’t notice until we rode into camp, but he was the only quin who returned from our ride with a snack. So embarrassing, especially since he refuses to share, hissing at any quins who approach his prize, even warning Jimjam and the cubs away with his insistent chittering. Resource guarding is a big no-no, I can’t have my quarter-ton killing machines fighting over food. Eyes half-closed in a mixture of exhaustion and delight, Mafu’s fat head droops as he gorges away at the carcass, eventually falling asleep mid-meal, with unchewed strips of meat hanging from his open mouth.
 
  
 
 His ridiculous appearance brings a smile to my lips, though it quickly fades as he slides off the garo with a thump, rolling onto his side. Rushing over, I gently shake him to no effect, his breathing rough and pupils unresponsive as he lays limp as a noodle, his fat cheeks swelling even as I watch. Glancing around for help, I see Lin wandering over with a cooking kettle in her hands, her shoulders slumped and lips turned down as her two guards follow. “Grab my healing kit, something’s wrong with Mafu.”
 
  
 
 Tilting her head, Lin smiles and shakes her head as she continues her approach. “Don’t worry hubby, he’ll be fine after a little nap.” Placing the kettle next to Mafu, she pats his head, eliciting a grumbling snore. “He’s so silly, garo meat is a little poisonous but he loves the taste. It’s like how Daddy eats things so spicy it makes him tear up and sweat, ya?”
 
  
 
 Rummaging through her pack, she hands me a new shirt while reassuring me he’ll be fine. Stupid, greedy quin, making me all flustered and concerned over nothing. Tasking Pran and Saluk to dispose of the carcass, I sit with my comatose quin and bunny-eared betrothed, eating noodles straight from the kettle as Lin’s beaming smile eases away my worries. Pinching her cheek, I fake a scowl and mutter, “Stop staring, you’re making me all self-conscious.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring me, she asks, “Are the noodles yummy hubby?”
 
  
 
 “Delicious,” I lie, knowing full well she cooked them. Gifted though she may be with Chi manipulation and herbalism, her talents don’t extend to cooking. It’s the thought that counts.
 
  
 
 Giggling, she bashfully hides her face. “Rainy is a bad liar, but still the best.” Shaking her head, she strikes a determined pose. “I’ll ask Char-Char to teach me how to cook. Then next time you and Mi-Mi go riding out, I’ll have a big delicious meal waiting for you when you return.” Shooting an angry glare at her guards, she adds, “I’m sorry, it’s all I can do.”
 
  
 
 Patting her bunny ears, I shake my head. “You don’t need to do anything. I’m happy enough knowing you’re here waiting for me to return.” I’d rather she was waiting safe and sound at the Bridge, but no point beating a dead horse.
 
  
 
 And now I’m sad about all the dead horses. Great.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I love having her around, her sweet smile a beacon of light through these weeks of darkness. I don’t know what I’d do without her. I’m an idiot for letting her waltz into danger for my own selfish needs. She’s probably terrified from yesterday’s attack, though she seems remarkably resilient, putting on a brave face so I won’t send her away.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Leader’s sneer is clear even with the veil draped across her face. “The girl finally shows initiative and you discourage her. One would almost believe you seek to turn her into another one of your worthless pets.”
 
  
 
 Without glancing at her, I retort, “The help should be seen and not heard.” Woo, I’ve been holding that one for awhile, but she doesn’t speak often and even less when I’m around. It’s not the smartest thing to keep antagonizing her, but no one calls my fur babies worthless, much less my adorable wifey. “I see two guards are missing though. Did you give them the night off, Lin? I understand if you want to be nice, but they’re your guards and should be with you at all times.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Lin’s troubled pout, I feel bad for using her to indirectly criticize her guards. I don’t really know their relationship and she is rather subdued around them. Before I can apologize, the Leader harrumphs. “We are in agreement, the girl’s safety is paramount. Since we can no longer rely on that bumbling kit Yuzhen to keep her head on straight, I sent the others to keep watch on the Enemy, ensuring we have ample warning when they return for another attack.”
 
  
 
 “...Wait, you know where the Defiled are camped?” The Leader’s eye’s narrow in annoyance and she turns away, ignoring my question. Unwilling to let things lie, I press the issue. “Why haven’t you told anyone? We would’ve known this was a bait and slept through it. Hell, we could ride out and return the favour, striking as they sleep.”
 
  
 
 Her glare sends a chill down my spine, her displeasure crashing over me. “I am no slave to your cause, Foundling. I do what I must and no more. I’ll not risk my people fighting to defend an Empire who would see them all in chains.”
 
  
 
 “Lady, you’re barking up the wrong tree.” The other guard bristles at my idiom, but the Leader raises her hand for silence before turning away, ignoring me entirely. Unperturbed, I move into her line of sight, continuing my argument. “The Empire’s stance on half-beasts is horrific, but I doubt the Defiled would be an improvement. You’re strong enough to stand alone, but what about the other half-beasts across the province? What about the innocent civilians in and around Sanshu?” Tugging at my sleeve, Lin shakes her head, silently urging me to stop, but I can’t. I’ve seen a ray of hope and can’t help but reach for it. “You think the Empire isn’t worth fighting for, and I don’t entirely disagree, but I’m not asking you to fight. Please, share what you know so we at least have the option to fight back.”
 
  
 
 My pleas fall on deaf ears as the Leader turns away again, like a petulant child ignoring the world. Unwilling to give up, I try a different tack. “You won’t fight, you won’t speak, so how can you expect anything to change? Things won’t get better just because you want them to. Akanai, Baatar, and Yuzhen all strive and struggle to improve the bigoted and intolerant attitude of the Empire, working to make a difference in the world. You’re as strong as them, maybe even stronger, but what good is strength with you hiding your head in the sand?”
 
  
 
 Her eyes quirk in a patient smile, her hands neatly folded over her knee, waiting in silence for several seconds. Angling her head, she feigns surprise and flutters her eyes, gesturing towards herself. “Oh my, were you waiting for a response? My most sincere apologies, I was told the help is to be seen and not heard.”
 
  
 
 Fuck. “I apologize for calling you the help, but my point still stands. Stop being petty, personal power isn’t enough, not in a matter of this scale. You want half-beast lives to change for the better, and if ever there were a person who could make it so, it’s Yuzhen. Will her victory here end all prejudice against half-beasts overnight? No, but if she fails, her detractors will undoubtedly use it as an excuse to keep the status quo. If Yuzhen defeats this Defiled incursion and saves Sanshu, then maybe the next time someone finds an orphan in the woods with extra ears, they’ll think twice before selling it into slavery or leaving it to die.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, her eyes are a mixture of sorrow and amusement. “So hopelessly naive and foolishly optimistic, just like your Teacher. No wonder he dotes on you so. Know this, your mentors care little for the plight of half-beasts. They fight for personal glory, because their blood demands it. The younger one seeks bloodshed and the other, control. It is in their nature. Yuzhen’s appointment to Marshal will make no difference, assuming she even survives to claim the office. Mark my words Foundling, in a hundred years, while you lie old and feeble on your death bed, you will look out into the world and see that nothing has changed.” Sighing, she waves away my rebuttal. “I’ve Sent word to your Bannermen. Upon their return, they will claim to have found a Defiled trail and the general location of their camp. What the Major does with this is no concern of mine, though it would be best if she cleansed these lands of Defiled filth so we might return home. I grow weary of this journey.” Turning aside once more, she dismisses me without another word.
 
  
 
 Clasping my hands in thanks, I wander back to sit with Lin and Aurie, watching as Mafu shudders back to life, nose twitching in search of his meal. Seeking me out for comfort, he buries his fat head in my arms while mourning the loss, still groggy and discomforted, but craving more. While waiting for Mila to return, I go over my conversation with the Leader, a little surprised at how insistent I became over this issue, and how much it hurt when she told me Akanai and Baatar aren’t fighting for the betterment of all half-beasts.
 
  
 
 I guess I wanted more from my heroes, projecting my values and principles onto them. They’re not the paragons of virtue I’ve made them out to be, but it doesn’t matter. Actions speak louder than words, and they’re out there fighting while I’m here preaching and praying I don’t have to get my hands dirty. I cannot in good conscience call myself Baatar’s Disciple or Akanai’s Grand-Disciple unless I do my part. Besides, regardless of their intentions, their actions help the half-beast cause. If I want them to do more, then I can hardly sit back and do nothing. How hard can it be? All I’m trying to do is change thousands of years of ingrained racism, and maybe abolish slavery while I’m at it.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I take a mental step back and readjust my plans. Forget directly changing things like racism and slavery in my lifetime, it’s too much for one person. What I should do is alter people’s perceptions and expectations, make them believe change is necessary and let that build momentum. Many hands make light work, I only need to get the ball rolling. How though? Maybe start in Shen Huo, with Fung. He’s an appropriately dashing and heroic type, well connected and in the public eye. If he treats half-beasts and slaves well, then maybe it’ll start a trend. Can he pass laws? That’d be way faster. Oh, Nian Zu might be another candidate, he’s already rocking the boat by promoting Baatar, I’m sure he’d be willing to do more. I have no idea what though...
 
  
 
 The Spectres’ laughter echoes through the void, quiet and subdued, but present. Catching myself before I get carried away, I lean back to stare at the night sky. What am I even doing? This is probably exactly what they want, for me to get in over my head until I’m forced to turn to them for help. Maybe they’re even egging me on, setting me up to fail so they can swoop in while I’m vulnerable. Hell, I’m barely equipped to deal with my own problems, yet here I am trying to change the world. It’s outrageous, delusional even. What happened to living a nice, quiet life in the mountains, with my lovely wives and many pets? Forget saving the world and ending slavery, it’s nothing but a pipe dream.
 
  
 
 I'm no hero. I only want to save my little brother, and then myself, and live a nice, quiet life in the mountains.
 
  
 
 The world will survive without me.
 
  
 
 Or maybe it won't. Either way, I don't care.
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 Struggling to hide her pout, Mila rode into camp with Rain’s retinue, displeased by the turn of events. This was supposed to be her journey to greatness, with Rain, Lin, and Song at her side, a chance to spread her wings and fly. Away from Mama’s stifling protection, Mila expected to blossom as both woman and warrior, fighting alongside her betrothed while risking life and limb for fame and fortune in a magnificent epic for the ages.
 
  
 
 The reality was far from ideal. Though Mama was hundreds of kilometres away, her heavy-handed approach was still present in the guise of Tursinai and Tenjin. Though Mila was thankful for their presence, what with them saving her life yesterday and all, she couldn’t help but resent Tursinai for acting like nursemaid to a child, especially in full view of all those soldiers. Mila worked so hard to earn their respect, but it all flew away once the former Bannermen arrived to rescue her, though at the steep cost of glory and dignity. It was so infuriating to be treated like a child, Mila wanted to bury her head in the dirt and never come up.
 
  
 
 Okay, so it’d been a mistake to rush into battle with Song instead of taking time to gather Rain’s retinue, but she did so well on her own. Fighting the Enemy, rallying the soldiers and inspiring them to action, for a short time, Mila was truly in command. The elites of the North followed her orders and entrusted their lives to her as she put years of harsh training and arduous drills to task, taking stock of the chaos around her while locked in mortal struggle against the Defiled. Seeing soldiers leap to obey filled her with pride, her first taste of command left her aching for more. More power, more responsibility, more freedom, it felt like all that and more was well within her grasp, Young Hero Sumila taking the Empire by storm, a legend in the making.
 
  
 
 Except now, only a day later, even command of Rain’s retinue was denied to her. Not thirty minutes into their patrol, Tursinai ordered twenty of the best scouts and trackers off to the east before leading the rest of the retinue back towards camp. Mila’s ‘suggestion’ to continue scouting was promptly ignored, the giggling guardian gently chiding her to ‘stop dallying’. Most infuriating of all, Tursinai took command without complaint, every Sentinel falling in line without question, the mantle of leadership sitting firmly upon her shoulders. Even Rustram, the titular leader after Rain’s early departure, followed along without question, shrugging off Mila’s silent plea for aid. A shame, the former soldier showed such promise during the ambush, yet another talent suppressed by the weighty presence of former Bannerman Tursinai, the Whirling Death.
 
  
 
 It’s not that Mila was ungrateful, but if Tursinai wanted to command, she only needed to ask and Mama would promote her to Senior Captain in a heartbeat, if not higher. Why did she feel the need to infringe on Mila’s chance to shine? Worse, Tursinai was only twenty-six years old, a mere nine years Mila’s senior, but already the distance between them seemed insurmountable. With Tenjin beside her, the two warriors effortlessly threw back the Defiled, soldiers rallying to them like moths to the flame, their actions speaking louder than Mila could ever hope to yell. No wonder Mama rarely praised Mila, she truely was merely 'passable'. Aside from her early Awakening, all of her skills were attributed to Mama’s training rather than Mila’s own talent, a harsh truth to swallow. It was so disheartening, Mila rode straight for her tent, wanting nothing more than to bury her head beneath the covers and sulk.
 
  
 
 It didn’t matter, she wasn’t needed here. Tenjin rode to Major Yuzhen’s tent to report while Song and Tursinai followed Mila, not allowing her a moment of peace even in the safety of camp. Suffocating is what it was, Tursinai probably never had a wet-nurse watching her every move when she was Mila's age, and now she was the strongest of her generation aside from Gerel. That’s what Mila needed, a tempering in the fires of adversity. Only then could she rise to stand alongside Rain, Huu, and probably even Yan. The plucky half-deer beauty was undoubtedly thriving in the harsh conditions of the Central Province, rising to the challenge amid the discrimination and prejudice against half-beasts. How could Mila ever compare, swaddled and pampered here in the North?
 
  
 
 It sounded so petty when she thought about it, to complain of being cared for, but the realization did little to improve her mood. Coming upon Rain cuddled with Lin, Aurie, and Mafu by the fire, she paused and watched with a pang of jealousy. Though Mila shared his bed for a few nights, Lin held Rain’s heart in her dainty hands. This touching scene only served to remind Mila she would always be the second wife at best. Though she wanted to be held and comforted, she didn’t want to make a scene and disturb Rain’s introspection or Lin’s slumber, forever doomed to be a stranger in her own marriage.
 
  
 
 “Why the hesitation silly girl?” Tursinai whispered softly, pinching Mila’s cheek. “So deliciously shy even after sharing his bed, ah to be young again...”
 
  
 
 Reddening, Mila brushed Tursinai’s hand away. “All we do is sleep, nothing more. I’m only there because of his nightmares. Without me, he’ll run his guards ragged, sending them off into the night chasing ghosts.” An excuse Mama was certain to poke holes through, but that was a matter for the future.
 
  
 
 Giggling, Tursinai smirked. “I’’ll keep your secret girl, now go to your betrothed. A good soldier rests whenever she can.” Shoving Mila forward, she raised her voice and said, “Rain, your lovely Mila has returned to you.”
 
  
 
 Stirring from his thoughts, Rain turned towards them and waved, his damp hair hanging loosely above his freshly washed face, a concerned look in his eyes. Waving her over, he asked, “Did something happen?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing of note.” No pet name for her, though he had one for Lin and all his animals, nor was there space for her to sit. He hadn’t seemed too concerned for her safety either, merely nodding as she left to continue the patrol. No, this is silly, it was merely confidence in her abilities. Still, it wouldn't have killed him to wish her safe or something. Shaking her head, Mila’s pout deepened. “I’m going back to bed.”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t, not for a few minutes at least.” Reaching for her hand, he Sent, “Lin’s guards know where the Defiled are camped, we might move out to attack soon. Depends on Yuzhen’s decision, I suppose.”
 
  
 
 Shooting Tursinai a dirty look, Mila snorted in frustration. So that’s where the scouts were going, to find a path the soldiers could follow in the dark. Would it have been so difficult to share the plan? Still holding his hand, she plopped down behind Rain with a heavy sigh, resting her head on his broad shoulders. All her insecurities and worries were for naught, there was more at stake than her silly pride. This was so unlike her, why was she making mountains out of mole hills?
 
  
 
 Kissing her fingers, Rain Sent, “Is everything all right?”
 
  
 
 So unfair, already so skilled and natural at Sending, his concern and love were easily heard through his ‘voice’. Unwilling to embarrass herself by responding in kind, she shook her head and whispered, “It’s nothing, just tired.”
 
  
 
 “Then rest, my love. I’m sure Yuzhen won’t mind if you stay with the camp, someone has to defend the wounded.”
 
  
 
 Hiding her smile, she pressed herself closer to him, still idly shaking her head. His love, he says, so sweet. “No, I want to go fight the Defiled. Someone else can babysit.”
 
  
 
 “Okay. You hungry?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head again, she sighed and banish her negative thoughts and worries. Closing her eyes, she basked in the warmth of his body, silently laughing at herself. Rain didn’t treat her any worse than Lin, only concerned for their safety, but also respectful of their wishes. No need to be sour at Tursinai either, the woman was only doing the job Mama gave her, a sign of love and concern. Better to focus on learning from the peerless warrior rather than sulking in defeat and hiding away in her tent. Seeking Balance, Mila channelled her Chi and prepared herself, looking forward to clashing with the Defiled once more, only this time with Rain watching her back.
 
  
 
 A few simple words from him and all was well, the blockhead ignorant of what he’d done. If only she could do the same for him. An infuriating man, he kept his troubles all bottled inside, unwilling or unable to share them with her. No matter, Rain was strong, he would see himself through these troubled times if needed, and she was here for him no matter what. Soon, the sighs and faraway looks would fade and she would have her smiling, hardworking Beloved back. Even if she were the second, third, or fourth wife, it wouldn’t matter, because Rain would love her all the same.
 
  
 
 Though Mother have mercy on him if he thought he could collect wives as freely as he collected pets. No matter how much she loved him, there was only so much Mila would tolerate.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The Spirits roused Vithar from his rest, warning him of impending danger. Foolish southerners, so ignorant of the ancestor’s blessings, like children covering their eyes and ears as they ran headlong into danger. Without the protection of their own ancestors, Vithar’s ancestors were free to keep watch on the southerners, giving him plenty of notice to prepare for his visitors. Rising from his new fur cloak, made from the strange beasts his enemies rode, he yawned and stretched, savouring the aches and bruises of battle.
 
  
 
 Dawn approached, and with it came new glory to claim and fresh blood to shed.
 
  
 
 Kicking his tribesmen into action, he sent his scouts to meet their foe and take stock of their numbers. Though wise and all-knowing, the ancestors offered few details of the enemy’s numbers or positions, likely so Vithar would not grow too reliant on their advice. While waiting, he reached into his pot and pulled out a bone, grinding it to bits between his powerful teeth. The meat and marrow had been devoured during yesterday’s revelries, honouring the ancestors for their aid. Today, his people were well-fed and well-rested, more than a match for whatever forces the enemy had brought to his camp.
 
  
 
 His scouts returned with news of four-thousand riders approaching camp from the west. A shame, less than two southerners for every one of his riders, barely enough to fill the bellies of his garos. The rest must have been left behind to guard to their wounded, another confusing southern mannerism. No matter, after their victory here, Vithar would lead his people west to execute the wounded, putting an end to this ‘army’ which rode to the city’s aid. Kicking the battered skull of Kalil aside, Vithar sighed with a twinge of regret. Perhaps he should have let the old warrior live a day longer, for he feared that now the enemy lacked any warriors capable of presenting a challenge.
 
  
 
 Bringing his riders North, he planned to circle around and strike his enemy from behind. A garo uses its full strength even when hunting a child, and Vithar would do the same. The night sky slowly brightened as the minutes passed, his eyes picking out colours in the gloom as he rode, his garo slavering in anticipation of another meal. Odd how the sun rose every morning and set every night. He’d grown accustomed to months of darkness at a time, followed by months of sunlight. There was nothing like fighting in complete darkness, an exhilarating challenge of relying only on touch, sound, and smell to sense your opponents. Perhaps then these southerners would present a challenge, but he doubted it. Even with all their torches and light, the southern army was a disgrace, barring a few pleasant surprises.
 
  
 
 Taking a short stop to water and rest the garos, Vithar smiled at the new tidings brought by his scouts. The enemy continued east directly towards the city, with no scouts to speak of and wholly unaware of his presence. Had he remained in place at camp, the enemy would have marched right past him, oblivious of the danger in their rush to ‘save’ the city. Such was the cost of ignorance, spawned from a combination of these forgiving lands and blatant disregard of their ancestors. Children playing at the games of warriors, victory would come easily.
 
  
 
 And to think, the old bandit wanted Vithar to sit idle for days, waiting for this army to arrive at the city’s doorstep. Then again, it would have been a more sporting battle, Vithar’s tribesmen joined by five-thousand southern believers, against twelve-thousand of the enemy. A shame, but this would have to suffice. Leading his riders south at an easy pace, he headed straight towards the enemy without a care in the world. Weary from their long travels and a sleepless night, lacking the guidance of the ancestors and riding meek horses, these soldiers presented no challenge to Vithar and his tribesmen.
 
  
 
 Vithar heard his scout returning long before he saw him. Recklessly riding through the forest, the noisy scout moved as if chased by a herd of starving Ursadon’s. Bursting through the trees, the scout gestured behind him, yelling, “Raise the alarm, the enemy is he-”
 
  
 
 Blood sprouted as an arrow appeared in his throat, the corpse bouncing on the garo’s back a single time before tumbling off. A hiss of air followed immediately after, an arrow piercing into his forearm as it raised to shield him, his axe in hand to bat away the projectiles. Snarling in fury, he kicked his garo into a charge, running towards the unseen enemy pelting his tribesmen with arrows.
 
  
 
 The arrows were few in number, though enough to infuriate Vithar to no end. This was not how a warrior fought, hiding in shadows from afar. Blade to blade and eye to eye, such was the proper method of taking lives, a lesson he intended to teach first-hand. Trees and arrows whipped by in the brightening dawn as his garo charged, only catching glimpses of brown and black moving amid the vibrant forest greenery. Bounding through the trees in search of his prey, he spotted movement behind a massive trunk and with a triumphant roar, he cleaved through the wood with a single slash, revealing... Nothing.
 
  
 
 Fucking shadows in the wind.
 
  
 
 An arrow glanced off his bone-armour with enough force to draw blood. Gnashing his teeth, Vithar turned to spot a runty child escaping on a fat beast, disappearing into the forest like a Wraith. Rage overcoming him, he ignored the warnings of the ancestors and directed his tribesmen to follow, pushing his garo to run faster in chase of the child. Pinked by a child with a bow, Vithar would devour him alive for this humiliation, flay the flesh from his bones while he screamed for hours on end.
 
  
 
 The treeline disappeared abruptly as Vithar rode into a clearing, his breath catching at the sight of dozens of soldiers arrayed before him. A voice shouted, “Loose,” and his eyes tracked the speaker, landing on the child who’d lured him here, wearing a murderous scowl fit for a true warrior of the North. Vithar almost laughed before the arrows struck, knocking the air from his lungs as he sailed away, thrown from his dead or dying garo.
 
  
 
 Landing hard in the tall grass, Vithar blinked at the wooden arrows protruding from his chest, like tiny spears planted in the dirt. A single hilt ruined the imagery, a thrown knife just barely missing his heart, yet somehow burning him from within. Stifling his groans, he sat up and pulled on the knife hilt, an inhuman sound tearing from his throat as the heated metal slid from his flesh, burning the wound shut. Blood frothing from his mouth, he gasped and tossed the blade aside, moving on to the arrows that remained. Most of the projectiles barely penetrated his armour, aside from one metal shaft buried so deep he couldn’t get his fingers around the blood-soaked protrusion. Calling on the ancestors for strength, he pushed himself to his feet and leaned on his axe, unable to draw breath to sound the retreat. Helpless, he watched his tribesmen die one by one as they filtered into the clearing.
 
  
 
 Hobbling away, he flagged down a tribesman and mounted the garo, handing the horn on his belt to his rescuer. A few gestures was all it took to convey his message, the signal for retreat booming through the forest. Turning to look back, Vithar spotted the enemy riding in on their horses, cutting down his people as they fled. Cold calculation confirmed his suspicions: it would be impossible to escape on a garo burdened by two riders.
 
  
 
 Crushing his rescuer’s neck with a single hand, Vithar tossed the corpse aside and took the reins. Heading north and east with all the speed the beast could muster, he hoped to reach the five-thousand allied southerners camped outside the city before his enemy caught him. Any of his tribesmen who survived would do the same, and together, they would crush these hateful southerners another day. A cunning ploy, distracting him with the vulnerable army to the south and striking with a second, well-hidden army from the west, those fearsome arrows and projectiles almost put an end to Vithar. Again, the leather and fur-clad southerners showed their mettle, easily discerned from the metal encased weaklings that made up the majority of southerners. It seemed he lacked no end of challenge so long as Kalil’s people survived.
 
  
 
 Bleeding from a dozen wounds, bruised ribs and a pierced lung, Vithar faded in and out of consciousness as he rode, the ancestors whispering in his dreams.
 
  
 
 Death calls to you, comes for your fleshly vessel.
 
  
 
 Join us and together, we will wreak immeasurable destruction upon your enemies.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 Snorting awake, Vithar shook his head and growled. “I’m not dead yet. Away with your nagging and tend to my injuries.” With renewed focus and flagging strength, he rode towards the city, alone but determined to survive and fight another day. Though he’d been defeated, he still drew breath, and Vithar was not a man to make the same mistake twice.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 208 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 The wounded Defiled snarls in wordless rage and impotence as I stand over him, my foot pinning his one good arm. With a downward thrust, Peace pierces through flesh and dirt with ease, putting an end to his misery. A sense of dissatisfaction washes over me, annoyed he died so easily, and for the umpteenth time, I remind myself to let it go. Don’t enjoy this, do it because it’s necessary. Ignore the Spectres, they’re parasites who have no power over you. Though the Defiled would kill me slowly, it doesn’t mean I have to sink to their level. A quick, clean death and move on to the next, don’t dwell on it.
 
  
 
 If Fung is right, Balance isn’t about morals, but rather a proper mind-frame, justification for my actions so to speak. Easy enough, the Defiled are here to kill everyone, so I must kill them. No need to feel bad, it’s us or them, but there’s also no need to revel in death. Then again, everyone around me has no problem with taking great pleasure in slaughtering their enemies, though I can understand why. Ugly, hulking brutes dressed in armour made from human bones, the mere sight of the Defiled is enough to send me into a rage. They’re a true evil in this world, an endless font of despair and destruction. If I had the power, I would scour every last one of them from the earth, but not before making them suffer like their victims have, to know true anguish and have them beg me to end their miserable...
 
  
 
 With a dissatisfied snort, Mila sidles up beside me and elbows me in the ribs, her presence jolting my back to reality. Whooo, calm down there edgy McEdgelord. Hatred is a powerful emotion, the weapon of choice for my intruding Spectres. I need to let it go, but that’s easier said than done.
 
  
 
 It takes a moment to remember what she said, my mind scanning through the last few seconds. “Boring is good, if only every battle can be like this. The plan went well.”
 
  
 
 “What plan? Don’t pretend like you meant for this to happen,” she teases, pinching me on the arm. “We were supposed to wait until they attacked Major Yuzhen’s group, but someone screwed up and gave away our position. Then, instead of falling back, you ordered the chase and failed to kill the scout in time. We’re lucky the Defiled ran so quickly, if they stood and fought we’d have taken heavy losses before reinforcements arrived.”
 
  
 
 Her smile fills me with warmth, temporarily banishing my dark mood. All this emotional back and forth is exhausting. “A happy little accident, but we made the best of a bad situation. Besides, if they’d stayed, we’d have wiped them out for good. Anyone find the Chieftain’s body yet? Huu will be happy to hear we pin-cushioned the headdressed corpse-fucker.” The bastard was wearing a quin-fur cloak and I intend to rip it from his cold, dead body.
 
  
 
 “I’m afraid he got away.” Emerging from the shadows, Tenjin shakes his head, scraping blackened blood from his recovered knife. “A formidable enemy.”
 
  
 
 A chill runs down my spine as I ponder the implications. Between Saluk unloading the Monstrosity and Tenjin’s Spiritual Weapon, I was positive the bastard was down for the count. I guess I’ve been getting cocky, what with being titled ‘Undying’, but damn... Is this what it’s like facing top tier opponents? How am I supposed to kill someone who soaks up massive amounts of punishment and can still carry on, all while worrying if he’ll turn full Demon? Swallowing my apprehension, I gesture at Tenjin’s still smoking blade. “Can anyone do that or is it a part of your Blessing?”
 
  
 
 “Part of the Blessing I’m afraid.”
 
  
 
 “A shame.” Ah well, I can barely handle all the tools I already have, no need to bite off even more. “I’ve been meaning to ask, is there anything you can do to keep Gen from burning everyone to a crisp?”
 
  
 
 With a shrug, Tenjin smiles ruefully. “It’s not so simple.” Satisfied with the state of his weapon, he tucks it into one of the many sheathes on his body, a veritable walking armoury of throwing knives. “From what you’ve told me, Gen is far beyond my meagre skills, but even if he weren’t, there’s little I could do to restrain his powers. It doesn’t work like that.”
 
  
 
 “Then how does it work?” Wise to my game, Tenjin grins and ignores the question, stalking off into the woods. Groaning in frustration, I resist the urge to kick a corpse, instead pulling at Mafu’s harness and interrupting his meal. “Stop eating so much, fatty. You’re gonna fall asleep again.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks bulging with garo meat, Mafu gives me his best puppy-dog look, reluctant to leave his prize. Laughing at my plight, Mila glances around before giving me a peck on the cheek, blushing deeply. Taking my hand, she Sends, “DON’T BULLY MAFU OR BLAME TENJIN. IT’S DIFFICULT TO EXPLAIN. HE DOESN’T CONTROL FIRE, NOT LIKE YOU THINK.”
 
  
 
 “We’ve both seen him throw fire before,” I Send back, “and Gen can spout flames from his fucked up hands. If that’s not controlling fire, then what is it?”
 
  
 
 Always happy to flaunt her knowledge, Mila perks up and smiles. “GEN ASIDE, TENJIN’S CHI TAKES ON THE PROPERTIES OF FIRE, BUT ISN’T FIRE, NOT EXACTLY. UNDERSTAND?”
 
  
 
 ... “Nope.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Mila’s fingers idly interlock with mine. “AWAKENING REQUIRES YEARS OF PRACTICE TO CONTROL FIRE, AND EVEN THEN, THERE ARE LIMITS. FOR EXAMPLE, HE CAN USE HIS CHI TO MIMIC FIRE, BUT LIKE I SAID, IT’S NOT FIRE, MERELY CHI MIMICKING THE PROPERTIES OF FIRE.”
 
  
 
 “But didn’t he explode a pot of oil?”
 
  
 
 “YES, BUT ALL THAT TOOK WAS A SPARK. THE RESULTING FLAMES WERE TRULY FIRE, BUT OUTSIDE OF HIS CONTROL. TO MANIPULATE REAL FIRE, HE WOULD HAVE TO INSTILL IT WITH HIS CHI, WHICH IS MUCH MORE DIFFICULT.”
 
  
 
 Isn’t that what I’ve been trying to do? Am I doing things the hard way? Raising an eyebrow at my well-informed betrothed, I ask, “How do you know so much?”
 
  
 
 Sticking her tongue out at me, she replies, “How do you know so little?”
 
  
 
 Releasing my hand, Mila hops on Atir and rides off with a smile, Song hurrying to follow. At least I have food for thought now, though I don’t understand how it’ll help. Use my Chi to mimic water, but what good is it? Tenjin said water can be used many ways, but honestly, I can’t think of anything useful aside from giving someone a good hosing. Maybe I can force water in my opponent's nose and mouth and drown them, but how much water and force would it take? How much time to master such fine control? Baatar seemed to think Tenjin was wasting his time learning to use fire, should I avoid making the same mistake and focus on more mundane uses of Chi, like Amplification and Deflection? I mean, near as I can tell, neither Gerel nor Tursinai have Awakened, and they’re damned strong.
 
  
 
 So unfair. Reincarnated into a world of wondrous magics and abilities, yet my only talent lies in recovering from a beating. Ain’t that a kick in the nuts.
 
  
 
 True power lies within your grasp, Foundling. You only need surrender, and our strength is yours
 
  
 
 ‘Blow it out your ass.’ Fucking Spectres. Never a moment of peace. Now it’s off to Sanshu, where with luck, we’ll arrive after sunset to find an army of 20,000 Defiled waiting outside the walls. We’re down to around 6,000 soldiers, so I dunno what Yuzhen hopes to accomplish. Whatever it is, it’s certain to be bloody and unpleasant, though who knows. Maybe we’ll get lucky and Gerel will have things wrapped up before we arrive.
 
  
 
 ...Ha, right. Like I’m ever lucky.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Summoning a gout of flame, Gen cackled as his opponents writhed and screamed before his eyes. Less impressive in the light of day, but still satisfying to watch their skin blacken and peel, flesh melting away with a wave of his hand. Panting with exhaustion, he stepped back while his comrades surged forward, crashing into the enemy in yet another attempt to take the bridge. A tenacious bunch these bandits, and though he never tired of inflicting death and destruction, after two days without progress against the soldiers, he found the Corsair's unexpected resistance bothersome and irritating.
 
  
 
 Moving aside to watch the battle unfold, Gen sat and ate in plain view of the enemy, all lined to await the slaughter. The bridge was long and narrow, neither group able to hold it for long, a vicious back and forth. The Crossbone Corsairs made for worthy foes, far more difficult to kill than the weakling soldiers. Several elite bandits took turns defending the bridge, most notably the antlered Jariad and the aged Gao Qiu. Between those two legendary bandits, they’d held this bridge for the entire night, killing two of Yo Ling’s Transcendents with ease. To make matters worse, off in the distance, leather-armoured soldiers sent arrow after arrow into the Butcher’s ranks from their rooftop perches, the hateful marksmen racking up kill after kill while safe from retaliation, no spear, stone or bolt able to reach them.
 
  
 
 Even if he were to succeed and push past their defences, the cunning enemy was prepared to destroy the bridge, the stone supports replaced by wooden blocks. A simple tug of the rope to pull them away, and the bridge would collapse under its own weight, consigning anyone standing above to a watery death. It’d already happened in two other locations and the telltale signs of similar measures were readily visible from here.
 
  
 
 So frustrating, why couldn’t they understand? After watching for a few minutes longer, he snarled in anger, pointing at the bridge as flames burst into existence where he willed it, immolating Butcher and Corsair alike. Fuelled by flesh and fat, the flames devoured all it touched, both sides pulling back to either end of the bridge and warily watching as he approached. “I come to free you from oppression and tyranny, offering the gifts of truth and power, and you choose to stand in my way? Fools one and all, you close your eyes and scorn my sincerity, stubbornly defending those who would see you dead. How many among you have bounties on your head? How can you trust the Mongrel Emperor not to hang you all when this is over?”
 
  
 
 A hail of arrows streaked through the ensuing silence, bearing down towards him. Ignoring them, he barely flinched as not a single projectile struck true, each one bouncing off his armour or veering away to skip across the stone-tiled streets, leaving him to continue his speech untouched. “You see? The Heavens themselves protect me. No cowardly archer will silence me and no army will keep us from our holy mission. Sanshu is doomed, you only delay the inevitable.” A curious development not limited only to arrows, he’d been blessed by fortuitous luck throughout the night, his opponents unable to land a single solid blow. “So many among you are but a step from embracing the truth. Cast aside the comforting lies, cast aside your fears and doubts, for they will not protect you. My comrades, we are one and the same, I offer you strength and redemption, or death and oblivion. Join with me, cut down the unbelievers, and we will cleanse the world in blood and flame!”
 
  
 
 “Bullshit.” Shouldering his way to the front, Gao Qiu’s booming voice drowned out all other sound. His white hair and beard dyed red in blood, he appeared no less fearsome than anyone of the Buchers, sending two flaming corpses into the water with a flick of his axe. More followed, steam and smoke rising as the water churned white, the waiting fishes feasting on flesh and bone. In a matter of heartbeats, the centre of the bridge was cleared of flame and corpses, the massive warrior waving Gen away. “Listen here ye snot nosed brat, this grandfather is sick of yer babbling. Blessed by the Heavens, pei. Fuck off before I come over there and give ye a proper spanking. I ain’t here to chat.” Drawing himself to full height, Gao Qiu pointed into the crowd. “Show yerself, ye slimy bastard. I can smell yer stench from here.”
 
  
 
 The Butchers parted as Viper Pang appeared from the shadows, grinning as he brandished his scimitars. “As I live and breathe, if it ain’t old grandpa Qiu. I was wondering where the boss’s dog had run off to, and lo and behold, here ye are.” A slender, unobtrusive man, Viper Pang moved like his namesake, bobbing left and right as he approached, ready to strike in an instant. “Never did like ye, always crying fer ‘the good old days’. If it weren’t fer the boss, I’d have knifed ye years ago.”
 
  
 
 Snorting, Gao Qiu hefted his axe with a smile. “Ye see, that’s exactly why I complain about the youth of today. If ye had any balls, ye’d have tried to kill me regardless ye worthless sack of shit. Maybe after I kill ye, that coward Yo Ling will finally show his ugly face. There's a reckoning to be had.” Bounding forward, the axe cleaved through the air and into the stone bridge, Viper Pang effortlessly avoiding the slash as the battle begun.
 
  
 
 Heart pounding, Gen watched as two legendary bandits exchanged blows before him, a childish grin stretched across his face. Viper Pang against the Red Devil Gao Qiu, matches like this were often discussed over a bowl of wine, drunken men arguing over who was stronger. Viper Pang was a consummate swordsmen, his jagged weapons coated in debilitating poisons. A mere scratch was enough to spell doom for most men, but this was no mere man he faced today. This was Gao Qiu, the legendary Red Devil of Sanshu, the Spectre’s right-hand man.
 
  
 
 Whatever challenges Butcher Bay faced since its inception, Gao Qiu had been there to defy them, his achievements too numerous to list. Time and time again, heroes of the Empire arrived to put an end to the Butchers, and more often than not, they met their end at the Red Devil’s axe. According to rumours, Gao Qiu was single-handedly responsible for Bastard Liu’s failure to assassinate Yo Ling, the Red Devil cutting a swathe through his traitorous comrades to rescue the Spectre. Gen thought himself powerful enough to stand among the likes of Viper Pang and Black Heart Nazier, but watching the fight unfold, he was forced to admit his shortcomings.
 
  
 
 In a whirlwind of steel and fury, Gao Qiu struck again and again, unable to land a blow on Viper Pang. Likewise, Viper Pang dared not strike back, unable to meet the powerful Gao Qiu head on. The axe buzzed through the air, the power behind every blow obvious to anyone watching, but Viper Pang was untouchable, leaping left and ducking right, hopping onto the guardrail before flipping off, avoiding every attack with his scimitars held loosely at his sides. Still, with every dodge, the lithe bandit gave ground, backing away from the indomitable Gao Qiu, unable to pierce through the endless storm of attacks.
 
  
 
 A ringing crash jolted Gen to attention, the exchange over in a single pass as Viper Pang flew back, rolling across the tiled road. At the edge of the bridge, Gao Qiu stumbled and leaned on his axe, a small trickle of blood dribbling down his cheek. Howling with laughter, Viper Pang leaped to his feet, stalking towards the older bandit. “Fucking fool is what ye are, long past yer prime. Ye feel it, don’t ye? Just a scratch is all I needs and ye’ll be begging me to end yer misery. Come now, ask nicely and I might cut yer throat nice and clean, on account of all ye done fer the boss.” Pacing just out of reach, the slender killer basked in his success, gloating over his defeated foe. “No harm telling ye either, but that there ain’t no normal poison either. A genuine Wraith stands before you, which means ye won’t be healing from that little scratch.”
 
  
 
 Gen watched with bated breath, waiting for the sweet moment when Gao Qiu crumbled. A damn shame, the Spirits loved the old man, circling around him and lending him strength, but their voices seemed unable to reach him. No matter, even if they did, it was too little too late. The old bastard insulted Gen, insulted Viper Pang, and worst of all, insulted Yo Ling. He wanted the old man to suffer for hours, screaming for death the entire time. Let these worthless Corsairs see the error of their ways, crumbling before the might of Gen's comrades.
 
  
 
 Sweat dripping down his brow, Gao Qiu’s face reddened as he grit his teeth. Tottering in place, he seemed ready to keel over, taking deep breaths as he fought the pain. Eyes defiant to the end, he raised his head and laughed to the heavens, three, distinct sounds striking Gen like a hammer to the head. Echoing inside his skull, the sound tore his eardrums apart, shaking him to the core. Staggering back, the world spun as the Red Devil of Sanshu leapt towards the helpless Viper Pang, cleaving him from shoulder to sternum.
 
  
 
 Without a pause, the Red Devil charged, eyes wild with blood lust as he cut through armour like butter, his mouth opened in muted laughter as the Spirits filled him with strength. Falling to his knees, Gen recoiled in horror when the berserk bandit turned towards him, the blood-covered axe raised to strike. Raising his hand, he threw a gout a flame only for Gao Qiu to stride through untouched, an inhuman grin stretched across his face as his axe fell.
 
  
 
 A Devil cloaked in human flesh, how was Gen to win?
 
  
 
 The world shifted and Gen found himself lost amid the crowd of Butchers, deafened and panicked as they fought to escape the Red Devil of Sanshu. Her pink arms wrapped around him, Bei held him close to her bosom for a single second before the world shifted again. Free of the crowd, he stood and shivered some distance from the bridge, suckling his wife’s fingers as he watched the carnage unfold. A single Gao Qiu routed their lines, such incredible power and blood thirst. It made no sense, Gao Qiu was so close to Enlightenment, yet wholly rejected it, and still the Spirits were unwilling to forsake him, helping the blind fool to victory. Was there no way to force him into the light?
 
  
 
 The ringing in his ears died down and a moment later, his hearing returned, healed by his wife’s ministrations. Patting her fondly on the cheek, he tilted his head and asked, “Were you the one guarding me from the shadows?” A nod. “Good wife. Bring me to Yo Ling.” Dutifully obeying his orders, Bei wrapped her arms around him once more. How wonderful to have found the perfect wife, supporting him from the shadows as a proper woman should. With her at his side, it was only a matter of time before Gen grew strong enough to defeat the likes of Gao Qiu, but until then, Yo Ling would have to deal with his own problems.
 
  
 
 Though he liked the old man, there was no way Gen would die for him.
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 Slouching in his chair, Yo Ling ran his fingers across the windowsill, absent-mindedly rubbing the carved wood while staring out the window. A heady bouquet of rice wine wafted through the air, his cup held halfway to his lips as he pondered over an errant thought. This was to be his crowning achievement, making his mark in history as the man who started the revolution. Here he sat after years of planning, a magnificent warrior and leader, a harbinger of change on the cusp of victory, yet it all felt so... empty. He had no wives to fill his cup or warm his nights, no sons to educate and carry on his mantle, and no friends with which to share his wine and victories.
 
  
 
 Surrounded by slaves, subordinates, and allies, yet he stood wholly apart, this much was clear to him after last night’s dinner. Back on the island, this estrangement escaped his notice, all his attention and efforts invested in this venture year after year. Perhaps loneliness was the price of greatness, and a heavy one at that. The cup wavered in his hand as he wondered what to do, unwilling to choke down so fine a vintage past the lump in his throat, yet pouring it back into the jug was every bit as undesirable. A strange custom of the rich, he’d only been joking when he first mentioned it so many years ago, a flimsy reason to keep drinking. Who knew one of the junior officers would laugh in wonder, surprised by the ‘brutish’ Yo Ling’s etiquette. A noble-born ponce, but a good enough kid with only a small stick stuck up his ass. What was his name again? A homonym for a weapon, but not the weapon he used...
 
  
 
 “Well?”
 
  
 
 Gen’s voice shocked Yo Ling from his reverie, having forgotten the boy was there. Still looking out the window, he combed through recent memory for a clue. Ah right, Gen’s worries and insecurities, inexperienced in the ways of war. Waving for him to approach, Yo Ling patted the boy’s back and handed him the cup. “No need to fret, Gen my boy, no need to fret. Everything will work itself out. Have a drink, relax.”
 
  
 
 The boy sipped the wine and grimaced at the taste. How utterly unexpected, a peasant without taste. “So you’ll do nothing?” Gen asked, putting the cup aside. “Your Butchers are being slaughtered, useless though they might be.”
 
  
 
 “I am doing something. I’m leading.” Feigning a grin, he winked, playing to his need for a father figure. After years of practise, the role came naturally to Yo Ling, noticing long ago how the army and bandit life attracted the same types, orphans or misfits looking to fit in. He’d learned how to best take advantage, first as an Officer, and then as Boss of the Butcher Bay Bandits. “Listen carefully my boy, this will be handy to know when you’re in charge. Archers stay the safest, cavalry hits the hardest, and heroes like you and I shine the brightest, but in the end, victory depends wholly on standard infantry.”
 
  
 
 His choice of words lit a fire in the boy’s eyes, straightening with confidence at the praise. Not even two weeks together and the boy already craved his approval, this was almost too easy. His brows furrowed, Gen asked, “But after Gao Qiu killed Viper Pang, the Corsairs tore through our infantry like paper. It’s been hours now and our people do nothing but stand and stare, too scared to approach the bridge. Does this mean we’re losing?”
 
  
 
 “For the moment, but only at the one location. We’re faring well at the other two bridges.” Yo Ling chose his words carefully, so not to spoil the boy’s romantic notions of camaraderie and heroism. Life would do that for him, given time. “There’s more than the fate of a few warriors to consider. Today, we fight to control Sanshu, but what happens after we are victorious? The Empire will not stand idle, nor can we wholly rely on our 'friend' in the North to keep us safe. The Uniter makes promises to tear down the Wall, but words are empty air unless backed by action.”
 
  
 
 Gesturing at the city, Yo Ling continued his lesson. “Now, I could go on a rampage and slaughter Gao Qiu, Jariad, the fat Magistrate, and even Liu Shi or that damned Azure Asshole if they dare show their faces, but what good will it do? If all I wanted was to indulge in death and destruction, I’d have never bothered coming to Sanshu. Easier to send Butchers in all directions with orders to kill, pillage, rape, and plunder across the province with impunity. But you and I mean to start a revolution, which requires tremendous resources and a base of operations. Where better to start than Sanshu, the heart of industry in the north?”
 
  
 
 His eyes lighting up, Gen rummaged through his pockets and pulled out a severed hand, biting into it with relish while Yo Ling explained things further. A terrible habit, the boy had much to learn regarding controlling his urges. With his gift of Oration, he brought True Enlightenment to many of Yo Ling’s wayward Butchers, but these were men and women who’d been groomed for years, if not decades. In time, Sanshu’s defenders might be swayed, but the boy’s performance as a rebel hero lacked conviction, given his open, and frankly, excessive consumption of human flesh. Still, the city would fall eventually with or without the boy’s gift, so Yo Ling was happy to leave things be. Though growing more powerful by the day, the boy only found True Enlightenment a few weeks prior, his mind still fragile from his unfettered impulses. An unstable sort, but perhaps that’s why the Spirits loved him so. No point aggravating him unnecessarily, let the boy eat to his heart’s content. Besides, being so new, he likely burned through his reservoir of Energy in seconds during battle, consuming fat and muscle to fuel his fires.
 
  
 
 “So you see my boy,” Yo Ling concluded, “If I want to control the region and all it contains, I need talents at my side to match those of the enemy, heroes to rise to the occasion. I am but one man, and one man cannot guard all the mines, farms, factories, and fisheries we require to support and supply our army. Sanshu is my crucible, its defenders my anvil, and I will use them to forge troops worthy of Butcher Bay's Banner. They will become my core of elites, stationed in this bastion from which we will overthrow the Mongrel Emperor.”
 
  
 
 It was mostly hogwash, but the boy craved purpose even more than human flesh. Absently swallowing, Gen asked, “So why not send one of your Captains to deal with Gao Qiu? He’s been running rampant for hours now.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, he answered, “Because it’s poor leadership to give an order you know will be refused. Even old and poisoned as he is, if Gao Qiu declared himself the weakest of my captains, the others would piss themselves in terror while hurrying to resign, so as not to offend him. The Red Devil is my best warrior, an unrivalled force of nature, and don’t you forget it boy.”
 
  
 
 “Was,” Gen corrected. “He was one of your best. He fights for Sanshu now.”
 
  
 
 The words filled Yo Ling with melancholy. “Right you are, Gen my boy, right you are. No matter, the poison will sort him out soon enough. Viper Pang’s little concoction won’t kill him, but the pain only gets worse with time.” A tiny shifting shadow caught his eye and he scowled in annoyance, mentally ordering his new Wraith captain to deal with the annoyance. Fucking Pang, letting his ego overcome reason and rushing out to die, leaving Yo Ling stuck with some no-name grunt leading his Wraith guards. Then again, Pang wasn’t too effective at his job, unable to deal with a few paltry assassins, perhaps new blood was exactly what he needed. Casually guiding the boy away from the window, he removed them from danger without the boy noticing anything amiss.
 
  
 
 A frantic whisper blathered in his mind, the voice insistent and urgent. Annoyed, he muttered, “Damn, can never find good help these days. Our friend Vithar has found himself in dire straits, courtesy of Major Yuzhen. The bitch has more balls than any soldier I’ve crossed in fifty years. I suppose I should arrange a proper welcome for her.”
 
  
 
 “Is Falling Rain with her?” Gen’s voice was a mixture of zeal and trepidation, the Devourer’s name striking fear in his heart. Yo Ling had his work cut out if he wanted to tame both young bucks, but should the worst come to pass, he would happily kill the Devourer. Rain brought nothing aside from the strength of a single warrior, limitless though his potential might be, while Gen offered the power to bring whole armies to kneel at Yo Ling’s feet. The decision was obvious.
 
  
 
 Closing his eye to focus, he tried to find the Devourer once again, but the Spirits around Rain were unresponsive, gone silent in days past. Odd, especially considering how he’d been heading west last he checked, but perhaps the Devourer’s absence was for the best. The more Gen’s powers grew, the easier time he would have bringing those like Gao Qiu and Falling Rain into the light. “I’m not sure my boy, but if you’d like, you can join the welcoming party. Go find Mao Jianghong and he’ll see you out with a contingent of his finest.”
 
  
 
 “No need, Bei can bring me out.” Leaping to his feet, Gen gestured to his flesh-coloured Transcendent standing in the corner. With hands clasped and head down, it perfectly played the part of demur wife. Newly Enlightened and already capable of controlling a Transcendent, Gen was a rising dragon among men. His ‘wife’ was no paper tiger either, capable of disappearing and reappearing at will to protect the boy from the shadows. Both the Venerated ones and the Uniter immediately took an interest in Bei, but it resisted their attempts at taking control, Gen’s hold over it near unbreakable. No matter, in time, the boy would learn to curb those self-destructive tendencies and rise to prominence, a powerful warrior and Transcendent both firmly in Yo Ling’s pocket.
 
  
 
 Pausing at the door, the boy turned and glanced at Yo Ling, hesitation etched across his face. “No need to be shy, Gen my boy,” Yo Ling said with an encouraging smile. “Speak your mind.”
 
  
 
 “Why do the Spirits aid Gao Qiu? Aren’t they supposed to be helping us?”
 
  
 
 “No my boy, never make the mistake of believing the Spirits are here to help you. They give us strength, but for their own purposes. In return for power, you grant them a chance to live, something they will lie, trick, and steal for.” Gesturing at Bei, Yo Ling explained, “The Transcendents are to be revered, for they sacrifice their fleshly bodies and give the Spirits flesh, but in return, their minds are... locked away. Or most are,” he quickly corrected, seeing the look of distress on Gen’s face. “Your wife seems to be an exception.” Not at all, but let him think her special. “As for Gao Qiu, well my old friend has long walked the razor-thin line between surrender and resistance, unable to see the truth yet coveted by the Spirits. In him, they see a chance for life, but they don’t know the man at all. It is not his nature to surrender.”
 
  
 
 Noticing Gen’s discomfort, Yo Ling urged him to speak. Clearing his throat, Gen carefully considered his words. “Everyone knows Gao Qiu’s betrayal saddens you and I think you underestimate the consequences. No one wants to kill him and risk life and limb only to earn your wrath. The man is a like a brother to you and your loyal troops worry how you’ll react to his death.” Gaining confidence, Gen held his head up high. “I understand your pain. I felt the same when my father and Kash refused to see the Truth. It hurt more than any beating, but killing them brought me joy and relief. They were wrong to deny the truth, so they didn’t deserve my love, just as Gao Qiu does not deserve yours. He may be a legend of Butcher Bay, but he rejects the truth, and worse, he exploits the Spirit’s blessings. His existence an insult to.. to...”
 
  
 
 Sensing danger, Gen trailed off. For long seconds, Yo Ling struggled for control, his jaw clenched and teeth bared as the boy stood in place, head lowered and shoulders slouched. A good thing he didn’t run, for it would have made Yo Ling’s decision easier, tearing the upstart brat to pieces in a heartbeat. Only the sound of his heavy breathing filled the silence, his anger draining away and leaving him weak, but clear-headed. “Right you are again, my boy,” he admitted with a sigh. “Right you are. It seems I’ve grown sentimental in my old age.” Grinning at Gen, he moved in and clapped him on the shoulder. “Delay your plans to leave the city. I’ve disgraced myself and insist you watch me put an end to the Red Devil of Sanshu. Mark my words boy, it will be a story for the ages.”
 
  
 
 Donning his horned helm, Yo Ling strode through the streets with his mace in hand, Gen and Bei in tow. The mere thought of clearing away his regrets had him in a joyous mood, joking with the boy while they walked. Such truth and wisdom from the mouths of babes, how simple yet profound. Yes, better to kill Gao Qiu now and throw away his disappointment, and not let disappointment fester and eat away from within, like Liu Shi’s betrayal. Better yet, all his former comrades were here, a rare chance to fix all his problems in one fell swoop.
 
  
 
 Soon enough, they arrived at the bridge, immediately noticed by both sides, standing around in stalemate. Ashamed and embarrassed, his Butchers parted for him, their morale buoyed by his presence as he moved to the front lines. A stretch of ground stood before him, littered with corpses of Butchers and Corsairs, almost a hundred metres between himself and the bridge. Smiling at Gen, he noted Bei’s absence, though he sensed her existence around him. It would be best to determine how she did that, her camouflage superior to any Wraith or assassin.
 
  
 
 A matter for another time. Motioning for his Butchers to remain in place, he strolled out into the contested grounds alone, his mace resting on his shoulder and mask hanging from its chinstrap. So many years since he’d stepped into the public eye, he could tell most of the Corsairs didn’t even recognize him. What a shame, but after today, his image would be burned into their memory for the rest of their lives.
 
  
 
 However short it might be.
 
  
 
 Halfway to the bridge, a ragged form pushed through the Corsairs, growling at Jariad to leave off. The sight sent a pang of regret coursing through Yo Ling, to see the Red Devil fallen so far. Covered in blood like so many times before, he seemed so pitiful and weak as he struggled to walk, exhausted from fighting for hours on end under the influence of Viper Pang’s insidious poison. His determination wavering, Yo Ling waited for Gao Qiu to approach, his old friend stopping thirty paces away with axe in hand, gaze filled with hatred and loathing. Sighing, Yo Ling whispered, barely loud enough for Gao Qiu to hear. “My old friend, why have you abandoned me?”
 
  
 
 Spitting, Gao Qiu snarled, “I’ll not listen to yer lies, Defiled filth. Come, the Red Devil thirsts for blood.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, Yo Ling shook his head. “Listen to yourself, ‘thirsting for blood’. How many times have you been accused of being Defiled yourself?”
 
  
 
 “Ye deny it?” Gao Qiu was incredulous, his fury building with every word. “After bringing Demons and Defiled into Sanshu, ye deny yer guilt?”
 
  
 
 “Guilt is subjective. Have I broken the law? Of course, I’ve done so every day since deserting fifty years ago. This is merely an escalation, but to call me Defiled is to believe the lies of the Emperor. I am the same man who lead you to war, the same man you followed into a life of banditry.” Doubt flashed through Gao Qiu’s eyes and Yo Ling pressed the issue. “My friend, you’ve danced along the edge of truth for so long, why can you not accept it? Throw away your preconceived notions and think for yourself. For decades, we took whatever we wanted whether it be lives or loot, pleasure or plunder. When have you ever felt more alive?”
 
  
 
 “I make no apologies for the life I’ve lived.” Stubbornly refusing to think, Gao Qiu stood firm. “Aye, I’ve killed, raped, and worse, but what of it? The laws are fer the weak and the poor, and I am neither. The strong thrive and the weak endure, such is the way of life. But you,” he sneered, “You are an abomination of nature.”
 
  
 
 “According to who?” Yo Ling held his arms out in question. “I am strong. I am wealthy. Why should I obey the laws of man? Might as well ask a tiger to change his stripes and become a vegetarian. Yes, I draw strength from the Spirits, much like those savages north of the Wall. Aye, I enjoy killing and torture, but so do you my friend, don't lie to yourself. You revel in it, chosen by the Spirits themselves, drawing on their power to fuel your legendary battle prowess. You know this to be true. Think, when was the last time you meditated? Years goes by without it, yet you continue growing in strength. Balance is a lie my friend, true power comes from the Spirits.” The blood drained from Gao Qiu’s face as he recognized the Truth, and Yo Ling extended an empty hand. “Come my friend, my brother. Return to my side and all is forgiven. Power is power, no matter its origins, the Father and Mother a fairy tale meant for children and idiots. Defiled or Enlightened, it’s all a matter of perception.”
 
  
 
 For a single, heart-stopping minute, Gao Qiu stood frozen in place, his inner turmoil on open display. Denial, anger, horror, depression, the emotions flit across his face in rapid succession, struggling to accept the naked Truth. It was the same process Yo Ling went through so many years ago, a single moment of clarity in which all revealed itself, and he prayed his old friend would reach the right conclusion.
 
  
 
 The ragged Red Devil took a single step forward, and Yo Ling’s heart leapt with joy. A second step followed, then a third, his pace slow and steady as Gao Qiu approached, his axe grating as it dragged across the stone. Twenty paces separated them, then ten, then five, and Yo Ling waited patiently, hoping beyond all hope to be reunited with this lost brother.
 
  
 
 No such luck.
 
  
 
 The axe scythed through the air and Yo Ling blocked, the impact shaking him to the bone. Backing away, he snapped, “Why?! Why forsake me? You know the truth now!”
 
  
 
 Eyes filled with blood and the Spirits swirling around him, Gao Qiu cackled in his customary manner, the sound sending chills through Yo Ling even as he guarded against it. A second slash sent him reeling back, Gao Qiu howling with rage as he pressed the attack. Their Auras clashed in a struggle every bit as violent as their physical exchange, two experts trading earth shaking blows as stones cracked beneath their feet, Gao Qiu’s devilish grin burned into Yo Ling’s memory.
 
  
 
 After minutes of back and forth, Gao Qiu quickly tired. Sidestepping a lazy slash, Yo Ling struck a decisive blow, the crack of bone audible to everyone watching. Ignoring the pain of his broken shoulder, the Red Devil wielded his axe one-handed and almost took Yo Ling’s head clean off in response, Butcher Bay’s boss reduced to tumbling over corpses to escape. Overcome with rage, he screamed in equal parts fury and misery as he batted the axe aside, bringing his mace back for a crushing, two-handed thrust to Gao Qiu’s chest. The body flew through the air and landed with a sickening squelch, cheers breaking out among the Butchers as they charged into the Corsair lines.
 
  
 
 Ignoring the noise, Yo Ling approached his oldest friend as his Butchers streamed around them, giving both a wide berth. Shrouded in Purity as he channelled his Chi, the light slowly faded from Gao Qiu’s eyes. His mouth moved without sound, but his voice rang clear in Yo Ling’s mind. ‘I know my sins and forsake the Father and all his evils, prepared to accept Her judgment. I’ll beg for mercy on your behalf old friend, though I fear you beyond Her help.’
 
  
 
 Eyes wide open and lips spread in a grin, the Red Devil of Sanshu died defending the city he terrorized for decades.
 
  
 
 Alone in the crowd and without a friend in the world, Yo Ling stood and pondered a single question, over and over again.
 
  
 
 Why?
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 Happy for a break, the squeaking horde of quins plunge into the river, splashing and sliding around in search of food. It’s refreshing to watch them frolic about, especially after days of hard running. I mean on the surface, they look like giant, murderous creatures of fangs and fur, but deep down, all they wanna do is paddle around in the water and sample from the seafood buffet. Hell, I don’t even like seafood but it’s hard to resist jumping in after them. Unfortunately that would be unbecoming of a Warrant Officer.
 
  
 
 So bothersome keeping up appearances. Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if I refused Akanai’s offer to join the Sentinels. So peaceful and relaxing, but probably no Mila or Lin to marry either. Decisions, decisions.
 
  
 
 Joining me at the river’s edge, Lin leans against my arm and yawns, giggling as her quins dart back and forth beneath the waters, making up for lost play time. The cats and bears pad in to drink, their distinct personalities showing through in the simple action. The bears, young as they are, think everything is a game, diving in after the quins only to flounder once their paws can no longer reach the river’s bottom. Mafu glides in to teach them, but the quin is ill-suited to the task, blowing out his cheeks in frustration as the cubs continue to sink and flail about.
 
  
 
 The cats stay out of the water, their fluffy fur not prone to fast drying. Like a true princess, Sarankho perches on a dry stone, avoiding the mud and leisurely lapping at the water, while Aurie happily traipses through the mud before shoving his face in, eyes wide with delight as he alternates between drinking and blowing bubbles. Jimjam, in a happy medium between the two, lies flat in the grass to hide, eyes darting left and right as he drinks quickly as he can, body tensed and ready to fight or flee.
 
  
 
 Three sibling kittens, each with different personalities. Sarankho has her life together, and I suppose I have Mila and Li Song to thank for that. I don’t think Aurie would survive if left to his own devices, though it might be because I spoil him too much. In contrast, Jimjam is too in tune with his instincts, too feral and unrestrained. In his kitty brain, drinking water leaves him at risk of attack, even though he has an entire pack of quins here to protect him. He’s too high-strung and nervous, which in turn makes me nervous. The first to finish quenching his thirst, Jimjam returns to watch over his siblings, shifting from paw to paw in obvious anxiety.
 
  
 
 Sighing, I watch the vigilant Jimjam with a heavy heart. Nuzzled against my arm, Lin glances at me in question, allowing me to speak freely without prompting. It’s a small thing, but I’m grateful. It's tiring having everyone ask me what’s wrong and having no suitable answer for them. Sometimes, a man needs to mope and sulk a little, and I need it more than most. Patting her hand, I shake my head and say, “I don’t know what to do about Jimjam. He’s not adapting to domestic life like the other two.”
 
  
 
 Nodding sagely, she replies, “The poor sweetling is nervous. The Defiled attack stressed him out. He’s an ambush predator and doesn't like being surprised.”
 
  
 
 “I know, but it’s getting out of hand.” Reaching out with my foot, I prod Jimjam in the flank. Leaping about, he bares his teeth and hisses, hackles raised in warning. Shooting me a glare, he growls and moves away to resume his vigil, well out of my reach. “See? He’s snapping at anything that surprises him. It’s not safe.” A lump forms in my throat as I consider my options. “I could set him free, but he’s not exactly stealthy and lazy to boot. Is he competent enough to survive on his own or would leaving him be a slow death sentence? Maybe it’d be a mercy to...” Unable to finish the thought, I trail off into silence.
 
  
 
 Eyes wide and lips pouting, Lin tightens her fingers around my arm. “You can't give up on him!”
 
  
 
 “I don’t want to, but what choice do I have?” Untangling myself from her grip, I move into Jimjam’s line of sight, slowly approaching as he watches, wary and alert. Patting his neck, his muscles go taut at the touch, his breath quickening and body trembling. Leaving him be, I back away and turn to Lin, helpless and dejected. “See? I’m only making it worse. Like you said, he’s a nervous predator, which doesn’t bode well for those around him. What if he attacks someone, like you or the twins?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, silly Rainy, you’re too nervous and he senses it.” Her jaw set, Lin pushes past and pounces at Jimjam, heedless of the danger. My heart seizes in my chest as her arms wrap around his neck, the massive predator flinching at her sudden approach. My sword is halfway out the scabbard when Jimjam exhales and leans into the embrace, his ears fluttering in happiness. “See?” With a triumphant grin, she rubs her cheek against his neck and coos, “Don’t worry sweetling, if hubby doesn’t want you around, then Lin-Lin will take good care of you, ya?”
 
  
 
 A cold bead of sweat runs down my temple as I repress a shudder, unable to find the words. Watching Lin roughhouse with Jimjam sends shivers down by spine, my instincts screaming to put an end to it, to save Lin and kill the beast, but why? I raised Jimjam from a kitten, and even though he’s aloof by nature, he’s never shown signs of aggression. I’ve watched him gently play with the twins and groom the cubs every night before he sleeps, a sweet, gentle giant still in his adolescence. I’ve never been scared of him before, so why now? What prompted the sudden thoughts of putting him down?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Can I blame the Spectres for this? Are they getting craftier, or am I falling deeper into a negative mindset? God dammit, I’m sick of this, it’s impossible to know which thoughts are mine and which are the product of their whispers. Moving to his side, I take Jimjams face in my hands and touch my forehead to his nose, closing my eyes in silent apology. Two days of skittish behaviour and I’m already contemplating killing my kitten, I’m a terrible person. Reaching for Balance, I unleash a sliver of Aura towards him, hoping to convey my love and affection.
 
  
 
 A low chuff is my only response before Jimjam shakes himself free. Good enough. Giving him a small nuzzle, I smile at Lin. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m being stupid.”
 
  
 
 Looking as serious as she can while hugging a cat larger than herself, Lin says, “It’s okay hubby. You’ve been sad and mopey lately, so I understand. Just don’t do something silly without talking to me or Mi-Mi first, ya?” Again, she leaves the question unasked, knowing I can’t talk freely about my problems.
 
  
 
 “Sure thing.” A tiny burden is lifted from my shoulders as I agree with her assessment, though running every decision by them seems a little obtrusive. Still, it couldn’t hurt, at least until I’m in a better state of mind. Jowls dripping with water, Aurie returns and headbutts my chest with Sarankho close behind, and I spend a few minutes playing with them, a smile stretched across my face.
 
  
 
 I need a solution to my spectral squatter problem, and soon.
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer Rain?” Standing behind me, Yuzhen appears out of nowhere with Zian at her side, as they often were these days. Perhaps there’s romance afoot? I shouldn’t be too surprised. I mean, she is a member of the Society like him, but I guess I’m a little disappointed. Beauty aside, I thought she’d be different from the others, especially considering how friendly her old man is. Then again, I can’t blame her for not living up to my impossible, imagined standards. It’s nothing personal, merely politics.
 
  
 
 Playing my part, I nod while holding Aurie back, my friendly kitten eager to make friends. “Hi. What’s up?”
 
  
 
 Coughing politely, Yuzhen raises her eyebrows while Zian rolls his eyes. Jukai’s voice sounds in my mind, the stern older gentleman showing no signs of displeasure. “Young Officer, this is official business. Decorum demands you stand and salute.”
 
  
 
 Ah stupid regulations and such. Sending Aurie off, I do as ‘decorum demands’, bowing the full 45 degrees with hands clasped, keeping my head down while waiting for orders. “Major Yuzhen, how might this one serve?” There, better?
 
  
 
 “We’re close to the city, but if we’re to fight today, the horses need more rest. I’ve sent messengers to the guards and soldiers stationed outside Sanshu, but they’ll take hours to muster, if not days. For now, we need more information before deciding our next move. Bring your retinue to scout ahead and take stock of the situation.” A pair of boots appear next to hers, large and black. “This is Senior Captain Chu XinYue. He will be joining with a number of his officers, all locals of Sanshu. If possible, escort them within one kilometre of the South-Western Gate where they will attempt to contact the officer in charge. Remain unseen, I’d not like to give the Enemy warning of our arrival.”
 
  
 
 “Your will is my command.” Okay, so maybe I’m being overly snarky, but whatever. Stupid Zian, the lucky bastard, always in her tent lately. No stop it Rain, you have two lovely little wives, no need to be jealous. Who cares if Yuzhen checks all my boxes, a beautiful, busty, blonde vixen. Appearances aren't everything and Lin and Mila are lovely in different ways. Appreciate what you have, asshole.
 
  
 
 Soon as her boots disappear, I glance up at the Senior Captain. And up. And side to side. A giant of a man, almost twice my width and towering above me, Chu XinYue almost seems familiar. A chubby, red-faced man in his late twenties, he politely smiles with hands clasped. “Officer Falling Rain, it is my honour to finally meet you. I’ve heard much about you, though if I’m being honest, little of it complimentary. After seeing them in action, I’m quite taken by the soldiers under your command. An impressive bunch.”
 
  
 
 If only he knew. “Yes, Tenjin and Tursinai are skilled, though I’d hesitate to say they’re under my command.” Especially while they’re in earshot. Every time I do, Tursinai makes a vulgar joke which sets my cheeks afire. It’s sexual harassment, totally out of line.
 
  
 
 “You misunderstand. I’m speaking of your second, Rustram and the rank and file. Disciplined and fearless.” Chuckling at my shock, he shakes his head in disbelief. “He didn’t mention it? No, he wouldn’t, he seems a modest man. Know this, in the chaos and confusion of the Defiled attack, he tried to rally the soldiers for a combined defence. It shames me to say I first refused to join, more concerned with saving my own skin. Thankfully, I am not so far lost. His heroic example in leading your soldiers to stand against the charge shamed me into joining him, along with any soldier who saw him. I reckon the blood toll would have been much higher if Rustram didn’t act as he did.” He offers his hand and I clasp it out of reflex, his massive fingers encompassing mine in a steely handshake, his smile wide and almost condescending. “My uncle always said the best method to measure a man is to study those under his command. From what I’ve seen, it makes me wonder how you earned yourself such a sinister reputation.”
 
  
 
 “You and me both.” The meagre response is the best I can squeeze out, excusing myself to collect my troops. The nerve of him, implying I’m not intimidating. It sucks being normal sized in a world filled with giants. I should ask Gerel how he deals with it, he’s not much taller than I am and about as thin, but he radiates danger and menace with every step.
 
  
 
 Wait, wasn’t XinYue complimenting me? All he said were good things. Am I imagining the condescension? Taking a step back, it feels like I’m blowing things out of proportion, too on edge to take a simple compliment. Ugh, going over every thought with a fine-tooth comb is so frustrating. Okay, ride to the city, check things out, kill a couple Defiled, head home, have a pint, and wait for all this Spectre business to blow over. Simple, easy, effective. Stick to the plan.
 
  
 
 Not ten minutes later, I’m riding through the forest with my retinue and a handful of soldiers. Rustram was quick to organize everything, even allowing for the mixed nature of our group, a combination of Huu’s and my retinues. A good soldier like Chu XinYue says, maybe I should give him a raise or see if Mila has any single friends. Then again, he gets along pretty well with Li Song, meeting to spar every day no matter how tired they might be. Perhaps there’s romance blooming between them?
 
  
 
 “Focus Foundling,” the Guard Leader chides with a silent Sending. “You ride to battle. Pay attention lest you stumble across yet another Defiled scout.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. You make one mistake... besides, everything worked out, a near flawless ambush. Biting back my scathing retort, I urge Mafu to run faster and take the lead. I don't really understand why I hate her, but she gets on my nerves. Besides, I left Lin behind with the pets to keep them safe, so what’s the Guard Leader doing here anyways? Did Lin send her to watch my back? My anger eases away and my shoulders relax, glancing back to smile at the Leader. Finally, I have an expert looking out for me.
 
  
 
 “Don’t be foolish Foundling. I follow you for my own reasons, and it’s not to save your skin. Focus or die, I care not either way.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fucking liars. Fine, keep your mind reading magic to yourselves, I'll figure it out on my own.
 
  
 
 Ordering my scouts to take every precaution, our journey proceeds without disruption, not a single Defiled to be found. After two hours of careful riding, the walls of Sanshu rise in the distance. The westward approach to the city is all downhill, and though we keep to the forests and away from the roads, we’ll be forced to cross open ground before reaching the gates. No Defiled line the plains, but neither are there guards walking the walls, my gut warning me of danger ahead.
 
  
 
 Then again, maybe I’m just a coward, but better safe than sorry. Under my orders, my scouts find a hidden approach to the walls, with a small wooded vantage point that suits our needs. The short trip there is filled with tension and trepidation as I watch for movement in the trees, half-expecting a Defiled ambush to swoop down upon us. By the time we reach our destination, my shirt is soaked with sweat, my mouth dry and eyes strained.
 
  
 
 Dismounting from their horses, Senior Captain Chu XinYue and his soldiers creep to the edge of the tree line and close their eyes, silently searching for someone to speak with. Sending isn’t like texting, not only do you need to be familiar with the recipient, they also need to be in range. The whole point is to reach whoever is guarding the outermost gate, overlooking the area where they inspect the wagons before entering the city. In order for this to be successful, not only does the person on duty have to be close enough, it needs to be someone known to XinYue and his men.
 
  
 
 I’m not exactly optimistic about our chances.
 
  
 
 “I made contact!” XinYue’s hushed whisper immediately refutes my pessimism. “Such luck, Uncle Mao is in the gatehouse.”
 
  
 
 “Uncle Mao?” Oh all the missed opportunities, I should have named one of the cats Mao. Ooo, Chairman Mao. Purrfect. I should have some hats made for the cats, it'll be adorable...
 
  
 
 With a sheepish smile, the large man shakes his head. “Sorry, I mean Mao Jianghong, Guard Captain of Sanshu. Not my uncle by blood, but a family friend.” The smile slips from his face, replaced by an angry scowl. “He says the Defiled are already inside Sanshu. Treachery from a staff sergeant, a woman named Sovanna. She led a rebellion and took the western gate through stealth and surprise, allowing the Enemy to stroll right in.” Placing both hands on my shoulder, he pleads, “Inform Major Yuzhen she must hurry. The city is in danger of falling.”
 
  
 
 “Done. We ride back now, no delay.” Somethings off, but that’s for someone else to deal with. At top speed, it'll only take two hours to get there and back.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, XinYue glances at the gates. “You go, this is my home, I must be there to defend it. Uncle Mao will let me in. I won’t order any of my men to follow or beg for aid, but I will not forget any help that is offered.” His pointed glance towards Tenjin and Tursinai doesn’t escape my notice, but I’m hesitant to volunteer them. They won’t go anywhere without Mila, and I’m not sending my bloodthirsty betrothed in, no matter how adorable she looks while silently pleading.
 
  
 
 I give my orders, buying time to think. “Rustram, take ten of our fastest riders back to Major Yuzhen. If they’re already inside the city, then it’s unlikely we’ll need the horses to fight, so she might as well come now.” Not exactly room to maneuver cavalry charges, lots of winding roads and bottlenecks. Turning to XinYue, I find him mounting his horse, ready to ride out into the field. Grabbing his reins, I hold his horse in place. “Wait. Somethings not right. You said Mao Jianghong is the Guard Captain right?” He nods, impatient to be off. “Then what is he doing sitting around the outer gatehouse?”
 
  
 
 Opening his mouth to respond, he snaps it shut with an audible click, confusion etched across his brow. After a long pause, he answers, “I don’t know. By all rights, he should be with Uncle Tongzu, coordinating the defenses.”
 
  
 
 Huh... Tongzu? Chu Tongzu. Chu XinYue. “You’re Magistrate Chu Tongzu’s nephew?”
 
  
 
 “Err, not exactly.” Scratching his nose in obvious embarrassment, he shrugs. “My grandfather is the Magistrate’s cousin, though they rarely met due to a difference in age. After Uncle Tongzu rose to the office, I was sent to... learn from him. Because my uncle lacks an Heir, you see.” Shaking his head, he moves on. “It’s not important. Even though I’m no great hero, I cannot sit idle while Sanshu is in danger.”
 
  
 
 Guess I know where XinYue heard all those unflattering details. The Magistrate is not my biggest fan, though to be fair, I left a lot of corpses in his streets. Then again, it wasn’t entirely my fault, so he shouldn’t blame me either. “Look, send word to Mao, tell him you’re leaving to bring word to Major Yuzhen. Meanwhile, we go check the western gate. If everything is as he says, then we’ll swing back around and ask him to let all of us in, no harm no foul. A half-hour at most, if Sanshu falls in that time, then there’s little we could have done regardless. If you insist on going now, then I cannot join you in good conscience.”
 
  
 
 XinYue reluctantly agrees to my plan, Tenjin and Tursinai too strong to turn away. Leading the way, I ride through the forest towards the western gate, ears and eyes open for danger. Gripped by pre-battle jitters, my body surges with adrenaline in preparation of glorious combat, the Spectres alternating between whispers of impending doom and spectacular glory, depending on whether I cooperate with them, of course.
 
  
 
 Calm down. Do it like you used to, before Baledagh woke up. You fought plenty back then, against bandits, Society grunts and Defiled warriors. You can do this. You practised day in and day out, trained under Baatar and Akanai for this very purpose. Don’t shame them. Make them proud.
 
  
 
 Above all else, survive.
 
  
 
 A rustle in the trees captures my attention and I glance up to see glimmering metal pointed in my direction.
 
  
 
 Fuck my life. Caught off-guard twice in one day.
 
  
 
 I wholeheartedly regret not telling Akanai to shove her stupid offer up her ass.
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 Trembling with excitement, Gen crouched in the shadows of the gatehouse, staring out over the treeline in search of movement. Falling Rain was there, he could feel it in his bones. An hour or two at most and that bastard would come riding to his doom. With Vithar and his remaining tribesman hidden to the south, along with a few thousand Enlightened, the ‘rescuing’ army would be caught the moment it stepped foot inside the gates of Sanshu. Gen could hardly wait to show that smug bastard Rain true strength. With his loathsome glances and scornful sneers, he believed himself better than everyone else merely over a quirk of fate, born into a noble family. Hmph, to be a prince of savages was nothing to take pride in, a group of sub-human filth mingling with half-beast curs in the mountains, far from proper society as they should be.
 
  
 
 Oh how Gen ached to capture the ‘Undying Savage’ and put his title to the test. How long would the arrogant twit last before breaking? How long before he begged for death? Yo Ling promised to teach Gen all his tricks and techniques, a wealth of knowledge waiting to be shared and experienced. Rain believed himself the noble hero in this story, but Gen would ensure he learned the depths of his villainy in excruciating detail, only dying after he choked on his regrets. Gen dreamed of those amber eyes filled with fear, imagining the pitiful pleas after days – no, weeks of torture.
 
  
 
 After all his suffering, Gen stood on the cusp of liberation, ready to mete out justice and cleanse himself of his greatest shame. So excruciating yet pleasurable, he feared himself ready to erupt at any moment. Unable to sit still, he left the balcony and stepped into the nearest empty room, slashing and stabbing in a flurry of motion, fighting against a mental projection of Rain for practice. The actions came readily to him, and though his body was powered by the World’s Energy and guided by the Spirits, Yo Ling said the sooner Gen grew accustomed to controlling his own movements, the stronger he would become. Knowing this, after every clash and skirmish, Gen studied his movements and diligently practised and reviewed, slowly learning the intricacies of combat.
 
  
 
 No longer was he the cowardly weakling, scrounging through the forest in hopes of a meal. He’d been chosen by the Heavens to be their champion, soon to rise above those around him and stand at the forefront of the revolution. As he thrust, slashed, parried, riposted, the flames burst into existence around him, consuming his imagined foe. His metallic hands shimmered in the flickering light as he moved in seamless artistry, so quickly his sleeves cracked like whips as they blurred through the air. Faster and faster he moved, striking about with reckless abandon, crashing through stone wall and wooden furniture, his body a whirlwind of destruction.
 
  
 
 He was Gen, the Emissary of Flame, and Falling Rain would be a mere stepping stone on his path to glory.
 
  
 
 Whirling about with a vicious backhand, he slammed into what felt like a mountain, bouncing away from the impact. His arm smarting, his snarl cut short as he gazed into the dark, steely eyes of Mao Jianghong, palm raised after blocking Gen’s strike and lips pursed in unvoiced disapproval. “You,” he said, making the common label seem like a grievous insult, “are causing a disturbance.”
 
  
 
 Biting back a scorching insult, Gen struggled to keep his temper, the spirits demanding he take action and find sweet vengeance. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and smiled, recognizing the wisdom of Yo Ling. Yes, the Spirits gave great power, but the sooner he became self-reliant, the better. They hungered for violence and action, even at great detriment to their host, a threat Gen now knew. Foolish to lash out at Mao Jianghong, the man’s prowess already known.
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes, he found the stern warrior watching him closely, his eyebrow raised ever so slightly. “Commendable,” he said with a nod, clasping his hands behind his back, danger still radiating from the neatly dressed warrior. “I thought I’d have to beat some sense into you, but it seems you’re well on your way to controlling your urges.” Glancing about, he moved through the debris of stone and wood, taking a seat on the only chair left intact. “The most important lesson for a soldier to learn is patience. Warfare is no sprint, but a gruelling, drawn out marathon, crawling over mountains of the dead in search of survival and victory. You’ll need your strength soon enough, yet here you are wasting it on... redecorating.”
 
  
 
 The words were similar to what his Pa once said. “Ah, yes ser, same goes for a hunter. I’d forgotten in my excitement.” Moving to stand in front of the taciturn warrior, Gen clasped his hands and bowed. “Thank you for your guidance. Please, this one begs for your guidance.” This was a perfect opportunity to learn, and Gen was always hungry for knowledge.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Jianghong’s lip curled in a sneer. “No need to play the humble peasant, I find it tiring. You are new to your power yet already so far along, I find it most curious. If only I knew your secret...” Unable to answer, Gen could only shrug in reply, those dark eyes piercing through him as if they could see right into his mind and soul. Long seconds later, Jianghong sighed and relaxed, idly stroking his beard. “A mystery. At any rate, it would be a waste to let so talented a youth stumble blindly. Know this: your greatest weapon is not your hands or your flames, but your mind. No need for this idiotic display.”
 
  
 
 Feeling maligned, Gen spoke up. “I was merely acclimating myself to the movements.”
 
  
 
 Jianghong smiled and gestured around the room. “And what purpose does your errant flailing serve? Will your enemies stand still like these walls and chairs, dying without resistance? A pointless waste of energy. I look at you and ask myself, ‘where did that devious little bastard go?’. Where is the warrior who almost set me aflame, merely by anticipating my reactions? How old are you?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by the praise, Gen answered without thinking. “Twenty one, ser.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm. 183 centimetres tall. Lean, but flexible.” Gen blinked at Jianghong’s spot on guess, marvelling at the accuracy, but the older warrior continued without pause. “Judging by your age and frame, you’ll never grow into a powerhouse like Vithar or Yo Ling. No, you’re more like me, speed over power, agility over mass. You won't clash headlong with the likes of them, not if you're smart.” Tapping his temple, Jianghong smiled knowingly. “The Spirits clamour for chaos above all else, but cunning and discipline are tools that will serve you well. Without them, you’re no better than a mindless animal, easily defeated by any peasant with half a brain and an hour of preparation. Mimicking the movements will only get you so far, you need to understand the reasoning behind each action and decision. Know when to slash and when to thrust, when to block and when to parry. Learn the finer points of positioning and study every possible counter in any situation. Act, never react, and you’ll grow into a power to be feared.”
 
  
 
 Scratching his cheek, Gen nervously uttered, “It seems like a lot to process, ser. I wouldn’t know where to start.”
 
  
 
 “The same place as always. You start from the beginning.” Gesturing for Gen to sit, Jianghong launched into a lesson on footwork. Though at first, it seemed like a minor matter easily dismissed, the more he spoke, the more Gen realized how imperative it was. Being a single toe-width out of position was enough to give up the advantage, a frightening prospect.
 
  
 
 The lesson didn’t last long, Jianghong only explaining a single example, but Gen was captivated by the possibilities. Confused, Gen bit his lip and asked, “Why are you teaching me? Do you think to steal me away from Yo Ling? I owe him much.”
 
  
 
 The older warrior shook with laughter. “No, I don’t expect you to kowtow as my disciple, I merely thought this a pleasant way to pass the time.” Exhaling, he shrugged. “Truth be told, I too am eager for this to be over. The sooner Yuzhen is dealt with, the sooner I can join the battle for Sanshu. Every moment I waste here, more guilty merchants flee the city and I risk that pot-bellied disgrace of a magistrate dying without knowing why I turned against him.”
 
  
 
 “Why did you?” Jianghong had power, wealth, and position, it seemed strange to give it all up.
 
  
 
 “It’s a story I dislike telling, so listen well.” The former guard captain’s eyes unfocused as he lost himself in memory. “Our stories are similar. My Mao family was a small one, but thanks to my parents hard work, we were well on the way towards financial success. I was the oldest, the heir, trained in both combat and trade craft, ready to take the reins of the family business. Unfortunately, as they say, the nail which sticks out gets hammered down. Targeted by the Council, my family suffered a series of ‘accidents’ and ‘bad investments’ almost bringing us to ruin. As if it were not enough, they hired mercenaries to pose as bandits and slaughter my family, while en route to a family vacation. There I was, a young man little older than you, beaten and left for dead at the side of the road, mourning my dead father and brothers while praying my mother and sister could join them soon enough.”
 
  
 
 He fell silent, and after a long pause, Gen couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. “And then?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “The screams attracted a nearby patrol and the mercenaries were killed to the last. None of them could be identified, a band of strangers in these lands. My sister survived only to take her life a few days later, hanging herself in her bedroom. I sold what remained of my family’s holdings and joined the guard, where I spent years searching for the identity of who ordered the attack. The more I learned, the more I realized it didn’t matter. The entire city was corrupt and beyond saving, back room deals carried out each day to satisfy unscrupulous vices and quash growing rivals. Even the Magistrate was firmly in the Council’s pocket, so I decided a new beginning was in order.” He smiled, though there was no warmth to it. “A cleansing of the human race, starting with Sanshu. I reached out to Yo Ling and built a following of like-minded individuals, and here we are.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, the nobles of this world are the true Defiled, rotten to the core.” Happy to have found a kindred spirit, Gen beamed with delight. “But how did you come to learn of the Spirits and all they offer?”
 
  
 
 Waving dismissively, Jianghong shook his head. “Energy of the Heavens, Energy of the world, Chi or Spirits, whatever you call it, I've studied both, and I believe it’s merely a different perspective of the same thing. Anything done with Chi can be replicated by the Spirits. How to best explain? Say, three blind men approach an elephant and work together to determine what manner of creature it is. The first touches an ear and declares 'this creature is a bird'. The second touches the trunk and declares 'this creature is a snake'. The third touches a tusk and declares 'this creature is a boar'. They each fail to understand how large the elephant truly is, and refuse to accept the other's insights, leaping to conclusions from a sliver of information. No matter what path you take, it all leads to power, pure and simple. The Spirits merely offer more of it at the cost of their bothersome whispers, nothing a little discipline can't handle.”
 
  
 
 Before Gen could ask another question, Jianghong furrowed his brow and held a hand up for silence, glancing to the north. Making a sound of annoyance, he stood and flourished his sleeves, walking out the room with hands clasped behind him. “It seems little XinYue doesn’t completely trust his ‘Uncle Mao’. Strange, I’d never have expected that giant idiot to be so perceptive. I wonder what gave it away? No matter, come along Gen. The Bekhai are with them, which means Falling Rain will be among their ranks.” Moving with unhurried, purposeful strides, Jianghong muttered something about ‘criminals crawling out of the woodwork’, but Gen was too excited to care, running after the former guard captain.
 
  
 
 Finally, it was time to fight once more. There would be plenty of time for study and contemplation after killing Falling Rain and the other defenders of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Finally, Rain would pay for all his crimes.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Hold the line!” Sovanna howled as her mace smashed into a snarling Butcher. The Defiled bandit shrugged off the impact, his dark eyes filled with hatred and blood lust. Pulling back for another strike, she choked up on the mace’s haft and let loose with all her might, perfectly timing her Chi to explode on impact. A success, her Amplified strike hammered home with a resounding clang as her opponent’s eyes rolled back, crumpling to the ground in a lifeless heap. “Come me bullies, show these crooks and thieves the Fury of Sanshu! Hold, damn you!”
 
  
 
 Panting for breath, she held her ground not through bravery and courage, but because she lacked the strength to flee, her legs stiff and arms aching as the Defiled surged towards the defenders of Sanshu. Men and women died in droves as two waves of human flesh crashed against each other, her bullies and the Corsairs giving ground centimetre by centimetre while stemming the implacable tide of Defiled Butchers. Emptying her reserves, she hammered away again and again, heedless of her own safety and silently laughing at her hubris. With barely a one in four chance of success in Amplification, already a marked improvement from only two days past, she’d believed herself on the path to becoming a true warrior, a real commander of soldiers. How foolish and arrogant she must have seemed, taking pride in her petty accomplishments while talents like Gao Qiu and Yo Ling watched from nearby.
 
  
 
 Well, Gao Qiu wasn't watching anymore, the duel still fresh in Sovanna’s memory though it’d been hours since. Two legends of Sanshu standing in the square, speaking too quietly for anyone to listen in. For a heart-wrenching minute, she feared the Gao Qiu would turn on her bullies, the Corsairs joining him to slaughter them all, but it was a baseless fear. Not even the Red Devil could stomach the Defiled, and he gave his all trying to take down his oldest friend. What a clash it’d been, gods amongst men exchanging blows faster than the human eye could follow. The walls shook and the air rumbled, stones cracking beneath their feet as they fought, the howling Devil matched against the silent Spectre. She found it strange. Yo Ling was admittedly Defiled yet he seemed the calmer of the two, Gao Qiu unleashing bestial rage and monstrous blood lust, a Devil in every sense of the word.
 
  
 
 But a Devil defending Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Alas, it was not to be, the Spectre easily defeating the Red Devil, standing over the corpse of his fallen foe like a vengeful phantom feasting on death. She barely registered the killing blow before the Butchers erupted into cheers and threw themselves into the fray, swarming her bullies once again. There was no hope, not anymore. The ropes meant to remove the supports and destroy the bridge had been abandoned the first time she’d fled with her bullies, and soon, she would be sent running in disgrace for the second time today. Assuming she survived of course.
 
  
 
 How humiliating, but truth be told, why would anyone expect differently? What did she know of warfare and tactics? She was nothing but a damn washerwoman who didn’t know her place, an upstart promoted through sheer happenstance. If not for Mao Jianghong’s betrayal, Sovanna would have never dreamed of rising beyond the rank of Staff Sergeant. Keep her bullies in line and make sure they never overstepped their boundaries, a simple job any idiot could do, but now she drowned in her ignorance and impotence.
 
  
 
 A spear-tip tore into her shoulder and she lashed out, connecting through luck and pulping the face of her attacker. There was no flow of Chi or explosion of power, nothing more than pure muscle, plain and simple. So odd, she wasn’t that strong, was she? Obviously not, to think otherwise was nothing more than a fool’s dream. Opening her mouth to bolster her flagging bullies, the words froze in her throat, unable to utter the simple phrase, ‘hold the line’.
 
  
 
 The corpse eating bastard Gen was right. Why bother? They were doomed.
 
  
 
 One of her bullies seemed to think the same, dropping his weapon to turn and flee. Unable to move past the throng of bodies, he was cut down from behind in an instant, the battle persisting despite his cowardice. She couldn’t fault him either, she knew the lad. A fruit merchant’s son, not even twenty years of age, as green as they come. He had no place on the front lines of a battle like this. Where were the elites and nobles? Where was the Council or the Magistrate? Tucked away in their manors and fortresses, safe and sound while commoners bled and died for them.
 
  
 
 Business as usual in Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Lost in her thoughts, the battle continued to rage around Sovanna as she stood like a stone in the river, searching for purpose in all this madness. If she left, would anyone even notice? There was no victory to be won here, the Defiled were too strong. Yo Ling defeated Gerel and Gao Qiu as easily as turning his hand, while Jariad stood back and Bastard Liu refused to even show his face. Who was left to fight the Spectre? The Magistrate was nowhere to be found, presumably fighting at another bridge, but how was Sovanna to know for certain? For all she knew, she’d been abandoned here to slow the Butcher’s advance while the Magistrate fled with the Council and all their ill-gotten gains. Why die for them? She had no stake in this fight, a solitary woman in the prime of life, yet without family to call her own.
 
  
 
 “Sovanna, hold on a little longer.” The Magistrate’s Sending sounded in her mind. “Help is coming, hold fast.”
 
  
 
 The assurance cleared her mind and renewed her determination. He was still here, fighting for his city as a true hero would. Glancing around at her bullies, she shook off her dark thoughts and grit her teeth. No family? Nonsense. Channelling her meagre Chi, she lifted her mace and strode forth, laying about her in a frenzy, shouting for all to hear. “Fight on me bullies, fight on! Ye gonna let a bunch of pirate filth show ye up? Impossible! For in our veins runs the blood of heroes, our bravery stronger than steel! Stand firm! Fury of Sanshu!”
 
  
 
 A resounding cheer followed her words. These were her bullies, her family. She would die for them, and they for her, fighting to defend the rest of their family, still fleeing the city. Buoyed by her example, her bullies fought and died, but they held the line, giving not a single scrap of ground for long minutes. Their battlelines grew lopsided as the Corsairs were pushed back, the Defiled threatening to engulf her bullies, but still they fought on, holding to the bitter end. Laughing in defiance, she crushed one skull after another, determined to take as many down with her, so she could hold her head high and honestly tell the Mother, ‘I gave it me all’.
 
  
 
 Blessed Mother, take me if ye must, but spare as many of me bullies as ye see can, I beg ye.
 
  
 
 A dark shadow moved in from overhead and the Butchers faltered before Sovanna, glancing up and behind her. Barely registering the pause, she moved to attack, but someone pulled her back just in time to avoid a barrage of projectiles. Stones, arrows, bricks, and spears, someone threw everything but the chamber pot at the Defiled lines, to little effect. Turning to glare at the idiot who ordered a volley so close to her people, her jaw dropped at the sight of the ragged mob, sending wave after wave of projectiles as they marched, drowning the Defiled beneath a volume of fire. She picked out a few familiar faces among the crowd, their likenesses posted in every square and market in the city. Mongrel Kabi, Ulfsaar the Voracious, Light-fingered Yu, Daxian the Virtuous and many more. Whether they were heroes or villains changed depending on who you asked, but one thing was certain: their strength could not be denied.
 
  
 
 Leading the charge was the Lord of Thunder, Lei Gong himself, his white hair standing on end as he cackled, sending blinding bolts of power into the Defiled lines. Beside him ran a short warrior, armoured head to toe in shimmering blue scales, with a coiled length of metallic rope in hand. While the other bandits charged the Enemy, the scaled warrior stepped aside, flanked by a giant and a slim warrior, both wielding thick, metal staves and dressed in similar armour, though not as colourful as their leader’s. Glancing at the gathered guards, their saviour reached up and removed his helmet, revealing a pinched face panting from exertion, his rat ears fluttering atop his head. “Woo,” he exclaimed with a toothy smile, glancing at the gathered guards. “Looks like we got ‘ere just in time. Now which one of ye sorry sods is in charge?”
 
  
 
 Every head turned to look at Sovanna, and she stepped forward. “I am Sovanna, guard captain of Sanshu. And ye are?”
 
  
 
 Leering from below, he grinned and bowed in an almost courtly manner. “What a lovely guard captain, my honour to meet ye.” Straightening up, he put his helmet back on, winking playfully from behind the mask. “I have the pleasure of being Hangman Jorani, and I’ve brought the Mother’s Militia here to scour the Defiled filth from Sanshu. The Mother wills it,” he added, somewhat unconvincingly.
 
  
 
 The armoured giant nodded enthusiastically while chiming in, “Don’t forget the Askcends’ and the Bekkies, Jor. They’re here too.”
 
  
 
 With a long sigh, Jorani answered, “Yes Ral, thank you. The Azure Ascendants are here too. We stumbled across the Bekhai outside, who say Major Yuzhen is on the way. There, you happy Ral? That's everyone.” Turning to Sovanna, he said, “You lot take a breather and don't be stabbin' me in the back now, we’ll handle this good and proper. Come, lets go kill some Defiled. I need more practice with this damned chain. Worst fucking spiritual weapon ever, how does he expect me to use this thing?”
 
  
 
 While they marched off, Sovanna listened to the giant rumble on, chatting as if he were out on a stroll. “Jor, can we go to the market later? Chey said they have candied fruits. I never eated candied fruits before.”
 
  
 
 “Sure, I’ll buy ye all the candy ye can stomach. Business first though, don’t ye be dreamin during the fight now, can't eat no candy without a head.”
 
  
 
 “Will do Jor, I'll be real careful... Do you think Mister Rain will let me pet a roosiequin? They look so soft and fluffy.”
 
  
 
 “Ye call him Officer Rain, nice and proper like. We’ll see about the quins, no promises though.”
 
  
 
 Sovanna’s mouth opened and closed, then opened again, hanging in disbelief as she slumped to the ground, too exhausted to walk away. What a strange world she lived in, with nobles all scrambling to flee the city and leaving the citizens behind, while almost every bandit and vagrant in the region rushed to Sanshu’s defence.
 
  
 
 The Mother worked in mysterious ways, but Sovanna didn’t question Her will.
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 Still rattled from the jumpscare, I thank my blessings it was only the Mother's Militia hiding in the trees. I almost pissed myself when they dropped down, but luckily, I managed not to disgrace myself. XinYue was none too pleased by the news of Mao Mao's defection, but still managed to convince the guards at the Eastern Gate to let us in. Or maybe it would have been better to stay outside.
 
  
 
 I dunno. I'm still unhappy about the whole situation with that thieving rat Jorani. Who does he think he is, taking three sets of Runic Armour for himself? I set him free to rob the Council, so everything he takes belongs to me. You should never trust a thief, all I got was a stupid watch which I had to give to Zian. Not to mention the Spiritual Weapons he took, a coiled rope, two staves, and who knows what else that bastard misappropriated. I mean, I knew we were making bank from robbing the Council shipments, but maybe I should have had Bulat keep the treasures for us. I could use a set of armour and Jorani's is more or less my size. Too bad I wasn’t shameless enough to demand he strip and hand it over, but man... I wanted to.
 
  
 
 Well, it’s too late now, Jorani and his crew of cutthroats are off helping Guard Captain Sovanna and, oddly enough, the Crossbone Corsairs. Guess there’s still honour among thieves for what it’s worth. From what I’ve been able to piece together from XinYue and Tenjin’s reports, the Magistrate has the Defiled bottled up at three choke points while the entire city evacuates towards Jiu Lang, so things aren’t looking great. Riding through the empty streets with my retinue and an escort of Militiamen, I note the eerie calm about the city, the beautiful scenery appearing desolate and foreboding with the smoke hanging overhead. A buffer of quiet tranquility between the battle to the South-West and the desperate scramble for safety to the East, I can only imagine what awaits us as I listen to the reports. Here I ride towards an all-out melee, where life and death are decided in an instant. No place for fancy footwork or complex maneuvers, this will be a brutal slugfest in which guts and stamina reign supreme while I am sorely lacking both.
 
  
 
 I wholeheartedly regret every decision I’ve ever made that led me here.
 
  
 
 Looking to Mila for moral support, I find my freckled betrothed beaming with joy, chewing her lip in anticipation of the battle ahead. Riding beside her, Li Song is composed as ever, neither alarmed nor confident, only ready for whatever might come. How do they do it? Not even twenty years old, they have centuries of life to look forward to, yet here they are risking their lives without fear or apprehension. I’d give anything to be safe and sound back home, but Mila is looking forward to the fight, hungry for fame and prestige.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my fear, I exhale softly and scan the rest of my retinue. As the nominal commander present, their lives are in my hands. A terrifying thought, but I’ve already mounted the tiger and there’s no getting off now. Even XinYue seems to have fallen in line, deferring to my non-existent expertise for some unfathomable reason. Probably something to do with the Magistrate asking for a repeat performance of my first visit to Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Stop worrying, everything’s fine. You’re not taking command of the city, the Magistrate has things well in hand. Gerel's probably somewhere around here and all you need to do is reinforce the southernmost position. The Magistrate and Vichear are holding the centre while Jorani and co have the north. All that's left is to wait until Yuzhen arrives, and everything will be hunky dory. I've got Ravil and Bulat for long ranged support, as well as the bulk of my experts here with them, and I can always rely on Tenjin and Tursinai to take care of the big guns. Not to mention the Guard Leader, she’s here looking out for me even if she won’t admit...
 
  
 
 Wait. Where’s the Guard Leader?
 
  
 
 In my panic, I voice the question aloud and Tursinai giggles in reply. “Silly boy, you need to pay more attention if you want to be a commander. She rode off the second we entered the city.”
 
  
 
 Well... fuck. I guess she wasn’t lying. She really doesn’t care if I live or die.
 
  
 
 Mildly distressing, but everything is still fine. Nothing to worry about, just focus on preparing for the battle ahead. Okay, checklist of things to do. First, unleash Aura. Doesn’t matter if they have someone countering you, just do it. Keep calm, no charging in. Deflection, Amplification, Honing, and Guiding, these are the tools at your disposal. Emphasize defence, hold your ground and take it easy. Remember, the bridge is rigged to collapse, so retreat is always an option, though preferably as a last resort. With the Defiled pushing forward at the bridges, this leaves the citizens safe to flee without pursuit. Every hour we delay brings salvation and safety that much closer. Easy Peasy.
 
  
 
 Most importantly, do not under any circumstances give in to the Spectres. They’re assholes and liars. Fuck them. You don’t need them. You can do this. Believe in yourself.
 
  
 
 Rounding the bend, I ride through the decorative gate and into the square, the tumultuous clash of blades and screams of death drowning out my thoughts. The fetid stench of death and battle assaults me as I take in the chaos, reeling back in shock and horror. An endless tide of dark-armoured Butchers back as far as the eye can see, they push and shove while waiting their turn to charge across the bridge and into the waiting blades of the beleaguered defenders. Arrayed in a shifting half circle, the guards of Sanshu are packed in shoulder to shoulder as they fight, exhaustion and desperation etched on every face.
 
  
 
 Noticing a complete lack of reserve units, I quickly scrap my plan of taking it nice and easy. If the Defiled break through anywhere along the line, then they’ll press in and surround the stretched out defenders. Gesturing for Bulat and Ravil to head out, they take every warrior without a Spiritual Weapon and move into the surrounding buildings. Taking position in the windows, they unleash hell upon the Enemy lines while ducking a smattering of return fire from looted crossbows, whittling down the Defiled numbers. What I wouldn’t give for some explosives or rapid-fire ranged weapon, they’d do massive damage to the swarming enemy, but then again, so would a line of catapults. Then again, that might bring Demons popping out to deal with the war machines, which is less than ideal, so I suppose man to man and blade to blade is the only option. Dismounting from Mafu, I calm the eager quin and pass him off to a waiting Sentinel, knowing a straight up brawl is no place for quins or horses.
 
  
 
 XinYue’s calm baritone sounds in my mind. “The commanding officer welcomes our arrival and suggests we move in and spread ourselves among the men, bolstering their morale. Your thoughts?”
 
  
 
 Hesitant to respond, I glance at the churning red river, the thirty-meter stretch of water filled with carnivorous fish in the midst of a feeding frenzy. I don’t want to do this, but joining the line wouldn’t help, not in this situation. My sixty elites won’t do much good in this massive brawl, you need the right tool for the right job. After confirming there are no reserves lying in wait, I Send a message to Tenjin, who passes my thoughts along. “I’ve got an idea: we push through the centre, take the bridge, and plug the hole. Once there, we break into three groups of twenty and defend in rotations, giving the guards some time to breathe and our archers time to work. Me first, then Mila, then XinYue. Stay alive, delay, and once Yuzhen arrives, she cleans up the Defiled one group at a time. If anyone has a better suggestion, speak up.”
 
  
 
 Apparently not the worst idea, everyone nods in either tacit approval or fatalistic acceptance. The bridge is only six wagons wide, perfect for twenty people to stand side by side and still have room to swing their weapons. One on one, I’d give my warriors the edge over the Defiled any day of the week. Hell, Tursinai and Tenjin can probably hold it on their own, but the important thing is to regain control. As things stand, the defenders are stretched to their limit and dangerously close to breaking. They’ve been fighting for hours, pushed back from the opposite shore to where they stand now, every step costing the Defiled dearly. Shifting back and forth, I limber up and wait for confirmation from the commanding officer, my soldiers silently preparing to enter the fray.
 
  
 
 Me and my big, fat mouth. Why didn’t I even try to convince XinYue to wait for Yuzhen’s reinforcements?
 
  
 
 The commanding officer gives his enthusiastic permission and the time for waiting is over. Stroking Mila’s cheek, I smile as she blushes and pouts, Sending, “Stay safe my love.” Without waiting for a reply, I draw my sword and shield before unleashing my Aura, imbuing it with every scrap of courage and determination I can muster. Jogging forward, I lead the way, pushing through the press of guards to meet our enemy. Behind me, XinYue raises his voice in a booming shout. “Brave warriors of Sanshu, hold fast! Stand your ground and fend off this Defiled filth. Give flesh and break bones! Sanshu will not fall today!”
 
  
 
 ...Not fair, he stole my tagline.
 
  
 
 The guards part before me to reveal the Enemy in all their fury, crazed berserkers almost foaming at the mouth. Each one towering above me, I falter in my advance and raise my shield, staggering back from the first blow. My Aura winks out of existence as it collapses with me, and someone steadies me from behind before pushing me back into the battle. Once again, I’m face to face with the Enemy. Lashing out with my sword, my errant swing glances off the Enemy’s armour, his weapon raised to strike, and again, I brace myself and block the attack, my bones shaking from the impact. Mouth dry and chest tight, I stand in place and trade swings with my opponent, shrinking back with every pass.
 
  
 
 What am I doing here? I’m not cut out for this. Please brother, I need you. Wake up and help me, I can’t do this on my own. You’re the warrior, I’m just the support, the healer, the buffbot, I’m worthless without you. The Spectres whisper promises of power and aide, and it’s all I can do to reject them as I hide behind my shield, my body gripped in the throes of panic. Someone kills my opponent and I’m pushed into the gap, my Sentinels steadily marching into the horde of Defiled. It’s clear to anyone watching, I’m the weak point in our formation. I’d be better off dying and letting someone else take my place, I’m worthless.
 
  
 
 Time moves at a crawl as I struggle for air, panting as my eyes dart left and right, searching for an escape. To my left, Mila and Li Song thrust and cleave through the Defiled warriors, while Tenjin and Tursinai fight beside them, keeping them safe. On my right, XinYue barrels forward with heroic fervour, bellowing out words of encouragement lost in the noise, his elite soldiers down all who oppose them. True heroes, true warriors, I’m nothing like them. I can’t cut it. I shouldn’t be here. I need help.
 
  
 
 Power is within my grasp. The Spirits can do what Baledagh did, take control while I sit back and do my thing. I mean, I’m not exactly like everyone else, maybe if I go in with eyes wide open, I can deal with the fallout. What’s the worst that could happen? Baledagh seems fine, aside from the heartbreak and apathy, I’m sure I can do better.
 
  
 
  
 
 While struggling with fear and indecision, I notice the guards on my flanks and I’m struck by an errant thought. These people are common men and women, wielding weapons of iron and wood. Even working in groups, they struggle to kill even a single Defiled, dying in droves to hold the line. Outmatched and out-armed, exhausted and facing fearsome enemies, they do more than stand their ground, throwing themselves into a veritable meat grinder and giving their lives to save their families, their city, their Empire.
 
  
 
 Brave Warriors of Sanshu indeed. How can I not follow their valiant example?
 
  
 
 Rekindling my Aura, I scream in a wordless blend of terror and fury and launch myself into the fray. Remember your training, everything you’d learned before getting lazy. Toe, heel, slide and step, I slip past my opponents defences and stand chest to chest. Tranquility arrests my opponent’s swing before it can even begin and Peace slides through his armour and into his heart. Shouldering the corpse away, I lunge before it hits the ground, both weapons piercing into my unprepared target’s chest. Ripping the blades out, I slash two Defiled to either side, throwing them off-balance and leaving them easy prey to the Sentinels on either side.
 
  
 
 My blood singing in my ears, the world falls out of focus, leaving only my immediate surroundings and ultimate destination in sight. Take the bridge, nothing else matters. It’s too cramped here, no room to move. Balance on Windy Leaf and Scraping the Ground, and my body surges forward with an explosion of speed. Pierce the Horizon claims a life, leaving me surrounded by the Defiled. Exactly where I need to be. Parting the Underbrush into Fluttering Raindrops cuts them down, Peace and Tranquility Honed to perfection as they cleave through armour and bone with ease. With a second to breath, I settle into my stance, Tranquility pointed forward and Peace prepared to thrust, standing tall amid a sea of corpses.
 
  
 
 Like I’ve been saying, you can do this.
 
  
 
 A resounding scream tears itself from my throat, and it’s echoed by Sentinel, soldier, and guard alike, pushing back the Defiled through sheer determination alone. Once again taking the lead, I leap into the mass of bodies, parrying what I cannot dodge, blocking what I cannot parry, and enduring what I cannot block, all while ever moving forward on my mission to take the bridge. Each step brings me closer to my destination, each attack brings me closer to victory. The Defiled will not take this bridge, not while I still stand.
 
  
 
 Taking a shallow slash to the shoulder, I repay my attacker with a thrust to the chest, booting his corpse back to take my first step onto the bridge. First to arrive, first to strike, I charge deeper into the Enemy lines, hacking and slashing my way towards victory. Lashing out with Tranquility, I amplify the backhanded strike and send a fleeing Defiled over the bridge’s edge and into the bellies of the waiting fishes. A spear veers towards my face, but a light smack with Peace is enough to Deflect the thrust, Tranquility punching straight through the offenders chest.
 
  
 
 With no one left to fight, I stand alone, panting on the bridge and surrounded by corpses. My Sentinels join me and line up, weapons ready to defend. Behind us, the guards let loose with cheers of victory, taking up a chant for Sanshu even as they stagger to the ground, exhausted and spent. Adrenaline still surging through my veins, I step forward and scream in wordless challenge, glaring at the Defiled one by one.
 
  
 
 “I am Falling Rain.” The crowd hushes to hear my words, though I’ve not really anything to follow with. Wasn’t really planning on making a speech, the words just sorta slipped out. Going with the flow, I continue, “The Undying Savage. Student of Medical Saint Taduk, Disciple of Major General Baatar, Grand Disciple of Lieutenant General Akanai. Khishig of the Bekhai.” Err, shit. Now what?
 
  
 
 An armoured form shoves his way up the bridge, wielding a sword and shield like my own. “An impressive youngster. Brave too, offering challenge like that.”
 
  
 
 Wait what?
 
  
 
 Ah fuck. All that naming business is prelude for a duel, isn’t it? Me and my big fucking mouth.
 
  
 
 Snapping out of my shock, I pick up the end of my opponent’s sentence. “... heart Nazier who puts an end to your life, something to take pride in.”
 
  
 
 “Rain step back, you’re not his match..” Tenjin’s Sending sounds in my mind, but it’s too late. Nazier tenses as his head drops from sight and time slows to a crawl. Recognizing the stance, I know exactly what to expect because I’ve done the same thing often enough. Balance on Windy Leaf into... something. Either a thrust to my heart or slash at my neck, those are the most likely candidates. Almost as an afterthought, I lob Peace in an underhanded throw, Honing and Guiding the sword while lifting Tranquility to guard my neck and leaving my arm to take the brunt of any possible thrust.
 
  
 
 God I hope I guessed right. I can survive a thrust with a little luck, but if he cuts my head off, it’s game over.
 
  
 
 As expected, Nazier appears directly before me. His grin twists and falls away, transforming into a look of sheer terror as Peace plunges into his throat and coats me in a spray of blood. His momentum doesn’t stop as his final strike lands firmly on Tranquility, my gamble having paid off for once. The blade deflects downwards into my shoulder but lacks any follow through as Nazier drops dead after impaling himself on Peace.
 
  
 
 Still, the blow is powerful enough to lift me off the ground, and in a moment of sheer panic, I realize I’m flying through the air, arcing over the bridge and into the water. Weightless and breathless, I hang in the air for a heart-wrenching second, glancing back at the guards and Sentinels waiting in the plaza. Mila’s mouth is opened in a scream, tears spilling from her beautiful, brown eyes. Cracking a smile, I channel my Chi and pack it densely as I can, embedding a short message before Sending it away, praying it doesn’t unravel before reaching her.
 
  
 
 “Goodbye my love. Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Plunging into the cold, murky waters, a voice in the back of my head laughing at the absurdity of it all. At least I didn’t die a coward, and even took down my undoubtedly superior opponent with me. Plus, I’ve been wanting a swim for a few weeks now, and this totally counts. Gotta look on the bright side sometimes. Closing my eyes, I wait for death by carnivorous fish while sinking into the warm, comforting waters of Sanshu. It swirls around me, enveloping me in it’s embrace, and a smile stretches across my face. You know what? This is fine. It feels right, a cleansing dip in the waters, freeing me of all worldly fear and apprehension.
 
  
 
 I should have done this days ago. Why did I wait so long?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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      Chapter 213: Purify - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “Second Unit, stand down, Third Unit forward. Victory or Death!” The words lacked conviction as Chu Tongzu fell back from the front lines, taking the proffered bucket of water to quench his burning thirst. Splashing what remained on his face to wash away the blood and sweat, he studied the battle lines in search of flaws to shore up or exploit. Too many of the former and not enough of the latter, his guards were ill-suited for battle, but his soldiers were busy to the south. Bully was an apt moniker for these guards, men and women more used to strutting about the city in their livery, dealing with cargo inspections and domestic disputes rather than bandit raids or Defiled incursions. If not for his presence, these guards would have long since abandoned their posts.
 
  
 
 Under his steady watch the guards held the line, with considerable aid from Vichear and the other Bekhai. The massive half-bear danced about the battlefield, appearing wherever he was needed, bellowing orders and striking down the Defiled with ease. His martial prowess aside, the man was a born commander, able to bolster morale and lift spirits with a few errant words, the flagging defenders rallying wherever he appeared. If Tongzu had a thousand warriors like him, then the battle for Sanshu would be won within the hour. A shame, but even among the Bekhai, Vichear was a rarity, an elite among elites. Curse the blind fool who so casually dismissed him.
 
  
 
 Gerel aside, the rest of the Bekhai were a disappointment. Make no mistake, they were skilled warriors who followed Vichear’s orders to the letter, but Tongzu couldn’t help but notice a disturbing lack of tension among them, their lax attitude inappropriate when considering Sanshu’s dire straits. Even the lowliest guards were giving it their all, risking life and limb to protect the city and its people, but the Bekhai were disturbingly dispassionate regarding the Defiled incursion, as if they held no stake in Sanshu’s fate.
 
  
 
 Then again, perhaps they didn’t. While the Bekhai were making waves of late, historically the people living far from civilization trended towards isolationism. With hundreds of nameless villages dotted throughout the remote mountain range, many of them weeks of travel from civilization, they were largely self-sufficient by necessity. No barbarians or savages either, a study of Shen Huo’s mercantile records showed a trade surplus for the Bekhai, exporting many goods and commodities, everything from raw lumber and uncut gemstones to masterwork weapons and lifesaving medicines. A documented mercenary force, the Khishigs’ record of battles was sparse in recent years, their most recent clash being over fifty years past, and before that, another two hundred years back. With so little interaction with the world at large, it was possible the Bekhai barely even considered themselves part of the Empire, seditious as the thought might be.
 
  
 
 A damn shame. Living in such harsh conditions raised fine warriors, but all sorely lacking loyalty and patriotism. This coupled with their low numbers and Gerel’s noticeable absence meant that the Bekhai impact fell short of its full potential. They were unwilling to risk their all for Sanshu and the cynic in him could hardly cast blame. What had the Empire ever done for them aside from demand taxes and service? With its treacherous trails and hidden hazards, coupled with the numerous rumoured Ancestral Beasts lurking deep within the passes, perhaps not even the Defiled could conquer the aptly named Saint’s Tribulations Mountains.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, he checked in with his officers, sending messages down the chain to take stock of the overall situation. The bridge behind him was the key to victory or defeat, leading to the Central District. Were the Defiled to take it, they would be free to strike anywhere in the entire city, but if Tongzu were forced to destroy the bridge, retaking the South-West District would be all the more difficult, forced to march his soldiers through roundabout routes to get into position. If not for XinYue’s timely arrival, he might have been forced to give up the Southern Bridge and send his soldiers to reinforce Sovanna’s position. Now, with the Mother’s Militia and Crossbone Corsairs to aid her, she was doing an admirable job of retaking the northern bridge, while XinYue rode with the Bekhai to support his flagging soldiers in the south. The young man was filled with fire and vinegar, ready to clash against the traitor Mao, calling for his head. A good child, perhaps worthy of grooming, contingent on his relationship with the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Though he had the Defiled confined to the South-West District, Tongzu felt like an invisible dagger hung above his head, the entire battle teetering in the balance. Yes, he held three of five bridges, but was it mere coincidence they were as far from one another as could be? Each one led to a different district, meaning it would be difficult for him to reinforce the other positions should the Defiled push through. Was this part of Yo Ling’s plan? This mindless sustained assault wasn’t a viable strategy, but the cunning bandit lord seemed content to let things lie, only appearing to cut down Gao Qiu before disappearing once again. Tongzu never thought there would come a day when he would mourn the Red Devil of Sanshu, but by Sovanna’s accounts, the Northern bridge would have been lost without the notorious bandit, and lost again without the Mother's Militia and Azure Ascendants.
 
  
 
 It rankled his nerves to know his city was being saved by the bandits who’d plagued him for so many years. Still, bandits though they might be, they were here fighting for Sanshu, which is more than he could say for its people. Where were the noble heroes of Sanshu? Why was it only the dregs and villains who showed up in this time of need, while its vaunted warriors and nobles fled in the chaos? How mortifying. The Council was all but dissolved after he ordered the evacuation, every wealthy merchant and nobleman clambering over one another in their dash to escape, their wealth packed in wagons and barges clogging up the gates. A show of arms might make them abandon their wealth, but he needed every able hand to hold the bridges and still it might not be enough.
 
  
 
 A report arrived stating XinYue and the Bekhai had successfully retaken the Southern bridge. So quickly? Only minutes ago, his soldiers seemed on the cusp of breaking. Elated, he listened to the report and mourned the loss of Falling Rain, thrown into the waters. Even against stacked odds, the boy brought down the notorious bandit Black Heart Nazier, a damned impressive final act of defiance. His mind made up, Tongzu vowed to send a delegation to the Bekhai and offer his gratitude and friendship after all this was done. The Society and Council be damned, warriors like Akanai and Baatar were what nobles should aspire to, raising peerless talents and taking in good soldiers like Rain, Gerel and Vichear. He might even offer Bastard Liu and Jariad a pardon if they’d accept service under him.
 
  
 
 Unlikely to happen, but a man can dream.
 
  
 
 “How are things going here?” Pale and exhausted, Gerel arrived on quin-back, ready for battle with weapons in hand. Incredible, not even the estimated twenty-four hours had passed and he was hale and... healthy was a stretch, but able. His spirits high, Tongzu repeated the good news aloud for all to hear, his guards cheering as word spread. Laughing at the mention of Rain’s heroic sacrifice, Gerel shook his head. “I’ll believe the boy’s dead when I lay eyes on his cold, rotting corpse.” Tongzu wisely held his tongue, knowing there would be little of the boy left once the fish were through with him.
 
  
 
 “Che, you put too much faith in the foundling.” A veiled woman in dark leather armour stood next to Gerel, an unfamiliar face. Relaxed and unconcerned as she brushed her quin, her mere presence caused Tongzu to step away in concern, only just noticing her though she was well within arms reach. Another expert? “The arrogant child even dared raise his weapons at me. Of all the nerve. If not for the girl, I'd have squashed him into a paste.”
 
  
 
 “The passion of youth, don’t hold it against him.” Flashing a roguish smile, Gerel added, “Would you care to make a wager Mentor? I doubt we’ve seen the last of Falling Rain. Not even the Mother is so merciful.”
 
  
 
 With a dismissive snort, the veiled woman answered, “Shameless child. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times: I am not your Mentor. I merely gave you a few words of advice, you don’t even qualify as a student. I’d die of humiliation if the world believed I raised such a worthless disciple.”
 
  
 
 Gerel? Worthless? Gaping in disbelief, Tongzu barely kept his composure, hurriedly clasping hands to the expert. “Apologies for my lack of manners, I am Chu Tongzu, Magistrate of Sanshu. How might I address you?”
 
  
 
 Lips pursed, the veiled woman turned away, ignoring the question while Gerel shrugged in apology. Swallowing his pride, Tongzu cleared his throat and glared at his nearby guards, daring them to laugh. No matter, if this expert was Gerel’s superior, then a little discourtesy was easily suffered. Hell, if the woman was comparable to Akanai or Baatar, then he’d kiss her feet and kowtow thrice. Someone needed to kill Yo Ling and he was woefully short on options.
 
  
 
 “Where is this bandit who injured you?” The veiled woman looked over the battlefield, standing on her toes like a village girl watching a parade. “I still don’t understand why you’re so insistent on killing him yourself. I wish to be done with this and return home.”
 
  
 
 “My apologies Mentor, but I made a promise. I require recognition and the rank which comes with it. The future Marshal of the North can’t marry a mere Senior Captain. I must aim for the apex to better support my bride to be.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. All this fuss for a girl. Sheer idiocy.”
 
  
 
 Sliding off his quin, Gerel grinned and hefted his glaive, wincing as he stretched. “No mere girl. She is a woman like no other and I will make her my wife. You’ll like her, as much as you like anyone at least. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve a city to save.” Calling for his warriors to join him, Gerel ran off into the fray, leaving the veiled woman behind.
 
  
 
 With a huff of displeasure, the veiled woman crossed her arms and turned to Tongzu, tapping her foot and waiting in silence. Realizing her intent a few seconds too late, he clapped his hands and bellowed, “Come, a chair for the lady. Tea and snacks too, quickly now.” If nothing else, Tongzu was a man who knew which way the wind blew. With so many hidden experts among their ranks and Shing Du Yi’s willingness to betroth his precious daughter to them, the Bekhai were truly poised to supplant the Society as the reigning power in the North.
 
  
 
 Perhaps when all this was over, he’d enlist their aid to cleanse Sanshu of all its filth in one fell swoop. A city with no Defiled, no bandits, and no Council, was it too much to hope for?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Suspended in the darkness, the warm, refreshing water circles around me, holding me in its comforting embrace. I’m almost enjoying myself, but I guess this is what oxygen deprivation does to the brain. Or maybe it’s cold shock or something. Whatever. Pleasant as this all is, the anticipation is getting to me. Waiting for death is never a pleasant feeling even in the best of circumstances.
 
  
 
 Who knew dying would take so long? Or maybe I’m already dead.
 
  
 
 Foolish foundling. You can still survive, you only need accept our aid.
 
  
 
 Scoffing as I open my eyes, I find myself face to face with not-Baledagh, the Spectres swirling around it in the void. It looks much more human now, its monstrous features hidden behind a somewhat handsome visage. Sneering, it gestures at the swirling whirlpool around us, raging against an invisible barrier, trapping Baledagh, not-Baledagh, and myself within these cramped confines.
 
  
 
 Accept our power and rise to become unparalleled beneath the heavens.
 
  
 
 Putting it out of mind, I cup Baledagh’s cheeks and gaze into his unresponsive eyes. “Sorry little brother, but this is better than the alternative. Dying’s not so bad, trust me.” Hell, who knows, maybe we’ll reincarnate together. Hopefully in different bodies though. I have to end him. I know it. It’s not the Spectres’ whispers guiding me to do this, it’s... something else.
 
  
 
 Your brother can still be saved. You would rather kill him than seek our aid?
 
  
 
 “Sure would.”
 
  
 
 With a ferocious snarl, not-Baledagh attacks, but I’m ready. A torrent of Chi slams it against the invisible barrier to comical effect, pinning its body in place. Taking pride from watching its futile struggles, I taunt the Spectres for kicks. “Get thee behind me, Demon. You have no power here. I reject you and all your empty promises. I’ve no fear of death so long as I can take you with me.” I mean every word. With doom hanging over my every action for years now, I’ve long since become numb to it. I’ve escaped death’s icy clutches enough times, even after rerolling from my first life. Granted, I landed in less than ideal circumstances, but I've met so many wonderful people and experienced a wealth of incredible things. With two families who loved me and so many pets to cuddle, I’ve gotten more than my fair shake at life.
 
  
 
 A shame about Baledagh though, he never got his chance to live. I’d be lying if I said I had no regrets, but with the Spectres here, this is for the best. Baledagh and I will die, but there’s no risk of us infecting those around us. The world doesn’t need us, it’ll get along fine after we're gone. All I have to do is grant Baledagh peace, then I can lie down and rest.
 
  
 
 My arms tense as I struggle to take the last step, to grant Baledagh mercy. He’s barely a shell of a person, lost in his fantasies. I don’t need him anymore, I’ve shown as much. Death is inevitable, but I can’t leave him here to suffer, slowly devoured by monsters, both here and out in the real world. Before I go, I need to grant him mercy while he’s still happy and ignorant of all the troubles in the world.
 
  
 
 I need to do this.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 But I can’t.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand. If I’m dying, why do I need to kill Baledagh? Glancing around, my mind clouds as I search for answers, staring at the water outside. I could use a splash of water, something to clear my head, but something is keeping it out.
 
  
 
 Breaking free from my control, not-Baledagh screeches and dives towards me, tackling me against the barrier. Clawed hands rip into my flesh and tear at my face, but there’s no pain, no sensation to accompany it. With a mental effort, I move with not-Baledagh’s momentum, wrapping it in its arms and letting the current carry it away, dragged along the inner walls of my prison.
 
  
 
 My prison? Right, that’s what this is. Narrowing my eyes, I exert my will to tear it apart and let the cleansing waters in, but nothing happens. The invisible walls are solid and weighty, outside of my control. Glancing at not-Baledagh pinned to the wall, I realize it's not responsible for this. Like I said, it has no power here, weak and impotent now that I’ve wholly rejected it.
 
  
 
 But Baledagh hasn’t rejected it. Through him, the Spectres keep the waters at bay, using his instinctual desire to live in order to keep us alive. I can't let this happen, we need to die and drag the Spectres down with us. Wandering back to his side, I turn to watch Baledagh’s dreams, still continuing despite our impeding death. I could kill him easily as turning my hand, but I can’t bear to do it. I want to leave him in there to enjoy his last moments, but even that tiny mercy is denied to him. With one last lingering gaze at his perfect family, I reach out and pluck Baledagh from the dream.
 
  
 
 Surprise, anger, recrimination, and despair all flash across his face, the bleak truth shattering his fragile heart as he comes to grips with reality. With a crestfallen look of anguish, he croaks one, simple word. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “This all needs to come down,” I answer, gesturing around. “I need your help to do it.”
 
  
 
 After a short pause, he asks, “Will I die?” His hopeful tone breaks my heart and all I can do is nod. Relief etched across his face, Baledagh closes his eyes and the walls come crashing down. The Spectres wail in fury as the waters wash over not-Baledagh, its physical form melting away beneath the torrent, washed clean of all its evil and corruption. With his arms opened wide, the deluge sweeps Baledagh away, his body sinking deep into the void, eroding away in the darkness.
 
  
 
 Standing in place, I wait my turn, but the waters only swirl around me, a gentle ebb and flow circling me, pleased to be here. Warm and comforting, it fills me with... not memories, but an awareness of my time spent adrift. While channelling my Chi on the brink of death, the Heavenly Waters of Sanshu found me and came to my aid. Not wholly sentient yet with a will of its own, it bonded with my Chi for reasons unknown, as naturally as filling a cup. Warding off predators and nourishing my body, it clashed with its antithesis, the Spectres within me. Unfortunately, the Spectres grew in power due to Baledagh’s emerging consciousness and the Heavenly Waters were forced to flee, believing me lost and with no desire to be used. Even then, it kept close, searching for a chance to reunite with me.
 
  
 
 Huh. Looking back on it, ever since I woke up, I never went to gather water on my own, despite my fascination with it. I always waited for someone to bring me water, no matter how filthy or thirsty I became. The Spectres subtle influence, keeping me away from the Heavenly Waters, seeking to corrupt me before returning to seize it? Is this water the Tears of the Mother? The stuff that nourished the Sacred Trees of Sanshu and empowered the giant turtle in Ping Yao? The water remains silent to my questions, not out of spite or desire for concealment, but rather because... it’s water. It doesn’t know what the fuck I’m talking about. It likes my Chi, so here it is, all up in my business.
 
  
 
 An odd pet, but I’ll take it.
 
  
 
 Bringing myself to Baledagh’s side, I halt his descent, tearing up at his departure. Asleep, his features seem so soft and rounded, like a child still yet to reach adulthood. This is how he sees himself, because mentally, he’s still a child. It’s not fair. Why does he have to die? Because he’s Defiled? The waters don’t respond, continuing to erode away at my little brother with a vengeance. It sees him as anathema to my existence, like the Spectres are to it, so it works to purge him from existence.
 
  
 
 For my benefit.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand. I never asked to be here, I never wanted to usurp Baledagh, yet it seems I’m destined to do so regardless of my wishes. He rejected the Spectres, same as me, so why can he not be saved? Glaring angrily at the Spectres, I blink in surprise at what remains. A light in the void, energy clean and untainted, the Spectres' remains, purified by the Heavenly Waters and fading fast. As I reach out to grasp it, the waters bubble and foam, displeased by my actions and attempting to sway my decision much like the Spectres, but I don’t give a shit. It doesn’t give orders here. It’s water. I drink that shit for breakfast.
 
  
 
 The purified energy encircles Baledagh, protecting him from the waters. His existence is faint and weak, suppressed by the Heavenly waters but no longer fading. Instructing the waters to stay away from my little brother, my new friend bubbles with disapproval before rescinding from Baledagh, forgetting its displeasure almost immediately. Satisfied with the situation, I steel myself before waking, dreading the impending pain. I mean, I fell into a river filled with toothy fucking fish. If I’m not dying, I’m probably still grievously wounded right?
 
  
 
 Well, no sense delaying.
 
  
 
 Stepping from the void, I gasp heavily, my lungs burning with pain as I bob at the water’s surface. A chorus of chirps and squeaks greet me as I find myself surrounded by quins, the voracious oversized otters keeping guard while Mafu holds me afloat. Cheeks stuffed with a still flailing fish, the fat quin almost seems proud. Laughing out loud, I pat his head and say, “Good boy, Mafu. Take me back to shore? There’s work to be done. Defiled to kill, cities to save, you know the drill.”
 
  
 
 Following my gestures more than my words, Mafu paddles towards land, skimming through the water as our escort of quins follow suit. Still catching my breath, I smile at the absurdity of it all. Even with a new pet blob of Heavenly Water, Mafu is still number one.
 
  
 
 Sorry Zabu, you were here first, but it’s bros before hos. You brought this on yourself.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Restless and eager to join the battle, Gen yearned to run ahead but Mao Jianghong held him back. “Patience,” the former guard captain reminded, strolling leisurely through the streets while his warriors marched behind them. “There is a time and place for speed, but not here and not now."
 
  
 
 “Right. Warfare isn’t a sprint, it’s a marathon,” Gen replied, nodding sagely. Better to conserve his strength and stay fresh so he could tear Rain limb from limb.
 
  
 
 “Good, I’m not wasting my breath after all.” Gesturing for Gen to come closer, Jianghong launched into another lesson. “A commander must always appear in control, lest your soldiers mistake a sweating brow for worry. Battles are won and lost on morale alone. How you choose to appear calm is up to you. Some, like Yo Ling, affect an icy, indifferent attitude, leading through proxy as if all actions were within his purview. Others, like Chu Tongzu, lead from the front, spurring the troops on through action and example.”
 
  
 
 “And you like to appear calm and calculating,” Gen chimed in, catching on.
 
  
 
 “Observant. I might make a true commander out of you yet.” Jianghong gave a half-smile and Gen all but beamed with joy. “Whatever your choice, remain consistent else you risk unnerving your soldiers. For example, if Yo Ling were to descend from his restaurant perch and personally take command, some might take it as a sign of weakness and worry the battle isn’t going their way. A soldier only sees what’s before them, while a commander must understand the broader perspective.”
 
  
 
 “How?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Jianghong answered, “Practice and experience mostly. An able commander requires many qualities and skills. You must be inquisitive and organized, for even the most innocuous details may hold the key to victory. You must be quick thinking and adaptable, for no plan survives first clash with the enemy. You must be decisive and resolute, for even when you make the wrong decision, it is better than doing nothing at all.” Pursing his lips, he shrugged again. “Unless of course, the correct decision is to do nothing, but it’s difficult to teach you all I know in mere minutes, Gen. For now, work on how to Send.”
 
  
 
 Jianghong using his name was a pleasant change, as if they were equals. Everyone else called him ‘boy’ or ‘whelp’ or worse. “Could you explain Yo Ling's plan? All I know is we’re to take the bridges, but the damned guards keep destroying them.”
 
  
 
 With another shrug, Jianghong answered, “Not even I am privy to Yo Ling’s grand scheme, the man thinks in circles within circles. I only know he means to take Sanshu and use it as his base of operations, but how he hopes to accomplish such a thing is beyond me. Our numbers are a pittance compared to what the Empire can bring to bear in a matter of weeks, and Yo Ling squanders lives on this... crude brawl. He puts too much faith in his ‘Venerated Ones’ instead of good, solid infantry.”
 
  
 
 Gen felt the need to defend Yo Ling, a strange sense of loyalty. “That’s not true, he told me ‘Victory depends wholly on standard infantry’.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Jianghong sighed. “If Yo Ling truly believes as you say, then why throw lives away like this? You heard our argument the first day you arrived. To take and hold the city would require far more soldiers than we have, without mentioning the manpower required to subjugate the workforce. At the rate things are progressing, we’ll be fighting off every bandit, vagabond, and would-be hero living a hundred kilometres around Sanshu by the end of the week. I’ll not waste my soldiers on his foolishness, but something must be done. We’ll push into the Southern District and move to take the gate. Judging by the troop counts, there can't be more than a skeleton crew to defend it. With two gates, we’ll have food and room for all our warriors, enough to hold out for months should the worst come to pass.”
 
  
 
 Gen glanced back at the marching soldiers, an impressive bunch so long as it came to marching in tandem. He’d yet to see them fight, but they appeared competent enough. Though he didn’t wholly agree with Jianghong’s plan, he didn’t know enough to argue against its merits. It felt wrong to prepare for failure instead of aiming for success. Changing the topic, he asked, “Who are the Venerated Ones?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “Some form of Demon would be my guess, stronger than the ones he calls ‘Transcendents’. Too many secrets and schemes.” Jianghong fell silent as they marched onwards, and Gen realized the man was truly worried. Had he truly spent too much time among the sheep, or was he right to be concerned? Unsure who to trust more, Gen threw away all his doubts and let the actions speak for themselves. Time would reveal who was right, no sense worrying about it now. Instead, he turned his attention to the battle ahead, enjoying the aroma of blood and ash as he strolled through the streets of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Entering the plaza, he found a perplexing calm blanketing the battlefield, the Butchers standing in place, packed shoulder to shoulder all the way to the bridge. There was no clash of arms or screams of challenge, only the familiar rhythmic cadence of marching boots to fill the silence as the Butchers stood at a standstill. Without stopping, Jianghong continued forward and as if through sheer force of presence, the Butchers parted ways to allow him through, faces filled with hesitation and concern. Unable to see past the towering Butchers, Gen craned his neck for a better view until Jianghong’s voice sounded in his head. “Appearances Gen. You’re not a farm hand out to sight-see. All will reveal itself in time.”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly settling down, Gen cursed himself for forgetting again. Twice now he’d made a fool of himself, and he was determined not to make the same mistake again. Adjusting his helmet, he drew himself to full height, mimicking Jianghong’s relaxed stride, wondering just what caused these warriors to halt the attack.
 
  
 
 Jianghong came to a stop next to Ravager Kaliyan, a ravishing sight to behold in her suggestive, skin-tight armour. A beautiful woman, but a dangerous one, Yo Ling warned him never to accept any invitation to her bed and the Spirits agreed. Still, the woman had an alluring presence, winking coquettishly at Jianghong as she stroked his arm. “Well, if it isn’t Mao Jianghong, Guard Captain of Sanshu. Come to check on Kaliyan, have you? This one is honoured by your presence.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring her flirtatious fluttering, Jianghong spoke in a commanding tone. “Explain. Why are you not attacking?”
 
  
 
 With a one-shouldered shrug, Kaliyan sighed. “Nazier just got himself killed, by a whelp no less.” Affecting a pout, she turned to Gen and said, “A shame little Gen, but your fated nemesis has perished. Thrown over the bridge even as Nazier breathed his last, a meal for the fishes.”
 
  
 
 His stomach roiled at the news, unwilling to believe his ears. “Impossible.” Rain killed Black Heart Nazier, a veteran of over two dozen duels? No, it couldn’t be true. “How?”
 
  
 
 “The savages took the bridge rather quickly. Brute force, not my preferred method, but it has its place. Then the whelp stepped forward with his Aura ablaze, offering challenge. Nazier saw a chance to add another name to his litany, but got lazy because he was facing a child. Impaled himself charging into the brat’s sword, a foolish end to a foolish man.” Gesturing around her, Kaliyan held her hands up in feigned helplessness. “Those bastards didn't even blink when Nazier stepped out to fight the brat, so now my comrades are wondering: if the whelp was that strong, then how strong are his subordinates?”
 
  
 
 His face twisted in a snarl, Gen pushed his way forward a few steps before catching himself. Taking a deep breath, he calmed his nerves. Patience. Turning to Jianghong, he asked, “Our enemies aren’t the only one with talented youths. I'd like to offer challenge.”
 
  
 
 Jianghong didn’t answer immediately, considering the idea while studying Gen. After a long minute, he Sent, “You still have your Demon about you?” Hiding a frown, Gen nodded, sensing her presence nearby. Bei was his wife, a Transcendent woman who cared for him. Demon was the label given to her by the Enemy, but Jianghong lived among them for so long, allowances needed to be made.
 
  
 
 Though there were limits to his tolerance. What sort of man would Gen be if he didn’t defend his wife’s honour?
 
  
 
 Finally, after another moment of deliberating, Jianghong nodded and spoke out loud, his voice booming in the silence and dripping with scorn and sarcasm. “Hmph. So the ‘Undying Savage’ fails to live up to expectations. How utterly unexpected.” The Butchers silently moved aside to reveal him, and he clapped Gen on the shoulder, still speaking loudly for all to hear. “Gen, show these savages how a true talent fights, assuming they have a soldier brave enough to face a callow youth.”
 
  
 
 Enjoying the attention, Gen strut towards the bridge with heroic bearing, mentally commanding Bei to remain hidden. “I am Gen, Emissary of Flame,” he said, grinning as the enemy fell back at his approach. Still, they weren't fearful enough for his tastes, moving away in an orderly fashion. “I intend to settle my score with Rain, but since he's dead, I've no choice but to kill his companions instead. Who dares face me in single combat? Try not to disappoint.”
 
  
 
 The enemy continued slinking back, revealing two young girls peering over the side of the bridge, wholly ignoring him. Their lashing tails were hard to miss, and Gen frowned at the sight. Half-beasts, a feline and some bushy-tailed rodent. Once while on a hunt with his father, they’d come across a babe left to die in the woods, a mouse or vole of some sort. Not even their parents wanted them, half-beasts were an abomination against nature.
 
  
 
 A shame Papa put the babe out of its misery. Gen always wanted a slave. Perhaps he’d take these two for himself, they were lovely enough aside from the ears and tails, nothing a knife couldn’t fix. The feline was sublime, but there was something about the rodent that tugged at his heart. Dressed in black leather armour, her neck-length crimson hair was hidden by a fur-lined leather cap. Her pale freckled skin, cute button nose, and puffy, tear-stained eyes filled him with desire, an earthly beauty about her. How sweet it would be to see her on her knees and begging him for mercy, a need to dominate and claim her almost overwhelming him.
 
  
 
 As the feline readied to strike, Gen smirked at her stupidity. He could have set them aflame ten paces ago, the animal too dumb to understand. “Are you to be my opponent, kitten? Come meet your new master, I’ll be gentle.” His words struck a chord as the kitten bared her teeth and hissed in unrestrained fury. Uncivilized and uncouth, he would have to correct her attitude. The rodent turned, surprise flickering across her face before her eyes narrowed in anger, her gaze flickering to his fearsome claws. “So,” she drawled, motioning for the other to stand back, “I’m guessing you’re Gen.”
 
  
 
 Irked he’d been ignored until now, Gen feigned a smile. “It seems my reputation precedes me.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. What reputation?” Twirling her short spear, she settled into a guarded stance, her small, sturdy frame hidden behind her plain, rounded shield, those lovely eyes glaring from just above the rim, the spear held at her side and ready to pierce. “Rain told me all about you, a coward and a bully, trying to strongarm a poor village girl into becoming his wife. How despicable. Rain should never have shown you mercy, but he is a kind soul.”
 
  
 
 Almost overcome with rage, Gen swallowed his words and feigned a smile. No need to argue against a dead man’s lies, the bitch would pay dearly for her insults. “Perhaps, but it’s too late for regrets now. He’s dead, and I still live, and if he stood before me now, I would rend and tear him to pieces.”
 
  
 
 “You’re delusional. You lack the qualifications to challenge him.” Raising her voice, she shouted, “I am Sumila, Daughter of Akanai, Student of Husolt, Khishig of the Bekhai. Fair warning, I am not as compassionate as my betrothed. Come, foul Defiled, meet your doom.”
 
  
 
 Delighted, Gen stalked closer, his clawed fingers scraping together with a sinister ring. “Oh? How fortuitous, Heaven is truly on my side. To think I would come across Falling Rain’s betrothed. He took my bride-to-be, so I will take you, Sumila.” He savoured the taste of her name on his lips, watching her with hunters eyes. “I will enjoy your futile struggles as I press you to the ground, delighting in your panicked screams-”
 
  
 
 Striking without motion, the spear lanced out towards him. Only Bei’s interference saved his life, the tip deflected by her unseen hands without ever touching his skin. Grabbing the haft, he tugged hard, trying to wrench it free from Sumila’s grasp, but the spear seemed rooted in stone. Grunting, Sumila ripped the spear from Gen’s hand as if his fingers were made of wet noodles. A second thrust followed, then a third, and a fourth, all too fast for Gen to follow, relying on Bei to defend him as he fell back. Sumila pressed her advantage, seemingly always within range, her spear a blur and shield ever present.
 
  
 
 The black shield grew before his eyes and smashed into his chest, the blow too heavy and wide for Bei to parry without notice. The air rushed from his lungs as he flew back, rolling head over heels. Arresting his momentum, he bounced to his feet only to receive a second bash, this time somewhat dulled as Bei adjusted to the attack. The shove was still powerful enough to shift his feet, and he stumbled over the sweeping spear to land hard on his back. Gasping for air, his eyes grew wide before flinging himself aside, escaping the descending shield only by a hair. The rounded metal edge struck the stone bridge with a thunderous crack, setting the sturdy structure to shaking in a dangerous manner, Sumila's monstrous strength displayed for all to see.
 
  
 
 “Tch.” A small sound of annoyance reached Gen’s ears as he scrambled to his feet, Sumila already in position once again. Shield forward, spear ready, she was a tiny, mobile fortress complete with powerful artillery, able to attack and defend in one strike. This was unfair, how could such an adorable monster exist? How was he to defeat her?
 
  
 
 To his surprise, the Spirits responded.
 
  
 
 Beware her strength inordinate and skill prodigious. Both shield and spear defend and attack without pattern. Throat, knee, feint, chest, sweep, each action chained together with impeccable timing. Far beyond your skill, beyond the whelp's. Take your distance, strike with flame, tear the shield from burnt fingers and feast upon flesh.
 
  
 
 Acting on their advice, Gen blocked the spear thrust with his bare hands, using the momentum to create distance between them. From barely three strides away, he unleashed a gout of flames at the rodent bitch, lamenting the need to end her so quickly. There was no helping it, the brutish inhuman was too powerful, too skilled, this was the only way.
 
  
 
 Twisting violently to one side, Gen spun a full circle before he realized what hit him, Sumila’s spear still shaking as it protruded from his shoulder. So powerful a throw, Bei couldn’t entirely deflect it, though she saved his life, keeping the projectile from piercing his heart. A good wife for a good man, this was the Heavens repaying him for his earlier sufferings. The world shifted and he found himself at the base of the bridge, back among his comrades and wrapped in his dutiful wife’s arms.
 
  
 
 His world erupted in pain as the spear wrenched from his shoulder. Gasping for breath, his vision spun as he tried to make sense of the madness, watching the spear land neatly in Sumila’s smoking hand. With reddening skin peeling from half her face, her arrogant sneer burned into his memory, her scorn and disregard striking him to the core. “Hmph. I’ve nothing to fear from you. If not for that Demon protecting you from the shadows, I’d have killed you a dozen times over. You thought to challenge Rain with only your paltry flames and pitiful skills? Pathetic. You're not worthy to even speak his name.”
 
  
 
 Rage overtook him and he shrieked, “Bei, kill her! Kill her now!”
 
  
 
 Bei leaped to follow his commands and the Butchers following suit, cheering as they charged the bridge. This was supposed to be his chance to shine, leading his comrades to victory, but instead, he was humiliated and beaten soundly in front of everyone. Worst of all, no one cared. His comrades followed Bei into battle, Gen’s defeat already forgotten, of no consequence at all. Mortified and miserable, Gen stumbled away in search of a better vantage point, hoping to catch Sumila’s last moments.
 
  
 
 Once victory was theirs, Gen would lead an army North and scour the Bekhai from this world. No man, woman, or child would be spared, for this was the price for crossing the Emissary of Flame.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Before the Emissary uttered his command, Song was already in motion. Taking a stand in front, Song shielded Master with her body, saber ready at the hip, right hand gripping the hilt and left hand steadying the scabbard. Every muscle in her body tensed as she studied her foe, a lithe, flesh-coloured creature of nightmare. Her first confrontation with a Demon had her instincts screaming of peril and vulnerability, demanding she flee from this most fearsome of foes, but she rejected the notion with disdain. The Demon was coming for Master and Song’s sole purpose was to defend her. Faced with her strongest foe to date, Song readied to unleash her greatest strike.
 
  
 
 Teacher Du Min Gyu taught her all she would need to know for years to come, laying the foundation of what Song would become. Endless hours of sweat and toil prepared her for this singular moment, the pinnacle of all her efforts and suffering. Failure was not an option, success far from certain, but still she stood her ground, knowing one strike is all she had.
 
  
 
 One strike is all she needed.
 
  
 
 The Demon stepped forward from the base of the bridge, still many metres away. Disregarding common logic, Song began her strike, having seen with her own eyes how the creature appeared from thin air, rescuing the Emissary from certain death and crossing almost fifteen meters in the blink of an eye. Armed with this knowledge, Song aimed where she expected the Demon to materialize, in the empty space directly before her, imploring the Mother for strength and fortune.
 
  
 
 If the creature appeared anywhere else, Song was doomed.
 
  
 
 Exhaling slowly, her pupils expanded and world narrowed, her mind filtering out all inconsequential information and leaving her aware of nothing but Master behind, the Demon ahead, and herself. Time slowed and colours sharpened, sounds muted and scents faded as Song became one with the saber, focused on one thought and one thought only: Cut. Her edge Honed to perfection, she eased a quarter-centimetre out the scabbard, severing the air around it. The resulting vacuum adhered metal to leather, the scabbard embracing her tighter than before. Though the friction worked against her, it was also her ally, and she allowed herself a half-smile.
 
  
 
 First step, success.
 
  
 
 With her blade halfway out the sheath, the Demon disappeared from sight, but Song paid it no mind, all her attention on the task at hand. Though she’d yet to successfully combine all her skills into one strike, her past failures were irrelevant. Master’s life was at stake, so Song was left with no choice but to succeed. The quick-draw technique was simple enough, a stance taken from her most familiar Form, the Domineering Tiger. A minor variation of Swiping the Rushes, she’d practised the movement countless times before, her body capable of performing without direction. Instead, she focused on her Chi manipulations. Lightening both blade and body while continuing to Hone was a task much like composing a poem with the right hand while painting a portrait with the left. Complicated, but not impossible with practice. Unburdened of weight and gravity, her movements sped up while her mass remained unaffected, maximizing the force delivered.
 
  
 
 Second step, complete.
 
  
 
 Appearing before her, the Demon’s thick, seductive lips twisted in a smile, revealing a perfect row of dainty, pointed teeth. Its claws stretched and sharpened as it thrust at Song’s heart, expecting to pierce through Song and into Master, but the Demon was too predictable. Her blade emerged from the scabbard and struck, silently tearing through the vacuum and consuming the distance between blade and Demon faster than anyone expected.
 
  
 
 Aside from Song.
 
  
 
 A fraction of a second before her blade struck, Song’s Chi Amplified her attack with flawless precision, scything through the Demon’s extended hand and forearm with ease. Unable to halt its momentum, the Demon shrieked as it impaled itself on her blade, carving a deep wound across the Demon’s chest. Its charge defeated, it reeled back as a thunderous boom erupted in the aftermath of Song’s strike, acidic ichor spraying from its wound and splashing onto Song’s face. Ignoring the burning pain, Song released the scabbard and brought her saber around for a sweeping, two-handed chop.
 
  
 
 So what if one strike wasn’t enough? A second would follow, and another, and another. Song was prepared to give it her all, intent on protecting Master no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 The Demon’s face twisted in anger as it brought its second claw to bear, only to be smashed away by Song’s chop. Unable to cut through the Demon’s metallic flesh, her saber dug a shallow furrow through its torso from shoulder to hip. A shame her second strike lacked the power of the first, only Lightened and Honed, else she might have killed the creature then and there. Determined to end things, Song stepped forward and exhaled, raising her saber to thrust at the Demon’s heart, putting all she had into the strike. Piercing through empty air, Song clicked her tongue in annoyance as she found herself standing alone, tracking the Demon back to Gen’s side. Clutching its ruined arms to its bosom, the Emissary and his pet both glared at her with undisguised hatred, the sight filling Song with pride.
 
  
 
 Today, Li Song, a mere slave of nineteen years, faced off against a Demon and the Demon was found lacking.
 
  
 
 From start to finish, the exchange lasted a matter of heartbeats, yet Song was already drenched in sweat and drained of energy. Flicking the ichor from her blade, she took her stance once again, challenging them both to attack again. A blur of colour streaked past as Master’s spear hurtled through the air, a decisive strike aimed at the Emissary. The spear pierced the Demon’s chest as it moved to defend him, the impact staggering the creature in place. With an unholy wail of agony, it ripped Master’s spear from its flesh and tossed it aside. Grabbing the closest Defiled warrior, the Demon crushed his neck with ease, its claws sinking deep into his flesh. The body withered away as the Demon drained the corpse dry in mere seconds, its wounds visibly repairing before Song’s unbelieving eyes.
 
  
 
 Most disconcerting.
 
  
 
 “Sublime strike, Li Song.” Lady Tursinai’s voice sounded in Song’s mind with its customary playfulness. “You did well warding off the first attack, but I wouldn’t count on the Demon making the same mistake twice. Escort little Mila away now, it's my turn to have some fun.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at the compliment, Song winced as her cheek split open, the Demon ichor eating away at her skin and the tender flesh beneath. Luckily, the spray missed her eyes, but the pain was considerable. Unable to ease the burning sensation, Song suffered in stoic silence while Master retrieved her spear from afar. So young yet so skilled, Master was a dragon among tigers, handily defeating the Emissary despite his command over fire. Victory came at no small cost; though her hair and clothes were untouched by flame, the right half of Master’s face swelled as fluid-filled blisters formed beneath reddened, peeling skin.
 
  
 
 Oddly pleased by their matching injuries, Song wondered how she would fare if matched against the Emissary. Poorly unless she took him by surprise, with no tools to deal with his flames. Teacher Du never covered how to combat elemental manipulators. Song was only familiar with what he termed the five basics, spending many an hour listening to Teacher Du expound on Honing, Lightening, Amplification, Stability, and Reinforcement, outlining what each could accomplish when performed at the highest levels. Her knowledge couldn’t explain Master’s strange spear retrieval or how to defeat the flames, but perhaps it was something more advanced, like Guiding or Deflection.
 
  
 
 Ending Song’s reveries with a tug of her sleeve, Master silently signalled for retreat and they backed away in tandem while watching the battle unfold. Looking every bit the heroic figure, Lady Tursinai spun and twirled as her chain and sickle danced about in an unpredictable manner. The weapon moved as if it were alive, sweeping and slashing, extending and retracting, it brought to mind a single-fanged snake ravenous for blood. Darting out to taste flesh, it slipped through metal and bone like water before returning to safety, deftly controlled by Lady Tursinai’s hypnotic dance.
 
  
 
 For the first time in her life, Song witnessed true mastery of Chi at work. Her own meagre combination of three Chi skills was trivial compared to this consummate display before her. Lady Tursinai showed extraordinary control, using her Chi sparingly and only when necessary, conserving her strength and executing each attack using the optimal combination. Not only the basics, but Guiding to direct the chain, Deflection to build momentum, and several more skills Song lacked names for, Lady Tursinai wove each one in a tapestry of slaughter. How many hours of practice would it take to reach her level? No, this was not something that could be matched with hard work alone, it required immense talent to even dream of reaching the apex.
 
  
 
 While Song lamented her poor aptitude, Ser Tenjin displayed his own skills. The only person capable of moving through Lady Tursinai’s shifting circle of steel and death, he demonstrated perfect coordination with the chain, harmlessly passing through the imperceptible tangle with ease. Sliding, stepping, ducking, and leaping, he knew exactly what to do to avoid fouling the chain, even redirecting it to strike at unsuspecting targets. In stark contrast to his wife, he rarely used his Chi. His steps lacked the grace of Lightening or surety of Stability, nor did his muscles throb as they would if Reinforced. Instead, he threw common daggers with unerring accuracy, each one hammering home in the flesh of a Defiled. Amplified perhaps, but to do so repeatedly and without affecting his aim? Such a feat could only be described as superhuman.
 
  
 
 A single Defiled slipped passed the scything sickle and storm of daggers, only to be greeted in close quarters by Ser Tenjin’s knife, the Spiritual Weapon leaving behind a smoking wound and smouldering corpse. Perfectly suited for fighting in this terrain, the heroic duo met the Defiled head on, two warriors doing the work of twenty and stemming the tide. By the time Song stepped off the bridge, the offensive had all but stalled, the Enemy stopped well out of range at the other side, unwilling to continue throwing their lives away without cause. Domineering and tyrannical, Lady Tursinai stood tall with Ser Tenjin at her side, laughing as her chain wrapped neatly around her torso, taut and ready to unleash hell. Her voice warped by the spinning chain, she goaded the helpless Defiled in a fitting manner. “Is that all? How disappointing, I’ve yet to break a sweat.”
 
  
 
 Bursting with admiration for the peerless warriors, Song only barely kept herself from clapping. Lady Tursinai wasn’t even a decade her senior, but Song would never catch up. If only she were a little stronger, then she could be like Ser Tenjin, supporting Master on the front lines like he supported Lady Tursinai. Instead, she was nothing more than a burden, the lack of instruction hindering her growth. No one would want a slave as a disciple, but perhaps Master would find someone to teach Song. All she had to offer was her worthless life, and Song was determined to trade it well.
 
  
 
 “Rain!” Master’s cry of joy stole Song’s attention away and she scowled, the minor movement bringing fresh waves of pain. Dripping wet and bleeding from a multitude of bite wounds, he limped towards them with a pack of roosequins in tow. Sighing, Song followed Master to meet with Rain, grumbling inwardly at his uncanny luck. How did he survive falling into a school of ravenous leopard fish long enough for the roosequins to save him? Blessed by the Mother indeed.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, after spending several nights in his tent with Master, Song grudgingly had to admit Rain wasn’t as terrible as she once believed. Capable of keeping his lecherous nature in check, he even accorded her a measure of privacy during her morning routine, a welcome relief. Still, a part of her couldn’t help but resent him for his good fortune, escaping life-long slavery to become one of the Bekhai. She envied his freedom, knowing it would be denied her until death. So ironic, Song prayed for death yet continued to live, while Rain struggled to stay alive, but faced death on a weekly basis, if not more.
 
  
 
 Perhaps the Mother had a twisted sense of humour, but Song wasn’t laughing in the slightest.
 
  
 
 Running into Rain’s arms, Master beamed with happiness while he grimaced, studying her wounds. “Oh love,” he said, stroking her uninjured cheek. “What happened?”
 
  
 
 “Stop fussing,” Master huffed, swatting his hand away. “I’ll be fine, it’s not that bad. Is it?”
 
  
 
 Fumbling through Mafu’s saddlebags, Rain pulled out a waterproof satchel. “It looks like half your face is...” Catching himself in time, he feigned a weak smile and shook his head. “No, not that bad.”
 
  
 
 His near slip earned him a punch on the shoulder as Master allowed him to treat her wounds. “Idiot. Like you’re one to talk, you’re missing chunks of flesh. I can’t believe you, always biting off more than you can chew. Dueling with Black Heart Nazier, your arrogance knows no bounds.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, it was a close thing. Song, can you find some bandag-” The words froze in Rain’s throat as he turned to Song, seeing her for the first time. “Holy shit.” Grabbing her arm, he barked, “Lean over, open your mouth, and breath through your nose.” Meekly obeying out of habit, Song flinched as he emptied his water skin on her face, mewling as waves of agony shot through her. Stamping her feet and clenching her hands, she teared up as the water gushed in from the side of her mouth and out over her lips. Blinking in horror, Song sobbed at the implication. The ichor ate a hole through her face.
 
  
 
 “Oh Mother above, I can see her teeth through her cheek. Why didn’t you say anything?” Master took Song’s hand and stroked her hair, and though it did little to relieve the pain, she was happy for the attention. “I was too focused on the fight, and... Forgive me. Your beautiful face is ruined...” Song didn’t mind. If she were disfigured, then there would be less risk of unwanted attention. Beauty was more a curse than gift to Song. If she'd been a plain, unattractive woman, it’s possible Teacher Du would never have gifted her to Master Kai. How might her life had turned out if she remained in Teacher Du’s service?
 
  
 
 Amidst the crippling pain, a small pinprick of relief landed on her cheek, a warm, soothing sensation that quickly spread. Soon after, a tiny mass of ichor broke free and flowed into her mouth, the foul tasting lump streaming to the ground below. More followed as the ichor broke apart and Song’s chest heaved with relief. After the last of the ichor washed away, Song straightened up and almost smiled, flinching away as Rain dabbed her face with a towel. Her wound no longer hurt, but she disliked his touch, an ingrained distaste she had little control over. Warily studying his actions, she spotted a single droplet of water leap onto his hand and seep into his skin, leaving her surprised and confused. Had he Awakened to the Blessing of Water?
 
  
 
 Raising her eyebrow in silent question, Rain coughed and pretended not to notice, looking visibly drained. “Here,” he said, handing a container to Master, “Spread that over the wound, but make sure you don’t get any inside her mouth.” With a weak smile, he nodded at Song. “Put a bandage on your cheek and no one will even notice.”
 
  
 
 Master’s concern showed in her voice as she applied the salve. “Don’t worry Song, worse comes to worst, I’ll ask a healer to fix you up. You’ll be pretty as a peach in no time.”
 
  
 
 Unable to respond, Song stood in place, curious as to Rain’s newfound control over water. It seemed Song was quickly being left behind, her aspirations of standing at Master’s side fading with each second that passed. Saddened by the thought, she silently listened while Master explained everything Rain had missed, downplaying her own part and grossly exaggerating Song’s accomplishments.
 
  
 
 At the end of Master’s animated story-telling, Rain smiled at Song, her face swaddled in too many bandages, Master's over enthusiastic work. “Incredible, thank you for keeping Mila safe. Now you two rest for a while, I’m gonna go join the fight.”
 
  
 
 A quick glance at the bridge showed an all out brawl having broken out, Lady Tursinai and Ser Tenjin still in the thick of things, now joined by the other Sentinels. How the Defiled broke through was immediately clear as Song watched two Defiled Champions trade blows with the Bekhai heroes. A nearby soldier answered Rain’s inquiry, explaining that the two Champions in question were Ravager Kaliyan and former guard captain Mao Jianghong.
 
  
 
 “Rain,” Master said, grabbing him by the sleeve and returning his sword, plucked from the corpse of the dead bandit. “Be careful this time. My heart can’t handle seeing you almost die again.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry my love,” he answered with a wink. “If things go right, I won’t even have to get close. Watch and be amazed.” Leaving the roosequins behind, Song and Master followed him to the base of the bridge. Spreading his arms wide, Rain raised his head and channelled a massive torrent of Chi, palpable even to Song’s senses. Waiting with bated breath, she expected against all logic for some miracle to occur. Perhaps he would do as Elder Ming had, firing droplets of water capable of piercing steel. Or maybe he was binding the river to his control before commanding it to wash away the Defiled and take the bridge. One scenario after another flashed through Song’s mind, each one defying logic, but if anyone could do it, it would be Rain.
 
  
 
 Seconds passed, which turned to minutes, and after a long wait, Rain lowered his hands and scratched his head, his Chi subsiding. Muttering beneath his breath, Rain drew his sword. “Tch. This is bullshit. Fucking worthless water. Why couldn’t I have lightning, or fire, or Bear hands?” Struggling to contain her laughter, Master buried her face in Song’s shoulder while Rain marched to join the fight in a more mundane manner.
 
  
 
 Inwardly sighing, Song swallowed the bitter disappointment. It’s what she deserved for believing in Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The sun shines brightly overhead as my ears burn with shame, awkwardly nodding at my Sentinels while making my way to the front lines. Though they’ve expressed nothing but encouragement and relief over my near brush with death, their support is overshadowed by the unmistakable sound of my lovely betrothed’s choked laughter following me through the crowd. Sweet as she is, Mila has never been shy about pointing out my mistakes. In fact, she takes great delight in telling everyone we know about how I mistook Adujan for a boy, bringing it up every chance she gets. Just remembering the pity and sympathy in Baatar’s eyes makes me wildly uncomfortable, a mortifying experience to say the least. Now, I've handed her the motherlode of mockery, opening my big mouth to brag about not needing to get close. This stupid Heavenly Water is a jerk, making me look bad.
 
  
 
 My fluidic friend offers no defence for its inaction, emanating a muted sense of lethargic complacency. Not because of my current situation, no, it’s pleased because it ate away the ichor on Li Song’s face. I’m still not entirely sure what happened, as it ignored my pleas to heal Mila’s burns. Then, while I panicked over Li Song’s melting face, it acted without direction or permission, squeezing out a tiny drop no larger than my pinky which made its way down the stream of water and onto Li Song’s face. Once there, it purified the Demonic energy inside the ichor and neutralized the chemical burn in a matter of seconds, leaving nothing but inert chunks of goo while silently demanding I retrieve the wayward droplet.
 
  
 
 So why heal Li Song and not Mila? Does it think it’s too good to heal common burns or does it have a fetish for Demonic fluids? Could I use this to exorcise the Defiled? They don’t exactly have priests around, but if my little buddy is really a Tear of the Mother, then I might become the first. Ha, I can see it now, running around the battlefield with a tiny flask in hand, splashing my enemies and shouting, “The Power of Mom compels you!”
 
  
 
 An unnerving sense of dissent emanates from my subconscious, my quasi-sentient squatter voicing its refusal. Not exactly sure if it’s refusing the designation of ‘Tear of the Mother’ or being put in a flask and sprinkled about, but it doesn’t bother clarifying. It’s so weird sharing my body with an amorphous blob of water. I mean, the human body is more than 50% water, so I guess I have room to spare, but I’m curious as to where it’s physically located. Is it in my skin or is it deeper, like in my blood or something? When I sweat, am I sweating regular fluids or Heavenly Water? Somehow, the thought of Heavenly Water seeping from my armpits and running down my butt crack almost seems blasphemous, even if I’m not wholly convinced of a higher power watching over me. Got any answers for me, little water buddy?
 
  
 
 Offering no explanation, its presence lingers in my subconscious brain, silent and satisfied. So frustrating, my fortuitous encounter has left me with more questions than answers. I’m pretty sure this isn’t what happens to most people with a Blessing of the Elements. From what I’ve gathered, everyone else gets tools and a mental instruction manual. I get a delayed, silent partner who may or may not help depending on its mood. I don’t even know what Heavenly Water does, aside from act as a source of Heavenly Energy. I guess if I theoretically lived to a thousand years old, my bones might turn into a Heart for a Spiritual Weapon, but I don’t see how that’s any help. I’ll be long dead by then, but maybe my great great great whatever grandkids can make a nice sword or something, assuming my watery friend sticks around that long.
 
  
 
 I’d love to call a timeout and ask a million questions to anyone willing to listen, but the Defiled aren’t exactly playing nice. Ugh, what I wouldn’t give for the Almighty Appraisal skill to grace me with its presence. It’d be much easier than fumbling around in the dark and hoping I stumble over something useful. Knowledge is a weapon and I’m armed with the equivalent of a rusty spoon in a world full of tactical nukes.
 
  
 
 The duels arrayed before me only serves to reinforce the notion of my inferiority. Hugging the left side of the bridge, Tenjin clashes with Ravager Kaliyan, a busty, porcelain-skinned beauty with the worst case of crazy eyes I’ve ever seen. Their blades moving faster than I can follow, neither warrior able to gain an advantage amidst the orchestra of chiming steel and hissing taunts, Kaliyan’s promises of pain and pleasure sending a chill down my spine. Despite their flurry of motion, neither one strays more than a hand span left or right, fighting as if atop a balance beam, both constrained by the railing and their neighbouring ally.
 
  
 
 Occupying the centre of the bridge, Tursinai and Mao Jianghong stalk side to side, searching for an opportunity to strike at their partner’s foe while everyone else steers clear. Two domineering warriors playing a game of cat and mouse, struggling to define which one is predator and which one is prey. Walking the razor’s edge, Tursinai dances with the traitor guard captain, whirling her chain overhead like a flail to threaten Kaliyan and keep Jianghong on the defensive in a gut-wrenching match of wits and positioning. Step too close and her life is forfeit, ended by a single swipe of his massive saber. Stray too far and Tenjin pays the price, leaving her to deal with two fearsome foes without aid.
 
  
 
 Fuck everything about that. I’m not going near any of those four.
 
  
 
 With almost three-quarters of the available space claimed by epic duels, the Defiled clash with my Sentinels along the right side of the bridge. Only three warriors from each faction trade blows, as any more would interfere with Tursinai and Jianghong’s match, spelling instant death for anyone besides the two. Stuck in an odd pocket of calm, I watch as my Sentinels hold the line, periodically switching places whenever someone tires or is injured. A stalemate, with neither side is willing to wholly commit until their respective champions are victorious. So, what to do?
 
  
 
 A half-baked idea forms in my mind and I stifle a sigh while glancing at my gathered Sentinels, studying their reactions as I ask, “So which of you idle slackers are my supposed bodyguards?” The question raises a few chuckles, but no one steps forward to claim the title, nor are there any obvious tells. “Come on, don’t be shy, I’m not upset. Don’t expect a glowing review when we get home, but I need to know what’s on the table.”
 
  
 
 After waiting longer than I probably should have, I swallow my disappointment and move on. Stupid lying Gerel and stupid Baatar. “Fine, be mysterious, see if I care.” Just please be real, because things are about to get hairy. “Alright then, here’s the plan...” Seeing the Sentinels hang onto my every word, it strikes me as odd how they’re all willing to follow me into battle. They all look so young, though that doesn’t mean much. Most of them could probably kick my ass, and I’m sure more than a few are better suited for command. What am I doing here, playing at being the leader? It’s crazy, I’m not qualified for this.
 
  
 
 A shame I can’t blame this on the Spectres, this lack of confidence is 100% homegrown.
 
  
 
 With my plan laid bare and no suggestions or condemnations forthcoming, I run my fingers through my damp hair, wishing I hadn’t lost my helmet in the fall. Better chin straps, I should make those. Better helmets too. Jorani has an awesome one, a shiny, full-faced, Runic helm, matching the rest of his Runic armour. Ah, I really should have taken it from him, but then again, I’d have probably drowned wearing all that metal. “All right then. Let’s get to work. No guts no glory.”
 
  
 
 “Give flesh and break bone!”
 
  
 
 The enthusiastic response catches me by surprise. Echoing the sentiment with a smile, I move into position, flanked by a pair of unfamiliar, spear-wielding Sentinels. Probably from Huu’s retinue, I did ask for the strongest volunteers. Nodding at them both, I ask, “Names?”
 
  
 
 The Sentinel on my left answers, a dark-haired, pale-skinned dude who looks in his late twenties, which means he’s probably at least late thirties. “I’m Argat and that there’s Jochi.” His partner smiles and nods, a similarly styled young man. Both seem fairly confident considering the situation, calmly studying the Defiled with weapons in hand.
 
  
 
 “Well, I look forward to working with you.” Condensing my Aura while waiting for the opportune moment, I casually mention, “This’ll be dangerous, so this is your last chance to back out. No one will think any less of you.”
 
  
 
 Argat makes a small choking noise while Jochi chortles beneath his breath. After a little light coughing, Argat smacks me lightly on the shoulder. “Stole the words right of my mouth you damned br– *cough* – Officer Rain. You don’t have to be first into the fight every time you know. Leave a little glory for the rest of us poor, unremarkable Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 I hate how everyone thinks I’m this battle-crazed maniac. “Glory’s got nothing to do with it. I can’t order a soldier into danger if I’m not willing to go myself.” Really wish I could, but I don’t think I’d be able to live with myself if anything went wrong. “Anyway, I’ll dive in and distract, you take them out quick as you can. If Jianghong turns on us, then fall back.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sir.”
 
  
 
 And we’re off. On my signal, the Sentinels in front fall back while Argat, Jochi and I take their places. Dashing ahead shield first, I lock gazes with my first foe, a dark-armoured Defiled with a blood-stained jaw, his axe raised high for a downward chop. Feigning a back-handed smash with Tranquility, I pivot to the left and change targets, anus clenching as the axe passes a hairsbreadth in front of my face. Swinging in a wide arc, Peace slashes my unsuspecting neighbour in the throat while Jochi stabs my overreaching opponent in the side, shoving his corpse over the rails and into the water.
 
  
 
 Woo, the switch up. Glad Jochi was on the ball there, that could have gone badly. I forgot forward and back are my only options, no left or right, but the older Sentinel takes my mistake in stride, shifting to my right. On my left, Argat dispatches his foe with ease before flinging the corpse towards Jianghong’s feet, hoping to trip up the former guard captain, but to no avail. Not entirely happy about that, I’d rather not attract Jianghong’s attention just yet but there’s no time for idle chit-chat. Pushing ahead, we intercept the reinforcing Defiled, hoping to charge into the Defiled masses and either surround Jianghong and Kaliyan or force them into a retreat. I don’t expect to have any lasting impact on their duels, but if I can put pressure on them, then maybe Tenjin and Tursinai can take the advantage.
 
  
 
 It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s all I got. Take and hold the bridge, that’s our objective. Every minute we hold brings Yuzhen’s reinforcements that much closer.
 
  
 
 My next opponent arrives promptly and I clash head on with the hulking Defiled, locking swords for a brief second. Knowing I’m no match for him in a contest of strength, I put up a token resistance before stepping back, letting him overextend and stumble forward. Ready for the opening, Tranquility’s blade punches into his thick, exposed neck and he flops to the ground like a puppet without strings. Stepping forward once again, I strike left and right at the Defiled defenders, stealing their attention for a moment and sealing their fates as Argat and Jochi take advantage of their distraction.
 
  
 
 The next wave crashes into us almost immediately, my little trio gaining ground literally one step at a time. I hate slug fests like this, no room to breathe or maneuver, just a bloody hack and slash amid the press of bodies and blood. An axe rebounds off Tranquility and glances off my scalp. Falling to my knees, I stab my opponent in the groin, inwardly wincing as I do. Sorry, not sorry. The warm spray of blood coats my face, filling me with disgust and revulsion. So messy, this is why I hate fighting on foot. I don’t like cavalry battles much either, too hard to stab people with a short sword and shield, but I doubt I’d like them more if I had a spear. Duels are kind of shit too, with all the intense build up and the pressure of an audience, it’s bad for the heart. I guess when it comes right down to it, I don’t really like fighting much. I love training to fight, I’m just not a big fan of the whole ‘risking life and limb’ bit.
 
  
 
 I should take up a safer hobby, like knitting. No, those needles are pretty sharp. Maybe I should just start gambling. That seems like harmless fun.
 
  
 
 Someone pulls me to my feet and shouts in my ear, bringing the world back into focus. Fucking head wounds, I’m definitely stealing Jorani’s helmet after this. No, not just the helmet, it’d be a shame to break up such a lovely set. I want it all. Wiping the blood from my eyes, I heal my injury while fending off my latest foe, another towering bandit with blood-shot eyes. Heavenly Water bro, you made a turtle grow huge, right? Please, I’m not asking for much, just twenty centimetres taller and like fifty kilos of muscle, that’s all I need.
 
  
 
 My request goes unanswered as my guest ignores me, doing whatever it is that water does to pass the time. I miss Baledagh, battles were so much easier with him around. On my own, I can barely Hone, heal and keep my Aura going, my mind occupied on staying alive. No Reinforcement, too chaotic for Amplification, and my opponents aren’t predictable enough to Deflect. I still haven't figured out how I got my mysterious boost of energy during the duels at the Wall, but that’s something to worry about another time. Lacking all those tools, I’m little better than your average soldier, aside from being durable. Don’t get me wrong, durability is pretty useful for keeping me alive, plus it allows me to take riskier actions most standard warriors would avoid, which means I tend to catch my opponents off guard. Unfortunately, the downside of being durable is I have to get hurt, or I’d just be wasting my advantage.
 
  
 
 Gritting my teeth at the jarring impact, I slide Peace through metal, flesh, and bone, my opponent gasping in confusion as his body slumps to the ground, his spine neatly severed. Leaving him to bleed out, I clear out the remaining Defiled, and seeing no new opponents approaching, I enjoy the brief calm while I can. Panting for breath, the stench of death makes me heave and gag, the taste of copper blood heavy on my tongue. Most of it isn’t mine, but I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse.
 
  
 
 So far, the plan is going well despite not using any fancy Chi skills or Elemental Blessing, just good old fashioned guts, steel, and teamwork. Argat and Jochi guard my flanks while Jianghong and Tursinai continue their exchange, the former shifting away from Argat’s constant barrage of dead bodies, sticking closer to Kaliyan. Tasteless though it may be, corpse-bombing a man in the middle of a duel seems highly effective. We just need to keep doing what we’re doing, pushing in the flank and putting pressure on the two Defiled leaders. If we’re lucky, their rank and file will collapse and the two former Bannermen will clean up. Even in the worst-case scenario, we’ll have plenty of opportunities to poke at Jianghong as he retreats. That’s the whole point of bringing spears after all, and my borrowed Sentinels are performing admirably.
 
  
 
 The Defiled bandits stand and watch my little trio, waiting to see if we take our next step, bringing us past the halfway mark between Jianghong and Tursinai. Wholly content to stand and rest, I steady my breathing and glance at the cloudless sky. A little rain would be nice, help wash away all this blood and put a damper on Gen’s pyrotechnics. Unlikely, but a man can dream after all. Then again, I’m not sure we even have to worry about Gen for awhile, Mila kicked his shit in real good. That’s my girl. She’d be pretty useful in a bind like this, tossing her spear out and calling it back over and over again. That’s a trick I’d love to learn. Or maybe I should be like Tenjin and carry like a metric tonne of knives.
 
  
 
 Catching wind of my delaying tactic, the Defiled find their courage and charge, still only bringing three to the fight. Idiots, they'd take fewer casualties if they sent more soldiers to distract Tursinai, but none of them are willing to throw their lives against her. Oh well, no rest for the weary, so once more into the fray I go. Surging forward, I plunge Peace into the foremost bandit’s chest while Tranquility distracts his friend on the left. With the bandit still squirming on my sword, I use his mass to pin the third bandit to the rail, earning a punch to the jaw for all my troubles. Jochi’s spear plunges through the flailing bandit’s neck and I turn just in time to watch Argat send another corpse arcing through the air to land at Jianghong’s feet.
 
  
 
 Snarling as he moves back, Jianghong turns his attention to us, his dark, piercing eyes promising all manner of wrath and vengeance, but Tursinai is ready and waiting. Using his momentary distraction, she launches her sickle straight out towards Jianghong’s face, knocking him back with the powerful thrust. At the same time, her chain circles around in a wide curve on a collision course with the back of Tenjin’s head. My stomach clenches in fear at her apparent mistake, but at the last second, Tenjin ducks under the weighted chain which hammers home into Kaliyan’s face. Her head snaps back with a thunderous crack, sending a spray of blood up into the air. Leaving nothing to chance, Tenjin’s short swords pierce through her armour and sink deep into her chest. With a short, shuddering gasp, the infamous seductress falls limply against Tenjin, her formerly beautiful face a pulpy mess of blood and bone.
 
  
 
 As if her death were some prearranged signal, my Sentinels roar and charge as one, shaking the Defiled from their stupor and into a mass rout. Like a mad dog fighting for scraps, I dive in head first, cutting down bandits as they turn to flee, my heart racing at the prospect of victory. In a whiteout of rage and fury, I raise my sword and shield again and again, slaughtering my enemies as they flee before me. Showing no mercy, I sound the charge across the bridge, leading soldiers and Sentinels alike to strike at the chaotic Defiled lines, showing them what it means to stand against the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 I am Falling Rain, Warrant Officer of the Empire, Sentinel of the People.
 
  
 
 This is my country, and though I’d rather be home safe and sound, I will fight to defend it, and others will follow.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 As a child, Jorani often shirked his chores and one of his favourite things to do was sneak off to the park. Once there, he would climb the wall and hide in the shadows, watching whatever play or opera being performed that day. His favourite story had one battle scene, made out like some honourable ceremony with lines drawn, speeches given, and challenges offered. Then everyone paired up to trade blows, taking turns swinging one after another. When someone ‘killed’ their opponent, the victor stood and waited for a free partner, showcasing their courtly manners. One by one, the bit characters fell until at the very end, only the main character and villain remained standing, followed by more banter before the final showdown.
 
  
 
 Only now did he realize it was all a load of horse shit.
 
  
 
 Trapped inside his helm, he peered out from minuscule eye slits, trying to make order of the chaos he’d gotten himself into. The clamour of weapons clashing and warriors dying filled his ears as the current of flesh carried him through the crowd, caught in a riptide of sweating bodies and writhing limbs. His towering foes blotted out the sun as he fought to keep his head up, gasping for air as if drowning on dry land, his heart pounding like a thousand tiny drummers beat upon it with iron rods. The sour stench of sweat mingled with the foul aroma of blood and shit as he screamed in a mixture of rage, fear, and frustration, a crazed gibbering echoing inside his helm and skull.
 
  
 
 Frantically squirming and shoving in search of sweet safety, Jorani stumbled into the open and gasped, steadying himself in time to catch glimpse the saber flying towards his face. The world went silent and white upon impact, and a for a moment, he drifted in a sea of calm and tranquility. Swaddled by wisps of cloud and carried on silken winds, he soared high into the sky, weightless and free. Then his world came crashing down, his stomach lurching as he landed on his feet, head spinning and a high-pitched ringing in his ears.
 
  
 
 A second strike knocked him away, his torso bouncing off a solid mass of flesh before being pushed back into the fray. More out of desperation than anything, he lashed out with a punch, his new chain wrapped neatly around his fist and connecting squarely with what felt like a brick wall. Jamming his wrist, he yelped in pain and fell back, only to be shoved into battle once more. This time, he went with the push and tackled his opponent’s knees, bringing him to the ground. Wrangling his opponent’s arms away, Jorani’s metal-encased fingers closed around the Defiled’s throat, the sharp tips digging deep into tender flesh. His opponent broke the embrace with a powerful kick, and Jorani came away clutching two fistfuls of flesh and skin. His opponent gasped, eyes wide with desperation as he struggled for breath which would never come.
 
  
 
 Trembling from head to toe, Jorani scampered about in search of safety, avoiding friend and foe alike. He was a thief and scavenger, not a fucking soldier. In the Freebooters, he’d been nothing more than a lookout. He knew nothing of fighting or leading nor was he good enough to fake it. Though Ravil and Bulat worked to keep the deception alive, every bandit in the Mother’s Militia knew there was something wrong with the way things were, only their oath of service keeping them in check. They all played along with the charade but somewhere along the line, they’d lost all respect for him. ‘Hangman Jorani’ was all a crock, a flimflam, a dupe, and they all knew it.
 
  
 
 Damn Rain for making him do this and damn the old man for forcing him to keep it up. Giving him these cursed gifts and sending him here to be a hero, as if a Runic Armour and Spiritual weapon were enough to buy forgiveness and make up for a lifetime of disappointment. Accepting the gifts had been a mistake, especially considering they were more trouble than it was worth, attracting all the wrong sort of attention as the Defiled swarmed his position, believing him an expert warrior that needed killing. No matter how one dressed him up in fancy Runic Armours or armed him with a beautiful Spiritual weapon, Jorani was little more than a common thief.
 
  
 
 How the fuck were you supposed to use a chain anyways? You can’t swing it around at random, doing that was a good way to brain your allies or yourself. Apparently, he was supposed to Guide, Reinforce, Amplify, and fucking Lighten the damned thing all at once, but he couldn’t do any of those things individually, much less all together. Why couldn’t it have been a nice spear, sword, axe, or anything but a fucking metal rope? At least the armour was self-sufficient, drawing on his Chi whenever he took a hit, but the weapon was a mystery. He hadn’t even bound the damned thing yet, and he was terrified someone would take notice and rob him. Jorani was determined to divest himself of these items at the earliest opportunity, freeing himself from their curse.
 
  
 
 Though it’d probably be best to wait until after the battle for Sanshu was won.
 
  
 
 The battle for the bridge continued as Jorani struggled to stay alive, his mind firmly on the moment and nothing else. Attack after attack ricocheted off his armour, bruising his tender flesh and chipping away at his paltry Chi reserves. Once he was drained dry, the armour was nothing more than high-grade steel, offering little protection against the Enemy’s razor-sharp weapons. With the chain wrapped around his arms, he used it as an impromptu shield whenever he could, relying on the Spiritual Weapon’s sheer durability to stay alive. The Militiamen around him were not so blessed with weapons or armour and died in droves against the Defiled offensive. Though the Militia counted no small number of elites among them and had the support of the Azure Ascendants and Crossbone Corsairs, his rank and file comprised mainly of impoverished bandits and shabby thieves much like he’d been only a few weeks earlier, no match for elite Defiled warriors.
 
  
 
 A furious roar shook him to the bone and he swivelled to find a Defiled Champion bearing down upon him. A gargantuan warrior wielding an equally immense axe, his bloodshot eyes gleamed with crazed hunger as his weapon cleaved through the air. Raising his arms to shield himself in a futile gesture of resistance, Jorani cringed and waited for death to come. Even if the axe didn’t cut him, the sheer power behind the blow was enough to pulp his innards.
 
  
 
 Howling in bestial fury, Ral lunged and intercepted the Champion’s strike with ease, towering above the intimidating Defiled. “You don’t hurt Jor!” Snarling, Ral’s meaty hand shoved the Defiled back, sending him stumbling away. Wielding his staff in both hands like an oversized club, Ral bashed the Defiled over the head. With a sickening squelch, his opponent’s neck retreated into his torso, forced in through sheer power. Though the armour remained undamaged, the body beneath it was no match for Ral’s immense strength.
 
  
 
 While Chey cleaned up the Champion’s retinue in a far more elegant manner, Ral flipped his visor up to reveal a goofy smile. “Sorry Jor, got distracted and couldn’t find you, but I done good, right? We gonna go to the market soon?”
 
  
 
 Still recovering from his near death experience, it took Jorani several seconds to answer. “Yea Ral, ye done good. Lets finish this up.” Directing his friend to sweep away the Enemy, Jorani felt proud of Ral’s newfound prowess. Dog’s and their sticks, it wasn’t fair. While Chey had always been one hell of a fighter, her skills improved dramatically after binding her weapon, the task accomplished in a single day. Ral took three days longer and his skills didn’t improve at all, but his strength was many times higher than before. Reinforcement probably, but Ral didn’t know enough words to properly explain it.
 
  
 
 There was a joke here about dumb dogs and big sticks, but Jorani was too terrified to think.
 
  
 
 With Chey and Ral at his sides, Jorani felt much better about his chances for survival, even recovering enough to shout some words of encouragement. “Fight on my Militiamen, victory is in our grasp.” Damned if he knew who was winning, but telling lies was Jorani’s greatest strength. “Suffer not the Defiled presence here in beautiful Sanshu! Send em back into the Father’s Maw from whence they came!”
 
  
 
 The bitter fighting continued for a few minutes more until, without warning, the Defiled broke and fled, retreating over the bridge and into the South-West district. The Corsairs gave chase but Jorani called for the Miliamen to hold and Lei Gong echoed the order, his Ascendants gathering outside of a mostly intact building. Pulling off the stifling helmet, Jorani made his way over, carefully stepping around the corpses as his Militiamen cleaned up. The sight of so many dead made him sick to the stomach, and after a dozen paces he couldn’t hold it anymore, doubling over to empty the contents of his stomach.
 
  
 
 “Pitiful.” Daxian The Virtuous sneered at Jorani’s display of weakness. “So much wasted on a pitiful excuse for a man like you.”
 
  
 
 Spitting to clear the taste from his mouth, Jorani rolled his eyes, too numb to care about the stuffy warrior’s jab. “Waste or not, it ain’t fer you to decide, now is it? Ye want this armour? Then come take em.” He regretted taunting the powerful warrior in front of everyone, but Jorani finally had a backer and it would be a shame not to use it to his advantage. Confident Daxian wouldn’t act out against him, he sniffed dismissively and said, “If ye lack the courage, then quit yer bellyaching. There’s work to be done.” Ignoring Daxian’s glare, he nodded at the smiling Lei Gong, seemingly amused by their little exchange. “So? What now?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, the eccentric old warrior turned the question over to guard captain Sovanna, a woman more than twice Jorani’s size, but that didn’t keep him from imagining what she looked like underneath the armour. Frowning, she coughed and answered, “Keep yer britches on, I’ve sent word to the Magistrate. Until then, I suppose we hold the plaza.”
 
  
 
 “Well, let me know when ye make up yer minds. I’ll be here.” Shuffling to the side, Jorani leaned against the wall and closed his eyes, still shivering and shocked he survived the battle.
 
  
 
 Lei Gong’s voice sounded in his head. “Ain’t no time to rest, lad. I know this be yer first battle and ye done good, but there’s still work to be done. Don't yet worry too much, we'll make a warrior of ye soon enough. Try to not push Daxian too far, a man can only take so much.” A list of commands followed and Jorani inwardly groaned, taking a second to collect himself before turning back to his Militia, barking orders and keeping up appearances. What he wouldn’t give to go back to being a simple thief. He might have been a nobody, but at least he’d been free to do as he pleased. Now, he was trapped in the role of Hangman Jorani, Leader of the Mother’s Militia. If the world ever discovered the truth, the bounty on his head would be collected in a heartbeat. He’d already mounted the tiger, so all he could do was cling for dear life and pray he learned to ride before everything went to shit.
 
  
 
 A pox on Falling Rain and a pox on the Azure Ascendant. Bastards, the both of em.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Stretching to relieve his tired arms and aching back, Bulat shook his head and focused. This was pitiful, he was probably one of the most well-rested Sentinels here. Sure, sifting through corpses in search of survivors wasn’t easy or pleasant work, but things could be worse. He could be like that ruddy bastard Cham there, doing the same back-breaking work after days of constant riding and fighting. Steeling himself, Bulat set to his work with renewed vigour, determined to earn his keep.
 
  
 
 The little hero Rain had it hard these past weeks, while Bulat ate well and counted coins in relative safety. If Bulat were a better warrior, then the little hero wouldn’t have been forced to send his elite Sentinels to help babysit Jorani and his cutthroats. Lovely Dei An deserved a better man than Bulat, so a better man he must become. Though they’d only shared a single meal together, he'd been smitten with a single glance. She’d made no promises to wait and might even already be courting another man, but it didn’t matter. So long as she was unwed, he’d go to any lengths to win her heart.
 
  
 
 Noticing movement, he readied his hatchet and dragged a corpse aside, uncovering a Defiled warrior with a gaping chest wound. The bastard jabbered of murder and bloodshed but Bulat paid it no mind, his hatchet striking the bastard in the face and ending his life. This was all he was good for, firing arrows and putting the wounded out of their misery, but it wouldn’t always be like this. Bulat had aspirations of greatness, working harder than he’d ever worked before, pushing himself to the limits in his training while babysitting Jorani.
 
  
 
 A strangled cry sounded beside him. Turning in place, he saw Cham keel over as a wounded Defiled warrior stood over him. Leaping into action, Bulat lashed out with his hatchet, but the Defiled warrior’s saber sliced the weapon's haft in two, almost taking Bulat’s head with it. Ignoring the setback, he stepped in close to the Defiled warrior’s chest and grappled with the bulky bastard. Back and forth they went, each one struggling to gain the upper hand in a struggle of pure muscle. Pouring all his Chi into Reinforcement, Bulat reversed his momentum and pulled, lifting the Defiled warrior from his feet before throwing him to the ground with a howl of victory.
 
  
 
 A little premature it would seem as the Defiled warrior jumped to his feet, his face twisted in anger before exploding in a mess of flesh and bone fragments. The boss’s sword emerged from where the Defiled's nose used to be, and Bulat grimaced as he wiped his face, cursing his own inadequacies. All those weeks of hard work and practice and he couldn’t even handle a rank-and-file Defiled, needing to be rescued by the little hero himself.
 
  
 
 Looking frail and exhausted, Rain collected his sword before checking on Cham. Clutching a gaping stomach wound, he was pale as a sheet as Rain unsuccessfully attempted to stem the bleeding. “We need a Healer here! Cham, listen, you need to stop the bleeding.”
 
  
 
 Feebling shaking his head, Cham whispered, “Can’t. Hurts too much.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, you can. Focus. The healer’s on his way, but you need to buy a little time. Concentrate, you can do this.”
 
  
 
 Cham shuddered as the tension left his body, staring up at the bright blue sky. Bulat swallowed hard, knowing the ruddy bastard was done for. “Boss, maybe you should step away and let Old Bulat handle this.”
 
  
 
 “Shut up and gimme your water-skin.” Upending the container, Rain poured water over Cham’s wound while channelling his Chi, creating a powerful torrent of energy around him. “Come on,” he muttered beneath his breath. “Work damn you. Save him.”
 
  
 
 Bulat’s face twitched in sympathy as he watched the little hero fight to save Cham. Kneeling down, Bulat took his old friend’s hand and waited, hoping against all hope for Rain to defy all odds once more. After several seconds, the flow of water ended but still the little hero was unwilling to give up, continuing to channel his Chi, but to no avail. It was an exercise in futility. Talented though he might be, Falling Rain still needed a few years yet to master Healing.
 
  
 
 Coughing, Cham shuddered and griped Bulat’s hand tightly, pulling himself up closer. “I’m scared,” he confessed, shivering violently as his body struggled to stay warm. “What if the Mother don’t want me?”
 
  
 
 Bulat had no answer for him, gaping like a fish on land. With a long sigh, the little hero closed his eyes and breathed deeply, his torrent of Chi fading as he trembled with rage and impotence. Swallowing his bitter disappointment, he looked Cham in the eyes and said, “Don’t you worry about a thing. Close your eyes like you’re going to sleep, and when you open them again, you’ll be in Her warm embrace, safe and sound. If she won't accept you, then you wait for me. I'll march right into the Father's Maw and pull you out myself.”
 
  
 
 Cham smiled and nodded, squeezing Bulat’s hand once more before closing his eyes. The blood flowing from his belly had already slowed to crawl, and after a few minutes, his body shook one last time before stilling in the finality of death. Loosening his hand, Bulat laid Cham’s arms across his body, taking solace in the peaceful manner of his death.
 
  
 
 His voice cracking with grief, the little hero asked, “Why didn’t a healer come?”
 
  
 
 The gathered gawkers glanced at one another until Senior Captain XinYue answered. “They’re all under guard and out of the way, on account of the risk of Wraiths. I doubt the message has even reached them yet.”
 
  
 
 Deflating, Rain shook his head, silently recriminating himself. “I’m getting sick of losing Sentinels.” Glaring at Bulat and the other Sentinels, he added, “So work harder at staying alive. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Boss.”
 
  
 
 With the little hero’s help, Bulat carried Cham’s body across the bridge and placed it with the other fallen Sentinels. Rain was a good kid, but too kind, taking the loss of his soldiers hard. He’d need to thicken his skin if he wanted to be a leader of soldiers, but Bulat almost didn't want to see it happen. It was refreshing to fight for a man who cared about his soldiers. Speaking to fill the silence, Bulat said, “Wasn’t yer fault ye know. I’m to blame, I should’ve been watching his back.”
 
  
 
 “No. The Defiled are to blame.” Placing a hand on Bulat’s shoulder, Rain continued, “I saw you lose your weapon back there. You put up a good fight regardless, but I’ve been meaning to ask. Why didn’t you take one of the Spiritual Weapons stolen from the Council? I know I told you to make Jorani look like the boss, but giving him a Spiritual...” Rain trailed off as he studied Bulat’s face. “What?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Bulat shook his head. “We didn’t steal the weapons or armour from the Council, but I can’t say any more. I took an oath. I can say that ye should probably avoid upsetting Jorani too much, fer... health reasons.”
 
  
 
 Rain blinked in confusion as he struggled to piece things together, his eyes lighting up in understanding. “So... if you didn’t steal them, then someone gave them to Jorani. Lei Gong would be my guess, or maybe whoever his boss is? But why? Who’s the leader of the Azure Ascendants?” Massaging his temples, Rain sighed. “I need to talk to Gerel or Yuzhen. This is way above my pay grade.”
 
  
 
 Ah, if only the little hero knew how true his words were.
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      Chapter 218 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 In all his years of military leadership, Chu Tongzu never wholly understood the allure of cavalry. So much time and effort went into training both rider and animal only to be left with a unit heavily dependent on favourable terrain. Too muddy, too steep, too dense, or a thousand other problems, and your expensive troop was of no use. In his opinion, the best use of horses were to reposition his infantry or carry his supplies.
 
  
 
 For example, while heavy cavalrymen were simple enough to train, equipping even a few hundred soldiers required no small investment. At the barest minimum, each soldier required a trained mount, heavy armour, a sturdy polearm, and a servant to care for both rider and animal. While few things could match the sheer impact and devastation caused by charging cavalry, Mother forbid your opponents have time to prepare long, sharp sticks. The bane of mounted soldiers everywhere, no creature alive would willingly skewer themselves, which meant coordinated, disciplined infantry armed with spear or pike could deter any cavalry assault. Without the momentum of the charge, your expensive soldiers were left with little to do but twiddle their thumbs until opportunity presented itself.
 
  
 
 On the other end of the spectrum, bow-wielding light cavalry required a literal lifetime of training, starting from a young age to develop the body required to draw a bow with only upper body strength, while simultaneously controlling your mount without hands. While not an impossible task, any self-respecting warrior with the dedication required to become an expert archer wouldn’t bother. Only the dregs of the army were content to remain archers their entire career. With no glory or fame to be won, even standard infantry were paid better, to say nothing of the elites.
 
  
 
 Further limiting the uses of cavalry, experience taught him that cavalry shock tactics were largely ineffective against the Defiled. Perhaps if matched against rebels they would be of more use, but the fanatic Defiled fought to the death for the sheer joy of it. With the amount of carnage required to inspire fear and panic, battles were all but over before the Defiled would break. These Butchers were far less enthusiastic, a small blessing, but Sanshu was not built with mounted combat in mind.
 
  
 
 Then there was the considerable cost of upkeep. Regular horses were fine with hay and grass, but a Chi enhanced warhorse required enormous amounts of fine grains, oats, and corn to stay strong. He shuddered to think how much it would cost to feed a more exotic mount like the lions of the Royal Guardians and the rams of the Penitent Brotherhood, or the armoured rhinos and gargantuan elephants from the south. Given a choice, Tongzu would always choose cheap, versatile infantry over expensive unreliable cavalry.
 
  
 
 Unless those cavalry were roosequin mounted Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Led by Gerel, the elite Bekhai cavalry moved to strike the left flank. Under his directions, Tongzu’s soldiers backed away and reformed their lines, giving the Bekhai, numbering only in the dozens, plenty of room to charge. And charge they did, shouting with unbridled fervour as half the Bekhai riders crashed head on with the veritable wall of Defiled infantry. Despite their ferocity, the Butchers held the line as the roosequins were lacking in pure mass and momentum. Expecting everything to go to shit, Tongzu readied to send his reserves to rescue Gerel only to discover his help wasn’t necessary.
 
  
 
 Even after seeing the massacre wrought by Falling Rain and his roosequin, Tongzu had trouble believing the playful, overgrown, bipedal otters capable of such carnage. No longer though, as he watched the chittering creatures set upon the Butcher’s like a pack of wolves. Working in flawless coordination within the limited space, the first wave of Bekhai effortlessly disengaged from the Defiled and circled left, clearing a space for the second wave of roosequins to charge in. Again and again the Bekhai cycled their charges in an indiscriminate slaughter which left the Butchers no time to breathe, much less rally a competent defence.
 
  
 
 Wholeheartedly atoning for thinking the Bekhai a disappointment, Tongzu’s heart soared with joy. Expert warriors the match of any elite squadron riding creatures capable of chewing through armour and flesh, truly a sight to behold. Before the servants finished boiling his tea, the Butcher’s left flank crumbled beneath their fearsome onslaught. Without missing a beat, Gerel led them to strike the remaining Butchers from the side, the Bekhai playing hammer to Tongzu’s anvil. An unfamiliar role for the Unstoppable Golden Vanguard, but Tongzu welcomed the change, ecstatic to see Defiled falling beneath blade and fang. Sending orders to his officers to better coordinate the two forces, his instructions were largely unneeded as the Bekhai made similar short work of the Butcher’s core warriors and sent them all fleeing in a full-blown rout. Hundreds, if not thousands of Defiled were cut down as they scrambled to escape, leaving the plaza firmly in the hands of Sanshu’s defenders.
 
  
 
 All in the time it took to boil a pot of tea.
 
  
 
 Shocked and delighted by the turn of events, Tongzu closed his gaping jaw and turned to Gerel’s mysterious ‘Mentor’. “A superb display from a warrior without peer, Sanshu owes Senior Captain Gerel and the Bekhai a debt of gratitude.” A little flattery never hurt.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Expert huffed before leisurely sipping the tea, bringing the cup beneath her veil instead of removing it. “What good is gratitude? Will it shelter you from cold or fill an empty belly? Words are merely empty air, but actions speak true.”
 
  
 
 “Of course, of course, most profound. I, Chu Tongzu, am a man of action. Should he desire it, the post of Guard Captain of Sanshu is his.” Blessed Mother, please make it so. “Failing that, I will ensure his rank is raised to the appropriate levels. A Lieutenant Colonel...” The Expert’s eyebrow twitched ever so slightly and he corrected himself immediately. “Nay, a Colonel at the least, if not Brigadier. Even if I need call in every favour I’m owed, I will see that he receives the recognition he deserves. His name will echo across the Empire as a rising dragon of the Bekhai.” Damn Shing Du Yi for stealing a march and betrothing his adopted daughter to Gerel. If only Tongzu had a daughter or niece of an appropriate age.
 
  
 
 The Expert seemed unmoved, shrugging as she nibbled on a rice cracker. Apparently not one for conversation, Tongzu didn’t press the issue for fear of vexing her, merely keeping her company while silently coordinating Sanshu’s defence. Bekhai scouts ventured into the South-West district to keep an eye on the Butchers while his guards built ramshackle barricades at the plaza’s entrances. Servants and volunteers arrived in droves to help remove corpses, setting guards and soldiers aside for burial and stripping Defiled before throwing them to the fish. Reports flooded in through Sendings and missives, his aides frantically chronicling each errant word and detail for posterity’s sake. A valiant defence against Defiled traitors and bandits, full of valiant heroics and compelling intrigue, the historians would have a field day with this, not to mention the playwrights.
 
  
 
 The city was not yet won, and though he appeared calm and relaxed as he sipped his tea, Tongzu never let his guard down, poring over every nugget of information presented to him. Emissary of Flame defeated by Sumila, daughter of Akanai. Demon grievously injured by unnamed slave and Sumila. Two more crouching tigers of the Bekhai, Tongzu couldn’t even find it in himself to be surprised. Three bandit captains killed at the northern bridge, taken down by Lei Gong, Jariad, and an unnamed armoured Militiaman respectively. Guard Captain Sovanna awaiting orders. Ravager Kaliyan defeated by unnamed Bekhai. Traitor Mao spotted with Kaliyan, defeated but escaped unharmed. Three bridges secured, all forces to dig in and await reinforcements. The Crossbone Corsairs are venturing deep into the South-West district, Bastard Liu yet to be sighted. Send word to request they fall back and coordinate with defences. Defiled forces gathering around the Crystal Jade Cauldron restaurant, where Gerel suffered defeat at Yo Ling’s hands. Their base of operations perhaps? Thousands of mercenaries moving in force from the Northern District towards Central.
 
  
 
 Sputtering as he choked on his tea, Tongzu Sent for clarification on the last report. Mercenaries moving inside his city? Under whose control? Likely the Golden Highlands Coalition given the location, but why? Last he’d checked, the Council was embroiled in vicious infighting, though their conflict had yet to spill into open battle. If Chief Councilman Xiaobo was deploying his troops then surely the other forces would follow? He shuddered to think of the damage they would cause. To defeat the Defiled only to lose his city to warring merchants, what had he done to offend the Mother?
 
  
 
 After what seemed like an eternity of spine-tingling suspense, Tongzu finally let out a breath of relief. There were no signs of Eastern Prosperity or Western Treasures taking action, in fact, quite the opposite. Several councilmen from both factions were found dead in the streets, including Chief Councilman Chun Lei of the Western Treasures Union. Chief Councilman Chao Yong was nowhere to be found, though his barges were still anchored outside the Eastern River gate, which meant the Eastern Prosperity Alliance had no clear leader. No wonder Xiaobo acted so openly, his opponents were all dead or missing. These mercenaries were a show of force for Tongzu, an overt reminder of who held the reins.
 
  
 
 A half hour later, Tongzu finally spied the procession approaching, banging their drums and clashing their cymbals in an upbeat rhythm. Waving their flags sporting the Golden Highland’s emblem, they paraded through the streets to ensure everyone knew who ‘saved’ Sanshu, swooping in after the lion's share of work was done. A massive palanquin carried by two dozen slaves emerged from the street, followed by thousands of mercenaries marching in step. The sunlight glinted off their gold and green armour, a blatant copy of the City Guard’s gold and red. Vultures and scavengers the lot of them, where were these ‘warriors’ when Sanshu was poised to fall? How many lives were lost while these mercenaries guarded coin and cargo?
 
  
 
 For now, all Tongzu could do was swallow his rage. Even if he included Major Yuzhen’s reinforcements among his numbers, retaking the city would be a long, arduous process. He needed all the manpower he could get, and these mercenaries counted no small number of experts among them, spotting many Spiritual Weapons on open display. In the meantime, Xiaobo would use Tongzu’s distraction to quietly consolidate his spoils and root out any remaining resistance. After the dust settled, it was likely Sanshu would no longer have a Council, with everything falling neatly into Xiaobo’s grubby hands.
 
  
 
 Coming to a stop before Tongzu, the slaves gently set the palanquin down. Emerging from behind silk drapes, Xiaobo stepped out with his balding head held high, basking in the cheers of his hired warriors. An ugly toad of a man, Xiaobo was famous for his disgusting habits and practices, a man who’d indulged in every degenerate vice and carnal debauchery at least once. Flicking his silk sleeves, the arrogant toad approached with a smile. “Magistrate Chu Tongzu,” he said with the barest inkling of a nod, not even bothering to clasp his hands. “The Golden Highlands Coalition offers its humble aid in this time of trouble. These ten thousand mercenaries are at your disposal, and more will arrive as my people sort out my new holdings.”
 
  
 
 Inwardly seething, Tongzu stepped forward to greet the mercenaries with a rote speech about patriotism and victory. Meanwhile, word would spread through home and hearth of the Golden Highland Coalitions coming to save the day, carried on the winds of rumour and helped along by Xiaobo’s flunkies. The worst part this was that most citizens would eat up all the crafted lies, because it would be the first news to reach them regarding the battle for Sanshu. Victory was within Sanshu’s grasp, but the version of events the citizens heard would be far from the truth. All the hard work and heroism of the past few days would go largely overlooked, and once Xiaobo finished swallowing his prize Tongzu would be left with little recourse to oppose him. In a few hours, the arrogant toad would have sole possession of over 50% of the Northern Province’s industry, becoming one of the wealthiest individuals in the Empire overnight. Add to this his formidable force of mercenaries and the loyalty of young talents like Dastan Zhandos, Xiaobo was now a powerhouse to be feared and respected.
 
  
 
 It would appear that war is good for business after all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 From the balcony of the restaurant, Yo Ling watched his Butchers filter into the market square, a mangy, defeated lot. How disappointing to see the army he’d raised over fifteen years in such a state, defeated by rabble and riffraff. Not even three days had passed since he’d dined with all his captains in this same room, and now not a single one still drew breath. Killed by nameless warriors and unbearded youths, this was to be the core of his all-conquering army?
 
  
 
 Grinding his teeth, he turned away from the sight and poured himself a cup of wine. Downing the glass in a single gulp, he threw away all propriety and drank straight from the jug, the drink spilling onto his fine robes. Worthless degenerates one and all. The plan was never to take Sanshu with merely fifteen thousand Butchers, they were little more than a distraction, but to see them beaten like dogs was a humiliation like no other. Things would not have gone so poorly if he still had proper soldiers to command, soldiers like Yue Jin, Zhang Bo, Gao Qiu...
 
  
 
 The empty jug shattered against the floorboards, thrown in a fit of rage. Moving on to smash the table and chairs, Yo Ling vented his frustrations through reckless destruction. Why did his oldest comrade forsake him? It was beyond comprehension. The Red Devil was his finest soldier and closest companion, with many a drink and laugh shared between them. For years, Yo Ling groomed him to become a weapon, a slaughterer, a Demon cloaked in human flesh, but after all his meticulous work was for naught. Gao Qiu chose to die rather than accept the truth, starting a fight he knew he couldn’t win. Damn him for a fool.
 
  
 
 “I see you’re enjoying yourself.” Mao Jianghong slipped into the room unannounced, with a pointed glance at the damaged furniture. “I like what you’ve done with the decor.”
 
  
 
 Snarling in wordless rage, Yo Ling stepped across the room and grabbed the traitorous dog by the throat, slamming him against the wall. Caught off guard by the attack, Jianghong moved to draw his saber only to stop as his bones creaked beneath Yo Ling’s steely grip. Trembling with indignant fury, Yo Ling imagined crippling Jianghong and skinning him alive, roasting him over a bed of coals and eating him piece by piece. Why not? This traitor’s job was finished, there was no need for him anymore.
 
  
 
 Composing himself, Yo Ling closed his eyes and listened to Jianghong gurgle for breath, his useless struggling growing feeble as he drew closer to death. Releasing the traitor, Yo Ling flicked his sleeves and turned away, still struggling for control. “Did my guards not tell you,” he said, through gritted teeth, “I asked not to be disturbed?”
 
  
 
 Coughing and gasping, Jianghong took almost half a minute to respond. “They did, but I felt the intrusion necessary.” He hid his anger well, his voice raspy but calm. “I’ll not make the same mistake again.”
 
  
 
 No, the next time Jianghong intruded on Yo Ling, it would be to kill him. No matter, even a warrior like Jianghong was no match, but Yo Ling needed the traitor Guard Captain for a few days yet. “So? What is so important that you saw fit to bother me?”
 
  
 
 With a few more coughs, Jianghong answered, “We’ve been beaten back at all three bridges. We’re stuck here in the South-West district, trapped like rats. The Bekhai, the Crossbone Corsairs, the Azure Ascendants, even the Golden Highlands Coalition has joined the defence.”
 
  
 
 Gesturing for Jianghong to hurry things along, Yo Ling said, “Yes, all this is known. Your point?”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide with shock, Jianghong froze for a moment before continuing. “Are you mad? We’ve lost! Your ‘Venerated Ones’ cannot win us the day and your ‘Transcendents’ are no better than fodder before so many experts. Within the hour, Major Yuzhen will arrive to cut off our only retreat, yet here you are throwing tantrums and breaking furniture!”
 
  
 
 Barely keeping his rage in check, Yo Ling took a deep breath and counted backwards from ten. Twice. Finally trusting himself to speak, he turned to Jianghong and shrugged. “You wish to flee? Then go. The gates are wide open, I’ll not stop you or your guards from leaving. Take horses, supplies, whatever you need, and run as far as you can.” Stepping forward, he smiled as the traitorous dog instinctively stepped away, keeping hands well away from his weapons. Good, Jianghong knew his place now and wouldn’t dare openly show signs of defiance. “But know this,” Yo Ling said with a dark smile. “Once I’ve finished with Sanshu, I’ll have no choice but to hunt you down and make an example of you. Politics you know, can’t have my Butchers thinking I’ve gone soft now, can I?”
 
  
 
 Returning to the balcony, Yo Ling reached out with his mind and reported to the Venerated Ones. They were less than pleased with the delay, but they were well versed with patience. Looking over his Butchers, he haphazardly chose new captains to lead his men, picking out the few faces he still recognized. It didn’t matter, everything was coming to an end, his long years of planning finally coming to fruition. As soon as his people were in place, Sanshu would fall and his true work would begin. With the city’s wealth and industry to supply him, he would raise an army like no other and march across the Empire, conquering all within his path. Feeling calmer now, he turned to find Jianghong still waiting in place. Smiling, Yo Ling asked, “You stayed? How surprising.” Not really.
 
  
 
 “Yes.” A pause. “I’m no fool, you’ve been hiding something this entire time.” Jianghong watched expectantly, hoping for an explanation. With none forthcoming, he sighed. “Better to see this through to the end than spend the rest of my life in hiding.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Yo Ling patted the traitor on the shoulder. “You think us defeated, but far from it. We are on the cusp of victory my friend. Go find the boy, he and his wife should be all patched up by now, but hurry. None of you will want to miss this.” Whistling a merry tune, he marched down the stairs slowly, pausing every now and then to appreciate the paintings on the walls. So what if he had no friends and incompetent underlings? Regardless, in a few hours, he would be the new Magistrate of Sanshu, the first step on his road to becoming Emperor.
 
  
 
 A shame about Gen losing to some no name wench. The boy was something of a disgrace, but he was new to his powers. At least there were plenty of other options for a successor. The Devourer here in the city was one, defeating Black Heart Nazier in single combat, a most impressive display of skill. Then there was the brat raised by his compatriots in the city, also nearby, but the Spirits were less enamoured of that one.
 
  
 
 No matter. One thing at a time.
 
  
 
 Today Sanshu, tomorrow, the world.
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 Red is an interesting colour. First on the rainbow, it suffers from something of an identity crisis, symbolizing passion, infatuation, love, and celebration, while also representing aggression, anger, pain, and frustration. Some would say it’s a strong, masculine colour denoting power and authority, while others might claim red is exceedingly feminine, alluding to seduction and arousal. Neither side is wrong exactly, which is strangest of all. Safe to say, no other colour holds the same significance for humans, and there’s a simple reason why.
 
  
 
 Red is the colour of blood.
 
  
 
 This singular fact pervades my mind as I wash Cham’s blood from my hands, periodically glancing around the plaza. A scenic view of hell on earth, with corpses laid out as far as the eye can see, waiting to be sorted and arranged with little ceremony or solemnity. The entire area is dyed in various shades of crimson as the blood of thousands pools and dries on the tiled stone floors. It doesn’t seem right, men and women who gave their lives defending Sanshu, only to be dragged by their wrists or ankles and thrown into a pile of their comrades. The Defiled aren’t even given that much respect, their bodies stripped naked and thrown into the canal, the flowing waters frothing pink as hordes of toothy fish devour flesh and bone.
 
  
 
 So much for going back in for another swim.
 
  
 
 Closing my eyes to the abhorrent scene before me, I reach for Balance to top off my reserves and heal my injuries. Stepping into my mental plane to check on Baledagh, my new liquid celestial friend greets me cordially, basking in my Chi and sweeping me off my feet to show me the new changes. No longer a void of dark nothingness, the Heavenly Waters have transformed my mental plane into a luminous, clear blue ocean. Strange how floating in darkness can be so disconcerting but doing the same in faux water is pleasant and comfortable. I mean, either way, we’re still inside my mind, so the warm currents and bubbling sensations are all imagined, but when I close my eyes, the darkness is no longer uncomfortable and suffocating, but rather more soothing and relaxing, my body and mind both weightless and free, drifting in a sea of calm.
 
  
 
 I like this. Without the stench of death turning my stomach and the carnage occupying my thoughts, I’m free to grieve for my lost Sentinels, beset on both sides by my old friends crippling doubt and crushing despair. Cham was a drunk and a ruffian, but he was a cheery sort, always with a smile on his face. He had a soft spot for orphans, spending many a free hour making kites, leather balls and other toys, but he always donated them anonymously, though that doesn’t work in a ninja village. Everything I know about him can be summed up in two sentences. This was a man who followed me into battle, who lost his life because of my orders, and I can’t even properly memorialize him. There’s been too many deaths in the past few days, Cham’s only the latest in a long litany of casualties.
 
  
 
 The survivor’s guilt is real. I escaped unscathed from so many close brushes with death, yet Cham dies to an ambush from a Defiled hiding in a pile of corpses. It’s not fair, and I feel even worse because I could have saved him if I knew how to control the Heavenly Waters. They have healing properties, I’m sure of it. I mean, it’s water, that’s what it does, magically, right? Besides, how else do I explain surviving ten days submerged in the lake?
 
  
 
 My celestial guest doesn’t bother weighing in on my thoughts, showing no signs of having heard or understood me. Its presence is alien, yet comforting, almost consoling me as I wallow in guilt and recrimination. It’s difficult to get a full-on self-pity party started under these conditions, the ambience washing over my mind and helping me unwind. The thoughts are still there, but the pain is muted and distant, not enough to power through, but enough to continue functioning at an acceptable level of self-loathing. All I can do is apologize to Cham, say a prayer for him, and keep him in my thoughts. What more is there? This is war. People die.
 
  
 
 I’ll never understand why people glorify war. I mean, yea, I get a little caught up in the adrenaline rush sometimes, but the aftermath is unspeakably abhorrent. All these people dead and for what? Nothing as far as I can tell. I don’t get what Yo Ling stands to gain from this. He’s been around for decades, raiding and pillaging as he pleases, so perhaps this is the next logical step, trying to become the real boss of the region, a king of sorts. Problem is, Yo Ling can’t be stupid, he has to know he doesn’t have enough manpower to take Sanshu, much less hold it. The Empire will send an army eventually, so what’s his long game? If death and slaughter is all he cares about, then there’s no point trying to understand him, but if so, why is he here? If all he want to do is murder-hobo it up, why march his army into the city and risk getting trapped in? Why not run around the province and kill helpless civilians? A desire for challenge or glory? I guess I could chalk it all up to Defiled shenanigans and insanity, but somehow, I feel like we’re all ignoring some basic questions, Jorani’s mysterious benefactor aside.
 
  
 
 For example, where the fuck did Yo Ling find so many sets of matching armour? I get being able to hide his bandits on his island, and I can accept the weapons being the product of Defiled witchery like Gen’s hands, but how did he hide dozens of blacksmiths working day and night for years? We’re talking about 15,000 hand-crafted suits of armour, it’s not like there are factories stamping out armour by the dozens for purchase on the open market, and I’m sure someone would have noticed smoke billowing out from multiple smithies. The armour is standard iron, meaning it’s fairly useless against someone wielding a Spiritual Weapon, but the majority of soldiers don’t have one, one in ten at best. According to XinYue, the ratio only gets worse when you look at the bandits and city guards, and full-plate does wonders against standard swords and spears. Hell, if it weren’t for the Crossbone Corsairs, the Defiled would have already overwhelmed the defenders, largely due to their armour. Still, it begs the question, why is Yo Ling throwing lives away while knowing his army is as large as it’ll ever get, but ours will keep growing as time passes?
 
  
 
 Another thing that’s been bothering me is where is all the oil Yo Ling’s people collected? The first thing I did was have Tenjin tell Gerel about it through Sending, but apparently, there hasn’t been so much as a whiff of oil. Gen’s been lighting the city up but the large fires are mostly fuelled by wood and cloth, with a good half of the buildings still standing. I doubt they sent bands of Defiled out scrounging for oil just to not use it, but so far, that’s been the case. An isolated incident perhaps? I hope so. A few pots could kill thousands of defenders without reprisal if used correctly, cutting off avenues of retreat and whatnot.
 
  
 
 Then there’s Mao Jianghong, the former fucking Guard Captain of Sanshu turned traitor. Are we to believe a man in his position flipped sides on a whim? Who knows how long this has been in the works, how much preparation has gone into his betrayal, yet apparently no one has bothered looking into what he’s done. Hopefully they have and just aren’t telling me, but it’s still concerning. Somehow, Mao Mao has kept Tongzu from recalling the soldiers outside Sanshu, which means either he has allies among them, or there’s an army of Wraiths outside hunting down messengers. Considering the whole panic regarding Defiled infections, I’d guess it’s the former, so why haven’t any other traitors made themselves known? Maybe because they’re more useful hidden, keeping reinforcements from mobilizing and other clandestine stuffs, but I can’t help but worry we’re all missing the bigger picture.
 
  
 
 With all those worries, my mental plane no longer seems so relaxing, though the Heavenly Water seems content to laze about, both still and shifting at the same time. I choose to believe it’s hanging out in my soul and only materializes in the real world when needed. Much less unpleasant compared to the alternative, worrying over how my personal, internal space is constantly being violated by an aqueous invader. Who knows what it might do while hanging around my organs and blood stream, siphoning off my Chi and nutrients. Maybe it’s in an embryonic stage, growing in size and strength only to eventually burst from my chest and skitter away, in search of new hosts to infect.
 
  
 
 No, that’s dumb. It’s water and it’s helping me, plus it saved Li Song’s face. Maybe I should name it, but I dunno. I’m fine with anthropomorphizing cute animals, but water is kinda pushing it. I mean, I can’t assume its gender, so do I give it a male or female name? Besides, it won’t answer even if I gave it a name, doing whatever it pleases. I need to know more, so hopefully someone can shed light on the situation.
 
  
 
 Finding no change in Baledagh, I leave my mental plane and see Bulat standing guard over me, while also taking charge of the clean up. “Thanks,” I say, clapping him on the shoulder. “You’re doing a great job, a born leader.”
 
  
 
 Grunting, he shrugs in reply. “Got in the habit of taking charge while running with the Militia. Bunch of lazy slackers all around, had to keep me eye on em. Can’t slip nothing past Old Bulat, I've run every scheme and ploy there is. Had Mister Rustram tearing his hair out by the roots back in our army days.”
 
  
 
 “Well, until Mister Rustram gets back, you’ve got his job, Mister Bulat.”
 
  
 
 With a rueful chuckle, Bulat shakes his head. “Ain’t no good deed go unpunished, eh? Sure you don’t wanna offer Ravil the job? He was Jorani’s number two, put the fear of the Father in them bandits.”
 
  
 
 “No, you’re better suited. Ravil is solid and dependable, and he’ll do whatever I ask of him, but that’s it. He’s a dagger, an arrow, but I need a colleague.” Lowering my voice, I continue. “You’re a clever man when you’ve a mind to be and that’s useful, but more importantly, you’re not afraid to question my decisions. If I can’t give you an answer, then it tells me I should think things over, understand?”
 
  
 
 “You want I should question you? Most officers’d have a soldier lashed for insubordination.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll keep that in mind if you grow too insufferable.” My sarcasm earns me a guffaw, and I wait for it to subside. “Truth be told, I barely know what I’m doing and could use a little help.”
 
  
 
 “And you expect Old Bulat to light the way? Bad news for you, boss...”
 
  
 
 “Shut up, I’m being serious right now. I was naive to think a few toys and clever thinking would be enough to win battles without losses. They have their place, but strength of arms matters most. You’re next on my list to receive a Spiritual Weapon, although I might not have a say. Work hard and be worthy of it. Like I said, I’m tired of losing Sentinels, so either you all shape up or I’ll go broke paying death benefits, assuming your mom doesn’t beat me to death for losing her ‘baby Bulat’.”
 
  
 
 “Well, look at you being all optimistic. Talking about the future and believing were gonna make it out of this alive. Usually you’d be all dark and brooding, worrying over how we’re all gonna die.” Patting me on the back, Bulat grins. “It’s a good change boss, keep at it.”
 
  
 
 Leaving him with things well in hand, I make my way back across the bridge and over to the building where the rest of my Sentinels are recuperating, an office building of sorts. Climbing the stairs to the top floor, I peek in on Mila and Li Song healing their injuries together, their eyes closed in meditation. Tenjin and Tursinai sit together nearby, keeping watch at the window. Ignoring Tursinai’s flirtatious greeting, I motion for Tenjin to step outside.
 
  
 
 Moving to the empty, adjoining room, I ask, “How are their injuries?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Tenjin answers, “Neither one shares your talent in healing. Mila’s burns should be fine in a day or two, but Song will need a healer to fix her wound. It would have been worse if not for you.” Raising his eyebrows, he asks, “How did you deal with the ichor? Even had I immediately noticed, I wouldn’t have been able to do what you did. I would have had to bring her to a proper healer.”
 
  
 
 “That’s why I’m here.” Reaching out, I push away my homoerotic discomfort over holding another man’s hand and explain everything about the Heavenly Water through Sending. I need to learn how to Send without touching. Even if my dramatic Sending made it to Mila, it took way too much effort for an extended conversation. I don’t want to risk anyone overhearing I have Heavenly Water inside me. I mean, people murder over Spiritual Hearts, what would they do for something that makes them? Granted, the process takes thousands of years, but still...
 
  
 
 Frowning and shaking his head throughout my narrative, Tenjin remains silent even after I’ve finished, his face scrunched in thought. After what feels like an eternity, he answers, “Most intriguing. I’ve never heard of someone bonding with Heavenly Water or anything like it before. And you can’t show me?” Noting my crestfallen look as I shake my head, he reassures me with a hug, though I’m mildly discomforted by all the physical contact. “You were right to keep this private, but I’m unable to help. Ask your teacher or Mentor when we return, they might have answers for you. I’ve never even bound flames to my Chi.”
 
  
 
 Sensing an opening, I ask, “So how do you light things on fire?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Tenjin studies me for an eternity before speaking again. “I hesitate to explain because I fear leading you astray. The ‘how’ changes from person to person, and long ago, we decided it was best to leave such discoveries to the individual in question, lest failure lead to discouragement and despair.” Stopping me before I can plead and cajole, he continues. “But, it has been some time since your Awakening with no progress, so I suppose some advice is warranted.” Holding out his free hand, he summons a flame into existence, little larger than a candlelight. “Let us ignore the how. First, tell me what you see.”
 
  
 
 Great. One of these mystic non-lessons. “Fire?”
 
  
 
 “Wrong. This is not truly fire, merely my Chi taking on the properties of Fire.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Right, Mila explained all this. “So what’s the difference?”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, he mutters something inaudible, but quickly refocuses on the lesson. “The difference is, I’m not creating fire. I’m taking my Chi and turning it into something like fire. Do you understand the significance?”
 
  
 
 ... “No. It’s either fire, or it isn’t, right? You can use it to light something on fire, so for all intents and purposes, it’s fire.”
 
  
 
 Another sigh. “Watch.” Staring at the flame on his palm, Tenjin falls silent while I wait, still puzzling over his words. So, is the Heavenly Water not really water? Or is it water, but not wholly infused with my Chi? Or is it just eating my Chi, which is why I can’t control it?
 
  
 
 This is confusing.
 
  
 
 Tenjin’s flame leaps into the air and steals away my attention. Hanging in the air, it bounces and weaves about in hypnotic patterns, leaving trails of flame behind that fade away in seconds. Flaring and subsiding in a pulsing rhythm, I realize it’s doing so in tandem with Tenjin’s heartbeat. The performance continues with the flames twirling and weaving about, forming tiny shapes before my eyes, a sword, a boat, then a wolf, the level of detail increasing with each transformation. The wolf lifts its head to the sky in a soundless howl, and I can almost hear its triumphant call, the movements so lifelike and real.
 
  
 
 Then, without warning, the flames blink out of existence. Smiling triumphantly, Tenjin asks, “Can fire do that?”
 
  
 
 “...Well no, but I still don’t get it. How do I make my Chi do that?”
 
  
 
 Frowning, he tilts his head and asks, “How do you make your Chi do anything?”
 
  
 
 Stopping to think about it, I realize I don’t have a single answer. “Well, for Honing and Healing, I visualize what needs to happen. Other times, it's a visceral reaction, like Amplification, letting the energy build up where I need it. For Guiding... I don’t even know how that really works, I throw my sword and it hits things, unlike when I use a bow.”
 
  
 
 Upon hearing my answer, Tenjin puffs up with pride. “Now do you understand why no one can explain Chi usage to you? We can counsel you and direct your efforts, but the how must come from you. For most, an Awakening allows them to use their Blessing like you use Guiding, but you are obviously an exception. Try all the different methods you listed, and then try them again if they fail. Try other methods, whatever you can come up with, the knowledge lies buried deep inside you.”
 
  
 
 Nodding as I let go of his hand, I absently go over Tenjin’s words while he returns to his wife. Not entirely helpful. Persevere and eventually I’ll get it right. It doesn’t help in the short-term, but let’s continue with my earlier optimism and assume I’ll survive this. I’ve got time, no need to rush. Even if I did, there’s no guarantee my blessing will be useful in combat, so I might as well stop fretting.
 
  
 
 Turning my gaze to the south-west district, I search for signs of movement, still worried about Yo Ling. Hopefully I’m wrong and he’s nothing more than a glory hungry Defiled bandit who overstepped, but I doubt it. Swallowing my apprehension, I turn to leave when a flash of movement catches my eye. Approaching from the north, I spot several waving flags and after a moments concentration, hear the distant sounds of drumming. The flags dip in and out of view, and after a few seconds, I finally pick out the words: Golden Highlands.
 
  
 
 Dastan’s people, if I recall correctly. Now that I think about it, for a city supposedly run by the Council, there’s been an alarming lack of aid from them. Maybe they’re finally ready to pick up the slack and help out. After a quick consult with Tenjin who Sends a query to XinYue, I’m ecstatic to learn that 15,000 mercenaries are here to help, with 5,000 on their way here to shore up our defences. Humming a cheery tune, I head out to meet with XinYue, almost skipping with delight.
 
  
 
 This is the power of positive thinking. A little optimism, and bam, 5,000 mooks appear to stand between me and the Defiled.
 
  
 
 Perfect.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Almost too perfect...
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 The lively, upbeat drumming grows louder and after a few minutes, I feel the beginnings of a throbbing headache. Sighing, I ask out loud, “What’s taking so long? They’re already late to the defence of their own city and still dragging their feet. Why all the grand spectacle? I’m thankful for the reinforcements, but our people need rest.”
 
  
 
 To my left, XinYue shrugs in apology but doesn’t speak, his expression one of resigned sympathy. A rotund, armoured man standing to XinYue’s left snorts loudly, not bothering to even look at me while retorting, “The Golden Highlands Coalition will arrive precisely when they intend to and not a minute earlier. If you lack the patience and manners to wait gracefully, then begone. Your presence is neither required nor requested.”
 
  
 
 Huh. There’s gratitude for you. In a rare moment of forethought, I study the speaker before answering. His fancy armour and flapping cloak mark him as a man of wealth or rank, probably both, while his attitude screams haughty conceit. With his hands behind his back, chest puffed out, and nose pointed comically high, he’s almost a caricature of an arrogant noble. I might as well be polite though, courtesy costs nothing, right? With a military salute, I greet the fatty with my most winning smile. “I’m sorry, we've yet to be introduced. I am Warrant Officer Falling Rain of the Bekhai, and you are?”
 
  
 
 I should not have done that. My polite query earns me a venomous glare, not helped by the snickers from Argat and Jochi standing behind me. With eyes wide and moustache a quiver, the fatty inhales slowly, and exhales noisily, his face turning several different shades of red. Awkwardly frozen in place, I ponder over exactly what social blunder I committed while trying to silently will the two idiots into silence.
 
  
 
 Coming to my rescue, XinYue steps forward, not quite standing between me and fatty but near enough. “Ah, my most humble apologies for the delayed introductions. Warrant Officer Falling Rain, might I have the pleasure of introducing Major Chun Yimu, the commanding officer.” A follow-up arrives via silent Sending. “Please do not antagonize him any further.”
 
  
 
 It takes a moment for me to understand why fatty is so upset. I suppose my question must seem mocking, what with having saved the day and all. I probably should have guessed he was in charge, but in my defence, I left all the communications to Tenjin and XinYue and I didn't see him out there fighting. Trying not to die of shame, I squeak out, “Pleasure to finally meet you.”
 
  
 
 Again, apparently the wrong thing to say. I should never open my mouth. Chun Yimu’s red face darkens to purple, his eyes straining in their sockets while XinYue almost physically face-palms and Sends, “What gain could there possibly be in criticizing his absence during the battle?”
 
  
 
 Why does everyone always think I’m being sarcastic? Is it my tone or my expression? Maybe my smile isn’t as winning as I was led to believe. The blood drains from my face while Argat and Jochi choke on their laughter. I should have left them in the barracks and come alone, their tittering is gonna get me beaten or worse. I wanted an honour guard with me to greet the reinforcements, and while they’re nowhere close to Tenjin and Tursinai levels of awesome, I was suitably impressed with their skills, figuring they’d be better than nothing.
 
  
 
 Wrong again.
 
  
 
 Timidly retreating from the awkward standoff, I return to waiting for the reinforcements in silence, hoping my actions aren’t taken as another insult. I’d apologize, but I don’t wanna give him a gift, the next fancy watch I steal is mine. Tense seconds tick by as I stare out the plaza gate, wholly aware of Chun Yimu’s heated glower focused upon me. Thankfully, nothing comes of it and the Major growls beneath his breath before turning away, resuming his ‘heroic’ bearing. XinYue Sends, “Thank the Mother he has more pressing matters to deal with. While I applaud your courage, I would caution you to pick your battles wisely. We still have need of the Major, if only as a buffer between us and the Coalition.” Reading my confusion, XinYue patiently explains the situation through Sendings.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Politics. As a sitting member of the Union and loose relation to their Chief Councilman, Major Yimu is right to be worried about his fate, especially considering the general propensity for plucking problems out by the root. Best case scenario, Yimu convinces the newly empowered Coalition he has absolutely no desire for revenge and gets to live his life out in some other city, far from here. Worst case, he winds up buried beneath the pile of corpses stacked up just out of sight.
 
  
 
 Turns out, Tongzu has less power in Sanshu than I expected. 15,000 mercenaries from the Coalition alone, and assuming the Union and Alliance could call upon approximately the same number, this means there were close to 45,000 warriors sitting on their asses for the past few days while Sanshu teetered on the brink of destruction. The only reason the Coalition is coming out to help is because with their enemies dead or gone, they now have more to gain by staying in Sanshu. It’s asinine, especially considering all the dead we left in our wake while riding to Sanshu’s aid. Instead of working together from the onset to defend their city and fellow citizens, all three faction were ready to cut their losses and run, waging war among themselves while Defiled ran rampant through their city.
 
  
 
 These are the people my Sentinels died to save.
 
  
 
 Struggling to control my anger, I close my eyes and clench my fists. I can’t think about it like that. The Council is in power here, but I came to help those who cannot defend themselves. I’ve done my part though, so it’s the Coalition’s turn to bleed for Sanshu. It’s a beautiful city, but rotten to the core, and I’ll not risk anymore of my people to help pad the Coalition’s bottom line. My decision made, I open my eyes and wait, counting the seconds before I can leave.
 
  
 
 The reinforcements take their sweet time arriving, finally moving through the plaza gates after half an hour of parading. Looking resplendent in their gold and green armour and sporting numerous Spiritual Weapons, these mercenaries look nothing like the rag-tag group of misfits I was expecting. ‘Personal security’ is what XinYue called them, supposedly caravan and manor guards, but these warriors conduct themselves like professional soldiers. Without audible orders, the mercenaries file into the plaza and spread out in formation, two, neat, orderly squares on either side of the road, their movements practised to perfection. No whispering or gawking, each mercenary stares straight ahead while standing at full attention, weapons at the ready. Their discipline is impressive, if not overkill for what are essentially glorified bodyguards, but if they can fight half as well as they parade, then Sanshu’s victory is a done deal.
 
  
 
 A dozen men carrying a massive palanquin makes its way the front, the poor souls sweating with the effort of keeping the vehicle level. Slaves probably, and my jaw tightens at the thought, hand itching to draw Peace and act. Don’t be stupid, Rain. You can’t save them. Even if you did, they’d be replaced in a matter of minutes. This is the world you live in. Accept it. Focus on something else, like the covered wagons coming in behind all these mercenaries. Please let there be food and medical supplies, we’ve been eating dried jerky and stale bread for days now, aside from the odd, guilt-inducing meal of slaughtered horse.
 
  
 
 The palanquin comes to a stop and turns so the exit is directly before us. Wouldn’t want the rich bastard to take more than a few steps, that would be unseemly. A brawny, bald man emerges from the dark interior, fully armoured in golden plate mail and carrying a massive pole-axe. No wonder the slaves were sweating, he must weigh 300kg easy with all his gear. With his helmet in hand, he strolls up to Chun Yimu wearing a self-satisfied sneer, looking down at our rotund commander. “Major XiaoGong of the Golden Highland’s Defence Force. I am taking command here.”
 
  
 
 Short and to the point, XiaoGong shows no respect for anyone present, all but spitting in Yimu’s face. Technically, Yimu outranks XiaoGong since it’s army vs defence force, but considering the circumstances, Yimu has no choice but to swallow the insult and jump to obey. While listening to him list off the available forces, XiaoGong nods at XinYue before looking me over, the sun reflecting off his oiled forehead and into my eyes. “Who,” he says, interrupting Yimu’s report, “is this?”
 
  
 
 Squinting in the brightness, I keep my mouth shut and wait for someone to explain, until XinYue urgently instructs me to answer. For fucks sake, it’s not like the question was directed at me, I thought he was asking one of you. “Warrant Officer Falling Rain, Sentinel of the People.” At XinYue’s request, I belatedly salute, but in all fairness, I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that between his bald head and golden armour, the sun is freaking blinding me.
 
  
 
 Moving closer, XiaoGong towers over me, studying me with a twisted frown. It’s like he hates what he sees and is trying to look past my skin and into my soul. After what feels like an eternity, he purses his lips and steps back. “You are... not what I expected. Fortunately, you were foolish enough to refuse our offer of cooperation.”
 
  
 
 Biting back a scathing retort, I stand in silence with my head up and eyes forward, neither challenging nor cowering before him. After a few seconds, he gestures for Yimu to continue and strides off, leaving me behind with XinYue. Not what he expected... is he calling me short? Bastard shows up days late to defend his own fucking city and has the audacity to insult me? If he wasn’t a Major like Vichear, I’d have a few choice words for this fucking baldy. His mother was probably a gorilla, the no-necked, hunched-back, cue-balled shit eater.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I’m a little touchy about my height.
 
  
 
 It takes several deep breaths before I regain my calm, flashing the concerned XinYue a smile. “Could have been worse.”
 
  
 
 “That it could. On behalf of Sanshu, I apologize for his actions.”
 
  
 
 “Don't worry about it,” I say, waving away his salute. “Not your fault.” Nodding towards the mercenaries, I ask, “Is this normal? Having such well-trained and well-armed guards?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, XinYue answers, “With all the bandit activity in these parts, allowances were made for the Council. Most are little better than normal farmers, but while these ones are better trained and equipped than most, they’re probably the best the Coalition has on hand, XiaoGong’s personal forces.”
 
  
 
 Hoping to pack up and leave as soon as possible, I ask, “What about the Union and the Alliance? The council members are missing in action but their mercenaries might still be around. Any chance of rallying them for the fight?”
 
  
 
 “Unlikely. Their contracts would have been with the Union or the Alliance, and with all the councilmen dead or missing, we have no legal recourse to command their mercenaries. While the Magistrate could issue a general call to arms or declare a state of emergency, doing so might cause more harm than good. We’re holding the Defiled in place and the voluntary evacuation is proceeding orderly, so there’s no need to take drastic measures which might send the populace spiraling into panic.”
 
  
 
 “Fair enough.” Not really. Tens of thousands of warriors idling around the city, and I’m here risking the lives of my Sentinels like a doofus. It’s the definition of unfair, but lucky me, as a Warrant Officer pledged to Yuzhen, I’m technically outside the chain of command. This means I’m free to tell XiaoGong to piss off if I don’t like his orders. It has to be within reason of course, else I’ll probably find myself charged with insubordination or something, but still, I have the option.
 
  
 
 The mercenaries march across the bridge, pulling small catapults and boxes of ammunition to set up on the rooftops and digging in to wait for Yuzhen’s arrival. Finally, glorious ranged weapons. If he’s smart, XiaoGong will use his ranged superiority to leapfrog forward, driving the Defiled back to the South-West gate. From there, it’ll be a simple matter of starving the Defiled out and holding against their last ditch charge. With luck, I’ll convince Gerel to leave and head back to the Wall, where I'll be free to reevaluate all my life's decisions. I’m done with this shit-hole of a city, we’ve bled enough for Sanshu and the Council. Ambling back to our building to pass on the good news, I eagerly anticipate the well deserved nap I’m about to take. If they call me to fight? Then maybe I pretend I don’t hear them.
 
  
 
 From here on out, it’s easy street for Falling Rain and his Sentinels.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With the walls of Sanshu rising in sight, Yuzhen fought back the urge to rush ahead, keeping the pace steady and light. Her horses were in poor shape with precious few spares to go around, and her people were doing little better. With little over six-thousand elites, she’d finally made it to Sanshu, although the situation was far more dire than she’d expected. According to the Bekhai scouts, Yo Ling was already inside the walls and thoroughly pushing the defenders.
 
  
 
 While Mister Rustram’s report was criminally short of details, Yo Ling’s actions made little sense to her or Jukai, neither of them able to reason out his goals. Worry gnawing at her belly the entire ride, Yuzhen barely kept her nerves about her, the gravity of the situation finally dawning on her. The Spectre Yo Ling, legendary bandit leader turned Defiled warlord, was rampaging inside Sanshu and it was her job to stop him. Succeed, and her bid for Marshal was all but unassailable, the heroic Major who defeated Yo Ling. Fail... well, better to concentrate on not failing. Better to die in Sanshu’s defence than to survive and become the scapegoat for its fall.
 
  
 
 Before exiting the woods, she came across the remnants of Falling Rain’s retinue and two of Chu XinYue’s officers, and their report left her shaking with fright. Stay outside and guard the South-West gate? This was madness. What’s more, the possible betrayal of a Staff Sergeant was disturbing enough, but for a bleeding Guard Captain turned Defiled... This was a position that required verification of Purity once every decade. Suddenly, the Shrike’s insistence that Purity was no longer proof seemed less crazy than before. Did Mao Jianghong turn Defiled after taking his last test or did he turn before? If the Shrike was to be believed, then no one could be trusted. What if Falling Rain was Defiled and lying about Mao Jianghong? What if he was feeding her the truth, but luring her into a trap by instructing her to remain here? What if he was tricked by the guards at the East gate and slaughtered upon entry? Who could she trust to verify these orders? If Falling Rain was Defiled, it’s possible Gerel is also Defiled...
 
  
 
 No. Stop being silly woman. Work with what you know to be true, not what might be.
 
  
 
 Setting her soldiers to dig in and scout the area, she sent a few experts out to contact Sanshu in both directions, ready to act accordingly to any new information as it arrived. On Jukai’s advice, she made a circuit around the camp, stopping to chat with the soldiers and check for flaws in their defences. Weary and worn, her soldiers required more supervision than expected, this army of elites used to having menial chores done for them. What she wouldn’t give to have the five-thousand soldiers she’d brought from the Bridge, a well-disciplined army of solid infantry. Unfortunately, she’d been forced to leave most of them behind, her infantry unable to keep up. It’d still be a handful of days before they arrived and until then, she was stuck with these pampered elites who couldn’t be bothered to set up a line of stakes.
 
  
 
 Not all were pampered elites, some were literally children. Stationed with young magistrate Fung at the edge of the southern flank, the Bekhai rested their weary mounts while Rain’s rabbit-eared betrothed played. Dragging a string with a rock and three feathers tied to it, Mei Lin skipped and laughed around in circles. A wildcat followed closely behind, batting at the string like a common kitten. What was Rain even thinking, bringing an untrained civilian and his pets with him on this operation? The Bekhai were a tenacious people; Yuzhen expected the poor girl to be terrified, but Mei Lin seemed lively and carefree despite their perilous circumstances.
 
  
 
 Inwardly sighing, she idly wondered if Gerel expected to take multiple wives. Most likely, a talented, handsome man like him would have women throwing themselves at him, wide-eyed girls like little Lin. So adorable, with her charming round cheeks and soft, brown skin, though she was betrothed to Rain, how was Yuzhen to compete with hundreds just like her, all vying to win Demon Reaper Gerel’s affection? Not only did Yuzhen lack their youthful vigour, as a half-beast, she was cursed by the Mother and unable to bear children.
 
  
 
 All great men wished to see their descendants prosper, it was only basic instinct. How long before Gerel succumbed to his?
 
  
 
 “Hi Yu-, ah, sorry. Major Yuzhen.” Beaming cutely, Mei Lin skipped over to Yuzhen, while the cat’s body language went from playful to guarded in the blink of an eye, teeth bared and back arched. Gently stroking the cat’s nose, Mei Lin said, “No teefies Jimjam. Be nice, ya?”
 
  
 
 Jimjam’s transformation was instantaneous, the ferocious wildcat almost appearing remorseful as it sat down and rubbed against Mei Lin’s palm. Blinking in surprise, Yuzhen smiled at the sweet sight, though still wary of the ferocious predator. “You and Rain are well suited for one another.” The compliment made Mei Lin smile so hard her eyes almost disappeared, the sweet girl standing taller at the praise. “I was thinking, perhaps you’d be more comfortable in the centre of camp? You can set your tent up next to mine, instead of out here with all these soldiers.”
 
  
 
 “Tent?” For the first time, Mei Lin showed concern. “We’re not going into the city?”
 
  
 
 “Not today.” Unless something changes. “Come, you’ll be safer with me, leave the soldiering to the warriors like Mister Rustram and young magistrate Fung.”
 
  
 
 Vehemently shaking her head, Mei Lin answered, “No thanks.” Turning to the side, the adorable girl spoke to empty air. “Can you bring me inside? And the pets too, I wanna go stay with Rainy.” So brave, marching into danger for love. No answer came, but Mei Lin scrunched her nose, pouted, and stamped her foot. “Why not?” Again, no answer, but Mei Lin responded to her unseen companion, pleading to go into the city.
 
  
 
 Straining her eyes and ears, Yuzhen still couldn’t spot Mei Lin’s companion. How many experts did the Bekhai have? Shaking her head, she left without another word, leaving Mei Lin still trying to convince the shadows. Wandering into Dastan’s camp, she was delighted to see a unit of elites who carried out their duties without nagging, a trench dug out and stakes set, ready to defend against any garo raids. Officer Zhandos dug alongside his men, a warrior with a magnificent work ethic. A good seed, he showed promising leadership qualities. The army needed men like him, an empathetic young hero of common origin, though sadly he was locked in service to the Golden Highland Coalition.
 
  
 
 Leaving him be to work, she continued her circuit around the camp, waiting for news from inside Sanshu. Hours later, her scouts returned with a scroll sealed by the Magistrate himself, reaffirming Rain’s instructions to dig in and cut off the Defiled retreat, and an accounting of everything that transpired inside Sanshu, just in case the city should fall. A second letter came shortly after, a succinct message from Gerel that read, “Working on my promise. Wait a few days more.”
 
  
 
 Clutching the letter to her chest, Yuzhen stared out at Sanshu, trying to will her eyes to see past its walls. Foolish man, what did she care of fame or glory? He was an idiot to try and assassinate Yo Ling by himself, how was she to marry a corpse? Just like that, her decision was made. So long as Gerel would have her, then Yuzhen would be his bride.
 
  
 
 All he needed to do was survive.
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 Though his exhausted body demanded rest, Rustram’s mind refused to settle and leave him in peace. Seated in the grass next to his splayed out roosequin, he idly scratched his mount’s neck while watching elite soldiers bustle to and fro, digging trenches, building barricades, fetching water, and generally preparing for the battle ahead. Menial work mostly, unsuited for warriors of distinction, but there were no camp followers here, their supply trains left far behind with the infantry. Many pointed looks turned his way as he lazed about and each time, Rustram suppressed the urge to rush over to apologize and assist, humility and subservience ingrained into him from an early age. The nobles were to be pampered, at least until he was rich or powerful enough to join them.
 
  
 
 Why did he feel so guilty? They were all soldiers serving the cause, and Rustram earned this break as did his Sentinels, riding all day without rest. So what if they were the pampered sons and daughters of nobles and wealthy merchants, accomplished duelists one and all? These so-called ‘elites’ were nothing more than peacocks of the army, accustomed to strutting about and flaunting their strength in the city without ever fighting on the front lines. Shrimp soldiers and crab generals, let them experience the drudgery of war and learn how the majority of a soldier’s efforts were spent outside of battle. Travelling, scouting, positioning, fortifying, days or weeks of labour all for a few hours of bloody, exhausting battle, only to be rewarded with more work should you survive. That’s what war was all about.
 
  
 
 It was almost enough to make a grown man cry.
 
  
 
 Looking as miserable as he felt, the adorable Mei Lin trudged over with a veritable menagerie of beasts in tow. Five roosequins, three wildcats, and two bears roaming about and exploring the camp amidst the hectic preparations. Looking uncharacteristically concerned, Mei Lin sat at the edge of the Sentinel resting area, tugging at her braids and sighing as she leaned against Jimu, the largest, meanest wildcat of the three. Poor girl, working so hard to be cheery and bright. The Bekhai raised their children strong, even a non-combatant like her, but all the stress from the past week piled on with the impending battle was finally affecting her mood.
 
  
 
 Feeling it was his duty to reassure her, Rustram walked over and greeted her with a smile, warily eyeing the vigilant wildcat. “Lady Mei Lin, are you feeling unwell? Should I request Major Yuzhen set aside a place for you to rest, perhaps somewhere quieter in the centre of camp?”
 
  
 
 Scrunching her nose and shaking her head, Mei Lin puffed her cheeks and sighed. “Thank you Roo-Roo, but she already offered and I’m not tired. I took a nap on the way here. I’m just upset, I thought we were going into the city, but Major Yuzhen said we’re staying out here.”
 
  
 
 “You want to go into the city?” The words slipped out in surprise. Taking no offence at his incredulous tone, Lady Mei Lin merely nodded and buried her face into Jimu’s fur, putting an end to their conversation. Truly a fearless young woman, willing to brave Defiled Bandits to be at the boss’s side, no matter the risk. Falling Rain was a lucky man, blessed by the Mother in love and life.
 
  
 
 Unwilling to press the issue or admit he'd rather be out here, Rustram smiled and excused himself, making his way over to where young magistrate Fung and Warrant Officer Dastan were holding a meeting. His arrival earned him a raised eyebrow from Dastan. There was no scorn or contempt in his eyes, only questioning why this unranked soldier dared approach two Officers like equals.
 
  
 
 As he should. Belatedly realizing his mistake, Rustram turned red with embarrassment as he saluted and bowed, furiously searching for something to say. No longer in command of Rain’s retinue, Rustram had no place here, but luckily, young magistrate Fung gave face. “Ah good, we could use your input here Mister Rustram. This fine soldier is Falling Rain’s second-in-command and a sound tactical mind. He oversaw the construction of the fishing town after our first clash against the Butcher Bay Bandits.”
 
  
 
 Smiling warmly, Officer Dastan offered Rustram a salute. “Ah yes, the brave warrior who rallied the soldiers. I also hear you’re responsible for negotiating a substantial pay increase for the fishermen. Clever move convincing the various villages to pool together before selling, it gives them significantly more leverage against the Council.” Despite being a member of said Council, Dastan’s praise seemed genuine and heartfelt.
 
  
 
 Saluting and bowing again, Rustram’s face reddened even further. “I merely offered the idea, the villagers worked the rest out by themselves.” The niceties done with, they went over their defences together, discussing what actions to take in case of emergency. Out on the southern flank, they were isolated from the bulk of the army, guarding against ambush and held in reserve in case of a frontal action. There wasn’t much to review, with little over two hundred soldiers between them, every response to any emergency was essentially ‘fall back towards Major Yuzhen’.
 
  
 
 Their business concluded, young magistrate Fung insisted they all dine together in his tent, even inviting Lady Mei Lin. Feeling awkwardly out-of-place at the table, Rustram ate his meal in silence, savouring the hot stew and soft buns somehow procured by Fung’s manservant/torturer. An odd career choice to be sure, but an expert in both his crafts. Dastan followed suit while Fung and Mei Lin chatted like old friends. Their meal passed in relative peace, and they sat around the small table and sipped tea. Feeding the bear cubs half a bun each, Fung shook his head in fascination, smiling as he watched the little animals eat. “Seeing Rain’s success with rearing animals almost makes me want to brave the carnugator island to search for eggs. I daresay I’d strike a dashing figure riding into battle atop a massive, armoured lizard.”
 
  
 
 “Carnugators aren’t as smart or sweet as these babies.” Mei Lin smiled while soothing a begging Auric, his head firmly planted in her lap. “Besides, Rainy doesn’t intend to battle-train them. He’ll spoil them rotten and keep them as pets.”
 
  
 
 “Doesn’t surprise me,” Rustram said. “The boss is a kind soul, always making it known we’ve a choice whether to stay and fight. Wouldn’t be like him to force animals into battle, no matter how fearsome they might be.”
 
  
 
 Chiming in for the first time all meal, Dastan spoke his mind. “Officer Falling Rain is a fascinating person, not at all what I was expecting. Truth be told, when we first met at the bridge, I expected him to be more... vicious, considering his reputation.”
 
  
 
 Exchanging glances, Mei Lin and Fung smiled while Rustram explained. “You’ve never seen him in battle have you? The boss looks out for his own, but in the midst of battle, it’s almost like he becomes a different person. His smile turns... sinister, for lack of a better word, a look in his eye like he’s enjoying the challenge. He’s good to his friends, but merciless to his enemies.” Lowering his voice, Rustram added, “I’m surprised he let young magistrate Zian live after their duel, but I’m guessing it wasn’t by choice. The boss isn’t exactly one to consider long-term consequences.”
 
  
 
 Nodding emphatically, Dastan’s eyes shone with admiration. “He is a man of passion, this much I know, willing to stand up for his beliefs regardless of the danger. You should have seen how he needled the Shrike when she tried to rope us into her cause. Fearlessly questioning her beliefs without hiding his revulsion, risking his sanity in a fruitless effort to remember commoners whom he’d never met.” Shaking his head, Dastan seemed ashamed. “These people are my own, citizens of Sanshu like myself facing the Purge, as if suffering beneath Council exploitation and the Magistrate’s greed was not enough. I should have been the one to defend them, but I lacked the courage to speak. Rain was fearless, pointing out the Shrike's fallacies and questioning her actions at every turn, refusing to let the matter drop. He even subtly implied she enjoyed her work, though asking if she was tainted was out of line. Then...” Pausing, Dastan sighed and raised his cup in toast. “Suffice to say, Falling Rain is a far better man than I, and I can only aspire to his example.”
 
  
 
 Whatever the boss had done to so aggravate the Shrike, Rustram knew the boss had good reason, so he let the matter drop. Both Fung and Mei Lin were far too well-mannered to ask outright, and even if they did, Dastan could not tell them, so their lively discussion came to an abrupt halt. After several awkward minutes of silence, Dastan coughed and stood, clasping his hands. “Thank you for the meal, young magistrate Fung. A welcome relief from dried hardtack and jerky.” Glancing around, he leaned forward and whispered, “Remember, should things take a turn for the worst, retreat immediately. Sanshu will endure with or without our aid, of this much I am confident.” With those strange parting words, Dastan exited the tent. Of everyone present, he had most reason to rush into the city, but Dastan seemed wholly content to wait out here on the sidelines, but since no one else brought up the issue, Rustram let things lie and escorted Mei Lin out.
 
  
 
 Only a few steps away from the tent, Fung called out to him, leaving his tent in a hurry. “Mister Rustram, rally your soldiers. I’ve received word of Garo riders converging upon our position and an army marches behind them, at least eight thousand strong in total.”
 
  
 
 Flooded by a mixture of apprehension and relief, Rustram gripped the hilt of his Spiritual Weapon and smiled. Whatever the outcome, at least this was an end to the waiting. Turning to bring Mei Lin away to safety, he found her mounted atop her roosequin and strapping a quiver to her belt. With bow in hand, she smiled prettily and gestured for Rustram to follow, her guards appearing out of nowhere, fully armed atop their mounts. “Hurry Roo-Roo,” she urged, “After we kill them all, maybe we can meet up with Rainy and Mi-Mi.”
 
  
 
 He’d said it before, but the Bekhai raised their people well. Brave souls, one and all, it was his pleasure to serve in their defence.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Greedily swallowing the last drops of nectar, Gen struggled to pull Bei back in for another taste of sweet bliss, but no matter how he suckled, there was no more to be had. The heady rush of euphoria soon faded, leaving him in pain as his body mended bone and knit flesh. “Stupid bitch,” he growled, through gritted teeth, his shoulder sending waves of agony through him. “Feed me. Your husband demands it.” Unable to comply, Bei knelt at his side with hands neatly folded, a broken, subservient thing. Wrapping his claws around her flawless neck, he squeezed tightly, letting his nails press against the surface, but there was no reaction, no panic or apprehension. She merely stayed in place, her head cocked in question, ready to obey.
 
  
 
 How boring. It was no fun like this, better to see the defiance and fear in her eyes. Like this, she was no better than a doll. “I’m still in pain, you worthless tramp,” he said, releasing his hold on her. “Go drain more corpses and return as quickly as possible.” He didn’t care that her injuries had yet to be treated, her arm in tatters and gaping chest wound still leaking corrosive ichor down her pale, pink belly. Her purpose was to serve him and nothing more, the useless bitch defeated by a pair of girls. He hoped Bei was in pain, and intended to leave her like this as a lesson.
 
  
 
 Bei disappeared before his eyes and Gen was left to stew over his defeat, sitting in the ruins of some rich bastard’s manor. Running his fingers over the shattered pauldron and breastplate, he shuddered at the sheer destructive power displayed by that monstrous Sumila. This armour protected him through days of battle, Honed weapons unable to pierce its surface, yet unable to block a single throw of her spear. There was no life in the armour, not anymore, a broken, useless husk ruined in an instant, though he retained the knowledge of how to better summon the flames. Somehow, he knew the armour was done for, whatever holy magics empowering it gone for good.
 
  
 
 Inhuman, that was the only word to describe Sumila, the bestial whore relying on her tainted blood to overpower him. Besides, everyone knew half-beasts lived for hundreds of years, so it was impossible to tell her true age from a single glance. Perhaps she was decades old, using her appearance to bully the young. His defeat wasn’t all bad, fuelling his desire for power and showing him the need for caution. The heavens were high and the world larger than he expected, and while Gen held great potential, he needed time and diligence to reach the apex.
 
  
 
 While ruminating on this thought, Bei returned with two corpses in hand, dissolving their flesh and tending to his wounds, his pain washing away beneath her tender ministrations. Finally doing something right without his prompting, Bei offered him a new breastplate, scavenged from the battlefield and thrumming with life. Trying it on, he felt it shift around, a little too large for his slender frame, but the Spirits assured him he would grow into it. Checking himself in the mirror, he found it less eye-catching than his first breastplate, though its dark, bloody surface matched his silvered-plumed helm well. Without seeing his reflection, he almost forgot he was wearing it, so smooth and comfortable around his head like a second skull.
 
  
 
 Jianghong’s voice sounded in Gen’s mind, giving him a start and summoning him to the restaurant. Hardly able to contain his excitement, he took Bei’s hand and ordered her to bring him away. The world blinked in and out of existence around him, and in a matter of heartbeats, he appeared at his destination, standing on the lowest balcony of the restaurant with Yo Ling and Jianghong.
 
  
 
 “Gen my boy.” The greeting was less enthused than usually, Yo Ling’s face flushed with drink. “I see you’re wearing Nazier’s armour.” Snorting, he snidely remarked, “Might as well, the fool has no use for it. Dying to a brat like Falling Rain, Nazier’s a disgrace to the Butcher name. You’re unharmed?”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Gen hung his head in shame. “I’m sorry, I lost too.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, but at least you're still breathing. Defeat seems to be a common theme of late. Lost Kaliyan and a few others, but our former guard captain survived, running away with his tail tucked between his legs.” At Yo Ling’s taunt, Jianghong’s eyes flashed with anger, his hand jerking towards his sword hilt before catching himself. Ignoring the danger, Yo Ling turned his back to them both and strode to the rail, looking over his army of Butchers. Raising his voice to a booming echo, he spoke to everyone present. “You’ve all disappointed me these past few days. A city primed and ready for the taking, yet we’re still stuck in this first district, something the enemy gave up without a fight. Disgraceful.”
 
  
 
 The silence was deafening as every warrior in earshot stopped what they were doing, their full attention given to Yo Ling. Glancing slowly across the crowd, every eye turned away from his gaze, too ashamed to meet his eye. “You can make excuses all you want, blame it on all the riffraff coming out to defend Sanshu, but I know your measure, and so far, you have been found lacking. I look out from this balcony, and you know what I see?”
 
  
 
 Monsters. A small voice in Gen’s mind piped up but he ignored it without thought, hanging onto Yo Ling’s every word. “I see my Butchers, my comrades, my conquering army. Some of you worry we’ve been trapped inside the city now that the Marshal’s little pet is at our door, but I tell you, you’re wrong. Some of you gaze upon our enemies and despair, seeing soldiers, guards, Corsairs, Militia, and Bekhai all arrayed against us. I tell you again, you are wrong, but talk is cheap.”
 
  
 
 Leaping from the balcony, Yo Ling landed with a heavy crash, brandishing his mace with a grin. “Come my comrades,” he roared, pointing to the north. “Beginning with our oldest rivals, the Crossbone Corsairs, we will destroy our enemies one by one, and before the sun sets tonight, Sanshu will be ours. Let us show the traitor surnamed Liu the error of his ways. For Butcher Bay!”
 
  
 
 “For Butcher Bay!”
 
  
 
 Leading the way, Yo Ling marched towards the northern bridge, lifting the mood and dispelling all doubts through sheer charisma, a general leading his troops to victory. Emerging from the shadows, a half-dozen Transcendents surrounded him, an honour guard for the greatest warrior of his generation. Gen's heart soared at the sight and he leaped down to join them, though far less gracefully. Knowing they would need Bei’s strength, he sent her away to heal her wounds, instructing her to return with all haste.
 
  
 
 This was history in the making, and Gen was lucky enough to see it with his own eyes.
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 The reports continued to pour in as Tongzu watched the Coalition mercenaries assemble their catapults. Small and easily carried by four soldiers, yet capable of delivering a 100 kilogram payload up to a kilometre away, these weapons were of limited use on the open field, but here, inside Sanshu? He could only imagine the havoc they would wreak. With a spotter to Send coordinates, he could bombard the enemy from out of sight, firing over walls and buildings and easily re-positioning before they respond. These were weapons designed for inner-city warfare and he had to wonder what the Coalition planned to use them for. Was the Council so close to shedding blood in the streets without his knowledge? Did the Alliance and the Union have similar weapons ready? Where were they now? He shuddered at the thought of unemployed, well-armed mercenaries unable to find work once the Coalition took power, a new wave of bandits in the making before the old ones were even taken care of.
 
  
 
 A problem for another day, better to focus on one calamity at a time. With any luck, he might not even live to worry about it, dying in a blaze of glory to save Sanshu. Much better than the alternative, falling at the hands of shadowy assassins or even worse, ousted from his Office, either option easily within the Coalition’s power without the Council to keep them in check. A bitter pill to swallow, but all Tongzu could do was move with the wind and pray for deliverance.
 
  
 
 Two reports arrived almost simultaneously, each one leaving him wallowing in despair. First, the elements of Defiled outside Sanshu were moving against Yuzhen’s army, giving the exhausted elites no time to rest. They would need to hold on their own, he had no soldiers to spare. The second report informed him the Butchers were on the move, headed towards the northern bridge in force. To make matters worse, the Corsair representative Jariad refused to pull back to bridge or even meet with him in person, going so far as threatening his life should he attempt to force his way in. Jariad didn't trust him of all things. The bandit unable to trust the Magistrate, how ridiculous.
 
  
 
 Damned arrogant bandits, trying to stand alone. Where was Bastard Liu? No, better to call him by name lest he slip up in conversation. Ignoring Gerel’s mysterious veiled Mentor, still sitting next to him sipping tea and eating sweet cakes without a care in the world, and Lei Gong of the Azure Ascendants, Liu Shi was the only other candidate capable of matching Yo Ling in single combat. So irksome to rely on bandits and outsiders to save his city, but somehow, he preferred it to the alternative, letting one of Chief Councilman Xiaobo’s underlings reap the honour and glory of killing the legendary Bandit King of Butcher Bay.
 
  
 
 “Tongzu.” As if summoned by the mere thought of his name, Xiaobo arrived with a flourish, the reek of sweat and body odour heavy upon his garish silken robes. The lack of respect was infuriating, but again, there was little Tongzu could do aside from snapping the fat toad’s neck, but there was time for that yet. “I’ve been informed the bandits are massing around the northern bridge. Is this information correct?”
 
  
 
 “It is.”
 
  
 
 “Then why are you not taking action? Shouldn't you be encircling them or some other military maneuver?”
 
  
 
 Holding his temper, Tongzu grit his teeth and smiled. “Oh? I wasn’t aware of Chief Councilman Xiaobo’s expertise in warfare. Perhaps you’d like to take command?”
 
  
 
 “No need to be snide, it doesn’t suit you.” Picking his nose, Xiaobo flicked a green globule from his fat finger, though it stubbornly clung on. “I’m merely curious why you aren’t seizing this perfect opportunity. I thought you’d like a taste of glory for yourself, but I’ll be happy to send a force of mercenaries in your stead.”
 
  
 
 “No. Keep your mercenaries here.” Unable to hide his disgust, Tongzu turned to his maps, pretending to study them instead of looking at Xiaobo. “We can hold as we are. At worst, Guard Captain Sovanna can destroy the bridge. I’d prefer the Corsairs fall back before then, but they’ve ignored my warnings.” He gave them enough chances, let them die butting heads with Yo Ling. All the better for Sanshu in the long run. “If Yo Ling attacks here or to the south, we’ll throw them back with the help of your mercenaries. The longer we wait, the better our position. My soldiers and guards are exhausted, I’ve little faith in our bandit ‘friends’, and Major Yuzhen is under attack, unable to seal off the Defiled retreat.”
 
  
 
 “So cowardly.” Still digging through his nose, Xiaobo rolled his eyes. “Weren’t you supposed to be some war hero? No matter, I’ll put an end to this fuss. You can’t imagine the amount of money I’m losing every minute the gates remain closed.”
 
  
 
 Patting Tongzu on the arm with his filthy hand, Xiabo turned to leave. Madness, if those mercenaries charged in and died then he’d be no better off than an hour ago. Would it be better to let the mercenaries die and fail, or risk his soldiers for a chance of victory?
 
  
 
 “I’ll not allow Gerel’s prey to be stolen.” The veiled expert spoke aloud, sipping the rest of her tea. Standing up, she brushed away the crumbs and strode off. “Thank you for the tea and snacks, but I tire of sitting around. Come, gather your soldiers, let us end this farce.”
 
  
 
 Unsure whether to laugh or cry, Tongzu shook his head and Sent his orders, making sure Xiaobo would remain in place to guard their retreat. The opportunity to trap Yo Ling and his Butchers between three armies was a tempting one, and with some luck and plenty of hard work, Sanshu would be free of Defiled before sunset. Best of all, the veiled expert seemed intent on joining them, so after Gerel’s second attempt to kill Yo Ling ended in inevitable failure, maybe she would take care of the problem for him.
 
  
 
 One could only hope.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The slow march down Sanshu’s paved streets gave Yo Ling time to clear his mind and calm his temper, the last vestiges of alcohol burned away beneath the heady rush of impending combat. The Spirits offered great power, but it came with equal risk, the phantoms forever pushing him towards loss of control and identity. A single glance served as warning for what lay in wait should he succumb to their whispers, the Transcendents nothing more than the Spirits given flesh. Their nightmarish appearance left much to be desired, not to mention the complete and utter loss of will accompanying Transcendence. Worse, they were so easily manipulated once you learned the trick. Such delicious irony, the Spirits realizing their greatest desire and granted physical form only to be enslaved, the puppeteer turned puppet.
 
  
 
 Putting those thoughts aside, he turned to study his army. His expectations for his Butchers had been too high, he saw this now. He’d envisioned marching across the Empire razing cities and defeating armies with his Butchers, their dark armour turning aside blade and arrow while cutting down his enemies with their deadly weapons. Instead, they faltered against common guardsmen and mediocre soldiers, unable to deal with a Sanshu deprived of its elites. It’s not that his Butchers were weak, but they lacked unity and direction, his captains unable to use his Butchers to full advantage. Thrown into the enemy lines with little rhyme or reason, it’s no wonder his Butchers faltered before the well-led guardsmen and soldiers of the Empire. A shame the Transcendents lacked even rudimentary communication skills, if only he could turn them into an extension of his will, commanding his army from all fronts.
 
  
 
 What might he have accomplished with competent officers in command of his Butchers? The battle for Sanshu would have been long over if Gao Qiu or Jariad led his warriors instead of the likes of Kaliyan or Nazier. A curse upon Bastard Liu for absconding with all his old comrades, former soldiers one and all unlike this rabble of raiders and cutthroats, not a single true leader to be found among them. This was no one’s fault but his own. A band of bandits was no place to nurture commanders, a dog-eat-dog world where ambition needed to be squashed before becoming a threat to himself. His Butchers were no proper army, merely a horde of well-armed pillagers, beaten back through clever positioning and sheer force of will. It would take discipline and education to mould these warriors into the weapon he so desired. To do so, he needed not only their fear and obedience, but their reverence as well.
 
  
 
 What better way to start than by crushing his oldest rivals, the traitorous Crossbone Corsairs?
 
  
 
 Flanked by his Transcendents and followed by his Butchers, Yo Ling strode at the front, giving orders and organizing his soldiers. No longer would he be a figurehead hidden behind his captains, the master of secrets, the Spectre of Sanshu. The image served him well as a Bandit King, but now was the time for a new chapter in his story, a new beginning, evolving into Yo Ling the General, the Conqueror, and eventually, Emperor of Man. His Butchers raced down alleys and over manor walls, cutting off the exposed Cosair’s avenues of retreat and guarding his flanks from the inevitable attack from Sanshu’s defenders, and Vithar rode out to test Yuzhen’s elites. Though he knew their presence meant little in the grand scheme of things, his Butchers were more accustomed to hit-and-run tactics, and having their retreat cut off put them on edge.
 
  
 
 Vithar’s cavalry were a force to be reckoned with, but since their loyalty was to the Uniter, Yo Ling considered them expendable, as were the rabble mobs gathered at his side. Comprised of Enlightened arriving from hidden mountain villages or secluded forest depths, they were little better than fodder and he would use them as such. Wear down the elites and test their mettle, perhaps a few might even succumb to the Spirits and replenish his dwindling ranks of Transcendents. Six were all he had left and the loss pained him, each one meticulously reared or captured over dozens of years.
 
  
 
 Hopefully, Gen’s talents of Oration would not disappoint like his skills in combat, though Yo Ling needed a method to ensure any Enlightened or Transcendents fell beneath his command and not the boy’s, especially if another Transcendent as useful as ‘Bei’ appeared. Even he was at a loss to explain how it hid in Gen’s shadow or crossed distances in the blink of an eye, a perfect hidden weapon, ambush assassin, and powerful defense all in one. Add to this its ability to speed Gen’s healing left Yo Ling seething with envy. He’d considered killing the boy before they met, finding his meteoric growth in power concerning, but Gen turned out to be an impressionable young lad who craved his approval. Better to let the boy live and nurture his talents, someone for Yo Ling to shape into one of his future Captains, loyal to the core.
 
  
 
 His musings were interrupted by Jianghong’s Sending. “Now that we’re committed to this venture,” he Sent dryly, “Perhaps now would be a good time to share your plans.”
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Yo Ling regretted his actions in the restaurant, attacking and outright threatening the man. The lapse in control meant Jianghong could never be trusted, an accomplished tactician and commander forever lost to him. To say Mao Jianghong held a grudge was an understatement, a soul darker than most, hiding his rage and waiting years for vengeance. Unlike Gao Qiu who drew on the Spirits’ power without knowledge, Jianghong was a man whose eyes were opened to the truth, yet abstained from its power in order to display Purity. It was like a man dying of thirst next to a pool of freshwater, refusing to drink until achieving his goal of becoming Guard Captain of Sanshu, a seed Yo Ling planted which flourished into the sturdy pillar of his plans to take Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Jianghong would undoubtedly obey orders, the model of a loyal soldier until the second he buried his dagger in Yo Ling’s back. A damn shame, but he would use the traitor guard captain until his value no longer outweighed the risk. Perhaps he’d even confess to murdering Jianghong’s family, listing out in explicit detail all the fun he’d had with the Mao family women. Smiling at the memory, he glanced at Jianghong and Sent, “You wish to know my plans? Very well. I intend to kill the Corsairs and any who stand with them, before taking the northern bridge. Then we will hold our position until their reinforcements arrive and crush the rest of Sanshu’s defenders in one fell swoop.”
 
  
 
 Only a minor widening of his eyes betrayed Jianghong’s emotions, the man struggling to keep his anger in control. Such impressive willpower and resolution, if only Yo Ling could be assured of his loyalty, he would make Jianghong his second in a heartbeat. Instead, the man was doomed to die a dog’s death at the hands of the very person he so desperately searched for. “Not to criticize,” Jianghong Sent, his tone respectful and subservient, “But your plan is sorely lacking in details. You might take the bridge with your six... Transcendents, but to hold against the full might of Sanshu’s defenders is... improbable. With the Golden Highland’s Coalition’s forces, we’re heavily outnumbered and my scouts inform me they’re remarkably well armed. Your plan will have us trapped in the plaza and bombarded with stone and shot.”
 
  
 
 “Your concern is noted, but unwarranted. We will be victorious.”
 
  
 
 Unconvinced, Jianghong continued to pestering for details, and Yo Ling merely smiled in silence, listening to the Spirits whisper of telling Jianghong the truth, that Yo Ling was responsible for the downfall of the Mao Family. Imagining the reaction, his smile widened though he held his tongue. Jianghong wasn’t the only one capable of self-discipline.
 
  
 
 After realizing no further explanation was forthcoming, Jianghong tried a different tack. “You must understand how your sudden appearance unnerves your soldiers. They’re unused to you leading from the front. You’ve cultivated an air of mystery over the years, the infallible strategist and spymaster commanding from the shadows. Why throw it all away? You’d be better served using me as your figurehead and leading from the rear.”
 
  
 
 And so it began, Jianghong’s attempts to make himself indispensable, worming his way into Yo Ling’s inner circle and earning his trust. Were he a loyal man, Jianghong’s suggestion was undoubtedly worth considering, but Yo Ling had no intention of letting this traitorous wretch be the hero of this narrative. “No need. After today, my Butchers will see I am more than capable of being both commander and warrior.”
 
  
 
 With that, Jianghong abandoned his attempts, sensing Yo Ling’s annoyance and worried of taking things too far. Such was the fate of the weak, with no choice but to swallow their pride, but Yo Ling needed to be cautious. If he took serious injury in the battle ahead, Jianghong would undoubtedly turn on him, forcing him to reveal his hand early or possibly even request aid from the Venerated Ones. Best to leave them hidden for as long as possible, as their presence brought too many complications.
 
  
 
 Calling his Butchers to a halt, he stood tall and studied his enemies, the Corsairs lined in the streets at what used to be a market, a single long avenue lined with shops and stalls. Arranged behind makeshift barricades in a wedge formation, the Corsairs stretched from wall to wall, barring his path to the plaza and bridge behind them. An unwashed mob of ruffians, these were no true soldiers, the perfect sacrifice needed to raise his Butchers’ morale. Though this position was suitable for defence, they were here alone, the Militia and guardsmen unwilling to abandon the Bridge. Fools.
 
  
 
 Still, the Corsairs were well prepared, the buildings and rooftops bristling with bows and spears, ready to shower them in a hail of projectiles. Planks laid out between the buildings allowed for easy retreat and removing them even easier, forcing him to clear the defenders out building by building. Who knew how many traps and ambushes awaited him inside? Even heavily armoured as his Butchers were, a head on attack would be cost him dearly.
 
  
 
 Too bad he didn’t intend to attack head on.
 
  
 
 Jariad’s antlers stood out from the crowd, moving to the forefront to speak with him, but Yo Ling ignored him. Unless it was Bastard Liu across the way, he had nothing to say. Turning to his strongest Transcendent, he took a moment to appreciate its elegance, power given form. A hulking creature with the head of a stag and the arms of a gorilla, it towered above him on two hooved feet, its taut muscles and dense fur near impossible to pierce. With no preamble, he ordered it to charge and off it went, roaring in bestial rage as stone and dirt rose in its wake, moving on hoof and hand with head lowered, its barbed antlers a sight to behold, gleaming white and soon-to-be dripping with blood.
 
  
 
 Ignoring all the buildings, it ran headlong towards the barricades with reckless abandon, shrugging off arrows and stones as it picked up speed, shaking the ground with every step. As it closed the distance, Yo Ling watched Jariad give a signal, and in response, a piddling few Spiritual Weapons shot out to strike the Transcendent, each one caught by the bramble of antlers. Bounding over the last few meters, it struck the barricade head-first with a resounding boom, crashing through wood, bone, and flesh in an explosion of blood and gore.
 
  
 
 Amidst the confusion, his other five Transcendents joined the fray, three trailing the first while the others dealt with the buildings, clearing them out with ease as the defenders were petrified by Transcendent Auras. Screams rang out as bodies rained down from above, Corsairs jumping from the rooftops to escape the creatures killing and devouring all before them. Chuckling at the sight, Yo Ling raised his voice above it all. “Forward my Butchers. End these pitiful pretenders and let all the Empire know, Butcher Bay is unrivalled beneath the heavens.”
 
  
 
 Screaming in fury, his Butchers set upon the scattered Corsairs with unholy fervour, exerting all their frustrations over years and years of rivalry. Though most of them weren’t present during the schism, his Butchers hated the Corsairs for everything they represented. If not for them, then Butcher Bay would have dominated Sanshu, with no room for smaller bandit groups to be had. Hands clasped behind his back, Yo Ling strolled through the battlefield, watching a wave of Butchers crash into the ruined barricades and hack apart the disorganized defenders, enjoying the carnage and bloodshed. There was no need to lift a finger unless Bastard Liu showed his face, then they would settle their score once and for all. Until such a time, he could sit back and let his Butchers enjoy themselves. After all, once this battle was over, it was possible they wouldn’t have another chance for bloodshed, Sanshu already well within his grasp.
 
  
 
 Breathing deep to take in the scent of death, he exhaled slowly, sighing. A damn shame his Butchers didn’t live up to expectations. To forever be surrounded by your inferiors, such was the burden of genius.
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 Sitting atop his tired warhorse, Zian studied the Enemy while they moved into position. Pouring in from the south, an unwashed rabble of infantry formed loose ranks before Sanshu’s south-west gate. With each passing minute their line edged forward a step or two, predators and murderers showing their true colours for the first time. Working themselves into a frenzy, they milled about in a disorganized cluster, eager for battle and bloodshed. Dressed in dirty leathers and ragged clothes, most wielded improvised weapons made from farm tools, with pitchforks, flails, and scythes aplenty, giving off the appearance of an unruly peasant mob ready to scatter before a concentrated charge.
 
  
 
 Appearances could be deceiving, a harsh lesson learned at the hands of Falling Rain. No mere peasant rebels, these were Defiled, every man, woman and child a traitor of the Empire. Living in the heart of the Northern Province, they were wolves hidden among sheep, biding their time and honing their skills in secret. Who knew what power lay hidden beneath their coarse exterior? Whether it be a garo-mounted tribesman savage or an unwashed peasant footman, the Defiled were not to be underestimated. Powered by the dark magics of the Father, any one was a possible Demon waiting to emerge.
 
  
 
 In stark contrast to the peasant mob, the garo riders moved in locked formation, over a thousand riders in four, distinct squares, two on each flank. A standard hammer and anvil, the mob meant to absorb the initial charge while the garo riders swept in from both sides. Against an all-cavalry force like their own, it was a fairly standard defence. Though Zian had never faced the Defiled before, all the stories claimed they were little more than an uncontrolled horde of barbarian savages, unversed in the finer points of warfare. The formation before him argued otherwise.
 
  
 
 “An exercise, young master.” At Zian’s side, Jukai took the tone of an instructor, gesturing at the Enemy army. “If you were in command, what orders would you give?”
 
  
 
 These exercises were becoming a common occurrence of late, Jukai testing Zian’s knowledge in military tactics with theoretical examples, but he’d yet to offer an answer which satisfied the former Colonel. Speculating out loud, Zian bought time before answering, determined to get it right. “Though the composition of our force is far from ideal, the terrain is to our advantage. The surrounding area has been trampled flat by thousands of wagons moving in and out of Sanshu, meaning we are free to maneuver around their infantry as we please.” Zian silently pondered the situation until Jukai coughed, politely urging him along. “I would match the garo flankers with our own, keeping them occupied in battle. Then, I would send skirmishers to lure the undisciplined infantry into a charge. The skirmishers fall back and draw out the enemy line, after which we hit the scattered infantry with a concentrated charge.”
 
  
 
 “Thereby playing directly to the Enemy’s strengths,” Jukai concluded, which set Zian’s face afire, but there was no mockery in the older man’s tone. “So defensive in duelling but so aggressive a commander, how delightful. A suitable strategy were you in command of your own army and matched against a rebel force, but you command a mishmash of elite units from various cities against a Defiled army, young master. Your tactics require a level of trust and coordination which our patchwork army lacks.”
 
  
 
 “Explain.”
 
  
 
 The demand earned him a small sigh, Jukai preferring to leave Zian to come to his own conclusions, but time was short. “You know garo riders cannot be matched with even numbers of horsemen. Those armoured lizards excel at counter charging, using a powerful lunge to crash into the front lines, their scent panicking even the most well-trained mounts. As in most cavalry match ups, momentum is key, and the garos hold the advantage in this regard.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, but the centre will crumble from our charge,” Zian interjected, defending his decision. “Which means even though we lose on the flanks, we’ll have five thousand cavalry to deal with a thousand garo riders.”
 
  
 
 Rather than chiding him, Jukai nodded. “The Defiled don’t ‘crumble’, but you’re right. Assuming the flankers die to the last man keeping the garos in place, they’ll buy you enough time to defeat the Defiled infantry, but this brings us to the lack of trust and coordination I spoke of. You command elites from around the province, each one capable of displaying their Purity. These are people of influence or standing, their strength proven and future limitless. They’ll know you’ve set them on a suicidal task and they'll either break after the charge or fail to engage all the garo riders and leave your skirmishers vulnerable to attack. The Enemy has their riders in separate groups for this very reason. In addition, the Defiled are a cunning foe. It’s highly possible their infantry will not take the bait and instead turn on your flankers, meaning you’ll have squandered a thousand cavalry for little gain. Were it Nian Zu and his soldiers, then he would succeed with your strategy, but you do not command the loyalty of these ‘elites’.”
 
  
 
 Maddening. Major Yuzhen said Jukai had an ‘illustrious’ career, but none of his companions had ever heard his name and Zian's skin wasn't thick enough to admit he didn't bother looking into his own subordinates. “Then how would you proceed?”
 
  
 
 This time, Jukai refused to answer. “Consider our orders and the question I posed, and the answer will be clear.”
 
  
 
 Eyeing the enemy lines once more, Zian quietly thought things through. How to best attack the Defiled? Wheel the entire army to one side strike from the flank? Pull back and engage them in the woods? Charge in successive waves? No matter what stratagem or tactic he came up with, the same problem continued cropping up. Cavalry was a powerful tool, but limited in use without infantry or ranged support.
 
  
 
 Wait. Consider the question. ‘What orders would you give’, not ‘how would you attack’. His troops were tired and exhausted, facing a foe eager and ready for battle. “Delay,” he answered, earning a smile from Jukai. “If they attack, then they are forced to give up their advantage of the wall’s defences and to deal with ours. While we cannot deny the Enemy a path of retreat, it is not to our advantage to engage. Keeping this army at the gates is all we can do, but if the Defiled inside the city retreat, then we are in position to pin them inside, trapping the Enemy inside the tunnel with Sanshu’s defenders on the other side.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed. You must also consider the grand scheme of things. Every hour which passes, brings our infantry closer and the evacuating citizens of Sanshu further from danger. Sanshu’s defenders are holding the Defiled to the south-west district, and now we’ve occupied these garo riders, a force which could wreak havoc among the evacuees or along the Xiang Mi river.” Jukai’s eyes narrowed as he stroked his chin. “Odd how they’ve been so well-behaved, though fortuitous for the farmers and fisherfolk. Many of Yo Ling’s decisions are questionable at best, but at least the damage has been minimal.” Shaking his head, Jukai shrugged and saluted. “Well then young master, off we go.”
 
  
 
 “Where to?”
 
  
 
 “To delay the enemy of course.” With a smile and a wink, Jukai rode into the Enemy’s range without a care in the world. After a moment’s pause, Zian rode after him, the rest of his retinue remaining behind at Jukai’s orders. Two men riding into the teeth of the enemy, Zian made certain he kept his back straight and head held high, hiding his apprehension and keeping his eyes on the massed catapults and crossbows sitting atop the gate.
 
  
 
 Stopping halfway between both armies, he followed Jukai’s example and dismounted, handing the reins over at the older man’s request. After a modicum of shouting and shoving, a hulking Defiled brute emerged from the Enemy lines, strolling down the road to meet him, and it finally dawned on Zian he was here to duel. Wearing a tunic spattered in dried blood, his opponent carried a two-handed woodsman axe, a single-edge, black-iron head affixed to a wooden handle. Greasy, black hair hung haphazardly about his pale, pockmarked face, an ugly bastard whose nose showed signs of multiple breaks.
 
  
 
 “No need to wait young master, fortune favours the bold,” Jukai Sent. “Remember, we’re here to buy time so don’t make it look too easy or kill him too quickly. And no Aura unless he has one too. The Defiled have their own sort of pride regarding duels, so they won’t send someone too strong unless you give them reason to.”
 
  
 
 Heart hammering in his chest, Zian drew his sabers and approached, warily eyeing his opponent. A glancing blow from the massive champion’s heavy axe would be enough to shatter Zian’s bones, severely limiting his options. Flourishing his sabers, Zian set out to cross blades with his first Defiled opponent in his second duel to the death, praying for a better outcome than the first. Then again, things could hardly go worse. He’d prefer death over another humiliation like the one he suffered at Rain’s hands.
 
  
 
 Telegraphing his intent, the Defiled Champion ran forward with axe held high, chopping at Zian as if he were an immobile tree. Scoffing beneath his breath, he stepped back to avoid the blow before charging in to close the gap and deny his opponent the chance for a second strike. A naive action he immediately regretted, Zian crossed his blades to block as the Champion punched out with the butte of his axe, the wooden haft hammering home like a horse’s kick despite Zian’s efforts to Deflect the strike.
 
  
 
 Barely able to hold onto his sabers, Zian Lightened his body and let the momentum carry him away, the wind rushing by as the axe swung through the air mere centimetres from his face. Fingers bruised, hands numb, and arms shaking, Zian kept his distance from the charging Champion, desperate to stay out of the hulking behemoth’s range. One punch, barely an afterthought to his opponent yet it was almost enough to end the fight. Too powerful, a head on clash would only end in misery.
 
  
 
 Don’t make this too easy? At this rate, Zian would be lucky to escape with his life.
 
  
 
 After recovering from his initial surprise, he studied his opponent’s movements, searching for a pattern to exploit. Finding it in a matter of seconds, Zian watched the axe sail by once more before slashing at the wooden handle, intent on destroying the axe. His aim true, his Honed saber cut into handle and stopped a centimetre in, rebounding off an impenetrable core. The impact shook him to the core as if he’d tried to hammer a mountain aside, his right hand coming away bloody and leaving his saber embedded in the axe’s handle.
 
  
 
 Crooked yellow teeth on full display, the Defiled champion gave a mocking grin as he thrust Zian’s saber into the paved stone road, using nothing but pure muscle to force it down. An impressive display of strength, but Zian was more concerned with cursing himself for underestimating his opponent. The woodsman axe was more than mere iron and wood, it was a Defiled weapon of power hidden in plain sight. Not even all the garo riders had one, but this common thug wielded his axe with an expertise that spoke of years of practice. How many were just like him, skilled warriors hidden amongst the unwashed rabble, their weapons disguised as common tools?
 
  
 
 Unable to approach and with only one saber to defend, Zian avoided swing after swing, trying to draw his opponent into overextending, but the Champion was too wily to take the bait. Holding the axe in both hands, he took measured, powerful slashes, each one causing Zian’s life to flash before his eyes. After a few more failed swings, the Champion dropped his shoulder and charged, forcing Zian to dive aside lest he be trampled underfoot or clove in twain by the following strike. Rolling to his feet, he stumbled away from the Champion, tripping over his feet to get away. Within minutes, his forehead was dripping with sweat, his lungs burning and muscles aching with effort as the Champion’s confidence swelled, his ugly grin growing wider with each attack.
 
  
 
 Despite the dire straits, Zian gave no thought to using his Aura, instead focusing every thought on dodging his opponent. Even if he still had his Runic armour, he wouldn’t dare take a strike from his foe, the Champion’s attacks a strange mixture of unbridled fury and measured cunning. Zian was being forced away from his allies, away from his errant saber, but still he continued to dodge, desperately searching for an opportunity to strike.
 
  
 
 Waiting.
 
  
 
 Hoping.
 
  
 
 Praying.
 
  
 
 How pitiful. What had become of the proud Situ Jia Zian? Once, he stood at the forefront of his peers, a talent unmatched by any until Falling Rain showed his face. Now after a single defeat, he’d transformed from rising dragon to timid mouse. Was this to be the culmination of his years of dedicated practice, to die at the hands of a nameless Defiled brute?
 
  
 
 The anger sparked new life inside him and settled his frantic mind, the next course of action clear to him. Planting his feet, he held his saber in both hands horizontally before him, readying to block the next strike. His opponent’s eyes shone with glee as he lifted his axe up high, seeking to end the duel here and now by putting his all into this one strike. Lightening his body, Zian pushed away with his toes and slid back, avoiding the blow by gliding over paved road like smooth ice. The Champion’s axe bit into the stone, his eyes widening in shock as he struggled to pull back and defend, but it was too late. Reversing his momentum, Zian swooped forward and performed Gliding Wing, his saber scything through flesh and bone as he sailed past his opponent.
 
  
 
 Drawing up to his full height, Zian steadied his breathing and sheathed his saber, his opponent still standing behind him. After dusting himself off and checking for bloodstains, he glanced across the Defiled lines, the battlefield silent but for the clatter of metal and wood on stone, his opponent’s axe falling to the ground. After a full nine seconds, he heard a wet thump as his opponent’s body finally dropped to the floor.
 
  
 
 Only then did Zian turn and walk away, stepping passed the pool of blood growing around his opponent’s headless corpse. Stopping to pick up his saber, he Honed its edge and pulled it clear from the stone, wincing at the grating screech. Though he knew his saber would remain undamaged, he disliked treating it so roughly. After sheathing the weapon, Zian returned to Jukai’s side before turning to face the Defiled once more. Hands behind his back, he stood proudly before the Enemy, wordlessly daring his next opponent to come forth, using the time to Heal as best he could. Though he lacked Falling Rain’s ability, Zian’s injuries were of no importance, with only some minor tearing and bruising.
 
  
 
 “A splendid display, young master.” Jukai’s praise arrived by Sending and Zian barely kept from puffing up. “Though I’d ask you not act so convincingly, my old heart can't handle the stress. I almost ran in to save you after you ‘tripped’, a damn fine show.”
 
  
 
 Coughing, Zian reminded himself not to grow arrogant. Fame and glory were unimportant, personal strength all that mattered. It’s why he intended to step away from Clan and Society, no longer wanting to be distracted by meaningless squabbles over wealth and political power. His goal was to reach the apex of the Martial Path, and after struggling against this nameless Defiled brute, he still had a long way to go.
 
  
 
 Zian’s next opponent stepped out, a svelte, graceful young man, lips twisted in a mocking sneer as he sauntered forward with twin sickles in hand. Thanking the Mother it wasn’t another hulking behemoth, Zian drew his sabers to meet his opponent. This was the perfect opportunity to train. Falling Rain won four duels in succession, so obviously, Zian needed to win at least five.
 
  
 
 No, these were nameless Defiled while Rain defeated three top Society talents and an expensive slave. Better to win at least nine times or ten times.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Much as Fung disliked the arrogant fop, he couldn’t help but admire Zian’s tenacity and martial prowess. Six duels fought in succession, the first few against Defiled villagers, but the last two against garo mounted barbarians. Each duel ended in a close match, yet still Zian stood tall, waiting for his seventh opponent. Despite several near brushes with death, Fung knew Zian was holding back, only displaying a few Chi skills and Forms, his Aura still yet to be used. Brimming with envy, Fung dreamed of a time when he would be confident enough to fight the Defiled with a self-imposed handicap, pretending to struggle in order to buy time for the army to rest. Worst of all, Zian remained silent through it all, not bothering to name himself or even gloat a little, with zero displays of satisfaction after each hard-fought victory.
 
  
 
 For some months now, Fung heard the whispers comparing him to Zian, implying how he followed in the other's footsteps. Both talented youths born in a Magistrate’s family, both notorious womanizers and drunks, and both victors in the Contest, they should have risen to equal fame, but far from it. In fact, many questioned why Tong Da Fung seem so lacking in comparison, despite walking down a similar path.
 
  
 
 Fung detested his fellow young magistrate for more than this. Losing to Zian in front of Du Min Gyu would have been acceptable except the bastard had the gall to slap Fung across the face with the flat of his blade, a humiliating slight. Watching Rain defeat the arrogant prick brought him a measure of peace, but Fung still dreamed of one day challenging Zian to a duel and perhaps even returning the slap with one of his own.
 
  
 
 After watching six duels and the start of a seventh with yet another northern savage, Fung worried the day would never come.
 
  
 
 “This is boring.” Cheeks puffed and arms crossed, the adorable Mei Lin sat atop her quin, watching the duel with a frown. “I thought we were going to fight, ya? When are we going into the city?”
 
  
 
 Keeping his voice down, Fung explained, “Zian is buying time, giving our soldiers and horses time to rest after riding all day.”
 
  
 
 Comprehension dawned on her face as Lin smiled sheepishly, knocking herself lightly on the head. “Ah. Okay. Sorry.” Sighing loudly, she went back to waiting in silence for all of a single minute, before she asked, “When is it your turn to fight?”
 
  
 
 Mei Lin was a perfect match for Rain, the two wholly unconcerned about face. There was nothing malicious about it, it’s merely who they were. Smiling, Fung merely shook his head. He didn’t dare follow-up after Zian. Who knew what sort of monster the Enemy would send out? Ignoring Rustram’s wordless plea to send her away to safety, Fung returned to watching Zian’s duels. Though the sweet girl’s demeanour often kindled a desire to protect her, he knew Mei Lin needed no protection from him.
 
  
 
 Instead, he devoted all his efforts to finding a weakness in his ‘rival’, but to no avail. The only thing he noticed was Zian’s tendency to give up the initiative to fight defensively, studying his opponents in-depth before going for the kill. Not much of a weakness, Zian’s defences were top-notch, able to dodge, parry, or Deflect all but the most powerful of blows. How Rain defeated him was still a mystery to Fung, even though he witnessed the match with his own eyes.
 
  
 
 After a long struggle, the seventh duel came to an end, Zian winning with a clean killing blow like always. The arrogant bastard wasn't even dirty, barely sparing a glance for his fallen foe before returning to stand next to his second. How long did he intend to continue? Almost thirty minutes had passed now, a single man standing before the Defiled army, boldly defying them time and time again. Though it pained him to see Zian earn more fame and glory, these thirty, hard-won minutes were crucial, allowing the Imperial Army to continue setting their defences and resting their mounts. Minutes ticked by in silence without an eighth challenger, and Zian merely stood and waited, unperturbed by the numerous catapults and crossbows pointed in his direction. If only the bastard weren’t such an unbearable prick, he would've made a splendid friend. With Huu and Rain both betrothed to wonderful women, Fung found himself lacking someone to drink and whore with.
 
  
 
 A low, rumbling horn sounded out in the silence, a haunting note the Defiled used to signal battle, their commander unwilling to send another duellist to their death. As Zian rode back to his retinue, the Imperial Army cheered his return, his successive victories raising morale to its peak. Unable to stew in his envy, Fung readied himself for the battle. Though Zian’s accomplishments were impressive, his twin sabers were unsuited for massed warfare and his strength was spent. This was Fung’s chance to display his skills with the spear, the king of all weapons.
 
  
 
 “We’re fighting now, ya?” Mei Lin asked, her eyes bright and eager. Nodding in reply, he was treated to a brilliant, toothy smile as she leaped to her feet, standing atop her quin with grace and aplomb. With bow in hand, she glanced at Fung for permission before picking a target, using her entire body to draw her bow and loose the arrow in one smooth motion. Without pausing to view her handiwork, she continued firing into the Enemy from well outside the range of their catapults, a consummate display of Bekhai archery. In less than a minute, Mei Lin’s kill count numbered in the double digits, forcing Fung to rethink his evaluation of weapons.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he should ask Rain to teach him how to shoot. This seemed much more efficient than fighting successive duels.
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 “Jorani, what in the Father’s Maw we doin’ here?”
 
  
 
 Without slowing his advance, Jorani glanced at Kabi, fighting the urge to slap him silly for asking such a stupid question. The former captain of the Mongrels shivered uncontrollably as they marched along the road, tail tucked and dog ears pressed against his skull, and Jorani sympathized with the man. Truth be told, he’d been wondering the same thing, wishing he were anywhere but here. How did he end up in this mess? Two months ago, he’d been a scout for the Freebooters, drinking and thieving while dreaming of moving up in the world. Well his dream had finally come true. Today, Jorani led his bandit crew into battle against Butcher Bay’s Defiled army.
 
  
 
 The single thought sent a chill down his spine, but thankfully his armour hid his cowardice. Swallowing the lump in his throat, Jorani answered in the calmest tone he could manage given the circumstances. “You heard the guard captain, Kabi. We’re goin’ to support the Corsairs and pin them in the marketplace. Then the bleedin’ Magistrate comes along to bugger ‘em from behind both ways. Easy is as easy does.” His voice cracked at the second ‘easy’, his terror threatening to burst from his chest and spew all over the road.
 
  
 
 A small whine escaped Kabi’s lips. “Yer mad. I know we signed for ten years service with ye, but I thought it’d be banditry, not fucking suicide. We’ve no place bein’ here, let alone fighting Butcher Bay. We’re all gonna die or worse. They’re fucking Defiled, you heard the stories...”
 
  
 
 True enough, but with Lei Gong keeping an eye on him, Jorani had no choice but to follow orders and spout rhetoric. “I told you when we started, we ain't bandits no more; we’re the Mother's Militia. Our place is here in Sanshu, defending Her children.”
 
  
 
 “Mother’s sagging tits,” Kabi hissed, moving close to keep from being overheard. “Enough with the religious bullshit, ye ain’t convincing anyone. This is serious. We both know the whole ‘Militia’ gimmick was you working an angle, a way to rile people up about the Council. I never would’ve guessed it was the Ascendants backing ye, but it doesn’t matter. You’ve got that fancy armour on, but it ain’t gonna keep you safe from Yo Ling. He’ll rip you right out of it like like peeling an orange, mark my words.”
 
  
 
 “You think I don’t know that?” Jorani snapped, glaring at his former drinking buddy. “You think I don’t want to cut and run? Thing is, I can’t. We’re here to fight, so deal with it.”
 
  
 
 In his anger, Jorani forgot to keep his voice down, but luckily, someone misinterpreted his statement. “The boss is right,” Ulfsaar the Voracious said, marching beside his wife Neera. The two half-bears numbered among the few bandits who bought into Jorani’s pious mumbling. “We leave now and the Defiled win. Sanshu needs us, the Mother wills it.”
 
  
 
 Without missing a beat, Kabi replied, “What the fuck does that got to do with us? We’re thieves and bandits, not heroes of the Empire. Even if we save Sanshu from destruction, you think they’ll throw a parade for us? Mark my words, when this is all over, we’ll be clapped in chains without so much as a how you do, all to hide their shame, assuming the bleedin' Empire doesn't have the entire region purged. Don’t you see? They won’t admit to being saved by bandits, so they’re sending us in as fodder, a bone for the Butchers to gnaw on while the Magistrate laughs and watches. Lookit what’s happened with the Corsairs, sent out to fight Yo Ling without support.”
 
  
 
 “Now don’t ye be spreading yer lies.” Guard Captain Sovanna arrived to chime in, their little discussion spreading among the Militia and guardsmen. “Sanshu appreciates yer help, ain’t no two ways about it. What comes after... well I can't speak fer others, but you've my gratitude. As for the Corsairs, it ain’t our fault. We sent word, but they refused to pull back. Now they’ve been attacked, we’re moving up support em. What more do ye want?”
 
  
 
 “Not to put further strain on things, but the Mongrel has a point.” Light-Fingered Yu joined in the conversation, their pace never slowing as they marched towards the market. “What’s to stop the guards from destroying the bridge behind us and trapping us here with Yo Ling?”
 
  
 
 Sovanna snorted. “I'm right here with ye, ain't I?”
 
  
 
 Prudently not mentioning how Sovanna might be a dupe as well, Yu shrugged and continued. “Even if we survive, what happens when this is over? A man needs both carrot and stick, else there’s no motivation in continuing. While we are bound to our oaths, we swore loyalty to the Mother’s Militia, not blind obedience. A minor distinction, I’ll admit, but the way I see it, if I wished you all the best of luck while making a run for safety, then I’ve kept my end of the bargain. Am I willing to stake my life on it?” Yu shrugged, seeming wholly unconcerned, a killer well-versed in hiding his emotions. “It depends. Considering we’re facing certain death at the hands of Yo Ling or the Magistrate, versus probable death should we run, it’s not much of a choice.”
 
  
 
 Their discussion lapsed into silence as Jorani’s eyelid twitched, pondering the clever killer’s words. True, the oath he’d sworn was a little lax, to never betray the Bekhai and serve for ten years time, while the others swore the same, only to the Militia. If they ran and abandoned the Bekhai or Jorani, the heavens would see it as a betrayal but because of his oath of silence, there was nothing he could say to convince them otherwise. He only hoped Kabi and Yu would stay and fight instead of wasting their lives by running. They weren’t peerless warriors, but they were heads and shoulders above Jorani.
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, Jester Wang was the first to break the silence. Ever since learning of Yo Ling’s betrayal, he’d fallen into an uncharacteristic silence, even more so once he learned of Gao Qiu’s death, so to hear him speak came as a surprise. “You all do what ye gotta do,” he said in slow, even tones. “Me and my cutthroats? We’ll be first into the fray, killing every damned Defiled we come across. Way I see it, we’re dead either way and Big Mum don’t take kindly to oath-breakers or cowards. Might as well go down fighting. I ain’t strong enough to kill Yo Ling, but he won’t find us an easy meal. It’s the least we can do, in honour of Gao Qiu’s sacrifice. The Red Devil was many things, but he weren’t no traitor and neither are we.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of assent echoed Jester Wang’s sentiments, the former Butchers hellbent on avenging their erstwhile captain. More than once, Jorani worried the former Butcher was Defiled, keeping his entire crew at arms length, so hearing him volunteer for the front lines came as a welcome surprise. They were the meanest, most disciplined fighters in the Militia, Butcher Bay’s stringent standards showing through. Sadly, few other Militiamen shared their enthusiasm and everyone fell into silence once more. Wracking his brain, Jorani plodded along, wishing he had a heroic speech to deliver to raise morale and whip his crew into shape, but all he could think of was his impending doom. Hard to argue against Kabi and Yu’s points, but Jorani was in a bind. He was just a sneak thief from the streets of Sanshu, not some peerless warrior blessed by the heavens. How could he possibly affect the outcome of this war?
 
  
 
 Worst of all, the bleedin’ Azure Ascendant made it clear he wouldn’t help. ‘Too many complications’ according to the lazy old bastard, sending his crew in his stead. The only ones Jorani recognized were Lei Gong and Daxian, the others shrouded in mystery and silence. Lei Gong was the leader, a less than inspiring sight with his beggar’s robes, frayed hair, and tired appearance. At least Daxian looked the part of conquering hero, armoured in striking brigandine, patterned, supple leather over interlocking metal plates. The open-faced helm which he never took off framed a handsome, angular face while his chest sported the character ‘Virtuous’, the origin of his nickname. So far, Jorani found him sorely lacking in virtue and full of vitriol and snide comments, always harping on Jorani’s weakness.
 
  
 
 Jealous of the shiny new armour most likely, so he paid it no mind. The other two male Ascendants were dressed similarly to Daxian, one sporting a bushy beard and a massive, double-bladed battle axe and the other unremarkable and empty handed. The sole female of their group wore a black, form-fitting tunic and tights, her shapely legs and assortment of jewellery on full display. Only five Ascendants in total, but Jorani hoped there were more waiting in the wings. None of them bothered introducing themselves, and he speculated over their identities the past few days to no avail. Not like it mattered, every one of them was an expert, making Jorani feel a little safer. Turning his attention to his Spiritual Weapon, he mentally pleaded with the coiled metal rope to let him bind it, praying for a miracle to surpass all miracles. Maybe he’d bind the weapon and become an expert warrior or Awaken to a Blessing or something.
 
  
 
 Sadly, the Mother ignored his appeals and his last-ditch efforts were soon interrupted by inhuman screams of pain and misery. Following Lei Gong and Sovanna’s lead, Jorani picked up the pace and ran towards the market, his mind screaming to flee even before his feet turned the corner to show him an unholy field of slaughter. Quaking uncontrollably as an inner voice gibbered in outright terror, he idly wondered if everyone could hear his armour clinking or teeth chattering. How could they not? It was almost deafening, though still unable to mute the tortured cries of agony and despair.
 
  
 
 It was too late, the Corsairs were done for, their dead bodies left to rot in the streets while the Defiled toyed with those unfortunate enough to still live. Trying to find somewhere to look without gazing upon some form of unspeakable torture was impossible, but Jorani’s eyes locked on one scene in particular, a Demon waiting at the front of the Defiled army, not even fifty meters away. A massive creature with the head of a stag, it knelt on the blood-stained stones with head lowered in subservience. Nestled within the barbed, bone antlers laid the remains of a man, his body stripped bare of clothes, skin, and notable organs, arms and legs spread wide and impaled upon jagged points. Despite his overwhelming horror and dread, Jorani noticed the corpse had antlers of his own, an odd sort of symmetry. A half-stag killed by a stag Demon, what are the chances?
 
  
 
 “Ah finally, more guests have arrived.” An older gentleman stood next to the Demon, arms outstretched in welcome. Smiling as if greeting old friends, his pearly white teeth shone brightly in contrast to the caked gore covering him, not a single patch of skin, hair, or armour untouched by blood or viscera, as if he’d gone swimming in a lake of corpses. How Jorani overlooked his presence was a mystery, but he wasn’t alone. The entire line of Militiamen and guardsmen gasped as they stepped back in tandem, surprised by his sudden appearance. Only the Ascendants remained in place, Lei Gong standing at the forefront of their allied forces, ringed by his companions.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by their reaction, the old gentleman gestured towards the Demon Stag. “Pardon the mess, my old friend Jariad is a stubborn fellow and I lost myself in the work.” With a stately bow, he continued. “This humble one is called Yo Ling, better known as the Spectre. It is my pleasure to meet so many renowned heroes.” His single eye paused on each face as he recited their names. “The Woodsman Yelu Shi, Radiant Fist Wugang, Daxian the Virtuous, Tyrant OuYang Yuhuan, and Lord of Thunder Lei Gong.”
 
  
 
 With each introduction, Jorani’s spirits lifted higher and higher. Warning himself to stop leering at the Tyrant Yuhan, it was worrisome how Yo Ling didn’t seem too concerned about the appearance of so many experts. In fact, the Bandit King glanced around in exaggerated fashion, his smile never faltering. “The Azure Ascendants, but not in full strength. Where are the others? I must admit, I’m curious to meet your leader, a man so shrouded in secrecy even I cannot determine his identity.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph,” snorted Lei Gong, taking a drink from his gourd. “We’re more than enough to deal with the likes of you, Defiled filth.”
 
  
 
 Eye narrowing in anger, Yo Ling recovered from the slight and carried on with his stately greetings, playing the part of host. “And all these familiar comrades here to greet me on my day of glory, it is truly an honour. Forgive me for not taking the time to greet you all one by one, but time is of the essence.” Yo Ling’s gaze landed on Jorani and he felt his legs go weak, though somehow he remained upright. “Besides, we all know why you’re here. Hangman Jorani of the Mother’s Militia, what a curious little puzzle you are. A weakling of no consequence standing at the head of so many Named cutthroats, all dressed up in shiny new Runic armour. I suppose the Ascendant gifted it to you, and two more sets for your little friends, Ral and Chey. He even armed you all with Spiritual Weapons, how extravagant.” Stroking his blood soaked beard, Yo Ling tilted his head, the penetrating stare piercing right through Jorani. How did the Spectre know about Ral and Chey? “I can’t imagine you hold the love and loyalty of all these bandits and thieves, much less their respect. What will they do after I tear you limb from limb and mount you next to Jariad here? I’m guessing they’d thank me for freeing them from their bothersome oaths.”
 
  
 
 A gurgling cry emanated from Jariad affixed atop the Demon Stag, and Jorani jumped in fright. By the Mother, he was still alive, who could bear such pain and torture? Tsking in annoyance, Yo Ling glanced at the mangled Corsair. “Come now Jariad, where are your manners? Don't worry, there's plenty of room, but please, tell me where Liu Shi is hiding, I would love to have him at my victory feast.” The duality of the statement was the last straw as Jorani threw up in his mouth. With no other option, he swallowed it back down, refusing to appear weak in front of this monster.
 
  
 
 A bolt of light flashed across the way and struck Jariad in the chest, rocking the Demon back as a crash of thunder rang throughout the market. Spasming in death, the pitiful Corsair captain was finally freed from his torture as Lei Gong snarled in anger, his outstretched finger still crackling with power. “Enough of yer games, foul creature of darkness.” Twirling his cane, he charged into action, followed by the other Ascendants and met by a tide of Demons.
 
  
 
 As if through some unspoken rule, no one else charged in, knowing the battle was to be decided by these few experts. The area erupted into chaos as Lei Gong made good on his name, every strike of his cane accompanied by a blinding flash and the peal of thunder, driving back a Demonic mole and weasel pair. Yelu Shi’s axe swung in a powerful arc, only to be stopped head on by a bestial turtle-shelled Demon, its barbed tail and snapping beak putting the Woodsman on the defensive. Daxian and Wugang duelled with their respective foes, two four-armed humanoid demons with faces drawn from nightmare, wielding a bevy of dangerous weapons which restricted Daxian’s spear and Wugang’s fists. The Tyrant fought in a wholly different manner as her jewellery lit up in a dazzling array of colours, conjuring an assortment of Chi attacks which flashed and sparkled as she danced away from the Demon stag’s speedy charges and crushing claws, Jariad’s corpse still perched atop its head.
 
  
 
 Six Demons fighting five Ascendants, and Yo Ling still had yet to act, remaining in place with arms crossed and a smile on his face, enjoying the mayhem before him. Swallowing hard, Jorani fought to keep from running, the terror overwhelming him. They were all doomed the moment Yo Ling acted, but what could he do? Not even the strongest warriors in his crew would last more than a few seconds fighting against a Demon, and not a single Ascendant seemed to hold the upper hand. The Defiled warriors cheered and shouted from the sidelines, laughing at the struggling Ascendants as the Demons pushed them back, while the guards and Militia stood silent, praying for these valiant heroes to come through.
 
  
 
 Watching the display of power and skill before him, for the first time in his life, Jorani hungered for the same. All his life, he’d been happy to rely on others to protect him, rationalizing his cowardice as prudence and caution. He’d laughed at the idiotic brutes who risked their lives for glory and honour, playing at being more than mere thieves and cutthroats, but he finally understood. Sometimes, the only option left was to stand and fight, because the alternative was far worse.
 
  
 
 Turning to glance at Ral, Jorani patted his best friend on the arm. “Ye ready for this?”
 
  
 
 With a goofy grin, Ral nodded enthusiastically, somehow still calm amidst the pandemonium. “Don’t worry Jor, I’ll keep you safe. Promise.”
 
  
 
 The big oaf was probably too dumb to be scared. “Forget about me, keep an eye on yer lady instead.” Swallowing hard, he added, “If I die, then run like hell, ye hear me?” Ral frowned and shook his head, but Jorani ignored him, instead glancing at Chey for confirmation. They still didn’t get along, but they put aside their differences when it came to Ral, the buxom bandit nodding without hesitation.
 
  
 
 Turning to face the Enemy, Jorani closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Raising his voice, he shouted, “Men and women of Sanshu. The Enemy stands before us. Kill em all.” Willing his legs to move, Jorani broke out into a charge with Ral and Chey at his sides, screaming bloody murder as he closed with the Defiled. If the Ascendants fell then the Butchers would escape unscathed, so the only option left was to kill as many Butchers as they could before the Demons felled their opponents.
 
  
 
 He only prayed the Militia were following behind.
 
  
 
 Scurrying around the titanic struggle between the Ascendants and Demons, Jorani came face to face with the Defiled Butchers, towering warriors encased in dark-iron and gore. Taking a spear to the chest, he twisted aside as the blade scraped across his breastplate, feeling his Chi reserves dip from the blow. Lashing out with his Spiritual Weapon coiled around his fist, he connected with his opponent’s jaw, unable to even sway the Defiled warrior. Grinning from behind his face plate, Jorani’s opponent drew back for a headbutt. The impact rocked Jorani back, his legs threatening to give out from under the strike.
 
  
 
 A hand reached out to steady him before darting past, a flicker of movement faster than Jorani could follow. The Defiled Butcher’s helm split in two as Jester Wang’s hatchet struck home, one of the few Militiamen carrying a Spiritual Weapon. Turning back with a grin, Jester Wang cackled loudly, the sound echoing across the battle. “Boss, how could you? I thought I made it clear me and my cutthroats wanted first crack at these bastards.” Without another word, Jester Wang threw himself into the fray, hacking away at his former comrades with a vengeance.
 
  
 
 A quick glance told Jorani all he needed to know, the other Militiamen all following him into battle, even Kabi and Light-Fingered Yu. Swelling with pride, he watched as his crew tore into the Defiled, working together to bring down their well-armoured foes, paying a costly price for every kill.
 
  
 
 On impulse, he raised his fist and shouted, “For the Mother!” His crew echoed the call as they fought with all their might, the sight of the Enemy and all their atrocities spurring every person present into righteous fury, himself included. Channeling his Chi once more, Jorani loosed the coil of rope and brought it back, lashing out without thinking. The impact shook his arm his Chi exploded through the rope, sweeping aside a trio of Defiled and continuing onwards, moving as if it were alive and hungry for blood. His mind filled with knowledge as he fought on, falling into a trance as he moved according to the weapon’s will, striking down the Defiled as easily as turning his hand. Finally, he was binding his weapon, the Mother Herself instructing him on its proper usage, guiding him through every nuance and mystery of its function. The knowledge wouldn’t last forever, it was up to Jorani to remember as much as possible, and he lost himself in its intricacies while unleashing Her fury against the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Maybe miracles do happen after all.
 
  
 
 Thank the Mother.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Though he'd still feel better if the Magistrate hurried his fat ass over here.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 225 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 I hate being a leader.
 
  
 
 I have many reasons, like managing the endless stream of trivial and not so trivial details. Even a small, hundred-person retinue has too many things to keep track of, break schedules, rations, ammunition, camp details and more. While I try to delegate most things, it’s still my ass on the line if things go poorly, so my apprehensive nature forces me to micromanage things to a ridiculous degree.
 
  
 
 Then there’s the heavy responsibility and soul crushing guilt which comes with making life and death decisions for other people. I’ve lost many from my retinue, more than half my former cripples and a handful of Sentinels, mostly impressionable youngsters who looked up to me. Survivor’s guilt is shitty enough on its own, but it’s possible my mistakes actually cost people their lives. Every time I close my eyes, I’m haunted by crippling doubt and self-recrimination, wondering if I could have done things differently. Though I’m no longer plagued by the Spectres, I still have my own ghosts to deal with, and all the coin in the world won't help me sleep better at night.
 
  
 
 If I had to pick something to hate the most, it wouldn’t be any of the above, nor would it be the meagre rewards of honour and glory, or the staggering bills for medicine for soldiers and food for quins. What I hate most about being a leader is the barrier between me and everyone above or below me. Forget the people who outrank me, I don’t care about climbing the ladder, but in front of my retinue, I always have to be careful how I act. Gone are the days of sitting around dicing and drinking with Bulat and the gang, or complaining to Yan about the crappy food or weather. Every second of every day, I need to be aware of my status as commander and keep up appearances as the representative of my retinue. I don’t get to be Rain, transmigrated mountain villager anymore. Every minute of every day, I play the part of Warrant Officer Falling Rain, Khishig of the Bekhai, The Undying Savage and so on and so forth.
 
  
 
 Being that guy is exhausting. Just saying the whole name makes me tired.
 
  
 
 I miss complaining the most. It’s one of my guilty little pleasures, pointing out flaws with no intention to fix them. No one wants to follow a grumpy whiner and it’s been tough keeping all my bitching and moaning internalized. I miss having someone like Yan to vent to, unloading all my worries and insecurities to another human being even if they can’t do anything about it. With Baledagh out of action, I’m left with precious few options. Mila, Huu and Fung wouldn’t understand and I can’t burden sweet, innocent Lin with any of this, so here I am voicing all my complaints to an amorphous blob of water, only barely sentient enough to convey its complete and utter lack of concern or sympathy.
 
  
 
 My new roommate is kind of an asshole. I’ll name him Blobby. Or her. Or it. Whatever, this isn’t about Blobby. This is about me.
 
  
 
 Spectre devouring and Demonic blood neutralizing aside, there are upsides to keeping Blobby around, like its willingness to listen, or rather, it's unwillingness to escape. Taking full advantage of my captive audience, I unleash a torrent of grievances while riding towards the Defiled army with Major Yimu and Senior Captain XinYue. I didn’t even get to take a nap. What’s the point of working so hard to retake a strong defensive position if we’re not gonna use it? Why not let your tired soldiers take a break and send those fresh, well-rested mercenaries to clean up? It’d be the logical thing to do, but Magistrate Chu Tongzu wants all the glory for the brave heroes of Sanshu, giving the nice cushy job to the schmucks who showed up late to the job. We don’t even get to try out any of XiaoGong’s lovely little catapults, the stingy fatty unwilling to lend us the weapons.
 
  
 
 It’s cool, sleeping can wait, it’s no big deal. I’ve only been drowned, starved, beaten, traumatized, and denied sleep over the past few weeks, but yea, I can keep fighting. Who needs sleep?
 
  
 
 I’m so exhausted I could cry.
 
  
 
 Oh right, another thing to complain about, lucky you Blobby. Usually, channelling the Energy of the Heavens helps keep me alert, but today meditation has been about as useful as nipples on a breastplate. I don’t know what it is, I used to run on four hours of sleep while living in the village, but lately I feel tired all the time. It could be the long hours and heavy abuse, but it could also be a vitamin deficiency or plain old depression. Nothing a nice, long nap won't help, but I’d settle for a hot cup of coffee. I miss it so much, the sweet, delicious nectar of the gods, far more useful than any other celestial fluids I’ve come across. Oh man, the Blessing of Coffee would be awesome. I could keep an entire army alert, energized, regular, and well hydrated, all while tempting my foes with its sweet, intoxicating aroma. Then, when they come close for a sniff, BAM, scalding hot coffee to the face.
 
  
 
 Can you top that Blobby? If not, then maybe I should put up ads for new tenants.
 
  
 
 In response to my needling, my new friend emanates a sense of smug superiority and vague dismissal, wholly confident in its supremacy to coffee yet too lazy to bother proving it. It’s only been a few hours since our ‘reunion’, but I’m making great strides in understanding my deific excrement compatriot. A whimsical, arrogant entity, it refuses to act with no benefit to itself, happy to camp out and bask in my Chi without a care in the world. Normal conversation with it goes unanswered, only responding with vague emotions to thoughts and queries which threaten its comfortable existence. I’m guessing it likes to eat Demonic energy, but it seems happy sucking down on my Chi, which raises several uncomfortable questions.
 
  
 
 Why is Blobby here with me? If I’m Baledagh’s Demon, why didn’t it try to eat me like it did the Spectres? Why does it want to eat Baledagh? Is it the reason I’m so tired? So many questions, all ignored without explanation, though I don’t think it’s out of malice. Blobby doesn’t know why, acting out of instinct for lack of a better word, unable to explain its reasoning or logic because it lacks both. Like a white blood cell devouring harmful cells, Blobby merely fulfills its purpose, which seems to be glomping onto me and any Demonic energies in my vicinity, the parallels of which I’m choosing to ignore for now.
 
  
 
 Hopefully it has other redeeming attributes, but so far I’m mildly disappointed. I would’ve thought having Heavenly Water in my... pocket? Would be more useful, but it doesn’t seem to want to do anything. Water bullets, shields, blades, or even condensing a tiny droplet on my finger, Blobby ignores all my efforts to bring it out for show and tell, though everyone in the know takes my word at face value. I haven’t had time to explain things to Mila, but Tenjin explained things to Tursinai, Mila, and Song on the off-chance one of them knew something he didn’t.
 
  
 
 My beaming bride-to-be rides at my side, her bandaged face doing nothing to mar her adorable expression of pure bliss. Though she doesn’t know what Blobby's presence means, she’s thrilled by my ‘great fortune’ and our current circumstances. I’ve got Heavenly Water hanging out in my body cavities and we’ve got front-line tickets to the final battle in the War on Sanshu, so to her, everything is going perfectly.
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer Falling Rain, your presence is requested at the front lines.” XinYue’s Sending echos in my mind, eliciting an annoyed tch. I hate having people intrude on my thoughts. I wonder it there’s any way to turn down Sendings, or set up call waiting or an answering machine. Something with a fun tune, like “Believe it or not, Rain isn’t at home. Please leave a message, at the beep”. Hmm... I wonder if I can weaponize Sendings. Mila’s Sendings might be an asset, making enemies flinch though sheer volume. Hearing ‘Surprise Motherfucker’ thundering through your skull could have interesting results.
 
  
 
 Pondering over catchy tunes for an answering machine and catchphrases to Send in the midst of battle, I guide Mafu through our tired force of soldiers and Sentinels. They're all parked in the middle of an alley with walls on either side, a massive pathway nestled between two manors. In front of us is an intersection where Xinyue, Yimu, and their respective command squads stand just out of sight from anyone keeping watch on the intersection. Motioning for silence, XinYue Sends, “Come, the Major has orders for you.”
 
  
 
 Fun. Dismounting to salute, I stand before Chun Yimu who spares me the briefest of nods before handing me a map. “The Defiled have sent a force to guard their flanks, two thousand strong waiting here and here,” he Sends, pointing at the markings. “I am granting you battlefield command of a thousand Sanshu soldiers. Leave your elites behind and break through the Defiled position with all haste. We will follow in your wake, but expect little to no aid. Sanshu is counting on your success.”
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fuck!
 
  
 
 Sensing my displeasure as Yimu dismisses me, XinYue quickly guides me away before I can speak, explaining the bigger picture. “You only need to tie them up long enough for the army to pass, then hold them in place until the main battle ends. Major Yimu is not exaggerating, if you are victorious here, then 80% of our force will arrive somewhat rested for the final battle against Yo Ling. The Mother watch over you, Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 His piece said, XinYue introduces me to my troop leaders, an assembly of three captains and seven Lieutenants, field promoted for this engagement. Not a single Aura user among them, they’re not exactly the cream of the crop, but it's what I've got. Glancing at the map and then at my soldiers, a heavy knot of despair forms in my stomach, my mission analysis downgrading from daunting to near impossible. One thousand of my soldiers against two thousand Defiled, separated into two groups. The main group stands at fifteen-hundred strong, camped on the main avenue ahead. Running perpendicular to our current position, the avenue is the only path our five-thousand soldiers can reasonably use to reach the market together.
 
  
 
 A second group waits in an alleyway parallel to ours, separated by the sizable Manor to the west. Five hundred strong, it stands ready to flank anyone attacking the main group, mostly meant to slow or stop any advance and delay our arrival. Even smaller than the alley I’m standing in, this second force is dug in and will be difficult to extract, a thorn in the side of our army. We can’t march the entire army through the main group and ignore this side group. Five hundred Defiled at our rear is enough to swing the tide of battle, and the small force is likely full of elites to keep people like Tursinai from running rampant among their lines.
 
  
 
 Arrows won’t solve this problem, even the basic heavy armour impenetrable to all but the luckiest of shots. The Monstrosity can pierce through without too many issues, but there are only a half-dozen steel bolts left, better left for bigger targets like a Demon or something. Regardless of which group I attack first, once battle begins, the other group will advance and hit me from behind, an unpleasant prospect. I’ll have maybe ten to fifteen minutes to clean up before fighting a battle on two fronts, penned in between twice my number of heavily armoured Defiled with none of my elites beside me.
 
  
 
 Those catapults would’ve come in real handy right about now.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of deliberation with my captains, I pick Bulat, Ravil, and their respective squads to join me. Flashing Mila a feigned smile, I can’t help teasing her before I go. “Don’t be so grumpy, your time to shine will come. I’ll sweep the way clear for you to stand on the stage, love.”
 
  
 
 Pouting, Mila huffs in reply. “At least take Jochi and Argot with you. They’re hardly elites, but they’ll keep you safe.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, they’re elite enough. Let them rest and support you in the final battle. Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan.” Not a great one, but good enough. Finishing what I hope won’t be my final farewells, I leave Bulat in command of half my forces and set out with five hundred soldiers, leading the way on foot with Ravil at my side. Mafu deserves a break and if things go south, I want him safe and sound, my happy little fatty quin.
 
  
 
 Pushing aside my melancholic thoughts, I turn my attention to the battle ahead. The thump of a thousand boots marching on stone echoes through the silent city streets, my soldiers taking no measures to hide their approach. Cutting through a second alley between another pair of manors, we emerge before the five-hundred strong flanking force, waiting behind makeshift fortifications of wood and stone. They’re sitting just far enough to lure my force away from the junction, allowing the main group to close in and cut off my retreat.
 
  
 
 Five hundred against five hundred, not a bad fight, while the second half of my forces lies in wait behind us, waiting to cover our possible retreat. Although the main force is in position to attack from our rear, the alley is only wide enough for twenty-five people to stand and fight, severely limiting the Defiled advantage of numbers. Ideally, I’d have Bulat in place to block the main force, but an Aura-wielding Champion would make short work of anyone outside of my Aura range. I’m not sure how far it stretches, but it’s definitely too far to cover Bulat while I’m fighting the secondary force. Sheltering the twenty-five on the front lines is easy enough, which I won’t even need if things go right.
 
  
 
 Calling my troops to halt about fifty meters from the Defiled, I move towards the Enemy lines alone as Ravil whispers, “Good luck boss.” Peace drawn and Tranquility in hand, I unleash my Aura on the Defiled and immediately sense three separate forces rising to clash with me, foul, Defiled Auras pushing back against my attack. Diverting all my Chi to the assault, I ignore Blobby’s indignation over the interruption of its lounging and follow each opposing Aura back to the source.
 
  
 
 Fighting back my fear, I glare at each Champion, waiting for them to step out to duel. This is the best plan I could come up with, kill anyone capable of using an Aura in successive duels, then slaughter the helpless Defiled mooks. Finish quickly as possible, then turn to face the Main force, where I hopefully rinse and repeat. The plan has many flaws. If I take too long to win, then the superior Defiled numbers will grind my soldiers to meat paste. If I die, my soldiers will be pinned between the Defiled with no Aura to protect them, suffering a fate worse than death.
 
  
 
 No pressure. Easy game.
 
  
 
 Seconds pass in silence as the Defiled stand in wait, the three Champions not budging from their positions. What the fuck? Do I really have to do the whole spiel? Inwardly sighing, I announce my name with as much authority I can muster. “I am Falling Rain, the Undying Savage...” Yadda Yadda.
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, when my introduction comes to an end, no one steps forward to greet me. This isn’t how I’d envisioned things going. Why aren’t they coming out to duel? C'mon, I'm a weak, helpless little runt and you're all big, strong Defiled. Come out and fight. Time is of the essence, I need to kill all three Aura-capable Champions and their five-hundred friends before the reinforcements arrive.
 
  
 
 Fuck. I didn’t think they’d be so cautious. I guess they’re being prudent, why risk it? Their reinforcements are probably already on the way, and I’m a dead man walking. I’ve never heard of a Defiled turning down a challenge, but now when I'm banking on it, I run into the only three spineless Champions in all of Sanshu. I'm never lucky.
 
  
 
 While I struggle with indecision and confusion, Blobby continues to express its displeasure, giving off a sensation of animation without movement, saying ‘cut it out before I do something about it’. It’s not thrilled about the lack of Chi, but there’s nothing I can do. I need all my Chi, there are three Auras to contend with and I’m straining to keep up.
 
  
 
 Wait... I'm not straining, this is surprisingly easy. Relaxing the pressure of my Aura, Blobby immediate settles down while my enemies’ Auras slacken, no longer pushing against mine but still resisting, like a table for my arm to rest on. Weird, did all three Champions just sigh with relief? With three Auras, shouldn’t they be able to put more pressure on me, or does it not work like that? Can I crush their Auras like Lin’s Guard tried to crush mine? If they won’t come out to fight, this is my only option short of attacking head on.
 
  
 
 I’ll call that plan D, as in ‘Don’t wanna do it’, or 'We're all gonna Die'.
 
  
 
 Focusing on the closest Champion, I amp up the pressure, wrapping my Aura around my chosen foe and directing all my righteous anger, steadfast conviction, gut-wrenching anxiety, and heart-stopping terror towards him. Sweat drips down my neck as I channel the Energy of the Heavens directly into my Aura, slamming my opponent with a bevy of emotions. Fingers bruising as I grip my weapons, my Aura mimics my actions, squeezing around my opponent’s Aura in an attempt to pop it like a balloon.
 
  
 
 Tense moments pass as the Champion struggles against me, my efforts failing despite giving it my all. As I’m about to give up and call a retreat, Blobby figuratively rolls its non-existent eyes, moving through my body similar to how Chi moves, a warm, familiar feeling, but also foreign and strange. It does nothing to help in my Aura struggle, only flowing through Peace like I would Hone my blade, the energy turning into a thin chain made of sharp, interconnected links, the entire chain revolving even as the links spin like blades on a chainsaw. In a moment of clarity, I realize what Blobby is trying to say, but it takes a few seconds to figure out how. Randomly giving it a try, I picture my Aura as a swirling whirlpool made up of jagged edges, rotating around my opponent in a storm of motion.
 
  
 
 The results are immediate as I shred the Defiled Champion’s Aura to pieces, his body stiffening in shock as my Aura takes hold. Riding the momentum of my first victory, I target the other two Champions in succession, tearing their Auras to pieces with my own in a matter of heartbeats. My Chi reserves drain away but it doesn’t matter. With their Auras defeated, it only takes a modicum of effort to keep them from condensing again, allowing me to replenish my Chi reserves with ease. Pleased by the restoration of Chi flow, Blobby returns to wherever it normally stays, radiating pompous conceit and self-satisfaction.
 
  
 
 Almost like its saying, ‘Let’s see coffee do that’.
 
  
 
 Raising Peace in the air, I yell, “Soldiers of Sanshu. Charge!”
 
  
 
 Roaring with delight, I lead my soldiers and crash into the Defiled line, cutting down quasi-defenceless Butchers with ease as they struggle beneath my Aura, drowning beneath the same fear and desperation I constantly struggle with. Their limbs chained by terror and desperation, the Butchers are no match for our fiery fury, the dark-armoured warriors overrun by the stalwart defenders of Sanshu. Scything through them like chopping wood, there’s no finesse or skill involved here, no Forms to display or elegant maneuvers, only overwhelming power in the form of Aura and muscle. When the dust settles, five hundred enemies of the Empire lie dead without a single loss, our voices rising in cheers of victory.
 
  
 
 Grinning through the fatigue, I turn towards the alley entrance, darkened by the oncoming Defiled reinforcements. Stopped in their tracks, they gaze upon my triumphant army, their hesitation and uncertainty thick in the air, expecting to come upon a struggling foe but finding their friends crushed into oblivion. My orders echo off the alley walls. “Ravil stand down. Bulat, with me!” Joined by the second half of my forces, I charge these new foes, unleashing the raging blades of my Aura to tear apart all opposition. One Aura falls, followed by another, but the third gives me pause, resisting the storm of Chi. While fighting on the front lines, I struggle against my unseen foe in a metaphysical battle, setting upon him from all sides like a ravenous wolf.
 
  
 
 Taking chunk after chunk out of my opponent’s aura, it’s only a matter of time before it too crumbles before my savage might. Letting loose with an exultant howl, my Aura crashes into the Defiled Butchers, their last line of defence crushed and their Champions vanquished. My Aura is light and unable to wholly restrain them, but still we hold the upper hand, with no quarter asked and no quarter given. Pushing them back step by step, my soldiers ravage through the Defiled forces with me leading from the front, each of us covered in the blood of our enemies. My world dissolves into a repetitive trance of hack and slash, killing any who stand against me without mercy.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of the alleyway and onto the avenue, I watch the Defiled remnants flee before me, panting with effort and coursing with adrenaline. Unable to believe it’s finally over, I glance at my tired, bloodied soldiers, triumphant disbelief etched on every face. Laughter cuts through the silence as Bulat grins back at me, sporting a multitude of minor injuries but otherwise in one piece. Snapping to attention, he salutes and shouts, “The Undying Savage, Unrivalled Beneath Heaven!”
 
  
 
 The soldiers take up the cheer, almost a thousand voices shouting “Unrivalled Beneath Heaven,” in unison. Mouth dry and head light, I fight to stay on my feet and look suitably heroic, hoping Bulat’s stupid title doesn’t bite me in the ass. I’m starting to understand why everyone craves honour and glory. It’s not too shabby, but Unrivalled Beneath Heaven? No thank you.
 
  
 
 That’s just asking to be challenged.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Lips pursed and eyes narrowed, Mila leaned against the wall and listened to the distant sounds of battle, picturing her betrothed fighting against the Enemy. Glaring daggers at Major Yimu’s back, she resisted the urge to send Tursinai to beat some sense into the man. A coward who hid at the rear while Defiled Champions rampaged through his lines, allowing the elites under his command to be slaughtered one by one. It’s no wonder Yimu’s army stood at the brink of ruin before Rain’s retinue arrived, ready to collapse the bridge and retreat if not for their intervention. Now that victory was in their grasp, Yimu rewarded them by setting Rain to task distracting the Defiled, hoarding all the glory and honour for himself.
 
  
 
 There was nothing wrong with the strategy itself, especially if Yimu committed a second force to aid the first, but why did Rain have to play the part of bait? As the youngest Warrant Officer in a thousand years, the thankless task fell far below his station. He would have been well within his rights to refuse or request more soldiers to carry out the plan, yet he accepted the orders without a word of resistance. Any of the other officers would have been a better choice to command the diversion, especially considering their familiarity with the soldiers. To hold against twice their numbers of Defiled, the soldiers needed to be confident in their leader and while Rain was a rising dragon with a limitless future, she was forced to admit he was sorely lacking in heroic bearing and charisma.
 
  
 
 Blatant discrimination is what this was, giving the unpleasant task of luring the tiger away from the mountain to the outsider, ensuring the greatest rewards would land in hands of locals. Rain would be in no shape to join the final battle, stuck tying down a minor flanking force in a nameless alleyway. When the historians wrote of Sanshu’s defence, Rain’s part would be reduced to a mere footnote, the weeks of hardship endured to reach this point overlooked or dismissed. Stupid idiot. If his final words to her turned out to be ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan’, Mila intended to march before the Mother herself and demand Rain be given life, just so she could choke him to death.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to scream and pull her hair out of sheer frustration, Mila took a deep, calming breath. Then, when it failed to calm her temper, she took another. And another. And another. Growing lightheaded from her attempts to find calm, she gave up and sighed, turning to check Song’s injury. Despite having a hole two fingers wide in her cheek, Song paid no mind to the pain as she scanned their surroundings. Vigilant to the extreme even as they sat in the centre of an army, Song never lowered her guard when out with Mila, resigned to protect her ‘master’ even at the cost of her own life.
 
  
 
 The thought almost brought a tear to Mila’s eye as she gently pulled Song into her arms. “Rain’s fighting so we can rest,” Mila said, snuggling against Song’s shoulder, “So we should take advantage.” Meekly obeying, Song melted in Mila’s arms, though her eyes continued darting left and right, searching for danger in every shadow. Such an incredible warrior, intercepting the Demon as it appeared in the air before them, crippling it with a dominating blow. If not for Song’s quick thinking and forceful defence, Mila would have undoubtedly died there, yet she failed to notice Song’s grievous injury until it was almost too late. To endure the pain of Demonic ichor eating through her cheek without even a whimper, what sort of torment did she suffer to make her so resilient?
 
  
 
 Squeezing Song tightly in her embrace, Mila’s thoughts turned to the necklace around her neck. Such a plain, ordinary piece of jewellery, hard to believe it was a physical representation of Song’s abominable oaths. If only there were a way to remove them... “Song, take better care of yourself, okay? I’d be heartbroken if I lost you. If you’re ever injured, tired, or even uncomfortable, please say something.”
 
  
 
 “This lowly one apologizes for taking injury, Master. She will endeavour to improve from hence forth.”
 
  
 
 Choking back a sob, Mila hugged Song a little tighter, shaking her head but unable to speak. Maybe Song didn’t even see them as friends, only as master and slave, but Mila wouldn’t stop trying. If words were no good, then she would show Song her appreciation with love and affection. Taking several minutes to compose herself, Mila cleared her throat and said, “Song, you risked your life and fought off a Demon to save me. Any saviour of mine has more than earned the right to call me Mila.”
 
  
 
 Ears fluttering, Song glanced at Mila, briefly making eye contact before glancing away like a child caught stealing candy. “...Is this an order?”
 
  
 
 “The only orders I’ll ever give you are military ones, those were merely my thoughts. Make what you will of it.” Closing her eyes, Mila willed herself to rest, ignoring the distant clash of weapons and shouts of triumph. Rain would be fine, he was the Undying, a title she was rather fond of once you removed the ‘Savage’. Besides, Mama and Baatar probably had experts watching over him in secret. Hopefully. Maybe at first they left him to his own devices, but after he condensed his Aura, there’s no way they would let him wander about unsupervised, especially considering his tendency to... complicate matters. A man beloved by hardship and tribulation, Rain was a headache and a half. So aggravating, it was Mila’s misfortune to fall in love with him, perhaps divine punishment for crimes committed in a past life.
 
  
 
 Yet somehow still well worth every bit of trouble, a sweet, caring man who loved her dearly.
 
  
 
 After what seemed like only a brief second of blissful oblivion, Song’s voice woke her from slumber. “Mila, Major Yimu has called us to action. We are to move out.”
 
  
 
 Yawning as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, Mila asked, “How long did I sleep for?”
 
  
 
 “Less than a quarter hour, Mila.”
 
  
 
 Song’s hands were in place to help Mila stand and she graciously accepted. Rising to her feet, Mila’s eyes widened as she came awake, an elated smile spreading across her face. “You called me Mila! Twice!” Wrapping Song in a bear hug, Mila lifted her from the ground and twirled in place, giggling all the while. “Finally!” Flushed from worry or embarrassment, Song’s stony demeanour cracked a small smile which turned into a wince, her ruined cheek in no state for smiling.
 
  
 
 Giddy with excitement over Song’s progress, it wasn’t until they set out that Mila’s mind finally clicked. “Only fifteen minutes? Why are we moving out? Is Rain in trouble?” Leave it to him to dive in and overextend instead of conducting a fighting retreat. For a man so timid, he was surprisingly aggressive in battle, Baatar’s style showing through.
 
  
 
 “No Mila. Rain was victorious, the way forward clear.” Song’s confusion was clear, relaying only what she was told.
 
  
 
 Unable to believe her ears, Mila asked Song to repeat herself before turning to Tursinai for further confirmation. Heart soaring at the good news, Mila rode out with Rain’s retinue, rushing ahead of Yimu’s soldiers to reunite with her victorious betrothed, eager to hear how he accomplished such a feat. Turning onto the grand avenue, she grinned at the sight of Rain’s forces clearing the street of corpses, tossing them back into the alley for later disposal. So fierce, her betrothed, defeating twice his number of Defiled in record time.
 
  
 
 Scanning the crowd, she spotted Bulat, the degenerate gambler smiling widely as he tied a Defiled Champion's helm to a spear, adding it to five more. In answer to her unasked question, he gestured towards a building where she found Rain lying in the doorway, eyes closed and body covered in blood. Cold dread gripped her chest as she approached, terrified he’d been grievously injured. Unconcerned by his appearance, Mafu barrelled in and flopped down next to Rain, squeaking and pawing for attention. Coming awake with a startled groan, Rain fended off his mount’s affection before grinning at Mila. “Hey love.”
 
  
 
 “How did you beat them so quickly?” She blurted, too curious to contain her excitement.
 
  
 
 With a wink, Rain replied, “Told you. I had a plan.”
 
  
 
 Sensing no further answer forthcoming, Mila uncapped her water skin and emptied it over his head, washing away bits of caked gore.
 
  
 
 Truly an infuriating man, with all his secrets and mysteries. He’d tell her eventually, but he couldn’t even be bothered to clean himself before she arrived. How was she supposed to kiss him underneath so much blood?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 From his vantage point atop a building, Gen watched the battle between the Transcendents and Ascendants with rapt attention, taking in every moment and committing it to memory. If Jianghong was to be believed, everything here could be replicated by Gen, Lei Gong’s manipulation of lightning aside. To Gen’s eyes, the aged warrior was most impressive of all, fighting off two Transcendents at once with ease. Thunder rumbled through the market square as the former Lieutenant Colonel threw cracking energy about with impunity. His wretched appearance did little to take away from the spectacle of an old man fending off two bestial Transcendents, hair standing on end and feet planted as his cane took chunks of flesh with every strike.
 
  
 
 Through all the chaos, Lei Gong remained untouched, even finding the time to help his companions. Whenever the Transcendents seemed to win an advantage, a flash of light would hammer home and steal away the momentum. When the Butchers threatened to overwhelm the defenders, a searing blast killed swathes of Butchers and bought precious time for the beleaguered defenders. Lightning coursed around Lei Gong’s allies to strike his foes amidst the chaos and commotion, erupting from his fingertips and cane, sometimes even appearing from thin air to lance unerringly towards his target. Peals of thunder filled the air as the battle wore on, an unending orchestra of rumbling explosions and flashing lights which threatened to overwhelm Gen’s senses.
 
  
 
 Truly deserving of his title as Lord of Thunder, Lei Gong displayed flawless mastery over his element. This is what Gen aspired to, to become stronger and wield the flames as easily as breathing. At the moment, all he could do was spew forth a gout of flames from his hands, an impressive display but far from effective. The flames merely brushed against his opponents, and unless their clothes or hair caught fire, it wouldn’t adhere to their bodies. Like passing your fingers through a candlelight, it did little lasting damage, as shown by the monstrous Sumila.
 
  
 
 Gen’s mind went back to the pillar of flame he’d summoned in the spar against Jianghong, forcing the expert warrior to retreat. Fire travelled upwards, reaching for the heavens, and if Gen could figure out how to duplicate his singular success, then he’d have a powerful tool at hand. Clenching his fists, Gen concentrated and tried to call forth the flames to erupt at Lei Gong’s feet, envisioning it until his arms trembled with the strain, but nothing happened aside from a loss of energy, his body drained and mind weary. There was no... connection to the distant space, almost fifty meters away with so many butchers and soldiers in between. How did Lei Gong command the lightning to arc around his allies and strike his enemies?
 
  
 
 The Spirits were of no use, only urging him to combat, but Jianghong’s voice sounded in Gen’s mind. “Foolish, wasting your strength like that. Use your mind. How do you summon the flames? Does your energy pour out and become the flames? Work your way through it step by step, my words can guide but only you can discover the truth.”
 
  
 
 No. Turning over his hand, he created a flame in his palm before extinguishing it and calling it forth again. Repeating the exercise, he familiarized himself with each step of the process, studying his power. First, his hand heated up, not from the skin inwards, but starting from his bones. The heat radiated out before congealing into a tiny flame, nowhere near as hot as his hands burned, but a flame nonetheless. Understanding dawned upon him as he repeated his actions, dismissing the heat to start anew. It was like sheltering a tiny spark from the storm with his body, until it grew into a raging fire able to endure on its own. To call the flames, he needed to first harness the power within, give it life, purpose and strength before setting it loose on the world at large. Release it too early and the energy dissipated, scattered like embers in the wind. Starting small, Gen focused on gathering the energy within, much like when firing a gout of flame, but keeping it contained. Every time he failed, he started anew, learning from his mistakes as he went, ignoring the sweat evaporating from his arm as his metallic hand glowed red with heat. The energy continued to grow within his hand, condensing, strengthening, moulded into a weapon of his design. Having crafted a suitable test product, Gen lifted his head and pointed at Lei Gong, releasing it upon the world.
 
  
 
 An arrow of flame came into existence and consumed the air around him with a pop. The air rushed from his lungs as the arrow surged towards its target, arcing over the heads of Butcher and defender alike to crash unerringly into Lei Gong’s chest. His cacophonous din interrupted for the first time, the old man’s eyes flashed with rage and pain as he pointed his cane in Gen’s direction. The world filled with blinding light as Gen recoiled in panic, but Bei’s arms wrapped around him. The world blinked past him as she shifted them away and a deafening boom filled his ears, sounding as if the storm clouds were inside his skull.
 
  
 
 Glancing out the window of a new building, Gen looked across the street at the smoking ruins of a rooftop where he stood only moments ago. Destroying stone and wood with a single gesture, Gen shivered with delight at the display of sheer destructive power. Given time, he would soon do the same, striking terror in the hearts of his enemies with his presence and casually killing hundreds with a wave of his hand. Lei Gong was ancient while Gen still in his youth, there was no comparison between them.
 
  
 
 “It’s good you survived,” came Jianghong’s Sending, “but perhaps you should move away from the window. If Lei Gong sees you, you might not be so lucky the second time around. Your Demon requires time to prepare a second jump. Come, find me at the rear guard. Yo Ling has a task for us I think you’ll enjoy.”
 
  
 
 Heeding the older warrior’s advice, Gen leaned back into Bei’s embrace and willed her to bring him away. That word again, Demon, so distasteful. A shame really, it only showed Jianghong’s distaste for his own allies. ‘Too much time spent among the sheep’ was Yo Ling’s description of Jianghong, and Gen agreed with the analysis. No matter, he would come around soon enough, and if he continued to refuse Bei the respect she deserved... well, Gen grew in power with each passing day. Idly dreaming of the future, he arrived next to Jianghong and cocked his head in question. “So what task do we have?”
 
  
 
 “Major Yimu broke through the forces guarding our flanks and headed our way. They’ll arrive long before the Magistrate, and by Yo Ling’s orders, we must delay until the fat bastard arrives. Something about having a grand audience for the finale, the cryptic old bastard.”
 
  
 
 At least Jianghong’s disrespect wasn’t solely aimed at Bei. “So where’s the fun part?”
 
  
 
 “According to the survivors, Falling Rain led the assault, taking great lengths to inform them of his identity. Somehow the savage killed all six aura users before battle was joined and overwhelmed the remaining infantry. Hidden assassins perhaps?” Frowning, Jianghong glanced at Gen, shaking his head. “Though there’s bad blood between you, I’d recommend you refrain from challenging him. Even ignoring his guardians, I doubt you’re his match, not with his Aura. The survivors describe it as ‘soul-rending’, whatever that might mean, and his soldiers were calling him ‘unrivalled beneath heaven’. An arrogant little savage, but we’ll end him together. That skill you used against Lei Gong, can you repeat it?”
 
  
 
 Instead of answering, Gen focused his attention and summoned the flames, creating a second bolt and unleashing it on a nearby building. The projectile smashed against the stone and exploded, leaving a blackened crater the size of a melon on its surface. “Hmm...” Jianghong muttered, inspecting the results, “not bad, but it takes too long to form. Five and a half seconds is too slow to use in close combat, but its more than enough to deal with the whelp from range. Hang back and hide yourself among my soldiers striking from the shadows. I’ll draw out Falling Rain’s guardians, that blasted chain-wielding woman and her knife-throwing companion. When you see a chance, strike with your attack and have your Demon do the same, focusing on the woman. With her taken care of, the rest will crumble. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Bei.”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, Jianghong asked, “What?”
 
  
 
 “Her name,” Gen said, keeping his tone cordial but confident, “is Bei. She is my wife, and a Transcendent, not so-”
 
  
 
 For a brief, heart-stopping second, Gen’s mind filled with terror unlike ever before, Jianghong transforming from kindly older brother to unspeakable horror without moving a muscle. Bei’s soothing presence dispelled Jianghong’s Aura, but the experience lingered in Gen’s mind, his body quivering and mind blank, reeling from the mental assault. Pursing his lips, Jianghong closed his eyes and exhaled. “My apologies Gen. I let my anger get away from me. You were right to correct me, I’ve not shown your wife the respect she deserves.” Saluting Bei with a smile, Jianghong spoke like a charming noble, no sign of the monstrous existence from before. “You must forgive an old soldier’s habits, Transcendent Bei. Now come, both of you. There’s still work to be done, and whatever Yo Ling’s has planned, I pray it will be enough.”
 
  
 
 Still trembling from head to toe, Gen reached out and took Bei’s hand as they followed, cursing his weakness. With every stride forward, he learned how far he still had yet to go. Shaking off the fear, he steeled his nerves. No matter. His talent was unparalleled, time his limiting factor. Given another year, Gen would be more than capable of crushing Rain beneath his boot, taking the arrogant savage’s title away from him.
 
  
 
 Gen, Emissary of Flame, Unrivalled Beneath Heaven. Truly a magnificent name.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 After all my hard work and dedicated training, it's a little embarrassing to attribute my greatest success to an amorphous blob of water. Relying on Baledagh isn’t so bad, we share a body and this is technically his life. Why should I shoulder all the hardships alone? Blobby is different, finding it was pure, unadulterated luck. If I hadn’t met it the first time, I would have drowned to death in the lake, assuming I survived long enough without getting devoured. If I hadn’t been thrown from the bridge by Nazier, I wouldn’t have found Blobby again and fixed my Spectre problem. To top things off, if not for Blobby’s advice, I shudder to think of the bloody, desperate struggle I’d be stuck in, fighting off twice my number of Defiled in a tight, enclosed space, trapped from all sides with nowhere to run. I’d give even odds on the Defiled killing me versus my own panicked allies trampling me to death in their desperate bid to escape wholesale slaughter.
 
  
 
 Why even bother working hard? I should go hunting for more roommates. Flamie, Sparky, Stony, and Breezy are all out there, waiting for their new home.
 
  
 
 Ignoring Blobby’s emphatic disapproval, I explain my Aura shenanigans to Tenjin through Sending, his arm wrapped around my shoulder. Apparently, he saw the entire battle from the shadows, but couldn’t sense what I did with my Aura. While I appreciate him looking out for me, all this secretive protection is getting tiresome. I’d have done things differently with him at my side, but then again, I suppose that’s the point. Besides, with my luck, the first time I rely on my unseen protectors will be the one time they’re distracted, so best to discount them when out of sight. I’d love to know how they sneak around all ninja-like, but last time I asked Baatar told me it’s ‘beyond my ken’. Maybe now with all my latest accomplishments, it’ll finally be ‘within my ken’ and I too can hide in plain sight.
 
  
 
 For... reasons. Definitely not for peeping on bathing women. There are other valid uses.
 
  
 
 As Major Yimu approaches, Tenjin Sends, “Keep your newfound skill a secret from our erstwhile commander. If your success can be duplicated, then you’ve given the People yet another incredible advantage. Already you stand at the pinnacle of strength for your age, and now you’ve extended your lead by at least a decade. Honour and glory to you, Falling Rain of the People. The Mother has blessed us with your presence.”
 
  
 
 “Er... Thanks?” Cool, I guess. Maybe Akanai will finally deem me ‘passable’. Unlikely, but anything can happen.
 
  
 
 Hands behind his back and chest puffed, Yimu glares down his nose while studying me, almost searching for reason to be upset. Weathering the attention as best I can, I somewhat sympathize with his position. While his timing is atrocious, I can’t blame the man for worrying over his future. It’s been less than two hours since he learned the power base he’d relied on his entire life has been destroyed, leaving him alone and without backing for the first time ever. Earning himself a name as a hero of Sanshu might save him from being murdered in his sleep, but he picked the wrong target to fuck with. If he tries something underhanded, I’ll rip his Aura to shreds and take command if need be, though I’d hate to be in charge.
 
  
 
 Ah, sweet, delicious power. I’ve had it for all of fifteen minutes and already I’m thinking of abusing it. I can’t let this get to my head, absolute power corrupts absolutely. Besides, for all I know, the Defiled Champions I tore through were all low-tier scrubs and the tougher opponents can resist my Beyblade Aura. Don’t get too ahead of yourself, keep a level head.
 
  
 
 Saluting the Major and lowering my head in deference, I speak loudly enough to be overheard, banking a little goodwill. “Warrant Officer Falling Rain, reporting to Major Yimu. Your soldiers have routed the Defiled forces and the way forward cleared with minimal casualties. An outstanding cadre of warriors.”
 
  
 
 Ha. Who said I can’t be diplomatic? It’s about as subtle as a brick, but so what? The soldiers are cheering, their spirits lifted by our crushing victory over the hated Defiled Butchers. Struggling with his emotions, Yimu hides it well as he addresses the soldiers, going with the flow. “Defenders of Sanshu, you’ve done your city proud. Your success here is the first step on our path to victory! Warrant Officer Falling Rain, raise your head.” More theatrics, but whatever, let the man have his spotlight. “Exceptional work,” Yimu declares, eye twitching at the praise, “but exhausting, no doubt. Though your strength will be needed in the coming battle, I hesitate to overwork such valiant heroes. Rest and recover here comrades, while I bring the others to scout ahead.”
 
  
 
 Finally. He thinks he’s being clever and sidelining me, but I fucking love it. “Sounds good,” I reply, unable to hide my relief. “Time for a well-earned break, right soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “Beggin’ yer pardon boss,” Bulat interjects, grinning like a moron, “But fuck resting. We came here to fight Defiled, and I've yet to have enough. I’ll not sit around while Yo Ling still breathes, what say the rest of you?!” A roar of cheers sound in reply, taking up a chant led by the equally moronic Ravil. “Victorious Sanshu! Unrivalled Beneath Heaven! Victorious Sanshu! Unrivalled Beneath Heaven!”
 
  
 
 Yimu’s twitch goes into overdrive as the soldiers work themselves into a frenzy, their morale at an all time high. Without waiting for orders, they march down the avenue with my victorious soldiers at the forefront, led by Bulat atop his quin, waving his stupid spear and displaying the helms of the six, slain Defiled Champions. Unwilling to be outdone, Yimu belatedly orders the march, spouting inanities of glory and honour as he races to the front.
 
  
 
 You dense motherfuckers...
 
  
 
 It’s all I can do to hold back my tears, so close to taking my long-awaited nap only to have it snatched away. Wearily climbing onto Mafu’s back, my cheeks burn under Mila’s loving gaze, her eyes filled with admiration as she radiates smug satisfaction. She’s had it rough, betrothed to an atypical guy like myself, but she’s never gotten angry, only pushing me to succeed. I’m happy she finally has something to brag about to the stony, stoic Li Song, though the cat girl’s lashing tail signifies her hardship, forced to endure Mila’s overenthusiastic Sendings as they ride hand in hand.
 
  
 
 My mental state teeters between exhaustion and pride as Mila brings me to the front and slows the pace to an easy march. Yimu is less than pleased with me at helm, but his exuberant soldiers leave him no choice but to accept my presence. I’ll do what I can to try and help him out. I mean, he’s here and he's still fighting, which is more than I can say for most. A soldier like him deserves a commendation after this gruelling defence, not a death sentence. Besides, he’s taking things in stride, not even bothering to question how I defeated the Defiled, which is much appreciated.
 
  
 
 According to Tenjin’s reports, the evacuation is still in full effect, but the gates are clogged with wagons and massive palanquins, the wealthy, surviving upper-class of Sanshu in full retreat with their wealth while the scared citizens are stuck waiting. At the moment, the Magistrate is busy with a Defiled force similar to the one I wiped out. He’s chosen the same strategy Yimu used only in this case, it’s Gerel sitting back to rest while the Magistrate deals with the small fries. It lends validity to Yimu’s decision and I can’t help but respect Chu Tongzu for making the tough decision. A good leader, the Magistrate knows when to swallow his pride, something I once assumed was common sense.
 
  
 
 It feels great outperforming the Magistrate, but I’m none too happy about leading the charge. Bulat’s string of helms jangles behind me, the discordant clanging sounding like mockery to my ears. Yea, we killed six champions, but no need to brag about it. Besides, it’s too eye-catching, we might as well be shouting ‘Hey! Important guy here! Come kill him!’. If only my genius extended to tactical maneuvers, then I could lead from the rear, waving my fan as I give orders and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.
 
  
 
 Nah. I don’t think I could send men and women to their deaths without suffering alongside them. I guess I’m a glutton for punishment.
 
  
 
 Cruising on the high of victory, our forces march towards the market square. Lost among the curving streets and open spaces, Mila’s subtle signals save me from the embarrassment of asking for help. I have a terrible sense of direction, always have. Even when I go hunting, I rely on my companions to keep track of our location, whether it be a hunting partner or my quin. The more I learn of command, the more I realize how woefully unequipped I am to lead. Baatar taught me how to fight and I do okay, but on the subject of battlefield command, I’m drowning in ineptitude. Crashing head on is my only move.
 
  
 
 Add that to the list of things to study when I get home. I don’t intend to become a general or strategist, but it’s always good to be prepared. Better to have and not need than to need and not have. Fung would love that one... I should write a book. It’s going on the list. So far, I’ve got: quit the Sentinels/resign as Warrant Officer, fix Baledagh, train my pets, learn to strategy, and write a book of one liners to get rich.
 
  
 
 Oh, and survive the battle for Sanshu. That one’s at the top.
 
  
 
 Time slows as the Defiled rush into view, surging down the wide avenue towards us. Leading the way in their red-gold armour are the traitorous city guard, the once resplendent symbol of Sanshu’s safety inciting rage among our forces. Gaining momentum, the defenders of Sanshu hurl obscenities and condemnations at the traitors, eager to spill blood and mete out justice. There is no stopping either force, warriors on both sides organizing the front lines without bidding, marching in step shoulder to shoulder as the steady thumping of boots drown out all other sounds. Spears and polearms lower as we pick up the pace, my mounted retinue flanked by the good men and women of Sanshu on foot. With Xinyue on my left and Yimu on the right, we ready to charge our hated foes led by Mao Jianghong.
 
  
 
 Moving at the forefront of his Defiled, the treasonous guard captain raises his saber and breaks into a steady jog, his smouldering gaze wholly focused on Tursinai. His guards follow suit and our soldiers respond in kind, two massive waves of flesh and steel set to collide. Tursinai takes the lead, bringing her quin two horse-lengths ahead of the crowd, her chain wrapped around her arms and torso in a lattice of steel and tension, ready to unleash hell upon her opponent. Riding in her shadow, Tenjin sits ready to support his love, arm cocked and ready to unleash flashing death. Taking his cue, I position myself to guard Mila’s left while Li Song guards the right, their predatory gazes already locked on target. Behind us ride Bulat, Argat, and Jochi, their presence bolstering my courage as we strike the Defiled head on.
 
  
 
 I guess I shouldn’t feel too bad about my shitty tactical acumen, considering it seems on par with the commanders of Sanshu. Then again, the elites are all outside with Yuzhen...
 
  
 
 Loosing an arrow, Ravil cackles with delight as he draws first blood, the Defiled guardsman next to Jianghong crumpling to the ground. Whether he died from the arrow is unimportant as he's trampled to paste beneath his colleagues' boots. Like flicking a switch, the scent of blood throws the Defiled army into overdrive, charging towards us in a berserk rage, running full tilt with weapons raised. From within its haunt, Blobby froths with excitement, urging me onward as it senses a meal, and I shout, “Careful! Hidden Demon!”
 
  
 
 All this passes in a matter of seconds, my mind racing as I search for the opportune moment, my Aura clashing with at least a dozen enemy sources. My reserves are low and I’ll only get one chance to take them by surprise, so who better to target than Jianghong? The distance between Tursinai and Jianghong closes step by step as I pick out his Aura, readying to deal him a blow with everything I have, hoping to take out our enemy commander before the battle begins. Even if the other Aura’s defend him, there should be a moment of hesitation as I tear apart his mental defences. With luck, Tursinai and Tenjin will capitalize and deal him a killing blow.
 
  
 
 Every passing second lasts an eternity, every heartbeat detached and distinct, my eyes taking in every detail with crystalline clarity. From the subtle shifting of Jianghong’s saber to the faint variations in Tursinai’s posture, these experts have already begun their duel, jostling for position before striking the first blow, their exchange functioning on a level beyond my comprehension. Mila and Tenjin join the mental struggle, their weapons aimed at Jianghong and forcing him to adjust to their threats.
 
  
 
 Through it all, I continue scanning the crowd of Defiled faces, heart hammering as I search for Gen. If there’s a Demon hiding in this crowd, chances are it's Bei and that snivelling bastard is here too. There’s a debt to be paid and I intend to collect on behalf of Baledagh, Ai Qing, Mila, and every innocent who died due to his choices. Not only those in his village, but the poor souls who died in the Purge, the soldiers who fell defending Sanshu, my Sentinels, Huu’s uncle and more, I lay all their deaths at Gen’s feet.
 
  
 
 It’s much easier than blaming myself or Baledagh.
 
  
 
 My search goes unrewarded and I’m forced to turn my attention to Jianghong, Tursinai’s quin ready to pounce. Both experts prepare their opening actions, but I strike first. Channelling the Energy of the Heavens, I direct all my Chi into a single, massive blade of Aura and send it crashing into Jianghong. His Aura buckles and holds, but Jianghong stumbles ever so slightly beneath my metaphysical attack, his progress slowed by a fraction of a second, which is enough for Tursinai. The weighted end of her chain snakes out, building on the momentum of her quin’s lunge. The rippling weapon blitzes past Jianghong’s defences and crashes into his cheek, his head snapping aside as he spins in place. The Defiled Guardsman behind him eats the blunted force of Tursinai’s strike, the chain piercing through flesh and bone with ease.
 
  
 
 Wounded but undefeated, Jianghong staggers forward, somehow staying on his feet as he’s carried along by the crowd, his tenacity and determination beyond compare. Narrowly escaping death with a twist of his head, the ruins of his left cheek turn my stomach, flesh, bone, and teeth torn away by the impact. His focus returns in less than a heartbeat, a repulsive half-snarl etched across his ravaged face as he slips back into the Defiled lines, retreating to lick his wounds.
 
  
 
 Dammit. So close.
 
  
 
 The world erupts into a cacophony of noise and the stench of death as Mafu crashes into the enemy, taking down three Defiled with sheer mass before coming to a halt. Reeling from the whiplash, there’s no more time to think as I hack and slash at the converging Defiled, wholly unconcerned by their dead comrades. Peace chops through helm and skull as Tranquility blocks a blow aimed at Mafu’s neck. My sweet, chubby mount chomps and tears through the Defiled line, clearing the way as he moves deeper into the press. In another deafening explosion of noise, our infantry piles into battle with a crunch of bone and metal, catching up to the speedy quins after what feels like forever, though it couldn’t have been more than a handful of seconds.
 
  
 
 Like a whirlwind of death, Tursinai cleaves through the Defiled with her arm raised and chain sweeping away all before her, merely collateral damage in her hunt for the wounded Jianghong. Leading my Sentinels to follow in her wake, we open a massive hole in the centre, allowing the defenders of Sanshu to stream in and cut off the entire left flank of Defiled. It’s not always about sheer numbers, positioning in key. If you ever find yourself surrounded on three sides with your backs against the wall, then you’re gonna have a bad time. A quick glimpse back shows XinYue’s troops making short work of the isolated traitors, killing them beneath a storm of attacks from all directions.
 
  
 
 My momentary distraction earns me yet another close brush with death, only blessed luck saving my skin as I Deflect the oncoming spear downwards, dispatching its wielder with Tranquility. Cursing my lack of helmet, I add it to the list while hacking away. Padded Runic helm with comfy straps. Padded, Runic, full-plate armour including crotch guard. Giant Runic Mech with weapons of mass destruction.
 
  
 
 Tursinai pivots to the right and I lead my Sentinels close behind, following our bubbly, enthusiastic vanguard as she slaughters more Defiled than the rest of us combined, her chain reaping lives like wheat before the scythe. No longer holding back, Tursinai sits untouched atop her quin, her eyes showing a hint of madness as she tracks her quarry. With a rare moment to breathe, I pick out the Aura of a Defiled Champion on my right, locked in combat with Yimu, our commander’s face red with exertion. Unable to find the strength to replicate my Beyblade Aura, I draw on my dwindling Chi reserves and pierce through the Champion’s Aura with a single, tiny thrust, the damage healing instantly, but the momentary panic is enough to swing the duel in favour of Yimu. His saber smashes through the Champion’s guard and removes head from neck, ending the fierce struggle. Bolstered by their commander’s victory, Yimu’s soldiers renew the efforts and lay into the beleaguered Defiled, their blood lust fading as their numbers drop.
 
  
 
 Blobby urges me to move and I respond without thinking, signalling Mafu to lunge next to Tursinai. Likely warned by Tenjin, Tursinai’s chain veers up and whips past my head, but there’s no time for regret as Bei appears inches to my left, her jaw unhinged as she lunges at Tursinai, though I now stand in the way. A blinding flash and rush of heat explodes to my right but I’ve no time to waste as I smash Tranquility into Bei’s fangs and thrust Peace deep into her chest.
 
  
 
 The impact rocks Mafu to the side, his furry form tumbling away while Bei reels back, tearing my feet from the harness. With Tranquility clamped between her jaws and Peace jutting from her chest, ichor sprays from her grievous wounds coating my torso and dissolving armour and skin in the blink of an eye. The pain fades almost instantly, unable to even feel the pulsing fluid washing across my body. Horror wells from within as I gaze upon exposed flesh, oddly calm as I note it's eaten through my nerves. Though Blobby devours the ichor’s energy with greed, there’s only a single droplet of water working its way across my body, unable to cope with the gushing torrent of corrosive fluid fast enough to save me.
 
  
 
 Dammit Blobby, and I had such high hopes for you. This is on me, I shouldn't trust quasi-sentient beings. My bad.
 
  
 
 The chaotic battle around me fades away as I stare into the Demon’s face. Her translucent pink skin is both alluring and alarming, as if made from melted pink diamonds, yet hinting at writhing, fluid flesh beneath. For the first time, I notice Bei’s face, her real face, projected just under the Demon’s skin. Not a head, only her skin, stretched out in a grotesque mockery of her former beauty, her eyes wide with terror and mouth moving, speaking without sound. It only takes a few repetitions to parse her message, a single, short sentence, repeated over and over again.
 
  
 
 ‘I’m so sorry.’
 
  
 
 The Demon falls to its knees and I fall with it, lacking the strength to stand. Bei’s eyes will haunt me for the rest of my life, however short it may be, trapped within her mind while the Spectres puppet her body, still tormenting her even after her surrender. The cool stone presses against my cheek, but the sensation is lost as the Demon’s ichor pools around my face. Even then, I’m unable to tear my eyes away from hers, wishing I could help. Death will not free her and she knows it, terrified of the eternal torment and misery to come.
 
  
 
 The world goes dark around me, but I still see Bei’s unblinking eyes, pleading for aid. Channelling the last of my Chi, instead of healing my grievous injuries and keeping myself alive, I send it down my arm and into Peace, desperately searching for a way to free her from the Spectres.
 
  
 
 What else can I do? I’m a sucker for a pretty face.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 228 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Watching the battle unfold, Yo Ling was filled with bitter disappointment. Pushed back by riffraff and guardsmen, his Butchers lacked the skills and determination required to become an all-conquering army. Jianghong was an utter failure, unable to hold back his opponents for even a handful of minutes, the enemy now pressing in from the rear. Even his Transcendents were a disappointment, still unable to dispatch their outnumbered foes. A half hour of combat might not seem like much, but he knew how exhausting it could be, but still the enemy clung to life. Lei Gong continued firing bolts of lightning, seemingly a bottomless pit of Chi as the battle wore on, a formidable opponent. The other Azure Ascendants were only marginally less impressive, each one holding their own, battered but unbroken. After careful study, Yo Ling marked the woman as the most dangerous opponent, holding her own against his most powerful Transcendent.
 
  
 
 Elemental bolts from jewelled rings, disruptive arrays from jade tablets, exploding talismans engraved in discs of gold, the Tyrant Ouyang Yuhuan carried enough Runic items to beggar even the richest of noble families. He knew a little of the craft, sharing similarities to the armour he’d crafted for Gen and his Captains. Many of her tools were one-use items, cherished by the world at large as live-saving measures, yet she tossed them about like grains of rice at a wedding. A runic craftsman, how exceptionally rare, whoever the Azure Ascendant was, his pockets ran deeper than expected, able to not only tempt her to work at his side, but supply all the precious materials she needed to work. Worst of all, the Tyrant had yet to go all out, clutching an unremarkable iron rod in hand that screamed of danger.
 
  
 
 That little prize was reserved for Yo Ling, this much he could tell. Wary of her tricks, he stood and watched the battle unfold, giving orders when necessary but taking no other actions. There was no need for him to act, victory was within his grasp no matter how they struggled. The Ascendants and Transcendents were deadlocked for now, but these were mere mortals fighting against power given form. Tireless and eternal, the Transcendents chipped away at their opponents bit by bit, every passing minute bringing them closer to victory. Once the five Ascendants were taken care of, preferably captured and subjected to Gen’s gifts, Yo Ling would be free to act.
 
  
 
 He’d start by killing the damnable Jorani and his two companions. Two mutts and a rat, such a prickly thorn in his side. Their skills were mediocre at best, though the large dog’s strength was to be commended and the rat showed promise. The issue was their Runic Armour, rendering them all but invulnerable to any but the strongest of foes. One such warrior alone might not matter, but three working in tandem? Much easier to kill than to defend, doubly so when your opponent holds nothing back. A disgrace, if he’d not lost so many Captains to sheer stupidity and happenstance, these three pawns would have long since been dealt with.
 
  
 
 Danger Approaches.
 
  
 
 The messaged echoed in Yo Ling’s skull, sending pain lancing through is body. Hiding it well, he answered, “What danger? The rod? I’ve marked it.”
 
  
 
 Not You.

 
  
 
 That caught him off guard, his confident visage slipping. “What could threaten you?” He regretted the question even as he asked it. The Venerated Ones made his Transcendents seem like harmless puppies in comparison. He shuddered at the thought of facing anything they deemed dangerous.
 
 The Devourer. Kill Him.
 
  
 
 How could Falling Rain pose a danger to them? “He’s but a child, easily dealt with.” Was it possible for the boy to devour the Venerated Ones? If so, then the boy could not be allowed to grow.
 
  
 
 Other Threats. Territory Lord Returned, Others Hidden, Watching.
 
  
 
 Panic set in, Yo Ling’s dreams of victory slipping away. Of all the cursed luck... “They won’t act, will they? Can you hold against them?”
 
  
 
  Possible. Will Not Lose. Difficult To Win. Our Presence Exposed, Treaty In Play. Victory Or Defeat Rests In Your Hands. Waited Too Long. 

 
  
 
 Their piece said, their presence faded from Yo Ling’s mind, leaving him reeling in their absence. He'd lost his final trump card, but they were always a last resort. He wanted to rule over a working city, not ruins like Shen Mu. Still, the Territory Lord’s presence was disturbing. If he or she broke the treaty and acted, then all of Yo Ling’s carefully laid plans were for naught. Small consolation the Venerated Ones would be free to respond, if the Territory Lord acted first, Yo Ling would undoubtedly already be dead.
 
  
 
 Calming his nerves, he sent the Spirits searching for Falling Rain while contacting his allies and commanding them to act. No more theatrics, it was time to put an end to this farce. Nightfall was only a few hours away, and by then Yo Ling would either have control of the entire city or be dead in a pile of rubble.
 
  
 
 Either way, after tonight, Sanshu would forever be changed.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Hello Darkness, my old friend...
 
  
 
 Suppressing the maudlin little tune which springs to mind, I study my surroundings before making a move. Nothing but bleak desolation lies before me, the void encompassing the world around. Though it seems likes an unending emptiness as far as I can see, I notice jagged peaks and uneven valleys forming and breaking away in the corner my eyes, the land itself in constant flux yet perpetually still when focused upon. An uneasy thrum pulses through the air and the shifting shadows fill me with nauseating apprehension, this world somehow both alien and familiar, but wholly uninviting. Though exhaustion weighs heavily upon my shoulders, the thought of rest never crosses my mind, instinctively recognizing the inherent danger permeating my situation.
 
  
 
 Is this inside my mind or Bei’s? It can’t be mine, Blobby took care of my Spectre problem and I don’t see Baledagh anywhere. The thrill of battle draining away, I find myself lucid and calm, though far from unconcerned. I wholeheartedly regret coming here on impulse. What was I thinking? How am I supposed to save Bei's soul from eternal torment at the hands of Spectres? How do I keep getting myself into situations like this?
 
  
 
 Relax. You’ve done this before, way back when I pulled Dagen out of his mental prison, and again to save Baledagh. No idea how I'm doing it, but I guess there's something about my Demon-adjacent existence which lets me hop into minds.
 
  
 
 What a shitty superpower...
 
  
 
 Drawing on experience, I reach out and grasp Peace’s red-patterned hilt, beautifully wrapped by my beloved Mila. There is no explosion of light this time, my Spiritual Weapon discretely appearing out of thin air, eager for battle to be joined. Bolstered by its presence, I attempt to draw Tranquility the same way, but there’s no connection to the shield, no familiarity. I guess it belongs to Baledagh, considering I found him cradling it in his prison. No idea why, he wasn’t even awake when I bound it, passed out from our ironically named Awakening. Then again, he woke up the second I finished my strange Binding Ceremony, and I remember feeling... off, during the entire thing. It’s like I wasn’t even a part of it, watching myself fight another me, not sure which one I was.
 
  
 
 This is too confusing. Whatever, Peace is mine, Tranquility Baledagh’s. Done. Figure it out later.
 
  
 
 Wishing I had all the answers, I use Peace to Guide the way and take my first step inside Bei’s mindscape. It’s odd how Chi works here, responding to my every thought with hardly any effort. I’ve never met Bei when she was human, but picking out her presence comes easily, the only living presence around. Perhaps it’s because I’m in my original form, an astral parasite leeching off of Baledagh’s life force, much like the Spectres and their hosts. No, focus on the task at hand, contemplating your purpose and the meaning of life can wait until later, when you’re not inside the mind of a Demon infested host.
 
  
 
 Time passes as I wander through the void, traversing the monotonous, barren darkness step by step. I hate it here, lacking any frame of reference, no sensation, no horizon, no breeze or sunlight, only the same tedious backdrop stretching on into infinity while the world changes around me, yet remains entirely the same. Keeping watch for clouds of Spectres or other nightmares, I pray I have what it takes to deal with Bei’s Demon. Only the memory of her woeful gaze keeps me here, unable to give up without even trying. I’m already here, no harm giving it a shot. If I can convince Bei to fight, the rest should theoretically fall into place. In the absence of any transmigrated alter-egos, her will is absolute here, so banishing the Spectres and regaining control should be easy as pie.
 
  
 
 Besides, I have no idea how to leave.
 
  
 
 After an eternity or a second, I hear a soft, piteous crying in the distance. Giving Peace a tiny flourish to bolster my courage, I harden my resolve and move towards the disturbance, left hand outstretched and sword ready to thrust. Responding to my thoughts, Peace exudes a brilliant, white light, illuminating the void around me, banishing away the cold darkness. A tiny hut appears in the distance and I make my way there, watchful for danger or ambush.
 
  
 
 Where are the Spectres? I had to fight my way through them to get the Baledagh, so why is this so easy?
 
  
 
 Opening the door, I peek in to find a naked young woman kneeling in the dirt, her back turned and shoulders trembling as she cooks over a fire. Her lustrous, dark hair runs straight down her back, barely concealing a tableau of horrendous injuries. Not a single patch of skin remains on her body, not even the pads of her feet, covered from head to toe in half-healed injuries and bleeding wounds like a half-eaten corpse. “Bei? Can you hear me?” My question goes unanswered as she continues her work, and I circle around for a better look.
 
  
 
 Please be Bei and not the Demon.
 
  
 
 Despite steeling myself beforehand, my stomach lurches with revulsion as I examine Bei, mentally cataloguing the Demon’s cruel torments against my better judgement. I'd love to forget everything I see, but my brain is retarded. Not enough to torture the girl, no the Spectres demand constant mental anguish, forcing Bei to prepare a ‘meal’ of human flesh. Butchered neatly by her own hand, an older man’s head sits upright on the stump of its neck, staring at Bei as she stirs the pot, tears streaming from shockingly human eyes which stare back at the severed head. All the while, Bei mutters ‘I’m so sorry’ over and over again, apologizing to the dead man even as she prepares, cooks and tastes his flesh.
 
  
 
 Blocking out the screams emanating from the back of my mind, I focus on her eyes, noting the lack of eyelids which keep her from closing them. “Bei, listen. Stop what you’re doing.” Kneeling next to her, I gently take her ruined hands in my own. “You don’t have to suffer like this.”
 
  
 
 Noticing me for the first time, Bei’s eyes widen in panic as she snatches her hand away, a finger coming away in my grasp. Dropping the detached digit in panic, it falls into the pot with a tiny splash. No more stew, not for awhile at least. Maybe I'll go vegetarian for a bit.
 
  
 
 Paying no attention to her injuries, Bei cowers before me, ladle held up in her defence as I give her room. “You can’t be here,” she whispers, glancing at the door behind her. “Please leave, please, he’ll hurt me if he sees you, he hates you so much.” Once I’ve retreated to what she deems a safe distance, she returns to her work, tasting the soup before adding more meat and spices. “He’ll want his meal soon, he’s always hungry. A warrior with a warrior’s appetite, it’s a wife's duty to keep her husband fed.”
 
  
 
 “Bei, stop.” My words strike her like a steel club, cringing at the commanding tone, but she never stops working. Careful not to touch her, I gesture for calm while speaking softly. “Listen, this is just a nightmare. They can't hurt you. Fight back. You have power here, not them.”
 
  
 
 “Please leave,” she whispers, unwilling to look at me. “He’s busy now, but he’ll be back. It’ll be worse if he sees you.”
 
  
 
 “Gen isn’t here and this isn’t real.” Gesturing at the pot, I add, “None of this is real.”
 
  
 
 “Liar.” Glancing at the severed head, Bei trembles with a repressed shudder. “This is real. I killed my papa. I butchered his corpse, cooked it over a fire, and we ate him for our wedding feast. This happened. I know it did.”
 
  
 
 Trying a different tack, I grip Peace and summon its brilliance, overpowering the harsh glow of the fire with its soothing light. “You know who I am. I’m Baledagh, Falling Rain. I’m here now, and I’ll protect you, I swear it. All you need to do is let me. Come, let's talk this through outside.” Away from the severed head of your father.
 
  
 
 My words have the opposite intended effect as Bei breaks down in a panic, scurrying away to the corner and screeching, “Gen is my husband and I his loyal wife. I will not betray him!” Pressed against the wall, her feet leave streaks of blood as she tries to back away from me, even now unwilling to leave through the door. “I love him, he is my husband, I will not be unfaithful! My place is here! My place is here!” Repeating the mantra over and over, Bei’s voice breaks down into sobs as she fends me off with her ladle, so twisted from her ordeal she truly believes her words. So terrified, a little bird caught in a trap, killing herself with her struggles.
 
  
 
 Cursing myself for not thinking of it sooner, I unleash my Aura, conveying sympathy and compassion, but it fails to reach her. There’s something imprisoning her, shielding her from my emotions, but my newfound prowess comes into play. The barrier resists, but I eke out every ounce of energy I have left, shredding and tearing it to nothingness, leaving me panting and drained from the effort. The world shakes around me as a bestial howl echoes through the void, but Bei pays it no mind. At the soothing touch of my Aura, her fear and terror melt away, her injuries mending in the blink of an eye. “See,” I say, moving a little closer, “There’s no need to be afraid. I will protect you.”
 
  
 
 Sorrow and regret etched on her face, the renewed Bei moves towards the severed head of her papa, kneeling before it with hands outstretched, but never touching it, crying as she apologizes. “I’m so sorry papa,” she sobs, kowtowing against the dirt. “You daughter is unfilial.”
 
  
 
 Sensing a dark presence, I leap between Bei and the door as it explodes open, showering me with debris. A twisted abomination tackles me but despite its hulking form, It has no substance, no mass, light as a feather and thrown back without effort. A mishmash of bestial limbs and bulging muscles, the creature snarls with Gen’s face, covered in chains and wounds as it tries to pierce through my Aura. Its voice chimes with the discordant harmony of a thousand tongues as it screams, “No! You cannot have her! We have claimed her for our own! Thief! Usurper!”
 
  
 
 “I reject you,” comes Bei’s voice from behind, filled with conviction and purpose. “I accept my sins for what they are and face my punishment with head held high.” Her voice cracks every so slightly as she adds, “I killed my papa, my hands held the knife. I know this and accept whatever will come of it, all the guilt and pain I deserve. I’ll not be your puppet any longer.”
 
  
 
 The Spectres wail and screech at her dismissal, no longer speaking in harmony. A thousand tongues speak a thousand different things, screaming of punishment and promises, salvation and suffering, but not for long. Bursting through the void, a torrent of water streams in and washes over the abomination, its face twisting in fear as it dissolves beneath Blobby’s merciless onslaught, the malevolent spirits purified into a mass of clean, untainted energy.
 
  
 
 The hut fades away and I’m left in the void, turning to watch as Bei floats in the waters, dissolving away with a wistful smile on her face. “Wait, Blobby, leave her alone!”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my command, it continues rendering Bei into nothingness. “Thank you for freeing me,” she says, even as her body breaks apart, her eyes no longer pleading and pained, but relaxed and accepting. Without another word, she leans back into the water and fades away into nothingness.
 
  
 
 And like that, Bei is gone.
 
  
 
 Settling in around me, Blobby radiates lazy satisfaction and a sensation of comfort and safety. Pleased with the meal, it’s ready for a nap back home, gluttony and sloth personified. The void shudders as it crumbles around me, darkness falling away to reveal oblivion, visually the same yet markedly different in a way I can’t explain, yet shakes me to the core.
 
  
 
 Lot of that going around lately. What the fuck just happened? How do I get home?
 
  
 
 This time, the answer comes from Peace, not Blobby, the steps needed to return home appearing in my mind. It seems I’ve become a magnet for quasi-sentient inanimate objects, but this is no time to complain. Taking the purified Spectres in hand, I channel my Chi and swing Peace, piercing the void. Stepping through the gaping wound, I appear next to Baledagh, safe and sound inside my personal mental plane. Drained and exhausted, I take a portion of the purified Spectres for myself before giving the rest to Baledagh, watching as it’s absorbed through his skin like water in the desert.
 
  
 
 Seeing no reaction from him, I will myself back to consciousness. Coming to with a pained gasp, my body feels as if it's on fire, and I instinctively channel my newly acquired energy to heal, falling back on old tricks to block out the pain. Ignore it, accept it, it’s a part of you now. Breath in, and out. The world comes into focus and I see Mila leaning over me, her tearful smile a sight to behold with the clear blue sky behind her, clasping my surprisingly healthy-looking left hand with both her own. “Idiot,” she says, sobbing with relief. “What were you thinking, taking on a Demon like that?”
 
  
 
 “Wasn’t,” I answer, my voice raw. “Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Kissing my fingers, she watches me with eyes filled with pride. “You saved Tursinai, you know? She would have died if it wasn’t for you. The Demon came out of nowhere, striking in tandem with a bolt of fire. You killed it, Rain, you killed a Demon!”
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” Quickly checking my injuries, I tally the cost of saving Bei. My right hand is still there, but only barely, while my legs and torso are slightly better off. Horrendous burns cover over half my body, but thanks to a healer, there’s no immediate risk of dying. The pain might soon make me wish otherwise, but I can’t heal myself while sleeping, so I’ve no choice but to endure.
 
  
 
 Worth it.
 
  
 
 Mila continues rambling on, explaining everything I missed. “You've been out of it for some time now. We drove back Mao Jianghong’s traitors and pushed into the marketplace. The Magistrate’s forces arrived shortly after, pinning the Defiled in from three sides. They have nowhere to go, so victory is all but assured.” Flashing me a bright smile, Mila adds, “You rest and heal up love, leave the clean up to others to deal with.”
 
  
 
 “Will do.” Even as I speak the words, a loud whistling grabs my attention. Arcing overhead, a greyish projectile soars through the air, followed by a massive explosion, the ground shaking beneath me.
 
  
 
 Holy shit, is the Coalition using oil? That's fucking insane.
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 Oh no...
 
  
 
 Turning to Li Song, Mila hisses, “Bring the quins. We’re leaving.” Bustling about, Mila hurriedly prepares me for transport, her jaw set and eyes burning with anger and determination. “No wonder Yo Ling dared attack Sanshu with so few soldiers, it was all a distraction so the Coalition could deal with its rivals. Sanshu is finished.” Lifting me in her arms, my body is wracked with agony and I pass out from the pain.
 
  
 
 I knew having random mercenaries show up out of nowhere was too good to be true.
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 Fung’s spear took the leaping garo clean through the throat, sending its rider tumbling head over heels from the saddle to land behind him, trampled beneath the hooves of his soldiers. Undeterred by the gruesome death, Fung put spurs to flank and his mount surged forward, tackling a second garo and toppling it over, his spear making short work of the rider. Driving his horse to continue forward, Fung met the Defiled charge with eager enthusiasm, his Mentor’s lessons echoing through his mind. ‘Always moving, never still, hit hard and fade away’. What the Bekhai accomplished through speed and agility, Fung emulated using pure muscle and determination, barrelling straight through the enemy lines.
 
  
 
 With Lady Mei Lin safely away with Mister Rustram, Fung led his retinue clean through the Enemy’s screening cavalry. With garo teeth unable to find purchase through horse barding and Defiled weapons glancing ineffectively off his Runic robes, he was reasonably safe through it all. The thrill of battle rising in his blood, he wheeled around to avoid the Enemy’s second wave, riding through the trees on a pre-marked path, ducking low and signalling jumps when necessary. Behind them, the mounted Defiled rode headlong into strung wires and staked pits, the dying shrieks of beasts and savages music to Fung’s ears. Another curious turn of phrase from Rain, Fung smiled at the thought of his friend making a name for himself on the streets of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Unwilling to allow Rain's fame to continue eclipsing his own, Fung rode a circuit through the forest and back to the battle, his retinue lining up for another charge. Major Yuzhen had given him freedom to act as he pleased out here on the southern flank, trusting him to keep Defiled outriders from encircling the central position. Dastan was supposed to support him, but the soft-spoken young man disappeared during the duels, likely waiting in ambush. Out on the western flank, Zian and BoShui occupied a similar role while Yuzhen held the centre. A marvellous talent for management and tactics, Yuzhen kept the glory-hungry Warrant Officers out of the way and used their elite retinues to greatest effect, threatening the Defiled wings. Likewise, the soldiers from the four cities would require her unwavering presence to keep them in check, most of the pampered elites lacking in experience and courage. He prayed her bid for Marshal was successful, determined to convince his father to help wherever possible. The northern province would do well under Yuzhen’s steady guidance and Fung looked forward to working alongside her.
 
  
 
 Ever the worrier, Fu Zhu Li filled Fung’s retinue with staunch, battle-tested veterans, overqualified for guarding a pampered young magistrate, but now he was thankful for the half-weasels prudence. Before battle joined in full, his retinue clashed with the Enemy skirmishers thrice more, killing dozens of riders and at least three Champions while coming away with minimal injuries. On Fu Zhu Li’s thinly veiled suggestion, Fung called for a break, letting the horses drink and rest while watching the massive block of Defiled peasants crash into the waiting elites, with the main thrust of garo cavalry waiting in the wings. Hard won through Zian’s seven life-and-death duels, Yuzhen put the extra time to good use, digging in behind sharpened stake fences and walls of dirt. It hardly made for the most impressive of fortifications but it served its purpose, breaking the disorganized mob apart and funnelling them into various kill zones.
 
  
 
 A Sending arrived from the Major’s aide, ordering him to meet with Dastan and a hidden force of cavalry before engaging with the Defiled Cavalry. Happy to comply, Fung rode back to the meeting area with high spirits only to find a grisly scene awaiting him. The corpses of his fellow countrymen were strewn across the glade, some studded with bolts and others viciously hacked apart. Most still had their swords sitting in their sheaths, killed before they could offer resistance. “What happened?” Fung asked to no one in particular, sickened by the sight. Battle was one thing, but this seemed cold and clinical, helpless men and women slaughtered like lambs for the feast. “Did the Defiled slip through our lines?”
 
  
 
 One of his riders answered, dismounting to study the earth. “Wasn’t Defiled which did this. Ain’t no tracks of garos or bare feet, only hooves and boots.”
 
  
 
 Fung’s stomach twisted at the declaration, turning to glance at Fu Zu Li. The nondescript ‘manservant’ looked out-of-place in his soldier’s armour, back hunched and pinched-face frowning like always. “Do not look for guidance young master,” he Sent. “You are in command, and I but a humble servant, here to pour tea and wash clothes. Perhaps you should inform Major Yuzhen of these new developments and request new orders?”
 
  
 
 Shamed by his stupidity, Fung turned to his communications officer. “Send word to Major Yuzhen, we have a traitor in our ranks.” Hissing through the air, a bolt appeared in the communications officer’s neck as his corpse toppled from the saddle. In the blink of an eye, the sky darkened as a hail of bolts rained down upon his retinue. Shielding his face and neck, Fung grunted as the bolts glanced off his flexible armour, the Runic inscriptions drawing from his Chi to repel the bolts. His torso covered in bruises, Fung leaped off his dying horse as it collapsed to the ground, narrowly avoiding being crushed beneath its weight.
 
  
 
 More than half his retinue joined the corpses already laying about, a crippling ambush as armoured warriors galloped out of the trees, their crossbows slung and weapons drawn. “Form up,” Fung called, but there wasn’t enough time. Bowling over his surviving retinue, the ambushers wreaked havoc among the rest of his retinue, his soldiers dying in his defense. Incensed by their loss, Fung gathered his strength and charged out, his spear penetrating through the chest of a rearing horse. Following through with the strike, Fung stopped Honing the weapon while palming the base. With the wings of his spear caught on the horse’s spine, his Amplified thrust ejected both horse and rider from the tip of the spear, sending the equine projectile soaring through the air to crush a pair of ambushers.
 
  
 
 The impressive display bought his retinue a second to breathe, but only for a heartbeat. Still, it was enough time for Fung to recognize his assailants, his anger soaring at their betrayal. “Dastan,” he roared, cleaving through a mount and rider in a single swing. “Come out here and face me, traitor!”
 
  
 
 His challenge ignored, the assailants continued killing his retinue until Fung was the only one left standing. Even Fu Zhu Li was nowhere to be found, likely dead from the first volley of bolts. His spear in hand, Fung spun a full circle to clear the area, tears falling from his eyes over the loss of his soldiers. After the carnugator hunting accident, he’d met with each of the mourning families, apologizing in person for their loss. A harsh lesson, but one he’d learned well, to value the lives of those who served him, for each one was a human being who had loved ones awaiting their return.
 
  
 
 At least this time he wouldn’t have to apologize to grieving widows, children, and parents. A haunting experience for sure.
 
  
 
 Seconds passed as his assailants surrounded him, leaving him no chance to escape. Striding through a small gap which closed behind him, Dastan Zhandos appeared with axe and shield in hand. “My apologies for the delay in answering your challenge. I couldn’t risk Yuzhen learning of my betrayal while we duel.” Cracking his neck, the somber young warrant officer tapped his shield with his axe. “This one is Warrant Officer Dastan Zhandos, Champion of the Coalition.”
 
  
 
 His part said, Dastan stood in wait and Fung used this to his advantage, catching his breath and gathering strength before they began. “Why,” he asked, genuinely curious. “Why turn against the Empire? Was it the Purge?”
 
  
 
 Rage flashed across Dastan’s steely gaze, his lip curling in a slight sneer. “In part, but I wouldn’t expect a young master like yourself to understand. What do you know of our plight?”
 
  
 
 “Oh yes, such a quandary. You’ve had it so tough, pretending to be human and resisting your urges to kill and torture. You poor Defiled soul.”
 
  
 
 Fung’s needling lacked the desire effect, Dastan relaxing as he chuckled. “You know nothing. You think me Defiled?” Channelling the Energy of the Heavens, Dastan displayed his Purity, leaving Fung reeling in confusion. “I am no more Defiled than you.”
 
  
 
 “Then why fight alongside them?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Dastan shrugged. “Sanshu has become a haven for corruption and immorality, the nobility preying on the innocent and destitute. Not a week past, I witnessed hundreds of innocents tortured, and for what? A ploy, a play for power. The Purge, keeping the uninformed in line for millennia while the rich laugh at their suffering from behind closed doors. This was only the latest in a long list of grievances, our actions decades in the planning. It’s time for a change, to cast off the shackles of the Empire and start anew. I dream of a free Sanshu, fighting for the downtrodden and oppressed. Yo Ling, the Defiled, Mao Jianghong, they are but a means to an end. Once Sanshu belongs to the Coalition, their turn will come.”
 
  
 
 “...You’re delusional.” Even as he spoke the words, Fung regretted opening his mouth. It seemed Rain’s inability to hold his tongue was spreading.
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowing in smouldering rage, Dastan clammed up. “Now, I’m afraid there’s no more time for you to rest. Don’t worry,” he added, settling into his stance, shield raised and axe held high. “I won’t use my Aura.”
 
  
 
 Gritting his teeth, Fung pointed his spear at Dastan, knowing he was outmatched. Though the sword was better for duels, having witnessed Dastan’s heavy, crushing blows, Fung knew his sword could not stop the young prodigy. Only with his thirty-five kilogram spear in hand did Fung feel confident enough to trade blows. Over the past few months, his Mentor put him through a gruelling training regimen designed to help him wield the ponderous weapon, often snidely remarking how Mila and Rain could handle thrice as much punishment. A harsh Mentor, but Fung’s strength soared underneath Akanai's tutelage and now was finally his time to shine.
 
  
 
 A shame, but even if he killed Dastan here, Fung saw no path to survival. No matter, a glorious death was preferable to an unremarkable life.
 
  
 
 Leaning forward, Fung Amplified his footsteps and charged, combining Balance on Windy Leaf and Scrape the Earth. Closing the distance with explosive speed, he still failed to take Dastan by surprise. Catching the thrust with his shield, Dastan's feet dug two furrows through the dirt as he fought to keep standing. Stopping in place, Fung drew his spear back and bent his body like a bow, thrusting his spear in a second strike which rivalled the first in power, only this time from point blank range. Snake Form – Darting Fang sent Dastan stumbling back, and Fung pressed his advantage, moving seamlessly into Mantis Form – Spear Hand and unleashing a flurry of thrusts. High and low, left and right, Fung struck again and again, controlling the range and seeking to at least injure Dastan, but to no avail. Hidden Ambush, Coiling the Nest, Pierce the Horizon, and Reverse Bite, Fung used every form and movement he knew, yet still he was unable to eke out an advantage, his attacks blocked and parried by Dastan’s shield time after time.
 
  
 
 With a masterful hook and step, Dastan reversed the momentum, going on the offensive for the first time. With a simple one-handed chop, like any common lumberjack would use, Dastan lashed out. Blocking with his spear’s haft, Fung’s fingers went numb on impact, his bones shaking as he fell back before Dastan’s might. Unperturbed by the failure, Dastan followed up with a shield bash, aimed at Fung’s hand. Knowing he couldn't block a second blow, Fung spun aside, his spear lancing out towards the back of Dastan’s head.
 
  
 
 Diving forward to avoid the counter, Dastan came to his feet with a smile. “Not bad,” he said, nodding. “I underestimated you.”
 
  
 
 Giving his spear a little flourish, Fung aimed the tip at Dastan’s face, saying nothing in reply. ‘Save your breath for fighting’, another scrap of wisdom, but this one from his father, or ‘actions speak louder than words’, as Rain would say.
 
  
 
 Ah damn it. Fung now knew what needed to be done.
 
  
 
 Bracing his nerves, Fung offered a silent prayer to the Mother and set out, once again taking the offensive. Opening with Greet the Moon, Fung’s spear arced out in an upwards slash, forcing Dastan to dodge to the left. Stepping right to keep the shield out of the way, Fung brought his spear crashing down, aiming for Dastan’s exposed neck even as the axe scythed out towards Fung’s exposed chest.
 
  
 
 Like Rain and his retinue was often fond of saying, ‘Give flesh, break bone.”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 As the wave of projectiles exploded among his guards, Chu Tongzu felt no fear or panic, only regret and despair. An epic in the making, the War for Sanshu which began less than a week ago was now coming to an end. So many brave men and women of his fair city gave their lives to reach this point, the butcher’s bill numbering in the thousands and still growing. After tasting bitter defeat from his ill-fated bid to retake the gates, Sanshu endured through the slow, desperate struggle to crawl back to this point. Standing on the precipice of victory, they sallied forth for one last battle, following their Magistrate to put an end to the Spectre Yo Ling, Bandit King of Butcher Bay.
 
  
 
 Only to fall victim to treachery most foul.
 
  
 
 The Heavens were surely laughing at the capricious nature of man, bandits and cutthroats proven more virtuous than the wealthy and highborn. First his guard captain turned traitor and now the entire Coalition, how far did this infection spread? It’s no wonder not a single scout returned with word of the outside world. With the Coalition’s vast network of stores, stables, restaurants, and labourers, it was impossible to escape their notice. Perhaps it was better for his city to fall now that it’d become a caricature of its former self, a beautiful shell hiding its rotten core. Once word of Sanshu’s fate escaped, it wouldn’t be long before the full force of the Empire fell upon Yo Ling and Xiaobo’s villainous alliance and Purged them from this world forever.
 
  
 
 A shame he wouldn’t be there to see it. Such was the price he paid for his avarice and gluttony, turning a blind eye to the festering corruption for gold and trinkets. Now, the Coalition’s engines of war sat hidden from sight while raining fire and stone upon his stalwart defenders. Unscathed, the dark-armoured Defiled watched the show with immense satisfaction, their laughs and jeers clashing with the screams of the dying, his soldiers and guardsmen fish upon the chopping block, caught between traitors and the Enemy with no hope for victory, only death.
 
  
 
 Then death it would be, but on his terms.
 
  
 
 Off to the side, Gerel and Vichear gathered the Bekhai, likely preparing to escape through the alleys and into the canals. Despite wasting all the hard work and effort spent getting here, Tongzu couldn’t blame them for retreating. Silently wishing them the best, he formed the bare outline of a plan, hurrying to action before all hope was lost. There was no point in retreating, weathering a storm of projectiles to attack the Coalition mercenaries only for the Defiled to charge in from behind. Better to take the fight to the Defiled and limit the Coalition’s ability to fire without hitting their allies. Though nothing would change in the end, at least this way they would die fighting. Raising Stoneshaper above his head, Tongzu shouted, “Warriors of Sanshu, heed my orders. Forward into the Enemy!” Without waiting for them to follow, he unleashed his Aura and charged the Enemy, holding nothing back. Hammering into the Defiled line, he set about collecting what was owed. “Victory or Death!”
 
  
 
 “Victory or Death!” Echoing the call, his warriors joined him in battle, their rage driving them to greater heights. Explosions continued to fall amongst them, but still they pressed on, following Tongzu’s lead as he carved a swathe through the Defiled. Reinforced and Stabilized, Tongzu waded through the Enemy lines, breaking bones and ending lives with every swing of his hammer. Taking a spear to the gut, Tongzu backhanded his attacker, the Resonating strike reducing the offending Butcher’s brain to a pulp, his eyeballs bursting from his skull. Snarling through the pain, Tongzu plucked the spear from his flesh and flung it back into the crowd, swinging his hammer in a massive arc to clear the way forward.
 
  
 
 “Onwards, my warriors,” he shouted, “Onwards! Show these Defiled dogs Sanshu’s mettle, make them regret stepping out from their hidden enclave!” Following in his wake, his warriors drove a wedge deep into the Defiled lines, moving towards their most hated foe: Yo Ling. Only a hundred meters away, the legendary Bandit King had his back turned to them, not deigning to grace them with his attention, fully focused on the Azure Ascendants valiant efforts.
 
  
 
 Tongzu never did like being upstaged. He was the Unstoppable Golden Vanguard, Magistrate of Sanshu, and the Defiled would come to curse his name.
 
  
 
 Chiming beautifully as it pulverized bone and metal, Stoneshaper smashed aside all resistance while Tongzu strode deeper into the market square. His deafening heartbeat pounding in his ears, the world devolved into violence and chaos as sweat and blood poured from his brow. Stone and dust clotted his throat as he panted for breath, fighting like a man possessed. Ignoring all sense of self-preservation, he threw himself into the fray, lost in a haze of wrath and blood lust. His heavy armour chipped and cracked as he took wound after wound, collecting his tax of blood and death before the Mother reached out to claim him. One Defiled sent to the Father’s Maw was one less to plague his countrymen, every step costing him dearly, every meter hard-fought and hard-won, but still he continued fighting. Sanshu’s heroes died by the hundreds but none faltered, low-born warriors of unremarkable skill rising to the challenge. His guardsmen threw themselves at the Enemy, clutching at weapons embedded in their flesh or the arms and legs of their killers, paving the way for another to finish the job.
 
  
 
 Ninety meters, eighty meters, seventy-five meters, every step cost countless lives and brought Tongzu closer to his goal, determined to spit in Yo Ling’s eye. The further he went, the greater the opposition as the Defiled swarmed towards him, thinking to kill him and put an end to Sanshu’s defiance. Fools one and all, even should he fall, Sanshu’s defenders would not falter, but he welcomed the challenge. Disregarding subtlety and finesse, Tongzu met each opponent head on, and each time his opponent was found lacking. With Butcher Bay’s most notorious Captains all dead or injured, there were precious few Defiled Champions left to challenge him. Taking full advantage of Yo Ling’s distraction, Tongzu ran roughshod over the Butchers, meting out divine retribution for their crimes against the Empire.
 
  
 
 Though filled with righteous fury, Tongzu was still flesh and blood, unhealthy, overweight and under-exercised to boot. Less than fifty meters from his goal, his body faltered before the Defiled counter-offensive, Butchers swarming in from all sides and cutting him off from reinforcements. Arms heavy and lungs burning, Tongzu stood alone before the hated Enemy, bleeding from a dozen wounds, the pain drowned out by the heady rush of battle. Unfortunately, grit and courage was not enough to win the day, his spirit willing but body spent, barely able to keep Stoneshaper raised. Grinning at the surrounding Butchers, Tongzu prepared to bring at least one more Defiled down with him, ready to meet the Mother and beg forgiveness for his transgressions.
 
  
 
 A dark mass of fur and blood catapulted past Tongzu, crashing into the Defiled. Dwarfing the mount beneath him, Vichear cut through the Enemy effortlessly as his roosequin added claw and fang to the cause. The other Bekhai followed closely behind, charging the Defiled in waves as the ferocious, overgrown weasels tore through armour and flesh, their bodies dripping in blood and gore. Unable to hold them back, the Defiled centre crumbled away, ripped apart in a savage display of strength and domination.
 
  
 
 Across the way, Tongzu’s soldiers led by Chun Yimu poured into the market, charging through the Defiled to link their forces. At their forefront sat a valiant Bekhai woman, her face and chest charred black as she whirled her chain overhead, clearing the way for others to follow. Knees weak with relief, Tongzu stumbled and nearly fell, but a sturdy hand caught his arm, holding him in place. Unconcerned by the pandemonium around him, Gerel stood with glaive resting on his shoulder, looking unremarkable in his dark leather armour, a fur-rimmed helm covering his bald head. Steadying his breath, Tongzu nodded in thanks, but the amber-eyed warrior barely noticed, his stony gaze fixated on Yo Ling’s back.
 
  
 
 It seemed Tongzu misjudged the reclusive Bekhai, mistaking their aloof, lackadaisical manner for indifference and apathy. Buoyed by their presence, Tongzu laughed despite the dire circumstances, thanking the Mother for staunch allies. “Come,” he said to Gerel, hefting Stoneshaper before him. “Plenty of work yet to be done. Let’s get you to Yo Ling while the sun’s still up.”
 
  
 
 There was no answer, but none was needed. As he’d done countless times before, Chu Tongzu strode forth to lead his army from the front lines, charging headfirst into the fray.
 
  
 
 “Onwards to victory!”
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 Yo Ling’s disgust for his underlings continued to grow as Sanshu’s defenders ran roughshod over his Butchers, a bunch of worthless, good-for-nothing slackers. He’d toiled for years securing the necessary resources in order to equip them with the best armour and weapons, countless hours of sweat and effort, training and moulding them into warriors, yet they still couldn’t be trusted to deal with the Army’s dregs. No, not even dregs, the majority of Sanshu’s defenders were mere guardsmen, trash who failed to meet the already low standards of the army, just barely more than a core and a pulse.
 
  
 
 Now, these rejects were dominating the battlefield, his ‘elite’ Butchers comprised of nothing but shrimp soldiers and crab generals. He’d been blinded by his hubris, expecting society’s outcasts and scum to reach the Heavens in a single bound with only his guidance, but it was as useless as drawing legs on a snake. Had he known they would fail so spectacularly, he wouldn’t have bothered arming them so well, a massive waste of time and resources. As things stood, Xiaobo’s catapults were barred from firing into the swirling melee for fear of damaging Yo Ling’s precious armours and weapons, assets still of use to him unlike the incompetents wielding them. Better for them if they died in battle, because the survivors would not enjoy his ‘reward’, determined to wash away the shame of mediocrity attached to his name.
 
  
 
 No matter, Sanshu would soon fall, freeing him to start anew. Gen would come in handy rebuilding his forces, but the boy was currently a snivelling mess, off in the corner mourning the loss of his ‘wife’. With Falling Rain marked for death and likely already dead or dying, Yo Ling’s only other option for a successor was the Coalition’s golden boy, Dastan. Far from the ideal candidate, the boy was every bit as deluded as Gao Qiu but nowhere near as talented, a disappointment in every way.
 
  
 
 Why did Yo Ling even need a successor? He still had plenty of years left to live and the entirety of Sanshu to scour for talent, perhaps he’d find a crane in a flock of chickens. The Coalition’s forces might make for a good starting point, primarily XiaoGong and his personal guards. Xiaobo was a lost cause, nothing but a stooge twisted by the Spirits whispering in his ears for the better part of a decade. No true Enlightened, the councilman was a pet project of his, one of many seeds thrown to wind which sprouted beautifully. While guiding the no-name merchant’s rise to power, Yo Ling set the Spirits to grind away at Xiaobo’s willpower and self-discipline, turning him to every debased vice and carnal sin, weakening his resolve bit by bit. Now, the fool’s brain was so addled by drug and drink, he accepted Yo Ling’s every whisper as his own thoughts, believing himself still in control. A tool which outstripped even Jianghong’s usefulness, although with the unfortunate side effect of turning the man into an unrestrained, disgusting slob. It’d gotten so bad Yo Ling was forced to manage Xiaobo’s every public appearance these past few years, lest he devolve into another fit of shit-slinging masturbation.
 
  
 
 Or worse.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, deviant behaviour was often overlooked in the wealthy. With Yo Ling feeding them information, the Coalition grew in power to surpass the Alliance and the Union, hiding their gains and squirrelling them away on his island. Now thanks to all his efforts, victory was finally in sight. With the city cut off from outside contact, once the Magistrate and his soldiers were dealt with, Yo Ling would be free to write his own version of events in Sanshu, spreading word using the Coalition’s far-reaching influence. Something close to the truth, like the corrupt Magistrate rebelling against the Empire, slaughtering citizens and councilmen in the streets. Joined by the Corsairs and Bekhai, their dastardly plans were thwarted by an alliance between Jianghong, Xiao Gong, and Butcher Bay’s heroic Yo Ling.
 
  
 
 Turning black to white and up to down with but a flick of the brush, he could hardly contain his glee.
 
  
 
 The war was not won yet, the Ascendants still holding out against his Transcendents. Not for much longer though, his puppets served their purpose well, wearing down their opponents with endless stamina and solid resilience, not to mention the ever present threat of their corrosive bodily fluids. Red-faced and dripping with sweat, Lei Gong no longer dominated the battlefield, his bursts of lightning few and far between. Freed from the threat of his destructive powers, the Transcendents pushed the Ascendants to the limits, on the verge of breaking the deadlock to emerge victorious. Still wary of Ouyang Yuhuan and her iron rod, Yo Ling turned and chuckled at the sight of the corpulent Magistrate’s struggles, his jowls quivering as he fought on. With mace in hand, Yo Ling moved towards the Magistrate and the Bekhai, the two forces merging amidst the sea of Butchers, surrounded on all sides yet still desperately striving to reach him.
 
  
 
 Their intentions were clear, their fangs bared and claws brandished towards him, staking everything on one throw of the dice in hopes of bringing down the legendary Spectre. Fools and dreamers, but he couldn’t deny himself the pleasure of crushing their hopes beneath his heel. The Bekhai’s charging offensive faltered as his Aura slammed into them, his Butchers parting to let him through. The battle behind him continued to rage, but in front, everything came to a standstill, the silent calm before the storm. Both sides cooperated to make space as he approached, the defenders of Sanshu suffocating beneath his might. Probing their defences with his Aura, Yo Ling picked out those strong enough to resist him, surprised by his findings.
 
  
 
 Five Auras too solid to crush, with the possibility of others hiding in wait, far more than expected. The Magistrate was easily handled as was the hefty Bekhai warrior near him, impressively dwarfing the Magistrate in both height and weight. Then there was the burned Bekhai woman wielding a chain and sickle and her dagger-sporting companion, both too young to be of real threat. Last but not least, a familiar, amber-eyed face, the would-be assassin from the restaurant.
 
  
 
 These other Bekhai experts forced Yo Ling to rethink his theory regarding these reclusive mountain tribesmen. Between Falling Rain and the amber-eyed assassin, he’d entertained the possibility that the Bekhai were fellow Enlightened and could be turned to his cause, but none of the other experts arrayed before him were beloved by the Spirits. A shame, but these piddling few warriors would fall before his might. Leering at them one by one, Yo Ling spread his arms wide in invitation. “You fought long and hard to get here, and all for naught. Come, let me show you the meaning of ‘People beyond people, heavens beyond the heavens’.”
 
  
 
 His Butchers cheered at his words, chanting his name in thunderous cadence, the air buzzing with excitement as the Spirits urged him to bloodshed and slaughter. Stepping out to greet him was the would-be assassin, carrying a massive glaive across his shoulders and sword at the hip, relaxed and at ease. With a spinning flourish of his weapon, he slammed the shaft against the stones, the echoing knock silencing the Butchers’ cheering. “I am Senior Captain Gerel,” he said, voice brimming with confidence. “Khishig of the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, so the nameless assassin has a Name: The Demon Reaper.” Yo Ling shook his head, disappointed. “This is the best Sanshu has to offer? A beardless, balding man-child with an over-inflated reputation?” His Butchers exploded with laughter and he waited for silence before continuing. “I already defeated you once boy, and you held every advantage. How do you think you’ll fare in open combat?”
 
  
 
 Waiting in silence, Gerel stared daggers at Yo Ling, ignoring the jeers and insults from the crowd. Sanshu’s defenders stood uneasily, all their hopes resting on the shoulders of this unknown warrior, their knees shaking and shoulders hunched, despair and desperation thick in the air as the Spirits searched for new vessels to inhabit. Perhaps he might even offer them a place in his new army, on the unlikely chance they survived the next few hours. These men and women showed determination and resolve, which is more than he could say about his Butchers.
 
  
 
 A thought for another time, as there was work to be done.
 
  
 
 Tossing his helmet to a nearby Butcher, Yo Ling carelessly approached Gerel, ready to put an end to Sanshu’s resistance. Leaping into action, Gerel chopped at Yo Ling who easily brushed the ponderous attack aside, chortling at the futile effort. “Come on boy, show a little more spunk. I’m impressed by how quickly you recovered, but you gotta do better than that.” Gerel attacked again, unleashing strike after strike in a flowing series of slashes and thrusts. Parrying and blocking each one, Yo Ling never stopped chatting, as if they were sharing tea instead of duelling to the death. “Then again, I might keep you around, nothing like a snack which heals itself. I’ll never go hungry again. It’s quite the novelty, I’ve never eaten the same man twice, but you might be a tad too chewy for my tastes. Where's Falling Rain? I hear he's undying, and I'd like to put that to the test.”
 
  
 
 Gerel fought in stony silence while Yo Ling continued his threats. After letting Gerel tire himself out, Yo Ling seized an opening to smash the glaive into the stones, lifting his foot to kick Gerel square in the gut. Doubled over, the tribesman scrambled back, narrowly avoiding Yo Ling’s follow up, the mace centimetres from ending the duel. Giving Gerel time to recover, Yo Ling yawned and scratched his chin, playing to the crowd. Blocking a weak slash, he grabbed the glaive’s shaft and overpowered his opponent, jamming the butt into Gerel's knee with an audible crack. Delighting in the grunt of pain, Yo Ling toyed with the tribesman, effortlessly defeating his attempts to free his weapon. Releasing it without warning, Yo Ling laughed as Gerel stumbled away, caught off guard by the sudden freedom and almost falling on his ass, hopping about to keep balance. “This is pitiful. Put away your glaive and bring out your sword boy, then you might stand a chance.”
 
  
 
 There was no answer as Gerel lowered his stance, keeping his weight off his injured knee with glaive pointed forward like a spear. Worthless. Dodging the sluggish thrust, Yo Ling closed in, foot scything out to trip his opponent and send him tumbling to the stone. With a casual stomp, Yo Ling pinned the glaive in place as Gerel rolled away, coming to his feet with face twisted in anger and shame. The sword came out without a word and the battle continued in earnest. Cut and thrust, feint and chop, the market square filled with the ringing of sword on mace. The boy was fast and skilled beyond his years, but still no match for Yo Ling. Too predictable, a hot-headed young talent common as the clouds. Show a weakness and it’s all the idiot can see, every strike aimed at Yo Ling’s exposed face. A little trick which turned an easy victory into mere child’s play, able to defend against with minimal effort.
 
  
 
 Thoroughly enjoying the theatrics, Yo Ling let the battle continue, staying on the defensive and smiling the entire time without breaking a sweat. Eventually the boy realized his mistake, but it was too late, his stamina spent, still recovering from the grievous, life-threatening injuries suffered not even two days past. Smacking the sword from his hand, Yo Ling grabbed Gerel by the collar and lifted him off the ground. Allowing for a dramatic pause, Yo Ling brought his head back before smashing his forehead into Gerel’s face, savouring the sound of breaking bones. Staggering away with eyes unfocused, blood spurted from Gerel’s ruined nose while Yo Ling stood with mace on shoulder and hand on hip, much to the delight of his Butchers.
 
  
 
 A Bekhai warrior caught Gerel before he fell and dragged him back into the silent line. For several minutes, no one else stepped forward to take his place and Yo Ling’s Butchers booed and jeered, denouncing the soldiers and guardsmen for cravens and cowards. Holding his hand up for silence, Yo Ling grinned at his enemies, focusing on the Magistrate. “Well? Who’s next?”
 
  
 
 Though he hid his emotions well, Tongzu’s demeanour said it all, glancing around for a saviour as his last hope faded into oblivion. So deliciously satisfying, Yo Ling soaked in all the anguish and misery, waiting for the moment it turned to terror and panic. Driven into a frenzy by the delicious meal, the Spirits whispered to any who would listen, sensing weakness and a chance for life, Sanshu’s defenders’ resolve leaking away with each passing second. Eyes closed, Tongzu took a deep breath before stepping forward to speak, and Yo Ling smiled, knowing victory was at hand. “Warriors of Sanshu,” Tongzu began, pausing for effect. “...Attack!”
 
  
 
 ...What?
 
  
 
 Even Tongzu’s own soldiers were caught by surprise, but the Magistrate led by example, oversized belly swaying as he stomped across the open ground directly at Yo Ling. His mood soured, Yo Ling sneered at the fat bastard with more courage than sense. Meeting the strike head on, his eyebrows twitched in surprise, their blows almost equal in force. Granted, this was one hand against two, a casual swing matched with everything Tongzu had, but even then, it was most impressive. Punching the Magistrate in the jaw, Yo Ling lifted his mace for a killing blow, but quickly switched to a block, intercepting the hefty Bekhai warrior’s sword. “The name’s Vichear,” grinned the large man, impossibly light on his feet. “Remember it in death, bandit.”
 
  
 
 For all his bravado, Vichear fared little better than Tongzu, sent reeling by a knee to the gut. Interrupted once again, Yo Ling ducked aside as a sickle cut through the air, the burned woman running towards him with her companion. So many bugs to squash, their defiance infuriated Yo Ling, the entire army charging in all directions to fight his Butchers. He’d demonstrated his superiority, shown them their struggles were in vain, yet still they fought on. Why continue to resist?
 
  
 
 The chain wrapped around his mace and there was no more time for thought. With a powerful tug, Yo Ling ripped the woman off her feet and dragged her towards him. With a pair of short swords in hand, her companion moved to intercept, but between Yo Ling’s mace and armour, he was free to ignore the savage. The woman was the more dangerous of the two, her weapon unpredictable and unblockable, so best to deal with her first.
 
  
 
 Or so he thought. Sensing danger, he glanced down to see the swordsman’s weapons glowing red hot, both cocked and ready to thrust into Yo Ling’s belly. Gasping in surprise, he twisted aside, elbowing the swordsman as the searing blades scored across his armour, overpowering its defensive capabilities in a single blow and partially melting the Spirit-infested breastplate, their wails filling his ears as they fled in search of a new vessel to inhabit.
 
  
 
 Freeing her chain with the flick of a wrist, the burned woman took her distance as the swordsman recovered his bearings. Already recovered, Tongzu and Vichear joined in, four experts moving to surround him. Individually they were no threat, but two hands cannot block four swords and his impenetrable armour was now melted slag. Around him, his Butchers fell back before the fury of Sanshu’s defenders, the worthless bandits showing their true colours as they fled in droves. Buying himself time to organize his troops, he glanced at the swordsman and burned woman, growling, “Your names?”
 
  
 
 “Tursinai of the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 “Tenjin, likewise.”
 
  
 
 Their curt response nearly drove him to madness, leaving him no time to give orders as the four experts pressed the attack. Chaos broke out around them, a massive, swirling melee of defenders and Butchers. Circling away, he used the Magistrate’s girth to block the other three and drew in a deep breath and infused it with Energy, unleashing a thunderous, ear-rupturing cry. The Magistrate stumbled away bleeding, but the other three were unaffected, well prepared for the move and blocking their ears with Chi. Damn, Gerel must have told them about this, how frustrating. Tursinai’s chain came crashing down, moving through stone and dirt like water and forcing him to present his unarmed left flank to both Vichear and Tenjin. With the light-footed giant’s massive sword and shield to defend him, Tenjin went all out on offence, every strike lethal and deadly.
 
  
 
 For the first time in fifteen years, Yo Ling fought as if his life depended on it, mustering every trick and stratagem at his disposal. His mace struck out as both shield and weapon, his body twisting and slipping to avoid blow after blow, drawing on the wisdom of the Spirits. As Vichear lashed out to kill a Butcher, Yo Ling took advantage of his distraction to stomp on his foot. Clubbing the massive warrior in the chest, he howled as Vichear’s ribs broke before turning to bat Tenjin’s swords aside, the lighter man spinning in place from the overpowering force. Grabbing him by the back of the neck, Yo Ling squeezed until bones cracked, snapping Tenjin’s neck like a twig and tossing him aside. With a scream of anguish and rage, Tursinai closed the distance to attack, giving up her only advantage. Arresting the charge with a palm strike, he grabbed her charred shoulder and squeezed, fingers ripping through half-healed skin and tearing a chunk of flesh away as she fainted from the pain.
 
  
 
 The last of his opponents dealt with, Yo Ling turned to take control of the battle just as XiaoGong’s Sending reached him. “We’re under attack at both points! They came out of nowhere, there’s too many of them, we can’t hold!”
 
  
 
 Trembling with rage, Yo Ling asked, “Who? Who is left in Sanshu to resist?”
 
  
 
 XiaoGong’s answer hit him like a hammer, his shoulders dropping beneath the weight of impending failure. “It’s the Council! The Alliance and Union have rallied their mercenaries!”
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Sweat dripping down his brow, Chao Yong urged the mercenaries forward while hiding in a sturdy stone doorway. “Forward! A silver for every Coalition head you take!” His voice cracked at the thought of the extra expenditure on top of the sizable upfront payment to secure their services, but he had no choice. “Ten gold for XiaoGong’s and twenty for the toad Xiaobo! For Sanshu!”
 
  
 
 The declaration brought a cheer of joy from the mercenaries, greed urging them to heightened fervour, hacking apart their surprised enemies. Humans die in pursuit of wealth as birds die in pursuit of food, but Chao Yong had no intention of dying for either. Were it not for the damned Corsairs holding all his wealth captive, he would have been kilometres away from the city by now, well on his way to Jiu Lang in safety.
 
  
 
 Glancing at his armoured captor, Chao Yong pulled out his pocket-watch to check the time and gathered his courage to speak. Though he knew nothing of martial prowess, Chao Yong knew value, and the sky-blue Runic Armour worn by his captor was worth a fortune. Boots, greaves, breastplate, gauntlets, spaulders and helm, buying even a single piece would beggar all but the richest of noble houses, the entire set equal to a year's profit for the Alliance. Even Bastard Liu spoke to the armoured captor with deference, and Chao Yong had no intentions of upsetting such a man.
 
  
 
 Clearing his throat, Chao Yong bowed to his captor and remained there, not daring to look up. “Is my work to your liking, great one? I’ve done everything you’ve asked, gathering all the mercenaries still left in the city and bringing them here. I’m sure my presence is no longer needed, seeing how I'm no warrior. If you could speak with Bas-- Err, the distinguished warrior Liu Shi regarding my boats...”
 
  
 
 The armoured figure snorted, his voice echoing from behind the faceplate. “Bah, keep yer shirt on, the battle’s only jes started. Still plenty left to do. Anyway, that’s a right shiny looking piece. Lemme have a look.”
 
  
 
 An armoured palm gestured before Chao Yong’s face and he cringed while relinquishing the pocket-watch. “This is a custom made timepiece ordered at great cost, with one hundred and eight various gemstones used in its construction. Please accept it as my humble gift.”
 
  
 
 “Silly thing, timepieces, but if yer offering then I ain’t gonna refuse. Never really understood the point of ‘keeping time’ though, seems like a strange concept. Doesn’t matter if yer watching, time won’t keep for no one. Thought about buying one for my boy though, he’s been whining about losing his.”
 
  
 
 Perfect, the man was an idiot. Clearing his throat once more, Chao Yong asked, “Regarding my request? Like I said, I’m of no use here, you have things well in hand. I might even have some other trinkets stored on my boats for your boy.” His four trusted guards were also on the boats, please come with me you armoured fool. “How old is the young master?”
 
  
 
 “Dunno, like I said, don’t really keep track of time.” Clapping Chao Yong on the shoulder, his captor continued, “Anyhow, we ain’t going nowhere yet. I can’t be caught interfering, rules and such, so yer my cats paw.” Chuckling beneath his breath, he added, “Don’t ye be thinking about running off either, cuz then I’d hafta kill ye.”
 
  
 
 Tears dripping down his face, Chao Yong returned to hiding in the doorway and watching the battle unfold, unable to make heads or tails of the mess. The Coalition’s mercenaries looked so ferocious in their green and gold armour, while his mercenaries wore rags and leathers, far from impressive. He could only pray for victory, or failing that, for his idiot captor to keep him safe. Then again, perhaps things were better this way. If they were victorious, than he could claim responsibility for saving the city.
 
  
 
 Chao Yong, Hero of Sanshu had a pleasant ring to it.
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 Reeling with disbelief, Yo Ling dispatched Spirits and Sendings while wracking his brain, searching for a solution to his woes. The Ascendants continued to delay their deaths, keeping his Transcendents out of the fray. Meanwhile, the defenders of Sanshu fought like beasts possessed. Their vigour unflagging and fury unbound, they scorned their losses while chasing down his panicked Butchers. Fools one and all, if his Butchers stood and fought then they had even odds of winning the day, but his Captains failed in their duties, scattering to the winds and throwing their comrades to the wolves in their desperation to escape. Then there were the Council’s mercenaries, emerging from the shadows to strike his Coalition allies from behind, XiaoGong pleading for aid as his elite retinue fell beneath the weight of numbers.
 
  
 
 How had things gone so wrong? The defenders of Sanshu should be cowering before his might, their Magistrate and champions defeated single-handedly, yet still they fought on, heedless of his presence. What’s more it should have been impossible for so many blood-thirsty mercenaries to gather without the Spirits knowing, yet there they were, ruthlessly slaughtering his allies with impunity. This was supposed to be his crowning glory, his day of victory, yet trial and tribulation met him at every turn. In desperation, he beseeched the Venerated Ones for aid. “Rise and reveal yourselves, your mere presence can turn the tide in our favour, the treaty left unbroken.”
 
  
 
 Impossible. The Predator Lurks, Awaiting Chance.
 
  
 
 The predator? “Falling Rain? He’s but a boy! Why fear him?”
 
  
 
 The Devourer, Its Instrument. Kill Him.
 
  
 
 Their insistence gave him pause. Falling Rain was not the Predator, but he was a danger, this much was clear. “Then you will reveal yourselves?”
 
  
 
 Foes Too Numerous. Kill The Devourer, Incapacitate The Predator, Then Away We Bring You.
 
  
 
 Their answer weighed heavily upon him, his shoulders slumping as he accepted defeat. Sanshu was lost, this much was clear. Even if he slaughtered every last defender himself, he no longer had the resources required to hold it, whether it be through force of arms or misinformation. His years of careful planning and preparation all for naught, a victory denied him for reasons beyond his control. The Corsairs, the Militia, the Bekhai, the threats to the Venerated Ones, these and a thousand other random factors all working against him, turning grand triumph into bitter failure.
 
  
 
 But not without great cost, beginning with these bothersome Bekhai elites.
 
  
 
 Raising his mace, he froze in place as he searched for his defeated foes, their bodies no longer lying on the streets. Impossible, all four warriors had all fallen before his eyes, yet somehow escaped without his notice. How could this be? Were there other experts working from the shadows? A chill ran through him as he scanned his surroundings, desperate to find the interlopers but coming up with nothing. His Wraiths were no help, the skulking curs having deserted long ago, fleeing the city like beaten dogs.
 
  
 
 “Cowards,” he screamed, his thundering roar echoing off the walls, stone and wood trembling as he vented his rage and frustration. His Aura billowed out in all directions, crushing friend and foe alike as the battle came to a standstill, every eye turning to gaze upon him. “Flee while you can, but know this! You’re all living on borrowed time, your fates sealed. Whether it takes a year or a decade, Yo Ling will have his pound of flesh, vengeance and retributi-”
 
  
 
 A flash of steel interrupted his ranting, his mace moving to intercept the projectile. Caught by surprise, he failed to fully deflect the attack, the spear piercing armour and gouging flesh as it glanced across his ribs. Breathless and bewildered, he touched the wound in disbelief, his hand coming away bloody. A minor injury but an injury nonetheless. Gaping at his assailant, the diminutive red-headed half-beast glared back at him in silence, sitting atop her mount with a skinny youth cradled in her arms. A mere child, yet she dared attack him, to injure him, a grievous insult to his dignity witnessed by all.
 
  
 
 An inhuman snarl tore from his throat as he charged the girl, erupting with bestial fury. Enemies moved to intercept him but he would not be denied, smashing aside spear and sword, rider and mount, undeterred as he charged towards the insolent bitch, sitting in place with arm outstretched to recall her weapon. Batting the spear in mid-flight, he sent it whirling off into the distance, his mace descending to crack fang and bone and defeat the mount’s attack. Plucking the girl from her harness, he lifted her in the air and threw to the ground, careful not to kill her yet.
 
  
 
 Death would be too merciful, this bitch would suffer for her impudence.
 
  
 
 A second half-beast girl screamed and attacked, her saber lashing out towards his throat. Moving with exceptional speed, the saber’s edge kissed the skin of his neck before rebounding away, easily stopped by Yo Ling’s mace. Yet another damned brat who dared to injure him, he was beside himself with anger, shattering her collarbone with a glancing blow before throwing her down beside the red-head.
 
  
 
 The Devourer. Kill Him.
 
  
 
 Startled by their forceful demand, Yo Ling hesitated for a fraction of a second, searching for Falling Rain. Eyes widening in surprise, he realized Rain was the unconscious youth lying before him, the young man previously cradled in the red-haired bitch’s arms. Lifting him by the collar, Yo Ling brought him close, baffled by what he found. Laughing Dragon and Gen both claimed Falling Rain was Enlightened and the Spirits marked him as the Devourer, yet this child wearing oversized night-clothes was untouched. In fact, the Spirits seemed repulsed by his presence, clamouring in discordant anarchy and demanding Yo Ling end him, wailing nonsensical gibberish about the Devourer and the Predator.
 
  
 
 How preposterous, a comatose boy not even out of his teens yet able to strike fear in the hearts of the Venerated Ones and Spirits. So many questions, but his curiosity would have to go unsated. Kill the boy, then flee to fight another day, bringing the two foolhardy little brats with him.
 
  
 
 They would rue the day they crossed the Spectre Yo Ling.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Floating through the void, I drift in and out of consciousness as I lay beside Baledagh, watching his conflicted emotions flash across his sleeping face. Blobby bubbles and seethes around us, a churning eddy of currents urging me to wake while carefully avoiding my little brother. A good thing too, even though Bei seemed content with her end, I don’t really understand what happened. Did I save her or merely consign her to a different hell? I’d like to think Blobby is on the side of good, but judging by its actions thus far, my little friend is more chaotic neutral than anything. Blobby does what Blobby wants, even risking my life to sate its appetite. I don’t know if it's on my side or if it sees me as a convenient meal ticket. Even if it’s purifying Demon souls or whatever, so what? Am I supposed to risk my life hunting Demons to feed it? How many does it need? Hundreds? Thousands? What if the next host isn’t as supportive as Bei and turns on me? Can I fight someone inside their mind? I doubt it.
 
  
 
 Forget saving people’s souls, I might not even survive the next few hours. With the Coalition’s betrayal, things are looking grim, Sanshu’s defenders trapped in the marketplace with nowhere to run. The thought almost stirs me to action, but overwhelming exhaustion wins out, my mind barely able to focus. Blobby continues to insist I wake and I want to, but I can’t. I’ve given all I have and there’s nothing left in the tank, fatigue permeating my core. All I can do is wallow in guilt while watching my suicidal brother struggle to find reason to wake.
 
  
 
 I don’t know how to help him. He wanted to die, begged me to let him die. Am I supposed to stand and watch as he's devoured by a gluttonous, amorphous blob of deitic liquid? Will he thank me for it like Bei did, accepting the end with grace and dignity? Would I ever forgive myself for letting him go? I’ve had my chance to live, shouldn’t he get the same? What right did I have coming here and displacing him? I’m not suited for this world with its endless trials and tribulations, it’s all so exhausting. I’m tired of all the struggles and fights, the politics and face-demanding. I miraculously overcame two thousand Defiled with Blobby’s help, yet the Coalition showed up with fifteen thousand more. Even if I save the city, won’t the Empire just send someone to Purge it? That’s how they work right? Baledagh fought so hard to save Ai Qing’s village, an exercise in futility. Why should I bother?
 
  
 
 Then again... What’s the fucking alternative? Lie down and die? No thanks, I’ve worked too hard to stay alive these past few years and I’m not ready to give up yet. It’s not all bad, I have my loving family, my adorable wives, my steadfast friends, and all my fluffy fur babies. Besides, with my luck, I’d probably reincarnate into an even worse situation than before, maybe even downgrading to insect or inanimate object. Hard pass, so I guess I’ve got no choice but to sit up and fight.
 
  
 
 The void comes to a halt around me, lethargy and weariness still hanging from me like a cloak as I force myself to wake, Blobby more animated than I’ve ever felt. Patting Baledagh on the head, I pull him in for a hug, passing along all the warmth and love I can muster. “Neither of us asked for this, but we’re stuck with each other. You’re everything I wish I was, fierce, loyal, courageous and adventurous, and I love you, little brother. If we survive this, I’ll figure out some way to fix things, even if at the cost of my existence. I swear it.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I steady my mind and open my eyes, immediately overwhelmed by my senses. The glaring light, the cacophonous din, the foul stench and stinging pain, it sends me reeling in place, my feet flopping about in search of solid ground. Grasping at the air, my hands close around spiked iron, my eyes focusing to see two eyes, one milky white and unseeing, the other light brown and brimming with hatred and delight. With vice-like fingers closed around my throat, his lips stretch into a crooked grin, revealing a set of perfect, ivory teeth. “How fortuitous for you to wake,” he drawls, enjoying the moment. “This humble one be Yo Ling.” His fingers clamp tighter, cutting off air and blood. “A pleasure to meet you, Falling Rain. Now die.”
 
  
 
 Geez, take one nap and this is what I wake to. It never ends.
 
  
 
 Channelling my Chi, a deluge of Energy surges through me while I condense my Aura, shaping it into a blade before lashing out. Tearing into Yo Ling’s sturdy metaphysical presence, it feels like chipping away at a mountain with a chisel, but the unfamiliar sensation unnerves my foe, his eyes widening in alarm. My efforts buy me a moments hesitation measured in tenths of a second, just enough time to slip into his mind as everything fades to black.
 
  
 
 Coming to, my first thought is of regret as I take in the surroundings. Unlike the emptiness of Bei’s mind, occupied only by herself and the Demon, Yo Ling’s mental plane is filled with Spectres as far as I can see. My intrusion noticed, the Spectres swarm in from all directions, screaming in a thousand voices of torture and death. Summoning Peace, it comes into existence with an explosion of light and power, casting aside the darkness of the void. Unleashing my Aura, I wade through the sea of Spectres, the shifting, shapeless shadows surging around me, unable or unwilling to pierce through my barrier and attack. No matter how I move, they keep out of range of my sword and unaffected by my Aura, our battle at a standstill as my physical body lays helpless in Yo Ling’s grasp.
 
  
 
 Well fuck... Now what?
 
  
 
 The Spectres part and reform around me as I make my way through the void, Peace Guiding the way towards Yo Ling’s presence. There are so many of them clustered together, I can hardly tell where one ends and another begins, each one jabbering away with its voice, a disharmonious chorus of head-splitting proportions, drowning out my every thought. Unsure if I’m rushing towards my destination or fleeing from the noise, I race across the Yo Ling’s mindscape, praying I find him before it’s too late.
 
  
 
 The deafening clamour falls silent, the change so abrupt I wonder if I’ve died. In Peace’s soft, glowing light, I see the Spectres have fallen in line, queuing in an orderly fashion, silent and still. At the front of the line is Yo Ling, his form blurred and hazy as he sits upon an ornate, golden throne, looking younger than he does in real life but no less imposing. Six human figures stand by the throne, two women and four men. Naked as the day they were born aside from a collar around their necks, they stare lifelessly at nothing while Yo Ling meets with each Spectre, listening to their whispers before sending them away, the king taking audience with his subjects.
 
  
 
 There’s no way I’m gonna wait in line.
 
  
 
 Striding to the front, Peace’s light illuminates Yo Ling and his presence solidifies, his image strengthening as he turns towards me, standing in surprise. “How intriguing,” he murmurs, looking me over. “Might you be the Predator?”
 
  
 
 “...What?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my confusion, Yo Ling shakes his head and wanders next to me. “No, you are weak, ineffectual. How could you possibly threaten the Venerated Ones?”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to say what again, I swallow my fear and concentrate on my Aura, searching for the barrier which keeps me from affecting him. Finding nothing, my panic grows as Yo Ling paces around me, studying me like Jimjam studies his meals. All I can feel is his Aura pushing back, a robust, impenetrable defence. Unlike Bei, Yo Ling is wholly in control here, the Spectres bending to his iron will. There’s no point telling him the Spectres can’t hurt him, he already knows it.
 
  
 
 Head tilted in curiosity, he spreads his arms and asks, “Why have you come here?”
 
  
 
 “Err...To... save you?”
 
  
 
 His single raised eyebrow sends a flame rushing to my cheeks, withering before his amused curiosity. “Such a shame, I rather liked you. Tenacious and uniquely talented, you would have made a fine successor. Unfortunately, the Venerated Ones have sentenced you to death, and I but their humble servant.” Shaking his head, he sighs, appearing genuinely upset. “Kill him.”
 
  
 
 Swarming over me in a dark tide of torment and misery, they tear through my defences in an instant, their grasping claws seeking to rip me to pieces. Taking everyone by surprise including myself, Blobby spews out of my mouth in a torrent of water. There’s something acutely unpleasant about this which I can’t quite put into words, a vague sense of violation and unease as I vomit Blobby about. Despite the unpleasant invasion of space, I’m glad it came along for the ride, especially since I thought it was only interested in Demons. I’ll probably change this part of the story when I tell the others though. Being a spiritual water sprinkler isn’t exactly awe inspiring.
 
  
 
 Making a beeline for the human figures, Blobby emanates glee and triumph as it crashes into them. “No!” Yo Ling bellows as Blobby swells and engulfs the six humans in the blink of an eye, its meal barely finished before turning to hunt down the Spectres. Erecting an unseen barrier to keep Blobby away, Yo Ling gathers his Spectres to safety before turning his attention towards me. “Get out!” At his command, the world collapses around me and I find myself gasping for breath in the real world, Yo Ling’s hand still clamped around my throat. Thankful he hasn’t killed me, so I use his momentary distraction to slip free of his grasp, leaving bits of skin and flesh beneath his fingernails. Landing on my feet, I reach for my sword to perform Tiger Sweeps the Rushes, perfectly aimed to disembowel my foe.
 
  
 
 Grasping at empty air, I remember all my clothes melted away after killing Bei’s Demon, including my scabbard. No scabbard, no sword.
 
  
 
 Which leaves me standing unarmed and unarmoured in front of the Legendary Bandit King of Butcher Bay as he comes to his senses, utterly enraged by Blobby’s actions.
 
  
 
 Maybe if I stand really, really still, he won't see me.
 
  
 
 Warm blood sprays across my face, blinding me to my imminent doom. Frozen in fear, seconds pass in utter silence before my vision clears, finding the tip of a saber only centimetres from my nose. Going cross-eyed for a moment, I back away and trip, falling on my ass as I gaze in shock at the weapon protruding from Yo Ling’s belly, his face contorted in pain and disbelief. Gasping as the blade twists, he drops his mace to clatter across the stones, the only sound audible as every eye watches the saber cut horizontally through Yo Ling’s flesh and organs. The moment the blade slides free, Yo Ling collapses to his knees with a shudder, clutching his stomach in a futile attempt to keep his innards from spilling out onto the streets.
 
  
 
 Stepping in front of Yo Ling with the saber in hand, a wizened old man crouches down with a wince, massaging his knee with his free hand. His tired eyes show no sign of glee or triumph, only grief and resignation. “Little brother,” he says, voice tinged with sorrow, cutting through the silence. “It’s been awhile.”
 
  
 
 Yo Ling growls, “Bastard Liu.”
 
  
 
  With wispy white hair, wrinkled, drooping, sun-baked skin, and an emaciated frame, Liu Shi looks nothing like his bounty poster, marked as the former co-founder of the Butcher Bay Bandits and current head of the Crossbone Corsairs. Though old, Yo Ling doesn’t look out of place on the battlefield, while Liu Shi looks as if he belongs in a hospice bed. “Come now,” he says, frowning. “That ain’t no way to greet yer brother. Every time ye call me a bastard, yer insulting Ma’s honour. She was a good woman, loyal and true to Pa.”
 
  
 
 “Yer no brother of mine.” Spitting out a globule of blood, Yo Ling sneers in reply. “Fucking coward.”
 
  
 
 “Prudent is how I think of it. I never was strong as ye and damn near a decade older to boot. Hell, it’s been fifteen years since our last tussle and I’m still not fully healed.”
 
  
 
 Both men sat in comfortable silence, as if they were in the privacy of their home instead of surrounded by two warring armies. After a long minute, Yo Ling is first to speak. “Ye still remember Ma and Pa do ye? What a surprise. Ye remember how they died?”
 
  
 
 “Aye, that I do.”
 
  
 
 “Forced from their home of fifty years and into the wilds to die of exposure. Ye ever think about it? Ma and Pa huddled together, dying a slow, painful death because them rich ponces in Sanshu didn’t want to look at the poor while out on their palanquins.”
 
  
 
 “Thought about it once or twice.”
 
  
 
 “Yea? Well what have ye done about it? Shit all is what. Here I am working hard to avenge em, and what do ye do? Stab me in the fucking back. If that ain’t a bastard’s work, then I don’t know what is.” Yo Ling’s words devolved into a fit of coughs at the end, frothy blood dribbling down his chin.
 
  
 
 Pulling out a handkerchief, Liu Shi wipes Yo Ling’s chin and for a moment, I’m treated to a glimpse of better times, an older brother caring for the younger, both men slipping naturally back into their roles. “That was always the plan, wasn’t it? Gather wealth and power to oppose the Empire, dreamin’ of carving out a little patch of paradise for ourselves. A fool's dream.” Liu Shi sighs, shaking his head. “Ye know, Jariad and Gao Qiu were the last of em, our original band of soldiers turned bandits. Now we two are all that’s left.”
 
  
 
 Lapsing into silence once more, the two brothers cherish what little time they have left remaining. His life’s blood pooling around him, Yo Ling slowly slumps to his side, unable to keep upright. “I wanted to avenge em,” he whispers, his breath ragged and laboured. “Change the world. Saw power, so I took it. Doesn’t matter if I’m damned, I’d rather the whole world burn than let things stay the same.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say I agree, but I’ll pray for your soul little brother.”
 
  
 
 “No need. I won’t turn. I’ll never surrender. They won’t use me, I used them, ye understand? I used them.”
 
  
 
 Before Liu Shi can answer, Yo Ling draws his last, shuddering breath, his body stilling in the finality of death. Tense minutes pass in agonizing anticipation, the entire battlefield waiting to see if Yo Ling spoke true. After a long wait, Liu Shi sighs one last time before lifting his brother’s corpse into his arms. Walking past me, he melts away into the crowd of soldiers and Sentinels, disappearing before my eyes. Only the pool of blood soaking into the stone and the discarded mace serve as proof of Yo Ling’s demise, Butcher Bay’s Spectre finally put to rest.
 
  
 
 A hearty cheer rises from the defenders of Sanshu and chaos breaks out as bloody battle resumes. Blowing out a sigh as Blobby makes its triumphant return, I accept my weapons from Bulat before leading my retinue out to hopefully put an end to my duties in Sanshu. With all six Demons falling dead shortly before Yo Ling's passing, it's more massacre than battle, with no quarter asked for, and none given.
 
  
 
 As the last foe falls, I watch the sun set on Sanshu, my heart heavy and mind in turmoil. Though Yo Ling was a monster, he wasn’t born one. He was moulded into one by the circumstances of his life. What would I do in his shoes, if the Empire killed my loved ones? Would I turn to the Spectres for power, seeking to lead an army of Demons to take down the Emperor?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I don’t know, and I hope I never have to find out.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Brought away by Jianghong’s guardsmen, Gen sat at the window staring out into the market at Bei’s corpse. Her crystalline skin glimmered in the sunlight, illuminating her empty, ruined husk. Her broken jaw hung half-open as unseeing eyes returned his stare, and Gen felt... Nothing. Only a hollow, emptiness remained within, a void left by her absence and accompanied by a distinct, uncomfortable sense of loneliness. He never noticed it before but Bei was a part of him, connected through unseen fetters, a bond which transcended time and space.
 
  
 
 The Spirits remained curiously muted as he shut himself away. There were no tears to be shed, no pain to embrace, no misery or anguish to be found within, not even the Spirits’ whispers to prompt him to action. In utter stillness, he sat in the vacant vacuum of his soul, asking questions and finding no answers, searching for something he couldn’t name. It was missing, but what it was he couldn’t say, only that it had to do with Bei's absence.
 
  
 
 With the void closing in on him, he pushed back upon it, reminiscing of better times. His lovely Bei, laid out upon their marriage bed, her tear-stained eyes silently pleading for mercy as the red-hot poker descended, such a beautiful memory engraved within his mind. The silly girl thrashed and cried, inciting his lust for more. After a single, wondrous day of passion, she belonged to him in mind, body, and soul, her compliance given, her will bound, their lives inextricably linked as husband and wife. Guardian, servant, and wife, he’d moulded her into his ideal woman, beautiful and strong, obedient and dutiful.
 
  
 
 And now she was gone, with only his memories to sustain him.
 
  
 
 Another woman stolen away by Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 The statement echoed through the void and shattered his apathy, his every thought consumed by vengeance and retribution. Returning to reality, he searched through the crowd, hoping to spot his most hated foe. Instead, he was greeted by a scene of utter chaos and confusion. Butchers fled in droves as the defenders of Sanshu cut them down, Yo Ling nowhere to be seen. The Transcendents’ corpses sat in the streets, easily visible from his perch above as the tide of warriors streamed around them. Raging at Heaven’s injustice, he cursed the Emperor, the Bekhai, Sanshu’s defenders, but most of all, Gen cursed Yo Ling. For all his speeches of grandeur and victory, the old bastard was nothing but a fraud, a liar and a failure like Gen’s father had been.
 
  
 
 The Spirits’ voices rose in a clamour, demanding surrender and resignation, and for a brief second, Gen considered succumbing to their will. Why not? What else was left for him? With Yo Ling defeated and Bei dead, how was Gen to escape? Even if he somehow avoided all the soldiers, navigated through the sprawling maze of streets, and made it out the gates, what then? He refused to return to the woods, scavenging for scraps while fleeing from the Mongrel Emperor’s reach. Better to give into the spirits and taste true power before he died. The world shrank around him and Gen saw Bei once more, waiting for him in his dreams.
 
  
 
 And only in his dreams.
 
  
 
 Ignoring the Spirit’s demands, Gen snarled and gathered the World’s Energy, revelling in the power within. He was no longer the worthless, snivelling hunter who would have long since given up. He was a warrior, and if he died, then he would die fighting. Moving away from the window, Gen opened the door to find Jianghong and a handful of guards about to enter. His jaw broken and cheek all but gone, Jianghong studied Gen’s eyes before giving him the briefest of nods. “Good,” he Sent, striding away with purpose. “You’ve not succumbed to despair. Come along Gen. Sanshu is lost.”
 
  
 
 Joining Jianghong’s party, he followed them downstairs where the raging battle had yet to spill in, the doors and windows covered and barricaded. Kicking aside a stone statue, Jianghong revealed a hidden cellar hatch, gesturing around before dropping down. “Burn it all,” he ordered. With a wave of his hand, Gen sent a gout of flame around him, setting fire to the building. The growing blaze filled him with hope and aspiration, defeated but unbroken. He was merely an ember, but even then he’d survived through the storm of Sanshu, injuring two elite warriors by himself. With time and practice, he would only grow stronger.
 
  
 
 Strong enough to have his vengeance.
 
  
 
 Closing the hatch behind him, Gen descended into the darkness and lit a small flame. “A smuggler's passage,” Jianghong Sent, already well away with lantern in hand. “I’ve found a number of them during my time as Guard Captain. A handy escape.” Following them through the twists and turns of the stony passage, Gen moved towards freedom and his destiny. Though Yo Ling’s story ended here, Gen would not die with him nor would he give in to the Spirits.
 
  
 
 Their underground journey continued for hours before they emerged beneath the night sky. Snuffing out his flame to avoid detection, he glanced around the darkened forest to gather his bearings. The walls of Sanshu were barely in sight, kilometers to the east. Where to now?
 
  
 
 North.
 
  
 
 The booming word quieted the Spirits’ chattering, their voices falling silent before the suggestion. No, this was an order, a command given by one who not only demanded subservience, but expected it. Glancing at Jianghong, Gen realized he wasn’t the only one who heard it, the older warrior already moving out, his eyes narrowed in caution yet unwilling to disobey. Lacking any better options, Gen followed along, staring up at the night sky.
 
  
 
 So beautiful. This was but the first chapter of his new life, a bump in the path towards ultimate supremacy. So what if Bei was gone? Then he would find another wife, a stronger wife, a harem of wives. He would gather entire armies to follow him, Enlightening the masses to the truth. Those who refused to open their eyes would be fuel for the fire, turning this tiny ember into a blazing conflagration, consuming all before it. Though Sanshu stood victorious this day, he would return soon enough, and when he did, Falling Rain, Sumila, the Magistrate, and even the Mongrel Emperor himself would kneel before him.
 
  
 
 For he was Gen, the Emissary of Flame, Chosen of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Still yet to recover from his injuries, Vithar sat back and watched the battle unfold. His southern allies were worse than useless, unskilled in the ways of war. Charging ahead without thought, they ran into the enemy’s traps and schemes, their tidy ranks defeated by twigs and mud. A good thing he’d ordered his tribesmen to keep to the flanks and avoid all-out battle. The plan had been to let this rabble wear away at the enemy first, but they fell so quickly it hardly even mattered. After pretending to battle for the better part of an hour, he gave the order to withdraw and led his riders away, unwilling to throw his warriors away on the whims of an incompetent elderly thief.
 
  
 
 Only... Now what? Lacking a Demon to speak for him, the Uniter was voiceless and Vithar without direction. Though this was a land of wealth and abundance, theirs was a tribe of warriors, battle their only purpose. There was no honour in hiding away, and he feared such an existence would render him weak and feeble like the southerners. Better to die fighting, but where was he to find a worthy foe?
 
  
 
 North.
 
  
 
 The Venerated One’s order echoed through his mind, and Vithar turned without hesitation, leading his riders north while bubbling with anticipation. Though this likely meant a return to hiding once more, at least he was connected to the Uniter. Now there was a commander worthy of respect, a chieftain above all chieftains. An era of bloodshed and prosperity, those were his words, and Vithar was confident the Uniter would deliver.
 
  
 
 If not, then Vithar would cut him down and eat his flesh, taking his place as the Uniter.
 
  
 
 Such was life, the strong devouring the weak, and Vithar wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 A low, rumbling purr wakes me as Aurie grumbles beside me, his adorable eyes opened wide in a plaintive, wretched stare, as if he’s mere seconds away from dying of hunger. His massive murder mitts knead the bed instead of my chest, knowing to avoid touching my injuries. Peeling away the blanket, I wince as small patches of half-healed skin go with it, my body a mass of corrosive burns. Luckily, Blobby did its thing and kept the Ichor from going too deep, but it’s still an unpleasant experience. I need food and rest, but otherwise, these full-body burns shouldn’t take too long to fix, three days at most.
 
  
 
 I get way too much practice healing myself.
 
  
 
 Dragging myself out of bed, Aurie bounds away to wait by the door, excited for the new day. Throwing on a borrowed blue silk robe, I follow him out into the massive courtyard where he does his business. Wandering over to the quins, I inspect their injuries one by one, more to feed my guilt and delay the tasks ahead than out of any actual ability to help. The poor beasts have been drained by constant travel and repeated fights, with many of them sporting new scars. Uninjured, Mafu greets me with an enthusiastic snuffle, thoroughly checking my pockets for food before laying back down next to Atir. Mila’s injured quin peers through half-lidded eyes and I feed her the last of my personal stash of pain pills, saving it for her instead of taking it before I slept. A cracked skull no laughing matter, and the poor thing even tore her neck muscles after a direct hit from Yo Ling. Carefully checking all the quins’ injuries, I coo and mutter beneath my breath, wishing I could Heal their wounds, their pained, whimpering squeaks tugging at my heartstrings. They’re resilient creatures, but even then we’re stuck in Sanshu for at least a week, if not a month.
 
  
 
 Even though I’d rather not stick around longer than necessary, at least Magistrate Tongzu is properly grateful, letting us stay in this enormous, secluded mansion and feeding us for free. Plus, he’s too busy doing his thing for banquets and whatnot, so I don’t have to worry too much about accidentally offending anyone in the interim, so long as I stay in the manor. I sent word to Jorani telling him to get out of the city before someone remembers he’s a fugitive, but he assured me things would be fine, so I’ve washed my hands of him. As for the other bandits, well... Tongzu seems like a stand up guy. I’m sure he won’t hang anyone who fought in defence of the city, or at least give them a head start.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 While finishing my quin inspection, an army of servants arrive carrying cooked food and baskets of raw fish. Filled with the carnivorous corpse eaters, I wholeheartedly vow to not eat another fish so long as I’m here, unwilling to dine on second-hand Defiled flesh, but the quins are happy to have at it. Sending a few Sentinels to rescue the poor, besieged servants from the horde of squeaking adorableness, I call Aurie away from a collapsed servant, too terrified to move as my runty cat rears up on his hind legs and puts his paws together, begging for a snack.
 
  
 
 It’s freaking adorable.
 
  
 
 Snatching a basket of fish and a tray of meatbuns, I head to Mila’s room to feed my other pets, munching while I go. Already awake, Li Song sits on the porch outside Mila’s room with feet dangling down, the other cats and bears playing in the grass. Smiling as they charge over, I drop off the stinky fish and watch my fur babies dig in with relish, stealing a covert glance at the injured cat-girl. I’ve never gotten a good look at Song with her hair down in good lighting, and man is she gorgeous. Even with her arm in a sling and her cheek bandaged, it does little to take away from her refined elegance, sitting upright with knees together as she runs a comb through her long, silken hair. Sitting beneath the morning sun, she seems a vision of peace and serenity, enjoying her daily ritual without a care in the world.
 
  
 
 I wish Li Song could always be this relaxed and happy, but a few minutes each day are all she’ll allow herself.
 
  
 
 Placing the meatbuns next to Li Song, I leave Mila and Lin to sleep in, unwilling to suffer another scolding from my adorable little wifey for not properly guarding Mila. Honestly, I don’t know if Lin loves Mila or myself more, but there's no sense pouting about it. I’m the one who wanted multiple wives, and having them get along is much better than the alternative. Unfortunately, with Lin demanding to sleep and care for Mila, and the Guard Leader refusing to let me stay too, I was left no choice but to sleep elsewhere as all my other pets were stolen away.
 
  
 
 With two betrothed and five furry pets, I, a hero of Sanshu, am left with but one cat to cuddle. A grave injustice.
 
  
 
 A short jaunt across the courtyard brings me to the recovery wing, where we kept all our wounded and injured. With only three Healers, they’ve been busy keeping alive instead of fully healing one or two people, so I’m here to help. Before diving in, I visit our guest of honour. Nodding at the taciturn ‘manservant’, I knock before entering to greet my tired, battered friend, sitting in bed and enjoying his breakfast. “Wow. I thought you looked bad last night, but you look even worse in daylight.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” With all the airs of a haughty noble, Fung turns his nose up and scoffs. “Tie up your robes and cover your burns before criticizing my appearance.”
 
  
 
 Smiling, I take a seat next to him while drooling over his luxurious breakfast. Congee, fried dough fritters, and a side of beef, plus pork dumplings and hot soy milk. Maybe I should hire myself a manservant, though I doubt I’d find anyone as skilled as Fu Zhu Li. “How’re you doing?”
 
  
 
 Grimacing in reply, Fung pushes his plate away. “About as well as can be expected. I’m a failure who lost his entire command to an ambush. If it wasn’t for Fu Zhu Li and Mentor's hidden guards pulling me out, and Rustram delaying the enemy, I’d be dead too.” Winded by the short conversation, he sinks back into his pillows, his blanket slipping to reveal his bruised, bandaged chest.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to devour his breakfast, I turn away from the tempting meal. “You survived. They fought to keep you safe and they did their duty.” It’s no real comfort, but I’m not sure what else to say. “Besides, you captured Dastan Zhandos, Defiled traitor of Sanshu, so there’s that.”
 
  
 
 “Wasn’t even my accomplishment,” Fung whined, arms crossed and lips pursed. “Lady Mei Lin spotted the whole thing and sent word. A unit from Shen Yun captured Dastan, led by, get this, Ong Wu Ying.” Catching my confusion, he clarifies, “My former betrothed’s cousin. The Ong family lost no time moving their assets to Shen Yun after Mentor’s annulment of the marriage agreement.”
 
  
 
 I never really understood the politics that went with having Fung betrothed to a woman who would have him killed the moment she bore an heir, but then again, I’m merely a commoner. I could never do the whole political marriage thing, and luckily, I’ll never have to. There’s few things sadder than a loveless marriage, and I’m glad Fung won’t have to suffer through one.
 
  
 
 Seeing he’s still bothered by something, I tilt my head in silent question. Glancing about, he reaches for my hand and Sends, “Say nothing and listen. You never know who might be in hiding.”
 
  
 
 “Got it,” I Send back, enjoying his look of surprise.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Fung sighs. “So you know how to Send too. By the Mother, Mentor will work me to the bone when she hears of this. Have mercy, brother Rain.”
 
  
 
 “So it’s brother now, is it? What happened to martial nephew?”
 
  
 
 “This one wouldn’t dare.” Rolling his eyes, Fung puts on a pensive frown. “About Dastan... I’m not convinced he’s Defiled. I believe he was duped and it sits poorly with me knowing his fate.”
 
  
 
 Torture until death. Fun times in Sanshu.
 
  
 
 After promising to back him up with the Magistrate, I leave to check on the rest of my retinue and the other Sentinels. Bedridden and immobile, many sport fresh amputations and blood-soaked bandages, sweating with fever as their bodies fight off infection. My pain pills put to good use, Vichear’s loud snores shake the air around him, his broken ribs and collapsed lung leaving him in bad shape, but in no immediate danger. Beside him are Argot and Jochi, covered head to toe in bandages, but in no danger of death. Most of the wounded already know my Panacea healing method, and the others are being taught through Sending, but even then, it’s not easy. For many, the road to recovery will be long and arduous, full of pain and suffering before they’re back to full strength.
 
  
 
 And to think, they’re the lucky ones.
 
  
 
 Fighting back the tears, I swallow the lump in my throat and move on. Leaving the main area, I slip into a private room and sigh, staring at the battered forms of Tenjin and Tursinai. I wish I’d seen their epic fight against Yo Ling, or better yet, been able to help. Yea, I could barely scratch his Aura, but things might have gone differently if I wasn’t busy napping. I let them both down and it hurts, even if no one else thinks so.
 
  
 
 “Oh my, has little Rain come to peek?” Tursinai’s playful question interrupts my pity party, shrinking back in mock fear. “Well here I am, injured and helpless to resist before the mighty Falling Rain. Do as you please, but I beg you, spare our lives.”
 
  
 
 “Quiet you.” Rolling my eyes, I check on Tenjin first, his breathing steady and skin cool. He’s paralyzed, but alive. I’d call it a miracle, but it wasn’t. The Guard Leader kept him from dying instantly, though she didn’t bother to heal him or take out Yo Ling. What’s the point of having so much power if she won’t take action? I don’t get how she can be so callous to stand by and watch good men and women die.
 
  
 
 “Is something wrong?” Tursinai’s worried tone brings me back to reality, and I realize I’ve been frowning over her grievously-wounded husband.
 
  
 
 I can see how she might get the wrong impression. “No, sorry, I was lost in thought. He’s fine, no change.”
 
  
 
 Sighing with relief, Tursinai pouts. “How cruel, and to think, I was about to ‘fall asleep’ and overlook your wandering hands.” Ignoring her, I lift her blanket aside and remove the poultice on her shoulder, grimacing at the mangled mess beneath, a fist-sized chunk of meat missing. “Rude. That is not the face one makes when gazing upon the naked flesh of a tender young maiden. Try again.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, I lay my hand across her forehead, her skin hot to the touch. “Stop joking around and let me concentrate. Infection’s set in and you’re feverish. I’ll mix up a tincture for you, but if it gets worse, call for a healer.” Rummaging through my pack for herbs, I grumble while working. “I can’t believe the guard leader let things get so far. You both could have died and she stood there and watched. I know she’s strong, stronger than both of you and stronger than Yo Ling, yet she did nothing. Of all the arrogant, spiteful people I’ve met, she tops the list.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t blame her, little Rain. She has valid reason to hide and I’ll not have you malign my hubby’s savior.” Shooting me a smile, she adds, “I’m all sweaty and sticky from fever. Wipe me down?”
 
  
 
 “I’ll send for a serving girl.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. Save the serving girls for hubby, I’d rather have a strapping young man.”
 
  
 
 With the odd couple taken care of, I continue helping with the injured. It doesn’t take long, there aren’t many left to care for. With the final tally in, less than thirty of my original retinue remain. Rustram, Bulat, and Ravil made it through without a scratch, while Pran and Saluk both took grave injuries, fighting like the possessed to protect Mila from Yo Ling. Besides those five, only Silva, Viyan, and Birca remain from my original cripples, a grand total of eight out of the sixty-seven I started with. They didn’t even last a year with me, and I can’t help but wonder if they’d have lived longer as cripples. Huu’s retinue isn’t in much better shape and Gerel’s elites took a mauling along with his pride. Outside his private room, Yuzhen’s guards stand ready, which means she’s still inside.
 
  
 
 The lucky bastard.
 
  
 
 Okay, yea, Yuzhen put politics over human life, but when it comes right down to it, she didn’t really have a choice. Is it fair to blame her? Probably not, but I’m still having a hard time accepting it. She’s a kind person, but she accepts the Purge as a necessary evil, unwilling to fight against it. Why? It’s a horrific act, slaughtering thousands on the off-chance they might be Defiled, and I shudder to think what the Empire will do when they catch wind of what went down here.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, I won’t be around when the hammer falls, and the Mother have mercy on anyone who is. Fuck being a Warrant Officer or Sentinel, I’m gonna quit and go study healing with Taduk. It'll be awesome, spending my free time searching for a solution to my whole two-souls-one-body kerfuffle and maybe even experiment with bear hands. Sure, it lacks the thrill and excitement of soldiering around, and yea, sometimes I crave a little action, but I’ve had more than enough to last me a lifetime. Besides, with Baatar and Akanai defending the province, this is the perfect time for a well deserved break. From here on out, I’m gonna be Falling Rain, Herbalist and Scholar of the People.
 
  
 
 Who knows, maybe I’ll even go a full year without a near death experience.
 
  
 
 The dream is alive.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “Foul blackguard, I cast thee back unto the Father’s Maw. Eat my spear!”
 
  
 
 Hurtling through the air like a bolt of thunder, the projectile crashed into Yo Ling’s chest, his face twisted in shock and denial. “No,” he gasped, falling to his knees, “How can this be?” Peering up, he asked, “Your name, noble warrior?”
 
  
 
 Head held high, she answered, “Sumila, Disciple of Akanai, student of Husolt, warrior of the People.” A myriad of emotions flitted across the Bandit King’s face, anger, awe, and finally acceptance. Sinking to the ground, Yo Ling leaned forward in a pseudo-bow as he breathed his last. The deafening cheers of the victorious defenders echoed through the streets, celebrating the death of Sanshu’s greatest sinner. Smiling at her adoring admirers, Mila accepted the praise as her due, neither too arrogant or too humble. Finally, after years of arduous training and life-threatening drills, she was finally receiving her due.
 
  
 
 “My love,” Rain said, hands clasped and eyes fluttering. “My bold, courageous hero. You’re so incredible, I’ll never match up.”
 
  
 
 “No matter,” she replied, wrapping her arms around his neck, the two of them lost in their own little world. “So long as you try your best and remain safe at my side, I’ll love you all the same.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, you’re too good for me,” he replied, lifting her effortlessly into his arms, his amber eyes filled with love and affection. “I’ll never so much as look at another woman again, I swear.” Leaning in, his lips pressed against hers, his breath tickling her skin. Filled with hunger, she pushed him back and moved to follow, only for the ground to disappear beneath her feet.
 
  
 
 Waking with a start, Mila blinked in confusion, staring at the intricate pattern of crossbeams on the ceiling as she laid upon the massive bed. Sinking back into her pillows with a sigh, she huffed in annoyance, blowing Lin’s fluffy ears aside as the sweet girl nuzzled against Mila’s shoulder.
 
  
 
 Nothing but a wild, fanciful dream. Reality was not so sweet, her accomplishments next to nil. First, she lost to Gen, a mere farmer who turned Defiled little over a month ago, causing Song to take injury defending her. Then she failed to deal the killing blow to a wounded Yo Ling, enraging the powerful bandit and bringing calamity to Rain’s retinue. So many died defending her, a foolish girl with delusions of grandeur. Perhaps it was time to admit she’d never be like Mama, a valiant hero and fearless leader, standing at the forefront of battle as Papa supported from behind. With Rain growing stronger by the day, maybe it was time to accept her fate, destined to remain hidden in Rain's shadow.
 
  
 
 The fragrant scent of herbs and spices wafted through the room, setting Lin’s nose to twitching as she sniffed the air, waking with a contented smile. It’s no wonder Rain spoiled her silly, she was so adorable and sweet, even first thing in the morning. “Morning Mi-Mi,” she said with a cute little yawn. “How are you feeling?”
 
  
 
 Terrible. Mila’s body felt tender and swollen, her muscles bruised and aching, her skin itchy and inflamed. “Fine,” she lied, her feigned smile sending a jolt of pain through her cheek as skin cracked and pus dribbled out. “Much better now.”
 
  
 
 Sticking out her tongue, Lin let out a tiny snort. “Liar.” Stretching awake, she ran her fingers through her hair a few times, her glossy black locks settling neatly around her shoulders. Unfair, Mila dreaded looking into the mirror, knowing she would find a tangled snare resembling a fiery rat’s nest atop mangled, burned, and bruised flesh. Not even Song’s salve could straighten out the coarse, rough fibres of Mila’s hair, which is why she kept it no longer than shoulder length. Her hair straightened, Lin turned to Mila and beamed. “So cute, dishevelled Mi-Mi is best Mi-Mi.”
 
  
 
 Smiling as Lin combed her hair, Mila rubbed the sleep from her eyes, her mind, body, and core exhausted from yesterday’s efforts. Delicious scents continued drifting into the room and Mila’s empty belly rumbled loudly, sending Lin into a fit of giggles. A light knock her only warning, the door swung open as Rain entered, carrying two trays of aromatic dishes. “Time to wake, my sleeping beauties. I made lunch.” Streaming in behind him, the cats and bears took position on and around the bed, the tiny cubs chortling as they scampered about the room. Carrying two more trays, Song greeted them with her customary half-bow before setting the table, obedience and submission ingrained in her.
 
  
 
 Realizing her face had yet to be bandaged, Mila scrambled under the covers, darting away from Rain’s greeting kiss. “Get out,” she screeched, pushing Aurie aside. “I’m not decent.” Her face was a mess, bruised, burned, and ghastly, she didn’t want him seeing her like this.
 
  
 
 “Don’t be silly, love. Wifey, Li Song’s poultice needs changing. It’s already mixed and ready, so could you please help her?”
 
  
 
 “Okay hubby.” The bed barely moved as Lin hopped off, her tiny frame barely making an impact. Crawling deeper into the covers, Mila retreated from Rain as he sat down, taking advantage of the situation to pat her behind and squeeze her tail from over the covers. Lecher. “Come out, my love, let me treat your injuries.”
 
  
 
 “No. Go away. Lin will take care of it.”
 
  
 
 “She’s helping Li Song. Hurry, we should eat while the food's still hot.”
 
  
 
 Rain tugged at the blanket and Mila mewled in protest, clutching them tight around her. “I’m still tired. Eat without me.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rain laid down beside her, stroking her head through the covers. “I find your lack of cheer disturbing. Is it because you don’t want me to see your injuries? Don’t be ridiculous, a few cuts and bruises aren’t enough to scare me off. Where’s the strong, confident Mila I know and love? Stop hiding and come out.”
 
  
 
 Pausing to consider her options, Mila replied, “You’re not allowed to make fun.”
 
  
 
 “Understood.”
 
  
 
 “No wincing or pouting either.”
 
  
 
 “By your command.”
 
  
 
 “And no comments. Don’t speak unless spoken to.”
 
  
 
 “I live to serve.”
 
  
 
 Even though Rain sounded entirely serious, Mila had a nagging suspicion he was poking fun at her in his own, enigmatic way. Steeling her nerves, she sat up and gestured for him to get working, staring at the bed and unwilling to look him in the eye. She didn’t want to see the revulsion or nausea in his eyes as he gazed upon her ruined face. She didn’t consider herself overly vain, but no woman wanted to be seen like this. It was her misfortune, falling in love with a debauched philanderer, a womanizing playboy who drooled over every woman in sight. Worst of all, she’d never seen him gaze at her the way he stared at other women, with a literal hunger in his eyes.
 
  
 
 Stupid perverted Rain.
 
  
 
 Silent the entire time, Rain applied ointment to Mila’s burns and bruises, his blistered hands working quickly as he bandaged her injuries with tender care. How did he do it? He suffered so many injuries and worked so hard, yet probably woke hours ago, even finding time to cook a full meal. How was she to ever compare? She could barely grill meat over the fire, much less cook on a stove. She didn't deserve him.
 
  
 
 Finished with his work, he slid off the bed and into her field of view, kneeling on the floor to gaze at her with love and warmth. “Mila my love, you never have to worry about how you look. Even if you’re deformed and disfigured, I’ll love you until the day I die.”
 
  
 
 Stroking his hair, she asked, “You mean it?”
 
  
 
 “Course.” Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her close for a hug, his cheek pressing into her chest, only a sheer nightgown separating them. Blushing at his audacity, she squeezed him tight, caressing his hair and tingling all over as his hot breath brushed across her skin. After a long embrace, she pushed him away, her cheeks aflame as he grinned. “It’s not like I fell in love with you for your looks.”
 
  
 
 Infuriated by his ill-timed jest, Mila pinched his cheeks until they turned red. “Scoundrel! Lowlife! Cretin! Just you watch, I’ll harbour a grudge over these injuries and remain permanently disfigured. We’ll see how long your flowery words last. Hmph.”
 
  
 
 “Forever and ever my love. I mean, we saved Sanshu, I’m sure the Magistrate won’t mind if we steal a few pillowcases. They’re the perfect size and once we cut holes for your eyes and mouth, no one will even notice your injuries.”
 
  
 
 “Rainy!” With her cheeks puffed, Lin stomped over and tapped his nose. “No bullying Mi-Mi.”
 
  
 
 “Mercy wifey, mercy!” Properly chastised, Rain put on an act of contrition, hanging his head in shame. Of course, this meant his face was buried in Mila’s lap, the rogue still taking advantage of her good nature. “Sorry my love, I can’t help it. You’re so radiant when you’re angry, I’m helpless to resist. Accept this meal as my apology, hand-made by this lowly sinner for my two forgiving brides-to-be. And Li Song. And the guards, but they can eat outside. Now, allow me.”
 
  
 
 Slipping his arm behind her knees, Rain lifted Mila with a grunt, carrying her to the dining table one careful step at a time, his arms trembling beneath her weight. Sighing to hide her overwhelming contentment, Mila rested against his shoulder, enjoying Rain’s efforts and affection. Things weren’t exactly like she’d dreamed them, but they were perfect all the same. Honour and glory were nothing compared to a sharing a delicious meal with Rain, Lin, Song, and all their little pets.
 
  
 
 Pure bliss.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 



      Side Story 04 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Body weak and legs aquiver, Yuzhen collapsed on the bed, breathless and intoxicated as she basked in the afterglow. Lips stretched in a smile she thought reserved for empty-brained fools, she ogled her handsome lover as he laid beside her, lapsing in and out of blissful consciousness. After reading the reports detailing the abuse he'd suffered, she’d rushed over expecting to find him half broken and bleeding. Instead, she found him healthy and... enthusiastic as ever, though the healing left him leaner than she liked. Running her fingers across his skin, she drank in his athletic frame, broad shoulders narrowing down to a slim waist, his sinewy, supple muscles glistening with sweat as he audibly panted, drained from their carnal embrace. Chuckling at his cute gasps, she sat up and straddled him with a ferocious grin. “Rest up, my little lamb. I’ve yet to have my fill.”
 
  
 
 “Mercy, great beauty,” he pleaded, playing his part well. It’s one reason she sought him out so often, his willingness to adapt to her varying desires without complaint. “The mind is willing, but the body is weak. I beg you, allow me but an hour's rest and I’ll satisfy your every need.”
 
  
 
 Though his lips said no, his actions begged for more as his hands explored her body. Those amber eyes, so soft and warm, she could stare into them for hours on end, his broken nose and panda-like bruises long since healed. Slapping him across the face, she laughed mockingly at his frail protests, grinding her hips against him. “My patience is limited and options aplenty. If you’re too tired to sate my appetite, then I’ll look elsewhere for-”
 
  
 
 Before she could finish, Gerel rose with renewed vigour, his temper flaring at her teasing words. Enraptured by his fervent need to conquer and tame her, he pressed her down and loomed over her, his gaze filled with animalistic need. Enjoying the reversal of power, Yuzhen’s mind went blank with pleasure as she played prey to his predator, her struggles and protests dwindling away as she melted in his passionate embrace.
 
  
 
 Only after thoroughly satiating her every need did he allow exhaustion to win out, crashing down beside her, their bodies intertwined in naked embrace. Gasping for air, he smiled at her slack, contented grin and asked, “No need... to look... elsewhere... now?”
 
  
 
 Foolish men and their frail egos, it’s what made them so fun to toy with. “Fair enough,” she answered, allowing him a moment of smug gratification before adding, “For now.” A look of despair and desperation flashed across his handsome face as she leaned in to kiss his shoulder, hiding her smirk. “I’ve made allowances for your injuries, but if you’re still so lacking after the week is through...”
 
  
 
 “Woman, you’ll be the death of me. Off with you then, I’m no match. Find another poor soul to torment, I’ve lost all will left to live.”
 
  
 
 “So weak, how disappointing. My old man will never approve of our betrothal if you don’t shape up.”
 
  
 
 The mood shifted as his hopes erupted before subsiding, tempering his aspirations with caution. “Do not tease me with this. Are you truly willing to marry a no-name warrior like myself?” Suppressing her urge for mischief, she merely nodded, his palpable relief filling her with joy. So simple a thing, to be wanted for more than just physical release, she’d never felt this way before but Gerel’s frown marred her joy. “Why? Do you not have political nonsense to worry about?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she bit him lightly and answered, “I haven’t the faintest idea.” Idiot. “Why do you want to marry me?”
 
  
 
 She asked the question in a casual manner, but her heart was filled with trepidation. All of her previous suitors hid ulterior motives, hoping find some advantage against the Marshal of the North. While Gerel didn’t seem like the type, there was still a tiny part of her which wondered at the possibility. Thankfully, his answer put a rest to her worries. “There was a time when all I thought of was battle, wanting nothing more than to fight better and kill faster. I've no family and few friends, so in my idle winter months, I’d hide away alone at home, honing my skills and pacing the walls, waiting for spring to come so I might find a worthy foe. It's all I lived for.” Sighing, he kissed her forehead and nibbled her fox ears. “Until this winter past. You were all I could think of, your smile, your voice, your scent, the memories plagued me without end. I offered to come along as Rain’s guardian only to spend more time in your presence, but Baatar had other plans. I even offered to guard the Magistrate's brat, but Akanai declined. It shames me knowing how I leapt with joy upon hearing Rain was missing, joining the search party just to see you once more. Want has nothing to do with it, I am consumed by the thought of marrying you. I will be your husband and you my wife, even if I must share you with a dozen others.”
 
  
 
 Unable to resist, she laughed and said, “Oh good, I always dreamed of having a harem of husbands. You will be my first and most cherished, but a dozen is far too few.”
 
  
 
 “Immoral wench.”
 
  
 
 Seeing his drowsy, contented expression, Yuzhen took his hand and whispered, “Rest, my handsome husband-to-be. If you’d like to keep our marriage bed empty of others, then I’ll need your best efforts.” Staying to watch him fall asleep, she rolled out of bed and sighed, cleaning and dressing herself for the day ahead. Though Yo Ling and the Coalition were defeated, Sanshu was far from safe, with plenty of work left to be done. Already she’d ignored her duties for too long, indulging her wounded lover after his ‘demoralizing’ defeat at the hands of Butcher Bay’s Spectre. A young man not thirty years old, beaten by a veritable legend famous for killing numerous heroes of the Empire, and Gerel had the gall to be depressed. Surviving one clash was reason enough to count his blessings, but this blockhead pressed his luck a second time. A dead hero wouldn’t warm her bed, but Gerel was nothing if not confident.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of Gerel’s room, she steeled her nerves as she strode past the beds of injured Bekhai, but to her surprise, they were nothing but cordial, though one or two men blushed and glanced away, likely remembering her... enthusiastic demands. How refreshingly delightful, were this anywhere else in the Empire, she would suffer through silent leers and whispered derision. It always seemed unfair to her, for men who slept around were heroes and idols, while women who did the same were labelled whores and tramps. The Bekhai seemed indifferent to her romantic tryst, treating her with the same aloof respect they gave all their superiors.
 
  
 
 If this were a week ago, she would’ve already been dreaming of escaping to live among Gerel’s people in seclusion, but things were different now. She’d finally accepted her place, poised to become the next Marshal of the North, and now that she had a real chance at surviving to accept the honour, she hungered for it. Not out of desire for power and authority, but to fulfill her old man’s dreams and make the north a better place, to save others like he saved her. Only with power would she have the ability to enact change, ensuring disasters like the Purge and Sanshu’s relocation of its commoners never took place again.
 
  
 
 Today marked the first step towards equality for human and half-beast alike.
 
  
 
 Taking her carriage to the Magistrate’s palace, she arrived just in time to greet her guest as he struggled out of his palanquin. “Chief Councilman Chao Yong, it is truly a pleasure.”
 
  
 
 The fat toad answered haughtily. “Of course it is.” His lecherous smile betrayed his thoughts, believing himself untouchable now that he was a ‘hero’ of Sanshu. “I was wondering when you would come crawling, but you moved faster than expected. Good, good.”
 
  
 
 Barely able to hide her disgust, Yuzhen led him to the meeting room and poured out two cups of tea. A minor courtesy of no real importance, but the toad’s smile widened even further. “As you know,” she began, “The Coalition’s heinous betrayal has left Sanshu in dire straits, your heroic efforts playing no small part in their downfall.”
 
  
 
 “Though I’m no warrior, as a loyal citizen of the Empire, I could do no less than stand against the hated traitors.” The puffed-up toad ate it all up, and she had to wonder if he truly believed the lies he spun. Unbelievable. “In fact, to sooner root out all possible traitors, I commanded my mercenaries to seize the Coalition assets, but it seems you were a step ahead of them.” Openly sneering, Chao Yong continued, “I’m sure you have only the best interests of Sanshu at hand, but I’ve lived here all my life and have a deep understanding of its dealings. It would be remiss not to use my expertise, and you’ll find yourself... deeply regretting your actions should you refuse my aid.”
 
  
 
 A flimsy excuse and thinly-veiled threat. Sipping her tea quietly, she nodded in agreement. “There are many documents and responsibilities regarding the Coalition’s holdings, and I find myself out of depth. In the spirit of cooperation, I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”
 
  
 
 Leaning forward, Chao Yong lowered his voice and asked, “Speaking of agreement, how are the Bekhai? Our reclusive allies have refused all my requests to greet them, but I understand you were just there. I hold no grudge, they must be tired from their efforts, the Mother’s Militia have also refused to meet me.”
 
  
 
 The idiot took so long to put the pieces together and now he thought himself clever. Feigning surprise and fear, she whispered, “Oh no...” This was almost too easy. After a long, thoughtful pause, she spoke quickly, abandoning subtlety out of worry he wouldn’t catch on. “I cannot relinquish the Coalition’s holdings, they are traitors and the investigation falls under the purview of the Empire, while you are merely a citizen. My hands are tied you see?” Pretending the idea just came to her, her eyes lit up. “What if I made you a Lieutenant Marshal? Then I could hand everything over to you and you’d be free to do as you please. I only ask you spare me, please...”
 
  
 
 Elated by her sudden capitulation, Chao Yong leaned back into his chair and stroked his beard. “Hmm... yes, yes. This is acceptable. With the Coalition’s assets and the office of Lieutenant Marshal, it’ll be even easier to annex the Union’s holdings...” Licking his lips, he stared hungrily at Yuzhen, weighing his options. “I’ve no desire for a barbarian’s leavings, so I’ll spare you for now, but do not think this absolves you of sin. Even after you’ve taken office as Marshal, I expect you to know your place. Begone from my sight, whore. Have the papers prepared within the hour, I intend to start immediately.”
 
  
 
 Hastily beating a retreat, Yuzhen smiled as the door closed behind her, yet another burden relieved. Even if she fought to hold onto the Coalition’s assets, it was only a matter of time before Chao Yong strangled her operations and left her with nothing, so why bother? Though he was a devious merchant, Chao Yong was an amateur politician, failing to understand the ramifications of his new office. As a Lieutenant Marshal, he wasn’t being given the Coalition’s assets, but rather the responsibility of overseeing them for the Empire. Given his nature, it wouldn’t be long before she caught him lining his pockets, at which point she would levy charges against him, seizing his life and possessions in one fell swoop. Why settle for a third of Sanshu’s industry when she could have it all?
 
  
 
 Despite her newfound optimism, she knew a long, uphill battle awaited her as Marshal of the North. If her brilliant and hard-working old man couldn’t do it, what chance did she have? Thus, she devised this plan to seize Sanshu’s wealth for the province, allowing her to remove all the corrupt Lieutenant Marshals her old man had no choice but to rely on. With her own means of production and supply, no longer would she be at the mercy of every merchant alliance and union, putting the outrageous profits to good use building schools and orphanages, raising scholars and soldiers loyal to the Empire. A small first step, but a vital one, she only needed to wait while Chao Yong wove enough rope to hang himself.
 
  
 
 Her mood lively and steps light, she hummed beneath her breath while heading towards her next meeting, the future already looking brighter.
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 It’s almost surreal lying in the shade with nothing to do, my belly full and toes wiggling in the grass. The hot summer sun beats down on Sanshu while a cool breeze carries the sweet aroma of flowers and incense, masking the stench of blood and death. Yesterday, I was embroiled in a desperate struggle for survival against the Enemy, the culmination of weeks of travel and toil, and today, I’m lazing around, watching my pets climb trees with Lin. I’ve checked on the quins and my soldiers, I’ve no more supplies to make medicine, we’ve plenty of bandages and dressings, and we just finished eating lunch.
 
  
 
 So what am I supposed to do now?
 
  
 
 No matter what other people might think, I’m not a workaholic. I’d love to be lazy, sit around and read a good book or take a quiet afternoon nap, but ever since I came to this world, I’ve been cranked up to eleven. At first, hard work was my coping mechanism, a way to deal with everything I’d been through. So long as I became strong, I’d never have to worry about being a slave again, so I desperately threw myself into training, keeping busy so I didn’t have time to dwell on the past. It’s not the healthiest mindset and it’s gotten me into several dicey situations, but I’d like to think I’ve taken long strides since. The decision’s been made, I’m trading sword and shield for mortar and pestle, focusing on herbalism and Healing for awhile, but the transition is proving more difficult than expected.
 
  
 
 Problem is, I’ve forgotten how to relax. Despite my tired bones and aching injuries, my muscles itch at the thought of training, some tiny part of my brain demanding I work hard and grow stronger, the ever-present fear lingering in my soul. Meditating alone was no good as I found myself stuck in a guilt-infested brooding session while staring at Baledagh’s sleeping form. Since there’s nothing I can do but wait for him to wake, I tried to keep myself busy, prepping, cleaning, cooking and what not. Unfortunately, in the space of a few hours, I’ve run out of things to do.
 
  
 
 Mila and Li Song are healing in their room while my lively Lin laughs and plays with Jimjam and Sarankho. Hopping through the branches of the massive Banyan growing in our borrowed courtyard, her chiming laugh fills me with joy and serenity as I watch the wildcats chase after her, little kitten smiles pasted on their faces. Aurie, my sweet cowardly baby, lays mewling on a lower branch, too scared to move as he cries for help, ‘stuck’ in place once he realized how scary heights can be.
 
  
 
 As much as I love him, Aurie needs a little tough love. I’ve seen his siblings jump higher than the branch he’s on, so he’ll be fine if he falls. I can’t coddle him all the time, so even though his piteous wailing breaks my heart, I grit my teeth and ignore it. Lin does her best to entice him into the game, dangling feathers on a string before his face, but my little fur baby only mewls louder while his siblings hop from branch to branch. The bear cubs clamber around on the lower branches, happily searching for bugs to eat and slowly making their way higher and higher as their confidence grows.
 
  
 
 Jolting at the sound of someone cursing, I leap to my feet with weapons in hand. Spotting Silva and Viyan dicing nearby, they hold their hands up in apology as I calm myself, sitting back down with a sheepish smile. The post-battle jitters are real, and it takes a few minutes before my heart stops racing, my mind wandering into dangerous, sexual territory. It’s basic instinct really, to survive and mate, passing on my genes to the next generation. Coupled with my raging teenage hormones and a glimpse of Yuzhen’s satisfied smile as she left the manor has left me ready to explode, both figuratively and literally.
 
  
 
 Case in point, after bullying my lovely little Mila, I barely kept it in my pants throughout lunch, wanting nothing more than to push her down onto the bed and have my way with her. Since then, I’ve drifted in and out of countless sexual fantasies starring every woman I know and a few I made up, with my current favourite being a complicated scenario regarding Mila and Li Song before being caught by the stern, angry Akanai who barges in to... correct my form.
 
  
 
 No. Bad Rain. Stop it. Don’t fantasize about your future mother-in-law.
 
  
 
 Hopping down from a ridiculous height, Lin lands lightly in the grass with arms outstretched, flashing me a toothy grin. Applauding the display, I cheer and say, “Exquisite form, nailed the landing, though it could use a few more twists and tumbles on the way down. A solid five out of seven.”
 
  
 
 “You’re so silly Rainy.” Curling up beside me, she rests her cheek on my shoulder, careful not to touch my healing injuries. My sweet little Lin, so wholesome and innocent, I can’t even bring myself to imagine despoiling her, my adorable, wide-eyed bunny girl. It's helped by the four bloodthirsty stares which locked in on me the moment she sat down, her hidden guards ready to protect her chastity. On my best behaviour, I snuggle up against her, a big smile spreading across my face as she hums a sweet little song.
 
  
 
 Bored of playing by themselves, Jimjam and Sarankho run down the tree trunk to join us, leaving only the bears and Aurie in the trees. My sweet kitten mewls louder as he watches his siblings gather around me, his eyes wide with fear and envy. Jimjam presses his forehead against my chest and Sarankho flops down for a belly scratch, so I steel my heart and ignore Aurie’s pleading, hoping he comes down on his own. With a contented sigh, Lin adds, “See hubby? When you’re relaxed, Jimjam is relaxed. He’s broody and nervous just like you. No need to worry.”
 
  
 
 Leave it to my pure, unblemished Lin to teach kittens how to play. “All because of you wifey. You’ve been a real help. Thank you.” Finally sick of being alone, Aurie hops down from his perch and stumbles over to join us, his rumbling purr going full throttle as he piles in, a massive heaping of fur and love all around me. Enjoying the cuddle time, I sigh and close my eyes, losing myself in the moment. Lin’s soft, fluffy ears brush against my cheeks, her thick, voluminous fur a delight to behold.
 
  
 
 Lin's right, everything’s gonna be fine. Baledagh will get better, my kittens and cubs will overcome their instincts with training, and Akanai will handle all the fallout from Sanshu, leaving me to spend my days with my pets and loved ones, going out on rides and hikes, flying kites, building snowmen, and having meals with my family and friends. Good food, good drink, and good company, I couldn’t ask for more. No more grasping at strength and power. It's time to kick back and relax.
 
  
 
 I've earned it.
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 Sitting in the courtyard, Akanai sipped her tea while her home devolved into chaos. Last night, after a long, tear-filled farewell with Mei-Lin, Mila and her friend fell asleep in each others arms, forcing Taduk to come collect his precious daughter. Now Mila ran to and fro as she packed her things for the long trip ahead, something she should have done last night. Hiding her smile behind the porcelain teacup, Akanai tracked Mila’s progress around their home, enjoying the sight of her adorable twelve-year-old daughter racing about, her hair in disarray as the yearling quin Atir followed  her around. Already harnessed and waiting, Kankin watched over his daughter and Mila like a protective hawk. The greying quin boasted many clutches of quins with multiple mates, but this time, out of a brood of five, Atir was the only one to hatch, greatly upsetting the proud sire. Perhaps it was time for Akanai to find a new mount and let Kankin retire in peace, but the old, cantankerous quin refused to share his stable with a stranger and Akanai refused to be separated from him.
 
  
 
 No matter, the Empire was in a time of peace and the pup wore her mantle well, riding about the province with the Iron Banner in tow. Besides, raising a family was far more work than Akanai had ever imagined, having never been a part of one before. Though she’d found many abandoned orphans and raised a handful of disciples, Akanai was woefully unprepared for her first daughter. The sleepless nights and dirty diapers had now transitioned into mischievous pranks and inquisitive challenges, but it was all worth it. Still, even though she wouldn’t trade Mila for the world, after twelve years of idleness, Akanai itched to ride out and make her name known once more.
 
  
 
 Only a few years to go and the wait would be over, taking the world by storm with both husband and daughter at her side.
 
  
 
 Breathless and flushed, Mila ran to Akanai with her pack in hand, holding it out for inspection. “Sorry Mama, I'm ready now.”
 
  
 
 “Speak in Common. Best get in the habit before we leave the village. It’s not a crime, but other languages are frowned upon in the outside world. As a demi-human, you will need to work harder than humans to earn recognition.” Peering over the haphazard pack, Akanai frowned. “Are you satisfied with your work?”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly glancing over her things, Mila shook her head and set to organizing her pack, ignoring Atir as the curious quin poked her nose into every nook and cranny. Distracting the quin with breakfast scraps, Akanai pursed her lips in thought, worrying over Atir’s temperament. The pup was too friendly, showing none of her sire’s tenacity and calm. Though she hoped Atir would be a lifelong companion to Mila, a quin was also a weapon and as her husband was so fond of saying, to forge good weapons required good steel.
 
  
 
 “Mentor, you worry so much it's a miracle you have yet to grow a wrinkle at your age. Truly, the Mother works in mysterious ways.” Strolling in without so much as knocking, Baatar greeted Kankin before taking a seat beside her, topping off her cup and pouring one for himself with a wry grin. “When I heard about your plans, I raced over to catch you on your way out, but it seems you are behind schedule. Were you planning on a late departure? It’d make sense, considering I heard no scolding on the way up.”
 
  
 
 Mila’s tiny glare did not go unnoticed, a child full of fire and vinegar. She was a handful and Akanai struggled to toe the fine line between Mentor and mother. Were it Baatar in Mila’s place, she’d have chewed him out for laziness and ineptitude, but it was different when teaching her precious daughter. She never changed Baatar’s diapers or patted him to sleep, and though she took a firm stance with Mila’s discipline, it was difficult not to coddle the girl, wanting nothing more than to see her beautiful smile.
 
  
 
 Annoyed by the dig at her age, Akanai asked, “Jealous, pup? Instead of wasting time harassing my daughter, you should spend it practising. You always were a disappointment.” Giving him a wink to soften the blow, she added, “Worry about your own household before commenting on mine. You’ve a neglected wife and new foundling to attend to, what brings you here?”
 
  
 
 Wincing at her sharp tone, the pup’s ears flattened at the reproach. “Mercy Mentor, mercy. This lowly one spoke out of turn. This filial Disciple only came to wish his junior martial sister the best of luck on her hunt. So young and talented, the future of the People. I remember hunting my first Spiritual Heart at the tender age of sixteen and even then I was overwhelmed, but Mila far outstrips my meagre achievements. A word of advice junior martial sister: since it will be used every night, your bedroll should be left for last unless you intend to unpack and repack everything in the morning. Likewise, your clothes and...”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his backhanded remark about Mila being too young, Akanai pouted over the pup’s interference. She preferred to let her disciples learn from their own mistakes and the pup and Sarnai were living proof her system worked. Case in point, Baatar failed to learn from her mistakes, abandoning his family six months out of the year to go gallivanting off on his own. Now, he brought danger and hardship to them once again, fobbing off a possibly Defiled foundling to his daughter, the height of irresponsibility. Against her better judgment, Akanai offered her opinion on the matter through Sending, not wanting Mila to hear the harsh words. “From what little Taduk would tell me, the foundling has been through quite the ordeal. Are you sure he is untainted? If you have grown too attached, I could step in and handle it.” An unpleasant task, but someone had to do it.
 
  
 
 Teeth bared and hackles raised, the pup glared back. Idiot, still yet to master his temper, he’s lucky Mila was here else Akanai would have beat some sense into him. After a long silence, the pup finally calmed enough to answer, sinking into his chair to sulk. “The boy is resilient beyond his years. He will recover.”
 
  
 
 Stubborn blockhead. “And if not? Can you trust the girl to watch him? Does she not intend to start her own family? How can you allow children around him? The risk is far too great.”
 
  
 
 “I agree, but Alsantset insisted on the responsibility, protecting her mother like a filial daughter should. She knows Sarnai’s heart could not bear it if she grew attached and we were forced to put the boy down. My Sarnai has been pushing me to take another wife and child, terrified of leaving me alone after her death.”
 
  
 
 A heartbreaking thought, to see the pup and his lady love separated, but such was life. “It is not too late. Spend more time with your wife and admit your mistakes. You should have killed the boy the moment you laid eyes on him. It would have been a mercy.” So long as he said the word, she would deal with the issue before leaving. A simple enough matter to sneak in and steal the boy away, leaving marks to make the girl think he’d run off and died.
 
  
 
 Going silent, the pup sipped his tea with a haunted look in his eyes, the same look she’d seen in several Bannerman at the ceremony, a mixture of hope and sorrow. After a long pause, he shook his head and Sent, “I thought about it many times on the journey home. With his grievous injuries, cold rage, night terrors, and senseless rants, I worry I’ve brought calamity to the People.”
 
  
 
 “So why stay your hand?”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Baatar shrugged, looking lost and forlorn. “Because after all his struggles to survive, it would be too cruel to deny him a chance at life.”
 
  
 
 Foolish optimism, but she respected his decision and hoped for the best. Dropping the topic, she chatted with her Disciple of better times while Mila packed her things, the pup speeding things along with his advice. After finally waking, her husband ambled out just in time to kiss his wife and daughter farewell and Akanai lost her reason for delaying. Lifting Mila onto Kankin, she Lightened them both and rode out the courtyard with little Atir in tow, the yearling too weak to support Mila’s heavy frame. A minor disadvantage, but well worth the trade, Akanai’s multi-talented daughter well on the path to becoming an unparalleled warrior.
 
  
 
 Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, Mila hummed a cheery tune as they left the village, excited at the prospect of her first journey. Allowing Mila to enjoy the moment, Akanai waited a few hours for the monotony of travel to set in. As they stopped to give Atir a break, Akanai set Mila to brushing the quins, lecturing her daughter all the while. “Remember, this is not a pleasure trip. We are here to hunt a dangerous, thousand-year-old beast for your second Spiritual Weapon.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mama.”
 
  
 
 “The world is full of trials and tribulations, so you must be wary at all times.”
 
  
 
 “I know Mama.”
 
  
 
 “Have you memorized ‘The Three Hunting Strategies of Huang Shaotian’?”
 
  
 
 “Umm... Sort of.”
 
  
 
 Mila’s lashing tail gave away her anxiety. “You either have or have not. Which is it?”
 
  
 
 “...Not yet Mama, I’ve memorized more than a third, but the language is so complicated and flowery.”
 
  
 
 “I lack the patience for your excuses. After the break, you will resume your studies while we ride. Are you done brushing Atir yet? Then let us spar.”
 
  
 
 Mila was too adorable, her red-panda ears flicking back and forth as she moved into place. It would have been better to wait a few years and gift her a polearm instead, but Mila was too talented to allow her to lie fallow, proven by the massive leap in comprehension following her binding ceremony. Still too short to wield it one-handed, Mila held her Spiritual Weapon in both hands like a proper spear, her freckled face set in grim resolution.
 
  
 
 Hardening her heart, Akanai set to battering her daughter about the field, inwardly wincing at every bruise and welt inflicted. Mila’s enemies would not show mercy, so Akanai was merely preparing her for the world. Thrashing her daughter time and time again, she let up after an hour of vigorous sparring, leaving poor Mila panting, bleeding, and exhausted. Wasting no time, they mounted up and rode off while Akanai recited passages from The Three Hunting Strategies for Mila to repeat between bites of jerky, drilling each word into memory. Four hours later, they stopped for another session of sparring while the quins rested, then rode until sunset before setting camp and sparring a third time. After a quick wash and a cold meal, their first day of travel came to an end, sleeping nestled together in their tent.
 
  
 
 Their journey continued in the same manner for five days, riding from dawn till dusk, pushing Mila hard. She had too much talent to let it go to waste, but with each passing day, her cheery demeanour faded while Akanai’s uncertainty grew bit by bit. Was Mila too young for this harsh training? Was she stealing away the joy from her daughter’s life? The pup suffered far worse, but he needed it, a savage, bloodthirsty young man who needed to be beaten into compliance. Akanai herself suffered through the same at the hands of her army trainers, but she'd hated them with a vengeance. Would Mila grow to feel the same way?
 
  
 
 The thought terrified Akanai more than anything, and then it happened. During a sparring session, Mila made an amateur mistake by crossing her feet. Akanai’s boot scythed out on reflex, sending the poor child tumbling across the hard-packed dirt. Cradling her head, Mila wailed in pain as Akanai panicked and bolted over, checking her for injuries and easing her pain. “Sweet child, Mama’s sorry. Dry your tears, everything will be all right. Hush now...”
 
  
 
 Riddled with guilt, Akanai put an end to the day’s travel and set camp, cooking a nice, hot meal while Mila slept off her bruises and exhaustion. Though it wasn’t a particularly bad injury, the sound of her daughter crying in pain sent waves of agony through Akanai, hating herself for being the cause. Were it anyone else, she’d have ripped them limb from limb and fed them to Kankin, forcing them to watch as he devoured them piece by piece. How could she allow her precious Mila to continue down this path?
 
  
 
 After the meal was ready, Akanai called out to Mila, watching as she crawled out the tent with head hung and eyes red from crying. Sitting across from one another, they ate in silence while Akanai wrestled with shame and contrition. Clearing her throat, she spoke softly, preparing to surrender for the first time in her life. “Perhaps the pup was right, you are too young for this. Let us return home and try again in a few years, sweet child.”
 
  
 
 “No!” Running around the fire, Mila launched herself into Akanai’s arms. “I’m sorry for disappointing you Mama, but I’ll work harder, I promise.”
 
  
 
 Burying her face in Mila’s fiery hair, Akanai shook her head. “The day will never come when I am disappointed in you, silly girl. The fault lies with me, a foolish old woman who pushed you too hard and expected too much. I let pride overcome reason and in doing so, have failed you as both mother and Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “No, you haven’t! I can do this, I know I can.”
 
  
 
 “And I never doubted you for a second.” Gazing into Mila’s tear-filled eyes, Akanai was once again surprised by her daughter’s stubborn determination. “But you are so young, only twelve years old, a time for joy and happiness. Would you not rather spend your days being carefree and playing with your friends, instead of always studying and sparring?”
 
  
 
 “Nope. I wanna be just like Mama and Papa, a Peerless Warrior and Divine Blacksmith, so I need to work hard.” Stated with all the confidence in the world, Mila’s chubby little cheeks trembled with conviction as she stared into her Mama's eyes.
 
  
 
 Unable to hide her smile, Akanai kissed Mila on the temple and sighed, completely at a loss. “Is that so, precious daughter of mine? Reaching your goal will not be easy.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mama.”
 
  
 
 “It will take hard work and dedication.”
 
  
 
 “No problem Mama. I can handle it.”
 
  
 
 “The Martial Path is dangerous and filled with adversity and suffering.”
 
  
 
 “I’m ready Mama.”
 
  
 
 Still hesitating, Akanai added, “I’d be proud of you regardless of your vocation, whether it be blacksmith, warrior, housewife or whatever.”
 
  
 
 “I know. I love you Mama.”
 
  
 
 “I love you too Mila.” Giving her one and only child a kiss, Akanai held back her tears and steadied her nerves. “Now, finish eating and off to bed. You took a bad bump on the head so no more sparring today, but we will make up for it tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 Looking as if she’d eaten a lemon, Mila nodded without complaint, her smile returning as she melted into Akanai’s embrace. Beneath the starry skies, mother and daughter enjoyed their meal by the fireside, each lost in thought as they dreamed of the future.
 
  
 
 A mere warrior and blacksmith? With Mila’s talent and determination, she set her sights far too low. In ten or twenty years, her name would echo across all the lands, Sumila, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Hero of the Empire and Unrivalled Beneath the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Nothing would stand in her way, not so long as Akanai still drew breath. Nothing.
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 Standing at the prow, Adujan watched as the flat-bottomed ship cut through the waves, propelled forward by the wind in its sails and the oars beneath deck, moving faster than any horse or quin could ever hope to match. The Azure Sea stretched out endlessly over the horizon, its vast, crystal-clear waters hiding innumerable wonders and danger. Opening her arms to the sea air, she relished the salty tang of the chilled wind as it wrapped her in its comfortable embrace. Though her feet remained anchored to the ship’s deck, it felt like the wind would carry her away, leading to wild, fanciful daydreams of freedom and flight. Someday, she hoped to stride across the clouds in utter defiance of gravity, but not even her accomplished Teacher was capable of extended flight, only able to fall slowly at best.
 
  
 
 Glancing back to share her mirth, her grin slipped away as she saw the huddled frame of Du Min Gyu, the vaunted hero who changed her life for the better. Though he hid it well, she noted his immense discomfort from the way he stood, his robes wrapped around him and using Kyung’s body to shield himself from the draft. Overcome with guilt, she stepped away from the prow and linked arms with Teacher Du, leading him back to the comfort of their room. Once inside, she prepared a pot of tea as she’d been taught, a needlessly intricate approach for adding hot water to dried leaves. Although she didn’t understand the reason for all the fuss, it was harmless enough and Teacher Du enjoyed guiding her in all facets of life, not only in combat.
 
  
 
 Despite all his grumbling and cursing, Teacher Du cared a great deal for her. While his health had much improved following Healer Taduk’s treatment, he was still nearing the end of his life at a hundred and seven years old. He had no place standing on deck yet he endured the brisk morning’s chill without a word of complaint, there to protect her from the other passengers. He’d spent the entire trip south warning her of the dangers lying in wait. As both a half-beast and a woman, not even his distinguished name was enough to keep her safe. Apparently, ‘certain formalities’ needed to be observed before she was free to wander about on her own, but what those formalities entailed, Adujan was at a loss. The old man was stubbornly cryptic and vague, but she expected something like a public debut.
 
  
 
 Ugh. She’d sooner fight a duel to the death than mingle with the aristocracy. What if she embarrassed Teacher Du in front of everyone? Handing him a bowl of tea, she felt a tinge of pride as he sipped and nodded, reaching out to pinch her cheek with a smile. “Good tea, child.” A small praise but it meant the world to her, the imposing ‘Great Teacher Du’ treating her like a favoured granddaughter. Though crotchety and ill-tempered with others, he always treated her well, speaking softly with a kind smile. He never scolded her, at most showing surprise at her ignorance while cursing the Herald beneath his breath. Once finished, his lips would curl into a smile as he began the lesson with Adujan hanging onto his every word.
 
  
 
 In a few weeks of travel, her strength grew in leaps and bounds thanks to Teacher Du’s instruction. Every morning and night, she would demonstrate whichever Form he requested, moving through the stances beneath his studious gaze. Only after she was finished would the lesson begin, breaking down each stance into easy to understand components and explaining the important details of even something so minor as the direction of her toes. Since accepting her as a student, Teacher Du opened Adujan’s mind to the endless possibilities of the Forms, patiently answering her questions and enlightening her with simple, straightforward explanations.
 
  
 
 It's no wonder his lessons were so sought after, with would-be students seeking him out from all across the Central Plains just to listen to an hour-long lecture. Even the Society of Heaven and Earth had no choice but to swallow their pride and treat him with respect despite his open support of their enemies. Giving them no face, Teacher Du had left their invitations unopened and unread, marching through the northern gates and out the southern gate without stopping, immediately seeking passage to Yantai. Instead of guesting with one of Situ clan’s rivals, he loudly proclaimed his disdain for the Society as a whole and spent the night in a run-down inn next to the docks, all so they could leave as soon as possible.
 
  
 
 This was power, a man alone and unblinking before the behemoth which was the Society. Though they sought to make peace, Teacher Du spat in their faces and suffered nothing for it. How many others could do the same? Not even the Herald could openly defy the Society without reprisal, strolling through their streets with naked contempt while their underlings strained to smile and play nice. It wasn’t his strength alone which allowed him this freedom, but the strength of his following. Since his crowning victory over the Butcher of KunLun, Teacher Du instructed hundreds of students and raised multiple disciples to prominence. It surprised her to learn Cho Jin Kai was not even forty years of age and already a Brigadier on the cusp of promotion to General. He was dead now, his life lost in defence of the North and the loss weighed heavily on Teacher Du, often lapsing into moments of quiet introspection to mourn. Though she’d found the Brigadier’s personality distasteful, he was the closest thing to a son Teacher Du had and she was forced to admit they shared many of the same traits: arrogant and overbearing in demeanour, callous and discourteous towards outsiders while wholly devoted to his family.
 
  
 
 Though saddened by Teacher Du's melancholy, Adujan was determined to surpass him in every way possible, bringing new glory and honour to Teacher Du’s name.
 
  
 
 She spent the rest of the day in their cabin, telling stories of the People and losing in chess to Teacher Du. As he laid down for a nap, she slipped out to check on Zabu and Shana. The two quins occupied a second room by themselves, Zabu unwilling to let strangers approach now that Shana was plump and ready to lay eggs. In a few months, there would be a litter of fuzzy pups to hold and hug, and Adujan could hardly contain her excitement.
 
  
 
 And so her days were spent in relative relaxation, their tiny cabin unsuitable for martial training. Aside from keeping Teacher Du company, the rest of her time was spent with her senior student, Du Kang Bing. Only a few years younger than Cho Jin Kai, the Colonel wasn’t favoured by Teacher Du despite their admittedly loose family relation. It wasn’t personal, Teacher Du merely sensed Kang Bing was fast approaching his limits, a common genius rather than an extraordinary one. Unperturbed by the cold treatment, he bore no enmity with Adujan, befriending her without ulterior motive. Though Kyung was far more handsome, the stony faced cat-man was wholly dedicated to Teacher Du and a boring, unwilling companion. In contrast, Kang Bing regaled her with tales of Teacher Du’s accomplishments in return for stories of the Herald, her fellow student enamoured by the beautiful Lieutenant General. It was galling to have all her flirtatious advances rebuffed out of hand, but it was better this way. He was far too old and much too married for her tastes, a father of three and husband to many more.
 
  
 
 After five days of sailing along the coast, Yantai finally came into view, the city where she would spend the next few years. She had to admit, the cities of the north paled in comparison. There was no outer wall to Yantai, only a sprawl of beautiful red-bricked and blue-tiled buildings. Many a curved roof and elegant arch dotted the landscape, with too many multi-level buildings and pagodas to count. Though there seemed no order or reason to the city’s layout, she saw no chaos or clutter from her vantage point, blocks of houses arrayed in a haphazard yet logical manner, with long, wide roads stretching uninterrupted into the distance. Red paper lanterns lined the streets, waiting for night to fall before they were lit, and she could only imagine how beautiful a sight it would be. Beneath them, a multitude of people bustled to and fro, with even the poorest of them dressed in colourful rags while the wealthier citizens wore beautiful multicoloured shirts and dresses. Green trees sprouted up at regular intervals, adding another splash of colour to the already dazzling sight.
 
  
 
 “Close your jaw before a gull flies into it, girl.” Teacher Du sidled up and clapped her on the shoulder, bringing her in for a half embrace. “My city is beautiful, but what you see here is merely a fraction of its glory. Save your awe for the parts that matter.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Teacher.” Wrapping her arms around him, she watched as their ship prepared to dock, the field of fishing boats and merchant ships making way once Teacher’s banner was raised. A few people even cheered to welcome him back to the city, but Teacher Du took it all in stride, refusing to acknowledge any others as he told her about Yantai’s rich history, his calm, comforting voice filled with pride. Listening carefully, Adujan cherished the attention, unused to being treated so well. Though the People raised, fed, and clothed her, she’d never known the love of a family.
 
  
 
 She imagined it was something like this.
 
  
 
 Upon docking, a horse-drawn carriage awaited them, but with Zabu and Shana in tow, Adujan couldn’t board. Noticing her hesitation, Teacher Du waved the carriage away and hopped onto Zabu’s back, the cantankerous quin quietly accepting the burden with a tiny huff. Riding Shana, Adujan followed her teacher through the streets at a leisurely pace, Teacher Du greeted respectfully by all. Unhindered, they made their way into the city’s centre where his enormous manor stood, pointed out to her during their wait. Striding through the front gates, Adujan was greeted by a veritable army of servants, bowing to their returned master.
 
  
 
 Hopping off of Zabu, Teacher Du patted the quin. “Kyung, find the quins somewhere to settle down according to Adujan’s specifications.” Flashing her a smile, his voice softened. “Girl, go with the maids and clean up, there will be a grand meal in your honour. As much as I’d like to keep it small, I’m afraid my siblings and cousins will insist on joining us, and they'll each invite their friends, who will bring their family and friends and so on. I’ve a few things to settle before then, so keep out of trouble.” With a wink, he was gone, striding off as a horde of serving girls descended upon her.
 
  
 
 Overcome with shock and confusion, Adujan meekly went along as they herded her off, throwing her into a tub of hot water to scrub away the stench of travel. What followed was an experience bordering on torture as they brought out a myriad of terrifying tools, clicking their tongues while they plucked, filed, tweezed, and scraped away at her. Within the hour, Adujan longed for simpler times back in the North, eyeing the exits and planning her escape, testing the girls for signs of combat experience.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to flee in terror, Adujan suffered through their ministrations in silence, unwilling to bring shame to Teacher Du. Thankfully, their torture didn’t last too long, moving on to better things as they cut her hair and massaged scented oils and lotions into her smooth, unblemished skin. The stress of travel and a new life melted away beneath their strong fingers, barely able to keep from moaning as she fell into deep, relaxed slumber.
 
  
 
 This took some getting used to, but it was well worth the effort. It didn’t get much better than this.
 
  
 
 Well, maybe if it was team of robust, handsome men massaging her...
 
  
 
 Sometime later, Adujan found herself in an unfamiliar room being awakened by an unfamiliar maid. New clothes were laid out for her, crafted in the colourful style of Yantai. A pair of skintight, flexible trousers and a form-fitting silk tunic, both so bright they made her eyes hurt. Thankful for Teacher Du’s gift, her cheeks strained from her smile, warmed by the knowledge he cared enough to remember she hated wearing dresses. How he found a seamstress to finish the work so quickly was a mystery, but the clothes fit perfectly, framing her legs and hips well.
 
  
 
 If Rain were here to see this, she was certain his eyes would pop out of their sockets.
 
  
 
 The thought cast a pall over her joy but she rallied quickly, following the maid to dinner. After a ten minute stroll through the halls, the maid curtsied before a small door, indicating Adujan should proceed alone. Nervous and excited, she opened the door and stepped through, coming out onto a platform overlooking a courtyard, where a banquet was in full effect. Hundreds of small tables filled the courtyard with important-looking people seated at each one. Curiously, as soon as her presence was noted, their all turned their attention to her, with many envious or hateful glares thrown her way.
 
  
 
 This was her worst nightmare come to pass, and all she could do was pray she looked presentable.
 
  
 
 “Good, good, you’re here.” Beaming with joy, Teacher Du stood from his seat on the platform and waved her over, only two small tables set on the wide stage. “Beautiful, I wager the seamstress will be inundated with requests for more outfits like yours. A dashing young heroine making her debut, how striking.” Leading her around the tables, they stood before his guests, the entire courtyard silent as the grave while waiting for him to speak. “Honoured guests, as you all know, I lost my first disciple in the North. A talented young man, Cho Jin Kai was like a son to me, but his loss was not in vain. He died defending against the Enemy and served the Empire well. His duty is done. May he rest in the Mother’s embrace.”
 
  
 
 The crowd echoed the sentiment and Adujan did the same. After a moment of silence, Teacher Du took a deep breath and continued. “But there is good news. On my journey to collect my disciple’s remains, I came across this young woman, Adujan, Sentinel of the People. Noticing her talent, I accepted her as my student and brought her back to Yantai, confident I could raise her into a hero of the Empire.” Pausing, he glanced about the courtyard. “I was wrong.”
 
  
 
 A cold hand gripped Adujan’s heart as she froze in terror, her heart stilling at Teacher Du’s words. Had it all been an act? Was this to be his revenge for Cho Jin Kai’s death? She turned to look him in the eyes, and all her fears fell away, seeing only love and affection in his gaze. “Adujan is peerless and beyond compare, possessing a brilliant mind and tenacious attitude. There is no doubt she would become a hero of the Empire even without my tutelage. With it, she will soar into the heavens to reach the pinnacle.” Clasping his hands in a salute, Teacher Du bowed at a forty-five degree. “Adujan, this old man would like to take you in as my Terminal Disciple, to pass down all my knowledge and secrets to you and none other. Will you accept?”
 
  
 
 The crowd collectively gasped and broke out into whispers as Adujan nodded, tears spilling from her eyes. Following his instructions, she kowtowed thrice before him, her voice breaking as she recited the formal oath to accept him as her Mentor. Helping her stand, Teacher- no, Mentor Du- wiped away her tears with his handkerchief, his wrinkled smile full of joy and relief. “Careful now,” he Sent, clasping her hand with a wink. “This next part will earn you many enemies, but I doubt you would object.” Turning to the crowd, he announced, “As I am lacking an heir, I hereby formally adopt my Terminal Disciple, naming her Du Min Yan.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the shouts of outrage and denial, Yan hugged the old man and cried into this chest, thanking him between sobs as he patted her back. “No need for gratitude, girl,” he whispered, voice filled with emotion. “I always wanted a grandchild but I couldn’t be bothered with a wife and children. Too messy, this way is much cleaner.”
 
  
 
 Laughing, she shook her head, unable to express her feelings. All her life, she’d dreamed of finding a Mentor and a family.
 
  
 
 Today, she found both in the same person.
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 Stifling a yawn, Chu Tongzu forced himself out of bed at the break of dawn, his body aching and mind weary despite the full night's rest. Though the war for Sanshu was over and won, he still had much to do, with little good accomplished hiding beneath bed sheets. While getting dressed and eating his breakfast, he balked at the task before him, worrying how he could accomplish such a grand undertaking. Not even a full day after narrowly avoiding destruction at Yo Ling's hands, Tongzu now faced the arduous task of saving Sanshu from the Empire.
 
  
 
 Three months, the minimum time it would take for the Grand Marshal's Inquisitor to arrive in Sanshu and an impossibly short deadline to accomplish Tongzu's goals. In light of Mao Jianghong's and the Coalition's betrayal, Tongzu's fall from grace seemed all but inevitable. Such was his legacy, presiding over the hotbed of corruption and degeneracy which gave rise to the largest Defiled outbreak in the history of the North, but Tongzu cared little for what the history books would say of him nor did his fate concern him. At worst, he'd be convicted of gross incompetence and sent to serve at the Bridge, a welcome change after years of drudging over matters of state of policy.
 
  
 
 No, his concerns laid with the good people of Sanshu. In the wake of disaster, many would clamour for a full-scale Purge of the region, rendering all the efforts and heroic sacrifices of Sanshu's heroes for nothing. Tens of thousands of warriors dying in vain and millions of citizens put to the Question, he refused to allow such a fate to befall his city after fighting so hard to save it. Though the Shrike was dead and gone, her Master still roamed the Central Plains, his indefatigable zeal and insatiable appetite a thing of nightmares. Tongzu would sooner rebel against the Empire than allow the madman through Sanshu’s gates, a fanatic slaughterer who would cut the nose to spite the face.
 
  
 
 This was all a matter for the future, something outside his control. Focusing on what could be done, Tongzu and his advisors devised the outline of a plan to restore Sanshu to its former glory before the Inquisitor arrived. By ensuring the city and its people were too valuable to kill, Sanshu would thus avoid calamity, but Chao Yong’s promotion to Lieutenant Marshal made this task all the more difficult. Tantamount to giving the slimy toad complete control over all of Sanshu’s resources, it seemed a gross miscalculation on Major Yuzhen’s part. To rise from adversity, Sanshu needed dedication, hard work, and more than anything, coin, something he thought readily available with the Coalition’s assets seized. With Chao Yong now in control and given his avarice and cunning, Tongzu would be lucky to get even a quarter of the taxes owed in time, buried beneath a mountain of bureaucracy and paperwork while the former Chief Councilman pocketed all of Sanshu’s wealth before its 'inevitable' destruction.
 
  
 
 If Sanshu took on considerable debt, it would be a glaring flaw for the Inquisitor to fixate on. Hoping to avoid this, he requested a sizable personal loan from Chao Yong. The cunning merchant offered an acceptable rate at compound interest, though the calculations made Tongzu’s head spin. With such huge sums involved, the Chu family would be under the Chao family’s thumb for decades, if not centuries, assuming Sanshu survived. Worst of all, the only collateral Chao Yong would accept was Tongzu’s family, with all his living relatives falling into slavery should he default or commit suicide. Cursing Yuzhen for a fool, he inscribed a copy and sent it to the future Marshal of the North, showing her the folly she’d wrought. With that done, he signed and sealed the contract, resigned to his fate. He hoped to save Sanshu and all who fought to defend it no matter the cost, even if it meant dying a dog’s death in service to a reprehensible master.
 
  
 
 Upon receiving the signed contract, the slimy toad delivered the loan within the hour, likely dancing a jig in his carriage as he made his way to Shen Yun, seeking shelter in calmer seas. Though massive in size, this loan was but a single hair from nine oxen compared to the fortune he carted off. Disheartened by the thought of working for him, Tongzu threw himself into his work, setting Sovanna to scouring his ranks for betrayers, taking meetings and appointing officials to oversee construction and demolition, and purchasing huge swathes of property and materials at rock-bottom prices. The fleeing nobles couldn’t take their homes with them and they snatched up his offers without bargaining, each one believing him a fool for thinking Sanshu would endure.
 
  
 
 Faithless cowards, the aristocracy were a cancer to his city and he was better off without them.
 
  
 
 Around dinnertime, he refreshed himself with a hot towel and a change of clothes before heading out into his city. Clouds of thick, oily smoke hung in the air as Tongzu rode through the streets, his heart heavy at the sight of so many grieving citizens. Stopping in at each funeral site, he spoke a few words to the gathered masses, reciting empty platitudes as he shook hands with parents and children, siblings and lovers, each one suffering from a loss. Servants and labourers, farmers and tradesmen, these were the people who would make Sanshu great again.
 
  
 
 In a few days, his decree will have reached the surrounding areas, inviting all of Sanshu’s downtrodden into his walls. With coin secured and his dedication boundless, all that was left was the hard work, rebuilding his city from the ground up. To win the hearts of the people, Tongzu reversed his predecessor’s decision to turn Sanshu into a haven for the rich and prosperous. Sanshu’s unique circumstances were the reason Yo Ling’s rebellion almost succeeded. With the majority of the population living outside the walls and vulnerable to bandits and beasts, it fostered an environment tailored for the Defiled to hide and scheme out of sight from the close knit communities required to survive inside the walls.
 
  
 
 To further his plans, he offered free food and shelter to all who came, promising property to everyone who aided in Sanshu’s restoration. Tearing down a single manor would make enough room for thousands of citizens and Tongzu owned hundreds of them now. To an entire generation who’d grown up outside the city, the chance to own land inside Sanshu was a dream come true. Building their own homes seemed a minor hurdle, especially since the city was footing the bill for materials and offering guidance. Continuing his campaign of goodwill, he dined with his people, wandering the streets with a simple bowl of congee in hand while his people ate meat and rice, raising morale and offering hope wherever he could while simultaneously gauging the mood of his city.
 
  
 
 Grieving aside, his people were on the path to recovery, with many a tongue wagging about future prospects. A good sign all things considered, though he heard more than a fair amount of grumbling, mostly aimed at Mao Jianghong and the Coalition. Others complained about the presence of the Azure Ascendants and the Mother’s Militia, but those were drowned out by the voices singing praises about their valiant defence. Neither bandit group ever targeted civilians, which gave Tongzu reasonable justification to overlook their presence. A blessing in light of their backing, not to mention the considerable debt of gratitude owed.
 
  
 
 What disturbed him most were the rumours flying about regarding the Bekhai, mostly bastardized renditions of Gen’s speeches blaming Falling Rain for the Defiled incursion. Fools to believe a cannibalistic fire-starting brat, but easier to blame outsiders than accept their own failings. Whenever Tongzu heard such grumblings, he moved to suppress them, extolling the Bekhai contributions and Falling Rain’s accomplishments. Gerel’s failure to kill Yo Ling aside, surviving a duel against the legend was cause enough to celebrate and the other Bekhai played no small part in their victory.
 
  
 
 Such rumours would be easier to quash if the Bekhai took part in the festivities, but the reclusive tribesmen never left their manor, their already small numbers decimated by the war. As the night was still young, Tongzu made his way over to invite them to the festivities. He’d prepared numerous rewards for the fearsome warriors and hoped to sow karma between them, thankful for their aid in these dark times.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching the Bekhai manor, no one came to recieve him, though it was his fault for arriving unannounced. Entering the courtyard, he spied over a dozen Behkai lined up and waiting for food, the scent of spices and meat setting his mouth to watering. His presence noted, a wildcat padded up to greet him, cautiously approaching as it tilted its head left and right and took in his scent. “Magistrate,” Rain said, his tone surprised and welcoming. “Err... nice to see you. To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 
  
 
 Giving the wildcat a tentative pat, Tongzu smiled at the young warrior, wearing loose robes as he stirred away. “Here to see why the valiant Bekhai aren’t partaking in the festivities.” Nodding at the pot, Tongzu added, “Now that I’m here, I understand. One whiff of what you’ve got there and you’ll be stuck cooking for the rest of the night.”
 
  
 
 “There’s still plenty left over. Mister Rustram, please get the Magistrate and his guards some bowls.”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to refuse, Tongzu accepted the warm bowl of stew with both hands, eating slowly as he studied the strange young hero. This polite young man seemed nothing like the Falling Rain Tongzu had envisioned, a reckless, arrogant youth with a thirst for blood. Instead, he found a meek young man doling out bowls of stew like a common camp helper, taking immense satisfaction in his work. Despite having been doused in ichor only yesterday, the boy’s injuries were well on their way to healing, his torso one massive scab with bits of pinkish, healing skin showing at the edges.
 
  
 
 Undying indeed. Savage... not so much. So many accomplishments for one so young, defeating Black-Heart Nazier, leading Yimu’s soldiers to victory against twice their number of Butchers, and even killing a Demon, though it would have cost anyone else their life to do so. He’d seen some of it firsthand and still had trouble believing it all, but after receiving Chun Yimu’s glowing recommendation, Tongzu had confidence he’d made the correct decision.
 
  
 
 Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, Tongzu stood and cleared his throat, gesture for Rain to approach. “I’ve prepared several rewards for the Bekhai, but since we’re here...” Raising an eyebrow, Rain stepped towards him, head bowed and hands cupped while Tongzu continued the impromptu ceremony. “Falling Rain, for your valiant service in defence of Sanshu, I, Magistrate Chu Tongzu, hereby promote you to Warrant Officer Second Grade, effective immediately. The Empire thanks you for your service.”
 
  
 
 A few muted cheers and whistles echoed through the night, Rain’s retinue celebrating the promotion, but the person in question stood frozen in place, still bowed over instead of receiving his new token. After a long minute, Tongzu grew tired of waiting and Sent Rain instructions, informing him of the process. Sighing, the boy straightened up, shoulders and expression slack, still overwhelmed with shock as he took his new, silver inscribed token with one hand and tossed the old one to Tongzu.
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath his breath, Tongzu took no offence at the rude actions, knowing Rain meant nothing by it. Clapping the young hero on the shoulder, he added, “Unless the records are wrong, you’re now the youngest second grade Warrant Officer. Ever. Quite an accomplishment.”
 
  
 
 Mumbling something which sounded suspiciously like ‘garbage achievement’, Rain sighed once more and faked a smile. “Thank you, Magistrate,” he said in deadpan.
 
  
 
 Damn. Rain must be like the other Bekhai, eschewing fame for... what? Surprised by his lack of enthusiasm, Tongzu stammered, “Well... er... That’s not all.” Though it was. “...Young hero, name your reward. Whether it be gold, jewels, exotic animals, or women, so long as it is within my means, you’ll have it.”
 
  
 
 His words brought a mixture of greed and lust to Rain’s face and for a moment, Tongzu wondered if Gen was telling the truth. After a short pause, the elation melted away as he shook his head. “I can’t accept any lavish gifts while the city is in dire straights. Besides I’ve got enough money. Actually, I really admire your plan to feed everyone and rebuild Sanshu, so I prepared this to help.” Reaching into his pouch, he pulled out a folded parchment and handed it over, again with one hand. Someone would have to teach the boy some manners. “It’s a map to the Freebooter Hideout. I’ll be leaving a whole cache of wealth there, mostly stuff I can’t carry back, so send trusted soldiers to collect it. Err, don’t ask me how I got it. I dunno how far it’ll stretch, but it’s something.” Looking over the poorly drawn parchment, Tongzu eyes widened as he went over the tally of goods. While certainly not a vast fortune, there was much more than he’d expected. Extravagant silks, treated hardwoods, luxurious jewels and more, was bandit hunting truly so lucrative?
 
  
 
 Still reeling in shock, Tongzu stammered his thanks and wandered off, unable to stay lest curiosity overwhelm him. He foresaw many a sleepless night ahead as he pondered Rain’s multitude of secrets, thanking the Mother for his presence in Sanshu. One could say that without Rain, Gerel would have never come and the city would have fallen to Yo Ling’s dastardly schemes long before Yuzhen’s arrival. Then again, Rain could also be said to have ignited the spark the which lit an inferno as without him, there would be no Gen. With no Gen, there would be no Purge and nothing to force Yo Ling’s hand. A minor player in the grand scheme of things, but perhaps history would see this as Falling Rain’s rise to fame, willing or not.
 
  
 
 Hero or Villain, only time would tell.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Gazing out over the battlements, Situ Jia Yang cursed his luck, his face twisted in an ugly mixture of vexation and relief. Rain fell overhead as he stared at the distant, battered ruins of the Northern wall and the corpses of Defiled and soldier alike littering the ground in a sea of red, brown, and white. Though numbed to the stench, he imagined it carried quite the distance, with crows and jattuyas arriving from afar, swooping in to partake in the waiting meal. Swarms of flies buzzed about the field as maggots writhed and squirmed in dead flesh, eager to join their brethren in flight around the charnel pit of a ravaged fortress.
 
  
 
 The Defiled numbers were overwhelming and their Demons slaughtered elites as easily as turning a hand. Despite Akanai’s timely arrival with her reinforcements, the Bridge was all but lost. With defeat looming on the horizon, Jia Yang did as any competent commander would, ordering his men to withdraw in groups to reconvene in Shen Yun. Though they lost the battle, lives could still be saved and put to use defending the sturdy city walls for months, holding out until reinforcements arrived from the Central Province. After the Defiled broke through the second wall and swarmed into the province, his actions would be lauded as keen foresight, losing the battle only to win the war.
 
  
 
 Except they didn’t lose the battle.
 
  
 
 Without rhyme or reason, the Defiled withdrew from under the inclement weather. The Demons fled first, disappearing in the blink of an eye as soon as the shower began while the Defiled fought on, but within the hour, the battle was over. Minutes stretched into hours as the defenders waited in place, unable to understand why the Enemy retreated whilst on the cusp of victory. It made no sense and now Jia Yang’s actions looked like those of a coward, preparing to flee to save his own skin while Baatar and Akanai led the Empire to victory.
 
  
 
 Grinding his teeth, Jia Yang swallowed his anger and waited, half hoping for the Defiled to return and finish what they started. His opponents would note his ‘cowardice’ and pave the way for Baatar to claim the title ‘Commander of the Wall’ unimpeded and unchallenged. Jia Yang’s dreams of becoming Patriarch of the Situ Clan seemed fleeting and distant, all his years of effort and hard work undone in a single battle.
 
  
 
 Losing to a half-breed bastard, even one who fought like a hero from legend... It was almost enough to drive him mad with rage, unbalancing him past recovery.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 Breathing through his mouth, Jia Yang fought for calm, preparing for his next move, but for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure what it would be.
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      Chapter 234 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 I might be broken.
 
  
 
 Listening as the herald narrates the dire straits at the Bridge and warns the city of a possible Defiled invasion, I find myself lacking the customary existential dread and abject terror one would normally expect. In its place is a slow, smouldering anger and a yearning to ride out and wreak havoc among the Enemy, to bring them death and suffering while driving them from our lands. The latest news from the Bridge is almost a week old, arriving at the outpost days ago yet never making its way to the Magistrate until now. The missive paints a grim picture of imminent defeat, the city evacuated and the outer wall abandoned, Baatar’s call to arms going unanswered by Sanshu and the Bridge’s fate all but settled in our absence. The lack of news since then does not inspire confidence and I can only pray my family is safe.
 
  
 
 As the herald moves on to list out the accomplished heroes of Sanshu and their rewards, I turn a deaf ear to the proceedings and worry over the future. Mao Jianghong’s greatest betrayal wasn’t inviting Yo Ling through the gates, but rather his success in isolating Sanshu from the outside world. I doubt Jiu Liang even knows about the Yo Ling's attack, though Shen Yun should have received word from Yuzhen's scouts. The new Guard Captain Sovanna is working tirelessly to clear out Jianghong’s collaborators from the surrounding outposts, but the stigma of Defiled traitors will cling to Sanshu for years to come, assuming the city survives that long. Unlikely considering the current circumstances and the Empire’s trigger-happy stance on Defiled outbreaks, but one can hope.
 
  
 
 If the Defiled make it into past the Bridge, we’re left with two choices. Either we gather all the supplies available and prepare for a long, extended siege, or we cut and run for the Central province, a logistical nightmare given the numbers involved. Neither option is particularly alluring, but the decision is beyond my pay grade, despite my recent, undesired promotion. If it were up to me, I’d damn the consequences and ride for the Bridge, but Gerel overruled my foolhardy decision, ordering me to sit tight and wait. It’s not without reason considering we’ve less than thirty battle-ready Sentinels, a drop in the ocean compared to the millions at the Bridge, and I’d be leaving behind all our wounded, including Huu and the others still making their way to Sanshu.
 
  
 
 For now, there’s nothing to do but pray for good news while preparing for the worst. Not even the bear cubs’ clumsy antics are able to bring a smile to my face as I fret and worry, the fate of my loved ones hanging in the balance. Throwing myself into work, I putter about the makeshift hospital, changing poultices and bandages with Lin at my side, doing everything she can to keep my spirits up. Humming a little tune as she works her mortar and pestle, she catches my eye and beams prettily, undeterred by the ominous mood. “Don’t worry hubby,” she says, butting her head against my shoulder. “Ba-Ba and Nai-Nai won’t lose.”
 
  
 
 “Yea,” I answer, feigning a smile while imagining Baatar and Akanai’s reactions to their nicknames. “They’re unstoppable. I pity the fools who meet them in battle.” Nodding emphatically, Lin returns to her work while I hide my worries. If only I were truly so confident, but having seen the horde with my own eyes I can’t help but imagine what will happen if they make their way into the province. The village will be safe (hopefully), but what about everyone else? The speculation dredges up memories of the desecrated village in the mountains, envisioning millions of men, women, and children tortured as the Defiled rampage across these beautiful lands I’ve grown to love. Historically, the Empire has always been outnumbered and surrounded, the massive walls our only advantage. With those gone, it wouldn’t surprise me if the Empire abandoned the entire province and closed the borders, leaving the north to fend for itself.
 
  
 
 Calm down. Things are fine. After evacuating the city, Baatar abandoned the outer wall to better defend the inner one, fighting to hold while Akanai rides to the rescue. It’s the same thing Gerel did, choosing to fight on his own terms instead of risking it all on a losing gambit. The city was built as a secondary defence, with the inner walls a tertiary one. Stop assuming the worst and believe in your Mentor and Grand-Mentor. They’re larger than life and nothing can stop them.
 
  
 
 “Ser?” A familiar drawl draws my attention and I turn away from my work to find Jorani, looking rather pitiful as he hems and haws with Ravil glaring murderously beside him. “Err, I’ve been sent to demand- ah, request yer vaunted presence to er, meet with the Azure Ascendant.” Cringing back, he adds, “Alone. Sorry. He was very specific about that.”
 
  
 
 Whispering the last bit, Jorani gives me a helpless shrug and hopeful glance, terrified of my response. Poor guy, he looked so impressive in his Runic armour, but his loose silk shirt and pants only accentuates his gangly frame. Breathing angrily beside him, Ravil quirks his eyebrow in wordless question while his fingers caress his dagger’s hilt. Shaking my head ever so slightly, I ask, “What does the Azure Ascendant want with me? And why no guards?” Or pets? My fur babies are adorable, even the Magistrate gave Aurie a pat on the head.
 
  
 
 “He ses he wants to talk.” Shrugging again, Jorani shifts away from Ravil who growls beneath his breath, prompting the Hangman to nervously step back in line. If there’s one thing the former hoodlum knows, it’s how to rule through fear and intimidation. Standing at attention, Jorani wrings his hands and continues. “He ain’t gonna hurt ye, he just wants a private conversation. Please.”
 
  
 
 “The Ascendant could make for a valuable ally or fearsome foe.” The Guard Leader chooses this time to offer her opinion, sipping her tea in the corner. How long has she been there? Fucking ninjas. “Best not to keep him waiting.”
 
  
 
 “...Let’s assume I theoretically say the wrong thing and somehow upset him. What happens next?”
 
  
 
 I can picture the smile behind her veil as she shrugs. “Then we will mourn your loss.”
 
  
 
 Praying she’s joking, I wake Gerel for a second opinion. Scowling, he rolls away and snaps, “Stop whining and do as my Mentor tells you.” I can’t believe Baatar leaves the diplomacy to this rude jerk, it’s a miracle the Banner survived as long as it did. Whatever, at least now I know why the Guard Leader followed me into Sanshu, not that it makes any difference.
 
  
 
 Finding Lin for a goodbye hug, she smiles and whispers, “Don’t worry Hubby, just... Don’t say too much, ya?”
 
  
 
 Wonderful. Even my sweet Lin thinks I’m an idiot.
 
  
 
 Outside the hospital, we find Ral giggling as he rubs his face in Mafu’s fur, with Chey doing likewise with Aurie. Happy to see people enjoying life, I leave them to play with my pets while I say farewell to Mila, my stoic sweetheart taking the news in stride. “Do you think he’ll ask you to join the Ascendants?” Her eyes shine with hope and wonder. “It makes sense, you set Jorani on the same path, stealing from the rich and leaving the poor untouched. The Ascendant is noble as a bandit can be, his identity shrouded in mystery and intrigue. I wish I could go with you, few have ever met him so remember every detail and tell me all about it. You can’t become a bandit, but it would make for a grand tale...”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the tiny voice in my head telling me everyone who has met him is probably dead, I smile at her whimsical curiosity and wonder. Mila the fan girl, it’s delightful seeing her so animated and lively, especially considering she didn’t get the promotion she was hoping for. Even Li Song got an honourable mention for injuring the Demon Bei, but Mila’s duel against Gen was swept under the rug, overshadowed by Zian’s seven consecutive duels, the showoff. With her skills, it’s only a matter of time before she rises to fame, but I imagine it’s frustrating to see her equals and lessers climbing the ranks while she wallows in obscurity.
 
  
 
 Well... If things go horribly wrong, there’ll be plenty of chances for her to prove her worth, so there’s that.
 
  
 
 Tearing a reluctant Ral away from Mafu, we board the waiting carriage, listening to the gentle giant rave about quins. “They’re so fluffy Jor, like a big furry sock. Can we go back after and see them again?”
 
  
 
 “Sure Ral,” I answer, smiling at his enthusiasm. “You come visit them anytime.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you Mister Rain. Do quins like candy? I love candy...” His tail struggles to wag in the confines of the carriage, smacking against the wall and Chey with loud, irregular thumps. Truth be told, I’d intended to have him lead the Mother’s Militia, but after our first exchange, I pinned my hopes on Jorani. While I wasn’t optimistic regarding his chances, he exceeded my wildest expectations, building his forces to over two-thousand strong in two weeks time.
 
  
 
 Taking advantage of a pause in Ral’s chattering, I clear my throat and say, “I haven’t said this yet, but thanks. Your presence here helped swing the tide in Sanshu’s favour.”
 
  
 
 “Weren’t left with much of a choice,” Jorani answers with a gloomy sigh. “The Lord of Fucking Thunder ain’t someone ye say no to, ye know what I mean?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t suppose he is.”
 
  
 
 “Besides, there’s the whole...ye know.” In lieu of words, he gestures at me, unable to mention the Oath he took.
 
  
 
 “Well, don’t worry about it. After what you’ve all done, you’ve earned the right to do whatever you please.” That was always the plan, to set Jorani free after he’d done his part. It’s why I kept his Oath as lax as possible, only keeping him from running away or selling me out. “If all goes well, you’ll be a free man, but I’d prefer you didn’t go back to banditry. I don’t want to come back in twenty years to find you’ve taken over the region.” I’m half joking, but honestly, I’m pretty impressed by how well he did. According to Bulat, the half-rat played his part well, the perfect mixture of pious and ruthless, leading his men with confidence and consigning countless Councilmen and bandits to death by hanging just outside the city walls.
 
  
 
 Chuckling ruefully, Jorani shakes his head. “That’s kind of ye, but no need to worry. You’ll see when ye meet the old bast- the Ascendant.” Noting my concern, he adds, “Nothin’ to worry about, he’s a proper scoundrel, but yer safe as can be.”
 
  
 
 With that said, Ral resumes expounding on the wonders of quins and I stare out the window to watch Sanshu pass by. It’s a beautiful city and the Magistrate is working hard to make it a better place, but changes won’t happen overnight, especially with this new threat hanging over our heads.
 
  
 
 I can never catch a break.
 
  
 
 The carriage brings us to the Magistrate’s palace and we leave Ral and Chey behind while Jorani brings me deep into the building’s depths, navigating the twists and turns with ease. Giddy from nerves and trepidation, I bite my tongue to keep from blurting out a joke about rats and mazes. Most half-beasts don’t take well to being compared to their animal ancestry, no matter how well it shows, but I find it endearing.
 
  
 
 Arriving at our destination, Jorani knocks on the double doors before opening them, waiting for me to enter first. The doors slam shut behind us, sending a chill down my spine as I study who I assume is the Azure Ascendant. Seated at the table with fingers interlocked, the mysterious bandit bares his teeth in a feral, unpractised smile. Despite the awkward greeting, he’s hauntingly handsome, his dark-brown hair cropped close and in charming disarray, with two round, pinkish rat ears poking out. With high cheekbones, a prominent nose, and a chiselled jaw covered in stubble, his face gives off the impression of a work of art, so perfectly sculpted it couldn’t possibly be real, yet there he sits, alive and breathing. His svelte frame swathed in silk robes, he gestures at the seat across from him, the movement revealing iron-hard pecs brimming with short chest hair, so soft and velvety I almost want to reach out and stroke it. “Welcome, Undying Savage. I’m GangShu, the Azure Ascendant. Me boy Jorani told me all about ye.”
 
  
 
 “Yes. Hello.” Taking my seat, I fight off the temporary bout of homo eroticism while glancing back at Jorani. “Your boy? Jorani said he was raised by his mother, he didn’t mention...” Comprehension hits me like a tonne of bricks and it’s all I can do to stay in my seat. GangShu. Steel Rat. Wow. “Oh... You’re an ancestral beast.” Fuck, is that a rude term? Say something that doesn’t make you look racist. “...awesome.”
 
  
 
 Might as well kill me now, there’s no cure for stupidity.
 
  
 
 Clicking his tongue in annoyance, GangShu tosses something to the side. “Damn it all, shouldn’t have taken the bait. Ye never bet, so when ye offer one, I shoulda thought it through.”
 
  
 
 “Told ye he don’t scare easy.” Stepping out of the shadows, Lei Gong tucks something into his robes while nodding in greeting. “Good to see ye again. Sorry I ran out without thanking ye, but time was pressing.”
 
  
 
 “No worries, I was only repaying what was owed. You save me, I save you, and all’s well in the world.” Others appear out of thin air and GangShu introduces them one by one. The rotund, bald Radiant Fist Wugang, the giant bearded Woodsman Yelu Shi, the Virtuous, scowling Daxian still in full armor, and the aged, yet beautiful Tyrant, OuYang Yuhuan. Judging by her name and her near-homicidal glare, I can only assume she’s related to the OuYang clan from the Society, which isn’t great. I remember killing an OuYang Yu Jin… what are the chances they’re not related? Almost nil, considering their names differ by a single character. Please don’t tell me he was her son, because that could make things… awkward.
 
  
 
 On the bright side, not having guards with me probably saved a few lives.
 
  
 
 Look at me, a brand new Rain, eternally optimistic.
 
  
 
 The introductions finished with, GangShu leans over hungrily, greed apparent in his eyes. “Now, I’d like to see the Tear.” It’s not a request, but a demand. Something tells me he’s not used to making requests.
 
  
 
 How does he even know about it? I’ve only spoken about it in Sendings. Taking Lin’s advice to say as little as possible, I close my eyes and ask Blobby to come out for a visit, but my amorphous tenant refuses to play along, tenaciously ignoring my pleas. After a few minutes of mental begging and screaming, I open my eyes and shrug. “Sorry, I’m new at this. Blobby sort of does whatever it pleases.”
 
  
 
 Pouting adorably, GangShu rests his cheek on his fist, grumbling beneath his breath. “Bah, it ain’t fair. I’ve been looking fer the Tear of the Mother for decades and it ends up with a brat who calls it ‘Blobby’.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... Now that I think about it, ‘Blobby’ might come off a little... sacrilegious. “I’m open to naming suggestions.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, GangShu smiles again, this time more naturally. “Well, at least ye’ve got balls. I thought ye’d be like my boy there, stutterin’ an’ stammerin’ fer hours before he got a word out.” Sighing, he shakes his head. “A damn shame. Thought I’d found another son who made it big like Daxian here, but ‘Hangman’ Jorani ain’t nothin’ but a sham.”
 
  
 
 Neither confirming nor denying anything, I glance at Jorani in sympathy, seeing the anger and hurt in his eyes. Absentee father or not, it can’t be easy to hear that, but something tells me GangShu isn’t exactly father-of-the-year material. There are plenty of rat-eared bastards hanging around Sanshu, and after seeing their progenitor, I can’t blame the ladies. GangShu is so dreamy, even I want to cuddle him. It’s like there’s some primal urge telling me to submit to him in every way, his power and beauty beyond human standards.
 
  
 
 So no homo.
 
  
 
 After a long silence, GangShu clears his throat. “Well, if ye can’t bring it out fer a look, then that’s that. Time to pack up and head elsewhere.” Standing to stretch, he nods at me. “I’m leavin’ my boy in yer hands. He’s a little cowardly, but he’s got promise, so do what ye can. Don’t matter if he croaks, I’ve plenty of others runnin’ around. I’m sure one of em’ll take after their Pa. Best of luck now, and give em hell.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, I turn in my seat as he strolls to the doors. “Wait,” I say, against my better judgment. “You’re leaving Sanshu?”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... more like the province. Heard stories about Heavenly Water in the south and always wanted to visit.” Pausing at the door, he turns to frown. “I shouldn’t have told ye, so keep it between us, ya?”
 
  
 
 “...But Sanshu could use your help. The North could use your help.”
 
  
 
 The other Ascendants ignore me as they file out the door, though Lei Gong shrugs in apology. Chuckling, GangShu shakes his head. “Why should I help?”
 
  
 
 “Because the Defiled will slaughter and torture millions. Because you can save lives. You cared enough to come save Sanshu right?”
 
  
 
 “That’s got nothing to do with me. I'm here cuz a couple o' sneaky bastards tried to take what’s mine, so I swung by to warn em off.” Baring his teeth in his fearsome ‘smile’, he adds, “This is my territory, and I wasn’t ready to let them northern bastards waltz in and take it.”
 
  
 
 “But won’t they take it after you leave?” I don’t understand him.
 
  
 
 “Mebbe, but who cares. Ye’ve got the only thing I stayed fer.”
 
  
 
 “What about all the people who’ll die?”
 
  
 
 With a patronizing look, GangShu asks, “What about em? I might look human, but that don’t mean I am. Why should I care if ye slaughter each other? That’s life. How many chickens and cows ye think were slaughtered fer yesterday’s feast? To them animals, ye’re just as bad as the Defiled, if not worse. Should I stand on their side and slaughter all humans? Just be thankful I ain’t seeking justice for all the rats in the world.” Laughing as he turns to leave, he adds, “Besides, you've plenty of help beside ye, won't be needing me.”
 
  
 
 Chasing after him to ask more questions, the hall stands empty as my words catch in my throat. Why was he looking for Blobby? What was he gonna do with it? Why did it choose me instead of the powerful ancestral beast? My first meeting with an ancestral beast was rather disappointing, though I’m curious if they’re all equally attractive. There was something about GangShu that made me like him, despite his callous attitude towards humans.
 
  
 
 Awkwardly standing beside me, Jorani shuffles his feet and says, “So like I sed, it’s kind of ye to offer, but I’d like to sign with ye. The others’ll probably come along too, plenty of tough bastards in the Militia.”
 
  
 
 His shy, hopeful smile almost breaks my heart, the cowardly half-rat terrified of being thrown away. This is the 'plenty of help' GangShu mentioned? Well... beggars and choosers and whatnot. Clapping Jorani on the shoulder, I say, “I could always use more tough bastards. Happy to have you on board.” Sizing him up, I ask, “You still have that Runic Armour?” We’re totally the same size, I’m sure it’ll fit me.
 
  
 
 “Nah, the stingy old bastard took it back, said ‘treasuring jade is a crime’, whatever that means. He gave me this fancy lookin’ rod tho, might come in handy.”
 
  
 
 The iron rod seems wholly lacking compared to a full suit of Runic armour, and I fight to hold back my tears.
 
  
 
 Dammit. So close.
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      Chapter 235 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Sitting in the lotus position, Mila’s thoughts drifted through her mind without focusing on any one in particular. Her weight pressed down into the soft cushioned bed, the silk sheets kissing her calves. Though her eyes were closed, she sensed the afternoon sun bearing down upon her, slipping through the open window alongside the spicy, sweet scent of incense carried in on the light summer breeze. Nearby, the rhythmic sounds of Song’s breathing formed a comforting cadence, the sweet girl’s reassuring presence always welcome.
 
  
 
 In this moment, Mila only needed to breath in, then out, and all else becomes secondary. Her stress and frustration, her needs and desires, her dreams and ambitions, they all melted away as she immersed herself in Balance, made inconsequential by her Effortless Presence. Her favoured method of meditation, the process came naturally to her from a young age, captivating her in the present moment without dwelling on the details. It was a welcome change to her normal life, inundated with all the details she’d been taught to observe, from positioning and body language to quality and workmanship. This was her escape from it all, allowing her mind a moment of tranquility in her hectic schedule of near constant training.
 
  
 
 This was her time to heal and recuperate, and nothing else mattered.
 
  
 
 Though talented in many areas, Healing was Mila’s greatest failing. Why bother learning when one of Mama’s healers were always nearby? Tokta loved to fuss over her, clicking his tongue and shooting Mama biting glares as he tended to her bruises or burns. Mila didn’t mind the injuries, as each one taught her a valuable lesson, like not to cross her feet while charging an opponent or always be wary of the forge even after hours of cooling. Mama didn’t push Mila too hard to learn healing, because she believed the time was better spent learning to avoid injury, and Mila agreed wholeheartedly. If forced to risk your life for victory time and time again, it was only a matter of time before death swooped in to claim you.
 
  
 
 Rain seemed to be the exception to the rule.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 Outside her window, a loud clamour arose as hundreds of boots moved through the manor. Rain’s retinue barked orders and insults, trying to bring order to everything, but it only added to the noise. Her peaceful meditation broken, Mila scowled at the interruption, wincing as her healing cheek cracked and split. How maddening, even after a full day of healing, she had yet to recover from her burns. Checking her wounds in the mirror, Mila’s heart sank at the ugly visage staring back at her, all scabby and peeling skin with no sign of progress. How did Rain do it? She understood the concept of creating Panacea, but the difference in speed was astounding. Rain could have healed this burn in a handful of hours, while Mila would be stuck looking like a monster for at least another day.
 
  
 
 Even with a hole in her face, Song looked better than Mila, a portrait of peace and serenity as she sought Balance. Song explained her method as focusing only on her breathing, silently reciting sutras to regulate everything from the movement of her abdomen to how often she drew breath. Eventually, it led to the same thing, her other perceptions drifting through without awareness, but Song’s injury was affecting her ability to find Balance, because of the air escaping out her cheek with every breath. Still, the results spoke for themselves and it pleased Mila to know Yan was in good hands with Du Min Gyu.
 
  
 
 Covering her face in bandages, Mila prepared to go out and see what all the fuss was about. Though Rain claimed not to care about her appearance, she was still a young maiden yet to be wed. How could she expose her betrothed to such hideousness? Though she moved quietly as possible, when she opened the door, Song darted up to join her, always at her side. At least she stopped calling Mila Master, Song’s progress slow, but steady as she recovered from her cruel and inhuman treatment.
 
  
 
 Smiling at Song, Mila took her by the hand and strolled out, still annoyed by the interruption. Chaos and disorder awaited her as she stared out at hundreds of injured strangers moving into their manor. Spotting Rain, Mila stomped over to demand an answer. The People’s contributions were anything but minor and Sanshu had plenty of space, so why were they forced to share their camp with strangers?
 
  
 
 Forestalling her angered interrogation, Rain smiled as she approached, opening his arms for a hug. Smacking them aside, she muttered, “Not in front of strangers.” Losing the upper hand, she blushed as he brushed her hair behind her ear, the idiot showing the world her dreadful injuries. “What’s happening? Who are all these people?”
 
  
 
 “Good to see you too my love.” His smirk melted her anger as he took her free hand, nodding in greeting at Song. “These people,” he said, gesturing around him, “Are the remnants of the Mother’s Militia and the newest members of my retinue. I get a thousand right? This is like... half that. Probably less. Ugh, I’m gonna go broke buying them quins...”
 
  
 
 Stunned by his answer, Mila closed her eyes and shut her mouth, reining in her outrage. This idiot, did he never learn? First he befriends a bunch of cripples and layabouts and now he seeks bandits and cutthroats to fill his ranks? Hardly an improvement, even if these bandits seemed marginally stronger, with a few dozen spiritual weapons scattered among them.
 
  
 
 “What’s the matter love? The vein on your forehead is throbbing through the bandages.”
 
  
 
 Unable to stay angry no matter how hard she tried, Mila sighed. “Rain,” she said, looking into his concerned, amber eyes. “You are the cleverest idiot I’ve ever met. You’re a Second Grade Warrant Officer, which means more people of influence will take note of you. A retinue of a thousand elites is nothing to sneeze at, but you’ve chosen these, these... Ruffians to stand at your side! Why?” This was an honour which should have gone to the Sentinels, and it hurt to know Rain thought so little of his people.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rain brought her hand to his lips. “Couldn’t be helped. Your ‘noble bandit’ asked me to look after Jorani, and these ruffians are all Oathsworn to follow him for the next few years. Couldn’t really leave them to go back to their bandit ways, now can I?” Switching to Sending, he told her about his meeting with the Ascendant. Puffing her cheeks, Mila pouted as she considered Rain’s story.
 
  
 
 No wonder the Azure Ascendants cared nothing for the backgrounds of those they robbed. It took away from the romance of it all, since no one wanted to cross an unbound ancestral beast, especially one strong enough to claim a territory encompassing a city, much less its surroundings. Mila had never met an ancestral beast but she’d heard stories, and seeing Rain’s smitten look made her giggle. At least this one was a man, knowing Rain, he’d probably lose control if it’d been a woman.
 
  
 
 “Fine,” she said once his story concluded. “You had no choice to accept Jorani, but what about the rest of them?”
 
  
 
 “I figured we’d need all the help we can get. Not like we can stroll home and ask your mom for a thousand Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 Ah. Right. The Bridge was under siege. Resisting the urge to cringe, Mila’s cheeks reddened as she nodded. “I see. You’ve a long road ahead. Strength isn’t the only requirement for a soldier, you must make sure they’ll obey orders. Will you make them swear an oath?”
 
  
 
 “I was thinking they get the same treatment as the first bunch.” Falling silent, Rain grieved the loss of his soldiers, a kind soul unsuited for war. Capable of being responsible and serious while also oddly childish and naive, she found him both irritating and endearing, and loved him all the more for it. Pulling him in for a hug, she squeezed him tightly, smiling as he kissed her forehead. “Thanks love.” Shaking his head, he continued. “But yea, same oaths as the others, I had Bulat and Ravil set it up, so now we wait and see how many accept. Those that don't are still stuck with us for a few years, but I'll find non-combat roles for them.”
 
  
 
 “A good start,” Mila mumbled, snuggled against his chest. Remembering they were in public, she jolted back, ignoring his smirk. “A thousand-man retinue is worlds apart from a hundred. There are many things to do, like pick leaders you trust, purchase weapons and armour, hire cooks, launderers, and so much more. Supplies will be an issue for the journey home, so send someone to collect the coin we have stashed away, we won’t have enough without it. Oh, and you should pick an elite core for your retinue to aspire to and pay them accordingly. You have an incredible talent for getting into trouble, so this way, at least you’ll have someone supporting you from the side.”
 
  
 
 “...Uh huh, yea, that sounds... good.” Overwhelmed by her suggestions, Rain stood in place with a blank look on his face. “Any... uh... suggestions? For leaders, I mean.”
 
  
 
 Reaching up, Mila pinched his cheeks. “Rain, talent is good, hard work is better, but you also need to smarten up. Why ask me? You’re so clever but you never think, always looking to others for guidance and happy to let the current carry you away. You’re in command of a thousand lives, a heavy responsibility. These former bandits are your retinue and they represent the People now. Ensure they do nothing to shame us.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in thought, Rain seemed to finally understand the gravity of his position, likely unhappy with all the extra work. So strange, though he’d achieved many of her dreams without trying, she couldn’t bring herself to be jealous, proud of his accomplishments and saddened he found them a burden. Her sweet, talented betrothed, he’d have been much happier living his life as an anything but a warrior, staying home to care for his family. She would love him all the same, but fate would not allow it. Something in his dark, unspoken past drove him to struggle and fight, seeking wrongs to right and conflicts to solve. No matter how much he grumbled about being thrown into battle, he always fought with a fearsome smile on his face, as if daring death to come claim him.
 
  
 
 He didn’t know it yet, but he was addicted to the rush of battle. He’d never be happy sitting around with nothing to do, combat was a part of him now.
 
  
 
 Hiding her grin, Mila led him away, allowing him the full breadth of her expertise. It was good practice, since it wouldn’t be long before she earned her own command. Talented, hard working, and genius, Rain wasn’t the only one who could lay claim to those attributes. She was Sumila, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, and she refused to spend her life in Rain's shadow.
 
  
 
 It was only a matter of time for her to come into her own.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Rubbing my eyes, I go over my list of candidates once more, checking if I’d missed anyone. Mila told me to pick out captains and establish a chain of command, so I retreated to my office to do just that. So far, I’ve got Rustram, Bulat, Ravil, and Jorani. Who else?
 
  
 
 For lack of a better idea, I turn to my chosen few and ask, “Any suggestions?” Mila’s scowl tells me I should be more decisive, but it’s hard to change my nature. She’s more like her mother than I’d care to admit, straightforward and domineering while pointing out my mistakes, but she’s right. With great power, comes a massive pain in my ass, but I need to make sure it’s done right.
 
  
 
 Bulat is the first to answer. “Chey. That one’s a survivor, but fierce in protecting her own. Loyal and smart, can’t go wrong there.”
 
  
 
 “Ulfsaar.” Ravil’s opinion doesn’t come with an explanation, but it doesn’t need one. I’ve read Ulfsaar’s bounty poster and the powerful half-bear is a force to be reckoned with, despite his adorable little black bear ears.
 
  
 
 Coughing politely to interrupt my musings, Jorani offers his suggestion. “Boss, if ye want the strongest, then it’s Jester Wang and his crew. A hard bunch of bastards they are.”
 
  
 
 The former Butchers. Frowning, I shake my head. “Can’t say I like putting a possible Defiled in command.” I need Baledagh to vet my new retinue, can’t be inviting a fox into the hen house, but my little brother is still unresponsive and judging by experience, it could be weeks before he wakes.
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Jorani defends his choice. “If he's Defiled, then he's playin’ a game I ain’t ever heard of. Had plenty of chances to turn against us and didn’t. Wouldn’t have made it out alive without him and his.”
 
  
 
 Bulat and Ravil both agree, so I put Jester Wang on the shortlist. Hmm... If only we had time to loot the Butcher’s hideout, there's probably tonnes of booty stored there. “Anyone else?” That’s seven, I need at least one more. Even though I’ve only got four-hundred and thirteen new soldiers, I figured I can put each leader in charge of fifty as a trial run before picking the best of them. “What about Pran or Saluk? They’re squad leaders, so it shouldn’t be too big a leap.”
 
  
 
 Bulat shakes his head. “They won’t accept. Had to bully em into looking after ten, and even then Rustram did most of the work. They’re better off as your guards. What about Kabi?”
 
  
 
 “He didn’t make it.” Jorani’s whisper is met with silence, all of us having suffered losses. “Same with Light-fingered Yu, else he’d be on the list too.”
 
  
 
 Returning to the matter at hand, I go over my options. The only other names I know are Silva, Viyan and Birca, but they’re the most irresponsible members of my retinue, a trio of drunks and degenerate gamblers. They’re good people, but sorely lacking in leadership qualities. None of the Sentinels want anything to do with leadership, having tagged along to follow Tursinai or Mila, so who’s left?
 
  
 
 Ugh. Leadership. So troublesome.
 
  
 
 I guess I have enough leaders for now. While the others leave to gather the chosen few, I take a seat next to Mila and sigh. “And to think, I was all prepared for a relaxing vacation but then the Defiled had to go and ruin it.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Mila’s adorable snort puts a smile on my face, despite the dark circumstances. It’s too much, I can’t be gloomy all the time. “Work hard Rain. Train your new retinue, but don’t let yourself fall behind.”
 
  
 
 “Yes love.”
 
  
 
 “You’ve picked up many new skills, so remember to practice them. Don’t forget your old skills either, or the ones you’ve yet to learn. Though you’re capable of Honing and Guiding, you’re still a long way from comprehension. Your period of explosive growth might continue but don’t count on it. Too much of what you know is based on instinct, which is odd considering how much you like to question things. Learn it, master it, and you will stand unmatched for decades to come.”
 
  
 
 It’s nice knowing she has so much faith in me, but it’s also a little intimidating. What if I fail? What if I disappoint her? As if sensing my thoughts, Mila squeezes my hand and flashes her beautiful smile, and just like that, everything is okay. Resting against her shoulder, I say, “You’re too good for me.”
 
  
 
 “I know.”
 
  
 
 “Boss.” Rustram peeks his head in, causing Mila to shove me away. Honestly, things would be less scandalous if she just left things as they were, but now Rustram will wonder what we were doing. “The Magistrate sent someone over. You’ll want to see this.”
 
  
 
 That doesn’t sound great... Heading out, I’m greeted by a familiar face, bruised and battered as he kneels on the grass with his fellow companions, their weapons in hand. Beside him stands an administrator, who clears his throat and offers me a box with both hands. “By order of Magistrate Chu Tongzu, Dastan Zhandos and his traitorous companions have been granted clemency, their lives spared. The Magistrate offers this token as thanks for the People’s heroic defence of Sanshu. May you use these slaves well in defence of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Taking the box out of reflex, I look down at an innocuous golden pendent sitting within, swallowing at the sudden weight of it all. Beaten and broken, the misguided former Warrant Officer kowtows thrice, his family, retinue, and all their loved ones following suit. “Our lives are yours Master,” Dastan says, his bitter and mournful tone sending a lance of pain through me. “We await your command.”
 
  
 
 For the crime of being born into the wrong faction, Dastan Zhandos now suffers a fate worse than death, alongside the rest of his family.
 
  
 
 Despite all the beauty I’ve seen and the love I’ve found, it’s things like this that make me hate this world.
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 Seeing Dastan and the others kneel before Rain, Song was overcome with jealousy. Though unfortunate enough to become slaves, these few dozen warriors and their families should count themselves blessed to enter service under the Bekhai. They would be treated well, given good food and soft beds, never to be abused or humiliated, yet they dared show dissatisfaction. The new slaves cried and scowled while Dastan even dared to look his new master in the eyes, head held high in trivial insubordination, challenging Rain to exert his power. Foolish boy, glaring from behind blackened, swollen eyes, his prideful defiance did little to help his cause. No longer was he a favoured son of the Empire, and if he wished to spare himself pain, then he would be smart to learn his new place in the world. Were it any other master in any other faction, his attitude would have earned him a swift beating or worse, an example made of this audacious slave to put the others in their place.
 
  
 
 Instead of meting out punishment, Rain absently stared at his new slaves, lost in thought as his fingers closed around the pendant. After a long silence, Master stepped forward to thank the still-bowing administrator and send him on his way before turning to Rain. Speaking quietly, she patted his arm and asked, “Don’t you think they’ve knelt long enough?”
 
  
 
 Snapping out of his fugue, Rain blinked and shook his head. “Right, sorry. Please, stand.”
 
  
 
 “By your command, Master.” Dastan and his retinue replied in unison while the civilians murmured their thanks, too slowly for Song’s tastes. What’s more, their response lacked vigour and zeal, unbefitting of slaves answering to their master.
 
  
 
 Luckily for them, Rain was a softhearted fool, taking no offence from their lacklustre attitude. “None of that ‘Master’ stuff, please. Call me ‘boss’ or ‘sir’ like everyone else and a simple ‘yes’ will do.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, boss.”
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram, if you could find our new friends a meal and some beds, I’m sure it’ll be much appreciated. Someplace nice and er... secure, with a few people to make sure they can recuperate in peace.”
 
  
 
 At least Rain was smart enough to not trust the unbound servants. Though Dastan and his retinue were Oath-sworn, their family and retainers lacked the ability to do the same. These unbound commoners represented a grave risk considering their affiliation with the Coalition. The story had spread through the city like wildfire, with every tongue whispering of how Major XiaoGong, the most feared duellist in all of Sanshu and leader of the Coalition’s mercenary army, had succumbed to torture and turned Demon in the early hours of the morning. The question on everyone’s lips was: how many others would follow suit in the days to come? Any one of these slaves might be Defiled, with no Oath to bind them.
 
  
 
 Even in the unlikely event none were tainted, there was always the possibility someone might kill Rain out of sheer greed. Forty-seven trained elites were worth a small fortune, especially in light of Dastan’s abilities. Already able to display purity and condense his Aura at the age of twenty-two, Dastan stood at the forefront of his peers, a close match for any young elite in the north, aside from Rain and his perverse talents.
 
  
 
 But only until Master condensed her Aura. Once she did, she would stand unchallenged as the greatest young warrior the North had ever known.
 
  
 
 Adjusting her sling, Song trailed behind Master and Lady Mei Lin as they followed Rain in silence, worried how he would react. It was one of his few redeeming features, Rain’s distaste for slavery, but it was too late to help. These slaves were Oath-sworn and only death could free them. As he ambled across the field, Rain seemed lost in thought, dragging his feet and mumbling to himself like he so often did. Stopping to grab a basket of apples, he carried the fruits over to the quins, interrupting their peaceful nap in the sun. Met with quivering whiskers and squeaks of joy, the sleepy creatures crowded around Rain with their clawed hands grasping at the air, too well-trained to steal. With a forlorn smile, Rain handed the fruit out piece by piece, his mood improving as the quins lined up in an orderly fashion to stuff their cheeks.
 
  
 
 Less well-behaved than the quins, Jimjam pressed his belly to the grass and gracefully stalked towards the basket. Extending a meaty paw, the wildcat tried to snatch an apple out of the basket only to be met with a stern “No,” from Rain. Unwilling to give up, Jimjam moved out of Rain’s field of view before trying again. “Bad cat,” Rain admonished, snapping his fingers in front of Jimjam’s face. Eyes widening in alarm, Jimjam leaped backwards and arched his back, teeth bared in protest. Ears pressed against his head, the wildcat huffed and mewled, frightened by Rain’s rebuke. Odd considering Jimjam usually cared nothing for Rain’s stern tone. Wincing with guilt, Rain clicked his tongue. “I guess my Aura was a tad too harsh. I’ll work on it.”
 
  
 
 With an alarmed gasp, Master pinched Rain’s arm while Lady Mei Lin crooned and ran to the wildcat’s side. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she soothed the terrified animal’s nerves with a few pats while consoling him with a piece of jerky. “Don’t bully Jimjam! Using Aura is too much, look, the poor baby is quivering, ya?”
 
  
 
 “I’m not bullying him,” Rain grumbled, still handing out apples to the waiting quins. “I just gave him a stern ‘no’, let him know I mean business. I’ll dial it back next time.”
 
  
 
 His odd turn of phrase went ignored as Master pinched him again. “What next time? Terrorizing your pets is no way to train them.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Rain shook his head. “Oh please, he’s just a scaredy cat. It was a tiny bit of anger, nothing terrorizing about it. Like this.” Unleashing his Aura, Rain explained his actions. Though nothing physically changed about him, he radiated a sense of steely disapproval, like a strict disciplinarian or authority figure, making Song think twice about disobeying him. “See? It’s nothing.”
 
  
 
 Song’s mind raced to comprehend Rain’s actions while Master gaped in disbelief. It wasn’t the most flattering of expressions, but she could hardly be blamed. What Rain demonstrated was beyond common comprehension, twisting his Aura to a new, previously unattainable use. Aura was Aura, used to terrorize your enemies, bolster your allies, and nothing more. There was no second, third, or fourth function of Aura, at least not until now. How could Rain have such precise control to convey anger without inducing the mind-numbing terror and bloodthirsty fury which went with it? Then again, if anyone could do it, it'd be Rain.
 
  
 
 Wholly unaware of their incredulity, Rain put the basket aside and squatted down with arms wide open. “I’m sorry my floofy baby. Come here.” The change was immediate as Jimjam’s ears perked up, padding forward with Lady Mei Lin in tow to happily receive a vigorous head-scratching. “What are you stealing apples for, dummy? You’re a cat. You don’t eat fruit.”
 
  
 
 Recovering from her shock, Master asked, “How? You... You...”
 
  
 
 Grinning and winking, Rain interrupted Master’s stammering. “I know right? It’s super easy to get him to come with loving Aura. Like this.”
 
  
 
 This time, Song felt nothing as Rain directed his Aura only at Master, whose cheeks turned scarlet with embarrassment as she continue to choke on her words. Seeing this, Lady Mei Lin exclaimed, “No fair! Me too, show me, show me.” Wrapping her arms around Rain’s neck, Lady Mei Lin giggled as she climbed onto his back. “Ahhhh, so comfy and nice. Show Li-Li!”
 
  
 
 The moment Lady Mei Lin spoke, Song noticed a tender warmth suffuse her, like submerging into a heated bath or being wrapped in a cozy blanket, soft and safe, a calm shelter from the raging storm outside and allowing her to focus on what lay within. Her worries washed away beneath the gentle tide of safety and stability, her worldly troubles unable to reach her through the protective embrace. Her brow unfurrowed and her shoulders untensed, her chest unrestricted and unshackled as she breathed deep, luxuriating in this newfound sensation. For the first time in her life, she was happy to be alive and loved.
 
  
 
 Then, without warning, the sensation disappeared, leaving her empty and desolate. Blinking twice, she refocused on the world around her to find Master and Rain staring in disappointment while Lady Mei Lin hid a smirk. “Not even the hint of a smile,” Master lamented. “She looks sadder than before. Are you sure you’re doing it right?” Rain shrugged as Master huffed in displeasure. “Teach me. How do you do it? Start with the basics please.”
 
  
 
 Taking a moment to gather his thoughts, Rain seated himself in the grass and Lady Mei Lin plopped onto his lap. Taking a seat beside them, Master watched the wildcats, bears, and quins jostled for a place around them. Pets and people alike, they all looked so content and Song couldn’t help but wonder if what she experienced from Rain’s Aura was how they always felt, like they were worthy of love and affection. A tinge of envy surged through her, not because she desired Rain but because she wanted what he shared with Master and Lady Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 “Song,” Master called, waving her over. “Come sit with me?”
 
  
 
 Though posed as a question, Song knew her Oaths would not allow refusal. “Yes Mila,” she answered, taking a seat as Atir dropped her head into Song's lap. Master didn’t understand, she couldn’t. No matter how well she treated Song, in the end, Song was merely a slave, a tool to be used until the day she died. In some ways, Song might even be happier treated as a slave, to know her place in the world and never aspire for more. To be shown such love and affection was almost too much, tormented by life’s bounty which would forever be denied her.
 
  
 
 Pulling Song into her embrace, Master held her tight and Sent, “I’LL LEARN RAIN’S TRICK AND THEN I'LL SHOW YOU HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU. JUST YOU WAIT.”
 
  
 
 With Master’s arm wrapped around her, Song swallowed her grief and closed her eyes. Taking a calming breath, she leaned against Master and discovered a hint of the warmth and safety from earlier. Whether real or imagined she couldn’t say, but she wanted to believe, needed to believe it was real. Before today, Song cared nothing for love or affection, but now she thirsted for it, for its absence made her pain all the more noticeable. Drained by the experience and her injuries, Song drifted off to sleep, lamenting her loss while nestled in Mila’s embrace.
 
  
 
 Showing Song love might have been the cruellest punishment of all, rekindling something she thought long dead within her: hope.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 My explanation begins with a disclaimer. “I’m not sure how to explain Aura. It’s complicated, and I've pretty much been winging it.”
 
  
 
 “Just try,” Mila whispers, “but don’t speak too loudly. Song fell asleep.”
 
  
 
 Falling asleep in public? She must really be exhausted. It’s hard to remember she’s just a young woman and not some indefatigable, factory-made engine of destruction. I thought she’d have some reaction to my ‘loving’ Aura, but she barely even twitched. Taking a slave’s Oath must have really done a number on her brain. Ever since swearing an Oath to keep quiet about the Purge, if I even think of talking about it, the Energy of the Heavens presses down on me, a warning to not overstep my boundaries. It’s a suffocating feeling, like doom hangs just above my head. I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like for Li Song, to be reminded of her mortality every second of every day. Slavery is bad enough, but to not even be allowed to dream of freedom? I'd beg for death before becoming a slave.
 
  
 
 Putting my sympathies aside, I wrack my brain for an explanation. “Well,” I begin, voicing my thoughts as I go, “Using my Aura normally is like... Taking all of my rage, fear, frustration, and smashing my enemies over the head with it. There’s no direction, only intent, tapping into the reservoir of repressed emotions and unleashing them upon the world. My emotions are amplified through Chi before bursting out, like a wave of power radiating outwards with me at the epicentre. Was I helpful?”
 
  
 
 With her head resting on my shoulder, I can’t see Mila’s reaction, but she shakes her head. “Not even a little. How can you condense your Aura by thinking angry thoughts? If it were so easy, then I would’ve long since had my own, with you vexing me to no end.” Sighing, she grumbles, “An idiot who’s a natural at using Aura, it shouldn’t surprise me you can’t explain it. A shame there’s no cure for stupidity.” Snuggling against my arm, she adds,  “If you come up with any better advice, remember to share.”
 
  
 
 So cold with her words and so loving with her actions, I can't get enough of it. “Will do, my love.” Grinning, I add, “It’s difficult to explain my brilliance using mere words, such is the burden of genius.” I can almost hear her eyes rolling as she snorts, elbowing me gently. My mirth dies away as I contemplate the real reason I’m so adept at using Aura: All Demons awaken with one. I told Gerel, Tursinai, Tenjin, and the Guard Leader about my Beyblade Aura, but so far, none of them can replicate it, so I can only assume it’s something unique to my circumstances. It’s about time my transmigration came in handy, even if it was a few years too late. It’s an awesome advantage, but exhausting to use. I mean, I shredded six Aura’s and emptied my Chi reserves. In comparison, used normally, I can power my Aura and hack and slash on the front lines for three or four hours. A useful tool, but one best used sparingly.
 
  
 
 At least I don’t have to worry about duelling against Zian anymore. I doubt his Aura is powerful enough to withstand my own, even if he’s somehow become ridiculously good at duels. Who fights seven duels before a battle? Is he even human anymore? Fung couldn’t say how much stronger my ‘rival’ has become, since Zian was hiding his true strength, making each duel look like a close match to buy time. He’s got balls, but if he challenges me to a duel, I’m confident I’ll end it in a heartbeat using my Aura.
 
  
 
 Then again, now that I’ve jinxed it, I’m worried he’ll miraculously resist my Aura and kill me.
 
  
 
 How quickly courage fades.
 
  
 
 Pushing aside my melancholic musings, I savour the moment, cuddling with Lin and Mila beneath the afternoon sun. A chorus of snoring quins, cats, and bears forms a soothing atmosphere, easing my mind as my troubles melt away, allowing me to enjoy the peace and serenity of this beautiful day, surrounded by my loved ones and pets. “If I could speak to animals, I’d tell them to never become Ancestral Beasts.”
 
  
 
 Craning her head back, Lin’s bunny ears brush my cheek, her beautiful brown eyes wide and questioning at my random thought. “How come?”
 
  
 
 “Because animals are better than people.” Running my fingers through Mafu's fur, the fat quin smacks his lips in contentment. “I drop a basket of apples in the middle of a pack of quins and every single one of them gets something to eat. Try the same with people and money? I’d be surprised if there wasn’t any bloodshed. Look at Sanshu, the wealthiest city in the northern province. They fought and killed to amass wealth, comfort, and luxury, exploiting commoners in the name of profit and caring nothing for their lives or well-being.” Sighing, I point at the happy animals, and settling in for a nap. “These guys are happy so long as they’re safe and well-fed. If they became human, it’d only make them worse. People are terrible.”
 
  
 
 “Hubby, you’re not being fair. Everything these animals do is about survival.” Cuddling the bear cub sleeping in her arms, Lin sighs. “The quins share because they’re well-fed and lack ambition, but what if they were starving? In the wild, animals will eat their young if there isn’t enough food. If you locked yourself in a room with Aurie or Mafu, it wouldn’t take long before they try to eat you. It’d be no different if they were human.” Poking me on the cheek, she continues. “You’re so sweet and caring, and I love you for it, but you can’t be so naive Rainy. I’m worried you’ll be taken advantage of.”
 
  
 
 Lin believes I’m too sweet and naive, how cute. Puffing her cheeks as I laugh, Lin shoots me an adorable glare. “No laughing, I’m serious. Like how you’re being all mopey about Dastan and his retinue, acting like it's some grave injustice. They committed a crime, Rainy. They betrayed the Empire, killed soldiers, and almost killed Fung too!”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. I’ve never seen her so opinionated about something. I forgot she saw it all happen, it must have been traumatic for her. This is why I didn’t want her to come along, to keep her innocent for a little while longer, but I suppose she’s never been as innocent as I imagined. Saddened by the sudden revelation, I nod in agreement. “Yea, they committed a crime, but two wrongs don’t make a right. I wouldn’t wish slavery on my worst enemy. I’m not even sure Dastan really knew what he was doing. I don’t think he’s a bad person, just someone caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
  
 
 “Maybe you’re right, but the rice is cooked.” Lin nods decisively, the morality of the subject completely ignored, a non-issue for her. “They’re slaves now, but at least they’re your slaves. You’ll treat them well hubby, I know you will.” Putting an end to the discussion, Lin nuzzles against my chest with a yawn and smile. “Besides, if you’re really so against them being slaves, then you can just kill them, ya?”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother have mercy, protect me from this bloodthirsty little bunny. Making yet another note to never anger my sweet Lin, I kiss her on the forehead as she joins the others in an afternoon nap. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the stark difference in mindset, living in a world where even a pure, sweet girl like Lin considers slavery an acceptable punishment. To her, it’s merely the natural order of things, where stepping over others is the way things are done. Maybe I am being naive, thinking things could be different, that everyone could live in peaceful harmony.
 
  
 
 Thinking back on it, my retirement plan wouldn’t have worked regardless of what happens at the Bridge. Without strength, I’m nothing more than a living corpse waiting to be stepped on. If I want to protect Lin, Mila, and all my loved ones, then I need to become stronger. Despite my accomplishments and newfound skills, this is no time to be complacent. I’ve only just stepped onto the Martial Path, with a long journey still ahead. Yo Ling was the most powerful foe I've seen to date, but there are people even stronger than him. I'm a talented 'youngster', but talent will only get me so far.
 
  
 
 The question is: Can I become strong while still staying true to my nature? No, a better question would be: do I even want to? There’s a fitting idiom which says ‘Mercy to one’s enemies is cruelty to one’s self’. Maybe it’s time I adapted to the world instead of expecting the world to adapt to me.
 
  
 
 Holding Lin and Mila close, I close my eyes and grieve for the loss of innocence, both Lin’s and my own.
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 Following his guide, Dastan struggled to accept this new reality. The warm afternoon sun kissed his cheeks as he marched across the paved stone path in rhythmic cadence, the summer breeze carrying the scent of burnt herbs and incense. Vibrant, verdant foliage accented the pristine, white-brick walls, with nary a stray leaf to cover the orderly lines of curved roof tiles while various statuettes of crouched or seated animals dotted the ridge line and corners, glazed ceramic guardians there to break up the monotony and supposedly protect the inhabitants from spiritual intruders. Though he noted it all in passing, it seemed so surreal, as if life were but a dream, his actions not his own, his body a shell prodded along by the Energy of the Heavens, forced to carry out his orders.
 
  
 
 Every millimetre of this manor appeared in flawless condition, no doubt due to the labours of an army of servants, all barely paid enough to keep their families fed. All the fat nobles of Sanshu deserved to die in a fiery conflagration, their greed and corruption a blight upon this once great Empire.
 
  
 
 Dismissing his bloodthirsty musings as a flight of fancy, Dastan ambled along until he reached the door of his new bedroom. The master suite on the third level of a guest house, the side of the room held an opulent lacquer wood bed, its curtains opened to reveal patterned silk sheets and plump, pliable cushions. Gilded drawers, ornate chests, carved armchairs, and polished display cases lined the walls, with precious vases, beautiful paintings, exquisite wall scrolls and even an elaborately carved piss pot holder, all there for the guest’s viewing pleasure. Amazed by the sheer extravagance and honour, Dastan stumbled into the room, marvelling at one item after another.
 
  
 
 Catching his reflection in a mirror, he found a stranger staring back. Though never overly vain, Dastan took pride in his appearance, always striving to look clean and neat as a disciplined warrior should. With his hair plastered in blood, swollen black eyes, tattered clothes, and hunched back, he looked the part of his new life. So strange, as a warrior, no matter his accomplishments, it would have been years before he earned the right to sleep in such luxurious conditions, yet here is where he’d spend his first night as a slave.
 
  
 
 Yes, the honest, hard-working, Dastan Zhandos, Warrant Officer of the Empire, the warrior who slew the Highlander Headsman, was now nothing more than a slave. A prized possession doing whatever his Master demanded of him, whether it be fight the Defiled, wash dirty socks, or be put on display. This was the culmination of the path he’d chosen, an end to his dreams of reformation and equality for all. Not only his dreams, but the dreams of his retinue and their families as they all joined him in disgrace. His family as well, his grandparents, parents, uncles and aunts, siblings and cousins, nieces and nephews, all plucked from their comfortable lives and forced into slavery because he sought to challenge the Empire.
 
  
 
 And to think, this was the best of a bad situation.
 
  
 
 Beneath the mirror sat a basin of water, the clear liquid soon turning clouded as he cleansed dirt and blood from his body. Feeling refreshed, he opened the balcony door and found a dazzling view overlooking courtyard, the beauty and serenity of the manor piercing through the bleak desolation of his soul, giving birth to a tiny glimmer of hope amidst the grief and sorrow. That same glimmer was immediately quashed as he spotted Falling Rain curled up on the grass with his pets and three, lovely young women.
 
  
 
 How enviable.
 
  
 
 Knowing he might have had the same, Dastan’s heart ached at the loss, but that life was forever denied to him now. No longer did he stand in contention with Falling Rain, the youngest third-class Warrant Officer in 10,000 years turned the youngest second-class Warrant Officer in history. The rumours of his appetites spread far and wide, and though all rumours spout from a grain of truth, Dastan previously thought this one nothing more than false slander. No matter, all great men had their vices, and Rain seemed a decent enough sort. A quiet, contemplative young warrior whose amber eyes missed little, he was a compassionate, courageous warrior who empathized with the common man. Serving him wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 Peering down at the stones below, Dastan briefly wondered if the three-story drop would be enough to kill him.
 
  
 
 Just barely, if he aimed to land on his head.
 
  
 
 The moment he considered tumbling over the railing, Heavenly Energy descended upon him, choking the air from his lungs like a steel vice closed around his chest. Doubling over, he struggled for breath while banishing the thought of suicide, groaning in a mixture of pain and relief as the pressure faded. Such were the restrictions placed upon him, preventing him from even taking his own life. No, as a slave, his life was a precious commodity, one to be valued and possibly traded on a whim. The same thing would happen if he thought about killing his Master, disobeying an order, or any multitude other things, his life no longer his own.
 
  
 
 Lamenting his fate, he dragged himself back into the room to carry out his orders: settle in, eat, and recuperate. Its splendour and opulence no longer touched him, for a gilded cage, no matter how beautiful, was still a cage. Hanging his shield and crossbow on the bed frame within arm’s length, he set to cleaning his axe with a rag. The familiar routine brought a small semblance of peace to his new, soul-crushing existence, setting his mind at ease. Finished with the task, he took a seat at the small tea table, absently noting how the expensive, white-jade table stood in jarring contrast to the rest of the room’s brown, red, and gold colour scheme.
 
  
 
 Proof positive that money couldn’t buy good taste.
 
  
 
 A thump on his door roused Dastan from his thoughts. Opening it, he found food waiting on the floor, a bowl of stew, three buns, a plate of steamed vegetables, and a gourd of water. Praying it was free of spit or other taint, his rumbling belly overwhelmed all caution as he devoured a bun on his way back to the table. Though it might have been because the last time he ate was almost forty hours ago, the meal was more delicious than anything he’d eaten in recent memory. The buns hid a savoury, meaty centre, the vegetables crisp and juicy, and the fragrant, hearty stew deliciously spiced. Even the water seemed colder and crisper than anything he’d ever tasted, emptying the gourd in a single swig. Belly full and mind exhausted, he changed clothes and crawled into bed, sinking into the soft, silken sheets with a contented sigh. Being a war criminal of the Empire, he had to admit, this treatment was far better than he deserved. Closing his eyes, he told himself everything would be all right.
 
  
 
 Tell the lie often enough and it might come true.
 
  
 
 Peaceful rest was denied to him as he drifted through dreams of bloodshed and carnage. In them, he brought the Coalition to victory against the nefarious Union and Alliance. Carving through the guards, Dastan cut down the fat Magistrate, putting an end to the architect of Sanshu’s downfall. With axe in hand, he led his retinue against the misguided fools, standing alongside heroes like Guard Captain Jianghong, XiaoGong... and Yo Ling?
 
  
 
 No, it wasn’t right. Yo Ling, the Spectre of Butcher Bay, bandit and murderer, was no hero of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Neither was Dastan Zhandos.
 
  
 
 Waking with a start, the revelation nearly crushed him as despair and regret filled his being, mourning his foolhardy decisions. He’d known something was wrong but he’d refused to stop and think, following orders like a good little soldier. Major XiaoGong was his idol, a disciplined warrior he aspired to emulate, a noble of the ruling class who didn’t mistreat those beneath him. Under XiaoGong's tutelage, Dastan rose to excellence, eschewing traditional teachings for more radical practices, like drawing strength from righteous fury and giving himself to Enlightenment. To serve under XiaoGong had been Dastan’s dream, standing beside his hero to overturn the present state of affairs and eventually overthrow the Emperor.
 
  
 
 And then XiaoGong betrayed them all, succumbing to torture before turning Demon.
 
  
 
 The memory haunted Dastan as he laid in bed, remembering his hero standing on stage with arms chained behind his back. Fung’s humble servant approached the pillar, his bag of tools clinking in time with his steps. Without any further ado, the gruesome work began and Dastan closed his eyes, unable to stomach the horrible sight, but the screams... It felt like hours of XiaoGong resisting as best he could, but his strangled cries of anguish soon turned to howls of vengeance as Dastan’s hero devolved into something less than human. Ranting of death and destruction, he spewed hateful poison while the torturer plied his trade, every word hammering nails deep into Dastan’s heart.
 
  
 
 Then, the crowd gasped and Dastan opened his eyes just in time to catch a glimpse of his idol’s feral grin. XiaoGong’s flesh rippled beneath what remained of his skin, warping into something... Unholy. A wave of pure malevolence burst from the tortured Defiled, an evil Aura of foul hatred, anathema to all that was good.
 
  
 
 And thus, a Demon was born.
 
  
 
 Only to die at the hands of the unremarkable servant of Shen Huo’s young magistrate.
 
  
 
 A knock on the door startled Dastan, bolting from the bed to grab his axe. Realizing the absurdity, he put the weapon aside and tried to control his trembling body, swallowing hard before asking, “Who is it?”
 
  
 
 “Rain.”
 
  
 
 It took a few breaths for reality to settle in. Knowing it was bad form to keep his new master waiting, Dastan ran to open the door. Carrying two trays, Falling Rain smiled nervously and said, “I brought dinner. It’s about time we talked, but it can wait until after we eat.”
 
  
 
 While Falling Rain carried the trays in, Dastan looked out the window to see the setting sun. Moving to the tea table, he belatedly realized he should have taken the trays from his new Master, but Rain didn’t seem to notice or care. Sitting across from him, Rain gestured for him to eat. A bowl of braised meat noodles, savoury and aromatic, with a few side dishes and a small pot of alcohol, again, it was a better meal than Dastan expected.
 
  
 
 Or deserved.
 
  
 
 “Why?” The question slipped out, unable to hold back his curiosity. “Why treat me so well? The nice room, the good food, the polite conversation, you might as well play the lute for a cow. I am your slave. There’s no need to go to such lengths.”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, Rain said, “Nothing wrong with playing the lute for a cow. All cows love music, just like all humans need to eat. Besides, it's nothing special. I eat what my soldiers eat, so don't be shy. Or are you upset about being treated well?”
 
  
 
 Hanging his head in shame, Dastan replied, “My apologies Mas- boss. This lowly slave didn’t mean to offend.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not offended, and please no ‘lowly slave’ crap. I can’t deal with another one. Just speak normally.”
 
  
 
 Hesitating, Dastan nodded. “As you command, but I must advise, doing so in public will cause others to look down on boss. A slave is a slave, and should always know their place.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rain scoffed. “Always about face. Stupid. Whatever, who cares. If it bothers you so much, then act like a subordinate, but not a slave.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 They ate the rest of their meal in silence, and before long, Dastan sat across from his new, enigmatic ‘boss’. Unsure how to act, he squirmed in his seat as Rain drained his bowl of soup, finishing with a contented sigh. In the fading light of day, Rain’s satisfaction lasted only a moment as he studied Dastan, a melancholic expression stretching across his face. What did he have to be depressed about? He wasn’t the one who’d been made a slave.
 
  
 
 Clearing his throat, Rain leaped into the conversation. “Well, no sense delaying the inevitable. Truth be told, I don't know what to do. I detest slavery and I don’t want to own slaves. I can’t free you, but if you have someone you trust, I could, er... give you away.”
 
  
 
 “No!” His insistence startling Rain, Dastan calmed his nerves and tried again. “Please Mas - boss, I only agreed to swear the Oath after ensuring you would be my Master. I wanted to swear directly before you, but had I waited any longer, my parents would have been executed.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Rain asked, “You chose me? The administrator made it seem like you were a gift from the Magistrate.”
 
  
 
 Dastan snorted. “He would, the slimy politician seeking advantage wherever he can.” Reigning his anger in, he took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts. Treating the Magistrate with open hostility would bring him no advantage, considering he knew nothing of how Rain felt about that snake. “If not for my family and the families of my soldiers, I’d have gladly accepted death, but my family... I couldn’t let them die a horrible death because of my mistakes. Without your protection...”
 
  
 
 Leaving his seat, Dastan moved around the table and dropped to his knees, ready to kowtow for Rain’s mercy, but a single word held him in place. “Stop, you don’t have to kneel.” Helping him back to his seat, Rain slumped in his chair and sighed. “You’re asking for a lot.” Unable to retort, Dastan kept silent. Rain was a smart man, realizing that if he abandoned Dastan and his people, then he might as well hang them all.
 
  
 
 It would be a mercy.
 
  
 
 After a moment of silence, Rain sighed again. “I can’t trust your people. You may be Oath bound and capable of displaying Purity, but what if your people are tainted? If I bring you back to my village and the Shrike’s replacement decides to Purge everyone involved in this war, then I’ll be bringing calamity down upon my people.”
 
  
 
 “It’s part of the Magistrate’s plan.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain’s frown, Dastan held his tongue, but Rain quickly pieced things together. “Ah. He’s hoping whoever comes next will think twice about Purging Sanshu, since it’d mean they must also purge the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 It felt good to speak with a competent person. The Bekhai were no savages, no matter what anyone said. “Not only the Bekhai. I’d wager the Magistrate will gift unbound slaves to Situ Jia Zian, Tong Da Fung, Han BoShui, Jin ZhiLan, Major Yuzhen, and anyone else who might pull his ass out of the fire.” Unable to hide information which might harm his Master, Dastan reluctantly added, “Though it’s likely all those slaves will be killed before leaving the city. The risks far outweigh the benefits and everyone will want to distance themselves from Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 Rain sighed once again, palming his face to rub his eyes. After a long pause, he looked Dastan in the eyes and asked, “Why did you rebel?”
 
  
 
 “Because I believed the ends justifies the means. The world we live in is broken, and someone needs to fix it. I’ve never been one to sit around and let other people act in my place. The Coalition was a part of the problem, but Major XiaoGong was different.” Faltering at the mention of his former hero-turned-demon, Dastan pressed on. “Or at least, I thought he was different. I didn’t know about the collusion with Yo Ling until we were outside Sanshu’s walls. I was told the Coalition was using Yo Ling to cleanse Sanshu of its filth, and on their orders, I exposed the left flank to the Defiled army. The idea was to drive Yuzhen’s elites away and keep them from interfering, buying time to for the Coalition forces inside Sanshu to clean up both Yo Ling and the Magistrate’s forces. Then, they’d instill XiaoGong as the next Magistrate and... well, I’m not sure.”
 
  
 
 “You make it seem so innocent, but you killed soldiers of the Empire. You almost killed my friend.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his sigh, Dastan owned the mistake. “That I did. Though I tried to hide away and kill as few as possible, I was forced into action when Major Yuzhen sent orders for me to group up. I had no choice but to strike, lest my absence was noted and the hole in their defences noticed. Before the battle, I warned Fung to flee should things go wrong, so I hoped a few quarrels would send him running, but he stood and fought to the last man. Piecing together my involvement, he called me out by name, demanding I meet him in battle, and so I did.” Almost dying in the process. Though he hated to admit it, Dastan didn’t go easy on Fung, and if not for the servant/torturer revealing his presence, they both would have died on that field in mutual destruction.
 
  
 
 Lost in thought, Rain sat in silence for several minutes, deliberating the fate of Dastan and his people. After an eternity of waiting, Rain shook his head and Dastan’s heart stopped. “I can use you and your retinue, but I still can’t trust your people. Maybe if my... If things changed and I was certain they weren’t tainted, then I could make an argument to bring them away, but as it stands, it’s too dangerous. I have to answer to my Grand Mentor and she is not a woman to cross lightly.”
 
  
 
 Trembling in place, Dastan forced the words past the lump in his throat. “Will you be merciful?”
 
  
 
 “I haven’t signed their death warrants yet. Let’s leave that as a last resort. It’ll be a week or two before we’re in any shape to travel, so I still have time to deliberate.” Standing up, he shrugged and added, “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and the decision will be out of my hands.” Heading to the bed, Dastan’s relief quickly turned to apprehension. Did Falling Rain mean to sleep here? With him? Looking at his choice in women, Rain's tastes varied wildly, perhaps he even liked to rut with men.
 
  
 
 Oh sweet Mother have mercy, my chrysanthemum is in danger...
 
  
 
 “Sit down on the bed.” Unable to resist Rain's command, Dastan closed his eyes and waited. Taking Dastan's hand in his own, Rain stood in silence for what felt like an eternity as Dastan's heart hammered away in his chest, his stomach threatening to empty his dinner all over his new master. After a long moment, Rain let go and clicked his tongue and mumbled, “Fucking worthless blob... Can't do shit. Guess I'll have to wait for confirmation...”
 
  
 
 It took some time before Dastan gathered enough courage to open his eyes, letting out a sigh of relief as he watched Rain studying the crossbow, his amber eyes wide with intrigue. Testing the string’s pull, he asked, “Fung told me these things were powerful so how come it’s so light on the draw?”
 
  
 
 Grateful his chrysanthemum was spared, Dastan hurried to explain the finer points of the crossbow. “This weapon is the culmination of decades of testing, with many improvements not found anywhere else. The stock contains a system of pulleys to make drawing the bowstring easier without negatively impacting its power.”
 
  
 
 “Pulleys, why didn’t I think of that... Stupid.”
 
  
 
 “The bowstring itself is also special, made from the leg tendons of wildcats.” Seeing Rain’s look of horror, Dastan recalled the pet felines lazing outside and hurriedly continued. “There are other, better choices, like gale rabbits or prong-horned deer, but it’s not only the tendons which make the bowstrings special. They’re reinforced with the quills of an exotic bird native to the southern province, adding power and durability. There’s more to it, but I’m no expert.”
 
  
 
 “How much do they cost? Seems like a long way to ship quills.”
 
  
 
 “We paid next to nothing for the quills.” Straightening with pride, he explained, “There’s a merchant from the Coalition who collects exotic birds, and their feathers often blow into the streets. My uncle discovered the quills by accident and we collected more than enough feathers to make hundreds of crossbows. You could also claim the birds if you’d like, their owner is either dead or soon to be. There were over twenty birds last I checked.” Though beautiful creatures, Dastan thought it best to not mention their jarring, raucous call, best described as a grating, mocking, eerily human laugh.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Rain was more interested in the crossbow, though why, Dastan couldn’t say. The Bekhai earned much fame due to their incredible skills in archery. After asking a few more questions, Rain looked up and grinned. “I’m not a huge fan of birds, but who knows. I don’t mind a few more pets and if they’re too annoying, then maybe they’ll taste delicious. Let’s go grab them and then I want to have a chat with your uncle. Oh,” he added, “You and your retinue are my new bodyguards. Gather them up please, I don’t feel safe wandering the streets of Sanshu after dark.”
 
  
 
 Brimming with pride, Dastan saluted and ran off to carry out his orders. Perhaps there was hope yet, with Dastan’s uncle proving his worth. Besides, he’d never dreamed of receiving a position of such great honour. Anyone who insulted them would be insulting Rain’s honour, allowing them to hold their heads up high despite of their status as slaves. Though a far cry from his former status, Dastan was willing to serve as penance for his crimes.
 
  
 
 Though Dastan Zhandos would never find fame, there was no disgrace in standing side by side with the rising dragon Falling Rain, defending him from harm and following him to greatness. If need be, Dastan was even willing to give up his chrysanthemum.
 
  
 
 It wouldn't be the worst thing it the world... would it?
 
  
 
 He prayed he'd never have to find out.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 238 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Waiting in the courtyard while Dastan gathers his people, I wrack my brain for a new plan. My original idea of scouring minds in search of Spectres came to a screeching halt once I realized I’m incapable of scouring at will. I’ve never tested it before because I was terrified of how people would react once they learned I can literally dive into their heads, but Dastan made for an ideal test subject. While the practice of slave Oaths is atrocious, I have to admit, it makes for a handy minion. So long as I hold the pendant, Dastan can’t betray my confidence, so I readied myself to dive into his mindscape and explain my powers.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, things didn’t work out in practice.
 
  
 
 The more I learn, the more questions I discover. I don’t understand how I slip into people’s brains, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t insert myself into Dastan’s mindscape, which leaves me right back where I started. So frustrating. I never asked for this voodoo mind magic but the one time I try to use it, I fall flat on my face. Figures. I guess I’ll wait for Baledagh to wake up before finding out if Dastan’s people are Spectre-free. Until then, I’ll be sleeping with one eye open.
 
  
 
 It’s a damn shame. If it’d worked, then it would have solved all my problems. Blobby itself doesn’t detect Defiled, it only cares about Demons and demon-derived commodities, so I’m forced to rely on Baledagh once more. Problem is, while Baledagh’s ability to pick out the Defiled is useful, I’d have to reveal those powers and convince the Shrike’s replacement of their validity. I figure attributing my Defiled detection prowess to Blobby was a perfect excuse, the only solution I’ve come up with which doesn’t end in the slaughter of innocent civilians. While I’m not sure how the Empire will react to the news of Heavenly Water flowing through my veins, I assume it’ll involve some threat to my life, but I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. I’ve no other option. Yea, I need to toughen up, but if a few months from now, Sanshu is Purged and I did nothing to stop it, I’ll never forgive myself. With Baledagh’s help, we could single-handedly save hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of lives.
 
  
 
 All I need to do is convince the powers-that-be that I can sense the Defiled, without anyone discovering I have a quasi-Defiled alter-ego hanging out in my skull. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 Then again, all my internal strife is pointless if Baledagh doesn’t wake up in time, or if he’s no longer Defiled, which is a distinct possibility. I mean, if the Spectres are responsible for Baledagh’s Defiled radar, then we’re shit out of luck considering Blobby ate all the Spectres hanging out in my brain. I'm not complaining, since I’d sleep easier knowing Baledagh is no longer at risk of going full murder-hobo, but I’ll be stuck with the hard question of what to do with the ticking time bomb that is Dastan’s family.
 
  
 
 That’s a lie. The answer is easy, I’d choose my family over his any day of the week. I mean, worst come to worst, if Blobby is revealed, I’ll throw myself at the Emperor’s mercy and become his dog to keep my family safe, but to order the deaths of innocents... No one can protect me from my conscience.
 
  
 
 I’ve still got time to figure this out. I don’t understand, why I can’t peer into people’s heads? I’ve done it before, with Dagen, Bei, and Yo Ling, so why not Dastan's? Dagen was being mentally assaulted by a Demon, Bei was a demon, and Yo Ling... controlled Demons? Is that it? I can only mind merge with Demons or those afflicted by them? Is that why Blobby chose me, as a vehicle to deliver it to delicious Demon souls? 
 
  
 
 Falling Rain's Heavenly Water delivery service. Ha. 
 
  
 
  Focus... Yo Ling wasn’t a Demon or Demon afflicted, so how did I invade his mindscape? What makes him different from Dastan? Was it the six collared humans? Blobby went straight for them, treating the multitude of Spectres surrounding us as a mere side dish. Six collared humans in Yo Ling's brain, six Demons under his command... Is that how Yo Ling controlled them? By stealing away their hosts’ souls and threatening each Demon’s existence?
 
  
 
 The fuck if I know. I’m grasping at straws here, making too many assumptions because I don’t have enough information. Why is this so complicated? I always read about protagonists with wise old mentors for their spirit companion, but in this case, I am the wise old mentor.
 
  
 
 Baledagh really got shafted by my arrival.
 
  
 
 Hearing Dastan approach, I shelve my thoughts to take in the sight of his retinue. Overwhelmed by the administrator’s announcement, I didn’t get a good look at them earlier, but I must admit, they’re rather impressive. Backs straight and heads held high, their footsteps shake the ground as they march in time, two by two with weapons at the ready. Like a conductor keeps time for his orchestra, Dastan sets the pace for his retinue, his battered face beaming with pride as he leads them towards me. Following his hand gestures, they spread out in formation, five neat rows of ten men each, staring straight ahead until all are in place, at which point they drop to one knee, bow their heads and clasp their hands in salute. As one, they shout, “Awaiting orders, Great One.”
 
  
 
 I really shouldn’t be intimidated by my own bodyguards. Technically slaves, but calling them bodyguards makes me feel better about the whole situation. Stupid and meaningless, but we all do what we must. “Please stand,” I say, moving closer to Dastan. Though his feet remain in place, the former Warrant Officer leans away from my approach, making me wonder if I smell bad. Probably, considering I spent all afternoon lounging with the quins, and their... unique musk takes some getting used to. Respectful of his personal space, I stop at arms length and give him a smile. “Impressive, but I prefer to keep things low-key. No need for the marching, kneeling, or shouting.”
 
  
 
 “By your command,” Dastan replies, avoiding my gaze. What happened? During dinner, he had no problems with eye contact, but now he’s acting like a scared schoolgirl. The burdens of leadership, I suppose, can’t be too friendly with your soldiers. I guess I was spoiled by my first retinue, having forged a sense of camaraderie with them back when I was a nobody. While I was treated with respect, they never tensed up around me unless they were breaking the rules, always happy to share a drink or crack a joke.
 
  
 
 I didn’t just lose soldiers, I lost friends.
 
  
 
 Looking over their replacements, I’m overcome with melancholy and guilt. Forty-nine warriors, each one with a shield, crossbow, and one or two weapons of their choice. Wholly unarmoured, they wear simple brown or grey servant’s clothes scavenged from the manor closets, though they’d probably look fearsome wearing rags. With fourteen Spiritual Weapons among them including Dastan’s, it’s a world of difference from my ragtag group of former cripples who brought a sum total of zero, the difference between the commoners and elites.
 
  
 
 At the back of the group stands a few commoners, huddled around a portly, balding man. Glancing at Dastan in question, he waves the bald man forward and says, “Great One, this is my Uncle. The trip will take time, so I thought it prudent to bring him with us. The others are craftsmen who might have other insights to add.”
 
  
 
 I gotta say, I kinda enjoy being called ‘Great One’. “Sounds good, lets move out.” At least Dastan isn’t being obtuse and only carrying out my orders to the letter, though things might change if I have his family executed. Peering down from the balconies, the families of my new guards watch with fear in their eyes, huddled together for comfort. Ignore them, don’t get attached. It doesn’t matter if they’re innocent, it doesn’t matter if they’re kids. If I can’t bring them with me, then I must order their deaths.
 
  
 
 It would be a mercy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I hate it here.
 
  
 
 With Dastan in command of my guards, I leave the manor for the first time since arriving, walking out with Lin on my arm. Li Song follows behind with the wildcats and bear cubs in tow while my lovely, pouting Mila claims my free hand and honours me with a stern glare. “Remember, we’re only taking the birds because you need their feathers. You have enough pets as it is.”
 
  
 
 Flashing her a smile, I ignore her warnings while pretending to listen to her rambling. I don’t care, I’m rich, I can afford to be eccentric. I want more pets and damn the consequences. A dog would be nice, though I doubt I’d find one in an exotic animal collection. I didn’t ask for details because I’d rather be surprised, but I hope there’s something cute and cuddly for me to love and squeeze. Watching Aurie amble beside me, his slack-jawed grin brings a smile to my face. Though I love him and his siblings, I’d be the first to admit they’re not the prettiest of animals. With a head too small for their torsos and a butt-heavy frame, they look awkward in the light of day and worse by flickering lantern light. While their attributes make for a fearsome ambush predator, their aesthetics are sorely lacking, like ungainly, badly drawn caricatures done by someone who'd never seen a real cat.
 
  
 
 Mentally apologizing to my ugly kittens, I resolve to love them all the same, no matter how many adorable, big-eyed, soft-furred pretties I adopt.
 
  
 
 While Mila takes a breather from lecturing me, I turn to greet Dastan’s uncle. “Hello, I’m Falling Rain. These are my two betrothed, Lin and Mila, and this is our friend, Li Song.”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Dastan’s yet to be named uncle picks up on the hint, responding with a gruff, “Diyako.” After uttering his name, his jaw shuts with an audible click, not bothering to introduce his companions.
 
  
 
 At least I hope it's his name and not some colourful insult in another language. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Dastan tells me you helped design the crossbows?”
 
  
 
 “Aye.”
 
  
 
 “So you’re a bowyer?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Then... a carpenter?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 Noticing my frustration, Dastan interjects. “Please forgive him, my uncle is a man of few words. Uncle, tell our new boss about your former duties.”
 
  
 
 “Why?” Shooting me a glare of contempt, Diyako lifts his chin in defiance. “The bloodthirsty savage’ll set his hangman on us all the same. Ain’t nothin’ I can say to change his mind.”
 
  
 
 It appears I’ve overlooked the minor matter of my horrible reputation. Since there’s no point in playing the nice guy, I might as well go with it. “I can’t promise to save you, but if you’re of value, then I might be more motivated to try.” Seeing his disinterest, I try a different tack. “I’m rather enamoured by your crossbows, despite their many flaws.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.”
 
  
 
 Dismissive though his snort might be, I know I’ve got his attention. The best way to get through to these craftsmen types is to criticize their work. Passing Lin off to Mila, I grab Dastan’s crossbow to use as a prop. “While the drawing mechanism and the string materials are innovative, the basic structure of the crossbow leaves much to be desired. Like this trigger for example, a metal lever running parallel to the stock. Why’s it so long? You’re telling me, to lower this tiny catch by a single centimetre, I have to depress this abomination of a trigger almost a full five centimetres? It’s ridiculous.” The level squeaks as I demonstrate, continuing on before Diyako has a chance to defend himself. “What’s more, you can’t leave any fingers between stock and trigger, because if you do, the catch won’t lower enough to loose. This restricts you from keeping a firm grip while firing and worst of all, forces you to shoot from the hip instead of bracing the stock against your shoulder, which would offer better accuracy. There’s more, but the trigger alone is enough to disqualify it. It’s a pretty piece of work, but I’d wager its creator never fired a crossbow in combat.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at my words, Diyako purses his lips, staring at the crossbow in thought. At his non-verbal request, I pass him the crossbow as he experiments for himself, before passing it along and discussing with his companions in hushed tones.
 
  
 
 “Set the lever further up, perpendicular...”
 
  
 
 “... Spring mounted catch, pop right back in place...”
 
  
 
 “..Shoulder-braced, won't need to worry as much about recoil...”
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of heated discussion, Diyako returns the crossbow before nodding in agreement. “You make good points. Sorry fer my disrespect.” His eyes burn with interest and hope as he introduces the others. “We’re tinkerers, of a sort. We’ve all manner of skills, woodworking, blacksmithing, glass-blowing and what-not. I suppose you could say we fix things that ain’t broke, make em better.”
 
  
 
 “Did you design the catapults?” As he nods, my mind fills with visions of quin-mounted weapons of destruction, raining death upon my enemies from afar. Oh no... I need these people. They’re thinkers, problem solvers, a brain trust I can set to work on figuring out how to make all the stupid things I can remember, like paper, concrete, gunpowder, steam engines, telescopes, and those damned buckles on knapsacks.
 
  
 
 Okay, lets not get ahead of myself. Calm down, I can’t guarantee their lives, not yet. After asking a few more questions, I hide my excitement as best I can and return to Lin and Mila. My little bunny girl gives me a sad smile but keeps silent and Mila follows suit, her eyes speaking volumes. I understand their worries but I can’t help myself. I finally have the chance to put my past life experiences to good use, without taking time away from my training.
 
  
 
 Outsourcing is a wonderful thing.
 
  
 
 Still dreaming of the endless possibilities, we reach our destination without fanfare. Though the city guards are none too happy seeing Dastan and his retinue, their attitudes take a full 180 once I pull out my shiny new silver-etched jade token. Happy to oblige, they open the doors without a fuss, though they send someone to notify the administrators office. I don’t mind, they’re just doing their jobs, and worst-case scenario, I pay for all the animals I adopt.
 
  
 
 Familiar with the grounds, Diyako leads the way, my anticipation building to a crescendo as we follow the a stone-paved walkway towards a line of cages. A cacophony of squawks and chirps greet us as I open my ears, listening for the happy sounds my new, furry friends. And waiting. And listening.
 
  
 
 ... Where are the growls? The yowls? The barks and the yips? All I hear is bird-noises.
 
  
 
 Moving down the pathway, I pass cage after cage filled with all manner of birds, fluttering about in a frenzy of colour and sound. Pretty as they are, I’m not a huge fan of birds. For one, they taste delicious and I can’t love something if I think of it as food. Second, most birds have those weird, beady little eyes, always wide open and unable to express emotion. Then there’s the projectile pooping, and I don’t need to explain why that’s a negative.
 
  
 
 While I’m still looking for the mammals section, Diyako comes to a halt before a cage, pointing out the source of my future crossbow strings. Boasting a chubby, stocky frame, sharp, curved talons and long, pointed beaks, these birds are undoubtedly predators, a guess made all the more certain as they sit in their perches, eyeing us in silence, unperturbed by our appearance. About the size of hawk, their wings are mostly brown with a splash of blue, with a little brown and white tuft atop their head, like a bad case of bed head. White-bellied and delightfully fluffy, they’re rather cute for birds, though bigger than expected.
 
  
 
 I’m still not super excited about them, but it’s okay. They’re resources, not companions. Reaching into my pouch, I pull out a piece of dried fish, and tap it against the bars while I prepare my Aura. The birds all eye the food, likely starving since their caretakers have all been taken into custody. Picking the cutest, fattest bird of the bunch, I extend my Aura around it, imparting a sense of love and companionship to entice it over.
 
  
 
 “Err, I wouldn’t do that.” Diyako voices his concern as I stick my hand into the cage, but I wave it aside, concentrating on the task at hand. Using Aura for other emotions takes much more concentration than normal, only able to cover two living beings at a time, instead of the seemingly limitless default Aura. If I get the biggest, fattest bird on my good side, than the others should theoretically follow suit. After a cocking its head left and right a few times, the fatty bird flies to a closer perch, still out of reach. hopping from one foot to the next, it looks back and forth between me and the food, unwilling to come within arm’s length. Hunkering down, it looks at least three times more adorable up close, its chest and crest all puffed out, looking like an adorably angry bird. Carefully extending my arm, the fish makes its way further into the cage, but still, the fatty doesn’t move.
 
  
 
 Aww, don’t be scared birdy. It’s okay. I’m just gonna feed you some fishies. You like fishies right? Come here and take the fishes, then I’ll pet you and love you. C’mon, don’t be shy.
 
  
 
 Once my arm is fully extended and halfway in the cage, the fat bird flaps over and takes the treat from my hand, settling on my palm to eat. Gobbling the fish in mere seconds, the bird hops in a small circle before looking me in the eye. Aww, how cute, I’m think I’ll name you Roc, like the mythical-
 
  
 
 Letting loose with an unholy squawk, Roc pecks my wrist, tearing away a chunk of flesh.
 
  
 
 In bird culture, this is considered a dick move.
 
  
 
  Yelping in pain, I withdraw my hand and glare at the bird as he swallows my flesh and flaps away. Flipping his head back, Roc opens his beak and utters forth a mocking, human-like laugh, sending a shiver down my spine. What the fuck... Is this a human in bird form? Is that even possible?
 
  
 
 “Mean little bastards, they are. Smart too. It’s a real nightmare gettin’ their feathers out.” Diyako’s smile doesn’t help my pride, but I’ve no one to blame but myself.
 
  
 
 Well, at least I learned a valuable lesson. My Aura, while capable of conveying emotions, isn’t quite the powerful, beast taming method I’d imagined it to be. While I can use it to let the animal know I’m friendly, it doesn’t make them friendly too. Better to learn now with the tiny birds than later with the big wolves. Ordering Dastan’s soldiers to put the entire cage on the wagon, I turn to Diyako and ask, “So where are the other animals?”
 
  
 
 “Other animals?”
 
  
 
 “You know, the wolves, tigers, elephants and whatnot. Something with fur, though at this point, I’ll even accept scales.”
 
  
 
 “Ain’t no fur or scales to be found here,” he replies. “This here is an aviary.”
 
  
 
 The blood drains from my face as I play back my conversation with Dastan. Ah, he said ‘collects exotic birds’. I got too excited and heard what I wanted to hear. No cute doggy or fluffy bunny for me... Swallowing my disappointment, I choke back a sob as Roc and his companions continue laughing, as if mocking my ruined dreams of fluffy companionship. Leaning over to pat Aurie’s head, the sweet wildcat rumbling in pleasure, bringing warmth to my heart. It’s fine, I’ve got my kitties and bears, and I can always find other adorable pets.
 
  
 
 On the way out, I ask the guards to find someone to feed the birds or set them free. Despite my budding hatred of the avian pests, at least I can keep something in Sanshu from suffering a slow, agonizing death.
 
  
 
 It’s not much, but it’s the best I can do. For now.
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 Adrift in a sea of darkness, Baledagh sought sweet oblivion, a release from this endless misery, but it was denied him. His future bleaker than the surrounding void, he felt it easier to wipe the slate clean and try again in a new life. Somewhere out there in the vast expanse of time and space, Qing-Qing had long since taken her first breath in her next life and he didn’t want to keep her waiting.
 
  
 
 Yet for all his prayers and efforts, death escaped him. Mired in endless misery, he found no solace in the sweet dreams of yesterday, the fond memories tainted by guilt and heartache. He’d fallen into the Spectres’ trap, given himself wholly to a life of falsehoods and imitations, leaving them free to run rampant through his body after Brother sacrificed so much to seal them away. If not for the Heavenly Waters, Baledagh would have doomed them both.
 
  
 
  He saw so clearly now how his 'life' with Qing-Qing had been nothing more than a self-indulgent fantasy, all his dreams coming true to keep him complacent, yet he still ached to return to his happy, imaginary life. There, he had friends and family, achievements and potential, while here, he meandered through the void, running from reality in search of a lie.
 
  
 
 And to think, he’d called Brother weak for indulging in the same when they'd first met.
 
  
 
 Nothing but heartache and hardship awaited him should he wake, cursed to be a spectator in his own life. His was an aberrant existence, two minds sharing one body, his presence wholly unnecessary in the grand scheme of things. He had nothing to offer and Brother would be better off without him, such was the harsh truth he'd come to accept. Brother was too kind to say or even think it, but Baledagh knew this now. There were no ancestors guiding his hand, no power hiding deep within, only a stupid boy who brought disaster down on them both.
 
  
 
 For Baledagh was Defiled, his soul tainted and diseased, a cancer best eradicated before it spread.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing the truth, Brother still hoped for Baledagh’s recovery. Though his 'body' lay in the void, eyes closed and unresponsive, his mind watched over from above as Brother appeared in the void. With a melancholy sigh, Brother set to work filling the emptiness with colour and comforts. A bed appeared beneath Baledagh’s body, with a thick quilt to cover him. Flowers in a vase sat on the nightstand beside his bed, emitting the soothing fragrance of medicinal herbs. A floor stretched out beneath them and four walls and a roof sprung into place. Light entered the newly formed room from the four massive windows, stretching from wall to wall and offering a scenic view overlooking the village. The bear cubs and wildcats popped into existence, snuggled against Baledagh's body in apparent sleep. 
 
  
 
 Drained by his efforts, Brother climbed into bed beside Baledagh and stared up at the ‘roof’ in silence. He did the same thing every time he came, an exercise in futility since the surroundings would all disappear the moment Brother left the void. Lying shoulder to shoulder, their differences seemed all the more apparent. Though they shared the same features, their posture and expression made a world of difference. Brother looked older and wiser, surrounded by an aura of serene calm as he laid on the bed, both relaxed and ready, like a lion sleeping in the woods. In contrast, Baledagh’s ‘body’ seemed on edge, rigid and wary, a scared kitten looking to lash out at even the hint of danger.
 
  
 
 Sighing once more, Brother closed his eyes and spoke, chatting with Baledagh’s unresponsive form. “Hey little brother. Hope you’re doing well. I don’t know if you can hear me, but you take all the time you need to rest and recuperate, I’ll hold down the fort until you’re better. I’m here for you, so don’t you worry about a thing. Everything’s gonna be all right, I promise. You just need to come back when you're ready. Anyway, today was a long day. I met an Ancestral Beast, Jorani's dad, if you can believe it. Honestly, it was kinda disappointing. I thought Ancestral Beasts would be much scarier...”
 
  
 
 Just like that, all of Baledagh’s sins were forgiven and brushed aside, without mentioning them even once. Why? Knowing he was Defiled, Brother still treated him so well. They’d both be better off if he died, yet Brother continued to help and comfort him, showing nothing but empathy and understanding without a hint of anger or complaint. It wasn’t the blanket warming him, but his brother’s familial love and affection, something Baledagh didn’t deserve yet received all the same.
 
  
 
 Trying his best to put it out of mind, Baledagh tried to ignore Brother's rambling to no avail. “... named the fat one Roc. He’s adorable, but a total jerk. The plan is to use Roc to train Aura while our body heals, learn the limits and effects without working too hard. We are bone thin, and with the possibility of a siege looming in the near future, I'm trying not to eat too much. Anyway, I totally want to pet Roc, he looks so soft and poofy, like a cloud with talons and a beak. Too bad he won’t get any bigger, how awesome would it be to ride a bird? Soaring through the sky with the wind in our hair, looking down on the vast green forests...” Trailing off mid sentence, Brother fell asleep and disappeared, taking all the comforts with him and leaving Baledagh alone in the void once more.
 
  
 
 Ignoring the feelings of loss and abandonment, he convinced himself it was better this way. In a few weeks, Brother would give up and stop coming and allow Baledagh to fade away into obscurity. This was for the best. Falling Rain didn’t need Baledagh dragging him down.
 
  
 
 A day passed and Brother returned. After crafting the room once more, he laid beside Baledagh in silence for a few minutes before speaking. “I spent all day brainstorming with Diyako and his people, coming up with ideas and solutions in case I have to... you know.” Drawing a finger across his throat, Brother shuddered and shut his eyes. Too soft, Baledagh agreed with Lin, it was best to hang them all and move on. Just like he should let Baledagh go, but Brother would never agree to it, not unless he had to. This was for the best.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to open his eyes and speak harsh truth, Baledagh hid away and listened as Brother rambled on. “I can see where Dastan get his low opinion of nobles from. A real conspiracy theorist, Diyako thinks the aristocracy are working together to keep ranged weapons from becoming mainstream. The weird thing is, it makes a twisted sort of sense. I mean, I work hard to learn how to fight, so it’d suck to die from a stray arrow, but I doubt anyone’s actively suppressing technological advancement. The aristocracy can barely keep themselves from tearing each other apart, so I doubt they’d work together on this. Never attribute to malice that which is adequately explained by stupidity. No one bothers with ranged weapons because it’s limited in scope. You can’t kill a Demon with a bow, so why waste the effort? Idiots.” Waving his hand, Brother shook his head and sighed. “Well, I suppose I’ll learn the truth soon enough. They’re working on a new and improved crossbow, and once it’s ready, I’ll make the plans available to everyone for free. I'm hoping it catches on, because I’d imagine a city wall brimming with crossbow-wielding peasants would make the Shrike’s replacement think twice about Purging Sanshu. Fuck the Empire, they can eat a giant bag of dicks.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh marked the days with Brother’s appearances, visiting every night for a chat. “That fucking bird,” he began, jumping onto the bed. “The fat feathered bastard pecked Aurie. If it scars, I swear I’ll turn that smug crow-bait into soup.” After fuming for a while, he giggled. “Ah you should've seen it. Aurie was sitting there for hours, tapping at the cage bars. I think he wanted to make new friends, it was so adorable. Anyway, fed up with the noise, Roc flies right up to Aurie, brave as can be, all puffed up and squawking. Aurie, the sweet idiot, presses his nose in for a sniff and Bam! Bleeding cat.” Laughing, Brother made Aurie’s double reenact the scene, the wildcat leaping away with a yowl and a woeful look upon his face. “I swear, he must have jumped three meters high and five meters back, so crazy. Startled the bears so bad they zoomed around the field for a few minutes, running for their lives. The kids loved it, laughing and clapping from the balconies...” Brother’s voice grew strained before changing the topic, babbling of nothing until he fell asleep.
 
  
 
 “Good news,” Brother announced, speaking before he’d even begun to put the room in place. “We received word from the Bridge! They held! Can you believe it? They did it! Oh, I wish you could have seen it, the celebrations were incredible. Huushal and the others arrived just in time too, with music and dancing in the streets, everyone cheering for Baatar and Akanai. The food was delicious, especially since all the funerals are done with and there’s no more smoke and incense hanging in the air. It’s nice to finally be appreciated, even if by proxy. I still get a lot of dirty looks, but to be fair, I think it's because I've got Dastan and his retinue around all the time. Almost got in a fight with a crowd who kept pelting my guards with dirt. At least I hope it was dirt...”
 
  
 
 “Jorani came back with all our ill-gotten gains. It's crazy how much we profited from our little scheme, I gave away more than half but we’re still pretty rich, especially after Yuzhen refuse to take a share. Ethics and whatnot, but whatever, I’ll give Gerel something for the dowry. Or betrothal gift, I’m still not sure how things work. Speaking of betrothal gifts, I took some gemstones and found a jeweller who's willing to work with stolen merchandise, so yea. Didn't feel right to give stolen jewelry as betrothal gifts, but I'm having new jewelry made so it shouldn't matter. I should find souvenirs for the others too... Do you think I should send something to Yan? I know what I said before she left, but it’s been awhile, so I’m sure a letter wouldn’t hurt. Friends send letters, right? I don’t know where she lives though, or the going rate for delivery. I’ll ask.”
 
  
 
 “Baatar finally got our report and sent orders back. No real details but he told us to sit tight and wait for further instructions. I’m worried though, if you read between the lines, he’s telling us to prepare for a siege, which means he thinks the Defiled might still break through. I hope everyone’s okay up there... It’s crazy the stronger we get, the more I realize how high the sky truly is. Mila says Baatar would have squashed Yo Ling like a bug, and even allowing for hyperbole, it shows how far we have to go. No worries though, our body is healing well, so once you’re ready, we can put more effort into our training little brother. Me and you, we’ll reach the apex together, I know it.”
 
  
 
 “Went over the ledgers with Rustram today, and sorry to say, but we’re not as wealthy as I'd once believed. After setting aside enough for the new pension fund, we’re still comfortably wealthy but not you know, ‘Fuck You’ wealthy. It’s not a huge problem, but I was hoping there’d be enough to fund a few orphanages and put out standing purchase orders on child slaves. You know, something to keep them from going through what we went through at the mines. I’m not sure how much you remember, but a fun time, it was not... Whatever, maybe my brain trust will come up with something marketable.”
 
  
 
 “I made an amazing discovery today: our cats love headbutts. Found out while checking Aurie’s injury. Leaned over for a look, booped him for a giggle, and he literally melted. Tried it on Jimjam and he gave me a hug. I thought he hated snuggling. Quins on the other hand, do not like headbutts, so take note. The bears don’t seem to mind either way, and I’m not confident enough to try on Roc, not without a full-faced runic helm. That beak is sharp. I was gonna try on Mila, but thought better of it.”
 
  
 
 “Lin and Mila love their new jewellery, big hugs and smiles all around. Weird though, they were furious I didn’t give something to Li Song. Luckily I had an emerald studded comb in my pocket, so now I need to find another gift for Alsantset. The catgirl didn’t even smile, just nodded and pocketed the comb. I don't mind, but why did I have to give her a gift too? I’m 100% sure they don’t expect me to marry Li Song, but somehow, I’m supposed to treat her the same way I treat Mila, minus all the hugging and kissing and you know... general affection of any sort. Maybe it’s a sister of the bride thing? I dunno.”
 
  
 
 “Did you know there’s an entire religion of dudes who believe our existence is a punishment? They’re called the Penitent Brotherhood, and they just sit around all day, whipping themselves bloody. No women allowed, probably because that would make the whipping too sexy or something. Anyway, they sent a letter inviting us to join the brotherhood. Apparently, they’re big fans of ours, and even gave us a monk name, SanDukkha, which means ‘Perpetual Suffering’. They seem like fun guys, but tempting as the offer was, they’re also vegetarians, so I politely declined. Yuck.”
 
  
 
 “Remember how I told you the Magistrate let me into the library? Well holy shit, there’s a lot of stuff in there. Mostly old histories and ledgers, but I’ve been doing a lot of theological reading. It’s 99% religious legends and superstitions, but hopefully, I’ll find something that can er... explain or fix our current situation. Don’t worry little brother, I won’t give up, so neither should you. It’s all under control with Blobby around, so you don’t have to worry. No spectres are getting in here, you're clean. I know you’re a good person, and hopefully someday, we’ll sit side by side in the real world. Well, not exactly like this. As great as you are at listening, there’s something to be said for actual conversation. No rush though, take your time.”
 
  
 
 Rubbing his eyes, Brother sighed once more before falling into quiet thought. He’d been sighing often of late, only speaking of happy events while keeping his troubles to himself, beside himself with worries for slaves and strangers, family and friends. Though he believed Baledagh unconscious and unaware, Brother hid his anxiety, visiting every day and painting a happy picture in hopes Baledagh would return. It didn’t make sense, why did Brother care so much? He should be ecstatic Baledagh was gone, he’d been nothing but a nuisance since awakening the first time. Time and time again, he'd gotten them into trouble with his headstrong ways, leaving a giant mess behind for Brother to clean up, and now, he’d been relieved of his burden named Baledagh, free to live life as the Undying Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Brother faded away and Baledagh waited for his return, but this time, there was no good news to be had. After laying in bed for a few minutes, as he always did, Brother covered his face and sighed. “Orders from Baatar arrived just before dinner. It’s been two weeks since the Defiled retreated and there’s been no sign of them since, so we’re leaving Sanshu in the morning. We’re going home. It’s gonna be a long journey, since we don’t have enough quins or horses, and I want to stop in at the Butcher Bay hideout. Jester Wang reckons there’ll be plenty of treasure still around, and it should be safe enough. Problem is, I'm out of time. I haven’t come up with any ideas on how to save Diyako and the others, which means come morning, I have to order the deaths of innocent civilians. Of children.”
 
  
 
 With those ominous words, Brother fell silent, fighting to keep from crying. Wracked with shame and remorse, Baledagh considered his options. He’d long surmised that Brother hoped Baledagh would wake in time to inspect the civilians for Defiled, but he wanted nothing to do with this life, with this world. Aside from Brother, there was nothing left here for him, with only Brother’s daily visits to keep him from vanishing into the void. No matter how much he wanted to leave, every time Brother appeared, Baledagh couldn’t tear himself away, returning to listen to his every word.
 
  
 
 He couldn’t do it. How could he abandon his brother, when Rain wouldn’t abandon him? Even knowing Baledagh was Defiled and needing his help, Brother didn’t rush or plead with him, giving him time to recover on his own. What sort of brother would Baledagh be if he left now, knowing he could help? No matter how necessary, ordering the deaths of children and innocents would destroy Brother, perhaps even unbalance him. Maybe not immediately, but he would hold it close for years, never speaking of his pain or suffering until it was too late. For all his modesty, Brother had his pride, always shouldering burdens on his own and seeking answers without help. He could have given the unbound commoners to someone, or asked Gerel to decide, could have taken a multitude of easier paths, but he didn’t. Brother wanted to save these strangers and was willing to pay any price so long as it didn’t impact his family. That’s simply who he was, a kindhearted, compassionate fool who dreamed of saving everyone.
 
  
 
 Qing Qing would have to wait, but she'd understand. 
 
  
 
 The world shifted as Baledagh opened his eyes to stare up at the ceiling, smiling at the various carved depictions of heroism and glory. No wonder he always stopped and stared, so it was to carve this. The scene wasn’t to Brother’s taste, he’d rather look at animals or women, no, this was done for Baledagh. A small thing, but the sight warmed him more than words ever could. Perhaps he wanted Baledagh to gaze upon something inspiring upon waking, or maybe it was merely a passing fancy, this tiny, almost insignificant detail showed how much Rain cared.
 
  
 
 Baledagh had been a terrible brother, he knew this now. Since awakening, he’d known feelings of jealousy and resentment, hoping to one day overthrow Brother and take his place as Falling Rain, but no more. Brother was Falling Rain, and Baledagh was Baledagh. Perhaps someday, they would walk side by side in the real world, but if not, then such was life.
 
  
 
 “Sorry Brother,” he said, sitting up and shocking Rain from his stupor. “I’m awake now.”
 
  
 
 “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about, little brother,” Rain replied with a smile on his face. “Welcome back.”
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 240 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The knots in my metaphysical shoulders melt away as I clinch my little brother in an astral bear hug. “It’s so good to see you,” I say, almost giddy with relief. “Responsive that is. As much as I enjoy having a captive audience, I was starting to worry. With everything that happened and how you were acting, I couldn’t help but imagine the worst. Like what if the Spectres were tied to your life force, or if Blobby ate part of your brain, or... yea. A few more days and I was gonna try kissing you awake, like in those stories I used to tell Lin. Woo, look at me, I’m shaking with relief and rambling here. Sorry. How you feeling?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve been better, but I’ll live.” Stony faced and apprehensive, Baledagh turns away to stare at the carvings in the ceiling, avoiding conversation. “These look familiar.”
 
  
 
 “They’re from the pagoda in the village.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I see it now.” After a brief pause, Baledagh says, “So, time’s wasting. Let’s do this.”
 
  
 
 A small trace of panic surges through me, worried he’s still suicidal and want’s my help to end things. “Do what?”
 
  
 
 “To check if the civilians are Defiled. We’re leaving in the morning yea? So we should get to it.”
 
  
 
 Patting the bed, I gesture for him to take a seat. “Oh good, you heard everything, but that's not why I'm glad you're back. They can wait. We should talk.” How do I delicately broach the subject of his mental health? “So... still suicidal?”
 
  
 
 Wow. Real delicate. Subtle as a brick.
 
  
 
 Unfazed by the question, Baledagh takes a seat beside me, gazing out the window at the fake village below. I’m proud of it, except I never got the hang of making fake people though. I figured since Demons are so great at making interactive illusionary worlds, it should come naturally to me, but it didn’t work out in practice. Even making static objects take a decent amount of time and energy, the intricate ceiling taking the longest to complete. If I concentrate, I can control my little puppet animals and even people if I wanted to, but it's stilted and uncanny, plus it all falls apart the moment I lose focus. The best I can do is make them ‘breathe’ on their own, making them seem like they’re asleep. Anything more than that takes too much effort. Too bad everything disappears after I leave, but I don’t mind. It’s kinda soothing crafting a world in the void, making it a little nicer for Baledagh while I’m here.
 
  
 
 Taking his silence as confirmation, I wrap my arm around his shoulder and pull him in close. “I get it. It’s difficult to talk about. Back in the mines, every morning I’d wake up and wish I was dead. Do you remember our time there?”
 
  
 
 “Sort of. Bits and pieces mostly, but it never felt real, like being stuck in an unending nightmare. Anything before the mines is even worse, a jumble of disjointed emotions rather than actual memories.”
 
  
 
 That actually explains a lot. He was always there, just sleeping. Or hiding. Or maybe I pushed him away. Too many unanswered questions. “What about our rescue? Do you remember being picked up by Alsantset, or Baatar’s inquiry, or Taduk’s treatment?”
 
  
 
 “...Not really. I remember the slaughter at the mines and killing the pig though. That was vivid, real, like I was physically there. I enjoyed it.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, me too...” Look at us, a bloodthirsty, vengeful pair of brothers. “I’m sorry.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh scoffs. “What do you have to be sorry for?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve robbed you of so many experiences. I used to think we were one and the same person, but I’ve been hogging all the good parts, the love, the family, the friends, and leaving you to experience life second-handed. It’s not fair.”
 
  
 
 “You couldn’t have known. Hell, I didn’t even know.” Shaking his head, Baledagh sighs. “Ours is a strange existence. Do you think we're one soul split in two or two souls joined together?”
 
  
 
 Oh boy. Here we go, the point of no return. “The latter, I’m afraid. Sorry I never told you before, but I have memories of another life in a different world.”
 
  
 
 Readying myself for an explosion of rage and fury, Baledagh takes a handful of seconds to let my world-shattering confession sink in before answering, “Oh.”
 ...
 
  
 
 “That’s it? Not gonna lie, I was expecting more of a reaction.”
 
  
 
 “It’s no big deal. We established long ago you know things I don’t. But what makes you so sure we’re two separate souls? If you have memories of another life, then that means souls reincarnate right? What if 'we' are your reincarnation?”
 
  
 
 “...I think my brain just exploded.” Theology is confusing.
 
  
 
 Minutes pass in silence as we sit side by side, working to untangle the mysteries of rebirth and reincarnation, and Baledagh is first to speak. “It doesn’t matter. Either way, we’re brothers.”
 
  
 
 He says it so convincingly, so decisively, a lump forms in my throat as I croak, “Forever and always brother.”
 
  
 
 “What sort of memories do you have?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing substantial, mostly a sense of wrongness, that things should be different, but I can’t exactly pinpoint how, not consciously. Sometimes I think of things and know what they’re used for, but not how to make them or anything useful so far. A lot of fragmented memories that make little sense, taunting me with ignorance. Oh and every now and then weird phrases pop into my head without thinking, but besides that, all I’ve got is my name, [Rayne].”
 
  
 
 “Dumb name. One character? Then again, Falling Rain doesn't sound much better.”
 
  
 
 “It’s your name too you know.”
 
  
 
 “You’re Falling Rain. I’m Baledagh, a handsome young man with a heroic name. You wouldn't stand a chance, so this life, these accomplishments, they all belong to you. I’m just along for the ride.”
 
  
 
 I see he's picking up some of my colloquialisms. “You’re my brother and at least half of this life is yours. Hell, probably more since we can know you were here first. We’ll take turns, share everything.” Well, almost everything. He needs to find his own Waifus, but I'll help.
 
  
 
 “No.” Pulling away, he looks me in the eye, his resolve unwavering. “Be honest Brother. You can kill me any time you want, can’t you?” Reading me like a book, he doesn’t wait for an answer as he nods, the matter settled in his mind. “The strong thrive, the weak survive. This life is yours, you’ve earned it a dozen times over.”
 
  
 
 Stubborn as a mule, my half-hearted protests do nothing to sway him as I’m secretly flooded with relief, which gives way to guilt, which is chipped away by relief, and so on and so forth. It’s a vicious cycle. I suppose I’ll have to find Baledagh a body or trick him into sharing this one. Ugh, life is never easy, but I’m glad he’s back. “We’ll figure it out as we go, a work in progress. For now, let’s go check on Dastan and his people. Lead the way.”
 
  
 
 My suggestion is met with suspicion as Baledagh tries to figure out my angle. “I thought we just established that this is your life. Why can’t you do it?”
 
  
 
 “Remember? You can't detect Defiled while tucked away in the void, so you’re front and centre on this. I’ll tell you the plan as we go and you can use the walk over to acclimate yourself. It’s been awhile since you’ve worn the meat-suit.”
 
  
 
 Not even a hint of a smile, though my words earn me a long-suffering eye-roll. “Fine.” After a moment’s concentration, Baledagh’s astral body disappears from the void as he steps in to control.
 
  
 
 Propping myself up with a few pillows, I turn the window in front of me into a screen, showing what Baledagh sees. Laying in bed, he stares down at a snoring Aurie, the wildcat’s head resting on our chest. Smiling at the adorable sight, I watch in silence at Baledagh chokes up, stroking Aurie’s whiskers to gently wake him. With fluttering eyelids, the big floofball comes awake wearing a big kitty smile. Before he sits up, I tell Baledagh to say “Boop”.
 
  
 
 Hearing his new favourite word, Aurie’s ears perk up as he gently headbutts Baledagh. Rubbing cheeks with the affectionate wildcat, my little brother laughs for the first time in weeks.
 
  
 
 We don’t have a perfect life, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
 
  
 
 I’ll work hard until Baledagh feels the same way.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 After a quiet, last meal with his extended family, Dastan retired to the bedroom with a heavy heart. Uncle Diyako and his friends were unable to come up with anything of value, and come morning, Falling Rain would have every unbound citizen executed. There was nothing anyone could do about it, and the worst part was, no matter how hard Dastan tried, he couldn’t hate Rain for it. Were their roles reversed, Dastan would do the same without batting an eye. No matter how kind or compassionate, no one in the world would willingly sacrifice their family for a band of strangers. Such was life.
 
  
 
 Crying into his pillows, Dastan mourned his family as lost, dreading the morning sun. He wanted to take up his axe and hack his way out, to go down fighting to protect his loved ones, but his Oath denied him the chance. He’d given himself to a life of slavery for the mere chance of saving everyone, but all he did was buy his family a peaceful death. Perhaps even now, Bekhai warriors slipped into their rooms silent and unseen, offering sweet mercy with a blade in the night.
 
  
 
 This was the best he could hope for, to have them go in their sleep, every man, woman, and child sent into the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 Three heavy blows rang out at the door sending Dastan into a panic. Terrified of what lay beyond, he trembled from head to toe as he opened the door to find Rain, cold and aloof. Eyes widening momentarily, his lip curled in disgust as he muttered, “No surprise.” As if crying over the deaths of your loved ones was so horrible a thing. Striding into the room, Rain's men followed him in carrying a copper tub and buckets of water to fill it. Glaring at Dastan the whole while, he said nothing until the tub was filled, calling over his shoulder as he strode out into the dark hallway, “Take off your shirt. I’ll be back soon.”
 
  
 
 Panicked cries and pleas sounded out from the borrowed manor, the unbound commoners herded towards their execution. So cruel and sadistic to pull them from their sleep, inciting terror for no reason. Anger and revulsion surged through Dastan as he disrobed, standing naked in front of the tub. So Falling Rain wasn’t the man Dastan thought he was. In the past two weeks, he’d watched over his new master carefully, and while he never had sex, he freely embraced any man or woman that would let him. Sitting in bed with Fung, wrapping an arm around Huushal as they ate, holding hands with Gerel as they stared into each others eyes, it was clear Rain’s tastes swung both ways.
 
  
 
 Not that it mattered, who Rain lay with was no concern to Dastan, so long as they were willing participants, but this... only a monster would force himself on Dastan after slaughtering his family. Perhaps Rain was warped by war and bloodshed, unable to be aroused without death and slaughter. It made sense seeing as Rain spared Dastan that first day, complaining of his ‘useless blob’. Dastan could only imagine what horrors awaited him, forced to endure while Rain tortures his family before his eyes, only to be taken from behind while staring at the tattered remains of his loved ones...
 
  
 
 Why bother? Why keep fighting?
 
  
 
 Rain strode through the door with a frown, thankfully alone and without a single bloodstain. “I told you to take off your shirt. Why are you naked? Put your pants on.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks aflame with embarrassment and rage, he pulled his trousers back up and tied them tight, baffled beyond all belief. Too disciplined to ask questions, he watched as Rain looked him up and down, like one would view a meat, placing a stool at one end of the tub. “Sit,” he ordered, and Dastan obeyed without thought. Placing one palm on his chest and the other on his back, Rain roughly lowered him into the tub. “Lean back and hold your breath,” he added, as if it were needed.
 
  
 
 Before he pieced together half a thought, Dastan’s rage was ripped away by the icy cold waters, leaving him a hollow shell of who he was. A silent calm overtook him as the water washed over his submerged head, clearing his mind and leaving him wondering how he could ever suspect Rain of such wanton cruelty. He’d never given any indication of being more than he appeared, a calm, considerate, talented young warrior who fought like the devil to keep his people safe.
 
  
 
 There was never even a hint of cruelty or maliciousness to him, so why was Dastan always imagining the worst?
 
  
 
 Weak and disoriented, Dastan gasped for air as Rain pulled him back up. Clutching his chest, Dastan recoiled at the sharp, burning pain in his lungs, watching as an ugly, purple bruise spread across his lower ribs. His bones ached as he sat in place, as if he’d been trampled by a bull lit on fire. Staring into Rain’s amber eyes, Dastan watched as the chilly indifference melted into warm concern. “Slow, deep breaths,” he said, wrapping a towel around Dastan’s shoulders. “Embrace the pain, accept it, make it a part of you.”
 
  
 
 “What-what happened?” Dastan asked, his teeth chattering and body shivering.
 
  
 
 “These are your injuries from the battle.” Eyeing his ribs with a rueful chuckle, Rain added, “I guess Fung’s manservant smacked you pretty good. Probably cracked a rib or two, maybe even broke the tip. That’s never pleasant.”
 
  
 
 “Why? How?” The battle was more than twenty days ago, how were these injuries only surfacing now?
 
  
 
 Rain’s voice sounded in Dastan’s head. “Don’t speak. You were... Tainted, for lack of a better word.” Rain can Send?! “Not exactly Defiled, but close. You know the stories about the Father’s Avatars of anger and hatred, destruction and wrath? There’s at least some truth to them. You’ve been drawing power from them and they’ve been helping you mask your pain. They’re gone now, so you’re feeling the full effect. Good news is you’re not gonna die, but you’re not going to enjoy the next few days jostling around a wagon. Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to Heal your injuries and retrain you from the beginning if necessary.”
 
  
 
 While treating Dastan’s injuries, Rain explained everything through Sending, which explained all the hand-holding. The teachings Dastan relied on until now were nothing but lies and deceit, drawing him closer to the Father’s Maw each day. His reliance on anger and fury left him on the edge of imbalance and ready to become Defiled. His entire retinue was the same and likely many of their family members, but Rain was blessed by the Heavens and in possession of a Tear of the Mother, the aforementioned Blobby. For the past two weeks, he’d worked in secret to master its usage, and now, after a breakthrough, he used it to cleanse the Defiled Taint from Dastan’s body, leaving him weakened, but free. After this, he would do the same for Dastan’s family, his retinue’s family, any of the Militia who might be tainted, and bring them to the Bridge. Alive.
 
  
 
 Unless they were too far gone. Not even the Mother’s Tear could help those.
 
  
 
 “Keep this a secret,” Rain said as he stood to leave.
 
  
 
 “Why,” Dastan whispered, filled with wonder and reverence. “Why hide your gift? The Shrike might have listened and you’d save so many lives...”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t discover Blobby until after the Purge, during the battle for Sanshu, but I’ll reveal it if necessary. Major Yuzhen knows the details because Gerel couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Whatever, it works out, so if a Purge seems likely, she’ll send word and I’ll reveal everything. I’d rather not though, I’d like to live a long, peaceful life with my family. Welp, there’s like 300 more people to go through, so I’m gonna leave now. Rest easy.” Closing the door behind him, Rain left Dastan alone with his thoughts.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, he channelled the Energy of the Heavens and whispered a prayer. “Thank you Merciful Mother for guiding your wayward servant back to the light. I was blind but now I see. I, Dastan Zhandos, under no duress, freely and readily pledge my life in defence of Falling Rain.” The words said, nothing changed, but his slave’s Oath no longer weighed him down. In its place was a new purpose, a divine mission, the holiest of duties.
 
  
 
 It would be his honour to serve the Mother’s Chosen Son, Falling Rain.
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 After sending his latest patient out the door, Baledagh leaned back to stretch, groaning as his bones cracked in sweet relief. Despite spending what felt like years in the dream world, he never noticed the absence of tiny details. The illusions satisfied all his major needs but left out minor things like the simple pleasure of stretching out a kink or voiding a full bladder. It was nice to have a real body again, even if only on loan. “Brother, you truly are a harsh taskmaster,” he thought, “Putting me to work only minutes after waking. We’ve been at this for hours and there’s still no end to them.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry,” Brother replied, bowing in apology. “I seriously underestimated the number of infected. I thought it’d be like five percent.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh scoffed in reply. “If it's less than fifty, then I'm a horse's ass. You’ve taken all these strays and vagabonds into your retinue, you’ll never be a respectable warrior at this rate.” Unable to resist, he teased, “You might as well embrace your fate and become a proper bandit lord. I don't see why not.”
 
  
 
 “Please, if Mila doesn’t beat us to death, Akanai will.”
 
  
 
 The next patient interrupted their pleasant banter, shoved into the room by two of Dastan’s retinue. Catching the unwilling civilian, he ignored the pleas and begging as he dragged the man towards the basin. “Stop struggling,” he snapped before rudely forcing the man’s head into the icy cold water. After counting to five, Baledagh opened his mouth wide, drawing out the Spectres and consuming them in one gulp. Once finished, he kept the weakly flailing man under water for another count of five before pulling him out. Gasping for breath, the man barely kept on his feet, his eyes rolling back into his head as Baledagh called for the guards to take him away.
 
  
 
 From start to finish, the ‘ceremony’ took less than a minute, cleansing the tainted civilian of Spectres and leaving them weak and confused. That’s how the Spectres worked, handing out tiny morsels of power to tempt their victims. Then came the whispers, pushing their victims into more and more dangerous situations, whether it be to challenge a duellist, steal from their employers, sleep with a married woman, or whatnot, it became a gradual decline into depravity and sin. By lowering inhibitions and chipping away at morals, the Spectres moulded their now-reliant victims into a proper vessel, hoping to one day seize control and walk the earth once more. Such would have been Baledagh’s fate, if not for Brother and the Heavenly Water.
 
  
 
 He refused to call it Blobby. Though not overly pious, he felt that if religious fanatics learned of Brother’s near-blasphemous moniker for the Tear of the Mother, they’d keel over in sheer rage.
 
  
 
 “How are you feeling?” Brother asked. “There’s no need to rush, we’ve still got a long day ahead of us.”
 
  
 
 “I’m great! I could do this for days without rest.” This was no exaggeration, Baledagh only wished they could work faster. Only the need for secrecy kept him from collecting all the Tainted and consuming every Spectre at once, keeping his affliction a secret. Distracting the infected by submerging them in cold water allowed him to work unnoticed, his patients attributing their sudden weakness and shortness of breath to the cold and lack of air. The water allowed Brother to claim it was all the work of his Blessing of Water, and if more intrusive and untrustworthy minds were to ask, he could reveal the existence of the Heavenly Water, but the fewer people who knew of it, the better.
 
  
 
 While the Dastan’s oath-sworn retinue could be fully trusted, so long as Brother kept hold of the pendant, others couldn’t. The allure of Heavenly Water would be far too great, though neither Baledagh nor Brother were clear on what it could do, Demon devouring and Spectre purifying aside. Ignoring the former bandits for now, the unbound civilians were a major security risk, and Brother believed it best to treat them like fungus, ‘kept in the dark and fed bullshit’. They all believed the water was a ritual cleansing, though Baledagh's impatience turned it into more of dunk and run. The Tainted left a little confused and short of breath, but none the wiser to their plight.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s not like they had a proper explanation to give. Baledagh himself didn’t understand how he collected the Spectres, only that he could. It was as if there were a void within him, drawing in the Spectres against their will where they were immediately cleansed by the Heavenly Water. With their fouled taint scoured away, their purified remains became a sweet, revitalizing tonic for Baledagh, his mind sharpened and will fortified by every meal.
 
  
 
 What a team they made, two halves of a whole and neither one able to do this without the other. Without Baledagh, Brother had no means to capture the Spectres, the Heavenly Water unwilling to venture out for mere scraps, while without Brother, Baledagh would quickly fall under the influence of the hordes of collected Spectres.
 
  
 
 Brimming with energy, Baledagh jumped to his feet and threw out a series of punches, unable to sit still for excitement. Though lacking the Spectres’ guidance, he sensed an immeasurable number of techniques and skills flowing through his mind, fleeting wisps of knowledge dancing at the edge of memory. Like trying to hold onto a pleasant dream, the more he focused on each memory, the quicker it faded from consciousness, a bittersweet experience. Undeterred by the loss, he relied on his instincts to draw out his latent potential, engraving the movements into his body even as they escaped from memory.
 
  
 
 A warm sense of bliss welled up from within, and Baledagh quickly noticed it wasn’t his own. Brother’s contented smile made him blush with embarrassment, realizing his actions were that of a child. “Don’t be shy,” Brother said, his love and amusement shining through. “It’s good to see you so lively and animated. Besides, you’re on to something. Even though you’re all over the place, I can see the Forms in your movements. You're getting stronger.”
 
  
 
 Too bashful to retort, Baledagh stilled his body and waited for the next patient. It wasn’t only the purified energy causing him to act out. Having a purpose and being of use filled him joy beyond compare, even if he received no recognition for his efforts. Who else could do what they did, cleansing the Father’s Taint from the Mother’s children? Taking pride in his efforts, he felt confident enough to ask the Mother for a favour when he met her, begging to be reincarnated close to his beloved Qing-Qing in the next life. Though uncertain of the chances, at least now, there was hope, however slim it might be.
 
  
 
 The next victim- no, patient -arrived and Baledagh took her by the scruff of the neck, grinning at his good fortune. Perhaps with enough purified Spectres, he could continue to be of use to Brother, taking control in battle. “Don’t worry,” he said, ignoring the matronly woman’s protests. “This will be over in a minute.” Plunging her head into the basin, Baledagh sighed in contentment while counting down from five.
 
  
 
 It felt nice to do good for once, making the world a better place one half-drowned person at a time.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Morning, my love.” Gentle fingers stroked Yuzhen’s cheek as she woke, seeing herself reflected in Gerel’s beautiful, amber eyes. Drawing him in for a kiss, he pulled back after a short while, leaving her hungry for more. “As much as I’d like to stay in,” he said, ignoring her heated glare, “There is work to be done. It appears the boy was up all night terrorizing unfortunate civilians.”
 
  
 
 Pouting, Yuzhen huffed in displeasure, unwilling to leave the warm comfort of her bed. The manor was almost an hour's carriage ride away and she’d rather not make the long trip. “Why would he do that? He’s been pestering me all week for a solution to their woes, unwilling to execute them and be done with it. His heart is in the right place, but there’s no magical solution to all his troubles.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath his breath, Gerel slipped out of her grasp and dressed himself. “No need to convince me,” he Sent. “But the boy claims to not only sense the Defiled, but believes himself capable of cleansing their Taint. Says the Heavenly Tear showed him how.”
 
  
 
 Her lethargy vanished as she bolted away, her emotions in turmoil. “Is it true?” She sent, wanting to believe. “Can he do as he claims?”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t put it past him. Seems the boy’s beloved by the Mother, can’t do any wrong. The little miracle boy, ready to bring glory to the Bekhai, his insane and illogical actions leading to success through some twist of fate...”
 
  
 
 Alternating between pouting and frowning, Gerel continued to grumble beneath his breath, cursing Rain’s ‘dog-shit luck’. “You’re jealous,” she exclaimed, covering her mouth in surprise. “How adorable. No wonder you get so agitated when I bring him up.” And with only six years of training? How strong will he be given another six? Between his resilience, regeneration, and Honed Aura, Rain’s future seemed limitless.
 
  
 
 “I’m not jealous,” he snapped. 
 
  
 
 Sliding over, she wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him close, rolling her eyes behind his back. “Not jealous at all. The boy’s a mere upstart, unworthy of challenging Lieutenant Colonel Gerel.” Despite being promoted two ranks, he’d been agitated of late, constantly brooding over his defeat at Yo Ling’s hands and unable to explain his overwhelming loss. To hear him tell it, the bandit lord somehow drained Gerel’s strength upon his approach, weighing his body down through some invisible pressure. To Yuzhen, it sounded like fear or anxiety, but she dared not voice her thoughts aloud. As strong and proud as Gerel was, his ego was surprisingly fragile, easily shattered with a single blow. Her poor, dainty hero, so brittle and delicate. No one enjoyed being upstaged by their juniors, whether it be in strength, beauty, or skill, but such was life, new waves overtaking the old.
 
  
 
 Granted, Rain was more like a tsunami, sweeping away all before him in an unstoppable deluge of hard work, talent and luck.
 
  
 
 Realizing the absurdity of his tantrum, Gerel chuckled beneath his breath. “Did I ever tell you how he learned to regenerate his arm?” Voice tinged with pride, he shook his head in disbelief. “He tackled it head on, ignoring all the pain and misery accompanying each failure. I'd stop for the day after failing twice, but not Rain. He’d fail six or seven times a day before being told to stop, and the boy would pout and insist he could continue. Don’t know if he’s mad or brilliant.”
 
  
 
 “Either way, his claims can’t go ignored. Now, away with you, go hide in my carriage.” Pinching Gerel’s stomach, she pushed him away and called for her servants, her paramour melting into the shadows with his weapons before they arrived. No matter how many times she watched him disappear, it never ceased to amaze her.
 
  
 
 Now if only he’d stop being so stingy and teach her how...
 
  
 
 His mood much improved, Gerel made for good company during the carriage ride over. Upon reaching their destination, she stopped to readjusted her hair and clothes, praying her driver hadn’t heard their muted gasps and stifled moans, but then again, the thrill of getting caught was half the fun. Stepping out, she distracted her guards with a few pointless tasks to let Gerel slip by unseen and unheard, a ghost in the wind.
 
  
 
 As loathe as she was to resort to such things, Gerel would make for an excellent assassin, should she ever require one.
 
  
 
 Entering the manor, she found the Bekhai readying to leave, their wagons packed with civilians, wounded, and supplies. It seems Falling Rain was determined to bring Dastan’s people away, no matter the consequences. The foolish, optimistic child, her heart ached for him, but if he was to be the Bekhai representative to the world at large, he’d have to grow a thicker skin if he hoped to survive. Finding a tired Mila to guide her, Yuzhen arrived just in time to see a sopping wet civilian stumble out the room, supported by a pair of slaves. Knocking as she entered, she found her red-faced lover lecturing Rain. “If you’ve no stomach for it, then leave with the others first. I’ll handle your dirty work, little princeling.”
 
  
 
 Sneering, Rain’s hand rested on his sword, staring at Gerel in open defiance. “I won’t let you touch a single one.” There was no bashful smile or shy glance for her today, only a slight nod to acknowledge her presence. Standing tall, he seemed like a naked blade, ready to rend and tear at the slightest provocation.
 
  
 
 Before the situation could spiral out of control, Yuzhen stepped in to take control. “Enough. Come now, you’re both on the same side. Gerel, act your age and stop provoking him. Rain, you must know how absurd your claims are. You’ve already tried this before, and it didn’t work. Why go through this again?”
 
  
 
 Confusion flashed across Rain’s face, but only for an instant. Transforming before her eyes, Rain’s body language shifted so quickly she could hardly believe it, his tension and anger melting away into nothingness. How intriguing, to show such mastery over his emotions at such a young age, was there nothing this young man couldn’t do? “The difference is,” he said, his voice calm and steady, “This time, I’m certain. I can guarantee that everyone who leaves with me is not Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Yuzhen resisted the urge to smack him upside the head. The Mother save her from stubborn idiots. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, what matters is if you can prove it.”
 
  
 
 “What if I can convince him?”
 
  
 
 “Me?” Gerel smirked as Rain pointed him out. “And how do you intend to do that?”
 
  
 
 “By cleansing you of the Father’s influence.”
 
  
 
 And just like that, the situation spiralled out of control.
 
  
 
 Trembling with rage, Gerel stood with jaw clenched and eyes wide open, his sword resting against Rain’s throat. “You dare? I am not Defiled!”
 
  
 
 The younger warrior stretched his hands to either side, far from his weapons to appear nonthreatening. Relaxed and unworried, Rain ignored the threat and spoke calmly even as a trail of blood dribbled down his neck, making no move to defend himself. “Calm down Gerel. You’re not Defiled, but through no fault of your own, you’ve attracted the Spectres attentions. They’re what I call the intangible servants of the Father, and I see them swarming around you, whispering sweet lies to guide you down His path. It’s of no real consequence most of the time. You ignore them, too strong and stubborn to succumb to their manipulations, but they are patient, wearing away at you like termites gnawing on a redwood, breaking you down bit by bit.”
 
  
 
 “Liar,” Gerel growled, his face twisted in bestial rage. “I should kill you right now for even insinuating it. Do you know who I am? Do you know what your accusation means for the Bekhai? You ungrateful slave, we should have left you to die where we found you.”
 
  
 
 “Gerel,” Yuzhen said, moving to stand beside Rain. “Put the sword down. Please.”
 
  
 
 A grave mistake. “So you’re taking his side are you?” His piercing glare sent a cold shiver down her spine, wholly empty of love or affection. “I should’ve expected as much from a faithless wh-”
 
  
 
 “Whoa now,” Rain interrupted, drawing Gerel’s ire away. “Let’s not say anything we can’t take back. Focus on my voice Gerel. I know you’re not Defiled. If you were, I wouldn't be able to help you. You can display Purity, I’ve seen you do it, but it isn’t black and white, Defiled or not. Dastan could also display Purity, but he suffered under the Spectres influence, causing a good man to make bad decisions. Just like you, right here, right now. What will killing me prove?”
 
  
 
 Shivering from head to toe, Gerel’s cheek twitched erratically, his chest heaving in pants as he struggled for control. “Won’t prove anything but it’ll make me smile, you arrogant little shit.”
 
  
 
 “And to think, we used to be such good friends.” Rain’s sarcasm wasn’t helping things, but Yuzhen was too afraid to speak again, the trickle of blood flowing down his neck now a stream, soaking through his robes. “Just dip your head in the water for ten seconds and if you’re not convinced, I’ll let you kill me. How’s that sound?”
 
  
 
 Reason and anger warred across Gerel’s face, and after a handful of seconds, anger won out. “I don’t need you to ‘let me kill you’ and I don’t need convincing. I know who I am. While you were you still sucking milk from your mother’s teats, I was fighting the Defiled. I’ve -”
 
  
 
 Using his distraction, Yuzhen pulled Rain back and intercepted Gerel’s sword with her body. The tip stopped a bare millimetre from her chest, his eyes filled with rage and betrayal. “Please, my love,” she begged, “Calm yourself.”
 
  
 
 Her words were more effective than she’d expected, his eyes widening in surprise and... joy? “You mean it?” He blurted, lowering his sword. “You’ve never said you lov-”
 
  
 
 With the thrill of battle surging in her veins, Yuzhen couldn’t stop herself in time. An Amplified right hook took him across the jaw as she knocked her lover senseless. Mentally apologizing, she kicked his sword away and snapped, “Grab the water! Do what you must! He won’t be dazed for long.”
 
  
 
 Holding Gerel down while Rain bustled about, she focused all of her attention on her foolish lover. Seeing so much anger and vitriol directed at her, it tore her apart from inside, unable to bear the pain of his scorn. She prayed Rain was right and it wasn’t his fault, else she’d never forgive herself for betraying him like this.
 
  
 
 After emptying the basin over Gerel, Rain clapped his hands and said, “Done.”
 
  
 
 “That’s it?” Despair welled up within her chest as she cursed herself for a fool. A little water to wash away the Father? If only it were so easy.
 
  
 
 With a shuddering gasp, Gerel came to, his mouth bloody and eyes unfocused. “Wha- What?” Gone was all his rage and fury, replaced by confusion and... fear? “You- You- You-”
 
  
 
 “Yea, me, me, me.” Rain mocked. “Convinced?”
 
  
 
 “...Yes. There was so much rage, it felt wrong, but... I can't explain. I could feel them urging me to take your life, demanding it... Were they the reason Yo Ling defeated me so easily?” Weak as a day old kitten, Gerel struggled to sit up. Lifting him into her embrace, Yuzhen held him close, unable to tear her eyes away. Taking her hand, he kissed her fingers and Sent, “Do what you must my love. I won’t fight your decision, but please, spare the boy and my people. The fault lies with me, and Rain is too valuable to risk, you must see this.” Out loud, he asked “How?”
 
  
 
 “Told you. Spectres, whispers, yadda yadda.” Washing his hands in the basin, Rain clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Tch. I liked this robe too, one of the few I found that fits. Now it’s all bloody.” Still reeling with disbelief, Yuzhen and Gerel listened as Rain calmly explained how he believed the ‘Spectres’ worked and his ability to cleanse them away with the help of ‘Blobby’.
 
  
 
 Carefully going over his explanation, Yuzhen narrowed her eyes in realization. “A thorough and detailed analysis. So detailed, one would think you’ve been Tainted yourself.”
 
  
 
 Multi-talented though he might be, Rain wasn’t able to hide his emotions, stiffening in fear before shaking his head in surrender. “Okay. You got me. I heard their whispers and have tasted their power. If not for Blobby, I might have succumbed and become Defiled myself.”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above, he admitted it so readily, Yuzhen wanted to smack him upside the head. Why did he trust her so much? Swallowing her fear, she glanced between Rain and Gerel, but her decision was made long ago. She would keep their secret, no matter the cost. If word spread of this, regardless of Rain’s talents and abilities, it could bring an end to the Bekhai. Change never came quickly to the Empire, and no matter how miraculous he appeared, if word got out that Falling Rain was almost Defiled, that’s all they would remember. “Never repeat that out loud again.” Already her mind worked to spin this to her advantage. “Delay your departure. I’ll need you for two or three days.”
 
  
 
 “Er... I was hoping to keep this under wraps. In fact, you advised me not to tell people about Blobby.”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” she replied, her confidence growing by the second, “but I need you to look over a few people and tell me if they’re compromised. If necessary, I'll have them drugged so you can... cleanse them without being exposed.” This was madness, but Sanshu was too important. This would be the base of her power, and she couldn’t have it needlessly Purged. “We’ll go over your story with a fine-tooth comb and figure out which parts to keep and what to omit. If it ever comes to the light of day, we can’t leave any room for doubt, understood?”
 
  
 
 Obediently nodding even though he didn’t, Rain set out to follow her instructions, leaving her alone with Gerel. Seeing the unasked question in his eyes, she kissed him gently and sighed. “Yes you fool. I meant it.”
 
  
 
 His beautiful smile made all the coming hardships worthwhile.
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 The morning sun rises over the horizon, illuminating the courtyard in a warm, orange-red glow. Already dressed and ready, I head out into the hallway with my new, ever-present shadow in tow, doing my best to ignore him. Ever since Blobby and Baledagh worked together to devour Dastan’s Spectres, the former Warrant Officer seems to have found purpose, emerging from his room two days later full of vim and vigour. I’m glad for him, I really am, but I’m not thrilled about his new outlook on life. It seems he’s bent on worshiping the ground I walk on. Every time he looks at me, I see his eyes burning with a devotion bordering on fanaticism, refusing to stray far from my side unless ordered.
 
  
 
 I find his overwhelming loyalty both disturbing and unnerving. I’m not worthy of such adoration, and even if I were, I’d rather not have a moustached pretty boy fawning over me. At least his new attitude hasn’t spilled over to the others, probably because he’s the only one I was honest with, aside from Gerel and Yuzhen. In retrospect, I should’ve lied to Dastan too, but I wasn’t thinking straight. He was the first person Baledagh treated and excitement overcame reason, so I blurted it all out like an idiot. At least it was through Sending so no one could have possibly overheard, but still. I can’t make mistakes like that again, the secrets and lies are getting to be too much. With so many people at differing levels of knowledge, it’s hard to keep track of who knows what. All it takes is one mistake, one wrong word to the wrong person, and this house of cards will come crashing down.
 
  
 
 Knocking on Mila’s door, I motion for Dastan and his guards to stand watch outside. He’s none too happy about leaving my side, but I don’t care. He needs to take it down a notch, the man has zero chill. After positioning two guards at the door, two beneath my window, and four on the roof above my room, Dastan still wanted to keep watch from INSIDE the bedroom. I’m grateful he’s taking his new job seriously, but I’m not the frigging pope. I’m just a dude with another dude inside my head and the landlord to an amorphous blob of quasi-sentient water.
 
  
 
 I wish my life was less complicated.
 
  
 
 Hearing pawing from the other side, I open the door to let Jimjam and Sarankho out. Closing the door behind me, I speak softly. “Time to wake, my lovely ladies.” The bear cubs peer at me from the bed, blinking sleepily before laying back down, which is more than I get from Mila or Lin. Sitting on the bed, I gently stroke Mila’s cheek, smiling at the lovely sight of my two favourite girls, their foreheads almost touching as they gently snore side by side. Gently shaking Mila by the shoulder, my efforts go unnoticed and then ignored for almost a full minute, my freckled, fiery haired beauty sleeping like a log. Lin isn’t much better, batting my hand aside before turning away, an adorable frown pasted on her sleepy face.
 
  
 
 As much as I’d like to let them sleep in, I’ve plans to be out of Sanshu within the hour. This city has drained away all my happiness and good cheer, so I’d like to go home now. Redoubling my efforts by bouncing on the bed, I shout, “Wake up. Your clothes are laid out, Li Song is harnessing your quins, and breakfast is waiting.” Twin groans emerge from Mila and Lin’s lips as the cubs echo the sentiment, all four lazy bones refusing to get up. Losing my patience, I dip my hands in the basin and fling droplets of water into their faces while shouting, “Wake up! Wake up! WAKE UP!”
 
  
 
 Lin’s piteous groan makes my heart ache with sympathy as my waifish sweetheart stretches ever so adorably. “It’s too early hubby... Two more hours please.”
 
  
 
 Hardening my resolve, I steal the pillows away. “You can sleep while we ride. Get used to waking early. With all these wagons slowing us down, we’ll be travelling from sun-up to sunset from here on out. It’s already the eighth month and the weather will only get colder as the days go by. I'd like to be home before my birthday, so snap to it.”
 
  
 
 After another five minutes of pleading and coddling, I finally get Lin to sit up while Mila stubbornly refuses to get up. As Lin rubs her eyes, I lean over to nibble Mila’s earlobe. Jolting up, she shoves me away with a petulant glare, her cheeks reddening to match her hair. Seeing her angry makes my heart beat faster, her untidy, bedraggled look igniting my desires. Keeping calm, I smile and say, “Oh good, you’re up. Get dressed and wash your face, it’s time to go.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm.” Accepting the offered clothes, Mila points towards the door and I turn away so she and Lin can get dressed. “We should have left days ago but you wanted to stay behind to attend parties with Major Yuzhen and a horde of scantily clad servants. Why the sudden rush to leave?”
 
  
 
 While Mila can come off as abrasive and her competitive nature is somewhat overbearing, I love it when she shows her jealousy. If she didn’t care, she wouldn’t be jealous, and seeing how jealous she gets tells me she cares a lot. I’m not complaining about Lin’s dedication to finding me more wives, but sometimes, it’s nice to know someone wants you so badly, she’s willing to fight for you. “I told you, that was work. She wanted me to look over the ruling elite, make sure no one was... dirty.” Mila and Lin both know about my Defiled cleansing efforts, though I haven’t told them the whole truth. Yuzhen and Gerel both insisted I never reveal my formerly compromised status to anyone and Baledagh agrees. I want to tell Mila and Lin, but I’m terrified of seeing their reactions.
 
  
 
 It’d break me to see fear or revulsion in their eyes, and I don’t have enough courage to risk it.
 
  
 
 Ignorant of my internal struggle, Mila continues her sarcastic tirade. “Well, the Empire thanks you for all your hard work these past few days. It must have been so difficult eating food and drinking wine while dealing with those horrid nobles and their blatant attempts to curry favour. Whatever will the People do without you?”
 
  
 
 Hearing her footsteps, I take Mila in my arms and sigh. “I know you’re being facetious, but it was exhausting. Not the food and wine part, but the rest of it. There’s not a single genuine person among them, Yuzhen included. Seeing firsthand how deftly she manipulated events to her advantage was terrifying. I don’t want to spend another minute in the city if I can help it, so please my love, let’s go.”
 
  
 
 Sensing my sincerity, Mila eases up with her scolding and leans into my embrace. Holding her close, I enjoy the warmth for precious few seconds until I realize she’s half-asleep. Groaning in frustration, I shake her awake and hurry my lazy little wives through their morning rituals before dragging them out for breakfast on the porch.
 
  
 
 I might be a little crabby. These past three days have put immense strain on both Baledagh and myself, working with Yuzhen to cleanse hundreds, if not thousands of people of Spectres without a single person realizing what happened. Though it seems like a large number, to be fair, I wasn’t really keeping count and there were few as far gone as Gerel or Dastan. Using Baledagh’s descriptions, I arranged the Tainted, as I've taken to calling them, into varying degrees of infection. The largest and most harmless group are those who hold the Spectres’ interest but don’t draw on their power. If their minds are a house, I equate it to having a window open with the Spectres hanging out on the sidewalk. The occupants hear the Spectres speaking, but generally pay them no mind. The Spectres can’t get inside without the occupant's permission, so for the most part, these ‘window Tainted’ are wholly unaware of their presence, likely attributing the Spectres’ whispers to flights of fancy or human nature.
 
  
 
 The most alarming thing of all is how half the people Baledagh saw fell into this category. Not half the people Yuzhen brought to us, but half the people out of the general population. Even Mila had a Spectre hanging around her, and while Baledagh took care of it easily, it’s worrying. There are so many people who’ve drawn the attention of the Spectres all wandering around ignorant of the danger. Thankfully, Baledagh can clandestinely devour the nagging ghosts and cleanse the infected without any adverse affects. He doesn’t even need to touch the infected, only be close to them as he devours the Spectres in a small radius around him. Best of all, after he’s done, the Spectres don’t come back, or at least I haven’t seen any that did.
 
  
 
 It's not saying much, but it's something.
 
  
 
 Continuing with the metaphor, when we move up a level we have the people who’ve left the door ajar. The Spectres skulk around outside and toss little treats of power, like scattering loose, counterfeit coins around the house for the occupant to pick up and 'spend', getting them into trouble with the authorities. They still can't get inside the house, nor can they be be too obvious about granting power or the occupants will become suspicious, but most never realize the power they wield is from an external source, assuming it's theirs and always has been. These people draw on the Spectres power infrequently, but their thoughts are rife with Spectre whispers. If the first group makes up 75% of the Tainted, then the second group is 24%. Oddly enough, very few unimportant people were in the second group, though I’m not sure why. Do the Spectres target people with power and influence, or is it because people aided by the Spectres are more likely to rise to a position of power?
 
  
 
 Either way, it doesn’t matter. I’m guessing the Spectres’ plan is for their hosts to become reliant on that extra power, like they’re trying to elicit a Pavlovian response, rewarding their hosts with more power in dark moods and slowly drawing them towards unbalance and acceptance. I didn’t bother pointing these people out to Yuzhen either, because there were too many of them. If I had to wait for Yuzhen to contrive some plot to get them wet, I'd be stuck here for weeks. Unlike the first group, when Baledagh cleanses these people, they feel it, but most become a little short of breath or lightheaded, so it’s no big deal, easily attributed to fatigue or poor health.
 
  
 
 Ravil, Jorani, Jester Wang, Ulfsaar, and many others of my retinue fell into this category, and to my great sorrow, so did Huu and Fung. I don’t know how long they’ve been like this, but I’m assuming it’s due to their recent losses. Huu lost his Uncle Kalil and he’s been down in the dumps, while Fung is mourning the loss of his retinue and blaming himself for their deaths. Neither one has shown any outward signs of distress, and without Baledagh, I wouldn’t even know how much it affected them. I thought they were strong enough to shake it off, though if I’m being honest, I’m a little relieved. I’m sorry they’re suffering, but knowing they feel the same way I do makes them more... human. I wish they’d talk to me, but even after dealing with their errant Spectre problem, they’ve shown no change in demeanour. I intend to keep an eye on them, because even without the Spectres, depression is a bitch.
 
  
 
 I suppose I could try opening up to them first...
 
  
 
 Then, there’s the third group, where Dastan and Gerel fit in. They’re the people who aren’t Defiled, but they’re close, standing on the precipice. Metaphorically speaking, they’ve sat down to tea with the Spectres, taking their advice while still having the final say in their own decisions. The Spectres not only influence their thoughts, but offer power in spades. These are the ones I needed help with and Yuzhen was quick to act. Whether it be through drugging their drinks or luring them away under false pretenses, she easily gathered the ‘tea drinkers’ and rendered them unconscious for Baledagh and Blobby to do their work. How she explained everything after the fact, I’ll never know, nor do I really care.
 
  
 
 Both Gerel and Dastan feel the absence of the Spectres and will take time to recover their full strength, but if they’re like Baledagh, they’ll be back in top form in no time. There’s too much I don’t know, and all I can do is keep collecting information while Baledagh and Blobby do their magic. Though I’m useless throughout the entire process, my little brother has found new purpose, and with it, a will to live. While still prone to bouts of silence and isolation, he’s more upbeat and energetic, even cracking jokes and playing with the animals in our downtime.
 
  
 
 It’s not much, but it’s progress.
 
  
 
 In contrast to Baledagh’s improvement, after seeing how insidious the Spectres can be, I am thoroughly horrified and depressed. How has the Empire survived so long with an invisible, intangible enemy knocking at the gates? Luckily, turning full-on Defiled isn’t a simple process, though how it occurs is still a mystery. Baledagh believes it has something to do with surrender. You have to truly and wholly give up in order for them to take over, which says something about the human spirit. Even at their worst, people who truly give up are few and far between. Against all odds, most people labour to improve their lives, relying on their own power to fulfill their hopes and dreams. In contrast, it takes steady indoctrination from young to fully give up, as shown by the Defiled from north of the Bridge. 
 
  
 
 It’s almost inspiring how strong the human spirit can be.
 
  
 
 Less optimistically, it could be fear keeping people of the Empire in check. Plenty of motivation to keep from indulging the Spectres when mere suspicion of being Defiled is enough to have you killed out of hand.
 
  
 
 Stopping to check on Roc’s flock, boop the cats sitting in their wagons, and give my bears a hug, I climb onto Mafu’s back where a sleepy Lin sits in wait, snuggling into my arms for a nap. Moving to the head of the convoy, I lead my party towards the Western gate, finally heading home after all this time. Though I’ve only been gone for little over five months now, it feels like an entire year’s gone by since I left the Bridge. What should have been a simple hunt for bandits and fame turned into a massive clusterfuck, with too many friends left behind. It’s small comfort knowing they died as heroes, but it’s true. Even if their names are never remembered by history, I’ll remember them. If not for their sacrifice in stopping Yo Ling’s plans, then it’s entirely possible the Spectre of Butcher Bay would have turned into the Spectre of Sanshu. I shudder to think what he might have accomplished after taking control of the city through the Coalition, and thank the Mother his plans never came to pass.
 
  
 
 Shaking off dark thoughts of what might have been, I hum a little song beneath my breath, careful not to disturb Lin’s nap. For the next few weeks, I’ll only have friends and subordinates around me, so I can finally cut loose and be my regular, goofy self. Keeping up appearances really sucks the fun out of life, and it’s been so long since I could be myself without worrying about saying the wrong thing or offending the wrong person. Nothing but open roads and empty skies ahead, aside from a small detour to explore Yo Ling’s hidden island fortress.
 
  
 
 How cool is that? Plus, who knows, maybe I’ll uncover some pirate booty while I’m at it...
 
  
 
 Arriving at the gate, I find a large crowd sitting in wait, passing through the gate before us. Recognizing a few faces, I ride ahead to greet them as decorum demands. Nodding to the occupants as I ride past the carriages, I stop at the foremost carriage. With his arm resting on the window, Zian half-sneers at the world as he sits in waiting, a naturally arrogant and aloof air about him. Though we’ve made some small progress in our frosty relationship, we’re still a ways away from burying the hatchet, so I greet him with a cordial, if strained smile. “Good morning, young magistrate Zian. What a coincidence, to be leaving together.” Why didn’t he leave another day? Or later? Now, I have to think of a reason to convince him to move aside and let me through, else we’ll be stuck behind them the whole way back to Shen Yun...
 
  
 
 “No coincidence,” Zian says, still icy and detached. “I heard you were leaving today and decided to travel with you. After all, there are still Defiled at large in the province, and Mao Jianghong has yet to be found.”
 
  
 
 Welp, there goes the nice relaxing trip I’d envisioned. Channelling my inner politician, I smile and nod while extending a formal invitation, pretending to be thrilled to have them with us. It’s not like I hate them, but I don’t like them, and I can’t be myself if they’re around. More games of face and pride, except now, I outrank them, which makes me a target for their envy and resentment. After a few minutes of polite chit-chat, I turn to leave and switch places with Baledagh to check if there are any Tainted or Defiled among my new travel companions. Zian and most of the other Warrant Officers are ‘window-tainted’, and my little brother takes care of them instantly, but even in the few dozen of people we pass, he finds more than one person who fits into the other categories, including BoShui who is almost as badly afflicted as Dastan was.
 
  
 
 Nothing is ever easy. Now I have to figure out how to cleanse them without being noticed or outed. Maybe I can talk them into a group swim at the lake or something, on the way to Yo Ling’s island... Stifling a groan, I close my eyes and choke on heartbreak and sorrow. I’ll need to come up with an excuse to leave them behind if I want to visit Yo Ling’s island in secret. Otherwise, these Society brats will want to tag along and probably even demand a share of the treasure. It’s fine if there’s nothing of value, but this is a bandit fortress that’s been in use for decades. Who knows how much wealth the Butchers have stolen over the years? They can’t have spent it all...
 
  
 
 God dammit, I wanted to plunder pirate booty in secret. IN SECRET! What if there’s something super awesome and expensive which can’t be split? It’ll be like the Contest all over again, hunted down by the Society for my treasures, only this time, they won’t underestimate us.
 
  
 
 Mark my words: nothing good ever came from sharing.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 243 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Despite its spacious, silk-lined interior, Zian grew weary of the confines of his carriage hours ago, the pride and satisfaction from this morning long since faded. Jostling as he bounced and rolled over the stone-paved road, he stared out into the distance to ease his nausea, willing the sun to set faster and put an end to this torturous, prolonged day of travel. He’d thought himself so clever and capable by manipulating events to his advantage, but once again, he’d underestimated Falling Rain’s cunning and resolve.
 
  
 
 It all seemed so simple, the plan naturally coming together without effort. Mother’s spies kept him informed of events happening in Sanshu, though he cared little for reports regarding reform, reconstruction, or redistribution. In the past, he’d left these matters for Mother to deal with, lacking her patience and tact for diplomacy. Whispers and favours traded during clandestine meetings, half-truths and hidden-threats in every word and gesture, he’d much rather meet his enemies with sabres in hand on the field of battle. Alas, diplomacy and spy-craft were indispensable tools for these games of power, and after experiencing firsthand how an expert like Yuzhen wielded them, he was determined to master them.
 
  
 
 Therefore, when he learned Rain had taken Jester Wang and a few dozen other former Butchers into his retinue, Zian put aside his surprise and did everything he could to suppress the news. Not to protect his rival, no, Zian intended to take advantage of this gross misstep. Rain was no ignorant savage, he wouldn’t risk associating with possibly Defiled bandits unless there was an equally significant reward, and what would be more rewarding than finding Yo Ling’s hidden treasury? Imagining decades of plunder and loot was enough to make even Zian salivate in spite of the inherent risk which came with it.
 
  
 
 Hindering the ‘Great Hero’ Rain, ‘Unrivalled beneath Heaven’ was merely a bonus. The arrogant bastard, to hear people tell it, Rain and the Bekhai were the only warriors of note in all of Sanshu. Never mind Zian’s seven consecutive duels, no, they wanted to hear about some slave girl getting a lucky strike against some demon or how Rain led a thousand soldiers to victory against twenty times their number. By the Father’s contorted testicles, the odds got worse every time Zian heard the story yet Rain still prevailed through sheer pluck and courage. It was a travesty.
 
  
 
 Enough whining. Focusing his thoughts, Zian went over his plans once more in case he missed something. Should word spread of their discovery of Yo Ling’s treasury, not only would they be forced to turn over all their findings to the Empire, but they’d be forced to deal with every merchant and noble who’d ever suffered a loss at Yo Ling’s hands. Easy to imagine how they’d come clamouring for reparations, insinuating Zian had embezzled all manner of lost, priceless treasures. Lack of proof wouldn't matter, nor that Yo Ling clearly spent a massive fortune to arm his Butchers. Not even an Oath would convince the world his hands were clean. Rumours and hearsay would spread with the wind, negatively impacting his reputation and risking the chance of less scrupulous individuals capturing him for interrogation.
 
  
 
 Then again, if you do not enter the tiger’s den, then how can you capture the tiger’s cub?
 
  
 
 Of course, none of this mattered if Zian wasn’t there to find the treasure. With every tongue in the city wagging about the power of Gerel, Tursinai, and Tenjin, blatantly blackmailing the Bekhai was nothing short of suicide. Even with Jukai protecting him, Zian’s chances of survival were slim to none if those three Bekhai experts were determined to take his life. Although he’d left a secret will detailing his findings as insurance, it wasn’t a life-saving measure, only a life-avenging one and he treasured his life too much to risk it in such a reckless manner. Instead, he used his hard-learned lesson from Yuzhen to his advantage: keep quiet and let your enemies unveil their secrets to you. Instead of outright threatening Rain, Zian kept close watch on the Bekhai, intent on travelling with them under the guise of safety and solidarity.
 
  
 
 And it was a resounding success.
 
  
 
 Sort of.
 
  
 
 Though he wanted nothing more than to call a halt to the day’s journey, he had no intentions of giving Rain a chance to escape. The crafty bastard was no fool, feigning his departure three days past and leaving Zian waiting in the plaza for hours. Thickening his skin, Zian returned to his borrowed residence to resume waiting, and now, his patience and tolerance were rewarded as they set out together. The majority of the Bekhai contingent rode in wagons at the convoy’s rear while Rain led the way with his roosequin-mounted escorts, ostensibly scouting ahead for danger but in all likelihood seeking to leave Zian and his peers behind.
 
  
 
 Ah, his peers, the sole fly in his ointment. After joining with the Mother’s Militia and Dastan’s retinue, the Bekhai grossly outnumbered Zian’s half-strength retinue almost ten to one. To keep from being murdered in the wilds, he brought his Society peers into the plan to even the odds, though it meant splitting the treasure even further. Sang Ryong and Jin ZhiLan shared his enthusiasm, but Han BoShui was oddly uninterested in the whole proceedings. In fact, Zian suspected BoShui only agreed to come along because he’d been in his cups, red-faced and reeking of vomit and alcohol as he nodded along with whatever was suggested.
 
  
 
 How far the mighty had fallen. . Rising from clan outcast to clan successor under the tutelage of Major General Han BoHai, BoShui’s skills were undeniable, a former contender for the number one talent in the north. Now, all his hard worked was for naught with the Shrike’s death weighing heavily on him, the two rumoured to have been closer than most siblings. More often drunk than sober of late, Zian’s one-time rival seemed determined to drown his sorrows or die trying. Worst of all, after uncovering the whole truth of the Shrike and how she was abandoned by her Clan to her monstrous Master after taking part in a Purge, Zian found no pleasure in BoShui’s misery. It’s no wonder BoShui fell behind the other talents of his generation after dominating them for so many years. Losing his beloved cousin to the Confessor was bad enough, but to kill her with his own hands...
 
  
 
 Whatever the circumstances, there was nothing Zian could do. They weren't friends, and so long as BoShui followed along with his retinue, he saw no immediate harm in letting the Han successor drink himself into a stupor. The thought of alcohol set Zian’s stomach to churning, all of a sudden made keenly aware of his choppy environment. Enduring as best he could, he placed his head half out the window to better feel the fresh air passing by, and just in case he needed to vomit.
 
  
 
 Six to eight hours in the carriage? Zian could handle that with ease, but to ride from dawn till dusk was pushing the limits of human tolerance. If someone were to cut him open and view his innards, he was sure they’d find them disjointed and out of place, his intestines wrapped around his lungs and kidneys shunted to one side. Miserable and nauseated, he wallowed in his suffering, pledging to make Rain pay dearly for his scheming ways. Originally, he’d planned to split the treasure 50/50 with the Bekhai, but now, he wanted more no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 As his carriage came to a shuddering halt, Zian melted with relief, stumbling out his carriage with no thought of face. Who cares if the world sees him fall headfirst to the dirt, he needed to feel solid, stable ground beneath his feet. Thankfully, Jukai was on hand to steady him, and after taking a moment to calm his nerves and stomach, he glanced around to find Ryong and ZhiLan in similar straights. Skin pallid and faces haggard, their gazes were filled with animosity and recrimination, blaming him for their arduous day. Affecting a cold sneer, Zian pretended to be unfazed as he strode off-road to find somewhere quiet to lie down and recuperate.
 
  
 
 Staring up at the darkening skies, Zian wondered if he was capable of another day like this. Seeing his soldiers stumble about, bow-legged and sun-burnt, he couldn’t imagine riding on horseback was any better. Damn the Bekhai and their comfortable roosequins, after finding Yo Ling’s treasury, Zian intended to buy an entire horde of the oversized weasels. If one could overlook their foul musk, the creatures had a gait as stable as a rock, their tails swishing left and right but never up or down. Throughout the day, Zian saw many a Bekhai laying flat on their stomachs while riding their roosequins, though Falling Rain took it one step further and sat with his rabbit-eared lover nestled in his arms.
 
  
 
 How enviable.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of rest, Zian recovered enough to find his appetite. Brushing off errant strands of grass and leaves, he followed the delectable scent of herbs and spices towards the Bekhai camp. Affecting a detached attitude, he willed his belly to stop rumbling and turned his attention to the sounds of weapons clashing. Moving around a crowd of bandits-turned-Bekhai, Zian stopped in place to stare, all thoughts of food forgotten.
 
  
 
 Surrounded by a circle of onlookers, Rain’s cat-slave sparred against a massive half-bear warrior in a dazzling display of skill and speed. Moving from one form to the next, her saber tested her opponent as her feet floated across the grass. Braided hair flowing in the wind, she swayed back and forth in a hypnotic manner, striking out with Twitching Tail, Fanged Clutch, Killing Lunge, and Swiping the Rushes. Despite unleashing a myriad of cunning and powerful strikes, she still couldn’t break the status quo as the half-bear danced in the firelight, sword and shield in hand. Impossibly light and wholly at ease, he stepped and twirled, parried and blocked, untouched by his opponents saber unless he chose to be. Over and over it went, the girl attacking and the man defending, trading a dozen moves in a heartbeat before trading a dozen more, her jaw clenched and brow furrowed while his teeth shined and eyes twinkled.
 
  
 
 It’s not that the girl was inept but rather her opponent too skilled. Were Zian in her place, he couldn’t imagine doing any better, though he itched to try. Yet another unknown expert, how many crouching tigers and hidden dragons lay concealed among the Bekhai? Hell, in a handful of years, this girl would count among them. Freely moving from one-handed strikes to two, switching the weapon between left and right handed grips, moving in an endless cycle of dynamic and unpredictable attacks, Zian swallowed his pride and objectively matched himself against her. Her footwork was adequate, Tiger Stalking the Dragon, but her preference to hold ground meant his Oriole’s Rising Steps would run circles around her. Her hand speed was slightly above his, her power below, but matching her two-handed strike against his one was a losing gambit. His greatest advantage lay in two sabres against one, but if he struck carelessly, her riposte would claim his life. To win, he’d have to risk injury and disrupt her rhythm before overwhelming her from all angles.
 
  
 
 Overall? Even without his Aura, the match was in his favour, but only 60-40, or maybe even 55-45. Far leaner odds than he’d like, considering her young age and slave status.
 
  
 
 “Incredible, right?” Rain’s voice shook Zian out of his thoughts. Grinning widely, the insolent brat patted Zian’s back in an overly familiar gesture, carrying a covered basket in his other arm. “Even after seeing it so many times, I still have trouble believing Vichear can move like that. It’s not fair, fat people are supposed to be slow and ponderous.” Frowning at Rain’s disrespect, Zian refused to answer, turning back to study the match. Unable to read the mood, Rain continued to speak without missing a beat. “Anyways, join me for dinner. I already invited your friends, so you can go sit with them or come with me to feed the birdies. They’re gonna love it, I found a whole nest of danger noodles.” Uncovering the basket, Rain tilted it to display his catch, an indeterminate number of snake corpses.
 
  
 
 Swallowing his revulsion, Zian nodded and gestured for Rain to lead the way. Though he’d rather not make small talk with his rival, accompanying him was the polite thing to do. After a short, silent walk, they were greeted with a cacophonous symphony of laughs as the birds fluttered to the cage side, eagerly bobbing their heads for food. Truth be told, Zian didn’t see the point in keeping pets like this. The birds would be better off fried and eaten, but to each their own.
 
  
 
 Speaking in a sickly sweet tone, Rain’s words were anything but as he fed the birds one by one. “Enjoy the meal you feathered bastards. You’re all lucky I need you alive.” A particularly fat bird squawked in indignation, annoyed he’d yet to be fed. “Shut the fuck up Roc,” Rain said in his sing-song voice. “You fat mother fucker. You eat last because I hate you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to bear it any longer, Zian asked, “Why must you speak like that?”
 
  
 
 In response, the birds turned to face him, their dark, soulless eyes tracking his every movement as blood dripped from their beaks, pausing mid meal to assess a threat. Still using his overly cheerful voice, Rain answered, “They don’t like it when you speak gruffly. Add in their ability to recognize different people and a penchant for stripping flesh from bone, I’ve decided it’s better to stay on their good side in case they ever get loose.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to appease the murderous birds, Zian feigned disinterest while noting to keep an eye on the sky while they travel, just in case. Once finished, Rain rinsed his hands and strode to his campfire where the others were waiting. ZhiLan and Ryong sat with impeccable posture despite the lack of chairs, while BoShui lazed on his side with wine-gourd in hand, clothes ruffled and face unshaven. What a disgrace, even if he was mourning, as the Han Clan successor, he should know better than to appear in public like this.
 Perhaps he should have a word with BoShui. His failures reflected poorly on Zian, regardless of his decision to quit the Society.  Deep in thought, Zian nodded at his companions before clasping his hands to greet their host, Rain’s betrothed, Sumila. To his left was Warrant Officer Huu, his twin wives (lucky bastard), and Tong Da Fung. The rabbit-girl sat with ZhiLan, chatting away like the best of friends while the slave girl handed out bowls of rice and broth. Her skin still glistening with sweat, she was a rare beauty, her bronzed skin and luscious lips igniting his desires. Rain seemed blessed by the Mother in more ways than one, surrounded by gorgeous women at all times.
 
  
 
 Scenting the food, their little party was soon surrounded by a small pack of animals, led by a pair of bear cubs running straight into Rain’s lap to beg for scraps. A massive wildcat larger than most dogs took a seat right next to Zian, staring him down and licking its jowls. Though he wouldn’t fear the creature with weapons in hand, it was unnerving to have it breathing down his neck as he ate.
 
  
 
 Was this all a scare tactic? Wear him down with the long carriage ride, shock him with the slave and unknown warrior’s skills, threaten him with the voracious birds, and then terrorize him with this wildcat? Glancing at the animal out the corner of his eye, he watched it lean in closer and closer as time moved on, fighting the urge to fight, run, or cringe. He was Situ Jia Zian and he would not be intimidated by this... kitten. Soon, the creature was only centimetres from his neck, its hot breath brushing his cheek as it started to growl, emitting a deep, resonating rumble from its chest.
 
  
 
 Perhaps it was time to rethink his decision to join the Bekhai hunt for treasure. Though he intended to abandon his place as Situ Clan heir, he was still the son of a magistrate, and a wealthy one at that, with no real need of more gold.
 
  
 
 “Jimjam, leave Zian alone.” In response to Rain’s harsh tone, the wildcat yowled in protest, displaying a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. After huffing in displeasure, ‘Jimjam’ padded over to headbutt Rain in the chest, transforming from a ravenous murderer to harmless pet in the blink of an eye. Amazed by the sudden change, Zian choked on his soup, sputtering and coughing for a good minute before catching his breath.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, a worthy rival indeed.
 
  
 
 After finishing their delicious meal of succulent deer steak and wild mushrooms, Rain cleared his throat and moved in close. “I have a proposition,” he said, glancing at each of them in turn. “I’ve someone in my employ who can lead us to Yo Ling’s secret island. Now, in the interest of mending fences, I’d like to extend an invitation for you to join us. We split what we find 50/50 and never speak a word of it to anyone. How’s that sound?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Rain’s sudden honesty, Zian glanced at his companions. ZhiLan and Ryong indicated they would follow his lead, while BoShui couldn’t be bothered to even shrug, gulping down wine like a man dying of thirst. Turning back to Rain, Zian pursed his lips. “50/50? I think not. We have four Warrant officers against your three. Our retinues count twenty former Captains and Senior Captains, eight former Majors, and a former Colonel, while you have one Lieutenant Colonel, one former major, and two senior Captains. Since we’re bringing more elites, we deserve a larger share. 80/20 in our favour.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, no.” Shaking his head, Rain countered, “Doesn’t matter how many former officers you have, they’re all subordinates. Don’t insult my intelligence and tell me you’re gonna give them an equal share. On the other hand, we have three current officers who outrank you.” The hateful savage, emphasizing his recent promotion. A senior captain outranked a Third Grade Warrant Officer, but was only equivalent to a Second Grade Warrant Officer. “Tally it up and we have six officers versus your four, so it should be split 3:2 in my favour. Plus,” he added with a smirk, “You need me or you’ll never get to the island. I don’t need you, I only need your silence. I’d prefer to buy it, but-”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Making open threats now are we? You’re welcome to try buying our silence with steel and blood.” Zian sneered. “You’ll find it more costly than you can imagine.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s declaration was met with a chuckle. “So confrontational. I was going to say, I don’t necessarily have to loot the island anytime soon. The Butcher Bay Bandit hideout has been hidden for fifty years, and I expect it’ll remain hidden for another fifty. I could come back anytime and you’d be none the wiser.” Extending his hand, Rain looked Zian in the eyes. “50/50, no one talks. Deal or no deal?”
 
  
 
 Inwardly scowling, Zian cursed himself for a fool. In his overwhelming greed and thirst for adventure, he’d overlooked the simplest of solutions. All Rain needed was patience and he could keep all the spoils for himself. Even if Zian revealed Rain was sheltering former Butchers, nothing would come of it. At worst, Rain would be forced to execute the bandits after forcing them to reveal their secrets. Hell, with the stories of Gao Qiu’s valiant last stand against Yo Ling, public opinion might even side with Rain. The people loved their folk heroes and former bandits turning against their Defiled comrades to defend the Empire sounded like something lifted straight out of a drama. Stifling a sigh, Zian shook Rain’s hand. “Deal.”
 
  
 
 It seems he was a long way from mastering the art of diplomacy.
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 After hammering out all the details of our collaborative looting, Zian and Co. return to their tents, finally giving me room to breathe. My greatest worry was that they’d refuse and spread word of how I’ve taken former Butchers into my retinue. Although everything is aboveboard with the Mother’s Militia after the Magistrate gave them a full pardon for their ‘heroic efforts’ (though it was probably more to appease Jorani's deadbeat Ancestral Daddy), I’m not entirely comfortable with having our history put under a magnifying glass. If someone figures out Jester Wang was defeated by us at the fisherman’s village, it wouldn’t be a far stretch to assume I’ve been collaborating with Jorani long before his pardon, earning me yet another powerful enemy. While two-thirds of the Council of Sanshu have gone the way of the dodo, under the command of newly-promoted Lieutenant Marshal Chao Yong, the Eastern Prosperity Alliance is steadily growing into a behemoth merchant company as it devours the remnants of its former competitors.
 
  
 
 Normally, I wouldn’t care too much about a puffed-up coin counter, but considering Jorani robbed him blind and hung his brother outside the gates of Sanshu (presumably all under my orders), it’s become a growing cause of concern. I mean, with Jester Wang and Dastan’s people, some might see a pattern. I’ve already been accused of being Defiled by the Shrike, so all it’d take is rumour and hearsay to turn public opinion against me. At the moment, I’m banking on my 'heroic' reputation to keep me from having to reveal Blobby’s existence to the public which would be a whole different headache to deal with.
 
  
 
 I brought my concerns to Yuzhen, and though she assured me things would work out, I can’t help but worry. What can I say, it’s in my nature. I love agonizing over the seemingly endless list of people who want me dead. The stress is delightful, making me feel all cold and tense inside. The white hairs make me look dignified and mature, while the fear makes my heart race, which is great cardio. The stomach cramps are doing wonders for my abs and the paranoia keeps me alert and ready at all times. Losing sleep isn’t a problem, it’s a bonus; no need to waste time tossing and turning, I can meditate and train instead. This is great, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
  
 
 Sigh.
 
  
 
 What’s wrong with me? I can’t even enjoy my victories for more than a minute before getting all anxious and nervous again.
 
  
 
 Poking me in the cheek, Lin wraps her arms around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Why so gloomy Hubby?”
 
  
 
 Her toothy smile brings me out of my funk even as Mila snorts and says, “He’s probably agonizing over giving away half the treasure. Why wouldn’t he? It was a foolish move, those Society brats should have nothing but scraps and he’s given them half the pie. With Gerel, Tursinai, Tenjin, Vichear, and Lin's guards, we could always...” She doesn’t say it, but I can tell she wants to threaten the Society brats, or maybe even something more... permanent. So cute yet so bloodthirsty, what have I gotten myself into?
 
  
 
 Since she’d ignore my attempts to wave her over, I go to her instead. With Lin hanging weightlessly from my shoulders, I lift Mila off the ground in a shaky hug, doing my best to hide the strain. “Don’t be short-sighted my love. Fifty percent is a large share but it’s a small price to pay in the long run.” Especially if we don’t find anything. Jester Wang doesn’t know where Yo Ling’s treasury is hidden or if it even exists, a tidbit I’ve kept to myself. “Those four are the future of the Society, each one a successor to their sect or clan. This little excursion of ours binds them to us through cooperation and shared secrets, which means they’ll look more favourably on us from here on in. If one of their peers wants to start a conflict, after this, our new collaborators will leap to our defense without being asked, because we hold the keys to mutual destruction. Hell, after enough time passes, we might even become cordial peers. This is the first step in what I hope will be a long, uneventful co-existence.”
 
  
 
 Huffing in feigned displeasure, Mila turns away so I can’t see her smile. She’s so adorable. Being heavier than most women subconsciously makes her unhappy, so she loves being carried. “Put me down, everyone’s looking.” Pinching my arm, she pouts as I comply, still unconvinced. “Why are you capitulating to them? The Society is not worthy of our friendship.”
 
  
 
 “Nor are they worthy of our hatred.” Raising my voice so the others can hear, I explain my reasoning. “You both still harbour grudges and if I’m being honest, so do I. When they thought us weak, they hunted us like animals, putting our families and loved ones in danger for sport. If the situation were reversed, I know they wouldn’t offer us shit, and they might even try to get rid of us.” Hardening my voice, I continue. “But I am not them. I like to think of myself as a good person and I refuse to murder for wealth. I’d rather abandon it all and let Yo Ling’s treasury remain hidden for all eternity than sink to their level. They don’t like us and we don’t like them, but I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. If they see me as weak, then so be it. If they try to take advantage, then we'll make them regret it.” With my Beyblade Aura, I’m more than confident of handling Zian and his peers while Gerel assures me he can handle Jukai. If they have any other trump cards, well... We’ll see how it goes.
 
  
 
 “Well said.” Fung chimes in with a dark smile. “If they refuse to drink a toast, we’ll force them to drink a forfeit.” It’s like he wants them to make a move, so aggressive and cheeky. Huu nods along in agreement, every bit as upset as Mila but too good a friend to speak up, simply going along with whatever I decide. I’m sure if it were up to him, he’d have forced the Society off the road so we could ride ahead, but doing so would only exacerbate the situation. I’m not sure if anyone else noticed, but none of the Society brats were surprised when I mentioned Yo Ling’s secret island. No, their surprise came after my ‘generous’ offer, which means they already knew about my plans. It’s no wonder they offered to travel together, they wanted a piece of the action and were ready to blackmail me for it.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t matter. It’d be best if they kept our agreement, but I wouldn’t lose sleep if Yo Ling’s island becomes their graveyard. Despite our recent understanding, Zian still wants to take my head and while I’d feel bad about killing BoShui and ZhiLan, I wouldn’t mind teaching Sang Ryong a lesson or two. The arrogant bastard spent all dinner leering at Mila, Lin, and Li Song, and while I don’t mind him taking a glance or two, his undisguised lust was blatantly disrespectful, treating the girls like objects and not people. His disgusting behaviour has made me rethink my whole attitude towards women, intent on treating them with proper respect and dignity. No more ogling in the baths, only fleeting glances out the corner of my eyes.
 
  
 
 I can’t not look. I’m only human.
 
  
 
 Distaste and misgivings aside, I’m fairly confident this will work. The Society isn't the united power everyone thinks they are, as evidenced by Zian and BoShui’s behaviour during the Purge. While the Society as a whole will band together against external threats, their internal divisions keep them from growing unchecked and that’s what I’m relying on to keep things from going to hell in a handbasket. Zian, BoShui, and ZhiLan represent the three leading powers in the Society, respectively the Situ Clan, Han Clan, and Harmonious Unity Sect. All three are at odds with each other, while Sang Ryong from the Seven Star Sect is firmly in the Situ Clan’s pocket. This gives Zian an advantage, but not enough to unbalance the whole thing. If they tried to overthrow the other two, then BoShui and ZhiLan would unite against them, evening things out. It's a classic Mexican standoff, and I'm joining in to make things even messier. 
 
  
 
 Either way, I’m banking on their mutual distrust of one another to keep them from cooperating against me. If need be, I could even woo BoShui and ZhiLan to my side, since the Han Clan have outwardly supported the Behkai while the Harmonious Unity Sect have thrown in with Yuzhen, which is good enough. Politics, it’s so bothersome. I’d be completely lost without Yuzhen’s advice, so I’m thankful for the extra three days by her side. A terrifying woman, she makes it seem so easy. It’s a good thing she’s on our side and I only hope Gerel can keep her satisfied.
 
  
 
 Come morning, we head south towards the lake with our ponderous wagons in tow. Despite my grievances at the slow pace, it gives me plenty of time to relax and enjoy myself. Leaving Rustram and Jorani to manage the convoy, I spend the day riding through the forest, hunting and herb-picking to my heart’s content. I don’t know how Zian and the others can stand spending all their time in those stuffy little carriages. To each their own I suppose, though I see a few advantages. Riding quins is comfortable but I’d love some lumbar support. Plus the carriage offers a private setting with plenty of room to stretch, meaning I could spend all day meditating and training, or snuggling with Lin and Mila. While I love Lin to bits, she’s been monopolizing everyone’s time, cuddling with me by day and with Mila by night. This leaves me little to no private time with Mila, but I suppose that’s how it’s gotta be with multiple wives. It’s not all fun and games, it’ll take hard work, compromise, and dedication to keep a harem happy.
 
  
 
 Celibacy is no way to spend my second youth, but to be fair, I still think it’d be weird to have sex with Baledagh watching.
 
  
 
 My little brother’s mood improves by the day, taking a turn for the better after getting rid of all those Spectres. Without their dark thoughts influencing him, he’s had time to really grieve for Ai Qing, dealing with his emotions on his own terms. It’s made him stronger and more resilient, and I’m proud of his progress. Despite being a mentally twelve-year-old spirit riding backseat in his own body, he’s dealing with things much better than I would in his shoes.
 
  
 
 While his emotional strength grows by leaps and bounds, his physical strength isn’t far behind, rising with each purified Spectre he absorbs. One or two doesn’t make much of a difference, but we’ve purified more Spectres than I can count and the results are notable. After he woke, he sparred with each of my new sub-bosses and crushed them with sheer strength of arms. Even the impressive Ulfsaar the Voracious stood no chance against Baledagh, a formidable half-bear bandit almost as large as Vichear though sorely lacking in skill. While I might be able to do the same, my victories would be much less overwhelming and decisive without the use of Aura. Baledagh’s fighting prowess and instincts are above and beyond my own, maybe even surpassing Zian’s. Add in my new strength and I’m giddy with joy over how strong we’ve become.
 
  
 
 Finally, I’m no longer an underdog, rising above it all to become... Top dog, I guess? It doesn’t sound too impressive, but whatever.
 
  
 
 Nearing the end of the second day, Jester Wang leads us to an empty Butcher Bay outpost by a tributary of the Xiang Mi river. Expropriating the abandoned fleet of barges, we load the wagons and set sail, working through the night to reach Treasure Lake by morning and saving us days of travel in the process. Anchored in a calm, quiet bay, I stare out at the foggy lake where I almost lost my life, my stomach turning at the thought of sailing across them, privy to the knowledge of what lurks beneath its depths. Inside my mental plane, Blobby stirs with interest, emitting a sense of satisfaction and familiarity.
 
  
 
 To think, my amorphous little blob has a sense of home. How sweet.
 
  
 
 “Explain it again.”
 
  
 
 In response to my demand, Jester Wang mutters something rude beneath his breath. “It ain’t so complicated,” he says, adding a belated, “Boss.” Discipline is a real issue lately, but I’ll let it be until we get home. By then, it’ll be too late for regrets once their hellish training begins, with nowhere for them to run. “We just gotta find the right currents and avoid the wrong ones. Simple as picking the right hole between a woman’s legs, ‘cept this time there’s a wrong choice, ha ha ha.”
 
  
 
 For a guy nicknamed ‘Jester’, he’s not particularly funny, though he seems to think he is. I suppose that’s the irony of bandit names, like calling a giant ‘Tiny’.
 
  
 
 “So how do we pick the right current? Can you map it out for me?”
 
  
 
 Looking bashful Jester Wang shrugs. “Can’t say for certain till I sees it. The lake changes depending on the hour and season, but an old hand like meself can tell where not to go. We don’t want to be out in the centre but we can’t be staying to close to shore. So long as nothin’ goes wrong, we’ll reach the hideout afore lunch.”
 
  
 
 Famous last words. “Let’s say, for argument’s sake, something does go wrong. Then what happens? Be specific.” Call me morbid but if I’m gonna die, I’d like to know how.
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “Suppose we’ll find out together. Ain’t no one ever come back to tell the tale.”
 
  
 
 Fun.
 
  
 
 “And how many times have you done this?”
 
  
 
 A third shrug. “Usually the Captain- err, Gao Qiu led the way, but if I haven’t seen him do it a thousand times, it’s at least eight hundred. Don’t you worry boss, you’re in good hands. Jester Wang won’t let you down.”
 
  
 
 Fun. Fun. Funnnnnnnnnn.
 
  
 
 Relaying the information to the others, we unanimously decide to allow Jester Wang and his comrades four hours to rest, seeing as they’ve been sailing all night. In fact, we insist they rest despite their protests otherwise, claiming to be ‘fresh as ox shit on a farm’. As I rise in the world, I’ve learned how important things like face and reputation are, and it’s starting to affect me in negative ways. A year ago, I’d probably laugh at the quaint colloquialism, but now, I’m resisting the urge to face-palm in embarrassment.
 
  
 
 I don't like changing, but I don't have much of a choice.
 
  
 
 The time passes quickly and I’m unable to convince Mila or Lin to wait behind, the former too stubborn and adventurous while the latter claims she’s safer than I am, able to leap to shore. She probably could too, she’s light as a feather when she wants to be. After warning everyone to hang tight, Jester Wang guides our barge out onto the current, the ship lurching forward with a burst of ass-clenching speed. Standing with one foot on the prow, he directs the rudder man with hand signals as he stares out over the water, while behind him, the other boats follow in our wake, this former bandit all that stands between us and death.
 
  
 
 Sheltered from the harsh winds, Roc’s flock rides out the trip in relative safety, covered in canvas and tied down to the deck. Their harsh call is all I hear as we skip over the water at breakneck speeds, a chorus of derisive laughter heralding my incoming doom. Beneath the decks, the quins and wildcats chitter and yowl, unhappy in their cramped confines though I’d trade places with them in a heartbeat. My poor babies, I’m so sorry. I should have stayed down there with you, but Lin wanted to ride up here and I couldn’t refuse.
 
  
 
 Fearless and ecstatic, my sweet wifey leans over the side rails with a massive grin, arms outstretched and braids flapping in the wind as I hold onto the scarf wrapped around her waist and shoulders. Nearby, her guards stand in bored relaxation, giving the impression of waiting on solid ground instead of this jarring vehicle of death and disaster. Holding my free arm, the only outward signs of Mila’s nervousness are the bruises forming on my bicep as her fingers dig deep into my flesh, her mouth set in a grim, determined line. Heart racing and legs quivering, I sit on deck with a rope tied around my waist, cringing every time the barge jolts or shudders while praying this oversized wooden bucket holds together.
 
  
 
 No wonder no one ever found the Butcher Bay hideout. You’d have to be fucking suicidal to come here in the first place. 
 
  
 
 Trading places with Baledagh only buys me a few seconds of peace before he flees in terror, locking himself in the void and ignoring my pleas. Fighting back tears, I suffer in silence as our journey continues, the shore fading into the fog and erasing all frame of reference, only solid grey mist and churning white waters visible in every direction. Minute after minute, hour after hour, I ride this roller-coaster from hell as it cuts through the waves, twisting and turning through the rapids, sometimes even circling around before shooting ever deeper into the lake.
 
  
 
 I want off this wild ride...
 
  
 
 As if in response to my prayers, I hear a rumbling crash as the bottom of the barge scrapes across something hard. Everything comes to a grinding halt, and barely able to keep my seat, I pull Lin in close to keep her safe. Unable to speak, I hug my two loves one last time, cursing my greed and stupidity for consigning us all to a cold, watery grave.
 
  
 
 Giving me a peck on the cheek, Lin’s cheery voice sounds. “Hubby, lets go. I wanna see the island.”
 
  
 
 It takes a few seconds for her words to register, and I stand up to see solid land all around me. Nearby, the other barges appear out of the mist as the former Butchers pull them onto the beach, securing them with practised efficiency. Chuckling madly, Jester Wang raises his head high, thumps his chest and says, “See, boss? Ain’t nothing to it.”
 
  
 
 With my shirt drenched in sweat and head dizzy with relief, it’s all I can do to keep from from strangling the smug bastard to death. ‘Ain’t nothing to it’ my ass, but I still need him for the ride back.
 
  
 
 Then again, I could always take up a life of banditry and live here forever.
 
  
 
 It’d almost be worth it.
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 Knees weak and body quivering, Mila struggled to compose herself as she fled the floating wooden deathtrap in all haste. Fighting the urge to kiss the sand beneath her feet, she clutched Rain’s arm a little tighter, taking comfort in their shared terror, his blanched skin and wide-eyed expression betraying his inner thoughts. Forget having a calm, fearless husband, it was unnatural to remain unnerved after what they went through.
 
  
 
 In contrast, Lin hopped over the side of the boat and skipped ahead, eager to explore the island with her guards close behind. How the five of them remained unperturbed by the turbulent cruise was nothing short of awe-inspiring, Lin’s mental fortitude and desire for adventure far outstripping Mila’s own. Even Gerel and Tursinai looked a little green from the experience, a minor wobble in their gait betraying unease. Tenjin appeared downright miserable, haggard and sickly as he leaned heavily against his wife for support. A broken neck was no small matter and if not for Lin’s guards stabilizing his injury and stealing him out from under Yo Ling’s nose, Tursinai might very well have joined Tanaraq to become a young widow.
 
  
 
 With her racing heart under control, Mila finally thought to check on Song. Oh, how wonderful it would be to see the sweet girl in distress, Mila could hardly contain her excitement. It’s not that she wanted Song to be terrified, but the stony-faced girl rarely showed any emotion, not even cracking a smile after thrashing a Demon, so Mila treasured every one of Song’s unique expressions. She could see it now, Song with her ears pressed flat and head hanging low, shyly taking Mila’s hand in search of safety and reassurance...
 
  
 
 In reality, Song disembarked with her customary nonchalance, scanning around for danger while carrying a terrified Aurie in her arms. The other animals scampered off the boat to explore their surroundings, quins, bears, and wildcats all curious about their unfamiliar surroundings, though some of the animals sought Rain’s comforting touch.
 
  
 
 Right, their surroundings. Taking a deep breath, Mila studied the mythical Butcher Bay hideout and her first impression was... disappointing. For decades, soldiers and mercenaries searched for Yo Ling’s hidden fortress to no avail, so Mila imagined it to be something wondrous and awe-inspiring. An underground city, ramshackle ruins of a past era, even a standard fortress would have been acceptable, but so far, all she saw was a regular beach. Surrounded by mossy cliffs, it was large enough to hold hundreds of boats, a staging area and little else. A handful of ugly buildings sat hewn into the cliff-side, warehouses and shipyards according to Jester Wang, all empty and bare. At the back of the beach laid a path leading into the depths of the island where Lin bounced in place, playing the part of docile and obedient ‘wifey’ while waiting for the rest of their delegation to assemble. 
 
  
 
 With nothing of interest to see, Mila flopped down to the sand, her nerves strained and muscles tense after multiple near brushes with death. Though she could accept dying in battle, hurtling through the rapids with no control over her fate was almost too much to handle. Joining her, Song sat down with Aurie in her lap, the poor wildcat still shivering with fright. Stroking his flank, Mila did her part to comfort him as Rain’s retinue and the Society Brats made their way onto the beach, fanning out into their separate groups and factions. Watching Rain’s ‘sub-bosses’ clumsily arrange their squadrons, Mila couldn’t help but sigh at their ineptitude. Dastan and Rustram aside, it was a terrible mess. The four former bandits were the worst, standing about without a care in the world and taking no efforts to organize their own people. Bandits weren’t known for their organization or discipline, but they seemed to take pride in their failings, firing glances of derision and disdain at the neatly organized Society soldiers standing at attention, while they themselves squatted and loitered about in jumbled clump.
 
  
 
 Ravil and Bulat were a different mess altogether, their loud reprimands and imaginative curses echoing off the cliffs as they bullied their subordinates into line. One a murderous ruffian and the other a criminal mastermind, the pair made for unconventional leaders, but their unorthodox style was both taught and endorsed by Rain so Mila had no choice but to suffer in silence. At least Rain knew better than to berate his people in public as he took charge, but the two former street toughs took perverse delight in it, grinning with pride as the Society watched on.
 
  
 
 Upon returning home, Mila intended to beg Mama to place a contingent of Sentinels under Rain’s command and teach him proper tactics. Though Mama and Baatar were happy to let Rain pick his own soldiers and test his wild strategies, as a Second Grade Warrant Officer, he was now too high-profile to be given free reign. Allowing a novice commander and his delinquent hoodlums to represent them would only bring the People shame. Though Rain lucked out with his former cripples who turned out to be an honourable and worthy group of warriors, there had to be a limit to his luck. Crippled former soldiers were a far cry from reluctant bandits, and though Rain had no choice but to keep Jorani, Mila believed it would be best if Rain dismissed the majority of the Mother’s Militia after bringing them far from Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Or rather, she had a more... permanent solution in mind, but Rain was too kind to listen.
 
  
 
 Instead, he spent the last two weeks doing absolutely nothing, running around headbutting his pets while discussing a myriad of bizarre and senseless ideas with Diyako and his group of madmen. Those damned birds were driving everyone crazy with their damnable squawking, but her betrothed was too stubborn to get rid of them. Lamenting his lack of skill, Rain had all but given up on the bow and Mila couldn’t blame him. It took a lifetime of training to raise a master archer and he already had more than enough to keep him occupied. His dream of designing a cheap, mass-manufactured crossbow to rival the People’s hunting bows was another thing altogether though. The double recurve bows were the product of generations of testing and experience which Rain couldn’t hope to match in his lifetime, much less surpass.
 
  
 
 Stifling a sigh, Mila studied her betrothed, his lips pursed and eyebrows drawn in annoyance as he whipped his retinue into formation. Though she often complained about his inadequacies, his soft attitude, strange ideas, and wild fancies were all a part of why she loved him. When he lifted her into his arms with his infectious smile shining brighter than his amber eyes, her complaints and irritations all melted away into a soft, gooey mass of love and affection.
 
  
 
 Well, almost all of them. She still couldn’t forgive him for the headbutt. If he wanted to show his affection, then why didn’t he just kiss her?
 
  
 
 Such was the price she paid for falling in love with an idiot, a bruised nose and injured pride.
 
  
 
 After determining no one was missing with a quick headcount, Rain marched off with BoShui and Lin at his sides while everyone else waited their turn. To save time and ensure everything was aboveboard, they divided the island into four quadrants to search through in pairs, one Society representative alongside one of their own. Huu teamed up with ZhiLan and Fung with Ryong, the most sensible grouping. Leaving the licentious Fung with the flirtatious ZhiLan was a recipe for disaster, while the Seven Star Sect successor would find himself shorter by a head if he didn’t stop leering at Huu’s wives. Finally, lacking a fourth warrant officer, Rain paired Zian with Mila, presumably to avoid friction between himself and the once-defeated Warrant Officer, though Mila was unhappy about babysitting this pompus, puffed-up princeling.
 
  
 
 After the last of Fung and ZhiLan’s people faded into the mist, Zian moved to follow. “Come along then,” he said, nose tilted towards the sky. “We’ve much to do before the day is done.”
 
  
 
 ‘Come along then’, she inwardly mocked. By the Mother, if Mila didn’t know any better, she’d swear Zian had learned to infuse his Aura with arrogance. Undeserved at that, she’d seen him fight and while it was impressive, she was confident in her ability to deal with him after she condensed her Aura. His speed and style were pretty to look at but as Mama would say, he was too engrossed in looking elegant. All style and no substance, let him dance all he wants. His skills were nothing in comparison to her raw, unmitigated strength.
 
  
 
 With his Honed Aura, Rain was indisputably the number one talent of their generation, but Mila refused to give up second place. If she could learn to defend against his Aura...
 
  
 
 Daydreaming of defeating Rain and sweeping aside their peers, Mila led her people around the outskirts of the desolate South-west quadrant with Zian. While a treasure hunt might have been fun with Rain and Lin at her side, Song’s enthusiasm was non-existent and Zian’s company all but unbearable. The Sentinels and soldiers swept through the area while Tursinai marched nearby, Sending Mila coarse and obscene comments regarding the things she wanted to do to Zian, unable to converse with Tenjin since she left him back at the beach.
 
  
 
 Grinding her teeth, Mila paid the lustful woman and arrogant pretty-boy no mind as she trudged through the island. Sparse and rocky with an utter lack of trees and shrubbery, there wasn’t much to search through, with the ground too hard to dig up and buildings nonexistent. Every now and then they came across a smattering of tents, containing plenty of bugs and filth but no treasures of any kind.
 
  
 
 Mother above, if Mila suffered through that horrifying boat ride for nothing but lice and ticks...
 
  
 
 Four hours into their search, the sun dipped over the horizon and plunged the world into darkness, the moon and starlight too dim to search by. Belly rumbling with hunger, Mila wanted to call it a day but Zian wanted to push on, hungry for treasure and unwilling to give up. Grumbling beneath her breath, she followed the greedy princeling for another half-hour before her temper boiled over. “Enough!” She snapped. “This is stupid, bumbling around by torchlight, who knows what we might’ve missed? Set camp, we’ll resume our search in the morning.” Zian didn’t respond but Mila couldn’t be bothered to care, ordering her people to dig in. If he dared try to leave, then she’d damn the consequences and give Tursinai permission to do as she pleased.
 
  
 
 After all, they were alone and isolated on the island, a perfect place to slaughter the Society’s most promising youth without any witnesses...
 
  
 
 After a cold, unsatisfying meal of jerky and hard-tack, Mila crawled into her tent and sighed. Climbing into her bedroll fully dressed, she lamented her unfortunate fate as the second wife. Her heartless betrothed brought her to this barren wasteland only to saunter off with her supposed friend and abandoning her with his greatest rival. Thoughtless and inconsiderate is what it was, stupid Rain and stupid Lin. With the drunk and dispirited BoShui as their partner, they probably stopped searching hours ago, settling down to enjoy a nice, hot meal cooked by Rain, some stew or noodles, maybe even rice and seared meat, snuggled together in front of the fire like a pair of fools in love. They even stole away the sweet bear cubs, leaving only Sarankho and Song for Mila to cuddle.
 
  
 
 As if sensing her thoughts, Song laid down and stroked Mila’s hair. “There. There. Mila,” Song said, awkward and unused to comforting people, but the sentiment was there.
 
  
 
 Giggling in delight, Mila wrapped her arms around Song in a hug. “Oh Song, you always treat me best. Who cares about Rain and Lin, so long as I have you by my side then everything will work out fine.” Indignation replacing melancholy, she continued, “Hmph. That Rain, so greedy for treasure he’s willing to send me away like this. If he loves treasure so much, then I’ll spend it as fast as he earns it. He wastes money on extravagant jewellery for me and Lin instead of saving up for a betrothal gift, but to thank you for saving my life, all he could muster up were a few measly emeralds on a jade comb? The miser, I’ll buy you a whole set of emerald jewellery in Shen Huo and use his coin to pay for it. Tiara, earrings, bangles, necklace, the whole works. Just you wait. What else do you want?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Song smiled sleepily, looking more radiant than usual. “There's no need for reward. So long as I can remain by your side, then I am happy.” 
 
  
 
 Squeezing Song a little tighter, Mila engraved this scene into memory. No matter what riches Mila might unearth in the next few days, she couldn’t imagine finding a treasure better than this one; the sight of a contented Song blinking sleepily as she fought to stay awake, nestled in Mila's shoulder.
 
  
 
 Maybe this trip was worth it after all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Though his first day of treasure hunting passed without success, Zian was eager to begin anew. Waking with the rising sun, he ate breakfast and packed his tent, hurrying as much as possible. Crazy though she might have been, he owed the Shrike much for teaching him how to set camp. It seemed like such an unimportant thing, but putting up and taking down his tent gave him a sense of self-satisfaction he didn’t know he lacked.
 
  
 
 Finished with his task, he glanced at the Bekhai camp, silent and still despite the morning light. How disappointing, he’d had such high expectations for Sumila, daughter of Akanai. When he thought of how Baatar said Rain wasn’t the most talented youth in their village, Zian thought he spoke of Sumila, but it seems she was little more than a wastrel like so many other heirs of greatness. Seeing the slave girl’s prowess made him believe Sumila would be even stronger, but after yesterday’s shameful display, he realized the Bekhai weren’t all peerless warriors from birth. Rain and the slave were anomalies, talented, hardworking geniuses, but the Bekhai had their fair share of slackers.
 
  
 
 While the quality of Sumila’s soldiers were a step above Rain’s, their leader was anything but impressive. A sullen, moody teenager, she spent all of yesterday’s search pouting and moping, as if searching the island was beneath her station. He’d seen more than a few prodigal sons and daughters, but never had he seen child so spoiled she didn't even put Butcher Bay’s treasure in her eyes. This was a story to tell their children and grandchildren, eventually to be immortalized in the annals of history, yet Sumila treated this whole excursion like a chore, clearly unhappy to be here.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Zian had a moment of pity for Rain. Though she was a lovely enough girl in a non-traditional manner, with a strong jawline and endearing freckles, having a lazy, unmotivated wife like Sumila meant Rain was destined for hardship and adversity. He believed behind every great man in history stood a strong woman, whether it be a mother, sister, or wife. Then again, he also believed many possibly great men met their downfalls at the hands of a woman, and he took the lesson to heart. While he saw nothing wrong with indulging in the pleasures of the flesh, he took care not to fall into their woven webs. As a talented warrior and the only heir to Clan and City, he had his fair share of women looking to sink their claws into him.
 
  
 
 With all his soldiers ready and waiting, Zian refused to wait any longer. Unwilling to sneak away and break faith, he stood outside Sumila’s tent and cleared his throat, making his presence known.
 
  
 
 Nothing. No response at all, not even a stirring within the tent. Trying again, he coughed loudly and waited, craning his neck to listen for signs of life.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Still nothing.
 
  
 
 “Ahem,” he coughed, anger rising. “Lady Sumila? Good morning. The sun has risen and time is wasting.”
 
  
 
 A tittering laugh caught him by surprise as he turned to face a lovely, older woman sitting a few meters from Sumila’s tent. “You’ll have to work a little harder if you want little Mila. Loves her sleep, she does.” Tursinai, the newly appointed Senior Captain of the Bekhai. How did he not see her there? Her low rank was by no means an indication of her skill. As someone who defeated the traitor guard captain Mao Jianghong and survived a clash with Yo Ling, she’d earned his respect and vigilance. Thankfully, her chain and sickle was unsuited to single combat and her equally skilled husband was back at the beach, still recovering from his injuries. Should worst come to worst, he was confident Jukai could handle the beautiful warrior with ease, giving his retinue the advantage.
 
  
 
 Clasping his hands, he nodded in respect. “Senior Captain Tursinai, your help would be appreciated. If you could wake Lady Sumila, we can be on our way in a matter of minutes.”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely not.” Smirking in an unladylike manner, Tursinai shook her head. “You’re pretty, but not pretty enough for me to poke my nose into that beehive. Not even Rain would be so brave as to wake her at dawn. If you want to try, then be my guest.”
 
  
 
 Frowning in annoyance, Zian weighed his options. It was almost five in the morning and they’d agreed to only spend two days searching the island, not nearly enough time. Well, if the Bekhai refused to conduct themselves civilly, then he would act accordingly. Gesturing for his retinue to approach, he said, “The Lady Sumila is having troubles waking this morning. Shall we aid her with a rousing battle cry?”
 
  
 
 Understanding his intention, his fifty-odd soldiers smiled and raised their voices in a challenging shout, alternating between stamping one foot and smacking their breastplates. Following Jukai’s lead, their shouting rose in both intensity and volume, their stamping and smacking devolving into a thunderous, clanging clamour as they sought to rouse the lazy Sumila from her bedroll.
 
  
 
 This went on for almost half a minute when a deafening shout emanated from the tent. “QUUUIIEEETTTTTTTTT!!!” Came the echoing, guttural roar, silencing Zian’s retinue in an instant. Stomping out of her tent, with her clothes in disarray and hair a mess, Lady Sumila glared murderously at the congregated soldiers, Zian’s heart freezing in the face of her unmitigated blood lust. The pouty, freckled, button-nosed maiden was nowhere to be found, replaced by a fearsome tigress hungry for retribution. Moving faster than he could react, she grabbed him by the throat with one hand and hefted him overhead like a sack of flour, his feet dangling off the ground despite their massive height difference. Grabbing her steely forearm, he fought to free himself from her vice-like grip with no success, his punches and kicks unnoticed as her stubby fingers denied air to his lungs and blood to his brain. “What business do you have at this unholy hour?” She asked with a snarl, her bloodshot eyes wild and violent. “Is it too much to ask for a full night’s rest? Why do you even need treasure so badly? If you’re not the richest person on this island, then I’ll eat my boots raw! ANSWER ME!!”
 
  
 
 Zian’s Aura crashed uselessly against Tursinai’s as the warrior woman hid her delight. “Silly girl, he can’t answer with your hand clamped around his neck. Why don’t you put the young magistrate down before the old man has an aneurysm?”
 
  
 
 Dropped without warning, Zian fell to his hands and knees, light-headed and gasping for breath. As the world spun around him, he heard Sumila mutter, “I’m going back to sleep. Wake me at a decent hour and we’ll start the search.”
 
  
 
 Vision fading in and out of darkness, Zian felt a strange sensation welling up from within. If Rain or Fung or anyone else had treated him like this, then he’d stop at nothing to kill the bastard and avenge his honour. However, when his thoughts turned to Lady Sumila, there was no hatred or anger. Quite the opposite in fact, he wondered how he could have ever been so blind as to not see her true beauty. Never before had he witnessed anything more beautiful than her savage ferocity, a robust, forceful warrior, glorious and unstoppable in her fury. Beside her, all other women paled in comparison, flimsy, fragile things of no value aside from their looks.
 
  
 
 She was everything he wanted in a wife, capable and powerful in her own right while also demure and ladylike when necessary. This was a woman to stand beside, striding hand in hand into the annals of history, together.
 
  
 
 If ever there were a man more blessed with luck than Falling Rain, Zian couldn’t afford to meet him, for his ego would shatter, never to be reformed.
 
  
 
 What favoured Son of the Situ Clan? His luck was nothing compared to a ‘nameless’ village savage.
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 Basking in the morning sun, I greet the new day with a smile, ready to search for treasure. I’m feeling good about my chances with how things turned out. In the interest of fairness, Zian and the others wanted to pick their zones, claiming it was only fair since I had the advantage of Jester Wang’s guidance. I reluctantly obliged but things worked out after BoShui ended up with the North-west quadrant. This is where the top brass lived, meaning Yo Ling’s manor is mine to plunder.
 
  
 
 Finally lucky. It’s about damn time.
 
  
 
 Though there’s only one-fourth of the island to cover, it’s not a small area by any measure. It took five hours of marching to cross the island and reach the outer edge of our quadrant, and since the sun had already set by the time we arrived, this is the first real look I’ve taken of our hunting grounds. Rugged and uneven, the island seems incapable of supporting much natural life. A few grasses, weeds, and mosses add minimal colour to the landscape, with the odd, scraggly tree growing in the rocky, loose soil, a light dusting sitting atop solid bedrock. The stone-brick buildings are well-built but exceedingly filthy, unsurprising since bandits aren’t known for their cleanliness. Reeking of mildew, rotten food, and worse, we left the buildings unoccupied, sleeping atop the jagged stones beneath the stars instead of subjecting ourselves to its foul stench.
 
  
 
 Before going to sleep last night, we searched through the buildings around our campsite, but a quick once over uncovered nothing of value. Unsurprising since these were the barracks for common bandits and warriors, unlikely to contain much hidden wealth. I’m more interested in the officers' quarters and the forges sitting on the island’s coast. If what Jester Wang says is accurate, there probably won’t be much of value in the other quadrants, which is fine by me. I don’t mind splitting the loot, I’m here for the thrill of finding it.
 
  
 
 After bringing a hot breakfast to the Guard Leader and her cronies, I leave a basket of meat and fruits on the ground for my fur babies before ducking into Lin’s tent. Waking the sweet girl with a kiss on the cheek, my little wifey pouts and groans in protest even as her nose twitches at the fragrant smell of breakfast. After struggling to decide between food and sleep, gluttony triumphs over sloth as she sits up, her eyes bright and hair in disarray. “Morning hubby,” she says, accepting her bowl with a toothy smile.
 
  
 
 Too cute.
 
  
 
 Devouring her breakfast while I brush her hair, Lin leans back to nestle against my chest, sighing in contentment. “Yummy! Hubby, you’re the best.” Affecting a pout, she continues, “Poor Mi-Mi and Li-Li, they’re probably eating a cold breakfast all by their lonesome. Why’d you send them away with that stinky Zian?”
 
  
 
 “Stinky? You’re too biased, he wears more perfume than anyone I know, plus he's the prettiest man I’ve ever met. I was even worried Mila would fall for his charms and abandon us.” Kissing Lin on the temple, I resume brushing her hair. “It’s not like I wanted to separate from her, but I had no choice. While he’s all cordial and polite on the surface, I’m certain he’d decapitate me given the chance, so partnering with him would have been too stressful. Even though she doesn’t have a rank, Mila’s the best choice to handle him. His enmity ends at me and she’s smart enough not to start a new blood feud, so it’ll be fine. Plus, if things go south, then she has Tursinai there to back her up. Mila’s a tough girl, she’ll survive without us for a day or two.”
 
  
 
 My words earn me a double poke, one finger to each cheek. “Silly Rainy, Mi-Mi’s still a girl. It’s not a nice feeling when your hubby sends you away with another man. You need to make it up to her after this, ya? Maybe you should finally get her a betrothal gift. You gave Yan hers months ago and Mi-Mi’s been waiting all this time. Unlike your sweet Lin-Lin, Mi-Mi gets jealous easily, so you have to work a little harder to please her.”
 
  
 
 Wait what? “It wasn’t a betrothal gift, it was a going away present for a friend. Anyways, I gave you both your betrothal gifts. You’re wearing parts of it right now.”
 
  
 
 “This?” Thrusting her hand in front of my face, Lin wiggles her new ring, a golden, diamond-encrusted band boasting a heart-shaped sapphire the size of my thumbnail. “Oh, hubby... It’s so shiny and I love it, but it’s not a betrothal gift.”
 
  
 
 Oh no... How much do they expect me to spend on a betrothal gift? “So... what's a betrothal gift?” In hindsight, I probably should have asked this earlier.
 
  
 
 Braiding one side of her hair while I do the other, Lin giggles and answers, “A betrothal gift is supposed to be practical, something we can use to contribute to the household. We can’t do anything with rings and jewellery other than sell it, and then what? See, you gave Zabu and Shana to Yan, which means she has two quins to help her hunt and bring food and pelts home. So you need to think of something for Mi-Mi that matches her personality. Easy, ya?”
 
  
 
 Huh, that’s rather down-to-earth of the People. I like it. Then again, it probably became a tradition because so many people died young. With these parameters for a betrothal gift, it’s pretty much ensuring your spouse has some means to earn a living after you’ve croaked. Ah whatever, I’ll treat the jewellery as a regular gift, their smiles were worth it. Plus, it’s not like I worked hard for the money and gemstones, Jorani and co. stole it all. “Hmm... so does that mean I should build Mila a forge? I wouldn’t even know where to start...” And what do I get Lin? Taduk provides her with everything she needs to be an herbalist.
 
  
 
 “You can ask her daddy, but I think it’d be better if you got her armour. Something like Li-Li’s, ya? Mi-Mi’s not as durable as you are.”
 
  
 
 Runic armour? How rich does Lin think I am? Praying I find something expensive on the island, I’m struck by a chilling thought. “You don’t think I’m trying to marry Li Song do you? Is that why you were so upset when I didn’t give her any jewellery?”
 
  
 
 “Silly Rainy. We were upset because you gave us gifts right in front of her. If you had nothing to gift Li-Li, then you should have waited until we were alone. It’s rude ya?”
 
  
 
 Sigh. There are so many of these little customs and courtesies, how am I ever supposed to learn them all?  “When we get home, I need a crash course on how not to be rude. Just to clarify, I gave Li Song the armour because she’s the only one who can wear it, not because I’m interested in her.”
 
  
 
 “I know and Mi-Mi knows too, but everyone else doesn’t see it that way. Runic Armour is priceless, you can’t buy it even if you have money.” So where am I supposed to find one for Mila? My little wifey thinks too highly of me.
 
  
 
 Her braids finished, Lin reaches for her clothes and I turn away before she strips down. My little wifey has no sense of propriety, finding nothing wrong with taking off her pajamas in my presence. As nice as it sounds in theory, the four fearsome guards standing outside would happily beat me bloody should I ever overstep my boundaries. Unaware of the epic struggle between reason and lust going on within me, Lin continues chatting. “It’s fine, Li-Li doesn’t want to marry anyone anyways, not yet at least. Think of it as helping her keep pesky suitors away. No one’s gonna approach her after you gifted her Runic Armour.” Hugging me from behind, Lin whispers, “Don’t worry, if Li-Li changes her mind and wants to marry you, I don’t mind. Towel please.”
 
  
 
 Handing her a wet face-cloth, I sit and wait as she washes her face and brushes her teeth. This girl, she’s too accommodating. How many wives does she expect me to have?
 
  
 
 ...Not that I’m complaining.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, beautiful though she might be, I don’t see myself ever marrying Li Song. Besides, knowing her, she’d probably rather marry Mila instead of me, so this is all a moot point. Man, I have more possible rivals than I thought... I should treat Mila better before she realizes she’s better off with someone else...
 
  
 
 Leaving my pets with Lin, I bring Gerel to meet up with our Society partner, waiting outside while BoShui’s guard wakes him, my fellow Warrant Officer still sleeping off a bender. Truth be told, I didn’t stick Mila with Zian just so I could avoid an awkward situation, because it’s equally awkward hanging out with BoShui. He didn’t take the Shrike’s death well and still kinda blames it on me. With his Spectral compromised soul, I thought it best to have Baledagh keep an eye on him. Handing the reins over to my little brother, we stand and wait with a piping hot bowl of rice gruel in hand.
 
  
 
 Looking like death warmed over, BoShui wincing at the glare of the morning light. “Mother’s sagging tits,” he groans, taking the bowl without a word of thanks. “What time is it?”
 
  
 
 In control of our vocal chords, Baledagh declines to answer, studying our Tainted ally. “It’s getting worse,” he says mentally. “At this rate, it’s possible he’ll turn wholly Defiled before we leave.”
 
  
 
 It sucks not being able to see what he sees, but we each have our own strengths. “How can you tell?”
 
  
 
 “Most people only have a handful of Spectres about them, never coming in contact while whispering their hateful lies. It’s of little consequence to anyone with a good head on their shoulders, but the more Spectres there are, the worse it gets. The air is thick with Spectres around this one, diving in and out of his body as they please. Even his guards are affected again.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Baledagh cleansed them only two mornings ago, when we set out from Sanshu. None of the people in my retinue suffered from a resurgence of Spectres, so I figured they were inoculated against further infection, but it seems I’m wrong. No wonder everyone’s hairs are in a twist when it comes to the Defiled, one bad apple truly spoils the bunch. “Anything you can do to slow it down?”
 
  
 
 Baledagh gives a mental shake of his head, impressive considering he’s not here in the void with me. We’re more in tune with each other now, which is both alarming and heartwarming at the same time. “It’s a matter of willpower,” he says, scorn and disgust welling up within, “and this sorry sack of shit had little to begin with. Who knows when he’ll give in? Maybe in an hour, maybe never.”
 
  
 
 Harsh words aside, Baledagh’s contempt isn’t solely directed at BoShui. Much of it is reserved for himself, my little brother overly critical of his past mistakes. I don’t blame him for turning Defiled though. With the life he’s had, I’m surprised it didn’t happen earlier. Hell, I’m surprised I haven’t given in to the dark side, I’ve always been self-deprecating and one to wallow in self misery, a perfect target for the Spectres. Plus, I’d make an awesome villain, strutting my stuff and making evil quips, dressed in all black everything complete with devilish goatee. Morals are so cumbersome, sometimes I wonder what it’d be like to divest myself of them all.
 
  
 
 Meeting Baledagh’s gaze, BoShui’s lip curls in a sneer. “What are you staring at? Acting all high and mighty because you got a promotion. Everything’s all roses and sunshine for you, isn’t it? Pei. Must be nice to be loved by the Mother. I wouldn’t know, the cold, frigid bitch never did anything for me.” Turning to his guard, he bellows, “Make yourself useful and fetch me some wine. It feels like there’s a bear dancing on my skull.”
 
  
 
 As the guard passes over a waiting gourd of wine, Baledagh’s draws Peace, slashes out, and returns the weapon to its scabbard in the blink of an eye. “No more drinking,” he says as the spilled wine drains into the rocky soil, the top half of the gourd still in BoShui’s hand. “Drowning your sorrows won’t help. Embrace them, experience them, and move on. Do it on your own time though, there’s work to be done.”
 
  
 
 “Atta boy, Baledagh. Show him who’s boss! Alpha as fuck!” Baledagh’s cheeks redden from my whooping praise, but I can’t help it. That was both bad-ass and informative. 
 
  
 
 Though the guards seem appreciative of the gesture, BoShui doesn’t feel the same. Knuckles white with fury, he swallows his words and orders his people to prepare. Moving to one side, he eats his breakfast in stony silence, his glances betraying his fury and hatred, no doubt encouraged by the Spectres. It’s not the best situation, because if he’s not talking to us, then that means he’s listening to them.
 
  
 
 We’re playing a dangerous game. While Baledagh and Blobby can cleanse BoShui at any time, I'd prefer to keep Gerel in the dark regarding the full extent of ‘my gifts’. He can’t keep secrets from Yuzhen and I’ve seen her twist minor, seemingly insignificant details to her advantage. She already has more dirt on me than I’m comfortable with, so I’d rather not give her more.
 
  
 
 I still don’t know how we’re gonna deal with BoShui in the long run. Even if we ignore the sudden perception of old injuries, he’s going to notice something’s off when we cleanse him, which will lead to a whole mess of uncomfortable questions. The best plan we came up with was letting him get nice and drunk before Baledagh does his thing, then claim BoShui fell down the stairs or something. It’s not the best plan, but it’s something.
 
  
 
 A shame we can’t siphon away half of the Spectres and leave the rest for later. We tried it out on Ulfsaar and he went apeshit as the remaining Spectres struggled to take control. He settled down after Baledagh finished the job, but not before smacking Gerel halfway across the room. It's a good thing he was easy to trick, I'd hate to kill him. With his prodigious strength and robust Aura, the brutish half-bear bandit is a fearsome opponent despite his utterly non-existent martial skills. With a few months training, I fully expect him to become a pillar of my retinue.
 
  
 
 I’m not thrilled about having an angry rage-bandit nicknamed ‘the Voracious’ as my most promising rookie, but I’m training soldiers, not nursemaids. I can’t expect them all to be paragons of virtue, now can I? So long as they don’t cross my bottom line, these former bandits will do nicely. I’ve so many new ideas for training and I can’t wait to try them out.
 
  
 
 Devious thoughts aside, I take a few minutes to explain my search plan to BoShui, who readily agrees with all my suggestions. After sending our people out in groups to search the surrounding areas, I follow Jester Wang to Yo Ling’s manor, caring nothing for the various storehouses and barracks in between. I mean, sure, there’ll be things of value to plunder, but I doubt they leave all their coin sitting around behind a locked door. There has to be a treasury, a hidden room hiding all of Yo Ling’s personal goods, and where better to hide it than in his own house?
 
  
 
 Sitting atop the highest hill, Yo Ling’s manor is a sight to behold, a curious mixture of elegance and function. At twice my height and complete with moat and drawbridge, the spotless white-stone walls wouldn’t look out of place on a fortress, a necessity for any Bandit King. After Gerel leaps over the wall and lowers the bridge, the double gates open to reveal a massive white-jade statue chiseled in the likeness of a young Yo Ling. With two eyes and a well-groomed beard, dressed in full armour and mace in hand, the dastardly bandit almost looks heroic.
 
  
 
 Once you get past the outer defences and garish choice in welcoming decor, Yo Ling’s manor shows its charm. For a murderous bandit, the man had good taste. Lining the paved walkway are smooth, rounded rocks of similar size, fit together in an uneven and oddly satisfying manner when compared to the straight, undeviating pathway. The overall effect turns his entire courtyard into a massive rock garden, and I can only imagine how beautiful it’d look if all the grass were trimmed. The outside of the buildings are all red-lacquered wood, with gracefully arched roofs and sturdy, stone-carved foundations. Peering through the open doors and windows uncovers a myriad of artworks and extravagances. Vibrant porcelain vases, decorative jade vessels, masterwork calligraphy scrolls, vivid, breathtaking paintings, and more.
 
  
 
 Okay... I now officially regret inviting Zian and the others along.
 
  
 
 Maybe I can convince them to donate everything to a museum, then rob it blind in a year or two.
 
  
 
 The rest of the day is spent in a frenzy of activity, packing everything onto the wagons and sending it back to the barges. I’m not sure we’ll even have enough room on the ships, we might need more than one trip to bring everything away. Walking hand in hand with Lin, we take our time appreciating the sights and secretly pocketing a few small items for ourselves before clearing everything out room by room, leaving only destruction in our wake. Stones and couches overturned, walls and bookshelves torn apart, every pillar and floorboard is checked and rechecked for hidden compartments as our appetite for treasure continues to grow. Even the drapes and cushions are taken away, repurposed into padding for the more fragile treasures.
 
  
 
 As night falls, I gaze upon our work from Yo Ling’s balcony, unable to come to terms with my newfound wealth. Though I’ve yet to find anything hidden away, the treasures on display are enough to make a hundred men wealthy, much less eight. The Guard Leader is surprisingly adept at appraising works of art, often able to name the craftsman before seeing a signature or stamp. I suppose I should gift her something after all this, though I should ask Lin if it’s appropriate before I do. The last thing I need right now are more wife candidates, and even if I did, the Guard Leader is nowhere near the top of the list.
 
  
 
 Breathing a sigh of contentment, I glance around Yo Ling’s room before we go, left untouched for now. I thought about sleeping here, but who knows what sort of nasty business went down on those sheets. No thank you. Spying a bookshelf, I head over to peruse the collection, curious what a bandit king reads. Histories and poetry make up the bulk of the books, along with a solid selection of military and weapon manuals. Running my fingers over the spine of each book, I ignore Gerel’s growing impatience because why not, while BoShui looks on the verge of falling asleep on his feet.
 
  
 
 Whatever. I’ll come back tomorrow. Still a full day of looting ahead of me, so might as well get a good night’s sleep. As I turn away, my elbow bumps a bookend and I react instinctively, darting to catch it before it falls. Freezing in place, I turn my gaze back to the bookend, still sitting on the shelf, unmoved by the impact. The bookend couldn’t be more ordinary, an L shaped block of wood stuck to the bookshelf, incredibly out of place amongst the riches and splendour of Yo Ling’s manor. All the other bookends are the same, and even the shelf is stuck against the wall.
 
  
 
 “Interesting,” Gerel says, studying the shelf thoughtfully. “A hidden door?”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps you twist or turn the bookends in a certain order?” BoShui adds his two cents, finally showing an interest in the proceedings. “My uncle has something like that.”
 
  
 
 “Fuck puzzles.” Grabbing an armload of books, I toss them onto the bed. Quickly catching on, everyone pitches in to help empty the shelf, with all thoughts of sleep fleeing at the prospect of riches. After chopping the bookshelf into kindling, we carve into the stone wall behind it to reveal a hewn stone stairway leading down into the depths of the island. Grinning from ear to ear, I glance at everyone and ask, “So, who’s up for a little cave exploration?”
 
 
This is going to be so much fun...
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 Unable to stomach it any longer, Baledagh sank into his pillow, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, waiting for his nausea to pass. Leading the way through the hidden passageway, brother’s eyes darted about the torch-lit cavern without pattern or logic, constantly scanning the area for dangers unknown. Ceiling to staircase and wall to wall, seeing the world tossed around by brother’s jerky movements made Baledagh sick to his stomach. According to brother, it had something to do with seeing the motions without perceiving them with his other senses, but he’d never experienced it so vividly before. Ever since reawakening, brother’s mental constructs regained their permanence and Baledagh took advantage of the comforts. Though laying in bed and watching the world through brother’s eyes was rather relaxing most of the time, it wasn’t suitable for high-intensity situations like this.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of the room and into the void, Baledagh ignored the Heavenly Waters and focused his will. With a little effort, he faded from existence and merged with brother’s senses. It’s what brother did when they fought together, and although it required intense concentration to sustain, sharing brother’s perceptions of the world around him felt much more natural, free of the jarring disconnect between mind and body. “Brother,” he asked, once his stomach settled. “What are you looking for?”
 
  
 
 “Traps,” came the reply, straightforward and succinct, as if the one word explained everything. Every few steps, he’d stop to think, tapping the ground and walls with a wooden plank scavenged from the destroyed bookshelf.
 
  
 
 Baledagh sighed. Sometimes, this brother of his was too unfathomable. “How do you know there are traps?”
 
  
 
 “... Isn’t it par for the course?” Before he could ask what the strange idiom meant, brother continued. “You know, pressure switches, tripwires, pitfalls, and more, traps to keep people away from the treasure. Or keep people from ambushing Yo Ling in his bedroom. A bandit wouldn’t trust anyone with a secret passage like this, so he can’t rely on guards.”
 
  
 
 Unable to retort, Baledagh silently aided the cause, searching for irregularities around him. It always amazed him how brother could be both worldly and naive at the same time. Baledagh would never have thought to look for traps, merely rushing down the stairs in haste. Though brother said he had little to no memory of his past life, he must have been a great man in his previous life, having so much knowledge and experience at his fingertips. Training regimens, tactical maneuvers, mathematics, and now apparently treasure hunting procedures, brother had probably forgotten more than Baledagh could learn in three lifetimes, much less one.
 
  
 
 Their journey didn’t go straight down, the stairs levelling off after around a hundred steps. Moving through the dark tunnel at a snail’s pace, brother tested anything he found out of the ordinary, and soon his efforts paid off. Standing a good distance away, brother pressed the plank against a flat stone in the middle of the pathway. With an audible click, a row of axes dropped from the ceiling, scything through the empty air right before their faces and putting an end to Gerel and BoShui’s steady torrent of complaints. After marking the trap, they continued forward, stumbling across several other deadly traps in the next hour as they moved through the twisting tunnels and plunging stairways deep into the bowels of the earth.
 
  
 
 “Stop.” The Guard Leader’s tone left no room for debate as everyone froze in place and Baledagh strained his mind to comb through brother’s senses, searching for something amiss. “There are people ahead.”
 
  
 
 After a brief pause, Gerel drew his sword and took the lead. “Dastan guard my left, Rain, get to the back. If we get into a fight, bring the girl and the brat away. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Taking Mei Lin’s hand, brother squeezed her dainty fingers for reassurance, and she replied with a confident grin, her skin flush with excitement. Blushing from the contact, Baledagh retreated from brother’s senses out of reflex, not wanting to overstep his bounds. Though they never spoke of it, Baledagh couldn’t imagine sharing Qing-Qing with another man, so he acted accordingly.
 
  
 
 Besides, sharing in brother’s happiness only served to remind Baledagh of his loss.
 
  
 
 Snuffing their torches, Gerel led the way through the darkness and within minutes, a light emerged from the end of the tunnel. Laying in wait as Gerel scouted ahead, Baledagh’s curiosity rose to its peak as the seconds passed, listening to the bustle of footsteps, the jangling of chains, and metal crashing against metal. Whoever it was, there were plenty of them hard at work, a disturbing revelation considering the island was supposedly abandoned.
 
  
 
 A stirring in the void caught his attention, and Baledagh’s eyebrow rose in question. “Uh... Brother,” he said, retreating to the safety of the room, “The Heavenly Water seems... agitated.”
 
  
 
 “Holy shit.” Brother appeared in the room and stared out at the frothy waters, circling the void in a massive riptide. “I thought something was off. Blobby, what are you so excited for?” Baledagh wasn’t privy to whatever communications passed between them, and he’d rather things stayed this way. Whenever he looked at the Heavenly Waters permeating through the near endless void, it filled him with an overwhelming sense of danger and vulnerability, as if he were a rabbit in the presence of a dragon. Thankfully, the Heavenly Waters were happy to ignore Baledagh presence, but he could still never bring himself to call it ‘Blobby’.
 
  
 
 “Whatever’s ahead of us, it’s got Blobby all hot and bothered. Don’t worry, it’s not after you, it seems... happy.” Shrugging, brother patted Baledagh on the shoulder. “Let’s switch places so I can keep an eye on it, just in case. Lemme Send a message to the Guard Leader and then we’re good.”
 
  
 
 A moment later, Baledagh stepped into control and exhaled, before breathing in the hot, musty air. It was a world of difference from sharing brother’s senses, feeling more natural and instinctive as opposed to the conscious study required while sharing. Releasing Mei Lin’s warm, tender hand, he gave a wry smile of apology to the now-pouting hare-girl. “I need both hands free,” he whispered, drawing Peace from the scabbard. Tranquility was already strapped to his arm, a comfortable, reassuring pressure in this time of tension. 
 
  
 
 His heart racing, Baledagh watched in silence as Dastan’s retinue and half of BoShui’s guards followed Gerel’s people down the tunnel, arranging themselves outside the light streaming through a gate. After a handful of minutes, Gerel kicked the gate in and charged forward, leaving him, Mei Lin, BoShui, and their guards all standing around with nothing to do but twiddle their thumbs. BoShui did a little more, visibly trembling from head to toe as he stared down the hallway, his jaw clenched so tight a vein protruded from his neck. The Spectres circled around him, visible only to Baledagh as they pressed in close to BoShui, whispering deceitful lies and false promises to their Tainted vessel. Itching to take his head, Baledagh kept an eye on BoShui, ready to act at a moment’s notice should the Spectres take over.
 
  
 
 “The way ahead is clear,” the Guard Leader said, though not even a minute had passed since Gerel's heroic entry. Frowning as BoShui darted off, Baledagh hurried to keep up after telling Lin to stay behind, wondering what they’d find. The clanging and jangling clamour grew louder, joined by the sound of heavy grunting and laboured breathing as he stepped into the light. Blinking to adjust his eyes, he gazed in confusion at the scene before him. Ignoring their presence, men and women stood scattered about inside the vast cavern, dressed in tattered, dirty rags while carrying out an assortment of tasks. Some used picks and hammers to chip away at the sides of an underground pool, while others collected the scraps and pieces and brought them away. Others stood above boiling cauldrons, stirring the contents as the collected fragments were dropped in. Even more poor souls formed a line to draw water from the underground pool, also to be emptied into the cauldrons. At the back of the cavern, a handful of people ladled out a cauldron’s contents into a rectangular mould, while still others stacked the metallic bars onto a hand-drawn wagon, sitting just outside a door on the other side.
 
  
 
 Most disturbingly of all, every single worker continued toiling away, with no curiosity shown towards Baledagh’s party. In fact, the workers appeared to be doing everything they could to ignore them. “None of them respond to anything we do,” Gerel said, gesturing at a comatose body laying in a pool of blood by the entrance. “I stabbed the poor bastard on my way in, only to hear him apologize and go right back to work. Kept at it until he collapsed from blood loss.” Switching to a silent Sending, he asked, “Are any of them Defiled?”
 
  
 
 Knowing this wasn’t his place, Baledagh stepped aside for Rain. “Answer Gerel, they’re all Tainted, even worse than BoShui.”
 
  
 
 Grimacing at the news, brother barked, “Drag one of them over.”
 
  
 
 As Dastan and a soldier grabbed the closest worker, their target screeched in fear. “Please,” he howled, going stiff as a board, unable to muster up any resistance. “I’m still strong, I can still work. Please, not the cauldrons! Nooo!!!” The other workers paid no attention to his cries, redoubling their efforts as if to prove their worth.
 
  
 
 Knowing the Defiled penchant for devouring flesh, Baledagh couldn’t help but gag. Brother did the same, but he hid it well. “Quiet. I only want to ask you some questions. What’s going on here?”
 
  
 
 “We do as the Lord commands,” the worker babbled, kowtowing against the hard rock floor. “We adhere to the schedule, the wagon goes out as soon as it’s filled. No slacking here, we wouldn’t dare, we wouldn’t dare.” After saying this, the worker repeated himself over and over, stressing the schedule and shipments as if seeking redemption. Unable to garner any other knowledge, Rain gestured for the guards to release the man, who promptly scrambled back to his position to resume gathering stones.
 
  
 
 “Give me that.” Grabbing a shard from a passing worker, the Guard Leader studied it in the torch-light. Tossing it to Gerel in silence, the bald warrior’s eyes widened in surprise.
 
  
 
 Running to the wagon, BoShui grabbed one of the dark, dull bars with both hands, clutching it to his chest like it were made of gold. The workers around him all recoiled away, falling to their knees and prostrating as BoShui cackled aloud, a tint of madness pervading through his strained laughter.
 
  
 
 “Baledagh, switch. What’s happening?”
 
  
 
 After taking over, Baledagh’s heart skipped a beat. “The Spectres,” he said to brother, “They’re taking over.” Their howls of pleasure and victory filled Baledagh’s ears as he shouted, “Grab BoShui! Toss him into the pool, now!” Following brother’s orders, he devoured the Spectres before they could complete their task and infect BoShui, though Baledagh would’ve much preferred taking the mopey bastard’s head. Outnumbered and outmatched, the Society guards stood helpless as Dastan and Gerel smashed them aside, the bald warrior literally tossing BoShui into the pool of water. Diving in after him, Baledagh grabbed the struggling Warrant Officer, the close contact allowing him to better devour the Spectres. The wailing apparitions helpless to resist, Baledagh drew them into the void to be cleansed by the Heavenly Water. Power surged through his body as he absorbed what remained, their essences cleansed of the Father's Taint.
 
  
 
 In the blink of an eye, BoShui’s struggles subsided as he went limp in Baledagh’s grasp. Relaxing at his victory, he swam for the surface and gasped for air, making sure BoShui’s head stayed above water. As he headed for shore, brother said, “Stop. Hang out in the water for a while, Blobby left to do... something. I’m not sure what.” Wary of creatures lurking within the depths, Baledagh bobbed in place, paddling his feet to keep them both above water.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of ignoring his people, brother gave the word to head back to shore, uneaten and unmolested. As Gerel dragged them out of the water, he growled, “Enjoy your swim? By the Mother, I don’t know how you’ve survived this long. Get to safety, then you rest, idiot.”
 
  
 
 Feeling more than a little maligned, Baledagh scowled and dropped BoShui to the ground. Sputtering for breath, he came alive and flailed about in a panic before his guards came to his rescue, lifting him to his feet as they settled in to defend him. Though they sported a few bruises and bumps, none were gravely injured, though they were still heavily outmatched. “You,” BoShui gasped, staring at Baledagh in a mixture of confusion and awe. “What did you do?”
 
  
 
 Unsure how to respond, Baledagh growled, “Nothing. You fell down the stairs, got it?”
 
  
 
 As Dastan and the Bekhai encircled the Society guards, Gerel Sent, “We should kill them all. This pool of water must be filled with Heavenly Energy and these stones have been soaking in it for who knows how long. Centuries at least, if not millennia. If we were to mine everything, it’d be enough to craft hundreds of Spiritual Weapons, maybe even thousands. This is an incalculable fortune...”
 
  
 
 After Baledagh passed the message on, there was only silence for several heartbeats. And then, “Arghhhhh,” brother screamed, causing Baledagh to wince. Luckily, it was only in the void and not out loud, lest they lose face before so many people. “Hundreds?! THOUSANDS!!!???!!! FUUUUUUUUCCCCCCCCKKKK! Do the right thing Rain, be the better person Rain, take the high road, build bridges, not fences. God Dammit, why am I so fucking dumb!?”
 
  
 
 Retreating from brother’s self-directed fury, Baledagh returned to his room in the Void before bursting into laughter, unwilling to draw brother’s ire. This was a good lesson for him; To be merciful to your enemies is to be cruel to yourself.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 To kill, or not to kill? That is the question.
 
  
 
 Before I finish even asking the question, BoShui yells, “Stand down.” Pushing his way to the front, he draws his dagger and cuts into his palm. “I, Han BoShui, swear an Oath to the Heavens, never to reveal the existence of this cavern, or anything which happens, is discussed, or found within it. This I swear with the Heavens as my witness.” A surge of Heavenly Energy swirls about him as his Oath settles in, rocking him back on his feet. Turning to his people, he snarled, “Well? Why are you all not following suit?”
 
  
 
 The other guards swear their oaths one by one, leaving no room for doubt. Catching BoShui as he staggers towards me, I take the knife from his hand before easing him to sit on the floor. “I’ll have the rest of my retinue do the same, and even have them swear they’ve not yet revealed it,” he says. “I didn’t set up a line of communication with the others, so no one will know, but please, you have to tell me.” Swallowing hard, he pulls me close and whispers, “You weren’t lying were you? To my cousin, I mean. You truly can sense... them, and even cleanse them, can’t you?”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to comment, I pat his hand and say, “We’ll talk about it some other time.” Like never.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, he tightens his grasp. “No. I’ve given my oath to never reveal what happens here. You can tell me, you can trust me. I need to know. I felt it, I know you did something, please...”
 
  
 
 Glancing around to make sure no one is looking, I explain the whole spiel to BoShui through Sending. Oddly enough, Blobby even agrees to make an appearance, condensing in the palm of my hand and even giving a happy little bounce for emphasis. Huh, Did Blobby grow? I swear it was only about the size of tear drop before, and now its almost the size of a grape. Weird, all it did was circle the waters once before coming back, all satisfied and energetic. Gerel said the pool was chock full of Heavenly Energy, but I thought Heavenly Water is supposed to emit Heavenly Energy, not absorb it.
 
  
 
 My amorphous tenant has nothing to say, settling in and around the void. Who knows, maybe Blobby was hungry or something. It’s a mystery I don’t have time for, as I’m knee deep in shit with BoShui at the moment. “In conclusion,” I Send, “I didn’t have the Heavenly Water until I fell into the canals of Sanshu. I didn't even know about it before that, I just had a feeling. It's no wonder your cousin didn't believe me.”
 
  
 
 By now, BoShui is looking at me as if I were the Mother herself, though his eyes fill with tears and regret. “Was she...?” he asks, unable to voice the rest.
 
  
 
 “No,” I answer in a firm tone. “She wasn’t. She truly believed in her cause and thought she was doing the right thing.” Which makes her life, and death, all the more tragic.
 
  
 
 Tears stream down BoShui’s cheeks as he struggles for calm, breathing in a shuddering gasp. “Thank you,” he says, bowing his head before handing me the black brick he took from wagon. “There’s something wrong with it. Before we even entered the cavern, I sensed there was something here for me. When I touched it, I wasn’t myself. All I could feel was an overwhelming yearning for bloodshed and vengeance. I wanted to turn around and cut you down, order my men to fight to the death just to revel in death and destruction, until you...”
 
  
 
 Studying the item, I feel nothing strange about it. If I wasn't seeing the entire process happening inside the cavern, I’d have thought these little bars were carved stone. There’s nothing metallic about them, no glowing sheen or ring when tapped. Weird. Neither Baledagh nor Blobby have anything to say about it either, so I head to the wagon to see what I can find out. The workers ignore my presence, going about their tasks like I don’t exist. Fear and resignation mingle with the scent of unwashed bodies, these people surviving on a dwindling cache of water and rations sitting in the corner. No matter how much I insist, they refuse to stop working, shaking their heads and mutter ‘I don’t dare’ or its equivalent. They don’t even have an overseer, so broken in spirit they might’ve worked themselves to death if we hadn’t arrived.
 
  
 
 After a few questions, I find out the other tunnel leads to the blacksmiths, where the bars are forged into weapons and armour. I guess the secret cavern keeps people from finding out Yo Ling's secret, since not all of the Butcher Bay Bandits were Defiled. Heading back into the cavern, I check the closest cauldron, curious how they turn stone into liquid, then stone again, using only a pot sitting over a campfire. Peering into the first cauldron reveals nothing of note, merely a thick, viscous liquid almost ready to be poured out. Making my way down the line, the liquid lightens in colour with each station I pass, until halfway through, I spot something floating in the pot. Swallowing my revulsion, I grab the ladle and fish up the contents for a better look. Interspersed with rock fragments and Heavenly Energy infused-water are gleaming shards of white, almost like white jade but not. My stomach drops as I guess its origins, but unwilling to speak without proof, I ask, “Where do you get these materials from?”
 
  
 
 “There, Great one.” Hurrying to show me, the nearest worker hurries toward a shadowy corner of the cavern. Lifting a previously unseen tarp, he reveals a desiccated corpse. Treated with something to keep the bones from rotting, it sits in a puddle of brownish-red filth, as if marinating before its time in the pot. “Mercy Great One, but the Lord has yet to send us more and we will soon run out. Without more ingredients, we cannot work, and if we don’t work...” The worker whimpers and cringes before lifting another tarp. “We tried adding the fallen workers, but it’s not working. The bones, they are not of the same quality. Also, the bodies, they are too wet and there also isn’t enough of the solvent to dry them. No one knows how to make it either, it’s always the Lord who prepares this for us, please Great One, you must speak to him.”
 
  
 
 Numb to the horror of it all, my brain puts the pieces together and I’m not happy with my findings. The death and corpses don’t surprise me much, it’s fairly standard Defiled murder-hobo territory. What’s disturbing is the need for Spiritual Hearts and water infused with Heavenly Energy. Tranquility was made from the skull of a Meng-Zhua, some big, elephant looking mother fucker. Is it really all that different from what I’m seeing here?
 
  
 
 If this is true, then the difference between us and them isn’t as great as I once thought, which means...
 
  
 
 I dunno what it means.
 
  
 
 I'm not sure how I feel about any of this.
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      Chapter 248 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 How did life get so complicated? The day was going so well too. We started with a hot breakfast, then took a merry jaunt through Yo Ling’s manor followed by a little light looting, trap finding, and treasure hunting, fun times for all. When will I ever learn? Quit while you’re ahead, dumbass, you should’ve gone to sleep and come back in the morning. While you’d still be left to deal with this mind-blowing revelation, at least you could’ve faced it after a full night’s rest.
 
  
 
 So troublesome... I always assumed I transmigrated into a world with a dichotomy of power, the Mother’s Chi and the Father’s... Dark Chi. Whatever. Good and evil, light and dark, Yin and Yang, Empire and Defiled, two equal but opposite sides, wholly incompatible with one another. The metallic-stone brick in my hand lends credence to the theory. Sending a thread of Chi into the brick evokes the same response as any captured Defiled Weapon, reminiscent of holding a mass of furious, writhing worms. It’s not dangerous, merely highly unpleasant and utterly unusable, proof positive of two separate, distinct, antagonistic powers at work.
 
  
 
 Makes sense, right?
 
  
 
 Still wrong though.
 
  
 
 It seems obvious in retrospect. In real life, issues of morality are rarely so black and white, so why should this be any different? The Azure Ascendant even pointed it out with his comments about livestock seeing humans as evil, but I ignored his argument because it seemed silly. Hell, the truth’s been staring me in face this whole time, but I’ve been too stupid to see it. According to myth, the Mother created this world and everything within it, and the Father twisted her creations to his purpose. The Demons are creatures of pure energy meant to taint the Mother’s creations. After things didn’t work out as He’d hoped, he taught his Demons to take physical form. In response, She taught humans and animals how to take in Chi, balancing the scales and putting both sides on equal footing. Assuming the story has a basis of truth, then it stands to reason that if the Demons are creatures of Energy, they’re probably made from the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Calling it the ‘Energy of the Heavens’ is misleading. It isn’t a tool of the righteous wielded by the suitably heroic in defence of all that is good and holy. It’s no different from any other type of energy, about as good or evil as fire or gravity. It's energy, it has no alignment. What Taduk uses to heal and the Defiled use to kill are merely two sides of the same coin. We’re all using Heavenly Energy, just in different ways.
 
  
 
 The Spectres said it themselves: There is no Balance, only power.
 
  
 
 It explains a lot, like how so many murderous assholes exist without turning Defiled. If getting angry was enough to become Defiled, then the Spectres would have won long ago. It’s not as simple losing Balance, you also have to surrender to the Spectres which is as good as giving up your identity. The human spirit is dogged and persistent, so I doubt it’s easy to turn someone who’s already formed their own identity. It’s human nature to survive at any cost and I’d bet dollars to donuts the Defiled indoctrinate their children from young, prepping them to accept the Spectres’ influence as their ancestors, instead of the malevolent beings they truly are. Take Baledagh for example, he was young, vulnerable, and suffered great hardships yet still resisted the Spectres’ influence for years before succumbing in a moment of weakness.
 
  
 
 To further combat the Spectres, the Empire catechized self-control, or Balance, as a means of resisting the Spectres. It makes sense assuming the State of Balance wasn’t a product of Divine Inspiration. Keep your emotions in check, remain Balanced, and avoid drawing the Spectres’ attentions. No Spectres, no risk of becoming Defiled, and everything is hunky dory.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, as Fung once pointed out, human’s are emotional creatures unsuited for Balance. Only a small percentage of the Empire’s population are capable of reaching the State of Balance and even fewer able to harness their Chi for use in battle. On the other hand, every Defiled man, woman, and child are capable of fighting because their powers are fuelled by emotions, or rather an overabundance of certain emotions. In the battle of Balance vs Unbalance, it’s clear which is more suited for human nature. It’s not fair by any measure, but the Empire has held out against the Defiled for millennia by remaining united against a divided foe, at least until the Defiled recently got their shit together and started working as a team. Thing’s aren’t looking great for the Empire, but we’re surviving, for now. Baatar threw them back at the Bridge and I can only hope the other provinces are holding out, but the odds are stacked against us.
 
  
 
 Anyways, world-shattering revelations aside, why does it matter if we use the same power as the Defiled?
 
  
 
 It doesn’t.
 
  
 
 So there’s no holy power to banish the darkness, big whoop. Since we’re all using the same tools, the real question is: can I use this knowledge to my advantage? Not to say I’m the only one who’s figured this out, but bringing it up in normal conversation might be considered blasphemous, especially considering it’s mostly conjecture. I’ll keep quiet about it for now and bring it up with my Mentor and Teacher after returning home, but either way, it’s food for thought.
 
  
 
 According to Dastan, he was taught to draw strength from righteous fury, and Baledagh is living proof you don’t need Balance to be strong. My former bandits aren’t paragons of Balance either, so I’m sure I’ll find more examples among them if I look carefully enough. If Balance isn't 100% required, maybe I can figure a new method to raise warriors without drawing the Spectres’ attention. Power is power, and if it does attract the Spectres, then at least I have the tools to deal with them. I’ll need to take into account the long term consequences, like what happens after I die or whatnot. The last thing the Empire needs is a whole bunch of Gens cropping up inside their borders.
 
  
 
 At the speed of thought, it doesn’t take long to explain my observations to Baledagh, but my little brother merely shrugs and nods when appropriate, never one to waste brainpower on more esoteric issues. He’s not dumb, just indifferent. His major takeaway from all this is that his strength and power comes from the same source as my own, which brings a rare smile to his face. Although he’s never voiced his reservations, I can tell he’s feeling less conflicted about devouring Spectral remains. Why should he? After Blobby does its thing, the Spectral corpses are probably pure Heavenly Energy. What else can it be? Truth be told, I kinda want a taste for myself. I’ve refrained from partaking because, let’s be real here, it’s icky eating what I've deemed as Spiritual Herpes, but knowing what I know now, the Spectres have become nothing more than delicious little power ups for me to consume.
 
  
 
 Having convinced myself things are looking up, I study the fruits of these poor workers’ labours once more, the odd brick of metal/stone hybrid. What a waste. I doubt we can use them to make Heavenly Weapons since it’s been ruined by including human remains.  At least, I assume the human remains are what’s ruined it since the stone itself is prime Spiritual Heart material. Gerel has everyone busting their humps collecting as much of the untainted stone as possible, but we’ll have to come back for it unless we feel like splitting it with the Society brats.
 
  
 
 After raising my concerns, we all come to a unanimous decision to cut the Society out of the loop. Turns out, BoShui has serious issues with his Clan despite being the actual son of the current Han Patriarch. Working together, we agree to hide the cavern’s existence and keep all the Spiritual Hearts for the Bekhai, BoShui refusing any and all shares. Since the method of crafting Defiled Weapons isn’t common knowledge, no one will wonder how Yo Ling found so many Spiritual Hearts so the secret ends with us. The only issue is if Zian and the others insist on an Oath before we leave, but I’m banking on good old fashioned greed to see us through. I mean, yea we agreed to split everything 50/50, but if none of them try to squirrel a few small valuables away, then I’ll crab-walk around the island a hundred times. Worst comes to worst, I’ll have BoShui bring something small and valuable to the others and make them complicit in his smuggling scheme.
 
  
 
 As for the tainted bricks, we delivered the shipment as intended. After separately questioning a number of workers, we learned the second tunnel leads to a dead end, where they exchange the full wagon for a waiting empty one. While they’ve never seen anyone empty it, or anyone who isn’t Yo Ling, another worker, or a corpse, it’s obvious the island isn’t as abandoned as we once believed. Yo Ling must have been an optimistic man, leaving his workers behind to craft weapons and armour for his Defiled army. Can’t say I blame him either, I’m still surprised we won. Dunno how it happened, but go team Empire. 
 
  
 
 Woooo.
 
  
 
 Leaving the mystery of what awaits us at the smithies for tomorrow, we’re now left with the uncomfortable question of what to do with Yo Ling’s cavern workforce. Gathered in the corner, they shuffle and squirm while wringing their hands, anxious after they’ve been told to stop working. Fear etched on every gaunt, pale face, these poor workers – no, slaves, it’s an ugly, harsh word, but it’s the truth. These slaves haven’t seen the sun since they were consigned to this underground cavern of death and despair, toiling day and night without rest to fulfill their quotas, a disposable workforce for Yo Ling’s army. Now they wait and wonder if their time is at an ending, powerless to change their fate.
 
  
 
 It’s a shitty situation, made all the worse since I’m considering having them all killed.
 
  
 
 With one hand on my shoulder, Gerel turns me to face him, jaw set and eyebrows drawn. “I know what you are thinking, but they know too much and cannot be trusted. Their existence poses a threat to the People. I promise it will be swift and painless, an end to their misery. Go now. I will handle the rest.” There’s no room for argument in his tone, or at least that’s what I tell myself. Truth be told, I’m flooded with relief since I see a way out. This is above my pay grade, the decision out of my hands. Gerel’s in charge here and he’s asked me to leave. I can head up, go to sleep, and not feel guilty over their deaths, because I’m only following orders. My hands are clean, right?
 
  
 
 Not all of my darker impulses can be blamed on the Spectres, as these thoughts are mine and mine alone. Out of greed and self-interest, I’m considering stepping aside and letting these poor slaves be murdered just so we can keep this fortune a secret. That’s what’s happening here, there’s no two ways about it and it makes me sick to my stomach.
 
  
 
 How’s the saying go? All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, I shake my head and muster every ounce of determination I can. “We don’t have to slaughter them in cold blood,” I Send. “We can leave them here, alive and well. They have food, water and shelter, plus we can use them to collect the ore while we’re gone. Worst comes to worst, when we’re done, we’ll leave them here with no boats. No one else knows how to get to the island and we can send shipments of food every now and then. They’ve suffered so much, let them live out the rest of their lives in peace.”
 
  
 
 Gerel’s gaze softens as he sighs, locking eyes with my obstinate stare, daring him to say otherwise. “You take on too many burdens, Rain. You can’t save everyone. Such is life.” Breaking contact so I can’t retort, he strides away and Sends, “This is your expedition so we will do as you say, but should word of this ever spread, then every death which follows will be on your head.”
 
  
 
 Well, that went better than expected, though it occurs to me Gerel might've been looking for an excuse to spare them. Dizzy with relief, I give orders to prepare for my feast. All of Yo Ling’s slaves are Tainted worse than Dastan or BoShui, which means they’re chock full of Spectral goodies. Just call me pacman cause I’m about to ‘wakka wakka’ all up on these Spectral bitches.
 
  
 
 While I stand in the pool and wait for everyone to gather, Blobby emanates a sense of satisfaction, apparently familiar and comfortable with these waters. I'm gonna take a wild guess and say Blobby was the one who filled the pool with Heavenly Energy in the first place. After collecting all the spare energy left behind, it's gotten bigger, which probably means Blobby wasn’t being stingy when it sent out a single droplet to protect me from the caustic Demonic fluids. It only sent out a droplet because a droplet was all it had. After so many millennia floating around Sanshu, Blobby is on its last legs, forced to bind with me to recover and replenish its Energy.
 
  
 
 I still have no idea why it chose me. It’s not because of Baledagh’s Spectre devouring prowess, since it tried to eat him on day one. My best guess is it has something to do with how I invade Demon brains, but how it knew I can do that, I can't even begin to guess. Whatever, the why isn’t so important right now. It’s an all you can eat buffet, and Baledagh and I are the only ones in the restaurant.
 
  
 
 Once all the slaves are standing in the pool with me, I raise my hands for silence, a grand and needless gesture. Trembling from head to toe, the slaves stare at their feet with shoulders hunched and hands clutching their chests, resigned to their fate. My heart twinges in pity but I resist the urge to speed things along. With BoShui watching from the sidelines, I’ve decided to add a few theatrics to the proceedings. He’s sworn to never speak of this, but if I can draw him closer to my side, then the People will have a steadfast ally in the Society. “Luckless children of the Mother,” I begin, ignoring Gerel’s eye-roll, “I sense the Father’s Eye upon each and every one of you.” Dastan’s look of adoration hurts to look at, his man-crush on me growing by leaps and bounds. Sorry buddy, I'm flattered, but I’m not into the whole muscles and moustache thing. “Through no fault of your own, you have drawn His gaze and served His interests, working with His vile servants to corrupt the Mother’s bountiful gifts.”
 
  
 
 A small wail escapes the lips a slave and my heart wrenches inside my chest. “But fear not,” I say, skipping a few lines ahead, “For I, Falling Rain of the People, am here to free you from His clutches. Kneel and accept the Mother's forgiveness.” Obedience ingrained into their bones, they follow my orders without protest, their frightened mewls and silent sobs painful to hear and look upon. Moving to the first slave, I place my hands on his quaking shoulders and force him to look into my eyes. “Be cleansed of His Taint and returned to the Mother.”
 
  
 
 Quickly switching places with Baledagh, my little brother unceremoniously dunks the slave’s head underwater before devouring the Spectres. After a silent count of three for the sake of emphasis, Baledagh pulls the gasping slave out of the water and follows the script. “Welcome back into the Mother’s light, child.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh's performance could use some more umph, but the slave’s transformation is obvious at a glance. His formerly dead and empty eyes fill with surprise and hope as he clutches our hand. “Thank you Great One,” he stutters, voice pious and reverent. “Thank you for my redemption!” Weeping with joy, the man kowtows before us despite his obvious exhaustion. As my guards bring him away to eat and rest, Baledagh glances at the watching crowd. The look in their eyes slowly transform to match Dastan’s, with BoShui’s excitement plain to see. Kneeling with his retinue, they watch the proceedings in silence, with more than one person’s lips moving in prayer.
 
  
 
 Hmm... Too far? Even Jester Wang and his cutthroats are looking at me like I’m the Pope. If only I lacked morals, I could start my own religion and exploit devout Mother-lovers for all they’ve got. I’d probably get some pretty sweet titles too. I can see it now: Falling Rain, Blessed be his name, Divine son of the Mother, Vessel of Blobby, Wielder of Peace, Shield of Tranquility, Guardian of All Things Cute and Fluffy.
 
  
 
 I actually really like that last one. I think I'll keep it.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 249 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 After finishing the ‘ceremony’ without a hitch, I hurry out the cavern to escape everyone’s reverent gazes. Thanks and praises follow me as I leave the former slaves to rest their overtaxed bodies and recover from their horrific ordeals. Though they’ll remain hidden for now, after we leave they’ll be given free reign of the island, albeit under the watchful eyes of Gerel’s hand-picked Sentinels. Grateful as Yo Ling’s workforce might seem, I can’t risk them getting loose and spreading word of our newfound wealth. Still, seeing their joyous expressions filled with hope and serenity made it all worthwhile. It’s nice saving lives without killing anyone. There's been too much fighting lately, I’ve almost grown indifferent to the bloodshed. I’m a little surprised everyone survived the cleansing process. Seeing their gaunt frames and sickly appearances, I was worried they’d crash and die the second I removed the Spectres’ influence, but it seems the citizens of Sanshu are made of hardy stock.
 
  
 
 Either way, they’re all alive and well, eighty-seven souls saved from a life of slavery followed by eternal torment in the afterlife. Good feelings aside, the reward was well worth it. After absorbing a quarter of the Spectral remains, Baledagh claimed he couldn’t absorb anymore and returned to his room in the void, leaving the rest for me. I’m not gonna be polite and decline, but in a rare moment of foresight, I left my experiments for another time, just in case something unexpected happens. The energy isn’t going anywhere and even though Baledagh hasn’t had any adverse effects, I’ve only taken in a small portion of Spectral remains when I was drained and exhausted. I’m not sure how well my... soul, for lack of a better word, will handle the large influx of energy, so caution seems appropriate. I’d hate to slip onto the dark side or explode or something.
 
  
 
 Not far from from the cavern entrance, I find Lin fast asleep on the stony floor. Lifting my sweet little wifey into my arms, she comes awake with a cute yawn and nuzzles against my chest. “Hi hubby,” she murmurs, her eyes still closed. “How’d everything go?” While filling her in on all the relevant details, BoShui and Dastan catch up, jostling at my elbows like a pair of overeager dogs. Having my personal space invaded by two sweaty, muscular men is not my idea of fun, the whole matter made worse by the burning adoration in their eyes. Thankfully, they’re content to bask in my presence without a word, silently listening as I chat with Lin and smile at her adorable responses.
 
  
 
 “You showed Blobby to BoShui?! No fair, show me, show me!”
 
  
 
 “Where’d it go hubby? I wasn’t gonna drink it, I just wanna know what it tastes like. Bring it back out, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yay! We’re rich! Don’t give it all to Nai-Nai either, give some gifts to Daddy and Baa-Baa too.”
 
  
 
 “We’ve been over this before Rainy, you’re too kind, always helping strangers. Are you gonna support them for the rest of their lives? Enough adventures, stay home where it’s nice and safe, ya?”
 
  
 
 Okay, so not everything she says is adorable and heartwarming. Though she means well, Lin is a product of her environment, capable of being... pragmatic when the situation demands it. Knowing I’m only placating her, she puffs her cheeks and pouts while BoShui leaps in to join the conversation. “It’s not possible, Lady Mei Lin,” he says, panting to keep up with our pace. “How can your betrothed live such a simple life? Falling Rain is a man destined for greatness. With the Mother's blessings, he will cleanse the Empire of corruption in one fell swoop.” Turning and bowing while we walk, he adds, “Please, accept this lowly one as your retainer, I will serve you with all my heart.”
 
  
 
 Dastan snorts in contempt and answers in my place. “You think too highly of yourself. As a mere Han successor, what qualifications do you have to stand at my Master’s side? He is a phoenix among chickens and a dragon among men. Once he reveals his prowess, all devout warriors of the Empire will flock to his side and pledge their lives in service to his cause.”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” They've got a strange, childish rivalry going on, and I don't like it. “I’ll do what I can provided my secret remains hidden, but I have no intention of cleansing the Empire or revealing my gifts. I’m gonna go home, open a school slash orphanage, study healing, raise my pets, and wait for all this newfangled fame to die down before doing absolutely nothing.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside their new-born rivalry, Dastan and BoShui join voices to ask, “What?! Why?”
 
  
 
 Stifling a laugh at their mutual exchanged glares of annoyance, I answer, “Because treasuring a jade is a crime. Blobby is the source of all my purifying powers and I, merely its vessel.” I'm starting to regret giving it such a silly name but it’s too late to change it now. “It’d be naive to think no one will try and steal it from me.” Jokes on them if they do try, Baledagh’s doing all the work. Then again, we’d probably be dead before they find out, so maybe the joke’s on us. Forestalling Dastan and BoShui’s arguments, I continue over their protests. “It’s possible the Emperor or devout warriors will come protect me, but it’s more likely they’ll decide Blobby would be better off in someone else’s hands. Like their own. It’s not worth the hassle.”
 
  
 
 “But you must reveal your abilities for the betterment of the world! You are blessed by the Mother, the people will flock to your side to take a stand against tyranny.”
 
  
 
 “I will lead the Han Clan to be your sword and shield. If one assassin comes, then one assassin will die. If two come, then two die. Even if the Emperor himself comes to take your life, then we will overthrow him in bloody revolution!”
 
  
 
 “You’re both idiots,” I retort. “Stand against tyranny? Bloody revolution? You know not the heights of heaven or the depths of hell. I’m one person, easily killed or controlled, and then what? Everything goes back to the way things are, while we become a footnote in the annals of history or worse.”
 
  
 
 “Praise the Mother,” Gerel chimes in from the back. “You’re not a complete moron after all.”
 
  
 
 Looking like a wounded puppy, BoShui stutters, “B-But... these gifts are from Heavens. How can you keep them to yourself? You must use them lest you incur the Mother’s wrath. You can show everyone the truth, guide the lost out from the Father’s clutches, show the world she wasn’t wrong...”
 
  
 
 It takes a second to catch his drift. “You mean about your cousin? I’m sympathetic and I’ll publicly speak up for her, but nothing more. If my Mentor agrees, I’ll even reveal everything to your uncle, but that’s it.” Dastan looks similarly betrayed but keeps his mouth shut, both my admirers hanging their heads in defeat. Sighing, I roll my eyes and explain. “You both accept danger and violence will follow a reveal, yes?” I wait for them both to nod before continuing. “Okay then, let’s pretend I agree with your views and lead the world in bloody revolution. A stupid thing to do with the Defiled knocking at the gates, but whatever. Let’s take it one step further and say we succeed, in spite of the overwhelming odds stacked against us. Then what? Do you really think the world will change so easily? Take a few heads, write a few laws, and in the blink of an eye, greed, corruption, discrimination, and inequality all just disappear? I can see it now, nobles and merchants willingly making amends and redistributing their wealth while newly freed slaves and formerly oppressed half-beasts sing and dance in the streets. Pfft. Grow up.”
 
  
 
 On a roll, I continue my rant despite not really knowing what my endgame is. “Dastan, you want to give power to the common people and make their lives better. BoShui, you want to cleanse the world of the Father’s touch and root out corruption. I agree with both your dreams, but your thinking is all wrong. Bloodshed and rebellion will only bring upheaval to the Empire at a time we can ill afford it, with the Defiled besieging us from within and without.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” The Guard Leader’s voice sends a chill down my spine. After noticing the rocks were Spiritual Hearts, she pretty much zoned out of the proceedings, standing around with cold indifference, but now she’s chosen to join the conversation. “How strange. With your sympathetic bleeding heart, I’d have thought you ready to die fighting for the downtrodden and oppressed. Then please, enlighten us on you plan to fix the Empire without raising your sword.” Her tone turns sarcastic and biting. “Hypothetically, of course.”
 
  
 
 Annoyed by her verbal jab, I respond without thinking. “The Empire has been around for tens of thousands of years, yet if you look back in history, you’ll see nothing ever changes. We use the same weapons, study the same tactics, wear the same clothes, and even draw with the same art styles.”
 
  
 
 “So?” The Guard Leader doesn’t seem to understand my point, and neither does anyone else, judging by their silence.
 
  
 
 “So? It means the world is stagnating. We’ve made no strides forward in millennia which would be impressive if it weren’t so horrifying. In fact, I’d even say the Empire’s regressed. Did you know there’s no record of how the Wall was built? Who designed it, what materials and techniques went into its construction, how much it cost, how many people worked on it or years it took to complete, nothing. Either the knowledge has been suppressed and kept secret by a chosen few, or more likely, it’s been forgotten because it was so damn long ago. It gets worse. The last city built in the Northern Province was the Society Headquarters, thousands of years ago. They didn’t even give it a name, because technically, it’s not an imperial city, just a massive checkpoint between provinces. It’s asinine. There are millions of people living in the wilds because we've either forgotten how to build walls that last, or we can't be bothered to do so.”
 
  
 
 Dastan seems to catch on, having heard his uncle Diyako’s similar rants, but BoShui is still lost. “What does this have to do with... anything?”
 
  
 
 “If civilization isn’t improving, then it’s in decline, and the Empire has been declining for a long time. Rampant corruption of those in power and systemic abuse of civilians have helped deprive this world of progress, strangling innovation and forward thinking. Both these problems stem from the same source: too much power in the hands of the few. Therefore, in order to have progress, the balance of power must be restored.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... Balance. There it is again. Is it possible the Empire is maintaining the status quo because they believe in balance? Diyako ranted about how the nobles were keeping technological advances at a standstill, and while his reasoning might’ve been off, there could be some truth to it. It’s true, nothing ever changes in the Empire, and I don’t think that’s normal. Could it be they believe that if technology progresses and favours human ingenuity over raw strength, it’d somehow throw the world out of balance? It’s something to think about, but I still think change is necessary.
 
  
 
 Picking up where I left off, I continue. “So the question on everyone’s mind is: how? How do we take power from the few and redistribute it to the many? In my opinion, we can’t. Giving power to the people is pointless. They must rise up and take it for themselves.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, and you will lead them as the Mother’s chosen.” BoShui isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but I’ll cut him some slack for being exhausted.
 
  
 
 “No, like I said, bloody revolution isn’t the right way. Unity is all that keeps the Defiled from killing us all. Slow, gradual change is required, and I believe education and meritocracy are the keys to success. Help the people by teaching them how to help themselves, while offering incentives to share their successes instead of hoarding them. By giving them the tools to succeed, the people will naturally enrich and empower themselves. If we raise the standard of living through new technologies or techniques, then the people will naturally gain more power as they gain intrinsic value.”
 
  
 
 Seeing everyone’s questioning gazes, I try to explain in simpler terms. “Life is cheap because your everyday commoner isn’t worth much. They're really only good for manual labour, while most subsist through scavenging or hunting, living hand to mouth with no time for concerns of tomorrow or making their lives better. If a million people like this disappear, the Empire wouldn’t be affected at all, so we look down on them and treat them like trash. Now, what if someone developed a cheap, powerful, and easy to manufacture crossbow? With a weapon like this, all of a sudden, hunting and defending livestock isn’t as difficult or dangerous as it once was.”
 
  
 
 Dastan’s eyes shine as he adds, “If every man, woman, and child in Sanshu had a crossbow like you describe, then the Emperor would pay dearly if he attempts to Purge it.”
 
  
 
 Always with the fighting. “Yea, but that’s not the point. The crossbow is just an example. What if instead it were a tool which made farming faster and easier? Or a new crop with significantly higher yields? These are just examples of possible world changing discoveries, because it raises the value of each commoner. Every person would be worth more, because they can grow more food or bring more meat, or whatever. What's more, it allows commoners to better provide for their families. If they’re no longer scraping by, then they, and by extension, their children, will have time and energy for other pursuits. Who knows what new, wondrous inventions they might dream up? A vehicle which flies through the air, a method to transmit messages vast distances in an instant without using Heavenly Energy, machines to drill deep into the earth and uncover vast riches, the possibilities are endless.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Guard Leader snorts. “The idle fancies of fools and children.”
 
  
 
 I snort back, having learned from the best. “We do all sorts of weird and unbelievable things that only seem normal only because someone took a fancy to something thousands of years ago. Think about it, we cook food because someone took a fancy to fire. We ride horses because someone fancied the animals. We wear silk because someone saw a cocoon and thought ‘I should make a dress out of that’. Dreams are what separate humans from beasts.”
 
  
 
 Pausing in my rant, I realize everyone is staring as if I’ve grown a second head. Lin is the first to speak up, examining her silk sleeves. “Hubby... is that really where silk comes from?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.” Are things different here?
 
  
 
 “Yucky. What kinda cocoons?”
 
  
 
 I shrug. “Silkworms, I guess? I dunno, they’re like caterpillars or something. After they turn into cocoons but before they become butterflies or moths or whatever, you boil them and harvest the threads. Isn't this common knowledge?”
 
  
 
 Lin giggles. “Silly Rainy, only descendants of the Royal Family know how silk is made, it’s one of the best kept secrets in the Empire. If you’re right and we produce our own silk, we’ll either be rich or branded as thieves and traitors.”
 
  
 
 ... Oh. Oops. “See, that proves my point, there’s too much wealth and power concentrated in the hands of the nobles.” Shutting my mouth, I hasten my steps, hurrying towards the surface. Thankfully, no one asks how I know what I know, since my customary excuse of ‘read it in a book’ probably won’t work this time.
 
  
 
 Whatever. It’s not important. During my rant, I came to an epiphany. I arrived in this world a slave and was lucky enough to escape my fate. Since then, all I’ve done is survive, going with the flow while trying not to make waves. That’s obviously not working so I might as well try something new, while paying it forward. I’ve always wondered why I’m here. Maybe it was divine intervention to save Baledagh or maybe just a random twist of fate. Hell, maybe I’m crazy and my memories are the product of a ravaged mind, but either way, it’s time I did something with them. I want to contribute to the world, not for fame or glory, but to make a difference in people's lives, even if only a select few.
 
  
 
 Things won't change too much for me, personally. I can’t give up on the Martial Path, because strength of arms is all but required to live in this era. The world is too fixated on martial prowess, as even Magistrates need strength to hold their positions. It’s ass backwards, what does managing a city have in common with swinging a sword? Whatever, I won't give up on learning Healing either, because I’m terrified of dying or losing loved ones. This means I’ll be relying on Diyako’s brain trust and spending my newfound wealth to figure out how to make my half-baked ideas a reality. If they’re successful, others will try and copy me by gathering their own academics and scholars to research new, innovative ideas. Once I get the ball rolling, I can leave the rest to greed and fate.
 
  
 
 The school/orphanage is another way for me to make a difference without working too hard. It’s won't just be giving food and shelter to kids, but educating them and giving them the skills necessary to survive. If I instill an academic mindset into a mere handful of young minds, then that's a bonus. Maybe they’ll go on to do great things, or maybe they’ll live a life of mediocrity, but either way, I'll have done my part. Better yet, I should talk to Yuzhen about opening state schools in every city of the North. I can paint it as a way for the Empire to nurture young talents beholden to the Empire itself, using the People's system as an example. She’s a smart woman, she’ll see the benefits, I’m sure of it.
 
  
 
 It all sounds easy, but it take years, maybe even lifetimes before progress is made, not to mention some out of the box thinking and a metric shit-tonne of luck. Still, I might as well give it a shot. At worst, I spend my fortune for nothing, but easy come easy go. I can always earn more money. Maybe I’ll die along the way and nothing changes in the long run, but if I don’t even try, I’ll always be wondering ‘what if?’. That’s no way to live a second life.
 
  
 
 Besides, I’m tired of shitting into buckets and emptying them in the forest. I’d love it if indoor toilets became a thing, but maybe I’m setting the bar too high.
 
  
 
 You never cherish what you have until it’s too late.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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      Chapter 250: Kinship - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Despite the late hour, Alsantset woke her husband and shared the good news, Tursinai's Sending still fresh in her mind. Throwing on a silk robe, she crawled out the tent and into the neighbouring one to wake her babies, knowing they wouldn’t want to miss Rain’s victorious return. Seeing their peaceful, sleeping faces filled her with a mixture of joy and sadness. How quickly time flew by. Why, it seemed only yesterday when she’d brought her two little sweetlings home from the orphanage, crying as she watched Rain melt with joy as he held them in his arms. Now, her babies were almost eight years old while the foundling orphan was a man grown, having made a name for himself as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history.
 
  
 
 Smiling so hard her cheeks ached, she stroked Tate’s sleek, unkempt, white hair. Her little man hated haircuts and only Rain could convince him to sit still long enough, meaning his last haircut had been over six months ago. All the same, his handsome looks would capture many a heart in the years to come, so long as he got over his dislike of grooming. In contrast, Tali’s long, silky locks lent her air of charm and elegance, showing hints of the beauty she would grow to become, a sweet, demure young lady with an iron will. “Wake up, my sweetlings,” Alsantset whispered, stifling the urge to snuggle in beside them. “Your uncle Rain will be home soon, so let’s go out and greet him.”
 
  
 
 Tiny fists rubbed squinting eyes while chubby cheeks puffed in opposition to waking. Then her words sank in and her babies jolted awake, thrilled to have their ‘Rainy’ back. Tali was first to find her voice, letting out a shrill shriek of excitement as her face lit up in joy. Tate’s voice joined her a heartbeat later, leaping from his bedroll as he rushed towards the tentflap. Catching him in her grasp, Alsantset laughed and hugged him tight. “Shush children, others are sleeping. Come, let Mama dress you up all nice and pretty, we can’t have you greeting a hero of the Empire in your nightclothes.”
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Alsantset wanted nothing more than to rush out to see her little brother and make sure he was okay, but this wasn’t the village. Almost every faction in the North was represented here at the Bridge, so appearances must be kept. This was the longest she'd ever been separated from Rain since they became a family and if the stories were to be believed, he’d endured much to achieve his newfound fame. They’d been trickling in for weeks now, and to hear her little brother featured prominently in the most popular stories filled her with pride. He’d brought great honour to the People and his family, Rain and his former cripples rising to glory. Arriving in the city with thousands of bandit prisoners and returning tens of thousands of gold in seized goods at once, Rain set a shining example of virtue and distinction. Discontent with his actions, the traitorous Coalition secretly marked this young hero for death and sent hundreds of assassins to take his life. While out for a stroll with his beloved betrothed, the young hero fought off the horde of assassins, decorating the city walls with their blood and single-handedly slaughtering them to the last man.
 
  
 
 Were the story to end here, it would already have been enough to take pride in, but her little brother seemed guided by providence. Under Major Yuzhen’s instructions to defend a cluster of fishing villages, Rain defeated the Red Devil of Sanshu’s forces on the field of battle. While chasing the cowardly bandits away, he was swept up in the currents of Western Treasures Lake, a death sentence for any other man, but not for the Undying Falling Rain. After spending days floating across the lake, he defied all odds and drifted ashore on the western bank, battered and broken, but alive.
 
  
 
 Recovering under the care of Ai Qing, a poor, orphaned village girl, Rain discovered and exposed the Defiled insurgent Gen, whose name would soon resound through the North as the most hated man alive. Still recovering from his injuries, Gen eluded Rain’s grasp and ran for reinforcements, bringing his traitorous ilk back for revenge against the people who raised him. Rain escaped with his saviour to warn the authorities of the Defiled threat, but not before defeating the infamous ‘virtuous’ bandit Laughing Dragon in single combat. Evading capture at the hands of the Demon-led Defiled Firebrands, Rain successfully warned the Empire of this malignant threat, though at the steep cost of the heroine’s life.
 
  
 
 How touching, though Alsantset worried Rain was courting far too many wives. How many did he hope to have? A man must know his limits.
 
  
 
 The rest of the story was almost too outrageous to believe, even for her. At the tender age of eighteen, Falling Rain demonstrated his Purity and Condensed his Aura, becoming the indisputable number one talent of the North. Then, while riding to Sanshu’s aid, he took the head of notorious Butcher Bay captain, Hideous Helvend a murderous scoundrel who’d plagued Sanshu for years. Full of heroic spirit and valiant courage, he entered the city ahead of Major Yuzhen’s reinforcements and showed the world his strength wasn’t just a fluke, adding the legendary Black Heart Nazier’s head to his collection of achievements. He then played a key role in the Battle for Sanshu, volunteering to hold the flank with a mere one thousand soldiers. Against overwhelming odds, Rain and his fearless soldiers slaughtered the enemy forces at almost no cost, rejoining the army as they marched to close in around the traitorous Yo Ling’s forces and dealing the killing blow to a Demon. A Demon! There were even rumours he had a hand in Yo Ling’s death, distracting the legendary bandit so Bastard Liu could strike the killing blow.
 
  
 
 Trying to separate truth from fiction had Alsantset twisting and turning in her sleep these past weeks, so much so her beloved husband unfurled a second bedroll for himself. Now, she could finally hear the truth from Rain’s own mouth. With a child under each arm, she strode out into the night where her husband sat waiting atop Pafu, Suret ready and harnessed beside them. Before riding off, she enticed the sleepy quin pups to follow, knowing her little brother loved the young animals almost as much as he loved her own children, a sweet, loving soul emerging from the trials and tribulations of his difficult past.
 
  
 
 Due to her superior eyesight and because she was riding in from the dark, Alsantset saw Rain long before he could see her, and her heart ached at the sight. Tired bags hung beneath his amber eyes, dull and sombre as he stood before a grieving woman, sobbing as she clutched her two children close. His lean, angular frame lent an air of youth and innocence to him as his shoulders bore the weight of the world, Alsantset’s cheer quickly souring as she noticed most of the Sentinels who left with Rain had not returned, replaced by a sea of unfamiliar faces.
 
  
 
 Such was the price for glory, paid for in blood and tears. Rest easy in the arms of the Mother, heroes of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Stopping just out of sight, Alsantset hugged her babies a little tighter and glanced at her husband, his comforting smile showing he knew her thoughts. “Worry not, my beloved,” he Sent, reaching out to squeeze her arm. “Rain has returned and grown stronger in our absence. He will not shatter beneath these burdens, though I intend to help him shoulder them nonetheless.” Her handsome husband glowed with exuberance, taking pride in their little brother’s accomplishments. Dismounting from Pafu, he took Tali from her arms and kissed her cheek. “Come,” he said, helping Alsantset down. “Let us go see Rain.”
 
  
 
 The moment he saw them, Rain lit up with joy. After offering his condolences, Rain left Rustram to console the widow and her family, running into Alsantset’s outstretched arms. Choking back a sob, a single tear fell from her cheek as she held him tight, Tate, Tali, and her husband joining in the embrace. After a long silence filled only with the sounds of her children crying, she uttered, “Welcome home, little brother.”
 
  
 
 “It’s good to be home,” he replied, voice thick with emotion. Drawing back, he took the twins into his arms and held them close, grinning from ear to ear. “Hello my babies. Did you miss your Uncle Rainy?”
 
  
 
 Tali nodded as she snuggled into his chest, but Tate grimaced and drew back. “I’m not a baby anymore Rainy,” he insisted, lips set in a pout. “I’m almost eight years old!”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide in mock bewilderment, Rain replied, “Eight years old? Wow, you’re right, I’m so sorry.” Frowning, he continued, “Oh no... if you’re not a baby anymore, then what am I gonna do with all the toys I brought back?”
 
  
 
 While Rain teased the twins, Alsantset wrapped her arms around her husband’s waist and watched as Rain’s ‘fur babies’ reunited with their pack. A ridiculous term of endearment for wildcats, but the animals had grown more well-behaved than expected. Butting heads with the quin pups, Aurie and Jimjam reared up to embrace Suret and Pafu, treating the two adult quins like family. Joining the fray were two fuzzy black bear cubs, ambling about the periphery in hesitation, but ever the mothering soul, Suret soon took them into her arms for a vigorous snuggle. Tired and overjoyed, the little cubs smacked their lips and closed their eyes in satisfaction.
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain smile as he played with the twins and animals, Alsantset knew her worries were all for naught. Her husband was right, Rain was stronger than before, but he was still her earnest, affectionate little brother, finally returned to them after his long, arduous journey.
 
  
 
 For now, that’s all that really mattered.
 
  
 
 Everything else could wait.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Abandoning her husband for being too slow, Akanai rushed out her quarters in a hurry. The fool boy never did anything properly, travelling past midnight in his hurry to return home. Why couldn’t he be normal and wait until morning, when she’d have time to prepare? Abandoning formality and decorum, she pushed through the throng of dignitaries and representatives hurrying to meet these new, returning heroes, snarling at every fool and halfwit who thought to block her way. Though she risked offending the various powers of the North, she had little need for diplomacy anymore. The People’s fame and exploits were second to none, and as the Mentor and Grand-Mentor of two rising dragons of the Empire, if she couldn’t use their reputations to her advantage, then why bother training them in the first place?
 
  
 
 “Mama!” Soaring through the air, Mila leapt into Akanai’s arms. Spinning her weighty daughter around in a circle, Akanai’s heart jumped with joy at their reunion.
 
  
 
 “Welcome home, oh daughter of mine. It gladdens my heart to see you safe.” Putting Mila down, she turned to the ever-present Song, standing meekly to the side. This would not do and Akanai's patience was at an end. Stroking the cat-girl’s hair, she said, “The same to you. I heard you faced a Demon to save Mila’s life. I will not thank you for it, because that’s what family does, love and protect each other. I would like to embrace you as a daughter of mine, so long as you are agreeable to it. Are you?”
 
  
 
 Surprise flit across Song’s face, quickly replaced by incredulity and longing before she hung her head in shame and refused to answer. Sighing, Akanai knelt down and looked her new daughter in the eyes. “Silly girl,” she murmured, stroking Song’s trembling cheek. “With all your strength, discipline, and courage, you still believe yourself unworthy of love? No more. From this day forth, you are Li Song, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, sister of Sumila, Sentinel of the People. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Long seconds passed as Song cried in silence, finally nodding a single time and turning away, terrified this was merely a cruel joke. Pulling both her daughters into her embrace, Akanai kissed their temples and sighed in happiness. “I thank the Mother for this gift, for today, not only has my daughter returned, she has brought me a second. My family has grown by one, the greatest joy a mother can hope for.” Drawing back, she studied her two daughters, noting the changes in them both. Song’s development was more obvious, her stony demeanour cracked and broken as she wept tears of joy. Though Akanai had long since welcomed Song into her home, a home was not a home without a family.
 
  
 
 Beaming beautifully, Mila’s red-panda ears fluttered with joy as she rocked back and forth on her heels. Her charms growing with age, Mila's clothes and hair were neat and tidy despite the long journey, her sun-tanned, freckled skin vibrant and animated, the look of a woman in love and in the prime of life. The observation brought to mind Tursinai’s reports and Akanai couldn’t help but frown and whisper, “Daughter, although you are a woman betrothed, spending the night in his tent is still improper. I will not scold you for it, but do not let it happen again.” That lusty brat, she had a mind to tan his hide for this, but it couldn’t be helped. Living in constant peril and fighting battle after battle, sometimes only the comforts of the flesh could calm the nerves. Stroking Song’s cheek, Akanai smiled and joked, “I’ve lost one daughter to that lecherous boy. Don’t you be led astray by him either.”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back, Song glanced at Mila before answering, “But this one also spent the night in Rain’s tent. Several nights, in fact.”
 
  
 
 Sensing Akanai’s escalating fury, Mila interjected, “Nothing happened! We slept together, that’s all. I mean, like sleep sleep.” Glancing at the listening crowd of strangers, her face went red with embarrassment. “REALLY,” she Sent, her boisterous voice putting Akanai on her heels. “HE WAS HAVING NIGHTMARES AND I WANTED TO COMFORT HIM, BUT ALL WE DID WAS SLEEP. THAT’S IT. YOU CAN ASK SONG, SHE’LL TELL YOU THE TRUTH.”
 
  
 
 Letting out a long breath, Akanai turned her attention to the affectionate wildcat, giving the creature a vigorous head-scratching. At least this one was still sweet and innocent. “Okay,” Akanai said through gritted teeth. “I believe and trust you.” It’s the boy she worried about, but the rice was cooked. Or it wasn't, either way. At least he didn’t waste her efforts training him, returning with more fame and achievements than she could’ve dreamed of. Hugging both daughters once more, Akanai stood and dusted off her knees. “Come, let’s go see the boy. Congratulations are in order.”
 
  
 
 And perhaps a small test to follow. She was only checking on his progress, this had nothing to do with her fury over the loss of Mila’s innocence. How many wives did this rascal intend to take? Mila, Mei Lin, Adujan, and now Song too? This was too much.
 
  
 
 While the three of them walked hand in hand, Mila’s enthusiastic story-telling melted away Akanai’s anger, her daughter every bit as charming and lovable as before. Perhaps Mila was telling the truth and Akanai was projecting her own past onto her daughter. Just because Akanai laid with her husband out of wedlock after their first real battle, didn’t mean Mila would do the same. She was an obedient child, raised better than Akanai had been. There was nothing to worry about.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Finding the boy amidst the crowd was simple enough, they only needed to follow the flies. Officials and dignitaries of every faction swarmed around him, kept back by a circle of unfamiliar, disciplined warriors. These would be Dastan Zhandos’s retinue, and her first impression was favourable, picking the former Warrant Officer out with Mila's help. Sporting a wispy moustache he thought made him look dignified but only accentuated his youth, the rebel-turned-slave deftly managed the crowd of uppity nobles, giving Rain time to spend with his family. Spotting Mila, Dastan immediately yelled at the nobles to make way, clearing a path for Akanai and her daughters to pass through.
 
  
 
 How intriguing. This one showed promise, accepting his new lot in life with grace and aplomb. Though labelled a rebel and traitor, he was now a Sentinel under her command and she liked what she saw thus far. Turning her attention to the boy, Akanai scowled as he remained crouched on the ground and ignorant of her presence until Alsantset tugged at his sleeve. Glancing up, he grinned and remained crouched while everyone else stood in her presence, waving like a gleeful child. “Hello!” he said before hugging the wildcat. “And hello to you too Sarankho.”
 
  
 
 With his body yet to fully recover, Akanai couldn’t stay angry at the boy and took a seat beside him. At least he’d greeted her before greeting the wildcat. “Welcome back, my Grand-Disciple.” She hated saying those words out loud because it made her feel older than her years, but her nonchalance was for the benefit of those watching, making it seem like the boy’s disrespect meant nothing. Family didn’t put on airs, and the boy was family, both her grand-disciple and eventual son-in-law. Speaking of which, why wasn’t that hare-brained healer and his daughter here?
 
  
 
 No matter. Giving the boy a rare smile, she patted his neck, resisting the urge to hit a little harder than necessary to vent her frustration. “This time, you’ve performed... adequately.”
 
  
 
 Laughing in delight, the boy leaned in for a hug. “Thank you, Grand-Mentor. Your praise means the world to me.” There was no sarcasm or derision in his tone, only heartfelt sincerity, and her shoulders eased to hear it. She’d worried the boy would let fame get to his head, but he seemed the same as always, a kind-hearted child who meant well. That he infuriated her so often was merely accidental, though they would need to teach him manners soon now that he was a hero.
 
  
 
 Glancing at the gathered dignitaries, Akanai raised her voice and said, “Thank you all for coming to greet my Grand-Disciple, but his journey was long and the hour late.” Most took her dismissal in stride and left, while the remaining flies were hustled away by Dastan, leaving them in peace and quiet. Once only trusted eyes and ears remained, Akanai turned to the boy and said, “Show me your Aura.”
 
  
 
 Unwavering determination and daring courage filled her the second she finished speaking, the boy unleashing his Aura without delay. Wonderful, Condensed at the speed of thought and so robust and secure, Rain’s skills were above and beyond what she’d expected. Barely able to keep herself from clapping in joy, Akanai hid her emotions and nodded. “Acceptable,” she said, but from the looks of it, the boy discerned her true feelings. Why else would he be so delighted by her words? Condensing her own Aura, she said, “Take care, for I will now test it.”
 
  
 
 Turning her Aura against him, she pressured him with a twentieth of her strength. Gerel sent word that Rain’s Aura held some surprises, but he didn’t elaborate in writing. Rather than ask him, it seemed better to test the boy herself, and he weathered it well. Of course, the boy withstood this much even without his own Aura, she needn’t be so gentle. Slowly raising her strength, the boy’s Aura finally shifted beneath her own once she released half her might, but still it held. Delighted by his resilience, Akanai immediately struck out with all her strength, which only made the boy blink and focus, seeming unfazed by her assault.
 
  
 
 How absurd, if this was his strength now, what would he be like after given time to grow?
 
  
 
 “Boy,” she said after a moment of thought, “try to break my Aura. Use everything you have.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Everything?” The boy looked around in confusion, as if searching for something or someone.
 
  
 
 “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “Have you spoken to Gerel yet?”
 
  
 
 “No. I will speak with him in the morning. Enough hesitation, do as I say.” She tried to sound gentle, but she was too eager to restrain  herself.
 
  
 
 “Okay... but um... be careful, okay?”
 
  
 
 This time her smile slipped out. How endearing, a frog at the bottom of-
 
  
 
 A raging storm of anger and despair crashed into her Aura from all sides, a whirling frenzy of emotions. Buckling beneath the pressure, Akanai focused everything on holding her Aura, unwilling to lose face before this preposterous grand-disciple. Everything from seething hatred to crippling misery, the depths of which she’d never felt before today, threatened to pierce through her defences and render her vulnerable. In spite of her best efforts, her Aura diminished and ebbed before the boy’s aggression, the seconds passing ever so slowly as she weathered the onslaught.
 
  
 
 Then, without warning, it all faded away as the boy reeled in his seat, sweating and panting as if he’d just run a marathon. Grinning despite his weariness, he leaned against her and said, “That’s my Grand-Mentor. Sturdier than a dozen Yo Ling’s. Barely even made you blink.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, Akanai alternated between confusion and awe. By the Mother, even though he couldn’t break her Aura, if he struck while she was distracted or in the midst of a duel, she shuddered to think of the consequences. In a battle between experts, a single moment's delay might as well be an eternity. Grabbing him by the arm, she Sent, “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Full marks. She had to give him full marks. Though she could never say as much. It’s not that he didn’t deserve praise, but she didn’t want his accomplishments turn him pig-headed and stupid. Arrogance and overconfidence killed more young talents than the Defiled ever could and the boy attracted danger like none other.
 
  
 
 While listening to Rain’s disjointed explanation, Akanai’s smile grew until her cheeks ached with the strain. Given a little time and a lot of luck, this little son-in-law would soar into the Heavens.
 
  
 
 She was certain of it.
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 Though the sun had barely risen when the knock sounded at his door, Baatar was already wide awake and tending to Sarnai’s needs. Frowning at the intrusion and smelling the food, he instructed the servant to leave breakfast at the door and go, as they did every day. He’d made his wishes known long ago, no one was allowed into the room aside from family or Healers. If he allowed strangers in, she’d scold him until the heavens fell from the sky for letting people see her while she slept. A foolish woman, always worrying about her appearance even though she was still as beautiful as the day they’d married. He remembered it like it was yesterday, kneeling across from her with fingers interlocked and voices intertwined as they said their vows.
 
  
 
 Heart aching at the memory of better days, he finished wiping his wife’s face with a warm washcloth, praying she would open her eyes and smile at his tender touch. Unresponsive for weeks now, there had been little to no improvement in her condition, and after he passed over all authority to Major General Han BoHai, there was nothing left for him to do but watch as his sweet rose slowly withered away, day by tortuous day. Repressing a sigh, he took a deep breath before opening the door to find a welcome surprise on the other side. Standing behind a small cart, Rain smiled and said, “Hello. I’m back.”
 
  
 
 The boy’s arms went wide and Baatar pulled him into a warm embrace. “Welcome home, boy. The journey was hard on you. You’ve done well to survive your tribulations and won much honour and glory for the People.” Half-dragging Rain and his cart into the room, Baatar closed the door behind them and inspected his disciple. Though still short of stature and lean of frame, the boy had grown in this short half-year of separation. With broader shoulders and a straight back, there was no sign of the timid, anxious child he’d once been. Whether it be from the glint in his eye or the set of his jaw, Baatar knew a warrior stood before him, a man forged in battle and bloodshed. Weary and worn from his struggles, Rain stood ready to face whatever the day might bring with his head held high.
 
  
 
 Good. Good.
 
  
 
 “Sorry for not coming by earlier. We arrived long after midnight and I didn’t want to disturb your sleep.” Moving the dining table next to the bed, he set down a tray of food and gestured for Baatar to sit. “I ate while cooking, so you go ahead.” Placing a steaming bowl on the nightstand, Rain turned to Sarnai and took her hand. “After I heard what happened, I made you some eight-treasure soup. Both delicious and nutritious, it’s a nourishing broth which will help keep your strength up. It still needs to cool, but you can enjoy the fragrance as it does.”
 
  
 
 Seeing his upbeat and bright manner, Baatar couldn’t help but shake his head. “She can’t hear you, boy. She’s wholly unresponsive to sound, light, touch, and smell.” Though he still held hope for his rose, he couldn’t deny the situation looked grim.
 
  
 
 Smiling gently, Rain shrugged. “The mind is a strange and mysterious thing. Not even Teacher can claim to know all its mysteries. I’ll admit, it’s unlikely she can hear us, but nothing is lost by speaking.” Reaching under the cart, Rain pulled out an ornate porcelain vase and some flowers, placing them on the window sill. “These are your favourite flowers, the violet mountain roses which grow in big clusters. There’s a whole field of them nearby, you should make Mentor bring you to see them after you wake. It’s a breathtaking sight, but you should hurry if you want to see them before next spring.”
 
  
 
 Grateful for Rain’s optimism and support, Baatar ate his breakfast and watched as the boy bustled about the room, describing his gifts out loud for Sarnai’s benefit. A painting depicting the Sacred Tree in all its glory, an eighteen-petal lotus blossom carved out of the finest lavender jade, a solid gold censer adorned with silver sculpted dragons, Rain’s little cart was filled with a multitude of riches which left Baatar gaping in shock. One or two luxurious gifts might be explained as a reward for the boy’s accomplishments in Sanshu, but this was far too extravagant. Though Baatar had little experience in appraising works of art, any fool could see these gifts were priceless and Rain already placed five of them around the room, with no sign of stopping. As the boy pulled out his sixth gift, a wedding barge carved out of ivory, Baatar was forced to speak up. “Boy, did you save Sanshu or pillage it? Where’d you get all these works of art?”
 
  
 
 With a toothy grin, Rain patted Baatar on the shoulder. “Why not both?” Seeing his frown, the boy winked and Sent, “I’m kidding, don’t look so sour. Magistrate Tongzu won’t be hunting me down for looting his city, these are spoils of war I took from the Butcher Bay hideout.” Out loud, the boy said, “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you. On the way back, we saved a merchant from some bandits, with help from the Society Warrant Officers. As thanks, the merchant sold us all his expensive wares at bargain prices before returning home to retire. I guess he found the merchant life too dangerous and was happy to recoup his costs.”
 
  
 
 Stifling a laugh at the shameless and poorly acted lie, Baatar shook his head and listened as the boy regaled them with tales of his adventures in Sanshu. As fanciful and astonishing as they were, Baatar knew Rain well enough to know he wasn’t bragging. If anything, the boy was probably downplaying his accomplishments. To hear him tell it, he was merely a bystander going along with the flow instead of someone who played a pivotal role in the entire matter. He focused more on how adorable his pets were than the battles he won or skills he developed. Though there were many questions to ask and mysteries to uncover, Baatar was content to listen in silence, taking pride in his disciple’s achievements and accepting everything at face value, knowing Rain would explain everything in time.
 
  
 
 A good child and an even better disciple. Baatar couldn’t take credit for teaching him well. Everything Rain accomplished, he did so on his own, but Baatar still took pride in seeing this young man blossom. 
 
  
 
 The hours flew by as Rain kept them company, but just before lunch, little Lin arrived to collect him, his hare-brained Teacher seeking him out for work. As Rain listed off a checklist of last-minute instructions and exercises to help Sarnai, Baatar held back his tears and basked in the warmth and care shown by this filial disciple. He only wished his daughter shared Rain’s optimism, but he couldn’t fault her for it. The girl was pragmatic and hardheaded, just as he’d raised her to be. It wasn't easy on her either, and were it anyone else, Baatar would have given the same advice she gave him; accept Sarnai’s loss, mourn, and move on, but this was his wife, his love, his rose.
 
  
 
 How could he give her up for dead while she still drew breath?
 
  
 
 An Aura washed over him and Baatar's sword hand twitched in response before settling down. Nothing to be concerned about, the boy was merely showing off his skills. A second surprise lay in wait though, as the boy’s Aura filled him with warm comfort and doting love. Staring at Rain in shock, Baatar hardly believed his senses, this little disciple hiding so much beneath the surface. How was this possible? All his life, Baatar thought Aura was only used to shelter allies and unnerve enemies, but the boy showed him it was so much more. The raw emotion displayed by Rain’s Aura was so vivid and tangible, his love and devotion couldn’t be any clearer. “I can’t promise I'll save her,” he said, “but I’ll study hard, do my best, and ask Teacher to do the same. So long as there is life, there is hope, so you need to eat more, dress better, and er... bathe. Please.” Smiling, he added, “Else when Sarnai wakes up and sees you like this, she’ll scold me into a pile of quivering tofu for not taking care of you. I’ll have someone send lunch and come back when I can, okay?”
 
  
 
 As Rain strolled out hand in hand with his betrothed, Baatar took Sarnai’s hand in his own. “Do you hear him, my rose?” he Sent, squeezing her fingers lightly. “This is the little foundling we’d feared would never recover, grown into a splendid young man. Forget his accomplishments and achievements, earning his love and affection was well worth the risk.”
 
  
 
 His heart skipped a beat and he held his breath as he stared at his wife. Was it his imagination or did she just squeeze back? Almost giddy with joy, tears dripped down his cheeks as he Sent message after message, telling her how much he loved and missed her, but there was no response. After a long time, he dried his tears and breathed deep, smiling for the first time in weeks.
 
  
 
 Although little had changed upon Rain’s return, Baatar felt more optimistic now that his disciple was working to save Sarnai. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew if anyone could turn things around, it would be Rain, his miraculous little disciple.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Seeing his uncle in such disarray, Zian was shocked into silence. Once a proud, confident leader of men, Situ Jia Yang seemed like a different person as he sat slumped in his cushioned chair. Still wearing his wrinkled nightclothes in the middle of the day, his shoulders trembled in repressed fury as he stared out from behind baggy eyes and sallow skin. “The savage brat returned last night,” he said, without a word of greeting for his nephew. “Rode past midnight to get here. I heard you’ve been travelling with him for weeks now, not even stopping to see your mother on the way back. Strange thing is, if you’re such great friends with the brat, then why weren’t you travelling with him last night? Is the great Situ Jia Zian too timid to ride in the dark? Or have you cast aside all filial responsibility for your new barbarian comrades?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the outright hostility, it took Zian a moment to recover. He’d never admit it out loud, but sixteen hours of travel a day for weeks on end had almost driven Zian and his retinue to the brink of exhaustion. Had he dared order his soldiers to press on into the night, they might have snapped and murdered him on the spot. “Uncle Yang, what happened?”
 
  
 
 Slamming his palm on the table, Uncle Yang screamed, “I’m still your Mentor, boy! You will show me the respect I deserve!”
 
  
 
 Narrowing his eyes, Zian slowly counted to ten to rein in his temper. When that failed, he counted to ten again, and once more before he trusted himself to speak. “Are you saying,” he said, carefully enunciating each word, “that you believe ‘Mentor’ a loftier title than ‘Uncle’? If so, then you’re gravely mistaken. You’ve been my Mentor for less than a year but an uncle all my life. You are the blood of my blood and the only living relative I have aside from my mother. Though I can always find a new mentor, I could never replace you.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s words had a more profound effect on his uncle than expected. Hanging his head in defeat, uncle Yang drew a trembling breath. “You’re right,” he said after exhaling slowly. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I’ve been too stressed of late, with my closest allies turned to ashes and scattered to the wind while my enemies crawl out of the woodwork to condemn my actions. Worst of all, I’ve no recourse against them, with no choice but to sit here and accept their insults and lies.”
 
  
 
 Though no apology was made or would be forthcoming, Zian knew this was the best his uncle would offer. Aggravating, but Zian was more concerned than annoyed. What happened in his absence to discourage Uncle Yang so? Before he could find his voice, his uncle stood and patted Zian on the shoulder, an awkward, unfamiliar gesture of affection for both of them. “I’ve made a proper mess of things and failed horribly. I’ll be lucky to get off with a court-martial and a fine, so you’re the last hope of our branch of the family now.”
 
  
 
 “What?” Zian could hardly believe his ears. How could his domineering Uncle Yang give up so easily? “What happened, perhaps there’s still hope.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Uncle Yang barked out a note of harsh laughter. “The only way I won’t be punished is if the Defiled return to take the Wall and raze the Province.” Shaking his head, he settled back into his seat with a defeated sigh. “It seemed like the right thing to do. The outer walls were taken, the inner walls crumbling beneath the assault, the battle all but lost. To conserve our strength for the battles ahead, I pulled my soldiers back to fortify Shen Yun. Who would have thought the Defiled would falter, pulling back at the first sign of rain?”
 
  
 
 “Rain? What did that scrawny brat have to do with anything, he only arrived yesterday.”
 
  
 
 “Not the brat, fool. Rain, precipitation, drops of water falling from the sky.” Taking a drink straight from the teapot, some liquid with a distinctly non-tea like smell spilled down Uncle Yang’s chin. Alcohol? Uncle rarely drank, a proponent of sobriety and moderation all his life. “Oh it was a heavy downpour to be sure, with day turned dark as night, but no thunder or lightning, no wind or hail, just... rain. The Demons and Defiled fled so quickly you’d think they were made of sugar, worried they’d melt away in the downpour. The damn luck of the Bekhai, eh?” Sighing, Uncle Yang took another swig of the teapot and laughed. “At least the province is safe, right?”
 
  
 
 Unable to formulate a response, Zian stood in stupefied silence. Uncle Yang was no coward, he wouldn’t have abandoned the Bridge unless the situation called for it. Unfortunately, with how things turned out, their enemies would twist the truth to their advantage. In truth, a court-martial would be lenient. Even with all his years of meritorious service, Uncle Yang could be executed for cowardice if sentencing went poorly. How did things go so wrong?
 
  
 
 “Calm down, boy.” Uncle Yang spoke softly, his smile not reaching his eyes as he comforted Zian. “I’ve still a few favours to call in, the Justicars won’t demand my death. In fact, it’s better if you keep calling me Uncle instead of Mentor. This way, my failures cannot be used against you and besides, Mother knows I’ve taught you next to nothing. Your strength and prowess results from your hard work and dedication. Forget about me, boy. My star has dimmed while yours still rises.”
 
  
 
 Guilt welled up within Zian as he thought about how he’d intended to replace Uncle Yang with Jukai as his Mentor. “Uncle...”
 
  
 
 “None of your soft-hearted, girlish ways, I still know what’s best for you. Soon enough, I’ll have no time to teach you anyways. Without my rank, my enemies will grow confident and I’ll be forced into hiding. Don’t worry, I’ve not lost my wits or my strength, I’ll show them Situ Jia Yang is not a man to be taken lightly.” With a grimace, Uncle Yang hesitated before continuing. “Be honest now, I won’t fault you. Have you made peace with the little savage?”
 
  
 
 “Sort of.” Clasping his uncle’s forearm, Zian explained the entire situation with Yo Ling’s treasure through Sending, having practised with Jukai the entire journey home.
 
  
 
 When he finished telling the tale, Uncle Yang shook his head in disapproval. “You take after your father. An unstoppable warrior but a bumbling diplomat. Should have asked for more or refused to go along.” The words stung, especially since Zian knew little about his father, and Uncle Yang noticed his mistake, quieting for a moment. After a consoling pat on the cheek, he continued. “Well, this is fine. The Bekhai are experiencing a meteoric rise in power and you cannot afford to antagonize them, not anymore. Forget the brat’s accomplishments, the wolf's already being hailed as the next Nian Zu, here to defend the province for hundreds of years to come. Doesn’t even deserve it, owes all his success to luck and coincidence.”
 
  
 
 After some more grumbling, Uncle Yang’s voice dropped to a whisper. “About your father... It’s no secret we never got along, but he loved your mother. More importantly, she loved him and there was nothing I could do about it.” A small chuckle escaped his lips and for a second, Uncle Yang looked twenty years older. “Then he died, doing stupid things for stupid reasons.” Wrapping Zian in his embrace, he whispered, “I’ve never had a son, but I’ve always thought of you as one. I envy him you know? Seeing you fight and earn glory in his style, you’ve done him proud. You’ve made me proud. Never forget this.”
 
  
 
 Choking back his tears, Zian snarled and said, “Stay alive uncle. Give me a few years and I’ll become strong enough to protect you, I swear it.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. That’ll be the day. The great Situ Jia Yang relying on a profligate dandy to protect him, I’d be better off dead and burned.” The mocking tone was softened by Uncle Yang’s smile. Dismissing Zian with a wave of his hand, Uncle Yang said, “Begone now, go write a letter to your mother before she marches down here to chew you out in person. Neither of us will survive if that should come to pass.”
 
  
 
 “Yes uncle.” Pausing at the door, Zian turned to see Uncle Yang already gazing out the window with a forlorn look. Swallowing his words, Zian stepped out and closed the door behind him. It’s likely the clan would disavow Uncle Yang before the court-martial even took place, and without the Society’s protection, he was in more danger than he let on. It disgusted Zian to see his uncle abandoned so readily, half the enemies looking to kill him were made carrying out the Society’s interests.
 
  
 
 Complaining won’t change anything, the only way Zian could help was by seizing more power, both personal and political. Gathering his thoughts, Zian abandoned his plans to renounce his place as young patriarch and focused on drafting a letter to his mother. If he wanted power, the quickest and easiest method would be an alliance through marriage. If the Situ Clan wouldn’t stand behind Uncle Yang, then perhaps someone else would, someone stronger. With the Bekhai’s growing power, Sumila, daughter of Akanai would have been a perfect choice, but she was already betrothed to Rain, the lucky bastard.
 
  
 
 No matter, there were plenty of single, attractive, well-connected women in the empire, who weren’t betrothed to Falling Rain. In fact, he quickly picked out a second possible candidate, a beautiful, talented, rising young dragon in the central province, with ties to the Bekhai and the Du family: Du Min Gyu’s Terminal Disciple, Du Min Yan.
 
  
 
 ...At least, Zian prayed she wasn’t betrothed to Rain.
 
  
 
 Be reasonable, how lucky could one man be?
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 Five hallways and two flights of stairs away from Sarnai’s room, I finally feel far enough to let the mask slip, my forced smile melting away into a more natural frown. It’s tough pretending to be optimistic and cheery, especially after a long day’s travel followed by an entire night spent making soup, but my Mentor needed love and support, so that's what I gave him. Alsantset and Akanai are too... practical. While they both love Baatar, their concept of moral support starts and ends with a swift kick in the ass. It’s not that they’re unaffected or unsympathetic, far from it. Alsantset clung to Charok the entire time and went misty-eyed more than once, while Akanai implied no less than a half-dozen times I should visit Baatar as soon as possible. The problem is, neither one of them knows how to help my grieving Mentor, their sensible, matter-of-fact approach only driving him away.
 
  
 
 Both of them kept saying he needs to let Sarnai go and move on, but I disagree. They keep trying to muscle him out of his depression, but anyone who knows Baatar will tell you he’s a stubborn and, dare I say, dogged man. With the love of his life still drawing breath, there’s no way he’ll ever give up and neither will I. Though my jolly demeanour was faked, I meant what I said: So long as there is life, there is hope.
 
  
 
 Even if Sarnai’s situation were more dire, Baatar isn’t ready to give up and neither am I. Coma aside, she's actually in pretty good health. Her heartbeat is steady and circulation is good, plus she’s capable of drinking and breathing on her own. Bedsores and infections are manageable with a little light healing and her muscles have a long way to go before atrophy kicks in.
 
  
 
 I can’t imagine what I’d do in Baatar’s shoes, though I know giving up would be the last thing on my mind. He’s handling it better than I’d expected, sitting with her and tending to her needs instead of raging around and destroying furniture. Not that I've ever seen him lose control, but this is his wife. Hell, I was worried he’d be Tainted, but when I got there, I found a grand total of two Spectres hanging around him, unable to get through his iron will. I’ve seen happy-go-lucky idiots with more Spectres hanging around them.
 
  
 
 That’s my Mentor, unblemished and untouched by lies and deceit.
 
  
 
 Lin’s finger pokes my cheek and somehow eases away all my troubles, her sweet smile like a balm for the soul. “It’s okay hubby,” she says, swinging our clasped hands back and forth. “You’ll figure something out, I know you will. Did you find a book about comas? Can I read it?”
 
  
 
 “Mm... I read the book a long time ago, can’t remember its name. There wasn’t much though, a paragraph or two mentioned in passing regarding patient care.” Hiding my past life's memories is getting harder by the day, but my lovely Lin takes my explanation in stride. I feel guilty about lying to her, but admitting I’m from another world and significantly older than I appear is something I hope to never do again. Yea sure, Baledagh accepted it easily but he’s so adorably trusting and naive, I can’t help but worry about him. Without me, he’d make so many mistakes, I shudder to think what would’ve happened if I'd never arrived.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s technically his life and his mistakes to make. Who am I to stop him?
 
  
 
 Whatever. Maybe he’s right, maybe he’s my reincarnation and our soul split in two for reasons unknown. Or maybe I have multiple personality disorder and Baledagh and the Spectres are figments of my imagination. Or I’m a figment of Baledagh’s imagination... Ugh, great. As if existential crises weren’t enough, now I’m pondering if I’m even real. Now I’m half convinced the world is an illusion and my brain is floating in a jar of nutritional fluids stored inside a warehouse to be used for scientific research...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I mean... It’s not... not possible, right?
 
  
 
 A second poke to the cheek snaps me out of my thoughts as Lin tilts her head in concern. “Rainy, you’re worrying too much.” Yawning, Lin hugs my arm and adds, “Things will work out or they won’t, ya? Worrying won’t change anything, so why bother?”
 
  
 
 Stroking her chubby cheek, I smile and ask, “Oh? When did you get so old and wise? What happened to the unruly little brat who pouted all day because I wouldn’t take her out to fly a kite?”
 
  
 
 “That was one time! And it wasn’t all day, I only pouted for an hour, maybe two.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, because I gave in and brought you out, which almost cost us our lives.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be dramatic hubby, it wasn’t so serious.”
 
  
 
 “A flock of jattuyas grabbed the kite and almost carried us away because a certain silly girl wouldn’t let go of the strings. We were almost dragged off a cliff, so yea, I’d say it was serious.”
 
  
 
 Flashing me a toothy grin, Lin shrugs and yawns and says, “I didn’t want to lose my kite. It was my first gift from you.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl.” Noticing her dragging feet and frequent yawns, I stop to let her climb on my back. Piggy-backing her through the Inner Wall, I ask, “So where’d you go last night? No one knew where to find you or Teacher.”
 
  
 
 “The guards brought me to see Daddy,” Lin replies, her voice muffled as she nuzzles into my back. “He's treating someone and couldn’t talk, so I fell asleep on the couch. After I woke up, he asked me to come find you and bring you there. He needs your help hubby, so hurry.”
 
  
 
 Keeping my retort to myself, I collect Mafu and follow her sleepy directions out into the ruins of the city, where the scars of battle are still plain to see. The stretch of land between the Inner and Outer wall is bustling with life as the hardy citizens and stalwart soldiers work to repair the damage done by the Defiled, with not a single stone left unturned by their murderous advance. Off in the distance, I can barely make out the ruined remains of the Outer Wall, the sight of fallen gates and crumbling battlements sending a chill down my spine. Just over a month ago, those formidable defences were breached by Demons and Defiled, leaving only a single Inner Wall standing between them and the utter annihilation of the Northern Province.
 
  
 
 It would’ve made for a really shitty cherry on top of my sweet victory sundae at Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the Defiled retreated, but rebuilding the city and repairing the Outer Wall is a colossal undertaking which will take years to complete. Years we probably won’t have before they return. Knowing this, Han BoHai is more focused on putting up defences and fortifying the area as opposed to building housing. Problem is, since the Inner Wall was designed to cater to visiting diplomats and dignitaries and now filled to the brim with soldiers and supplies, most workers are roughing it out in flimsy tents and makeshift shelters. Even Alsantset didn’t warrant a room on the Inner Wall after refusing a billet on the Outer Wall, which says a lot about the situation.
 
  
 
 According to Akanai, who sleeps in a suite on the inner wall, the Outer Wall was used to house soldiers. Close to 600,000 bodies are packed into its confines, taking up all available rooms. I can’t blame Alsantset for refusing, it doesn’t seem like the safest place to live. Considering the fortification’s ramshackle condition, I doubt they’ll hold for long against the superior Defiled numbers should they return, but there’s no other option. If we abandon the Outer Wall, we’ll be leaving a stone fortress for our enemies to wait out the winter in. Even though the horde retreated into the northern wastes, it’s still only a two-day march away. No one knows why they retreated in the first place, but the fear of their return is palpable. Every living soul is working as hard as they can to shore up the defences, and I’ve placed my retinue under Alsantset’s command for the time being. Training will have to wait until everything’s settled.
 
  
 
 Lucky them...
 
  
 
 What concerns me most is the coming winter. The temperature will drop well below freezing and while food isn’t an issue, there’s a severe shortage in warm clothing and shelter. Funding isn’t an issue, but all wood and stone resources are being used to plug holes in the Wall and build barricades instead of fixing the housing shortage. I sent word to BoShui and asked him pass these concerns on to his uncle, but just in case, I’ve tasked my brain trust with presenting ideas for cheap, warm, affordable housing we can build using the resources at hand, meaning no treated lumber, cut stone, or clay. Despite wracking my brain all night, I haven’t been able to come up with any useful ideas on my own. Dirt houses won’t be warm enough or built fast enough while layering clothes and huddling together will only go so far. After the first snowfall, these linen tents will be as useful as nipples on a breastplate, meaning we have two months before people start freezing to death in their sleep.
 
  
 
 Memory is a strange thing and my memory stranger still. I’ve realized I’m more of a critic than a thinker. Show me a plan and I’ll point out flaws as quickly as I see them, like Dastan's crossbow, but ask me for a solution and my brain goes blank. For example, I wasn’t sure how to help Baatar or Sarnai until I was in the room with them, and then all these ideas kept flowing out, like talking to her, exercising her muscles, and periodic testing for responses. This tells me I’ve got solutions rattling around up in my brain, I just need to find the proper inspiration.
 
  
 
 I could become a professional critic, travelling the Empire and complaining until someone fixes things. That’d be a dream job for me, though I doubt it’ll earn me many fans.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of riding, we arrive at our destination, a sheltered, secluded hut on the western edge, nestled between two mountains. If it wasn’t for Lin guiding the way, I probably would’ve missed it and ridden right past the concealed entrance. Ignoring the poorly-hidden soldiers, I follow my little wifey into the hut where my long-eared Teacher greets me with a hug. “Rain my boy,” Taduk says, grinning as he thumps my shoulders. “Welcome back. I heard you had quite the adventure out in Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 “Doesn’t seem like much compared to what you went through here.” Lean and haggard, my future father-in-law seems to have aged in my absence, with a smattering of new wrinkles dotting his handsome face. Weeks worth of scraggly beard hangs from his chin, a wild, tangled mess so jarring compared to his formerly neat, well-groomed appearance. “Are you okay?”
 
  
 
 Short of breath and barely standing upright, he takes my arm and leads me deeper into the lantern-lit hut. “I’m fine, I’m fine, lacking in sleep is all. I’ve been busy as you can imagine and I overspent some Chi, but nothing a good night’s rest and a hot cup of tea won’t cure.” Stopping in front of a bed, he pulls back the covers to reveal a half-charred corpse, mangled beyond all recognition, while chattering away at a mile per minute. “I heard about your adventures from Lin’s... guard and I could use your help. I’ve been keeping him alive for weeks now, just barely that is, between the burns, wraith poison, Demon Ichor, broken bones, internal injuries and whatnot but I’ve reached the limit. Not my limit of course, but his. He’s no spring chicken and if I continue forcibly Healing him, he’ll wither away and die from the expenditure. I was hoping your aquatic friend could do something about it, so hop to it.”
 
  
 
 Ending with a long, much needed breath, my teacher slumps down into his chair and gestures at the corpse, leaving me worried for his mental health. How long has he been treating this cadaver? My Teacher is a proud man, kind-hearted and loving to all things besides rabbits, so I’d imagine being unable to save Sarnai was a huge blow to his ego. Shuffling over, Lin hops into his lap and yawns, father and daughter both drowsily waiting for me to perform a miracle and bring the dead back to life as if it were simple as plucking an apple.
 
  
 
 They really have too much faith in me.
 
  
 
 Wondering how to tactfully ask if my teacher’s gone insane, the corpse twitches and sends me recoiling in surprise. A closer inspection shows that the poor bastard is still drawing breath, though I’d bet my substantial, newfound wealth he wishes otherwise. Why did Taduk waste so much effort on this one person? “Who is this?”
 
  
 
 “The Colonel General.”
 
  
 
 It takes a few seconds for his words to register, my brain unable to connect the dots between Sanshu’s living hero and the disfigured person lying before me. “Nian Zu? What the-?”
 
  
 
 “Language, my boy, language. My sweet Lin-Lin is here.” Ignoring Lin’s frown, Taduk pats her head and continues. “Demons and Wraiths happened. They sent three or four nasty scoundrels alongside two dozen Wraiths give or take, all to put an end to our great hero. Hard to do a proper count, especially after the good Colonel General flattened his manor and the surrounding area. Been keeping his condition a secret, need to know basis, would send the province into a panic if they hear about it. Best if he makes a full recovery, otherwise, we must keep him going for another week or two and say he passed away in his sleep. Morale and propaganda, yes? Unyielding unto death, the great Nian Zu. Hogwash I say, it’s little better than torture, but Baatar made the request and I acquiesced.” Making a sour face, Taduk hesitates before asking, “Is he doing better? I was rather harsh when I broke the news about Sarnai, too tired to think straight.”
 
  
 
 “He’s managing.” Unlike this poor bastard. “I've a few ideas I want to run past you later.” Throughout Taduk’s explanation, I’ve been trying to get Blobby to come out and fix Nian Zu, but the lazy droplet won’t budge from his roost. All my pleas and entreaties are met with steadfast refusal, Blobby turning his metaphorical nose up at the Northern Province’s most stalwart defender. ‘C’mon,’ I beg, mentally kneeling before Blobby. “This man has defended the province for decades. You’re hunting Demons right? If you help and stay with him, the Demons will come running to you. You’ll have more than you can eat, I promise you this.’
 
  
 
 Instead of appealing to Blobby, my words seem to offend it, my amorphous tenant clamming up and refusing to respond. Guess he likes it here.
 
  
 
  I suppose I should be flattered.
 
  
 
 After spending a good thirty seconds cursing the unpatriotic bead of water to no effect, I turn to Taduk and shake my head. Sighing, Taduk slumps in his seat and snuggles with Lin, looking like the weight of the world sits on his shoulders. “I used to boast of how I could heal anything short of death,” he says, voice thick with regret. “Perhaps this is the Mother’s way of teaching me humility. I’ve failed my friend and now I’ve failed my country. What use am I?”
 
  
 
 While Lin and I comfort Taduk, Baledagh chimes in, having watched the entire episode from his room. “Why can’t Nian Zu’s body take anymore Healing? Can't you just give him more Chi?”
 
  
 
 Putting my thoughts together, I explain to my little brother, “Healing isn’t as simple as most people think. Most of the time, Taduk doesn’t fix injuries. Technically, he directs the body to fix itself. Sometimes, a little physical effort is needed, like setting bones and removing foreign objects, and other times he structures the Healing in a way to make it more efficient or see the process through to its entirety, but mostly his Chi acts as a catalyst, speeding along what will naturally happen. With me so far?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.”
 
  
 
 “Now, the energy to heal has to come from somewhere, and Chi can’t create matter out of nothing. That’s why we’re so skinny, because every time we’re injured, our body breaks down fat and muscle tissue to fix our injuries. Now take a look at Nian Zu. He’s gaunt and emaciated, with little muscle left on his frame, and still in this poor condition. His body’s been overtaxed and if Taduk heals him without giving him time to replenish blood and nutrients, then his body will shut down and go into organ failure.”
 
  
 
 There’s a long pause before Baledagh speaks up again. “Then how do Demons do it?”
 
  
 
 “Do what?”
 
  
 
 “Create matter using Chi.” Sensing my confusion, he explains, “Vivek Daatei, the Defiled Chieftain. While turning into a Demon, he grew twice as large in a matter of heartbeats. Heavier too, his footprints went deeper into the soil than before. Wasn’t he creating bone and muscle out of Chi? Or the Demon equivalent or whatever?”
 
  
 
 Opening my mouth to refute him, I’m unable to produce a counter argument. It doesn’t mean he’s wrong, it’s just that I don’t know enough to dispute it. Instead, I pose the same question to Taduk who frowns and shakes his head. “A good question, but I hardly see how the answer will help.”
 
  
 
 Once again, Baledagh picks up the slack. “Could it have something to do with these Spectral remains?”
 
  
 
 Seeing no harm in asking, I take Taduk’s hand and explain everything about the purified Spectres through Sending, including my tests on the subject. While travelling home, we found that although the Spectral remains differ from Chi, neither Baledagh nor I can explain how it’s different. It’s more... more, I guess. I can’t absorb it like Baledagh does, but I can use it in place of Chi. In fact, I think it's better than Chi, easier and more responsive to my directions. Otherwise, it's the same.
 
  
 
 When Baledagh absorbs the Spectral remains, it doesn’t change our physical body, but his Forms have shown marked improvements in a short time. Despite only being in the driver’s seat for short periods of time, Baledagh’s grace, control, and reflexes have left me in the dust. Why, I don't know, but I assume it's giving him some form of Enlightenment or something. Why him and not me? I dunno.
 
  
 
 When I’m done explaining everything aside from the twinned-soul aspect, Taduk ponders my words in silence, cradling the sleeping Lin in his arms. Boiling a pot of tea while he thinks, he snaps out of it as I hand him the cup. “After you killed the Demon in the city, you were covered in its fluids yes? Too much for your friend to neutralize in time?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.”
 
  
 
 “And you used some of that... Energy to heal. Did you suffer significant weight loss?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing notable. Actually, I remember thinking I looked surprisingly healthy. I was half covered in burns, but I still had the hand that got soaked in Ichor. I never did thank the Healer who saved me the trouble of regrowing it.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Taduk points out the flaw in my logic. “You were burned by Demon Ichor, unconscious, and in the midst of battle. Any Healer worth their salt would have stabilized you and moved on. The hand would have been ignored. It’s possible you healed yourself, or rather, the... ahem, Energy, helped heal you.” Perking up, he asks, “Do you have any left? I’ve a theory on what these remains are, so try to transfer it to Nian Zu and we’ll test it out.”
 
  
 
 “What if something goes wrong?”
 
  
 
 Taduk shrugs. “Then he dies and the nation grieves. At least it’ll spare him from another two weeks of agony.”
 
  
 
 “Well... better to try and fail than fail to try, I guess.” Wrapping the Spectral remains in Chi, I whisper a small prayer before placing my hand on Nian Zu's chest and directing the Spectral remains into him. My Chi dissipates into nothingness the moment it leaves my body, but the Spectral remains are unaffected, flowing into the wounded hero without resistance. I used more than half of what I collected on Yo Ling’s island in testing, so I hope what remains is enough to save Nian Zu.
 
  
 
 “Stand aside,” Taduk says as he lays hands on Nian Zu. Holding my breath in anticipation, I’m not left waiting for long as Taduk removes his hands only seconds later. While my teacher stands in shocked silence, a tear falls from my eye in honour of this celebrated hero, waiting as he draws his last breaths. Beloved by the people, he dedicated almost half his life to the Wall, following an already impressive military career. A high ranking member of the Situ Clan, his story could have gone much differently were he a lesser, more self-serving person, but his love for his fellow countrymen led him to give up his pursuit of power and accept the thankless task of Commander of the Bridge. For decades, he held the Wall against wave after wave of Defiled warriors, killing Champions and Demons like plucking chickens, and I’m running out of things to say, because honestly, I didn’t know him all that well and only met him that one time, where he prevented me from killing his nephew. Is Zian his nephew? No that doesn’t seem right, but then again, I don’t really understand the family bonds. So confusing, sharing the same name yet not really being blood related, how does that happen?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Not to be rude, but why isn't he dead yet?
 
  
 
 Breaking the silence with a whoop of joy, Taduk lifts me into the air and twirls me about, laughing as Lin wakes up and joins the celebration. “Rain my boy, we did it!” he exclaims, relief and satisfaction flooding his face. “Do you know what this means?”
 
  
 
 “Er... we saved a national hero’s life?”
 
  
 
 Putting me down, Taduk scowls and throws his hands into the air. “Who cares about one life.” Switching to a silent Sending, he explains, “Those Spectral remains? That’s pure Heavenly Energy. Heavenly Energy which you can manipulate at will! This is the discovery of a lifetime!”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m dumb, or maybe it's because I haven't slept in thirty-six hours, but I don’t get it.
 
  
 
 What's the difference between Chi and Heavenly Energy?
 
  
 
 ...Whatever. Taduk's happy, Lin's happy, Nian Zu's alive, so I'm happy. I'll take the wins wherever I can. 
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Eager to finally have some insight on the Spectral remains, Baledagh paced about while Taduk explained things to Brother through Sending. Though he hid his trepidation well, Baledagh still held reservations regarding absorbing the Spectral remains. Thus far, Brother’s tests proved fruitless and inconclusive, only discovering that the leftover energy could be used in place of Chi and granted Baledagh insight into the Forms. While it appeared benign and the increased strength was enticing, he found the source distasteful despite Brother’s theory of Universal Energy. Even if Defiled and Balance drew from the same source, no one wanted to drink from a rotting cup. Also, there was always the risk of unforeseen consequences, such as spontaneously transforming into a disfigured, inhuman monstrosity consumed by murderous rage.
 
  
 
 A valid concern, most would agree.
 
  
 
 Since they couldn’t speak out loud and he couldn’t hear Sendings directed at brother, Baledagh waited for Brother to repeat the lesson for him. Their unique circumstances often made things more complicated than usual, but such was life. Baledagh and Brother’s life at least. Either way, it was entertaining to watch Taduk bob his head and wave his arms about in utter silence. Delight turned to disbelief, then anger and passion as his hare ears flopped to and fro while his expressive eyes and grand gestures added emphasis to his unheard speech.
 
  
 
 At least it wasn't one of his rants about the inferiority of rabbits or superiority of hares. 
 
  
 
 In spite of his silly tendencies and lack of Martial skill, Taduk was a man worthy of admiration. Possessing an air of casual arrogance and general aloofness, at the heart of it all was a kind, charitable soul. Most of Taduk's efforts were focused on improving the general health of common men and women around the Empire, seeking to ease their pains and bolster their general well-being through low-cost treatments and supplements.
 
  
 
 A shame things rarely worked out.
 
  
 
 It's not that he was inept, Taduk was an ingenious Healer, always designing new pills and salves for Brother’s retinue to test. Unfortunately, no matter what new treatment he devised, the problem always boiled down to scarcity. For example, at Brother’s request, Taduk concocted a miraculous wound sealing paste which worked wonderfully for stopping bleeding. Unfortunately, its key ingredient was fox-glove root, a rare, precious herb, one which succeeded in cultivating the Energy of the Heavens. This meant mass production was out of the question, which was a real shame. Coupled with Brother’s Healing Panacea, the paste all but ensured the survival of most injuries short of instant death.
 
  
 
 Since pacing about wasn’t helping his nerves, Baledagh settled down and studied the small hut, noting everything within Brother’s vision. After briefly joining the celebration, Mei Lin now sulked in her chair, upset at being left out while Taduk and Brother exchanged silent Sendings. A sweet girl unused to being ignored, she alternated between piteous pouts and petulant frowns interspersed with involuntary yawns. Charming as it all was, her performance went unnoticed by all but Baledagh and he remained unmoved, his heart still yearning for his tender, caring Qing-Qing. Though Brother was blind to Mei Lin’s faults, Baledagh thought her too spoiled and carefree, lacking Taduk’s best qualities and sharing his worst.
 
  
 
 Then again, perhaps he was being overly critical. Any fool could see her love for Brother and his for her, enamoured by her adorable appearance and free-spirited nature. A talented herbalist and skilled huntress, she was formidable in her own ways, a worthy wife for the Undying Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Opposite Mei Lin laid the overcooked hero of the Empire, all but forgotten in light of Taduk’s mysterious discovery. His fate still uncertain, Nian Zu looked no better than when Baledagh first laid eyes on him, the infusion of Spectral remains showing no obvious impact. Back in Sanshu, Yo Ling seemed nigh unstoppable with six Demons at his beck and call, keeping all the heroes of Sanshu in check, yet this wrinkled geriatric defeated four Demons and two dozen wraiths. If Nian Zu had been present in Sanshu, then Yo Ling’s decades of careful planning would have been for naught all because of a single warrior.
 
  
 
 This was true strength. Baledagh now understood he was nothing but a frog in a well, the Heavens wider and grander than anticipated. How many years must he and Brother train before reaching those heights? What skills did Nian Zu possess which allowed him to survive such an assault? Baledagh hungered for more knowledge and power, dreaming of the day when Brother and he were truly worthy of the title ‘Unrivalled Beneath Heaven’.
 
  
 
 After an eternity of silence, it finally came to an end. “You understand everything, yes?” Taduk nodded emphatically as he spoke, prompting Brother to agree. “Good, good. Off with you now, you too my darling little Lin-Lin. I missed you both so much and I’m grateful for your help, but I need to concentrate on Healing Nian Zu before he slips away. Won’t take long, save a seat for me at dinner.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll cook something extra delicious then.” Bidding Taduk farewell, Brother took Mei Lin’s hand and brought her away. While the two of them happily chatted about nonsense, Baledagh refrained from interfering with their dalliance, his heart aching over his false memories of Qing-Qing. Their time spent together was too short and most of what he remembered was only an illusion, but he loved her all the same. No, maybe he loved the idea of her, though he definitely loved what little he knew of her. If given time, maybe he would have seen her flaws and felt differently, but cruel fate deprived him of the chance.
 
  
 
 After returning to their tent, Brother sorrowfully explained Taduk’s reasoning in detail before handing over control and going to sleep, leaving Baledagh to mull things over with Aurie and the bear cubs. The difference between Heavenly Energy and Chi was minuscule yet substantial. In short, Heavenly Energy was the essence of everything. The Mother, alongside her four children Earth, Fire, Wind, and Water, created the world and everything in it using Heavenly Energy. To counter the Father’s meddling, She then taught all the beasts and humans how to manipulate Heavenly Energy by transforming it into Chi.
 
  
 
 Though Chi is derived from Heavenly Energy, they are far from the same thing. Likening them both to fresh water and salt water, Brother explained it by pretending the world only contained saltwater, or Heavenly Energy. Since humans can’t survive on salt water, it then becomes necessary to distill it into fresh water, or Chi. Only then could humans ‘drink’ and survive. However, the Heavenly Energy loses something in the distillation process, and once released into the world, returns to being salt water, unless necessary precautions are taken. In the same vein, the Spectral remains could be likened to pure water, though Brother admitted this is where the analogy fell apart. The Spectral remains were pure Heavenly Energy, usable by Brother and Baledagh yet lacking all the shortcomings of Chi.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, up to this point in the explanation, Baledagh was far from impressed. So it was Heavenly Energy instead of Chi. Who cares? What’s the fundamental difference?
 
  
 
 Brother asked the same question, setting Taduk off into an angry, long-winded rant.
 
  
 
 As stated before, Heavenly Energy was the essence of everything with the world. Supposedly, this meant that if you could harness pure Heavenly Energy, then the possibilities were endless, assuming you knew how to wield it. The prevailing theory was that upon reaching a state of perfect Balance, one could harness the pure Energy of the Heavens at will. Newly ascended Ancestral Beasts would instinctively use this pure Heavenly energy to create their perfect, human forms. Of course, bundled with the human form was a fragile human psyche and other things like reasoning, abstraction, and complex emotions, thereby preventing the Ancestral Beast from reaching perfect Balance and manipulating pure Heavenly Energy a second time.
 
  
 
 A complex set of checks and balances to keep the world safe, or a cruel, cosmic joke of epic proportions? Only the Mother knew.
 
  
 
 To think, Baledagh and Brother were wasting the fundamental essence of the world on mere Insight into the Forms and as a replacement for Chi. Extravagant didn’t even begin to cover it, a profligate squandering of resources of the highest value.
 
  
 
 Going along with Brother’s theory about Spectres and Universal Energy, Taduk and Brother concluded that while the Spectres were beings of Heavenly Energy, it wasn’t all they were made of. Tentatively coined as Demonic Energy, they believed Blobby hungered for it and either didn’t want to or couldn’t consume Heavenly Energy, leaving the remains inside Brother’s mental plane – or as Taduk called it, their ‘Natal Palace’ – for reasons unknown. This meant that so long as Baledagh devoured enough Spectres for Blobby to purify, they would have Pure Heavenly Energy to do with as they willed.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t just Ancestral Beasts which used Pure Heavenly Energy, Spectres did so too. Perhaps that’s why they gathered in such large numbers, the Defiled nothing more than vessels to store the necessary Demonic Energy required to come into existence. After this came a long rambling rant from brother about ‘electrons’ and elements like hydrogen which Baledagh had never heard of, but the big takeaway was that neither he nor Brother could use the Pure Heavenly Energy to do as they pleased. They both lacked the skill and experience required to control it, worse than rank amateurs at manipulating energy, be it Chi, Heavenly, or otherwise.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, they’d given the last of their Pure Heavenly Energy to Nian Zu and replenishing it would be difficult. One or two Spectres barely yielded enough to fill the gaps between their teeth and even if they swept the entire Wall clean, he doubted they’d collect even half of what was spent on Nian Zu. Window and door tainted individuals were but a mere pittance compared to the most deeply Tainted individuals, so unless they could find another hundred-odd tea-drinkers, they were shit out of luck.
 
  
 
 Only now did Baledagh realize Brother’s greatest weakness: his terrible naming sense.
 
  
 
 Looking at it another way, perhaps the expenditure was worth it. Though he looked no better on the outside, the Unyielding Nian Zu was no longer dying, gently drifting along the road to recovery thanks to their ‘discovery of a lifetime’. The old warrior was a fearsome ally, even if he only had a decade of life left in him.
 
  
 
 Predictably, Brother only looked at the downsides, lamenting about how they’d found ‘one more reason for greedy bastards to want us dead’.
 
  
 
 He wasn’t wrong.
 
  
 
 Snuggling with his bear cubs while Aurie snored, Baledagh pondered the implications of their newly gleaned information. There was still so much to discover but he was already shivering with excitement. If Ancestral Beasts and Spectres could use Pure Heavenly Energy to create a body, then wouldn’t it be possible for Brother to create one for Baledagh? Though he loved his brother more than anything and stepped aside of his own free will, seeing a chance to have a body and life to call his own, how could he not long for it?
 
  
 
 Perhaps one day soon, Baledagh would stand beside Falling Rain on the battlefield, two brothers finding fame and glory together.
 
  
 
 But separate.
 
  
 
 Like brother would say, that’s the dream.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, that and bear arms.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 A harsh gale battered away at Gen’s exposed skin, setting his whole body to shivering. Dredging up what little energy he had left, he summoned his flames to ward off the chill, though there was nothing he could do against the stinging dirt and rocks thrown about by the strong winds. The flames wouldn’t last long either, but a few minutes of warmth was worth it considering this might be the last warmth he ever felt. The long journey from Sanshu to these cold, desolate wastes took a great toll on him, his boots long since worn out and clothes little more than rags as he dragged his armour behind him, driven by the mysterious commanding voice in his mind directing him ever northwards.
 
  
 
 Marching ahead in a similar state of disarray, Mao Jianghong looked nothing like the dignified noble he’d once been. Though they left Sanshu as seven, they met up with stragglers and vagabonds on the journey north, kindred souls all fleeing Sanshu and following the same directive. North. Things started off well as they lived off the land and slaughtered everyone who crossed their path. Easy enough for their small numbers to fade into the shadows of the forest, avoiding detection and pursuit when necessary, even taking some time to have a little sport. It was a welcome vacation after the stress incurred from their defeat at Sanshu, and Gen enjoyed bonding with Jianghong, the two growing close as brothers aside from one minor scuffle after Gen affectionately dubbed the older man ‘Mao Mao’.
 
  
 
 That was a mistake he wouldn’t make again. Gen’s abs still bore the scar from the disembowelment, only quick thinking and liberal use of fire keeping him alive.
 
  
 
 After two weeks of running through the forests and dodging patrols and pursuers, their merry little band of warriors arrived at a mountain range. ‘North’, spoke the voice, so north they went, though better directions would have been much appreciated. Even after preparing a week's worth of food for all seventeen souls, they were still lost in the depths of the twisting mountain range eighteen days later.
 
  
 
 By the time they stepped out of the mountains and onto the northern plains, their party had shrunk down to eight, leaving nothing, not even bones, behind.
 
  
 
 The strong survive, the weak die. Such is life, and Gen would never be weak again.
 
  
 
 Their hardships yet to end, their band of eight continued to shrink as they crossed the northern wastes, with nothing but bare plains for kilometres around. Not that they could see that far, with the sun having dipped below the horizon some time ago while seemingly never to return. Bone-chilling winds sucked away heat and moisture as they scrabbled across solid bedrock, forced to turn on the weakest just for sustenance to continue onward. No bird or beast in sight, these desolate lands offered no succour in the form of food or water, with neither shelter nor relief to be found for days. Inside this world of darkness, the days and nights melded together as they continued northward, their party whittled down one by one as the elements and hunger took their toll.
 
  
 
 Now, only Jianghong and Gen were left, and Gen would be the next to fall.
 
  
 
 The strong thrive, the weak die.
 
  
 
 His throat drier than the most desiccated of deserts, Gen stared daggers into Jianghong’s back, envisioning slicing his would-be brother’s throat and drinking the sweet nectar which poured out. The human body held more blood than Gen would have believed possible, enough to sate his thirst for days if rationed well. Then there was the meat, tender, succulent flesh wrapped around sturdy bone, concealing creamy, mouthwatering marrow in its delicious centre. If he was careful, Jianghong’s skin would make for a comfortable poncho, shielding him from the caustic environment for days until the wind and stone stripped it bare. It’d be poetic in a way, the older brother sheltering the younger even unto death, a grand, touching gesture.
 
  
 
 Even if it wasn’t by choice. 
 
  
 
 Better, actually. It’d be more satisfying that way.
 
  
 
 Just as Gen was about to make his move, Jianghong stopped in his tracks and hissed for silence. Dropping all notions of infighting, Gen acted as the circumstances dictated, stepping close to Jianghong while scanning their surroundings. His enhanced sight saw nothing of note, only dark shapes and darker shadows stretching on into infinity around them. Even with Jianghong at his elbow, he could barely make out a hazy silhouette, his claws outstretched and prepared for anything from treachery to ambush.
 
  
 
 Yield.
 
  
 
 Surprised by the voice’s improved vocabulary, Gen took his stance and bared his teeth, searching left and right for the unseen foe. Yield your mother, he was the Emissary of Flame, Chosen of the Heavens, and he would yield to no one. Drawing on the last of his reserves, Gen grinned and set the world aflame.
 
  
 
 Light flooded the plains and revealed the shocked gazes of strangers barely two strides away, their skin blackening in an instant as they met their deaths. A shame, they would have been so delicious, but there were many more to be killed. Howling with glee, he leapt over the burning carcasses and readied to meet his foe.
 
  
 
 YIELD
 
  
 
 Gen’s mind exploded with pain at the emphatic demand, driving him to his knees as he screamed in denial. “I will not yield!”
 
  
 
 Over and over Gen repeated the words, a mantra to soothe his troubled mind. Time passed and he found himself in the darkness once more, slung across a beast of burden like a sack of rice. As soon as he twitched, a sharp point dug into the soft flesh of his neck, a guttural voice uttering a string of incomprehensible words, but the intent was clear. Struggle, and die. Flee, and die. Fight, and die.
 
  
 
 With no other choice, Gen bided his time, listening for clues and searching for opportunity, but it was all for naught. The weapon remained pressed against throat, his captor fearful of Gen’s prowess and leaving nothing to chance. Soon, their journey was at an end and a calloused hand pulled Gen off the foul-smelling creature and dragged him to his fate. Eighty-five footsteps later, Gen’s captor freed him without warning. So shocked by his sudden release, he almost missed his chance to act. Summoning the flames, he found himself encircled by all manner of deformed creatures lying in wait, their glowing eyes adjusting to the light in a fraction of a second.
 
  
 
 Demons. Not one or two Demons, not ten or twelve Demons, but dozens of them, hundreds even. Unnaturally still, their forms stretched out beyond the range of his flames, the dark shadows hiding even more of their kin. Their combined attentions made Gen woozy with fear and excitement as he gazed upon their magnificence, taking in the sight of pure power given flesh.
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” A hoarse, grating voice spoke, shocking Gen out of his stupor as he searched for the source. “Little worm, this Sovereign sees you’ve found the truth, treading the razor’s edge between surrender and resistance, taking power without being controlled by it. To reach this on your own, talent and luck, talent and luck. A shame. A hundred years too young and too late, else you might solve this Sovereign’s issues. Earth’s Fire to counter Sky’s Water, how fitting, but a worm is still a worm, no matter how lucky or talented. Not yet a dragon, not even a snake.”
 
  
 
 The light of Gen’s fire finally landed on the speaker, an ancient, wizened old man sat amidst the sea of Demons. Sickly in appearance, his wispy, white strands of hair dangled over empty eye sockets which saw too much, unimpeded by his pointed, crooked nose. Broken and twisted, his torso sat entombed inside a scorpion shaped Demon, leaving only his head and shoulders uncovered in an unnatural melding of man and Demon. “A confluence of chance and calamity here in the north,” the creature continued, “Little bird falters and fails, plummeting from on high. Predator usurps devourer, turning this Sovereign's piece against him. Butchers stumble and disappoint. Hidden lords emerge from hiding, while worthless allies are too cowardly to face them. Worst of all, the hateful rain saps away this Sovereign's strength. Too many surprises, too many variables, too many unknowns. Unacceptable losses if met head on, a reshuffling of the board is called for, a reevaluation of tactics. No matter, no matter, time is not something this Sovereign lacks. You, little worm, will learn as we journey west and south, enough time for you to grow. Yes, you will learn, little worm, and you will grow, or you will die. Such is life.”
 
  
 
 Enthralled by the bottomless abyss contained within those empty sockets, Gen saw oblivion. “Who are you,” he asked, as his fires sputtered out and died.
 
  
 
 “The Empire calls me heretic. These children call me Master. Those misguided fools call me Uniter.” With every word, his voice grew closer and closer until his hot breath brushed against Gen’s ear. “You, you call me... Mentor.”
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 “It ain’t right,” Jorani grumbled as he wiped the sweat from his brow, the chill autumn air hurting his lungs as he puffed in exertion. “It ain’t right. We signed up to be Bekkies and do the bossman's killin’ and lootin. Said we’d be in fer some training or something, teaching us how to fight right and proper, but he’s had us choppin’ bamboo like damn woodsmen fer days now. It... it ain’t right.”
 
  
 
 His words went unheeded over the rhythmic thwack of Ral’s axe, adding to the din around them. Wearing a shit-eating grin, the lumbering oaf put his back into every swing, felling the thick trunks faster than anyone without a Spiritual Weapon. The thought put Jorani’s temper back on edge as he tossed his hatchet to the ground and continued his tirade. “Treatin’ us like free labour. I’m Hangman Jorani o’ the Mother’s Militia, I fought against the Defiled hordes of Butcher Bay. A right proper hero of the Empire is what I am, coulda done anything I pleased. If I wanted to work like a dog, I’d never have left Sanshu. Plenty o’ work to be done back home, and I woulda been much appreciated there too. Horseshit is what it is.”
 
  
 
 Bah. What use was there in being a hero? A few drinks at the bar and a few kisses from the whores, the sum total of all his rewards. Meanwhile, Falling Rain loots Yo Ling’s manor and leaves nothing for the rest of them. Even if the bossman eats meat, he ought to know enough to let those beneath him drink broth, right? It’s only what’s proper. Jorani made more money as a thief and looter, though he couldn’t imagine going back to that life. The lack of respect ruined it, he could never be a mere scavenger again.
 
  
 
 The creak of timbers signalled Ral’s work had borne fruit, and the big oaf opened his mouth to shout, “Timber!” A handful of voices echoed the call, but there was no one in the path of Ral’s falling tree. After watching it crash to the ground, Ral turned to Jorani with a solemn look. “You shouldn’t slack so much Jor. We’s Bekkies now and Chey says the bossman’ll treat us right if we pulls our weight, which means earning our keep, which means-”
 
  
 
 “I know what it means, ye slack-” Swallowing his words with a guttural groan, Jorani reigned in his temper. “Ral don’t mean no harm,” he muttered to himself, a habit he’d picked up during their journey to the Bridge. Wasn’t much else to do while sitting in a wagon for three-quarters of the day. With Ral and Chey all lovey-dovey and Kabi deader than dirt, Jorani had no one else to keep him company. It’s lonely at the top. “Can’t keep snapping at him like ye used to, he’s done right by ye, saved yer hide more times than he can count. Now, he can’t count too high but it’s still an accomplishment to be sure. Remember, he had a choice, coulda gone with Chey but he’s here with ye, that’s sayin’ something. Ain’t much but more than ye got without him, so be grateful.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Ral's concerned queries, Jorani unleashed his frustrations on the innocent bamboo tree. For the better part of the day, he grumbled and chopped, only pausing to shout ‘Timber’ or wipe his brow. “Discriminatory is what this is. Don’t see Mister Rustram out here breakin’ his back, or Ravil and Bulat either. Black-hearted scoundrels is what they are, probably back at the bridge drinkin’ and whorin’ like proper soldiers, havin’ themselves a proper laugh at my expense. Hangman Jorani, Leader of the Mother’s Militia, reduced to labouring like a common peasant...”
 
  
 
 He wasn’t even good at this. Thirty strokes was his record, thirty strokes of the steel hatchet to fell a bamboo tree no thicker than his thigh. Meanwhile, Ral felled thicker trees with five or six sturdy chops, while Ulfsaar took them down with a single swipe of his battle-axe, yielding more than twice the results with half the effort. Using a Spiritual Weapon to fell trees, whatever beastie died for that weapon died a dog’s death.
 
  
 
 A damn shame Jorani couldn’t use his cord the same way.
 
  
 
 ...Or could he?
 
  
 
 The way others described Honing as using Chi to form a blade, so if the Chi was doing all the work, then why would it matter if his weapon lacked an edge? Unwinding the cord from around his waist, he wrapped it around the base of a bamboo trunk. Bracing one foot above the cord, he sawed the chain back and forth, using the soothing grating to lull him into a meditative state. Eyes narrowed in concentration, he emptied his mind and imbued his Chi into the Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 According to the old bastard, visualization was the first step to controlling your Chi, but it wasn’t as simple as imagining the cord slicing through wood. He had to visualize how it sliced through the wood, give his Chi a function to carry out, a goal to achieve. “It ain’t a cord I’m holdin’,” Jorani mumbled, all his attention focused on the task at hand. “It’s a thread, a wire, like the ones Ma used to cut clay with. Wood ain’t much harder than clay, don’t see why this wouldn’t work. Only a handspan of cord needs Honing, not the whole damn thing. Keep it simple and short, ain’t no reason to work harder than ye need to.”
 
  
 
 In his mind, Jorani pictured his Chi gathering along the section of finger-thick cord scraping against the bamboo. He envisioned all manner of things, from adding an edge or three to his cord to heating it until it’d melt through the wood, but nothing worked. Finally, he tried a different tack, adding short, rough ‘teeth’ to the Chi layered on the cord, like the fraying threads of a wool garment. The abrasive surface bit into the wood as he worked the cord left and right, and slowly but surely his weapon carved deeper and deeper into the wood until the trunk gave way under his braced boot with an ear-shattering crack. “Timber!”
 
  
 
 Letting the cord hang free, Jorani welled up with a sense of self-satisfaction as he watched the tree topple over, his cheeks stretched in a grin and shoulders aching with strain. Hands on his hips, he glanced about to see if anyone had noticed his handiwork, only to find himself standing alone in a cleared grove with the day almost done. What the hell? How long did he spend taking down this one tree?
 
  
 
 After stripping off errant leaves and flowers, Jorani exited the bamboo grove dragging the tree behind him. Finding his crew packing to leave, he waved at Ral who greeted him with a loud, “Jor!” Bounding over, Ral clapped him on both shoulders, the big oaf forgetting to control his strength. “I’m so happy you’re better now, Jor,” Ral gushed, too excited to notice Jorani’s wince of pain. “I was so worried. You wasn’t answering, no matter how much I talked, you kept standing there rubbing your rope around the tree and muttering to yourself about clay and teefs.”
 
  
 
 “Er... How long was I out fer?”
 
  
 
 “Hours Jor, hours. I was so scared I ran out to find Miss Tursinai for help, but all she did was come over and giggle. Told us to leave you alone she did, said you were havin’ an insight.” Cocking his head, the big oaf’s long dog ears flopped to one side, making him look more ridiculous than normal. Chey had them neat, triangular dog ears, not long, drooping ones like Ral. What an unlikely pairing, like a flower growing in a pile of... mud. “What’s an insight, Jor? Is it good?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, it's good.” Insight, so that’s what it was. Odd time and circumstances to receive the Mother’s guidance, but Jorani’s chest puffed up with pride all the same. Glancing around, he noticed the others staring with eyes full of awe and admiration, one or two even muttering prayers and invoking the Mother beneath their breath. “Truly the Mother’s chosen,” a voice whispered, “Blessed by her attentions and favour even while chopping wood.”
 
  
 
 Hiding his glee with a feigned growl, Jorani barked, “What’re ye all eyein’ me fore? Ain’t ever seen such a handsome rat, have ye? Get back to work ye slackers, the Mother abhors the lazy and favours the hard-working. Come now, we’ve a schedule to keep, can’t keep  her favoured son the bossman waitin’ on yer sorry asses.”
 
  
 
 Far from taking offence, the gathered former bandits all hopped to, throwing themselves into their work with enthusiasm and fervour. The majority of Jorani’s ruffians had been converted into real head-scraping, knee-taking, creed-spouting Mother-lovers over the past few weeks, and seeing how most were stronger than him, it couldn't hurt to play along. Besides, he could never get enough of seeing all these intimidating thugs hanging on to his every word. Hell, maybe the Mother really blessed him for whatever strange reason, or maybe it was his Ancestral Beast blood finally coming into play, who knows. Either way, Jorani had a new Insight to mull over, his strength and skill increasing in leaps and bounds.
 
  
 
 He didn’t dare dream of soaring through the heavens like a dragon, but he’d settled for scurrying across the ground like a rat. For all their faults, rats were survivors, and that’s what mattered.
 
  
 
 The short wagon ride back was uneventful, their roosequin-mounted escorts finding no trouble at the gates. Then again, what guard would close the gates to Senior Captains Tursinai and Tenjin, the heroic duo who survived a clash with Yo Ling, the Defiled Bandit King? Jorani himself didn’t merit the same level of respect, but it was to be expected. All he did was hold off a horde of bloodthirsty Defiled while a half-dozen Demons battled not fifty meters away, all in front of Yo Ling. No big deal, nothing to write home about, right?
 
  
 
 Still grumbling beneath his breath the entire time, Jorani helped unload the timbers before reporting to Diyako and Chakha as ordered. Wholly ignoring his presence, the two craftsmen arguing while they stood in front of a half-built lattice bamboo fence. “Ain’t no chance of working,” Diyako said with his nose held high. “Don’t matter how much leather and fur you stack on the walls, a tent’s still a tent. Yer wasting time and resources which could be better spent.”
 
  
 
 “Listen here ye insufferable twit, it’s called a ger,” Chakha replied, gesturing to a sheaf of parchment in hand, “and my ancestors thrived in em. Ye take a lattice fencing for walls, a dozen or so flexible bamboo poles for ribs, add in a door, a door frame, maybe an interior post or two, and a compression ring to top it off. Then ye cover the whole thing in canvas and leather, set a nice little furnace in the middle, and you’ve got yerself a ger. After the first snowfall, ye pack snow on the walls right up to the rafters and it’ll insulate the whole damned thing. With enough charcoal, it’ll keep ye nice and toasty all throughout winter.”
 
  
 
 “Ye ever spend a winter in one?” Diyako asked.
 
  
 
 “No, but I’m tellin’ ye it’ll work, ses so right here in the histories,” Chakha replied, shaking his parchments.
 
  
 
 Seizing a lull in the conversation, Jorani jumped in. “Excuse me sers, wood’s all stacked and unloaded. If there’s nothin’ else, me and mine are hungerin’ fer dinner, so by yer leave...?” Fuck, did they cut all these trees down just to make charcoal? What a damn waste of effort.
 
  
 
 “The histories only you can read!” Diyako retorted, ignoring Jorani out of hand. “Bunch of nonsense scribbled onto animal hide, who knows what it really says or if it’s even accurate. How are you going to deal with the smoke?”
 
  
 
 “Ye put a pipe on top of the stove and throw in a flue. Need me ta draw ye a diagram too?”
 
  
 
 “You think iron grows on trees? That we have so much of it we can afford to give it away for next to nothing? And who do you expect to build these stoves, pipes and flues? All the idle blacksmiths we don’t have? Tents and stoves, if the problem were so easy to solve, the Empire would have done it centuries ago. You know how much charcoal we’ll need to keep everyone warm?”
 
  
 
 “Bah, bamboo charcoal is easy enough to make.”
 
  
 
 “Ye got an answer fer everything don’t ye? How are we to make clothes for everyone if you’ve used all the leather for tents?”
 
  
 
 “Plenty to go around, all them horse, garo, and ursadon skins ain’t gonna do any good sittin’ in storage.”
 
  
 
 “Except they belong to the army and I doubt they’ll hand em over for a failed tent-building venture. Look, be reasonable and accept that this won't work. How ye gonna keep heat from leeching away into the ground or from escaping out the door every time it opens? Tents ain’t good enough fer winter living, enough is enough.”
 
  
 
 Eye twitching at being ignored, Jorani scoffed at their idiocy. Easy to tell neither Chakha nor Diyako had ever lived in poverty. Charcoal? Iron stoves? Leather walls? These were luxuries few peasants could afford. “Instead of charcoal, burn dried animal shit,” he said, expecting to be ignored again. “There’s plenty of it and it’s free. Don’t need no fancy iron stove or piping either, any copper or stone brazier’ll do nicely. Sides, you’ll want the tent-” Chakha’s glare gave him pause and Jorani reminded himself that this fox-eared carpenter was the Young Wolf’s father. “The ger,” he corrected, “to breathe, on account of all the dung yer burning. Ye hang a quilt in front of the door, put the gers on raised wooden platforms, and it’s plenty better than anything I slept in growin’ up.”
 
  
 
 By the time he finished speaking, the two craftsmen were staring at Jorani with wide-eyed wonder. Not the same look of admiration he got from his Mother-lovers, no this was the look you gave a flying chicken or talking pig: pure disbelief. “Oh,” Jorani added, enjoying his moment, “Leather’s no good fer keeping warm, only fer keeping dry. Wool’s best, felt or linen works too. In a pinch, ye can also stuff the shirt yer wearing with other clothes or hay and ye’ll be fine.”
 
  
 
 “Oh Jorani,” came a sing-song call, and he turned to see Tursinai calling him over as his people rushed off for food. “A word, if you please.”
 
  
 
 “By yer leave, good sers.” Giving Diyako and Chakha a cursory bow, Jorani marched over to the buxom, flirtatious Senior Captain. Not that he had any designs on her, no, he’d seen what Tenjin did to Yo Ling’s armour, but a man couldn’t be blamed for taking in the sights. “Yes Senior Captain? What can I do ye for?”
 
  
 
 Her giggle made him realize how inappropriate his greeting was and he inwardly cursed. “So, Great Hero Jorani,” Tursinai drawled as she linked their arms together, “any new Insights to share?”
 
  
 
 While explaining his insights, Jorani glanced around to see if Tenjin was nearby. After finding no sign of the brooding Bekkie warrior, he relaxed and enjoyed Tursinai’s company, happy to be near such a lovely woman. Seemed like there were damned couples everywhere he looked these days, Ral and Chey, Ulfsaar and Neera, the boss and his ladies. Even ugly Bulat had himself a pretty young thing, a lovely lass named Dei An. Meanwhile, the most intimate relationship Jorani could remember was the one he had with the tree back there, spending hours trying to get it on its back and strip it bare.
 
  
 
 As Tursinai led the way to dinner, Jorani spotted the bossman with his little family. A touching sight seeing the Undying Savage flying kites with a pair of kids, all three of them laughing as they ran across the field with a train of happy animals in tow. It was easy to forget how the boss wasn't even twenty years of age. Hell, he looked even younger with a smile on his face, barely old enough to drink and without a whisker on his cheeks. Still, Jorani had to say something, it wasn’t right how the former bandits were being treated like common labourers. Not wanting to interrupt the bossman’s family time, he leaned in to Tursinai and whispered, “Begging yer pardon miss, but do ye know how much longer we’re gonna be stuck playin’ lumberjack and labourer?”
 
  
 
 Affecting a pout, the charming woman fluttered her lashes and asked, “Are you not satisfied with the work? Should I bring it up with dear Rain on your behalf?”
 
  
 
 “No, no,” he said, shaking his head vehemently. This provocative woman would be the death of him. “We’re doin’ good work here, helpin’ the people, and I don’t dare question his orders. It’s just... well, the bossman promised he’d train us to heal and fight, and we’ve all been eager to get to it, is all.”
 
  
 
 There was something unsettling about Tursinai’s grin, a worrying delight which raised all sorts of alarms in Jorani’s mind. “Don’t you worry, Hero Jorani. Our dear Rain wanted to give you all some time to rest, but since you’re so eager to begin, I’ll let him know he can start tomorrow. He’ll be thrilled to hear how... enthusiastic you are.” Her words didn’t sink in until he finished watching her sashay away and a cold pit of dread drilled itself into his stomach.
 
  
 
 By the Mother’s sagging tits, if hard labour was the bossman’s idea of rest, then what was training going to be like?
 
  
 
 After thinking things through, Jorani was certain he’d just made a huge mistake.
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 The day began no different from any other since arriving at the Bridge. Waking with the rising sun, Dastan sought Insight and Enlightenment from the Forms, a habit he’d picked up during their journey north. Every day, without fail, no matter how tired or busy they were, the boss and his cadre of elite Khishigs rarely missed an opportunity to perform this oft neglected traditional exercise, even at the expense of sleep. With such dedication, it was no wonder the mountain tribesmen produced warriors of such high calibre like Gerel or Tursinai.
 
  
 
 Hard work wasn’t the sole reason for the Bekhai’s prowess. Long ago, the Empire came to a consensus and deemed it a waste of time to go through every movement of every Form. Though all Martial practitioners studied the Forms, few practised them in their entirety. It made sense; The eight Forms consisted of five-hundred and thirty one movements, with each movement containing countless variations resulting in literally infinite number of possibilities. Only a child would think to master it all at once, their eyes larger than their stomachs. The common consensus was to focus on one Form at a time, or even take it a step further and focus on a handful of movements. Better to have a high comprehension in one Form than a low comprehension of eight Forms, right?
 
  
 
 The Bekhai seemed to think differently, and having seen their prowess on the battlefield, who was Dastan to say otherwise? Perhaps this was the not-so-secret secret to the Bekhai strength, the answer staring the Empire in the face right from the start. The Forms were passed down by the Mother, so how could they dare neglect Her teachings? He’d forgotten how strenuous Demonstrating the Forms could be, muscles aching and lungs burning within minutes when he first started, but over the past few weeks, his body had regained a fraction of the strength lost after being cleansed of the Father’s Taint. Though there was a long ways away from reaching the same levels of explosive strength or prodigious stamina, bit by bit, Dastan felt himself returning to his former glory, perhaps even on track to surpass it.
 
  
 
 Though it was yet another ‘unconventional’ training method, he was certain this was the correct path. How could the Mother’s Chosen Son lead him astray?
 
  
 
 Cutting his training short, Dastan washed up and joined his family for breakfast around the campfire. Greeting him with a bowl of rice porridge and a plate of steamed buns, Mother clicked her tongue and said, “You work too hard my darling son. Look at you, so thin and pale, you’ve lost so much weight these past weeks. Eat, eat.”
 
  
 
 “Leave him be, wife.” Father chided her softly, handing Dastan a large bowl of braised beef while he himself ate plain porridge and buns. “Our son works hard to repay our benefactor yet you ask him to shirk his duties?” Though the words sounded harsh, Father’s actions dulled the impact, looking out for his son however he could. Grateful to still have them in his life, Dastan smiled and accepted the gesture, sneaking pieces of beef to his three younger siblings to augment their lacklustre meals. None of them were warriors like him, instead following in their father’s footsteps to become merchants and bookkeepers, their poor martial talents sparing them from the traitorous XiaoGong’s attentions and subsequently, a life of slavery.
 
  
 
 Though camp life was a far cry from their previous life of luxury, no one from Sanshu dared to voice their complaints. The boss himself lived in a tent, so who were they to ask for more? He treated them well, making sure there were no more than two people to a tent and plenty of blankets for all, and even gifting each family with spices and meat for their meals, an extravagance few peasants or slaves could hope to taste. In fact, the boss treated his slaves no differently from his people, and for this, Dastan would be eternally grateful.
 
  
 
 Finishing his meal with haste, Dastan gulped down a cup of tea and said, “No need to cook meals for me, we begin training today. Don’t know when I’ll be back.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Father stood up and opened his arms, pulling Dastan into an embrace. Taken aback by the outright expression of affection, he tensed up and missed his opportunity to return the gesture before Father stepped away and said, “We’ll be gone by the time you return. We’ve arranged everything with Mister Rustram. Turns out our benefactor dabbles in trade, selling cosmetics and herbal concoctions to Shen Huo. Mister Rustram’s father’s company handles everything and is currently expanding, so we’re leaving with a convoy headed to the city in an hour's time.” Hesitating, Father stared at his feet, abashed and ashamed. “I’m sorry, son. Our family is in this situation because of decisions I, Danikov Zhandos have made. You’re now a slave because I tucked my head into my shell and hid from the truth, ignoring my suspicions instead of investigating them. Perhaps if I’d been a braver man, a more decisive man, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 
  
 
 “Father...”
 
  
 
 “I speak and you listen, this is the way of the world. You might be a warrior but I’ll still take a switch to your behind if the mood strikes me.” His smile spoiled the gruff act, Father looking more tired and vulnerable than ever. “Our benefactor is a good man, a great man even, but he is a warrior first and foremost. I cannot stand by his side nor do I have clever ideas and contraptions to offer like my brother. Trade and numbers are all I know and even then I am lacking in many ways, so I must work hard to make up for my failings.” 
 
  
 
 Straightening up with pride, Father regained some vitality. “We are denigrated and disparaged because our ancestors were conquered in millennia past, but our Zhandos family has prided ourselves on our heritage instead of ignoring it as so many others do. Thus, to uphold the honour of our name, our family’s debt falls largely upon your shoulders. You’ve already sacrificed so much for us and it shames me to ask more of you, but I must. Train hard and serve our benefactor well, for only then do we have a hope of repaying him in this life.” Gesturing for Dastan to leave, his father turned away and added, “I’ve not done much worthy of praise, but I’ve raised my children well. Take care and visit when you can, my son.”
 
  
 
 “Yes father.” With a heavy heart, Dastan said farewell to his family, wondering when he’d ever see them again. Ever since becoming a Martial Practitioner, he’d long since readied himself to part from his family. It was only natural as they tread down different paths. Without meditation and training, his younger brothers and sister would be lucky to live a life of eighty years, succumbing to the rigours of time while his body remained hale and healthy well into his hundredth year, only declining close to the end.
 
  
 
 Assuming he survived that long.
 
  
 
 Still, after almost losing his family  in Sanshu, Dastan was reluctant to part with them, but he had no choice in the matter. Father had made his decision and Dastan would respect it. Now that he was a slave, it would fall on his brothers to carry on the family name. Regardless, it was safer for them in Shen Huo, doing what they knew best in more familiar circumstances. At least Uncle Diyako would still be here at the Bridge, and though Dastan held a slave’s status, he served a divine purpose at the side of the Mother’s Chosen Son. In time, the world would come to know of Falling Rain and his holy duty, his name resounding through history for millennia to come.
 
  
 
 Back straight and shoulders squared, Dastan gathered his soldiers and marched to the western district, joining with the rest of his comrades. A sorry sight these bandits and ruffians, all haphazardly scattered about the base of the mountain path, drinking and dicing without a care in the world. Truth be told, Dastan wasn’t sure why the boss tolerated their presence, though his father said it had something to do with Hangman Jorani. An unassuming, inconspicuous scoundrel, the one-time leader of the Mother’s Militia was tied to the boss by more than mere happenstance. Though definitive proof couldn’t be found, if one looked closely enough, one could piece together the truth. 
 
  
 
 The Mother’s Militia was retaliation for the attempted assassination of Falling Rain, Jorani merely a cats-paw for the Bekhai, acting openly where they could not. Looking deeper into the situation, one might also discover that Falling Rain and Jorani were backed by an even greater power: Major Yuzhen. A devious woman, Dastan’s father had nothing but praises for her, citing her ‘compound interest’ as inspired work. Not even a month into his new duties as a Lieutenant Marshal, Chao Yong, the only surviving Chief Councilman of Sanshu, had already been arrested and executed on charges of corruption. After seizing his assets, presumably to root out corruption, everyone realized the full extent of her cunning. With the overwhelming majority of Sanshu’s production and manufacturing facilities firmly in her hands, other candidates could only dream of taking away her position as the next Marshal of the North.
 
  
 
 An eagle father will not beget a sparrow daughter and history repeats itself. Shing Du Yi’s heir would follow in his footsteps, ascending to office while beholden to none. As both the first female and first half-beast Marshal of the North, she would have her work cut out for her, but Sanshu's wealth would enable her to do things other Marshals could only dream of.
 
  
 
 The boss didn’t keep them waiting for long, arriving with an escort of Khishigs, a wildcat, and a convoy of roosequins, their hand-carts laden with various supplies. Without slowing his steps, the boss shouted, “I train soldiers, not slackers. Plenty of others to choose from and manual labour to be done, so those who fall behind will be left behind.” Leading the way on foot, the boss jogged up the slope at an easy pace and Dastan followed closely behind. One of the boss’s best traits was how he led by example. If he expected his retinue to run up a mountain, then he’d be first in line to do so.
 
  
 
 In their short time together, Dastan noticed a multitude of minor details like this. Eating what they ate, living how they lived, wearing what they wore, the boss didn’t lord himself above them, far from it. If he found something lacking in their lives, he strove to fix or improve it. Small things here and there, but put together, it made for a world of difference. The boss didn’t demand their respect, he earned it and did so as naturally as breathing. Add to this his multitude of skills, like herbalism, healing, animal training, mathematics, physics, and so much more, he truly was a dragon among men.
 
  
 
 Perhaps even one with a secret heritage. Dastan spent many a night tossing and turning in bed, wondering how Falling Rain could possibly know the secret origins of silk. Could he be a bastard son of the Imperial family? While Dastan had never heard of an Imperial personage with amber eyes, stranger things had happened before.
 
  
 
 Soon, the arduous mountain trek left little room for idle thoughts as Dastan’s calves and lungs burned with effort. Twenty minutes in, his tunic was soaked in sweat, the constant upward climb taking its toll on him. Forty minutes in and his dry lips cracked from lack of moisture, sorely regretting having forgotten to pack a water skin. These things were usually done for him, still not in the habit of being a slave. Finally, after an hour of steady jogging, the boss called for a break after the wildcat threw a fit and refused to run any longer.
 
  
 
 As the boss poured water for the wildcat and cooed in sympathy, Dastan’s almost cried out in envy. “Is Dastan Zhandos's life,” he thought to say, “of less value than that of a pet?”
 
  
 
 “Er, bossman.” Jorani’s voice sounded out over the heavy panting of hundreds of soldiers. “Ye wouldn’t happen to have water fer us, would ye?”
 
  
 
 For once, Dastan was grateful for his shameless comrades.
 
  
 
 “First rule of soldiering,” The boss hollered with a grin, “Always carry your own water, rations, and weapons. Can’t always trust the higher ups to remember your sorry lives, you gotta look after yourself.” Gesturing up the mountain as he lifted the wildcat onto a wagon, he continued. “I’d hoped you were all smart enough to know this much, but I was magnanimous enough to leave a watering station halfway up, just in case. You want to drink, then keep running. Don't worry, it's 90% determination, just put one foot in front of the other.”
 
  
 
 Halfway up? How much longer did he expect them to run for?
 
  
 
 Four hours ostensibly, as it took another hour of jogging to reach the ‘watering station’, a crate of empty water skins sat next to a flowing stream. Too thirsty to care about dignity, Dastan stumbled to the bank and fell to his knees, drinking straight from the stream. Gulping mouthfuls of the cool, delicious mountain water, he gasped in satisfaction only to find himself drinking next to a lapping roosequin. 
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
  
 
 Trying not to cry, Dastan filled a water skin and tied it to his belt, resting for as long as possible before falling in line with the departing roosequins. Clever little creatures, they weren’t harnessed or tied into their carts, holding them in their clawed hands like furry rickshaw drivers. Dastan still preferred a horse though, the advantage of height and pure mass was too good to pass up. Hell, he’d accept a ride from a steel-quilled porcupine so long as it meant an end to the torturous running but he persevered, knowing this was a part of the boss’s training. Besides, how could he, a soldier and former Warrant Officer, falter before the gangsters and outcasts of Sanshu? Though Dastan Zhandos had fallen far, there was a limit to what he could stomach.
 
  
 
 The boss never ordered them to continue running, though he taunted them incessantly. “Is that all the warriors of Sanshu have to offer?” He asked, his hateful sneer filled with disdain. “My nephew runs faster than the lot of you, how pitiful.” Barely even panting, he’d run back and forth along the line, laughing at the stragglers until anger overcame reason. “You want to be soldiers? Prove you’re worth the investment. Know why you’re running? Because quins are worth more than you are. Given a choice, I'd make you carry them up this mountain, not the other way around.”
 
  
 
 Despite all his barbs and derision, the boss let no one fall behind, dragging collapsed trainees until they stood back up, bloody and bruised. Almost five hours after they began, they finally reached their destination at the mountain-top training camp. Ignoring his ardent desire to collapse into the dirt and weep, Dastan cooled down with a slow walk around the camp and surveyed the area. The flat plateau boasted various half-built structures and devices, the work of the missing sub-bosses Ravil and Bulat. Far from impressive, there was a single wall in the middle of the field, a series of logs standing upright and half-buried, dirt ramps and tunnels with a scattering of rocks of various sizes, and a multitude of other odd structures he couldn’t begin to fathom. Draining his water skin, he finally felt like a person again after a hot meal and a half-hour of rest, watching as the boss supervised the unloading of the carts.
 
  
 
 “Okay,” the boss said, clapping once for attention. “Your performance today was utter shit. A disgrace and waste of my time. Five hours is too long, the day is short. Tomorrow, anyone who takes longer than four hours will be joining the labour force. At the end of the month, three hours. In two months, the time limits drops to two hours.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to groan, Dastan asked, “We aren’t staying here for the night?” Running up and down the mountain every day was inhumane, even without further training, but the boss seemed eager to move on.
 
  
 
 “Nope. Train high, live low, we’ll be making this journey every day.” Taking a deep breath, the boss asked, “You smell that? Fresh mountain air. Invigorating, isn’t it? It’s thinner up here, makes it better for training. Come now, time's wasting and we have lots to do.”
 
  
 
 Desperate to buy more time to rest, Dastan asked, “How so?”
 
  
 
 Furrowing his brow, the boss thought about it, seeming not to know the answer himself. “Er... it’s like this. When you inhale, your lungs take in what your body needs and exhales what it doesn’t. The thin mountain air means there’s less of what you need in every breath, forcing your body to work in sub-optimal conditions. If you can draw out your full potential in this poor environment, then once you return to the flat-lands, you’ll be like a tiger given wings. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Before Dastan could ask another question, Gerel appeared from the shadows and uttered, “Enough wasting time. Move on.” The bald, amber-eyed warrior glowered without frowning, his neutral expression still somehow conveying displeasure and disapproval.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, the boss nodded. “Now, this training camp is for all you new recruits, but I’ll be splitting you into two groups. Ulfsaar and Dastan, you’re group one and you’ll be with Gerel today.” Dastan cursed his poor luck as the boss continued. “Jorani and Chey, you’re with me. Jorani, Tursinai tells me you’re eager to learn Healing and I’m happy to hear it. I pray you retain your enthusiasm after today.” Pulling out a small, metal tool, he spun it around his finger with a smile. After wracking his brain, Dastan recognized the item as a dentist’s tool, used to extract rotten or dead teeth. Why was the boss carrying that around?
 
  
 
 Putting it out of mind, Dastan followed Gerel to another plateau where several Bekhai elites stood waiting. Without any preamble, the dour warrior gestured at the practice weapons. “You lot lucked out today. Arm yourselves and line up,” he said, cracking a humourless smile. “No point talking until we’ve seen what you’re made of.”
 
  
 
 Though he’d rather train with the boss, Dastan grudgingly admitted that Gerel was a skilled warrior. Though he’d been defeated by Yo Ling in an instant, at least he survived the encounter, which was more than most could say. The bald warrior defeated his opponents with ease and his critique was on point. With a dull battle-axe in hand, Dastan acclimated to its weight with a series of drills while eagerly awaiting his turn, studying the other instructors as they picked their opponents at random. How many were on the same level as Tursinai and Tenjin? How many crouching tigers and hidden dragons were concealed among these mountains? He was eager to test his mettle against these elites, hoping to-
 
  
 
 An inhuman shriek echoed through the mountains and Dastan turned towards the source, ready to dash out to defend the boss, but Gerel barked, “Stand your ground. It’s fine, that’s just Rain teaching his people.” Chuckling, the bald warrior shook his head while effortlessly holding off Ulfsaar’s furious attack, his utter disregard infuriating the one time bandit chieftain. “I told you all didn’t I? You’re the lucky ones, so thank Jorani for volunteering to be first. A few aches and bruises is all you’ll suffer, while the others... Well, you’ll find out soon enough.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his fear and trying to control his trembling body as the chorus of shrieks continued, Dastan prayed to the Mother for all the strength and courage she could spare.
 
  
 
 It only seemed fair. He’d need all he could muster and more to survive Her Chosen Son’s training.
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 You don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.
 
  
 
 Though the phrase brings to mind a catchy little tune, I’m unable to muster up a smile under the current circumstances. Six hours into the first day of training and I’m ready to give up on this group of scoundrels and ruffians led by Jorani and Chey. When I started this, I knew there’d be discipline problems and a general aversion to authority, but I figured it’d be easy enough to work around it. Beat up the worst offenders and the rest will fall into place, easy peasy, right? What I didn’t count on was the utterly nonexistent standards for bandit recruitment, resulting in this motley collection of unqualified and inadequate would-be soldiers arrayed before me.
 
  
 
 I thought bandits would be better at running. I mean, it’s their whole shtick, hit hard and fade away, but boy was I wrong. Five hours to run thirty kilometres, it’s ridiculous. That’s less than six kilometres an hour, I could walk faster than that. Granted, it was all uphill, but even then, c’mon son. They weren’t even trying. I’d say getting them to run was like pulling teeth except pulling teeth is substantially more difficult. At least they ran, albeit slowly and under duress, but I’ve had to resort to outright physically restraining recruits to get their teeth out.
 
  
 
 Things are not going as planned.
 
  
 
 Only now do I realize how my former crippled soldiers spoiled me. Not only were they more physically fit, they had determination and grit in spades, taking their lumps with minimal complaints. These new trainees bitch and moan about the smallest things and go to great lengths to avoid even minor discomforts. Hell, I had to cite military law and threaten them with execution before they'd show up on time and I’m still purposely arriving five minutes late. Don’t even get me started on the dress codes, the modifications they’ve made to their outfits are downright ridiculous. Sleeves ripped off and midriffs exposed to show off their muscles, piercings and tattoos, coloured handkerchiefs and bandanas to indicate their unit or squad affiliation, old bandit logos displayed on banners and badges, the list goes on. It’s not so bad on the women but if these idiots keep ripping their sleeves off, they’ll freeze to death before winter arrives.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, for the first time, my strong arm tactics have failed me as one unwilling participant is still in possession of all his teeth. With both meaty hands clamped over his mouth, the hulking half-dog Ral cowers before me, eyes wide and knees clattering as I struggle with the cowardly giant. “Dammit Ral,” I snarl, ineffectively tugging at his arm. “Just. Open. Your. Mouth. This. Won’t. Hurt. Much.”
 
  
 
 I’m totally lying. It will hurt tonnes and Ral knows it. Too scared to even speak, his hands remain firmly in place as he shakes his head and retreats despite my many helpers trying to hold him in place. Fleeing does him no good though as I’m involuntarily brought along for the ride, literally hanging onto him by his elbow, with both feet braced against his thighs. Good god he’s strong. Around us, the watching trainees chuckle and nurse their aching jaws while they await their turn with the Healers, taking pleasure in my futile efforts.
 
  
 
 Dropping from my perch, I give the onlookers my best glare, daring them to make another sound. Breaking all eye contact, the trainees feign ignorance, though I spy several poorly hidden smirks. Glancing back and forth between the trainees and Ral, it crosses my mind to double down and order the trainees to help hold the giant down, but those useless bastards will just get the crap kicked out of them. He may be dumb as a brick but Ral is no slouch in combat, a natural at Reinforcement to augment his already impressive physique.
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m going about this the wrong way. Ral’s like a giant kid, so I should earn his trust with kind words and gestures before mercilessly betraying him. Yes, that's how I'll play this. Breathing out all my frustrations, I paste a smile on my face and turn to the cowering half-dog, speaking in a calm, gentle tone. “Hey big guy, let’s talk about this okay? I promise I'm not gonna force you anymore, so why don’t we have a little chat?” His fearful stare remains but his floppy dog ears twitch at the sound of my sweet, sickly tone. Both hands still shielding his mouth, he follows me south towards the edge of the plateau, taking a seat on the ground beside me as we stare out into the province.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of quiet contemplation to give Ral time to calm down, I break the silence with a question. “Beautiful isn’t it?” I ask, gesturing down the autumnal hues of red and orange, heralding the oncoming winter. “I love it up in the mountains. Nowhere else can you find such scenic views to enjoy in peace and quiet.” Well, quiet now that all the screaming stopped. No more teeth to pull except Ral’s. “This is what I fight for. This is why I train, to defend these lands, these views, and the people living in them.” Turning to Ral, I ask, “Why do you fight?”
 
  
 
 “Dunno. Don’t like fighting,” came the answer, his voice muffled and muted, the big coward still unwilling to lower his hands. “It’s scary and messy. I likes petting quins, listening to Jor, bathing with Chey, and going to the market. Jor took me to the market in Sanshu, it was real fun.”
 
  
 
 I'd like to 'bath' with Chey too. God, he has the mental capacity of a child. Should he even be here? “Why’d you take the oath? You had plenty of chances to find other work, you didn’t have to be a soldier.”
 
  
 
 Resting his head on his knees, Ral shrugs. “Jor ses he gonna soldier. Chey ses she gonna soldier too. I’m bigger and stronger then they are, so I’s gots to protect them.” Frowning, he adds, “They said we’re gonna be your Bekkies, so why you taking their teefs? You hurt them real bad, it wasn’t nice.”
 
  
 
 Great, now it looks like he’s contemplating if he should protect Jor and Chey from me, probably by squishing me like a bug. Forcing myself to relax and smile, I shake my head. “It’s not that I want to hurt them, Ral. I’m trying to teach them to Heal. Like this.” Drawing my dagger, I cut deep into the flesh of my palm, showing him the spurting wound. Letting the blood flow for emphasis, I watch as his eyes widen with panic before reaching for his handkerchief, a filthy, crusty square of cloth. Stopping him before he contaminates me with it, I channel my Chi and close the wound, flesh knitting together right before his eyes. After rinsing my hand with water, I let him inspect it before speaking again. “Don’t you want to learn how to do the same?”
 
  
 
 Fear forgotten, Ral enthusiastically nods his head before wavering, shying away like a scolded child. “I do, but I’m no good at learning things. Jorani ses it’s cause I’m dumb.” There’s no shame in his tone, only a statement of fact as he sits there prodding at my hand.
 
  
 
 It’s not entirely Healed, I only stopped the bleeding and closed the wound. It hurts something fierce, but I grin and bear it, determined to collect Ral’s ‘teefs’. “Don’t worry about being dumb,” I say, straining to keep from groaning. “All those Healers are here to help you learn.” Technically, they’re here to practice too, but I’ll be damned if I admit it. “Ral, soldiering is dangerous and knowing how to Heal can save lives, not just your own. Let’s say you get hurt in battle while surrounded by the enemy. You’re too big for Jorani or Chey to drag away, so what happens next? They going to abandon you? Hell no.” Well... maybe. They’re a pragmatic bunch. “They’ll stick around to protect you, or they'll die trying. Is that what you want?”
 
  
 
 Thinking carefully before he answers, Ral looks me in the eyes and answers with all seriousness. “If that happens, then I’ll try to die faster so Chey and Jor can run away.”
 
  
 
 Jorani must be Blessed by the Mother to have such a devoted friend.
 
  
 
 With a lot more coddling, Ral finally agrees to let me take one tooth, hoping to learn how to Heal so he can better protect Jorani and Chey. Trembling from head to toe, Ral latches onto the grass for dear life before opening his mouth and closing his eyes. Drowning in guilt and feeling like a tooth-stealing monster, I peer into the abyss and recoil in terror at the sight of his cavity riddled molars. “Ral, how often do you brush your teeth?”
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes with a sheepish grin, Ral shakes his head. “Dun like brushin'. Teef hurt too much.”
 
  
 
 “They hurt because you don’t brush them.” Choking off an added ‘idiot’, I poke around his gums and find three loose teeth. Without even using a tool, I yank out a tooth with ease, Ral’s eyes widening in surprise at how painless the process was. Leaving the other offenders in place, I escort him to the Healer and give strict instructions not to fix the other loose teeth so I can pull them the next time we practice Healing.
 
  
 
 Ridiculous.
 
  
 
 Leaving the trainees and Healers to contemplate the mysteries of Panacea, I summon my next training subject with a whistle. Bounding out of the grass, Aurie stops chasing butterflies and hops to my side, happily accepting his treat. Seeing his specially-made leather leash and harness come out of my pouch, Aurie voices his objection with a loud, “Mwarrrr!”
 
  
 
 “I know you don’t like the harness Aurie, but this is training. Bear with it.” Ignoring my infallible logic, Aurie flops to his belly and resists my efforts to harness him, grumbling the whole while. I had this wild idea to teach him to stick close to my side, worried what might happen if we were ever caught in battle. I can’t always spare warriors to escort and guard my pets during battle, and if the poor sweetlings get scared and run off, I might not have time to look for them either. To this end, I figured the sweet, pliable Aurie would be easiest to teach, so he’s my beta tester before moving onto my problem kittens, Jimjam and Sarankho.
 
  
 
 Bears should be easy to train, right?
 
  
 
 Despite standing eighty centimetres tall at the shoulders, Aurie is still nowhere near as large as his pony-sized mother (Rest in Peace). At one and a half years old, he should be more or less at his natural size, which means his deceased mommy was both really old and capable of manipulating Chi. I don’t know why, but animals who can use Chi grow to ridiculous sizes, it’s just what they do. I assume it’s because they, being animals, equate size with power and instinctively bulk up, but I could be wrong. Either way, I want Aurie to live a nice, long life, which means I need to teach him to channel Chi and obey my commands regardless of what’s happening around us.
 
  
 
 Plus, if he gets big enough, I have a wildcat mount. How awesome is that?
 
  
 
 Careful never to respond negatively, I try to distract Aurie from the leash with food and games with zero success. Within minutes, the tough leather leash is in tatters as Aurie rolls around in the grass, trying to dislodge his harness. Note to self: start while they’re younger. I should have rope or cloth harnesses made for the bears so they can get them used to wearing them. After half an hour of getting nowhere, I give in and remove the harness. Free at last, Aurie tilts his head and makes little noises to gauge my mood, sensing my displeasure. Grabbing him by the head, I vigorously rub his cheeks and give him a kiss on the nose, feeling all my frustrations melt away. “Dammit Aurie, you’re too cute, but I need you to be a good cat. Can’t you see I’m trying to keep you safe?”
 
  
 
 “Mrwah.”
 
  
 
 “You need to live long enough to keep Lin and Mila company after I croak. I’ve only got hundred odd years left in me, but if you’re smart and strong enough, you’ll outlive us all. Got it?”
 
  
 
 “Myarh.”
 
  
 
 “I don’t need you to fight, but when shit hits the fan, you need to know how to look after yourself, yea?
 
  
 
 “Mwarr.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?”
 
  
 
 “Myawp.”
 
  
 
 His furry head resting in my hands, my grinning kitten looks relaxed and carefree as can be. I wish he could stay this happy forever, but we live in a cruel, man-eat-cat world. Maybe I should get him a colourful vest to make it more obvious he’s a pet. Wouldn’t want a random hunter shooting him for his pretty golden pelt. A hat too, something to make him look friendlier so strangers stop screaming when he tries to greet them. My poor fur-baby just wants to say hi and maybe a taste of whatever you’re eating, he’s harmless. Whatever, we’ll try the harness again tomorrow with a chain leash. If he can claw through that then at least I'll rest easier knowing he can Hone.
 
  
 
 Hmm... Animals don’t use Spiritual Weapons because they have natural weapons, claws, fangs, hooves, etc. In fact, humans make Spiritual Weapons from those same body parts, macabre though it may be. Technically, it should be possible to Hone my teeth or nails in the same way. Is it worth practising? Probably not, but it’s worth thinking about. If I can make my teeth into Spiritual Hearts, pull them out, and regrow them, then wouldn’t I have an infinite number of Spiritual Hearts?
 
  
 
 ...It’s possible I’ve developed an unhealthy obsession with gathering teeth.
 
  
 
 It wouldn’t work anyways, it takes animals hundreds of years to form Spiritual Hearts and there’s no guarantee the regrown teeth will also be Hearts. Oh well.
 
  
 
 Coaxing Aurie to follow behind, I run him through the hastily built obstacle course, a familiar sight to Jorani and his bunch. Bulat and Ravil crafted something similar at the Freebooter Hideout and it’s useful for practising a multitude of skills. Lightening to get over the wall, Stability to traverse the balance beam, Reinforcement to move the boulders, and other exercises based on Du Min Gyu’s theory of instinct over knowledge. Since everyone manipulates Chi in different ways, the idea is to have the soldier first learn to use Chi instinctively before discovering how they use it and working from there.
 
  
 
 Splitting my time between the trainees and Aurie, our first day of training stretches on longer than intended. The trainees are slow at everything and my sub-bosses aren’t used to their new roles. While Bulat and Ravil are comfortable being bully sergeants, Rustram, Chey, and Jorani have yet to adjust and I need them to step up, especially Rustram.
 
  
 
 So bothersome. How does Akanai stomach all the inadequacies and mediocrity? I should give her a few more gifts to show my appreciation.
 
  
 
 I can’t spend all my time coddling the rank and file, I need time to myself. Not only for personal training, there are a thousand and one tasks I’ve yet to finish. I need to figure out the finances and decide who’s getting Spiritual Weapons first. I also need to decide if I want to buy horses, since there’s no way we’ll have enough quins for everyone. Then there’s the ideas I have for my next Spiritual Weapon, but I haven’t had the time to talk with Mila and Husolt about it. I still haven’t finished checking all the soldiers for Defiled or Tainted, though I’ve found none of the former and remarkably few of the latter. Normally, this would be great news, but after learning what those sweet Spectral remains are, I’ve been hungering for more of that sweet, Heavenly Energy. Unfortunately, I barely have enough to fill the gaps between my teeth, gathering a negligible amount in the past few days.
 
  
 
 I was hoping to channel some pure Heavenly Energy into Sarnai and see if Taduk can do anything with it, but at the rate I’m going, she’ll die of old age before I gather enough. It feels shitty to think it, but hopefully, the slaves I asked Lin to buy will be more Tainted than the soldiers. Soldiers are trained to seek Balance, offsetting the effectiveness of the Spectres, but untrained slaves should be vulnerable and defenceless. Honestly, knowing what they know, the Empire should treat their slaves better seeing as how any random mook like Gen can turn into a face-melting, claw-wielding maniac.
 
  
 
 I am not jealous of his claws. Not even a little.
 
  
 
 ...Fine, I’m super jealous, but anything he can do, I can do too. Better, in fact. I’ll have my bear claws even if I have to graft them on myself.
 
  
 
 The setting sun finds us well behind schedule and I’ve no choice but send everyone home. The ‘train high, live low’ spiel is complete bullshit, but these pukes need to toughen up. Running is mostly willpower, of which my trainees are sorely lacking. Dastan’s bunch should be fine but even Ulfsaar and his intimidating cutthroats could barely keep up. Even if we cut the running time to four hours one way, we’re still wasting a third of the day on travelling to and from camp. Thirty kilometres in two hours, that’s the goal. As long as I give them an hour of rest before and after running and feed them well, they’ll be fine, right?
 
  
 
 The moon hangs high overhead when we step foot into the tent-infested city. Utterly exhausted, the trainees crawl back to their sleeping quarters while I remind them of tomorrow’s meeting time, pretending not to hear their mumbled profanities. I don’t want to actually hang anyone, but I will cut them from the training program if need be. Can’t waste time and resources training people who don’t want to be trained. Ugh, there’s still Jester Wang and a hundred of his people back on the Island. I left Pran, Saluk, Viyan and Birca there to keep an eye on him, and Jochi and Argat volunteered to stay behind to supervise, so hopefully they won’t slack off and can get those bandits into shape. Maybe I should send Ravil or Bulat back too, but I need them here. Dammit, so much to do with so little time, and with winter on its way the days are only getting shorter.
 
  
 
 At least the housing problem is more or less solved, the leather yurts coming in clutch. One small victory under my belt, though credit mostly goes to Chakha for parsing my shabby description together. With a small spring in my step, I notice the city is surprisingly active for the late hour, with people still moving around in the streets. Guess I’m not the only busy one with everyone scrambling to get the defences in place.
 
  
 
 Outside my tent, Alsantset and Charok sit side by side, apparently awaiting my return. Keeping my voice low so as not to wake the twins, I whisper, “Good to see you both, but you shouldn’t have waited up. You both look exhausted.”
 
  
 
 “Have a seat, little brother.” Charok’s grim tone makes my heart skip a beat, and I obey without question. Wrapping his arm around me, he sighs and whispers, “Grave news arrived while you were out. The Defiled have broken through the Western Wall, with millions of their warriors pouring into the province. The missive is weeks old and already three cities have fallen. Who knows how far the destruction has spread.”
 
  
 
 Cold dread grips my stomach as I swallow my fear, knowing just how close the North was in sharing their fate. “So what’s the game plan? Gather an army and fight back?” Guess I had less time than expected. Off to join the crusade and reclaim the west.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Charok can’t speak through his rage so Alsantset answers for him. “The borders have been ordered closed with no refugees allowed to pass,” she says, a tear falling from her eye. “Those poor souls have been abandoned. Henceforth, the Empire no longer has a Western Province.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 With a single order from one man, hundreds of millions of lives have been consigned to death.
 
  
 
 What use is an Emperor who cannot protect his people?
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 Letting loose with a tiny shriek, Mila’s sleepiness vanished as an icy, wet object pressed into the small of her back. Suppressing her panic, she threw aside the covers and found the intruders staring back at her, two bear cubs and a hare-girl with matching scarves and smiles. “Morning Mi-Mi,” Lin cheered, hugging the offending cold-nosed cub. “Wakey wakey, it’s lunch time ya?”
 
  
 
 “Stop sneaking in and ruining my mornings.” Mila’s scowl faded as the free cub threw his fat furry head into her arms. At least she hadn’t rolled off the bed again, her cheeks heating at the memory of being trapped in the confines of her warm quilt as she tumbled to the stone floor. Purposely ignoring Lin, she cuddled with the affectionate fifty kilogram cub as it grunted with joy. “Hello my sweetling. Yes, I missed you too. Mean old Lin is always stealing you both away, how terrible of her. Isn’t she the worst.” They were so soft and adorable, if only they’d stay this size forever, but they were growing larger by the day.
 
  
 
 Nothing good could last forever.
 
  
 
 Crawling over to join them, Lin rested her head on Mila’s shoulder with a feigned pout. “I’m sorry. Don’t be mad Mi-Mi, but it’s not morning anymore and I’m hungry. If I waited until you woke up, I’d starve.”
 
  
 
 “Fine, but there’s no need to steal under the blankets to wake me, is there?”
 
  
 
 Unrepentant, Lin nodded. “It’s the safest method, most effective method, ya? Otherwise you snarl, snort, swing your arms around, everything but wake up. Sleepy Mi-Mi is adorable, but sleeping Mi-Mi is scary and dangerous.”
 
  
 
 Pinching the girl on the cheek, Mila retorted, “Lies and slander. I neither snarl nor snort.” The rest wasn’t her fault, waking up swinging was a survival mechanism learned from Mama’s surprise training exercises. The inability to wake... well that was just how the Mother made her.
 
  
 
 Grinning impishly, Lin asked, “Well why don’t we ask Rainy if that’s true?”
 
  
 
 Sensing defeat, Mila huffed and changed the subject. “As if ‘Second Grade Warrant Officer Falling Rain’ has time in his busy schedule for little old me. He’s all but forgotten about us since returning home, escaping into the mountains to play soldier. It’s been an entire week since I’ve seen his face and I say good riddance.”
 
  
 
 “I miss him too Mi-Mi, but we hafta be strong. Rainy is a busy man, he’s making his bandits stronger so he doesn’t have to rely on those stinky, lazy monkeys to protect him.”
 
  
 
 “Which of your ears heard me say I missed him? And you’re a hare-brained fool if you think those bandits will ever be the match of Argat or Jochi.” Granted, Mila had a few choice words in store for those two half-macaque idiots after they returned. No wonder they volunteered for the thankless task of staying on the bandit isle, hoping to avoid Baatar’s ire after making a mess of their one job, keeping Rain safe.
 
  
 
 Tasked by Mila’s Senior Martial Brother to protect his disciple in secret, Argat and Jochi used their anonymity to sneak off and have fun at the worst times. Even after the debacle with the Council assassins, the pair of ‘bodyguards’ were still too ashamed to come clean and admit their faults, joining the group without a word of explanation and letting everyone think they were part of the other retinue. Not even Gerel knew Argat and Jochi were Rain’s bodyguards so he didn’t think twice about ordering them along on the scouting mission, which they joined without protest. After finding signs of a Defiled army marching for Sanshu, they were truly riding on the back of a tiger and finding it difficult to get off, abandoning their responsibilities and leaving Rain unguarded in the midst of a Purge just to save face.
 
  
 
 Idiots of the highest order.
 
  
 
 Rudely awakened and reminded of their failings, Mila started her day in a foul mood, brushing her hair and half-listening to Lin grumble about hunger and boredom. Out of all the retired Sentinels in the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains, why couldn’t Baatar find a pair of trustworthy guards for Rain? On the same note, why did Mama ask Tenjin and Tursinai to guard Mila? Talented as they were, the young couple were far from the best available and though Mama’s training was harsh and dangerous, she always made sure Mila was well protected. Until recently, Mila attributed her lack of elite guards due to the Bridge being under siege, as Rain’s bandit hunting hardly warranted the extra precaution, but during the celebration of their return, she’d noticed something amiss.
 
  
 
 Rain’s status among the People was sorely lacking and for the life of her, she couldn’t understand why.
 
  
 
 Ignoring all else, as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history and undisputed number one talent of the North, Rain should have been the centre of attention during the celebrations. While the soldiers and citizens of the Empire received him warmly, the older members of the People avoided him like a plague and most of the younger generation followed suit. Even Mama’s and Papa’s old war buddies avoided Rain, choosing to wait until he was absent before coming to greet her and slipping away upon his return. Far as she could tell, he’d never even heard of them before much less met them. Strange considering most held positions of authority in the Sentinels or their respective villages and had strong ties to Mama and Baatar.
 
  
 
 Though Rain neither noticed nor took offence, the outright contempt and discourtesy had Mila fuming with rage. It wasn’t right, Rain brought great honour to the People with his latest accomplishments, yet he went unacknowledged by those who mattered. Her parents refused to explain why it was so and outright asking those old farts only earned her half-hearted denials and awkward excuses. A mystery to be sure, but her persistence bore no fruit this past week. Every time she lauded Rain to one of the older generation, the best she got was a nod or polite smile before someone changed the subject. Only the former Bannermen who brought Rain to the village treated him well, some helping him train bandits while others accepted positions in his now thriving company.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t fair, but recent events had drawn back the curtains of optimism covering her eyes. The Mother was a harsh mistress, demanding everything and promising little in return, while the Empire offered even less. Why should the People be any different?
 
  
 
 “Oh? You seem in a foul mood this afternoon.” Mama’s snide tone did nothing to improve Mila’s temper, barely managing to refrain from snapping back. No sense poking the dragon, Mama wasn’t above giving Mila’s bottom a hard swat. Lips pursed and back straight, Mama crossed her arms and shook her head as Mila took a seat beside her. So dramatic. “What am I to do with you, girl?” Mama asked, leaving no time to reply. “Ai, where did I go wrong? Who ever heard of a grown woman sleeping until noon? Perhaps I should thank the boy for taking you off my hands, for who else would accept such a slovenly wife?” Patting Song’s head as she set the table, Mama added, “Learn from your sister, see how diligent and attentive she is? Song, come sit, you’ve been on your feet all morning. Mila, finish setting the table.”
 
  
 
 Stifling her jealousy, Mila jumped to obey. She was happy for Song, she really was. She’d always wanted a little sister and the poor girl deserved all the love and affection Mama and Papa had to offer, but Song’s earnest efforts and disciplined routines shone a bright light on Mila’s failings. Mama and Song shared so many similarities it bordered on the eerie, two women cut from the same practical and industrious cloth. They both worked hard and spoke little, their distant attitudes often mistaken for cold indifference. In contrast, Mila was more like Papa, lackadaisical and carefree unless inspiration struck, a social butterfly who preferred sport and distraction over utilitarian training. In short, despite having close ties like mother and daughter or Mentor and Disciple, Mila couldn’t be more different from Mama.
 
  
 
 If Mila was being replaced by Song, then she had no one to blame but herself.
 
  
 
 Glum and despondent, Mila finished setting the table and went to feed the pets, removing Jimjam’s tattered scarf at his vocal request. Sarankho and the bears wore theirs happily but the crabby male wildcat treated his scarf like a chain choker, emphatically voicing his displeasure at every opportunity. Another one of Rain’s wild fancies, as if a bolt of cloth could magically make the wild animals less fearsome to a commoner. Returning to the table, she ate in silence as Lin and Mama chatted away, sharing gossip and rumours while laughing and giggling like the best of friends.
 
  
 
 Even Lin was a better daughter than Mila. 
 
  
 
 Whatever, even if they all abandoned Mila, so what? She didn’t need any of them, they could all go suck lemons and eat dirt.
 
  
 
 ...Okay, so Rain's absence made her crabby and cantankerous, which vexed her to no end. Why should her disposition depend on a man, especially one who neglected her in favour of training and foolish pursuits? He had time to commission Cierna to sew scarves for his pets but no time to stop in and visit his betrothed? Mila even tried to wait up for him once, but she’d fallen asleep in his surprisingly comfy ger, earning her a scolding from Mama after Song was sent to fetch her.
 
  
 
 Past midnight and he still hadn’t returned home, she’d fallen in love with a training freak. For all the good it'd do him.
 
  
 
 “Mi-Mi, necklace please.” Lin’s words brought Mila back to reality. Seeing her confusion, Lin tilted her head and asked, “Weren’t you listening? I have an errand to run and Li-Li said she’ll help since you’re busy. It’s kinda far so...”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Right. Sorry. Just to make sure, you’re okay with this, right Song?” A silent nod was all the answer Mila got, so she hid her disappointment and placed the necklace into Lin’s grasping fingers. With a cheerful goodbye, the hare-girl led Song out the room and left Mila to clear the table. Running off with a tray of dishes before Mama found more work for her, Mila handed the tray to a servant before heading to the stables, bringing Atir out for a ride around the city.
 
  
 
 With the wind rushing through her hair, Mila thought maybe things weren't so bad. With Song’s necklace in someone else’s possession, Mila could go wherever she pleased, no longer having to worry about the five kilometre limit. Sure, she was taken aback by how easily Song accepted placing her fate in someone else’s hands, even if those hands belonged to sweet, innocent Lin. Better to take it as a sign of Song’s personal growth and not a complete and utter betrayal of trust. Maybe their close bond was merely imagined, Mila’s one-sided interpretation of what amounted to little more than a master and servant relationship.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Mila hated this depressed, angst-ridden version of herself. It was all Rain’s fault, the stupid mule-headed scoundrel, charming her with smiles and kisses before running off and leaving her to wallow in misery and self-pity.
 
  
 
 But not before leaving a note asking her to feed his damned birds.
 
  
 
 A long ride around the city helped clear her head, so Mila stopped at the market to pick up a bucket of animal innards and headed to Rain’s ger. Ignoring the unwelcome visitors waiting outside, she rode right through the door and closed it behind her, marvelling at her betrothed’s ingenuity as she dismounted. A solid structure of bamboo and canvas sitting atop a sturdy, raised platform, the ger could comfortably fit a family of eight while keeping them warm throughout the entire winter. In a mere ten days, Chakha and his workers assembled hundreds of gers to provide comfortable accommodation to thousands of Sentinels and their families. All paid for out of Rain’s pocket no less, his generosity filled her with both pride and anger. Though he did the People a great service, it wasn’t necessary to bear all the costs himself. It wouldn't hurt to share the costs with the Empire or Mama. At this rate, even the wealth taken from Yo Ling’s manor wouldn’t last long. It’s almost as if he wanted to beggar himself, the idiot.
 
  
 
 The only downside to this particular ger was the dreadful chorus of cackling laughter rising from within. “Keep squawking and we’ll find out how you taste roasted over a fire,” she said, shaking the hooded metal cage until the damnable birds fell silent. Pulling aside the covers revealed Roc and his flock huddled together in the far corner, all puffed up and peering at her with their beady little eyes. Stupid Rain and his stupid crossbows, these birds were the worst. Glaring at them as she opened the cage, she placed the bucket down and glared, daring them to move before she closed the door.
 
  
 
 If it were up to her, she’d set these birds free to fly off and freeze to death. Obnoxious squawking aside, they were vicious creatures, too dumb not to bite the hand that feeds them. Since empathy and compassion won her nothing but pain, she found it better to rule through fear and intimidation. If Roc and his feathered friends proved unnecessary, then Rain should cut them loose and let them fend for themselves.
 
  
 
 A lesson learned from the Emperor himself.
 
  
 
 Finished feeding the dumb animals, Mila cuddled with Atir for the better part of an hour, hoping the unwelcome visitors would leave on their own. Unable to delay any longer, she rode out into the chill autumn air with a heavy sigh. “Well, let’s get this over with.” This was so stupid and pointless, but she went through with it regardless.
 
  
 
 What other choice did she have?
 
  
 
 “Many thanks.” With a bow so courtly it was almost mocking, Zian gestured for her to lead the way, jogging alongside Atir like a lavishly-dressed footman. The polite thing to do would be dismount and walk with him, but she seized every opportunity to slight the pompous Society twit. The old soldier Jukai jogged even further behind, his glare boring into the back of Mila’s neck, but his anger did nothing to deter her. Hmph, if he were audacious enough to disregard face and attack her, then Mama would bring the full might of the people down upon the Situ Clan and Society, wiping them both from existence.
 
  
 
 This was karma, giving Zian a taste of his own arrogance. See how he likes it for a change.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the sparring stage, she dismounted and collected her practice weapons, ignoring the waiting crowd’s growing excitement. Nuisances one and all, soldiers of the Empire and Sentinels with too much time on their hands and coin in their pockets, waiting around to watch Situ Jia Zian spar with Sumila of the People. With blunted spear and padded shield in hand, she stood across from the former number one talent in the North, waiting for the onlookers to finish placing their bets.
 
  
 
 “Ten silvers on seventeen exchanges!”
 
  
 
 “Overconfident fool. Twelve silvers, twenty-five exchanges.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, if the match lasts twenty exchanges, this granddaddy will eat his boots. Twenty silvers, fifteen exchanges.”
 
  
 
 Putting the noise out of mind, Mila clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes, reviewing what she knew about her opponent. Say what you will about his hateful character or shameless behaviour, Zian’s talents were first-rate. Speed, power, coordination, he had it all, paired with a deep understanding of the Forms and a talent for improvisation. Yesterday’s Zian was already gone, replaced by a smarter, better Zian, improving with each match while Mila languished and stagnated, the gap between their martial skills closing bit by bit. Yesterday, the bout lasted seventeen exchanges, so twenty-five wasn’t so far a stretch.
 
  
 
 No. No more holding back to hone her martial skills. Today, she would go all out and show him the true difference between them.
 
  
 
 “Ready, Young Master?” Jukai asked, officiating the spar. Zian nodded, twirling his blunted sabers. There was no hesitation in his eyes, only grim determination.
 
  
 
 “Ready,” Mila declared in answer, falling into her stance and Reinforcing her body, prepared to unleash every bit of power available to her.
 
  
 
 “Begin.”
 
  
 
 Her spear flashed out the moment Jukai spoke, aimed at Zian’s throat. Leaping back as she advanced, he slapped her spear once, twice, thrice to no effect, the spear still unerringly headed towards him. Eyes wide with surprise, Zian sidestepped, hoping to slip past her guard while still unable to understand why his parry failed time and time again. Hmph, easier to uproot a tree with bare hands than divert Mila’s full powered thrust. Growling, she shifted her stance and kept her prey in her sights, drawing her spear back for a second thrust. Feinting high, she stopped the spear short and charged ahead, crashing into her opponent’s chest shield first. Caught off-guard, Zian backpedalled away but her boot snapped out and caught him mid stride. Tumbling back headfirst, his feet planted into her gut in an effort to stay her hand, realizing that if her spear descended, it would nail him to the stage, blunted or not.
 
  
 
 And just like that, the spar ended.
 
  
 
 Three exchanges. Her best record yet.
 
  
 
 Laying on his back, Zian snarled and cursed as his Aura slammed into Mila, freezing her in place. Digging deep, she fought the waves of overwhelming terror with heated rage, her spear raised and ready to deliver the killing thrust. Victory would be hers, if she could only control her quivering muscles, but the effort was futile.
 
  
 
 Her struggle lasted only a heartbeat before his Aura overwhelmed her, the strength fading from her legs as she collapsed on the stage. Tears welled up in her eyes but she refused to cry, unleashing the full force of her glare, the only measure of defiance left to her. Every day the same thing, this hateful, unprincipled, thick-skinned, son of a mule. Unable to defeat her in a fair spar, he'd unleash his Aura before she struck the final blow, robbing her of both pride and victory. To make matters worse, Jukai declared Zian’s victory, his Chi-infused voice carrying over the crowd's jeers and boos.
 
  
 
 This marked eight matches and eight losses, the hateful bastard intent on paying her back with interest for assaulting him on Yo Ling’s island. No matter how hard she trained or powerful she became, without Aura or someone to help her block it, Mila was a fish upon the chopping block when facing Zian. It didn’t matter that he relied on Aura to achieve victory, it was merely a skill she lacked the means to counter. If Mila won using her prodigious speed and strength, she’d pay no mind to his cries or complaints either.
 
  
 
 To his credit, Zian didn’t gloat or taunt her, merely studying her in silence before turning to leave. His Aura lingered until he was out of sight, the terror melting away as fury and indignation rose in its place. Tossing the practice weapons aside, she ignored the crowd's curses and consolations and hopped onto Atir, riding back to Rain’s ger with all haste. Slamming the door behind her, she buried her head in his pillow and cried with all her might, unleashing all her sorrows and frustrations.
 
  
 
 Stupid Zian and his stupid Aura, taking advantage of her stupid pride. Stupid Rain and his stupid bandits, too busy to come avenge her. Stupid Lin and stupid Song, running off and leaving her to face humiliation on her own. Stupid Mama for not coming out to help and stupid Papa for not noticing.
 
  
 
 Stupid Emperor, abandoning the Western Province without a second thought. Hundreds of millions of innocent people forsaken and left for dead. Not even the barest efforts made to save them from the Defiled, a cruel, callous decision which shocked her to the core. What was the point? If the Emperor could abandon the West, what’s to stop Him from abandoning the North? Why fight for an Emperor who cared nothing for His people?
 
  
 
 Alone in Rain’s bed, Mila mourned the Western Province alongside her crushed hopes and dreams. All her life she’d dreamed of becoming a Hero of the Empire like Mama, only to find the title worth less than dog shit.
 
  
 
 What was she supposed to do now?
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 Travelling by rickshaw was an exhilarating new experience for Song. Though she’d seen them many times in her travels, she’d never been allowed to ride one, usually forced to choke on dust and dirt while following behind on foot. Never in all her dreams did she imagine such a simple method of travel could be so breathtaking and intoxicating. Sitting high above the ground, she watched the autumnal hues blend together as the quin-drawn carriage zipped along the road. The cushioned seat and spring-fastened carriage absorbed every bump and jolt while the wind coursed through her hair, lending a sublime atmosphere to the journey as if she were a deity from on high travelling through this mortal realm.
 
  
 
 How many simple pleasures were hiding in plain sight, formerly denied her due to her status?
 
  
 
 The chubby bear cubs shared Song’s enthusiasm, heads hanging over the sides of the carriage with tongues and scarves flapping in the wind, parsing through and enjoying the myriad of scents. Likewise, Lady Mei Lin leaned so far over the side Song worried she’d tumble to her death below, hanging onto the hare-girl’s scarf and belt with an iron grip. Neat braids and furred-ears trailing behind her, the elegantly dressed young lady lifted her hands in the air and shrieked with laughter, hollering with such joy for life it filled Song with both cheer and worry. So pure and innocent, there was something about Lady Mei Lin which made Song want to steal her away and safeguard her from this world’s sin and corruption.
 
  
 
 Breathless from laughter, Lady Mei Lin fell back into her seat and squeezed Song in an embrace. “Thank you Li-Li,” she said after regaining her breath. “That was so much fun! Daddy never lets me do that, he’s always worried I’ll fall and crack my head.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in bewilderment, Song nodded and wondered if she should keep Lady Mei Lin inside the carriage from now on, struggling to choose between her new Master’s bliss and well-being. Unaware of her inner conflict, Lady Mei Lin grinned and fixed her hair and clothes, shifting and twisting in her seat to a silent rhythm, too happy to sit still. “And thanks for coming along. Even though Tanna is there waiting for me, Daddy doesn’t want me travelling alone. This is gonna be so much fun, after we finish the errand we can go shopping!”
 
  
 
 Though still unsure what this mission entailed, Song replied, “This one is at your command, Master.”
 
  
 
 The rote reply earned her a pout. “Not this one, but Li-Li, and not Master, but Lin-Lin.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lin-Lin, Li-Li obeys.”
 
  
 
 The pout deepened and was joined by a crinkled nose and puffed cheeks, Lady Mei Lin expressing displeasure at Song’s conduct. Far from worrying her, the sight warmed Song’s heart, charmed by this most adorable of masters. “Hmm... so tricky,” Lady Mei Lin muttered, rubbing her head on Song’s arm. “It’s so difficult not to give orders... Okay, ignore the last order. You can call me whatever you want Li-Li, but I’d be really, really, really happy if you called me Lin-Lin. All the time, even after I give Mi-Mi back your necklace, ya?”
 
  
 
 Unable to refuse her pleading eyes, Song nodded and answered, “Yes, Lin-Lin.” It was a small thing which brought Lady Mei Lin great joy, though Song couldn’t understand why she insisted on using childish pet names.
 
  
 
 Though without an order, Song couldn't bear to refer to herself as 'Li-Li'.
 
  
 
 “Thank you Li-Li.” After another hug, Lady Mei Lin pulled out Song’s chain and sighed, studying the necklace and its shimmering purple gemstone in the light. “So pretty but so terrible too. How can someone bear to force such an ugly Oath?” Tucking the chain away, she smiled and reached up to pat Song’s head. “Don’t worry Li-Li, you’re with us now, ya? You’re Mi-Mi’s real sister and since Mi-Mi and me are like sisters, it means you’re my sister too. We won’t let anything bad happen to you ever again.”
 
  
 
 Naive, but well-intentioned, so Song merely nodded instead of pointing out her fallacy. So long as the chain existed, it could be taken away. The Bekhai had already done so much, Song couldn’t possibly ask them to permanently burden themselves with her existence. No, she would have to earn it, like she earned her place in Mama Akanai’s family.
 
  
 
 Which was now Li Song’s family. The thought was enough to fill her with warmth.
 
  
 
 It still felt so surreal to have a mother and a master who was also a sister. Mama Akanai treated Song so well it made her feel guilty and undeserving, working extra hard so not to disappoint her new family. At today’s lunch, Song had been so uncomfortable watching Master set the table, only Mama Akanai’s warm but firm hug keeping her in her seat. Master seemed in such a foul mood of late, waking later than normal and grumbling more often than not, and Song was at a loss to help her.
 
  
 
 It was all that damnable Zian’s fault, brazenly using Master to hone his martial skills before humiliating her time and time again, shamelessly declaring victory in their spars despite his obvious inferiority. The difference in martial skill would be soon forgotten and the world would only remember Situ Jia Zian’s eight consecutive victories over Sumila of the Bekhai. There was nothing Master could do in reply short of throwing aside all face and asking someone with an Aura to shield her during their spars. Were it not for Master’s explicit orders to stay out of it, Song would have damned the consequences and set fire to the arrogant princeling’s quarters in his sleep.
 
  
 
 At worst, Mama Akanai could turn over Song’s chain to face justice, where she would freely admit the crimes were done of her own volition. Death was a small price to pay for this last blissful week filled with familial love and affection. Even Papa Husolt, frightening as he appeared, was a kind and gentle soul, though she still felt uncomfortable in his presence.
 
  
 
 Her mind knew he wasn’t at fault, but she still couldn’t help it. Men with power over her made her nervous, such was life.
 
  
 
 Their journey soon came to an end as the quins slowed to a stop. At the side of the road, a multitude of tents and pavilions stood where a bustling impromptu marketplace sprang up every night. Though the rickshaw was eye-catching and expensive, none but bravest of thieves would even think of stealing it away. Well-groomed and well-dressed in their blue silk shirts, the two wagon-quins made for an endearing sight until they bared their teeth and flashed their claws at anyone who strayed too close. Compounding the threat was Song’s naked quin Erdene, wiggling in the grass to cool down after the long run, carrying five-hundred kilos of wildcat in her cart all by herself.
 
  
 
 Perhaps later Song could purchase a shirt for Erdene and something for the wildcats and bears. Rain was too miserly, providing nothing but scarves for his pets despite all his newfound wealth. Jimjam would look darling in a tiny vest and hat, and even though he hated wearing them, he’d come around to it in time.
 
  
 
 Giving the temperamental wildcat a vigorous scratching to distract him from his scarf, Song followed Lady Mei Lin deeper into the forest and the busy marketplace, the crowd giving way for Jimjam and Sarankho. All manner of items were on display to be sold, from expensive bolts of silk to bales of hay worth a fraction of a copper, while men and women haggled and bargained to make the most of their coin. In light of the outbreak at Sanshu, measures were taken to guard against Defiled infiltration, meaning any unrelated persons were barred from approaching within five kilometres of the Wall. Thus, a group of enterprising individuals organized this roadside bazaar here at the edge of the boundary, catering to the needs of every common labourer or highborn aristocrat still stationed at the Wall.
 
  
 
 Keeping an eye on the unsavoury elements hidden in every shadow, Song fondled her saber’s hilt, daring the thieves and pickpockets to test her. Eager to try out Mama Akanai’s personal suggestions and corrections, Song was willing to lower herself to fighting crooks if need be, but Jimjam and Sarankho were reason enough to scare the scavengers away. A shame, but it made Song’s task easier. While bold and adventurous, Lady Mei Lin displayed no evidence of martial training.
 
  
 
 Not to say Lady Mei Lin was a helpless damsel, no far from it. Though her talents lay in hunting and healing as opposed to fighting, her skills in archery, herbalism, and Lightening could easily be turned towards darker uses, like tracking down escaped prisoners or firing poisoned arrows from on high before escaping across the treetops. Each person tread their own way upon the Martial Path, so who was Song to say Lady Mei Lin’s approach was incorrect?  
 
  
 
 The thought of the delightful Mei Lin working as an assassin or bounty hunter put a smile on Song’s lips, an absurd and nonsensical fancy. She was the daughter and student of Medical Saint Taduk, what cause would she have to risk her life so foolishly? Even so, Song admired Lady Mei Lin's tenacity and courage, the pampered girl’s sweet smile never slipping even under threat of death, whether it be at the hands of Society or Defiled. Difficult to do for one untrained in combat, she’d won Song’s respect within days of their meeting.
 
  
 
 “Tanna,” Lady Mei Lin called, easily hopping twice her height to see above the crowd. “Tanna, over here!” In flawless coordination, the crowd parted before them, unwilling to get between the wildcats and their destination. Tanaraq grinned as Lady Mei Lin dashed into her arms, sharing a sweet greeting as if parted for years instead of mere days.
 
  
 
 “Little imp, your hubby is a harsh taskmaster,” Tanaraq declared, flashing Song a warm smile. Though they weren’t too familiar, Song knew Tanaraq from the journey home from the Society. Having just lost her husband, the former Khishig still had the presence of mind to treat Song warmly. “I agreed to run his school and orphanage but he’s running me ragged with all his errands and assignments.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Tanna,” Lin replied, head buried in the older woman’s chest. “It’s just for a little longer, we’re still trying to figure out who we can trust. You can come back to the Bridge after we find someone, ya? Rainy didn’t know there’d be a travel ban so we had no choice but to start  this second school out here. There’s lots of orphans whose parents used to be soldiers or labourers, it's not right to let them freeze and starve.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl, don’t take my words to heart. I’m just venting off steam, I’m happy to help. Gives me something to do besides sit around on my ass all day. Come, let me show you what we’ve done.” After a short walk, Tanaraq straightened her back and gestured into a clearing, her voice filled with pride. “This is the start of something wonderful. Eighty wayward souls and more to come, so you tell your hubby to hurry and send more shelters. Clothes aren’t a problem, we’ve more than enough coin to buy all we need, but three teachers and guards aren’t enough. I’ll need more helpers as the crooks are sniffing around, thinking us an easy mark. I have a list of things which...”
 
  
 
 As Tanaraq and Lady Mei Lin worked out the details, Song stayed close and studied the clearing. Men, women and children were all scattered throughout the clearing, busy with chores and games. Most were injured, with bandages and splints aplenty, wounds taken either in the line of duty or while evacuating the Bridge. The curious bear cubs ambled about, followed closely by their protector Jimjam. The inhabitants skirted away whenever the animals approached and seeking to allay their nerves, Song recalled the animals with a whistle before treating them to a snack, apples for the bears and jerky for the wildcats.
 
  
 
 A scrawny boy of perhaps ten years approached, feigning bravery even as his knees trembled. “Can I pet him?” he asked, eyes never leaving Jimjam’s prone form. “Is it safe?”
 
  
 
 Song nodded. “Yes.” Safe as can be at least. They were still wild animals and prone to irrational actions, but Rain was oddly adept at correcting unwanted behaviours like resource guarding. “Come, crouch in full view of Jimjam. Make no sudden movements and extend your hand slowly, stopping short to allow him to examine you. If he ignores you, then wait, lest he thinks you’re here to steal his treat.”
 
  
 
 It took several minutes of patience, but after finishing his jerky, Jimjam sniffed the boy’s palm and chuffed once before glancing away. “Go ahead,” Song said, watching the wildcat carefully. Lady Mei Lin would be unhappy to see one of her charges mauled and truth be told, so would Song. Gingerly stretching his arm as far as he could, the boy ran his fingertips through Jimjam’s fur, his cautious apprehension slowly melting into a smile.
 
  
 
 Seeing the young boy’s success, other children slowly gathered to pet the animals under Song’s careful instruction. Though the bears were happy to run and play, Jimjam closed his eyes and tolerated the children’s attentions while Sarankho avoided them whenever she could. Next time, it would be better to bring Aurie here, the wildcat runt much friendlier than his siblings. These children deserved a little happiness.
 
  
 
 “Ah, it’s good to see you smile child.” Tanaraq’s voice shook Song from her stupor, turning to see the older woman grinning with delight. “Was worried you’d forgotten how.” Blushing, Song glanced around in search of Lady Mei Lin, but Tanaraq gestured for Song to follow. “Come sit, little Lin is gonna be here awhile, there are injuries to treat, documents to look over, and coin to manage. All this charity work isn’t cheap, especially since Rain seems intent on ending slavery by buying every last slave in the North. Madness I say, but the boy has kind intentions.”
 
  
 
 The smile on Song’s face grew a little wider as she sat next to Tanaraq, listening as the former Sentinel introduced the children one by one. For all his faults and vices, Rain was a kind, generous man, seeking to help those less fortunate than he.
 
  
 
 It was almost enough to balance out his many other flaws.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Glancing around the empty suite, Akanai felt a twinge of unhappiness. During lunch, the room had been full of life and laughter as they shared their meal, yet now she sat alone in the gloom, eating dinner with no one to keep her company. Her husband was hard at work helping repair the defences while Song and Lin were still out doing errands for the boy. One a newly adopted daughter and the other the closest thing to one, they both held a place in her heart.
 
  
 
 However, she’d known those three wouldn’t be back in time for dinner. It was Mila's absence which caused Akanai such worry, the little red-head missing despite her complete and utter lack of responsibilities. So strange, Mila had always been full of ambition and enthusiasm, always seeking her Mama or Papa out for new tasks to carry out, but ever since returning from Sanshu, she’d been abnormally sullen and dispirited. Gone was the eager young woman hungry for advancement, replaced by a scowling little firebrand whose eyes lit up in fury every time Akanai suggested she resume training.
 
  
 
 Mother above, she would rather face a dozen Demons naked and unarmed than risk sweet Mila’s ire. Akanai almost suspected Mila had been replaced by an imposter, someone who merely looked and sounded exactly like her. The girl had always been a difficult child but oh so sweet, eager to pursue strength and knowledge no matter how difficult or painful her training became. Even when Akanai was in the wrong, sweet Mila never held it against her, happily forgiving her Mama without question, but now? That same, sweet Mila idled away her time in bed or lazed around town, ignoring the Defiled threat knocking on the Empire’s doorstep. True anger simmered beneath the surface of her surly distemper and even if Akanai were a hundred times braver, she dared not receive it.
 
  
 
 Who would have thought that she, Akanai, Lieutenant General of the Imperial Defence Forces, Chief Provost of the Sentinels, Hero of the Empire, and Herald of the Storm, would one day balk at the thought of confronting a mopey, sullen, teenaged woman?
 
  
 
 What brought about this change in temperament? Perhaps it was Song. Though Mila had begged all her life for a little sister, Akanai found it difficult to balance her duties while raising one child, much less two. Now that they’d formally adopted Song into the family, could it be Mila found the reality less pleasant than imagined?
 
  
 
 Or maybe it was the boy’s absence as little Lin suggested. A girl’s first love was a complicated beast, capable of swinging her mood from surging affection to raging jealousy at the drop of a pin. After many months in close quarters, to be so readily abandoned couldn’t be siting well with Mila. Prodigious though her strength might be, it was of little use defending her against heartache.
 
  
 
 Another possible culprit was Zian, though Mila should know better than to take the sparring losses to heart. Evidenced by his need to use Aura to achieve victory, the arrogant young man was only superior to Mila in age. That disgrace could make a spectacle all he wanted, but anyone with eyes could see Mila was the more talented of the pair. Still, this was a perfect opportunity to use Zian as a whetstone, honing her Martial skills against an admittedly formidable opponent, yet the silly girl ended today’s spar in a handful of moves. How foolish could she be? Mila had nothing to lose and everything to gain by making the match last as long as possible. Why Zian continued to challenge her at the cost of face, Akanai could not say, but she knew better than to look a gift horse in the mouth.
 
  
 
 Letting loose with a heavy sigh, Akanai sipped a spoonful of soup and grimaced. She’d waited too long and the food had gone cold. Enough, she decided leaving the meal uneaten as she left the room. No more agonizing over what might be and letting sleeping bears lie as her husband would have it. Time to damn the consequences and face Mila head on.
 
  
 
 After all, she was a reasonable and sensible girl who could never hate her loving Mama.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 The ride to the boy’s lodgings felt like the longest journey Akanai had ever taken, perspiring in spite of the cold autumn wind. Knocking to announce her arrival, she waited a full three seconds before striding in, just in time to catch the full force of sweet Mila’s glare, delivered while lying in Rain’s bed. Sweet Mother, is the boy’s absence truly responsible for her foul mood? Perhaps she should order him back and have him train his people in town. Resisting the urge to wince, Akanai pretended to study Rain’s lodgings, surprised by how warm the interior was even without a fire. The temperature made her feel like she was sweating buckets, it was absurd. “You missed dinner,” Akanai began, immediately regretting her choice. Too accusatory, as if blaming the girl. “I have yet to eat, shall we dine at a restaurant?” Better, not perfect, but better.
 
  
 
 “No,” Mila replied, her tone dull and listless as she settled into the blankets. “I’m not hungry.”
 
  
 
 Choking back a sigh, Akanai patted sweet Atir as she greeted her patriarch, aged Kankin still fussing over his brood as he groomed her fur. If only people were so simple.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, why couldn’t they be?
 
  
 
 Sitting on the boy’s bed, she stroked Mila’s hair and asked, “Daughter, what troubles you so? Be honest, Mama is here for you.”
 
  
 
 And so, with a single question, Mila’s walls came crumbling down. “Mama,” she asked, her tearful voice no louder than a whisper. “I don’t know what to do anymore.”
 
  
 
 It hurt to see Mila so miserable and wretched, but as Mila explained her internal struggle, Akanai couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Oh sweet foolish daughter, this is why you’ve been in a foul mood? Because the Emperor abandoned the Western Province?” Soothing Mila’s hurt look with a gesture of apology, she smiled and Sent, “Hear me, my sweet, silly daughter. I was much like you once, hungering for fame and glory. I too wished to be a Hero of the Empire, and like you, I discovered the title worth less than a mouse’s fart. Over fifty years ago, I was summoned to the Central Province to receive a medal denoting me as a Hero of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “YOU TOLD ME ALL ABOUT THIS, MEETING THE EMPEROR’S REPRESENTATIVE WHO BESTOWED UPON YOU A TITLE.”
 
  
 
 “All true, but now I will tell you the parts I left out. That trip was supposed to be my first step towards fame and an illustrious career, but instead, it caused me to abandon my dreams and withdraw from the Empire.” Sighing, Akanai gathered her thoughts before continuing. “I was so excited to receive my title, to stand beside other great warriors of the nation. The Emperor’s representative presented me the title, Herald of the Storms, for wherever I appeared, a storm of arrows would fall and silence my enemies.” Looking Mila in the eye, Akanai said, “Think about it child. What problem do you see?”
 
  
 
 “...NOTHING MAMA.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl. The Empire holds the bow in contempt, the weapon of a peasant and coward. The title was given to mock me and accompanied by a chorus of laughter and derision. Never mind how I turned back 50,000 Defiled with a mere 3,000 archers and 9,000 soldiers, the results mattered little. All those puffed up nobles cared about was face and it irked them to have a ‘filthy half-beast savage’ outranking so many ‘real’ talents. They couldn’t take my rank away, the Emperor had already spoken, so instead, they mocked and marginalized my achievements. They called me a liar and claimed I exaggerated my deeds for fame and glory. To make matters worse, they sent warriors to kill me on the journey home, and though I returned with my life intact, many of my comrades did not, comrades who fought and survived against the Defiled. In my anger, I rejected the Empire for it rejected me, abandoning plans for fame and fortune in favour of a quiet life at home with family and friends. To put it lightly, it was not a popular decision.”
 
  
 
 “THEN WHY DO YOU STILL FIGHT MAMA?”
 
  
 
 Smiling at her beautiful, freckled daughter, Akanai answered, “Because the pup still thirsts for glory and bloodshed. Because your betrothed has a penchant for getting into trouble. Because for the first time in history, the Father’s minions have banded together to destroy us all.” Gesturing for Mila to sit up, Akanai wrapped her in a hearty hug before speaking aloud. “Never once have I forced you along the Martial Path, for it is a thankless pursuit. The Emperor abandons the West as one severs a rotting limb, sacrificing the few for the sake of the many, and I believe the decision correct. Should the Defiled break through here then there is no doubt in my mind we would share the West’s fate. Such is life my daughter, trials and tribulations, a struggle without end. How you meet the struggle, with spear and shield, hammer and anvil, or what have you, is your choice.”
 
  
 
 Mila’s brow furrowed in thought and Akanai’s heart ached. So young to make this decision, but these were dark times. Abandoning the West left a sour taste on her lips, but who’s to say the Western Bridge wasn’t taken through treachery like Sanshu almost was? Or worse, what if there’d been a breach in the Treaty? If the greatest servants of the Mother and Father clashed in battle, they would lay waste to the world around them. If the worst came to pass, then Akanai could only pray the damage be contained to the Western Province.
 
  
 
 No matter what, the West was lost. May their souls rest in the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 “Mama.” Mila’s voice brought Akanai out of her thoughts, seeing her daughter with clear eyes and pursed lips. Nodding once, Mila declared, “I still want both. I will be a Peerless Warrior like Mama and a Divine Blacksmith like Papa. It doesn’t matter if I never find fame or glory, but I will defend the People and my family with my life, as you would.” Wiping her eyes, Mila took Akanai’s hand and gestured towards the door. “Sorry for making you worry Mama. Let’s eat dinner, I’m starving.”
 
  
 
 Chest swelling with pride, Akanai followed Mila out into the streets, happy to have her cheery daughter back with the fires of ambition burning bright once more. “I've good news,” she Sent, keeping her smile in check. “The first shipment of Spiritual Hearts will arrive tomorrow afternoon. Your Papa is hard at work preparing to receive them. I wager he'll have plenty for you to do in the days to come, but I'll not ease up on your training.” Seeing Mila's eyes light up with greed and desire made all the years of hard work and sacrifice seem like nothing in comparison.
 
  
 
 Despite all her lofty titles, the one Akanai took the most pride in was Mother of Sumila and Li Song.
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 No matter how many times I see it, watching my pets wake never fails to put a smile on my face. There’s something adorable about seeing a deadly predator sluggish and vulnerable from a good night’s rest. While performing the standard cat stretch, Aurie’s hearty yawn reveals rows of razor sharp teeth, with four large incisors longer than my finger and at least twice as thick. Flopping to the bed, my fearsome floofy kitten pats my hand with his murder mitts before tapping his head, making plaintive ‘Mwars’ as he begs for head scratches. Unable to deny his request, I laze in bed and watch Suret, Pafu, and Mafu each claim a yearling to groom while the little quin pups squeak in protest or joy.
 
  
 
 How quickly time passes. It feels like just the other day when I carried all three quin pups in my arms at once, but now I’d be lucky to manage keeping hold of one. Like oversized furred snakes, the pups squirm and fidget as they’re primped and preened, ready to charge out into the morning in search of fun and adventure. Already larger than my wildcats, the quin pups stand a little taller than a full-grown wolf and are every bit as deadly, their playful nips and pounces easily translating into more lethal applications. It’ll be a handful of years before they’re ready for riding, but at the moment, they’re more than capable of carrying Tate and Tali around, the twins and pups sharing an unspoken bond which will last their entire lives.
 
  
 
 I pray those lives are filled with fortune and happiness instead of hardships and woes.
 
  
 
 Opening the door to let the animals out, I watch them prance off into the morning gloom to find a forested area to do their business, marvelling at the wonders of housebroken apex predators. If only Roc’s flock were so easy to care for, the noisy birds already squawking and cackling for breakfast. Pulling off the cover to their cage reveals Roc perched front and centre in all his puffed up, chubby glory, glaring at me with his beady black eyes. “Good morning you feathery fiends,” I say, keeping my tone cheerful and chipper. “I see you’ve pooped everywhere as per usual. Now it’s time to feed you so you can poop some more. Hooray!” I’m not exactly thrilled, but they respond better when I sound happy and I’ll take any advantage I can get. I feel terrible keeping them in a cage, even if said cage takes up a third of my living space and keeps me from reaching my bookshelf. They’re birds, they should be flying through the clouds or whatever it is birds do. Hopefully we find an alternate material to strengthen bowstrings so I can set Roc’s flock free in the spring.
 
  
 
 It has nothing to do with how creepy their dark, soulless eyes are. Nothing at all.
 
  
 
 Many people might call me crazy for sharing my living space with twenty birds, six quins, and a wildcat, but honestly, if I could fit more animals in here, I probably would. Not only do they keep the ger warm and toasty, it saves me the trouble of walking twenty minutes to the Inner Wall where most of the quins are stabled. It's a shame my other pets have been annexed, with Lin claiming Jimjam and the bear cubs while Song and Sarankho are near inseparable, so I’m forced to make do with what I’ve got.
 
  
 
 I am not a crazy cat person. I like all adorable animals, but the big fluffy ones are best.
 
  
 
 The problem with birds is it isn't very rewarding, mostly dealing with a metric shit-tonne of bird poop. Roc and co. aren’t exactly large birds, but god-damn, their bowels do work. I mean, it’s not all bad, bird guano makes great plant fertilizer, even if collecting it isn’t the most pleasant of tasks and has earned me more than few strange looks.
 
  
 
 I am also not a crazy poop person. I really wish people would stop avoiding eye contact with me. I'm not weird, just quirky.
 
  
 
 Cracking jokes with Baledagh about pawning this work off onto him, I enter the cage and sweep the poop-covered straw into a wheelbarrow while collecting the feathers for Diyako. Roc and his flock flap around my head in celebration, making what I presume are happy noises as they leave me relatively unmolested. Mila’s been feeding my birds for a week now and they’re already so much more cooperative, almost friendly even. I haven’t been pecked in days. Days! It never ceases to amaze me how incredible Mila is at everything she does.
 
  
 
  If I were a lesser man, I’d have developed an inferiority complex years ago. As it is, it has only just begun to develop, which is something.
 
  
 
 After laying out a fresh coat of straw, I scatter a bucket of miscellaneous animal bits about the cage, giggling as the birds descend upon their breakfast. Annoying as they are, I have to admit, they are beautiful creatures, their vibrant blue and green wings standing out next to their brown and white torsos. With a long strand of intestines clamped in its beak, a female bird flutters over and lands on my shoulder, gobbling down her breakfast in my company. How sweet, if a little icky. Maybe I won’t get rid of these birds as soon as I can. I’m going to name this one... Yipi. Now, which of these birds is gonna be ‘Kai Yay’?
 
  
 
 While picking out names for my birdies, Roc flies over with an unholy screech and punts Yipi out of the way, claiming my shoulder just because he can. If I hadn’t already named him, Roc would’ve been the perfect candidate to round out the trio as ‘Motherfucker’. Scooting left and right, Roc’s talons dig into my shoulder as he shoulder butts my cheek in what I hope is a show of affection rather than dominance. Knowing better than to touch his feathered poofiness, I Condense my Aura to reciprocate the affection, spreading a little Aura to Yipi to soothe her ruffled feathers as she settles onto my other shoulder.
 
  
 
 So sweet, I should buy something for Mila to thank her. My freckled, bird-whispering, red-panda girl, so amazing.
 
  
 
 With all my pets tended to, it’s time to make sure my family and retinue are cared for. After washing up, I throw on my fur-lined coat and hat before stepping out into the brisk morning air. Though it’s only the middle of the ninth month and the temperature has yet to drop below freezing, the frigid gales of wind threaten to steal away all my body’s warmth as I scurry into the cooking ger. The scorching heat inside the massive canvas pavilion is a welcome relief, heated by the fires going full blast as a dozen men and women bake buns, simmer soup, and sear meat. Even though we’re living in a ‘city’, the People have kept many of the same mountain village habits, working together to keep everyone clothed and fed instead of leaving each family to fend for themselves. Socialism HO! Besides, fuelling a dozen cooking gers is more practical and economical than everyone cooking in their own gers, so it’s a win/win situation for all. Sarnai usually manages details like these, but in her absence a small council of village elders have taken over, including Bulat’s mother Maira. It’s nice to see the ‘outsiders’ fitting in so well, as communal living is difficult if you’re not accepted by the community.
 
  
 
 Patting flour from her hands, Elia greets me with a smile and a hug, the slim, cat-eared baker always happy to see me after our shared hardships at the hands of the Society. “So thoughtful and diligent,” she says, pinching my cheeks, “working from dawn till dusk yet still waking early to help prepare breakfast. If only my family’s Huu was so multi-talented, all he knows of is fighting and soldiering.”
 
  
 
 “How has he been? I’ve been so busy lately I haven’t seen him in over a week.” I ask, feeling a little guilty for ditching my friend. Doubly so for Fung since seeing him ride for Shen Huo with only Fu Zhu Li beside him was a sobering sight, two men out of a hundred returning home alive.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Elia shakes her head as little lines of worry form around her eyes. “He’s off with his Ma somewhere in the mountains. Silly boy, comes home with two little wives and barely rests a day before running off to train. He blames himself for his uncle’s death, you know? The sweet, silly boy, too blind to see there isn’t a person alive who could make Kalil do something he didn’t want to, not Ghurda nor Sarnai, not even Akanai herself.” Throwing her hands into the air, Elia says, “Ah, but look who I’m telling, you lost plenty of soldiers yourself. Sometimes I forget, with how young you are. Go on about your business now, don’t let this fool's prattling distract you.”
 
  
 
 Offering my sympathies, I set to work reheating soup and making meat buns in relative peace, the other workers more than happy to leave me alone. Maybe they’re intimidated by my reputation or confused by my actions, but I prefer things this way. Small talk with strangers makes me uncomfortable and cooking soothes the soul, as nothing makes me happier than seeing my family and pets happily eating the delicious meals I’ve prepared. If it were up to me, all my loved ones would be round and flabby, living a comfortable life of luxury.
 
  
 
 The members of my retinue also enjoy a hearty breakfast, though I feed them for different reasons. While some stand out like Ulfsaar and Ral, most of my bandits are on the shorter, scrawnier side, which makes sense considering their humble origins. So, not only do I need to train them, I also need to feed them well, providing meals with plenty of meat, grains, and vegetables so they’ll grow into big, beefy meat-shields to keep me safe. Normally, this’d cost me a small fortune, but the Bridge lost a significant number of soldiers while keeping most, if not all of their food reserves. Coupled with my connections with Yuzhen and the Marshal, I’m not only feeding my family, retinue, orphans, and former slaves at a fraction of the normal cost, I’ve even secured enough food to give it away, offering free meals to any who need it.
 
  
 
 The general disdain for charity has kept most from taking advantage, with only the truly desperate coming to seek aid. It’s mostly women and children, though Tanaraq reports feeding a large number of wounded soldiers and labourers at the growing community five kilometres south of the Wall. I’ve also hired a small force of temporary labourers to chop bamboo, make charcoal, cart resources and whatnot. Burning dried dung might keep everyone warm, but I’d prefer not to eat anything baked over poop. Bamboo grows fast and there’s plenty of it, so it’s unlikely we’ll run into sustainability issues any time soon.
 
  
 
 I’ll have to earn more money to sustain this lifestyle though. It’s incredible how quickly I’m spending my newfound wealth. Whatever, easy come easy go.
 
  
 
 Stopping briefly to drop off breakfast and have a quick cuddle with the twins, I head off with Aurie and Mafu in tow. Outside the doorway leading to Akanai and Baatar’s guest wing, Li Song diligently brushes Sarankho with a rare smile on her face, so serene and tranquil I can’t even be upset over the gross misuse of the expensive emerald-studded jade comb I gifted her. As Aurie bounds over to wait his turn, I greet Li Song in passing with a wave, knowing she’ll have already eaten a delicious breakfast cooked by her new Mama. Akanai’s been working hard to welcome her second adopted daughter into the family and I couldn’t be happier for all of them. After all that poor Li Song has been through, she deserves happiness.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I was shocked when Baledagh reported Song lacked even a hint of Taint, the Spectres unable to break through her iron will to whisper their sweet lies. In all of Baledagh’s efforts, we haven’t noticed half-beasts possessing any sort of inherent Spectre resistance which means Li Song’s resilience is either due to her own formidable resilience or Du Min Gyu’s stellar training program, or a combination of the two. I’ve always wondered why there aren’t more Defiled outbreaks among Oathsworn slaves, but I guess it’s hard to surrender to the Spectres when you're accustomed to asking permission for even the smallest decisions.
 
  
 
 Hmm... why doesn’t everyone take an Oath to never turn Defiled? Or does it not work like that? Surely someone’s tried it before, things cannot possibly be so simple.
 
  
 
 Like every morning since returning to the Bridge, I enter Baatar and Sarnai’s room bearing breakfast. As always, my devoted mentor is up and at em, wiping his beloved wife’s face with a warm cloth. His warm smile fills me with a measure of relief and heartache, happy to see him taking better care of himself while empathizing with his pain. “Good morning Mentor, Sarnai. The weather’s getting cold outside. Are you both comfortable in here? Do you need more quilts? Pillows? Should I have a brazier brought in?”
 
  
 
 “No need boy, you’ve done enough,” Baatar answers with a combination smile/frown. I’m not sure how he pulls it off, but he’s both proud and disapproving at the same time. “I may not look it boy, but not only am I one of the highest ranked officers at the Wall, I am also the commanding officer. I have an army of soldiers and servants to fetch whatever I need, so there is no need for you to overwork yourself at my expense.”
 
  
 
 Waving away his concerns as I set the table, I smile and say, “This much is nothing, I'm happy to help. Plus, starting today, Rustram will take over the daily training which gives me more time to focus on you and my own practice. I hired a half-dozen of your former Bannermen to help him out so with luck, I’ll have a proper fighting force in give or take ten years, assuming they survive long enough.”
 
  
 
 “Ten years? You overestimate your brigands. Even Dastan and his former retinue are decades from becoming a true elite force.” Nodding as he sits to eat, he asks, “How goes your other pursuits?”
 
  
 
 Reporting my daily progress over breakfast has become routine now, and while I’d like to have Alsantset, Charok, and the twins join us, Baatar would prefer to keep things quiet. Besides, Alsantset is hardly optimistic about her mother’s chances and the twins are too young to understand, so it’s probably better this way. So far, Sarnai’s condition has remained unchanged, but I’m still hopeful. From Lin’s nightly notes left in my ger I’ve learned Nian Zu has awoken and is well on his way towards a full recovery, which means Taduk will soon have more time to look after Sarnai. Relying on Pure Heavenly Energy to create a miracle isn’t entirely out of the realm of possibilities, but I’ve been scouring medical journals and books in hopes of remembering anything which might help.
 
  
 
 So far, no dice.
 
  
 
 Instead of leaving after breakfast as I normally do, Baatar throws me a curve-ball and asks me to stay behind. “Demonstrate the Forms,” he says, while feeding Sarnai a nourishing broth. “It has been too long since I instructed my Disciple. Were I to shirk my duties any longer then I would no longer have the face to call myself your mentor.”
 
  
 
 Happy to oblige, I move the more expensive and fragile objects out of the way before starting. Taking turns, Baledagh and I show Baatar what we’ve learned in his absence, and though my mentor’s expression is unreadable as always, his wagging tail gives away his delight as he points out our flaws and offers steps to improve. Baledagh’s two original combinations, Sweeping the Fields and Clearing the Heavens, even earn us an enthusiastic ‘good’, high praise from our tight-lipped Mentor who appears to share my little brother’s fondness for naming his attacks. It feels so juvenile but I suppose it’s easier to say ‘Clearing the Heavens’ as opposed to ‘forward leap, two-handed sweep, full pivot, and horizontal slash’, or even worse, ‘Bull Form: Traverses the Mountain into Deer Form: Parting the Underbrush, with Wolf Form: Reverse Bite tagged onto the end’.
 
  
 
 Shirt damp from exertion, I bask in the comfortable strain of exertion, the past two hours more strenuous than a full day of training with my troops. This is what I’ve been missing, solid guidance and guidelines on what to do next. Gesturing for me to sit at the dining table, Baatar holds my hand and Sends, “Taduk tells me you’ve formed your Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 Ohhhh more guidance, I love this. “Yea, but I’m not exactly sure what it means,” I Send in reply.
 
  
 
 “Tell me about this mental plane of yours.”
 
  
 
 Figures. Answers never come easily, but at least now I understand it’s because there usually isn’t just one answer. Describing my mental plane is simple enough. “Sometimes, when I meditate or ponder something important, I retreat into my mind.” Or when I need to speak with my host/twinned soul. Still not sure which heading Baledagh falls under. “It’s like I’m surrounded by vast emptiness, an area where I have total control, or close to it. Over time, I realized I could conjure up creations so I made it look like home. You know, walls, beds, couches, the normal stuff.” All to make things cozier for Baledagh, but there’s no need to list all the details.
 
  
 
 Baatar interrupts with a questions. “Your creations, do they persist after you are gone?”
 
  
 
 “...Err, sometimes. It’s on and off. At first, everything stuck around, but after the whole debacle with the lake, this was no longer true. It's back to being permanent now, but I... don't know why.” I figure it has something to do with Baledagh. He’s perfectly capable of doing anything I can do. His unconscious mind was probably resetting our mental plane every time I left or something, seeking to drift away into nothingness. He’s doing better now but it’s still difficult to get him to enjoy life in a meat suit. He only ever takes control to train, while spending all his time in the void meditating on all his newfound knowledge.
 
  
 
 Although he seems fine for now, I’m fairly certain he’ll go stir crazy if he keeps it up. The sooner I can craft us a second body, the better. While it’s crossed my mind to see if one of us can jump into Sarnai’s comatose body, we both decided it was disrespectful to use my mentor’s wife in such an undignified manner. Besides, there’s the whole issue with being Baatar’s wife, and I think both Baledagh and I would prefer a body with a penis.
 
  
 
 After answering all of Baatar’s questions, my mentor’s brow furrows in thought. “You say your mental plane first appeared around the time Vivek Daatei turned into a Demon? It explains how you escaped your illusions, but not how you helped Dagen escape his. How mysterious...” Shaking his head, his questions seem to fly away with the movement, though his eyes fill with pity. “No matter. The how is unimportant. To form your Natal Palace at seventeen is... formidable. Most do not form one until their late twenties.” My chest swells with pride but Baatar gives me no time to bask in it. “Proceed into your Natal Palace. I will instruct you on its benefits.”
 
  
 
 Remaining in firm control, I slip into the void and pray Baatar doesn’t notice Baledagh, else I’ll be at a loss on how to explain things. Standing outside the crafted room as Blobby surrounds the space around me, I Send, “I’m there. Now what?”
 
  
 
 “Channel your Chi.”
 
  
 
 Opening myself to the Energy of the Heavens, I sense it slowly trickling into my core. Since my core is more or less filled to the brim, I’m not gathering Chi quickly, more in drips and drabs. I’ve noticed it before but the process of gathering Chi is like diffusion. If my core were empty, I’d gather Chi at a much faster rate. My Runic Ring removes those limits, but lately I’ve noticed it doesn’t really make a difference, so I handed it over to Rustram and instructed him to share it with the others.
 
  
 
 “Visualize the Heavenly Energy seeping in through your pores. See how it flows into your Core and becomes yours, before circulating around and strengthening your body.”
 
  
 
 Doing as Baatar instructs, my astral body lights up as an unending stream of energy circles throughout my body, with no beginning or end. Awesome, but I fail to understand the importance. My mind’s eye studies its progress from afar and I concentrate on my findings. The Chi in my body is... sluggish, for lack of a better word, idling about with nothing to do and I report as much to Baatar.
 
  
 
 “You need to eat more and train less boy, give yourself time to recover. Focus now. The Chi flowing through your body, envision it flowing out from your palm, only a hair’s breadth mind you, before retracting it once more.”
 
  
 
 This is more difficult. The moment my Chi touches the surface of my palm, it dissipates into nothingness. Stopping to think things through, it occurs to me this is practice for using Chi outside of your body, and Baatar confirms my guess in a roundabout way. “This is one use of the Natal Palace, yes. Visualization is key to using Chi, giving it purpose without words.”
 
  
 
 The revelation has me understandably miffed. “Taduk never mentioned any Natal Palace, he’s been hounding me for years to just ‘wrap my Chi tightly and throw it out’.” The shotgun approach to using Chi, I suppose. Keep trying till you figure out something that works.
 
  
 
 Baatar’s amusement is clear as he answers, “Taduk gives poor instruction because he has never known hardship. What is difficult for others comes naturally as breathing to him. You might as well ask a bird to teach you to fly or a fish to swim.” His explanation crushes what little self-confidence I had. For a few minutes there, I almost thought of myself as a genius. Natal Palace at seventeen, I mean, that’s pretty impressive right?
 
  
 
 Nope. Not even a little. While I’m a step ahead of the crowd, true geniuses soar far above us all.
 
  
 
 Oh well. Failure is nothing new. Try and fail, then try again. Such is life, failure without end.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Just once, I’d like things to be easy. Is that too much to ask for?
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 After absconding from Yo Ling’s island with a veritable fortune, Zian committed every spare moment towards exercise, training, and study. For the first time in his life, he regretted all the hours and coin wasted on dalliances with serving girls and merchant's daughters. All his life, he’d considered himself a genius among geniuses, ahead of his peers at every step of the journey, but the events in and around Sanshu had shown just how little his genius mattered in the grand scheme of things, a notion he found... distressing. All his superiority amounted to nothing when matched against Defiled peasants, his seven duels against the nameless champions opening his eyes to how high the heavens truly were.
 
  
 
 This line of thinking brought him here, waiting outside Rain’s large, leather-lined tent for the ninth day in a row. Bundled from head to toe in his warmest winter clothes, the chill winds cut straight to the bone, leaving him cold and miserable as he cursed Lady Sumila’s inability to keep to a proper schedule, coming every afternoon to feed Rain’s birds. It was the height of absurdity, asking a fair damsel like Sumila to carry out a servant’s duty and Zian had half a mind to publicly condemn the ignorant savage for mistreating a wonderful woman like her. Possessing overwhelming speed and staggering strength, Sumila was a grand talent and the perfect sparring partner, not to mention the formidable slave at her side Zian had yet to test. To be betrothed to such an incredible woman and have her carrying out his chores, Rain was blessed beyond all measure.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, though Zian sought to test the fair maiden’s skills, Lady Sumila was being difficult, to put it lightly. Ignoring her erratic schedule and surly demeanour, when he first tracked her down and requested a spar, she immediately set out for a public venue despite his intentions to carry out their spar in a more private setting. Since he’d only brought the one carriage, he thought maybe his admittedly salacious past made her leery of being in close quarters with him. Therefore, the next day he brought two carriages and invited the slave along, even making sure the driver and servants were all women. This too was ignored. Thinking her decision could have been made in ignorance, the third day he gave orders to leave the carriages waiting in full view, almost obstructing the path into this ring of tents. Once again, his preparations went ignored and Zian was left with no choice but to admit the harsh truth he so wished to deny: Sumila sought to bolster her name by trampling over his own.
 
  
 
 For a brief, infinitesimally fleeting moment, Zian considered going along with her plan. Sumila, Daughter of Akanai was a formidable talent, having shown herself to be more than his match in single combat. Were it not for his Aura and her noble refusal to seek outside help defending against it, Zian would have tasted defeat in every single one of their matches. The thought of leaving such a peerless paragon of skill and virtue languishing in obscurity offended his sensibilities, almost an act of sacrilege in a nation which valued strength above all else. What harm could there be in allowing her a single, inconsequential victory?
 
  
 
 After his short bout with insanity, Zian quickly returned to his senses. In these times of trouble, the last thing Uncle Yang needed was to learn of his nephew's second defeat at the hands of yet another nameless ‘tribal savage’. The Situ Clan and Society could not afford to lose face right now, especially not to the Bekhai. In light of this, Zian steeled his resolve. Since the other party refused to give face, why should he? Thus, he had Jukai announce his victory at the end of each spar, making sure everyone at the Wall learned of his victory over Sumila, Daughter of Akanai. Although the commoners spoke only of her loss, to even be mentioned in the same breath alongside Situ Jia Zian was a feat worthy of praise. What’s more, he believed the public nature of her losses would make her reconsider sparring in a public venue, leaving his twin carriages waiting in plain sight.
 
  
 
 It was the perfect solution to a delicate problem, but Zian had overlooked one important fact: The Bekhai rarely behaved in a rational, conventional manner. Each day, after feeding Rain’s birds, Sumila would lead him to the same public stage and each day, he found himself surprised by her strength as she attempted to overwhelm him before he brought his Aura to bear. After his humiliating defeat at Rain’s hands, Zian thought Baatar was blowing hot air when he claimed Rain wasn’t the strongest youth of the Bekhai, but now he knew better. Whether it be skill or talent, Sumila was far superior to Rain. If she were also to Condense her Aura at the age of eighteen, then the title of number one talent in the North would undoubtedly be hers.
 
  
 
 After the first two spars, the soldiers took notice and did as soldiers were wont to do; they gathered in droves to gamble on the outcome. By itself, this meant little to Zian, but when he noticed the terms of their bets, his mood turned dark. Not one of the gambling dens offered odds on who would win the match, since only a fool would put coin on a seventeen year old girl besting the former number one talent in the North, especially since he was now twenty five years old. No, instead, they offered odds on how many exchanges would take place in their match. A lucrative decision since this stacked the odds in favour of the house, but their signs filled him with bitter shame and embarrassment, for written upon their signboards was ‘Number of exchanges before the match ends’.
 
  
 
 Not ‘number of exchanges before Situ Jia Zian wins’.
 
  
 
 A trifling distinction, but one which made all the difference in the world. While the details might be lost on the general population, how could these veteran soldiers not recognize the truth on display before them? Zian’s ‘victories’ were a farce, any idiot with even a smidgen of skill could see Sumila held the upper hand in each of their spars. In their first match, Zian held out for thirty-seven exchanges before unleashing his Aura to avoid a loss at Sumila’s hands. In the eyes of these soldiers, this was no spar but simply the old bullying the weak, a dishonourable and disreputable act.
 
  
 
 Perhaps it was time to put an end to these little spars. Uncle Yang disapproved of them and even Jukai voiced his objections after Sumila’s latest monumental display of strength, overpowering Zian in a mere three exchanges. Since she repeatedly refused his gestures of good faith, why should he continue to make a mockery of his good name? He was Situ Jia Zian, a man on the cusp of forming his Natal Palace which is what he should be focusing on. This next step on the Martial Path was pivotal to his future success, far more important than a frivolous match against a slovenly, discourteous, habitually tardy, temperamental young maiden, especially one already betrothed to another.
 
  
 
 Yes, ending these spars was the right decision, so after today, he would wash his hands of it all. It had nothing to do with her tear-filled eyes glaring at him after her latest defeat, so full of hatred and vitriol it pierced through the deepest, darkest corners of his soul.
 
  
 
 “Rainy!”
 
  
 
 A shrill, energetic voice interrupted Zian’s introspection and he glanced up to see a white-haired half-goat girl of six or seven years emerging from Rain’s tent, accompanied by a trio of roosequin pups. Arriving on foot, Rain caught the girl in his arms and twirled her about, laughing as she shrieked in delight. Why was he here? Unlike Sumila, Rain kept to a rigorous schedule, leaving in the early morning for his mountain training camp and returning long after sunset, diligence one of his few redeemable attributes. Accepting that his spars with Sumila were now at an end, Zian lamented the wasted time and stepped forward to greet Rain as manners demanded, intending to leave immediately afterwards to find a new sparring partner. Before he could speak, Rain's fat, over-sized mount placed itself between Zian and the pups, snarling as it was joined by two other fully-grown roosequins. Eyeing their curled lips and sharp teeth, Zian took a step back, unwilling to tangle with creatures protecting their young. While he could easily deal with them using his Aura, sometimes animals reacted... unpredictably when threatened. While waiting for Rain to diffuse this delicate situation, his fury rose to new levels as the damned savage glanced over before ignoring him completely.
 
  
 
 If only he hadn’t given Jukai permission to wait in the carriage. The old man was probably too busy flirting with the serving girls to notice Zian’s plight, an amorous fellow despite his advanced age. Zian could only grin and bear this insult, adding it to his growing tally of grievances.
 
  
 
 Hateful and conniving as he was, Rain was beloved by children, peasants, and dumb animals alike, all easily beguiled by his phony virtuous and moralistic platitudes. His act wasn’t fooling Zian, he’d seen the look in Rain’s eyes as he spewed hateful rhetoric and despicable threats during their duel. No matter how much he hid or denied it, Rain was and would always be a killer, one who revelled in conflict and bloodshed. His lust and lechery were a matter of fact, betrothed to two women and now apparently setting his sights on a third. By the Mother, the beast had no qualms, even keeping such a tender young child in his tent to warm his bed. Such sin and depravity, Sumila deserved better than this.
 
  
 
 “Hello Tali my sweetling.” Placing her down, he put his hands on his hips in a show of mock rebuke, chiding the little girl. “Now, delighted as I am to see you, what are you doing lazing about? Shouldn’t you be out training right now?”
 
  
 
 Avoiding the question, the child tugged on Rain’s pant leg and pointed into the tent. “Papa and me made treats this morning, lets make tea and eat them, ya?”
 
  
 
 Pinching her cheek, Rain crouched down and turned the child to face him. “Tali, you can’t keep slacking off. You should work hard like Tate. Training might not be fun, but you have to keep practising.”
 
  
 
 “No!” The child exclaimed, crossing her arms with a pout. “I don’t wanna train and be a warrior, I wanna learn to cook like Papa and make yummy treats.”
 
  
 
 Zian expected a member from a warrior tribe like Rain to rebuke the girl’s declaration but instead he smiled and nodded. “I see. Have you told your parents?” At Tali’s shy shake of her head, Rain smiled. “Okay then, we’ll talk about it as a family later but even if things change, you still need to practise your Forms.”
 
  
 
 “Why Rainy?! I don’t wanna fight, it’s scary and I hate it.”
 
  
 
 “Wanna hear a secret?” Making a big show of it, Rain glanced around before leaning in to whisper loudly, “I feel the same way.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. What crimes had Sumila committed in her past life to be betrothed to this conniving liar and sexual deviant? Oblivious to Zian’s disgust, Rain pinched Tali on the cheek and sighed. “I hate fighting. I’d much rather spend my days playing with you and the quins.”
 
  
 
 “Then why you always training so hard Rainy?”
 
  
 
 Smiling sadly, Rain answered, “Because sometimes life doesn’t give you a choice. I’m not trying to scare you sweetling, but the world isn’t always a safe place. There are so many fun, amazing things out there waiting for you to experience them, but there’s also nasty, dangerous things too. If you wanna be a cook, I’ll support you every step of the way, but you still have to learn the Forms. I pray you’ll never have to fight, but if there ever comes a day when you do need to, I want you to be prepared. Remember, better to have and not need than to need and not have. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Profound words coming from an idiot like Rain. Tugging on her braids, Tali sulked and nodded. “Okay Rainy.”
 
  
 
 “All right, off with you now. Go get your brother, we’ll have sweets and tea and then it’s right back to practice for the both of you.” As Tali ran off with a smile, the roosequin pups followed her away and so too did the parents, leaving Zian in a cold sweat. Feigning surprise, Rain looked up and smiled. “Young Magistrate Zian, I didn’t see you there,” Rain lied, his smile strained and eyes angry. “Forgive my poor hospitality, please step into my humble abode for tea and snacks.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you, but I have other matters to attend to,” Zian replied, brushing off the false courtesy. Best to leave before those giant predators returned.
 
  
 
 “Oh? What about your spar with Mila? She told me all about the two of you, how wonderful to hear you’re getting along splendidly.” Rain’s smile was no longer feigned, his sheer delight at Zian’s humiliation showing through. “There’s still time before she’s ready, so come in and warm yourself by the fire. Mila is many things, but punctual, she is not.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s revulsion lost out to the promise of warmth and a match with Sumila, nodding a little too readily for his tastes. “Then we’ll do as you say.” Entering the tent, he winced at the cacophony of unholy squawks, having forgotten just how unpleasant those damnable birds could be. Taking a seat by the table, he warily eyed the golden wildcat as it flopped to the ground beside him, far more trusting than the roosequins outside. After lighting the coals, Rain placed a kettle over the flames and saw to his birds, uncharacteristically silent throughout the entire process.
 
  
 
 No matter. Zian was in no mood for small talk as he warmed himself by the fire. He’d been avoiding Rain since their return for good reason, unable to trust himself to keep his temper. After thinking things through with a clear mind, he was certain he’d somehow been cheated of his proper share of Yo Ling’s treasure. After leaving the island, BoShui claimed they'd executed Jester Wang so no one could return to the island and Zian accepted this at face value, too consumed by greed and excitement. Upon further inspection, he found that things didn’t add up.
 
  
 
 Even a blind, deaf, idiot would have noticed BoShui’s overnight transformation, no longer drinking himself into a stupor each day and taking up a strict training regimen which rivalled Zian’s own. Worse, the young patriarch of the Han Clan was too friendly with the Bekhai, often glancing at Rain with poorly disguised reverence. Exactly what happened on the island to change him so? BoShui claimed it was a near brush with death which opened his eyes, suffering grievous injury at the hands of a Defiled blacksmith before being saved by Rain.
 
  
 
 What a load of horseshit. How could Han BoShui suffer so many internal injuries while his guards escaped without a single scratch on them?
 
  
 
 Inwardly sighing, Zian grudgingly accepted this minor loss. So what if Rain took a larger share of the treasure? Zian was no greedy merchant obsessed with wealth. His share had all been delivered to his mother aside from a few choice gifts for Uncle Yang and Jukai. What need did he have for priceless paintings or pottery? In his eyes, only a buffoon with more coin than sense would pay tens of thousands of gold for a vase. With that much money, you might as well purchase something useful like a Spiritual Heart or Runic armour, which is exactly what he’d asked his mother to do.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, and Zian would never admit this out loud, but he admired Rain’s work with his schools and charities. At least the cheated money went towards a good cause, helping those whose lives were impacted by the Defiled attack.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the roosequin pups remained outside as Tali returned with her brother, another half-goat child. So many different species of half-beasts among the Bekhai, it was obvious the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains hid a multitude of Ancestral Beasts, a disturbing proposition. No wonder the expedition to attack the Bekhai failed so horrendously, with not a single person escaping to tell the tale. He shuddered to think what might have happened if the Society had attacked in force.
 
  
 
  Sharing the seat across from him, the two white-haired children stared with open curiosity while whispering with one another about his origins. Unaccustomed to dealing with children, Zian ignored them until Rain returned with a pot of tea, a box of baked pastries, and a pair of birds on his shoulders. After pouring four cups of tea, Rain added a large helping of butter to his own cup, much to Zian’s horror and disgust. “It’s not appealing or particularly tasty,” Rain said as he stirred his cup, “but I need the fat. Lost too much weight Healing myself these past few months, it’s really stunting my body’s growth.”
 
  
 
 Drinking his tea in silence, Zian nibbled at the provided snacks and complimented Tali’s culinary skills. It wasn’t even a lie, the pastries were delicious, albeit too sweet for his tastes and a little misshapen. Regardless, his appetite fled at the sight of Rain drinking cup after cup of buttered tea, a travesty to both butter and tea alike.
 
  
 
 After sending the children away and returning the birds to their cage, Rain refilled the teapot and left it to steep, patting his wildcat’s head as it grumbled in delight. “So,” Rain began, his eyes twinkling and bright. “I hear you’ve been sparring with Mila this past week. Eight matches and eight victories, how incredible. Young Magistrate Zian is truly a dragon among men.” His sarcastic tone left little to interpretation, but before Zian could reply, Rain asked, “Do you always bring two carriages everywhere you go?”
 
  
 
 Oh good, the idiot noticed Zian’s intentions. “I arranged the second carriage for Lady Sumila after our first spar, although my efforts have thus far been ignored.”
 
  
 
 “How kind of you, but my guess is your efforts weren’t ignored, only overlooked.” Shrugging, Rain added, “Mila is a smart girl, but incredibly stubborn. Once she makes up her mind there’s no changing it, no matter what else she sees. I thought something was off when she talked about your spars, but I didn’t connect the dots until I saw both carriages.”
 
  
 
 What dots and what connections? After failing to puzzle through Rain’s words, Zian merely nodded and sipped his tea. Once it became clear Rain wouldn’t speak first, he asked, “Lady Sumila misjudged my intentions?”
 
  
 
 “That depends. What are your intentions?” 
 
  
 
 Zian didn’t dignify him with a response. All he wanted was to test himself against Lady Sumila’s skills, he harboured no other improper or indecent motives for seeking her out.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right. And tomorrow morning, the sun would rise in the west.
 
  
 
 “I noticed something strange on our journey here,” Rain said, gulping down yet another cupful of buttered tea. “When you spar with Jukai, no one loses. You both draw your weapons and go at each other, but it always ends the same way, with you breathless, yet still standing. I don’t get it.”
 
  
 
 “Is that so?” As if. He clearly knew Jukai was holding back to give Zian face.
 
  
 
 “It is. I mean, why keep training with a man who obviously wants you dead?” Ignoring Zian’s surprise, Rain continued speaking. “I can’t think of any other reason for Jukai to go easy on you. Is face really more important than preserving your life? A single defeat can teach you more than a thousand victories, and I’ve been defeated more times than I can count.” Smirking, he added, “Many of those defeats were at Mila’s hands.”
 
  
 
 Now he was bragging about sparring with his beautiful betrothed. Swallowing his anger, Zian understood Rain’s meaning. Saving face wasn’t as important as gaining strength, because with enough strength, others would be forced to give face. Exhaling slowly, he inclined his head ever so slightly. Smiling, Rain stood and headed towards the door. “I’m glad we understand each other. Personally, I think this is a great idea and My Grand-Mentor agrees. She even arranged a private sparring room for our personal use. We can swear an oath if you feel it's necessary, but what happens in the sparring room, stays in the sparring room. Agreed?”
 
  
 
 “Agreed,” Zian replied as he followed behind, relieved to finally be able to spar with Sumila to his hearts content, without having to worry about face or reputation.
 
  
 
 “Great.” Rain’s mood was oddly chipper for a man who just agreed to letting his Betrothed spar with another man. Didn’t he understand that Zian would now be in close, physical contact with Sumila? Such an intimate connection could lead to other types of physical contact, how could he not see this? Could it be Rain was forced into this betrothal by Akanai and didn’t hold Sumila in high esteem? Maybe he hoped she would fall in love with Zian and free him from his obligations. A blind fool is what he was to treat lovely Sumila so poorly, but one man’s loss was another man’s gain.
 
  
 
 Blind to Zian’s thoughts, Rain prattled on. “Fung and Huu aren’t around, so with Li Song we have four for today, which is perfect. Since we have a 'young talents' theme going, I intend to bring Dastan in tomorrow. How about you ask BoShui to join us and even up the numbers? Then there won’t be anyone left out. A shame ZhiLan and Ryong went south, have you heard from them yet? Did they arrive safely?”
 
  
 
 Missing a step, Zian blanched at the implications. No, no, he hadn’t thought this through, too focused on sparring with Sumila in private. Did he just agree to spar with his hated rival? And on a daily basis no less?
 
  
 
 Only now did he understand the proverb ‘a life with love is happy; a life for love is foolish’.
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      Chapter 261 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 A single misstep, ducking left instead of slanting right, is all it took to differentiate a winner from a loser.
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s last match ended so quickly even his opponent was surprised he’d taken the obvious bait, cheeks heating with shame as he reflected on his swift defeat. Standing in shock with his blunted saber resting against Baledagh’s chest, Zian’s astonishment melted away into a smug smirk spreading across his oh-so punchable face, winning the match in a single exchange. With Sumila winning all her matches and Li Song defeating Baledagh and securing a close victory over Zian, the spoiled narcissist’s single victory of the day earned him third place. This meant Baledagh was dead last, boasting an impressive record of zero wins, three losses, and a tally of thirteen exchanges.
 
  
 
 In total.
 
  
 
 Out of three matches.
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
 Brother’s ruthless assessment only made things worse, never one to soften his blows. “Too confident and too careless. I told you Zian favours his right and prefers defence to start, yet you still ran right into his kill zone. Don’t be too eager to close, start slow, circle and test him before engaging. You could’ve also won against Li Song but you were distracted and let her surprise you. Please don't stare so much when Mila and Lin are watching, you're killing me... Anyways, you relinquished the upper hand almost immediately and got beat down once she built momentum. She isn’t faster than you and only has the one saber, so why are you letting her attack without consequence? Block with one weapon and attack with the other, use your sword and shield interchangeably on offence and defence. Husolt went to all the trouble of making these replicas so use them like you’d use Peace and Tranquility.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to sulk, Baledagh mentally voiced his dissent. “They’re not the same. The weight’s not right and they lack... something. I can’t put my finger on what it is, but it’s different. I would’ve done much better with real weapons in hand.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but I’d prefer to avoid risking death every single day. I’ll admit, the rules are stacked against us in a spar since we can’t trade injuries, but you still should have done better.” Brother’s tone wasn’t angry, but his disapproval stung. “They feel different because Peace and Tranquility are Spiritual Weapons which can guide your movements to a certain extent. They’re like your arms and legs, but once we put a different weapon in your hands, you don’t know what to do. Your instincts and Forms are top-notch but your decision-making is god awful. You’re unstoppable against a horde of weaker opponents, but the moment you’re matched against an opponent of equal or greater skill, your flaws become obvious. You’re too straightforward and honest with your intent, too cocky and careless despite all your failings. Reflect on these defeats, I expect a better showing tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, I’ll meditate on my flaws so let’s switch.” Baledagh answered with gritted teeth, guiding Mafu through the busy streets with Mei Lin snuggled in his arms. After the spars finished, Brother left Baledagh to deal with the clean up, but now that it was over, he still refused to retake control, busy lecturing from the void. Were things to go any further, he feared losing all reason and taking advantage of Brother’s betrothed.
 
  
 
 “Sorry, I wanna keep practising in our Natal Palace, you have a nice, pleasant ride to the market. Enjoy the fresh air and don’t dwell too much about losing. It’s a beautiful day and you’re among loved ones.” With that said, Brother returned to practising Chi manipulation and left Baledagh to deal with the world at large.
 
  
 
 Her hare-ears resting against his cheek, Mei Lin chattered non-stop, filling him in on their time apart. “... and then Tanna tossed him right out on his butt. Dummy thief, she should have chopped his hands off, who steals from a charity?” Pausing for breath, Mei Lin peered back at Baledagh’s face, setting his cheeks aflame once more. “You’re so quiet Hubby,” she said, planting a tiny kiss on his chin and setting his cheeks aflame. “Don’t be sad, it was only a spar. It wasn’t even a real thrust, you bumped into his saber. In a real fight you wouldn’t even notice the injury and keep fighting. You’re just not used to the rules yet, ya? To touch is dumb, you should've made it until someone gives up.”
 
  
 
 “It’s still no excuse for my defeat,” Baledagh answered. Brother was right and whining would do no good, he could only learn from his mistakes and not make them again. Seeing Mei Lin’s pout, he feigned a smile and glanced around, pretending to check on the wagons. Loaded with crates and guarded by undercover Sentinels, the wagons overt purpose was to bring supplies to Tanaraq’s school outside the Walls. Once there, the disguised Sentinels would switch places with Brother’s returning retinue. The Sentinels were then free to head out unnoticed while Brother’s retinue loaded the first batch of Spiritual Hearts inside the concealed compartments and returned to the Wall in plain sight.
 
  
 
 Those poor souls. Though he was a kind man, Brother had no mercy for those he deemed ‘slackers’, pushing his retinue beyond mortal limits and wholly convinced determination was a proper substitute for endurance and fortitude.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by his silence, Mei Lin continued chattering away and Baledagh strove to do as Brother did, doing his best to pay attention and engage her in conversation, his thoughts drifted away more often than not. Small talk was more difficult than expected, especially since he couldn’t bring himself to care about the comings and goings of a spoiled young lady like Mei Lin. Lovely and sweet as she was, her exuberant disposition was a poor match for Baledagh, unable to cope with her boundless cheer and energy.
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing was different. While Mei Lin slept in and frittered away her days with meaningless outings and games, Qing-Qing was always busy doing something or the other. Whether it was changing bandages, stitching clothes, cleaning the hut, or braiding horse manes, her hands never idled for a second throughout the fleeting time they spent together.
 
  
 
 She was gone now, but he could still learn from her example.
 
  
 
 Giving Mafu free rein, Baledagh focused his thoughts and studied his memories of the day’s spars, searching for ways to improve. An enclosed area suited Sumila’s fighting style well, but if he could avoid her initial thrust and shield charge, he’d be in a position to at least put up some resistance. Parrying was out of the question, so he’d have to dodge, slip to her left and guard against the resulting sweep. Against Li Song, Brother already pointed out the path to victory, matching her aggression and throwing off her timing with sheer quantity of attacks, and though it was easier said than done, it wasn’t impossible. Zian might technically be his toughest opponent, with a style diametrically opposing his own, flowing defence matched against outright aggression.
 
  
 
 For the first time, Baledagh felt his inability to manipulate Chi was proving to be a massive disadvantage. Without Bother’s constant Reinforcement, he had no hopes of matching Zian’s speed or power. The Society Brat wasn’t pompous and arrogant without reason, second only to Sumila in raw strength and mass, and without Peace and Tranquility to compensate for his shortcomings, Baledagh had no answer for Zian. More information would be needed, so he made it his goal to last at least ten exchanges tomorrow, swallowing his pride to learn as much as he could.
 
  
 
 Since the Natal Palace was supposed to help with Chi manipulations, perhaps Baledagh could use it to learn the basic Chi skills, especially the ones which required precise timing like Amplification or Deflection. It wasn’t easy for Brother and him to coordinate in the heat of battle, and if Baledagh could handle it on his own, it would free up brother to better support him with things like Lightening and Reinforcement. Though it wouldn’t help them in tomorrow’s match, he needed to work hard towards a better future.
 
  
 
 Like Qing-Qing always did.
 
  
 
 Smiling, he watched the autumn hues slip by as Mafu carried them away, imagining he held her in his arms. She would have fit in well at the Wall even without his help, finding herself work in the cooking tents, or the seamstress huts, or wherever she pleased. A gentle soul wrapped around an unyielding core, she never gave in to despair throughout her troubled life, always looking forward with a smile on her face. She wouldn’t have comforted him over his losses like Mei Lin, or pretended they never happened like Li Song, or overlooked his feelings in her joy like Sumila. No, Qing-Qing would have laughed at him for sulking like a petulant child, before running off to cook up a feast and telling him to put on weight before trying again.
 
  
 
 Blinking back a tear, he realized this was the first time he’d thought of her without feeling like he’d been kicked by a horse in the gut. Oddly enough, he was sad to find her death hurting less as time passed, the pain all he had left of her. Taking a deep breath, he held it until his lungs burned with exertion, staring up at the endless azure sky. Exhaling slowly, he felt the misery and anguish slipping away, though not entirely. Things weren’t so easy, but at least he’d stopped clutching to her memory like a blanket, shrouding himself in unhappiness just to keep from feeling empty. She was an optimistic dreamer, idealistic and cheerful, and though she didn’t love him, she wouldn’t be happy to learn she was the source of Baledagh’s misery.
 
  
 
 Wherever you are Qing-Qing, I hope you are well. Thank you for saving my life. I will do my best to live it well.
 
  
 
 Goodbye.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Accepting a towel and water-skin from sweet Lin, I wipe the sweat from my face and drink deep, taking a break from setting up gers. “Thank you wifey,” I say with a smile, receiving a hug in return. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
  
 
 Giggling into my chest, Lin squeezes my chest with all her strength. “Look who's feeling better. You were so gloomy on the ride here, I missed my happy, smiling, hubby.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry to make you worry.” At least she didn’t notice I was an entirely different person. Leaving Baledagh unsupervised is always a risk, but I was too excited about practising to think clearly. Whatever, he needs to be out and about without me hovering over his shoulder all the time, there’s a lot to be said about going for a ride and getting away from your thoughts. Today’s defeats were a big shock to him. With all his new Insights into the Forms, he thought they’d be a walk in the park, but there’s a big difference between Performing the Forms and using them in a real fight. Theoretically, Baledagh’s Martial skills are on par with Song and Zian but his lack of experience and forethought are a massive handicap. I’ve helped him compensate for poor decisions in the past but it’s time to take off the training wheels and let him scrape his knees a few times.
 
  
 
 What better place than in private spars with a dude who hates us?
 
  
 
 I’ll be honest, Baledagh showed us a spectacular crash and burn. I kinda wish he hadn’t lost to Zian in a single exchange, the snobby bastard will be insufferable from now on. It would’ve been nice to take him down a peg or twelve and see that arrogant twit lose three times in a row, the man has far too much confidence as it is. Oh well, chalk it up as a learning experience and move on. Baledagh’s taking it much better than expected, with only minimal whining and sulking. Hell, he’s already back at it, practising his Forms inside our Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 I gotta say, our Natal Palace is pretty handy. Not only does it allow me to practice manipulating my Chi without wasting it, since all the use is internalized, it even helps me ‘see’ how my Chi is spent. Though I can always feel it, it’s not the same as seeing. For example, I’d always pictured Honing as smooth, circular chain of Chi moving around the edge of my blades, but seeing it in action inside our Natal Palace showed me just how uneven and bumpy my Chi really was. Smoothing it out will make me more efficient and probably make my slashes feel smoother, with less jarring when I cut through bone and metal. Even better news is I think I’ve figured out why I only succeed with 1 out of 3 times with Amplification. It has to do with direction and focus. I have none. When my Chi ‘explodes’, the force shoots off in every direction when I should instead funnel it in one direction. My ‘success’ happens when my timing is right and the bulk of the force just happens to coincide with the direction of my strike. Now that I know, so long as I get the timing right and direct the Amplification properly, I should be able to up my success rate closer to 70-80 percent.
 
  
 
 Now, I’m sure someone could have told me these things, but without seeing which parts of my Chi are dissipating into nothingness, I would never have known exactly what I was doing wrong. The Natal Palace is like a self-diagnostic tool and practice area all rolled into one, though there’s more to it than that. When I’m capable of more complex functions of Chi, I’ll be using my Natal Palace to mould the Chi before unleashing it into the world. When Tenjin wants to light his finger, then all he needs to do is visualize it, supply the Chi, and his digits are nice and toasty. If he wants the flame to detach from him in the form a bird and have it make a circuit through the air, then there are a few more steps than ‘visualize’ it.
 
  
 
 Heavenly Energy is all around us, invisible and intangible like the air we breathe. Through meditation and the state of Balance, we harness the Heavenly Energy and convert it into Chi. By definition, Chi is no longer Chi once it leaves our bodies, becoming Heavenly Energy once again. Therefore, in order to manipulate Chi outside our bodies, we’re forced to create Constructs, essentially a list of instructions to carry out before turning back into Heavenly Energy. Since Chi doesn’t exactly understand words, trial and error is the only way to figure out how to make Chi do what we want it to do. A Natal Palace is necessary if you want to get enough practice in without stopping to replenish your Chi every hour.
 
  
 
 There are other rules in place, but it’s so far above my head there’s no point worrying about it. For now, I’m working on getting my Chi to exist outside my ‘body’ before coming back inside. Like blowing a bubble, except instead of using gum, I’m using Chi.
 
  
 
 No success yet, but it’s my first day. Talent means nothing. Hard work is everything.
 
  
 
 Taking a moment to cuddle with Lin, we watch a group of kids playing with Aurie, the cubs, and the pups. Their laughter is a balm for the soul and I’m not the only one who enjoys it. Parents, caretakers, and people passing by all have smiles on their faces, the joy of children a wonderful thing to behold, especially in these dark times. Losing the Western Province has everyone in a foul mood and for good reason. Their faith has been tested, the insurmountable Walls breached and the Western Province lost. Though news of how close the Northern Wall came to disaster was suppressed, it’s easy to wonder and figure out what would’ve happened if it did.
 
  
 
 So yea, hearing children laugh and play is a welcome change from all the social unrest and crippling anxiety they must be feeling. Hell, if it wasn’t for this school of mine, many of them wouldn’t even have food to eat.
 
  
 
 Having watched long enough, I give Lin one last hug and clap Pran on the back while aiming a kick at the sitting Viyan and Birca. “Enough lollygagging, get back to work.” It’s good to see familiar faces again, but the pair of degenerate gamblers have changed little in my absence, only slightly more tanned than I last saw them. Pran and Saluk are dutiful as ever, knuckling their foreheads and shouting “Yes boss,” before grabbing a massive crate each.
 
  
 
 “Is good thing, school,” Saluk says, grinning as he effortlessly lifts a box heavier than I can drag.
 
 


 
 “Boss is good man,” Pran replies, nodding to no one in particular. “If there is school when Pran and Saluk young, then no bad times.” Pran’s Common is better than Saluk’s but not by much.
 
  
 
 They must’ve had it rough as children, most half-beasts do. “Where are you from? I’ve never met anyone else with an accent like yours.”
 
  
 
 Saluk smiles sheepishly and answers, “Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 Seeing my confusion, Pran adds, “Pran and Saluk very tiny when Mama die. Village no want Pran and Saluk, so we go to city, yes? Guards no let us in, no coin, no skill, no worth. Live outside many winters.”
 
  
 
 “Only Pran and Saluk,” Saluk continues, a wistful look on his face. “Bad times.”
 
  
 
 Damn. Trying to brighten the mood, I ask, “So what brought you to the army?”
 
  
 
 Smiling, Pran answers, “Pran and Saluk kill bad man and friends, take club and boots.”
 
  
 
 “Very shiny and purple, good club,” Saluk adds.
 
  
 
 “Pran and Saluk go to trade dead man’s things, need bandage and herb for cuts. Guards see club and surround Pran and Saluk, ask where we get. Bring guards to see bad man.” Shrugging, Pran concludes his tale with, “Next day, is soldier. Is good life. Have food and bed, meet Bulat and Ravil, then meet Boss. Good, good, good.” Humming in a rich baritone, the two brothers stride off with their boxes and get back to work, leaving me, Viyan, and Birca staring at one another in shock.
 
  
 
 Without any training, Pran and Saluk killed a bandit with a Spiritual Weapon and were forcibly enlisted in the army. I’ll bet everything I own their bounty money was pocketed by the guards too. Shaking my head, I ask, “What about you two? How’d you join the army?” Maybe they've also got some noble backstory I can feel good about.
 
  
 
 “Got caught filchin’ a noble’s coin-purse,” Viyan answers with a shrug, unrepentant and unashamed. “He wasn’t a horrible sort, gave me a choice: lose my hands or join the army.”
 
  
 
 Dammit. “And you?” I ask Birca, almost afraid to hear the answer. Out of all my former soldiers, I’d say Ravil is the most intimidating. Next would be Birca, a man with the face of a gorilla and the manners to boot.
 
  
 
 “Tale as old as any. I fell in love and slept with a merchant’s daughter,” he answers, giving me a roguish wink, so at odds with his rough, villainous look. “Got caught and the family claimed I raped her to save face, so it was the rope fer me. Luckily, my girl pleaded with her daddy and he wasn’t a soulless bastard. She married the man of his choice and in return, he greased a few palms so I’d get sent to the army. Looked her up last time I was in the city. She looked happy. Husband seemed like a good enough sort. Dressed in fine silks and eating good food, it was better’n anything I could give her. They had a kid, too old to be his if ye know what I mean, so there’s that.”
 
  
 
 Silva marches by with a coil of rope, pretending to work as he says, “He’s a fucking liar, ain’t a woman alive who’d sleep with his ugly ass without gettin’ paid first. Hell, ye can’t even go whoring with him cause the ladies raise their prices every time he shows up. Me ‘n him joined for the same reason, because we’re idiots with more courage than sense. Join the army, be a hero, that sort of nonsense, and we bought it.”
 
  
 
 Embarrassed to be caught lying, Birca scurries away, cursing Silva as they go. Shaking my head, I return to work putting together another ger. Whatever, they’re a bunch of idiots, crooks, and scoundrels, but they’re my idiots, crooks, and scoundrels. Along with Rustram, Bulat, and Ravil, they’re the only survivors of my original cripples and I intend to treat them right. Pran and Saluk are at the top of the list for Spiritual Weapons, but those other three have promise.
 
  
 
 Hell, compared to a lot of my new retinue, they’re downright elites.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well... there’s a depressing thought.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 262 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Stepping back, Mila placed her hands on her hips and surveyed her work. “Perfect,” she declared, giving Jester Wang a congratulatory thump on the shoulder. “Now you’re effectively unrecognizable, so all we have to do now is pick out a new name and we’re good to go.”
 
  
 
 His head swaddled in bandages, the one-time Butcher Bay Bandit winced and nodded with less enthusiasm than Mila expected. “Err... Thank you kindly Lady Sumila,” he said, voice muffled from the wrappings. “But it’s a mite hard to breathe, on account of me nose and mouth being covered so tightly.”
 
  
 
 Men, always complaining about the smallest things. “Deal with it,” she answered, waving away his concerns and tossing him the remaining bandages. “We can’t risk anyone recognizing you. You’re not the most famous bandit around but Zian and his retinue know you by sight.” Stupid Rain, why would he declare Jester Wang dead and then bring him here only a few weeks later? It was the height of foolishness.
 
  
 
 “So am I supposed to wrap me face every day now? Won’t people notice after a few weeks?”
 
  
 
 Ugh, so bothersome. Why was she left to clean up Rain’s mess? No one else seemed to care, waving away her concerns like they didn’t matter and telling her not to worry. “Make up an excuse. Maybe you swore an Oath to never uncover your face until you avenge your family, or you caught an exotic disease and your flesh is rotting off.” Glancing at Song for help, she found her new sister’s concentration wholly focused on her own matters and caring nothing for Mila’s troubles.
 
  
 
 Ah, what a difference a week makes. Before, Song almost never strayed from Mila’s side and then only if ordered, but ever since becoming real sisters, it was like Song couldn’t get far enough away. Every morning she’d run off to sit in the courtyard by herself, finding excuses to avoid Mila like going to the market with Lin. She even said there was no need to wrap Jester Wang’s face in bandages, essentially telling Mila she was wasting her time. What happened to the devoted and dutiful Li Song, always happy to play a game of chess or brush Mila’s hair?
 
  
 
 It’s not that she begrudged Song’s newfound independence, but she’d just gotten used to the cat-girl’s constant presence only to have her up and disappear for hours at a time. With Rain barely paying attention to her, she was left feeling neglected and unwanted waking up alone without Song or Sarankho there to greet her. If it weren’t for today’s spars and Rain asking for help on this errand, who knows if either of them would have the time to spare to keep Mila company.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s not like Rain was even spending time with her, too busy cuddling with Lin and putting together his little huts. It was for a good cause but he could at least spare the time to give her a smile or hold her hand or something. Was he mad because she beat him in today’s spar? It was his fault for leaving himself wide open, was she supposed to go easy on him because of his frail ego? Okay, so maybe she'd been too excited and hit him a tad harder than she should have, but she was so happy about finally beating Zian she forgot herself. Yes, Mama told her to take advantage of the matches to improve her martial skills, but just for today, she abandoned all restraint and went all out, only using five exchanges to defeat three opponents.
 
  
 
 So satisfying. What number one talents in the North? Pei.
 
  
 
 Grumbling inwardly, Mila watched as Song knelt at the door of the newly-erected ger to block Jimjam’s escape, the unhappy wildcat yowling up a storm as he rolled about the floor, unsuccessfully trying to dislodge his new cap. The largest of the wildcats, he was also the most feral, barely willing to tolerate a scarf around his neck much less an entire outfit. Song was nothing but patient, waiting in silence with her arms outstretched, inviting Jimjam in for a hug so she could dress him in his darling silk vest. Sweet Sarankho sat beside her, rubbing her head against Song’s shoulder while proudly displaying her lovely new outfit, a red and black cap with matching floral silk dress, complete with a neat ribbon bow on her back.
 
  
 
 So adorable.
 
  
 
 “Lady Sumila, I hate to complain but I’m gettin’ a little light-headed. I think mebbe the bandages are cuttin’ off the blood to me head and-”
 
  
 
 “Don’t touch them,” she snapped, irritated at the interruption. “If you don’t want to wear the bandages then we can go with my first suggestion. I’m more than happy to beat you till your head swells up like a pig.” Honestly, a few minor discomforts and he whines like a petulant child, what sort of fearsome bandit was he? “You decide on a new name yet? If not, I’ll be happy to name you Wang Ba Dan.” It was a little vulgar to insult his parentage, but her patience for the whiny bandit was wearing thin.
 
  
 
 “No, mercy please Lady Sumila. I’ll think of something meself, promise I will.”
 
  
 
 A knock came at the door and Rain’s voice sounded out. “Hey, I finished up and brought Aurie like you asked.” Keeping a careful eye on Jimjam, Song opened the door behind her and Rain slipped in, Lin and Aurie close on his heels. Gasping in shock, Rain knelt down and hugged Sarankho, cooing with delight. “Too cute! I love it. Who’s a pretty kitty? You are, yes you.” Glancing at Jester Wang, Rain raised an eyebrow and asked, “What the hell’s with all the bandages? You look ridiculous, take them off.” Without even saying a word to Mila, he returned to cuddling Sarankho and laughing as Song dressed Aurie in his new clothes.
 
  
 
 Maybe it was Rain ignoring her and dismissing her hard work out of hand, or maybe it was because Rain and Song looked like a perfect, beautiful couple, but something inside Mila broke. Instead of flaring up as she normally would, she swallowed her anger and glanced away, lamenting her poor fate. Stupid Rain, she was a fool to ever dream of having him come avenge her, losing to the arrogant jerk in record time. Well, if Rain didn’t care about anyone recognizing Jester Wang, then he could suffer the consequences himself.
 
  
 
 Overlooking her foul mood, Rain asked, “Did you finish making what we needed?”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” Song replied, leaving Mila wondering when they’d had the time to chat. Probably in the mornings when he swung by to visit Bataar, this lovely couple sharing words while Mila slept in her room. Who knew what else they shared? Hmph, she saw how Rain looked at Song during the spar, all wide-eyed and flustered by her beauty, suffering greatly for his distraction. He never looked at Mila like that, a terrible lecher and philanderer, never happy with what he had.
 
  
 
 Turning to glare at Rain, her efforts continued to go unnoticed as he studied Jester Wang’s uncovered face. “Not bad,” he murmured, pulling out a jar of ointment from Song’s leather bag, the same stuff she used on her hair. “Here, massage this into the rat’s nest you call a beard. I know I told you to grow it out, but would it kill you to run a comb through it every now and then?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry boss,” Jester Wang replied with a shrug, slathering a generous amount into his tangled beard. “Ain’t much call fer looking sharp in my line of work.”
 
  
 
 “Former line of work,” Rain corrected, pulling out three more jars. “Things have changed. When you’re done, spread this on your skin. Keep both jars, use them every day, and let me know when you’re running low.” Tossing a conical, straw hat to the side, he added, “Wear it when you go out. You’re too tanned and leathery, this’ll whiten your skin and maybe even get rid of those wrinkles. I can never tell the age of Martial Practitioners. You look old enough to be forty, so you’re what... sixty years old?”
 
  
 
 “Err... I’m twenty-eight boss.” Jester Wang’s sheepish declaration made Mila re-evaluate her opinion of the former bandit. If this was true then his talent wasn’t half bad, his strength comparable to a career soldier of the same age, though how he looked so weathered and aged was a mystery. Years of drinking and debauchery no doubt, combined with an utter lack of hygiene and poor diet.
 
  
 
 Coughing to hide his disbelief, Rain continued with his instructions. After straightening his beard, lightening his skin, trimming and plucking his hair, removing three moles or cysts, and changing into a Sentinel’s uniform, Jester Wang looked like a whole new person. Though not the tallest man around, he still stood a head taller than Rain and more than twice as wide. With ruddy cheeks and close-cropped hair, he couldn’t be called handsome or even comely, but his dark, silky, neatly-trimmed, full-faced beard lent him an air of dignity, especially when he kept his brown eyes clear and focused. Though she’d seen the transformation take place with her own eyes, Mila could hardly believe this was the same Jester Wang and not his younger, distant, distant cousin.
 
  
 
 Ordering him to stand at attention, Rain circled the former bandit for inspection, shaking his head all the while. “You’ve got an under bite but it’ll make for good practice fixing it yourself. You’ll need to develop a whole new set of habits too. No more slouching or slumping, pretend you have a rod jammed up your ass and act appropriately. Shoulders squared, head up, and eyes forward at all times, like someone with proper training. Fix your speech too, no more ‘ye’s, ‘yer’s, ‘fer’s, ‘ain’t’s and whatnot. In fact, no more contractions, speak in proper Common from here on out. If you can’t manage it then keep your mouth shut as much as possible. Assume you have no privacy and that someone is always watching, because someone will be. If you slip up, even in your sleep, I’ll use an actual rod to help you remember.”
 
  
 
 Looking forlorn and overwhelmed, Jester Wang gave a sloppy salute and answered, “Got it boss, will do, but um... what about my name?”
 
  
 
 “What about it?”
 
  
 
 “Well, I can’t be going around callin’ meself... No, no wait, please lemme – let me start over.” Slapping his cheeks as Rain reached for a nearby bamboo cane, Jester Wang spoke slowly, enunciating each word with great care. “I can not keep using the same name, if we are trying to cover up my past.”
 
  
 
 “Why not? Does anyone actually know your real name? What is it anyways?”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, Jester Wang hesitated before breaking out into a smile. “Yer – You are right. I did not think about using my real name. Wang Bao, written ‘praise’, at your service boss.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Pursing his lips, Rain added, “You sound ridiculous. Fine, use contractions, but sparingly. When we get back, stick close to Mister Rustram and emulate his speech patterns and mannerisms. We want everyone’s first impression of you to be ‘educated and disciplined’. This way, even if Zian looks you right in the eyes, he’ll never suspect who you really are. Hiding in plain sight is the best way to go about it, those silly bandages will only bring attention to you.”
 
  
 
 Puffing up her cheeks, Mila pelted Rain in the head with a discarded roll of ‘silly’ bandages. “Well sorry for trying to help. We’re not all accomplished liars and tricksters like you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to restrain herself, Lin burst out into a fit of giggles. “I knew it,” she gasped between titters. “Those bandages were so sloppy it had to be Mi-Mi’s work.”
 
  
 
 “Err, Wang Bao, go stow your axe with the other stuff. Keep it hidden and pretend you don’t have one until I come up with a different solution.” Once Wang Bao left, Rain ran over and wrapped his arms around Mila. Leaning in for a kiss, his lips landed behind Mila’s ear as she turned away, still mad but not mad enough to push him away. “Sorry my love,” he said, kissing her cheek. “I appreciate your hard work and efforts but I told you not to worry about it. I had it all planned out with Li Song.” Ignoring her ‘harrumph’, Rain continued, “I wanted to bring a healer to try and rearrange the bones in Wang Bao’s face, but Li Song convinced me it wasn’t necessary.”
 
  
 
 “Those with power rarely pay attention to commoners,” Song said, straightening up Jimjam’s vest as he sulked at her side. Looking dapper in his new clothes and hat, there was a murderous look in his eyes as he suffered in silence. Poor sweetling, but he was too charming in his clothes, she couldn't bear to see him without them anymore.
 
  
 
 Elbowing Rain aside, Mila sauntered over and sat with Jimjam, giving the sullen wildcat a vigorous head scratch. “You could have told me,” she grumbled, lacking any real ferocity. “Wasted my time and bandages...”
 
  
 
 Both Rain and Song apologized, the former sliding in beside her as the latter stroked her hair with a rare smile. Unwilling to be left out, Lin crawled into Mila’s lap and laid against her chest with a satisfied sigh. “This is nice,” Lin said, snuggling in. “It’s been so long since we’ve all been alone together, one happy little family.”
 
  
 
 Hesitant to get her hopes up, Mila asked, “Oh? There’s nothing else you need to take care of?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t think so,” he said, holding her tight. "The kids are playing with the pups and bears while everyone else is getting settled into their new homes. There’s still time before we leave since we don’t want to get home before the guards change shifts. It’d be bad if someone noticed we’re coming back with a whole different group of workers. That's why I asked you along, so we could spend time together. I missed you this past week.”
 
  
 
 Still uncertain, Mila leaned against him and Sent, “AND YOU'RE NOT MAD ABOUT LOSING TODAY'S SPARS?”
 
  
 
 “A little late to worry about my pride, love.” His wry tone was evident even through Sending, his smile wide and radiant. “You’ve beaten me black and blue for years now, what’s one more loss? Besides, knowing my love is so strong fills me with pride. And shame, but mostly pride.”
 
  
 
 His words put fire into her cheeks as she changed the subject, asking about his week. Soon, the four of them were all sitting together, chatting about their time apart. Rain’s description of new outfits made everyone laugh, suggesting they stitch the clothes to look like the body of a person, complete with a shirt, fake arms, and pants going over the wildcat’s front legs, all to give off the impression of a cat-headed person.
 
  
 
 Her betrothed could be absurd and frivolous at times, but he had the most wonderful ideas.
 
  
 
 Usually.
 
  
 
 Sometimes.
 
  
 
 Time passed too quickly for Mila’s tastes and they returned to the Bridge without any incidents, the guards barely giving Rain’s retinue a second glance. Once inside, they brought the wagons back to warehouses where Mama's people would unload them under the cloak of night. After sending Song and Lin away with the animals, Rain and Mila collected Diyako before making their way to Papa’s forge, where he sat in the dark, eagerly awaiting for their return. “Well?” he asked before greeting them, his good eye shining with greed. “You bring any of it lad?”
 
  
 
 “Er... yea, but only a small piece. You’ll have to wait until after dark for the rest like we planned.” Reaching into his pouch, Rain pulled out a palm-sized Spiritual Heart and handed it over.
 
  
 
 “Good, good, there’s a smart lad, giving me a taste of what I’ll be working with.” Chuckling, Papa pounded Rain on the back with too much force before snatching away the Spiritual Heart. A terrible habit, never properly gauging his prodigious strength, Mila made a note to bring it up in private. Poor Rain, the bruising wasn't too bad but what if he thought Papa didn’t like him?
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, Rain reached back into his pouch and pulled out a crumpled piece of parchment, which he unfolded for everyone to see. “I also wanted to ask a few questions about my next weapon, and brought Diyako here to offer his opinion. See, I was thinking of doing something a little different.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I should’ve known,” Papa chuckled, shaking his head. “You never do anything proper, do you lad? All right, show me what wild notion you’ve dreamt up now.”
 
  
 
 Peering at Rain’s drawings, Mila couldn’t make heads or tails of it. It appeared to be a hollow, cylindrical polearm with a smooth, rhomboid head. She could tell from his scribbles that being hollow was important, but she couldn’t fathom why, or why he wanted a blunted head. What’s more, Rain drew an enlarged cross section showing markings down the innards as well as an odd, spring and lever contraption based in the head, though its purpose was a mystery. Glancing at Papa for his reaction, she saw the same confusion reflected in his eyes.
 
  
 
 Diyako was the first to speak up. “This that ranged weapon you were talkin’ ‘bout?”
 
  
 
 “Yep. A rifle, named for the grooves on the internal surface of the tube here, to guide the projectile into a spiral like the flights on an arrow make it spin.” Animated and excited, Rain’s voice sped up as he explained his diagram. “We can’t use anything flammable as a propellant and I couldn't figure out how to gather or store air pressure, so I was ready to give up. Then it hit me: why not use Chi? See, for this weapon, the coiled spring is the Spiritual Weapon, the rest can be made out of regular steel or iron. The spring doesn’t have to be super strong, but obviously the stronger the better. Doesn’t matter how we set the spring, a winch, a lever, we can even push it down with a stick if need be, but the trigger has to lock the spring in place and there needs to be a groove for the projectile to rest in. Then, you load the projectile, take aim, pull the trigger, Amplify the spring, and bam. Out flies the projectile at ludicrous speeds.” Stopping to rein in his excitement, Rain shrugged and said, “Or you know, that’s the theory. It means my next Spiritual Weapon is gonna be a spring, and I don’t have any way to test it before crafting, but if it can fire projectiles at speeds of five or six hundred meters per second, then that’s a decent trade off, right? I mean, you only fire arrows at what? Half those speeds? Less? Anyways, do you think it’s worth trying? Also, is it possible to unbind a Spiritual Weapon? You know... in case this doesn’t work out, long term.”
 
  
 
 After all his explanations, the only thing Mila learned was that she was looking at his weapon upside down. The rhomboid ‘head’ was actually the butt, with the actual head being the open end of the cylinder. Unsure of the answer herself, she looked to Papa for confirmation of her gut feeling.
 
  
 
 She wasn’t left waiting long.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Papa sighed and said, “Lad, you’re nuttier than a squirrel’s turds. You really want a spring as your next Spiritual Weapon? Be reasonable and ask for something proper, like a giant sword or something.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain’s crestfallen expression, Mila took his hand and squeezed reassuringly. “It’s a... unique idea,” she said, unwilling to lie, “but if it doesn’t work, you’re stuck with it. Giving up a Spiritual Weapon is like chopping off a limb, only this limb won’t grow back even with Taduk’s help.” Not to mention the difficulty in destroying a Spiritual Weapon. Short of throwing it into an active volcano or some other such foolishness, they were near indestructible so long as the bonded user still lived. Something to do with the flow of Heavenly Energy moving between weapon and wielder, no one was really sure why. “Since you’re back now, why don’t we spend more time practising with the bow?”
 
  
 
 Still reluctant to give up, Rain stared longingly at Mila. “Are you sure it won’t work? If you say so, then I’ll listen, but neither of you have given it any thought. Diyako and his people can make one out of regular materials to test the theory, but I wanted you two to take a look before committing time and effort.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Mila pursed her lips and glanced at his drawings once more. “Well...” she drawled, trying to buy time. “Your Amplified spring might work, but the timing would be... difficult at best. I think... it wouldn’t be so bad, if you made the... rifle? Part of a real weapon, like an axe or two-pronged trident. Instead of only a spring, you could make most of this out a Spiritual Heart. The trigger, bullet, and the butt don’t need to be included, but nothing else should be made of mundane materials.” Struck by inspiration, Mila grabbed a fresh sheet of parchment and prepared the ink, giving time for her thoughts to form into a coherent idea. With broad strokes, she drew her thoughts on how she would forge this Spiritual Weapon. It’d be tricky, more complicated than anything she’d done before, but it was possible.
 
  
 
 Instead of crafting a hollow tube, it'd be better to use a mould to make half a cylinder. Then, she could set teeth on each side and use a spinning rod to leave a spiralled groove down the centre like Rain described. From there, it would be simplicity itself to place a coiled spring at the midpoint. The outer thickness of the tube would have to be adjusted to support an axe-blade at one end, making it difficult to leave an opening for the lever. How would she attach it? A latched hinge perhaps, to make it easier to replace the lever if it breaks. The butt would be easier, simple grooves to slide it in place was good enough. Then, she could fold the half-cylinder together and form the complete rifle, maybe holding it together with interlocking teeth. It was like Jorani’s rope weapon, technically made of a dozen long strands all attached at a single base, looking like a 12-spoke wheel when unfurled. Then, the maker coiled all 12 strands together to form a thick, flexible weapon. An Inspired piece of work, she found herself in awe of the craftsman who made it.
 
  
 
 Frowning at her drawings, Mila shook her head. She could improve upon her design, she knew she could. Maybe shorten the tube and create a hand-axe instead of a pole-axe? A piece to practice her technique before making a bigger weapon. The spring would need to be tightly clamped to keep it from distorting out of place, but not too tight to slow it down. And no interlocking teeth, too complicated. And a latch would be too flimsy, this weapon needed to be sturdy to absorb the impact of an Amplified spring. Tossing the failed drawing aside, she reached for another piece of parchment and started anew.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 Forgetting everything else around her, she immersed herself into creating Rain’s vision. She knew it was possible, or at least, her gut instinct was telling her so.
 
  
 
 She just had to figure out how.
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 I don’t understand what’s going on. 
 
  
 
 One second Mila’s offering her scathing opinions on my blueprints and the next she’s doodling away with a mad look in her eye, muttering indecipherable jargon beneath her breath as she litters the ground with discarded parchment. It’s kinda adorable, in a wacky, crazed scientist kinda way, though more than a little disconcerting to see in action. Did I break her with my wild, wacky idea for a spring-loaded hand-cannon?
 
  
 
 Before I can open my mouth, Husolt’s meaty hand clamps down on my shoulder and drags me away. “Keep quiet, there's a good lad,” he Sends, pulling Diyako away in the same manner. I’d be worried if it wasn’t for the giant grin on my future father-in-law’s face, looking every bit like a proud papa as he moves us out of the forge and into the streets. “Good, good, good,” he says, his voice no louder than a whisper yet teeming with praise. “That’s my girl. Eighteen years young and blessed by the Mother, she’ll outshine us all.” Barely able to contain his excitement, his arms flap about in small, repetitive movements, encouraging Mila from afar.
 
  
 
 He might be a towering, one-eyed, muscled behemoth of a man who could scare the daylights out of a grown-ass man, but Husolt is still a father first.
 
  
 
 Seeing Diyako’s confusion makes me feel better about myself, so I tug on Husolt’s sleeve and whisper, “What’s going on?”
 
  
 
 “She’s been Inspired is what’s going on lad,” he replies with a too-hard thump of my shoulder. I'm gonna be bruised in the morning, if I survive that long. “You might be two buns short of a baker’s dozen but your doodlin’ set somethin’ off in ‘er brain box, sure as shootin’.” His accent gets thicker the more excited he gets which makes it difficult to understand his odd colloquialisms. “My little girl’s in there listenin’ to Mum's nattering so best we leave them gals to gab in private. Ah lad, you’ve set in motion my darlin’ girl’s claim to fame. Ain’t every blacksmith who can be Inspired, some go a lifetime without ever hearin’ Mum's sweet whispers. I can’t even imagine what she’s gonna dream up now...”
 
  
 
 Inspired huh? “Is it something like Insight?”
 
  
 
  My question earns me a nod as Husolt swells with pride. “Close enough, but Mum ain’t tellin her what to do, she's just helpin’ her along, giving her the tools and information she needs to create a masterwork weapon based on your mule-brained idea. Mila ain’t just scribblin’ away, she’s mentally forging each one of those weapons, learnin’ and improvin’ as she goes. Even if she can't turn your silly notion into a real weapon, she’ll be a better blacksmith for it.”
 
  
 
 I gotta say, his dismissive attitude regarding my rifle really hurts. Then again, I wanted a coiled spring as my next Spiritual Weapon, so maybe I deserve a little ribbing. “Oh, so it’s like a Natal Palace for forging. Cool.”
 
  
 
 Curiosity and surprise flash across his face as he studies me carefully before Sending, “You’ve formed your Natal Palace?” At my nod, he snorts out with his donkey laugh, thumping me even harder than before. “Well ain’t that somethin’, my girl sure knows how to pick em. You're dumber than a bag of sand, but you got talent, no two ways about it.” After catching his breath, he continues his explanation. “Close enough comparison, but this ain’t permanent. They say it only happens when you catch the Mother’s attention, since only She can provide what’s needed. See, She knows Her bounty is limited, so there ain’t much call for trial and error when forging Spiritual Weapons. One mistake and you’ve ruined your near priceless materials, so most blacksmiths’ll keep to tried and true methods, with no innovation or improvement. Like your sword and shield, I hammered em out in a handful of hours, bog standard work, nothin’ fancy about it. Then there’s Inspired work, like my shield you gave to Adujan, some of my best work yet. Ah, you’re a daft fool for lettin’ fertile waters flow into another man’s fields...” His voice is tinged with remorse as he falls silent, but I don’t see what the fuss is all about. First of all, it’s a six-pointed shield, what’s so Inspired about it? Besides, what was I supposed to do, ask her to abandon her dreams to be my friend and maybe third wife? 
 
  
 
 Knowing better than to speak, I send Diyako home and settle in to wait. Within minutes, a squad of Sentinels arrive and barricade the roads, redirecting all traffic around the forge to ensure Mila is left undisturbed. Akanai arrives shortly after and rushes into Husolt’s embrace, my shoulder mercifully spared after twenty minutes of heavy thumping and pained gripping. Like father, like daughter, neither of them know how to control their strength.
 
  
 
 After Husolt fills her in on the details, Akanai shoos me away. “There’s nothing you can do here. I will send word if the situation changes, return and rest. You’re nothing but skin and bones, hardly an inspiring sight. Before you came along, I’d never have thought there was such a thing as working too hard. Use this time to decide what you will buy for my daughter’s betrothal gift, be sure it is worthy of her talents.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, right, slipped my mind,” Husolt interjects. “I found a plot of land like you asked for. Two streets over, close but not too close.” Pulling out a scroll, he tosses it into my hands. “You thinkin’ of building my girl a forge? It ain’t too creative, but it ain’t a bad idea either.”
 
  
 
 “Better,” I answer with a grin. “I’m letting Mila design her own forge. She’ll have the last say on everything from the roof tiles to the nails, with nothing but the best materials to choose from. She only needs to wave her hand and the finest craftsmen will jump to do her bidding, creating the work space of her dreams.”
 
  
 
 Akanai frowns in disapproval but Husolt snorts with laughter. “Ah, you know her well enough. Never happier than when she’s bossing someone around and tellin’ em what they’re doin’ wrong.” Kissing Akanai’s cheek, he adds, “She truly is your daughter, old wife.”
 
  
 
 His comment earns him a hard elbow to the sternum and I say my farewells before I’m caught up in one of their legendary arguments. Bringing Atir with me so she doesn’t have to sleep outside, I head home and find my family waiting up, with Lin and all their respective quins and pets. With four adults, two children, six fully grown quins, three quin pups, two bear cubs, two wildcats and twenty birds, calling it cramped is an understatement.
 
  
 
 Getting all the greetings out of the way, I find myself a spot to sit, with Mafu’s flab coiled around me. Handing me a warm bowl of stew, a plate of meat buns, and a pot of fragrant butter tea, Alsantset rolls her eyes and says, “You know, there’s plenty of room in the stables for all these quins. Or you could let them dig a burrow nearby, they’re more than hardy enough to survive the winter.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll think about it for next year,” I lie, intent on keeping all my fluffies close by. Maybe Alsantset can bear letting Suret and Pafu sleep out in the cold, but I can’t treat my guardian quins like that. I’ve lost count of the number of times they saved my life while out hunting, whether it be by distracting a terror bird at the risk of their lives or leading me home while I’m lost in the forest. Sharing my living space with them is a small price to pay, though the moment I can get my hands on materials, I’m gonna build me a giant mansion.
 
  
 
 I’m rich, I should indulge a little.
 
  
 
 Fending off a bevy of hungry, juvenile animals, I eat a second dinner surrounded by my loved ones while sharing news of Mila’s good fortune. Bulking up is harder than expected, though running sixty kilometres a day probably wasn’t helping, even if I was taking it easy. The night passes in relative peace and quiet, Tali’s proclamation to become a chef met with smiles and support, though Tate scowls and vows to redouble his efforts in order to become strong enough to protect his sister. With Alsantset Mentoring Tate and Charok Mentoring Tali, their happy little family is more perfect than ever, two loving parents with two sweet, adorable children.
 
  
 
 My heart twinges in doubt as I consider the future, impatient to get on with my life. I’m ready to start a family of my own, but Mila and Lin are so young. They have their whole lives ahead of them, is it selfish of me to insist on starting a family as soon as possible? Mila is busy working towards her goals of becoming a hero of the Empire and Divine Blacksmith, while Lin is still in her youthful adolescence, her callow immaturity a part of her charm but a major downside when it comes to raising children. I don’t think either of them are ready for a family, and even if they were, the People’s traditions don’t allow for adoption before the age of twenty five. There’s still a week and a half before I’m nineteen, longer if you go by the Empire’s custom where everyone turns a year older at the lunar new year in spring. Do I really have to wait six or seven more years before starting a family?
 
  
 
 “Whatcha thinking about hubby?” Lin’s big brown eyes melt away my worries as she nuzzles against my shoulder. “Did you eat too much? Should we leave so you can...?”
 
  
 
 “No, I don’t have to poop.” Well, that’s not true but I prefer to hold it in until morning, the lack of indoor plumbing really is the worst. Kissing her temple, I hold her close and sigh in contentment. “Just thinking about how lucky I am.” I really am. So what if I have to wait a little longer? It’s no big deal. I should stop with all the angst but it’s not entirely under my control. These damned hormones are driving me nuts.
 
  
 
 Besides, I should figure out this whole dual souls thing first. Chances are, Baledagh will be keeping this body, since I'm pretty sure I'm the foreign intruder.
 
  
 
 Falling asleep in their papa’s arms, Tali and Tate look like little white-haired angels, their chubby red cheeks just begging to be pinched. Carrying them to bed, Charok heads home while Alsantset hangs back, hesitant to speak up. Sending Lin to ready her quins, I turn to my sister and smile. “He’s doing better,” I say without prompting, knowing she's too proud to ask about her father. “He ate every scrap of food I brought him this morning and even took the time to guide my progress on the Martial Path.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good,” Alsantset mumbles, glancing away as she clenches her fists.
 
  
 
 She’s so conflicted, the poor girl. “Are you angry at me? For giving him hope?”
 
  
 
 “False hope.” Her accusation is barely more than a whisper, sorrow threatening to overwhelm her. “Mama’s body lies empty, her soul long returned to the Mother. Papa should let her die with dignity, why can’t you understand?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe you’re right, but I can’t give up without trying.”
 
  
 
 “You think I don’t wish to believe otherwise? That I don’t want my mama back alive and well?” A tear slips out as she glares at me, barely able to contain herself. “I love her but she is gone. Your Teacher says it is so. Who are you to say otherwise?”
 
  
 
 “Merely a stubborn, foolish dreamer who doesn’t know when to quit.” Giving my grieving sister a hug, she trembles in my grasp like I trembled in hers the first time we met. “What I know about Healing couldn’t fill a thimble and I know even less about souls, but I know that so long as Sarnai draws breath, Baatar will never give up. Maybe she never wakes up or maybe she opens her eyes tomorrow, who knows? What I do know is that Baatar needs our support. Despite the ears, he’s not a lone wolf beholden to no one. He needs family to help him through these dark times, and though I’m doing what I can, I’m not family. He needs his daughter. He needs you.”
 
  
 
 With a half-laugh and half-sob, the last of Alsantset’s barriers break down. Crying into my shoulder, it’s several minutes before she composes herself, smoothing out my jacket before wiping away her tears. “You’re wrong,” she declares with a sad smile. “You are his son as much as I am his daughter.” Patting my cheek, she adds, “Tomorrow morning, I’ll cook breakfast and we’ll visit him together.”
 
  
 
 Far from inspiring, something about the way she says it invokes a sense of dread and finality. Switching with Baledagh, he reports a handful of Spectres harassing my sister and Devours them before returning control. Fucking hell, they weren’t there a week ago... am I gonna have to inspect everyone again? “Sister,” I say, wondering how to delicately phrase this next bit. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, okay?” Brilliant, subtle, ingenious. Idiot.
 
  
 
 At least I didn’t say, ‘like poisoning your comatose mother in a misguided effort to help your father grieve’.
 
  
 
 Freezing in place, my strong, confident sister cringes like a child. “Is it so obvious?” she whispers, too unable to meet my gaze. “You must think me a horrible person.”
 
  
 
 Giving her another hug, I shake my head. “Never. I get it, you don’t dare hope she might live because losing her once was hard enough.” And so do the Spectres. Would it make things better or worse if I told her about their existence? “You’d never have gone through with it, but grief makes everyone a little crazy.”
 
  
 
 “You think so?”
 
  
 
 “I know so. It was just a dark thought in a time of weakness. You're too strong for this, as the daughter of Baatar and Sarnai should be.” Gently leading my shaken and vulnerable sister home, I tell Charok everything through Sending while having Baledagh check everyone else for Spectres. Spiritual Herpes is an apt moniker, who knows when the next break out will occur? Leaving Alsantset in Charok’s capable hands, I escort Lin back to Taduk’s suite and share a word with my exhausted Teacher, picking his brains on possible solutions for Sarnai’s condition to no success. It’s well past midnight when I return home to a ger full of snoring animals, mentally and physically exhausted from my first day of rest.
 
  
 
 Breakfast and training with Baatar, sparring with Zian, a clandestine operation to collect my retinue and stolen Spiritual Hearts, seeing Mila gain an Insight, and dissuading my sister from committing matricide at the behest of malevolent Spectres. If I have many more ‘relaxing’ days of rest like today, I might just keel over and die from the stress.
 
  
 
 My eyes close for what feels like a split second before opening them once more, the sound of horns and bells interrupting my long awaited rest. “DEFILED ATTACK!” yells the herald, his voice booming as if he were in the room. Sighing, I sit up and stretch my aching back, suffering the repercussions of sleeping fully clothed in a pile of quins. 
 
  
 
 There is no rest for the weary.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Coughing into his handkerchief, Shing Du Yi sat bundled in his blankets and waited for the reports to arrive. Not like he had any other choice, his days of gallivanting about were long past him, his bones unable to handle the chill autumn air. There was nothing wrong with him aside from having a ninety eight year old body, and while a healer might ease his aches, even if he were inclined to seek their aid, there were better uses of a Healer’s efforts. Like nursing the battered Nian Zu back to health. Unlike himself, Nian Zu could still make a difference.
 
  
 
 Had Du Yi devoted more time to meditation in his youth, perhaps he might have eked out another twenty years, but as things stood, every morning he woke breathing was a pleasant surprise.
 
  
 
 Who would have thought there’d come a day when he missed those foul teas brewed by his daughter? In a mere seven months, his health deteriorated to a point where he no longer accepted audiences with his Lieutenant Marshals, keeping his condition a secret. Others might suspect but without proof, there would be no action. Once word of his imminent demise got out, his enemies would undoubtedly strike against Yuzhen without fear of reprisal, as who would bother paying debts to a man laying at death’s door? Though his daughter had performed phenomenally during her foray in Sanshu, seizing all of the city's wealth for the province, it only made her death all the more tantalizing to his enemies. Situ Jia Ying had withdrawn from the fray, undone by her brother’s blunder here at the Wall, but there were others lurking in the shadows, his clansmen first among them. Flocks of vultures circling his position, each waiting for him to die before divvying up his title and wealth. None dared make the first move, all hoping to be the fisherman who benefits whilst the Sandpiper and clam tussle.
 
  
 
 Giving Yuzhen his title as Marshal of the North was akin to hanging a target on her back, but who else could he trust to succeed his position? Now more than ever, the North needed an unrestricted and incorruptible Marshal to keep its people safe. At least she’d drawn the Bekhai to her side, though her methods left much to be desired. Gerel seemed like a fine, upstanding young warrior, but he was so humourless and cold, hardly a man to spoil and cherish his wife. Would he treat Yuzhen well or was she merely the means to an end? Ah, so troublesome, every father hoped his daughter would become a phoenix, but it was merely raising her for another to come snatch her away.
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the thought of him, Gerel entered the room and handed him a sheaf of papers for inspection. The young man was dutiful to his future father-in-law, Du Yi gave him that. Unable to make out the words, he broke the seals one by one and had Gerel Send the contents to him. Though technically a crime since Gerel lacked the ranking to read these reports, it was hard enough finding a literate servant he could trust, much less one who could Send. It made him appreciate Falling Rain’s efforts to start a school and educate the masses, but Du Yi feared things would not go as smoothly as the boy hoped. The sheer cost of feeding so many mouths would beggar all but the wealthiest nobles, and though the boy amassed a considerable fortune from robbing the Council, it wouldn’t last the winter if not for Du Yi supplementing the boy from his own pocket. Rain's heart was bigger than his wallet, not a terrible flaw, but something to be noted for future use.
 
  
 
 Bah, his mind was drifting again, so bothersome. Refocusing on the task at hand, he asked Gerel to start from the beginning. This latest attack on the Wall went well for the Empire, an overwhelming victory by any measure. A slaughter in fact, with the Defiled charging forward in droves and rushing to their deaths. Senseless and illogical, with none of the clever machinations he’d come to expect from their fearsome foe. Only a few thousand deaths comprised mostly of the old and feeble. Probably thinning the pack for the coming winter, but it could also be a probing force, though Du Yi doubted it. It seems like the Enemy had retreated, leaving the North in peace after months of endless fighting. 
 
  
 
 To the best of his knowledge, their canny foe had withdrawn the moment the Defiled broke through the West, which further proved the Enemy had a means of long-distance communication. Oh if only he could do the same, he’d give those idiots in Central and East a piece of his mind for abandoning the West without even pretending to care about the millions of lives lost. Not a single citizen in the empire would rest easy knowing the Emperor cared little for their fate, and with winter soon upon them, unrest would fester as bodies laid idle and hunger gnawed at bellies. Worse, now Central was left wide open to the Defiled hordes. There were no convenient choke points between West and Central, the wide plains and open sea routes giving the Enemy plenty of avenues of attack. How long before the Defiled horde marched upon the Central province, cutting off North, South, and East in one fell swoop? Perhaps the Defiled hordes only retreated from the Southern and Northern Walls to march west and join their brethren, gathering together for one concentrated push into the heart of the Empire.
 
  
 
 At least the North was well guarded, with only the points of access at the Wall, the Society, and the North-West passage, but they lacked the population to hold all three points.
 
  
 
 Settling back in his chair, Du Yi sighed and sent Gerel away before ordering his manservant to pen two messages, one for his daughter and one for the Justicar. Victory or defeat, whatever lay in store for the Empire, it wasn’t his fight, not anymore. The North would need to be unified, which meant the sooner Yuzhen took office, the sooner she could consolidate her base of power. The fate of the Empire laid in the hands of the next generation, in the hands of veterans like Baatar and Han BoHai, or younger heroes like Gerel and Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 All he could do now was get out of the way.
 
  
 
 Staring at the letter in his hands, Shing Du Yi did his best to verify its contents, making sure every character was in place. The words pierced his soul one by one and soon, tears clouded his vision and forced him to stop. How had things come to this? Why did they refuse to listen to reason, leaving him no option but to resort to such extreme measures? With a regretful sigh, he stamped and sealed the confession to his part in the death of a visiting Imperial Prince. It had all been a tragic accident involving too much alcohol and with no one to blame. He’d only known about it after the fact, playing a small part in the cover up, but it didn’t matter one whit. Once he placed this confession in the hands of the Justicar, it meant the death of his entire clan for the crime of regicide.
 
  
 
 Himself included.
 
  
 
 But not Yuzhen, a half-beast who shared no blood relation. Even better, the Imperial Prince’s death predated Yuzhen’s birth, so there was nothing to worry about. Nian Zu and the Bekhai would see her safe, and even the Emperor himself had no say in who would become Marshal of the North. So long as Yuzhen did as he taught her, all would be well.
 
  
 
 His clan could only blame themselves. Did they truly believe he wouldn’t do everything he could to protect his daughter from their assassins? Short-sighted fools, was there any father in the world unwilling to die for his daughter? An example must be made if Yuzhen was to take power without fear of reprisal. Only then would the others understand Du Yi’s threats were not idly made. If need be, he could bring every faction in the North crashing to its knees, but what good would it do him? The North needed them alive and well, not crippled and broken. Thus, to show his determination, he would ruthlessly eradicate his own flesh and blood, wiping his nine familial relations from existence. Only then would the others understand the depths of his conviction. Yuzhen would be Marshal of the North, or they would burn in the Father’s Maw alongside him.
 
  
 
 Such is a father’s duty, to give his daughter the best chance he could offer.
 
  
 
 No matter the cost.
 
  
 
 A shame he wouldn’t get to see her in a wedding dress. A damn shame.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Glancing up from her latest calculations, Mila sighed and tossed the diagram aside to join the other failures. It still wasn’t right. How many iterations did this make now? The tenth? The hundredth? Shoulders sore and eyes tired, she wavered between stretching her arms or rubbing her eyes first and opted for the unsatisfactory compromise of doing both at once. Belly rumbling in protest, she wrinkled her nose and shuffled her diagrams about, hoping there was a plate with food hidden somewhere beneath the myriad of scattered parchments. An embarrassing dilemma, too hungry to sleep but too tired to go out in search of food, what was she to do?
 
  
 
 A knock came at the door followed by Rain’s cautious inquiry. “Mila my love? May I come in?” Though she tried to respond, it seemed like there was a disconnect between her mind and her mouth as no sound emitted from her dry, parched throat. In fact, now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure if she even opened her mouth, too drained from her efforts to make Rain’s vision a reality.
 
  
 
 That damned idiot with his nonsensical, infuriating ideas, gorgeous amber eyes, and crooked, heart-melting grin would be the death of her.
 
  
 
 After loudly announcing his intentions to enter, Rain cracked open the door and peered in, taking his sweet time as he surveyed the area. Seeing her stare, he flinched and disappeared from sight before reappearing after a short pause with eyebrows raised in surprise. “Oh good,” he said, forcing a smile as he stepped into the forge. “You’re... uhh... Hello my love. I brought breakfast.”
 
  
 
 Simpering at her beloved betrothed, Mila tried to thank him but words failed her. Carefully clearing a space on the desk, Rain presented her with a sumptuous meal of pork-bone and preserved egg congee, topped with diced peppered greens and scallions. Taking a seat beside her, he wrapped one arm around her waist while the other poured a cup of tea. Leaning against his shoulder, she closed her eyes and sighed in contentment, enjoying his tender, loving care.
 
  
 
 Hmph. It’s about time he showed up, who did this idiot think he was? Here she was slaving away for who knows how long, all to design the Spiritual Weapon he’d envisioned. It wouldn’t kill him to show some appreciation every now and then, a tiny ‘thank you for working so hard Mila’, or ‘I love you and don’t deserve you Mila’, or maybe even ‘you’re so incredible Mila, no one can compare to your brilliance’. He hadn’t even given her a betrothal gift yet, despite having found a fortune in antiques and Spiritual Hearts. Whatever, this made up for it, somewhat. Grunting, she nodded at the cup of tea and opened her mouth, waiting for him to get the hint. Chuckling, Rain brought the cup to her lips and let her sip much too slowly for her liking. Drinking greedily, she finished the cup and squeaked for more, too tired for complete words much less sentences.
 
  
 
 Kissing her temple as he refilled the cup, Rain whispered, “Silly girl, overworking yourself like this. At least you’re finally willing to eat, I was worried my cooking wasn’t to your satisfaction.” Snorting softly in reply, Mila sipped her tea and wracked her memory, trying to remember if this wasn’t his first visit. Who’d brought her meals? Was it Rain? The only people she remembered talking to were Papa, Tenjin, and the other experts she’d requested, their names long forgotten in her haze of Inspired effort. How long had it been since she started working? A day? Two?
 
  
 
 Dismissing her thoughts, she leaned further into his arms, content to lay in his embrace and be fed like a child. This was nice, enjoying her meal while he hummed a catchy little tune, the comfortable thrum of her chest filling her with warmth. Rain rarely sang but his melodies were varied and original, like nothing she’d ever heard before. Lin often made up words to go along with the tunes, little nonsense verses beloved by Tali and Tate. So darling and well-behaved, Mila adored the white-haired twins, though she didn’t know how to care for them. That was Rain’s domain, a master in the mysterious ways of the domestic arts. If it weren’t for his wandering eye, wanton behaviours, and inability to drink within his limits, he’d be a perfect husband.
 
  
 
 Even with all his flaws, Mila wouldn’t trade him for the world. She only wanted to rid him of one or two poor habits, was it too much to ask?
 
  
 
 “You keep looking at me like that and I can’t be held accountable for my actions,” Rain whispered, his hot breath brushing against her neck and sending a cold shiver down her spine. “My lovely Mila, so helpless and vulnerable, how am I to resist?” Another kiss followed as her cheeks heated up, both scared and excited by his suggestive tone. He wouldn’t, would he? Not here in Papa’s forge and certainly not like this. When was the last time she’d even bathed? All she could remember were endless hours of frenzied scribbling and exhaustive mental efforts, desperately seeking to hold onto her precious Mother-given knowledge.
 
  
 
 Oh no... who’s been cleaning her chamber pot these past few days? It couldn’t possibly be Rain, could it? Mila was still an unwed maiden, she’d die of embarrassment if her beloved handled her... No, no, no...
 
  
 
 “Oh my love, no need to cry,” Rain said, hugging her tight. “I was kidding, I won’t take advantage of you, I swear.” Shaking her head, she wanted to tell him that wasn’t why she cried, but she couldn’t find her voice. All she could do was clasp his hands and hold him close lest he think she found him repulsive. Relieved, Rain sighed and closed his eyes, taking a moment to rest. “Okay, no more bawdy jokes. Are you still hungry? Thirsty? Need to use the chamber pot? No? Then it’s time for bed. You’ve been working too hard my love, you need rest.” Ignoring her feeble squeaks of protest, he slid an arm behind her knees and carried her like a princess to the back of the forge. Though he still struggled beneath her weight, his steps were firm and arms stable, a sign of his growing strength. Laying her gently on the cot, he draped the quilt over her and knelt at her side, stroking her hair to lull her to sleep.
 
  
 
 Though she wanted nothing more than to sit up and return to work, she lost the battle against fatigue and fell into deep, restful slumber. It felt like she had only just closed her eyes before she opened them once again, wakened by her full bladder. Finding the room shrouded in darkness and her face pressed against a damp, furry body, she leaned back and wiped her mouth, trying to muster the strength to stand and find the chamber pot. Too uncomfortable to sleep but too tired to do anything about it, this was becoming a too-familiar situation.
 
  
 
 Awakened by her movements, her furred companion’s chest rumbled in protest, kneading her belly with two massive paws. Piecing together the clues, she patted Aurie’s head and rubbed his cheeks with her thumbs, feeling his massive fangs hidden beneath his jowls. If Aurie was here, then Rain couldn’t be far, the sweet, affectionate wildcat never straying far from his papa. “Rain?” she asked, her voice rough and raspy. “Are you there?”
 
  
 
 “Right here my love,” Rain replied, his voice sounding distant and surprised. Sparks flew and candle-light flooded the room to reveal Rain’s lethargic expression over by the door while Mama rose from the ground beside the cot, her face etched with worry. Song blinked sleepily from beside Mama and Sarankho while Papa snored atop his bench beneath the window.
 
  
 
 “Girl, you truly are a cause for concern,” Mama said, stroking Mila’s cheeks. “Losing yourself in the Mother’s blessings for so long, barely eating or sleeping, I was beside myself with worry. Worse, you called for the boy first, so unfilial.”
 
 Her soft smile took away the sting of her words. “Sorry Mama,” Mila whispered. “What are you doing sleeping on the floor?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, this poor excuse of a wildcat stole my spot, keeping me from sharing your cot.” Rolling her eyes, Mama bopped Aurie’s head in mock anger, who responded with a happy chuff. “A spoiled, overindulged fur bag is what he is. Were he left to his own devices, I’m certain he’d have starved to death in his youth.”
 
  
 
 “Mm, no Mama, I mean... why aren’t you all sleeping in your rooms?” This was a little much, sleeping in the forge with her entire family.
 
  
 
 “My daughter has been in a waking stupor for the better part of a week and you expect me to sleep in my room? We’ve all been staying here and taking turns looking after you.”
 
 Warmed by the thought, Mila’s brow still furrowed as she reflected on Mama’s words. She couldn’t possibly have been working for so long, could she? It barely felt like a day, no wonder she was so tired and hungry. As if responding to her thoughts, her belly rumbled and Mama sent Rain off to fetch food and tea. After helping wash her face among other things, Mama smiled and brushed Mila’s oily hair aside. “So dear daughter of mine, how are you feeling?”
 
  
 
 “Frustrated,” she growled without thinking, sinking into Mama’s embrace. “I was so close to solving the puzzle, but no matter what I did, it didn’t feel right. I can’t explain it, I just had a sense of wrongness about the work. I’m not confident enough to try my hand at forging it, but I can’t figure out what’s wrong. I failed Mama, I failed.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” Mama patted her head and rocked her gently, a warm, comforting presence in Mila’s time of need. “Failure only occurs after you give up, and my Mila is nothing if not stubborn. Truth be told, I am heartened to see you struggle, your path thus far has been too smooth and effortless. It is good for you to experience adversity, as you will be stronger for having overcome it. Besides,” Mama added with a pinch of Mila’s cheeks, “I’m no craftsman but I know not every bout of Inspiration results in a groundbreaking new Spiritual Weapon. Even if nothing comes of this, know I am proud of you Mila, as proud as anyone could ever be.”
 
  
 
 The heartfelt sentiment made Mila tear up, though Aurie spoiled the moment by poking his head in between them, hoping to join the embrace. Laughing, Mila kissed the needy wildcat before waving Song over. With a shy smile, Song sat on the cot’s edge and joined their embrace. “You will take these lessons and use them to accomplish great things sister, this I know.” Song’s confidence made Mila swell with satisfaction and she nodded in reply, happy to be so well-loved and supported.
 
  
 
 Rain soon returned with a veritable feast, though how he managed it so quickly in the dead of night was a mystery. Chatting as they ate, Mila soon learned the gritty details of her Inspired fugue, her cheeks burning with humiliation as Rain and Mama took great delight in listing her embarrassing blunders. On the first day, Papa peeked in to check on her after six hours and received an inkwell to the face for disrupting her thoughts.
 
 Things only got worse from there.
 
  
 
 Over the next nine days, Mila devolved into a snarling, grunting, ink-stained mess, mechanically eating whatever food and drink was made available to her and stopping only for short breaks to sleep, sometimes right at the table atop her latest sketch. On more than one occasion, she tried to eat a candle or drink from the inkwell, even nibbling on her failed diagrams in times of extreme hunger.
 
  
 
 This was simply too much. Mother above, how can you treat your revered subjects so callously?
 
  
 
 It was a delicate balance working with Mila in her stupor, as they worried any abrupt actions might inadvertently put an end to her Inspiration. After two full days, she spoke her first full sentence, wanting to speak with a bowyer. She only had a vague recollection of the events, knowing she asked about speeds and wind shear and other terms she could barely put a name to much less explain. Then she’d asked for an Amplification expert and Charok and Tenjin arrived, but their level of Insight wasn’t to her satisfaction and they were soon sent them running from her scathing rebukes.
 
  
 
 Thereafter, Mila proceeded to berate and harangue every expert Mama arranged to come help, cursing them for their complete and utter lack of knowledge or value. Her words, verbatim. Whatever goodwill Mila had with Mama’s old friends, she’d used it all in four days of Inspiration-fuelled inquisition. Whatever, if they wouldn’t respect Rain, then she had no reason to respect them. Her inquiries only came to an end after Rain brought Diyako and his peers to help answer her questions. Well-versed in what they called the natural sciences, they answered her queries to satisfaction, giving her several mathematical formulas which she used to derive the feasibility of Rain’s ideas.
 
 Wishing she could bury her head in the dirt and never emerge, Mila dreaded apologizing to everyone Mama listed. Not only would it be expensive, but it felt unjustified. It wasn’t her fault, she wasn’t in control of her actions. If anyone took offence then they should bring up their grievances with the Mother above and leave Mila out of it.
 
  
 
 “Still,” Rain said, glancing over Mila’s drawings, “I don’t see why these won’t work. Like this one, it seems like a great idea. Coolest blade slash bow ever.”
 
  
 
 It took a moment for Mila to puzzle out her own work, the drawings unfamiliar to her tired eyes. “Eww, no.” One of her more desperate attempts, forgoing the spring-launched projectile for something more familiar, a longbow with springs added to each limb to increase the draw weight. Not only was it unable to Amplify an arrow, the draw was so heavy it’d take someone with Papa’s strength to fully utilize, making it worthless even if she found a string strong enough to withstand the force. The blades she added to the limbs only made matters worse, a garish monstrosity of a weapon best burned and forgotten. It was almost as bad as the crossbow with a blade attached to the barrel, or the other crossbow whose limbs folded up into a poor likeness of an axe. Of course, she made all these drawings before learning exactly how Amplification works, so they were all useless.
 
  
 
 Why was it so difficult to make a melee/ranged hybrid weapon? Obviously the Mother saw merit in the idea else She would never have granted Mila Inspiration, but what was she missing?
 
  
 
 Undeterred by her curt answer, Rain pulled out another diagram. “How about this one? I like this, it’s like an axe-rifle. A little short in the barrel though. This is pretty close to what I wanted too, a coiled-spring launcher.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, but it won’t work as intended.” Pointing at her careful measurements and calculations, Mila sighed and shook her head, deciding it was better not to spare his feelings. “See, your idea to use a coiled spring seems solid at first glance, but it’s riddled with flaws. You understand how Amplification works and why it doesn’t work with a bow right?”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh.” Rain nodded as his eyes darted from side to side. “But umm, why don’t you explain, just as a refresher.” What a terrible liar.
 
  
 
 “When drawn, a bow stores energy in the flexed limbs,” Song interjected, saving Mila from offering a snappy retort, “and when released, it exerts a constant force on the string which propels the arrow forward. Amplification exerts an instantaneous force which sends a wave through the string. This results in either a snapped string, failure to launch the arrow, or an arrow launched in an errant direction. The proper timing for Amplification is difficult to measure and near impossible to do in real time, as it hinges on a variety of factors such as draw length, string tension, humidity, and angle of launch.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh, uh huh,” Rain said, nodding despite not really understanding. “So it’s virtually impossible, got it. So why not use a sling, like a rope and stone?”
 
  
 
 “You encounter the same issues,” Song replied, “albeit on a smaller scale. Impossible to aim correctly. Amplification works best when channelled through a rigid material and used on impact. Flexibility introduces too many extra variables to take into account.”
 
  
 
 “So how does Charok do it? Doesn’t his finger flicking thing work on the same principles, storing energy in his bent finger and unleashing it at the point of impact? How’s he so accurate?”
 
  
 
 “That’s what I asked but he couldn’t give me a straight answer,” Mila huffed, remembering her frustration. She’d have to apologize to him too, so unfair. “In the end, we concluded since his body was the medium, he instinctively ‘smoothed out’ the process or somehow accounted for other factors. The strange thing is, he’s not the only one who can do it, but no one can explain how.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, now you know how I feel most of the time. No one explains anything ever.”
 
 Sighing, Mila ignored his delight and continued. “Your coiled spring idea suffers all the same problems and several unique ones to boot. It’s theoretically similar to Charok’s flicking, but lacking the ability to stabilize the spring and smooth out the process. You say the axe is too short, but make it too long and the coil vibrates too much during decompression. Not only does it make timing Amplification difficult, the projectile will be wildly inaccurate. What’s more, there’s a problem with efficiency.”
 
  
 
 “Not efficient enough?”
 
  
 
 “Far from it.” Mila shook her head. “With how much force I can pack into a near-indestructible spring, it can launch a projectile at speeds anywhere from 100 to 150 meters per second depending on the weight, which isn’t too amazing compared to a good bow. However, if we factor in Amplification, we could easily see anywhere from two to four times the speed.” For some reason, it irked her how accurate Rain’s randomly sprouted numbers were. Six hundred meters per second wasn’t as preposterous as she’d once believed.
 
  
 
 “... so what’s the problem?”
 
  
 
 This time, Mama answered for Mila. “The faster an object moves, the greater the force of wind acting on the object. Around 350 meters per second, the force is so great it can shatter steel bolts with ease.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, the sound barrier.” All three of them stared at Rain until he explained. “As you approach the speed of sound, 350 meters per second or close to it, aerodynamic drag sharply increases. Breaking the sound barrier is why whips make a cracking noise. It’s not a big deal, you pierce through with slim, inflexible flechettes or avoid the sound barrier by using heavier projectiles, retaining more kinetic energy at lower speeds.” Pretending not to see their questioning gazes, Rain looked down at the diagram once more. “Besides, for the accuracy thing, couldn’t you secure the projectile in place instead of resting it against the coil? Then stick something like a prod to the end of the coil. The spring uncoils, the prod strikes the projectile, and boom goes the Defiled. No more stability or spin issues. Hmm... you could even use multiple springs to help minimize the effect of errant oscillations.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not so simple!” Mila exploded, angered by his happy-go-lucky attitude. “This is a Spiritual Weapon, not a wood-cutter’s axe.” So what if his idea had merits? Oh, she could use a telescoping arm to help further stabilize the springs, even placing it in the middle of four springs. That would allow her to shorten the spring without losing power. Another idea flashed through her mind, to make a hammer and insert the springs in the head. Instead of launching a projectile, it could be triggered to propel the head forward 5 to 10 centimeters, much easier to Amplify and with no need to worry about projectile accuracy. Or a giant spike emerging from the tip, oh, it would be so magnificent... No focus. Catching herself before falling into another daze, Mila shook her head. “Most warriors only get one, so it has to be perfect.”
 
  
 
 This time, it was her turn to be stared at. After a long pause, Mama’s asked, “Dear daughter, are you telling me you have been slaving away the past week not because your ideas will not work, but because they are less than perfect?”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Mila defiantly stared back and answered, “Isn’t it the same thing? ‘If you’re going to do something, do it once and do it right’.”
 
  
 
 Her imitation must have been on point as everyone in the room turned to look at her still sleeping Papa. Though he pretended to be slovenly and lazy, Mila knew better than most the pains he went through the ensure every object he crafted was made to perfection. Even the tiniest of flaws in the most common of iron tools would not pass muster, and Mila strove to reach the same standards. While they were distracted, she reached for her inkwell and brush, readying to draw out her newly imagined axe-rifle and impact hammer.
 
  
 
 They would need better names, but that could come later.
 
  
 
 Losing herself in the work, she only came to when someone took hold of her brush. Lashing out on instinct, her fist bounced off iron-wrought flesh. Nursing her bruised knuckles, Mila looked up to see Mama towering over her with an amused grin. “Enough girl. Your work ethics are commendable, but this is too much. Come,” she said, dragging Mila out into the afternoon sunlight. “We have a funeral to attend and it will not do for you to arrive looking like a beggar.”
 
  
 
 “Whose funeral Mama?”
 
  
 
 “The former Marshal of the North, Shing Du Yi.”
 
  
 
 Oh no... poor Yuzhen, she must be devastated. Squeezing Mama’s waist as they rode Kankin through the streets, Mila closed her eyes and wept. It was obvious Shing Du Yi sacrificed himself to keep his daughter safe, one final act of fatherly love. Mila could only imagine how torn up Yuzhen must be.
 
  
 
 Rest well in the arms of the Mother, Shing Du Yi, a true Dragon among men.
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 Staring out into the distance, Yuzhen watched the Wall grow larger as she rode towards it, the thundering hooves of the mounts belonging to her eight guards drowning out all other sounds. It was all so strange, as if she were living a bizarre, dreamlike experience which began the moment she heard the news. From that point on, nothing felt real, her mind and body going through the motions as she set out for the Bridge, where her badge of office lay waiting for her to accept it.
 
  
 
 Though she expected to wake from this living nightmare at any moment, she handled all her affairs in a calm, efficient manner. Years of meticulous instruction and attentive guidance combined with months of detailed planning meant she was well prepared and able to work without thinking. Before leaving Sanshu, she sent her pre-written messages to every Magistrate and Lieutenant Marshal in the north, demanding their support in her bid for office while mentioning the power she held over them. Then she picked her most loyal elite warriors and set out for the Wall, ready to face whatever may come.
 
  
 
 Chu Tongzu offered his support before she even asked, which wasn’t unexpected considering the circumstances. With Sanshu teetering on the precipice of a possible Purge and Yuzhen firmly in control of the city’s mercantile enterprises, Tongzu couldn’t afford to oppose her, openly or otherwise. She didn’t think he would even if circumstances were different. They had a good working relationship and the capable veteran-turned-politician could be counted among her staunchest supporters.
 
  
 
 Chu Tongzu’s glowing endorsement came as no surprise to anyone who knew anything. It was the overwhelming support from the other Magistrates and Lieutenant Marshals which confounded Yuzhen. Though she wasted no time sending her letters out, their responses arrived much too quickly, her travel party intercepted by numerous military couriers bearing stamped and sealed letters of endorsement from all across the province. Most of these letters would’ve had to been sealed and sent out before she even learned of her... promotion. Magistrate Situ Jia Ying even personally presented her letter of endorsement to Yuzhen at the gates of Shen Yun, an unexpected twist considering the woman was Yuzhen’s most dangerous rival for the office.
 
  
 
 That’s how she knew she was dreaming. Real life was never so simple. Her enemies defeated without a fight, her position secured with ease, were this a play she'd scoff at the unrealistic turn of events. The various nobles and merchants of the north would never offer such overwhelming support for a half-beast Marshal of the North, no, they would fight her tooth and nail to keep her from taking office.
 
  
 
 Using her new authority, Yuzhen appropriated fresh horses whenever necessary as she travelled day and night without rest. A journey which had taken more than three weeks by carriage was covered in a measly six days, not bad considering it took multiple couriers riding non-stop for three full days to bring her that first fateful message. Even though common sense dictated she should be exhausted, she felt no different from when she set out. What did it matter? Soon, she would wake from this meaningless dream and find herself back in Sanshu, having fallen asleep at her desk once again as she worked to both save Sanshu and secure it as her base of power once she took office. This was nothing more than the fevered dream of an overworked official, brought about by poor diet and too much stress.
 
  
 
 Arriving with little fanfare in the late afternoon, Yuzhen brought her party to wait in line at the final checkpoint. Only five kilometres separated her from the Wall and her new Token of Office, having already received more than enough support to take it unopposed. All her carefully laid plans were for naught as the highest Office in the Northern Province fell into her lap. It was too fanciful even for a dream. Her true rise to power would be far more tumultuous, an epic struggle filled with hidden assassins and open conflict, coinciding with a concentrated effort to smear her name and unite the nobles of the North against her. Only after defeating her opponents through guile or force would she earn her place as the first demi-human Marshal of the North, the office hers until she slipped up or no longer wanted it.
 
  
 
 That’s how things should be, not like this...
 
  
 
 The line moved slowly but even then, her turn came sooner than expected. “Papers and identification.” The soldier stood before Yuzhen with his hand held out, bored by the rote repetition.
 
  
 
 “What papers?” Yuzhen only had her token, denoting her as a Major, which she held up for inspection.
 
  
 
 The soldier rolled his eyes without glancing at her token. “Papers of authority. Either your military orders or a merchant license authorizing you to travel to the Bridge. No one passes without papers.” The soldier waved her off. “Come back in the morning and you can pay someone to send a message to the Bridge. Next!”
 
  
 
 Smart to keep civilians away from the Wall, it wouldn’t do to have the people spreading word of its current state. Though her guards would appreciate an early break, she couldn’t stop here. Keeping an eye on her surroundings for danger, she said, “I have been summoned to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 The soldier sneered. “If that were true, then you’d have papers. Next!”
 
  
 
 Troubling. “I have no papers.” Still holding up her token, she added, “I’m here to take office.” So strange to hear it out loud. Take office. She didn't even want it.
 
  
 
 “Now listen here, move out or I’ll...” the soldier’s eyes went wide with shock as he registered the name on her token, his jaw dropping in surprise. Clasping his hands in a salute, he dropped to his knees and the other soldiers followed suit. “Forgiveness, this lowly one has eyes but could not see.”
 
  
 
 “No need for forgiveness, you were carrying out your duties.” Yuzhen chewed her lip, though it went unnoticed by the kneeling soldiers. “May I pass now?”
 
  
 
 “Of course, this lowly one dare not bar your path. Fetch fresh horses for Mar... Major Yuzhen.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” she said, dismounting from her tired horse and collecting her things. A little disturbing how easily she passed this hurdle, it would have been the perfect opportunity to delay her so her enemies could ambush her. Perhaps they already lay in wait on the path ahead and were eager to see her dead. Unlikely, but possible.
 
  
 
 The theory went out the window as a brown-eyed, well-groomed, bearded giant arrived with the fresh horses. Carrying a long-handled warhammer and riding an equally well-groomed roosequin, he greeted her with a nod. “Name’s Dagen,” he stated, eschewing standard courtesies and decorum as so many of the Bekhai were wont to do. “Lieutenant General Akanai asked me to escort you over.” At least a hundred Khishigs rode with him, each one dressed for battle and exhibiting the poise of a veteran, with not a single familiar face to be seen. More unknown elite warriors led by yet another hidden dragon of the Bekhai, why it still surprised her she couldn’t say. The Bekhai could no longer be considered a dark horse, judging by the strength they’d already revealed they were easily one of the top factions in the north. A good thing they were firmly on her side, but it disappointed her to not see Gerel here waiting for her.
 
  
 
 Was this a veiled message? Could Gerel be distancing himself for political reasons? She wouldn’t blame him if he did, it was the right decision. Though the Bekhai supported Yuzhen, she needed them more than they needed her. Not only was she already firmly tied to their camp, she also couldn’t give Gerel any heirs so an alliance by marriage made little sense. As a pure-blooded Bekhai and high-ranking officer, Gerel would be wasted on Yuzhen when his marriage could instead be used to secure allies among the more prominent and powerful nobles.
 
  
 
 Besides, even though Gerel had scoffed at the notion, Yuzhen suspected amber eyes held some significance among the Bekhai. How else could she explain two amber-eyed heroes emerging from the Bekhai at the same time? They were rare enough it couldn’t be mere coincidence, the amber-eyed Behkai groomed for greatness.
 
  
 
 Then again, the only other amber-eyed Bekhai she knew was married to Baatar’s daughter, so perhaps there was hope yet.
 
  
 
 Swallowing her disappointment at her lover’s absence, Yuzhen thanked Dagen and placed her guards under his command. Empty, that’s how she felt, but it didn’t matter. None of this was real. If it were, Gerel would have met her on the road days ago, rushing to comfort her in these dark times. He wasn’t one to play politics or blindly obey orders. He would’ve known she needed him and done everything he could to be at her side, because he loved her.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 A throng of aides and dignitaries awaited her as she arrived at the Wall, but Dagen’s Khishigs kept them away and escorted her into the city without delay. The damage to the Outer Wall was significant and though she’d been mentally prepared for it, the sight of those once-imposing structures in shambles petrified her to the core. Few knew just how close they came to sharing the Western Province’s fate, abandoned by the Imperial Clan and left to fend for themselves as tens of millions of Defiled rampaged through the Empire. These were turbulent times for all and she had her work cut out for her, but she’d yet to begin planning her next actions.
 
  
 
 It didn’t seem important. If the Emperor didn’t care about his people in the North, then why should she?
 
  
 
 She knew why, but she wanted to pretend for a little longer.
 
  
 
 Riding through the once industrious city, Yuzhen studied the unfamiliar sea of canvas tents arrayed in every direction. Were these flimsy structures enough shelter for the winter? Aesthetically, they looked nicer than the mud and straw hovels most villagers lived in but they were a far cry from the sturdy, stone structures of the past. Making a mental note to look in on it, her brow furrowed as she tried to find her bearings. They were heading west into the city, though why, she couldn’t fathom. Her office would undoubtedly be at the Inner Wall, looming in the distance behind them. “Khishig Dagen,” she Sent, “Where are you taking me?”
 
  
 
 She probably should have asked this earlier. Nodding politely, Dagen replied, “The Lieutenant General asked me to bring you to her. Won’t be much longer.”
 
  
 
 An ambush? No, if Akanai wanted Yuzhen dead, then she wouldn’t have sent Dagen to escort her here. A strong-arm tactic then, looking to bully her into compliance. So bothersome, but this was the job. So long as Akanai’s demands weren’t overboard, Yuzhen had no choice but to comply. The Bekhai were one of the only factions she couldn’t blackmail or bully into submission, their complete and utter lack of political dealings or aspirations leaving her without a weapon. If anything, the Empire owed the Bekhai a debt of gratitude as Akanai’s glorious defence of the north had been repaid with contempt and disdain some fifty years back.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t fathom why Akanai still fought to defend the Empire. History showed she wouldn’t be thanked for her efforts, but Yuzhen was glad to have the formidable woman on her side.
 
  
 
 Supposedly.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 Arriving at a field on the edge of the city, Yuzhen noted the gathered Bekhai. A few familiar faces stood out, Tenjin, Tursinai, Rain, young magistrate Fung, Mei Lin, Medical Saint Taduk and other warriors who took part in the Battle for Sanshu all stood waiting to greet her. Sweet Sumila ran into her embrace without a word, hugging her too tightly as Akanai strode up to meet her. “Leave her be girl,” Akanai said, pulling Sumila off and gesturing for Yuzhen to follow. The Bekhai parted as she followed behind Akanai, unable to see past the towering woman as they strode through the crowd. Her guards stayed behind at Dagen’s order, and were it any other faction, then this day next year would be the anniversary of her death, but she had nothing to fear from the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Even if they did kill her, would it really be so bad?
 
  
 
 Moving aside, Akanai patted Yuzhen’s shoulder and Sent, “Whatever may come, know I stand at your side.” Nodding in reply, Yuzhen’s breath caught in her throat as she spotted Gerel ahead. His normally clean-shaven head and face bore a weeks worth of stubble and he carried three lit sticks of incense in hand as he knelt in the cold, hard dirt. An innocuous roadside shrine sat directly before him, housing a beautiful unmarked white-jade urn. Inscribed into the shrine was a tribute to the unknown, nameless father laying within, a true hero who died saving his daughter.
 
  
 
 Reality struck her like a hammer and she couldn’t deny it any longer.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t a dream or a nightmare. This was real.
 
  
 
 Her old man died. He died to keep her safe.
 
  
 
 Never again would he sip the tea she brewed or eat the food she cooked, grumbling as he finished every last drop and scrap.
 
  
 
 Never again would she hear his voice instructing her on proper etiquette or see him smile when she succeeded using the skills he taught her.
 
  
 
 Never again would he stroke her hair, hold her hand, or hear him call her his ‘little girl’ and tell her how much he loved her.
 
  
 
 He gave his life to eradicate his clan as an example to the Northern powers, letting each faction know just how far he was willing to go. As his appointed successor and privy to all their dirty secrets, the title of Marshal of the Northern Province was hers for the asking. She only needed to hold her hand out and accept it thanks to his sacrifice. She never wanted this, never expected to hold office for more than a day, and thought him delusional for believing otherwise, yet still she devoted the past year to working towards this goal, ready to accept death to make his dreams a reality.
 
  
 
 Turns out, he was willing to do the same.
 
  
 
 Sobbing in anguish, she staggered forwards to join Gerel on her knees, wailing as she kowtowed before the shrine. She couldn’t give her papa a proper funeral, not after what happened. Though his admission of guilt earned him a clean, painless death, every member of the Shing Clan had been executed for the crime of regicide, and she couldn’t afford to be seen sympathizing with a ‘traitor’. Even so, here Gerel knelt as a proper son-in-law should, giving her the means to publicly grieve and mourn her loss. Neither shrine nor urn bore papa’s name, but everyone present knew this to be the final resting place of Shing Du Yi, even though they’d deny it should anyone ask.
 
  
 
 With her future husband beside her, she grieved her loss. Tomorrow, despite her reservations, she would take up her father's mantle as Marshal of the North and become the highest ranking demi-human in the history of the Empire. Between papa’s blackmail materials and Sanshu’s resources, she would be in a position of strength like no other Marshal before her. All the arrogant nobles, greedy merchants, and bloodthirsty generals of the North were but fish upon the chopping block if she so desired, and she would use this to unify the province like never before. Even if the Emperor abandoned the North, she would follow in her father’s footsteps and defend these lands until her dying breath.
 
  
 
 Because even though she didn't care for it, Papa loved this country so she would protect it in his absence. Someone had to keep the Empire from turning on itself and that’s precisely what Papa did. Though he’d been labelled traitor for his efforts and had his titles stripped away, his most important title remained untouched.
 
  
 
 Shing Du Yi, beloved father of Yuzhen.
 
  
 
 Rest well, papa. Your little girl will make you proud.
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 Sitting with Aurie at the edge of the crowd, I hug my sweet kitten for solace while Shing Du Yi’s openly secret vigil continues. It took explanations from three people before I understood the implications of the former Marshal’s actions, but I still don’t have a firm grasp on the entire situation. All I know is seeing how far he went to protect Yuzhen leaves me with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, it’s inspirational knowing he loved his daughter so much he willingly died to neutralize the greatest threats to her safety. On the other hand, the kind, soft-spoken old man literally wiped out his bloodline to keep one person safe, an example made of his own flesh and blood to warn the world to back the fuck off.
 
  
 
 I’ll never judge a book by its cover ever again. Kind old grandpa Du Yi was metal as fuck. In one decisive action, he brought down a powerhouse and cowed every faction in the north, something Akanai, Baatar, and Nian Zu couldn’t do even if they worked together. The Imperial Clan doesn’t waste time either, not for a death in the family. They didn’t even have to lift a finger; once the decree came out, the Society executed every man, woman, and child related to the Shing Clan themselves, the once proud family reduced to little more than a footnote overnight.
 
  
 
 If karma is real, where does this sit on the scale of good or evil? Taking hundreds, maybe thousands of lives to save one, it’s hard to objectively call it a fair trade. Then again, not all lives are equal, especially in the eyes of a parent. If given the option, would I save the lives of a dozen strangers if it meant Tali or Tate were left to die? Doubt it, I wouldn’t choose a dozen strangers over Aurie much less my precious niece or nephew, even if it were the Emperor himself. Fuck that guy, gimme my kitty. It’s food for thought though: where do I draw the line? Would I let a hundred strangers die for my loved ones? A thousand? Ten thousand?
 
  
 
 ...Yes. Yes I would.
 
  
 
 And it’s a thought which terrifies me. Fear not the evil lurking within the shadows but the righteous doing evil in the name of good. Twist the hypothetical further and things really turn morbid. Would I murder a man to feed my family? Would I torture a man to keep my family safe? If plague broke out, would I burn a city to the ground and kill all its inhabitants just to keep it from spreading? It's not like I want to massacre innocents just as I’m sure Shing Du Yi didn’t want to massacre his clansmen, at least not the younger, innocent ones, but history won’t remember intentions, only results. No one sets out to be a villain, but the path to hell is paved with good intentions.
 
  
 
 Take for example Zhen Shi. By all reports a brilliant man, he was consumed by the notion of improving the human body to better fight the Defiled. Now he’s remembered only for his cruel and inhuman experiments and feared by millions as a sadistic, twisted monster. I doubt he set out with that goal in mind, wanting nothing more than to make the human race stronger. Or maybe I’m wrong, maybe evil truly lurked within him and he did it all for funsies. Who knows.
 
  
 
 Either way, here’s the thought which’ll have me tossing and turning all night: What if he’d succeeded? What if, Zhen Shi discovered a breakthrough method of strengthening the human body without succumbing to the Spectres? Put it another way, what if instead of a strengthening process, Zhen Shi sought a cure for a common, widespread disease like smallpox? Would we condemn him for inflicting the disease on healthy bodies just so he could study the process of infection? I mean that’s essentially what he did, he tortured and killed innocents to see how one became Defiled. Was it morally wrong to do so? Yes, without a doubt, but if he’d succeeded, then the Empire would have lauded him as a hero and swept all the corpses underneath the rug.
 
  
 
 History will remember Shing Du Yi as a traitor but I know he acted with good intentions. Does that balance out the death of innocents who were unlucky enough to be born surnamed Shing? I’m not sure there’s a proper answer. Philosophy sucks. Despite all the horrible things he did, I’d love to read Zhen Shi's notes or pick his brain. It might help explain my situation with Baledagh and Blobby, possibly even offer us a solution.
 
  
 
 “Hubby!” With the cutest and softest flying tackle ever, Lin leaps into my arms and gives me a peck on the cheek. Her big brown eyes half-filled with tears, she declares, “I’m gonna have dinner with Daddy but the restaurant won’t let the bear-bears and Jimjam in. Bring them home with you, ya?”
 
  
 
 Too sweet. “Sure thing but they’re staying with me tonight. That’s my price, you can’t monopolize the cubs until they’re too big to cuddle with.”
 
  
 
 Sticking out her tongue, she whispers, “Fine, but they’ll never be too big to cuddle. They’ll only get comfier and huggier.” Skipping away, she leaps onto Taduk’s shoulders who carries her away with a grin, a lovely, goofy father daughter pair. She isn’t the only one, as Mila arrives soon after to let me know she’s eating with her family and wants me to look after Sarankho, followed by Alsantset and Charok asking me to babysit Tali and Tate while they dine with the shut-in Baatar. My sister’s mood has much improved these past few days, finding hope once she learned of Sarnai’s recent improvements, minor though they might be.
 
  
 
 I only pray her hopes are not in vain.
 
  
 
 I don’t mind being the babysitter, I’m always happy to have all my fur babies and sweetlings in one place. Squeaking up a storm, the quin pups hop up and down trying to reach Jimjam napping in the tree branches as Tali and Tate skip and play with the bear cubs. Mafu circles around both groups, working overtime to keep everyone safe with help from the other quins, as looking after the young is a group effort. Sarankho looks to join my cuddle session with Aurie, her snowy-white coat mixing with Aurie’s golden-brown as they melt into a mass of fur and fang beneath my expert scritches.
 
  
 
 Shuffling to my side before waving his escort away, Fung slumps into the grass with a sigh. “These are dark times, Martial Nephew.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry for your loss. I didn’t know you were close.” It makes sense considering the Marshal was Fung’s dad’s boss.
 
  
 
 “What? Oh no, I barely knew the man, though I admired him greatly. You know how he became Marshal with no backing?” Chuckling, he leans in and explains. “He presented himself as the safest option to back without offending the two major powers vying for office. Everyone who supported him believed no one else would, so they hoped for a hung decision, giving the smaller powers more leverage and more time to work without a Marshal overseeing their every move. Lucrative stuff. Instead, Shing Du Yi received endorsements from almost two-thirds of the sitting Magistrates and Lieutenant Marshals, allowing him to take office unopposed in a brilliant move. The old man stole the office by playing everyone against each other, and then kept the office and his life by being a man of principle who always acted impartially even to his own detriment. If he believed Yuzhen is the woman for the job, then I say the province is in good hands. May he rest well in the arms of the Mother, as he found victory in death.”
 
  
 
 “Then why all the gloom and doom?”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back, he sighs once again, so mournful you’d think he’d lost his own father. “It’s partially your fault you know? I didn’t plan on returning so soon, but circumstances required I bring father’s endorsement to Marshal Yuzhen. Mentor has had some choice words for me during our reunion and it’s only gotten worse following the results of the little sparring matches you’ve arranged. Every day? Really? And would it kill you to go easy and allow me a single victory?”
 
  
 
 Not my fault, this is all on Baledagh. Wisely choosing to clean up my little brother’s choice of words, I clap Fung on the back and grin. “Work hard and persevere, you’ll earn a victory soon enough. You’re getting stronger by the day.”
 
  
 
 “Yet I’m still the weakest of the bunch, last place behind even BoShui. So depressing. I once believed myself a dragon among men, but it turns out I’m merely a... merely a...”
 
  
 
 “Duck among chickens?” I offer, snickering at my clever retort. Duck and chicken are slang for male and female prostitutes.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Impugn me if you must, but to dare call my courtesan’s ‘chickens’, I’ll not stand for it, especially not from a junior.”
 
  
 
 “In that case, I shall await your challenge, mourn your passing, and comfort your courtesans.”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Snorting with laughter, Fung takes a different tack. “I didn’t want to leave my lovely ladies, but what’s a man to do? Mentor doesn’t like having them around so they’ve been starved of my love and affection this past year. I had much to make up for, my hips are aching from exertion. It's no wonder I've no strength to spar.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. They’re probably relieved by your absence.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense. Petty jealousy is unbecoming of you.”
 
  
 
 Rolling my eyes, I tell myself there’s nothing to be jealous of. I have two lovely, capable young women who love me for who I am and not what I have. Besides, who am I to say Fung’s courtesan’s don’t truly love him? He certainly shows them plenty of affection, as we all heard during our journey home. “Focus more on your sword and spear work. Honestly, you shouldn’t be losing to BoShui, not in a spar. Your spear offers you superior range and power against his dual gauntlets, but you keep letting him slip past your guard. Take a step back, let him come to you. Keep your distance with jabs and testing strikes, don’t commit right from the start. You’re too ‘all or nothing’, try winning through attrition.”
 
  
 
 Fung scoffs. “Hardly an honourable victory.”
 
  
 
 “Take notes from the dearly departed Shing Du Yi, victory at any cost.” Though I’m not sure the advice applies in every situation.
 
  
 
 Reflecting on my advice, Fung shakes his head and smiles. “You know, you’d make a half-decent politician. I’d have never thought of using an ‘unknown’ shrine to quietly honour a great man. He deserves better, but the Imperials are so touchy about dead scions. An arrogant ass drinks himself into a stupour and slips off a balcony, and a prestigious clan is wiped out in retaliation. Ludicrous.”
 
  
 
 Cautioning him to watch his mouth, we return to my home for a meal and drinks. Citing an early morning training session with Akanai, Fung heads back to his room early while Tali and Tate beg for a story before bedtime. Tucking them in with Aurie and the quin pups, I wrack my brain for a story. “There once was a girl named little red riding -”
 
  
 
 “You’ve told this one Rainy. She beats up the bears and eats their porridge.” Tate’s tired yawn is heart-melting, he chubby cheeks quivering with effort. “I wanna hear a new story. Please?” Tali doesn’t chime in but her wide-eyed hopeful stare shows she shares her brother’s sentiments.
 
  
 
 “A new story huh... How about... There once were three little doggies who lived in three different houses, one made of stra-”
 
  
 
 “Heard it. They build a trap and drop a mountain of stones on the wolf.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... What about the story of the little mermaid?”
 
  
 
 Tali answers this time, excited to join it. “She leaves the cheating prince and runs home to papa, who floods the prince’s kingdom for insulting his daughter.”
 
  
 
 “...Why are all the stories I tell so bloody? I should find some nice, wholesome stories.”
 
  
 
 With a sweet smile, Tali nuzzles into Aurie’s fur and replies, “But Rainy, those stories are the best. Meanies reap what they sow, ya?”
 
  
 
 So bloodthirsty and vindictive, I pray for her future husband’s safety. “Okay, fine, but I’m all out of original stories.”
 
  
 
 “Bookshelf.” They both chime in, pointing behind my birdcage. My attempts to dissuade them only earn me tearful gazes, and unable to resist, I resign myself to searching through Yo Ling’s collection for a book of children’s stories while wedged between the cage and aforementioned bookshelf. Roc and his flock are less than thrilled by my jostling, pecking through the leather cage cover to convey their displeasure.
 
  
 
 The things I do for love...
 
  
 
 Unable to bear it any longer, I grab a few books at random and make my escape, setting the stack down beside the bed. The top tome is marked ‘A treatise on the trade agreements between Sanshu and Shen Yun during the dynasty of...’ blah blah blah. Placing it aside, the next tome is more promising, merely titled ‘Poetry’. Flipping through it, I scan the contents for something I can use to lull the twin terrors to sleep.
 
  
 
 -Yellow-red leaves rustle and fall, the ceaseless waters of-
 
  
 
 -ten thousand kilometres away from home, my desperate-
 
  
 
 -each mark made perpendicular to the last. Pay careful attention to the order as-
 
  
 
 -bitter love turned sweet despair, for only-
 
  
 
 Pausing in my scan, I turn back to the previous page and take my time reading its contents. ‘-it dictates the flow of energy, which is critical to function. The runes are the language of Energy and one errant stroke out of order will ruin the inscription. In worst case scenarios, not only will you lose time and materials, but the failed product will produce an explosion-”
 
  
 
 Runes are the language of Energy.
 
  
 
 Runes.
 
  
 
 Hidden in the midst of horrible poetry is Yo Ling’s primer on runic inscriptions, his meticulously detailed observations on the craft. This is the jackpot, first-hand knowledge from a runic craftsman, not only explaining what runes are and how they work, but also every mistake he made or difficulty he encountered.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, it’s story time...” Tate whines, drawing me out of my stupour.
 
  
 
 “Sorry sweetling, I was distracted.” Closing the book with shaky hands, I tell them about my battle with assassins in Sanshu. They’re exposed to too much violence as is, but now’s not the time to worry about it. Halfway through the tale, the twins fall fast asleep cuddled with the snoring quins, leaving me free to peruse Yo Ling’s notes in peace.
 
  
 
 Lighting a second lantern to read by, I curl up with Mafu and the bear cubs to continue my studies. Disappointingly, Yo Ling's knowledge starts and ends with a single rune, one he found on a stolen, non-functioning antique helmet. It’s only good for stopping chi-infused strikes and nowhere near impenetrable, but his insights on how it works are fascinating. Essentially, this particular rune is like an intangible shield which stops Chi, keeping Honed weapons from tearing through armour like paper or extinguishing Chi-powered flames and whatnot. The force from an Amplified strike will still be felt, but a strike containing Resonance will be treated like a regular hit. In contrast, Li Song’s runic breastplate is far superior as it mitigates impacts and can even Deflect blows if they’re slow enough.
 
  
 
 As with all things, there are limits. The rune has something like a reservoir of energy, a threshold of how much power it can absorb at once. If we denote the threshold as 100 units and the wearer has infinite Energy to replenish the rune’s reservoir, then any attack dealing less than 100 units of damage is unable to break through the runic defences, though the force of regular impact still carries through. Exceed 100 units of damage and the runic armour is no different from standard armour.
 
  
 
 Yo Ling’s notes go on to detail trapping Spirits to power and enhance his creations, which is disturbing to say the least. I can only hope these aren’t orthodox practices, but if they are, so what? Power is power, it’s all the same in the end. Besides, even if Yo Ling only knew one rune of limited use and only made enough copies for himself and his captains, it’s still better than nothing. What’s more, his notes on how he deciphered the rune are invaluable, since now I can do the same with the runic rings, Li Song’s breastplate, and Jorani’s one-time use runic baton. No one knows exactly what it does, and I’d be more willing to test it out if I could replace them.
 
  
 
 After going through the notes thrice, a thought strikes me and I drag Roc’s cage out and scurry around, flipping through the books one by one while ignoring their angry squawks. Maybe I’ll find more of Yo Ling’s studies hidden within their pages, or a map to his treasures, a list of his hidden allies, something, anything. There’s a real treasure trove here in this bookshelf, and I’ve ignored it for too long.
 
  
 
 And to think, I only have these books because no one else wanted them. If Zian ever finds out, he’ll regret it until the day he dies. Between this and my sweet soon-to-be-crafted spring-coiled Spiritual rifle, I’ll be well equipped to deal with whatever life throws my way.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 That was in no way, shape or form a challenge to the universe.
 
  
 
 Please have mercy.
 
 

Chapter Meme
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      Chapter 267: Bind - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Six months after leaving Sanshu and coming to the Wall, Jorani was finally growing accustomed to his new life. Waking hours before sunrise inside his roomy, private yurt, he took a moment to lament his solitude and ignore his aching body before getting up to greet the day. After getting dressed, he tidied his bed, shaved his stubble, brushed his teeth, and headed out into the chilly morning to visit the jakes. Finished with his morning routine, he made his way to the recently constructed mess hall for a nice hot breakfast of congee with dried meat, pickled vegetables, and a plate of dumplings.
 
  
 
 Enjoying the simple, hearty meal with a pot of refreshing butter tea, he reflected on how different his new life had become, a world of change from his bandit days. Sleeping in the dirt or hay until noon, rinsing his mouth with a swig of wine, and eating nothing but hardtack or dried fish for weeks at a time, it’d been a sorry existence even on the best days. The bad ones lacked wine, food, and sometimes even sleep and security as he ran from guards or rival bandits alike.
 
  
 
 Honestly, if not for all the exercise, beatings, tooth-pulling, and people trying to kill you, being a soldier wasn’t half-bad. They even got one day a month to rest and recuperate thanks to Jorani, since he was the only one with the balls to ask for it. Not too shabby at all.
 
  
 
 While the bossman harboured unreasonable expectations and pushed his soldiers hard, he treated them well outside of training. Hot food, warm clothes, and sturdy homes, it was more than they deserved in Jorani's opinion. The other soldiers lived twelve men to a room while everyone in the bossman's retinue had their own yurt. No wonder he didn’t split the loot, between their pay and accommodations, Falling Rain spent his gold like it was burning a hole in his pocket. Not just on his soldiers either, Jorani had seen the bossman’s school grow from a tiny hut with a handful of children into a thriving academy with dozens of happy students, human and half-beast alike, practising the Forms and their numbers day after day, never having to worry about going hungry or sleeping cold.
 
  
 
 Ma would’ve loved it here. She wouldn’t’ve been excluded by the others for raising a half-breed son, wouldn’t’ve rubbed her hands raw washing clothes from sun-up to sun-down in frigid channel waters, wouldn’t’ve spent so many nights crying because her boy came home from a beating she couldn't stop...
 
  
 
 Fuck that old bastard GangShu. Pigs would fly before Jorani’d call him ‘Pa’, he didn’t deserve it.
 
  
 
 That was the best thing about the Bekhai, they were a close-knit community. Every last soul was looked after, though they would not abide lazy shirkers or cheats. Jorani had lost count how many times Ravil or Bulat had to drag him out of bed in the morning, the devilish duo taking great delight in parading him around the camp in his poofy nightclothes. A year ago, Jorani would’ve thought about knifing them in the dark for the humiliation but now, he thanked them for it. Soldiers who showed up late got ten lashes in the public square for dereliction of duty, so a little loss of face was well worth it in comparison.
 
  
 
 Everyone looked out for one another, that’s how it was here. They were comrades in arms now, all of them brothers and sisters who were suffering through Falling Rain’s hellish training regimen together. Not everyone stuck it out, their original five hundred winnowed down to a paltry two hundred and eighty, which was a hundred more bodies than Jorani had wagered. In fact, only the house won in this particular gamble, which explained Bulat’s knowing smirk while accepting everyone’s bets. The scheming sergeant knew the bossman wouldn’t toss people out on their asses. Anyone who left did so by choice, unable to take the rigorous demands and gruelling pace set by the number one talent of the North. Even then, those wash-outs found cozy jobs patrolling the roads and guarding Bekhai shipments for the low price of taking an Oath of Secrecy, a tempting prospect for many.
 
  
 
 Especially Jorani. He had no delusions about his character, a cowardly shirker who lacked both brains and brawn. He had no place on the battlefield, he was no hero or fighter, he was a survivor, a scavenger, one with no desire to ever face the Defiled again. In spite of all this, he still showed up for training every morning, feigning enthusiasm and playing his part as the no-nonsense Hangman Jorani for reasons he didn’t wholly understand.
 
  
 
 Pulling out his pocket watch, Jorani flipped it open and admired the glittering jewels before interrupting Ral’s daily hand-holding session with Chey. No longer did the sight stir up feelings of jealousy, only resigned melancholy as Jorani idly wondered when it’d be his turn to find a lady love. Sorya and Anrhi were still a part of his life, but they were adamant to play the part of his little sisters and not his lovers. “Time’s a wastin’,” he said, cursing his luck and gathering his dishes. “Told the squad to meet up before we go.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Jor. Got it Jor.” With his customary grin, Ral saluted three times and nuzzled Chey in farewell. The daft fool saluted for everything because he couldn’t remember when he’s supposed to and figured it was better to be safe than sorry. Swallowing the rest of his substantial breakfast in a single gulp, the big bastard caught up with a single stride, falling in behind Jorani as always. Ral was getting bigger by the day and his appetite followed, but his soft cheeks and rounded belly were gone now, replaced by a strong jawline and chiselled abs. Hair washed, beard trimmed, straight-backed, and head held high, he looked every bit the Bekhai Khishig in his long, fur-lined jacket. In a matter of months, the soft, dopey buffoon transformed into an intimidating, dopey, warrior.
 
  
 
 Not even Falling Rain could turn Ral into a hardened killer, but this was close as he’d ever get. Truth be told, Ral’s hard work and dedication surprised Jorani most of all, the dog-eared oaf pursuing strength with such single-minded perseverance he seemed like a person reborn. In this, his stupidity was an advantage, not smart enough to realize the bossman expected too much of them. His strength and skill reaching heights unknown, Ral’s meteoric rise served as motivation for Jorani who worked harder to not to fall behind. Feeble-minded and kind-hearted, Ral was just dumb enough to die doing something moronically heroic so Jorani had to be strong enough to stop him.
 
  
 
 Striding out onto the meeting grounds, Jorani’s squad gathered around him, waiting to hear from their leader. Aside from Dastan’s elites, Jorani’s squad had the lowest number of wash-outs, with only a handful of former bandits slinking away in shame. Even Wang Bao’s former Butcher Bay Bandits and Ulfsaar’s hardened cutthroats had more wash-outs, a point Jorani took great pride in. His squad comprised of former Freebooters and Mongrels, men and women who’d known him at his lowest, seen him bowing and scraping for their former bosses Kabi and Kosal. They all knew ‘Hangman Jorani’ was a sham and he’d worried it would cause issues, but far from it. They respected him more than they should, revered him for his false reputation, their eyes filled with faith and adoration as they hung on to his every word.
 
  
 
 They were idiots too, but they were his idiots. Another reason for Jorani to work hard and persevere.
 
  
 
 “Listen up,” he said, trying to sound gruff and gravelly. All serious warriors were gruff and gravelly, not squeaky and melodic like his natural voice. “Got wind of somethin’ I shouldn’t know, so keep it down. The bossman himself’ll be joining our squad fer a surprise inspection.” A chorus of muted groans rose but he stifled them with a snarl. “Nuff o’ yer bellyaching, shut yer ungrateful traps.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sir,” came the reply. 
 
  
 
 It was nice having a group hanging on to your every word. “Ain’t just room and board, the bossman’s done plenty for us so today we gonna show ‘im it weren’t no waste. Ninety minutes, that’s yer limit for today’s run. I want ye runnin’ like the Father Himself is chasin’ ye till we reach the training camp, and Mother save ye from my wrath if ye fall behind. Who knows, maybe one of you sorry maggots’ll impress the bossman and get a fancy Spiritual Weapon of your own, but I doubt it.” So far, they’d all gone to the veterans or Dastan’s squad, but Jorani’d prefer one of them fancy crossbows instead.
 
  
 
 Ignoring his squads pleading expressions and pitiful grimaces, Jorani removed his outer coat and loaded it onto a waiting wagon. Shivering in the brisk morning air, he stretched in preparation of their morning run, second guessing his decision. Ninety minutes for thirty kilometres uphill might be pushing it too far, he wasn’t even sure if it was possible. Worse, what if everyone else managed it, but Jorani failed to keep up?
 
  
 
 “Morning.” Arriving with little fanfare and dressed in a light, leather jacket, the bossman nodded in response to their salutes. Ral wasn’t the only one who’d changed, the scrawny, twig-thin teen had grown into a slim, sinewy young man. Despite his narrow build, below average height, clear eyes, and friendly smile, Jorani wasn’t fooled by the bossman’s appearance. He was a hard man, tough as nails and if he had unreasonable expectations for his soldiers, he had inhuman expectations for himself. Every one of them had seen how hard the bossman worked, doing everything they did only better and faster. With his pets and mounts following obediently at his heels, the bossman saluted Jorani. “I’ll be tagging along with your crew today, but you’re still in charge. Carry on as though I’m one of your soldiers.”
 
  
 
 “Understood,” Jorani said with a salute, mentally thanking Ravil for the head’s up. “Form up and move out!” Leading the way, he sprinted up the mountain path with measured breaths, pushing his pace faster than ever before. Sweat beaded down his neck, half-freezing from the winter winds and sending chills down his spine, heat and cold warring throughout his body as he fought the urge to check on the boss. After twenty minutes of hard running, Jorani casually turned to look at his squad and almost stumbled as he spied the bossman keeping pace with a bear clinging to his back.
 
  
 
 Mother above, he can’t be human, that bear must weigh 150 kilograms, easy.
 
  
 
 Gritting his teeth, Jorani picked up the pace and cursed the old bastard for sticking him with this monster clothed in human flesh. The bossman wasn’t even showing off, this was just a normal day in the charmed life of Falling Rain, effortlessly making everyone around him look bad. Life wasn’t fair, but this wasn’t news to Jorani. All he could do was work harder and pray the Defiled stayed out of the Northern Province forever.
 
  
 
 Then again, if that ever came to pass, the bossman was liable to go out riding in search of perilous adventure. That’s just the sort of idiot he was.
 
  
 
 No matter. Idiot or not, Jorani would follow Falling Rain into the Father’s Maw.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 At a reasonable distance, of course.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Pleasantly surprised by Jorani’s squad’s progress, I end my surprise inspection two hours before lunch and leave them to practice Healing. Although they’re not the fiercest or most talented of the bunch, Jorani’s ruffians are the most dedicated and obedient members of my retinue. Thirty kilometres in ninety seven minutes is impressive for trained Sentinels, even if Jorani almost died doing it. I should cut him some slack though, the poor guy was so nervous with me tagging along. He’s trying so hard and it makes me proud as a mama hen seeing him slowly and steadily improve over these past few months. Overall, I’ve no complaints with his leadership, and am especially pleased by his ability to inspire loyalty, my band of reformed bandits coming along nicely. Jorani’s people will be a competent squad of scouts and outriders, with their experience hiding in the wilds serving them well.
 
  
 
 All in all, my new retinue is shaping up nicely, even with no ‘proper’ Sentinels among their ranks. They all left after Mila was promoted to captain and formed her own Sentinel squad, which leaves my retinue sorely lacking. Unfair, just because she’s the boss's daughter... Baatar told me not to worry about it, but still... Why won’t the Sentinels love me? Did I offend them? Do I smell funny? Or is it because I’m a ‘foundling’? People have been ostracized for stupider reasons. Maybe I should hire a Public Relations manager or open my ranks up to regular soldiers... 
 
  
 
 Whatever, I’ll make do with what I got. Ulfsaar and Wang Bao’s squads are my hammers while Dastan’s squad makes up my anvil. Chey’s squad is my ranged unit, each member armed with an expensive new crossbow to pepper my enemies with bolts. Besides, I can’t afford to arm, feed, and house a full retinue, much less buy everyone a quin, which is why Rustram, Ravil, and Bulat don’t have their own squads. Plus, this frees them up to practice alongside my other original cripples turned experts by default. While the rank and file are important, I can’t neglect the strength of my elites.
 
  
 
 Ha... My elites, Bulat and Ravil. So funny I could almost cry.
 
  
 
 Gathering my fluffies, I lure them over to the empty obstacle course with a healthy helping of treats. After drawing Peace and Tranquility, my pets fall into formation, knowing when weapons are out, playtime is over. Dressed in stylish cotton vests and knitted hats, Jimjam, Aurie, and Sarankho form up behind me while Banjo and Baloo take the flanks, their glossy black fur and resplendent scarves flapping in the wind. Ever the lazy bear, Banjo rears up on his hind legs and tries to climb onto my shoulders, but a firm ‘no’ is enough to dissuade him, the sweet yearling rubbing his head against my leg in search of forgiveness.
 
  
 
 Stay strong, don’t give in. This is serious business. We’re training so they know what to do if we ever need to make a run on foot. Shooing Banjo back to his position, I clang my weapons twice and set out towards the first obstacle, a series of chest high-hurdles. Well, waist-high for most people, but I’m short, so chest-high it is. Unfair. Cycling Chi throughout my body, I Lighten myself and clear the hurdles with ease, glancing back to see my fluffies in action. It’s too cute, the wildcats leaping over the hurdles while the bears try their hardest to do the same, treating each obstacle like a single stair as they climb over and jump down to the ground, happily grunting the whole while.
 
  
 
 In another year, they’ll probably be big enough to crash through the hurdles, but until then, they’ll need to be nimble.
 
  
 
 The next obstacle is the short wall, standing at three and a half meters tall. No ropes here, but that’s no problem. Stopping at the base of the wall, I Lighten my body once more and concentrate on the timing, successfully Amplifying my jump on the first try. There are few things better than the hang time after vertically jumping twice your height, the euphoria sending me into a fit of giggles as I land neatly atop the wall. Scorning my achievement, Jimjam bounds over in a single leap, sitting prettily while the other animals climb over like mere mortal animals.
 
  
 
 To Jimjam, this much is nothing. I’ve seen him parkour all over the mountain, leaping from tree to tree like a damn monkey. To be fair, the bears are nimble climbers too, though you wouldn’t know it by looking at them. You’d think a creature so butt-heavy would be terrible at climbing, but they zip up trees like over-sized squirrels, much to the chagrin of the actual, normal-sized squirrels.
 
  
 
 Moving on, we zip across the balance beams and over the long jump, making good time through both. The wall traverse, window jumps, and pillar steps all present no challenge for my fluffies. Banjo and Baloo aren’t really built for vertical jumps, but soon it’s their time to shine as we move on to the heavy lifting. While I Reinforce and lift a lead-core log over my head, my pets have weighted sleds attached to thick ropes to pull with their mouths, though it took a lot of practice to get them to play along. My tanky bears power through this part but the wildcats aren’t built for sustained power, dragging the sleds behind them in jerky bursts of speed. After travelling a hundred metres with our heavy loads, I give the command ‘release’ and they all happily drop their ropes, enjoying the game as I’ve taught them to.
 
  
 
 I’m enjoying myself too, but for different reasons. It’s great seeing all my hard work pay off as my fluffies build both strength, confidence, and obedience. Gone are the days when I have to keep a close eye on Aurie to make sure he doesn’t wander off or pay for food Jimjam steals from the market stalls. While I wouldn’t say my fluffies are domesticated, they’re so well-trained it’s almost the same.
 
  
 
 At least until the hormones kick in.
 
  
 
 After clearing the tall wall, a series of tunnels, a ramp jump, and a log climb, we finish our circuit with a celebratory lunch while I check my fluffies for injuries. With all the hard work I’ve put into training my pets, I now see just how amazing quins really are. Suret’s pups learned how to clear the obstacle course in a single run, running, leaping, and chirping happily the whole time, chasing one another through the course and dragging sleds around for fun. I stopped running it with them because there’s nothing worse than being judged by an oversized, bipedal otter for moving too slow.
 
  
 
 Cuddling with my pets for a short break, I take in the scenic, mountain view of frosted forests and mountains, sighing in contentment. Things at the Wall have been quiet of late, as if time itself were frozen by winter’s chill. Who knows how long this calm will last? With things in the Southern Province equally uneventful, an uneasy peace has settled across the Empire, but only because we’ve no news of the West. Eventually, the Defiled hordes will grow bored of razing the West and come pouring into the Central Province in search of fresh bodies to maim. Tens of millions of murderous Defiled warriors charging across the open grasslands of Central, may the Mother have mercy on anyone in their path.
 
  
 
 That’s not even all of it. The Imperial representative arrived at Sanshu two months ago and still has yet to pass judgment, so there’s still a chance the city will be Purged. Then there’s the Defiled horde which disappeared from outside our gates, which brings a slew of other worries. Are they still North of us, waiting for spring’s thaw before marching on the Wall once more? Or did we get lucky and they all froze to death?
 
  
 
 I doubt it. Nothing is ever easy.
 
  
 
 Either way, there’s nothing I can do except keep training, since matters to do with the grand scheme of things are way above my pay grade. All I can do is ensure my pets and soldiers are prepared for battle. Before heading down the mountain with Dastan for our daily sparring session, I watch my retinue running their drills, my chest swelling with pride at the sight of my warriors standing shoulder to shoulder in a shield wall, practising their maneuvers under Rustram’s supervision. I can see it now, my front line armed to the teeth with Spiritual spears and Runic shields, holding off the Defiled hordes like an immovable human fortress while the back line peppers the Enemy with bolts and arrows.
 
  
 
 It’s nowhere close to a reality yet, but a man can dream.
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      Chapter 268 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Tightening the straps of his weighted pack, Dastan sprinted down the mountain paths, following behind the Mother’s chosen Son. Growing up around Uncle Diyako, Dastan was used to seeing new inventions each passing month, but rarely had he come across something so simple and effective. An incredible thing these strap buckles, far superior to drawstrings or fasteners. A pull of the strap to tighten and a lift of the buckle to loosen, these little rectangular objects allowed him to secure a two-hundred kilo pack to his back and waist in seconds with minimal discomfort, even whilst running full-tilt down uneven paths. Father’s letters were filled with praise for these buckles, using them in a myriad of ways from horse saddles to securing cargo.
 
  
 
 Yet another ingenious innovation birthed from the brilliant mind of Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 With a yearling cub draped over his shoulders in place of a weighted pack, the boss made for an outlandish sight, but such were the eccentricities of genius. It seemed he was always in the midst of Inspiration, even capable of Inspiring others with a casual observation or question, the Mother’s attention was undoubtedly focused upon Her most favoured son and those around him. Dastan himself benefited first-hand from the boss’s instruction, forming his Natal Palace a month before turning twenty-three, placing him near the forefront of history’s youngest experts.
 
  
 
 All thanks to a drunken slip of the tongue from Falling Rain, who at nineteen years of age, was the youngest person in the history of the Empire to Condense his Aura, become a Second Grade Warrant Officer, and form his Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 The memory of Dastan’s first glimpse into the mind of a genius was still fresh. The boss invited him to a feast celebrating young magistrate Fung adding his name to the roll of experts of the Empire. Birds of a feather, the boss took great pains to never treat Dastan like a slave and Fung followed suit, even magnanimously overlooking Dastan’s part in the death of his retinue. Seated next to Han BoShui who similarly treated him like a comrade, Dastan feasted on delectable delicacies and drank expensive wines, laughing and chatting as if he still held his former status as a Warrant Officer of the Empire. As the hour grew late and guests adjourned for the night, only the boss, Han BoShui, and Dastan remained, with even the serving girls retiring at Lady Sumila’s command. Even then Dastan wasn’t relegated to the role of a servant, with each of them taking turns to pour wine for the others.
 
  
 
 Though Dastan had resolved to not let his Oath’s burden him, Falling Rain made it almost effortless. A better life than he deserved thanks to the Mother’s Chosen Son, this was a debt he could never repay.
 
  
 
 For how can you put a price on dignity?
 
  
 
 Deep in his cups and barely able to sit upright, Fung lamented the lack of women as he lay at the boss’s side. Dastan was accustomed to Fung’s obvious pretense, playing the part of a womanizing young master who was rarely seen in the company of women. It was clear there was something going on between the boss and Fung, the two of them closer than appropriate for two young men, but Dastan didn’t mind. It was a shame they felt the need to hide their affection for one another, but such was life.
 
  
 
 “Good. Send all the women away, better we suffer together,” BoShui slurred as he filled everyone’s cup. “Women are a distraction I can no longer afford. A Natal Palace at twenty years old, young magistrate Fung you make me feel ashamed for ever thinking myself a genius. In a few weeks, I’ll be twenty-five and I’ve yet to even touch upon forming my Natal Palace. I envy your good fortune, so as penance, drink this cup.”
 
  
 
 “Good!” More wine dribbled down Fung’s chin than into his mouth, but not for lack of trying. Sighing mournfully, the young magistrate shook his head, his eyes staring off into the distance. “You call it good fortune and I cannot refute, but know this: it did not come without cost. My Mentor is a harsh taskmistress.”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm, and what a lovely taskmistress,” BoShui snickered. “I’d gladly suffer her attentions even if it didn’t help with my Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 Striving to look offended, Fung pouted as they howled with laughter. “See?” Rain gasped, clapping Fung on the shoulder. “BoShui gets it. A beautiful, stern, older woman teaching and guiding you, yet all you do is complain. You don’t know how lucky you are.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Martial Nephew, if you feel so strongly about it, I’ll speak with Mentor in the morning and tell her all about how much you miss her attentions.”
 
  
 
 Blanching, Rain shook his head and pleaded for mercy. Refilling everyone’s cups to distract from the boss’s dilemma, Dastan lifted his cup for a toast. “Drink, then share your wisdom with us poor uneducated souls.” Draining his cup in one go, he wiped his chin and asked, “What was it like, forming your Natal Palace?” Without a Mentor, Dastan needed all the help he could get. Sparring with his peers and experts was a great help to his Martial Skills, but he was at a loss on how to proceed along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 “Gruelling and exhausting,” Fung replied.
 
  
 
 Rain simultaneously answered, “Pretty easy.” Three sets of eyes stared at Rain in disbelief, as this was the first time he’d ever spoken of his accomplishment. Slapping his forehead, he said, “Oops. I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. Shhhh, it’s a secret. No Natal Palace here.”
 
  
 
 BoShui was the first to find his voice, speaking in a loud whisper. “What? How? You.. You’re what? Eighteen years old? Must you be so domineering? Can you not leave me a shred of confidence?”
 
  
 
 “Easy?” Fung asked, his mouth agape. “Do you know how much I suffered to build my mental fortitude and learn to split my focus? Walking across hot coals carrying buckets of wet sand, pummelled with paddles for hours while standing in horse-stance, treading water in full armour with Mentor standing on my shoulders, all while answering inane, complicated questions without rest?”
 
  
 
 Dastan had no questions to ask, as he’d long grown accustomed to Rain’s greatness.
 
  
 
 Or so he thought. Rain’s next sentence made Dastan choke on his drink. “Huh... izzat how you do it? With suffering and split focus? I don’t even know how I did it.”
 
  
 
 Dear Mother, even nepotism should have it’s limits. How can You favour one son to the point where others can’t even dream of comparing?
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Rain added, “Well, don’t worry, I’ve suffered plenty. Plus, it’s easy to split focus with two minds... Ah fuck, forget I said that too, ‘nother secret.”
 
  
 
 Even though Rain refused to say another word and vehemently requested they never repeat his words, the casual input struck a chord in Dastan’s mind. He’d always wondered how it was possible for Martial Warriors to split their focus, having seen one expert demonstrate by taking a brush in each hand and painting a flower with the left while copying a poem with the right. No matter how hard he tried, Dastan couldn’t use his hands independently from one another like Rain or Zian, his left and right always moving in lockstep. Such was the basis of forming a Natal Palace, to always have a part of yourself focused on its shape and arrangement, keeping the mental image firmly in mind at all times. Forget forming the Natal Palace, Dastan was lucky if he could envision it for a few minutes without losing focus.
 
  
 
 Until the boss made everything clear with an offhand comment, accidentally revealing yet another Bekhai secret. Previously, Dastan had been trying to make his one mind do two things at once, when instead he should’ve been striving to make two minds do one thing each. After Cleansing his body of alcohol and devouring an entire side of beef, Dastan meditated on the floor of his yurt, teetering on the precipice of Enlightenment. Deep in the darkness of the void, Dastan tested this theory of two minds in one body, visualizing himself, a second Dastan created from Chi to govern the Natal Palace. Time and time again he failed, unable to sustain a perfect mirror image of himself, until finally, ready to give up, he created a smaller, disproportioned version of himself.
 
  
 
 And thus, he gazed upon the stable mental image of a miniature Dastan, one no larger than his palm. Its features weren’t younger, but smaller, with a head and eyes too large for the body it sat on and stubby arms and legs to boot. Waving at his deformed self, it grinned and waved back. Soaring through the void, it landed on his shoulder and tugged at his moustache, acting like the childish imps of legend.
 
  
 
 And thus Dastan’s Natal Soul was born, a condensed, concentrated version of himself conceived from Chi, a separate mind to reign over his Natal Palace. 
 
  
 
 So what if it was a little... feeble-minded? It served his purposes well enough.
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes, Dastan was overcome by a wave of weakness and would have collapsed if he weren't already laying in bed. The boss’s concerned gaze hovered over him, those amber eyes peering into his own. “Thank the Mother,” boss said, helping Dastan sit up and holding a bowl of congee to his mouth. “Eat slowly. You’ve been out of it for five days now. What happened?”
 
  
 
 Dry lips cracking as he grinned, Dastan swallowed a mouthful of food before answering, “Sorry for causing you concern boss. I, Dastan Zhandos, have formed my Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 ‘All thanks to you’, he silently added, intending to secretly share this knowledge with the rest of the boss's retinue. If there were consequences to be suffered, then Dastan could honestly swear it was all his idea, with no prompting from Falling Rain.

 
  
 
 Smiling at the memory, he noted to add more weight to the bag tomorrow. Falling Rain was a man destined for greatness. As his servant, his guard, his confidant, how could Dastan afford to fall behind?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Giving Mama a warm hug farewell, Song made her way to the stables and brought Erdene out for a ride to the sparring grounds. This was how she spent her days lately, training with Martial Brother Fung in the mornings, lunch with Mama, a quick sparring session, and then free for the rest of the day. A pleasant, blissful existence, Song experienced true solitude for the first time in her life, often spending hours staring out over the burgeoning city from the window of her room. Her room, a space meant only for herself, the first gift she’d ever asked for and received. It’s not that she disliked sharing a room with Sister, but Song had never known independence and now thirsted for it, wanting to see what life was like as her own person.
 
  
 
 In a word: magnificent. It was beyond compare. Going hunting with Lin, playing in the snow with the roosequins, brushing the wildcats, cuddling with the bears, or going on patrol with Mama, whatever she wanted to do, Song only needed to speak her mind and it would happen. Though still weighed down by her slave’s Oath, neither Mama, Lin, or Sister would ever use it against her, she knew this now. They taught Song to trust and she loved them for it. Even Papa with his sinister appearance and intimidating physique was kind to her, taking great pains not to scare her and apologizing profusely when he did. A sweet, gentle man deeply in love with Mama, it wasn’t his fault she recoiled in his presence and it wasn’t fair to keep him walking on eggshells around his own family.
 
  
 
 Today, she intended to work on overcoming her anxiety. With Sister now working from her newly finished personal forge, Papa often complained of loneliness. Therefore, after today’s spar, Song intended to go visit him. She wouldn't go into the forge, the close confines too much for her to bear, but Song could sit outside and keep him company from there, watching him work from the window. A Divine Blacksmith, he laboured day and night to keep up with demand, forging the Spiritual Hearts from Yo Ling’s island into beautiful, deadly weapons for the Sentinels.
 
  
 
 Mama a Lieutenant General and Hero of the Empire, Papa a Divine Blacksmith, and Sister possessing all of their best qualities, Song was blessed with a talented and loving family.
 
  
 
 She would not disgrace them.
 
  
 
 First to arrive, she lingered in the courtyard outside the building, unwilling to enter and be trapped with so many men. Martial Brother Fung was next to arrive, greeting her with a tiny bow before standing at her shoulder, too close for comfort. His charming smile and excessively warm demeanour made Song suspicious of his ulterior motives, often catching him outright staring with his lecherous eyes. Ignoring his attempts at small talk, she brushed Erdene as they stood in the snow, praying Sister would join them today.
 
  
 
 BoShui arrived soon after, greeting Song with a perfunctory nod before dragging Fung inside, raring to begin. A dedicated warrior, in any other era he would’ve stood at the forefront of his generation, forming his Natal Palace at the age of twenty-five, merely three days ago and not even a week into the new year. Unfortunately, the luckless young patriarch was overshadowed by a multitude of younger talents, upstaged by the likes of her Martial Brother and Dastan Zhandos. Unperturbed, BoShui continued his diligent training even after stepping into the ranks of expert warriors, forgoing a lavish celebration as the two aforementioned young men insisted upon.
 
  
 
 As far as men went, BoShui was head and shoulders above his peers, possessing unmatched strength and stamina, though his skill was lacking in comparison. In Dastan’s case, it was likely Rain was the one who insisted on a party. A drunken disgrace, she’d seen how he ogled the half-naked serving girls which sent Sister into a foul mood. Worse, he often looked at Song with undisguised longing, usually just before they sparred. Disgraceful is what it was, Sister’s poor luck in love was her only flaw.
 
  
 
 Situ Jia Zian arrived next, striding over with nose upturned and cloak flowing behind him. “Will Sumila be joining us today?” He spoke without sparing Song a glance, as if the withered, snow-covered branches held all the secrets to the Martial Path and he couldn’t bear to look away.
 
  
 
 Shifting so she could brush Erdene’s belly, Song shrugged, knowing Zian wouldn’t see her reply. After a long pause, he huffed in displeasure before storming inside with his lips curled in a snarl. Smiling, she brought to mind the look of shock on his girlish features after a defeat, hoping to see it once more during today’s spar. This would mark their 116th match, with her record standing at 45 victories and 70 losses, not even a 40% win rate. Arrogant and girlish though he might be, Zian was a fearsome foe, his twin blades holding every advantage over her single saber.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t as simple as grabbing a second weapon to spar with. While she was capable of dual-wielding sabers with a modicum of competence, she suffered a net loss in overall strength. Her strongest attacks resulted from changing a one-handed grip to a two-handed grip, or vice versa. This allowed her to vary her range and angle of attack mid-strike, keeping her opponent on the defensive after seizing the initiative. Unfortunately, Zian was too adept at seeing through her attacks, able to block, parry, or Deflect her saber with ease.
 
  
 
 Even Rain and BoShui were catching on, respectively winning 30 and 19 matches against her. BoShui was easily the worst of the seven, but not without reason. His twin gauntlets were excellent armor and weapons, but without greaves, knee, and elbow guards, he lacked the full range of options available to an empty-handed combatant. Rain’s poor results angered Mama and Mila beyond reason, but Song understood why. He used these spars to perfect a different style, a hyper-aggressive, overwhelming approach to combat. Extremely effective against weaker opponents, it suffered when used against a foe of equal or greater skill but his rate of improvement was astounding, clawing his way to the middle of the group after a long streak of early defeats.
 
  
 
 Martial Brother Fung was another difficult opponent, sitting at 41 victories as he grew accustomed to abusing his superior range and power. Only his poor stamina held him back and Mama was working him hard to mend his failings, whereupon he would become a force to be reckoned with. Then there was the crafty, powerful Dastan, defeating her 56 times for an almost 50% win rate, the repeated blows of his powerful axe often smashing her saber from her shaky grasp. While Song ranked third behind Sister and Zian, her position was nowhere near unshakable. With each day, her opponents advanced in both strength and cunning while her progress had stalled, a troublesome development.
 
  
 
 The question often crossed her mind these past weeks, wondering how she could improve her strength. Sister asked her to come up with a request for her second Spiritual Weapon, but Song didn’t know what would be best. A second saber meant the end of her endless, ever-changing assault, while a different weapon would require time to master, as demonstrated by Martial Brother Fung. Perhaps she could be like Khishig Tursinai and learn the ways of the chain and sickle, or master Guiding and Rebounding with a throwing dagger like Khishig Tenjin. A polearm would help her fight from quinback, while a gauntlet would allow her to keep her saber style, but offer nothing else.
 
  
 
 Song wasn’t accustomed to making life-altering decisions. If only she could ask Teacher Du what he had planned for her, that would be the best.
 
  
 
 “Hello Song, sorry we’re late,” Rain said, arriving slightly out of breath with Banjo peering out over his shoulder.
 
  
 
 Laughing as the other animals rushed in to greet her, Song butted heads with the tired wildcats and gave the lazy Baloo a pat as he laid in the wagon, all while surrendering the treats she had stored on her person. “Enough,” she said as Aurie wrapped his paws around her waist, making little noises of protest. “I've no more treats. Down.” Nodding at Rain, she finally replied, “Not late, but the others are waiting, aside from Sister.”
 
  
 
 “Probably lost track of time again. I should get her a watch, but I’m not sure I can afford one anymore. I’ll check in on her after we spar, care to join me?”
 
  
 
 “No, I have other plans.” Papa was the same way. If it weren’t for the lack of binding materials, he’d stay at the forge ten days a week, crafting until his arms gave out.
 
  
 
 “Busy, busy, busy,” Rain said, oblivious to her thoughts. “You never rest, do you? Well, to each their own. Shall we?” Ignoring his gesture for her to proceed, she stood and watched his transformation. Closing his eyes, Rain exhaled slowly, a full count of five before he finished. Tranquil and carefree, he stood with shoulders slouched, hands open, knees bent, and smile wide, giving off the impression of a relaxed, harmless young man.
 
  
 
 Then, in the blink of an eye, everything changed.
 
  
 
 It was almost imperceptible, the differences negligible, but Song noticed them all the same. His body filled with tension as his muscles strained and stretched, a tiny vein in his neck set to pulsing. The smile flipped into subtle frown while the corner of his eyes tightened as he clenched his jaw. His previously dangling arms cocked and readied, with a hand on his sword hilt and the other free to strike. His posture straightened, shoulders squared, and knees locked as his nose pointed sky-ward, the harmless young man replaced by a bow drawn taut, a blade unsheathed, a dragon unrestrained.
 
  
 
 Of course, Banjo’s silly, open-mouthed smile ruined the whole image, peering over Rain's shoulder as he clung to Rain’s torso with all four paws.
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes, Rain’s gaze shot down towards her covered bosom and legs before turning aside, heading in without motioning for Dastan or the pets to follow. So strange. Which one was the real Rain? The kind, compassionate philanthropist who treated Sister so well, or the arrogant, domineering warrior who objectified Song and every other woman who entered his gaze? Was he even aware of the changes? Perhaps it was merely his warrior’s mindset, with bloodshed and lust so closely linked. Generously forgiving his errant glance, Song led the pets inside, focusing on the battles ahead.
 
  
 
 After winning all her matches, Song hummed a little tune beneath her breath as she brought Erdene and Sarankho to the market, wondering what to buy for Papa. He often skipped lunch and dinner while working, so it had to be both filling and nourishing. After purchasing a large rice box with a double serving of meat and vegetables, she stopped to pick up a jar of fruit wine and some custard egg tarts to satisfy Papa’s sweet tooth, all paid for with her own coin.
 
  
 
 By the end of the month, she hoped to stop flinching every time he moved within arms length.
 
  
 
 Because like Mama and Sister, Papa was family too. She had nothing to fear from him.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Chest heaving and lungs burning from exertion, Bulat unstrapped his pack and let it fall to the ground, the one-hundred kilograms worth of stone and iron bouncing off the frozen dirt. “Time,” he gasped, shivering as winter’s chill turned beads of sweat into drops of ice, not even the hard run able to keep him warm for long.
 
  
 
 “One-hundred sixteen minutes,” Rustram replied with a smirk, keeping time with his fancy pocket-watch, a gift from his merchant daddy. A real silk-pants this one, but not a bad sort for a rich-boy. A tough bastard too, arriving before Bulat despite leaving at the same time and carrying the same load. The advantage of a wiry frame, not as much weight to carry uphill. “A tolerable performance, if a little lacking for your rank. Boss says Jorani set the record with a ninety-seven minute run today. You best put more effort in before you’re booted back down the ranks.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, Old Bulat... regrets every... kind thought... he’s ever... had about you... Sir.” Giving the superior officer a smile and a salute so as not to seem insubordinate, Bulat stripped off his sweat-soaked tunic and exchanged it for a fresh one, briefly admiring the steam rising off his thick-barrelled chest and chiselled, trunk-like arms. His wife Dei An especially enjoyed his transformation, often running her soft hands over his muscles after a passionate toss-up between the sheets. His wife, Old Bulat now had a wife, the ceremony taking place mere weeks after returning to the Wall. He wasn’t the most handsome man around and he couldn’t give her much, spending all his savings and profits to build her a small bakery in the city proper, but she loved everything about him, even his numerous flaws. She laughed at his bawdy jokes, smiled at his awkward advances, and made him feel like the strongest, most desirable man in the world with nothing but a smile.
 
  
 
 She deserved better, so Old Bulat will have to become better.
 
  
 
 Problem was, Ma was already pestering him for grandchildren, often dropping by their little love nest with Dagen to check on his ‘progress’. Hmph. Dagen, pei. Like he needed or wanted Dagen’s advice on how to bed a woman, their little 'man talks' were too much considering the circumstances. A wife wasn’t the only addition to Old Bulat’s family, he also had a new step-father too, Ma and Dagen's marriage taking place not two days after his. A hulking, muscle-bound, sweet-talking step-father who could beat Bulat bloody with both hands tied behind his back, else he’d have scared the old bastard off long ago. Didn’t matter though, Bulat wasn’t one to let strength scare him. He had plenty of ways to deal with a warrior-type like Dagen, but the bastard made Ma so damned happy it was hard to justify getting rid of him.
 
  
 
 Not to mention the fear of what Ma would do if she ever found out. His new rank was no shield against Ma’s wooden spoon, a weapon fiercer than any sword or axe in his eyes. When she raised it high, it brought out a primal, instinctive fear in him, leaving him helpless before her might. Old Bulat was an officer now, so he couldn’t afford the loss of face, not in front of his soldiers. While he technically had no soldiers under his direct command, he held the rank of a hundred-man commander, given to him by the Boss himself. That’s the way Bulat usually preferred things, all the perks with none of the responsibilities, except now with all the fresh faces in Boss’s crew, he was worried he’d lose his position as the retinue’s number three.
 
  
 
 Old Bulat never wanted the job, but now that he had it, he wouldn't hand it over without a fight.
 
  
 
 Take Wang Bao, for instance. When the former Butcher Bay Bandit arrived, Bulat would’ve laid twenty-to-one odds the veteran cutthroat wouldn’t tolerate the Boss’s harsh training and... unique temperament. Instead, the grizzled marauder took to discipline like a soldier-born, arriving each morning with hair groomed and clothes pressed, ready and raring to go along with the rest of his former bandits. If Old Bulat didn’t know better, he’d have thought Wang Bao was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, sharing so many of Rustram’s traits and habits. The way they talked, stood, ate, and even wiped their asses, it was like looking at a taller, older, wider, uglier version of pretty-boy Rustram. An unyielding warrior and harsh taskmaster, Wang Bao embodied the perfect soldier and officer.
 
  
 
 So long as you ignored his face.
 
  
 
 Then there was Jorani, whose transformation was no less impressive than Old Bulat’s, if not more. Going from scrawny scavenger to strapping soldier, he somehow grew a full fifteen centimetres in height despite being well past his growing years. Worse, the rat-eared thief was a born leader, exuding an air of natural charisma wherever he went, with his ever-present gargantuan enforcer Ral lending an air of menace to Jorani’s chummy charm. Bulat had Pran and Saluk but Ral was something else, deadly and near-unstoppable on the battlefield with his massive quarterstaff. Jorani’s persistence was to be commended and having secured a record run time with his entire squad, his prospects were on the rise.
 
  
 
 Chey was yet another threat, though the buxom, husky-voiced commander was more at odds with Ravil, considering her skill at putting sharp objects into moving targets from hundreds of meters away. Beautiful and deadly, her squad excelled at tasks which required teamwork and coordination, taking to the Boss’s new ‘advanced maneuvers’ like ducks to water. Wasn't long before the Boss noticed either, placing her with Rustram to help train the others in the new drills and formations. Thus, she threw her name into the hat, vying with the others for position and on the fast track to success.
 
  
 
 All this without mentioning Ulfsaar, Old Bulat’s greatest rival. Hell, he might give Rustram a run for his money soon enough. The pious, usually soft-spoken giant towered over Ral, a fearsome man in his own right. His squad held no less than thirty-three soldiers who could say the same, while the rest weren’t far behind. A unit almost entirely made up of half-beast behemoth warriors armed with two-handed axes and hammers, they were easily the most imposing squad of the retinue. Once in battle, the mild-mannered giant transformed into ‘the Voracious’, wreaking bloody havoc wherever he appeared. His squad shared their leader’s tendency to lose control and run rampant once battle was drawn, but Ulfsaar’s wife Neera kept a cool head and always knew where to unleash her husband on the battlefield for maximum impact. Not that it mattered, no one could match Ulfsaar in single combat anyway, not Ral, not Chey, and definitely not Old Bulat.
 
  
 
 Dastan could. Handsome, athletic, Natal Palace-forming Dastan, walking around with his head held high and silky locks flowing behind him like he weren’t no traitor to the Empire. With his slave’s Oath, there was no reason for the Boss to question Dastan’s loyalty and it showed, the two almost inseparable since their return. Though everyone had been invited to young magistrate Fung’s party, only Dastan was seated with the guest of honour. Even Rustram was relegated to the side tables while Old Bulat and the rest ate outside the main hall, barely able to see the alluring, perfumed dancers.
 
  
 
 Perhaps it was for the best. While Dei An was a loving, affectionate woman, she had a jealous streak to her and weren’t shy about using her rolling-pin to thump him upside the head. Another reason to love her, she didn’t take no nonsense from him, an admirable woman. Best not to push his luck and try for a second wife, Old Bulat already had more than he’d ever dreamt of. A beautiful, loving wife, an officer’s rank with more than decent pay, and the freedom to run his schemes and ploys with protection from above, so long as he didn’t go overboard. He wasn’t no low-down dirty cheat, but he rarely gambled and always played an angle, so he won far more than he lost which rubbed certain people the wrong way.
 
  
 
 Not that it’d keep him from doing what he loved. Old Bulat weren’t holding no knife to their throats, forcing them to gamble. They played the odds and it was no fault of his if they couldn’t see the odds were stacked in his favour. Still, profits were one thing while debts were another. Bulat owed the Boss more than he could repay in two lifetimes, which meant he couldn’t afford to fall behind all these new faces.
 
  
 
 Especially not after being trusted with Captain Sumila's new weapons of destruction.
 
  
 
 Leaving the Boss and Rustram to run their drills with the retinue, Bulat gathered his cronies and headed to their training grounds, a quiet little flat-top which doubled as a shooting range. Silva took his place at the desk to prep the ink, and Bulat left him to it since he had the best handwriting of them all, having learned his letters and numbers from his Pa, a clerk or cleric or something. One haranguing from the ferocious Captain Sumila was enough to last a lifetime and Bulat would do anything to avoid a second. Poor Boss, saddled with a she-devil for a wife, at least he still had sweet Lady Mei Lin to comfort him. Captain Sumila’s compact build hid prodigious strength and she wasn’t shy about using it, giving them all a bare-handed beating for giving her illegible notes and wasting her time. If Silva wanted to risk her wrath then all the more power to him.
 
  
 
 Rubbing his hands together for warmth, Bulat studied the others, Viyan, Birca, Ravil, Pran, and Saluk. “Aside from Rustram, we’re all that’s left of the old guard, eight out of sixty-seven.” Not even the miraculous Healing Panacea could cheat death, as evidenced by Cham’s unfortunate end. Boss took that one hard, he did. Taking a moment of silence for their fallen comrades, Bulat flashed a grin. “Means our luck is strong, don’t it?”
 
  
 
 “Dog-shit luck is what it is.” Ravil horked into the snow. “Could be worse. We could be real soldiers instead of workin’ fer the boss.”
 
  
 
 “Is good life,” Pran replied, nodding in sync with Saluk. “Good food, warm bed, strong weapon.” Stroking his colossal, black maul fondly, he rubbed his new Spiritual Weapon against his cheek like a favoured child. The impressive two-handed war-hammer was Captain Sumila’s latest work, boasting a spiked end on one side and rows of pyramid-shaped tenderizers on the other, alongside all the other extra trappings included in these Inspired weapons. Having received the weapon not even a week past, Pran’s enthusiasm could be overlooked, but Saluk nuzzling his almost identical maul in the same manner was a little overboard, having bonded with the weapon well over a month ago. The brothers were a little odd in the head, but they didn’t hurt no one.
 
  
 
 Unless they wanted to.
 
  
 
 “Can’t disagree,” Bulat said, resisting the urge to fondle his own weapon. “So the sooner we master these weapons, the sooner we can go back to dicing our days away. Same terms as always?”
 
  
 
 “What say we up the stakes?” Trying to appear less excited than he felt, Viyan’s wiggling fingers gave him away, eager to earn coin with his new-found skills. Birca and Silva similarly feigned disinterest, the three working hard for what might be the first time in their entire lives.
 
  
 
 Compulsive gamblers the lot of them, Bulat sighed and shook his head. These idiots had seen him fleece so many soldiers over the years and still they called his bluff and walked headlong into his ‘trap’. He might lose money for once. “What are you thinking?”
 
  
 
 “How’s ‘bout a silver a mark?” Viyan licked his lips, another giveaway. “Keep things interesting.”
 
  
 
 “Too rich for my blood,” Bulat said. It’d leave him penniless for the month and he weren't one to go begging his wife for pocket money. “Ten coppers is more my speed.”
 
  
 
 “Fifty.”
 
  
 
 “Fifteen.”
 
  
 
 Eventually they settled on twenty coppers a mark, which was well within his limits. As always, Pran and Saluk didn’t take part, never willing to gamble their coin but always happy to lend a hand if Bulat needed one. Their salaries went towards food and toys for the orphans, spending all their free time at the Boss’s school. A good thing too, despite having the least practice, Pran was easily second best, only a step behind Saluk. Some would attribute it to their beast’s blood or simple minds but Bulat knew the brothers were the hardest workers in the Boss’s retinue bar none. Good on them for finding their talent.
 
  
 
 Now if only Old Bulat could find his.
 
  
 
 Taking his position, Bulat unsheathed his Spiritual Weapon from its thigh-holster, reverently wiping the axe’s surface with a soft cloth. A veritable work of art is what it was, the haft carved to resemble a woven-reed surface with a stylized bear etched onto both sides of the handle. Only about as long as his arm with a blade the size of his palm, it wasn’t an overly imposing weapon, but it was perfect for his purposes, sneaking around the forests and scouting the lay of the land. The single-edge axe-blade was attached to the haft by two prongs, allowing him to grip the lower prong for added stability when firing the weapon. Attaching the removable handle to the butt of the haft, this curved object housed the weapon’s crank and trigger mechanisms. To prep the weapon, all he had to do was take five seconds to wind the key on the removable handle to compress the springs, drop the peanut-sized metal bullet into the barrel, and then he was ready to unleash the Mother’s fury upon Her enemies.
 
  
 
 Presumably. It wasn’t as simple as pressing a trigger, no matter how the Boss insisted otherwise. Though he helped Inspire the concept, the Boss didn’t fully understand the difficulty behind using one of these ‘rifles’ as he called them. Closing his eyes, Bulat steadied his mind and reached for Balance, seeking out the calm, soothing touch of Heavenly Energy and drawing it into his core to mark for his use. Gripping the lower axe-prong, he brought the handle to his shoulder and lined the target to the sight. He should ask Captain Sumila to make a larger handle, something he could brace against his shoulder. Refocusing his thoughts, he exhaled, readied for the recoil, and pulled the trigger.
 
  
 
 The springs uncoiled and with a dull ‘twhoomp’, the bullet shot out of his axe-rifle before landing in the snow around twenty meters away, well short of the target a hundred-and-fifty meters downrange. Well accustomed to failure, Bulat prepped his weapon for a second shot. Amplify too fast or too slow, even if you're off by a hair, and the shot failed. Guide the spring poorly and you’d lose power as it scraped along the barrel, resulting in failure. Stabilize the springs else your bullet might shoot out from the barrel at an odd angle, which was good as failing.
 
  
 
 The Boss had high hopes for this weapon, but Bulat and the others were failing to deliver.
 
  
 
 Well, most of them. While Silva, Viyan, and Birca produced similar results, Ravil’s sword-rifle let loose with a peal of thunder as his weapon jerked towards the sky with such force Bulat worried it’d fly out of Ravil’s grip. Three hundred meters downrange, a cloud of dust and straw shot into the air as the target shook from the impact, showing just why they’d excluded the dark-skinned marksman from their little wager. Both accurate and reliable, Ravil was a demon with his Spiritual Weapon, succeeding at one in four shots. Flashing his pearly-white grin, Ravil’s heated gaze caressed the single-edged sword, probably imagining all the lives it would soon take, Defiled or otherwise.
 
  
 
 A good friend to have and the worst enemy to make, that’s Ravil in a nutshell.
 
  
 
 Pran and Saluk’s weapons barked with successful shots and though neither hit their targets, when facing a horde of Defiled, it’d be difficult to miss. Dropping the hammer's head to the frozen dirt, Pran grunted as he pulled back the crossbar, his muscles strained and jaw clenched in order to move the handle a mere five centimetres. Two seconds later, the springs depressed to their shortest length with an audible click and he side-loaded the grape-sized bullet onto the chamber. Hefting the maul, he fired the weapon in a careless manner, missing the target once again. With an almost 60% success rate and climbing, Pran’s talent was undoubtedly the highest and well positioned to surpass Saluk’s 75% record after a short five days.
 
  
 
 A brilliant Divine Blacksmith, Captain Sumila’s improvements were readily visible with each new masterpiece, making changes to everything from the loading method to the cocking mechanism. Since she took weeks to make each weapon, Bulat worried another faction would copy her success but when he brought it up, the tiny girl replied with a thunderous snort. “Feel free to show your weapon to anyone who asks,” she’d said, giving him a sneer worthy of the Mother herself. “Not even Papa can copy my designs, so they’re welcome to try.”
 
  
 
 So domineering. Bulat’s heart ached for the Boss, but such was life. How could Falling Rain refuse the Chief Provost? Not everyone could be lucky to find someone as amazing as Dei An.
 
  
 
 Having been given the first weapon, Silva had the worst of both worlds, lacking both a handy winch to wind his springs and a grip to help steady his sword-rifle. To make up for it, he practised more carefully than any other, making every shot count. Lazy though he might be, he hated being dead-last, as Birca was merciless with his taunting. Lacking both muscles and motivation, Silva was the slowest shooter, taking a full ten seconds to draw back the springs and load his bullet, then taking even longer to line up his shot and fire, but his success rate was higher than Viyan and Birca’s at one out of every eight shots.
 
  
 
 A shame Silva was so easily satisfied. Viyan and Birca were easily motivated since they’d put effort into anything so long as there were stakes to be won, but Silva was different. He wasn’t incompetent, rather far from it, able to match the others with half the effort, but he was too easily satisfied, content to sit in the middle of the pack when he could instead excel like Ravil. Something would have to be done to motivate the man, but money, women, and beatings had all failed and Bulat was out of ideas.
 
  
 
 Bah. Better for Old Bulat to deal with his own failings first. Saying he would succeed at one out of every ten shots was being generous, only a little better than Viyan or Birca. He’d yet to lose money on their little wagers, overcoming Silva through sheer volume of shots, but he felt the others hot on his heels. At the end of their hour-long practice, Bulat’s record stood at four-hundred-sixty-seven tries while succeeding fifty-two times, an abysmal record. Using a magnetic plate attached to a broomstick, he went about collecting the nearby bullets to be reforged into new ones while the others collected and replaced the targets to see how many of those successful shots hit their mark.
 
  
 
 Waving his cloth target like a flag, Viyan wore a triumphant grin. “Looks like you’re gonna eat a loss this time, Baby Bulat. My best record yet, eleven shots.”
 
  
 
 Birca grumbled beneath his breath as he tossed his target aside. “Lucky sonovabitch. Nine.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Silva held his cloth up for inspection, letting sunlight stream through the various holes. Sighing because no one would count for him, he eventually counted them himself. “Ten.” Not bad considering he fired half the volume of shots compared to the others.
 
  
 
 Heart sinking, Bulat asked Ravil, “So what’s the damage? Give it to Old Bulat.” No point asking about Ravil's shots, probably hit damn near every one.
 
  
 
 “Bad news.” Shaking his bald head, Ravil made a big show of it, acting all heartbroken and distraught. “Six.” Bulat’s breath caught in his throat, horrified by his terrible record. Six shots hit out of fifty-two? How could it be so few? “Six more than Viyan.” Ravil continued with a smile. “At twenty coppers a mark, I’d call that terrible news. Seventeen marks for Bulat, clear as day. Nice shooting.”
 
  
 
 It took a handful of seconds for the news to sink in before Bulat burst into laughter. “Hahaha, you all thought you finally beat Old Bulat, but today ain’t the day. Pay up you lousy deadbeats, I ain’t gonna chase you down fer it.”
 
  
 
 With his pouch four silvers and twenty coppers heavier, Bulat strolled towards the sparring grounds, happy to match blades with Vichear, Gerel, Tenjin, and even Dagen. So what if he was no match for them? With Captain Sumila’s amazing new weapons, he could fire a shot from two-hundred meters away, easily tearing through bone and armour to deliver a killing blow. While he might never be an incredible warrior or form his Natal Palace, Old Bulat was now a force to be reckoned with, all thanks to this wonderful new weapon.
 
  
 
 Away from the others, Ravil leaned in and whispered, “Half those winnings are mine. Put eight shots into your target myself while no one was looking. Lucky they ain’t the brightest bunch, but you got to step up Baby Bulat, else you gonna get left behind.” Tossing him the day’s notes with a smirk, he added, “Bring those to the Captain for me, will ye?”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Seems Old Bulat is a cheat after all. Suppose this means he'll be spending less time with Dei An and more time at the shooting range. Such a shame to keep Ma waiting for her grandkids, a real damned shame.
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 Finishing the latest draft for her new Spiritual Weapon, Mila leaned back and groaned, too exhausted to feel anything but relieved of her burdens. Though she’d long ago set her sights on becoming a Hero of the Empire and a Divine Blacksmith, for the first time in her life, she seriously regretted the decision. There weren’t enough hours in a day for Mila to get enough rest much less do everything she needed to, her Martial skills left to rot as she devoted herself to unravelling the secrets of the forge. Eight Spiritual Weapons in less than half a year, an incredible feat for a craftsman twice her age if not more, but Mama’s voice sounded in Mila’s mind, warning her against arrogance.
 
  
 
 The memory was from Mila’s first time objecting to Mama’s harsh training regimen, claiming since she was the strongest youth in the village, she could afford to sleep in. In response, Mama plucked her out of bed and tossed her out the window into a pile of snow. Arms crossed without a hint of a smile, Mama stood in the warm room and enunciated each word in her low, rich tone. ‘Do not measure yourself by the accomplishments of others. Pigeons and dragons are both capable of flight, but there is no comparing the two.’ The words struck a chord in Mila even as the cold seeped into her bones, a memory she treasured to this day. Though it seemed a harsh way to treat a ten-year-old, this was the attitude required to not only outdo one’s peers, but to transcend them. Genius is worthless without hard work, and even hard work is no shield against death.
 
  
 
 Mama would be pleased to know she could nag Mila into humility from across time and space.
 
  
 
 Despite Mama’s exhausting training methods, these past months were some of the most gruelling times Mila had ever had to endure, slaving away at the whims of haunting Inspiration and fickle creativity. Papa didn’t force her to work day and night with minimal rest, but every time she closed her eyes, she was bombarded by questions and ideas which plagued her sleep, pushing her to wake and perfect her craft. She took no pride in her accomplishments, cringing every time she gazed upon the unsightly flaws and glaring failures apparent on each of her works. If only she could steal away the Spiritual Weapons from Rain’s former cripples and destroy them, fearing to be judged by these shoddy, inferior works. At least they were still adequate melee weapons, only a little poorly balanced due to the rifle components. 
 
  
 
 A knock sounded at the door followed by a wary, “Hello?”
 
  
 
 “Coming.” Recognizing Rain’s voice, Mila unlocked the door and suffered a blast of freezing winter air to let him in. Wearing only a sleeveless shirt and loose pants, Mila retreated to the heat of her waiting furnace, banked and ready to explode with heat at a moment’s notice. A necessary expense in case Inspiration struck again, as the greatest works were forged under the Mother’s guidance. This was Mila’s shrine and temple to the Mother, a place of work and worship when the sacrament of Inspiration and ceremony of Forging took place, creating the tools with which they used to harness the Energy of the Heavens. Everything in here, the furnace, the bellows, the ovens, and even the hardwood shelves and tool racks were a part of Rain’s lavish, expensive betrothal gift. She loved every centimetre of her new forge, lovingly designed by herself and put together by the finest craftsmen.
 
  
 
 So it broke Mila’s heart to see her sanctuary despoiled by a group of wild animals traipsing in with their dirty boots and paws without a care in the world. Two bears and two wildcats, the ill-mannered beasts left puddles of melted snow and drool on her marbled, dark stone floors, flinging dirt and water into the air with blissful enthusiasm as if their sole purpose was to contaminate her forge. At least Mafu stayed in the adjoining stables to keep Atir company, else Mila might snap and toss them all out into the cold, adorable though the animals and her betrothed might be. Unrepentant and ignorant of his crimes, Rain marched to her work desk and carelessly moved her still-drying documents aside to make room for a covered tray of food, flashing his charming, idiotic grin as if he’d accomplished a feat worthy of note. “You missed today’s spar,” he said, gesturing for her to sit and eat. “I figured you skipped lunch again, so I bought a bowl of spicy soup noodles and dumplings on the way over. The meat is fresh so eat while it’s still reasonably warm.” Glancing at her furnace, he added, “It’d taste better if we heat it up...”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Don’t you dare. My forge is not a kitchen for you to cook in.” Knowing he meant well, Mila ignored the mess and made her way to the chair. “Thanks for the meal, I’m starving.” Speaking around a mouthful of noodles, she asked, “How did today’s spar go?”
 
  
 
 Taking a seat beside her, Rain cupped his chin and answered, “Three wins and two losses.” His warm amber eyes drank in the sight of her, and she did her best to ignore his lascivious gaze, trying not to think about how dirty and dishevelled she must look. Her hair was a mess, face covered in ink and soot, wearing only a thin, sweat-soaked shirt which clung to her like a second skin-
 
  
 
 Stopping mid-bite to cover her chest, Mila’s glare only made Rain’s grin grow wider. “Lecher.” Honestly, he was always like this these days, openly lusting after her body. Her cheeks heating beneath his amorous stare, she shrunk back, both fearing and hoping he would try to eat her up. “Stop gawking and give me your coat like a proper gentleman would.”
 
  
 
 “Apologies, my love. You look so ravishing I forgot myself.” Grinning, he took one last look before draping his coat over her bare shoulders, he continued, “I won against Dastan, Fung, and BoShui, but Zian and Song were on point today. Song went undefeated and Zian's only loss was against her. I had a close match against BoShui today, his efforts are paying off in spades. I wish he wasn’t so adoring a fan though, it’s creepy coming from a man. Him and Dastan really make a pair. Oddly enough, BoShui thanked me for helping him form his Natal Palace. I didn’t help him in the slightest but he insisted it was due to my ‘genius advice’ and wouldn’t explain any further. After I refused to accept his gift, he made a generous donation to the school. I’m a little conflicted about it.”
 
  
 
 Mila snorted. “Worry less about others and more about yourself.” At least BoShui’s fawning wasn’t feeding Rain’s ego. Draping her legs across his knees, she Sent, “I don't understand. You went to all this trouble to find sparring partners of comparable skills, yet you waste it pretending to be weak.” Finally, her Sendings were only loud, and not headache inducing, as Mama called them. One small victory, her control over Chi finely honed after crafting so many complicated Spiritual Weapons.
 
  
 
 “What makes you so sure I’m pretending?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she ignored his sly smile and returned to her meal, fuming at his silly games. Whatever he was doing, it infuriated not only her but Mama as well. Under Baatar’s orders, Rain kept a low profile after returning from Sanshu, refusing to add his name to the Empire’s Roster of Experts, the public list of Martial Warriors who’d successfully formed their Natal Palace. If he’d done it months ago, the news would have swept through the Empire like a wildfire since an eighteen-year-old expert was all but unheard of. Not everyone was required to add their name to the Roster, but glory and honour awaited all who did. To make matters worse, not only had Fung and BoShui joined the Roster, Rain insisted on adding Dastan too while keeping his own accomplishments a secret.
 
  
 
 How aggravating.
 
  
 
 Rain’s progress was astoundingly fast, especially these past few months. Under Baatar’s guidance, Rain’s skill with Chi had improved tremendously. Able to Reinforce and carry her weight without effort, Lighten and chase Lin and Jimjam through the snow-covered mountain forests, or Stabilize and dash across a finger-thin rope, Rain grew stronger with each passing day. Were it anyone else, Mila would’ve put aside her smithing hammer in favour of her spear and shield, worried she’d soon be left behind. To say it was difficult to excel in both combat and crafting was an understatement, but she refused to give up on her childhood dream. So what if she fell behind? Even Mama supported Mila’s decision to focus on blacksmithing for now. These days, her only practice was sparring with the others when the mood struck her.
 
  
 
 She was still undefeated against all of them, but with four out of six forming their Natal Palaces, her lead would rapidly shrink to nothing. Strange how Zian and Song, the two most talented duelists, were last to form their Natal Palaces.
 
  
 
 Despite all the advances he’d made, Rain continued playing the fool, losing day after day in his sparring matches against Zian. The others didn’t matter, but why did Rain have to lose to that pompous ass of all people? At least win once, as Zian was the only participant besides Mila to hold an undefeated record. Even Fung and BoShui won a handful of matches against the arrogant twit, while Dastan had something like a thirty to forty percent win rate against Zian, but time and time again Rain was defeated by Zian’s flashing twin sabers at what seemed like record speeds. Even if Rain wanted to practice a new style without giving away his newfound expertise, it didn’t mean he had to turn off his brain before each sparring session. In fact, the only Chi skill he used in the matches was Reinforcement, and a ridiculously weak one at that.
 
  
 
 If asked, Rain would say he was ‘tempering’ himself. Temper his head. If he wanted tempering, Mila would happily toss him into the furnace and beat him with her hammer.
 
  
 
 It was so frustrating, she wanted to stand on a mountaintop and scream for all the world to hear, bragging about her beloved’s accomplishments from sunrise to sunset. His talent at healing, ability to display Purity, Aura, and rank were all common knowledge, but it wasn’t anything too shocking. Sure he accomplished much while younger than most, but how many genius warriors were stopped by the obstruction known as a Natal Palace? While Dastan, Fung, and BoShui were considered young for experts, they were overshadowed by other talents like Tursinai who formed hers at twenty-one and Gerel at twenty-two. Some warriors couldn’t succeed even after years of effort, like Zian at age twenty-five, Sentinel Orgaal at age thirty-seven, or Ulfsaar at age fifty-three.
 
  
 
 Mila once hoped to form hers by the age of twenty four, a reasonable aspiration before Fung and Dastan broke all expectations, leaping well ahead of their peers. Even BoShui managed his at twenty-five, so if Mila didn't succeed by twenty, she would feel like a complete failure. 
 
  
 
 Meanwhile Rain cleared this universal obstruction as easily as breathing, so easily it took almost two years for his Mentor to discover he’d taken a pivotal step along the Martial Path. Were news of a seventeen-year-old child effortlessly forming his Natal Palace after four years of martial training, warriors across the Empire would die of shame for ever thinking themselves talented.
 
  
 
 Mama was right, Mila shouldn't compare herself to others. It wasn't worth the heartache.
 
  
 
 While Mila ate, her Mother-blessed betrothed grew tired of ogling her sloppy form and instead studied her plans, his eyes going unfocused as he attempted to unravel their mysteries. Catching her stare, Rain smiled and shook his head, putting the parchment down with a sigh. “My beloved, so brilliant and talented,” he said, brushing her bangs aside. “I am in awe of your gifts.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to bite him, she shook her head. “It’s nothing, just a diagram. Helps me visualize the weapon.”
 
  
 
 “This helps you visualize the weapon?” Hold up a diagram, he raised his eyebrow in disbelief. “This looks like a detailed schematic to creating an intricate piece of machinery, not a... what is this?”
 
  
 
 “Collapsible Spear.” Drinking the rest of her soup, Mila gasped in satisfaction before pointing at the cross-section diagram. “For me, not you. Yours still needs more work and testing so I decided to try something new, an idea I’ve had rattling around in my head for months now. It’s all connected at the base while I craft the inner workings, like the spring and the trigger.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh,” Rain answered, smiling as he shook his head. “I don’t see it.”
 
  
 
 Idiot. “Look harder. It’s drawn in four sections, so you have to join this one and this one first, then these last two at the same time, and then the weapon takes shape. All these spring-based weapons are really complicated to make because I need to let the inner workings cool and take shape while keeping the other parts soft and malleable. It’s a nightmare.”
 
  
 
 “I appreciate your hard work and dedication my love, but I still don’t see it. Explain it for me?” Moving his chair closer, Rain wrapped an arm around her waist.
 
  
 
 Elbowing him once his hands inevitably strayed too far down, she stifled a yawn and smiled. It’d been a few days since the two of them were left alone. Where did Song go today? “My short spear and shield work well in massed combats, but in one-on-one match-ups, I’m forced to fight defensively due to my short range and slow charge.” No matter how much she practised the movement, Mila just couldn’t understand how Mama and Rain gained such explosive speed from Balance on Windy Leaf. Unfathomable. “So I wanted something more focused on offence, and a long spear seemed like the reasonable option.”
 
  
 
 “Okay. So why collapsible? Easier to carry?”
 
  
 
 “You think I’m so lazy I don’t want to hold my spear?” Partly, but it wasn’t the only reason. “At it’s shortest, the spear is a 1.4 meters long, but with the touch of this trigger on the base, the weapon will triple in length. At the speed of sound.” Or close to it, theoretically. Take a Spiritual spring with a natural resting length of two meters, compress it to almost a tenth its size, and even Mila wasn’t sure how powerful the resulting weapon would be. Perfect for drilling holes through Demons from 4.2 meters away. “Even better, you can adjust the length, so I can use it as a lance at the maximum, a regular spear at the medium setting, and a short spear at the lowest. It’s perfect.” While Rain’s ‘rifles’ were riddled with problems, Mila felt confident her spear had no flaws. She had a cross-guard to keep the weapon from sinking in too deep, a mechanism to lock the spear once fully extended, and a safety feature to prevent accidental skewerings. It was perfect.
 
  
 
 “Wow, incredible,” Rain exclaimed, carefully running his fingers over the diagram. “How do you deal with the recoil?”
 
  
 
 Tensing up, Mila froze in place, no longer relaxed in Rain’s embrace. “What?”
 
  
 
 “The top half is essentially a projectile moving at the speed of sound right? When the spear reaches its maximum length, I assume the lower parts stops the upper parts from flying out. Since you’ll be holding the bottom half, all the force needs to be dealt with by you, so unless you want your spear to go flying out of your hands every time you extend it, you’ll need to do something about the recoil.”
 
  
 
 Bolting upright, Mila alternated between staring at her diagrams and at Rain, her mouth gaping in disbelief. “But... If I... I could...” she stammered, trying to salvage her weeks of effort. A leather strap to loop around her wrist? The force would tear the leather apart along with her skin. Shorten the spring and lower the force? Then what’s the point? Might as well just make a normal spear. “You!” She shouted, shaking Rain’s arm. “Why didn’t you point this out sooner?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry my love, but this is the first I’ve heard about it.” Patting her back, Rain said, “It’s fine, you were too close to see the problem and too excited to think it through. Happens to the best. At least you caught it before making and binding the weapon.”
 
  
 
 Mourning weeks of planning gone to waste, Mila let out a tiny whimper before sinking into Rain’s embrace. It’s not so easy a problem to fix, each new modification requiring days of calculations to ensure everything lined up properly. Every single one of Rain’s rifles took weeks to create, with each improvement she or Rain dreamt up complicating things even further. Though they looked similar on the outside, the difference between Silva’s sword rifle and Ravil’s sword rifle were staggering to behold. Not only was Ravil’s easier to load and fire due to a complete overhaul of the inner workings, Silva’s sword hilt was awkward to grasp and lacked a customized grip to use when firing. She later solved the problem by introducing a detachable handle made from mundane materials, but she wasn’t clever like Rain was, able to see problems without creating and seeing them in action.
 
  
 
 Sighing once more, she kissed Rain on the cheek. “Thank you. You saved me from making the blunder of a lifetime. If I’d crafted and bound this Spiritual Weapon, I would’ve regretted it for the rest of my life.”
 
  
 
 Feigning shock, Rain exclaimed, “Wow, a kiss and an admittance of guilt, you must be exhausted. Off to bed with you.” Lifting her from the chair with a tiny grunt, he carried her to the bed in the back room, his breath steady and steps smooth. Tossing aside her failures, she luxuriated in the feeling of being carried by her betrothed, thrilled he could finally manage it without causing her grave concern. Giggling at his enthusiasm, she wrapped her arms around his neck and nuzzled into his shoulder, a comfortable cushion now that he had muscle and fat covering his bones. With his long, blue-silk shirt, stylishly-cut hair, and warm glowing eyes, he finally looked like a respectable young warrior. Though she loved him regardless of his appearance, she much preferred this handsome, tidy, well-fed version of Rain over the emaciated, malnourished one.
 
  
 
 As he gently placed her on the bed, Mila giggled once more, closed her eyes, and refused to release him. She loved the way he looked at her with hunger in his eyes, but if she saw it now, there was no turning back. With a devilish growl, Rain kicked off his shoes and fell into bed with her, his hungry lips finding hers as she wrapped a leg around his hip. Enjoying the sensation of his body pressed against hers, her mind went blank and didn’t resist when his hands strayed once more, her heart pounding with excitement as his fingers found their way beneath her clothes. While Mila still intended to save herself for marriage as a proper lady should, Mama already believed the rice was cooked so what harm was there in indulging a little?
 
  
 
 After all, it’s why she had a bed back here instead of a cot.
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 Being a Chi-blessed Martial Warrior means I’m pretty resilient to the elements, but it’s still unpleasant going out when it’s cold enough to freeze your balls off. Though I still trained every day, Baatar gave me strict orders to not overdo it which meant I’ve had plenty of time to sit around indoors and read over the past few months. Aside from his notes on Runic crafting, hidden inside volumes of his insipid, uninspiring poetry, Yo Ling’s library doesn’t have much I find interesting, but boredom is a powerful motivator. Even the driest, dullest historical records become riveting after hours of practice in my Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 I don’t know how Baledagh can stand staying there for weeks at a time. I get all neurotic once I notice the flaws, like how I’m not breathing or never blink. Super weird stuff.
 
  
 
 According to the history books, the Northern Bridge was originally defended only by a single barrier, the now crumbling Outer Wall. Initially, the city wasn’t a real city, merely a gathering of tents and temporary shelters where soldiers went to satisfy two important needs: sex and gambling. The higher-ups of the time looked the other way, which is understandable since soldiers were likely to riot if the closest prostitutes or bookmakers were hours away. Seeing this as tacit permission to ply her trade, one enterprising Madam/Pimp grew sick of living in a tent and decided to do something about it.
 
  
 
 Thus, the first building in what would later be known merely as ‘the City’, was a whorehouse.
 
  
 
 Sensing money to be made, merchants and entrepreneurs arrived in droves to offer their wares and services to the brave men and women serving at the Wall. Once criminal elements moved in and started fighting over territory and profits, all hell broke loose, an easily anticipated outcome according to every historian who has ever written anything on the subject. In mere months, the City grew out of control and devolved into a sprawling mess of shoddy buildings and ramshackle huts, a lawless land of sex, drugs, and booze which persisted for decades.
 
  
 
 The fun times came to an end when one unfortunate Commander of the Wall met his demise inside the City. The now unnamed hero often went out in disguise to mingle with his soldiers and get a feel for their overall mood, but it wasn’t long before the great warrior developed a myriad of crippling addictions to various illicit substances. Out of coin and unwilling to delay gratification by returning to his room for more, this brilliant, capable general resorted to murdering and robbing a street vendor in order to feed his habit. Still standing over the corpse as he packed his pipe, the Commander of the Wall died to a mob of untrained drug vendors looking out for their own, a peerless expert stabbed in the neck while taking a hit.
 
  
 
 Drugs are bad, mkay?
 
  
 
 The succeeding Commander got shit done. Despite owing his promotion to their efforts, he had the responsible parties publicly tortured and executed before embarking on a mission to drive the criminal elements out of the City through sheer violence. Patting himself on the back for a job well done, the new Commander went back to defending the Wall and ignoring the City’s existence. Within a week, a wave of new criminals arrived to fill the void, but with so many of his soldiers dependent on their wares, there was little he could do but turn a blind eye to these newcomers.
 
  
 
 Throughout history, the City has been torn down and rebuilt countless times. Most recently, Baatar ordered the City torn down to deny the Defiled cover and create kill zones for his archers. Usually, a new City is rebuilt on the ruins of the old but former Marshal Shing Du Yi was a fan of neat, orderly lines. Before sacrificing his life to ensure his daughter’s safety, the old man drew up a plan for a new city with help from Major General Han BoHai, BoShui’s uncle and BoLao’s father, which Yuzhen carried out against all protests.
 
  
 
 After months of laying groundwork in harsh, freezing conditions, the newest iteration of the City looks nothing like the chaotic affairs of the past. Modeled after the Society Headquarters, a grid of straight, unobstructed pathways delineate the City into a series of districts, with each district serving a specific purpose whether it be residential, commercial, manufacturing, or military. On the premise of making the City and Walls safer, Yuzhen’s first act as Marshal was to seize all lands between the Walls for the province and renting it to civilians who wish to use them, an unpopular but brilliant move. Anyone who wants to open a business or build a home or store must apply for permission and adhere to strict guidelines which means Yuzhen has the authority to evict tenants or seize merchandise for failing to meet standards, not to mention all the information she's getting for free when people apply. Considering she also writes the standards, it’s safe to say she has near absolute power over the City. Good or bad, who can say? Maybe a thousand years from now, historians will all write about how Yuzhen’s actions were all obvious signs of doom and destruction.
 
  
 
 Despite our differences, I have to admit, she's going to leave a mark in the history books.
 
  
 
  
 
 Either way, it pays to have friends in high places. Since my gers weren’t permanent structures and in a district designated for the People, there wasn't any need to secure permits, but my school and Mila’s forge were a whole different matter. Skipping all the red tape, I received my permits with minimal fuss for the low cost of cooking one romantic dinner for Gerel and Yuzhen, along with one night of babysitting the twins to pay for Charok's assistance. 
 
  
 
 Straddling the border between a calm residential area and bustling market, the brown-brick building has the best of both worlds. Three stories tall and eighty meters wide, the drab appearance is at odds with its purpose, the building teeming with life as people enter and exit through the extravagant double doors. Carved by Charok out of solid oak, the doors depict a grinning bear on the left and a smiling wildcat on the right, though at the moment they’re obstructed by throngs of people orderly waiting beneath the temporary awnings put up to keep them out of the wind.
 
  
 
 Despite devoting the entire first floor to the kitchen and cafeteria, there isn’t enough room to feed everyone at once, so the staff works non-stop making sure everyone gets a meal. While simple, the food here is a cut above what the majority have at home, since most people can’t afford to use spices, salts, and meat for every meal. Once word spread, the number of visitors coming for meals rose exponentially and I’ve been struggling to find a solution ever since. Stressing the place was for people unable to feed themselves didn’t work and I refuse to lower my standards and provide worse meals. Why should the needy suffer because of a bunch of parasites?
 
  
 
 Wanting to believe people are inherently good, I had my staff ask for donations and stress it was voluntary and only if they could spare the coin, but what usually happens is those who can’t afford to eat donate their last coppers while those who can pretend they have no coin. Being taken advantage of puts a real damper on my charitable aspirations but I’m reluctant to request proof of poverty or do background checks for a meal, nor am I willing to have visitors shamed for accepting a handout.
 
  
 
 This is why I hate people, they’re the worst. Empathy sucks.
 
  
 
 Whatever, the good still outweighs the bad. Long as I help one family in need for every hundred, greedy, duplicitous misers looking for a free meal, it’s worth it. Besides, feeding everyone is a drop in the bucket compared to my other expenses, and my earnings from my merchant enterprises can cover it indefinitely.
 
  
 
 Plus, it’s great cover for what’s really happening inside.
 
  
 
 Leaving Mafu and my pets in the adjoining stables, I enter through the back to avoid the hubbub of the dining area and load a tray with food before heading straight to the second floor. Peeking in on the classrooms as I pass by, the sight of so many children sitting and learning puts a smile on my face, the main reason I opened this school. Here, these kids spend their mornings practising the Forms, learning to read, do math, and generally being kids with full bellies and warm beds if they need them. The pessimist in me set down rules to avoid my teachers abusing their power, but there haven’t been any incidents aside from Taduk literally scaring the piss out of one group of children with a lecture on battle-field first aid, complete with detailed, life-like drawings of the most common injuries.
 
  
 
 I love him like a father, but Taduk is sorely lacking in common sense. I don’t know how Lin turned out so well adjusted.
 
  
 
 Entering the supply closet, I close the door behind me before fumbling for the hidden dial behind the second shelf with my uninjured hand. It’s hard to get to with my left hand and my right one is currently in no shape to be turning dials. Imagining all sorts of unseen, creepy crawlies back there, I finally find the dial and turn it, two clicks left, three right, then five left. Once I’m finished, the bookshelf rumbles as I pull my hand back, then pivots aside to reveal a secret, spiral staircase stretching down into the dark bowels of the earth.
 
  
 
 So awesome.
 
  
 
 I can’t help but grin like an idiot every time I do this, pretending I’m on my way to handle some super secret spy stuff. Chakha handled most of the construction personally with help from Dastan and his enslaved retinue, which means no one knows about this place unless I want them to know. It’s so secret Mila doesn’t even know about it, because telling Mila is as good as telling Song who will immediately blab everything to Akanai, which I can’t have.
 
  
 
 The temperature drops with each step as clouds of white mist form with every breath I take. At the end of the staircase stands an ominous, heavily reinforced steel door set into solid, frozen bedrock, an impenetrable barrier to all but the strongest of foes. Ten meters of stone and dirt separate this room from the cafeteria above, a feat of construction and engineering which boggles my mind, especially since it was all done in a single night by one of Taduk’s secretive associates. All I know about him is his gender and only because Taduk accidentally let it slip, which means it isn’t Guard Leader or her cronies. Or it was and Taduk was being crafty by making me think it wasn’t by intentionally using a masculine pronoun...
 
  
 
 Nah, it’s totally a dude. Not to disparage my Teacher, but he’s about as subtle as a sledgehammer.
 
  
 
 Since the hidden dial on the second floor triggered a bell inside the room, I’m not left waiting in the cold for long. With a metallic groan, the locks disengage and the door swings open to reveal a sinister-looking hooded figure standing at the door. “Rain my boy,” the shadow exclaims, gesturing for me to enter. “Come in before the heat escapes.” Pulling me in, Taduk shuts the door and glares in mock reproach while feigning a shiver. “This damned freezing workroom will be the death of me.”
 
  
 
 With his round, friendly face and hare ears poking out the front of his hood, Taduk looks too lovable to be intimidating. “Sorry Teacher, but we couldn’t put in ventilation since sound would travel through it.” Giving him a hearty hug, I point at his coat hanging on a peg by the door. “It’d probably be warmer if you wore that.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense my boy, even a child knows coats are for wearing outdoors.” Frowning, Taduk takes my injured hand and studies the makeshift splint before raising both eyebrows in question. Incapable of raising only one eyebrow, he still tries without success and I don’t have the heart to tell him to stop, mostly because it makes him look adorably surprised.
 
  
 
 “Small accident at Mila’s forge.” Whilst in the throes of passion, she clamped her legs so tight she broke my hand. At least it was just a hand and now that we know she’s a convulser, we can take appropriate steps in the future, like not letting her wrap her legs around... well any part of me. Gorgeous as they are, Mila’s thighs are scary strong. 
 
  
 
 If I'd gone down on her, she might've broken my neck.
 
  
 
 What a way to reroll...
 
  
 
 “I see.” Releasing my hand, Taduk asks, “Why don’t you heal it?”
 
  
 
 “I figured I should let it heal normally, you know, toughen up my bones.” I’m not giving up, that was the closest I’ve come to sex in years. Injury aside, I’m happy with how things went. Could’ve gone better, but knowing I can bring her to orgasm with only my fingers is a huge boost to my ego. Plus, she was so horrified and remorseful, it was totally worth the broken bones. While I didn’t get to have fun, I’m mostly satisfied with how things went.
 
  
 
 Lefty, I’ll be counting on you later tonight. Thank the Mother it was Righty who got clamped. Your sacrifice will not be forgotten.
 
  
 
 Dropping the matter, Taduk devours his meal in record time before bringing me to his solid stone worktable. “You’ve come at the perfect time, I was just about to start when you rang the bell.” The table is as immaculate as the rest of the room, my muddle headed Teacher dependable when it counts. A circular shield sits in the centre of the table, with a thick, metal dome suspended over it. Neatly arranged around the shield are five sealed jars of different coloured liquids. A multitude of tools sit along side the jars and shield, a small hammer, carving chisels in various shapes and sizes, glass pipettes as thin as a needle, and much more.
 
  
 
 Though the jars of liquid don’t look like much, they would have cost me almost half my wealth to buy, a mind boggling sum considering how rich I am. Or was, before spending so much on training, infrastructure, gear and whatnot. Four of the jars contain rare, but mundane liquids, mercury, jade scorpion venom, oil of shimmer root, and acid distilled from the bile of a half-dozen rare animals. They were hard to find, but it was a cakewalk compared to what’s in the last jar, a blue liquid called Dragon’s Blood. To my supreme disappointment, it’s not actually blood, only a mixture of volatile and hazardous materials, most of which neither I nor Taduk had ever heard of.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, everything we needed was back on Yo Ling’s island (hooray for looting), making our first venture into Runic Inscriptions cost next to nothing, aside from building a secret lab and other miscellaneous stuff. Shuffling to the side, I watch in silence as Taduk closes his eyes and mentally prepares for the task ahead, his months of secretive failure weighing heavily upon him. I wish we didn’t have to do things like this, but Inscribing Runes requires external Chi manipulation and I’m still a ways from my first success. What’s more, I’m 100% certain the whole bit about Yo Ling trapping Spirits to enhance his Runic creations will have Akanai raring to burn the book, after which she’ll forbid me from looking into it. Baatar does everything Akanai tells him to and Charok tells Alsantset everything who tells Baatar everything, which means Lin and Taduk are the only ones I can trust with this.
 
  
 
 Well... Initially I only wanted to tell Taduk, but he can’t keep secrets from Lin. If he holed up and disappeared without telling her, I’m sure she’d curl up in a ball and cry for days without end. As much as she loves me, Lin is and always will be a daddy’s girl. If she didn’t love sleeping in and hate small, enclosed spaces, she’d probably be down here helping him.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Taduk agreed with my point of view on how Energy is all the same and was willing to put in the effort to learn. Eager in fact, so eager he made the trip to Yo Ling’s island without me, making it there and back in three short days. He didn’t even bring Wang Bao with him, just spent an hour taking notes before zipping off in his rickshaw. I don’t know how he did it so quickly and he won’t say, but I’m guessing he had help from his secret expert friends.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, my Teacher has yet to succeed. I still don’t fully understand how runes work but Taduk seems to have a firm grasp on the situation. According to his explanation, Inscribing a rune isn’t as simple as drawing a symbol on an object. Though they’re called runes and Yo Ling describes it as the language of Energy, they aren’t static characters or a translatable system of words, because energy doesn’t think like a living creature would, it just... is. Runes are more of a concept, one which tries to bridge the gap between human intentions and natural law, persuading the Energy of the Heavens to act in a certain way against its nature.
 
  
 
 Essentially, it’s magic. Even after months of trying to wrap my head around it, my grasp on the mechanics of Runic Inscription is virtually nonexistent.
 
  
 
 What’s more, the rune changes based on the shape, size, and material of the object being inscribed. As I understand it, the bigger the object, the bigger the rune. It’s why the OuYang Patriarch made five rings from different coloured jade, to show off his skill. While the shape remained constant and it’s hard to get smaller than a ring, black jade and green jade are just different enough to matter when it comes to inscribing runes. Since then, rumours say he’s moved on to bigger and better runes, inscribing iron helmets and bracers, though still unable to work with steel or larger breastplates.
 
  
 
 Meanwhile, my Teacher is starting with full-sized steel-shields since he doesn’t want to waste the effort Inscribing a ‘defensive hat’.
 
  
 
 Silly, kindhearted, and egotistical. That’s my teacher, but I wouldn’t change a thing about him.
 
  
 
 Without warning, Taduk opens his eyes and sets to work, his hammer and chisel dancing in his hands as he carves out an intricate pattern across the steel shield’s surface. While visually impressive, it’s nothing compared to the unseen work carried out using his expert control of Chi, weaving it into and around the shield as he works. A chip here, a scrape there, switching chisels on the fly as he engraves an increasingly complicated design onto the shield free hand. One wrong move and the inscription is ruined, but Taduk continues his work without pause, focused but unchallenged by this mundane work.
 
  
 
 This, oddly enough, is the easy part.
 
  
 
 After thirty minutes of engraving, Taduk puts down his hammer and chisels and moves on to the next step without rest as required by the process. His hands blur through the air as he uses the needle-thin glass pipettes to bring single drops of liquid to the shield, painstakingly going over his carved design with each fluid, bit by bit. He doesn’t merely coat the shield in it, each liquid can only go over certain areas which somehow forms the channels through which Chi will flow.
 
  
 
 Only a miniscule amount is used during each try, but the jars only came with enough liquid for around sixty odd tries. Now half as full as they once were, Taduk only has two to three dozen more shots at this before we’ll have to find more and who knows how long that will take. Doing so without attracting unwanted attention will be difficult, especially since we need to keep Akanai and Baatar in the dark before we have a successful model made. This means we can’t use Yuzhen or Fung’s dad, our only real options. I could ask Magistrate Tongzu for help, but without an Oath, I’m not sure if he can be trusted, which probably means I shouldn’t.
 
  
 
 Hissing sharply, Taduk slams a button next to him which drops the suspended metal dome onto the shield and nothing else. Clamping the dome in place, Taduk crosses his arms and huffs as a muted explosion rings out, emanating from the shield he was just engraving.
 
  
 
 And that’s why I had to build a secret underground lab.
 
  
 
 “Difficult, truly difficult,” Taduk says, already lost in thought. “It’s the right move switching from chest armor to shields. Shields are uniform in size, weight, and materials whereas breastplates would need to vary in height, width, depth, and by extension weight, but the Rune changes too much in the process. The notes are next to useless now...” Mulling over his notes as smoke wafts out from the dome, he starts muttering a string of unintelligible syllables, somehow using rhythm and cadence to determine how the rune should be carved.
 
  
 
 Like I said... Magic.
 
  
 
 My consoling words go ignored as Taduk shoos me out of the room with a wave of his hand and a promise to figure it out ‘soon’. Giving him a hug farewell, I make my way up the stairs a little sadder than I arrived, but warmed by my Teacher’s efforts to help. While part of his drive is pure curiosity and a thirst for knowledge, I also know he’d study the Runic rings if given a choice. Since many miraculous medical plants require decades, if not centuries or millennia to gather enough Heavenly Energy, a runic item which could speed things along would be highly desirable to someone who seeks to improve lives through basic medicine. Instead of working on his own dream or convincing me to share his, he’s studying how to make shields because he wants to keep me safe.
 
  
 
 Although I love him like a father, I know it pales compared to how much he loves me.
 
  
 
 It makes sense. There’s no love greater than the love a parent has for their child.
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 Submerged in the void so as not to intrude on Brother’s intimate time with Mila, Baledagh immersed himself in reviewing his latest sparring matches. Even after Brother gave the ‘all clear’ signal, Baledagh continued his secluded training inside their Natal Palace, studying his matches over and over again. Though his memory wasn’t perfect, with Brother’s help they recreated the day’s events well enough for Baledagh’s purposes, allowing him to visualize his flaws and learn from his mistakes.
 
  
 
 A Natal Palace was an incredible tool and since learning of its applications, Baledagh was loath to waste time outside it on common matters like eating, playing, or sleeping. Here, Baledagh could practice the Forms in their entirety and glean new Insights while only a single minute passed out in the outside world. He didn’t do this often since it heavily taxed his mental fortitude and he feared slipping back into a dreamless sleep, but even without trying he felt like ten days passed in here for every twenty-four hours out there. He loved it here, lacking all distractions and complications, the perfect place to train and improve, so when Brother ‘suggested’ they swapped places once a day, Baledagh tried everything he could to avoid it. Unfortunately, Brother’s control over their mental plane was unmatched and while he couldn’t outright evict Baledagh from their Natal Palace, he made the stay highly unpleasant in a variety of imaginative ways.
 
  
 
 Thus, when Brother appeared with a smile and mentioned it was his time to use the Natal Palace, Baledagh obediently took control before the thousands of smiling, soulless, bearded midgets could make their appearance, singing their horrid song off-key and out of sync.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of the void, Baledagh found himself in a crowded marketplace, with Tali and Tate in his arms and Banjo on his back. Staggering beneath the weight, he inwardly cursed Brother’s carelessness, forgetting Baledagh’s Reinforcement was not yet at a level where he could carry Banjo’s bulk with ease. Spying Mei Lin’s hare-ears and scarf, he struggled to keep up even as the crowd pressed in around him, his body breaking out in a cold sweat.
 
  
 
 Something was wrong. Though he hated crowds, this was far worse than his normal response, as if a terrifying presence were watching him, waiting for an opening to strike. Swallowing his panic, Baledagh's head swivelled left and right as he moved, keeping a nervous watch on their surroundings. Should he put the children down? No, they might be trampled by the crowd if a fight broke out. If only the quins were here, but Pafu and Suret didn’t like being surrounded by strangers. How was Baledagh to protect the twins and Mei Lin while burdened like this? The unseen watcher filled him with dread, his breath short and nerves frayed, but after a few minutes of shaky panic, the feeling eased away and into nothingness.
 
  
 
 Shivering in the aftermath, Baledagh’s cheeks burned with shame. He was a soldier, a warrior, one who faced wild beasts and Defiled Champions without batting an eye, yet when surrounded by unskilled commoners and towering buildings as far as the eye could see, he grew dizzy and short of breath trying to find an imagined threat hidden amongst them. Luckily, the scowling Jimjam and ambling Baloo were intimidating enough to keep the horde away else Baledagh might’ve lashed out at some poor innocent bystander. There was nothing to fear here at the Bridge, but Baledagh still kept a wary eye out for the twins' sake. Bundled in their winter clothes and scarves, the pair of chubby children were a delight to behold, their eyes wide with excitement as Baledagh pressed forward through the mob. What made them look especially darling was their knitted hats, with two curled yarn horns on either side and yarn beards to keep their chins warm.
 
  
 
 Baledagh would never forgive himself if they came to harm while under his protection, but given his inexperience combined with the mass of possible assailants, he was having trouble keeping calm. Why was his hand hurting so much? How was he supposed to hold a sword? Worse, Brother wasn’t heeding his calls for help after sinking deep into the void, aware of nothing but awareness itself.
 
  
 
 Get it together Baledagh, this isn’t a battlefield.
 
  
 
 He dreaded these brief hours filling in for Brother every day. Were it up to Baledagh, he’d spend the two hours locked away in their ger practising the Forms, but Brother soon caught on and started making commitments every few days to force Baledagh out into the world. It was a nice thought, but these excursions only served to drive home the reality of his situation; he was a stranger in his own life. These sweeping changes taking place in and around them proved his point, as each time Baledagh emerged it seemed like he’d stepped into a different world. The restored ruins of the city were now teeming with life as the hubbub of the market drowned out his thoughts. The sea of gers had ebbed away leaving this tide of towering brown-stone buildings in its place. Wagon wheels and horse hooves clicked over paved stone roads, carrying soldiers and goods as merchants haggled with customers in furious shouting matches, only to come to an agreement and part smiling mere seconds later. Strangers greeted him with grateful smiles while familiar faces took on unfamiliar transformations. Even Banjo and Baloo were no longer the large-headed, pot-bellied cubs of yesteryear, now more appropriately proportioned like small adults with developed personalities and quirks.
 
  
 
 Life was passing by as Baledagh hid in the Natal Palace, but rather than face these changes head on, he retreated to the void. No matter how Brother tried, he didn’t understand, couldn’t understand. This wasn’t Baledagh’s life, so he felt no attachment to it. He hungered for the day when he’d have a body to call his own, and with it, a life. Though it might be decades before he could introduce himself as Baledagh and not masquerade as Falling Rain, the mere possibility was enough to change Baledagh’s outlook on life, no longer succumbing to periods of dark moods and indifferent apathy. Instead, he threw all his focus into training because when that fateful day arrived, Baledagh hoped to stand alongside Brother as an ally and peer.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Brother wasn’t playing fair. While Baledagh worked fastidiously inside the Natal Palace, learning to simultaneously Hone and Reinforce, Brother spent all his free time snuggling with birds, bears, quins, wildcats, and now, Mila. Yet after months of arduous effort totalling theoretical years inside the Natal Palace, Baledagh’s improvements paled in comparison with Brother’s, pushing the day when Baledagh might fight side by side with Falling Rain ever further into the future. Where Baledagh steadily improved one step at a time, Brother often skipped steps after receiving some sudden Insight or Enlightenment from watching Baledagh or training with former Bannermen.
 
  
 
 Truly blessed by the Mother.
 
  
 
 Though they were brothers sharing the same body, Falling Rain and Baledagh were worlds apart. While Baledagh sparred and lost to children, Falling Rain held his own against experts and elites twice his age. While Baledagh fought with wooden weapons in a level, sheltered arena, Falling Rain fought with Peace and Tranquility in frozen forests, buffeted from all sides by the chilling wind and biting cold. While Baledagh aspired to become a heroic warrior, Falling Rain was a heroic warrior and worst of all, cared nothing for the title.
 
  
 
 There was no comparing the two of them. Baledagh fell short in every way, which made him both proud and jealous.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t sheer luck, Brother worked hard too, but their body needed time to recover. What’s more, becoming stronger wasn’t merely about Martial Skill as battles between experts hinged primarily on the use of Chi and Baledagh was years behind in this aspect. For example, if Baledagh were matched against the towering giant Ulfsaar, he’d be overpowered in seconds by the half-bear’s daunting strength and savage ferocity. In turn, using a combination of Reinforcement, Deflection, and Amplification, Brother defeated the former bandit with a single counter-strike multiple times in a row, which barely scratched the surface of Brother’s incredible new depths.
 
  
 
 Compounding Baledagh’s hardships, Fung, Dastan, and BoShui were now making their spars less about Martial Skill and more about showing off their newfound prowess at manipulating Chi. Song and Zian still dominated their matches using superior Martial Skills, but the others were visibly improving day by day. This afternoon, Baledagh narrowly avoided an instant defeat at BoShui’s hands, his ordinary, forward punch almost doubling in speed and power after mere days of forming his Natal Palace. His skill with Reinforcement and Stability improved in similar fashion and with steady footing and the ability to shift his centre of balance on a whim, BoShui was now a threat to contend with.
 
  
 
 Hmph. How shameful. To think, Baledagh once believed himself talented beyond all measure but he now knew how high the heavens truly were. There weren’t enough hours in a day for him to catch up to Song much less Mila or Brother, and now he was forced to take time out of his training to... to do what exactly?
 
  
 
 The answer soon revealed itself as Mei Lin brought them to a quaint little tea-house just off the main thoroughfare. Ah, so it was a tea date, how whimsical and meaningless. Repressing a sigh, he followed her up to the empty second floor where she declined the menu and ordered ‘a pot of their finest tea and one of everything’, exactly as a child of luxury would. So extravagant and wasteful, how could the four of them possibly eat so much? Though Brother loved the girl, Baledagh couldn’t help but feel like she was ill-suited for him, a spoiled, pampered princess who knew nothing of hardship. Besides, what was he thinking sending Baledagh out on a date with her? At least she wasn’t clinging to his arm or chatting away like she usually did, acting like a proper young lady here in public, despite having likely booked out the entire second floor for the sake of privacy.
 
  
 
 A good thing too, because despite her behaviour, Mei Lin was a beautiful young woman who Baledagh had little to no resistance against.
 
  
 
 Avoiding awkward conversation by using Banjo and the twins as his shield, Baledagh faked his way through the date for a full twenty minutes, though Mei Lin seemed in a foul mood. “So rude,” she muttered, glancing at the entrance below, so unlike her usual, chipper self. “They’re late.”
 
  
 
 Catching himself before he gave away his ignorance, he munched on some dried squid and made a note to have a long discussion with Brother about boundaries. Soon, the mystery guest arrived at the tea house, a slim, wiry man in his thirties. It was always hard to tell with Martial Warriors and this one was undoubtedly a warrior. Despite his lack of weapon or armour, everything from his gait to his neat collar screamed of military training. After making his way upstairs, the man gave a stiff bow towards Baledagh without giving the others a single glance. “A thousand apologies for my late arrival,” he said, failing to appear the least bit contrite. “Your shipment has arrived. If it pleases you, follow me to inspect your merchandise.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Mei Lin asked, “Who are you? Is our business not good enough for Yazhu to come greet us?”
 
  
 
 Typical brat, she’s probably upset this man didn’t fawn over her enough or refer to himself as ‘this lowly one’. Waving his hand, Baledagh said, “Leave it be, it’s a small matter.” Sensing an opportunity, he added, “Why don’t you stay here with the twins and finish the food while I handle this. Won’t be long.” Most of the remaining food was already being fed to the pets, so without waiting for an answer, Baledagh threw on his coat and hurried down the stairs with the soldier turned merchant on his heels.
 
  
 
 Their destination was merely minutes away at an unmarked store. Inside, the walls were lined with bamboo cages filled with slaves standing shoulder to shoulder. Varying in age and colour, most shared the same wretched look of utter defeat, staring at the floor and wondering if their new master would be cruel or kind, heartless or compassionate. Finally understanding why Brother sent him here, Baledagh set to searching for Tainted, eager to replenish his stores of Heavenly Energy. Thinking back on how much he’d wasted on mere healing or Insights made his heart ache. Although what they’d gathered to date was not even a fraction of the estimated amount needed to create a new body, he still felt like a fool for wasting so much, especially in light of how difficult it was to find Tainted. It might be easier to search for Defiled, but sadly, he couldn’t devour Spectres who were attached to true Defiled. Those Spectres were anchored to their hosts, disappearing after death to go where souls went, whether it be the Father’s Maw, Mother’s arms, or directly onto the next life.
 
  
 
 Unable to find a single Tainted, Baledagh scowled and asked, “Is this all of them?”
 
  
 
 The soldier-turned-merchant answered, “Yes, but I must warn you, there might be people from Sanshu among them, ones who escaped the Purge.”
 
  
 
 The slaves set to wailing about their innocence, but Baledagh ignored their cries. Something in the stilted way the man spoke made Baledagh pause. Turning to face him, Baledagh noted the wiry merchant's demeanour, stony-faced and straight-backed. Why would a merchant warn off a potential buyer like this? Only a warmhearted fool like Brother would disregard the warning, resulting in a lost sale or worse if the client went to the guards. Either this merchant was an idiot or seeking death.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 or...
 
  
 
 Testing the waters, Baledagh feigned horror and recoiled, even though several seconds had already passed. “Aiding criminals to avoid the Purge is a capital offence. We must turn them over to the guards!” Seeing the man frown at his unexpected reaction, Baledagh felt he’d made the right decision. Something was off, a sane man would be pleading for his life, but this one only seemed mildly annoyed.
 
  
 
 And was staring at something behind Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Ducking down, Baledagh felt something sail overhead as he drove his Reinforced elbow into the unseen assailant’s ribs. Rewarded with a satisfying gasp, he drew Peace with his left hand and bashed the assailant’s face with the hilt. As the assailant fell to the ground, Baledagh pointed Peace at the wiry merchant. “I don’t know what game you’re playing,” he growled, “but you should thank the Mother I don’t care enough to find out. Move and you die. I have plenty of witnesses to corroborate-”
 
  
 
 A meaty arm clamped around his waist and threw him off-balance, the downed assailant not as unconscious as he’d thought. Snarling in anger, Baledagh abandoned all mercy and stabbed the man clean through the face, spraying blood all around as he withdrew his sword. The dead man’s efforts were not in vain as they bought enough time for the wiry soldier to arm himself with a hidden rapier. Thrusting out, the wiry soldier put the full weight of his body behind the blade, showing no thought of retreat or escape and boldly putting his all into this one attack. At the last possible moment, he unleashed his Aura, a wave of daunting panic crashing into Baledagh even as the cold, naked blade pierced towards his head.
 
  
 
 Clever. Even if Baledagh had an Aura to counter him, the assassin hoped the momentary delay would be enough to take his life.
 
  
 
 Two months ago, it might well have.
 
  
 
 Drawing on his rage, Baledagh howled as his Aura erupted outwards, a wave of pure, unadulterated blood lust pushing back against his foe. Leaping back, he smashed the rapier aside  before reversing his strike, victory already his. The soldier had no method to defend and he knew it, completely vulnerable after his all-or-nothing attack. There was no shock or hatred in the wiry soldier’s eyes, no fear or regret, only bitter shame written across his face as Peace’s Honed edge clove clean through his neck.
 
  
 
 Heart pumping and chest heaving, Baledagh struggled to control his rage, staring at the surrounding slaves and daring them to make a move. That’s where the unseen assailant had come from, one of the bamboo cages. Caught by his Aura, the slaves were helpless before him, sheep ready for the slaughter, and it’s what they deserved. None of them had warned him about the ambush, standing silent while these men tried to murder him.
 
  
 
 Forcefully exhaling, Baledagh shook his head and grinned wryly. He couldn’t blame this on the Spectres, these thoughts were his own. Rehabilitation was a slow process, but dark thoughts didn’t make him a monster. So long as he didn’t act on them, then thoughts were all they were. Striding out into the busy streets, he raised his voice and shouted, “Could someone call the guards? There’s been an incident.”
 
  
 
 Traffic paused as every eye turned towards him, their faces blanching in terror. One person turned to run and in the space of a few heartbeats, the street was empty and devoid of life. Glancing down at his blood covered body, Baledagh chuckled beneath his breath.
 
  
 
 Right. Blood.
 
  
 
 His goal accomplished, Baledagh stepped back into the store and waited for the guards to arrive. While he didn't know why these soldiers tried to kill him, he wasn't too concerned about it. 
 
  
 
 Great men will always have enemies, and Brother was undoubtedly a great man.
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 Sitting in the void which is my Natal Palace, I shut out the world at large and reflect on my training progress. Martial Warriors are kind of a big deal in the Empire, especially considering the admission process is so straightforward. All you need to do is close your eyes, reach for Balance, and draw the first wisps of Heavenly Energy into your body. Follow these three easy steps to naturally form your Core and officially join the ranks of other Martial Warriors in training. Although it doesn’t sound difficult, 99% of the population never make it this far, a tangible barrier which separates plebeians from high society.
 
  
 
 It’s kind of a bum deal for ordinary peasants, the backbone of society who are never properly appreciated by their superhuman overlords. Without them, Martial Warriors would starve in the streets since they require two to five times more food than a normal commoner. In some ways it’s a good thing everyone can’t become Martial Warriors, but I’m not convinced economic viability is the reason most people fail to form a Core.
 
  
 
 I’ll never forget when I first became a Martial Warrior. Six months into training, I found Balance for the first time while sitting on a cliff overlooking the village which took me in. It was as simple as closing my eyes and breathing, something I’d done countless times before yet never truly succeeded in. This world was a complete nightmare when I first arrived, but Baatar and Sarnai, Alsantset and Charok, Taduk and Mei Lin, they all took me in, gave me a place to call home, and filled it with people to call family. They showed me I belonged in the village, that I was safe and more importantly, I was loved.
 
  
 
 In comparison, Tali and Tate found Balance at the tender age of six, a mere four months into training, which is part of the reason I feel ashamed whenever someone gushes about how talented or gifted I am. All I do is pick up new things quickly, there's nothing amazing about it. Still takes me forever to master them.
 
  
 
 Finding Balance was like discovering someone loved me, only this ‘someone’ is the world. The hell-hole of a planet opened its metaphorical arms and welcomed me with a loving embrace, which brings up a few conflicting emotions. Either way, I had a Core. It wasn’t a foreign object lodged inside me but a natural part of my body like any organ or muscle. I even developed a sixth sense which allowed me to perceive it, and though I lack metrics to measure it by, I always know whether my Core is empty or full the same way I know whether I’m hungry or tired. When I meditate, it’s like sitting in the cool shade on a warm summer day as the Heavenly Energy rushes into my Core, making me feel safe and loved. I became a part of something bigger than myself, more in tune with nature around me as my mind processed a myriad of details I’d never noticed before. I could see farther, hear better, feel, smell, and taste more, all because I’d taken the first step on my Martial Path and joined the 1%.
 
  
 
 Whoopdy-do.
 
  
 
 While forming a Core is a fundamental first step to becoming a Martial Warrior, you might as well celebrate learning how to breathe because that’s essentially all it is. It’s not air you’re breathing, but Heavenly Energy, passively converting it into Chi for your use. Sure, your prospects improve significantly upon forming your Core, allowing you to find work as a hunter, guard, mercenary or soldier, but a peaceful life is forever denied to you. A Martial Warrior treads along the Martial Path on a journey to the peak of the Martial Way.
 
  
 
 Calling it the Martial Path is something of a misnomer. A path implies a trail or track laid down for others to follow. Whether it be well-worn dirt walkway in a dense forests or a paved avenue through the heart of the City, a path facilitates the movement of traffic and make things easier for those who follow it.
 
  
 
 The Martial Path does none of those things.
 
  
 
 They call it a path because it's the route you take to strength, one you forge through overcoming adversity and hardships. Before you is a mountain of infinite height and your life’s purpose is to scale it by carving one step at a time out of its adamantine surface. Advice helps but only to a certain extent, because no two people walk the same Path using the same tools. Every person is born unique with differing aptitudes and capabilities, which you use to shape your Path. For example, Baatar’s Martial Path suits Baledagh’s personality well, a hyper-aggressive, overbearing approach to combat, reliant on instinct and reaction. Thing is, Baledagh can’t do what Baatar does because even though they’re similar in personality, they’re not the same person. They have different thought processes and instincts and will come to different conclusions. While certain things can be taught, it’s always better to find what works for you instead of following someone else’s Path.
 
  
 
 The Empire does things differently with many families or factions adopting a particular style, like BoShui and his uncle BoHai. As much as I’d like a rigid guideline to follow, Baatar and Akanai’s ‘free-form’ teaching style seems to work pretty well for the People, so I’m giving it my best shot.
 
  
 
 As usual, things aren’t going great. 
 
  
 
 Inside my Natal Palace, it’s like I have a seventh sense which allows me to visualize the flow of Chi in addition to sensing it. It’s an incredible diagnostic and testing tool, but the problem is everything I learn leads to more questions, which gets confusing after a while. I’ve been working on defining the rules and properties of Heavenly Energy, and by extension, Chi. Assuming Heavenly Energy is a natural phenomenon and not something esoteric like an all-powerful entity lending us power, then it stands to reason Heavenly Energy follows a set of rules and behaviours, like how water flows downhill or wind blows from high pressure to low pressure. Unfortunately, I’ve yet to properly define what those rules are.
 
  
 
 Complexity of the task has no bearing on the difficulty of Chi use. Take Honing for example, the first real skill I learned. I want to cut, I visualize the cut, and Peace shears through metal like butter. Simple, easy, effective, except it’s none of those things. When I Hone, my Chi flows around the blade like a chainsaw, but Baatar describes Honing differently. His Chi solidifies on his sword and forms an edge so thin you can hear it cut the air instead of part it. There’s no moving chain for him, which means we’re doing two different things to achieve the same results and calling it Honing. Since we’re both capable of replicating the other’s methods, this tells me that Chi is highly dependant on visual imagery. That doesn’t mean I can do anything I imagine, but if I want to succeed, knowing what to visualize is important.
 
  
 
 Except it isn’t.
 
  
 
 Case in point, Reinforcement. It’s not a passive strength increase like I initially believed, but an active technique which you sustain indefinitely. The outcome is the same but in practice, much more difficult. Instead of flipping a switch for extra strength and forgetting about it, it’s more like keeping a basketball spinning on top of your head at all times, assuming the basketball gave you superhuman strength while spinning. Difficult, but you get used to it after a while and the results are worth it. When I Reinforce my body, Chi flows to all my muscles and organs to support them. I can punch harder, jump higher, and run faster because Chi is augmenting my body’s basic abilities. The augmentation is multiplicative, so the stronger your body naturally is, the more benefit you get from Reinforcement. This doesn’t necessarily mean bigger is always better, but a 700 kg punch Reinforced at 1.5 times effectiveness is equal to a 1-ton punch Reinforced at 1.05 effectiveness. Unless you feel like wasting all your focus and Chi on Reinforcement, then it’s best to hit the gym.
 
  
 
 Point is, sustaining the skill aside, Reinforcement is one of the easiest skills to learn despite being an exceedingly complex manipulation of Chi. The human body is an intricate machine with millions upon millions of individual parts all working in concert to keep you alive. To breathe in, your diaphragm contracts and abdominal muscles stretch, pulling your rib cage upwards and giving room for your lungs to expand. Guided by a muscle in your throat which keeps you from inhaling food or filling your stomach with gas, air rushes in through your nose or mouth and into your lungs, where your blood picks up this precious cargo for delivery. Then, your heart sends the nourishing blood through a network of arteries and capillaries spanning across every millimetre of your body, distributing the life-giving air to where it’s needed and picking up waste products. Moving through a second network of veins, your blood returns to the lungs and dumps the waste to be exhaled before picking up a new load of precious air.
 
  
 
 All that just to do something as basic as breathing, which you can augment with Chi by concentrating really, really hard. Even moving my arm up and down requires a multitude of muscles to work in a coordinated, push-pull effort, and Chi somehow magically knows exactly what to do when Reinforcing. It’s like wearing an invisible, intangible suit made of Chi which sinks into your body and augments everything it does. Reinforcement might be easy to learn, but the process of Reinforcement is anything but simple. I’d wager Ral knows next to nothing about how his body works but he’s incredibly adept at Reinforcement, if nothing else, which effectively disproves my theory of visualization being important to Chi manipulation.
 
  
 
 My current theory is that Chi performs based on intention. I want to cut, my Chi helps me cut. I want to be stronger, my Chi makes my body stronger. I want to run up a steep slope, my Chi lightens my body and helps me up. The problem is, I also want to soar in the skies like a bird and shit fire and lightning on my enemies, but that’s not happening, which means there are limits to what Chi can do, like the inability to graft or create bear arms for myself.
 
  
 
 Except again, not true.
 
  
 
 Ancestral Beasts totally rework everything about them, going from rabbit, rat, bear or whatnot, to animal-eared humanoid. Truth be told, I kind of want to cut open an Ancestral Beast or half-beast’s head to see how their animal ears work. Realistically, they shouldn’t since they’d have to burrow through their brains to connect to the ear canals, or make room for a second set of ear drums. Lin’s ears twitch in response to sound even when she covers her human ones, which is mind-boggling. Not only that but Mila’s tail flicks around when she’s nervous or lying, Baatar’s ears seems permanently pressed against his head with Sarnai in a coma, and the crown of Tate’s skull is thicker and sturdier than normal in order to support the curling horns on either side of head.
 
  
 
 Tali’s horns aren’t as big or curly, but her forehead is also a little broader than normal, which makes her all the cuter.
 
  
 
 Either way, we all know Heavenly Energy allows for some pretty insane modifications which Chi cannot. Except it probably can, and we just haven't figured out how. The biggest wrinkle in the ‘no-bear arms’ philosophy is Sanshu’s resident psycho cannibal Gen. Fire-throwing aside, what’s the deal with his hands? Somehow, Gen transmuted his regular, human hands into metallic, shape-shifting sword hands which should be impossible, but isn't. Conventional wisdom says this means he’s manipulating pure Heavenly Energy (or its demonic counterpart), but Gen went from common hunter to elite, flame-flinging, soldier killing, Demon-controlling, sword-hand having Defiled in a matter of weeks, if not days. There’s no way he became an ‘Ancestral Human’ so quickly, which means there must be a way to replicate his success as a mere mortal. I’m not saying I want metallic, shape-shifting hands or even permanent bear hands. For one thing, they’d make it a lot harder to do... certain activities, but I’m curious how Gen managed a feat which was only previously accomplished by Ancestral Beasts, and only after thousands of years of practice.
 
  
 
 My best guess? He didn’t know it was impossible, so it worked.
 
  
 
 Maybe that’s why everyone regrows teeth, even commoners who can’t control Chi. They’re born toothless, grow a few baby teeth, lose them all, and then their body naturally replaces those baby teeth with permanent adult teeth. Then, when someone loses another, supposedly permanent tooth, they don’t realize it’s not supposed to grow back so the Heavenly Energy obliges and out pops a new tooth. It’s a shaky theory at best and of little to no use at all if true. How am I supposed to will myself to disbelieve a fundamental truth like man’s inability to fly?
 
  
 
 Regardless of all my questions, my Chi skills have improved these past few months, though I’m nowhere closer to using Chi externally. Mila never got my Sending back in Sanshu and Deflection isn’t an external use of Chi. It’s using Chi internally to displace objects outside my body, an explanation which left me staring like a deer in the headlights. Worse, in the process of learning more about my skills, I’ve also learned about their limits which is never fun.
 
  
 
 I always believed there was more to the world, a veil behind which all the wonderfully fancy Chi manipulations and uses were hiding. I mean, there are skills which I’ve yet to understand much less try, but the majority I’ve heard about are fairly... bland. Most Chi skills are almost mundane in nature, things like Sending, Speaking, Watching, or Listening. Almost anything a human can do, Chi can help you do better, which while useful, doesn’t hold my interest. Not to say top experts can’t do awesome things like run across water or create shockwaves with a clap, but they don’t because it’s ‘inefficient’.
 
  
 
 So disappointing. Where’s the romance?
 
  
 
 I see where they’re coming from though. When we’re working in tandem, I can Reinforce Baledagh until he hits like a truck, which is pretty effective at killing things. Admittedly, there’s a limit to what our body can endure, but even keeping well within them is sufficient to turn us into a killing machine. 
 
  
 
 At my upper limits of Reinforcement, punching air is enough to tear the ligaments in my arms and pop my elbow from its socket. Physical repercussions aside, putting so much into Reinforcement requires a minute long ramp-up time during which I need to concentrate wholly on the task, meaning I’m useless for anything else in the interim. It doesn’t last long either, blowing my load of Chi in a few heartbeats which leaves me ashamed and my Core empty and flaccid.
 
  
 
 The trick to Reinforcement is to keep it on all the time at a setting you can sustain indefinitely. This way, not only does the skill become second nature, it lets you get used to the extra strength. It makes sense, babies and teenagers are clumsy because they’re adapting to their rapidly changing bodies, so it stands to reason a warrior wouldn’t want to deal with a sudden change in strength mid-fight.
 
  
 
 Realizing I haven’t blinked in what feels like hours, I bring the world back into focus around me. Rubbing my temples eases my discomfort despite not having an actual physical body, my mind creating the illusion of relief brought about by my actions. With a long sigh, I gaze around at the empty void, where Blobby floats about like the tiny drop of water he is.
 
  
 
 Yes, I’ve decided the amorphous blob of water is a he. There’s no way I’m comfortable with Blobby being female even if he was birthed from the tear ducts of an otherworldly goddess, which I’m still not 100% convinced of. I’ve also decided he shouldn’t pretend to be bigger than he is, swirling all around me and Baledagh while we’re inside our Natal Palace. He’s a droplet, so he should act appropriately.
 
  
 
 Summoning the droplet to my palm, I watch Blobby... be water. he doesn’t do much of anything these days, sluggishly drifting about day and night with the room I crafted for Baledagh embedded within. My little brother likes the watery surroundings, says it makes him feel warm and safe, so I let him be. I could fancy up my surroundings, but I find the complete and utter lack of distractions necessary to train in, since I have the attention span of a six-year-old hopped up on sugar and cocaine. Like now, I should be practising but instead I’m reviewing all my failures because I’m a closeted masochist.
 
  
 
 Well... considering my training regimen, maybe not so closeted. I, Falling Rain, am openly masochistic. I mean, Mila broke my hand in our first passionate encounter and I can’t stop smiling about it. I love how flustered and apologetic she got afterwards, gently and diligently helping me wash and splint my injured hand. In retrospect, she was probably trying to get rid of the smell so Lin wouldn’t realize what we were up to, but I digress.
 
  
 
 Pulling back from my distraction, I refocus on Blobby. Maybe it’s the lack of food, but after serving as inspiration for my Beyblade Aura, Blobby hasn’t responded to any of my attempts to plead, cajole, or blackmail him into paying more rent. There’s nothing I can do. Tainted are hard to come by, which means either they were more prevalent in Sanshu than normal or the Spectres have all upped and left, presumably with the army of Defiled who disappeared from our doorsteps. Maybe they figured it’d be easier to take the long way around to the Western Province, but nothing in my experience tells me Defiled would ever retreat from a fight. I’m expecting the war to resume any day now that winter is coming to an end, with spring mere weeks away. Blobby is my best chance for a massive leap in strength, a requirement if I want to have a bigger impact in the war.
 
  
 
 Fighting Defiled is the least I can do for these people who took me in and gave me a family. I’d rather contribute in other ways, but ever since those first few days after I returned, Sarnai has shown no signs of improvement. If anything, her body’s health is deteriorating as expected from a long period of inactivity, the lack of Tainted or Demons really putting a damper on my Heavenly Energy collection efforts. The cleverest housewife can't cook a meal without rice and the greatest healer can’t bring the dead back to life. Maybe Taduk was right, maybe Sarnai already passed away and we’ve been caring for a living corpse these past months. Even Baatar can’t remain hopeful for this long and it’s killing me to see him in so much pain.
 
  
 
 I wanted to be a hero and accomplish the impossible, but I failed.
 
  
 
 Story of my life.
 
  
 
 The rest of my practice goes by without significant accomplishments or insights. Unable to bear the mental strain from the complete detachment from my physical body, I break my self-imposed seclusion and reconnect with Baledagh. “Hey little brother,” I say with a mental smile. “How was tea time with Lin and the twins?”
 
  
 
 “Please stop sending me on these dates Brother,” he answers, not the least bit grateful. “I find them exceedingly uncomfortable. Also, we ran into a problem.”
 
  
 
 “Oh lighten up, they’re not dates. I explicitly told Lin she’s not allowed to be clingy in public or in front of the twins and you had both. It’s an afternoon snack in a tea house, not a sunset stroll on the beach.” I figured seeing the adorable twins eat to their heart's content would be good for Baledagh, and if not, at least he could try some delicious desserts. They have this almond jelly that is to die for which I cannot for the life of me figure out how to duplicate. Frowning as his words sink in, I ask, “Wait, what problem? It’s a public tea-house, what sort of problem did you run into?” Please don’t tell me he started another feud...
 
  
 
 “The problem came after. You know the delivery of slaves you were expecting?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, from Yazhu. I figured you could check if there were any Tainted and sign off on the shipment. What happened?” Yazhu came highly recommended by Rustram’s dad and seemed like a decent enough person for a slaver.
 
  
 
 “The guys who delivered it tried to kill us. Not Yazhu, unless that’s the guy I stabbed in the face. Two assassins, both dead. I tried to take them prisoner but they weren’t having any of it. Anyways, I’m just waiting for the guards now. Oh, and what happened with our hand Brother? It would’ve been much easier to fight with my right hand.”
 
  
 
 This time, massaging my temples does nothing to ease my suffering.
 
  
 
 Only Baledagh can turn an afternoon tea-house trip into a double homicide.
 
 Chapter Meme
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 GouJian departed for Sanshu the moment he learned of his disciple’s fate, leaving his holy work for another to finish for the first time in decades. A foolish, emotional response to the loss of his favoured disciple, but such was the price one paid for opening one’s heart. Though not his most zealous or skilled disciple, her charming smile and diplomatic touch opened doors where closed fists and naked blades were turned away. He feared no conflict for the Mother stood by his side, but his adherents were a valuable resource, the precious few capable of bearing the heavy burden of Her most holy of duties and guarding Her flock from the wolves hidden within.
 
  
 
 And now his favoured successor was gone to the Mother’s embrace, taken too young by His vile minions.
 
  
 
 Their time together was so short, barely a decade since he took her under his wing. When he first laid eyes on her, he saw so much of himself in her. She was a skittish colt too terrified to open her eyes to the truth, an empathetic and compassionate young woman who sought to better the lives of everyone she met. Naive and unfamiliar with the ways of the world, she required a forceful hand to guide her and he’d risked breaking her to do so, but his efforts were not in vain. Beneath his instruction, she flourished unlike any of his other disciples, taking to the Mother’s holy work like a duck to water. Though the other adherents understood the need of their duties, few realized the precarious position of their Order. Universally reviled by all for doing what must be done, his adherents endured trials and tribulations without reward or thanks, but their existence was barely tolerated by those short-sighted fools in power. He feared for the future should one of his uncompromising, hard-nosed disciples take the reins, but what choice did he have? For decades, he’d carried out his sacred duties at the expense of all else, but his time in this world was coming to an end. A new successor must be named or his adherents would fracture and split upon his death.
 
  
 
 But this was a matter for another day.
 
  
 
 Today, he sought vengeance for his dearly departed disciple.
 
  
 
 A month after the death of his disciple, he strode through the gates of Sanshu unaccompanied and unnoticed. Sporting a wild, unkempt beard and tattered, travel-worn robes, his disguise allowed him to blend in with the masses and carry out his search unhindered. Everyone expected him to arrive at the head of his adherents, and oftentimes he would as a show of force, but only a fool warned his enemies in advance. A hotbed of rampant corruption and vile hedonism, were it up to him, Sanshu would have been Purged years ago but his limits precluded him from investigating urban centres. Too risky, the politicians claimed, fearful of losing their extravagant luxuries and decadent comforts, fools one and all.
 
  
 
 No matter. So long as presented indisputable proof the Father held sway in Sanshu, then even the Emperor himself would have no choice but to condemn it. The city would burn and he would salt the ashes in his wake, as both warning to the Enemy and tribute to Han BoLao, his more treasured disciple.
 
  
 
 Oh you, foolish, flighty, child. Why didn’t you trust Master to protect you? All you had to do was return alive and Master would’ve handled the rest.
 
  
 
 Choking on his grief, he moved through the streets in search of the telltale signs of Defiled taint. The surviving adherents painted a grim portrait, of Defiled massing under Yo Ling’s banner while others openly masqueraded as heroic bandit, Guard Captain, or Chief Councilman and almost taking the city through deception and treachery. With so many Defiled exposed, he expected to come across the vile, repugnant stench of the Father’s parasites within minutes of entering Sanshu, but to his surprise, he found nothing amiss. The mood was one of rebirth and renewal as hordes of commoners returned to the city after years of exile even as the nobles fled the city in droves like rats fleeing a sinking ship.
 
  
 
 They knew their sins, but so did he. Their time of reckoning would come soon enough.
 
  
 
 After annexing more than half the city from the nefarious Council, the Magistrate promised homes to all who worked, causing everyone to be in high spirits as they set about rebuilding their city. On top of land and fair wages, even food was given away freely as Chu Tongzu endeavoured to placate the masses, assuring them Sanshu was free of Defiled and would not face extinction. How absurd, the one-time war-hero was the picture of gluttony, an obese puppet dancing for his masters. Where once the Council pulled his strings, now he danced to Major Yuzhen’s tune, Shing Du Yi’s successor.
 
  
 
 Ah yes, the Marshal of the North. Now there was a man worthy of praise, a true Hero of the Empire who stood against corruption and nepotism. How disappointing for old age to muddle his mind so, succumbing to debased desire and appointing a half-beast whore as his successor. How else to explain the Marshal’s actions? Though his holy duties kept him in the Central province, his network stretched to all corners of the Empire, men and women, servants and soldiers, all doing their part to keep the Enemy at bay. He knew of Yuzhen’s wanton ways just as he knew of the depraved practices carried out by Sanshu’s ruling elite, including the ‘heroic’ Magistrate Chu Tongzu’s contemptible deeds.
 
  
 
 All the more reason Sanshu should be rife with the Father’s minions and a prime target for cleansing, but no matter how hard he looked, he found no signs of foul play. Where were the frayed nerves, short tempers, and discontented mutters? Where were the hidden insurgents, working to spread fear and despair? Where were the criminals influenced by the Father’s touch to carry out violent murders and openly commit crimes? Where were the crippled soldiers, left to starve in the streets after performing their duties? Where were the unhappy husbands beating their pitiful wives?
 
  
 
 All these problems and more were taken care of by the seemingly flawless Chu Tongzu.
 
  
 
 Gathering dissidents were scattered and crushed, criminal enterprises raided and ruined, crippled soldiers sheltered and fed, in the weeks following the ‘Battle for Sanshu’, Magistrate Chu Tongzu worked tirelessly to ensure the city’s survival and well being. By all accounts, Sanshu appeared free of the Father’s Taint and were it not for his years of experience and piles of reports detailing Chu Tongzu’s sordid and unethical past, this act might have worked.
 
  
 
 If the Enemy were so easily dealt with through hard work and high hopes, then what use was he?
 
  
 
 Deep in his heart, he prayed it was true, prayed the Magistrate was a changed man working by the grace of the Mother. It wasn’t a far stretch, for if the Coalition’s plan had worked as intended, Chu Tongzu would have died fighting Yo Ling’s hordes and the Defiled traitor XiaoGong would be Magistrate in his place, crafting a story of snatching victory from the jaws of defeat and emerging as the Hero of Sanshu. Even so, Goujian found it difficult to out his misgivings to rest and decided more drastic measures were needed to ascertain whether Chu Tongzu was hero or traitor.
 
  
 
 His successor died to bring him news of this pandemic, so he must investigate thoroughly.
 
  
 
 Disappearing into the nearest alley, he emerged a legless, disfigured cripple, his wounds wrapped in filthy rags reeking of rot and infection. A steep price to pay for a man his age, but a debt incurred without second thought. Dragging himself to the nearby market, he found a corner to lay in and presented himself as a target. Cowards and apostates often targeted the weak and crippled with promises of strength and restoration should they accept the Father’s lies. He’d long campaigned for better care of wounded veterans, but his efforts went unsupported as nobles and marshals alike tightened their purse-strings at the thought of contributing towards the greater good.
 
  
 
 If Chu Tongzu and Yuzhen were true heroes of the Empire, then he would gladly seek the Mother’s mercy for his wrongful accusations, but a lifetime of scouring the Father’s Taint from the Empire had turned Goujian into a cynical man.
 
  
 
 Before long, he was approached by a matronly, broad-shouldered, dark-haired woman wearing an elegant, fur-lined robe. Accompanied by a flock of retainers and guards, she wore the trappings of nobility but with her surly frown and fists resting on her hips gave her away, her gruff demeanour so at odds with her wealthy apparel he marked her as common-born long before she opened her mouth. “Well, ain’t ye the picture of perfect health,” she drawled, almost looking offended by the sight of him. “Can’t have ye sitting out here spoiling folks’ appetites, now can we? Go on, off with him now.”
 
  
 
 Two of her guards stepped forward and lifted him into a litter, ignoring his muttered pleas to be left alone. “Calm yourself grandfather,” one guard said, his voice gruff but gentle. “Don’t you mind her brusque manners, she might be common born like us but Lady Sovanna is the Magistrate’s betrothed. I’m surprised someone in your condition went unnoticed for so long, but you’re in safe hands now.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Defiled insurgents masquerading as charitable nobles no doubt, here to recruit him to their cause.
 
  
 
 Former sergeant turned interim Guard Captain Sovanna, a woman wholly unqualified for the role. In all likelihood, she was the first person in the history of the Empire to hold the rank of Guard Captain while lacking even a Spiritual Weapon, not to mention an Aura or the ability to demonstrate Purity. Now she was betrothed to the Magistrate, how fortunate for her. Perhaps Tongzu strove to do the Mother’s work while this harlot undermined his efforts from his side, a temptress sent by the Enemy to mislead him. Then again, though she was a handsome woman, not even a blind man could mistake her for a city-destroying beauty, lacking in both grace and manners to say nothing of her burly form and grating voice.
 
  
 
 The litter brought him to a hospice where he spent months ‘recovering’ from his injuries. Most of his care was mundane in nature, though a Healer was sent to clear up a particularly nasty infection. Had he not seen it for himself, he would never have believed it. Healers were notoriously prideful and for good reason. Having dedicated years to its study, he understood how difficult it was to master the skills required to be a Healer. The human body naturally rejected foreign Chi, the Mother’s defence against having Her creations tampered with, and to overcome the body’s defences took decades of practice. What’s more, each effort consumed immense amounts of Chi and mental fortitude and Goujian’s infection was serious enough to exhaust an above-average Healer, a test of Chu Tongzu’s dedication to the cause.
 
  
 
 A test the Magistrate passed effortlessly.
 
  
 
 Day after day, he laid in wait, expecting a heretic to arrive with false promises to tempt him to the Father’s side, but he was sorely disappointed. They fed, washed, and cared for him, but never once was he approached by apostates or did he overhear dogmatic preaching, only the same droll day in and day out of how Sanshu was on the mend under the Mother-blessed Tongzu’s guidance. Though he took no pleasure in his duties, Goujian couldn’t help but feel a twinge of disappointment. Could BoLao have been mistaken? Was Sanshu free of Defiled Taint? First-hand knowledge of the Enemy told him this was an impossibility as heretics and apostates were a plague which could only be cured through blood and fire, yet here Sanshu stood contrary to those beliefs.
 
  
 
 A cause for celebration or worry? Had the Enemy truly been defeated here or were they too adept at hiding for him to uncover?
 
  
 
 After months of fruitless searching, he summoned his adherents from the shadows on the eve of the new year and ordered them to bring him away, leaving matters in Sanshu for another day. Unable to find the proof he so desired, he rode a carriage bound for the Wall and regenerated his legs before making plans to investigate the cause of his successor’s downfall.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, the Undying Savage.
 
  
 
 A vicious, immoral young man whose feats defied logic, his successor was convinced the boy was Defiled in spite of his ability to demonstrate Purity, which was disturbing, to say the least. The boy certainly fit the description of a Defiled warrior, a lusty, bloodthirsty young barbarian who heralded from an isolated tribal village, but BoLao’s own message described Rain as an intelligent, talented young man, capable of twisting her words against her. Goujian sensed the conflict in his successor’s writing, the poor girl so desperate to save the innocent, but as the saying went, spare the rod and spoil the child. All it took was one Defiled abomination to infect a village, and hidden in the inaccessible mountains so close to the Bridge, the Bekhai were undoubtedly prime targets for the Father’s attentions.
 
  
 
 If the Defiled were able to fake Purity, then the repercussions were far reaching. No person in the Empire would be beyond suspect, not even himself. If news of this broke out, he might find himself faced with the full wrath of the Emperor, a staggering victory for the Enemy. His people were the last line of defence against the Father, cleansing his Taint before it could take root in the Empire, and the Empire could not afford their loss.
 
  
 
 In light of this, though he loved his disciple like a daughter, he prayed she was wrong.
 
  
 
 For if not, then the Empire was doomed.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the Wall, he once again entered in disguise, ordering his adherents to trickle in as the days passed. At first glance, Falling Rain seemed like a paragon of virtue, spending a fortune feeding the poor, sheltering orphans, and freeing slaves. Goujian dined at the school several days in a row, taking solace in the cheery atmosphere and smiling faces as he ate spiced meat and salted broth, things he never tasted until a man grown. He Watched as Falling Rain went about his days like a dedicated, forthright young man. Rain cooked breakfast for his loved ones, trained with his warriors, sparred with his peers, and played with his pets, a kind, affectionate young man with no discernible flaws or vices.
 
  
 
 There were a few areas of concern, but nothing worth acting on. For example, Rain’s source of wealth was a mystery, but a quick look into the Bekhai was enough to convince Goujian that Rain was being backed by their vast natural resources. Then there was Dastan Zhandos, former member of the Coalition worked at Rain’s side, but the young man showed no signs of Defiled Taint, a calm, collected warrior wholly focused on the Martial Path. Were Goujian to bring news of young Dastan home, he’d be laughed out onto the streets as it was common knowledge Dastan could also demonstrate Purity and even recently joined the Empire’s Roster of Experts.
 
  
 
 Most surprising was Rain’s association with the Society youths. To be friends with his disciple’s cousin and murderer Han BoShui wasn’t too surprising, but for Situ Jia Zian to amicably spar with the warrior who defeated and humiliated him reeked of the Father’s influence. It made sense if these youths had all been Tainted and were now working as His agents in the Empire. How deep the corruption might spread if these prominent youths were Tainted? It explained why the Defiled horde withdrew whilst on the cusp of victory, the province was already theirs, they only needed time for Falling Rain and his cronies to deliver it to them.
 
  
 
 Thus Goujian put in motion a plan to kidnap the young hero and steal him away for interrogation. If the Undying Savage turned out to be Defiled, then it was proof positive of the Father’s deep roots in the North and Goujian would bring his findings to the Emperor himself. If not, then the Empire would lose a young hero in return for peace of mind, a small price to pay in the long run.
 
  
 
 Before taking action, he left a large donation at the school, praying someone would continue the good work here. A hot meal didn’t seem like much to the nobility, but to a man who knew hunger every day of his childhood, Goujian understood the true value of this school.
 
  
 
 Sitting on the ground floor of a tea-house, he awaited Falling Rain’s arrival, the young hero on his way with his hare-eared betrothed and two goat-horned children in tow. Sipping his tea, Goujian watched as the amber-eyed young man trundled through the crowd with a bear on his back and two children in his arms, smiling without a care in the world. Defiled or not, this was the man responsible for BoLao’s death, so it vexed Goujian to see the boy smiling so. His emotions must have gotten the better of him because the boy seemed alerted to his presence, amber eyes swivelling left and right in search the unseen threat.
 
  
 
 If not Defiled, then Falling Rain was a genius seen once a millennia but Goujian trusted BoLao’s judgment enough to take the risk. Withdrawing his Watch, he poured another cup of tea and waited, wagging his eyebrows at a precocious young child enjoying her snack with relish. Children were the future of the Empire but so easily brought astray. He prayed with all his heart he was wrong, that BoLao was wrong, so these sweet children and moral, upright citizens of the Empire might continue their existence here in the North.
 
  
 
 Because if he was right, then the entire Province must be cleansed, in blood and in fire.
 
  
 
 When his adherent arrived to escort Rain away, Goujian cursed the man for his poor acting. Any blind fool could see he was more warrior than merchant, but thankfully Rain didn’t notice. Keeping his emotions in check, he Watched Rain proceed to the storefront to inspect his slaves, only to witness his adherents make a mess of things as the clumsy assailant missed his unsuspecting target, then died in a miserable manner. So hard to find good help so far North, but this was what he had to work with. There were too many experts here at the Bridge, his other adherents already under watch. Unable to risk exposure, he ordered the surviving adherent to wound the boy and die to make it look like a failed kidnapping/assassination attempt.
 
  
 
 And when Rain’s Demonic Aura erupted out, Goujian knew his Disciple was right.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain was Defiled.
 
  
 
 The North was lost.
 
  
 
 He considered several angles of attack, including snatching Rain away using the hare-girl and children as leverage, but his instincts warned him from acting out of line. This was the Northern Bridge, as far from his sphere of influence as one could get and still be in the Empire. No sense acting on impulse and risking discovery by the multitude of experts. Now that he knew, he could slowly gather evidence and -
 
  
 
 Steely fingers clamped down on his neck and Goujian froze in surprise. An expert, one capable of sneaking up on him without notice? Yesterday, he would have scoffed at the notion, but here they were. Keeping calm, he folded his hands on the table and Sent, “An impressive feat to mask your presence before the Confessor,” he Sent, hoping to rattle the expert with his title. “Might I have the honour of knowing this expert’s name?”
 
  
 
 Silence and a tightened grip were his only answers, so he abandoned all thoughts of intimidation. Around them, the tea-house guests continued eating and drinking in merriment, wholly ignorant of the peak expert standing in their midst. For the next ten minutes, Goujian sat in uneasy silence as the hare-eared girl and goat-horned children finished their desserts on the empty second floor. Only after they strolled out the door with their pets did the expert’s grip loosen ever so slightly, but still not enough for Goujian to act. “Hmph. I know not who you are or why you are here,” the expert Sent, his voice grim and unyielding, “but you reek of blood and suffering. The stench offends me. In accordance with the treaties, remove yourself or be removed. This is your first and final warning.”
 
  
 
 Ah. So he was a Territory Lord, an Ancestral Beast, which explained his skill. No point mentioning this was an Imperial fortress, these creatures weren’t ones to quibble over niceties. “This one has offended Great One out of ignorance and offers his apologies. Might I inquire where Great One’s territory ends?”
 
  
 
 “Where my territory ends is unimportant. Remove yourself and your companions from the North. I’ll not risk scenting you on the wind.”
 
  
 
 With that, the grip on Goujian’s neck loosened and the expert disappeared. Wasting no time, Goujian paid his bill and left. Disappearing into the shadows, he ordered his adherents out of the North before leaping into the air and racing across the sky in his haste to leave. Cursing his poor luck, the kilometres zipped by as he wasted prodigious amounts of Chi and stamina on this arduous effort, but discretion was the better part of valour. How he’d offended the Territory Lord was a mystery. Perhaps it was the father of the hare-girl or the goat-children, but Falling Rain was out of his reach so long as he remained in the North. Although a Territory Lord technically couldn’t exile him from the Northern province, if the Ancestral Beast killed him on a whim, the Emperor wouldn’t lose sleep over Goujian’s death.
 
  
 
 If anything, the Emperor might send the Ancestral Beast a gift of thanks.
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 The stench of blood and guts fills the store as I ignore the fearful stares of the slaves and wait for the guards to arrive. Killing two people and inciting a small panic in the streets is probably a big deal, and although Baledagh acted in self-defence, all we have is our word to go by, which is less than reassuring. I don’t doubt he was attacked first, but short of giving an Oath, I have no proof as no one will take the word of a slave at face value, especially ones who’ve been at the mercy of a possible murderer.
 
  
 
 I don’t know how murders are handled here in the Empire, but I assume it goes to the Disciplinary Corps, the Emperor’s judges, jurors, and executioners. I suppose Oaths are a convenient method of interrogation but I loathe making them. Each one is like a metaphysical burden weighing on me, like a phantom crick in my neck I can never be rid of. I admire Dastan for keeping his composure with the Oaths hanging over his head. After cleansing him of the Spectres, he’s never shown a hint of anger or resentment. While I do what I can to ensure he and his retinue have plenty of freedom, they still wear a metaphorical collar around their necks attached to the leash in my hand which cannot be pleasant.
 
  
 
 Hoping to find proof to absolve me of guilt, I crouch to study my would-be kidnappers/assassins without disturbing the crime scene. Glancing at the mangled features of the first corpse, I mentally quip, “I guess you could say our enemy... has lost face.” Moving to study the decapitated corpse, I add, “Must have made him angry enough... to lose his head.”
 
  
 
 YEAHHH!
 
  
 
 Instead of eliciting an amused chuckle, Baledagh’s disapproval floods through my mind. “You shouldn’t mock the dead, Brother. They were our enemies, but still deserving of respect. The faceless one threw his life away to buy time for his ally and both died valiantly and without regrets. Inexperienced in deception, they showed great courage and determination, far different from the usual crazed Defiled we fight.”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly shrinking away at the reprimand, I reply, “Sorry. Humour is my defence mechanism, it keeps me from panicking about how someone wants us dead or captured, presumably to make us wish we were dead. I was sorta hoping we were done with this stuff.”
 
  
 
 Mentally shrugging, Baledagh waves away my concerns. “Whoever it is, they failed. If they send four assassins, then we shall strike down four. Send ten, kill ten. We will endure.”
 
  
 
 “Well, not to disagree but I’d like to know who sent these particular assassins and stop them from sending more.”
 
  
 
 “Good idea Brother, we shall have our retribution, in blood and in fire.”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Always with the blood and fire. Honestly, it sounds so exhausting.” Not that I have any better ideas. If I figure out who’s trying to kill us, blood and fire sounds like an appropriate response. Fighting on the battlefield is one thing; I choose to be there, more or less. Assassins in the city are a different matter. Who knows what collateral damage they might cause? What if they’d attacked in the tea-house, with Lin, Tali, and Tate right beside me?
 
  
 
 Oh no... Baledagh said the assassins met him at the tea-house. If they have accomplices, then they might try to use Lin and the twins as leverage!
 
  
 
 Dashing through the door to go rescue my loved ones, I immediately rebound off what feels like a wall of steel and stagger back, collapsing to the floor.
 
  
 
 Wow. My enemies work fast. How did they wall me in so quietly? And how are they making the ceiling spin?
 
  
 
 Husolt’s one-eyed visage appears, circling around with a downright villainous grin pasted on his face. “Oh ho... Thinking of making yourself scarce after killing two men? You see this, girl? We’ve caught ourselves a criminal trying to escape, got him dead-to-rights. You think the Disciplinary Corps’ll reward us?”
 
  
 
 Somewhere out of sight, Li Song’s voice sounds in perfect deadpan. “Most assuredly, especially considering this criminal’s high rank. We’ve done the Empire a great service.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the pain and nausea, I try sitting up to disastrous results. Husolt’s large hands keep me steady, but the world continues to spin around me, now on more than one axis. “You don’t understand,” I slur, trying to push his hands away while simultaneously clinging on for support. “I need to go.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry lad, but evil has its retribution. You must suffer the consequences of your actions, can’t have you running around killing strangers in cities now can we? It’d be bad for our image.”
 
  
 
 “You’re turning me in?” The words slip out without thinking, sounding like an entitled, indignant young noble looking to escape my crimes. “Wait... wait...” Pausing to gather my thoughts, I finally get back on track. “I didn’t commit any crime and Lin needs my help. She might be in danger, I need to-”
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself lad, we’re just having a laugh, nothing to be worried about.” Husolt’s ‘gentle’ thumping does nothing to alleviate my nausea or panic, but it does force me into submissive compliance. Most of the time it’s easy to forget, but every now and then something reminds me I’m surrounded by existences who could accidentally crush me with a random sneeze. “Lin and the children are safe as can be, finishing their snacks at this very moment. How you think we came to be here? Her guards noticed something amiss and me and the girl were nearby, so we were asked to check on you. You’re ruining a perfectly pleasant father-daughter market date, you know?”
 
  
 
 Relief floods through me as the gyrating room comes to a stop, and I notice how Li Song beams at the appellation despite standing well out of arms reach of the massive bear-eared blacksmith. I can’t blame her. Though his intentions are kind, I really wish he’d stop trying to comfort me. I think I’m starting to bruise. “Lin has guards? Like the rude, veiled woman and her lackeys?”
 
  
 
 Choking back a laugh, Husolt likely agrees with my opinion but is too polite to say it. “Err, sometimes them, sometimes others. You know how it is with parents, the old hare is a doting, overprotective sort. Ever since your little run-in with the carnugators in Shen Huo, there’s always someone keeping an eye on the sweet girly, a guardian in the shadows as it were.”
 
  
 
 Wow. A guardian. “Must be nice,” I answer, still woozy from my crash. Wait. “Does Mila have a guardian too?” Please say no, please say no, I’m dead if Husolt and Akanai find out about our afternoon delight/hand breaking.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Chortling, he says, “My old lady thinks having a guardian will limit Mila’s growth despite worrying over her safety day in and day out. Besides, it ain’t easy convincing experts to play nanny, only the old hare has enough pull to get it done.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... I wonder if Taduk could arrange a guardian for me too...
 
  
 
 After explaining Baledagh’s ordeal and his exceedingly paranoid thought process, I ignore the father-daughter pair of disbelieving glances and turn to the slaves. “When did these men appear? Were they sent by Yazhu?”
 
  
 
 Pressed into the back of their cages, the slaves cringe at the attention and remain silent, prompting a derisive snort from Baledagh. “Worthless fools and cowards the lot of them. They all stood idle as my would-be abductor hid amongst them, doing nothing to warn me of their plot. How could they not understand their fate would be sealed the moment I was captured?”
 
  
 
 Respect for one's enemies and disdain for the weak, my little brother definitely fits in better than I do. “You can’t hold it against them. They’re scared and helpless, just trying to survive to live another day.” Besides, even the stalwart warriors from Dastan’s retinue were terrified by Baledagh’s Aura and from the looks of things, he’s yet to fine tune his control. He’s great at picking out enemies but defending allies? Not so much. If friendlies aren’t paralyzed by his Aura or forced to defend against it, then we call that a win.
 
  
 
 With all his time spent in the Natal Palace, Baledagh’s made tremendous strides in his abilities, going from zero to hero in months. He’s got Honing and Reinforcement down pat and is working on Lightening and Stability, the basic four ‘passive’ skills. After condensing his own personal Aura, we found he shares my ability to manipulate it into projecting different emotions, which apparently is our special Talent with a capital T. I’m better at conveying lighter emotions like courage, determination, love, and general sickening affection, while Baledagh has the darker emotions down pat, like overwhelming blood lust and spine-tingling terror. Being unable to experience it myself, I only have second-hand experiences to go by but I feel Saluk described it best. ‘Is like, be ant and see boot come smash, yes?’
 
  
 
 After much careful cajoling, one terrified woman finally speaks up and explains what happened. After filling my order for slaves in Shen Huo, Yazhu led the caravan to the Wall and arrived a handful of hours ago. Once they were all settled into the store, the now-faceless assailant came out of nowhere and killed Yazhu, leaving the body in the back room where it currently still lays. On the one hand, it’s nice to know I wasn’t betrayed by my slaver associate and by extension the father of my second-in-command, but now my investigation seems to have run into a snag.
 
  
 
 Husolt and Li Song are of no help, stepping out to avoid the smell after making sure I’m unharmed. It’s sweet how she’s making an effort to bond with her new family and not just passively sitting back and accepting their love and affection. Taking a moment to appreciate their adorable family bonding, I continue my search for clues until the guards arrive, who promptly move aside for BoShui marching hot on their tails with his entire retinue in tow, moving through the streets armed and ready for action.
 
  
 
 “Preposterous,” he says, spitting on the corpses after hearing my explanation. “To think they dare make a move on you here of all places? My uncle will spare no effort to find the party responsible for ordering this and we will have our vengeance.” Grabbing me by the arm, he ushers me out the doors to reunite with Husolt and Li Song, who fall in behind us as BoShui’s retinue forms a barrier around me.
 
  
 
 “Err, shouldn’t we stay? In case the guards want to ask questions or something?”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense,” he replies, glaring at every shadow and corner as if expecting assassins to come leaping out. “You’re a Warrant Officer. You say those dead men attacked you, then they attacked you. The guards will deal with the corpses and you can send someone to retrieve your slaves in an hour or so.”
 
  
 
 “Wait, so as a Warrant Officer my word is law? I can go around killing without penalty? That’s absurd.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, BoShui shakes his head. “Of course not, but if the men you killed were wronged, then let their families raise the issue with the Disciplinary Corps. That's why we have Adjudicators and Justicars.”
 
  
 
 “Then what would’ve happened if I wasn’t a Warrant Officer?”
 
  
 
 “Then the guards would take you into custody, investigate, and send you to an Arbiter of the Peace along with their report, where you'll await punishment.” Shrugging, BoShui continues, “You’re a man of power. Those guards have no authority or ability to detain you, though you seem to think otherwise.” Switching to a Sending, he asks, “Those men did try to kill you, right? If not, then we can still handle it, but-”
 
  
 
 “Yes, they tried to kill me, but this isn’t right.” Too exasperated to concentrate on Sending, I answer out loud, drawing many eyes as I’m escorted through the streets covered in blood. “Being a Warrant Officer shouldn’t excuse my actions. I killed two men inside a city, there should be more to it than, ‘oh okay, carry on’.” I think this upsets me even more than the assassination attempt. “Is there no rule of law? No justice for the weak or downtrodden? How do things keep from devolving into anarchy? This... it isn't right.”
 
  
 
 “You’re right,” Husolt utters, his gruff voice carrying over the marching boots and clanging weapons. “There’s no justice in the world. Personal strength is the only thing you can count on, a lesson I paid dearly to learn.” There’s a grim set to his voice and I turn to see him scratching his wounded eye, lost in memories of the past. After a moment, he comes out of it and pats his abs of steel with gusto. “Work hard lad. You’ve a long ways to go before you make the grade. Crashing into me belly damn near gave you a concussion, so think about what’ll happen when I’m actually trying to hurt you.”
 
  
 
 Knowing he won’t answer if I ask about his eye, I’m distracted by something else he said. “... don’t you mean ‘if’, not when?”
 
  
 
 With a devilish grin, Husolt ignores the question and turns his attention to Li Song, making one-sided conversation as they stroll along without a care in the world, leaving me to stew in my dread and anxiety.
 
  
 
 Merciful Mother, please tell me the People don’t have messed up wedding traditions like ‘defeat the father to claim the daughter’. Might as well call it ‘beat the groom until he shits blood’. Forget Husolt, I don’t think I could even beat Taduk. Although I’ve never seen him hurt or kill anything with his own hands, not even the rabbits he so vocally detests, he’s a dastardly, devious sort not above sending someone else to do his dirty work.
 
  
 
 And here I thought surviving Mila’s affection would be difficult enough. I need to get much, much, much stronger in the next year or two.
 
  
 
 After escorting me to a commandeered bath house to clean up and then back home where Lin and the twins are waiting with all my pets, BoShui leaves with his retinue after promising to uncover who my mysterious assailants were working for. Wrapping an arm around Lin while we watch Tate and Tali play in the snow, I ponder the implications of today’s attack. Baledagh said the dead men had training as soldiers and the most militaristic enemy I have is the Society. I doubt it’s the Situ Clan given my... not friendly, but peaceful relationship with their young patriarch, and it’s definitely not the Han Clan as BoShui is so devoted and zealous it borders on the uncomfortable. Then again, he directly admitted he’d intended to give up his position as Clan Successor until I cleansed him of the Spectres, convinced I’ll need his help in our future ‘revolution’.
 
  
 
 Mother save me from your fanatic devotees. I don’t deserve their fealty, I’m just trying to stay alive in this crap-sack world I’ve stumbled into. Besides, I’m pretty sure BoShui's uncle isn’t thrilled with his infatuation with me. We haven’t told 'Uncle' BoHai about the whole Tainted business mostly because BoShui admits his uncle won’t take it well. Han BoHai already lost his daughter to one religious extremist and I can see how it looks like I’m doing the same with BoShui.
 
  
 
 Which means these assassins still could have been sent by the Situ or Han Clan, merely a different faction within them. Or maybe Elder Ming has backers looking to avenge him, or Sang Ryong didn’t like something I said out of hand and wants to make me pay, who knows. The Society isn’t as united as they’d like people to think, especially when it comes to matters of succession. Zian stands unchallenged among his generation and seized the position of heir apparent through sheer strength and talent, but his mom and uncle are at odds with the current Patriarch which means he has no backing from the ruling faction. While there are older, more accomplished warriors in line for the metaphorical throne, with how long Martial Warriors live for, succession usually skips a generation as grandchildren inheriting titles from grandparents.
 
  
 
 Assuming no one dies in a bloody coup or something. Happens more often than I’d care to think.
 
  
 
 BoShui is a different story. Despite being the son of the current Patriarch and one of the leading talents of his generation, he describes his relationship with his father as ‘estranged’. Han BoDing, BoShui’s father, is using BoShui as a sacrificial lamb, naming the prodigal son his heir to bait his enemies into exposing themselves and allowing them to act against BoShui while BoDing shelters his true heir. Who that might be is a mystery even to BoShui, which makes what happened to the Shrike – or rather BoLao, someone who treated him like family should, all the more tragic.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Politics. Look at any other clan, sect, school, or faction in the Empire and you’ll find an endless stream of stories just like BoShui’s or Zian’s. I don’t know how Yuzhen keeps up with everything. I’m so glad the People are easy to get along with, lacking any backroom dealings or internal schisms, with everyone getting along in perfect solidarity.
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 Maybe they do have internal politics and I’m merely unaware of the conflicts. Is that why no one wants to join my retinue? Am I an outcast? But why? Is it because I admitted to Gerel about being Tainted? If so, is Gerel an outcast with me? Did I make a mess of things for Baatar and Akanai by admitting I was on the brink of becoming Defiled?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Bah. Politics are the worst.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 276 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 After months of caring for his wife at all hours of the day, Baatar still had yet to grow accustomed to his erratic schedule. Unable to even shift in her sleep, Sarnai needed someone to move her every few hours to keep from developing bed sores or putting too much strain on one part of her body. Though all this could easily be Healed, he wanted Sarnai to experience minimal discomfort which kept Baatar from sleeping for long stretches at a time, only taking short naps here and there to provide his wife with the standard of care she deserved.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t a demanding or strenuous labour, but it drained him nonetheless. In his youth, he’d often stay up for days or even weeks at a time with only brief moments of meditative rest. Whether it be to fight, hunt, or train, he never blinked at the challenge, but for the first time in his life, he experienced true weariness. It wasn’t from overworking, Mother knows there was little enough to do aside from cleaning and feeding his wife. No, his fatigue and enervation stemmed from a lack of hope and optimism, utterly exhausted from battling with dejection and despair.
 
  
 
 After six months of inactivity, his Sarnai, his beautiful rose was still unchanged and it pained him so. Every time he opened his eyes and saw her face, he experienced a brief, fleeting moment of pure joy as he forgot her plight, only to come crashing down once reality settled in. Oh how he longed to see her open her eyes and smile or to hear her voice call him a dog-brained fool, her pet name for him since the day they met. It seemed like a cruel jest of the Mother to leave Sarnai neither dead nor alive. With her here beside him alive and warm yet comatose and unresponsive, it gave him just enough hope to hang himself with.
 
  
 
 Undeterred by his moments of weakness, he refused to give up, clinging to the slim hope she would one day awaken and all would be well. To this end, he strove to guard her dignity, caring for her personally and allowing no one but family in to visit, doing everything he could to keep up appearances. She wouldn’t like being seen like this, so weak and defenceless, no, his rose had thorns sharper than most. She was a warrior born, his comrade in arms for years before succumbing to his persistent courtship. A woman who grew more beautiful with each passing day, he prayed for the chance to tell her how much he loved her and see her blush in response, a shy, girlish reaction she kept even after decades of marriage.
 
  
 
 A knocking at the door interrupted his sentimental reminiscing and he scowled at the distraction. Who could it be? The servants knew to leave food outside the door and the sun was only just setting, so dinner was still an hour away. Extending his Chi beyond the door to investigate, he found a familiar presence waiting with undisguised impatience. Blinking in surprise, he retracted his Watch and smoothed out Sarnai’s hair before rushing to the door, knowing he’d already kept his Mentor waiting long enough. Greeting him with a curt nod, Akanai didn’t wait for an invitation to enter, merely strolling in with an irritated snort.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. Sarnai wouldn’t mind, Akanai is family. And terrifying.
 
  
 
 “The boy,” she Sent, wasting no time on pleasantries. “Someone attempted to kidnap and assassinate him.”
 
  
 
 Tried. So he was safe and sound. Unclenching his jaw, he asked, “How bad are his injuries?”
 
  
 
 “Unharmed, for once.” Already standing with head held high and back ram-rod straight, Akanai’s shoulders shifted as if trying to stretch her spine to show pride for her grand-disciple. “Killed two men without injury after being ambushed, he’s making good progress. One had an Aura and Spiritual Weapon so Yuzhen believes she will soon know the origins of our enemy. There aren’t many elites willing to throw their pride away to kidnap a child, and even fewer willing to die killing one.”
 
  
 
 Trying to lighten the mood before his Mentor vowed to destroy an entire faction, Baatar quipped, “You say they tried to kidnap and assassinate the boy? The two goals seem rather contradictory no? Seems our enemy is exceedingly incompetent, hardly worth the effort.”
 
  
 
 His attempt at humour fell flat and earned him the ire of his Mentor. With a spine-chilling harrumph, Akanai treated him to the full force of her disapproving glare. “You know good and well what they intended.” Indeed he did. They meant to take Rain alive and torture him, perhaps to force him to reveal the secret to his strength, healing method, or perhaps even petty revenge. Failing to do so, they tried to put an end to the number one talent of the North, a title the boy earned through blood and suffering.
 
  
 
 Whatever their reasons, he didn’t want his Mentor to crush them out of hand.
 
  
 
 Rain was his Disciple, so vengeance and retribution should be his to take.
 
  
 
 Still paying the price for his ill-timed jest, Akanai continued to lecture him like a boy in his teens. “How many times have I warned you, pup? Never underestimate your enemy and always be ready for the worst. The boy learns faster than you do, at least he had his guard up before the attempt. This was a sacrificial gambit, a probing strike to test our non-existent defences. If not for the boy’s luck, caution, and that hare-brained fool’s obsessive paranoia, Rain might have been taken away from beneath our noses.”
 
  
 
 As she narrated the day’s events, he found her response too extreme for something so minor. The assassin couldn’t have been stronger than a Major-level talent considering the boy defeated him in a single blow without sustaining injury, which meant... “What have you not told me?”
 
  
 
 “...Our enemy sent a peak expert to Watch over the attempt, one who escaped my notice until he took to the skies and fled. The expert was seated in the same tea house as Mei Lin and your grandchildren, so he took action and risked exposure to protect them. Instead of doing the smart thing and disposing of the expert, he invoked the treaties and let our enemy go free. Mother protect me from fools and optimists.” Deflating as she spoke, Akanai collapsed onto the sofa he slept in and visibly recoiled at the smell, but she soon decided its comfort outweighed its unpleasant odour. Afraid he might hurt Sarnai in his restless sleep, the couch was where he slept most days, not to mention eating and meditating there too. Living on the top floor was a sign of power and prestige, but it made bathing a real chore. Having a servant cook and bring him meals was one thing, but asking untrained men and women to carry a large wooden tub and enough water to fill it seemed cruel and sadistic.
 
  
 
 Realizing he was deflecting, Baatar sighed and focused his thoughts. No point asking after their safety, his Mentor would have mentioned it if the children were placed in harm's way. He merely added it to his list of grievances and asked, “Were they exposed?”
 
  
 
 “Difficult to say.” Sinking deep into the couch cushions, his Mentor appeared to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders. “If they were, then we are in for a difficult fight ahead. They are a prized pair and not even the treaty will protect them should others learn of their existence.” A pregnant pause weighed heavily on them as they considered the grim implications. Bringing out his only clean tea set, a blue-jade pot with matching cups carved to resemble dragons, Baatar set to work preparing the tea. A gift from his disciple, the set was far too extravagant for his personal use, but his Mentor appreciated the fine work, running her fingers over the carved jade like a child with a new toy. “Mila brought home a similar set but insists it is only for decoration and not to be used. Raising children is more difficult than expected, the foolish girl vexes me so.”
 
  
 
 He wasn't the only one deflecting. Though he learned everything he knew regarding warfare from his Mentor, when it came to parenting, she was his junior “Yet well worth the effort. Just wait until you hold your first grandchild in your arms, marvelling at how your little girl is old enough to have a child of her own.” His only regret with parenting is not adopting a child earlier, selfishly delaying so he could continue his adventures with Sarnai at his side, ignoring her entreaties to settle down and raise a family until she gave him an ultimatum on her fiftieth birthday.
 
  
 
 Not two hours later, he was the proud father of an adorable half-tiger girl, with two white ear-tufts sitting in stark contrast to the orange and black-furred ears, a whirlwind morning which forever changed his life for the better. Alsantset learned from his mistakes, their little mountain flower raising a family of her own instead of focusing on the Martial Path. Alsantset was a good child, filial and altruistic, sacrificing personal growth to make her mother and husband happy. If not, who knew how old Sarnai would be before becoming a grandmother? It must have been so difficult for his rose to endure, learning to parent at an age when most of her friends were showing off their first grandchildren. Though she scolded and berated him often, it was merely how she was, a foul-mouthed rascal since their earliest days, him an orphan and her a child of luxury, hunting and fighting side by side in the mountain forests. She never complained about his absences or failures, never reprimanded him for putting battle above all else, and supported him without complaint her entire life.
 
  
 
 In comparison, he was ready to abandon all hope after a mere six months. He wasn’t worthy of her love.
 
  
 
 A warm hand enveloped his own as his Mentor shared a rare gesture of affection. “Persevere. Your wife is strong and still has fight left in her.” Hearing her say it out loud gave him strength and courage as she guided him to sit beside her. Though they were close as Mentor and Disciple, there had always been a physical barrier between them, one she broke today as she wrapped an arm around him in an embrace. It brought to mind the embarrassing memories of his adolescent crush directed at his beautiful Mentor, another thing Sarnai never complained about, though he often voiced his intentions to marry his Mentor when he was a teen.
 
  
 
 Now those were memories he would happily do without. By the Mother he was a foolish, idiotic child, pining after a married woman while sitting beside his future wife.
 
  
 
 With a remorseful sigh, Akanai whispered, “Do you resent me for not formally taking you into my family?”
 
  
 
 Laughing for the first time in what felt like weeks, he closed his eyes and shook his head, enjoying the embrace for what it was, a show of familial affection. “Never. When I was younger, I often railed at the injustice of not having a family to call my own, but after seeing what Ghurda, Elia, and Chakha suffered through with young Huushal, I understand everyone’s reluctance to accept a half-wolf into their home. By the Mother that child was a terror, but he turned out well. His parents have reason to be proud.” At first, Baatar even thought to adopt the wolf-pup as a second child, feeling some sort of kinship to this younger half-brother, but a single visit was enough to dissuade him. The orphanage caregivers were at their wit's end trying to deal with little Huushal’s boundless energy and relentless aggression. Snarling and snapping at everyone in sight, he was a feral, ferocious child hell-bent on defending his ‘territory’, a tiny little den crafted from stolen blankets. How could he leave Sarnai to deal with such troublesome child on her own?
 
  
 
 Mercifully, Baatar couldn't remember what he'd been like at the same age and no one thought to remind him.
 
  
 
 “Aye, little Huu’s progress is nothing short of astounding, but such is to be expected considering his circumstances.” Chuckling, Akanai pinched his cheek, a fond, motherly gesture he thoroughly enjoyed. “You also turned out well, though I had little to do with it.” Beaming at her high praise, he listened intently for more, but alas, it was already over. “All I did was give your idiotic aggression an outlet, arming you with spear and bow before setting you loose upon the forest creatures, much to their dismay. The terror bird population still has yet to recover; One even tried to take vengeance on your disciple.” Sighing once more, she tightened her embrace and whispered, “Like you, I also grew up an orphan, but I believed my struggles helped shape me into the warrior I am today. After raising Mila, I finally realized the error of my ways. I am strong not because of my lack of family, but in spite of it.” Separating from him, she forced him to match her gaze, a daunting task even after becoming a formidable warrior himself. “This is decades too late but I would like to formally adopt you as my son. Are you willing?”
 
  
 
 “Foolish old woman,” Baatar replied, smiling the whole time. “I’ve long since considered you family. Why do you think I still suffer your presence after so many decades?”
 
  
 
 Sinking into the couch, Akanai scoffed and crossed her arms with a pout. “Bah. My affections are wasted on a cheeky brat like yourself. An unruly and ungrateful child is what you are, ruining a serious discussion with your frivolous levity.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, he replied, “My apologies. Blame it on my improper upbringing.”
 
  
 
 Sharing a smile, they sat in comfortable silence as he finished preparing the tea. Though it’d been a gift meant to mock his name and Banner, he’d grown fond of the harsh, pungent flavour of Iron Goddess Tea, though the boy ruined it by adding sugar and butter before gulping it down. He had no sense of propriety or decorum, but it too could be blamed on his improper upbringing. Ah, who would have believed the little foundling would come so far, easily defeating Major-level opponents before twenty years of age. Even Baatar himself was not so abnormal, Rain was talented beyond all measure, a reward for his struggles and perseverance.
 
  
 
 The Mother takes with one hand and gives with the other, though oftentimes it felt like the greedy bitch took far more than she gave.
 
  
 
 After savouring his cup of tea, he returned to the business at hand. “So Ma,” he Sent, injecting a little levity into the dire situation. “What is our plan of action?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Audacious brat, just you wait till I tell your Pa about this. See if you can still smile after he tans your backside.” Her smile faded as she considered the possibilities. “For now... we prepare. If they are exposed, then we retreat to the mountains and cut off all ties. We can trust no one, not even Hai or Nian Zu, not if the truth is known. If not exposed, then there is nothing we need do except find willing, competent guardians for the boy.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Baatar agreed with his Mentor’s assessment. Jochi and Argat were far too irresponsible, betrayed by their playful nature. “A difficult endeavour considering his past and... current circumstances.” Foolish child, his near-brush with becoming Defiled had turned everyone against him, in a time when he should have been celebrated as a hero. Even Gerel was affected by the reveal, heartlessly abandoned by his arrogant ‘Mentor’ for fear of becoming Defiled. In Baatar’s opinion, being Tainted as the boy described it was nothing to be concerned of, especially in light of the Heavenly Water’s ability to cleanse it.
 
  
 
 A man or woman had no control over becoming Tainted since it hinged on the attentions of unseen Spectres. So what if Rain and Gerel had almost become Defiled? What matters is they didn’t and Rain now had a weapon to use against them. Except now those arrogant bastards refused to endorse Rain as a hero of the People, instead warning everyone to distance themselves from him in case word should ever spread or he truly turned to the Father. Though he’d yet to notice, Rain deserved better treatment after bringing so much glory to the People, returning home as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history not to mention his astounding accomplishment of forming his Natal Palace at seventeen years old, though that was still a secret to the world at large.
 
  
 
 Hmph. How quickly their minds would change if they knew Rain’s drop of Heavenly Water was converting Spectres into Heavenly Energy, but Taduk had good reason to keep Rain from revealing it to anyone, even Akanai. A shame the droplet couldn’t do the same to Defiled, else Baatar would’ve long since sent Rain after the absent cowards.
 
  
 
 When the tea was all finished, his mentor convinced him to join her for dinner. Reluctant to leave Sarnai in the care of servants, he kissed his sleeping wife and Sent a plea urging her to return to the living, but his efforts went unrewarded. Perhaps the Mother believed he had yet to suffer enough, but so long as Sarnai lived, he’d suffer anything She had in store for him.
 
  
 
 The ten paces down the hall felt like an eternity away from his Sarnai, but waiting inside was a pleasant surprise. The members of his family both old and new greeted him with smiling faces, welcoming him as one, giant family. Husolt sat with Li Song and Sumila by the fireplace, helping the former win against the latter in a game of chess while Alsantset and Charok watched the twins play with the affectionate bears. Raising a cup of wine in greeting, Taduk poured Baatar a cup and indicated it’d be waiting for him, while Mei Lin cuddled and chatted with Rain in the corner. Unaware of their close brush with danger, the twins abandoned their games to greet him with delighted screams of ‘granpa’, running over to leap into his arms as the wildcats sniffed this rarely seen stranger. Giving his grandchildren a big kiss each, he gestured for Rain to come join them in a group embrace. Squeezing him tight, Baatar said, “I’m proud of you, boy. Not just for your victory today, but in everything you do.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, Rain joked, “Oh? Even my ‘daft’ attempts to feed the poor?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, even that. I never belittled your intentions, only the practicality of your endeavours.”
 
  
 
 “Well, isn’t today wonderful.” Breaking from the embrace, Rain grinned in undisguised delight as he pulled out a purse, bulging with the unmistakable rectangular shape of golden cards worth a hundred gold coins each. “Not only is my gruff Mentor praising me, but I also get to prove him wrong. Some generous soul left this donation for the school today, once again restoring my faith in humanity.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good. I have never been so pleased to be wrong.” Gazing fondly at his gathered family, his heart wavered between joy and misery, happy to be here with his loved ones yet bitter he couldn’t share it with his wife.
 
  
 
 In the middle of their meal, the door burst open as a panicked servant rushed in. “Sir! Sir! The Madame has awakened!”
 
  
 
 The next thing he knew, he was kneeling at Sarnai’s side, holding her hand and crying as she ran her fingers through his hair. “Dog-brained fool,” she whispered, scowling something fierce. “How could you let everyone see me like this?”
 
  
 
 She was awake. His beautiful wife, his thorny rose, was awake, hale and healthy as can be.
 
  
 
 Rain was right. What a wonderful day.
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 Cursing her feeble body, Sarnai’s withered, wrinkled hands trembled as she faced a struggle greater than any she’d ever faced before. She’d fought Defiled Champions and Demons with a smile on her face yet this ordinary, everyday task had her quivering with abject terror. She wished she could harness the Energy of the Heavens and change her body to avoid going through this degrading process ever again. Her body betrayed her not only with age but now infirmity and frailty, all but crippled after waking from oblivion.
 
  
 
 Mother knows what Sarnai would give to return to oblivion or better yet, to have died cleanly during last night’s ambush. No, not last night, the ambush took place almost seven months ago after which she slept through the better part of half a year. Almost two entire seasons had gone past, like a story out of some outlandish opera where the heroine falls asleep until her hero arrives to save her. Except in the opera, she’d be a beautiful maiden instead of an old crone so weak and ill she can’t even get up to use the chamber pot without help. Glancing at her handsome, virile husband, she wept silent tears as he lifted her into his arms and proceeded to help her void her bowels.
 
  
 
 So humiliating. If he didn’t regret marrying her before, he most certainly did now. In the prime of life, he was stuck here helping a woman who looked old enough to be his grandmother wipe her ass. A pox on Healers everywhere, especially the flea-bitten, buck-toothed, rabbit-eared braggart Taduk. ‘There’s nothing I can do,’ he claimed, stating her body’s natural state had atrophied despite all his efforts. He was right, Healing could only slow the progress, not stop or reverse it, but she still wished things were different. It would take plenty of hard work and exercise to regain full control of her body and though she knew he’d done everything he could, she cursed him out regardless, blindly venting her frustrations on a man she owed her life to.
 
  
 
 Except what sort of life was she left with? How long would it take to recover her strength? A year? Two? Ten? Would she even recover in time before age brought her low once more? At close to eighty years old, most of her childhood friends who weren’t Martial Warriors were in similar straits, ancient, decrepit living corpses who needed help wiping their drool. And those were the lucky ones, the ones still drawing breath. Better for her to have died in glorious battle than to be reduced to a worthless cripple, nothing but a burden to those she loved. Better had she stayed in oblivion and wasted away than to subject him to this miserable existence. Her death would pain him but he was strong and had so much to live for once he was free of her, hopefully finding love once again with someone who could match his lifespan.
 
  
 
 Why did she listen to his enthralling voice, so full of pain as he pleaded her to return? She should have ignored it and remained... wherever she was. 
 
  
 
 After finishing the mortifying ordeal and she was all cried out, her sweet, dutiful husband placed her back in bed and tucked her in like a child. “Dry your tears, my rose,” he said, dabbing at her cheeks with a handkerchief. “This is nothing to be ashamed of. Remember the wound I took in Shen Bin hunting the megalodon? You were covered in blood and shit gushing from my ruptured entrails, but you held my guts in long enough for Taduk to find us. This is nothing in comparison.”
 
  
 
 Dog-brained fool. How were the two events even remotely related? Too tired to muster a scathing response, she turned away from his loving gaze and closed her eyes. His sigh tore her in two as he sat by her side, stroking her hair as she fell asleep. 
 
  
 
 She prayed this was all a terrifying nightmare from which she would wake.
 
  
 
 Or not. Either outcome would make her smile.
 
  
 
 The next time she woke he was gone from her side, a discovery which left her conflicted. This was what she wanted, to push him away and set him free, but it still pained her to see him gone. If she could go back and do it all again, she would have listened to her parents and refused to marry him, not because she regretted their life together but because he deserved so much more than she could give. He deserved a partner who would age with him, not grow old and die before he reached middle-age. It was a child’s dream to think they’d be any different from the countless mixed pairings before them and Sarnai’s heart wept for all the other couples like her, like her daughter and Charok, or Rain and his two little wives. A human lifespan was too brief and fleeting compared to the long-lived, it’s no wonder they set themselves apart more often than not. Better to avoid the inevitable pain and live a different life altogether.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Pei. Foolish woman, what good does lying to yourself do? Given the chance to leave a thousand times and you’d run headlong into his arms at the hint of a smile.
 
  
 
 “Hiya.” Rain’s chipper greeting interrupted her bout with self-pity, far too lively and animated for someone in his precarious situation. Even ignorance had its limits but Rain ignored those like he ignored all other basic conventions. “Mentor stepped out for a bath, he’ll be back soon. How are you feeling?” Grunting in reply, she lied in bed and studied Rain’s features, unsure whether to thank him or scold him. If not for his optimism and insistence, it was entirely possible she would've died in her sleep, a suitable end to a satisfying life. At least that way her husband could remember her the way she wanted to be remembered, as a strong warrior instead of the weak cripple she’d become.
 
  
 
 She shouldn’t blame Rain, not for this. Oh how she’d wanted to cast him out the first day they’d met, a scared, vulnerable child who represented needless risk with little to no reward. Now he was a man grown and a true hidden expert, unknowingly forming his Natal Palace years ago. She was so proud of him despite hardly believing half of what Baatar said about him, but her husband insisted it was all true. What she knew of Rain’s accomplishments before her extended, involuntary nap was already impressive enough, but after hearing the full story, the pragmatic part of her wondered if the People would be better served by quietly disposing of this one-time slave and, in his own words, almost Defiled.
 
  
 
 It was certainly the cleanest solution. Rain was a candle burning bright, one who drew far too much attention to their corner of the Empire like Akanai and Husolt or... others. Worse, Rain himself had so many secrets worth killing over, like his healing method or how he’d bonded with a drop of Heavenly Water. Then there was his parentage, something she’d kept quiet for Baatar’s sake, but she wasn’t the only person with half a brain who pieced together the obvious clues and reached the same conclusions. The old guard had good reason to be wary of Rain when he was merely a half-broken slave, but her hard-headed husband and starry-eyed daughter just had to aggravate things by not only teaching the boy to fight, but also pushing him towards glory, short-sighted fools the both of them.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, hero or calamity? Only time would tell.
 
  
 
 “I’m tired of laying down. Help me up?” The words were barely out her mouth when Rain jumped to obey like the dutiful child he was, always seeking to please. He even had a cup of tea on hand to soothe her parched throat, steeped to perfection and kept warm by the brazier. Mature beyond his years, she prayed history would not repeat itself, knowing there was much darkness inside him and with good reason. Though kind and compassionate to the extreme, the cynic in her couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to cover up his hidden anger, to smother it with charitable deeds and humanitarian efforts in the hopes it would simply fade away given time.
 
  
 
 Foolish child. Hiding the darkness only allows it to fester, but if she knew how to help him she’d have done it a long time ago. “Thank you,” she said, body drained from merely staying upright, propped up by a seemingly endless swarm of pillows around her. “For everything, not just the tea. You gave him strength when he needed it most, supported our family as you should.”
 
  
 
 Flashing a smile, Rain sat down to lend his support, both physical and emotional. “Happy to take credit but I didn’t do anything worth thanking. All I did was offer a few words which weren’t even mine.” Taking the cup, he filled it once more and tilted his head, wordlessly asking if she wanted more. Torn between quenching her thirst or delaying her next session with the chamber pot, the former won out and she nodded, greedily gulping down three more cups of tea.
 
  
 
 Dabbing her lips clean, Rain sighed and said, “It’s a damn miracle you know?” Sarnai made a face and refused to speak, but Rain paid no mind and continued rambling. “After coming back from Sanshu, Mentor and Sister were both heartbroken over your condition. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. Sister tried to convince herself you were gone so she could start processing her grief while Mentor wore his sorrow like a cloak and snapped at anyone who came near you. You were comatose for months with no improvement and then out of nowhere you opened your eyes. It’s incredible when you think about it. Yesterday, you were all but dead and now you’re sitting upright and drinking tea.”
 
  
 
 Unable to hold her tongue any longer, she snapped, “Is there a point to this? I’ve precious few waking minutes left in me and I’d hate to waste them listening to you praise the Mother. Never took you for a Mother-Lover and though I’m thankful for Her mercy, that’s a private matter between me and Her thank you very much.”
 
  
 
 Taking her anger in stride, Rain chuckled and shook his head. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your fiery disposition. What I’m trying to say is, you’ll have to forgive them for not noticing how distraught you are.”
 
  
 
 Silence hung over them for several heartbeats until her sorrow broke the dam. “I closed my eyes and months passed,” she whispered, trembling from head to toe. “Now I’m weaker than a day-old kitten and barely able to keep my eyes open. Is this how my life will be? Waking for brief minutes at a time as the world changes around me? How long before I wake and don’t recognize the stranger in the mirror?” Her voice broke as she sobbed into Rain’s shoulder. “I’m so weak and helpless, I don’t want them to remember me like this...”
 
  
 
 Rocking her gently, Rain held her close and shushed her. “Don’t be silly. You’ve been asleep for months, of course you’re weak. Your job now is to eat and recuperate, and in time, you’ll be strong as a bull. I stayed up all night plotting out exercises and equipment we can use to help speed things along, but one step at a time, okay? Akanai told me, then I told Mentor, and now I’m telling you: Where there is life, there is hope. If you don’t believe it,” he added jokingly, “Well, I’m living proof.”
 
  
 
 Reaching up to cup his cheek, Sarnai rested her head against his and nodded ever so slightly. Eager to avoid speaking more about his past, he rambled on about things she missed in their time apart, mostly focusing on the twins or his pets. Only half-listening, she marvelled at his strength of will, privy to the knowledge of how much he’d suffered to get to where he was now, going from brutalized slave to celebrated hero in less than a decade. He had more than his fair share of luck but if given the choice, how many would willingly follow in his footsteps?
 
  
 
 In her current situation, she’d believed hope was a sweet poison, one she had refused to partake in, but perhaps she was being old and cynical. Six months of laying around left her weak and helpless, but this was her first day back in the world of the living, so perhaps she had expected too much. Hope, a tiny thing, so fragile yet so precious. 
 
  
 
 Letting Rain into their lives was the right decision, no matter what the future entailed.
 
  
 
 She merely hoped things would not end in horrific tragedy.
 
  
 
 When he first arrived, she spent weeks waiting and worrying about the fallout, wondering how she could fix things after he inevitably snapped and hurt someone. Only a few weeks later, she turned into a nervous wreck after Alsantset declared her intent to bring two infants into her home, a disaster in the making so long as Rain was still there. When the day of adoption arrived, Sarnai rushed over to her daughter’s home to meet her new grandchildren only to be greeted by the sight of young Rain cradling little Tate in his arms. Still yet to recover from his injuries and emerge from his shell, Rain stood there with a smile on his face and tears in his eyes, singing a sweet little nonsense song which melted Sarnai’s heart.
 
  
 
 On that fateful day, she had not two, but three new additions to her family: Tali, Tate, and Rain.
 
  
 
 He wouldn’t turn against his family, of this she was certain. Rain was stronger than he looked, a young man talented beyond belief who defied all expectations. A hero to his peers, a measuring stick for the next generation, and most of all, a Sentinel of the People. Though old and feeble, there were still things she could do to protect her adopted son, things not even her husband or his mentor could accomplish.
 
  
 
 Her son. How strange, she thought she accepted him into her family so long ago, but this was the first time she referred to him as her son. She liked the sound of it. Her son, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 When Baatar returned, Sarnai put her plan into action. “Rain, be a dear and go fetch my grandchildren. I’d like to see them before I fall asleep again.” As he strode out the door, she added, “Bring your pets too. I want to see these outfits you keep gushing about and I’ve yet to meet your bears.” By the Mother, did the boy intend to open a zoo? Someone had to put a stop to it before he adopted every stray animal in the north.
 
  
 
 Once alone, she turned to her husband and Sent, “Inform my mentor I would have words with her in the morning. She’s maligned our son for years now and I’ll not stand for it any longer. He’s a good child and keeping him at arms length is both stupid and pointless now that the world knows he’s one of the People. I’ll not leave him unguarded for another second and if she won’t listen to logic or reason, then I’ll resort to blackmail.”
 
  
 
 Surprise flashed across her husband’s face, which was immediately replaced by sheer delight. “Gladly my rose, I will personally send word the moment Rain returns.”
 
  
 
 An idea came to her and she Sent, “No, have Gerel pass the message along. Another one of her idiotic actions. Either Gerel is her Disciple and should be defended at all costs, or he isn’t her Disciple and there was no need to publicly break ties. I swear, that arrogant woman is living proof age and wisdom do not go hand in hand.”
 
  
 
 “As you say my rose, though I caution against being so direct. You know her temper.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. So what if she has a temper? If I think she needs to hear it then I will tell her so myself.” She wouldn’t say it to her face and he knew it, but hearing him caution against it made her want to say it which he also knew. An aggravating man. “Also, you dog-brained fool, what were you thinking falling apart so easily? Did I wed a warrior or a weakling?”
 
  
 
 Anger lighting a fire within her, Sarnai continued ranting at her husband through Sending, drinking in the sweet sight of his wagging tail and upright ears.
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 278 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “Mwar!”
 
  
 
 With both paws grabbing my forearm, Aurie pulls my scritching hand away from Yipi and towards himself, jealous of the attention given to the bird. Laying on his back, my big golden floof grumbles in displeasure, unhappy at the lack of tender loving care. Giving his belly a rub, I return to scratching Yipi’s head as the sweet bird cranes her neck left and right, unable to decide which side she wants scratched first.
 
  
 
 I never liked birds much, but after months of stand-offish behaviour from Roc’s flock, they’re starting to grow on me. They’re not affectionate like Aurie or Mafu, which makes it more rewarding when I win their trust. Unwilling to snuggle even with other members of the flock, I was at a loss on how to display my affection until I realized they, like many other animals, love scritches. In particular, my birds like having their necks and heads scratched because those are the only places they can’t preen. They’re so so standoffish they won’t even allow their mates to help preen them, so after I showed I was willing to not only help them, but also able to endure their angry pecks, my fingers went from tasty-looking treats to tools of delight . Although they don’t have fur, the gentle scratching helps break up the waxy build-up around molting feathers, an effort which is visibly appreciated by my flock of laughing birds.
 
  
 
 Clever though they might be, they’re still birds and the moment Yipi is tired of my attentions, she makes her feelings known with a squawk-and-nip before flapping away, whereupon the next bird in line, her mate Kai Yay, takes up the vacated perch which is my knee. They have a strict hierarchy in the flock, starting with Roc who, after receiving his scritches first as befitting of his status, oversees the entire process from my shoulder like a disgruntled supervisor just waiting for me to fuck up. Blowing a puff of air at the fattest of birds, I laugh as Roc puffs up in comical self-defence before hopping down to make himself comfortable on Aurie’s belly. My sweet cat freezes in place, mewling in quiet despair as the feathered fiend nestles into his fur, helpless before the domineering overlord of our cozy little yurt.
 
  
 
 It amuses me seeing a quarter-ton cat freeze in terror at the sight of two-kilogram bird, but I gotta say, it makes me a little sad for Aurie. He’s a sweet, obedient kitten who’s grown more confident from our obstacle course runs, but he’s so submissive it’s worrying. Jimjam and Sarankho have matured splendidly, often following Lin or Li Song into the forests to hunt their own meals but Aurie has yet to make his first kill. I need to teach him how to fend for himself or at least ease the strain on my food bills. Feeding him till I’m old and grey won’t break the bank but I want my kittens to learn self-sufficiency. Who knows if their hormones will kick in and they strike out on their own? I hope the day never comes, but if it does, they’ll need to know how to look after themselves. I don’t want them to starve to death or get shot approaching scared villagers in search of handouts.
 
  
 
 My day is put on pause until I finish grooming all twenty birds one at a time, but thankfully their tolerance for physical affection is low, each one taking only a minute or two to satisfy. Since Sarnai asked me not to visit too early in the morning, I made plans to check in around lunch, leaving me the entire morning to myself, a rare treat. With Aurie’s survival training in mind, I head out to hunt the most harmless of creatures, the bicorn rabbit. Sporting twin, blunted nubs and a propensity to ignore all danger in the presence of food, their only survival mechanism is the ability to breed faster than their predators can hunt them down, making them a stable part of many diets. With winter still yet to fade, most will still be sleeping in their burrows so I’m hoping Aurie can rack up an easy kill or two and build his confidence. Bicorn rabbits pack a mean kick and headbutt, but my big floof weighs twenty times more than even the largest of rabbits, plus they’ll be weak and feeble from hibernating all winter so it’ll probably be an even fight.
 
  
 
 I wish I were joking. Aurie is not exactly the killing machine I’d envisioned him to be, which is fine because I have an ulterior motive for hunting rabbits this early in the season.
 
  
 
 With Li Song babysitting my other kittens and bears, I head towards the mountain path with Mafu and Aurie. Having recently survived a kidnapping/assassination attempt, I had the foresight to arrange a guard detail for my day trip, meeting Ulfsaar and nine members of his squad at the City outskirts, all kitted up and ready to go. The massive half-bear is easily the most imposing member of my retinue though his skills are sorely lacking compared to the other half-bear I asked along. Clapping me on the shoulder, Vichear treats me to an aggressively toothy grin, seeming a little put off this morning. “Rain boyo,” he says, gripping both my shoulders as he looms over me. “We share food and drink, laughter and camaraderie, so we are friends, are we not?”
 
  
 
 “Of course we're friends.” Even if we weren’t, Vichear is not a man to offend lightly. Though still lacking compared to true experts, he’s the strongest person I call friend, only a little weaker than Gerel in my opinion. Dumb bald bastard got beat down by Yo Ling twice and still has the gall to act all high and mighty. I can't stand him.
 
  
 
 “And friends help one another, do they not? I mean, you only needed to ask and I’ve arrived at this ungodly hour, ready to lay down my life in defence of your own so you can go out on a pleasure hunt. Not two days after an attempt on your life, I might add.”
 
  
 
 “Yes and I’m really grateful.” I’m sensing a lot of underlying criticism, but what am I supposed to do? Those people tried to kill me inside the most fortified City of the North, so it’s not like staying home is gonna keep me safe. Besides, Baledagh handled it without injury, so whoever is after me can’t have too much clout, right? Baatar even said it’d be fine when i mentioned it last night, so there shouldn’t be any problems...
 
  
 
 Silence hangs in the air as I deliberate cancelling the hunting trip, but after seeing Vichear strain to hold his smile, I realize he’s waiting for me to say something. His twitching cheek lend an air of menace to his grinning features and it takes a moment to figure out what he wants. “I-is there anything I can do to repay you?”
 
  
 
 His feigned smile turns into a real one with a hint of guilt, chuckling ruefully beneath his breath. “Nonsense boyo, we’re friends and this is what friends do. There’ll be no more talk of material reward, you hear?” Leaving me no time to retort I never mentioned a reward, he shakes his head and continues. “Truth be told, it won’t be long before you leave old Vichy at the wayside and it’ll be me asking you for help. Not only are you growing stronger by the day, even your subordinates are outpacing me. I was talking with Ulfsaar there and mentioned how I didn’t see his pretty wife around. Now I ain’t ever seen them apart for more than a minute, two peas in a pod is what they are, so my curiosity was piqued. It took some pressing, but it turns out, his wife can’t be here on account of how she’s forming her Natal Palace. Now ain’t that a kick? Fifty two years without forming her Natal Palace and long past the optimal age, but six months after joining your retinue, she’s now on the cusp of entering the ranks of the Empire’s experts.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? That’s great news!” Turning to Ulfsaar, I offer my congratulations but the former bandit-chieftain winces in response. He’s an odd one, a mild-mannered, devout believer in the Mother until he works himself into a rage and pulps someone with his axe. A classic bearserker if you will, his quiet, laid-back attitude is incredibly misleading, as are his stern, youthful features.
 
  
 
 Hmm... If his wife is in her fifties, how old is he? I’ve been bossing him around like everyone else, but if he’s a grandfather I’m gonna feel terrible for not respecting my elders. I should probably know things like this, but I’m reluctant to make friends with my retinue. For one, I’m their boss and I have enough trouble controlling them as is. Secondly, and this is my darker, pragmatic side speaking, but if they die, and as warriors it’s likely to happen sooner rather than later, I’d like it to hurt as little as possible.
 
  
 
 My cold self-reflection is interrupted as Vichear figuratively and literally pulls me back into the conversation. “Now, refresh my memory boyo. How many experts do you have in your retinue now?”
 
  
 
 “Five.” Aside from Dastan, Ulfsaar, and Neera, there’s Sahb, the former second of Dastan’s retinue, and Wang Bao who have also formed their Natal Palaces. Though it doesn’t give an immediate increase in strength, in a year or three these five experts will be formidable warriors in their own rights, easily reaching Major level if not higher.
 
  
 
 “Five experts,” Vichear repeats, a little too quickly to have not known. I’ve only publicly revealed Dastan’s status, since the others all share dubious pasts, but I haven’t really been keeping it secret. “From zero experts to five in a short, half-year. Incredible. Me and my warriors have been with the Sentinels for almost two years now, soldiers one and all, and not a single one of us have formed our Natal Palace, myself included.”
 
  
 
 Vichy made Major without a Natal Palace? That’s impressive considering his humble background, which means his skills are the real deal. He’d probably be ranked even higher if he wasn’t a half-beast, what with all the discrimination and what not.
 
  
 
 Ohhhh, I get it. He’s jealous. Poor Vichy wants a Natal Palace of his own and is looking for advice. That’s why he’s being so cagey and discreet, he doesn’t want to lose face by asking a kid for help. I wish I could but I don’t know the first thing about forming a Natal Palace, since it just sorta happened on its own. Trying to make him feel better, I offer my view of the matter. “I figure it’s because most of my retinue is self-taught, their strength honed in life and death skirmishes. Their foundations were lacking, so given a little hard work and effort, they’re finally reaching their full potential.” Not to mention the lack of Spectres. The strength they offer comes at a cost, as they want their subjects strong enough to survive but weak enough to need more help, giving the Tainted incentive to step over the line into full Defiled or worse. Now that they’ve been cleansed, Ulfsaar and the rest are truly learning how to wield their powers, which is probably why so many of them are becoming experts.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Vichear releases my shoulders and slumps down, a defeated look pasted across his face. Switching to Sending, he says, “Look boyo, be straight with me. If it’s a secret of the People, then I’ll speak no more on the subject. The Lieutenant General has done right by me and my men so far and we’ve no reason to ask for more, but it’s disheartening to think we’re less trustworthy than a group of bandits. No offence.”
 
  
 
 Puzzled, I keep my hands to myself and answer out loud. “None taken, but honestly, there’s no big secret. Grand-Mentor isn’t neglecting you, she also asked about my retinue’s recent successes but I gave her the same answer I gave you. The only thing they all had in common was Dastan’s advice. Tell you what, why don’t you ask him to help y- your soldiers out?” Remembering how tight-lipped Dastan had been with Akanai, I add, “Tell him I sent you, he’s kinda awkward and likes to be low-key, denies he had anything to do with recent success, but who knows.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, perhaps I will boyo, perhaps I will.” The glint in his eye tells me he wants to run off and interrogate Dastan immediately, but I still need him around to watch my back. With Vichear lost in his thoughts, I lead my retinue up the mountain and almost immediately regret my choice of defenders. Burly and intimidating as they are, Ulfsaar’s squad are nowhere near as light-footed and silent as Vichear, making enough noise to scare off a herd of elephants much less a bunny rabbit. Two hours and nine empty warrens later, we have yet to see anything aside from the trail of a bicorn bunny, the idiot creatures still smart enough to notice our arrival minutes in advance.
 
  
 
 Taking a short break, I watch my pets romp around in the snow as Mafu repeatedly tackles Aurie into the ground, both playing and teaching my sweet wildcat but to no avail. Hopping in and out of ‘combat’, Mafu piles into Aurie and nibbles at his throat, but my silly floof lays there and takes it instead of play-fighting back, his paws tucked in helpless submission only to spring his feet the second Mafu darts away, ready for another go.
 
  
 
 God, I hope it’s easier to teach bears to hunt.
 
  
 
 I must have mumbled my thoughts out loud because Ulfsaar replies, “Bears have no need to learn to hunt. The Mother gave them no gifts of speed or cunning, only the size and strength to defend themselves. As She foresaw, it was enough. Bears are foragers and scavengers by nature, feeding primarily on berries and roots. When possible, it will feed on carrion by stealing prey brought down by wolves, wildcats, or other predators. The wolf pack is many, but the bear is a formidable foe, giving the pack no choice but to turn and leave. The wildcat carries its prey to the treetops, but such heights are no barrier to the bear, as able a climber as any.”
 
  
 
 Am I feeding my bears too much meat? They love their fruit and veggies but I figured bears would need lots of meat to grow big and strong...
 
  
 
 No, I'm missing his point. Ulfsaar’s deep voice lends itself well to narration, possessing a calm, soothing timbre. Hard to imagine this same voice raving of blood and destruction, but it’s who he is, Ulfsaar the Voracious, feared throughout Sanshu as a force to be reckoned with. When I first found out about his dual-personality, I thought he might be in similar situation as Baledagh and I, but no, he just has crazy mood-swings. Neera explained it as Ulfsaar’s survival instinct, calm and placid until something threatens their safety, whereupon he goes into full overdrive until the threat is dead or gone. Eyeing his adorable black-bear ears, I ask, “How do you know so much about bears?”
 
  
 
 “I studied them for many years while seeking my purpose. The Mother has a plan for all her children, but I have yet to discover mine.”
 
  
 
 The way Ulfsaar says it makes me think of a mountain ascetic, following his spirit animal to divine the truth of the world. “So why turn to banditry?”
 
  
 
 Tilting his head in question, he replies, “As I said, I sought answers. Other creatures strive for prey while the bear simply takes what is naturally his. Thus, I set out to do the same, believing such was my purpose in life. I cannot survive on berries and roots, so I must take more.”
 
  
 
 “... so, you became a bandit because bears are nature’s bandits?”
 
  
 
 “Bandit is too loose a term for my tastes, but my gift lies not with words.” Frowning, Ulfsaar takes his time before speaking again. “A bandit steals yes, but a bandit also kills, rapes, and plunders. I only took what was needed to sustain myself and nothing more. Coin, goods, slaves, I took none of these things nor did any of my comrades, only food and drink. If I encountered no resistance, then there were no casualties, but if my foe sought to confront me, then I would teach them regret.”
 
  
 
 Though said without anger or passion, his words are chilling indeed. Still, his nickname makes more sense now, since all he ever stole was food. The Voracious. Stupid bandit names, making me worry he might be a cannibal. “Is that still how you want to live your life? Taking what you need to survive and nothing more?”
 
  
 
 “No.” His answer is immediate, studying me intently as he speaks. “I believe the Mother sent you to warn me of my folly. A bear takes what it needs, but I am no bear.” Turning back towards the City, he smiles, seemingly at utter peace. “I am a human and I give thanks for Her reminder.”
 
  
 
 After hearing about Pran and Saluk’s childhood, I’m hesitant to ask about Ulfsaar’s, but I know it couldn’t have been easy. As for his whole ‘hurr durr I’m a bear’ shtick, there are worse bandits in my retinue, though at a bare minimum, none of them have tortured or raped. Cold-blooded murder isn’t much better, but my standards are shockingly low, even considering the world we live in.
 
  
 
 A lot can be blamed on the Spectres, but not everything. Humanity is plenty dark all by itself.
 
  
 
 It's a shame the Spectres haven’t made a reappearance, but it seems like Sanshu was a massive outlier. Yo Ling probably left people like Ulfsaar and Laughing Dragon alone because he knew they would spread the Taint at no risk to himself. If the Defiled don’t come back in the spring, I might have to go actively hunting for Tainted. I want that sweet Heavenly Energy but Blobby's lack of activity is also worrying. I’m thinking he needs that special Spectral juice to get going in the mornings, but the City has been picked clean.
 
  
 
 I know Taduk wants to keep things quiet but I spent all my precious Heavenly Energy to save Nian Zu and I didn’t even get a ‘thank you’. I assume the old man paid Taduk but I can’t ask my Teacher for payment, that’s downright disrespectful. He’d pay me if it ever crossed his mind to but Taduk’s kind of an airhead regarding social niceties. Oh well. Maybe Shen Huo will have more Tainted, or maybe I can go sightseeing to random villages. Lin wanted to visit Ping Yao which is south of Sanshu, so maybe I can take a little pleasure trip with the wifey.
 
  
 
 It’s definitely because I love Lin and want to make her happy. Having her guards close by while I travel the province is just a bonus.
 
  
 
 Life’s not too bad here once people stop trying to kill you. Well, I assume it will be. Like Roc’s flock, this world has grown on me. My loving family is back and bigger than ever, my retinue is growing stronger with each passing day, and by feeding what feels like the entire City’s population for months on end, I made at least one person see the value of charitable acts with no strings attached.
 
  
 
 Not too shabby.
 
  
 
 “Okay.” Calling Aurie and Mafu back, I brush the snow off my kitten’s coat and turn to Vichear. “Let’s circle around and head home on a different route. If we come across a warren then we’ll check it, but nothing too far out-of-the-way.”
 
  
 
 Gazing at the surroundings with eyes narrowed in thought, Vichear doesn’t respond until I wave a hand in front of him. Blinking in surprise, it takes a moment for his brain to catch up and he answers, “Sounds good boyo, but fair warning, there’s something off around us. Just a gut feeling I can’t place, but better safe than sorry.”
 
  
 
 “Trust your instincts,” Ulfsaar interjects, “For the Mother gave them to you for a reason.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Vichear leaves to scout ahead while the rest of my people amble behind, keeping watch for danger. After checking three more warrens, we finally find an occupied rabbit-hole. Standing guard at the tunnel entrance, a bicorn rabbit puffs up and thumps the frozen ground, sending a puff of fresh snow into the air. As everyone else stands and watches, I urge Aurie to head over and kill the bunny but my sweet floof mistakes my intentions and crawls towards the giant bunny on his belly, gently stretching a paw to boop the bunny’s nose. His actions earn him a meaty headbutt to the face as the rabbit defends its home, startling my poor kitten who leaps high into the air and runs behind me, mewling pitifully at the scary offender as my retinue roars with laughter.
 
  
 
 “Oh Aurie,” I say, patting his furry head. “You’re hopeless.”
 
  
 
 “The Mother gave us all a purpose,” Ulfsaar says, barely even cracking a smile. “Your wildcat will find his, of this I have no doubt.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks.” Staring at the angry bunny, I open my mouth to ask why it hasn’t run away when something clicks in my mind. “Oh, this is perfect!” Moving the rabbit aside as it headbutts my hand repeatedly, I peer into the warren to find at least a dozen furry baby bunnies, huddled together with eyes shut and bodies aquiver. Old enough to have fur but too young to brave the cold, they must have been born just this week, the perfect age to socialize and eventually train.
 
  
 
 If all goes well, we’ll have a horde of bunnies to help us find all the rare and precious plants we’ll ever need. I watched Cham bleed to death before my eyes, but if I’d had the right medicine, I could have saved his life. I don’t want to go through that ever again, and lacking the means to grow what we need, I’m banking on these bunnies to solve our problem. While no one has ever managed to succeed in domesticating bicorn bunnies, my changing Aura is super useful for taming animals.
 
  
 
 Plus, fluffy bunnies babies squeeeeeee!
 
  
 
 Enough. Get it together. There’s work to be done.
 
  
 
 Turning to the Momma or Papa bun still whacking away at my hand, I unleash my Aura soothe the ruffled rabbit. “Hey, it’s okay, I’m not gonna hur-”
 
  
 
 Hurtling through the air at speeds I didn’t know were possible, the bicorn bunny headbutts me square in the face before returning to stand guard in front of the warren. Stemming my bleeding nose, I ignore the laughs and sympathize with Aurie, as this little asshole really packs a wallop.
 
  
 
 No killing. I already have pangs of guilt from killing Aurie’s mom and she was actively trying to eat me. Besides, these baby bunnies aren’t weaned yet, so if this is mommy bunny then I need her alive. Ignore the delicious rabbit steak and think about the fluffy bunny cuddles in your future. Taking a hit or two is well worth it.
 
  
 
 And the plants. Because that’s why you’re doing this. For the precious plants.
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 Giving his mount free rein, Dastan howled with laughter as the wind whipped through his hair, savouring the almost forgotten sensation of pure, unrestrained speed. Though roosequins offered more versatility and battle lions or bears might look majestic and awe-inspiring, in Dastan’s mind, nothing could stand against the might of charging cavalry. The thunder of hooves heralded the coming of doom as glinting steel-tipped lances hurtled towards the foe, promising sweet death to anyone who stood in their path. In a world of elites and experts, a horse and lance was the great equalizer for the common man. Not even the greatest of warriors would dare face a charge head on lest they be swept away by two tonnes of horseflesh and rider.
 
  
 
 Since the boss couldn’t acquire enough roosequins to mount his entire retinue, citing the long process needed to train them, this meant his retinue would require a different means of travel. Leaving the available roosequins to the scouts and archers, he decided on the obvious choice of horses as their means of transportation. Knowing nothing about them, the boss asked Dastan to handle the specifics who then turned to his youngest sister Dahlia for advice, a woman whose love for horses bordered on the obsessive, almost as much as the boss loved his roosequins. After detailing their needs, Dahlia replied with a detailed report outlining several suitable combinations along with detailed estimations on expenses and upkeep. Barely blinking at the substantial costs, the boss decided to go with Dahlia’s top recommendation and months later, the horses were finally trained and ready.
 
  
 
 Intoxicated with visions of riding down his enemies, Dastan slowed his mount to a canter, then a trot, until finally walking a full circuit of the track before dismounting from the panting beast, finished with his solitary pleasure ride. Averaging two meters tall at the shoulders, these Guonei Chargers were bred for power and trained for war, though lacking in speed and stamina compared to Acasian Trotters. They made up for their shortcomings in sheer, stubborn resilience, willing to ride through an army of thousands and into the Father’s Maw so long as they were guided by a capable rider. Taking a brush to its muscled flesh, Dastan stroked the beast’s neck with pride, pleased with his youngest sister’s suggestions and training. Acasian Trotters for travel and Guonei Chargers for battle, a perfect, if expensive combination, having to import both breeds from the Central Province. Anyone with an eye for horseflesh would be suitably impressed and even those without would be intimidated once the boss filled his retinue with recruited soldiers, an inspiring show of might and wealth befitting the Mother’s Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Dastan couldn’t wait to ride this creature into battle across an open field, but aside from sallying out to clash with the Defiled north of the Bridge, there was slim chance of seeing mounted combat. The scarcity of open, flat terrain meant horses were relegated to a method of travel rather than overwhelming battle advantage. Finding enough space for this sturdy warhorse to run was a challenge in and of itself, forcing Dastan to rely on the boss’s connections to secure this long stretch of abandoned city road to exercise his horse with nary a soul in sight. Here in the North, the Defiled were fought with sword and shield atop battlements or in dense forests. If only the Coalition hadn’t sided with Yo Ling or if Dastan had been smart enough to refuse orders and come clean to Marshal Yuzhen, the streets of Sanshu would have been perfect for an all-out cavalry charge. He imagined it would have been glorious, firing bolts into the Enemy ranks to soften them up before levelling their lances for a charge, crushing Defiled Butchers beneath the unstoppable press of steel and hooves.
 
  
 
 No matter. Falling Rain was a Hero of the Empire, or close enough, and a man like him made enemies merely by existing. Already, one mystery faction made an attempt on his life and there would undoubtedly be more to follow. Such was life, but once they discovered the party responsible, Dastan hoped to lead the charge against their enemies, intending to plant the boss’s banner throughout the ruined remains of their domain to show what awaited those who crossed the Mother’s Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Now if only the boss would switch to a more appropriate coat-of-arms like a stylized depiction of his Spiritual Weapons or an imposing four-character idiom such as ‘Unparalleled beneath the Heavens’.
 
  
 
 Even Falling Rain would find it difficult to inspire fear or reverence using the side profile of a bow-wearing rabbit.
 
  
 
 “Dastan boyo, just the man I been looking for.” Almost gliding across the ground with each step, Vichear moved with an ease at odds with his massive, muscular bulk. One of the boss’s hand-picked instructors, the bear-eared former major was an affable sort but he’d never referred to Dastan so familiarly before, reserving the ‘boyo’ for the boss and a handful of other close compatriots. What did he want? Sensing Dastan’s apprehension, the large man gave a sheepish grin before Sending, “I hear you’re the man to talk to regarding forming a Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Dastan automatically replied, his mind racing as he did his best to appear natural. While Vichear wasn’t one of Akanai’s top Khishigs, he was the perfect person to send if she were searching for the leak in Rain’s retinue. Though he’d intended to only disseminate the method to those he deemed most trustworthy, the Oath-sworn former members of his retinue, Dastan soon learned his method was not, in fact, a fail-proof method of forming a Natal Palace. After the first day, only Sahb succeeded in forming a Natal Soul while all others failed for reasons yet unknown. Disheartened by his failure and hungry for more success, Dastan spent a long, sleepless night debating the advantages and disadvantages before finally passing the method on to the other squad leaders. If none of them succeeded, then he intended to disseminate the information to the rest of the retinue, but lo and behold, this time the results were far too eye-catching. Out of seven people, two formed their Natal Palaces, Ulfsaar and Wang Bao. To make matters worse, Ulfsaar ignored Dastan’s warnings and told his wife Neera about the method and now she was on the cusp of forming a Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 With four members of Rain’s retinue forming their Natal Palaces in a single week, it’s no surprise other experts were finally taking notice. The biggest problem was the boss himself, happily reporting their successes to Akanai without a care in the world. Why wouldn't he? After all, he likely didn’t remember his drunken slip of the tongue, truly believing his drivel of bandits reaching their true potential.
 
  
 
 “The boss asked you to help him.” Somehow hidden by Vichear’s hulking torso, the smaller-yet-still-massive half-bear Ulfsaar took Dastan by surprise. Peeking out from behind his likely half-brother, the one-time bandit shrugged in commiseration before Sending, “You should have told the Chosen Son before spreading Bekhai secrets. Our esteemed leader genuinely hopes you will aid Vichear.”
 
  
 
 A worrying turn of events. A pious and devout man, Ulfsaar wouldn’t lie to harm the boss which left Dastan at a loss on how to proceed. He couldn’t fake his way through helping Vichear since he only knew the one method of forming a Natal Palace. Such secrets were well-guarded and if the truth came out, then Dastan feared Falling Rain was in for a harsh punishment. Golden child of the Bekhai or not, Akanai wasn’t the sort to spare the rod and spoil the child. At worst, the boss’s entire retinue might be forced to take slave’s Oaths, something Dastan wholeheartedly wished to avoid.
 
  
 
 Seeing Dastan's hesitation, Vichear’s eyes filled with sorrow and regret. “Ah, I knew things couldn’t be so simple.”
 
  
 
 Exploding into action, Vichear backhanded Ulfsaar in the face, sending the notorious bandit chieftain sailing through the air limp and unconscious. Dastan’s stomach exploded with pain and as he watched the clouds rush by, his brain caught up to reality and informed him he’d been kicked in the gut.
 
  
 
 How could a man as large as Vichear move with such speed and grace? It defied logic.
 
  
 
 The world mercifully went dark for an instant, but Dastan woke too soon, gasping for breath as he lay on the cold, cobbled stones with a sword at his throat and a boot on his chest. Vichear’s calm, stony voice echoed in his mind as the half-bear Sent, “I’ll have the truth now. This something your Defiled masters taught you? That why you can’t share it? Come clean and I promise you a swift and painless death, more than Defiled filth like yourself deserves.”
 
  
 
 “No,” Dastan wheezed, trying to focus his thoughts. “Not Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “Your lips move but all I hear are lies,” Vichear Sent, his normally kind, laughing eyes filled with barely contained rage. “Rain boyo’s a kind lad, but naive. He’s yet to learn there are some souls so dark they ain’t worth saving. I won’t have you taking advantage of his good nature to spread your Defiled secrets.”
 
  
 
 “No... Defiled secrets.” Each word set Dastan’s lungs aflame as Vichear’s boot sank deeper into his chest. “Bekhai secret... bring him trouble. Sending... need skin contact. Please.”
 
  
 
 Behind Vichear’s murderous eyes, hope warred against pragmatism and Dastan understood his reluctance to open his mind to a Defiled threat, especially since Ulfsaar was still alive. Or at least, he hoped Ulfsaar was still alive, the man was quiet and well-mannered but a force to be reckoned with alongside his squadron of adopted half-beast 'children'. After an eternity, Vichear grumbled something unintelligible beneath his breath before kneeling heavily on Dastan’s chest, causing his bones to creak in protest. “Try anything stupid,” Vichear warned while extending a free hand, “and you’ll live long enough to regret it.”
 
  
 
 Never in Dastan’s dreams would he have imagined this jubilant, portly warrior could be so intimidating.
 
  
 
 After explaining the boss’s drunken slip and what happened afterwards, Vichear was still not wholly convinced. “You say this Natal Soul business is a Bekhai secret, but Rain boyo looked me in the eye and told me different. He said there is no Bekhai secret and he ain’t ever told a proper lie in his life, so I believe him.” Lips pursed in thought, he finally eased off of Dastan’s chest and stood, though he still held his sword at the ready. “Go on and check on Ulfsaar,” he Sent, gesturing at the fallen giant’s body. “Hit him harder than I had to, thought he was made of tougher stuff. Hmph, bandits reaching their full potential, garbage is what it is. If they had potential, they’d be good and proper soldiers.”
 
  
 
 A cursory check showed Ulfsaar was still breathing but would wish otherwise once he woke with a splitting headache. With a cracked or broken cranium, the large man would need a Healer to look him over. With nothing better to do, Dastan gingerly touched his bruised ribs and winced at the pain. A good thing Vichear wanted to speak with him, otherwise he would’ve died in a single hit, his stomach caved in with barely half an effort. Despite taking them off guard, for Vichear to subdue both Ulfsaar and Dastan in one fluid motion was frightening indeed. Even after sparring with the man for months and hearing stories of his efforts in Sanshu, Dastan had severely underestimated the friendly former major, looking down at this ‘mere’ elite.
 
  
 
 “This Natal Soul,” Vichear Sent, breaking the extended silence, “You say the idea came from a drunken slip of Rain’s tongue. What did he say exactly?”
 
  
 
 Standing to clasp Vichear’s hand, Dastan answered, “His exact words were ‘it’s easy to split focus with two minds’. Then he said it was a secret.”
 
  
 
 “...Did he say it was a Bekhai secret?”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Towering over Dastan’s hunched frame, Vichear took a moment to reply. “There used to be this beggar in Feng Huang who was a few logs short of a cord. Every day, he’d be a different person ranting in a different voice, mostly harmless stuff about how the water tasted off or the clouds were looking at him funny, but it was more than that. His posture, accent, mannerisms, even the look in his eyes changed, made you believe it was someone else talking, a different soul in the same body. Only his dirty rags stayed the same, else you’d have thought there were dozens of insane brothers ranting on the streets.” Shrugging helplessly, Vichear continued, “Seeing Rain go from sweet, smiling dolt to murderous cutthroat always brought that crazy old beggar to mind. What if this two minds business isn’t a secret of the Bekhai, but a secret of Rain’s? It’d explain a lot.”
 
  
 
 “... But the Natal Soul works,” Dastan Sent, unable to refute. “It keeps the Natal Palace in existence, freeing me to focus on other things.”
 
  
 
 “You ever let it take over or go through a transformation like Rain’s?”
 
  
 
 No, but Dastan didn’t want to admit it. “My Natal Soul is pure and innocent, all it does is amuse itself. It conjures up food to eat or games to play, happy to sleep and play to its heart’s content. Ulfsaar calls it a ‘primal soul’, more in tune with the body's base needs and desires.”
 
  
 
 “Seems to me,” Vichear Sent, his words slow and careful, “that survival fits in that category. Maybe the boy switches over to fight and survive. Wouldn’t be the first to go hiding in his head and won’t be the last, he's just got another ready to take over for him.” Shrugging, he added, “Besides, your Natal Soul is newly formed and by your own description, minuscule and weak. Rain’s had his for years now if his drunken rambling is believed. Maybe it needs time to grow?”
 
  
 
 No... Dastan’s Natal Soul seemed so innocent and guileless, how could it be plotting to take over his life? “What happened to the old beggar?” Dastan asked, dreading the answer.
 
  
 
 Releasing Dastan’s hand, Vichear strode away. For what felt like an eternity, he thought the former major wouldn’t answer until he finally Sent, “One night, the crazy old bastard decided a young woman was stealing his emotions and concluded he had to bash her brains in to get em back. Went to the hangman’s noose screaming of his innocence, alternating between ranting how his other self committed the crime and how the woman deserved death for stealing his emotions.”
 
  
 
 Well... that didn’t exactly inspire confidence. Quietly scrapping his plan to create dozens of Natal Souls in his mind, Dastan yelled, “So what are you going to do?”
 
  
 
 Stopping in his tracks, Vichear turned and shrugged before Sending, “I’m gonna go form my Natal Soul and Palace. Don’t worry, I’ll keep Rain boyo’s secret. My guess is his family already knows, hard to hide something like this from the ones you love. If anyone asks, you came up with the idea all on your own, got it?”
 
  
 
 “Wait, just like that? Aren’t you worried?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug followed by a Sending. “Why does it matter? Worrying does no good, either something happens or it doesn’t. The beggar lived for decades before he finally snapped and was even functional for most of em by all accounts. Ain’t guaranteed Rain boyo or the rest of us go the same way, just something to watch out for. Besides, it’s well worth the risk if I can become an expert, ain’t no two ways about it.” Looking upbeat and carefree, Vichear strolled away humming a merry tune, hoping to soon join the Empire’s Roster of Experts.
 
  
 
 Dumbfounded and confused, Dastan sank to the ground and reached for Balance. Entering his Natal Palace, he found his Natal Soul reclining on a luxurious divan and feasting on all manner of exotic luxuries with childish delight. Noticing his arrival, it opened its mouth in silent delight before soaring over to tug on Dastan’s moustache. ‘Welcome back,’ it seemed to say, its emotions mentally transmitted to Dastan. Conjuring a tiny axe, it waved it about in adorable pantomime of Dastan’s practice, eager to have someone to play with.
 
  
 
 Was this Natal Soul an extension of Dastan’s will or was it its own person? It was so tiny, barely larger than Dastan’s palm and unable to speak, but it learned so quickly. When it was first formed, all it did was wander aimlessly through the Palace, but soon it began fashioning all manner of things from the real world, from beds and luxuries to the obstacle course from the training grounds, all perfectly sized for its deformed body. Hard to imagine this joyful, indulgent creature taking over Dastan’s life, or even becoming bloodthirsty and savage like the boss’s combat persona.
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 What if the ‘real’ Rain had already been displaced and the Rain they knew and adored was the Natal Soul, with his original self coming out in times of battle? What if, in the process of being Tainted or becoming Defiled, the real Rain retreated into himself and the Natal Soul took over?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Dastan’s head spun wondering ‘what if’ repeatedly until he threw his arms up in surrender. Agonizing over unimportant details was beyond silly. Opening his eyes, Dastan lifted Ulfsaar onto the patiently waiting Charger, ignoring the twinge of pain from his freshly healed ribs. A marvellous thing this Panacea, it was a little known secret it also had been discovered by the boss. If Rain could come up with one miracle technique, then why not a second? That’s all this was, a new discovery, and all these unfounded fears were just Dastan making mountains out of molehills.
 
  
 
 What mattered was this: Falling Rain was a good man and Dastan would follow him into the Father’s Maw if need be. No, not merely follow, Dastan would lead the charge, slaughtering all who stood in his path.
 
  
 
 For Dastan had faith the Mother’s Chosen Son wouldn’t steer him wrong.
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 Carrying a wooden box swaddled in blankets, I make my way towards Akanai’s suite on the inner wall with Mafu and Aurie in tow. Abandoning me to visit his sweetheart, my quin heads into the stable with the day’s catch, three large fish taken from a freezing cold river. It's tough being a bachelor, my poor quin already works so hard to keep fat but now he’s working even harder to court Mila’s quin Atir. Three fish doesn’t seem like much, but considering he ate five and fed Aurie two, Mafu is damn good at solitary hunting and I wish him all the best. 
 
  
 
 Plus, Pafu and Suret’s pups are getting to big to cuddle and I’m gonna need replacements soon. I wonder if there are regular otters around? They're less cool, but still adorable...
 
  
 
 While trudging up the long staircase with Aurie, we come across a familiar bald head pacing just short of the hallway to Akanai’s suite. Grim and dour as always, Gerel notices my approach and gives me his best disapproving glower. “You’re late. Move little man, you don’t keep people like them waiting.”
 
  
 
 “Hey buddy.” He hates it when I call him buddy but I don’t like being called ‘little man’ either, so we’re even. “It’s a family lunch not a war council, nothing to get all worked up over.” Stopping just to be contrary, I give Aurie a subtle cue to greet Gerel. Always happy to please, my big kitten latches both his paws around the amber-eyed warrior’s waist, chest rumbling in delight as he waits for head scratches. Immune to Aurie’s charms and prodigious weight, Gerel pats the big cat twice before pushing him away, gesturing for me to hurry along. Just to be polite, I ask, “You eat yet? You should join us, it beats hanging around out here until we’re done.” We aren’t the best of friends but he’s helped me a lot over the years, working to train both my original and new retinue without asking for anything in return. He didn’t even take his fair share from Yo Ling’s island, merely taking a handful of uncut gemstones for all his trouble.
 
  
 
 At my suggestion, Gerel does something completely out of character, visibly blanching as he recoils in abject terror. After shaking his head repeatedly, he steadies himself before smoothing his shirt and clearing his throat, pretending the past few seconds never happened. “No need,” he says, refusing to look me in the eye. “As you said, it’s a family affair. I’m happy to wait here.” After a short pause, he adds, “Please convey my gratitude to Sarnai.”
 
  
 
 “Why not convey your gratitude yourself? Seriously, it’s just up the hall.” Seeing his anger at being pressed, I shrug and give up. “Suit yourself. I’ll ask someone to bring you a plate.” Weirdo. Why’s he so scared of having lunch with Baatar and Akanai? I guess it could be a star-struck sort of deal, sometimes I forget my family are the bigwigs of the People. Still, I’d never have expected Gerel to be the adoring type, especially since he challenges Baatar to a fair fight every spring even after the Iron Banner Company disbanded. I'm looking forward to watching Baatar beat the crap out of him again. Truth be told, as imposing as he is, I’ve never seen Gerel win a real fight, only spars. For a guy who calls himself the number one talent of his generation, he sure gets beat up a lot.
 
  
 
 Then again, who am I to point fingers?
 
  
 
 The door stands slightly ajar and Aurie runs in to greet his second favourite person in the world, Li Song. With a chorus of grumbling mewls, Aurie taps his nose then Li Song’s hand, as if asking her to make the pain go away. Clapping his hands, Husolt smiles with glee and roars in delight. “About time lad, some of us have busy schedules unlike yourself.” Winking to show he’s joking, he licks his lips and asks, “What’s in the box? You cook us a treat?”
 
  
 
 “Nope. Spoils from my hunting trip. Behold, the newest members of our family.” Unveiling the box with a grand flourish, my rabbit reveal is met with mixed reactions. Tali shrieks in delight and rushes in for a closer look, but wary of mama bun, I caution her to stay at arm's length. Baatar, Alsantset, and Charok smile and nod, all more than happy to humour my obsession with collecting pets. Rolling their eyes, Akanai and Mila wear the same disapproving/amused half-grimace while Husolt and Li Song share a disappointed sigh, a father-daughter pair of rice buckets suffering as they wait for lunch.
 
  
 
 So far, everyone is reacting in character but Sarnai and Lin break the pattern. Clapping a hand to her mouth, Sarnai stifles her girlish giggling while Lin’s lips twist like shes sucking a lemon, eyes narrowed in undisguised disapproval as she glares at the adorable baby bunnies. So strange, I would’ve expected their reactions to be switched, but seeing Sarnai in such high spirits is heart-warming. After switching with Baledagh, he reports the room is Spectre free before escaping back to our Natal Palace, ignoring my suggestion to stay for lunch with the family. Knowing there’s nothing I can say to change his mind, I return my attentions to Sarnai, enjoying the sight of her shoulders shaking with barely contained mirth.
 
  
 
 It’s a welcome change from her fiery scowl or tear-filled gaze, and it’s good to know the Spectres have left her alone. They didn’t bother her while she was in a coma but the moment she opened her eyes, they swarmed her in droves like wolves descending on weakened prey. Thankfully, our little cleansing chat last night seemed to have buoyed her spirits, her eyes sparkling with life as Baatar holds her close. They rarely show affection so openly but I’m not sure if it’s because Akanai adopted Baatar and Sarnai sees herself as among family, or because she stopped caring about what other people might think. Either way, I’m happy to see them both in such great spirits, nuzzled together and sharing a private conversation through Sending as Baatar’s tail threatens to bash apart the chair he’s sitting in.
 
  
 
 Wonderful as this all is, I’m confused by her reaction. Adorable though they might be, my fifteen baby bunnies are far from hilarious, shrinking back in fear from Tali while Tate pretends he’s too old and manly to be interested in bunnies. It won’t last long because they’re darling, trembling as they turn their backs away from so many staring gazes and bury their heads beneath mama bun’s long, white fur. Though they all share her droopy ears, only two baby buns share her colouring while eight of her babies are a mottled grey and white combination. Four are pure grey and the last one is my favourite with its beautiful golden brown coat, looking like Aurie’s tiny, rabbit-eared twin.
 
  
 
 Even though I’m not supposed to name it yet, I’ve already decided he or she will be called Tawny One. Works for a boy or girl and if these bunnies fail then my next golden-brown bunny will be Tawny Two. It’s all about managing expectations. Best case scenario, I revolutionize the herb-hunting business and get even richer. Worst case scenario, my wildcats and bears dine on fresh rabbit for a day or two.
 
  
 
 Keeping a wary eye on mama bun, I add the last of my dried fruit and scavenged roots to her rapidly diminishing pile of food, hoping to keep her placated for a few minutes longer. Ignoring her babies, mama bun noms away like she’s been starved for days but she’s been eating like this for the better part of an hour now. At just over twenty kilograms, I’m amazed by how much food she can tuck away. Poor girl, it’s probably due to stress from giving birth to fifteen babies. Eating is the only thing keeping her calm and I don’t know what I’ll do once she’s full. Brave to the point of foolhardy, mama bun spent half an hour headbutting my calves while we walked home, futilely trying to ‘rescue’ her babies. Eventually, she passed out either from exhaustion or a concussion and I placed her in the box with her babies. Luckily, after waking up, she seemed to have forgotten the whole abduction debacle and happily chowed down on the provided travel meal.
 
  
 
 At least she didn’t kill herself headbutting me. From what I’ve read, it’s a real possibility. I'm guessing in a world filled with sadistic people and animals, dying quickly isn't a terrible defense mechanism.
 
  
 
 Keeping myself between the twins and mama bun, I wave my disgruntled little wifey over to see the bunnies. She’s not exactly a hare supremacist like her daddy but it’s hard for kids not to pick up on their parents’ bad habits. Shuffling over, Lin’s frown softens as she reaches in to pet mama bun. With silky white fur and long droopy ears, mama bun looks ridiculously adorable as she thumps her feet in displeasure, alternating between pleased and angry while deciding if the touching is tolerable. Thankfully, Lin has a way with animals and mama bun eventually decides my bunny-eared wifey means no harm and returns to eating at full speed.
 
  
 
 I wanna pet the bunny too but she reacts to my touch with unbridled aggression. I’d rather she not kamikaze before her babies are weaned so I’ve kept my hands to myself.
 
  
 
 Giving me the coldest look she’s ever shown, Lin scrunches her nose and says, “Hubby, you should set them free, ya? They’re wild animals not pets to play with.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t bring them back to be pets.” Well, not only pets. “I have good reasons for abdu- err... Look, my plan...”
 
  
 
 My vision of herb-hunting rabbits wins me no points as Lin shakes her head, though she doesn’t stop petting mama bun, enamoured by her soft, fluffy winter coat. “Daddy won’t be happy. You know how he gets when it comes to rabbits.”
 
  
 
 Taking a line from Ulfsaar, I reply, “Every creature has its purpose. Teacher will overlook my heresy once I bring home armloads of Spiritual Plants thanks to my long-eared friends here.”
 
  
 
 Finally succumbing to curiosity, Tate joins his sister in staring at the bunnies just as mama bun finishes her meal. Moving in a blur of light, mama bun darts out of the box to explore her new surroundings, stupidly believing her babies to be safe in their ‘den’. Spotting Jimjam crouched and ready for action, the suicidal mama bun charges the threat and headbutts Jimjam. Reacting in a far less spectacular fashion compared to his brother, Jimjam flinches in surprise while staring at this curious, threatening aggressor, trying to decide just how to proceed from here. With a loud "Nooo!", Lin scoops mama bun into her arms just as Jimjam decides he wants a taste, confusing the poor wildcat even further.’
 
  
 
 ‘Food or friend?’ he seems to ask, staring about in bewilderment.
 
  
 
 Escaping from Lin’s arms in a heartbeat, mama bun thumps the ground in a show of dominance before carelessly deciding the confounded Jimjam isn’t a threat and moving on. Leading Lin on a merry chase, mama bun sends Banjo, Baloo, and Sarankho packing before picking up where she left off earlier, ‘viciously’ attacking my bruised calves for reasons unknown. With instincts like this, I’m surprised bicorn rabbits are still in existence. Already Jimjam and Sarankho have had enough and are looking at mama bun like their next meal, but thankfully the first command I taught them was ‘leave it’. 
 
  
 
 Goes to show that strength isn’t the only defining factor for survival. Like I’ve said before, quantity has a quality of its own.
 
  
 
 Seriously, fifteen babies in one litter? My non-existent vagina aches in sympathy.
 
  
 
 Finding no success in her attempts to calm mama bun, Lin pouts and pleads, “Do something before she hurts herself. These poor babies need their mommy.” Patting my sweet wifey’s head, I pull her in for a hug. “Don’t worry, she’s a tough old bun. Gave Aurie a big old swat and then nearly broke my nose with the follow up. It took half an hour of solid headbutts to knock her unconscious, so why don’t we let her tire herself out while we eat?”
 
  
 
 “Fortune favours the bold and the foolish, though there is a fine line between the two.” Jerking in surprise at the unfamiliar voice, I find the veiled Guard Leader sitting beside Sarnai at the table. How I didn’t see her until now I’ll never know, since a woman covered head to toe in black silk is hard to miss. After several seconds of looking my general direction, she brings her cup behind the veil to sip her tea before saying, “This creature possesses a body stronger than normal and is on the cusp of forming a Spiritual Heart. No doubt it’s eaten many Spiritual Plants over the years.” In a smug tone, she adds, “Taduk will have a fit when he finds out.”
 
  
 
 It takes a second for her words to sink and my eyes widen in panic. “Shhh! You should use Sendings for dangerous information like that, what if someone overhears?” Even if it’s a rabbit who has yet to form one, people will kill for a Spiritual Heart. I have enough enemies as it is, thank you very much. I don’t need more reasons for people to want me dead.
 
  
 
 Sorry mama bun. Once your babies are weaned, it looks like you’re going into a stew.
 
  
 
 With a dainty snort, Guard Leader dismisses my concerns. “Anyone strong enough to eavesdrop in my presence will care nothing for a Spiritual Heart the size of a grape. Take good care of the creature, it might well be the strongest bicorn rabbit in existence, first among trillions.”
 
  
 
 ...Well fuck. Do I have to? Mama bun’s not even affectionate, she still trying to pulp my calf into mincemeat.
 
  
 
 As if reading my thoughts, Alsantset Sends, “Do as she says, it’s the least you can do after being so rude during your trip to Sanshu. We will speak about your poor manners once lunch is finished.” Clapping her hands, she says out loud, “Enough tarrying, I fear grandpa’s belly will devour itself should we delay any longer.”
 
  
 
 Beaming at being called ‘grandpa’, Husolt thumps the table in approval. “Good grandchild, the only one looking out for these old bones.” Pinching Mila’s cheek, he teasingly adds, “See how proper and filial little Alsantset is? You could learn from your niece.”
 
  
 
 It’s weird to think of Baatar, Mila, and Li Song as siblings. For starters it means I’m engaged to my aunt, a concept which I find highly erotic. It's like incest without the risk of deformed, sickly children.
 
  
 
 Incest? More like Wincest.
 
  
 
 Distracting mama bun with some leafy greens, I leave her to terrorize my pets and hope Jimjam or Sarankho settle the issue for me, but it doesn’t seem likely. I trained them too well and they’re treating mama bun like an inquisitive, annoying toddler, with extreme indifference. Glancing around the table, I’m gladdened to see so many smiling faces, though Taduk’s absence and Guard Leader’s veiled visage ruins the atmosphere. I understand why my teacher isn’t here, he probably lost track of time while doing Runic research, but why is Guard Leader here and, more importantly, why does she eat with the veil on? I bet she’s hiding a disgusting deformity underneath and Taduk is helping her treat it. Can’t think of another reason an expert like herself would stoop to guarding my sweet little wifey.
 
  
 
 After feasting on a sumptuous meal and belatedly remembering to send something to Gerel, I lean back for a post-gorging stretch and enjoy the foreign sensation of personal space. Tali and Tate are busy crowding Baatar and Sarnai while Lin’s been on her best behaviour today, acting all proper and ladylike. To top it all off, my pets are all too busy avoiding mama bun to come begging for food, leave me free to enjoy my meal in peace and quiet. She might be a dumb, floppy-eared, flea bag whose existence will paint a target on my back, but mama bun has her uses.
 
  
 
 Tsk, look at me using all these speciest slurs against rabbits. Guess I’m a closeted hare supremacist. Then again, I still don’t know how to differentiate hares from rabbits. Maybe I should get a pet hare to pacify Taduk’s inevitable outrage, but oddly enough, I’ve never seen a hare before. I’ve run into plenty of exotic animals like terror birds, jatuyas, ursagons, carnugators, saurophages, and garos, but no hares. Then again, if Taduk is to be believed, the hares in this world run through the clouds and feed on flesh, so I’m not sure if I even want to see one, much less keep one as a pet.
 
  
 
 ...Ah who am I kidding? I’d keep a wolf or tiger if I could, so why not a hare? As long as it’s cute and friendly, I’m keeping it. I might have a pet hoarding problem, but if all my pets are clean, well-cared for, and don't maim anyone, is it really a problem?
 
  
 
 Once lunch is finished and all pleasantries at an end, people begin leaving in ones and twos. Sarnai and Baatar are first to go followed by Husolt and Mila heading back to work. Intending to leave with Li Song for our daily group spar, Akanai asks me to stay behind. Taking it as their cue to leave, the room empties except for Akanai, Guard Leader, myself, and mama bun who wanders the room marking her territory with scentless poops and stinky pees. If it wasn’t for Guard Leader’s presence, I’d be worried this was a haranguing from Akanai for bringing this tiny little poop machine into her home.
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t be surprised. Forget trials and tribulations; The true way of the world is food goes in, poop comes out.
 
  
 
 Since neither one of these powerful women seems ready to speak, I busy myself cleaning up after mama bun, much to the little fur bag's dismay. Ignoring her attempts to batter me into submission, I patiently wait for someone to tell me what’s going on while scrubbing poop and pee off the stone floors, eternally grateful for mama bun’s dislike of carpets. I’ve been spoiled by quins, they’re so picky about where they do their business they house-trained my other pets.
 
  
 
 Hey, maybe Pafu or Suret will eat mama bun. Then I don’t have to worry about taking care of a walking, breathing, Spiritual Heart.
 
  
 
 After long, stifling minutes of silence, Guard Leader loses the challenge of who can keep quiet longer. “I still think it better to exile him. This boy brings nothing but trouble.”
 
  
 
 ...Wait, what? I’ve been in danger of exile?
 
  
 
 “This boy,” Akanai replies, her tone curt and to the point, “saved your youngest Disciple.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. A weakling for letting himself be influenced so. I’d be better off without him. Exile him too.”
 
  
 
 “Without Rain, we would not have known until things were too far gone. History might have repeated itself with Gerel at its head.”
 
  
 
 “It still might. We only have the boy’s word they’ve been cleansed. He could be wrong or worse, lying.”
 
  
 
 “Or he could be right and hold a weapon against corruption.” Sipping her tea, Akanai looks calm and in control, and although Guard Leader is veiled, her fidgeting betrays her anxiety. Does she really want me gone so bad? I knew the People weren’t happy with me but I didn’t think things were so dire.
 
  
 
 Finding my voice, I ask “No one can overhear us?” Once I receive confirmation, I continue, “Is this because I was Tainted?”
 
  
 
 Akanai hesitates for a split second, not long, but enough to be meaningful. “In part,” she replies, without divulging any more.
 
  
 
 “By your own admission, you were a hair’s breadth from becoming Defiled.” Guard Leader chimes in and I can imagine the cold stare behind her veil. “You saw firsthand what will happen if word of your Taint spreads. The Empire will hunt us to extinction. If you truly cared about your family, you would leave now and never return. Whether you go south to live in seclusion or west to die fighting the Defiled, whatever you do, your family will be safer for it.”
 
  
 
 “One step from Defiled?” After repeating her words, I stroll to the window and stare out before turning back. “Now I’m one step from death. Except like before I choose not to take that step.” Belatedly worrying she might shove me out, I move back to the centre of the room, with mama bun’s constant headbutts interrupting my stride and taking away all my gravitas. Stupid rabbit, learn to read the room. “The Spectres are a plague and I their victim. Yes, I came close, but I did not take that last step, nor do I believe I ever will.” Nor will Baledagh, not while I’m still in existence.
 
  
 
 Sighing softly, Guard Leader shakes her head. “You say you chose, but I believe otherwise. You were saved by a fortuitous encounter. The Purge pushed you to the precipice and you ached to rebel, to smite your foes and impose your will no matter the cost. Had you the means, you would have killed the Shrike and damned the consequences.” Stroking my cheek in an oddly tender gesture, she whispers, “Your resolution and conviction make you dangerous in more ways than one. You humans shine so bright, like a candle on its last flame. You care so little for the future because you will not live to see it, but we must look farther.”
 
  
 
 Unbelievable. “You think I was wrong to oppose the Purge? You believe inflicting pain and suffering on thousands of innocents the right thing to do?”
 
  
 
 “A drop in the bucket compared to the lives lost should the Defiled find a foothold in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “They have one now don’t they? They took the Western Province.”
 
  
 
 “Then the lives lost if the Empire turns on the People.” Sighing once more, Guard Leader turns to Akanai. “You see? He is stubborn and insubordinate, antagonistic and dissident. He’s already risked our safety for the lives of powerless strangers, simply because he believes he is right. He’s a danger to us all and must be dealt with before it is too late. You think he will sit idly by once he comes into power of his own? Already he is poised to rise to prominence, winning noble families to his side through his actions and training warriors loyal to his cause instead of our own. Mark my words, this one is a harbinger of chaos and disorder, a dangerous firebrand in a world filled with tinder. Exile him and be done with it.”
 
  
 
 Akanai’s silence lasts an eternity as I hover between disbelief and outrage. Guard Leader’s accusations hit too close to home for comfort. I never thought about how my actions put everyone in danger. Though it felt right and just, by opposing the Shrike and the Purge, I came dangerously close to putting the People in direct opposition to the Empire, something which I can only imagine would end in tragedy. If it wasn’t for Yuzhen’s mediation or the Shrike’s insane attempt to take me prisoner, the whole debacle might have blown up in my face. Akanai’s always going on about retreating to the mountains but they only serve as a deterrent to the Empire’s armies, not a barrier.
 
  
 
 Maybe I am selfish and stupid, too wrapped up in how things should be to accept how they are. A drunken taunt from my lips directly led to a massive conflict between the People and the Society. My actions during the Purge, no matter how well-intentioned, put everyone I know in grave danger.
 
  
 
 Who’s to say I won’t do it again?
 
  
 
 Guard Leader is right. The Bekhai are better off without me.
 
  
 
 Before I can drum up the courage to speak, Akanai breaks the silence. “I have nothing to say. Exiling him is your decision, not mine.” Stepping over to stand beside me, she wraps an arm around my shoulder and smiles before continuing. “Know this: Rain is my grand disciple and grandson. Exiling him is the same as exiling me and the rest of my family. Make your choice woman. My grandson has an appointment to spar.”
 
  
 
 I always believed I lucked out finding a family who loved me.
 
  
 
 I didn’t know the half of it.
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 Huffing with displeasure, Zian sneered as Rain shuffled through the door with a covered box in hand. With his plain, unadorned coat and unkempt hair, Rain looked like a random peasant picked off the street. His shuffling gait and slumped posture belied of a lack of confidence and courage, but Zian knew this man was more arrogant than most. It was a quiet arrogance, a conceit deeply intertwined with the core of his personality. He didn’t act high and mighty, he merely presumed himself to be better than his peers, oozing disdain for his betters as he spoke of charity and advancing humanity through change and innovation.
 
  
 
 It was easy enough to ignore his senseless drivel. Any advancement made without enough strength to back it would be crushed out of hand. Giving a voice to commoners, pei. They lived and died on the mercy of their betters, what point was there in giving ants a say? Unlearned and unwashed, commoners were too small-minded to be trusted with such power, likely to waste time whining about matters of no consequence like uneven roads or inclement weather. No, what truly irked Zian was when Rain offered unsolicited advice in matters of combat.
 
  
 
 Not that his advice was poor. Despite his dismal showing in their spars, Zian found Rain exceedingly perceptive at spotting flaws or openings, though he rarely took advantage of this during a match. Overthinking things in combat most likely, slowing his reactions and causing him to hesitate, but Zian would rather eat a live rat than help Rain overcome his shortcomings. No, the damned savage offered sage advice, but Zian found his way of speaking most vexing.
 
  
 
 ‘Why are you doing that when this is so much easier?’
 
  
 
 ‘You haven’t heard of this obscure yet innovative and ingenious method? Well let me explain in near expert detail’.
 
  
 
 Hateful, arrogant, amber-eyed bastard.
 
  
 
 Rain had a knack for analysis and clarification, often breaking things down to their most basic components to study the how and why. His work with BoShui was nothing short of extraordinary, turning a man who stood at the higher end of mediocre into a true talent with but a single phrase. “He who rules with his left, rules the world” said the scruffy barbarian, flashing his pompous, narcissistic grin before continuing. “Jab and block, parry and measure, the left is both sword and shield. The right is your lance, your thrust, and though it is powerful, using it opens you up to a counter. Set the stage with your left and close the curtains with your right. Then, when you get better, you switch it up and use them interchangably, but that's for later.”
 
  
 
 It pained Zian to concede Rain's words held profound truth. Though he would never admit this out loud, the sight of Rain before a spar often sent a chill down Zian’s spine, a trauma from his most disastrous defeat. With sword in hand, the runtish barbarian became a changed man, head held high and shoulders back as his piercing eyes filled with hunger and determination. An attitude befitting a warrior of his reputation instead of the slack-jawed, lackadaisical, underachiever he showed the world, as if to say ‘Situ Jia Zian isn’t worth much, even this worthless barbarian defeated him’.
 
  
 
 Illogical and irrational to believe Rain was doing it on purpose, but Zian hated him for it nonetheless.
 
  
 
 Even after months of interaction, Zian still wasn’t sure which version was the real Rain, but it mattered little. These spars were a farce and Zian hadn’t the faintest clue why he continued to take part. The only reason for sparring with his ‘peers’ was so he could improve his skills, but ever since Sumila stopped coming, only the slave girl offered him a proper challenge. The others were improving steadily thanks to his efforts while Zian’s time could be better spent, but Jukai insisted they continue coming here day after day. ‘Flowers grown in gardens are pretty to look at, but lacking compared to weeds in the wild’ was his reasoning, but these spars were hardly ‘the wilds’.
 
  
 
 Seeing no fiery-haired maiden following in Rain’s wake, Zian swallowed his disappointment. An entire month since Sumila joined them, thirty full days since he’d last seen her. Annoyed at his childish thoughts, he fixed Rain with a glare and said, “So glad you could find time out of your busy schedule to join us. I heard you went on a pleasure hunt and had a family lunch, it sounds so exhausting I don’t know how you have the energy to still spar.”
 
  
 
 With an apologetic smile, Rain slouched even further and picked up his pace. “Sorry, had important matters to attend to.” By the Mother, he sounded like he was about to cry over Zian’s sarcastic jab. You defeated Situ Jia Zian in single combat, at least have the decency to rise into the heavens like a dragon among men. The worst part of these spars were seeing just how little Falling Rain had improved, definitive proof that Zian’s loss was a fluke. Jukai once said Zian would have won nine out of ten matches against Falling Rain, but months of sparring proved it was more accurate to say 9999 matches out of 10,000. While others might find relief at this news, knowing he’d lost such an important match to such an unskilled duellist tormented Zian to no end. If only he’d won on that fateful day, his life would have turned out so differently.
 
  
 
 With Rain dead, the Bekhai would have been found guilty of assault against the Society and suitably punished for their infraction. Under those circumstances, Nian Zu would never have had the gall to promote Baatar as his second and the honour instead would have fallen to Uncle Yang. Having taught their enemies a lesson, the Society would still be the number one faction in the north and undivided by the Bekhai. Without a disastrous loss hanging over his head, Zian wouldn’t have gone to Sanshu in search of redemption on that disastrous ‘bandit hunting’ exercise, instead remaining here at the Bridge. True, he gained much from his time around Sanshu but he would’ve learned so much more here battling the millions-strong horde of Defiled. Instead of sparring with these ‘peers’, he would have lorded over them as the undisputed number one talent of the north before casually stepping into the ranks of Experts with much celebration and aplomb.
 
  
 
 If only... were there ever two more depressing words in all of history?
 
  
 
 Disgusted by Rain’s attitude, Zian dropped Rain’s tardiness. At least he was still here, useless though he might be. Besides, it was fun beating the runt day in and day out, a stress relieving exercise. “This match was to be the last, with all other pairings concluded. Your matches will be fought consecutively, but it shouldn’t be a problem for the ‘undying’ Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 “Sure.” Placing the box down, Rain lifted the covers to check on its contents, revealing a colony of sleeping bicorn rabbits, fifteen kits and their mother. Ridiculous. Now he was raising vermin? These were his important matters? Hopeless. Enough was enough. No matter what Jukai said, Zian decided this would be his last day with these worthless idiots. On stage, Fung and BoShui traded ineffective blows, each testing the other and searching for an opening, but their dancing about was pointless in Zian’s eyes, with more gaps to exploit than he cared to name. Though both had formed their Natal Palace, it did little to improve their mediocre martial skills. If they had difficulties understanding the intricacies of the Eight Forms then how successful could they be at parsing the mysteries of Chi?
 
  
 
 Leaving his rabbits with the slave girl, Rain returned to Zian’s side and whispered, “Can I ask you a question?”
 
  
 
 Biting back his sarcastic retort, Zian inwardly rolled his eyes. “Ask it, but I make no promises to answer.”
 
  
 
 “Er, through Sending.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. “Fine.” Flicking his sleeve, Zian offered Rain his forearm, knowing from experience if he offered a hand, the ignorant savage would use the opportunity to interlock their fingers. Holding another man’s hand was not an enjoyable experience for Zian, but neither of them were capable enough to Send without skin contact. For Rain to Send at all was a testament to his talent, talent which he squandered away with his frivolous pets, business dealings, and ‘charitable’ acts, the height of foolishness.
 
  
 
 “During the Purge, you told me the villagers were doomed regardless of my actions.” Oh Mother Above, was this idiot still fixated on the Purge? Holding his tongue, Zian waited for Rain to finish his question as the savage hesitated to voice the next part. After a prolonged silence, Zian discovered why Rain insisted on a Sending. “During that time, if you had the personal power to save those villagers, would you?”
 
  
 
 Studying his one-time rival, Zian answered Rain’s question with a question of his own. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “Why save them? Or why do I want to know?”
 
  
 
 “Both.”
 
  
 
 With a tired shrug, Rain Sent, “Why save them? Is basic human decency not enough? Did you not empathize with their plight? Did seeing them suffer not pain your heart?”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Such arrogance, acting like he was the only person in the world who understood empathy. Of course it hurt seeing them suffer, which was why Zian didn’t stay behind to watch like an idiot. “And why do you ask?”
 
  
 
 “Call it... academic curiosity. I wanna know how someone who isn’t me would have reacted if things were different. I can guess how Dastan and BoShui would answer, but I want to know your opinion.”
 
  
 
 Soft-hearted fool, still agonizing over the deaths of strangers. No wonder Rain’s skills failed to improve, the Purge ruined him like it’d ruined so many others. Haunted by his inability to act, the memory acted as a deterrent on his Martial Path, hindering him from progressing until it could be resolved. Unlikely it ever would be, the Purge would not disappear in their lifetime and Rain would forever be helpless before it.
 
  
 
 This new revelation filled Zian with bitter disappointment, knowing his greatest foe was now doomed to wallow in mediocrity. There was no joy in defeating a man like this, no accomplishment in Zian’s victory, so he answered Rain’s question out of sympathy. “Even if I were an expert on the level of Nian Zu himself, I would still have stepped back and allowed the Shrike to carry out her duty.” Seeing Rain’s disappointment, Zian felt he need to defend his position and continued. “You’re a fool who doesn't understand the implications of your actions. As a representative of your people, your actions put the Bekhai in direct opposition to the Purge. Had she not acted irrationally and abducted you, the Shrike would have brought word of your actions to her master, a man who makes the Shrike seem kind and lenient by comparison. The Confessor needs only point a finger to raise a formal investigation against the Bekhai, backing you into a corner as his Aspirants comb through your lands in search of corruption. Even if they find nothing, which is highly unlikely, mere suspicion is enough to turn public opinion against you. All your allies will cut ties in fear of being implicated while commoners curse your names and refuse to do business with your representatives. No amount of charitable acts would win you enough goodwill to change their minds. You hoped to save lives but in doing so you put your kin at risk of Purge and worse, in direct opposition with the Empire. All this for strangers who will never thank you. Madness.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain crumble with every word, Zian marvelled at the Bekhai’s idiotic way of doing things. Had none of them realized the gravity of Rain’s actions? Or had they merely kept quiet out of misguided concern? Having built him up to be an impressive elite, Zian had overlooked the obvious and forgotten the Bekhai were mere tribal savages, strong and domineering, but ultimately ignorant of the ways of the world. The Society had nothing to fear from them, given time, the Bekhai would be their own doom.
 
  
 
 Lost in his thoughts, Rain’s fingers remained tightly wrapped around Zian’s wrist, leading to an awkward situation as Fung and BoShui’s match came to a conclusion. Beaming in delight at the rare victory, BoShui was first to notice Zian’s predicament, eyebrow raising in question at the entrapped pair. Ignoring him, Zian calmly wrenched his wrist out of Rain’s steely grip before saying, “Their match has ended. It’s your turn now. Make the most of today, for I will not be joining you all tomorrow or any day after.”
 
  
 
 Mute indifference followed his declaration, an unsatisfactory and disappointing reaction. Without him, how were these lesser talents to measure themselves? He saw the joy and satisfaction in their eyes on the rare occasions he erred and lost a match, yet now he denied them from experiencing such a thing ever again and they responded to the sombre news with callous apathy. Zian didn’t expect them to beg him to stay, they weren’t friends or bosom buddies, but with all the time they’d spent together, he’d expected them to at least ask him why. He had an entire speech ready to give, outlining how their limited value was all but spent and their skills too inferior to offer him significant challenge.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It was possible they knew him too well and refused to step into his trap. They weren’t all idiots, only most of them.
 
  
 
 Maddeningly enough, it was Rain who spoke first, but even he didn’t ask why. “Sorry to hear it. Anything I can do to convince you otherwise?”
 
  
 
 Studying the runt closely, Zian was annoyed to see nothing but genuine honesty and eager anticipation reflected in his eyes. Not surprising Rain wanted to keep Zian around, his pristine sparring record probably kept the worthless savage awake at night, unable to eke out a single victory in all these months. Seizing the opportunity, Zian wore a mocking smile and replied, “With Lady Sumila’s absence, these sparring matches offer me little challenge.” The cat slave ignored the proceedings, enamoured by the sleeping rabbits, and Rain had the gall to chuckle while the others treated Zian with glares of contempt, but they knew their place and held their tongues. Basking in their anger, Zian continued, “I could be persuaded to stay however, if suitable challenge were found.” Bring back Sumila, for her skills matched her beauty, defeating him with sublime grace and overwhelming power.
 
  
 
 “Mm, so if I win today’s match, will you stay?”
 
  
 
 Caught off-guard by Rain’s question, Zian barked with laughter. “Sure. Defeat me today, and I’ll stay.”
 
  
 
 “For how long?”
 
  
 
 Catching himself before he answered, Zian narrowed his eyes in thought. Why did this arrogant fool seem so sure of himself? How many times had Rain suffered defeat on this stage? Forget Zian, the runt struggled to win against BoShui and was evenly matched with Fung, barely standing third from last in rankings. Rain was a hard-headed fool who fell for every trick and stratagem in the book. The most basic of feints was enough to trick him into over-extending, and while he never fell for the same trick twice, even a minor variation was enough to secure victory. How Rain stayed alive this long was a mystery, one Zian cared little to solve, but even arrogance had its limits.
 
  
 
 Had Rain been purposely losing for months on end? To what purpose? Still, as the fool once said, better to err on the side of caution. “I’ll stay until I secure three victories in a row against you.” If Rain was losing on purpose, then this would ensure his full cooperation in future matches. Though Zian took great joy in defeating the little savage, he would much prefer Falling Rain to live up to expectations as the man who defeated Situ Jia Zian. Only then could Zian salvage his pride and walk with head held high once more.
 
  
 
 “Okay. We’ll leave your match for last then, it’s only fair.” Retrieving his practice weapons, Rain ambled on stage and waved Dastan over. As the runt took his stance, Zian fixated on the inconsistencies in today’s Falling Rain. There was no hunger or determination, only a careless impatience reflected in his eyes as if he wanted to get things over with. Calm and collected, he seemed like a different warrior today, cold and analytical instead of the wild and impassioned youth of yesterday. This was the Falling Rain Zian wanted to defeat, a fearless, undaunted rising dragon who was his equal, his rival. This was the Falling Rain who dared to humiliate the Society in front of the whole province and possessed the skills and backing to escape retribution.
 
  
 
 Axe in both hands, Dastan also sensed the change in his master and approached with caution, staying just out of range. Though faced against the fourth strongest of their group of seven, Rain’s body was completely at ease as his twin-bladed practice shield pointed at his foe. Rooted in place like an immovable mountain standing on stage, he stood ready to weather the storm of Dastan’s attacks. Strong of arm and bold of heart, the common-born warrior from Sanshu wasn’t an opponent Zian could effortlessly dominate and if not for his status as a slave, Dastan Zhandos would have made for a suitable rival.
 
  
 
 How was today’s Falling Rain going to deal with him?
 
  
 
 So preoccupied with his thoughts, Zian almost missed the match. Moving without warning, Rain struck out the moment Dastan hefted his axe for a probing strike. A single movement, both parry and slash, and Rain’s victory was assured, his shield blades breaking through Dastan’s hasty defence to rest against his throat. Replaying the brief match in his mind, Zian marvelled at the sheer genius of Rain’s movements, the sole reason for his absolute domination. Having seen it from the side, Zian broke the movement down into four components, toe, heel, slide, and step, the shield remaining locked in place until the moment he was ready to strike. From the front, he imagined it looked like Rain shifted diagonally in the blink of an eye, an illusion which took advantage of the narrow focus many warriors adopted during a duel.
 
  
 
 So Rain was hiding his strength all this time, but the why would have to wait. Without a thought for Dastan’s pride, Rain shooed the defeated man off stage and pointed at the other slave. Springing on stage, she showed a rare hint of enthusiasm for today’s match, her warrior’s instincts sensing a challenge in today’s Falling Rain. This time, Zian banished all errant thoughts and focused on the match itself, intent on committing the battle to memory for future review.
 
  
 
 Opening with the same step, Rain won the advantage in the first exchange and used his twin weapons to press her back. With the slave as his opponent, Rain demonstrated the versatility of this step, able to use the same strange movement to shift in all directions and confound the slave. When he looked to move left, he moved back, when he appeared ready to charge, he glided aside, all while striking out in a myriad of expert combinations. Swiping the Rushes melded seamlessly into Gliding Wing, Raising the Winds concealed Darting Fang, and Uplifts the Sequoia united with Twitching Tail so well it appeared to be a single move.
 
  
 
 Thus, in a dozen heartbeats and five exchanges, Falling Rain emerged victorious against Li Song, a warrior almost Zian’s equal. From start to finish Rain set the pace and had the slave dancing in the palm of his hand, guiding her along as he sealed all paths leading to her victory.
 
  
 
 A worthy foe indeed.
 
  
 
 Fung and BoShui suffered similar defeats without offering new insight on Rain's strength, and then it was Zian’s turn. Ignoring the all-too familiar chill making its way down his spine, he strode onto the stage and faced his opponent. Taking no satisfaction or pride from his victories, Rain stood in the same initial stance, shield arm outstretched with blades pointed at his opponent, his sword positioned just short of the shield. A hyper-aggressive posture to mask his preference for defence, Zian refused to approach and play his game, gesturing for the runt to come to him.
 
  
 
 Even if Zian won today, he intended to return on the morrow, for this was a Falling Rain worth sparring against.
 
  
 
 Knowing exactly what to look for, Zian spotted the telltale signs of Rain’s charge and prepared accordingly. Sidestepping left to avoid the inevitable charge, Zian thrust at the area Rain’s chest would appear, waiting for the fool to impale himself on the blunted tip. A powerful move, Balance on Windy Leaf into Pierce the Horizon, but Rain was a fool to think no one would ever develop countermeasures. Victory today belonged to Situ Jia Zian and he ached to know what face Rain would make once he realized he was no match even when giving it his all.
 
  
 
 Time slowed as Rain charged across the gap and Zian committed the next moments to memory, watching in excruciating detail as Rain’s twin shield blades smashed the thrusting saber aside with a flick of the wrist. The sword, waiting close behind, slashed out at Zian’s neck and met his second sabre, the left always covering for the right. Using the impact to make distance, Zian stepped aside as the shield chopped into his shoulder and sent him tumbling head over heels across the stage. When the world stopped spinning, Rain’s knee was pressed on Zian’s chest and weapons at his throat.
 
  
 
 This match ended with a single exchange, Falling Rain’s indisputable victory over Situ Jia Zian. Ignoring the outrage and indignity, Zian stared in disbelief for several seconds before finding his voice. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “The step was something Du Min Gyu helped me with way back when, but I’m finally getting the hang of it. As for this, I figured someone would notice I use the same charge all the time, so I devised a handful of countermeasures to common counters. A counter-counter if you will. That one was a variation on Mantis Form, Twin Blades, but I have others up my sleeve.” Chuckling, he added, “Just be glad you didn’t step back. I can’t really control that move yet. Broke my ankle and Gerel’s ribs last time I tried it.”
 
  
 
 “No you idiot!” Zian snapped. “Why have you been wasting my time and holding back during our spars?”
 
  
 
 Withdrawing his weapons and offering a hand to help Zian up, Rain gave a sheepish grin. “I haven’t been holding back, not exactly. In Sanshu, I realized my passive, reactive style wasn’t suitable for the battlefield. To make up for shortcomings,I’ve been trying to be more aggressive. It’s... going okay.”
 
  
 
 So startled by the idiotic answer, Zian forgot himself and accepted Rain’s proffered hand. “You’re not making any sense. Why are you using duels to hone a style you developed for the battlefield?”
 
  
 
 Wincing, Rain shrugged and changed the subject. “So... see you tomorrow then?” After helping Zian up, he refused to let go and Sent. “How strong would you have to be?”
 
  
 
 So worked up over the sheer madness of it all, Zian replied out loud. “What?”
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, Rain Sent, “You said you wouldn’t help those people even if you were as strong as Nian Zu. How strong would you have to be?”
 
  
 
 Gaping like a fish, Zian had no words for his foolish, indecipherable rival. This was lunacy, sheer insanity. How could he not understand what was being asked? Wrenching his hand away with too much strength, Zian spun a half-circle before catching himself and hurried out the door without looking back. Better to cut all ties now and never return but Zian was a man of his word. He would keep his mouth shut and continue sparring until he won three matches in a row against his rival, but Rain was mad if he thought Zian would have anything to do with his delusions.
 
  
 
 Truly arrogant beyond all belief, it appeared Falling Rain harboured intentions to rebel and challenge the Emperor himself.
 
  
 
 Utter madness.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Still reeling from his abrupt defeat, Dastan shuffled off-stage as Li Song took his place. He couldn’t understand how the boss defeated him so easily using his strange, deceptive movement. Seeing it used against Li Song, Dastan realized it wasn’t a secret technique, but something he recognized from the boss’s long hours of practice, an awkward, sliding shuffle. He’d marked it down as a stretching exercise but it turned out it was a clever, if peculiar, ground-shrinking technique, ending two matches before Dastan understood what was happening. Dastan was at a loss to explain how the boss used this misleading step to seize initiative and emerge victorious against Li Song for the first time in a mere handful of exchanges.
 
  
 
 Eager to see more, Dastan cleared his mind and focused all his attention on the following matches, but the boss dealt with Fung and BoShui in a single exchange. Having learned so little from their defeats, Dastan trembled with anticipation as Zian took the stage, delighting in the boss’s successive victories. One look at their faces was enough to see this match was all but won before it had even begun. Zian’s pale, agitated expression was worlds apart when compared with the boss’s casual indifference and relaxed tranquility. Nerves unravelled by the mere prospect of defeat, Zian lost in a spectacular manner as Falling Rain anticipated his opponent’s every move, using a beautiful double slash to send the pompous young magistrate and future patriarch tumbling over the stones.
 
  
 
 Kneeling over his vanquished foe like a hero in an opera, it was clear today’s Falling Rain was different from usual. Gone was the unrestrained dragon raging against the world, the unsheathed blade poised to strike, the bow drawn taut and ready to loose. Though that Falling Rain was tyrannical and domineering in attitude, his skills and foresight were lacking while his veneer of brash arrogance concealed deep-rooted unease and anxiety.
 
  
 
 Which was the act and which was his true self?
 
  
 
 Perhaps Vichear wasn’t entirely wrong about Falling Rain’s dual personalities.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Ludicrous.
 
  
 
 But... If the boss did have a split personality, Dastan prayed this was the real Falling Rain. Today, he was a clever and calculating hunter, patient and all-knowing instead of aggressive and foolish. Standing on stage, he appeared deep and unfathomable, still arrogant but in a different, quieter way. Though he voiced no jeers and offered no insults, his demeanour spoke loud enough for all to hear. Taking no time to savour his victories and rushing his defeated foes off-stage, he appeared disdainful and eager to be done with the spars. It was as if in his eyes, his peers were children to lord over in combat, his victory merely a foregone conclusion instead of the stunning upset it would seem if one reviewed his record.
 
  
 
 So incredible. The other Falling Rain brought to mind a typical young master, puffed-up and cocksure while lacking any real talent. This Falling Rain was a true dragon among men, his superiority ingrained in his bones despite the meek, harmless attitude he naturally reverted to. Yet... why was he holding back in their spars? Why even bother? Clearly none of them were his match if he gave his best effort yet he continued to handicap himself during their spars. The boss’s excuse rang hollow, but he rarely did things that made sense. Perhaps he was telling the truth and there was a weakness to this patient, calculating fighting style, one he’d been unsuccessfully trying to fix. Or maybe he was developing a persona to show the Empire a more conventional young master so they’d overlook and underestimate him.
 
  
 
 ...Unlikely. If this was his goal, then adopting a colony of rabbits wasn’t helping his image.
 
  
 
 While Dastan tried to decipher the boss’s motivations, Zian stormed out of the sparring room. Swarming the boss with congratulations, Fung and BoShui spoke in concert, their voices blending together in their excitement. “Did you see his face?” Fung asked, clapping the boss’s shoulders a little too hard judging by his wince. “Like he ate a frog covered in shit and enjoyed the taste. Beautiful, beautiful.”
 
  
 
 “Magnificent performance,” came BoShui’s overenthusiastic praise. “I knew you were hiding your true prowess, never a doubt in my mind.”
 
  
 
 Instead of swelling with pride, the boss seemed displeased by their praise, so Dastan held his tongue. Frowning at his friends, the boss said, “One victory is nothing to celebrate, and you learn more from a loss than a victory. More importantly, I noticed you both waited until Zian walked out of earshot before saying anything. I’ll admit he’s not the most pleasant person around, but his skills deserve respect. If you want to look down on someone then wait until you’re stronger than they are.”
 
  
 
 A good thing young magistrate Fung was not a man overly concerned with pride or posturing. “Bah, how many years will that take?” Fung said, his smile never faltering. “Even if he never forms his Natal Palace, his Martial Skills will take him far. Though my strength has risen noticeably since we started sparring together, I’m still unable to close the distance between us. So unfair, why couldn’t I have been born with his talent.”
 
  
 
 “Talent has nothing to do with it.” Blunt as always, the boss’s words held no consideration for pride. “Zian works two times harder than you and BoShui put together, so it’s no surprise he remains out of reach.” Seeming in a foul mood, the boss launched into a full-blown tirade. “You’ve grown complacent ever since forming your Natal Palace, but don’t forget you still lack the strength necessary to wield your spear.” Snatching the practice weapon from Fung’s hands, the boss twirled the cumbersome practice weapon before unleashing an overhead, one-handed swing. The heavy rush of air betrayed the strength behind the attack as it crashed into the stone stage with a thunderous crack. Drawing the spear back to his side with deceptive ease, the weapon audibly thrummed in the boss’s grasp while he continued his lecture. “With proper leverage, a one-handed swing can be far more powerful than a two-handed swing, but instead of extra training or proper rest, you waste hours every night with maids and serving girls. Don’t deny it, the bags under your eyes give you away.”
 
  
 
 No longer smiling, Fung shrunk back like a chastised child, clearly unhappy but with no means to defend himself. “You’re starting to sound like Mentor, always harping about my 'bad habits'. It’s just a little harmless fun and I’m not even doing the chasing. Most of the women seek me out.”
 
  
 
 “Your Mentor scolds you because she worries about you, and now I’m doing the same.” Handing the spear back, the boss shook his head and crossed his arms, looking every bit like an old veteran lecturing a young recruit. “Compared to Zian, you aren’t lacking in talent, only in work ethic. Rumours of his dalliances have all but disappeared while you’ve inherited his title as the most promiscuous young master in the North. Learn from his mistakes and rein yourself in. Besides, women seek you out because it’s public knowledge your betrothal to Ong Jing Fei fell through and they’re hoping to catch your eye. I know you think you’re still young, but have you ever considered settling down to start a family?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed, young magistrate Fung,” BoShui chimed in with a grin, a fool unable to read the boss’s mood. “As an only child, you are duty-bound to continue the bloodline in case disaster should strike. Though many women will weep over the loss of your company, I, a confirmed bachelor, shall sacrifice my time and make myself available to all the scorned young ladies of the north.”
 
  
 
 Without missing a beat, the boss turned his attentions to BoShui. “What are you smiling about? Fung wastes his potential but you lack even that. You play the part of dashing young hero destined for greatness but you and I both know you’re a paper tiger. Your Aura is pitiful, your comprehension lacking, your talent all but non-existent and yet you’re easily the laziest person present.”
 
  
 
 Fearing he’d gone too far, Dastan readied himself to intervene should things turn violent but to his surprise, BoShui merely sighed and glanced away, accepting all of the boss’s harsh criticisms. BoShui wasn’t as easy-going as Fung, nor was he as close with the boss, but the prideful young patriarch naturally stepped the role of meek subordinate. After a long silence, BoShui whispered, “Sorry. I know I promised to seize power and stand at your side, and things aren’t moving as quickly as expected but-”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be stupid.” Mercilessly cutting BoShui off, the boss rolled his eyes and scoffed. “You and Dastan have built me up to be something I’m not. I don’t care about your status. Whether you’re the Han Patriarch or a penniless vagrant, I’ll still call you friend. Because of this, I worry about you. You work just hard enough to feel satisfied and call it a day before running off to indulge in drink and games, happily ignoring the fact that your father has placed a target on your back. Even if your enemies don’t move to kill you, your rival will eventually reveal themselves and come to take your life and title. The truth is upsetting but ignoring it won’t change anything.”
 
  
 
 This was the first Dastan was hearing of this but it hardly shocked him. Noble politics were a cutthroat affair where family bonds meant nothing. Even someone as accomplished as BoShui was a pawn in their games of power, a stepping stone for the true Han heir. What better way to kick off a meteoric rise to power than killing your accomplished, successful older brother, a man who entered the Roll of Experts at the age of twenty five? Such was life among the powerful, a cruel and merciless existence where the strong thrive and the weak die.
 
  
 
 Sighing with regret, the boss patted BoShui’s arm and nodded at Fung in apology. “Sorry. I’m in a foul mood and I’m taking it out on you both, but my words still hold weight. Talent isn’t everything, so work harder and work smarter. I can’t promise to help, but if you need it, ask and I will do what I can.”
 
  
 
 While Dastan, Fung, and BoShui shared glances and silently argued over who should try to cheer him up, Li Song was the first to speak. “Why are you in a foul mood?” she asked, not even glancing over as she watched the sleeping rabbits. “You were fine during lunch.” With another sigh, the boss merely shook his head and retreated into his thoughts, leaving everyone standing around in awkward silence. Fung patted the boss’s shoulder while Dastan and BoShui stood idly by, unused to showing affection to other would-be rivals.
 
  
 
 In the agonizingly long lull, the mother rabbit woke up and hopped out to explore her surroundings. Ignoring Li Song sitting next to her babies, the rabbit charged out to assault the boss’s ankles with a vengeance, slamming her head into his boots to no effect. Chuckling at the sight of a twenty kilogram rabbit trying to slay the boss, Dastan said, “This silly creature doesn’t know how lucky it is, assaulting the only man in the Empire who won’t turn it into a stew.”
 
  
 
 “All she knows is I’ve disrupted her life and she’s doing what she can to defend her babies.” Pulling out a handful of dried fruit, the boss crouched down and presented them to the rabbit, who promptly stopped attacking to fill her belly. “We’re not that different, her and I. We both want our loved ones to live in peace and harmony, and we’re both too stupid to know it’s unlikely to happen. Her babies will probably end up in someone’s belly while mine might one day accidentally offend someone they shouldn’t. This is a cruel world we live in.”
 
  
 
 “Are the Bekhai facing a new threat?” Fung asked, his brow furrowed in anger. “Whatever it is, Shen Huo stands with you.”
 
  
 
 “As do I,” BoShui announced, straightening up before slouching once more. “Though I can’t promise more.”
 
  
 
 Waving their declarations of support aside, the boss shook his head. “Relax, it’s nothing new. The only threats we face are the ones I’ve brought to their door. It’s funny, I joined the Khishigs because I wanted to protect the Behkai, but they’d be better off if I never left the village. I’d go back and change things if I could, the world’s a safer place when no one cares who you are. That’s the only way to live the carefree life I’ve always dreamed of, to be so insignificant you’re not worth killing.” With a rueful laugh, he added, “It’s too late now. There’s no going back.”
 
  
 
 Trying to raise his spirits, Dastan chimed in. “But you’re meant for so much more. Look at what you’ve already accomplished, becoming a hero of the Empire before turning nineteen, your name spoken in every household across the land. If the Western province hadn’t fallen, I’m sure you and the other heroes of Sanshu would have been called to Central to receive honour and glory.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. What good is honour or glory? That and five coppers will buy you a bowl of noodles.”
 
  
 
 It’s almost as if the boss was trying to stay depressed. “What about your school? You’re single-handedly feeding most of the population here at the Wall, a feat worthy of praise.” Though it would probably earn him more scorn than it was worth, talking about the school always put a smile on the boss’s face.
 
  
 
 But not today. “Ha. I know you all think it’s a waste of money, and honestly, it kinda is.” Shrugging, the boss asked, “You know why I keep at it?”
 
  
 
 Surprising everyone once again, Li Song was first to answer. “Because you are a kind man who wants no one to go hungry.”
 
  
 
 “Close, but wrong.” Picking up the voracious rabbit, the boss placed it back inside the box and sighed. “I do it because I don’t want to see anyone go hungry. It brings back memories of times I’d rather forget, understand?”
 
  
 
 Wasn’t the boss a Bekhai princeling? When did he ever go hungry? The more Dastan learned about Falling Rain, the more mysteries there were to uncover. Only Li Song seemed to understand what the boss was talking about, though she merely nodded and offered no sympathy or explanation. Picking up the box, the boss strapped it to his fat quin without another word, leaving Dastan, Fung, and BoShui once again trading awkward stares. After a short, silent exchange, they successfully bullied Fung into speaking out. “Well, even if you deem it a waste of time, we should celebrate your first victory over Zian. Come share a drink with us, explain why you’ve been hiding your strength, and then we’ll go right back to practising. Promise.”
 
  
 
 “Another day.” Smiling at their half-hearted attempted, the boss declined without thinking. “I’d make for poor company and I have to get home and dig a warren for my bunnies. I didn’t think they’d be so confrontational, so I’ll have to separate them from my other pets. I’d hate to wake up and find my wildcats had themselves a midnight snack. Strange as it seems, I’m under orders to keep these bunnies safe and sound. Besides, you’re overthinking things. I really haven’t been holding back, it’s just the movement technique I used today is too easy to counter once you’ve seen it.”
 
  
 
 Nodding once more, Li Song spoke up, the chattiest Dastan had ever seen her. A beautiful woman, but too cold and impersonal for his tastes, or so he thought. Perhaps she merely needed to come out of her shell. “It’s a matter of perspective,” she explained. “Rain’s aggressive stance draws his opponent’s focus to both weapons. By keeping them in place, it gives off the illusion of stillness while he slides his feet into position. To counteract this, place more attention on his feet and shoulders instead of the weapons themselves, which allows you to easily track his duplicitous movements.”
 
  
 
 Cracking a smile, the boss said, “See, what’d I say? She’s a smart one, my junior Martial Aunt, although I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Zian. He’ll probably figure it out on his own, but no sense making things easy for him.” Shaking his head with a rueful chuckle, he added, “No idea how I’m going to win one out of three matches from here on out. I don’t have many more aces up my sleeve.”
 
  
 
 Striding out with Li Song, the boss left his friends to puzzle out yet another cryptic idiom. What was an ace and why would one keep it in a sleeve?
 
  
 
 “Well,” Fung said, flashing a grin, “What say we get that drink and celebrate for our grumpy friend?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t think he’d like that,” BoShui replied. “Not after he just lectured us about it.”
 
  
 
 “Too bad for him, Rain’s my friend not my father.” Smile fading away, Fung put an arm around BoShui’s shoulder. “Who I intend to speak to regarding your circumstances. I thought we were friends? Why go to Rain with your problems when you could come to me? Rain is strong but knows nothing of politics.” With a wink, he added, “Dastan, I’m sure you have plenty to add to the conversation, so why don’t we all discuss this over a drink or three?”
 
  
 
 An incorrigible rascal, Fung seemed determined to pull them into a drinking party but Dastan stood firm and refused. “He’s your friend but he’s my master. I am a slave to his whims, which means I must return to train. Such is life.” Chuckling to himself as he strode off, he marvelled how he was already laughing about his status not six months after swearing his oaths. Despite his dour moods and curious ways, being Falling Rain’s slave wasn’t the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 “Oh what a shame,” Fung said, feigning a sigh. “I promised to meet these three lovely sisters later this afternoon and they were adamant I bring the numbers to match. Why I’ll never understand for I myself am enough to satisfy all three of them, but they insisted and I am nothing if not a gentleman. Now where will we find a third gentleman to join us?”
 
  
 
 Pausing mid-step, Dastan spun on his heels and returned to Fung’s side. “He’s just in a bad mood, it’ll blow over by morning. Besides, the boss is a kind and forgiving man. I’ll resume training early tomorrow to make up for lost time.” Though the boss treated him well, Dastan still held a slave’s status which meant few women cared to spare him a glance, especially in the presence of eligible bachelors like Fung and BoShui.
 
  
 
 Sorry boss, but even a slave has needs.
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 While riding home, the cold winter temperature helps cools my temper though it does nothing to improve my already foul mood. I shouldn’t have trashed all of Baledagh’s sparring partners, they’re my friends and I trampled over their pride, not to mention my little brother’s. While winning was cathartic, a few minutes later all I’m left with is guilt and regret. Trusting Mafu to find his way back unguided, I enter the Natal Palace to check on Baledagh, where he sits pouting on the bed while lost in thought, his arms crossed and brow furrowed. “Hey buddy, how’re you doing?”
 
  
 
 Scowling as I take a seat beside him, he answers my question with one of his own, one of my greatest pet peeves. “How did you know to parry BoShui’s opening strike? If it wasn’t a feint and had real power behind it, your weapon would have been blown aside and your front exposed.”
 
  
 
 Right down to business I guess. “He’s trained to not telegraph his punches, but he has a tell in his shoulders when he feints. If you see the punch before it starts, it’s a feint.”
 
  
 
 Pausing as he considers my words and reflects on the match, Baledagh nods as he commits this to memory. “What about Dastan? You struck the moment he moved, faster than reflexes allow.”
 
  
 
 “Dastan’s strong, but not strong enough to overpower you through sheer muscle alone. His strikes are so overwhelming because he puts his whole body into each swing, with everything from his toes to shoulders working in perfect coordination to deliver a powerful blow. Problem is, when he’s wearing those cloth sparring shoes, you can literally see his toes clench in preparation for a strike. Plenty of time to react.”
 
  
 
 Again, Baledagh stops to absorb the information before asking his next question. “And Zian? How’d you know he’d slip to your right? Standard tactics say to keep yourself on your opponent’s weak side, which would be your left. Him stepping right is unpredictable.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, I dunno why but I’ve noticed he often puts himself at a disadvantage against you. Only you, never against the others, but it’s not because he’s looking down on you. It’s calculated and intentional, or it was at the start, so my guess is he’s trying to be less predictable. Problem is, you never punish him for it so he’s picked up a couple bad habits.” I also had contingencies in place no matter what Zian did, but let’s leave that alone for now. Baledagh isn't really a planner, more of a doer.
 
  
 
 Still scowling in full force, Baledagh looks me in the eye and asks, “The step you used today. Why didn’t you tell me it’d be so effective? You used it to defeat every one of them except Zian. Against him, the step forced him on the defensive instead of dancing circles around us like he always does, a huge advantage.”
 
  
 
 One he could have used these past few months, but I sort of left him out to dry. “Is that what you want?” I counter, happy to give him a taste of his own medicine. Questions for answers are the worst. “For me to give you all the answers like a little Spectre floating around your mind?” Ah I shouldn’t of said that. Isn’t that all I am, Baledagh’s ‘benign’ Spectre? “You helped me perfect the movement, how come you never tried it out yourself?”
 
  
 
 “Because I didn’t understand what made it so effective until Li Song just explained it.” Deflating with a sigh, Baledagh rests his chin on his palms and adds, “Plus, it looks ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Putting my arm around his shoulders, I wrack my brains for a way to cheer him up. Failing to come up with anything useful, I ask, “You wanna go for a ride after we drop the bunnies off? Mafu could use the exercise.”
 
  
 
 “No. I’m weak, I can’t spare the time for frivolous activities.”
 
  
 
 “You’re not weak.”
 
  
 
 “No need to lie brother. If I’m not weak, then why do your friends all think you’re holding back when I fight?”
 
  
 
 I really wished they’d been more tactful about it all. “They’re misinformed.” Rolling my eyes at his disbelieving scoff, I suppress the urge to be snarky and sarcastic. Internally hemorrhaging from the effort required, I broadcast my recollection of the fight on the windows and let it play out to emphasize my words. “Notice how cautiously they’re approaching the fight. Even though we look the same, our styles are drastically different and it shows. Everything they learned about fighting you doesn’t apply to fighting against me, whereas I know everything there is to know about them. That’s why I won so easily. Believe me, if we fought a second or third time, my victory won’t come so easily.” Though I’d probably still win if I went all out, even against Zian or Li Song. Baledagh could too if he stopped falling for obvious baits, but he’s too eager to close the distance and duke it out. He’s a little brainless in that regard and while it’s not so bad in a real fight where I can heal our injuries, it's a huge handicap in a spar where we fight to first obvious ‘injury’.
 
  
 
 Determined to continue sulking, Baledagh ignores my attempts to cheer him up and grumbles, “That can’t be the only reason. Even with what you’ve revealed, I still have trouble seeing a path to victory in my next spar.”
 
  
 
 Honestly, I’ve pondered the same thing, but he’s not gonna like my answer. “I’ve seen you practice. You’re fast and agile, your movements flowing and free, yet when you step on stage, that all changes. You tense up, puff out your chest, and lock your knees, clenching and unclenching your fist and jaw.” In other words, my little brother has stage fright but calling it that won’t win me any points. He needs to come to that conclusion himself. “Answer me this: When those soldiers posing as merchants tried to kill you, how did you feel?”
 
  
 
 With a small chuckle, Baledagh replies, “Amused, mostly. Their intentions were laughably obvious.”
 
  
 
 “So relaxed?”
 
  
 
 “Yea. Sort of.” Closing his eyes, Baledagh smiles and sighs. “My heart raced, hand ached, and nerves screamed of danger, but my blood sang as we fought, a smile stretched across my face the entire time. When it was over, I felt more alive than I had in weeks. Months even. I longed for more, more combat, more bloodshed, and I even considered slaughtering the slaves for sport, hungering to feel my blade sink into their flesh.” Opening his eyes, he hurriedly admits, “But I didn’t. Wasn’t even close, just a stray, dark thought.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s kinda terrifying. Seems like my little brother is an adrenaline junkie, his mind conditioned by Spectres to release all the feel-good signals when he kills. It’s not enough to turn people into monsters, Spectres wants their victims to enjoy the descent into darkness. “Dark thoughts aside, maybe that’s the difference. You don’t really enjoy sparring, do you?”
 
  
 
 “I did at first, but now... There’s too much to focus on. Their weaknesses, my movements and positioning, my Chi skills and approach, a thousand things I never had to consider before. Just thinking about it all makes me dizzy.”
 
  
 
 The humiliation from losing is probably also a factor, but his pride won’t let him say it. “Practice makes perfect little brother. Once Reinforcement and Lightening become second nature, that takes a lot off your plate. Same goes with spotting openings and counters, it’s not so much an active process for me anymore.” Sensing victory at hand, I add, “You’re always cooped up in the Natal Palace, you don’t get enough time practising in real life conditions. How’s about you take over when we run to the training grounds? Then you can practice your Chi skills in a real environment.” With adorable Banjo strapped to your back. 
 
  
 
 “... but you hate it in there. You always complain when you come out.”
 
  
 
 His sheepish concern makes me laugh out loud. “Is that why you keep refusing to take over? Ignore me, I love complaining. I’ll survive a few extra hours little brother.” Probably.
 
  
 
 It takes a little more convincing but Baledagh finally agrees to spend more time wearing the meat-suit, a bitter-sweet outcome for us both. We mostly leave it unspoken but neither of us are thrilled by our current circumstances, which is all the more reason I need to up my Chi game and craft him a second body. Or more likely, craft me a second body, since I’m probably a soul-jumping, quasi-Spectre intruder. Chances are, I’ll adapt to a new body better than he will.
 
  
 
 Besides, who wouldn’t want to customize their own body? I’ll be tall and bearded, and maybe even have a pair of bear arms. Anything is possible.
 
  
 
 “Hey,” he mumbles, interrupting my plans for the future. “I’m sorry.”
 
  
 
 “For what?”
 
  
 
 Staring and his palms like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar, Baledagh mumbles, “It’s my fault we were almost exiled. Because I was...”
 
  
 
 Well that deserves a smack to the head. Following through with the thought, I ignore his angry glower and say, “Not your fault idiot. The Spectres latched on to you through no choice of your own.” Now, going full Defiled is partially his fault, but the odds were stacked against him so I don’t blame him too much. We all make mistakes, some more than others. “Just stay strong and don’t let them influence you again. Besides, I’m also to blame. My actions during the Purge were also good reason for the Bekhai to exile me.” Stupid Emperor, how are you supposed to improve if you can’t accept a little criticism concerning your genocidal practices?
 
  
 
 Our conversation comes to an end as we both retreat into our thoughts. All I can think about is how I was almost exiled for bringing calamity to everyone I know and love. I keep forgetting I’m not just ‘Falling Rain’, I’m ‘Falling Rain of the Bekhai’ and my actions reflect on them as a whole. If I break a law, the punishment doesn’t stop with my death. It’s weird because I never really saw myself as a part of the Bekhai and didn’t really care about it too much, yet it hurts knowing they’re only keeping me around because my family stood up for me. I liked being part of a community even if I always kept myself apart. It’s human nature, we all want to feel like we belong, no matter how emo or rebellious we might pretend to be. In retrospect, I understand the Bekhai never truly accepted me but both sides share equal blame. I showed no interest so they made no effort. To me, the Bekhai started and ended with my family and friends while the rest were just strangers who lived nearby, but I could have been a part of them at any time, if I wanted to.
 
  
 
 Now? Even if they didn’t exile me, I know they don’t want me around, which hurts a hell of a lot more than I ever thought it would. With a heavy heart, I trudge into my yurt to try and pretend my almost exile never happened only to find Lin lazing around a blazing fire with Aurie as her backrest. Wrapped in a heavy quilt, my adorable wifey looks up from her book and greets me with a heart-melting smile. “Hi hubby.”
 
  
 
 Despite my dampened spirits, seeing Lin always cheers me up. “Hi wifey.” While taking off my jacket and boots, I glance over my lazy pets, all sprawled around the yurt with Lin’s vest-wearing quins, each one hoping I’ve brought food. Sensing warmth, Mama Bun pops her head out of the box and scans the room, ignoring the bears, wildcats, and quins to focus on the birds inside of their cage, letting loose with a cacophony of mimicked laughter to herald my arrival. As if sensing a rival, Roc stops mid-squawk to fix Mama Bun with a glare, his feathers ruffled and puffed in an attempt to intimidate this new floppy-eared intruder.
 
  
 
 Funny how it’s always the tiny animals who think they’re the boss, while the real boss of the yurt, Suret, has yet to return. Placing the box of bunnies in front of Lin, I curl up beside her and use Aurie’s back as a pillow, basking in my wifey’s smile as she feeds Mama Bun a handful of tubers. “I thought I ran out. Did you go buy some?”
 
  
 
 “Yup.” After coaxing Mama Bun into her arms, Lin leans back and touches her head to mine. “Tired?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, lunch was exhausting.” Not to mention what happened after. Lin doesn’t know about my near brush with exile. No one knows aside from Baatar, Akanai, and their respective spouses, and I’d rather keep it that way.
 
  
 
 “You’re so funny hubby. It was just a family lunch, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but social interactions are draining, even if it’s with family. I love them, but a big meal once a week is probably my limit.” And one almost-exile a lifetime is already too much.
 
  
 
 “Mm. I love having a big family.” Resting her head against mine, Lin smiles as she snuggles with Mama Bun, who is oddly docile in my wifey’s arms. “It used to be just me and Daddy, or sometimes even just me alone. Now, every night I get to eat with my Rainy and his family, it’s the best.”
 
  
 
 “It's your family too, wifey. I love having a big family, I just don’t necessarily want to be around them everyday. I need my personal space, some alone time to rest and recuperate.” Alone time I almost never get unless I lock myself in the Natal Palace, but such is life.
 
  
 
 Lin’s big brown eyes meet mine as she asks, “Want me to leave so you can be alone?”
 
  
 
 The best thing is she’s not offended at the prospect of being asked to leave, only concerned she’s bothering me and I’m too polite to say so. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pull her close and whisper, “Never. I love being alone with you around.” I really do. Don’t know why, but I’m comfortable around her, even more so than with Mila. Lin has no expectations, she only wants to be close. 
 
  
 
 With a tiny giggle, Lin kisses my forehead and says, “Silly Rainy, you’re not making any sense.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t have to. It’s just how it is.” Spotting a drooling Mafu crawling towards the box of bunnies, I stretch a foot out and nudge his fat head away. I’m gonna need to dig a warren soon or I’ll be left with exactly zero bunnies and one slightly fatter quin. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, but since Guard Leader specifically told me to look after Mama Bun, I don’t want to disappoint her.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I don’t blame Guard Leader for wanting me gone. Akanai was wrong to stand up for me, she should’ve let them exile me and be done with it. She didn’t defend me because I was morally in the right, she stood up for me because in her eyes, even though I fucked up, we’re family and family sticks together. As much as I appreciate her support, my actions during the Purge almost brought disaster to the Bekhai’s doorstep. Worse, if given the same choice again, I don’t think I’d do things any differently. I understand the smart thing to do is to be like Zian and keep my head down, but I don’t think I could ever forgive myself if I did nothing while innocent people suffered right before my eyes.
 
  
 
 All it takes for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing, but what am I supposed to do if evil has already won?
 
  
 
 Things aren’t even that easy. The Purge might very well be a necessary evil. A few thousand lives sacrificed to ‘protect’ millions more, simple arithmetic. This doesn’t mean the Emperor is evil, just a cold-hearted pragmatist. Who am I to say things should be different? If I had my way and the Purge was stopped, maybe the Spectres would take over everyone and leave nothing but death and ashes in their wake. Who can say?
 
  
 
 Maybe it’s better if I give up and go full hermit mode for the rest of my life, but is that what I really want? As much as I hate people and travelling, I can’t live my life in self-imposed isolation. Right now I feel like hiding away from the world, but who knows what tomorrow will bring? Maybe I’ll want to go to the market with my wifey, or travel with Mila as she rises to glory, or even take my family on a pleasure trip to see a giant turtle. During these excursions, if I see something morally wrong, then I’ll most likely do something stupid and try to stop it regardless of the law or possible consequences. I’m not some paragon of justice, but I can’t turn a blind eye to abuse or suffering. In all likelihood, I’ll end up dying for a stupid reason, but that’s the life I want to live.
 
  
 
 Unfettered and free to do whatever the fuck I feel like.
 
  
 
 Which apparently means I need to be at least stronger than Nian Zu. I wish Zian had answered my last question. How strong do I need to be before I can tell the Emperor to mind his own god-damned business? Stronger than the Society obviously. Maybe there isn’t an answer. I’m not sure if the Emperor rules through personal strength or his massive armies, or maybe he commands obedience through Divine Right of Kings or something. Whatever. The Empire has survived this long, and while things are looking grim, we’re still not on the brink of outright extinction so they’ve got to be doing something right. Either way, matters of national security are above my pay grade. I’m just a small man with small dreams, who wants to live a long, happy, uneventful life with his family and friends. Is that really so much to ask for?
 
  
 
 If past experience is anything to go by, then yes it is and how dare I demand such extravagance? Well fuck you Universe. I want it all and I’m gonna get it, with or without your help. I’ll show the Bekhai not exiling me was the best decision they ever made. I’ll collect all of Blobby’s friends and master the use of Heavenly Energy, becoming strong enough to not listen to some absentee ruler who doesn’t give a damn about the welfare of his people. I’m aiming for the pinnacle because I now realize the only way my loved ones will ever truly be safe is if we become strong enough to ensure our safety.
 
  
 
 Even if it’s through the threat of mutual destruction.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Though I should probably hermit up for a year or five first. Just to be safe.
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
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 “You expect the Lin Clan to bid for what is rightfully ours? This is preposterous!”
 
  
 
 No, what’s preposterous is an accomplished diplomat losing his temper so readily. Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Yuzhen waited in stoic silence for Lin Xiang Gu to realize the severity of his actions. Though he was no warrior, pounding the table and advancing on the Marshal of the North was a severe breach of etiquette which had her guards reaching for their weapons. Yuzhen was well within her rights to have him lashed or worse and he knew it. Oh, how difficult it was to hide her smile as she watched his ruddy complexion go from purple rage to white terror, his cheeks quivering and mouth working as the Lin Clan’s foremost diplomat struggled to invent an excuse for his actions.
 
  
 
 Papa taught her to use silence as a weapon and though she was content to wait, Yuzhen’s assistant signalled it was time for lunch. Gesturing for her guards to remain in place, she stood and left the room without a word, leaving the fat toad and his counterparts from around the province to stew in her absence. She’d already said her part and her disregard for everyone present should clue them in to how little this lucrative contract meant to her. If any of them had done a little digging, they would've realized she could easily fulfill the contract herself, but her efforts were better spent elsewhere. Gone were the days when those men and women held all the economic power in the North. Now, she threw scraps to her lieutenant marshals and expected them to thank her for her generosity. For Lin Xiang Gu to expect Yuzhen to shower his clan with prosperity showed just how hard papa had to work to get things done. Thanks to his sacrifice and Sanshu's economic power in her pocket, Yuzhen had freedom he only dreamed of.
 
  
 
 And she’d trade it all away for five minutes at his side, but such was life.
 
  
 
 Striding across the hall and into her private dining room, she smiled at the sight of her beloved sitting in wait. Sporting a black eye and cut lip from his morning training, Gerel the perfect husband, a strong, confident, quiet man, content to stand at her side without needing his ego stoked every time they were alone. Papa would have hated Gerel and his cold, stoic attitude, seemingly uninterested in advancing his career or anything unrelated to the Martial Path. Papa used to call people like him ‘lunkheads’, fanatics too focused on personal strength to see farther than their own nose. By all appearances, Gerel fit the mark, shrouded in a practised air of indifference which bordered on disdain, but Yuzhen knew he was so much more. Hiding beneath his frigid arrogance was a man of passion and warmth, an intelligent, loving partner who’d been starved of affection all his life.
 
  
 
 Orphaned as a babe, Gerel’s talents in combat and command caught the eye of his ‘Mentor’, a pretentious, conceited woman who forbade others from revealing her name. Although Gerel claimed he spent months tracking her down and begging her to teach him, Yuzhen knew if his mysterious Mentor didn’t want to teach, then she would never been found by a boy of fourteen years. Worse, the bitch strung him along for over a decade now, teaching him bits and pieces to keep him on the hook while denying their relationship to this very day. Because of this, neither his mentor, his people, nor the Empire wholly accepted him as one of their own, this brave, talented, fiery-eyed man an outsider wherever he went.
 
  
 
 Perhaps that’s why he never missed a chance to tell her how beautiful she looked or how much he loved her. She loved the way he stared at her, the way he said her name, even the way he moved her hair aside to gaze into her eyes. It broke her heart to learn he had no friends or family of his own, an outcast instead of the celebrated hero she thought him to be. A private man, he never volunteered why the Behkai treated him so poorly and Yuzhen never pressed him for answers, but it vexed her to no end. His brush with the Spectres was too recent to explain his complete lack of friends, but she was content to wait until he was ready to tell her everything. Until then, having him at her side was enough.
 
  
 
 Settling into his lap, she kissed him deeply before breaking away, tilting his face for a better look at his injuries. “Oh my little lamb, you look even worse than yesterday.” Gingerly poking his ribs in search or breaks or fractures, she tilted her head and said, “Goodness. Did mean old Rainy bully you again? Shall I have a word with his Mentor? I can’t have my future trophy husband banged up all the time, the taverns will be rife with rumours of my heavy-handed ways.”
 
  
 
 His sour grimace made her laugh out loud and she kissed him once more to make up for her teasing. Wincing as her fingers found a bruised rib, he smacked her behind lightly and shook his head. “You joke great beauty, but I fear the day will soon come when those words ring true. Rain’s progress is nothing short of astounding.”
 
  
 
 “Worry not my battered love. Young shoots grow fast but old ginger is spicier.” Running a finger around his blackened eye, she added, “This, however, is a first. How’d he get through your defences to bruise your pretty face?” She wasn’t too upset, the injuries made Gerel look more savage and dangerous.
 
  
 
 “A trick.” Gerel spat the words out, his lip curled in scorn. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
  
 
 “Well, you have two bruised ribs, a black eye, and a cut lip.” Giving his earlobe a playful nip, she whispered, “How did your opponent fare today?”
 
  
 
 “... I lost my temper and took both his legs off. Right above the knee.” Oh the poor child, her love was a brute. Perhaps she should ‘sacrifice’ herself to temper his aggression. “Not that he cared, the idiot reattached them without blinking. Complained more about his ruined pants than the pain.”
 
  
 
 Men and their fragile egos. He almost sounded like he admired Rain’s resilience, but the young hero was ever the touchy subject for Yuzhen’s otherwise supremely confident husband-to-be. She could hardly wait to announce their betrothal, but as a dutiful daughter, she intended to mourn papa's passing as custom demanded, with no celebrations to take place until a year and a day passed. Patting his cheek, she said, “You still came out ahead, nothing to worry your pretty little head over.” Sliding off his lap and into her own chair, she squeezed his thigh and grinned. “Now stop pouting and eat. You’ll need your strength, my little lamb. I’ve plans for you and a schedule to keep, so make haste.” While she couldn’t keep all those dignitaries waiting for too long, an hour or so wasn’t going overboard, and so much fun could be had in an hour.
 
  
 
 Halfway through their meal, the doors burst open and a squad of armed soldiers marched in uninvited. Reaching for her weapon, Yuzhen froze as she spotted the red, gold-trimmed banner strapped to the leading soldier’s back. An Imperial Messenger, here to deliver the Emperor’s orders. Falling to her knees, she frantically instructed Gerel to follow her lead through Sending. An Imperial Messenger flying the Emperor’s banner represented the Emperor himself, so she prayed Gerel wouldn’t do anything rash. Bowing her head, she said, “Ten thousand years of boundless longevity upon the Emperor. Imperial Servant Yuzhen awaits her orders.” Head still bowed, she presented both palms as protocol demanded.
 
  
 
 Placing a missive in her hands, the Imperial Messenger said, “The Emperor Demands.”
 
  
 
 “And this servant obeys.”
 
  
 
 Instead of turning to leave, the Imperial Messenger side-stepped to stand before Gerel. Confused, she coached Gerel through Sending as he repeated her words verbatim and received a missive of his own.
 
  
 
 They both remained kneeling until the Imperial Messenger left the room with his escorts and her servants closed the doors. A cold drop of sweat trickled down Yuzhen’s spine as she imagined what would have happened if the Imperial Messenger arrived a half hour later. Perhaps it would be best to limit their romantic trysts to rooms with locked doors, but half the fun was the thrill of possibly getting caught. After checking the wax seal for signs of tampering, she unfurled the scroll and read her orders, heart growing heavier with each passing word. Though superficially innocuous and transparent, these orders could spell the end of the Empire as she knew it.
 
  
 
 Her little lamb Gerel wore a rarely seen grin as he celebrated his good fortune, unable to see beyond the surface. Rather than burden him with her worries, she offered her congratulations and quietly made her plans, seeking to turn crisis into opportunity. Who could she turn to? Nian Zu? No, he undoubtedly would receive orders of his own, as would his successor Bataar and every other soldier or Warrant Officer of note. Perhaps Akanai could help Yuzhen through these troubled times.
 
  
 
 If not her, then who else?
 
  
 
 Wrapped in her lover’s embrace, Yuzhen closed her eyes and prayed for Gerel’s safety, wishing him all the best in the coming trial and tribulations.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Wonderful news!” Zian started at Uncle Yang’s sudden joyous exclamation. His scruffy beard and unkempt hair made him look the part of a madman as he danced a merry little jig around the foyer with scroll in hand, celebrating the news brought by the Imperial Messenger. “I feared the worst but the Emperor has not forsaken me. This is a Heaven sent opportunity to mend my reputation.”
 
  
 
 “Congratulations, Uncle.” Zian said. These past months had been hard on all of them, but he was happy to see the man smile again.
 
  
 
 Grinning, Uncle Yang used his scroll to tap its twin being held by Zian. “This isn’t just good news for me, boy.” Clapping him on the back, Uncle Yang pulled him into a half-hug, a rare show of affection spoiled by the foul odour of sour sweat. Zian didn’t even want to think about how long it’d been since Uncle Yang bathed. “Your talents have been noted and your future unlimited. You will win great glory for our family and clan in the months to come, this I know.”
 
  
 
 A twinge of guilt ran through Zian as he watched his uncle celebrate. The only reason Zian hadn’t withdrawn from Clan and Society affairs was because Uncle Yang’s future had yet to be determined in the wake of his blunder here at the Wall. Now that the Emperor had spoken, Uncle Yang’s career and life was no longer at risk, which meant Zian could renounce his position as young patriarch without fearing for their safety. Coughing to clear his throat, Zian steeled his nerves and asked, “Uncle? What if... What if I were to withdraw from Clan affairs to focus on my Martial Path?”
 
  
 
 His words brought an abrupt end to Uncle Yang’s celebration. For long seconds, Zian inwardly cursed himself for opening his mouth as he sweat beneath his uncle’s stern, silent glare, the imposing Martial Warrior reinvigorated by the Emperor’s absolution. Absently running his fingers through his tangled beard, Uncle Yang sighed as his eyes glazed over, reflecting on memories of distant past. After what felt like an eternity, he finally spoke, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “It pains me to admit this boy, but I am not a talented man. Forget being first among my peers, I wouldn’t even dare to claim a spot in the top fifty, yet I survived where better men died, my career advancing while greater talents stagnated. This led me to believe I was blessed by the Mother and destined for greatness, so I spent my days and nights dreaming of leading the Situ Clan to prosperity.” Shaking his head, he continued, “But man proposes, and Heaven disposes. The truth is, I owe everything I have to high birth, phenomenal luck, and hard work. I’ve known for years now that I’d never be Clan Patriarch, but I found it difficult to abandon my lifelong dreams. When I learned of your Heaven sent talents, I knew you would surpass me in every way and a part of me hoped to ride your coat-tails to the success I once dreamed of. I was wrong to do so.”
 
  
 
 “Uncle...”
 
  
 
 “Quiet boy.” There was no anger in Uncle Yang’s voice, only steely direction, commanding compliance through sheer force of will. “You, Situ Jia Zian, are a dragon among men. It is my greatest pride to call myself your uncle, and my greatest shame to admit I had no part in shaping the man you’ve become.” This time, Uncle Yang pulled him into a full hug and Zian didn’t even notice the smell. “Whatever choices you make in life, I will defend you to the best of my meagre abilities.” Pulling away, Uncle Yang frowned and said, “It’d be best if you waited until we’re out of your Mother’s reach before informing her. She loves you dearly, but she might... overreact. You know how she is.”
 
  
 
 Swept up in a whirlwind of emotions, Zian had trouble comprehending what just happened. At least Uncle Yang wasn’t against him abandoning clan politics which was a welcome relief. “Defend me from what? Why would Mother oppose my choice? She never wanted me to have any part in Clan politics, but the Patriarch made me his successor regardless of her objections.”
 
  
 
 “True, true, but your decision will still upset her. Your father tried to do something similiar and... well, I’m sure you know the rest.”
 
  
 
 “The rest of what?” Almost everything Zian knew about Father, he’d learned from reading the gravestone marker; Lu An Jing, Husband to Situ Jia Ying. Zian wasn’t even mentioned because it would still be months before he was born. In fact, he’d only guessed Father used dual sabers because of the two inert Spiritual Weapons hanging on the wall of Mother’s bedroom.
 
  
 
 “Oh? I was sure he’d have told you everything by now.” Holding a hand up to stop Zian before he could speak, Uncle Yang shook his head. “I promised your mother never to speak of it in your presence, so don’t ask. If you want to know more, then ask the cantankerous bastard you call a Mentor.”
 
  
 
 Confused and bewildered, all Zian could do was stutter and stammer like a drunken fool. “Wha-? Mentor? Who? I would never...” How did he know? They’d been so careful to keep things secret...
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Uncle Yang turned away, standing straight backed with hands folded behind him as he stared out the window. “I’m no spurned maiden to be let down gently. You made a good choice accepting Jukai as your Mentor.” Striding towards his bedroom, Uncle Yang ended the conversation with, “After all, who better to teach you your father’s style than his most trusted martial brother?”
 
  
 
 The door slammed shut and Zian was left alone with mouth agape, struggling to comprehend this stunning revelation. No wonder a man of his skills and rank was willing to serve under a mere Warrant Officer, Jukai was looking after his Martial Nephew. Collecting his wits, Zian strode out of the foyer in search of his Mentor, mentally going over everything Uncle Yang had said.
 
  
 
 Father wanted to withdraw from Society affairs. Strange considering there was no Lu Clan and Zian had no ties to any of the various sects. What position did Father hold? Did this decision lead to his death? Is that why Mother left the Clan estate to make her own way in life? Or why she never told him about Father, to keep him from seeking retribution? Was it vengeance driving her to gather personal power, enough to rival the Society?
 
  
 
 Whatever the answer, Zian was determined to have them. If Father’s death was due to treachery or political maneuvering, then as the only son and heir it was Zian’s duty to avenge him. For that, he would need power and allies, both in short supply if his enemy turned out to be the Society. Oh Mother Above, did this mean he’d have to ally himself with the Bekhai?
 
  
 
 Clutching the scroll containing the Emperor’s orders, Zian shook his head and smiled. Like Uncle said, these orders represented a Heaven sent opportunity, a chance to make new friends and allies. Though no longer the number one talent of the North, he was still a highly qualified bachelor and Mother always said marriage was a powerful tool. If necessary, Zian would charm the fattest, ugliest, smelliest woman in the Empire so long as she came from a faction with sufficient power.
 
  
 
 Anything was better than going to Rain for help.
 
  
 
 Anything.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Pressed against the vertical cliffside, Huushal fought the ever-present urge to look down at the vast void beneath him. The howling winter winds pummelled him from all sides as the bitter cold pierced him to the bone. Numb and exhausted, he closed his eyes and steadied his breathing, knowing this tiny, fist-sized perch was his last chance to rest before the final stretch. Directly above him was a steep overhang, which meant climbing almost parallel to the void below before reaching the top, easily the most perilous stretch of his deadly, two kilometre climb. It was madness to do this without a net to catch him or rope to arrest his fall, with only a burden sitting in a rucksack slung over his shoulder to ‘aid’ him.
 
  
 
 As if hearing his thoughts, the burden shifted in his rucksack and almost caused Huushal to lose his grip. “Hmph,” the burden snorted, poking Huushal through the rucksack. “Still not there yet? Worthless! Is this what Ghurda calls talented? Wasted months tryin’ to teach you and you still ain’t worth shit. Enough dallying, you’ve a visitor waiting. Up, up, up!”
 
  
 
 Quashing the compulsion to unfasten his rucksack and let the wizened old bastard drop to his death, Huushal grit his teeth and resumed climbing. Polished smooth by years of buffeting winds, the overhang’s underside offered precious few finger or toe holds, but neither retreat nor surrender was an option. Sanshu and Uncle Kalil's death showed Huushal just how little strength he truly possessed, and he was determined to rectify this. No risk ventured, no reward gained, and if this was to be his death, then at least he’d take the wrinkled burden with him, the world a better place for his absence.
 
  
 
 No no, that’s no way to treat your great, great... whatever great grand mentor. Even if he’s a crotchety old geezer who reeks of alcohol and spits when he speaks.
 
  
 
 Huushal’s foot slipped and his heart leaped into his throat. His legs dropped away from the cliff side and he Lightened and Reinforced for all he was worth, clinging to the stone by his fingertips as he screamed with exertion, both feet flailing about in futile search of purchase. Muscles burning and lungs emptied, Huushal fought a losing battle against gravity and fatigue, his arms trembling as he desperately tried to keep his grip, but it was not to be. For a brief, eternal moment, his entire body felt weightless, as if suspended in the air against all logic. Then, time resumed and the cliff side sped off into the distance as he plummeted to his doom.
 
  
 
 Then he jerked to a halt and fell to his hands and knees, face planted in the snow with sturdy earth beneath him.
 
  
 
 What?
 
  
 
 How?
 
  
 
 Is this the afterlife? Why’s it still so cold?
 
  
 
 “Worthless.” Even in the afterlife, the old bastard was still here to pester him. “Can’t even climb a simple cliff. How am I supposed to teach this fool? He’s nothing compared to you.”
 
  
 
 Ma’s gruff voice sounded and Huushal idly wondered what she was doing here. “All due respect but it’s been decades since I made the climb. Open your blind eyes and have a gander, the cliff’s smoother than a baby’s behind. I’m surprised he made it far as he did.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Excuses.” A boot prodded Huushal in the ribs and he scrambled to his feet. “Quit lying around boy, and go greet the Imperial Messenger. I’m too old fer kneelin’. Damned girl, always finding more work fer me to do. Now I suppose you want me to find a new cliff...”
 
  
 
 His mind in disarray, Huushal followed Ma’s Sendings and stumbled down the path before kowtowing in the dirt, unable to lift his head even if he wanted to. After saying all that was required, he collapsed with a scroll in hand, too exhausted to care what the Emperor wanted from him. Whatever it was, it could wait.
 
  
 
 A short nap, a quick meal, then back to the bottom to try again.
 
  
 
 Such was life.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Dropping the Imperial Missive to the table, Fung clicked his tongue in annoyance. Knowing Fu Zhu Li had read it from over his shoulder, Fung turned to the man and raised a single eyebrow in question. “So... what now?”
 
  
 
 Instead of answering out loud, the ever cautious ‘manservant’ Sent his reply. “The Emperor walks upon the razor’s edge. There will be difficult times ahead.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed,” Fung Sent, cupping his warm teacup with both hands. “Our hand is forced. Either we obey and risk losing everything, or we openly rebel and do the same. The Emperor has left us no third option.” Sending without physical contact was incredibly draining, but being able to do something better than Rain gave Fung a massive sense of accomplishment. The animal obsessed maniac was too talented for words. “So the question remains: What now?”
 
  
 
 Fu Zhu Li gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shrug, the first time the half-weasel advisor had failed to offer an answer or guide Fung towards one. “I’ll send word to your father. Whatever his decision, we shall abide by it.” With those simple words, Fu Zhu Li left the room.
 
  
 
 Still cradling his teacup, Fung sank into his chair and pondered over what the future held in store. Where would father stand? With the Emperor, or with the North? As he moved to sip his tea, Fung found himself trembling from head to toe. Scoffing at his meek apprehension, he swallowed his fear stilled his body. So shameful. So his peaceful days here at the Wall were at and end. What of it? So he might be at odds with the Emperor. Big deal. Any warrior who aspired to the pinnacle of strength would be lying if they said they’d never dreamt of overthrowing the Emperor.
 
  
 
 Placing his empty teacup aside, Fung flicked his sleeves and headed towards the sparring grounds, eager to see what his friends thought of their orders. Rain was likely beside himself with joy, feigning objection and reluctance as he prepared to run roughshod over anyone who dared bar his path. A good friend to have and a fearsome enemy to cross, such was Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Who knows? Perhaps in a few weeks time, Falling Rain would no longer be known as the number one talent in the North, but number one talent beneath the heavens!
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With a sigh of relief, I stand up and stretch my back, annoyed by the need for all this bowing and scraping. It’s a messenger, why do I have to treat him like the Emperor himself? Besides, fuck that guy, what’s he done lately besides abandon the Western Province? Turning to Dastan, I grin and say, “Thank the Mother you were here or else they’d be dragging me off for execution right about now.” Don't look at the messenger, don't address the messenger, don't turn your back on the messenger, so many unspoken rules, how am I supposed to remember them all?
 
  
 
 Overzealous subordinate that he is, Dastan takes my words as a personal affront. “Not while I still live and breathe, boss.”
 
  
 
 The man has zero chill. “Some day, we’ll sit down and you’ll teach me everything you know about courtly manners and protocol and stuff.” Unfurling the scroll, I’m greeted by a wall of beautifully flowing script. ‘On the twenty-seventh day of the first month of the thirty-fifth year...’ Is that how they write the date? So complicated and inefficient. ‘His Majesty, the Son of Heaven, Emperor of the...’ Good god it keeps going on and on like this. How long can one man’s name be? More inane preamble and greetings... Ah, here we go. ‘... invites Warrant Officer Second Grade, Falling Rain of the Bekhai and his retinue to take part in the First Imperial Grand Conference, where decorated heroes and promising youths from all around the Empire will gather to discuss measures to combat the growing Defiled threat, with contests and prizes to be awarded to our Empire’s most valiant warriors and able generals. Hosted by the city of Nan Ping in the Central Province on the Spring Equinox, attendance is mandatory and absence will be taken as mutiny, punishable by...’
 
  
 
 Welp, so much for my hermit plans. No problem, I can do this. I’ll just stay out of trouble and not offended anyone while surrounded by the Empire’s most arrogant warriors and spoiled noble brats. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 .........
 
  
 
 Maybe I should fake my death...
 
  
 
 Nah. I'm overreacting. Things'll be fine, plus I might even get to see Yan again.
 
  
 
 Besides, what's the worst that could happen?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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      Chapter 285 - Sojourn - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Gazing at the empty shelves and vacant drawers of my yurt, I’m overcome with a sense of dejection and melancholy. With the interior stripped bare and my things packed away, there’s little resemblance to the cozy residence I lived in for the last half-year. As much as I love my family and friends, I’m a creature of solitude and this oversized tent gave me my first taste of real independence. Even though I was living in closer proximity to my neighbours than ever before, it was nice knowing I had a place of my own to return to after a long day of arduous training, somewhere I could kick back and relax or brood and distress in peace. Within these leather-lined walls, I was free to do as I pleased, whether it be to croon at and cuddle with my fur babies or curl up and cry. This was my safe space, a place where I could be vulnerable in a world where weakness is held in contempt.
 
  
 
 It’s not just a yurt. This is my home, the only home I have left considering my recent near exile from the Bekhai. As fond as I am of the village, it’s hard to love a place while knowing no one wants you around. I was ready for a fresh start here at the Wall, making plans to build a house and settle in for the long haul, but the Emperor ruined everything. Okay, that’s not fair, the Defiled deserve most of the credit, but still. Instead of putting down roots, I’m tearing down my rustic little residence and packing it onto a wagon, all so I can head off to the Central Province alongside every officer, soldier, and warrior worth a damn. Considering the Emperor’s actions have shown him to care little for his subjects, I’ve no doubt the accommodations in Nan Ping will be subpar at best, assuming any are available by the time we arrive, so bringing the yurts and plenty of food along with us only seems prudent.
 
  
 
 I’m going to miss it here, surrounded by cuteness with all my pets living in peaceful harmony. Well, most of my pets. I had to kick Pafu and Suret out because the quin pups were too eager to taste both bird and bunny. They’ve been staying next door in Alsantset's yurt despite her insistence the quins would be happy sleeping in a burrow. That’s my sister for you, foul-mouthed and soft-hearted. Meanwhile, Lin unrepentantly continues to monopolize Jimjam and the bears every day, while Sarankho refuses to leave her mommy Li Song, which leaves me with only Aurie and Mafu to cuddle with. Contrary to their instincts, the two massive predators lie slack and motionless while a horde of baby bicorn bunnies zoom about like tiny, cocaine-fuelled fluffballs, tackling or headbutting everything in their path. Taking after Mama Bun, the bunnies have no fear or caution, happy to use Mafu’s belly as a springboard or Aurie’s nose as a target all while filling the yurt with the pitter-patter of their tiny feet. Overseeing the safety of her babies, Mama Bun sits atop my bed while nomming down on dandelions and tubers, taking in her territory with a vacant, yet satisfied look in her beady black eyes.
 
  
 
 With the way things are going, I’m terrified the first bunny casualty is going to result from too much rough housing. Despite their resting bitch-face and near suicidal stupidity, the bun-buns have wormed their way into my heart with their delightful antics. I have plenty of names picked out but since it’ll still be a few weeks before their genders can be determined, Tawny One remains as the only named bunny. A damn shame I don’t have an all black bun to name Blackjack, they’d make a wonderful pair. As it is, Tawny One will have to ride solo as he (or she) tries to force its way past Aurie’s teeth and into his mouth.
 
  
 
 So stupid, but so adorable.
 
  
 
 The bunnies aren’t my only source of cuteness. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear Roc and his flock are hellbent on earning my love through sheer ingenuity. Scattered about every corner of the yurt, several of my lovely birds use short branches held in their talons to give themselves a vigorous, early morning head scratching, both an endearing sight to behold and a welcome relief. Not only am I spared from grooming them every morning, but I no longer need to suffer through the nips they use to signal they’ve had enough scritches. It didn’t take much effort to teach them to use tools, but they’ve gone above and beyond my lessons, now able to use the same branches to open their cage and pry open cupboards. At first, I worried Roc and the others would see baby bunnies as a snack, but Mama Bun has things well in hand, always ready to scare off any swooping birds with a vicious aerial headbutt. Kai Yay’s lucky Mama Bun only landed a glancing hit and Taduk was nearby to Heal him or else poor Yipi would be a widow now.
 
  
 
 It shouldn’t be an issue for much longer. A few days ago, Diyako informed me they’d found an alternative material and no longer need my birdies' feathers, so I’ve decided to let Roc and his flock go free once we reach the Central Province. It’s not right keeping them cooped up in a cage for the rest of their lives, and the north is too cold for them to survive. I’m gonna miss them, but it’s better this way. I’m sure they’ll love flying around and forget all about me in a week.
 
  
 
 Stupid onion cutting ninja. Get out of here, go cut onions somewhere else.
 
  
 
 Besides, now I think about it, my ‘relaxing’ little home is a huge source of stress, always worrying if I'm gonna come home to a bloodbath of bunnies and birdies. Then again, all this conflict and tension is nothing compared to what awaits me in Nan Ping, where arrogant nobles and headstrong warriors will gather in numbers never before seen. I can hear it now, with cries of 'do you know who I am?' echoing through the streets as thousands of entitled little shits try to throw their weight around.
 
  
 
 It's going to be awful.
 
  
 
 Even if we pretend the logistics will fall in place without a hitch, I can’t see this ending in anything but disaster. Assuming I don’t accidentally offend someone, which is doubtful considering my track record, who’s to say everyone will play nice? With so many pompous twits and narcissistic psychopaths gathered in one place, all it’ll take is one spark to set off a massive brawl of epic proportions.
 
  
 
 I’d much rather stay here but with the whole ‘attendance is mandatory’ bit, the decision’s out of my hands. Out of everyone’s hands actually, including the living legend Nian Zu’s, who will be leading us on the trek south. Despite this whole plan being nothing but a blatant power play by the Emperor, we have no choice but to comply. Our only other option would be to stay home and pray the Defiled sweep through the Central and Eastern provinces, then leave us alone for some strange, unknown reason. Otherwise, whoever wins is gonna run roughshod over anyone who stayed behind, so here I am getting ready to leave the North unguarded so I can head south to play meat shield for the Emperor.
 
  
 
 Seriously, fuck that guy.
 
  
 
 To be fair though, it’s not like I can offer an alternative solution. Everything outside the Empire is supposedly a veritable wasteland, with untillable permafrost to the north, barren deserts to the west, and scorching volcanic badlands to the south, which means in total population, the Empire has the Defiled outnumbered many times over. Unfortunately, in terms of fighting strength, our situations are reversed. Only one percent of the Empire’s population can use Chi, but from what we know, every Defiled man, woman, and child can use the Defiled equivalent. Add in Demons and possible turncoats hiding amongst our ranks and I’m genuinely surprised the Empire survived this long. In the past, only the Three Walls and a propensity for infighting kept the Defiled from conquering the known world but now that the Enemy has united together and breached the Western Wall, the fate of the Empire hangs in the balance.
 
  
 
 Repressing all my doom and gloom, I return to packing my things away. After herding the flock back into their cage and loading the baby bunnies into their sheepskin saddlebags, I step out into the morning dawn and take one last look at my surroundings. The sea of yurts has receded with mine being one of the last still standing. Some of the Bekhai will return to the mountain village, but most are coming with us to Central, including Charok and the twins. With her pigtails flying in the wind, Tali runs over with a cloth-wrapped tray in hand, her toothy smile filling my heart with warmth. “Morning Rainy. I maked breakfast with Papa, so eat now, ya? Oh, and Mama says it’s almost time to go, so stop dawdling and hop to it.”
 
  
 
 Tali’s tone and posture perfectly encapsulates her mama’s spirit and Charok’s snort of laughter tells me he hears it too. Carrying a sleeping Tate in her arms, Alsantset pretends not to notice our shared mirth and turns away to hide her smile. While Pran and Saluk dismantle my yurt, I eat my meal and watch sweet Tali play with Mafu and Aurie, so full of laughter and delight while unaware of the dangers lurking in our near future. I wish she were going back to the village where she’ll be safe, but again, the decision isn’t mine to make. Charok won’t stay behind while Alsantset rides to war and neither of them are willing to leave the children. I can’t fault them for wanting to keep their family together. Even though no one wants to say it out loud, everyone knows if the Central province is overrun, it’s only a matter of time before the other provinces follow.
 
  
 
 I’m trying to be optimistic, but Mother knows she’s not making it easy.
 
  
 
 Once my things are packed and everyone is ready, I lead my retinue and family to the front gates where the other Bekhai and soldiers of the North are waiting to set out. Spying Taduk’s rickshaw through the crowd, we make our way over to join him. Nearby, Akanai stands on the roof of her carriage with hands clasped behind her back as she scans the crowd, likely micromanaging her subordinates as she so loves to do. Baloo and Banjo greet me with happy, motor-like grunts while Lin hops out of the rickshaw to land lightly on Mafu’s back. Snuggling into my embrace, Lin yawns and closes her eyes, my sweet wifey unaccustomed to keeping early hours. “Hi hubby.”
 
  
 
 “Hi wifey.”
 
  
 
 “I was thinking.”
 
  
 
 “What about?”
 
  
 
 “Daddy says it takes twenty four days to reach the Society, then ten days by ship to reach coastal Nan Ping.”
 
  
 
 “Yea.”
 
  
 
 “But that’s how long it takes for the wagons to make the trip.”
 
  
 
 “True enough, but we need the wagons and everything they’re carrying.”
 
  
 
 “Well...What if we left the wagons and rode ahead to visit Ping Yao, ya?” Unleashing her greatest weapons, Lin opens her big brown eyes, so full of feigned innocence. “We could go see the turtle and catch up with everyone before they reach the Society.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, I pinch her cheek and refuse. “We’re not here to play and we can’t afford to tire out the quins before fighting the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “No need to worry about the quins.” Here to protect my wifey once again, Guard Leader and her cronies arrive to back Lin up. Dressed in their dark leather armour and obscuring veils, they're every bit as daunting as I remember. “They’ll be fine so long as we keep them well fed. Besides, we have more than sixty days before the Spring Equinox. I’ll notify Akanai of our plans.” And just like that, the decision is made despite my protests.
 
  
 
 Well... whatever. The quins could use the exercise and I did promise to bring Lin to see the turtle. If things in Central go poorly, this might be our last chance. Besides, I don’t want to start an argument with Guard Leader over something so stupid. I haven’t seen her since my near exile, but there are no hard feelings on my end. She voiced her opinion without malice or hate and I don’t hold it against her. Hell, I still think she was right, but that’s beside the point.
 
  
 
 After a brief pause, Guard Leader asks, “How are the rabbits?”
 
  
 
 “They’re doing well.” Lifting Mafu’s saddlebags, I reveal fifteen sleeping baby bunnies, each nestled in their own individual compartments. “Tokta says they’re healthy as can be, with no signs of wasting or blindness. They’re growing bigger and fatter by the day.” Taduk refuses to treat the bunnies, but that’s no surprise. His hare-supremacist agenda is not his most flattering side.
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” To my surprise, Guard Leader pulls out a handful of leafy greens and places a palm-sized stalk in each pouch, almost as large as the bunnies themselves. Coming awake at the smell, the tiny rabbits set to devouring their treat with a voracious appetite, the first time I’ve seen them eat anything solid. Smiling at the sweet gesture, my eyes widen in alarm as I notice what she’s feeding them: idamare leaves, a rare and precious herb which requires Heavenly Energy to grow.
 
  
 
 My muttered prayer comes too late as Taduk notices as well. “Wastrel!” he hisses, hopping weightlessly from his rickshaw to land between Guard Leader and myself, barring her from feeding the bunnies. “What are you doing?”
 
  
 
 “Feeding rabbits.” I can almost hear the smirk in her voice, a coy, almost teasing tone. “I rather enjoy watching them eat.”
 
  
 
 “You hateful woman, you’re doing this on purpose aren’t you? You know how I feel ab-” Back straightening in alarm, Taduk asks, “The idamare, where did you get it from?”
 
  
 
 “On a plateau south east of your home in the mountains.” Oh no, Taduk’s been carefully cultivating that idamare plant for years now, but something tells me she knew this. “Such good fortune, I found twenty-three rare plants and herbs all within a days walk of the village. You really should pay more attention to your surroundings, this was a veritable treasure trove right in front of your nose. I harvested them all since these sweet creatures your student is raising will need plenty of nourishment to grow big and strong. Ah, if you have need of any herbs then ask and I shall gladly offer a fair price.” As if adding insult to injury, Mama Bun hops out of Alsantset’s carriage and into Guard Leader’s arms, where she too receives a portion of the priceless treat.
 
  
 
 “You... You...” Choking on his words, Taduk turns purple with rage as Lin hops down to calm his temper. It won’t be easy, Taduk treats those plants like his babies, and now one of them is in the process of becoming rabbit poop. There has to be a story behind their relationship, it’s more intimate and familiar than I’d imagined. Maybe they were once lovers in the nighttime and had a falling out, or perhaps Taduk spurned Guard Leader’s affections for another woman.
 
  
 
 Oh, how deliciously sordid. I want to know more...
 
  
 
 “Horrid man.” Mila’s voice pulls me out of my imagination, her hands on her hips and mouth twisted in a pout. “You were going to leave without saying goodbye.”
 
  
 
 “Never, my love.” I didn’t think she’d be here to see us off. Hopping off of Mafu, I lift her into my arms and laugh as she melts in my embrace. “I’ll be counting the days until we meet again.”
 
  
 
 Pinching my sides, my freckled, fiery betrothed rests her head on my shoulder. “It won’t be long. I’ll finish your weapon then Papa and I will catch up as quickly as possible.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t have to do this, you know? I don’t need another weapon, you can just leave with us now.” Besides, I’m not too thrilled about her travelling with an unbound Spiritual Weapon in her possession, not to mention me walking around with one.
 
  
 
 Sensing my concern, Mila snorts and rolls her eyes. “You worry too much. I’ll be perfectly safe with Papa and an army of Sentinels at my side. It’s better for you to leave first, we can’t all travel together and you can’t afford to be late. You were summoned by the Emperor himself while I wasn’t even invited.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous.” Kissing her on the cheek, I add, “Once the Grand Conference begins, the world will finally know your worth. I look forward to seeing Captain Sumila take her place as the undisputed number one talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Flattery will get you nowhere.” Experience has taught me otherwise, but a smart man doesn’t argue with women. There’s no winning, even if you're right. Especially if you're right. Squeezing me tight, Mila buries her face in my chest and Sends, “Stay safe and don’t do anything stupid, okay?”
 
  
 
 I’m so happy she learned to control her volume. “Yes, my love.”
 
  
 
 “And if you see Yan before I arrive, tell her even though she didn’t send a reply, I meant what I said in my letters.”
 
  
 
 Yea, Yan didn't reply to my letters either, but it's okay. From what I hear, she's been busy. “Okay, but why so cryptic? What’d you say?”
 
  
 
 Blushing furiously, Mila punches my arm lightly. “None of your business, just remember to tell her.”
 
  
 
 All too soon, it’s time for us to separate and it hurts to see her go, but before I can process my emotions, Yuzhen's voice sounds out for all to hear, booming over the bustle of the crowd. “Heroes of the Empire,” she begins, wholly in her element as Marshal of the North. Filled with vapid platitudes and trivial accolades, her speech is tailored to inspire devotion and adoration for said ‘heroes’ while not forgetting to thank the common people for their ‘vital support’. Her flowery praise makes it sound like we’re marching to put an end to the Father himself, yet she never mentions how we’re leaving the North vulnerable to attack. According to her, we’ll march to Central where the Defiled will be defeated in open battle, neat, tidy, and wholly unbelievable. As her speech comes to an end, she closes with, “These are trying times we live in. United we stand, but divided we fall. To this end, I bid you all to forget school or faction, clan or sect, city or province. We are all citizens of the Azure Empire, and together, we will drive the Defiled scum back from whence they came!”
 
  
 
 While the city erupts into cheers, I can’t help but laugh at her words. United we stand, but divided we fall? If that’s the case, then there’s no point going to Central. We’re all doomed. Asking the various factions of the Empire to work together is like asking a pig not to fart, both absurd and impossible.
 
  
 
 Okay, this isn't helping. What I need is a positive mental attitude. Who knows? Maybe I'm in for a pleasant surprise. Maybe, under the growing threat of Defiled, the numerous factions of the Empire will come together and set aside their grudges and self-interests. Led by the Emperor, nobles, officers, and common soldiers alike will forge new bonds and work in harmony to overcome the odds against us, repelling the murderous Enemy from our borders and wiping out the Defiled threat once and for all. Our victory will usher in a new age of peace and prosperity, an age where we strive for equality and freedom for all.
 
  
 
 And maybe Mafu will sprout wings and fly.
 
  
 
 I mean, crazier things have happened.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 I like to think of myself as a tenacious person, not someone who shrinks in the face of adversity. When the going gets tough, I grit my teeth and power through, or I find a different, easier way to approach the problem. After a single day of travelling with this massive army of the North, I’m ready to call it quits and risk the Emperor’s retribution. Bring on the charges of mutiny, because this is the worst. 
 
  
 
 The main problem is there’s too many people. I’m not privy to our exact numbers, but I’m guessing it’s at least a million soldiers answering the call to Central. Hearing the number doesn’t sound too impressive, but when I sat down and thought about it, it really blew my mind. Assuming the average person is fifty centimetres wide, if every soldier here lined up shoulder to shoulder, they’d stretch for five hundred kilometres. That’s more than six days of marching or a quarter of the journey from the Wall to the Society Headquarters. If my job was to speak with every soldier here for one minute each and I worked eight hours a day without break, it’d still take me almost six years to finish.
 
  
 
 That’s not including all the non-combatants. Spouses, children, cooks, labourers, retainers, drivers, stable hands, and more, their numbers easily dwarf our own. All I can see is massive blob of people, horses, quins, and wagons stretching in both directions. Covered from head to toe in what I pray is only mud and slush, my appearance is as far from debonair as one can get. Since the expedition set out, I haven’t had a single moment of silence whether it be due to the percussive clatter of marching soldiers or the clamouring racket of a million muttering voices. Whichever way the wind blows, it carries the rank stench of body odour and manure as it splatters soiled snow across my body to steal away my warmth and comfort. Figures bustle about as they prepare to settle in for the night, hastily assembling their shelters at the side of the road, over thick mud, thawed and churned by the passing of tens of thousands of boots and hooves.
 
  
 
 Things can only get worse as untold numbers of troops and wagons from every city in the north join us throughout our journey to Nan Ping. I have a headache just thinking about the logistical complications. Even with the entire province working to supply our army, feeding so many mouths on the move is already difficult enough, so how does the Emperor expect to feed at least four times our number gathered in one place?
 
  
 
 Luckily, smarter minds than mine are (hopefully) hard at work solving the problem and they assure me I have nothing to worry about. All I have to do is wait for Rustram to send whatever food is available for my fur-babies to nom on. As if sensing my thoughts, Mafu cranes his neck and fixes me with a plaintive stare, his chittering cries both adorable and heart-rending as he pleads for treats. One would think he’s been starved for days instead of the tubby, over-fed glutton he is. His begging is indirectly rewarded as Pran and Saluk arrive bearing fruits and meats, making them my pets’ favourite people for a few short minutes.
 
  
 
 I’m so thankful for Rustram, Dastan, and oddly enough, Ulfsaar. I’d be completely lost without them as all three are vital in keeping my small, two-hundred and eighty strong retinue running like a well-oiled machine. Baatar and Akanai both tried to teach me the basics of command but I’ve been having trouble putting things into practice. I’m not what one would call an organized person. I see a problem, I fix the problem. Doesn’t seem so bad an approach, but with more people comes more problems. Too many problems and things grind to a halt while I’m busy patching them up, which is... less than ideal. A good leader sees an issue and fixes it before it becomes a problem, which just goes to show that choosing leaders based on strength of arms is stupid. Instead of leading thousand-man retinues, I should be a standard grunt with wiser, more tactical-minded folk telling me where to go and what to do.
 
  
 
 Not that I’m a great at taking orders either. I have problems with authority, mostly because I like to challenge everything I’m told. Sun rises in the east? Maybe. We’ll see in the morning, but until then, who can say? Honestly, a soldier’s life really isn’t for me, and I’m not just saying that because I’m miserable.
 
  
 
 With all the higher-ups swamped by the minutia of army management and my people doing my job for me, there’s little for me to do. Since it’s supposedly bad for morale if I’m seen doing manual labour or menial tasks, I’m left to wander around and supervise as my retinue sets camp. Somehow both unblemished by the day’s travel, Lin and Guard Leader join me on my walk around camp, trailed by two bears, two cats, and one fat quin. In a few weeks, I’ll have sixteen rabbits hopping along behind me like a little horde of voracious buck-toothed cuties. Squeeeeeeee-
 
  
 
 Stop it. You’re a Second Grade Warrant Officer and ostensibly the number one talent in the north. You can’t be walking around with a goofy grin on your face while thinking of bunnies, no matter how adorable they might be. It’s undignified. Go look at the bunnies, give them a pat each for one last hit of cuteness to tide you over until later. Whistling for Mafu to approach, I give my fat floof a chin scratch before lifting his saddlebags to reveal the bunnies. Instead of fifteen floppy-eared, nose twitching rabbit kits staring back at me, I discover all the rabbits are still curled up in their compartments, with many of them snoring lightly.
 
  
 
 Peeking at the bunnies, Lin tilts her head and strokes Tawny One’s belly, the adorable little brown bun asleep on his back. “Wakey wakey little bun-bun. You’ve been sleeping all day so it’s time to come out and play, ya?” Tawny One proves unresponsive to Lin’s prodding as do the other bunnies she checks and my heart sinks with worry. Are they sick? Bicorn rabbits raised in captivity have a tendency to die due to mysterious circumstances, but I thought having their momma around would keep the little bun-buns alive. Nooooo! Tawny One, Thumper, Flopsy, Hopper, Quake, Cinnabun, Peanut, Ginger, Pepper, Bugs, Lola, Buster, Babs, Fluffy Bunnkins, and George! Don’t leave me!
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself.” Guard Leader’s bored voice snaps me out of my downward spiral and I turn to her in desperate search of answers. Nestled in her arms is Mama Bun, also fast asleep and snoring just like her babies. Following my train of thought, Guard Leader nods and says, “Yes, this is due to the idamare, and yes, it was to be expected. How to explain... The plant contains a high amount of energy and the deep sleep helps them process it.”
 
  
 
 Relieved by the news, I ask, “How long will they sleep for?”
 
  
 
 “A day? More?” Guard Leader shrugs, not exactly inspiring confidence. “No longer than three. These creatures eat whole Spiritual Plants in the wild, roots and all. They wouldn’t survive if they fell asleep for extended periods of time.”
 
  
 
 Before I can berate her for her irresponsible feeding, another thought strikes me. “Wait, will the babies be okay? They’re so young but they ate the same amount as Mama Bun and she’s not awake yet. They won’t explode because of too much energy will they?”
 
  
 
 She takes her time answering, which doesn’t exactly inspire confidence. “An explosion is unlikely, and while the idamare provides them with more than enough nourishment...” Guard Leader pauses and it takes all my self-restraint to keep from shaking the answer out of her. “...If they sleep too long they’ll die of thirst.” Another shrug. “That’s why I said no longer than three days. Their fate is beyond our control.”
 
  
 
 My poor bunnies... “If you knew this then why didn’t you... I dunno, test it out before hand? Feed them a smaller portion or feed only one or two of them?”
 
  
 
 A third shrug. “It did not occur to me there might be an issue until you brought it up.”
 
  
 
 Although her expression is hidden behind her veil, her tone and posture scream indifference. It's as if she wasn't the sole culprit of this whole debacle but merely an innocent bystander offering her expertise out of goodwill. Nonsensical expertise at that, I can think of a dozen things that could go wrong before my sweet bun-buns die of dehydration. That’s not even an issue, I can straw feed them water if necessary...
 
  
 
 Staring at this mysterious, arrogant warrior who I know so little about, I add one piece of information to her character sheet: Guard Leader, for all her physical prowess, combat expertise, and political power among the Bekhai, is an idiot of the highest order. Spiritual Plants are basically steroids on steroids and she fed an entire stalk to baby bunnies who aren’t even a month old.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my anger, I head out in search of Taduk, with Lin hopping on Mafu to keep an eye on the bunnies. While we walk, I ask Guard Leader, “How much?” The blockhead warrior tilts her head ever so slightly, unable to discern my meaning. “For the Spiritual Plants you took from Teacher. How much to buy them back?” Before she feeds another poor, unsuspecting animal and boils it from the inside out. And because Taduk wants them back, but mostly the first thing.
 
  
 
 With a dismissive snort, Guard Leader turns her nose up at my inquiry. “I made the offer to Taduk. You have nothing in your possession which interests me.”
 
  
 
 Huh... Interesting. I’m like, stupid rich. I mean, I’m strapped for gold but I have a vast fortune tied up in Spiritual Hearts and stolen artwork and Guard Leader knows it. This begs the question, what does Taduk have that interests her? Could it be... Does she want his medical expertise? Or is she more interested in healing of a sexual nature?
 
  
 
 Bow chicka wow-wow...
 
  
 
 Taduk should go for it. He’s a handsome man in the prime of life and I bet Guard Leader is smoking hot. Every great warrior is. It’s probably why she wears the veil, gets too many spontaneous marriage proposals without it. It’d be nice if my Teacher had someone looking out for him, he’s a little bit of an airhead and Lin isn’t much better. Don’t get me wrong, they’re both sweet and I love them, but they’re... quirky.
 
  
 
 Then again, is Guard Leader really the woman for the job?
 
  
 
 Trying to play cupid, I test the waters with a casual remark. “You know, Teacher’s been caring for those Spiritual Plants for a long time now. He takes miniscule cuttings every year and tries to raise a second plant, but he’s been unsuccessful so far. It’s his dream to cultivate a garden full of Spiritual Plants, says he could improve millions of lives if he’s successful. There’s so many ailments which can be fixed with a simple treatment but the scarcity of Spiritual Plants makes it so only the wealthiest can afford them.”
 
  
 
 “A fool’s dream and a fruitless endeavour.” Guard Leader shows no signs of surprise or remorse over ruining Taduk’s dream, or at least making it a little harder to accomplish. Forget it, my teacher is way too good for this bully. “These Spiritual Plants are the result of fate and fortune, the Mother’s bounty for her children to harvest. They serve no purpose whilst planted in the dirt, so why not put it to good use?”
 
  
 
 “...Feeding pet rabbits is good use? I mean, they’re my pets and I’m thankful for the gift, but it hardly seems like the most... efficient use of idamare. A single stalk can put an end to seizures caused by-”
 
  
 
 “Bah. You sound just like him. You think I wasted the idamare on your rabbits, but I see things differently. Even if you save sixteen humans, how many years might those humans live?”
 
  
 
 She pauses long enough for me to realize her question isn’t rhetorical and she’s trying to figure out the math. Oh you poor, dumb woman. “Assuming a hundred years of life per person, then sixteen hundred years in total.”
 
  
 
 Tentatively shaking her head like she thinks I’m wrong but doesn’t know enough to disprove it, Guard Leader say, “Yes, sixteen... hundred...”
 
  
 
 Oh, that’s my bad, language derp. “One thousand six hundred.”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” She’s much more confident this time. “But, by feeding the idamare to these rabbits, they might live for two, three hundred years each before dying of old age. Longer if we feed them more Spiritual Plants.” Switching to Sending, she adds, “Considering she is on the cusp of forming a Spiritual Heart, the mother rabbit is anywhere from one to three thousand years old. She even has a chance to reach divinity and live an eternal existence in human form, all of them do.”
 
  
 
 I've never heard anyone refer to Ancestral Beast status as ‘divinity’, but I can see why certain people might worship eternal, beautiful people who wield enough power to destroy entire cities. More importantly, if Mama Bun is three-thousand years old and STILL this stupid, I’m gonna have to side with Taduk and say she has infinitely close to zero chance of reaching ‘divinity’ status.
 
  
 
 I mean... she tries to eat Aurie’s fur and gets upset because it isn’t tasty. She's done it five times now. She is not a smart animal.
 
  
 
 Hm... Can I feed Spiritual Plants to the quins, bears, and cats? I’d like if they lived forever, or at least long enough to keep Lin and Mila company after I’m gone. Be super weird if they started talking though, I'd rather not cuddle and sleep with talking animals. Mmm... I shouldn’t be thinking like this, it’s depressing and Teacher will be upset if he finds out.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Taduk doesn’t throw a fit when we ask him to check on the bunnies, only ‘harrumphing’ four or five times through the whole process. After getting a clean bill of health, I settle down to cook dinner as thanks, not caring if it affects my retinue's morale. Since we’re travelling under military escort, we’re forced to abide by military protocols which means I can’t run off to eat with my family, and my retinue still isn't great at cooking. Since officer lodgings are smack dab in the middle of their troops, I’m separated from Alsantset and Akanai by countless Sentinels while Baatar and Sarnai are even further away since my Mentor has the dubious honour of leading the vanguard. Aside from Taduk, Lin, Guard Leader, her cronies, and my retinue, I’m pretty much surrounded by strangers.
 
  
 
 Bekhai strangers who don’t want me around, can’t forget that.
 
  
 
 Once the broth is boiling and noodles cooking, I step back from the fire to take a break, only to bump into an adorable little old man wrapped in a thick, wool cloak. With a hunched back and white beard, the old man is even shorter than Lin, although his shoulders are broader. He also sports a pair of silvered wolf ears peeking out of his hood while his similarly coloured tail half-heartedly wags behind him as he gives the air a few perfunctory sniffs. “Food smells good,” he says, fixing me with a pointed look. Although his face is wrinkled and has more age spots than I can count, his eyes are sharp and crystal clear, blue as the sky on a clear summer day.
 
  
 
 Be on your best behaviour. Even though he’s probably a camp follower, it doesn’t hurt to be polite. “Would you care to join us for dinner grandfather?”
 
  
 
 “Bah,” he says, waving his hand as he takes a seat by the fire. “Who’s your grandfather? I ain’t never sired no snot-nosed, silver-tongue, amber-eyed brat.”
 
  
 
 Tch, this old fart. Here to mooch a meal and can’t even be nice about it. “Sorry, I just felt it the most suitable appellation. Allow me to correct myself. If you don’t like grandfather, then which would you prefer: geezer or codger?”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 God dammit. So much for my best behaviour. It’s the cuteness withdrawals, I can’t live like this. I needs. To cuddles. My Bun-Buns!
 
  
 
 Maybe it’s my overactive imagination, but I sense a warrior’s past in the old man’s steely glare, as if he were some peak expert of yesteryear. Time spares no one however, as he looks older than any half-beast I’ve ever met. After a heart-wrenching pause, the old man barks with laughter as his perfect teeth flash in the firelight. “You got stones kid, I’ll give you that. The worthless boy I been saddled with acts all polite on the outside while cursin’ me for dead on the inside, but can’t say I blame him. His mama ain’t no shrinking violet, she’ll spank him something fierce if he took after you. Call me whatever you like,” he says, “long as you gimme a big ol’ bowl of them noodles. Don’t skimp on the venison either, come, come, come.”
 
  
 
 Relieved he wasn’t offended, I give him a hearty helping once the noodles are cooked. He doesn’t seem interested in making conversation, so after a few unanswered questions I leave him to eat in peace while I sit with Lin and Taduk. Captivated by my culinary skills, the old geezer finishes his entire bowl, soup, bones and all, even helping himself to seconds without asking. It’s no big deal, the elderly should be treasured and he could use the food. His thin frame looks frail enough for a strong wind to knock over.
 
  
 
 A familiar face emerges from the crowd as Huu arrives, his face twisted in a concerned frown. “I asked you not to wander off.”
 
  
 
 “Bah,” the old geezer replies, taking a swig from his gourd. Alcohol, and strong alcohol judging by the smell. He didn’t offer to share either, the stingy old miser. “Emperor’s laws, army’s rules, brat's requests, I don’t recall agreein’ with any of em.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside my misgivings, I smile and wave at Huu. “Hey. Long time no see. Where’d you disappear to for so many months?”
 
  
 
 “Training.” Huu’s curt reply and gruff manners throw me for a loop, my good friend not even sparing me a glance. Offering the old geezer a hand, he puts an end to our impromptu reunion. “Come, we must return to camp before someone notices my absence.”
 
  
 
 Despite grumbling all the while, the old geezer takes Huu’s hand and allows the younger half-wolf to help him up and the two of them disappear into the night without so much as a thank you or farewell. Noticing my frown, Lin leans against me and whispers, “I’m sure Huu’s just tired and worried. I doubt he meant to be rude, he probably hasn’t even eaten yet, ya? Spent all his time looking for the old man.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, you’re probably right. Can’t blame him for being a little cranky, travelling is bad enough without babysitting a difficult old man.” Kissing my sweet wifey on the cheek, I feign nonchalance while pulling Baloo into my embrace, holding him close like an oversized teddy bear. Maybe Lin’s right and I caught Huu at a bad time or maybe he caught wind of my near-Defiled status and is avoiding me like the other Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Until we know for sure, who can say?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 287 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Standing at the base of the Cloud-Stepping Stairway, Zian basked in the glory of Shen Yun, the City of the Divine Cloud. Though he spent his early years and late teens at the Society Headquarters, this city would forever and always be his home. The first time he saw the city, he was overwhelmed with awe as he stared up the staircase, trying to count how many steps before he reached the top. He remembered asking if they stretched up into the Heavens and if the Mother Herself sat waiting at the top. The city was so different from the neat, orderly streets of the Society Headquarters or the refined elegance of Feng Huang, a unique setting unseen anywhere else in the Empire. Built into a range of mountains, Shen Yun was a city which combined the grand majesty of nature with the sheer ingenuity of humankind. Each mountain was covered in stone hewn buildings from base to peak, an achievement only made possible through centuries of toil and effort. A plethora of detailed carvings and massive statues broke up the otherwise monotonous view, alongside a multitude of bridges and stairways connecting the various mountains and levels of the city.
 
  
 
 Both beautiful and practical, this was Shen Yun, his home, his city, a mountain-turned impenetrable fortress. Wholly self-reliant and utterly unassailable, Zian was confident that even if the North were to be overrun by Defiled, Shen Yun would continue to stand in defiance for decades to come, perhaps even as the last bastion of humanity. Thrilled to escape the confines of his carriage, Zian dismissed the litter bearers and climbed the stairway on foot, taking in the cluttered maze of winding streets and anarchic skyways as he strode ever upwards two steps at a time. The city was alive with movement as its inhabitants carried about their day, though many stopped to lean over the barriers and gaze down upon the glorious northern army making its way through the Imperial Gorge, bypassing the city entirely on its journey to Nan Ping. A shame they’d miss seeing Shen Yun’s grandeur, but time was of the essence.
 
  
 
 To fully appreciate the City of the Divine Cloud, one must ascend into the clouds themselves. The base of the mountains were reserved for farming and animal husbandry, blossoming with verdant greenery even now at winter’s near end. Above it was the lower city, little more than a cluttered mess of winding streets and anarchic pathways, hardly worth seeing at all. Even then, so long as you overlooked the smell, it had its own rustic sort of charm. Moving up a dozen levels was the factory district, where craftsmen and labourers plied their trade, with every building both home and workshop. Not the most pleasant way to live, but given the lack of space, it was a necessary hardship to live in this most celestial of cities.
 
  
 
 There were many who saw the lower levels and judged Shen Yun ugly and uninhabitable, but such were the mutterings of the ignorant and blind. Only after one ascended to the peak would one see the true beauty of Shen Yun, with every one of the eleven ancillary peaks boasting a magnificent twenty-seven-storey pagoda. Man-made marvels sitting atop a work of nature, each pagoda was large enough to house ten-thousand inhabitants, serving as both military barracks and Imperial Embassy. At the top of the Cloud-Stepping Stairway stood Zian’s home, the Magistrate’s Palace, a grand estate overlooking the entire city. On a clear summer day, Zian would look out the window and see the vast, untamed wilderness stretching out in all directions, a view previously reserved for celestial beings alone.
 
  
 
 This was the true face of Shen Yun, his home, his City.
 
  
 
 Only the hardiest of warriors could make the trek to the peak in one day, so Zian had been forced to leave most of his retinue behind. Only Jukai accompanied him this time, as Uncle Yang was ‘too busy’ to visit Mother. Given the circumstances, he couldn’t blame Uncle for avoiding her. Given the choice, Zian would be down in the Imperial Gorge with him, avoiding his mother until he was safely past the Society Headquarters and in Nan Ping before sending her a letter regarding his intentions, but she left orders for him to come see her and he didn't dare refuse. While he had yet to make public his decision to relinquish his status as young patriarch of the Situ Clan, Zian couldn’t help but worry Mother might discern his intentions. Growing up, he knew better than to keep secrets from her as she proved time and time again how she knew and saw all. Even if something escaped her notice, there was no hiding before Situ Jia Ying, a shrewd politician capable of reading volumes from an errant tic or nervous shuffle.
 
  
 
 The best way to deal with Mother was to present a rational, valid argument for his actions. To convince her to let him move to the Society Headquarters, Zian presented the facts as they were. First, he would be surrounded by experts, visiting dignitaries, and their respective families. Training there would not only allow him to advance his Martial Path faster, he could also liaison with his peers and future allies. Every word was true, and although his definition of liaison differed greatly from Mother's, it didn't take much effort to ignore a letter. Despite his promiscuity, his martial skills progressed rapidly after being crowned Champion in the contests, and he became the uncontested number one talent in the north after condensing his Aura, so Mother couldn’t forcibly recall him back to Shen Yun without good reason.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, this time Zian didn’t have a rational argument to present. Society politics were so bothersome, something she couldn’t possibly understand. As young patriarch, his every action reflected on the Situ Clan and Society. While it wasn’t a problem when he was the triumphant golden child, everything changed after his humiliating defeat at Rain’s hands. Zian’s detractors came out in full force and his supporters all but vanished, with every tongue speaking as if his defeat were the sole reason for the Society’s decline. Were it not for their idiotic purse-measuring competitions and miserly ways, none of this would have ever happened. No one ever mentioned the two young masters and powerful slave who died beneath Rain’s blades before him, no, Situ Jia Zian was an incompetent warrior, undeserving of his supposedly fabricated and hyperbolic reputation.
 
  
 
 If Clan and Society could discard him so easily, then why should he bear the hardship as their young patriarch? It might seem like a childish, immature, knee-jerk reaction to his defeat, but Zian knew it was the right thing to do. The Society was full of backbiting bootlickers and petty grievances. He wanted nothing to do with their internal squabbles and even less to do with their outward posturing, so he was determined to carry out his plan. The revived and revitalized Uncle Yang supported his decision, but even the great Situ Jia Yang wasn’t willing to confront Mother over this, so for the first time since he was seven years old, Zian set out to hide his intentions from the all-seeing Magistrate of Shen Yun.
 
  
 
 Mother Above, this humble servant implores you for the courage to stop shaking in his boots so he might make it through this coming tribulation unscathed.
 
  
 
 Greeted at the main gates by the Chief Steward, he was told Mother awaited his presence in her personal quarters. Feigning fatigue from the long climb up, Zian slowed his pace and stopped often to take in the view until Jukai cleared his throat and said, “Young master, we’ve a schedule to keep.”
 
  
 
 “Right.” Steeling his nerves, Zian proceeded into the personal quarters where he spent most of his childhood. Stopping at the double doors outside Mother’s quarter’s, Zian signalled for the servants to wait as he mustered his courage. This is merely an innocuous visit. You’ve done nothing wrong so you have nothing to hide. Go in, kiss her cheek, mention how beautiful she looks and how much you missed her, then leave. The Emperor calls and whatnot. You are Situ Jia Zian. You’ve duelled the greatest talents in the north and faced the Defiled in open battle. This is nothing.
 
  
 
 Back straight and head held high, Zian ordered the servants to announce his arrival. Striding through the opened doors, he flashed his most charming smile. “Hello Mother. Your filial son has returned. Miss me?”
 
  
 
 Sitting at the tea table, Mother pursed her lips and rolled her eyes, holding her tongue until he took his seat the doors closed, leaving the two of them alone. “Foolish child,” she said as she cupped his cheeks, pinching them ever so softly. “You have some nerve avoiding me for so many months.”
 
  
 
 Don’t flinch. She’ll sense something is off. “My most sincere apologies Mother,” Zian lied as he refilled her cup and poured one for himself. Damn it all, he shouldn’t have looked away. It implies guilt. Ah, he forgot to kiss her cheek. “How have you been? Your hair looks lovely. Is that a new dress?”
 
  
 
 With an amused titter, Mother ran her fingers through his hair and forced him to look her in the eyes. “How adorable. My sweet child thinks that just because he’s formed his Natal Palace, he can hide his secrets. Tell me, do you understand what it means to reject your status as Heir Intended?”
 
  
 
 Gaping like a fish on land, Zian’s face ran hot as he withered beneath Mother’s knowing smile. How did she know he’d formed his Natal Palace? Only Jukai knew, since Zian worried Uncle Yang would want to make a big spectacle of things. Worse, how did she learn of his plans?
 
  
 
 After taking a sip of her tea, she motioned for him to do the same. “Oh, my son, so naive and foolish. All these years and you still don’t understand. You can keep no secrets from your Mother. Now, answer the question. Do you understand what will happen once you defect from Clan and Society?”
 
  
 
 “Defect?” Zian shook his head. “I’m not defecting, I’m stepping down from my position of Young Patriarch. Little Gulong can take up the mantle, he’s a skilled duellist.” Another one of Falling Rain’s defeated foes, even if the entire Clan pretended like it never happened. “The Patriarch will be thrilled to name his own son the successor and I will be free to follow my Martial Path. Everyone wins.”
 
  
 
 Mother sighed and shook her head. “As I thought. All those years of debauched lechery have rotted your mind. I never should have let you leave Shen Yun but I thought you smart enough not to fall so low. Alas, I’d forgotten how easily young men are swayed by the sight of bare flesh. It’s not entirely your fault, I expected as much, though you were far too enthusiastic for my tastes.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Zian asked, “You’re saying I was led astray on purpose?” The thought never crossed his mind. A man had needs, and great men had great needs.
 
  
 
 “Not only were you led astray, I hoped as much. You were too skilled as a child, a rising dragon with little loyalty to Clan or Society. Rang Min’s pawns convinced you to go to the Society and better yourself but his true goal was to ruin you.” Taken aback by Mother’s disrespectful use of the Patriarch’s name, Zian’s jaw dropped as Mother continued her explanation. “While his plan to turn you into a hedonistic dandy succeeded, your heaven sent talents defied all expectations, mine included. Winning the contest bought you a few years in the public eye and condensing your Aura more time still, else I fear you would have long since fallen victim to some foul ‘accident’.”
 
  
 
 It seemed Zian had never been the Situ Clan’s golden child. No wonder opinion turned against him so quickly. By ruining Zian and Uncle Yang’s reputations, Patriarch Rang Min snatched victory from the jaws of defeat, the wily old fox. “Is that what'll happen to me? And what happened to Father? Some ‘accident’? Is that why you brought me north and took office as Magistrate?”
 
  
 
 Pursing her lips, Mother glared at the closed doors, as if able to see through solid wood. “How much did that windbag tell you?”
 
  
 
 “Jukai told me nothing.” Fixing Mother with an expectant look, Zian added, “He claimed it wasn’t his place to say.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Mother’s glare softened as she sipped her tea and reached for a cookie, a delaying tactic if Zian had ever seen one. Nibbling daintily on the biscuit, she continued to sit in silence which offered Zian a chance to really see his mother for the first time in close to a year. She looked... Older. Tired lines surrounded her eyes, lines which weren’t there a year ago. Although older than Uncle Yang by three years, Mother barely looked half her age, a dignified woman who never remarried despite having both wealth and power. It couldn’t have been easy on her, but he’d never heard her utter a single word of complaint. She thrived in her position yet she never taught him her craft and left him to his own devices. No matter how incredible his accomplishments, she rarely praised his efforts, at most patting his cheeks and saying ‘as expected of my son’.
 
  
 
 Yet now, he learned she’d been sheltering him from the world at large, shouldering their family hardships all on her own. Reaching over to take her hand, Zian said, “Mother. Your son is a grown man and his shoulders broad. Let him help carry your burdens.”
 
  
 
 Slumping in her seat, Mother closed her eyes, weak and vulnerable. “You must promise to heed my instructions,” she whispered. “Otherwise, I will kill Jukai and bring this secret to my grave. Better for you to live in ignorance than to die in futility.”
 
  
 
 “I promise.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, Mother straightened up and squeezed his fingers, glancing out the window as she told her tale. “As a young woman, I spent several years at the wall seeking Nian Zu’s affection.” Smiling at Zian’s visible discomfort, Mother smiled and shrugged. “Relax, I won’t go into details. I pursued Nian Zu because if I didn’t, the Clan Patriarch of the time, Rang Min’s grandfather, would have married me off to some worthless fop. Needless to say, I failed to catch the Living Legend’s eye but not without good reason. Once I realized my efforts would never bear fruit, I lost myself in despair.” With a sad smile, she added, “And then I met your father. Lu An Jing, a young ‘Nian Zu’ is what they called him, a rising dragon of humble origins. His father owned a shipping business, carrying goods from Shen Huo to Shen Bin. Your father was so handsome and charming, but so naive and foolish, just like you.”
 
  
 
 Lost in her memories, Mother sat in silence until Zian could no longer bear the suspense. “What happened next?”
 
  
 
 Blushing like a schoolgirl, Mother feigned a frown and pinched his cheek. “What do you think happened? We fell in love, I got pregnant, and then we married in secret. The Patriarch was not happy with our actions, but by the time he found out, the rice was cooked. Your father agreed to marry into our family and for many years he represented the Clan interests.” Glowering with anger, Mother continued. “They worked him like a dog and openly mocked him to his face, but he endured their scorn because it meant we could be together as a family. Yet even after years of meritocratic service, they still had him killed.”
 
  
 
 Finally. Confirmation of what Zian suspected. “Who?” He asked, jaw clenched breath short. “Who killed him?”
 
  
 
 “Presumably, the Defiled.” Patting his shoulder to soothe his anger, Mother lamented, “Even after all these years I’m still not sure if our enemies killed him directly, but I’m certain your father was set up for failure at the least. Someone wanted him dead or dishonoured and made efforts to make it happen. His retinue was delayed, intelligence reports falsified or altered, his water skin drugged, and more, all because he refused to play politics and serve beneath a lesser man.”
 
  
 
 “A name.” In Zian’s eyes, the details mattered little, only the result. His father died and someone was to blame. Zian would avenge him, or die trying.
 
  
 
 “I have no proof, so I will not say,” Mother said, silencing his protests with a glare. “Better you don’t know. You’re incapable of hiding your thoughts. Now, off with you. I’ll see you in Nan Ping after I arrive, there’s still much left here for me to do. Oh, and I left a present in your room, so stop in before you leave. It’s to your tastes, I’m sure of it.”
 
  
 
 And just like that, the discussion was done as Mother summoned her maids to see him out. Fuming with anger, Zian looked Jukai in the eyes and Sent, “Who is to blame for my Father’s death?”
 
  
 
 “Myself,” Jukai replied, solemn and grave. “For I was not at his side when he needed me most.” Placing a hand on Zian’s shoulder, the old man added, “I’ll not let his son suffer the same fate.”
 
  
 
 Considering the old man’s guilt, Zian swallowed his anger and turned away, heading towards his room in search of his present. Hopefully it was a new Runic Armour, to replace the one he’d lost to Rain. “I didn’t know him, so I cannot say, but do you think he’d blame you for his death? Don’t be foolish old man. Tell me the truth. Even if you don’t know, surely you have a suspect in mind.”
 
  
 
 “... Situ Rang Min."
 
  
 
 Still reeling from the reveal, Zian opened his bedroom door to find a buxom, raven-haired beauty, kneeling in wait, her milky white skin and deep, brown eyes demanding his attention. Though still enraged by what he’d only just learned, Zian couldn't help but marvel at her impeccable poise and flawless beauty. Lowering her head into a kneeling bow, the young beauty spoke with a charming, sultry voice. “This one is Ong Jing Fei,” she said as her forehead rested on the ground. “This one is to be Situ Jia Zian’s concubine, with orders from Mother-in-Law to bear her a grandchild as soon as possible.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s tongue felt five times larger and his chest tightened as he struggled for breath. Staggering back, he reached for Jukai in search of support only to hear the older man drop to the floor like a sack of turnips. Raising her head, the devilish Lady Jing Fei gave him a sweet smile which both chilled him to the bone and enflamed his passions. “A small warning, husband mine. Though this one is a mere concubine, she will not tolerate being humiliated or shamed. You licentious ways will end, or there will be dire consequences.”
 
  
 
 Falling to his knees, Zian stuttered, “You... Fung...”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” she said, pulling him close to rest on her ample bosom. “I was once betrothed to Tong Da Fung, but fear not dear husband. My chastity is still intact.” As the world fell into darkness, Zian’s cringed as he recalled his mother’s cryptic parting statement. ‘It’s to your tastes, I’m sure of it’. Mother even knew about his crush on Sumila and found Ong Jing Fei to be his concubine.
 
  
 
 Fierce and untamed, a brutal, ruthless woman who poisoned her husband as a mere warning, this was a woman after his own heart.
 
  
 
 Truly, Mother knows best.
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 Trapped in the confines of her borrowed carriage, Sarnai passed the time in deep meditation, immersed within her Natal Palace to practice her skills. Initially, she shied away from the void after having spent months lost in the darkness. She worried she might slip back into another period of unresponsive unconsciousness, but after a week of suffering inside this abominable, bouncing box of death, she longed for the sweet relief of peaceful oblivion.
 
  
 
 Sensing enough time had passed, Sarnai opened her eyes to a stationary carriage and listened to the bustle of soldiers and servants carrying on around her. Gingerly stretching her aching limbs, she sighed at the sight of her wrinkled hands and pouted as she donned her veil and gloves. In recent times, she’d come to dread going out in public with her husband. She loved him more than life itself, but it pained her to see people's reactions once they learned she wasn’t Baatar’s mother, but his wife. It ran the gamut from morbid curiosity to open disgust, but those were easily ignored. What hurt the most was seeing their sympathy, their pity for the poor, aged woman, growing old and ugly while her lover remained handsome and virile.
 
  
 
 Hence, the veil and gloves. Better to be seen as eccentric rather than old, but how would she hide the other signs of her infirmity?
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she didn’t spend all her free time meditating just to escape discomfort. Hiding inside her Natal Palace was a different sort of escapism, a denial of reality since she could be as young and energetic as she wished. Unhindered by her weakened physique, she ran through imaginary fields and scaled illusory mountains, reliving the vigour and vitality of her youth. What's more, ever since she woke from her vegetative state, she felt more in tune with her Chi, able to shape and wield it in ways she’d only heard of before the accident. Removing her left glove, she picked at her too-long nails, measuring almost four centimetres long from base to tip after six months of growth. While she appreciated her husband’s efforts to care for her without the aid of servants, she found his overall attention to detail somewhat lacking.
 
  
 
 No matter, this served her purposes well enough. With a tired flick of her wrist, Sarnai cast a Honed shard of Chi from the tips of her index and middle fingers. Guiding it towards her Spiritual Weapon sitting on the seat across from her, it struck with a forceful clang, her spear bouncing in place as it absorbed the brunt of the impact while the cushion underneath split apart. Cursing beneath her breath, Sarnai winced with guilt as she surveyed the damage, both pleased and dissatisfied with the results. It wouldn’t take much effort to scale the force of her strike, but the area of focus wasn’t as concentrated as she’d like. She wanted a pin-point strike, surgical and precise, a thrusting needle as opposed to striking hammer. Range was also an issue, but further testing would have to wait.
 
  
 
 This would be her hidden weapon, her dagger in the dark. The less people who knew about it the better. As Nian Zu’s second, her husband’s star was on the rise, but she knew from bitter experience that success breeds jealousy. Countless nobles of the Empire would work against him because of his heritage alone, unhappy to have a ‘half-beast cur’ standing above them. As successor to the highest military position in the North, her husband stood higher than most, so his enemies were numerous as the stars in the sky. As his frail and elderly wife, Sarnai knew she’d become his greatest weakness, a target to be captured and used against him, but if their enemies thought her a defenceless old woman, then she would prove them wrong. She was Sarnai, Speaker of the People, and with her spear the Piercing Star in hand, she would sweep aside all who stood before her.
 
  
 
 And should the worst come to pass, her new ability could be used to take her own life before she brought harm to her family.
 
  
 
 A soft knock on the door signalled her beloved’s arrival and she eagerly called him inside. The carriage door swung open to reveal her handsome husband, his teeth bared in a ferocious grin full of hunger and yearning. Even after so many years together, his smile filled her with the fire of a younger woman, her arms opening to welcome him with an embrace. Closing the door behind him, he took a seat beside her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into his lap to nuzzle as if they’d been separated for long months instead of mere hours. “Such a shame to hide your beauty so my love,” he Sent with a wistful sigh. “The world is a darker place without it.”
 
  
 
 Sarnai giggled as his hot breath tickled her skin before snuggling deeper into his embrace. “Enough of your lies you honey-tongued devil.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Were I not a magnanimous soul, I’d put you across my knee for impugning my honour. I, Baatar of the People, would never lie to you, my rose.” Moving her veil aside, he snuck in a kiss and smiled, gazing deep into her eyes for untold minutes before turning to glance at the ruined cushion opposite them. “Practising your new skills?”
 
  
 
 “Mhm.” Feeling bad for damaging Nian Zu’s personal coach, she hurriedly changed the subject. It was easy enough to fix, probably. “What time is it? Have Alsantset and Rain arrived yet?” Military law was so bothersome, keeping her from seeing her precious family for an entire week now. Ten days without pinching Tate’s adorably chubby cheeks was enough to drive a woman mad.
 
  
 
 “They are on their way and my pavilion awaits. Shall we?”
 
  
 
 Nodding in meek compliance, Sarnai melted in her husband’s embrace as he lifted her in his arms and carried her out of the carriage. Closing her eyes to shut out any stray gazes, she smiled and indulged in her husband’s affection. Though her body had yet to recover enough to walk unaided, she’d still been forced to suffer through this long, arduous journey to Nan Ping. One does not ignore a personalized summons from the Emperor, no matter how unwell or unwilling one might be.
 
  
 
 Even if it was to be the Emperor’s hostage.
 
  
 
 Why else specifically name Sarnai and her family in the Imperial Missive? They’d even mentioned little Tali and Tate in the summons. With their families nearby and in danger from both Defiled and Empire, this made certain Baatar and other experts of the Empire would have no choice but to go along with whatever mad scheme the Emperor’s mouthpiece concocted. Were it up to her, Sarnai would have burnt the Missive and burnt the Imperial Messenger as a message of her own. Hell, she could've burnt everything in sight before retreating to the safety of the village, leaving it all for the Mother to sort out. Nothing would come of her actions, the Emperor could spare no soldiers to invade the Saint’s Tribulation Mountain during this time of upheaval. Should He weather the Defiled invasion and emerge victorious, it’d still be decades before His armies’ strength recovered enough to threaten the People, assuming He was willing to break treaty and invade.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, her sweet Baatar was a patriot at heart, inheriting his love of country from his idealistic mentor. In Sarnai’s mind, the Empire was the Empire and the People were the People, with a clear divide between the two.
 
  
 
 They were both idiots, Mentor and Disciple alike. Akanai herself suffered greatly the last and only time she visited Central, with poor Husolt permanently losing an eye in the ensuing power struggles and posturing. Considering what she went through, it defied belief to think she still cared for the Empire, an undeserved loyalty which had long since infected Sarnai’s dog-brained fool of a husband. How could she not understand his heart? This time, her heroic husband intended to use his power to collect on his Master’s outstanding debts, but it was pure folly. These were men and women even the Herald of the Storms couldn’t stand against, so what chance did her sweet husband have?
 
  
 
 Bringing her into the massive tent which made up his command centre, Sarnai’s beloved gingerly helped her into the wheeled chair Rain commissioned for her. While not the most comfortable means of conveyance, it offered her both mobility and dignity which was previously denied her, and for this she was grateful to her oh so clever son and skillful son-in-law. Rain even thought ahead and designed the chair to be detachable, turning it into an open litter with the addition of four poles. He was so full of ideas, where they sprang from she’d never know.
 
  
 
 Why was he so adamant to choose the Martial Path? He could have been anything else, like a woodworker, smith, herbalist, or farmer, all far more suitable professions given his temperament. 
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the mere thought of him, Rain strode into the command centre with a cheerful grin, arm in arm with the adorable Mei Lin while Mentor, Li Song, Taduk, and a bevy of well-dressed pets followed in from behind. Watching the over-fed Mafu stride indoors without hesitation, Sarnai couldn’t help but shake her head. Only Rain could turn a self-reliant apex predator into the over-sized and over-stuffed furred sock standing before her, fearlessly sniffing his surroundings in search of treats.
 
  
 
 After greeting Rain and Lin with a kiss on the cheek, Sarnai reached out and gave the fat quin a scratch on the chin. Squeaking with delight, Mafu crouched down and rested his head in her lap, eliciting a laugh from Sarnai as the cats and bears swarmed her for their share of affection. She’d never been too keen on Rain keeping wild animals as pets but their adorable behaviour and exceptional training eventually won her over. While two of the cats sat prettily and stretched their necks for pets, Aurie flipped over and presented his belly. On the other side, Banjo and Baloo reared up on their hind legs and stumbled about, their paws tucked against their chest as if afraid they might accidentally hurt someone. Petting each of them briefly in turn and getting her hands licked until they were sopping wet, she crooned “Hello my sweetlings. Yes, I’ve missed you all too.” Shooting her husband a look, she ignored his teasing grin and nodded in approval as he handed her a bag of dried meat.
 
  
 
 Since Rain treated these animals like his children, that made them her pseudo-grandchildren, which meant it was her job to spoil them.
 
  
 
 Soon after, Alsantset, Charok and the twins arrived. Skipping over, Tali shoved Mafu’s fat head aside to take his place on Sarnai’s lap. “Hi granma,” Tali said, smiling sweetly as she tugged on Mafu’s ears, the quin unyielding in his hunt for treats and affection.
 
  
 
 “Grandma, dear heart, grandma. Enunciate.” Bringing out a bag of candied fruits, she let the twins take a few pieces before feeding the rest to Mafu and the bears. “Are you enjoying the trip?”
 
  
 
 “Yup, but tomorrow’s gonna be better ‘cause we gonna ride quins! Rainy’s taking us to see a turtle.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, I heard. It sounds so exciting.” Only Rain would think to take a pleasure trip during the long trek to Nan Ping, wholly indifferent to the pressure weighing down on him as the number one talent in the north and youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history. Unsurprising, since Rain always was a tenacious child, and that tenacity had rubbed off onto the twins. Tali’s enthusiastic response didn’t surprise her since the twins seemed fearless to the extreme. Neither one appeared worried about revisiting the Society; Tate even seemed eager to return, perhaps dreaming of righting wrongs suffered during their last excursion. Sarnai loved seeing the fire within him, so long as said fire stayed within and he kept his mouth shut. They had enough problems with Rain running his mouth, it wouldn’t do to have a second wagging tongue adding to their workload.
 
  
 
 Reunited for the first time in a week, the minutes passed quickly as they shared a meal and all too soon the hour grew late. At Baatar’s request, Alsantset and Charok brought the twins to bed while Li Song did the same with the pets, leaving only Rain, Mei Lin, Taduk, Mentor, and herself in the command centre. Closing his eyes, her husband channelled his Chi and erected a sound barrier around them, one which was instantly overlaid by five more layers. Rolling her eyes at the juvenile display of strength, Sarnai glared at her Mentor, though the old blockhead merely shrugged and Sent “Only two of them are mine.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. No matter. Caution was well warranted given their circumstances. Clearing his throat, her husband patted Rain’s shoulder and asked, “Who are you bringing with you tomorrow?”
 
  
 
 “I brought Ravil to lead, with Jorani and Chey’s squads to bolster our numbers. Wang Bao, Argat, and Jochi should be camped out a half day’s ride from here. Oh, Pran and Saluk are coming too, they appointed themselves as my guards sometime while I wasn’t looking.” Shrugging, Rain added, “Not that I’m complaining, but like... should I pay them more? Anyways, after meeting up with them, we’ll have close to a hundred and fifty soldiers. It’s a good size, big enough to quietly deal with Captain-level threats and small enough to escape anything larger.”
 
  
 
 Hearing his thoughts, Sarnai choked on her laughter, the silly child still ignorant of Mentor’s true strength. Though her decision making process bordered on the idiotic, Sarnai’s Mentor could easily handle any physical altercations they might encounter. Even if a dozen Demons and a hundred Wraiths laid in wait to take Rain’s head, Sarnai’s Mentor would see everyone safely through after killing every threat within ten kilometres.
 
  
 
 Unless the enemy somehow tricked her or led her away, which was always a possibility to keep in mind when dealing with Mentor. How she survived so long on her own, Sarnai would never know.
 
  
 
 “Good, but not enough.” Arriving on cue as if they’d rehearsed this, Jochi and Argot marched in leading a band of unfamiliar scruffy ruffians. “I sent someone ahead to collect them. Safer you all travel as a group from the start.”
 
  
 
 Raising a single eyebrow, Rain glanced over the new arrivals, confusion etched into his face. “Jochi, Argat, nice to see you both again but uhh... Where’s Wang Bao and who are these people?”
 
  
 
 The scuffy ruffians collectively fell to their knees and kowtowed towards Rain, surprising almost everyone in the room. “Great One,” the lead ruffian said, face still pressed to the ground. “We lowly slaves had the fortune to be rescued by your benediction.”
 
  
 
 “Oh... OH! You’re the miners from the island. Please stand, please.” Eyes wide with disbelief, Rain studied the former slaves one by one. “Wow, what a difference half a year makes. I don’t recognize any of you, all healthy and fit. Could use a tan though.”
 
  
 
 “We owe it all to Great One’s benevolence, providing food and care through it all.” The leader spoke up and bowed again, while the others followed his example. “This lowly one hopes to repay Great One’s generosity with his life, bearing spear and shield at Great One’s side.” The other’s echoed the leader’s sentiments, their eyes burning with adoration as they gazed upon Rain.
 
  
 
 And it was only right they should. Even after hearing what Rain did, Sarnai still had trouble believing it was true.
 
  
 
 Hearing how these former slaves wanted to fight at Rain’s side filled her with a mix of pride and sorrow. These strangers treasured her son more than her own people did. It disgusted her to know none of the People’s Sentinels had joined his ranks, leaving the safety of their greatest talent in the hands of former cripples, bandits, and slaves. All her life, Sarnai had taken pride in being one of the People, but lately, she felt nothing but disappointment for them.
 
  
 
 If only they knew about Falling Rain’s miracles, how he pioneered the healing technique their greatest warriors were learning, or how he formed his Natal Palace at the tender age of seventeen without anyone noticing, or that he bonded with a drop of Heavenly Water and used it to cleanse the Father’s Taint from countless victims, then they too would look at Rain with fervent zeal. Instead, this sweet, talented young man lived his life as an outcast to his own people all because they feared what might happen should the truth escape.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t right.
 
  
 
 She was too weak, that’s what this all boiled down to. If she and the People possessed enough strength to oppose the Emperor, then life would be so much simpler. Her family wouldn’t be travelling south to become imperial hostages and there’d be no need to hide Rain’s incredible accomplishments. They could release his healing technique for all to learn, as he’d first intended. Then, with the Heavenly Water at his beck and call, Rain could travel across the Empire and cleanse away the Father’s touch, making the world a safer place without fire or steel.
 
  
 
 She was so proud of him. After all he’d been through, Rain never turned to hatred or despair, only wanting nothing more than to make the world a better place, yet the world itself worked against him.
 
  
 
 Strength. That’s what she needed. If Mentor refused to give it her all to protect Rain, than Sarnai would step up and do so instead. She still had forty odd years of life in her yet, plenty of time to reach the pinnacle of strength. After Rain reluctantly accepted the former slaves into his retinue, she bade him goodnight with a tearful goodbye. Fixating on Mentor’s back, Sarnai Sent “Make sure he survives the coming turmoil. Even if you must leave everyone else behind, bring my son home.”
 
  
 
 Mentor’s footsteps paused ever so slightly before nodding once. Reaching over to take her husband’s hand, she squeezed it with all her might. Given ten or twenty more years, Rain would play an integral part in the war against the Defiled, but this was too soon. Even with all his skill and talent, he was still little stronger than an ant, easily crushed underfoot, but such is life. There was no sending him home, those with great talents must endure great hardships. She could only pray for his safety, for the Empire faced the greatest threat it had ever known. 
 
  
 
 The Enemy was here and they would need every bit of fighting strength the Empire had to offer in order to survive.
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 “Mmm... Is that it?”
 
  
 
 My little wifey’s disappointed tone sends a lance of pain through my heart, illogical though my reaction might be. “Well... yea. Were you expecting something different?”
 
  
 
 Lin tilts her head to the left, then the right, as if trying to get a better look. “I dunno,” she says after considering my question. “I thought it’d be bigger, ya? Can I take a closer look?”
 
  
 
 Oof. No man wants to hear those words, no matter the context. “No, you’re fine right where you are. Besides, how big does it need to be?” She’s oh so sweet and lovable but her unrealistic expectations are downright silly. “I mean... it’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen.” Truth be told, I’d hoped it’d be bigger too, but such is life.
 
  
 
 Still unconvinced, Lin shakes her head and answers, “Me too, but still... It’s not just the size. It’s not pretty. I don’t like the colour, or how lumpy it is, and why isn’t its head round and smooth? It’s pointy and scary looking, I don’t like it.” Her cheeks puff up in an adorable mini-tantrum, disillusioned by the truth and unwilling to accept it.
 
  
 
 “Well... you’re not wrong.” The long delay really built up expectations, but the reality of our situation is rather disappointing. At least Tali and Tate are enjoying it. Perched atop their parents’ shoulders, the adorable twins shout and holler in a fruitless attempt to attract the distant, giant turtle’s attention. It’s hard not to smile seeing them so hard at work, shouting promises of sweet treats and warm hugs for the giant luggage lizard. Thankfully, Ping Yao’s Guardian Turtle cares nothing for the promises of children, or more likely it can't hear them from over a kilometere away. Basking in the mid-morning sun, the turtle is so motionless it almost blends into its riverside surroundings. If not for Guard Leader's sharp eye, we might've walked right over it and never noticed.
 
  
 
 Until it moves and eats us, but whatever. We're safe here... probably.
 
  
 
 Far from the gargantuan behemoth I was expecting, Ping Yao’s Guardian Turtle measures two elephants wide, two elephants long, and about one and a half elephants tall. While certainly large, it’s a far cry from the city destroying monstrosity Lin and I had envisioned. Instead of a smooth, round shell, its dark, greenish-brown exterior is jagged and pointy, forming an oddly satisfying pattern of orderly spikes running along its back and sides. As Lin already mentioned, its leathery head ends in an intimidating hooked beak, sitting half-opened as if showing off the pointed, flesh-rending mandibles. While turtles are notorious for their lack of speed, its meaty, muscled limbs make me leery of putting that theory to the test, on land or in water.
 
  
 
 That’s no turtle. What we have here is clearly an armoured dinosaur on steroids.
 
  
 
 Honestly... This world is freaking terrifying.
 
  
 
 Sadly, Blobby has no reaction to his alleged monster-child. No reaction to anything for that matter, merely floating about the void like an inanimate object and ruining my dreams of riding to war atop the coolest mount ever. It was a long shot anyways, even if the turtle owes its longevity and size to Blobby, who’s to say it remembers him? What’s more interesting than the turtle itself is the turtle’s territory, a beautiful, untouched bamboo grove supposedly spanning over eighty square kilometres. Although the turtle rarely leaves the riverside, land predators are so frightened by its presence they refuse to come anywhere near its stomping grounds. Even Mafu and the other roosequins were reluctant to follow us deep into the grove to say nothing of sweet, cowardly Aurie and his siblings.
 
  
 
 This strange development has led to a dearth of land-based creatures in the area and a thriving tree-top ecology comprising some of the most adorable tree-dwelling creatures I’ve ever seen. Mischievous monkeys and clumsy pandas are a common sight, as are squirrels, chipmunks, martens, and minks, but it’s the oh so lovable and curious red pandas who’ve captured my heart. Peering down from their treetop perches, their red-and-white furred faces are a delight to behold while their bumbling antics endear them to all. Only Alsantset’s strict guidelines keep me from taking to the treetops and capturing an entire fluffy pack of the adorable bear-cats to bring home, with no amount of pleading glances able to change her mind.
 
  
 
 Apparently, I have too many pets (an opinion I wholeheartedly disagree with), so unless it’s 100% certain the creature will die without my intervention, I’m not allowed to adopt them. Like every other creature in existence, these red panda’s are a fiercer variant compared to what I'd expect, able to fight off predators with their greater numbers. This combined with their pack mentality means there are no fluffy little orphans for me to adopt, a most disheartening outcome. It’s almost enough to make a grown man cry.
 
  
 
 Well... This animal-loving grown man, at least. They’re so fluffy, I wanna pet and cuddle and love them. Is that too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 So far, I'm pleased to say our little outing has gone off with no major incidents or disturbances. After leaving Baatar and the Northern army to eat our dust, we encountered no hardships or catastrophes while making our way to the outskirts of Ping Yao. After a night of camping at the roadside, I left most of my retinue and pets behind and proceeded with my family on our trip to see this most underwhelming Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao. I’m not gonna lie, I was a little nervous with only Wang Bao’s hoodlums and Guard Leader’s less than reassuring presence to keep us safe, but things are going smoothly aside from one tiny hiccup. Having long since woken from her food-induced coma, Mama Bun happily made the trip nestled in Lin’s arms, but about an hour ago, the stupid buck-toothed rodent struggled out of my wifey’s embrace and bolted off to follow her nose, heedless to any danger as always. Less worried about her safety and more concerned for the well-being of nearby Spiritual Plants, Taduk followed Mama Bun off into the wilderness, but not before telling us to continue on without him.
 
  
 
 Worried for my air-headed dreamer of a teacher, I tried to follow along but they were both too fast for me to keep up. Say what you will about his goofy nature, but Taduk is speedy, disappearing into the underbrush in the blink of an eye. In retrospect, I shouldn’t be so surprised by his Martial prowess. I mean, traditional Healing is widely accepted as the most complicated application of Chi usable without an Awakening and my Teacher is the best of the best. You don’t become a Medical Saint through popular vote, though I’m still not clear on what the actual vetting process involves. Either way, Taduk’s no slouch in the Chi control department which means he’s probably okay running around on his own. I hope he stays safe and comes back soon, preferable with Mama Bun intact. Problem is, I wouldn’t put it past him to roast a haunch or two and blame her injuries on the local wildlife. As he’s said many times before, the only thing he likes about rabbits is the taste.
 
  
 
 Considering its inactive state, even Tali and Tate soon grow bored of the turtle’s non-antics and we begin our four-hour hike back to the campsite, with Wang Bao’s hoodlums scattered around us in a protective ring. With her chin on my shoulder and cheek pressed against mine, Lin and the twins sing a song I taught them, something about walking five hundred miles and da-dat-daah’s, whatever those are.
 
  
 
 I swear, I remember the most useless things.
 
  
 
 After almost half an hour of da-dat-daah’s I grin wryly and say, “Glad to see you’re no longer upset over the tiny turtle.”
 
  
 
 Lin giggles and hugs me tighter, leaving Tali and Tate to their endless song. “Well, even if it didn’t swim or move, at least we can say we saw it. Wish we could’ve gone closer though, it would’ve been fun to stand on its head, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, no my crazy little wifey. Even if the turtle were willing, I doubt the turtle’s guards will let us get that close.” Supposedly, the turtle has an elite cadre of volunteer warriors keeping it safe from poachers and other unsavoury types. Old as it is, the turtle is undoubtedly a walking Spiritual Heart, but Ping Yao takes the safety of its guardian seriously and no one’s tried to steal or murder the turtle yet, so whether they exist is still up in the air. I haven’t seen them, which means these turtle ninja’s are either too high level to be seen or my ninja level is too low to spot them.
 
  
 
 Or they don’t exist, which is also possible.
 
  
 
 Rudely blowing a raspberry, Lin settles in and says, “Whatever. They can’t stop us, my Rainy is the strongest! All you need is one swing and bam, send them all flying away.” Another stark reminder to never get on Lin’s bad side. For an adorable, sheltered young lady, she’s surprisingly bloodthirsty and tyrannical in demeanour. “So what now hubby?”
 
  
 
 “Well, I figure we head back to camp and relax, then leave in the morning for the Society. I know we’re all tired from travelling, but I think it’d be best if we rushed back and tried to stay ahead of the army. It’ll make for much more comfortable travelling. Sound good?”
 
  
 
 The question isn’t for Lin’s sake, but Alsantset, Charok, and Guard Leader offer no opinion so our plan is set. Honestly, I understand the need for it, but living under military law is too stifling and oppressive, with every infraction punishable by lashes or death. No thank you, I’d much rather ride out ahead, where the air is clean and road mostly poop-free. With the sheer amount of horse and human poop we’ve been exposed to during our travels, it’s a miracle no one’s gotten pink eye or dysentery.
 
  
 
 Keeping with our streak of good fortune, our merry little band makes it back to camp safe and sound. Leaving Lin with Li Song and my fur babies, I follow the distinct sounds of sparring to a nearby clearing where the newest, and undeniably most zealous members of my retinue are hard at work getting the shit kicked out of them courtesy of Ravil, Pran, Saluk, Jochi, and Argat. My trainers are merciless and unsympathetic towards their inexperienced opponents, pummelling the poor one-time slaves into submission. While lacking in skill, these formerly tainted workers make up for it with boundless energy and indefatigable will, hopping to their feet and getting back in line without a hint of anger or resentment. Only twenty have joined my retinue because that’s how many could swear an Oath.
 
  
 
 They’re led by Lang Yi, and his second, Lang Er, whose names literally translate to Wolf One and Wolf Two. After they introduced themselves, I had to walk away from the rest out of fear they’d all numbered themselves like some sort of weird, furry cult. Thankfully, this wasn’t the case; Lang Yi and Lang Er are merely brothers who had the misfortune of being born to unimaginative parents. Watching all twenty new members persevere through this hellish, abusive training, I’m tempted to put a stop to the proceedings but, somehow sensing my intentions, Alsantset puts her hand on my shoulder and silences me with a shake of her head before swapping places with Argat.
 
  
 
 Pulling off his helmet with a satisfied sigh, Argat combs his fingers through his glorious, red-gold sideburns and attached neck beard with a smile. He really has a monkey's face, lacking a single hair on his upper lip. Mischievous to the extreme, the half-monkey brothers Argat and Jochi agreed to Baatar’s request because they thought it’d be a walk in the park keeping me safe. Regrettably for all involved, but mostly me, things in Sanshu did not work out as planned. While I fought off a horde of would-be assassins sent by the Council, they were busy getting shit-faced at a tavern. While I stood atop Mafu’s back and tried to stop Gao Qiu’s boat with my face, they were stuck on shore because their quins ran too far away to join me in time. While the Shrike rode off with my comatose body strapped to a horse’s ass, they were racing to keep up in the treetops because they were too ashamed to show their faces and wanted to guard me from the shadows. In the aftermath, they were so embarrassed by their poor showing they refused to come home and even now won't look at or speak to Baatar.
 
  
 
 Can’t say I blame them. They really screwed the pooch.
 
  
 
 Terrible track record aside, they’re decent folk and they’ve joined my retinue to regain lost honour or whatnot. Wrapping his arm around my shoulders, Argat laughs and pulls me in for an embrace. “So brat,” he Sends, keeping the disrespectful nickname and our conversation private. “What do you think? Not half bad for a bunch of nobodies, eh?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, I guess,” I answer, conflicted over the whole idea. “This wasn’t what I had in mind when I set them free. I figured they’d live a nice, quiet life on Yo Ling’s island or something, not come marching to war with me.” Against my wishes, Baatar insisted the former slaves swear an Oath of service, and while not as restrictive as a true slave’s oath, it’s slavery-adjacent and not something I’m comfortable with.
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Chortling out loud, Argat thumps my shoulder and says, “Lemme tell you something, brat. I spent months teaching them to fight, so I know a thing or two. After cleansing them of the Father’s Taint and saving them from a life of slavery, serving you is their second greatest desire.”
 
  
 
 Knowing he won’t say anything until I ask, I reluctantly play along. “And what, pray tell, is their greatest desire?”
 
  
 
 My lack of enthusiasm going unnoticed, Argat’s grin darkens. “The answer is simple: They want revenge against the Defiled. Joining you lets them do both, so don’t mind those oaths one bit. They made their choice. If you don’t accept them, they’ll still follow you south cause that’s where all the fighting’s gonna be.”
 
  
 
 Watching my sister gleefully bash one of them into submission, I assume they all regret their decision. “Their... intensity is good, but that won’t do much good on the battlefield. Look at them, they can barely put up a fight.”
 
  
 
 “True, but what do you expect? When we started, they were peasant slaves who’d never fought a day in their lives. Now, they’ve found Balance, sworn an oath, and know which end of the spear to hold, which let me tell you, is a vast improvement. Their Forms ain’t half bad either, so we really struck gold with them. I don’t doubt the others will soon follow in their footsteps and you’ll have another sixty fodder soldiers to pad your retinue.”
 
  
 
 There’s something about Argat’s statement, but I can’t quite place it until I review the timeline. Calling a halt to the sparring, I ask Lang Yi and his people to form up for inspection. Fourteen men and six women, all sweaty and breathless from the day’s training. Though lacking the sheer bulk of career soldiers, there isn’t an ounce of fat on their overworked bodies, made slim and sinewy from years of hard work and months of good food. Rarely do I see a patch of skin unmarked by lash or scar, the signs of their ordeals yet to fade but their eyes burn with impassioned fervour. Addressing them as a group, I ask, “None of you have experience in the military?”
 
  
 
 “No, Great One.”
 
  
 
 I’ve given up trying to change their form of address, it’s a lost cause. They’re surprisingly stubborn about the weirdest things. “Before learning from Jochi and Argat, none of you had ever found Balance before?”
 
  
 
 “No, Great One.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... To have so many people reach Balance in six months of training is impressive. Glancing at the handsome monkey brothers, I dismiss the notion it's due to their effective teaching. They don’t strike me as the patient, scholarly type, so how did they manage such great results? One or two can be explained by natural talent and luck, but twenty out of a total eighty? With the other sixty close behind? Impossible. “Demonstrate the Forms.” After watching them for a few minutes, I realize they’re far more skilled than they should be considering the bare minimum amount of training they’ve had. Calling Baledagh out of the void, I voice my worries and ask him to take a long, hard look at these new recruits.
 
  
 
 “Not a spectre in sight.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s answer isn’t surprising, but I have to be sure. “And you’re certain they were only Tainted and not Defiled?”
 
  
 
 “Couldn’t have done anything about it if they weren’t.” Offering me a mental shrug, Baledagh asks, “Why does it matter?”
 
  
 
 “Because even though they were never wholly Defiled, being Tainted might have... I dunno, improved their talents or something. An increase in... Chi sensitivity or an endowment of aptitude.”
 
  
 
 “So? We knew this already, sort of. All Defiled know how to fight, it’s part of the whole murderous cannibal package.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s starting to sound like me, which I'm not thrilled with, but I’ve other things on my mind to deal with at the moment. “Except that these guys are an argument against that. You don’t have to be Defiled to learn how to fight like a Defiled. If we can figure out how and duplicate it, then we could raise massive armies of Martial Warriors in record time.”
 
  
 
 “Okay,” Baledagh says with yet another mental shrug. “So where do we start?”
 
  
 
 “...No clue. Whatever, it’s food for thought.” When Baledagh devours the Spectres, maybe a part gets left behind in the Tainted, and that helps them train. Hard to say considering Lang Yi and his cohorts are the only highly Tainted people I’ve come across who were also civilians. Everyone else was a military or martial figure of skill.
 
  
 
 With all these wild thoughts and half-baked theories running through my head, I spend the rest of the day and most of the night tossing and turning in bed, so much so that Aurie and Mafu each voice their protests. Giving up on sleep, I set up a bowl of water for my daily Elemental practice. While I’ve yet to succeed in controlling water, I refuse to give up. I’m so close to being an awesome mage, even if it’s merely a water mage.
 
  
 
 I can do cool stuff with water... right?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Whatever, it’s better than nothing.
 
  
 
 Immersing my hands in the water, I circulate my Chi throughout my body, guiding without directing, controlling without holding, moving without thinking. This power is mine to use so long as I hold it, and the water is but an extension of my body. There is no beginning or end, only a -
 
  
 
 “Boss. Boss!” Shaking me out of my meditative trance, Ravil’s eyes hold an emotion I’ve never seen from him: fear. “You need to come see this.”
 
  
 
 Leaving Aurie and Mafu curled up together on the bed, I step out of my yurt and close the door. “Okay, so what’s the big – never mind. Got it.”
 
  
 
 Barely an arm’s length away stands the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao, peering down its nose at me with its dark, beady eyes. Its hooked beak opens wide as it unhinges its jaw, stretching taller than I stand from foot to head. The fetid stench of rotten fish and spoiled meat fills my nostrils as it lets loose with an earth-shattering scr- 
 
  
 
 No, scratch that.
 
  
 
 It’s more of a high-pitched moan, like a happy sigh or air leaking from a balloon. It's cute and totally doesn't fit its image.
 
  
 
 Having said its piece, the turtle closes its mouth and settles down beside my yurt. Only now do I notice my lovely wifey laying atop of the giant turtle’s head, as if it were a quin or wildcat. “Hi hubby,” she says while clinging to its head in a full-bodied hug. “Which do you think's a better name, Ping-Ping or Yao-Yao?”
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 Staring down the beak of the monstrous, armoured reptile laying at my literal doorstep, it takes every iota of courage I have to keep my voice calm and steady. “Lin... Listen carefully. I’m not mad, but you need to get off the turtle and send it back to where you found it.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my instructions, Lin rests her chin on her hands and tilts her head, laying prone atop the giant turtle’s surprisingly flat head. “Don’t be silly hubby. I didn’t call her here, she came on her own.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Fuck. God Dammit. And here I was hoping she had control of the giant armoured dinosaur. “Okay... but you still need to get down.” What the hell are her guards doing? Oh god, is Guard Leader strong enough to fight this thing? Do I want to find out? Maybe I can scare it off with my Aura, but I’d like to be out of biting range before trying it out.
 
  
 
 “Don’t wanna. There’s nothing to worry about Rainy, she’s friendly ya?” Reaching down, Lin rubs the turtle between its eyes and giggles as it raises its head in response to her gentle ministrations. “See?”
 
  
 
 Freed from its gaze, I’m finally able to look around and study the creature. It’s not as round as I’d expected, more of a bulky rectangle with spikes. Having raised its neck, I can see its belly is pressed flat against the ground, lacking the bulky bottom shell I expect to see on turtles. After a minute of Lin’s petting, the turtle shuffles its limbs back and forth and burrows its body into the loose dirt. Sinking into the earth at a rapid pace, it makes itself comfortable and lays its head at my feet, exhaling slowly as its eyelids close in peaceful slumber.
 
  
 
 Letting go of a breath I didn’t realized I’d been holding, all the tension eases from my body as the threat passes. My retinue follows my cue with a collective sigh, lowering their readied weapons as they look to me for guidance. Giving the signal to disperse in silence, I pray they’re quiet enough not to disturb the sleeping giant. I suppose its possible we’ve encroached upon her favourite napping spot, but what are the chances?
 
  
 
 Drained and exhausted by the brief yet harrowing turtle stare-down, I quietly ask Ravil for an explanation, which he gives in quiet whispers. According to the sentries, Ping Yao’s Guardian Turtle burst out of the treeline faster than a galloping horse, but immediately slowed down at the sight of so many people. Patiently waiting for people to get out of her way, the turtle headed straight into the heart of our camp, moving ever so slowly until she stopped outside my yurt. There, she waited for several minutes until Ravil found the courage to come inside and disturb my meditation.
 
  
 
 Weird. Why did the turtle come looking for me? It didn’t care when I was a kilometre away this morning so why chase me down now? Did it sense Blobby while I was meditating? How though? My hands were soaking in a basin on water, detached from any other source.
 
  
 
 Putting aside the why, I order Ravil to break camp as quietly as possible. There’s no way anyone is sleeping with a titanic turtle dozing nearby, but hopefully we can use this opportunity to get away. Cautiously moving closer, I reach out to Lin and motion for her to jump into my arms, to which she happily complies. With my wifey securely in my arms, I back away from the turtle one quiet, careful step at a time and slip into my yurt. While the wooden door and canvas walls won’t keep her out, I feel safer with the turtle out of sight. Speaking ever so quietly so as not to disturb the slumbering behemoth, I whisper, “Lin, what were you thinking? You could have seriously gotten hurt. I have half a mind to send you home!”
 
  
 
 Unfazed by my concerned anger, Lin flashes her toothy grin and answers in a normal volume. “Don’t worry, if it was dangerous, the guards would have stopped me, ya? Besides, you can’t send me home. I don’t hafta follow your orders.” As if to prove her point, Lin sticks her tongue out and blows a raspberry.
 
  
 
 I don’t blame her for not taking me seriously, I hardly seem imposing while trembling from head to toe, the aftereffects of too much adrenaline coursing through my veins. To make matters worse, Lin’s tousled hair and wrinkled night-clothes lend a sensual, seductive air to her impish smile, her cheeks flushed with excitement as she snuggles in my embrace. Sometime while I wasn’t looking, my adorable Lin blossomed into an alluring young lady, her fresh-faced innocence almost impossible to resist.
 
  
 
 But resist I must. Calm down little Rain, you don’t want to do anything that’ll disappoint Taduk, and despoiling his only daughter before our wedding night certainly makes the list.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to my inner struggle, Lin continues to defend her earlier actions. “Plus, Ping-Ping is a gentle sweetheart Rainy. She didn’t hurt anyone or break anything on her way in, ya?”
 
  
 
 “No. Don’t name her.” Putting Lin down, I grab a stray blanket and warp it around her shoulders, doing my best to resist her innocent charms. “We’re not keeping the turtle.”
 
  
 
 “Why not?”
 
  
 
 “Because I said so.” Tempting though it may be, the turtle is too terrifying. “I don’t care how gentle or careful she is, Ping-Ping is one careless misstep away from turning someone into meat paste.” God dammit, Lin has worse naming sense than I do. Ping-Ping is hardly what you’d call a gargantuan, armoured, apex predator. “Look at how scared Aurie and Mafu are, my poor babies are shivering.” The two cowards in question lay cuddled together on the bed, their fear having gone unnoticed in my earlier haste to follow Ravil out. “Soon as Ravil gives the all clear, we’re gone. We’ll leave this yurt behind, no point taking needless risks.”
 
  
 
 Running over to the cowardly animals, Lin giggles as she joins their dog-pile. “You big floofs are so silly. Ping-Ping won’t hurt anyone, don’t you worry.” Looking up, she asks, “What about daddy? He’s not back yet.”
 
  
 
 He’s not? Shit. “I’ll leave an armed escort nearby. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’s fine.” I hope he’s fine. Why isn’t he back yet? It’s been more than twelve hours since we parted ways and he knows we’re on a tight schedule. Should I send someone to look for him? Ugh, being in charge is so stressful. I’ll ask Guard Leader if she can spare a minion or two to find my Teacher.
 
  
 
 Having decided on my plan of action, I set about packing my things and generally keeping busy. Breaking camp takes a while and even more when done by moonlight, and I don’t have much to pack, so soon all I’ve left to do is sit around and twiddle my thumbs. Well, that’s not exactly true, there are a couple things I could do. I still need to put away the bed and blankets, but Aurie, Mafu, and Lin all fell asleep while I was busy, proving me wrong once more. Likewise, the baby bunnies are also snoozing away, all huddled together on their blanket by the foot of the bed. Other than that, the only thing I have left is to empty my water basin, but I’m not too keen on going outside for obvious reasons.
 
  
 
 Having delayed for as long as possible, I finally gather up the nerve to brave the turtle. After dressing up in full battle gear, I open the door with Peace and Tranquility drawn and ready while balancing the water basin in my arms. The moment I step outside, Ping-Ping comes to life and lifts her head to stare me down like a hawk. Opening her mouth wide, she lets out the same oddly endearing squeak and waits, jaw agape and eyes wide with expectation. The ground beneath my feet trembles as I wither beneath her gaze, and a small, detached part of my brain realizes the ground is shaking because she’s wagging her long, snakelike tail.
 
  
 
 That's cute, she’s kinda like a massive, shelled, reptilian doggo. Why’s she so happy to see me though? Okay, don’t show fear, just act casual. Taking a step back, I resist the urge to scream and lash out as Ping-Ping stretches her neck to follow, keeping her open mouth within arms length of me. Another step back and the turtle follows once again, her neck deceptively longer than expected. It’s still not fully extended either, something to keep in mind should things turn sour.
 
  
 
 Thus far, Ping-Ping hasn’t moved anything besides her head, patiently laying there with her mouth open like a baby bird waiting to be fed. Too scared to move any further, I stand frozen in front of Ping-Ping’s gaping maw, unsure how to proceed. I don’t want to find out what happens if I move further than her neck can stretch, not with Lin and my sweet pets asleep so close. What if Ping-Ping tries to stop me? I’m pretty sure I won’t enjoy even a gentle tug from her massive beak.
 
  
 
 An errant thought runs through my mind and I stare at the basin in my hands. Is Ping-Ping thirsty? Placing the basin on the ground, I ready my weapons and step away, but my caution was unnecessary. Lowering her mouth to the tray-sized basin, Ping-Ping slurps up the water in one gulp and licks her chops while gazing at me with eager anticipation. After convincing her to stay, I slip away and return with a barrel of water, leaving the opened container well within her reach. After sniffing the water, Ping-Ping doesn’t partake of the drink, instead treating me to another adorable, squeaking cry.
 
  
 
 Welp, mystery solved, it’s my fault she’s here. I don’t get what’s so special about the water I use for practice. True, I tried to bind the basin water to my Chi, but I failed, so why does Ping-Ping want my hand-washing water? Putting aside my weapons, I move to the barrel and place both hands into the water, hoping to test my theory by finding Balance. Not an easy feat with Ping-Ping’s breath rustling through my hair, almost impossible in fact. As if sensing my trepidation, she ease back and lays her head on the ground, watching me out the corner of her eye with her tongue hanging out the side of her mouth. Clever girl, she’s trying to put me at ease, but then again, she has been around for a few thousand years so I expect she’s learned a thing or two.
 
  
 
 Exhaling to clear my head, I swallow my fear and focus on the task at hand. Comforted by Ping-Ping’s actions, Balance comes easily this time as I circulate my Chi throughout my body, picking up where I left off earlier. I am the water, the water is me. There is no beginning or end, an unbroken flow and unending cycle, no delineation between where I begin and the water ends, for we are one entity beneath the Heavens.
 
  
 
 My meditation continues until something disrupts me, breaking me out of my trance. Opening my eyes, I find the sun peaking over the horizon while I stand inches from Ping-Ping as she laps away at the barrel of water. Well, lap isn’t the right word, she sticks her tongue out and the water rushes into her mouth like a reverse funnel. There’s no slurping or wind, just water moving against gravity like it’s a normal, everyday thing. Furrowing my brow, I try to draw the water towards me the same way, but I’m unable to move it in the slightest. In my eyes, this water is no different from the water in any other barrel, but Ping-Ping actions tell a different story. There’s something special about this water, something I’ve done which makes it better, but I don’t understand why.
 
  
 
 I hope it’s not something important, god knows how many basins of water I’ve poured out into the dirt. Should I have been feeding this water to my pets or drinking it myself? Oh god, is it because I have Blobby inside me? What if I’ve been secreting pieces of Blobby this whole time? Is that why Ping-Ping can control the water? She drank some of Blobby before, so it makes sense. Closing my eyes, I slip into my Natal Palace to check on my tenants. Baledagh is still in his room practising like a madman, and I doubt he even noticed Ping-Ping’s presence.
 
 
There's no saving him anymore. My brother is a martial arts otaku.
 
  
 
 Exerting my will, I gather Blobby into the palm of my hand and probe him with my senses to see if he’s all right. Responding to my concern with placid indifference, Blobby continues being Blobby, unable to understand or unwilling to respond to my questions. Nothing spurs his interest aside from Demons or Tainted to devour, but on the bright side, he doesn’t seem upset by my actions or concerned about Ping-Ping, so I’m left with an unsolved mystery.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of the void with a sigh, I give Ping-Ping a nervous pat on the nose, the giant turtle having long since finished the barrel of water. “No more,” I say with a smile, praying she doesn’t get angry. “Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Ping-Ping seems understanding enough, laying back down to rest her eyes. Still wary of the giant beast, I grab my basin and step back to find Taduk sitting nearby, enjoying a cup of tea with Guard Leader at a tiny dining table. Nestled in Guard Leader’s arms is Mama Bun, glaring at Taduk with undisguised anger. “Welcome back Teacher.” After refilling their cups, I pour one for myself and down it, my throat parched and mouth dry from my efforts. “I take it things went well?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Returning Mama Bun’s dark glare, my Teacher snorts in discontent. “About as well as could be expected. The little buck-toothed vermin led me right to a stalk of rime bamboo. A sapling really, but I uprooted it and packed it away before that thing could eat it. Had to throw the damn beast in a sack to keep it from bruising my shins the whole way back.”
 
  
 
 Aww, I feel bad Mama Bun didn’t get her treat, but at least she proved me right. We can totally use bicorn rabbits to find Spiritual Plants, which is a huge win. Granted, I lucked out finding the one rabbit who won’t kill herself trying to fight us, but luck is also a form of skill.
 
  
 
 Stroking the fuming Mama Bun, Guard Leader chides Taduk. “You have no heart. This poor thing worked so hard and travelled so far only to have her prize snatched away by a miserly old man. Don’t you think she deserves some reward for her troubles?”
 
  
 
 “Poor thing, Pei!” Slamming his teacup on the table, Taduk points accusingly at Guard Leader. “I know you’re doing this just to get on my nerves. Well it won’t work. I don’t care, you want to reward her then you do it. Go ahead, feed that floppy-eared furbag whatever you want, all you’re doing is fattening it for the slaughter.” Reaching into his sleeves, Taduk pulls out a dark mass of fur and plops it onto the table. “A gift boy, you take good care of it now. Spent many hours looking for it, but don't worry about that. Raise it up big and strong, but make sure not to spoil it like you spoil the others.”
 
  
 
 Choking back my squeal of delight, I take in the sight of Taduk’s gift, a tiny, scared bunny the size of my palm. Sporting a beautiful, black, short-furred coat with a white underbelly, his nose and eyes are also lined with white to give its features a lovely contrast. Although bigger than Mama Bun’s babies, this bunny is leaner than his new siblings and much more vigilant. Where the other bunnies would happily hop around and explore their surroundings, this new bunny, who I’ve already named Blackjack, stands stock still with arms and legs poised to fight or flee.
 
  
 
 Resting my cheek against the table, I eye my newest pet with a smile. “Hiya cutie. Did Teacher find you in the wild?” Reacting to the sound of my voice, Blackjack turns to face me head on, nose twitching a mile a minute. So cute. It looks different from the other bunnies, more alert and jumpy, but I guess it’s because he’s a wild one. Placing my right hand flat on the table, I slowly slide it towards Blackjack one centimetre at a time, doing my best not to spook it. “Don’t be scared, everything’s gonna be fine. The big scary turtle won’t eat you. Why don’t you come with me and meet your new family?” It’s gonna be so fun. I hope Blackjack is a boy and Tawny One is a girl, then they can be a couple with themed names. Letting him sniff the back of my fingers, I wait until Blackjack seems comfortable with my smell before moving to pick him up. “Come here my sweet bun bun, lets get you something to eat and – Ahhhhhhh!”
 
  
 
 A shrill screech emerges from my mouth as Blackjack chomps down on my index finger and tears away the top joint. Cheeks working furiously, it swallows the morsel and bares its fangs to reveal four bloody incisors. Clutching at my wounded finger close, I hiss in pain and ask, “What the fuck is that?”
 
  
 
 “That, my boy,” Taduk says, swelling with pride, “is a Cloud Chaser Hare. See how fierce it is? A predator born, destined to rule the treetops and skies.” Sneering at Mama Bun, he adds, “Far more majestic than any mere rabbit.”
 
  
 
 “Uhh... Yea. Thank you.” I guess. Stopping the bleeding with an effort of will, I wash away most of my blood with some tea. “Very cute.”
 
  
 
 Just my daily reminder of how everything in this world is looking to kill or eat me. Fun, fun, fun.
 
  
 
 “Put the fur-bag away.” Placing her teacup down, Guard Leader stands and faces the forest. “We have company.”
 
  
 
 Turning to follow her gaze, I watch as a group of people file out of the forest from the gap Ping-Ping left in her wake. Numbering close to a hundred strong, their shabby, hemp clothing, straw cloaks, and conical hats mark them as woodsmen or commoners, but their weapons tell a different story. Spears, swords, axes, and bows bristle as they form up in battle-lines with practised efficiency. Responding in kind, my retinue also moves into formation, but instead of lining up shoulder to shoulder in the open, Jorani’s people take cover behind wagons and half-dismantled yurts, readying their bows and crossbows for my signal. Off to the side, Chey slips away on quinback with her entire squad, hoping to circle around and flank our enemy while Wang Bao and his cutthroats make their way to the front, hefting makeshift shields to defend against the first barrage. Carrying yurt doors, folding chairs, pot lids, and anything else which might stop an arrow, the former Butcher Bay veterans sneer confidently as they prepare for battle.
 
  
 
 Looks like months of training have borne fruit, but my people deserve to be confident. Clad in garo leather armour and armed with the best weapons money can buy, we also outnumber our enemy by more than two to one, unless they have more warriors hiding in the woods. Doesn't matter if they do, Chey and her quins will make short work of anyone they find.
 
  
 
 Trapping the blood-thirsty hare beneath my water basin, I hurry over to join the front lines. Giving Ravil, Pran, and Saluk the order to load their guns and aim for the enemy leaders, I strap on Tranquility and draw Peace while quietly cursing over the loss of my finger tip. Makes it harder to keep a firm grip on my sword, but hopefully things don’t escalate that far. Holding my Officer’s token up for the intruders to see, I yell, “This is Warrant Officer Second Grade Falling Rain. State your intentions, or die where you stand.”
 
  
 
 Woo... Chills. I can see why people love being arrogant, it’s pretty fun.
 
  
 
 The rabble of woodsmen-turned-soldier don’t like what they hear, as evidenced by their disgruntled looks and hushed arguments. Giving them a minute to sort things out, I stand tall and proud with hand held high, wondering if I should keep it up or put it down. Maybe physically seeing the token will scare them off, but an argument could be made that it looks like I’m hiding behind my rank.
 
  
 
 Dilemma...
 
  
 
 After a short discussion, one scruffy warrior steps forward and responds, blissfully ignorant of how much danger he’s really in, staring down the barrel of Ravil's gun. Drawing himself up to full height, the enemy leader yells back, “We do not fear death. Release the Divine Turtle or face Ping Yao’s wrath!”
 
  
 
 Oh, it’s the turtle ninjas. Thank the Mother. Glancing back at Ping-Ping, I yell, “Okay. Wait one second. I'll go get her.” Stopping in my tracks, I turn back to the turtle ninja’s and add, “Actually, maybe it's better if you go to her. She's napping.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s one scary, dangerous pet taken care of. Now what am I supposed to do with a voracious, meat-eating, cloud-hopping hare?
 
  
 
 Man... All I wanted was a cuddly, adorable red panda.
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 The urgent Sending arrived the moment Akanai sat down for dinner, a most unfortunate turn of events. Repressing a tired sigh, she closed her eyes and massaged her temples, lamenting her earlier indecision. Since embarking on this journey south, she’d taken all her meals facing the Bridge as a way to feel closer to her family, but a few days earlier, she realized she wasn’t being fair. While Mila and her husband were north at the Bridge, Li Song was south on a jaunt with the boy to see Ping Yao’s giant turtle. Such a foolish thing to concern herself with, which direction to face while eating, but Akanai still spent several minutes agonizing over the decision before each meal. Today, she opted to face west and watch the setting sun while keeping her entire family in mind.
 
  
 
 She was growing soft in her old age, but such was life. She’d much rather stay home and spend time with her family instead of marching south for what could be the final war against the Defiled. As a young woman, the prospect of open warfare against the Enemy would have filled her with visions of honour, glory, and adventure, dreaming of advancing her career and winning favour for the People, but as Chief Provost of the Sentinel’s, her outlook was far less optimistic. The battles ahead would be bloody and hard-fought, with armies numbering in the millions clashing on the flat, open fields of the Central Province. In a war of such epic proportions, her 15,000 Sentinels, were but a drop in the bucket, lives easily spent for little or no gain.
 
  
 
 How many of her people would make it home alive? Though the Emperor’s ‘invitation’ was a sham and his intentions clear, Akanai had no choice but to comply unless she wanted to live in a world ruled by the Defiled. Should the Central Province fall, the North, South, and East would soon follow. Their only hope for victory was to band together and face the Defiled threat, but given her experiences the last time she visited Central, Akanai wasn’t too optimistic about their prospects. There was little chance she’d be given an opportunity to affect the outcome either. Though she held a high rank, as a woman and demi-human, she was likely to be overlooked and excluded from command, if not outright mocked and marginalized.
 
  
 
 Riding Kankin out of camp, Akanai smouldered with anger as she imagined the barbs and derision she’d soon suffer. She could hear them now. 'A Lieutenant General in command of a paltry 15,000 mounted archers wanting to weigh in on matters of importance? How absurd.' She had the authority to command 360,000 troops, but she’d brought less than a twentieth of her full complement. No one would care about the 10,000 Sentinel’s left behind to guard the Bridge, though mostly cadets and retirees. Few would even notice the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains had a population little over a million, which meant 2.5% of its population had succeeded in becoming Martial Warriors, more than double the Empire’s estimated 1% average. No, all this would go unnoticed and her Sentinel’s numbers would be seen as a joke or she’d be accused of shirking her duties.
 
  
 
 Akanai prayed whoever held command would see the value of her Sentinels as scouts, archers, and skirmishers instead of simply throwing them into the meat grinder. With luck, the Emperor would appoint proper soldiers to lead his army, warriors like Nian Zu or Du Min Gyu. If not...
 
  
 
 As much as Akanai loved her country, she loved her Sentinel’s more and refused to see their lives squandered by some high-born fool or small-minded bigot.
 
  
 
 Since riding full-speed out of camp would raise a scare, Akanai kept Kankin moving at an easy trot, the aged quin still full of energy despite the long journey. He should have long since retired but Akanai still couldn’t bring herself to replace him, the temperamental quin holding a place near and dear to her heart. Upon reaching the outskirts of camp, she directed Kankin into the shadows and used her Chi to Conceal their presence before breaking out in full gallop. Military Law dictated she remain in camp while the army was in transit, but circumstances dictated otherwise. She only hoped there weren’t any bored experts paying attention to her movements, lest she be brought up on charges of dereliction of duty, or worse, desertion.
 
  
 
 After riding for a quarter-hour, Akanai came across Jochi waiting where the message said he’d be, nervously picking at his quin’s fur. “Idiot,” she Sent, startling the young elite as she came out of Concealment. “What is your mission?”
 
  
 
 Giving her a hasty salute, Jochi replied, “Uh, join Falling Rain’s retinue, Chief Provost... Lieutenant General... Ma’am?”
 
  
 
 “Wrong.” Fixing him with her best glare, she rode up and loomed over him, inwardly delighted by his look of terror. “Your mission is to guard Falling Rain. The boy is my Grand Disciple, grandson, and future son-in-law all wrapped in one, yet here you are shirking your duties yet again.”
 
  
 
 Blanching in fear, Jochi whined, “But I’m following his orders... He needed someone to quietly Send a message and he don’t have many Senders. Besides, he’s safe as can be, tucked away in secret while me brother watches him, I swear it.”
 
  
 
 True enough, but Akanai wanted to hammer home the importance of protecting the boy. “Oh? Like he was safe inside Sanshu’s walls, or surrounded by Yuzhen’s army? You should know better than most, trouble is drawn to the boy like a fly to honey. If he comes to harm and I find out you brothers are to blame, it would be in your best interests to flee to the ends of the world and pray I never find you. Now, bring me to him. I’m curious to see what new trouble he's stumbled into.”
 
  
 
 Nodding like a chicken pecking grains, Jochi turned his quin about and took off, pushing the poor animal as if the Father Himself were chasing them. After reminding him to Conceal himself, Akanai followed behind in quiet reflection. Jochi and Argat were both talents in their own rights but sorely lacking in self-discipline. A damned shame too, if not for their lackadaisical attitudes, they could one day rival the pup or possibly even herself considering their abundance of natural talent, but sadly, talent only counted for so much. Rarely would there be a genius as diligent and dedicated as the boy or the pup, and without hard work, geniuses were doomed to fall behind their peers. As they were now, despite being a decade older, Jochi and Argat weren’t even a match for Tenjin and Tursinai, much less Alsantset or Gerel.
 
  
 
 At least Akanai could count on Alsantset to keep Rain safe. Such an earnest and persistent girl, able to keep up with Gerel while also raising her children, Sarnai and the pup raised her well. And those twins, so obedient and adorable, Akanai quickly grew addicted to their cries of ‘great granma’. A pity she hadn’t adopted the pup two decades earlier and been there for Alsantset’s childhood. Diligent and talented though she might be, the tiger-eared beauty grew wide-eyed and thick-skulled every time Akanai drew close, overwhelmed by admiration and hero-worship.
 
  
 
 Spotting a flash of white in the treetops, Akanai slowed Kankin and turned about, whistling to greet the watcher. Bounding out of the treetops, Sarankho landed lightly and arched her back in a stretch, displaying both her fancy silk vest and the fat duck clamped between her jaws. Chuckling in amusement, Akanai shook her head in disbelief. The proud wildcat huntress was so well fed she cared nothing for wild game, carrying it around like a trophy to display. After giving Sarankho her deserving praise, the wildcat discarded the duck which was promptly snatched away and devoured by Kankin, showing the stark difference between pet and companion.
 
  
 
 The boy’s pets were the strangest addition to Akanai’s new family, but she was happy to welcome them all the same, even if they were a bunch of lazy, silk-shirt wearing, good-for-nothing idlers.
 
  
 
 Leaving Kankin to enjoy his treat, Akanai sent Jochi ahead and followed Sarankho on foot, knowing the wildcat never strayed far and would lead her back to Song. Whatever trouble the boy was in, it couldn’t be too pressing since Rain asked for her instead of the pup. Reluctant as she was to admit it, her prized Disciple was far better equipped to deal with any faction disputes the boy might have gotten them into, a man of fame and influence after being recognized as Nian Zu’s successor. Bittersweet to be surpassed by the pup, but her wounded pride was nothing compared to the satisfaction of seeing him succeed.
 
  
 
 Minutes later, Akanai watched Sarankho strut into a clearing with head and tail held high before taking a seat next to Song who was brushing one of the chubby bears. Cocking her head, Song welcomed the wildcat with a rare smile. “No present today, Sara? You glutton, keep this up and you’ll grow fat and lazy like your brothers.” Sarankho made a noise of contentment and closed her eyes as Song continued brushing the bear, humming one of the boy’s nonsense songs beneath her breath.
 
  
 
 Seeing her daughter in such high spirits warmed Akanai's heart. She wished Song could always be like this, but the girl’s wounds would be long in healing. Clearing her throat so as not to surprise her apprehensive daughter, Akanai strode out of the clearing with a smile. It pained her to watch as panic and terror flashed across Song’s face and even more to see it replaced by feigned apathy as the sweet girl retreated into her shell. Putting the bear aside, Song shot to attention and greeted Akanai with a salute, her ears flicking left and right with scared indecision. Opening her arms for a hug, Akanai stopped in place and waited for Song to come to her. “Hello sweet daughter. Mama missed you.”
 
  
 
 Exhaling with relief, Song ran into her arms and embraced her tightly, though Akanai noted the girl still didn’t smile. “Hello Mama,” she said, adding no ‘I missed you’, or ‘happy to see you’, not even questioning why Akanai was here. It was hard to tell if Song truly loved them or was merely doing what was expected of her. Though she’d improved much in these past months, Song was still too reserved and afraid to step out-of-bounds, knowing her good treatment could be taken away in an instant. It might take years to convince her otherwise, but Akanai could wait until Song was comfortable being herself.
 
  
 
 “I never knew you had such a beautiful singing voice, sweet daughter.” Leaving things there, Akanai kissed Song’s forehead and laughed as the animals crowded in around them. Contrary to her expectations, there were no new faces in the crowd, leaving her both relieved and a little disappointed. She’d hoped the boy might pick up a red panda, as the clumsy creatures’ adorable antics were famed throughout the Empire. “Did you enjoy the trip to Nan Ping?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mama.” Displaying her lack of social graces once again, Song feel silent and leaned into Akanai’s embrace.
 
  
 
 No need to chide her or correct her, she’ll learn if given time. Glancing around, Akanai noted the distant campfires of the boy’s retinue and frowned. “Why are you so far from camp? It’s dangerous to stray out on your own. Is the boy bullying you?” Or worse? Rain was nothing if not a lecher and Akanai wouldn’t be surprised to learn he’d set his sights on her second beautiful daughter.
 
  
 
 “No Mama. Aurie insisted on coming out this far.” Nodding towards camp, Song continued, “You should go see him. Rain has need of your aid.”
 
  
 
 Oh? Taciturn and servile Li Song making a suggestion? To help the boy no less? Was Akanai destined to lose both her daughters to Falling Rain? How irritating. “Very well. Let’s go back together then, shall we?”
 
  
 
 This time, Song hesitated briefly before nodding in agreement, breaking off their hug to round-up the pets and load them onto carts for the brief walk home. No wonder Sarankho didn’t eat the duck, not only was she well fed and dressed in expensive silks, she was also carted back and forth like a furry, four-legged princess. Such decadence, was this how the boy intended to raise his children? While it wasn’t her place to interfere, Akanai couldn’t stand by and watch as he ruined her grandchildren’s futures.
 
  
 
 Or would it be her great-grandchildren? While Mila was her daughter, Rain was technically her grandson, making things a little more complicated than normal. If Rain became her son-in-law, that made his relationship with Baatar awkward, but she couldn’t ask Mila to lower herself by a generation...
 
  
 
 Before she could make heads or tails of her complicated family tree, they met up with the boy who was coming over to escort them, with Argat and Jochi at his side. Seeing the two monkey brothers finally taking their guard duty seriously, Akanai gave them a slight nod of approval before taking a look at her grandson. His amber eyes filled with joy and relief at her arrival, tinged with a healthy dose of guilt and shame as it should, having to come running to his Grand Mentor to fix his problems. He looked much healthier of late, benefiting much from the pup’s close supervision. In all her years, Akanai never met anyone quite like Rain, so hardworking he’d stunted his growth. Though still lean and wiry, Rain no longer looked starved and malnourished, an athletic, young man of surprising strength and durability. After years of self-harm, it seemed like his efforts were finally paying off, this compact young man the physical match of other, larger, martial warriors. While no one would ever call him beautiful, he was handsome enough, and despite caring little for his appearance, he possessed a natural charm and easy-going smile which could light up a room.
 
  
 
 He was just a boy, not even twenty years of age. If only the Western Wall had held for ten more years... even five would have been enough. This was a seedling to be nurtured and protected, but in today’s climate, the Empire couldn’t afford to.
 
  
 
 “So,” she said half-mockingly after the greetings were out-of-the-way. “Who have you offended this time?”
 
  
 
 “No one.” The boy’s answer prompted a small snicker from Song, and he quickly changed his tune. “I mean, it wasn’t my fault. For real, this time.”
 
  
 
 Oh sweet Mother in Heaven. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “Easier to just show you.” Leading the way, the boy told the tale of their journey, up to where they saw the guardian turtle from afar. “The turtle was incredible. Words don’t do it justice,” he said, glancing at Akanai with a smile.
 
  
 
 “Mh, I’ve seen it before boy.” Though Akanai had gotten much closer than a kilometre away when she made the journey with her husband. The boy was too timid, back then, she’d gotten so close the Protectorate came out to chase her off, sparking a merry game of cloak and dagger as she tried to slip past them and touch the turtle just so she could brag about it to her comrades.
 
  
 
 Ah, to be young again...
 
  
 
 “Anyways, long story short, we got back to camp and then like twelve hours later, she showed up.” Rounding the corner, Rain pointed and sighed. “And uhh... here we are.”
 
  
 
 For long, silent seconds, Akanai didn’t understand what she was looking at. Then, she couldn’t believe her eyes. Finally, she accepted the truth for what it was and closed her eyes, massaging her temples once again. “You. Stole. The turtle.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t steal her. She followed me here.” Despite his persecuted tone, the boy strode up and stroked the turtle’s neck, already treating it like one of his pets. “I tried getting rid of her, I really did. First, we thought we could outrun her, but the big gal’s got gams. Don’t let the stories fool you, this turtle can leg it.” Chuckling as he shook his head, the boy continued. “Then, I had everyone travel ahead while I waited for her to fall asleep. Once she did, I tried to sneak away, but it didn’t work. I even tried to trick her by saying I’d be back soon, but she caught up after a half a day and looked so sad and betrayed, I couldn’t bring myself to try again.”
 
  
 
 Still wrestling with the truth before her eyes, Akanai spotted a small, black creature scurrying atop the turtle’s shell. Taking a deep breath, she counted to ten before trusting herself to speak. “You caught a Cloud Chaser Hare too? I expected you to pick up one or two new pets but I thought you would at least know your limits.”
 
  
 
 “The hare wasn’t my idea either.” Shrugging helplessly, Rain said, “I wanted a red panda but Alsantset said no. Instead, now I have a giant turtle who does whatever she wants and a bloodthirsty hare who hides in the turtle's shell so the bunnies won’t bully him.” Chuckling, he added, “They might not be predators, but those bicorn bunnies play rough.”
 
  
 
 Giving up on massaging her temples, Akanai embraced the pain of her growing headache. “So, what did you call me here for?” How was she supposed to fix this?
 
  
 
 “Err... well, see... Ping-Ping, that’s the turtle’s name, she uhh... keeps following me around for reasons unknown.” Returning to her side, Rain Sent, “Well, I think I know why but I’ll explain later.” Switching back to speaking out loud, he continued, “Anyways, her guardians were happy to follow her around after they realized I wasn’t forcing her, but once we were about to leave the province, they said I couldn't go. We’ve been camped here for two days waiting for you to catch up.” “I don’t think we should kill them, they’re just trying to look out for Ping-Ping.”
 
  
 
 Understanding dawned on Akanai and her headache disappeared in an instant. Idiot boy, he couldn’t kill them even if he wanted to, and why would he? This was a stroke of fortune. Had she even an inkling this might happen, she’d have sent him to see the turtle months ago. Most likely, it had something to do with the drop of Heavenly Water, but she never would have expected the turtle would notice it inside Rain. “Mm. I understand. Go tend to the turtle, I will speak with the Protectorate.” Striding towards an ‘empty’ clearing, she turned to face the strongest response to her probing. No, these people are trying to hide so she should seek out the weakest and therefore most well-hidden. After finding her target, Akanai clasped her hands in a salute. “This one is Lieutenant General Akanai of the Bekhai, Chief Provost of the Sentinels and Herald of the Storms. Who might I have the honour of addressing?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The hidden figure came into view as he dropped his Concealment and Akanai’s stomach twisted into knots as she studied the familiar, sun-tanned man. Disguised as a common woodcutter, the man’s straw hat hid what Akanai knew were ears exactly like Mila’s, triangular with red and white fur. His long, luxurious white eyebrows and beard trembled as he scolded her without regard for either of their statuses. “Lieutenant General, pei. Chief Provost, pei. Herald of the pei! In this lord’s eyes, you will forever and always be the little scamp who led my people on a merry chase for the better part of a month because she had nothing better to do.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing her trepidation, Akanai bowed properly while inwardly cursing this old man who refused to let bygones be bygones. “Greetings, Venerable Guan Suo. It gladdens my heart to see you again.”
 
  
 
 “Bullshit.” Refusing to give her face, the cantankerous old bastard sneered in disdain. “No need for your flowery words, the Divine Turtle can not leave the Province. Since she’s taken a liking to the boy, then he also can't leave, end of story.”
 
  
 
 “By all means,” Akanai said, gesturing at the turtle who lay dug into the dirt. “Bring her away or stop her from following, but the boy has been summoned by the Emperor himself. Rain must leave, and soon.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. A girl her size goes wherever she damn pleases, and she’s smitten with your boy.” Spitting into the dirt at her feet, Guan Suo glared at Rain. “Damned brat. Should’ve killed him when I first laid eyes on him. Marked him as one of yours but I didn’t figure him for the Falling Rain.” Likely still considering killing the boy, Guan Suo asked, “His reputation, is it deserved?”
 
  
 
 Hiding her excitement, Akanai nodded. “All of it and more. My Grand Disciple is a-”
 
  
 
 “Bah, a yes or no is all I’m looking for, no need to gloat.” Pulling out a pipe, Guan Suo packed it tight and sparked it, taking small puffs as he delayed the inevitable. With a tired sigh, he threw his hands in the air and turned away. “Call him over.”
 
  
 
 Standing in silence after Sending for Rain, the seconds stretched into eternity as Akanai waited for him to arrive. Damned boy, when your Grand Mentor calls, you should come running. When he finally arrived, Akanai signalled for silence and put her arm around him, doing her best not to tremble with emotion. With his back still turned, Guan Suo continued puffing away at his pipe, keeping silent for long minutes before speaking. “Where the Divine Turtle goes, we go to protect her. Falling Rain, the Protectorate requests to join your retinue.”
 
  
 
 Seeing his frown, Akanai almost smacked the boy out of sheer panic, worried he might offend the temperamental Guan Suo, but Rain kept his mouth shut and looked to her for guidance. Smart boy. Nodding, she urged him to answer quickly, and he did. “Sure, I guess.”
 
  
 
 “That will be all.”
 
  
 
 So relieved things went well, Akanai grabbed the boy and brought him away. Pinching his still frowning face, she Sent, “Why so sour? Are you not satisfied?”
 
  
 
 “Whatever you think is best, Grand Mentor, it’s just... They’re just joining to protect the turtle right?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” And the turtle follows you around, so the benefits should be clear.
 
  
 
 “So they aren’t going to take orders, but I still have to pay for their food and shelter. I’ll probably have to give them armour and weapons too, I can’t show up with a bunch of woodsmen in my retinue. I’m not paying them a wage though, if they won’t take orders then...”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Akanai rolled her eyes and smiled at Rain’s miserly ways. Wealthy beyond all imagination yet here he was complaining about paying for food, shelter and wages.
 
  
 
 All in all, a small price to pay for your own personal Ancestral Beast bodyguard.
 
 

Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 292 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Suspended within the darkness of his Natal Palace, Zian sat with legs crossed and eyes closed as he gathered his thoughts for the trials ahead. The Society Headquarters stood but a few hours away and as Young Patriarch and future leader of the Situ Clan, Zian would be expected to return to the Clan’s ancestral home to greet the Patriarch and honour the ancestors. A small, inconsequential tradition meant to display his familial piety and fealty to the current Clan Leader, Situ Rang Min. It was an exhibition of solidarity, full of pageantry and spectacle for the world to see. Like the painted whore smiling prettily for her customer, it was vital for Zian’s survival to fake gratification throughout this short, yet furious bout of sodomy. How he hungered to denounce Rang Min and see justice done, but doing so would be foolish to the extreme. Not only was he lacking proof of Rang Min’s involvement, Zian was worth far less than Rang Min in both martial and political value. Even Uncle Yang might not be Rang Min’s match in single combat and definitely not his political opponent. Any head-on confrontation would see Zian quietly killed for the sake of harmony, and the whole thing covered up as an accident. What Zian needed most was time, time to grow and amass power enough to rival Rang Min and seek vengeance for his father.
 
  
 
 Zian could be patient. For a gentleman to take revenge, ten years is not too long.
 
  
 
 “So sour-faced even during meditation. You frown too much, young patriarch Zian.” The sultry, dulcet tones of his concubine sent a tingle down his spine, fear and arousal so intertwined it was impossible to differentiate between the two. “Your Fei-Fei will soon wilt from boredom, what say you open your eyes and we have a little chat?”
 
  
 
 Unable to refuse, Zian cleared his throat and nodded in agreement as he drank in the sight of her. A kingdom-toppling beauty, she beguiled him with her charms and left him unable to resist her temptations, a puppet dancing to her strings. There were no ceremonies or oaths needed for a man to take a concubine, so after their intimidating introduction, Jing Fei played her part as obedient and willing partner with great enthusiasm. Outwardly a prim and coy young lady of noble standing, she was shamelessly aggressive once they were alone, doing her best to make good on her promise to bear Zian’s mother a grandchild. The past week of travel was a blur of sex and sensuality as Zian gave in to his animalistic urges and used all he’d learned to please her, thirsting for her touch at every opportunity whether it be in his carriage or bedroll. This morning, she denied him for the first time ever, which only made him need her more. “I can think of better things to do besides chat.”
 
  
 
 “Mother above, have some self-control.” Rolling her beautiful brown eyes from across the carriage, her undisguised scorn only fanned the flames of his ardour. “We can't show up with tousled hair and wrinkled clothes. I suppose I should take it as a compliment,” she said, adjusting her hair so her perfectly straight bangs framed her lovely face. “I didn’t think the Northern Province’s premier pleasure-seeking playboy would succumb to my charms so easily. Why, you make young magistrate Fung seem like a paragon of virtue by comparison.”
 
  
 
 Zian hated being compared to Fung and she knew it. Growling beneath his breath, he answered, “So you would rather I treat you as he did? I heard he slapped you across the face during the Contest’s awards ceremony. Is that what you enjoy?”
 
  
 
 “I can’t say I enjoyed it, but it was one of my proudest moments.” The flash in her eyes said differently, but a gentleman does not argue with a lady. It’s a lesson in futility, there’s no winning even when you’re right.
 
  
 
 Especially when you’re right.
 
  
 
 “You’re proud he humiliated you in front of the entire province?”
 
  
 
 Jing Fei shrugged, a work of art in motion. “One does what needs to be done, beloved.” There was an edge to his appellation which told him she saw their relationship as such. A brave stance for a woman in her position to take, one deserving of admiration. “Winning the championship was more burden than boon, especially considering young magistrate Fung’s... outstanding performance.”
 
  
 
 Outstanding was understating it. In the last segment of the Contest, Fung fought and won fifteen duels in three rounds, making him the only contestant from Shen Huo to take the stage. Then, during the finals against the Seven Star Sect, Fung took an arm from each of his opponents, spitting on the Society’s honour and daring them to seek vengeance once he left for home. Even Zian had to admit Fung had courage in spades, though he was sorely disappointed by his level of skill. No matter how often he lost, Fung refused to display the swordsmanship he used to achieve victory in the contests, intent on mastering the spear at all costs. Now, having formed his Natal Palace and added his name to Empire’s Roll of Experts, there were whispers of Situ Jia Zian’s star fading into obscurity as a new generation of geniuses took the stage.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Gossiping fools. With Jukai helping him every step of the way, Zian formed his Natal Palace weeks before Fung, keeping his success a secret so he could renounce his title as young patriarch without too many arguments. Fung was nothing compared to Zian, and their sparring record proved it. In fact, perhaps he should schedule a private spar with young magistrate Fung and show Jing Fei just how strong her husband really was.
 
  
 
 Irked by his irrational need to prove himself better than Jing Fei’s former betrothed, Zian brought his mind back to the present. Impressive as Fung’s victory was, it drove a wedge between the Society and Shen Huo’s delegates even though Jing Fei and the others never took the stage. But why was she proud of being hit? It took longer than Zian cared to admit before he reached an answer, distracted by Jing Fei’s disapproving glare and thick, luscious lips pursed in a gorgeous pout. “You manipulated him into striking you to garner sympathy and lessen the shame of the inevitable dissolution of your betrothal.”
 
  
 
 “Oh how wonderful, Mother-in-law was right. You aren’t stupid, only slow.” Were it anyone else, Zian would have cut her throat and left her body for the crows, but Jing Fei’s attempts to anger him only served to ignite his passions. Rationally, he understood she was testing her limits and he should rebuke her as his dignity demanded, but so long as her abuse remained private, Zian was willing to endure it. Eyeing his non-reaction with suspicion, Jing Fei continued explaining. “Mother’s failed bid for Shen Huo’s Magisterial Office left our family in dire straits and all but ended my betrothal to young magistrate Fung. Making an enemy of the Society would have ruined us, so I put on a little show for all to see.” Fluttering her lashes, she feigned innocence and added, “I had so many eligible young bachelor’s promising to defend my honour, and thus, my pride. Will you also defend my pride, dear beloved?”
 
  
 
 And now she sought to use him against her enemies. He reminded himself how wily and dangerous this woman was, willing to do anything to further her cause. “Then why settle for being my concubine? Your children can never inherit my family’s titles whether it be Patriarch or Magistrate. All they’ll have to their name is the Ong Family estate, assuming it isn’t misappropriated by my legitimate heirs.”
 
  
 
 Showing true anger for the first time, Jing Fei’s eyes sparkled with malice as she smiled sweetly. “Should your legal wife or the fruits of her loins set their sights on what does not belong to them, I shall endeavour to correct them. Gently, of course. I’ll leave you one legitimate heir, on my honour.”
 
  
 
 Shuddering in fear or ecstasy, Zian made a note to warn his future wife to never cross his concubine. Despite her family’s lack of military or political power, Ong Jing Fei was a woman to be feared, a ruthless, venomous witch who could not be controlled.
 
  
 
 After letting her ominous statement hang for some time, Jing Fei switched topics. “Tell me, what should I expect at the Society?”
 
  
 
 “Well, we’ll be making a trip to my clan’s ancestral home, where-”
 
  
 
 Holding her finger up for silence, Jing Fei’s disappointed sigh pierced through him like a knife to the heart. “My mistake,” she admitted, shaking her head. “I chose my words poorly. Tell me what to expect politically. Tell me of the enemies you’ve made, allies you can count on, and where you fit into the overall situation.”
 
  
 
 Ah, that made more sense. “Didn’t mother tell you anything?”
 
  
 
 “She told me everything.” Jing Fei’s tone was that of a teacher to a student, which Zian found highly erotic. Who was he kidding, she could make eating live rats look seductive. “But I want to know how you view your circumstances so I can explain how wrong you are.”
 
  
 
 Both maddening and alluring. Part of him wanted to push her down and dominate her, but he wasn’t sure if it was to bend her to his will or to suffer the consequences of her wrath. Taking a deep breath, he calmed his temper and sorted his thoughts. “I am the young patriarch, yet I have few true allies within the Clan. My many detractors paint me as an outsider with weak ties to the Clan and would see me ousted from my position and replaced by someone more... dutiful and loyal.”
 
  
 
 “Are they wrong? Is Situ Jia Zian a wayward son of Clan and Society?”
 
  
 
 “Of course not.” No sense telling her about his plans. Either she already knew or mother didn’t think she was trustworthy enough to know. Oh how he wished mother had taken the time to explain her plans, he never could keep all the subterfuge and deception straight. “I’ve served Clan and Society well, bringing them much honour and glory as the number one talent in the north.”
 
  
 
 “Former number one talent, beloved. The pint-sized savage holds that title now.”
 
  
 
 At one time, the reminder would have irked him but he merely shrugged and said, “Not for long.” In a few short weeks, he expected Sumila would steal Rain’s title unless she was named number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Mistaking his meaning, she laughed and said, “Oh my silly beloved, you’re too old to snatch the title back but I like your ambition.” Feigning pity, she asked, “You’ve no friends at all?”
 
  
 
 “None,” Zian replied. “Only associates or rivals.”
 
  
 
 “How wretched, the great Situ Jia Zian without a friend in the world.”
 
  
 
 She was clearly trying to say something, but Zian’s patience was at an end. “Enough of your games, out with it woman.”
 
  
 
 With a lazy tilt of her head, Jing Fei smiled and shrugged. “With all the time you spent with Falling Rain, young magistrate Fung, and young patriarch BoShui, I thought you might consider them more than mere rivals. The rest of the province certainly does. Why else would you spar with them everyday? You’re Situ Jia Zian, you could summon dozens of better sparring partners with a snap of your fingers. Why help your greatest rivals improve?”
 
  
 
 “Know thyself and know thy enemy. Our sparring was mutually beneficial, but I’m confident I learned more from it than they did.” Not true at all, but he would die before admitting he went there every day hoping see Sumila’s freckled, scowling face. He hated himself for being so worthless and weak-willed for lusting after another man’s woman, but he couldn’t stop dreaming about her tangled, dishevelled locks or her forceful, unstoppable fury. Jing Fei was more beautiful and almost as compelling, but she was so dainty and fragile. Zian dreamed of standing with an equal at his side, in both status and strength. Thus far, only Sumila fit the description.
 
  
 
 Damn Rain and his unbelievable luck. Not only was he betrothed to Sumila, she wasn’t even his only wife...
 
  
 
 Realizing he’d been quiet for too long, Zian discovered Jing Fei studying him in silence. “What?”
 
  
 
 “...Nothing.” Casually switching seats to curl up beside him, Jing Fei hugged his arm to her chest. Delightful as the sensation was, Zian licked his dry lips and marvelled at her sharp instincts. It’s as if she peered into his mind and saw him thinking of another woman. Resting against his shoulder, she said, “Well then, my beloved has no friends and many enemies, so how is he still successor to the clan? One man cannot be an island. To lead the Situ Clan, you will need the support of your peers and elders. What do you think about asking the Patriarch to take you under his wing? He’s chosen you as his successor, so he must see something in you.”
 
  
 
 Keeping a neutral expression, Zian feigned indifference and said, “I care nothing for politics. The Patriarch is still young, not even eighty years old this year, with plenty of time to reconsider who will succeed him.” Best if no one knew Zian had realized their ploy, staking him out like a sacrificial goat to lure the tigers from their mountains. He’d considered doing as Jing Fei suggested, but he’d shown no interest in politics, so a sudden display of ambition might see him in an early grave. Even learning he’d formed his Natal Palace would put Rang Min on alert, so to keep his enemies in the dark, Zian intended to keep playing the role of martial fanatic and serial womanizer.
 
  
 
 “Heavens. There’s nothing worse than a brilliant man who lacks ambition, a grave misuse of Heaven-sent talents.” Falling silent, she Sent, “You’re a terrible liar beloved. Your cheek twitches, your heart beat jumps, your voice grows stilted and slow. Tell me, what grievance do you have with Rang Min?”
 
  
 
 Heaven’s above, how many younger hidden talents were out there? Jing Fei was the same age as Sumila and Rain, yet she’d already learned how to Send, not to mention her deductive skills. Ridiculous. “I don’t know what you mean,” he Sent back, knowing one of Mother’s favourite ploys was to pretend she knew everything and wait for Zian to incriminate himself.
 
  
 
 “You’re not fooling anyone. Every time you call him ‘Patriarch’, you act as though you’ve swallowed a lemon, and you barely blinked when I called him by name, a grave offence. The Patriarch is never to be named for he is father to all members of the Situ Clan, or is that not what your people preach?”
 
  
 
 Dammit. “Enough of your bothersome questions woman. Begone.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Sitting up, Jing Fei gave him a pointed look and Sent, “Well... perhaps I’ll bother someone else with my questions then. I’m sure someone can explain why my beloved doesn’t show his Patriarch the proper respect.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing her by the arm, Zian pinned her against the carriage seat, his free hand clamping over her mouth to keep her silent. Complying without a hint of struggle, Jing Fei sat and watched with muted amusement while Zian’s breath grew ragged and short, wondering how handle this prickly situation. It’s as if their roles were reversed, he at the mercy of her strength instead of the other way around. Raising a single eyebrow in question, Jing Fei Sent, “Well? What do you intend to do? Silence me? Threaten me? Beat me into submission? Come now, enough dithering about, are you a man or mouse?”
 
  
 
 At a complete loss, Zian asked, “What game are you playing woman? What is your goal?”
 
  
 
 “I am but a humble concubine,” she answered, her voice filled with bitter disdain. “My life is tied to your own, my death to follow yours, my happiness wholly dependent on your mood. What goal can I have but to support you to the best of my ability?”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, Zian slowly released her, keeping a hand on her wrist while trusting she wouldn’t call for her guards. Not that it mattered if she did, her guards were given to her by him. It never occurred to think how this radiant, brilliant, accomplished woman felt about becoming his concubine, a position little better than a slave in the eyes of the law. She was so fearless and bold, he thought... “Why did you agree to become my concubine?”
 
  
 
 “Like I said, my family was in dire straits.” Shrugging, she looked away, sighed, and Sent, “We gambled everything on becoming a Magisterial family and would have if not for the Bekhai. I don’t know why they chose my Ong family to make an example of, but make an example they did. In one masterful stroke, they annihilated the entire DuGu family and ended DuGu Tian Sha’s family line, a hero’s legacy ending in two generations. They showed the province what would happen to those who aided my family, and after Rain’s ‘glorious’ victory over the Society youths, Mother-in-law was the only one willing to shelter my family. I held out hoping to become your legal wife, or even a second or third, but she wouldn’t have it and I have my little brothers to think of. I’m too dangerous, she said, and she’s right. I’d kill you in a heartbeat if it could help my family.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, why was this making him want her more? She just admitted she’d kill you, yet all you can think of is how beautiful and delicate she looks. There was something deeply, deeply wrong with him, but introspection would have to wait. He didn't even know she had brothers, he truly didn't know this woman at all. Scratching his nose, he Sent, “If it makes things any better, knowing Rain and the Bekhai, I sincerely doubt they planned to make an example of you.”
 
  
 
 “No,” Jing Fei replied, her tone terse and glare murderous. “it does not make things better.”
 
  
 
 Awkward. Removing his hand to give her space, Zian shrank into a corner and stayed there, doing his best to remain inconspicuous. At least the Bekhai had sense enough not to set foot inside the Society, boarding their ships northwest of the Headquarters to avoid tensions. After a moments pause, Jing Fei snorted in contempt, slid over, and linked arms with him, resting her dainty head against his shoulder once more. “Mother above, I thought you were a dragon among men. You certainly act like one between the sheets, so why are you so timid now?”
 
  
 
 This woman... One minute she would be sweet and charming and the next she’d turn into an antagonistic shrew. He wasn’t sure which one was the real Ong Jing Fei, but truth be told, he didn’t care. He was enamoured with both sides of her, caught in her trap the moment her poison coursed through his body and he fell into her embrace. She didn’t love him, he was merely an ends to a means, a shield to shelter her family, but what she failed to realize was he was now part of that family. Perhaps in time, this could turn to love, but for now, this was a coupling of convenience.
 
  
 
 Zian could be patient. For a gentleman to find love, ten years is not too long
 
  
 
 Taking her hand in his own, Zian told her everything about his father and his plans for vengeance. “I have no proof, but Rang Min benefited the most from my father’s death, so he is suspect. What do you think I should do, beloved?”
 
  
 
 “Hmm,” she murmured, studying his face for a long moment. “So hopeless.”
 
  
 
 What?
 
  
 
 “It’s impossible for you to hide your enmity,” she explained through Sending. “You’re a terrible liar. So, since you can’t play nice with the man suspected of killing your father, then you might as well not bother. Do what you must, play the part of proper young patriarch, but no need to hide your suspicions.”
 
  
 
 ... “But I told you, he’ll kill me if he thinks I've turned on him.”
 
  
 
 “Not if we make you indispensable.” Her eyes shone with expectation, coming alive at the prospect of work to be done. “Let him suspect, he won't act immediately. In the meantime, we must find out who Rang Min intends to replace you with. His son GuLong is the obvious candidate, but who else? Best to kill them all at once, it’s harder to poison someone who is on their guard. Treat me coldly in public, we’ll make a big scene of it later. That’ll make it easier for the handmaidens and other concubines to sympathize with me. They always know more than they should and have less sense than needed, which makes them a font of information. Also...”
 
  
 
 Watching her ambitious plans take form, Zian shuddered with excitement.
 
  
 
 Or fear.
 
  
 
 He still couldn’t tell.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 293 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Though stopped by Tranquility with a resounding clang, the impact sends a pulsating tremor through my Spiritual weapon and deep into my bones. With a concentrated focus of will and Chi, I direct the bone-shaking vibrations outwards and away from my body as it travels up my arms and out my back to minimize the damage done. This all happens in the blink of an eye but I barely need to think as the reaction is all but instinctual after months of punishing practice. Though the Resonating attack has been successfully dealt with, my arms are leaden and numbed by the destructive passing of Argat’s attack, as if I’d spent hours hammering away at a monumental mountain of steel instead of blocking a single overhand strike. Still, this is better than the alternative of having my muscles torn and bones fractured by the Resonating waves of power.
 
  
 
 I want to stop, but I can’t, not after one hit. “Again.” With another clang, a second Resonating wave is transferred through my shield and directed out my body, leaving me trembling in its wake. “Again.” And again. And again. Such is life, trials and tribulations without end. Even when life gives me a break, I’m compelled to manufacture trials and tribulations as practice for when the real shit hits the fan. It’d be much better if I could cancel my opponent’s Resonating strike with one of my own, but lacking the ability to do so, this is all I got.
 
  
 
 So much to learn and so little time. At the rate things are going, I’ll be surprised if I make it to the grand old age of thirty.
 
  
 
 Long after I’ve lost count of the number of strikes, Taduk steps in and looks me over. “Time for a break my boy. Your eyes are bloodshot, means the strikes are reaching your head. Could be concussed or worse, brain damage is nothing to sneeze at. Sit and heal, no more of this noisy practice until tomorrow now, you hear? Hows a man supposed to nap with all your weapons clanging and damnable drum beating? We should never have gotten on these boats, what’s wrong with taking a nice quin ride along the sea shore? Let me tell you...”
 
  
 
 Nodding in meek compliance, I lower my self to the ship’s ever swaying deck with my teacher’s gentle help, barely able to keep my head straight as Taduk continues his tirade. I guess I overdid my training but it’s not entirely my fault. If you aren’t a sailor, there isn’t much to do on a boat and I’m terrible at doing nothing. Despite being on the largest ship I’d ever seen, the cramped confines of our dark hold don't allow us enough room to practice the Forms much less spar, and with all our gear packed away, all I can do is sit in quiet meditation, nap, or practice defeating Resonating attacks.
 
  
 
 I’ve said it before but travelling sucks donkey balls. When do I unlock flying mounts?
 
  
 
 Retreating to the comforting oblivion of my Natal Palace, I draw on the Energy of the Heavens to replenish my diminished Core and naturally repair my injured muscles. I understand why Akanai likened my self-strengthening abuse to swatting flies with a heavy spear. Even after years of pain and suffering, the results are barely noticeable, hardly worth the effort. I’d be happier if there weren’t any results at all, because then I could stop, but since it works, I can’t stop or else all my previous suffering will have been for nothing.
 
  
 
 I’m in too deep to give up now, gotta see things through till the end. Even if the gains are minuscule, they’re still there and I’ll take any advantage I can.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t take long for my Core to reach its limit, and the torrent slows to a trickle as natural limiters kick in to ensure I don’t absorb more Heavenly Energy than I can handle. Opening my eyes, I take in the void around me before focusing on the churning wall of Blobby, an ever moving yet deceptively still current of Heavenly Water surrounding the mentally constructed room and village. After finding him in Sanshu’s canals, my standard rate of cultivation improved to where I no longer needed a Runic Ring. While I’m not sure if or how my amorphous tenant is responsible for my upgrade, it can’t be a coincidence. The sad thing is, drawing more Heavenly Energy at a faster pace has limits to its usefulness. Sure, I replenish it faster, which means I rarely run out during a fight. In those rare instances I do empty my Core, it only takes about a half hour of meditation to get back to fighting strength and about four times that to top it off due to diminishing speeds as my core draws closer to full capacity. It’s a nice perk, but I’ve found little use for replenishing Chi faster.
 
  
 
 Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to have and Reinforcement, Honing, Stability, and Lightening are all super useful, but it’s not like I can divert all my Chi to using those skills. While it’s possible to do so, it’s rarely advantageous since it would throw things out of wack. Over investing Chi into Reinforcement not only risks tearing muscles or breaking bones, it can also put me off balance or slow my actions/reactions since I’ve devoted so much attention to Chi and not enough to everything else. Likewise, using the other three skills require a balance between power and function. Too much Chi into Stability or Lightening leaves you too anchored or too free and Honing more than necessary to cut through metal is just downright wasteful most of the time.
 
  
 
 I have other uses for Chi like Self-Healing, Amplification, Deflection, Sending, and Resonance, but in the grand scheme of things, I’m a little underwhelmed by the Energy of the Heavens. I mean, it’s useful, but is this it? Is this all I’m supposed to do, keep collecting Chi over the years as my Core slowly grows in size and density? There has to be more. Besides, there are so many cool things one can do with Chi, but until my Chi is able to remain Chi outside my body, I’m shit out of luck. Short of that, all I can use Chi for is to make myself a better fighter, which is limited in value. No matter how awesome I am at swinging a sword, I’m constrained by the finite range of my weapon and travel speed. Even if I’m capable of killing three Defiled per swing, that’s still three hundred swings to kill a thousand Defiled. A thousand enemies is just a drop in the bucket when talking about an army of millions. Even if they all stood still and closed their eyes, it’d take weeks for me to make a big enough dent in their numbers to matter.
 
  
 
 I know there’s more to Chi, but it’s so far beyond my reach it might as well not exist.
 
  
 
 With a small mental effort, I bring myself closer to the room and watch as Baledagh practices his Forms. So engrossed in his training, he has yet to notice my presence, his graceful movements and sublime combinations both deadly and beautiful to behold. While his enthusiasm for the Martial Path grows by the day, mine has waned as the reality of our situation sunk in. My brother doesn’t care, he's happy to meet any challenge head on but I’m drowning in worries for the future. I realized long ago, even Akanai and Baatar are bit players in the war to come and I’m so low on the totem pole I don’t even matter. We could win a hundred battles and still lose the war, Akanai’s army of fifteen-thousand Sentinels rendered insignificant in the face of overwhelming numbers.
 
  
 
 To further ramp up my anxiety, I realized that as a Second Grade Warrant Officer, its entirely possible I won’t be attached to Akanai and instead ordered to follow some chump like Chun Yimu and be forced out on some suicidal mission to test the waters or buy time. In the eyes of the Imperials, I’m a grunt, a linesman, fresh meat for the meat-grinder and if I don’t play my part, then that’s a paddlin’ or worse. I’m not thrilled by the prospect of leaving my fate in the hands of others; to say I’m terrified would be an understatement.
 
  
 
 Leaving my little brother to his practice, I fly off into the void to inspect Blobby’s aquatic barrier. Zipping around the void isn’t as fun as I thought it’d be. There’s no sense of time or motion here, more of a general stillness before arriving at my destination. Keeping a respectful distance from the voracious droplet, I stare at my silent tenant with a strange mixture of hope and despair. What did GangShu want with Blobby? Sure, this water blob can make Heavenly Energy, but that’s only with Baledagh working to gather up all the Spectres. Unless the overly attractive rat-Ancestral Beast intended to go on a Demon hunting spree, how did GangShu intend to use Blobby?
 
  
 
 This is ridiculous. If the world knew I had Blobby in my possession, they’d tear me apart and kill each other to claim him for their own, but I have no idea why. What would they even use him for? Akanai, Baatar, and Taduk have no answers, nor do they know who to ask besides GangShu. My best guess is since Blobby is comprised of Heavenly Energy, learning to control him is the same as learning to control Heavenly Energy. Unfortunately, after ‘teaching’ me how to Hone my Aura, Blobby appears to believe his rent paid in full and heartlessly ignores all my question.
 
  
 
 Tell me your secrets Blobby, you can trust me. What’s so special about the water I’ve failed to Bind? Why can’t I manipulate it like Elder Ming did, crafting shields, blades, and bullets out of water? Why does Ping-Ping want to drink it so badly while my other pets couldn’t care less? They’ll drink it, but they don’t treat it any differently from regular water, so what’s the secret?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Listen here you disembodied puddle of excrement, if you don’t start talking, I’ll use you to scour every piss pot in the North. Maybe not today and maybe not tomorrow, but it’s only a matter of time before I figure you out. Mark my words you smug, arrogant bastard.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Okay I’m sorry. It’s frustrating having all this power right in front of my eyes and not knowing how to use it. C’mon friend, my back's against the wall here. Do you want me to beg? I’ll do it. Look, here I am, on my knees, begging you to help me. That little bastard Gen learned how to control fire in a matter of weeks and meanwhile, I’ve been stuck figuring out water for years. YEARS! Ugh, I hate to admit, but that cannibal fire-starter is a frikking genius. Just thinking about what I could do with his power puts a smile on my face. With fire at my beck and call, I could snipe enemy leaders, deny routes with wildfires, and rain widespread death and destruction upon my foes. I’d go from worthless grunt to named hero in a heartbeat if I had his skills. It’s not fair Blobby, I transmigrated here and as far as I can tell, you’re my OP cheat, so get to work! You have years of suffering to make up for and one slightly enhanced Aura is not going to cut it.
 
  
 
 Indifferent to my plight, Blobby continues doing his best impression of a shimmering wall of water. Bummed out by his unresponsive response, I take one last look at Baledagh before exiting the void, ready to do what I always do when feeling down: Find Lin, the twins, and/or my pets to cuddle. A quick glance around the gloomy interior spots none of them, though I see Taduk snoring loudly in his hammock, drowning out the beat of the slave driver’s drums. It's keeping beat for the poor, overworked rowers down below us. Repressing the twinge of guilt which comes from travelling under slave-power, I tell myself I can’t help them and make my way topside to search for comfort.
 
  
 
 You can’t save everyone Rain. Hell, you can’t even save yourself.
 
  
 
 The glaring afternoon sun shines down as I step out onto the ship’s deck. A wooden vessel of epic proportions, it stands at over a hundred meters in length and half that in width. Enormous sails billow out from nine towering masts, driving us ever southward as our ship hugs the coast. Getting out of the way, I head to the side and stare out over the Azure Sea, seeing nothing but glittering blue waters as far as the eye can see. Lovely as it is, the ship’s crew of over five hundred sailors are hard at working keeping us from veering off course, for the open waters hide countless dangers within their depths. While the coastal waters have their fair share of problems, shallow reefs and hidden sandbars are far less intimidating than man-eating sharks and territorial kraken.
 
  
 
 In fact, the coastal waters are so safe, Ping-Ping chose to swim the whole way south, which was fortunate because I’m pretty sure she wouldn't do well cooped up in the ship's hold. Lifting her head to greet me, she squeaks adorably while paddling alongside the ship, too close for the oars to strike her. Somehow, I get the feeling she knows where I am at all times, or more accurately, where Blobby is. Escorting the ugly yet affectionate giant turtle is an entire mob of quins, tens of thousands of Sentinel mounts streaking through the water like furry, four-legged torpedoes. At home in the water as they are in the mountains, some of the quins are so relaxed they’re swimming with their bellies up, chittering and playing as we make our way south.
 
  
 
 They’re a real hit with the sailors, but Ping-Ping still steals the show. Her presence took some getting used to, but once they realized she wasn’t going to eat them, the sailors saw her as a sign of good fortune. Even the roosequins get along fabulously with the Divine Turtle, treating her as one of the pack. On more than one occasion, I’ve seen quins driving schools of fish right into Ping-Ping’s mouth as an offering to their shelled companion. Not that she can’t hunt for herself, the old girl gets around fine on her own, especially in the water. The Azure Sea holds little danger for the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao as she’s more than capable of safely exploring it’s depths before returning with a full belly and enough scraps to share.
 
  
 
 Voracious sharks and giant squids aren’t so frightening once you realize they’re just a light snack for your pet turtle and aquatic weasels.
 
  
 
 Ahead and behind us are a multitude of identical ships, though mine is one of the largest. The entire Sentinel army boarded north west of the Society Headquarters, saving everyone from an awkward situation where we’d have to pretend to get along. Oddly enough, Nian Zu and Han BoHai embarked with us, drawing a line in the sand to illustrate where they stand. It’s a welcome relief knowing we have strong allies at our side, but I’m not sure how it’ll affect things in the long run.
 
  
 
 Enjoyable as the fresh sea air and adorable sights are, this isn’t what I came here for. Spotting Alsantset and Charok, I make my way over to see them. Hanging on the side of the ship, the twins point and laugh as they watch the quins' antics, while Li Song hangs back with most of my pets, though Mama Bun is conspicuously missing. Waving at the quiet cat-girl, I raise my voice to be heard over the wind. “Hi! Are You Enjoying It Up Here?”
 
  
 
 With her long braid wrapped around her neck, Li Song responds with a rare half-smile, nodding as she motions towards Aurie. My big silly floof is having the time of his life, joining the twins on the rails with mouth wide open and golden-fur ruffling in the wind. His arms and head hang so far over I worry he’ll fall if we hit a rough wave, but Alsantset and Charok have the situation well in hand, keeping firm grips on both their children and my silliest of wildcats. Sarankho is more reserved in her gawking, sitting primly with all four paws on deck while her white-furred head rests atop the railing. Jimjam and the bears are apathetic to the sights, curled up together at Li Song’s feet while periodically moaning. The poor babies are seasick but they’ll be fine once we land. As sympathetic as I am, there’s nothing I can do to make them feel better. Besides, there are few things funnier than watching two bears and cat stumble around on dry land because they’ve grown accustomed to the swaying of a ship.
 
  
 
 Tucked in their saddlebags, my little bun buns are the most docile of the bunch, sleeping happily in their wool-lined enclosures. To keep them from running about, Guard Leader fed them a second Spiritual Plant. To my dismay, Guard Leader wasn’t willing to share her purloined plants with my other pets, stubbornly keeping them for bunnies only. If I want to feed my other pets Spiritual Plants, I’ll have to find some on my own, but it’ll have to be in secret. I don’t want to upset Taduk any more than necessary.
 
  
 
 Giving each bunny a tiny pat on the head, I notice Blackjack is missing from his pocket. Shooting Li Song with a questioning look, she points up into the sky. Holy shit, can he already fly? But he’s just a baby, probably even younger than the bun-buns. How can he already use Chi better than me? Unfair...
 
  
 
 It soon becomes apparent I’ve misread the situation. Li Song isn’t pointing at the sky, but at the highest point on our ship, a tiny crow’s nest sitting above the main sails, at least 70 metres above the deck. Shielding my eyes from the sun’s glare, I see my lovely wifey Lin perched above the crow’s nest, clothes, ears, and scarf flapping in the wind.
 
  
 
 Mother above, my wifey is crazy.
 
  
 
 Bolting across the ship and up the rigging, I make my way up to the crow’s nest in what I can only assume is record time. Waiting at the top is one helpless lookout withering beneath Guard Leader’s stoic, imposing presence, though the overall effect is ruined by Mama Bun napping in her arms. Giving the expert warrior a look that says she should know better, I turn my attention to my precariously placed wifey. Putting one foot on the edge of the nest, I pull myself up behind Lin and wrap an arm around her waist while clinging to the mast for dear life. “Hey wifey,” I Send, knowing she won’t hear me over the wind. “What say you come back down now?”
 
  
 
 Melting in my embrace, Lin instantly releases her hold on the mast and trusts me to keep us both alive. Flashing her toothy smile, she shows me Blackjack sitting in her palm, looking regal as can be. His ears fluttering in the wind, the newest addition to my family has a contented look upon his face as he stares out at the clouds, enjoying this taste of the heights he’ll one day soar through. Likewise, Lin snuggles in against my chest as her braids and scarf thrash about behind her, enjoying this stunning view of the world with her ‘Rainy’, wholly unconcerned about danger or risk.
 
  
 
 Seeing Blackjack and Lin so at ease has a calming effect, and after lowering all three of us to the crow’s nest, I take the time to appreciate the view. From up here, the people, the boats, the sea, and the land, it all seems so small and distant. My problems, so pressing while down below decks, almost seem irrelevant in the face of such majesty, my worries carried away into the ether by the cold winds. Sometimes, Lin’s attitude aggravates me to no end, but I envy her ability to see the best in every situation. While we sail along the coast of the Azure Sea, I agonize and mope in the dark and she climbs high into the light, two people taking the same journey yet living worlds apart.
 
  
 
 To think, I was so focused on the horrible things going on in life, I almost missed this incredibly beautiful view.
 
  
 
 Balance isn’t just for the Martial Path, I need to have balance in all things. I need to stop focusing on the negatives all the time, who knows how many amazing things I’ve missed while worrying about the worst case scenario?
 
  
 
 Wrapping both my arms around Lin, I hold her close and Send, “I love you Lin.”
 
  
 
 This is why I always find her when I'm feeling down. She knows exactly what to do to cheer me up, even when she isn't trying.
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 As the golden sun dips low and sets the sky alight with streaks of orange and red, our merchant ships are busy seeking safe harbour on sandy white beaches. Grand and inspiring as they are, the flat-bottomed coastal vessels still rely on human eyes for navigation. Not even a Martial Warrior’s night vision is enough to keep us from running afoul of rocks and reefs or drifting off-course into the deadly deep waters of the Azure Sea. While we could make better time sailing non-stop, it’s far too dangerous to risk the lives of thousands of sailors and soldiers and even though it ruins the romance of sailing beneath the stars, I’m relieved we’re stopping each night. Not only am I in no rush to reach Nan Ping, I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping inside a stuffy cargo hold beside my entire retinue. This also solves the problem of the overly-attached shelled dinosaur following me everywhere I go. Ancient and powerful giant turtle though she may be, Ping-Ping acts more like a clingy ex-girlfriend, insisting on being as close to me, or more likely Blobby, as circumstances permit. I’m just glad she’s happy sleeping outside the yurt, because if she insisted on being any closer, I’d be sleeping beneath the open skies.
 
  
 
 Sweet as she is, I don’t want to find out what happens when Ping-Ping gets angry.
 
  
 
 While Pran and Saluk set up my yurt and Ping-Ping buries herself in the sand beside it, I greet my caged feathery friends with a heavy heart. Seeing the white-bellied, brown-bodied, blue streaked birds hop about on their perches, I choke up at the thought of what I’m about to do. Using dried fish to lure him over, I stroke Roc’s chest through the bars for what might be the last time. “You tubby little fiend,” I whisper, trying not to cry. “I think you’ll like it here. There's the sea and plains, plenty of variety for your diet. If you’ve forgotten how to hunt and get hungry, then you bring your flock and come find me okay? I’ll be travelling south, so try to find which boat I’m on. I’ll probably be in the crow’s nest, but if you can’t find me, then head south and follow the coast to Nan Ping. There’ll be tons of people there, you can’t miss it.”
 
  
 
 I don’t know why I’m giving directions to a bird, but I like to pretend Roc understands me as he gobbles down the treat. I don’t know if setting them free is the right thing to do or if I’m consigning them to a wretched death in the wilds, but I can’t put this off any longer. They’re stressed out from being cooped up all the time, plucking their feathers and fighting amongst themselves even on the rare occasions I let them out inside my yurt. Since I don’t need their feathers anymore and we’ve travelled to a warmer climate, it’s time to let them spread their wings and fly.
 
  
 
 Better to die free than live caged, right?
 
  
 
 Giving Roc one last pat, I remove the padlock and unwrap the chains to their cage, dreading seeing them fly off into the sunset, but this must be done. As soon as the chains are gone, Roc lands on the gate and uses his beak to unlatch it, so smoothly his momentum is enough to swing it open. Without saying goodbye, the poofy bird flaps his wings and takes off with a flutter of motion, leading his flock out in the unending skies and soaring off into the-
 
  
 
 ...into a fallen sack of dried fish, carelessly dropped by a passing soldier.
 
  
 
 After ripping the sack to shreds and devouring its contents, my feathery friends move to harass everyone in sight, laughing as they fearlessly approach soldier and sailor alike to check their packs and pockets for food or trinkets. Fearful of injuring the birds and drawing my anger, the poor souls suffer with minimal resistance as Roc and his flock flap unchecked along the beach side. Unsatisfied by the meagre offerings provided, they soon turn to assaulting anyone who lacks the means or intent to pay tribute. As I watch the cloud of laughing beaks and scratching talons nip and claw my friends and allies, I’m beset by a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach as I realize I’ve made a huge mistake.
 
  
 
 Oh dear Mother in Heaven, what horrors have I unleashed unto your world? I plea for mercy upon my soul, as this was done in ignorance and with only the best intentions.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour spent failing to trick them back into the cage and a stern visit from my unamused Mentor, I settle the avian issue by placing their perch next to my yurt and feeding them another bag of dried fish. Inwardly cursing these devious and deplorable blackmailing birds as they settle in for a post-meal nap, I take comfort in knowing some farmer or hunter will shoot them out of the skies soon after I leave in the morning. Wherever Roc and his birdies came from, I imagine it must have been a wretched land of anarchy and ruin brought about by these voracious winged vermin.
 
  
 
 As if to make up for being a pest, Roc taps his forehead against my hand, his signal for head scritches. Stupid as I am, his adorable antics bring a smile to my face and I pet him until he signals the end of touchy time with a softer-than-usual nip. I’m not sure if he genuinely appreciates what I’ve done or if he’s exploiting my good nature, but either way, I’m kinda glad he didn’t just fly off into the distance.
 
  
 
 I love all my pets. If I can, I’ll help them all live long and happy lives.
 
  
 
 It’s a shame munching on Spiritual Plants does nothing for humans. At best, it’s trading Heaven’s bounty for little extra roughage in your diet. You might even suffer dire complications depending on the plant eaten. It hardly seems fair, but I suppose humanity is used to getting the short end of the stick and still coming out on top. Realistically, if I were an alien and knew nothing about humans aside from their physical appearance, I would hardly expect them to be the dominant species in a world with wolves, tigers, and bears, but here we are.
 
  
 
 Woo, humanity. Fuck yea!
 
  
 
 Praying my birds don’t wake up and go on another rampage, I settle down for a hot dinner cooked by Charok and his adorable assistant Tali. Another reason we disembark every night, the ships don't have a kitchen, which sucks. Aside from the usual suspects joining us for dinner, Huu's half-wolf geezer and the Protectorate senior Guan Suo also make an appearance, though there's no sign of Huu himself. The old timers are like two taciturn peas in a pod, showing up for every meal and leaving without a word of praise or thanks. I don’t mind the half-wolf geezer too much, he’s with Huu which means he’s one of us, but Guan Suo makes me uncomfortable. Not because he’s an outsider or because I'm worried he’ll notice something strange about me feeding water to Ping-Ping, but for another, less practical reason.
 
  
 
 Namely his big, floofy, red panda tail.
 
  
 
 I don’t like it. Mila’s floofy tail is adorable and it irks me to see one so similar on this long-browed, turtle-loving weirdo. Think about it: he’s a grown-ass man who spends his days masquerading as a plebeian woodcutter on the off-chance someone wants to bother his turtle friend. Ping-Ping doesn’t even acknowledge him, she doesn’t seem to care about anything but eating and Blobby, and by extension, me. Considering Akanai all but begged me to be on my best behaviour around him, I can tell she respects him which means he’s probably an incredible warrior, but I still can’t bring myself to like him. My retinue shared their gear and yurts so the Protectorate could look presentable and sleep comfortably, but I haven’t heard a single peep of thanks. Hell, Guan Suo is still dressed in his stinky woodsman rags. I can’t stand him, he smokes while we eat, spits where we walk, and expects everyone to cater to his needs while he hides all day and presumably brushes his silky white beard and eyebrows.
 
  
 
 He’s disgusting and the sight of him fills me with loathing. Red panda’s are supposed to be cute and lovable. It’s a damn crime is what it is.
 
  
 
 My irrational animosity with their leader aside, I’m glad the Protectorate joined up. Shabbily dressed though they might be, they’re a fine addition to the retinue. About a third of them know how to Conceal themselves and hide in plain sight, a skill I’m dying to learn but requires external Chi usage. The rest are skilled scouts, trackers, and huntsmen, which will be useful in Nan Ping if food ever becomes an issue. Even if they’re only here to protect their Guardian Turtle, so long as I stick close to Ping-Ping, then it’s almost the same as protecting me. If we include Lang Yi and the other seventy-nine former slaves from Yo Ling’s island, then my two hundred and eighty strong retinue has grown to a healthy four hundred and seventy odd soldiers.
 
  
 
 Don't think about the odds. Positive Mental Attitude. Every little bit counts, right? Then again, I'm a little concerned by how everyone talks like our victory over the Defiled is all but inevitable, with no one mentioning what to do should the worst come to pass. Is it pure arrogance or fear and apprehension keeping people from speculating?
 
  
 
 “Aha! Thought I’d find you here.” Halfway through our meal, a third visitor arrives to join us at the fire. Slipping off his massive warhorse, BoShui leaves the nervous animal next to a pack of sleeping quins and staggers over with wine jug in hand. “I saw your birds flying about from down the beach and thought it’d be nice to share a drink or three.”
 
  
 
 Signalling for Pran to look after his horse, I study BoShui with a frown. His glowing cheeks and goofy smile are both signs he’s started drinking already. “I thought we were past this.” He was doing so well too, showing up to spar every day with a winning attitude, if not a winning record.
 
  
 
 “Bah. You’re more uptight than my uncle.” With an exaggerated wave, BoShui sits down and drinks deeply before continuing. “You need to relax, you’re not even twenty years old so stop acting like a grumpy senior all the time.” My sweet wifey nods in agreement as BoShui furrows his brow and scowls in mock disapproval, his voice dropping to a timbre nothing like my own. “Hurr, I’m Falling Rain. I only drink, sleep, and have fun on special occasions. Everything else is serious business, seriously. I’m no hardworking genius, you’re all just lazy and incompetent.”
 
  
 
 I don’t appreciate his shoddy impression, Lin and the twin’s harmonious giggles, and especially not all the poorly hidden smiles from everyone in earshot. Interrupting him before he can trample what little dignity I have remaining, I whisper, “Not that I don’t like having you around, but shouldn’t you be back with your unit? We are travelling under military law and I’m pretty sure leaving your soldiers to drink is a punishable offence.” By execution no less. I’m not always a stickler for the rules, but when the stakes are this high, you can bet I toe the line.
 
  
 
 “Tis, but we aren’t.” BoShui seems way to relaxed for a guy marching to war, but we all cope with stress in different ways. “Before we boarded our boats, the heroic Colonel General rescinded those orders and encouraged us to mingle with our comrades from other factions. Wants to foster friendships and forge bonds between the soldiers of the North so we can present a united front in Nan Ping, but it’s pointless.” Pausing to take a deep swig, BoShui sighs before continuing. “My Clan can’t put aside their squabbles and stand as one, so how’s the whole North supposed to do it?”
 
  
 
 Ah. Family problems are a bitch, even more so for noble families like the Han or Situ Clan. Putting my arm around BoShui’s shoulder, I Send, “Are you in danger?”
 
  
 
 Too drunk to notice my attempt at subtlety, BoShui snorts and says, “Always, but now more so than ever. The entire province knows I’m a placeholder, a decoy for the secret heir to the Han Clan. Now, after almost a decade of silence, my father- oops, my mistake, the Esteemed Han Patriarch – has ordered me to return to the Han Ancestral Home and pay my respects to the ancestors. It’s tradition you see, even though he’s ignored every other tradition, like a coming of age ceremony or even having the common decency to send a letter congratulating a Clan member who entered the Empire’s Roll of Experts. I suppose he thinks it’s a good time to unveil his real heir, whoever that might be. Build a reputation by killing me in single combat, then earn fame in the upcoming war against the Defiled. Things couldn’t work out more perfectly for my favoured sibling.”
 
  
 
 Oof. Politics. I know next to nothing about his father, but I know the Han Clan’s official stance towards the Bekhai is one of cooperation and goodwill unlike the outright enmity and malice shown by the Situ Clan, Ouyang Clan, and Baiji Sect. In fact, most factions of the Society are pretty pissed at us, with the notable exception of the aforementioned Han Clan and the Harmonious Unity Sect. The way I see it is the Society got greedy and paid dearly while none of my loved ones suffered permanent harm, so I’m willing to bury the hatchet and start anew. Why else would I go to the trouble of making a copy of Elder Ming’s book before sending it and his sword back to the Arahant Sect?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, I am in the vast minority.
 
  
 
 After a short silence, BoShui closes his eyes and Sends, “You’ve already helped me so much, but I have to ask: you wouldn’t happen to have more genius advice to share, would you?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry buddy,” I Send, shaking my head. “I wish I did... You scared?”
 
  
 
 Falling into a sullen silence, BoShui leans back to stare at the darkening skies. Everyone leaves to give us some space, aside from the two old codgers who continue stuffing their faces. Doesn’t look like they plan on leaving before all the food is done, which might take awhile. I don’t know if it was on purpose or if it was to let Tali practice, but Charok made way more food than our family can finish. 
 
  
 
 After a long pause, BoShui finally speaks out loud. “After Uncle BoHai explained why my father made me his heir, I decided to indulge in food, wine, and women, taking what pleasure I could before my time ran out. Whatever merits I earned or strength I gained, I was destined to become a stepping stone so why bother working hard only to give all the rewards to my killer?” Bringing the gourd to his lips, he gulps down the remaining wine as if hoping to find courage at the bottom. “For the longest time, I thought myself ready. At some point, the true successor would challenge me to a duel and I would die due to lack of skill or underhanded machinations. I resigned myself to fate, but now, as my time of reckoning draws near, I realize how afraid I truly am.” Sighing, he whispers, “I want to live...”
 
  
 
 “Then fight.” My response slips out without thinking, empathizing with his fear of death. “Struggle with tooth and nail to survive. The future is not set in stone, none of the Patriarch’s plans matter as you still draw breath. You are Han BoShui, Expert of the Empire. Are you going to let some sheltered, spoon-fed dandy take your life and everything you’ve accomplished? Sober yourself up, go back to your tent, and practise, because your life literally depends on it.”
 
  
 
 His voice is so quiet I can barely hear it above the sounds of the old codger’s slurping. “And if it’s too late to matter?”
 
  
 
 “...Then I’ll avenge you. Whichever one of your siblings takes your life, I will send them after you to apologize with head in fucking hand.”
 
  
 
 “...Thank you.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Idiot children.” In a condescending tone, the half-wolf geezer interrupts our little heart-to-heart with unsolicited advice. “The weak are prey to the strong. Just kill the boy’s siblings and be done with it. Problem solved.”
 
  
 
 “Pei.” Mistaking this for a group discussion, Guan Suo throws in his two cents. “Your solution is only temporary, better to chop nails and sever iron. Kill the boy’s father before a new heir is appointed, and all the spoils fall to him.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Might as well tell them to wipe out the entire clan and loot their coffers. The solution must fall within their means.”
 
  
 
 “Does it not? If the little scamp can’t deal with a mere Han Patriarch, then she’s wasted her entire life. You’re right on the other matter, one must pull up grass by the roots, but I thought it went without saying.”
 
  
 
 “Using external help is no good, children must learn to deal with their own problems.”
 
  
 
 Trading incredulous stares with BoShui, we quietly leave the two old codgers as their discussion devolves into mud-slinging and name-calling. It's kinda cute seeing two old farts making friends. At least... I hope they're making friends.
 
  
 
 While escorting BoShui back to his camp with a full complement of my guards, I ask, “So... exactly how many siblings do you have? And how strong is the Han Patriarch?” I mean... their suggestions weren't terrible, we could do the first to buy some time then work on the second. Who’s the little scamp? I should figure that out and ask her for help. Can't be the turtle, Guan Suo would never be so rude to Ping-Ping. 
 
  
 
 Shrugging, BoShui answers, “Two full-blooded siblings and seventeen half-siblings, but I’m only comfortable murdering one or two of them without knowing which one is the true heir. The pitfalls of having a conscience I suppose. As for the Patriarch... I’m not sure. Stronger than Uncle BoHai at least, or he would’ve killed my father for sending BoLao to the Confessor.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... nineteen is a little more than I expected, and despite having never seen his uncle in action, I’m not confident we can kill someone stronger than the eight Spiritual Weapon-wielding Major General. Dude looks awesome in his spiked boots and gauntlets, like some medieval biker gangster or something. Besides, as Clan Patriarch and one of three shot-callers of the Society, I imagine BoShui’s scumbag daddy is fairly well-protected. Ugh, this is so bothersome. Is every faction in the North so full of strife or is the Han Clan an outlier? If not then we’re really fucked when it comes time to fight...
 
  
 
 This really begs the question: After millennia of discord and dissension, how did the Defiled overcome their enmity and band together to attack the Empire and why didn’t we see it coming? There were no rumours or inklings of Defiled unification before their coordinated attack on the three Provinces, which means their alliance was less than a year in the making. How did their leader or leaders manage such a miracle? How are they communicating across such vast distances quickly enough to coordinate movements down to the minute? Do they have Defiled Radio or did they station one Defiled every kilometre and used Sending to create the longest game of broken telephone in history?
 
  
 
 So many questions but I’m hardly qualified to ask them, much less put together an answer.
 
  
 
 Whatever. Putting what I just learned to use, I focus on the positives in life, chatting with my friend about training and martial skills. Even if I can’t swing the outcome of the war, what I can do is put my best foot forward while doing everything I can not to start new feuds. Even better if I can make new friends, so it’s important I remain humble and pleasant throughout my entire stay in Nan Ping.
 
  
 
 Peace and Tranquility is a state of mind, not two weapons I use to handle my problems. Balance in all things, not just martial skills and mindset, but in social interactions and stressful situations. I will become the embodiment of friendliness and harmony. No off-hand remarks, no funny looks, no accidental insults, just a pleasant, affable young man seeking like-minded individuals to make friends with.
 
  
 
 Yea... this is going to work out great...
 
  
 
 Ah, add that to the list: No sarcastic quips.
 
  
 
 ... And no eye-rolling.
 
  
 
 Or smirking.
 
  
 
 Or ogling.
 
  
 
 Or sighing.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 Ah fuck it. We’re probably doomed.
 
  
 
 Where my furbabies at? I need a cuddle.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 295 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Dressed in warm robes and a heavy, wool cloak, Nian Zu knew he looked the part of a doddering old fool but he was enjoying himself too much to care. Standing firm at the ship’s prow, he watched the coastline surge by as the swaying deck and cold, buffeting winds fuelled his zeal for the oncoming conflict. Despite his outward elderly trappings, Nian Zu was filled with the fervour of youth, ready to wield his Shooting Star in defence of the Central Plains and redeem himself after barely escaping death at his adversary’s brilliant ambush.
 
  
 
 Everyone told him he’d been brought back from the brink of death, but he hadn't felt this good in more than half a century. The Medical Saint deserved his title and more, returning Nian Zu to peak physical condition in a matter of weeks. The aches and pains of age were gone now, replaced by the vim and vigour of a younger man. His sense of sight and smell sharper than ever before, and he even felt his face held fewer wrinkles than before, not to mention no longer needing to wake each night to use the chamber pot, a blessing in and of itself. The best part was, after decades of slow decline, his sense of taste was back in full force, bringing not only a renewed appetite but also returning his refined palate, allowing him to enjoy good wine and savoury delicacies once again.
 
  
 
 This alone made the near-death experience worth it, and were the Empire not in such dire need of his skills and expertise, he would have long since retired and pledged his loyalty to the Medical Saint. The distinguished Healer deserved no less for restoring him to the peak of health, but instead, the eccentric half-hare refused any form of payment aside from an Oath to keep silent about his heaven-defying prowess, an Oath Nian Zu made without hesitation. Afterwards, he silently pledged to offer his saviour any assistance he might need, no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 It was a pleasant surprise to find so much strength hidden in the Saint’s Tribulation Mountains, where experts seemed as common as clouds. Were it not for the Bekhai, the North would have fallen months ago and suffered the same end as the now defunct Western Province, may the Mother have mercy on their souls. A damn shame about their leader, as Akanai’s ruthless disposition made her unpopular with most military men, which Nian Zu found amusing. Were she a human male, Akanai would have fit right in with the rest of the veteran officers but because of her gender and ancestry, they felt threatened by her existence. No able politician, the vicious Bekhai commander stepped on Jia Yang’s face at every given opportunity, which dissuaded would-be allies from reaching out. No one wanted a harridan for an ally, and Akanai's unyielding attitude and headstrong nature was detrimental to the Bekhai cause, but she could hardly be faulted for it. A bold and gallant warrior, Akanai was powerful enough to shake heaven and earth even without the full might of the Bekhai behind her.
 
  
 
 However, were it only her, Nian Zu wouldn’t place so much importance on the Bekhai. No matter how strong they might be individually, Akanai could only call upon twenty-five thousand Khishigs in total, and only the quality of their experts allowed them to stand as a top-tier power of the North. That’s what made the Bekhai so valuable, their wealth of natural talent. Medical Saint Taduk, Herald of the Storms Akanai, the Bloody-Fanged Wolf Baatar, Demon Reaper Gerel, these names were known to every faction in the North, but few people understood how deeply the Bekhai had hidden their strength. Before appointing the man as his successor, Nian Zu counted no less than thirty-five other unknown experts in Baatar’s retinue worthy of a title of their own. Not so impressive a number until one realized Baatar’s retinue numbered thirty-seven in total. The missing two were Gerel and Baatar who already had titles of their own, which meant this unknown ‘Iron Banner Company’ could almost rival Nian Zu’s personal guard, a fifty-strong unit of the greatest unaffiliated talents in the North.
 
  
 
 He, the great Colonel General Nian Zu, Hero of the Wall and Defender of the province, used eighty years of distinguished service to gather fifty top-tier experts to his banner and kept them close as his weapon of last resort, while the Bekhai casually sent thirty-seven similar warriors out to fulfill their contractual military obligations each year. Ridiculous.
 
  
 
 That wasn’t all. Akanai herself was a force to contend with and he assumed her retinue contained an equal if not greater number of unnamed experts. Then there was the abundance of young talent, most visibly the Undying Savage Falling Rain and the Ravenous Wolf, Huushal. Knowing there were others, Nian Zu dug a little deeper and found two more young talents, Akanai’s own daughter Sumila, an exceptional duellist and preternatural divine blacksmith whose skills would shock the Empire, and the now-famous adopted grand-daughter and disciple of the Sanguine Tempest, Du Min Yan, a close contender for number one talent in the Central Province.
 
  
 
 Though few in number, the Bekhai did not lack for resources either, as seen by the plethora of Spiritual Weapons bestowed upon the younger generation. Akanai and her husband, a Divine Blacksmith and powerful warrior in his own right, only had one Spiritual Weapon each, while Baatar and the others of his generation had one or two. In the younger generation, Sumila, Du Min Yan, and now Huushal had two each, and if Nian Zu’s spies were correct, the titular number one talent Falling Rain would soon receive a third. Such waste, better to outfit three Martial Warriors than to arm one youth so lavishly, especially one so prone to offending others. Though he played the part of meek, obedient child well, Nian Zu knew the boy harboured tremendous arrogance and disdain for others. Openly provoking a Brigadier in front of civilians, tormenting and extorting his opponents in the Contest, threatening to rape and impregnate a Magistrate while duelling her son, Falling Rain was like a newborn calf who did not fear the tiger.
 
  
 
 Ah, if only the boy had agreed to join the army, Nian Zu would have loved to set the boy straight. A talent seen once every ten-thousand years, he feared the boy’s foul tongue and fiery temperament would see him to an early grave.
 
  
 
 Then again, even with all his foresight, Nian Zu never would have guessed the boy would play such a pivotal role in Sanshu’s defence. From uncovering a band of Defiled and forcing the Enemy’s hand early to wiping out a superior force of Defiled meant to delay reinforcements and distracting Yo Ling for the killing blow, Falling Rain proved himself worthy of his arrogance and more. Alas, genius and talent were secondary. Perhaps the boy or one of the other youths might surprise him, but the Empire’s fate would not hinge on these heroes of tomorrow. With the Defiled rampaging through the Western Province and encroaching on Central, it was down to the warriors of today to hold the line and possibly even wipe out the Defiled threat once and for all.
 
  
 
 Assuming blasted Imperial oversight didn’t muck everything up.
 
  
 
 Nian Zu’s many years of experience left him less than optimistic, but regardless of the circumstances, he was a soldier and a soldier’s duty is to fight while politicking was best left to others. If the old bastard DuYi were present, Nian Zu would rest easier but his old friend had gone kicking and screaming to the Mother. If only the Medical Saint could have worked his magic and made DuYi fit and healthy once more, then perhaps the paranoid codger would have thought twice before doing what he did, making an example of his own clansmen to keep little Yuzhen safe.
 
  
 
 Arrogant old fool. Why couldn’t he swallow his pride and ask for help? You could never take his words at face value and always had to watch for falsified reports, but the old bastard meant the world to Nian Zu. With a single word, he would have called the winds and summoned the rains, overturning Heaven and Earth to keep DuYi and Yuzhen safe, but the old bastard would have never forgiven him for swooping in to save the day. A conniving, calculating trickster, DuYi’s every action was meant to tip the scales towards him and owing someone, even Nian Zu, a favour would have been like a bone lodged in his throat.
 
  
 
 Holding back his sorrow and melancholy, Nian Zu stared up at the Heavens and said a small prayer. “Hold him close for me, Mother. The rice is cooked, but I have some choice words for that thick-skulled bastard. He didn’t even bother to say goodbye...”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, Nian Zu cleared his throat and blinked away his tears. What’s done is done. Yuzhen is Marshal of the North now, and though still lacking in comparison to her old man, she was a worthy successor to his office. Nian Zu still remembered taking the little fox-ear brat aside and teaching her a few forms, their time together lasting only three days before he gave up in a fit of rage. Following her old man’s cue, the teen-aged Yuzhen showed him minimal respect during their time together, even muttering about how a ‘mace-wielding muscle-head’ wasn’t suited to teach her the ‘intricacies of swordsmanship’.
 
  
 
 That’d been the last straw, but after so many years, Nian Zu regretted not taking her as his disciple. At the time, he had yet to realize how much DuYi loved the little half-fox girl, treating her as a daughter in everything but name. Nian Zu’s refusal drove a wedge between them which took years to mend. Now, instead of being a second father to the girl, Nian Zu was nothing more than a distant friend of her old man, and she was too wary to accept his help without reservations.
 
  
 
 Bah. If DuYi knew his thoughts, he’d laugh and call him a senile buffoon, lamenting over lost time and past mistakes. Focusing on the horizon, he turned his thoughts to what lay ahead. After twenty four days by carriage and nine and a half by ship, they would soon reach their destination where Nian Zu would once again enjoy sleeping in a bed. Lacking the colourful elegance of Yantai or the controlled order of the Society, Nan Ping was a city which could only exist in the peaceful Central Province. Built atop an inlet leading out to a cove on the Azure Sea, Nan Ping was forever in a state of expansion, which led to a sprawling mishmash of chaos and disorder as stately manors stood side by side with ramshackle huts.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Nian Zu’s ship was stopped long before he sighted the city and for good reason. Sails and banners dotted the horizon as a fleet of ships sat in Nan Ping’s bay, unloading tens of thousands of troops onto its docks. A vessel flying Nan Ping’s flag sat anchored at the sea wall’s entrance while a tiny rowboat made it’s way over to Nian Zu’s ship. After a brief exchange with a miserable scholar in which Nian Zu threatened the man’s life no less than three times, he directed his ship’s captain to land on the bay’s northern shore as instructed. Typical Centrist arrogance, reserving the city proper for other Central Nobles while sending the ‘foreign delegates’ and other ‘common rabble’ to camp on the plains. Nian Zu had seen his other ships landing on the beaches, but to deny the highest ranking officer in the Northern Province a place inside the city was a grave insult indeed.
 
  
 
 Good, good. Good. His rivals must think him weak and feeble after hearing of his injuries. Nian Zu would relish the looks on their faces once he disabused them of the notion.
 
  
 
 As his ship ran aground with a gut-wrenching shudder, Nian Zu remained in place on the prow. Before the trembling came to a stop, he ordered the latches lifted and rode the prow as it dropped down to the beach. Leaping off at the last moment, he landed neatly as the ship’s prow thudded into the sand and created a massive wooden ramp to disembark from. His actions were befitting of a younger man, but at close to a hundred years of age, Nian Zu would be lying if he said he had nothing to prove.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Haughty aristocrats and blind politicians still playing games while the Empire’s existence hung in the balance. Were it up to him, he’d send every single one of them to the front lines to make use of their over-paid and under-worked guards. Another reason he’d always left the politics to DuYi; were Nian Zu allowed to do as he pleased, he would soon find himself with a rebellion on his hands or a dagger in his back.
 
  
 
 His arrival was met by one of Yuzhen’s aides and after puzzling through her messages and plans, he deferred to her wisdom and stepped aside. Aside from being well-versed in politics, the girl also had a marvellous head for administration and governance, having outlined a plan for soldier distribution, waste management, food and water transportation, and more. While he could have done the same given time, he had to admit her management skills superseded his own. She’d even accounted for the northern forces yet to arrive, leaving a few prime locations for the most important factions, to keep them from throwing a fit.
 
  
 
 Most armchair generals overlooked the importance of proper camp composition, focusing only on organizing defences, but waste management was an integral part of war. With millions of people shitting each day, it could quickly form an entire mountain of shit if not properly handled, tainting the water supply and festering plagues or diseases. While Martial Soldiers were hardy enough to overlook a little dirty water, outside of battle, an army lived and died on the backs of their civilian followers, people far less capable of enduring unsanitary living conditions.
 
  
 
 DuYi raised his daughter well...
 
  
 
 With little to do except oversee his people, Nian Zu changed into his distinct, gold-trimmed armour and black cloak, even though it was a little too warm for the balmy Central climate. Striding about camp, he let himself be seen by the soldiers of the North and showed them their hero still had life in him yet. A trick he learned from Baatar in fact, after seeing how quickly his half-wolf successor won over the soldiers. Say what you will about his taciturn nature, the Bekhai warrior oozed charisma and commanded respect, never afraid to tighten a harness or help hold a tent pole for even the lowest servant under his command. Small gestures which spoke volumes showed Baatar didn’t hold himself above others, and the people loved him for it.
 
  
 
 For this reason alone, Nian Zu believed the Bekhai’s star could only rise. Baatar was a born leader unlike himself, a man who held his post because no one else wanted it.
 
  
 
 Hours passed and as the afternoon came to an end, a messenger arrived summoning him and every independent commander of the north to pay their respects to the Imperial Legate. The messenger stressed that each commander was allowed only two guards, a stipulation which annoyed Nian Zu to no end. What, was the Imperial Legate worried he’d be assaulted by one of these ‘savage northerners’? Preposterous. That’s what you get for putting some inbred Emperor’s kinsmen in charge of this ‘First Imperial Grand Conference’. He had half a mind to wash his hands of this farce and order his men back onto their ships, but sadly, he had no choice but to accept the insult. Choosing Han BoHai and Baatar to accompany him, Nian Zu prepared to give the Imperial Legate a piece of his mind with his greatest warriors at his side.
 
  
 
 Waiting for the other commanders to join him, Nian Zu seethed with fury at the delay. As he was among the first to arrive, the only other commanders present were Akanai and a handful of Warrant Officers, but after twenty minutes of waiting, they still weren’t ready. Glancing around, he ran each face through a checklist. Akanai was here, with her second, the Healer Tokta, and her slave-turned-daughter Li Song. Akanai treated the girl well, even gifting her Zian’s surrendered Runic Armour, but it was a shame about her status. Li Song's efforts would never be recognized, but from what Nian Zu’s spies reported, the half-cat slave’s prowess was second only to Mila and Zian, a most formidable achievement for a slave. 
 
  
 
 Marshal Yuzhen also waited nearby, sharing a horse with her current boy-toy Demon Reaper Gerel, while her chief of guard, one of DuYi's men, waited beside them. Han BoShui, the so-called ‘Paper Tiger’ of the Han Clan stood ready and waiting with two elite bodyguards, as did Tong Da Fung, the self-proclaimed Unstoppable Tempest. While the boy’s skills were somewhat impressive, his choice of attendants were the real surprise, one fully armed-and-armoured guardian and a half-weasel servant.
 
  
 
 By the Mother these nobles love their games of misdirection. Anyone who knew anything ‘knew’ the young magistrate Fung’s true protector was the vicious servant and torturer Fu Zhu Li, but only Nian Zu and other peak experts would realize that the armoured guardian playing the part of decoy was not a decoy at all, but in fact a true peak expert wearing enough Runic Armour to beggar a king. Where Tong Da Hai found this unknown expert was a mystery, but Nian Zu knew one thing for certain: the unknown expert was not one of the Bekhai, as so many others might assume. The Bekhai had no runemaster, with their only runic items hard won from the Society.
 
  
 
 Circles within circles and games within games, so aggravating to navigate.
 
  
 
 Next was the Ravenous Wolf Huushal, a hulking youth of noble poise and savage demeanour. With him was one of Baatar’s bannermen, the axe-wielding half-bear warrior Ghurda, who was also Huushal’s adoptive mother. In a bizarre twist, Huushal’s other attendant lay sound asleep in a harness strapped to the young wolf’s back. As Nian Zu opened his mouth to berate the young man for bringing a sleeping grandfather to meet the Imperial Legate, the elderly attendant’s eyes snapped opened and silenced him with a glare. Yellow and wolfish, his eyes had the look of a man not to be crossed lightly. Even with all his strength and experience, Nian Zu wouldn't want to face this grizzled veteran in single combat.
 
  
 
 Breaking eye contact, he once again marvelled at the Bekhai’s hidden depths.
 
  
 
 Having accounted for everyone else, he realized Falling Rain had yet to show his face. Were it anyone else, Nian Zu would set out and leave him behind, but the boy was too dangerous to be given free rein in the city. Stakes were too high and tempers too hot, with every fop and popinjay in the Empire looking to make a name for themselves. Left to his own devices, Falling Rain might start a riot or murder a dozen noble scions, so Nian Zu sat and waited for the truant problem child.
 
  
 
 Another ten minutes passed before he snapped, directing his ire to Baatar. “What’s taking your brat so long? Did he stop to pick up another damned pet?”
 
  
 
 In the face of his anger, Baatar still had the gall to smile. “Apologies, commander. The boy was forced to take a detour, but he will arrive momentarily. You can even track his progress yourself.”
 
  
 
 Glancing back, Nian Zu’s snarl fell from his face and after a moment’s pause, he closed his eyes and sighed. While the boy couldn’t be seen, it was hard to miss the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao rushing towards their position as it circled around the sea of soldiers and tents. At least the creature had yet to crush any bystanders, but it still left chaos in its wake as it left soldiers, citizens, and beasts alike terrorized by its frenzied passing.
 
  
 
 In light of this, Nian Zu was willing to forgive Falling Rain's tardiness.
 
  
 
 Riding up with a sheepish, hang-dog look, Falling Rain made his presence known with a flustered apology. “Sorry Colonel General Situ Nian Zu... err.. commander... sir...?”
 
  
 
 Sighing once more, he ignored the muted snickers from the surrounding onlookers, while staring at the flock of strange birds circling overhead. Were they also a part of Rain’s menagerie or was their presence mere coincidence? At least the boy didn’t bring his cats, bears, and rabbits. “Address me as Colonel General, or Colonel General Nian Zu. Only warriors who fall under my command call me commander.” An arrangement he wasn’t entirely unhappy with. This boy could be more trouble than he was worth. Although most northerners revered the Divine Turtle, nobles from the other provinces would only see a living, breathing, Spiritual Heart. “Leave the turtle behind, we’re going to pay our respects, not amuse the Imperial Legate.”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back, Falling Rain offered a helpless shrug. “With all due respect Colonel General, if I knew how to leave her behind, she’d still be in Ping Yao. You’re welcome to try convincing her otherwise, but I should warn you: she spits when threatened.”
 
  
 
 Not for the first time, Nian Zu regretted giving the boy his own command. No wonder Akanai and Baatar had been so hesitant when he suggested it. Carefully weighing his options, Nian Zu realized he couldn’t risk being spit on by a turtle in front of his soldiers, divine or otherwise. Sighing, he glanced over the boy's chosen attendants and almost fell off his horse. One was a Bekhai warrior of little consequence, a veiled woman covered head to toe in black, while the other was someone Nian Zu recognized and feared. Hurriedly dismounting from his horse, Nian Zu clasped his hands and bowed while the soldiers under his command followed his cue and dropped to their knees.
 
  
 
 What Nian Zu found most vexing was how Rain lacked the common courtesy to dismount and kneel, or at least move out of the way so Nian Zu wasn’t forced to salute a child eighty years younger and seven ranks junior. Tossing his irritation aside, he greeted the shabbily dressed Divinity riding at Rain’s side. “Venerable Guan Suo, this one apologizes for not greeting you earlier.”
 
  
 
 Without giving permission to Nian Zu to raise his head, the Divinity asked, “Have we met before?”
 
  
 
 “We have not Venerable One, but this one has seen drawings of your likeness.” And read the after-action reports regarding the destruction you wrought. Nian Zu didn’t expect Falling Rain to bring an Ancestral Beast to Nan Ping, especially not one as temperamental as Guan Suo. When did he join the Bekhai? Why didn’t Akanai warn him? The Treaty be damned, bringing an Ancestral Beast to meet an imperial Clan member without warning could be construed as intent to rebel or treason, so Nian Zu quickly Sent messengers to explain his dilemma.
 
  
 
 Refuse a Divinity? Forget spitting, he’d sooner let the turtle shit in his mouth.
 
  
 
 “Then why apologize? It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m part of the kid’s retinue but you can pretend I’m not here. Come, lets get this over with.” Indifferent to the problems his presence brought up, the Divinity prodded Rain to move out. Worried the boy might obey and carelessly take the lead, Nian Zu hurried back onto his horse and set out, moving slowly as he dared to give the Legate as much time as possible.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, have mercy on your poor servant. What’s a man to do?
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 Despite the gravity of the situation, it took every scrap of Yuzhen’s self-control to not burst into laughter, only her iron will and solemn respect for the office enabling her to keep her composure. Things were never dull where Rain was concerned and she looked forward to hearing the rumourmongers tell this tale come morning. For the celebrated Hero of the Wall to bow before Falling Rain in front of thousands of soldiers and civilians, this could only add to the young man’s growing mythos.
 
  
 
 Those in the immediate vicinity heard how Nian Zu’s bow was for the Ancestral Beast Guan Suo, but the Colonel General hadn’t spoken loud enough for more than a handful of onlookers to hear. Only a fool would think those few voices could hold back the flood of hearsay and slander cresting over the horizon. How would the gossips spin today’s events? Would they call Nian Zu a spineless boot-lick for currying favour with an up-and-coming young talent? Or would they call Falling Rain shameless or arrogant, thinking he somehow pressured the greatest warrior of the north into literally bowing before him? She looked forward to reading the fanciful conjectures both sides would spout as ‘proof’ of some wild theory or another. The truth mattered little when it came to bar-room tales, where the loudest voice was often taken as correct. Her favourite theories were Falling Rain being the long lost son of some Imperial Scion and therefore of royal lineage, or an ancient Ancestral Beast in disguise venturing out into the world to amuse himself.
 
  
 
 Inwardly shaking her head, Yuzhen leaned back into Gerel’s chest and sighed, taking pleasure in the weight of his arms around her. “As much as I enjoy your company little lamb, it’s time you returned to your own mount. Can’t have people giggling about the Northern Marshal’s boy-toy.” Or about how she was a puppet dancing on Bekhai strings. It was ludicrous, if the Bekhai wanted more power they would seize it for themselves. Though few cared to admit it, there wasn’t a single faction in the north who could resist them alone, aside from the Society. One could argue not even them, considering they were an amalgamation of various powers of the North and not one unified power. One of the great hypocrisies of the Society, revering individual strength above all else while relying on strength of numbers to stay ahead.
 
  
 
 “As you command, Marshal.” Slipping into his role as bodyguard without resentment, Gerel leaped over to his own waiting horse, looking resplendent in the ceremonial black and silver armour of her Office. Donning his helmet, he flashed his roguish smile and winked before lowering his visor. With glaive in hand, he sat tall atop his unfamiliar mount, having taken to horsemanship like a duck to water. Were it up to her, she’d strip off all his gleaming armour and spend the rest of the day naked in her tent, but alas, duty calls.
 
  
 
 Freed from her lover’s beguiling embrace, Yuzhen studied the shabbily dressed Ancestral Beast riding at Rain’s side. She’d heard much about the eccentric and bloodthirsty warrior but never expected to find him hidden among the Bekhai. “You horrible man,” she Sent, treating Gerel with a petulant glare. “You should have told me Guan Suo was here.” At least the Bekhai had finally taken proper measures to keep Rain safe, placing Gerel’s mentor and an Ancestral Beast at his side, the Smiling Slaughterer no less.
 
  
 
 While some might think it a little overboard, Yuzhen wholeheartedly agreed with the arrangement. Given Rain’s penchant for finding trouble, even two Ancestral Beasts might not be enough, assuming Akanai could find a pair willing to get along.
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Gerel Sent, “Didn’t know his name before today. Rain inherited him and a hundred other dishevelled vagrants along with the turtle. Tell me my love, is this Guan Suo strong?”
 
  
 
 Ah, things made more sense if the Bekhai didn’t know Guan Suo was an Ancestral Beast. “Stop glaring at him before he takes offence.” She could hear the interest in his voice, thinking he’d found another worthy opponent. Despite losing miserably each time, Gerel loved sparring against his idol Baatar and would probably challenge Nian Zu if she hadn't forbidden him from doing so. He and Rain were so similar at times, both eager to be beaten black and blue in the pursuit of strength. Hoping to dissuade him, she Sent, “You saw how polite Nian Zu was and I expect no less from you.” She wanted to demand more but her little lamb was not a man who bowed easily.
 
  
 
 “I am nothing if not polite, and it would be ill-mannered not to offer him a chance to stretch his legs and spar.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Men and their games.”
 
  
 
 “Just as politicians have staterooms and dining tables, warriors have arenas and battlefields.”
 
  
 
 Bah, the hopeless muscle-brained fool. “Do as you please, but do not go overboard. Treat him as you would treat Sarnai.” That should keep him polite, if not fearful, and taking a few lumps at the hands of an Ancestral Beast might make him more receptive to her future suggestions. Upon taking office, she was made privy to a number of dangerous individuals residing in the north and Guan Suo’s name featured prominently among them. Not because he was the most powerful, but because he was the most reckless. Once he flashed his innocuous grin, described as a smile so wide his eyes almost disappeared, then no matter who stood before him, the rivers would run red with blood. 
 
  
 
 Which made it imperative she learn why he was here in Nan Ping, riding at Rain’s side without a care in the world. It couldn’t really be because of Ping Yao’s Guardian Turtle. Though some impoverished clans or sects might be tempted to kill her for a Spiritual Heart, doing so would win them the hatred of every citizen in the North. Some considered it a Divine Beast of the Mother, but its rough, voluminous folds of leathery skin and beady black eyes made it too unsightly to inspire piety or devotion in Yuzhen and she hardly believed it could charm a deadly, destructive Ancestral Beast like Guan Suo. Was his presence here personally or politically motivated? Did he seek an old friend to reconnect with, or vengeance against a long-hidden foe?
 
  
 
 Watching his bushy red tail swish about, it brought to mind a young girl bearing a similar rear appendage. Could Guan Suo be Sumila’s birth father, here to protect her and her betrothed? Ancestral Beasts rarely took interest in their half-beast children, something about their feral instincts compelling them to abandon or even kill what they viewed as sickly, unviable children. With Sumila recently coming into her own as a supremely talented young warrior and blacksmith, perhaps it was enough to trigger the Ancestral Beast’s paternal instincts.
 
  
 
 Or perhaps Yuzhen was completely wrong and it really was about the turtle. She’d heard stranger things in her time.
 
  
 
 Riding around Nan Ping’s outskirts, Yuzhen was hard pressed to suppress her irritation over the city’s chaotic disposition. No rhyme or reason went into Nan Ping’s formation, as evidenced by the splendour and decadence of the towering Magistrate’s Palace juxtaposed with the mishmash of housing clustered just outside its walls. To her eyes, it appeared as if the city’s architect saw himself as a painter and Nan Ping his canvas for experimentation, with buildings of brick and mortar standing next to elegant wooden constructs. A tasteful pagoda towering beside a bevy of cheap, irregularly shaped domiciles, a four-walled courtyard sitting in the shade of a gated, painted pavilion, and a refined zen garden ruined by the bustle of the adjacent marketplace were but a few of the inconsistencies she noticed.
 
  
 
 Individually, the buildings were sound and some could even be considered beautiful, but put together, it made for a jarring and unpleasant eyesore of colossal proportions. In her eyes, the greater crime was the poor layout of the city streets, or at least, what passed for them. Dirt or half-cobbled paths full of twists and turns, she would be hard pressed to drive a wagon through the narrow routes much less bring a giant turtle through them. Thus, their delegation was forced to take a more roundabout and visible route to reach the Magistrate’s Palace, entering the city through the Northern Promenade. While this gave the Imperial Legate time to prepare to meet with the Smiling Slaughterer, their procession drew a crowd as the citizens of Nan Ping gathered to gawk at, pray to, or laugh at the Divine Turtle. Soon, their progress slowed to a crawl as the gathering mob pressed in and blocked the way forward.
 
  
 
 Curse the Legate and his damned rules. With only twenty-one people and a giant turtle, how were they supposed to disperse the flock of onlookers without inciting mass panic? At least the Divine Turtle seemed unperturbed by all this, merely keeping a wary eye on her surroundings while using her lashing tail and swivelling neck to keep the crowd at bay. Slowed to a snail’s crawl, their delegation made their way forward step by step as the crowd slowly gave way around them, heedless of the danger involved. Were Nian Zu a lesser man, he might have unleashed his Aura and trampled over the crowd or ordered the young Warrant Officers to draw weapons and cut them down, but he was a patriot first and soldier second. A rare, dying breed, perhaps the last of his generation in this age of greedy self-interest, which made him all the more extraordinary.
 
  
 
 And when all was said and done, this would be yet another page in Falling Rain’s Epic, the Mother’s Chosen Son and his monstrous mount. She felt sorry for the boy’s fat roosequin, doomed to have its glory stolen and service all but forgotten by history.
 
  
 
 Eventually, the Legate noticed their plight and sent a complement of horse-mounted Royal Guardians to help clear their path, none too gently at that. While disappointed she couldn't see their regal lion mounts, Yuzhen thanked the Mother for sending a representative clear-minded enough not to order the citizens massacred in a fit of rage. You could never tell with these Imperial Scions who hailed from the closed-off Eastern Province. Some of them were so far removed from reality, they believed themselves descended from a literal God given flesh.
 
  
 
 Then again, throughout history there’d been plenty of Imperial Scions powerful enough to justify the theory. Who was she to say otherwise?
 
  
 
 With the Royal Guardians’ escorting them, the rest of their journey was uneventful aside from a vista of other unsightly juxtapositions. The inner city was a little more orderly than the outer city but still lacked the cohesion and congruency she so desperately desired. The Magistrate’s Palace was more to her liking, a tastefully designed city district all on its own, with walls high enough to block out the unsightly surroundings so long as she remained at ground level. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been invited to stay nor had the great Nian Zu, an insult she would not forgive lightly.
 
  
 
 To look down on the Northern Province’s greatest soldier was to insult the Province itself, and as Marshal of the North, Yuzhen would not stand for it. Still, she had to tread lightly considering her heritage and gender, as neither women nor half-beasts were held in high esteem here in the Central Province. Then again, neither were foreigners, so everyone had their work cut out for them.
 
  
 
 After leaving their horses and roosequins with a group of terrified stable boys, they were brought into an anteroom to wait while the Magistrate’s Crier announced their arrival. Striking a colossal gong three meters tall, the Crier introduced Nian Zu only by rank and no more, while leaving out any mention of Major General’s Baatar or Han BoHai, yet another display of Central snobbery. As the massive double doors cracked open for Nian Zu and his escorts, Yuzhen fumed with impatience over having her time wasted by a group of worthless toads. Here these nobles sat safe in the heart of the Empire, wholly unappreciative of the sacrifices made by the North, South, and West to keep them safe. No, in the absence of Defiled, they played their games of spies and politics while engaging in warfare hidden in the shadows like timid little mice too scared to be seen. A corrupt, self-indulgent bunch of wastrels, being called to guard them against the Defiled horde vexed her to no end, but should Central be lost, then the North would be left without allies, and thus, inevitably doomed.
 
  
 
 It took ages for the gong to fall silent on its own, presumably part of the ritual, but what irked her more was how the Crier skipped herself and Akanai to announce Rain first, as if a Second Grade Warrant Officer outranked both Marshal and Lieutenant General. In fact, as the Emperor's highest ranked servant in the Northern Province, she should have been announced first. Even the clueless Rain knew something was wrong, looking to his Grand Mentor in confusion. Swallowing her anger, Yuzhen Sent, “Stop hesitating and enter. We’ll be with you shortly.”
 
  
 
 Praying Rain knew enough to keep his mouth shut and could keep the turtle under control, she waited in stony silence as the Crier individually introduced Fung and BoShui before finally announcing, “Lieutenant General Akanai, Marshal Yuzhen, and Warrant Officer Huushal,” rushing through each name as if it might stain his tongue. Suppressing her burning rage, she proceeded after signalling for Akanai to leave the Crier be. If they brought up such a menial slight before the Legate, it would be seen as whiny and petulant, exactly what the Central Nobles were hoping for, so she would not play their game. Besides, complaining would serve no purpose except see the Crier lightly punished for misconduct, hardly worth the trouble.
 
  
 
 They would see it as a victory, but Yuzhen intended to show them how pointless their games were when dealing with true Warriors of the North.
 
  
 
 After Sending instructions to Akanai and Huushal, she strode in with head held high, ignoring all the Central nobles seated at the sidelines and noting every face so she could balance the scales whenever possible. Stopping short of the platform where the seated Legate waited, she took her place next to Nian Zu while the Warrant Officers and Turtle stood off to one side before dropping to her knees and kowtowing. “Ten thousand years of boundless longevity upon the Emperor. Imperial Servant Yuzhen greets Imperial Legate.”
 
  
 
 Lowering her head, she waited as Akanai gave her greetings beside her, who was then followed by Huushal, proceeding as if they’d been called in individually. Technically, they should have bowed together, but it was a calculated ploy. Since the Legate was kind enough to spare the citizens, he should also be willing to overlook this tiny lapse of conduct especially considering their rank and status deserved as much. Thankfully, the Legate paid no mind to their political manoeuvring and allowed their greetings to carry on without interruption. Once Huushal finished and took his place, the hall was filled with silence as they waited on the Imperial Legate’s blessing. The sound of the slow, unhurried breaths of the Guardian Turtle filled the air as they continued to wait, punctuated ever so often by the quiet squeaking of Rain’s armour as he shifted his weight from foot to foot.
 
  
 
 “What a magnificent creature.” In a lapse of protocol all his own, the Legate left his throne and stepped off the dais to approach them, eliciting a few surprised gasps from the watching crowd. Waving his Royal Guardians away, the Legate strode past the group of senior officers and officials and right up to Rain and his turtle. Unsure whether this would be a blessing or curse, Yuzhen covertly studied the Legate out of the corner of her eye. A svelte, lanky man younger than she’d expected, the Legate didn’t look a day over twenty five, but that didn’t mean much as far as Martial Warriors went and this man was undoubtedly a warrior. Dressed in gold and black Imperial Robes and sporting a similarly coloured hat, the Legate was an impressive sight where others would look downright gaudy or ostentatious. He fit her tastes, but that wasn't why she was so intrigued. Despite standing in arms reach of the greatest Warrior of the North and biting range of the Empire’s largest turtle, the Legate moved with a warrior’s confidence and an expert’s caution, hands crossed behind his back while keeping a respectful distance back. Tilting his head, he addressed Rain directly in yet another breach of protocol. “Will she object if I move closer to pet her?”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above, another idiot animal lover. Hurriedly Sending to Rain, she coached him through what to say, making sure he remembered to remain respectful. “Er... Imperial Servant dare not command Imperial Legate,” Rain said with head bowed and hands clasped, “but Pi.. er... the Divine Turtle is a wild creature not under... this Servant’s control. She... er... The Divine Turtle is here of her own free will, though why... this Servant is at a loss to explain.”
 
  
 
 If only he’d stop hesitating before calling himself a servant or making those unsightly faces. At least it went unnoticed, lest he be accused of dissatisfaction with the Emperor. Why else would a man scowl every time he referred to himself as the Emperor’s servant? She understood his reluctance to pledge servitude to a man he’d never met, but this was the Central Province, and even with the Smiling Slaughterer at his side even... a foreign dragon... cannot...
 
  
 
 Wait. Where did Guan Suo disappear to? For that matter, where was Gerel’s Mentor? Taking a quick tally of her surroundings, she discovered three more missing from her delegation, both of Fung’s guards and the wolf-eared Senior previously napping in the harness strapped to Huushal’s back. When did they slip away? Digging through her memories, she realized they’d been missing even since the stables, but to what purpose she couldn’t guess.
 
  
 
 Praying they would all behave, she returned to the present and almost threw a fit as she watch the Legate pet the Divine Turtle. If an Imperial Scion came to harm, everyone present would lose their heads, yet here he was stroking the ancient turtle’s beak like it was some favoured pet. “Long have I heard of the Divine Turtle’s splendour, and today, I, Shen Zhenwu, have finally seen it for myself. Wonderful.” Pulling a fan out from his sleeves, the Imperial Legate opened it for all to see and decreed, “Hear me. The Divine Turtle’s presence in Nan Ping is a sign of the Mother’s Blessing. Any who seek to harm her shall be branded as a traitor to the Empire and a heretic of the Father. Thus hath it been said, and thus shall it be.”
 
  
 
 Well... that was fortunate, and the Legate wasn't done. Pointing at a fearful, sweaty man standing to the side of the platform, who Yuzhen belatedly recognized as the Magistrate, the Legate commanded, “See to it that the Colonel General, Marshal, and Lieutenant General are housed in an estate with room enough for no less than a thousand guards  and two-thousand servants. Each. They’ve come to defend the Empire and I’ll not have them slighted.” Turning to Rain, the Legate asked, “You, Falling Rain, have been chosen by the Divine Turtle, so tell me, what sort of environment does she prefer?”
 
  
 
 “Well she... uhh... Imperial Servant reports,” Rain stuttered, aging her by a decade with his near slip, “The Divine Turtle is fond open spaces and enjoys swimming in the Azure Sea. Our current encampment on the northern beach is suitable as any.” At least Rain was smart enough to avoid staying in the Magistrate’s Palace. Living in proximity to the Legate and so many of Central’s arrogant nobles would be a disaster waiting to happen. Much safer for him to stay as far from the city and its inhabitants as possible.
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, she is no tamed creature but a child of the Mother, so she must be free to go where she is needed.” Clapping Rain on the shoulder, the Legate made a second decree. “Hear me, as the Divine Turtle’s Attendant, Warrant Officer Second Grade Falling Rain is henceforth given free rein within the Empire to carry out his Holy Duty. Any parties caught hindering said Duty will be executed without trial. Thus hath it been said, and thus shall it be.”
 
  
 
 The chorus of surprised gasps and outraged mutterings were like music to Yuzhen’s ears. Who would have thought all her problems would be solved by her greatest trouble-maker? Turning to silently thank Rain, Yuzhen’s smile froze as she spotted the young Legate’s cold, calculating look, so devoid of warmth or affection. It was only there for a moment and gone so fast she worried she'd imagined it, but it brought to mind her old man’s description of the Imperial Clan.
 
  
 
 ‘A devious, manipulative bunch who will feed you shit and make you thank them for it’.
 
  
 
 She’d underestimated this young Imperial Legate, this Shen Zhenwu. Though named ‘true warrior’, he was also a true politician, or, more likely, there was another older, craftier Imperial Scion controlling the Legate from the shadows. How could the nervous and apprehensive Magistrate dare openly insult the highest ranking officials in the North, right in front of the Legate no less? Everything had been done on the Legate’s orders, fostering resentment between the North and Central and placing the northern officials in his debt for his ‘fair and just’ approach. Rain’s new appointment might be the same, since he was given the authority to carry out his ‘Holy Duty’ without detailing what those duties were, allowing the Legate to condemn Rain for overstepping his bounds should the need arise. Repressing a shiver, Yuzhen bowed and thanked the Legate, worrying if she’d made the right decision to come here. While she knew people would die in this war against the Defiled, she had no intentions of allowing her people to be slaughtered wholesale, and seeing firsthand how manipulative the Legate could be was far from reassuring.
 
  
 
 It might’ve been safer to close the northern borders and openly rebel, but it was too late now.
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 “Fool! Why haven’t you responded yet? Hurry and thank the-”
 
  
 
 “Be proud boy, straighten up and show these fools what a true warr-”
 
  
 
 “Salute and bow, but keep your head lowered. Then thank the legate and say ‘this lowly servant dare not-’”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Don’t think this decree means you can stand tall and -”
 
  
 
 It takes all my focus and willpower to drone out the chorus of Sendings. With Yuzhen, Akanai, Baatar and Nian Zu all shouting directly into my brain, I’m inundated by commands, advice, compliments, and reprimands from the well-meaning elders. To make matters worse, after parsing through their messages, I discover none of their advice matches up, leaving me stuck in a precarious situation. Do I follow Nian Zu’s command and happily accept my ‘promotion’ to turtle chaperon, or should I listen to Yuzhen and graciously reject by feigning modesty? Meanwhile, Akanai is understandably trying to keep the attention from going to my head, while Baatar wants me to stand tall and be proud.
 
  
 
 What do?
 
  
 
 There’s no right answer here. There’s no winning, not for poor old me caught in a four-way tug of war.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the Legate’s attention is elsewhere as he scans the crowd of displeased nobles and officials. I'm a little miffed at the dude. I figured if I kept my head down and mouth shut, I might live long enough to die fighting the Defiled. Judging by the vast array of murderous glares directed towards me, the Legate’s dual decrees have placed me on the path towards a different bad end. With his hand resting on my shoulder, we must look like the best of friends, a situation which they find upsetting.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Politics.
 
  
 
 I don’t know why the Legate is acting so friendly, but despite his youthful good looks, noble bearing, and benevolent disposition, I don’t trust him any farther than I can throw him. Well, that’s not right, I’m strong enough to throw him across the room but I don’t trust him one bit. It’s not because I’ve seen through his motives or sensed something off about him, nor am I jealous of how amazing he looks in his silken gold robes and fancy, beaded hair-hat. I don’t trust him for one reason and one reason only.
 
  
 
 Ping-Ping doesn’t like him.
 
  
 
 Fearsome armoured dinosaur she may be, Ping-Ping is extremely laid back. She doesn’t care about unfamiliar people or animals scurrying around her, always happy to put her head down and snooze even at the busiest of times. I mean, during our stroll through Nan Ping, we attracted a huge crowd of locals clamouring to see her but she barely batted an eye. She loves it when Aurie, Blackjack, or Lin crawl all over her shell and she’s been pet by hundred of strangers, including powerful Martial Warriors like Akanai, Baatar, Guard Leader and more, all without showing a single sign of aggression or warning.
 
  
 
 Until the Legate, Shen Zhenwu, stepped up to touch her beak. All of sudden, she went into what I call siege-mode. Stomach lowered, shoulders squared, neck cocked, and beak half-opened, she looks like a mobile cannon prepared to fire. It’d be comical if it wasn’t so terrifying, as the only other time I’ve seen her do this was when she fired off a giant ball of spit to knock me on my ass. To be fair, I was trying to scare her with my Aura at the time, and after regaining consciousness and taking a second look at her hooked beak, powerful jaws, and deceptively long neck, I realized things could have gone much worse.
 
  
 
 Fortunately, I’d already sent my retinue ahead and only Jochi, Argat, and Mafu were there to witness my humiliation, so all was forgiven. Ping-Ping has yet to spit on anyone else including the Legate, who only stepped in for a cursory pat before retreating. A true animal lover would’ve scratched her nose or the ridges between her eyes, searching for that sweet eye-squinting vindication, but I digress. It’s a good thing he backed off though, because while I can’t predict how the Legate will react if the Divine Turtle knocks him out with spit, I’d imagine it’d be something unpleasant for everyone involved, full of torment and suffering and such. Sending siege-mode Ping-Ping love and good vibes through my Aura, I swallow my apprehension and follow Yuzhen’s lead, praying she knows what she’s doing.
 
  
 
 Let’s be honest, it's not like I have a choice. Nian Zu’s been stuck with the shittiest job in the North for decades now, so he’s in no position to be giving political advice.
 
  
 
 Clasping my hands, I salute and bow as instructed, though I have to step back to avoid headbutting the overly-familiar Legate in the pelvis. Please let this be the closest I ever get to his crotch, it’d be super awkward if it turns out he’s being nice because he wants my body. Curse my boyish good looks and piercing amber eyes. “Imperial Servant thanks Imperial Legate, but Imperial Servant dares not accept. This lowly one is unworthy of such immense honour and begs Imperial Legate to reconsider.” I’d hardly call it an honour to be a turtle’s attendant, Divine or otherwise, but I’m gonna stick with parroting Yuzhen verbatim and keeping my head down until otherwise instructed. My view is limited to the Legate’s feet as they turn towards me in utter silence. It was quiet to begin with but now even the flood of Sendings have stopped as I wait with bated breath for the Legate’s response.
 
  
 
 And wait.
 
  
 
 Andddd wait.
 
  
 
 This is fun... fun, fun, fun, fun, funnnnnn.
 
  
 
 “Speak.”
 
  
 
 Too surprised by the Legate’s sudden command to know what to say, I’m saved as the Legate’s intended recipient responds. “Imperial Servant Yo Shi-Woo greets Imperial Legate and advises caution when making this decision. The Divine Turtle’s safety is of paramount importance, and to leave such a monumental task to this inexperienced child is to tempt fate and risk drawing the Mother’s ire should Her Sacred Servant come to harm.”
 
  
 
 Ha, Sacred Servant my ass. If only they knew about the ‘Sacred Gift’ she left in the waiting room. I don’t envy whoever has to clean those carpets, it was a real stinker.
 
  
 
 The bystanders chime in to support Shi-Woo's statement, begging the Legate reconsider his decision while throwing not-so-subtle insults my way. In the space of several minutes, I'm downgraded from ‘inexperienced child’ to ‘deceitful savage’ who supposedly tricked the Divine Turtle into following me around and lied about all my military accomplishments to date. Soon, Akanai and Baatar are drawn into the mix, their names brought up as ‘proof’ of my lies, since ‘no half-beast could rise to their rank without using underhanded and subversive methods’. Nian Zu and Yuzhen also receive their fair share of smearing as the local nobles and officials work together to ruin their good names. After a good fifteen minutes of rambling arguments, the narrative shifts from me becoming Ping-Ping’s protector to punishing me for falsifying military reports and swindling the Imperial Legate as my guilt is all but proven by their illogical fallacies.
 
  
 
 What the fuck Yuzhen? Say something! I thought you were supposed to be good at this sort of shit?!
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Silent throughout our character assassination, the Legate finally speaks up and the crowd falls silent. “You all claim Falling Rain’s reputation is falsely earned and while parts of it seem bizarre and imaginative, verifying the truth is simple enough. Call out your best youths and let them exchange blows, so that we may see his prowess for ourselves.” Clapping my shoulder once more, he says, “Do not disappoint, or the consequences will be dire.”
 
  
 
 It takes every ounce of self-control I possess to contain my tortured groan. Why can’t things ever be simple? Following Yuzhen’s prompting, I say, “As Imperial Legate commands, this Servant obeys.” Finally straightening up, I stretch and crack my back and neck while the Legate takes his seat and everyone else moves aside. Leading Ping-Ping to stand at the side with Akanai and the rest, I hide a satisfied smile as her massive bulk forces a cluster of Central nobles to scurry aside. Patting her head, I try to convince her to relax and lie down with little success. To further complicate matters, she keeps trying to follow me back to the middle of the room, like a sad puppy unwilling to be left alone.
 
  
 
 Only now do I notice the absence of my guards, the worthless Guard Leader and Guan Suo nowhere to be found. Honestly, I was pretty thrilled to have two, powerful warriors volunteer to escort me into unfamiliar territory, but I would’ve been better off bringing Argat and Jochi. Hell, Pran and Saluk would’ve been an improvement, they wouldn’t have ditched me halfway through.
 
  
 
 Wrapping Ping-Ping’s enormous beak in a hug, I condense a calm, soothing Aura and pray it gets the point across. “You big baby,” I whisper, looking her in the eye. “Don’t be so paranoid. I’m not leaving. I’m just going over there to handle some business. I’ll be right back, so be a good turtle and stay, okay?” Patting her nose, Ping-Ping hunkers in place and squeaks mournfully as I back away slowly. God, she’s worse than Aurie, how can a giant, millennia-old terrapin be so clingy?
 
  
 
 Turning to face my gathered opponents, I note the multitude of sour and angry looks directed my way. The nobles and officials of Central probably think I engineered Ping-Ping’s neediness to disprove their slanderous lies, but if I had that much control over her, I’d make her spit on every last one of them. I don’t care what they say about me but they crossed a line when they insulted Baatar and Akanai. Nian Zu and Yuzhen too I guess, but they can handle their own stuff. 
 
  
 
 To my great disappointment, my opponents turn out to be eight children barely old enough to shave. Probably nineteen or twenty years old, would be my guess. It seems Central has their honour still, refusing to send older warriors who’ve already formed their Natal Palaces, but this leaves the odds stacked in my favour. After hearing my complaints, Baledagh says, “There’s no need for you to act Brother. Let me handle these fools.”
 
  
 
 After thinking it through, I agree and mentally step aside. “Just don’t overdo it, okay? No need to start any blood-feuds.” Baledagh’s fighting style is flashier so it’ll be more interesting to watch, and he’s probably bored silly from hanging around just to check for Spectres. We’ve come across a couple, but nothing like the numbers we saw in Sanshu. I’m still woefully short on Heavenly Energy to get Sarnai back on her feet, much less build a brand new body for me or Baledagh.
 
  
 
 Bear arms when? I need them to match up against Gen's creepy blade fingers. Water vs fire, bear vs blade, seems fair, right?
 
  
 
 Coming to a halt ten paces from the neat little row of opponents, Baledagh glances around and asks, “Practice weapons?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Flashing what can only be a well-practised sneer, a young fop responds, “Is that how they fight in the North? With dulled blades and blunted spears? Too scared of death to fight with real weapons?”
 
  
 
 A cold smile makes it way across Baledagh’s face as he draws Peace and Tranquility. Stretching his left arm to the side, he cuts deep into his forearm and squeezes hard, spraying crimson blood in a soaring arc which lands onto the elegant silk robes of our fresh-faced opponents. While I mend severed arteries and carved flesh, Baledagh says, “The practice weapons are for your benefit. Care to reconsider?”
 
  
 
 Say what you will about reckless self-harm, but Baledagh knows how to put on a show. None of our opponents speak, though I can see fear and regret in their eyes. From his throne, the Legate smiles and says, “Good, good. Swords and spears have no eyes, so suffer no grievances or grudges for any injuries incurred. Imperial Servant Falling Rain, as the challenged, how would you like to proceed?”
 
  
 
 In no rush to reply, Baledagh studies our opponents with a careful eye. Shaking his head ever so slightly, he clasps his hands and bows. “Imperial Servant doesn’t wish to waste any of Imperial Legate’s precious time. Let them all come at once. I won't use Aura so long as they don't either.”
 
  
 
 Uh... Seriously dude? I mean, even if they’re all shaking in their boots, they’re still rich nobles with the best instructors money can buy. Worried I might shake his confidence, I keep quiet and say a little prayer to the Mother. Shamed by Baledagh’s disrespect, the same poncy fop who accused us of being afraid goes red with rage as his fingers tighten around a jian, a flimsy, double-edged duelling sword popular here in Central. “Arrogant savage,” he screams, interrupting the Legate. “Die for me!”
 
  
 
 Despite sounding the charge, the jian-wielding fop stands in place while his companions rush us in anger. Exploding into motion, Baledagh ducks a clumsy, over-hand slash and shoulder-checks the leading youth, flipping him over our head and into the air. Without missing a beat, Baledagh takes a backhand swing at the closest youth and catches him in the ribs mid-jump with the flat of our sword. Using Peace like a club, Baledagh bashes the next two opponents into submission with clean strikes to the jaw, both unfortunate souls spinning in place as their forward momentum comes to a crashing halt. Locking blades with another youth, my little brother steps around the blades and chops down with Tranquility’s rim, following through with the same motion to parry a thrust as he swivels on one foot and elbows a hidden assailant in the face.
 
  
 
 A front kick catches our seventh opponent in the chest and Baledagh is left facing our last opponent, the mouthy little fop with the flimsy sword. Trembling from head to toe, the wide-eyed brat backs away from Baledagh’s approach, panic taking over after watching us defeat seven of his peers without breaking a sweat. “S-stay b-back,” he stutters, his warbling sword held in two shaky hands. “D-don’t!” Playing things up, Baledagh stalks this last, frightened youth like a hungry lion, moving neither too fast or too slow. Tossing his weapon to the floor, the little fops shows both palms in submission. “P-please, I y-y-yield. Victory is y-yours.”
 
  
 
 Lip curled in disdain, Baledagh kicks the fops sword back, the beautifully crafted Spiritual Weapon scraping across the marble tiles. “Despicable,” he says, his voice unmoved and unforgiving. “Pick up your weapon and fight.”
 
  
 
 The fop’s eyes dart to the crowd and Shi-Woo speaks up. “Imperial Legate, this Servant -.”
 
  
 
 “The match continues.”
 
  
 
 Crumpling at the Legate’s refusal, the little fop falls to his knees and cowers behind his hands, saying nothing as he trembles in place. While I feel for the kid, Baledagh doesn’t share my sympathy. “Is this what you intend to do when the Defiled come? Throw your sword aside and yield? You’d be better off using it to cut your throat because the Enemy will not stop at victory. They will raze your lands and turn this city into a land of suffering and despair, because that is all they know. There is no surrender with the Defiled, you either fight, or you die.”
 
  
 
 The fop refuses once more with a silent shake of his head, and Baledagh acts. With two quick, careful cuts, he leaves the fop’s arms all but useless, though in no danger of bleeding out. Placing our bloodied sword beneath the fop’s chin, Baledagh forces him to look into our eyes. All I see is a young man terrified out of his wits and I urge Baledagh to show mercy, but he doesn’t respond, staring into the boy’s eyes for long seconds.
 
  
 
 When Baledagh finally speaks, his tone is casual and informal, as if chatting with a close friend in a private setting. “I admit, I’ve heard countless strange and fanciful rumours in my time, so half of what you’ve heard about me is probably untrue. Disappointing, I know, but we’re both victims here. I was told Central’s warriors were expert duellists, risking life and limb for fame and rank, but such is life.” Sighing, Baledagh shakes his head and continues. “They’re no laughing matter, duels to the death. It’s hard to explain how it feels to walk on stage with your opponent and know only one of you will leave alive. I still remember my first duel to the death like it was yesterday. My opponent was Teng Wei Chuan of the Baiji Sect, twenty-three years old and already a Captain at the Wall, defending the Empire from the Defiled hordes. I’m not a large man and back then I was even smaller, mostly skin and bones. Teng Wei Chuan towered above me, a warrior-born with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and a voice like thunder. Once our duel started, he charged forward and I swear the stage shook with his every step. Sometimes when I close my eyes, I still see him leaping across the stage with fist cocked, ready to smash me into a pulp. I was so terrified I almost forgot to raise my weapons, a callow, seventeen year old boy fighting to the death against a seasoned Captain.” Even the little fop is caught up in the tale and the room is so quiet you can hear a pin drop. “With a single strike, Teng Wei Chuan shattered the solid stone stage, raising a cloud of dust which obscured vision for meters around us. If I’d been a half-step slower or he a half-step faster, I wouldn’t be standing here today, but luck was on my side that day. I avoided his strike and countered with one of my own, landing a fatal blow on his abdomen. Make no mistake, he had hours to treat it and any competent healer could have saved him, but it was a killing blow nonetheless.” Knuckles tightening around Peace, Baledagh shrugs and concludes, “So I cut his throat and watched him die, his body trembling as his life’s blood spilled from neck and stomach.”
 
  
 
 Startled by the abrupt end of Baledagh’s tale, the young fop whimpers and backs away, but my little brother won’t allow it. Keeping Peace under the fop’s chin as he advances, Baledagh asks, “Do you know why I’m telling you this?” Without waiting for an answer, he continues, matching pace with the retreating fop. “Because I shouldn’t have killed him. True, he represented the Society who wronged me and my family, but Teng Wei Chuan was a magnificent warrior of the Empire. In these dark times, we need more men like him.” Stamping on the fop’s pants leg, Baledagh puts an end to his retreat and speaks over the young man’s pleading cries. “I regret killing Teng Wei Chuan, but I’ll never regret killing a snivelling little brat like you.”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” The Legate’s command ends the match before Baledagh strikes the killing blow, but our opponent has already fainted. Of the other seven youths, only three are still conscious, but they're all alive and breathing. Putting his weapons away, Baledagh marches back to stand before the Legate’s throne and bows before giving control back to me. “Well done,” the Legate says, sounding pleased as can be. “Your reputation is well-deserved and your mercy much appreciated. You speak true, for the Empire needs every warrior it can find, though I'd hesitate to call trash like him a warrior.” Addressing the crowd, the Legate says, “My decrees stand. The Divine Turtle is not to be harmed and Warrant Officer Falling Rain will see to her needs and safety. I will hear no more talk on this subject.”
 
  
 
 ... Wait what? I didn’t agree to this. When did attendant become bodyguard? Wait, with Nian Zu, Yuzhen, and Akanai all staying in the Magistrate’s Palace, my three strongest supporters will be too far away to help. Fuck! Seriously, why is the Legate giving such an important job to a nineteen year old kid? Ask Nian Zu to nanny the turtle or something, this is way above my pay grade.
 
  
 
 Adding a shit-cherry on top of my shit-sundae, Yuzhen reminds me to thank the Legate for this dubious honour.
 
  
 
 I hope Guan Suo and Guard Leader come back soon, because something tells me I’m gonna need all the help I can get and more. Then again, the Legate did say I’m to be given ‘free reign to carry out my Holy Duty’, whatever they might be. With an Imperial Legate backing me, that means I get to be the arrogant young master and scream 'do you know who I am?'. I could have fun with this, or better yet, do a lot of good. I still don’t trust the Legate, but as long as he’s pretending to back me, I might as well make the best of a bad situation.
 
  
 
 All I have to do is keep Ping-Ping alive. She survived thousands of years all on her own, so how hard could it be?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 298 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “To the North! Bottoms up!”
 
  
 
 Quietly sitting to one side, Song stifled a sigh as Master Rain drained his bowl of wine dry in a single gulp. Beside him, martial brother Fung and young patriarch BoShui did the same as they celebrated Master Rain’s needlessly barbaric victory over his underwhelming opponents. Waiting for their food to arrive, she shifted closer to the restaurant's window to pet the laughing bird perched on the windowsill. Though Master Rain set them free many days ago, all twenty of the boisterous birds followed him here like flying, feathered puppies, often bringing stolen buttons or bits of metal to exchange for food and attention.
 
  
 
 Master Rain certainly had a way with animals, as evidenced by the poor turtle sitting in the streets, peering into the restaurant’s second floor like a nosy housewife spying on her husband. Meanwhile, a steady stream of pious peasants and curious commoners marched by, ignored by the object of their attention and kept back by a contingent of Royal Guards. Some of the onlookers stopped to kneel while others cried with joy, farmers, merchants, shopkeepers, and labourers all grateful for the Divine Turtle’s presence. How would they react if they knew the Mother’s Servant was named ‘Ping-Ping’? Would they be more reverent, less reverent, or would nothing change?
 
  
 
 Not that it mattered. By now, every living soul in Nan Ping had heard the Legate’s decree. The Divine Turtle’s presence was a sign of the Mother’s Blessing and Falling Rain responsible for her safety. The young Legate was a clever man, using Ping-Ping to inspire devotion, raise morale, and indirectly imply that the Mother approved of the Emperor’s decision to abandon the West. All nonsense and hogwash, but judging by the unending line of people waiting to see Ping-Ping, it would appear his plan succeeded.
 
  
 
 So, as the person who brought Ping-Ping here, Master Rain now enjoyed the Imperial Legate’s favour and protection. Along with the many rules in place meant to keep the First Imperial Grand Conference from devolving into anarchy and bloodshed, this ensured the nobles of Central would think twice before acting against Master Rain, especially the families of the eight defeated youngsters. In truth, those eight families might even dispatch experts to protect Master Rain since they’d make perfect scapegoats for other factions seeking to harm him.
 
  
 
 Pleased by Song’s gentle ministrations, the sweet laughing bird hopped off the windowsill and glided into her lap for a cuddle. The flutter of wings caught Master Rain’s attention, who leaned over and smiled. “Hello Yipi,” he said, hands straying dangerously close to Song’s body as he stroked the bird’s head. “Nice to see you two are getting along.”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back from his attentions, Song nodded and kept silent, praying Master Rain wouldn’t overstep his bounds. It was always nerve-wracking when someone besides Mama, sister, or Lady Lin held Song’s chain, and doubly so when Rain held it. Had she known they were stopping for dinner, she would have taken a risk and asked Mama to hand her chain to Warrior Ghurda instead, a complete stranger. Eager to resume his training, Warrant Officer Huushal didn’t wait around for the Royal Guards to clear a path. Instead, he, Warrior Ghurda, and the curious little elderly half-wolf left using the side streets too small for the Divine Turtle. If Song had gone with them, she’d likely be back in camp with her chain clasped firmly around Lady Lin’s neck instead of sitting in a restaurant with three young, half-drunk, lecherous men.
 
  
 
 Sounding off with a raucous peal of laughter, Roc swooped in for his fair share of attention. Distracted, Master Rain left Song alone to appease the rotund Roc bobbing on his shoulder. Silently counting her blessings, Song closed her eyes and waited for the fear to subside. Normally, being around these three wouldn’t worry her too much, but returning to the Central Province brought back memories best left forgotten. At least they weren’t in an enclosed, private room, instead sitting at a table on the open second floor in full view of the multitude of other guests. A drab, utilitarian establishment, the restaurant couldn’t be considered high class but the influx of visitors to Nan Ping had driven prices to premium rates, which meant the customers were mostly well-paid warriors or wealthy merchants, none of whom seem pleased to be sharing the room with Roc and Yipi. Though all the other birds remained outside, it was only by the barest margins as they perched on the windowsills, laughing and squawking for scraps. Master Rain shouldered most of the blame, drawing dark stares every time a bird issued its distinctive cry and ruined the otherwise peaceful ambiance.
 
  
 
 “How unfortunate.” From the table beside them, Major General Han BoHai shook his head and said, “Young hero Rain, I would drink a toast in your honour but it seems my bowl is empty.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing his wine jug, Master Rain hurried over to fill the man’s bowl. “Forgive my oversight, please let me pour you a bowl. No need to honour me, today’s events were nothing of note, merely crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood.” Though Rain spoke loudly enough for all to hear, the other patrons were too afraid to act with the Captain of the Royal Guards also sitting there, whose bowl Rain also filled. “And you, esteemed Captain, thank you for your hard work clearing the way back to our camp.”
 
  
 
 An earnest, tidy man perhaps a decade Song's senior, the Captain graciously accepted the drink with a smile. “Keep your thanks young hero, the Legate commands and this one obeys.” Master Rain also poured bowls for BoShui’s escorts, the only other people at the table. Outside, the shabbily dressed Guan Suo sat with his own jug of wine, smoking his pipe and keeping Ping-Ping, the quins, and other Royal Guards company, while the fearsome Guard Leader was nowhere to be found.
 
  
 
 Which meant Song was the only woman left in the entire delegation, the others having stayed behind or already returned to camp.
 
  
 
 After drinking a toast with the older warriors, Master Rain returned to his table for yet another drink with his friends. Sharing a silent toast, they exchanged knowing looks and half-hidden smiles before quaffing their foul-tasting liquor. Finished with their secret exchange, Master Rain shattered his bowl against the floor and shouted, “More wine.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven. Crimson-cheeks and slurred words, Master Rain was already drunk. Worried he hadn't learned from past mistakes, Song looked to the Major General for help and found him smiling at the younger men’s obnoxious behaviour. Did he know nothing? Another bowl or two and Master Rain would turn into a belligerent, conceited brat, one who possessed the gall to demand a Brigadier kowtow before him. No, that was years ago, when he held no rank. Now, as a Second Grade Warrant Officer, who wouldn’t Master Rain insult?
 
  
 
 Worried he might ignite yet another feud, Song almost didn’t notice Master Rain shifting his chair towards her. With her greatest fear come to pass, she quickly slid away while pretending not to notice his intentions. Choking back her tears, she cursed him beneath her breath and lamented sister’s poor choice in men. Three bowls of liquor were all it took to reveal his true self, a lecherous, unfaithful brute who thought to take advantage of a poor slave. Clearing his throat, he placed his hand on the table and wiggled his fingers for her attention, hinting for her to take his hand and play her part, but Song continued feigning ignorance and stared out the window. If he wanted to take advantage, then he’d have to force her with the Oaths and the moment her chain landed in someone else’s hands, she’d make his crimes known.
 
  
 
 After a long silence, Master Rain sighed and slid away, a minor victory for Song. Steeling herself for his next attempt, she refused to look back as he chatted up his two cronies. Caught up in good cheer and drink, their conversation turned to mocking Rain’s defeated foes loudly enough for the other tables to hear. “When those painted Central fops took the stage,” Fung said, choking back his laughs, “I expected a slaughter and you certainly did not disappoint. The look on that first idiot’s face when you sent him flying had me in tears.”
 
  
 
 Annoyed by his lack of discretion, Song surveyed the room and noted many closed fists and clenched jaws. Heedless of the dangers, BoShui chimed in. “Pei. They got what they deserved. You’re Falling Rain, the number one talent in the North, and they sent a group of inexperienced incompetents against you. I’m surprised no one pissed their pants.”
 
  
 
 His words elicited a number of muttered curses even as Fung cackled in delight. “Rain didn’t give them enough time to! Laid them out cold with one strike each! Eight versus one and it could barely be considered a warm-up, disgraceful.”
 
  
 
 “Calm down you two. You go too far.” Just as Song feared the other diners would explode with rage, Master Rain’s words unknowingly placated the crowd. Then he continued speaking, making Song wish she’d never left the Northern Province. “It wasn’t difficult, hardly worth mentioning. The three of you could have done the same, and so could Huu, Mila, Dastan, Zian, and probably a dozen more. I mean, the hardest part was not accidentally killing one of those pampered, over-coddled milksops.” Sighing as he poured another bowl, he added, “Should have expected as much. A tiger father will not beget a dog son, nor will a sparrow beget a hawk.”
 
  
 
 Amidst their howls of laughter, a neighbouring diner slammed a fist against his table, sending wooden chopsticks and porcelain cups crashing. “Audacious savage, you go too far!” The other diners echoed his sentiments, and the crowd joined them to sling irate mutters and impassioned slander.
 
  
 
 “A hawkless land of sparrows are we? A runty rustic peacock beats a couple spoon-fed silk-pants and thinks he’s the Mother’s gift to the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “Unrivalled under Heaven, my ass. In thickness of skin, perhaps.”
 
  
 
 “Hear hear! I’d like to see him cross blades with one of the Hwarang. They’d cut him up without breaking a sweat.
 
  
 
 Ignorant of all the anger directed towards them, BoShui could hardly contain his laughter. Pounding the table and stomping his feet, his face turned red from exertion as he asked, “The Hwarang?! Flowering Knights? How fearsome.”
 
  
 
 Faced with his sarcasm, the room quieted just enough to hear Fung’s response. “Bearing the insignia of the chrysanthemum no doubt.”
 
  
 
 The three idiots burst into renewed laughter as the crowd came to their feet, enraged by the slander of their provincial heroes. Shrinking back, Song placed Yipi back on the windowsill and readied to fight. Elite warrior youths from across the province dreamed of joining the Hwarang, the title given to the five strongest warriors under the age of twenty five. The only way to become one was by winning a public duel and seizing their place, making it a cutthroat competition for fame and fortune.
 
  
 
 Daunted by the crowd’s anger, Master Rain stifled his laughs and coughed, waving for the others to do the same. “No need to belittle our allies,” he admonished, before turning to the crowd. “I’m sure these uhh... fragrant knights are formidable opponents. I look forward to meeting them.”
 
  
 
 “Choose your words carefully,” Fung snickered, “You wouldn’t want to give off the wrong impression. They might think you’re interested in joining their ranks.”
 
  
 
 Snorting beneath his breath, Master Rain shushed him and continued to address the crowd, whose fury had reached new heights. “It seems there’s been a misunderstanding. I was merely spouting meaningless idioms, with no insult intended.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed,” BoShui said, flashing a well-practised sneer. “When did you claim your words were meant for Central? You might as well have said the sky is blue or water is wet. Do any of you mean to dispute the veracity of our words?”
 
  
 
 “Aye,” said Fung, drawing himself up to full height as he glared about. “If you ignorant cretins think those idioms describe Central’s situation, then you’ve only yourselves to blame.”
 
  
 
 “Well said.” BoShui oozed disdain as he turned his back on the crowd. “Typical Central arrogance, thinking everything is about them and jumping to hasty conclusions.”
 
  
 
 “Enough of your sophistry. What is said cannot be unsaid.” The crowd parted to reveal two veiled young nobles still sitting at their table, sipping wine as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Sighing, the young noble dressed in red robes emptied his cup and shook his head. “Such a fine wine, ruined by the croaking of frogs stuck in a well.”
 
  
 
 “Agreed,” said the young noble in blue, removing his veil to audible gasps. “But as retired members, how can we sit idly by while the Hwarang is so viciously slandered?”
 
  
 
 “True, but it’s still troublesome.” The noble in red also removed his veil and Song stiffened in surprised as she recognized the painted face beneath it. Tam Taewoong, the Benevolent Asura, wearing more eyeliner and face powder than a man had any right to. This meant the man in blue was probably Ryo Geom-Chi, the Radiant Sword. Best friends and greatest rivals, for five years, they fought for the title of undisputed number one talent in Central, but no more. At the beginning of the year, they both turned twenty-five and thus no longer qualified as ‘young talent’. Not that it mattered, both were still listed on the Empire’s Roll of Experts, so from the looks of things, Master Rain and his friends had kicked an iron board.
 
  
 
 Truly a matter of not knowing whether to laugh or cry.
 
  
 
 Moving tables and chairs aside, the crowd cleared a wide space as the two experts approached. Arms crossed and head held high, Ryo Geom-Chi pointed at BoShui. “Step forward. I can turn a cheek to the barbaric child’s words, but you are old enough to know better. Come. I, your father, Ryo Geom-Chi, shall teach you a lesson.”
 
  
 
 “Impudent whelp!” This time, it was the Major General’s turn to strike his table, his Chi-augmented voice startling everyone present. “Since when did I have such a boorish brother?”
 
  
 
 As Ryo Geom-Chi blanched in fear, the drunk Guard Captain brushed all of Song’s optimism aside with a wave of his hand. “Come now, Major General,” he said, chuckling as he wiped his chin. “No need to take his words to heart. Let the younger generation resolve their own conflicts.” Pulling out his token for all to see, the red-faced Captain waved it about. “So long as you all remember the Legate’s guidelines. Keep your weapons sheathed and exhibit restraint. I’d hate for this relaxing evening to turn into real work, understood?”
 
  
 
 After bowing to the Guard Captain, Ryo Geom-Chi smiled at the panicking young patriarch, who looked around for help. “Fear not,” Geom-Chi mocked, “Out of respect for the Legate, I’ll leave you with your dog life.”
 
  
 
 Seeing BoShui’s obvious reluctance to reap what he’d sown, the crowd jeered and laughed, ready to see him eat crow. With a heavy sigh, Tam Taewoong shook his head and gestured for Fung to step forward. “Let’s not waste time. Our food will arrive soon. Take care of both at once.” Glancing at Master Rain and Song with contempt, he sniffed and added, “I’ll not have it said Tam Taewoong bullies slaves or children. Remain seated and learn your lesson well, brat.”
 
  
 
 Trading glances, Fung and BoShui shrugged and stood to meet their opponents. Contrary to his timid demeanour, BoShui took the initiative to approach Tam Taewoong, a mistake in Song’s eyes. While he might have had a chance against the swordless Radiant Sword, the Benevolent Asura was a master of unarmed combat, much like BoShui himself. Eyes narrowed, Tam Taewoong took BoShui’s decision as an insult, having been deemed the weaker of the two. “You choose poorly,” he said, speaking through clenched teeth as he clasped his hands. “I intended to let Geom-Chi handle both of you because he’s not as heavy-handed, but now you’ve raised my ire. Take care and try not to die, fool. I find it difficult to contain my strength when -”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Taewoong’s warning, BoShui opened with a left jab which almost slipped through his opponent’s defence. Snarling in anger, the Benevolent Asura rushed BoShui with a flurry of kicks and punches, all which were parried or dodged with the audible smack of flesh against flesh. The crowd cheered and yelled for blood, their voices growing strained as the bout continued. Watching the chaos unfold, Song tilted her head in confusion as BoShui traded blow for blow with a former Hwarang. How curious. BoShui wasn’t any stronger or faster than usual, but Taewoong’s performance left her disappointed. When old Master Kai had her accompanying his son Jin-Tok day and night, she’d been fortunate enough to witness Taewoong’s rise to glory, the duel in which he defeated his opponent and joined the ranks of the Hwarang for the first and only time. Back then, she thought him a dragon among men, far and above her in strength and skill, yet now, little over five years later, he seemed lacking despite his officially undefeated record.
 
  
 
 Had he grown lazy or was he holding back? Not to belittle BoShui’s hard work these past six months, but how could he be a match for the Benevolent Asura?
 
  
 
 No, not a match. Their cheers dying on their lips, the crowd’s fell silent as it became obvious which fighter held the upper hand. While Taewoong’s attacks were unable to pierce his opponent’s defences, the reverse was not true as BoShui landed blow after blow, all aimed at the Benevolent Asura’s painted face. The match continued until Taewoong took a staggering left-right combination which rocked him back on his heels. Supported by the crowd, they kept their local hero from falling to his ass while he wheezed and panted. Cosmetics smeared by sweat and blood, Taewoong looked a sorry sight compared to the huffing BoShui, the clear winner in everyone’s eyes. “Your name?” Taewoong asked, his voice slurred from swollen lips.
 
  
 
 Clasping his hands in a salute, BoShui answered, “Han BoShui, Disciple of Han BoHai and Expert of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 The crowd exchanged questioning looks and helpless shrugs until one hesitant voice asked, “... The Paper Tiger of the Han Clan?”
 
  
 
 Grimacing, Taewoong glared at the speaker. “If he’s a paper tiger,” he said, voice dripping with fury, “Then what am I?”
 
  
 
 While Taewoong stepped back to nurse his wounds, Ryo Geom-Chi remained in place, unperturbed by his friend’s loss. Looking Fung up and down, he said, “So you must be Tong Da Fung, champion of the Contest.”
 
  
 
 “Disciple of Akanai and Expert of the Empire,” Fung replied, flashing his smug, self-satisfied smile, standing tall with hands clasped behind his back. “Not to mention young magistrate of Shen Huo and most handsome, eligible bachelor in the North." Adressing the crowd, he added, "Don't forget to tell your sisters.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Fung’s frivolous words, Geom-Chi smiled. “I hear you’re a swordsman yourself. It would be a shame to face you without weapon in hand.”
 
  
 
 Feigning a shudder, Fung recoiled in mock disgust. “It’s unnerving to admit, but I was thinking the same. Practice weapons?”
 
  
 
 After checking with the Guard Captain who magnanimously gave his consent, both men exchanged dulled weapons for inspection. With his sword back in hand, Fung swung it about in a slow circuit, warming up for the match ahead. “It’s been a while since I fought with a sword, but I could use the practice.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. No need for excuses.” Taking his stance, Geom-Chi bared his teeth. “It is your honour to be defeated by the Radiant Sword. Begin!”
 
  
 
 The crowd did no cheer or taunt, nor was there the ring of steel of clash of blades as the two warriors faced off on the second floor of the restaurant-turned-duel grounds. The only sounds to be heard were the thumping of footsteps and the rustle of wind as they went back and forth, striking and counter striking without ever touching blades. Having never seen Fung use his sword, Song was amazed by his high level of skill. Each time Geom-Chi moved to strike, Fung countered with a killing blow of his own. Realizing this and unwilling to settle for a draw, Geom-Chi would switch to an active parry in an attempt to knock Fung’s blade aside and win a decisive victory, but Fung would retract his sword and avoid contact. When their roles reversed, the same sequence of events would play out, leading to a unique sort of stalemate she’d only ever read about.
 
  
 
 Lacking in spectacle, both combatants danced from stance to stance without ever attacking, but in Song’s eyes, this was a true match of blades and wits. Neither warrior would commit to a blow because doing so meant mutual destruction. Instead, they tested their opponent’s defences time and time again in search of an opening and found none as both were equally matched. Darting Fang countered by Fluttering Raindrops, Reverse Bite foiled by Hidden Ambush, Parting the Underbrush warding off Pierce the Horizon, this was a true dance of swords, a test of pure technique. Speed, strength, stamina, all stood second to skill, and it was skill alone which would determine the winner.
 
  
 
 Then, as quickly as it began, the match ended with a single chime of their swords, humming as both combatants stepped back. “Well fought,” Fung said, clasping his hands.
 
  
 
 Returning the gesture, Geom-Chi nodded and exhaled. “You let me win.”
 
  
 
 “It’s true.” Fung shrugged. “I heard the Ryo family’s third daughter is a vision to behold, so you can introduce me to her as thanks.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll consider it.” Geom-Chi smiled and added, “If you can defeat me. It would be my honour to face you again.”
 
  
 
 “Great, now everyone get out of the way.” Interrupting their exchange, Master Rain shooed the crowd aside. “Food’s been ready for awhile but the waiter can’t get through.”
 
  
 
 Dispersing like obedient little soldiers, the spectators put their tables and chairs back in place as all four duellists took their seats and prepared to eat, pretending like nothing happened. Extending his hand once again, Master Rain rested his fist on the table and nodded towards it. Finally understanding his intentions, Song’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. He didn’t want her to hold his hand, he wanted her to make physical contact so he could Send. Why didn’t he just reach out and grab her wrist?
 
  
 
 Perhaps because he didn’t want to scare her?
 
  
 
 “Heya,” Rain Sent the moment her fingers touched his wrist. “Sorry for worrying you. The Major General noticed those two pretty boy’s and told us to start a fight. BoShui needs to raise his reputation before his dear old daddy arrives and this was too good an opportunity to pass up. With the Guard Captain here, we don’t have to worry about our opponents going too far or complaining to the Legate, though those two seemed like okay fellows.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Song withdrew her hand and waited for permission to eat. Tam Taewoong and Ryo Geom-Chi, two prominent young experts who perfectly matched against BoShui and Fung. Seeing the jealous respect and grudging admiration won by the young patriarch and her martial brother, Song felt a twinge of envy. She was stronger than both men but no one would ever respect or admire her, not even if she defeated all four warriors at once. No, she was merely a slave, a weapon, a tool, someone who could never bring glory to Mama or the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 “Ah, sorry. Feel free to eat, Martial Aunt.” Piling choice cuts of meat into her bowl, Master Rain smiled and added, “No need to wait, you’re among friends here.”
 
  
 
 Eyes widening at the feast before her, Song tossed aside her sorrows and indulged herself in food. It was silly how happy this made her, having someone place food in her bowl. Not just any food either, but all the Central delicacies previously denied her like Nan Ping Duck, Phoenix Tail Shrimp, steamed jade-eyed fish, and bird's nest soup. Biting into a juicy, succulent drumstick, Song closed her eyes and savoured the taste, content with her happy little life.
 
  
 
 Best to enjoy it while she could. Who could say how long these good times would last?
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 As the sun rises on our second day in Nan Ping, I celebrate our accomplishments with a nice, long stretch in bed. Things are going better than expected; Baatar and Akanai are living it up in the Magistrate’s Palace, BoShui and Fung have made a name for themselves by defeating two famous young experts, and I have yet to encounter a single assassin. Things are going much better than I expected. I thought we’d all be snubbed or met with outright hostility, but the young Legate seems to have things well in hand. When Han BoHai asked me to curry favour with the Royal Guard Captain and trash talk Central, I thought we’d have to slaughter our way out of the restaurant, but everyone sat back down and finished their meals without so much as a dirty look.
 
  
 
 For the first time ever, I experienced the true advantages of power and authority, and damn does it feel good. I can't wait to exert my authority all over Nan Ping.
 
  
 
 Cuddling in bed with my goofiest of floofs Aurie, I smile as my fifteen baby bunnies go through their morning routine of running, hopping, and headbutting around the yurt like self-propelled pinballs. Growing larger with each passing day, my bicorn bunnies are almost old enough to differentiate by gender, which comes with a whole slew of problems I’d rather not deal with. As proliferate as they are, I’m probably gonna need to separate the boys and girls before they multiply exponentially and I’m up to my eyeballs in rabbits. Honestly, I’m a little surprised Aurie and Jimjam haven’t started sniffing around Sarankho. They might be siblings, but animals don’t care about things like that. I’m glad Banjo and Baloo are both boys, but their solitary, territorial nature is a whole other issue I'll need to deal with eventually. Then there’s Roc and company, who are utterly fearless around humans and willing to peck, squawk, and steal to their hearts content. Eventually, some angry noble will hunt them down and grill them over a spit if I don’t figure out a way to keep them safe.
 
  
 
 Fine. I admit it. I have a pet hoarding problem, but it’s not the worst vice in the world. I just wish they'd stay young and cute forever.
 
  
 
 After washing up, I make my way to the foot of my bed and come face to face with a comatose Mama Bun, flopped out on her side atop my clothes chest. Avoiding the messy, milk-stained trap which is her belly floof, I gently stroke her whiskers until she comes awake with a snort. After a languid stretch and jiggly, full-bodied shake, she hops off the chest to feed her babies, revealing the tiny black mass of fur which was previously hidden behind her. Still barely larger than my palm, Blackjack squeaks in alarm and leaps at me, unwilling to brave the chaos on the ground as fifteen bicorn bunnies jostle and shove for a place at the breakfast table.
 
  
 
 Comforting him as he burrows beneath my hands, I unleash my loving Aura to soothe his nerves. Although slightly larger than the other bunnies, Blackjack weighs far less than his herbivore cousins and can’t keep up with their rough and tumble ways. The first time I let him loose among the bunnies, he got bowled over and screamed bloody murder. The born predator and future ruler of the treetops had his foot broken by a common, thug of a bunny, which means head-banging, jump-kicking, bunny-play is out of the question. Traumatized by the incident, poor little Blackjack refuses to bond with the bunnies and will only nurse from Mama Bun after all the bunnies are done, like the runty patsy of the litter.
 
  
 
 Needless to say, Taduk was not pleased by this brittle-boned, faint-hearted hare. Personally, I have a soft spot for downtrodden and after our unpleasant first encounter, we’ve now become the best of friends. Showering my hand with tiny licks, Blackjack seems determined to win my affection or is possibly reminiscing about how delicious I taste. Who knows. I hope he doesn’t bully his cousins when he gets all swole and buff, or worse... eat them.
 
  
 
 Snatching up a random bunny who already finished eating, I plop it down next to Blackjack and Aurie, hoping my big goof can keep the little bun in line so Blackjack can make a new friend. Finally free to get dressed, I pull out the fanciest outfit I own, a blue, satin-silk, high-collar shirt with white pearl buttons and white-fur trim and cuffs. A gift from Taduk, I wore it to Tong Da Hai’s Magisterial challenge and in my ‘duel’ against DuGu Tian Yi. While it suffered a few nicks and tears, seamstress Cierna did a wonderful job patching it up, and while I’ve never worn it again, I pull it out from time to time to admire the beautiful stitching. Three birds taking flight from a pond while a blossoming plum-tree sits in the background, it’s a stunning work of art made by a master who has reached the pinnacle of tailoring.
 
  
 
 Or so I thought until yesterday.
 
  
 
 My prized silk shirt is practically utilitarian compared to the getups worn by the nobles of Central. Bright tunics peek out from under elaborately embroidered, multi-coloured, wide-sleeved robes, lacking a single patch of unadorned silk as they tell intricate tales of wisdom and courage. Complex hats and hairstyles are all the rage as men and women alike boast a variety of head-gear and hair ornaments, everything from feathered headdresses, pom-pomed hairnets, tasselled crowns, and jewelled hair clips.
 
  
 
 It’s got me wondering if I should stick a handful of Roc’s feathers in my hair so I can fit in. Better yet, I could train him to sit on my head like a living ornament. Get on my level Central, though the bird poop will probably ruin the whole effect. Wearing Banjo around like a back-pack is probably a better choice, but his claws will definitely tear the silk.
 
  
 
 Jealous as I am of everyone’s magnificent and time-consuming outfits, I can’t say the same for their heavy layers of makeup. I always figured opera actors wore exaggerated and outlandish makeup for effect, but every noble in Central looks ready to step on stage and sing their heart out. Painted white faces and red or black rouge around the eyes is the norm, though others go to much greater lengths to stand out. While individually, most people look downright ridiculous, when they gather in a group, they blend together into a pleasing composite of opposing imagery, like how a collage of dissimilar images and varying colours creates a different, overall impression when viewed from afar.
 
  
 
 While the Legate wasn’t quite so ostentatiously dressed, I felt extremely out of place arriving in travel-stained cotton clothes. As the Divine Turtle’s Attendant, I should try to look the part of heaven-blessed hero, or at least avoid looking like a common mercenary. Unfortunately, I don’t know how to properly dress myself in my fancy shirt, pants, and sash, a far more complicated process than clothes have any right to be. Folding up my fancy threads, I pick out a more practical outfit, a brown, fitted, high-collared tunic and pants. I still look pretty fancy compared to my normal loose shirts and baggy pants, but without ornamental embroidery or expensive buttons, it lacks a certain flair.
 
  
 
 Whatever, doesn’t matter if I’m wearing plain shirts with bone buttons, I still have my stunning amber eyes to dazzle the masses. I’d like to see the nobles of Central try to copy those, because I look handsome and fabulous.
 
  
 
 At least, that’s what Lin tells me and I choose to believe her.
 
  
 
 Rescuing Blackjack from the bullying bunny’s attentions, I carry the trembling hare out the yurt while leaving the bunnies to their own devices. After feeding fifteen babies, Mama Bun’s gonna need an hour or two to rest and reload her milk-bags while her babies nap, which gives me enough time to eat and train unhindered. Luckily, Blackjack is old enough to nibble on dried jerky with Roc’s flock, putting his little chubby cheeks hard to work atop Ping-Ping’s head. My terrapin stalker greets me with a beaky smile, though considering how massive her mouth is, it’s more than a little terrifying.
 
  
 
 “Good morning.” Dug into a sleeping pit, Ping-Ping’s chin rests on the dirt, perfectly positioning her dark, forward-facing eyes to stare deep into mine. Ugly as she is, I only sense warmth and good-will emanating from her as she gently nudges me for a hug. Happily obliging, I whisper, “Sorry sweetie, I know you want more water but you need to wait until tonight.” Fewer eyes to spy upon my dealings, but her emphatic insistence makes me feel like a drug dealer. I still don’t understand what she loves about the water, nor have any of my other animals shown any changes since I began feeding it to them. Either way, Ping-Ping gets super cranky if she doesn’t get her daily fix and I don’t want to deal with a turtle temper tantrum, especially not when said turtle can crush me underfoot.
 
  
 
 Leaving Ping-Ping to chill in the dirt, I enjoy a light breakfast with my family before heading off for my morning constitutional. That’s the worst part about Nan Ping, the flatlands stretch out in all directions as far as the eye can see, so it’s almost impossible to find a sheltered place to poop in. Lacking any other option, I had my officer’s tent set up by the latrines and dug a two meter deep hole inside for my personal use.
 
  
 
 Pooping is serious business. Controlling water is merely the first step towards building my personal, indoor, flush-able toilet. If I can’t science the shit out of my chamber pot, I’ll magic it out.
 
  
 
 After practising the Forms outside my yurt, I call a mini-meeting inside to discuss the minutiae of leadership with my top brass, Rustram, Dastan, and Ulfsaar. The big bear earned a spot in my inner circle through diligent competence and raw strength, easily the most capable warrior of my retinue, and while Dastan and Wang Bao are almost his match, I can’t really give an Oathsworn slave or former Butcher an official rank. Bulat is still my number three after Rustram, but he’s busy running drills and keeping order in the camp. Every person plays their part in keeping my retinue together, and I’m grateful for their assistance.
 
  
 
 Doing my best to look dignified while a horde of bunnies scamper around us and Blackjack nurses from Mama Bun, I stand tall, cross my hands behind my back, and say, “Report.” Gotta work on my image, and practice makes perfect.
 
  
 
 Rustram starts off. “Our men are all settled in and the camp well defended. Though we couldn’t find lumber for fences, I improvised and used the lattice walls from extra yurts. They're not the sturdiest walls and the soldiers are sleeping four to a yurt, but they’ll sleep better knowing there’s a barrier to stand and fight behind. We’ve enough dried rations for three more days, but a fresh meal would be much appreciated.”
 
  
 
 Mm... kinda makes me feel guilty for going out for dinner last night, but those are the perks of leadership. I should take the family out for lunch, they’ll love it. More importantly, I'll love it, and we don't have to worry about arrogant young nobles ruining everything. “The Legate implemented strict policies to discourage hoarding or price gouging, but we’re still on our own when it comes to luxuries like fresh meat and vegetables. What are the restrictions on hunting or fishing?” How does everyone keep such perfect posture? It’s been like twenty seconds and I’m already hunched over again.
 
  
 
 I haven’t gotten around to reading the long scroll of rules, but Rustram and Dastan have it covered. There are oodles of guidelines to keep in mind, but they’re necessary for Nan Ping’s continued existence. If we over-hunt and over-fish the region to extinction, the city will be forced to import food for years while the region recovers. It’s an optimistic view considering the Defiled are probably gonna pillage the city and burn it to the ground in a couple of months, but what do I know?
 
  
 
 No no, positive thoughts. We’ll win.
 
  
 
 Totally.
 
  
 
 Maybe.
 
  
 
 I dunno, it's too early to tell.
 
  
 
 After half an hour of back and forth, we finally come up with a reasonable plan. First, we send Rustram and Chey into town for fresh supplies, while Wang Bao and Ulfsaar ride north to hunt. The other four officers remain in camp and hold the fort. It’s kinda shitty for the Emperor to order us here and make us pay for food and accommodations, but them’s the breaks.
 
  
 
 Once the issue of supplies has been settled, Dastan hands me a bag of scrolls, all with the wax seals still affixed. In response to my raised eyebrow, he smiles and says, “Letters of Challenge. You’re a popular man, boss.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. There’s like... twenty of them, do I really look that weak? Maybe I need a beard or something. If only my hair growth formula worked on cheeks and chins. Or maybe I should be like Gerel and go bald. He’s kinda intimidating, I guess, but he's also taller and more intense, which I can't really mimic. “Do I have to respond to each one individually? How does this work?”
 
  
 
 “If you accept a challenge, then you pick a second and send them to the duelling grounds to arrange everything. Otherwise,” Dastan says with a shrug, “you burn the letter and ignore the jeers.”
 
  
 
 Perfect. “Sound’s great. Burn them publicly and say something about me being too busy looking after the Divine Turtle. Next?”
 
  
 
 “A word of caution, boss.” Ulfsaar’s soft-spoken manner belies his ferocious reputation, but he’s a decent sort all around. The bunnies certainly love him, crowding around his ankles and headbutting his boots. Or maybe they think he’s a threat. “Doing so would be unwise,” he says without trying to spare my feelings. “Strength is respected and cowardice spurned. You conquered unworthy foes before the Magistrate, yet sat silent when faced with true challengers, which leads others to believe you were protected by the young magistrate and young patriarch. These challenges are a test, and refusing to fight and offering an excuse will only earn you scorn and stoke their courage.”
 
  
 
 “True... but I know nothing about Central’s talents and it’s a waste of time fighting them one by one.” Nor am I brave enough to randomly pick eight and fight them all at once. That’s Baledagh’s thing. “Any suggestions?”
 
  
 
 Smiling, Ulfsaar nods and says, “Burn the challenges.”
 
  
 
 ... “Wasn’t that the plan to begin with?”
 
  
 
 “No boss.” Lightly poking me in the chest, Ulfsaar says, “Burn them yourself at the duelling grounds and belittle your challengers. Then, find and defeat Central’s strongest for all to see. This will put an end to their games.”
 
  
 
 My people have far too much faith in my abilities. Ryo Geom-Chi and Tam Taewoong didn’t seem too impressive, but they were both drunk and probably unused to fighting without their Spiritual Weapons, while Fung and BoShui have had months of practise without them. Most people forget that Spiritual Weapons are a large part of a warrior’s strength, as the Binding ritual makes it a part of you. At times, it’s like the weapon is guiding you along, teaching you the proper way to kill and fight. Using an unfamiliar weapon is like running in uncomfortable shoes or swimming fully clothed, a handicap which can easily throw you off. Besides, duelling isn’t my strong suit, not when the fight ends at first blood. Most of my prowess comes from my ability to trade injuries and outlast my opponent.
 
  
 
 In short, there’s more to lose then there is to gain, so no dice. “Let’s keep that plan in our pocket, should we need it. No sense in ruffling anyone’s feathers unless we need to.” Unperturbed by my refusal, Ulfsaar nods knowingly as if I have a master plan in mind. Crazy bastard probably thinks I’m waiting on a bigger audience or more formidable foes or something.
 
  
 
 After seeing Rustram, Dastan, and Ulfsaar out the yurt, I reward myself for completing my occupational obligations with a bunny cuddle session. Unleashing the full strength of my loving Aura, I lay down and giggle while a horde of bunnies hop, flop, and snuggle around me, all ecstatic to be in my presence. I can only target three at a time, but even after my Aura switches to a new target, the bunnies either still remember how it feels or are too dumb to notice it’s gone.
 
  
 
 Whatever. This is pure bliss. Fluffy, cuddly, bunny bliss.
 
  
 
 Everything comes to an abrupt end as Ping-Ping stands and makes her hunger known with a loud, adorable squeak. Reluctantly packing the bunnies into their saddlebag, I bring them out of the yurt to find a famished turtle impatiently waiting for me to follow. The big girl eats a lot but refuses to go hunting in the sea unless I wait by the beach. It’s ridiculous, but what other options do I have? Lightening myself, I hop onto her back and enjoy the ride as she scurries towards the sandy beach, less than five minutes south of my yurt. Packed to the brim with Sentinels and quins, they all make way for Ping-Ping as she barrels towards them. Hopping off before she reaches the water, I wave goodbye as she heads out for lunch. Pausing before she submerges, Ping-Ping turns and cocks her head, as if asking why I’m not coming along.
 
  
 
 Ha, like hell I’m going to swim out into kraken infested waters. I’d rather starve. “Go on without me!” I yell, waving goodbye. “Have fun.” I’m not sure if she understands what I’m saying, but Ping-Ping snorts and heads out into the Azure Sea. Thankfully, the Legate’s fishing rules only applies to people so the giant turtle and our massive pack of roosequins are free to scour the Azure Sea clean of clams, mussels, fish, and whatever else they eat.
 
  
 
 Better to take everything and leave nothing behind for the Enemy. If I had my way, I’d burn all of Central and salt the earth in my wake, before going home to the North to hide behind our giant-ass walls.
 
  
 
 ...I wonder if I can train a quin to bring crabs back? I’m not a huge fan of seafood, but last night, Li Song ordered this delicious, spicy, deep-fried crab which was to die for. Ping Ping usually takes around thirty minutes to eat, helped along by the pack of quins driving food towards her, so after she comes back, we’ll head into town for lunch. While I feel bad for my retinue who are stuck outside the city, I can’t bring myself to choke down another meal of dried meat and hard bread. Things got so bad, I even had a dream of eating Mama Bun, which is a big no-no since Guard Leader would kill me if...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Where’s Mama Bun?
 
  
 
 Spotting a hairy white blob floating in the water, I choke on my spit and hand my saddlebag of bunnies to the closest Sentinel. “Hold that, I’ll be right back.” Running into the water, I leap over the gentle waves until the water’s deep enough to dive in, reaching the half-drowned Mama Bun in less than thirty seconds. Panicked and afraid, she bites and claws at my hands until I lift her clean out of the water, shocking her into stunned compliance. After giving her time to recuperate, I lower her gently to my chest and swim backwards to shore, consoling the poor, shivering, stupid bunny the entire time. “There’s a good bun-bun,” I say in my sweetest voice. “Everything’s gonna be all right. You must be the dumbest creature alive, yes you are. I have no idea how you survived this long. Why would you run out into the sea if you don't know how to swim?”
 
  
 
 Seriously dumb. How am I supposed to keep fifteen more of them alive? I guess I need harnesses. And help, lots of help. This is my life now. Falling Rain, Turtle Attendant and Rabbit Lifeguard.
 
  
 
 Oh well. At least she got a bath. The rancid rabbit milk was really starting to stink.
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 “Then we built a fire, dried off, and waited until Ping-Ping came back chewing on a tentacle. After that, I woke you up and now we’re off to lunch.”
 
  
 
 Punctuating my Sending with a kiss on her cheek, Lin smiles sleepily and reclines in my arms. Hiding a yawn with her ever-present white silk scarf, she narrows her eyes in concentration for several seconds, looks at me expectantly, then pouts and asks, “Is Mama Bun okay?”
 
  
 
 Talented as she is at Lightening, my wifey has yet to learn how to Send, much to her chagrin. To help her get a feel of it, she asked me to speak only in Sending while she tries to respond in kind. I’m always happy to see her apply herself and if I’m being honest, I love her sulky, pouty expressions. She’s so happy and cheery most of the time, this is a rare chance to enjoy her adorable grumpy expressions. “Mama Bun’s fine. Teacher looked her over, Guard Leader swaddled her in blankets, and both scolded me for not paying proper attention.” Taduk’s been much nicer to Mama Bun ever since she led him to a stalk of rime bamboo and therefore vindicated my decision to raise a horde of bicorn bunnies.
 
  
 
 After another concentrated effort and abject failure, Lin whispers, “Poor hubby. Why do you think Mama Bun went for a swim? Do you think she found... something? And umm... did the other thing... do anything?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, I Send, “Who knows. It’s possible she smelled a Spiritual Plant, but it might also be she wasn’t paying attention and forgot to jump off of Ping-Ping. Hell, maybe she wanted to get away from her sixteen needy babies. As for Blobby, he didn’t react, he’s doing what he does best.” Which is nothing, the slacker.
 
  
 
 “Are you gonna go look?” Sensing a chance for adventure, Lin’s eyes widen in excitement as she bounces in place, having forgotten we’re sitting together on Mafu’s back while surrounded by hundreds of devout citizens here to see Ping-Ping. Control yourself Rain. Sure, Lin’s not a little girl anymore, nor is she as skinny and scrawny as she used to be. She’s a lovely, petite young woman with a plump, round posterior. Her bright brown eyes are so warm and inviting, I could lose myself in them for hours on end, while her dusky skin is so soft and fragrant it makes you want to wrap your arms around her and never let go. Even now it’s taking all my self-control not to nibble on her ears or send my hands out on an exploratory expedition, curious to know what her reactions will be once I...
 
  
 
 er...
 
  
 
 What was I getting at again?
 
  
 
 Right. Propriety and boundaries. “Stop bouncing around please.” Maybe we should stop riding together, but I love cuddling with my tousle-haired little wifey. What was her question? “...I doubt Mama Bun can sniff out plants growing underwater and even if she can, it’s not safe to go deep diving in the Azure Sea.” If I’m feeling suicidal, there are much easier ways to off myself. “Teacher and Guard Leader are already looking, so if something’s there, then they’ll find it together.” Poor Mama Bun, doing her best impression of a soggy mop while Taduk and Guard Leader fight over who gets to bring her diving. If Mama Bun’s mid-morning swim was a mistake, it’s not one she’ll make again any time soon.
 
  
 
 With a disappointed grunt and almost provocative full-body wiggle, Lin settles in and closes her eyes for a nap, her long, velvety hare ears hidden beneath a headscarf. While going skinny dipping with my lovely little wifey is a tempting idea, I’ll definitely lose control the moment we’re alone together. Steeling my nerves, I focus on anything and everything that isn’t the enchanting, innocent, defenceless young woman wrapped in my arms.
 
  
 
 Though I wasn’t allowed to keep the Royal Guards, Dastan and his former retinue are doing an admirable job as escorts, looking stately atop their massive warhorses while keeping the crowd at bay so my family and I can head into the city for lunch. Not that I need the guards, the more zealous onlookers are quick to reprimand anyone who breaks one of their unspoken rules, and most people are happy to admire Ping-Ping from afar. Or maybe it’s just their self-preservation instincts keeping them away from the gargantuan turtle. They’d be screaming in fear instead of kneeling in reverence if they’d seen her chomping on a still-writhing tentacle, thicker than a person and longer than she is.
 
  
 
 Fuck going into the water. She was gone for less than half an hour, which means the giant, tentacled monstrosities aren’t exactly far from shore. No wonder everyone sticks to the coastline, that shit is fucking terrifying. Even more terrifying is how capable Ping-Ping appears to be, defeating and devouring sea-dwelling behemoths without breaking a sweat. She returned unharmed with only the one tentacle, so I’d imagine there’s an irate kraken still swimming around out there short an arm. For a kraken to cut and run shows how formidable Ping-Ping really is.
 
  
 
 It’s possible the quins stole and ate most of Ping-Ping’s meal while she swam back to shore, but I doubt it. They love Ping-Ping even more than the devout citizens do, clustering around her as much as possible. Despite being banned from my yurt, Mafu hasn’t voiced a single squeak of complaint, happy to camp outside next to the terrapin along with the other quins of my retinue. They even trust her enough to let their pups play on and around her, which is extremely rare. If you’re not a quin or one of their favourite people, you could easily lose a hand by reaching for a pup, something I learned firsthand after Zabu tried to gut me way back when the pups first hatched.
 
  
 
 I wonder if Yan’s here yet. I miss her hearty, unrestrained laughs at my vulgar or obscene jokes, not to mention our silent training sessions. Then there were the long awkward nights sharing the same tent, where I’d do my best to avoid temptation while dreaming of her long, shapely legs and luscious pink lips...
 
  
 
 No! Bad Rain. You have Lin and Mila already, which is two more wives than you deserve. Stop overreaching before you end up with nothing. Yan's the disciple and heir of Du Min Gyu, which is almost royalty here in Central. She probably has more suitors than she can shake a stick at and considering her nature, a dozen infatuated pretty boys dancing to her tune and three dozen more waiting in the wings. Whatever Mila wrote in her letter and wants me to pass along, I doubt it was encouraging Yan to join my harem. Probably the opposite, in fact, warning Yan to stay away. Despite her many virtues, my freckled beloved is a jealous woman, which I find utterly endearing and only a little scary.
 
  
 
 It’s her parents who really scare me.
 
  
 
 With Ping-Ping at my heels, the gate guards let us through without question while a long line of angry nobles and uppity warriors glare from the side. Once past the gates, the number of Mother lovers declines sharply, which is no surprise. The wealthy and powerful rarely care for anything outside their own interests, and the people who would be interested in paying their respects either already did so last night or are busy working. Picking up the pace, I lead the way back to the same restaurant we ate at last night, since it's the only place we can go to where Ping-Ping can park herself and keep an eye on me without blocking traffic. To my surprise, we find a table ready and waiting for us as the owner welcomes us into his establishment and thanks us for our patronage.
 
  
 
 Finally, things are looking up. I mean, I’ve nearly died countless number of times since I arrived in the world and skipping lines hardly seems like an adequate reward, but I’ll take what I can get.
 
  
 
 Unlike the owner, the restaurant’s clientele appear less than enthusiastic to see me and my family, though it probably has more to do with Roc and his squawkers settling in on the windowsills or my well-dressed bears and cats sniffing at their meals. Flashing a polite smile and apologetic looks, I herd my floofs to our table with Lin and Li Song’s help. Giggling and waving at the gawking Ping-Ping, Tali and Tate sit with their parents on either side, looking angelic with their white hair and horns peeking out from under their hoods. Similarly covered, Alsantset even went to the trouble of hiding her tiger tail as she surveys our surroundings.
 
  
 
 While I’ve yet to see a local half-beast, I don’t understand why Alsantset and Lin feel the need to hide their half-beast traits. Li Song’s walking around with her cat ears and tail in plain sight, and so far nothing’s happened. Taking my seat across from my sister, I reach over and squeeze her hand while the owner lists the day’s specials. “Relax,” I Send with a wink. “Relax, everything’s gonna be fine. Your little brother is a man of status now.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Alsantset smiles and shakes her head. “Liar. We both know the Legate is using you.”
 
  
 
 Yea, but for what? “Doesn’t mean we can’t take advantage. Look how happy the twins are and your husband is all but drooling.” No one hates travel food more than Charok and while he is an excellent cook, there’s only so much he could do with what we have on hand.
 
  
 
 “I know but Papa was adamant we remain vigilant, so vigilant we shall be.” Taking a cue from Alsantset, I double check to make sure my defenders are in place. Standing between us and the other diners are Pran, Saluk, Sahb, and Dastan, with about forty more of my retinue just outside in the streets, along with the chain-smoking Guan Suo and I assume the well-hidden Jochi, Argat, and Lin’s three remaining guards. Then there’s Ping-Ping herself, peeking through the windows with both eyes wide open, making sure I don’t try to escape out the other side. I don’t know if she’ll defend me from an attack, but she makes for an intimidating deterrent. Mentor also has guards in place looking after his precious daughter and grandchildren, though I’m not privy to the details nor am I capable enough to spot them. Along with the Legate’s decree, my little group is as safe as can be, which means it’s okay to relax and enjoy myself.
 
  
 
 As if the universe were out to prove me wrong, peril immediately rears its ugly head. Stomping up the stairs in military fashion, a crowd of painted young nobles march into the restaurant and fixate on my family. Exactly twenty overdressed fops and at least twice as many guards surround us and quietly intimidate our neighbours into abandoning their tables. Taking their seats, their angry glowers stifle all conversation at my table, though they do nothing else. Arms crossed and heads high, they’re careful never to reach for their weapons or make threatening gestures, and while technically they’ve broken no rules or laws, their goal is clear.
 
  
 
 They’re here to goad me into a fight.
 
  
 
 And it might even work. Tate and Tali are putting on a brave face, but anyone can see they’re terrified out of their minds. Alsantset and Charok can’t even take the time to comfort them since they’re busy getting ready to defend against all comers. Instead, my beautiful, adorable niece and nephew cling to one another and do their best not to cry, staring left and right with wide-eyed apprehension. Even my pets are affected by the oppressive atmosphere as they crowd around the twins in search of comfort, though Jimjam and Sarankho both seem ready to fight. Soothing my animals with Aura, I ready myself to unleash hell upon anyone who dares to threaten my family.
 
  
 
 I guess lunch in the city was a terrible idea...
 
  
 
 “So,” a young noble says, his voice thick with sarcasm. “This is why the Divine Turtle’s Attendant is too busy for a duel.”
 
  
 
 “Now now,” chimes in another. “You must see things from his perspective. To you and I, it looks like a normal meal, but think of how much effort these savages went through to prepare for this monumental occasion.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, eating lunch with a bunch of primitives takes dedicated effort.” A third voice pipes up as the others smile and chuckle.
 
  
 
 “It’s fascinating, really. Look how they mimic human behaviour by wearing clothes and using cups.”
 
  
 
 “It’s almost like they’re real people. So uncanny.”
 
  
 
 “Went a little overboard though, he even dressed the animals.”
 
  
 
 “Well, you must allow the savage a few indulgences. For all we know, one of those filthy animals is his lover, maybe even all of them.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Slamming the table, I choke down the burning rage and suppress my desire to cut down every one of these bastards who dared to insult my family. Besides, if this goes on much longer, Alsantset will kill someone. Taking a deep breath, I turn to the closest noble and growl, “So you’re the ones who sent the challenges I declined. Fine then. I accept your challenges, all of them. Right now. Where are the duelling grounds?”
 
  
 
 I should’ve taken Ulfsaar’s advice and saved myself the hassle.
 
  
 
 ‘Escorted’ by my challengers, I stop to pay the owner on my way out. “Please have our food ready in an hour.” The gathered nobles laugh and jeer, but I ignore them and head for the arena which is conveniently located across the street. Blocked from sight by Ping-Ping’s girth stands a square, stone stage surrounded by four more empty lots just like the one Ping Ping is parked in. On stage, two painted idiots dance about with their swords for a small, barely interested crowd. In no mood to wait, I jump onto stage and interrupt their 'match' with a perfunctory, “Leave.”
 
  
 
 To my surprise, both contestants stop fighting and scurry away, though it might have more to do with the twenty nobles following me up on stage. While I stretch, the spokesperson for the nobles turns to address the crowd. “People of Nan Ping, you know me and the warriors standing at my side. While some of us are tied by blood or faction, we are by in large an unaffiliated bunch who share but one common bond: each of us challenged the Northern Savage and each of us were spurned. However, as you can see, the Northern Savage has reconsidered his position and is here to officially accept our duels.”
 
  
 
 At his words, a waiting Justicar makes his way onto stage, wearing the customary flowing black official’s robes and featureless metal mask which marks his office. “As Justicar of the Empire, I warn you, the Legate’s decree is in effect. Duels to the death will not be permitted and murderers made an example of.” Without waiting for anyone to acknowledge his words, the Justicar turns to me and says, “You are here of your own volition?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Not really, but these bastards need to pay for threatening my family and delaying my lunch.
 
  
 
 “As the challenged, how do you wish to proceed?”
 
  
 
 “One on one with each challenger. Blunted weapons, until knockout or submission.” No point taking dumb risks, but I also don’t want to fight twenty duels in a row. “However, my time is valuable, and thus would like to place stakes on the battle. One thousand gold a match. No money, no fight.”
 
  
 
 “Ridiculous,” scoffs a young noble. “Do you even have a thousand gold?”
 
  
 
 “You realize a Second Grade Warrant Officer is paid a thousand gold a month, right?” The young noble flushes with shame, probably because he’s grossly outranked by a ‘Northern Savage’. I'm miffed they removed the ‘Undying’ part. That’s the best part. “Whatever. Li Song, may I borrow your ring and armour please?”
 
  
 
 Luckily, she only hesitates for a second before agreeing, removing both with Lin and Alsantset’s help. Bringing them onto stage, she reluctantly hands them over with a small sigh before retreating to Lin’s side. At least she said yes, it would’ve been embarrassing if she refused. Handing both to the Justicar, I say, “A Runic cultivation ring and a Runic breastplate should easily sell for twenty-thousand gold, collateral if I can’t pay in full. There’s my wager gentleman, so I must insist you all pay yours upfront as well.”
 
  
 
 My scheme pays off in spades. Overcome with greed, the twenty idiots agree to my terms and send their people to collect the money, all while arguing over how to split to proceeds as if my defeat and bankruptcy is guaranteed. I don’t have twenty-thousand gold in coin, but I only need to win ten matches to break even.
 
  
 
 By the time the gold arrives, a large crowd has gathered to watch, shouting and clamouring as they place their wagers. Not on victory or defeat, but on how many opponents before I’m defeated. Ever confident, Alsantset and Li Song both wager on my complete victory while Lin cheers me on with the twins on Ping-Ping’s shell. My first luckless opponent is a painted young noble wearing a white robe embroidered in red, blue, purple, and green and a circlet spouting three really, really long, curved feathers, almost longer than he is tall. Approaching with a sneer, Feathered Big Bro points his blunted jian and says, “Yesterday, you humiliated my younger brother, but I am an Expert of the-”
 
  
 
 Rolling my eyes, I interrupt with a loud groan. “Don’t care, didn’t know his name, don’t wanna know yours. Ready.”
 
  
 
 “Arrogant savage. Ready.”
 
  
 
 “Begin.”
 
  
 
 Leaping back at the Justicar’s signal, Feathered Big Bro makes himself look like an idiot as I stand in place, crouched behind my practice shield. Like I’m going to charge out, there are nineteen other matches to fight. Planting my feet, I stand and patiently wait while he leaps and twirls, waving his jian around in fancy patterns to the cheers of the crowd. I don’t understand, he’s not particularly fast nor are his movements all that refined, but the audience loves it. I suppose it’s pretty to look at, with his flapping robes and fancy feathers bobbing in the wind, but it’s hardly practical. Akanai would say it’s all style and no substance, a performance instead of a battle.
 
  
 
 The moment Feathered Big Bro slips in range, I strike. Lunging forward, the tip of my shortsword clips his chin and rattles his brain. The heavily Reinforced blow shatters his jaw and sends his comatose body crashing aside as his teeth rattle off the stage. Sheathing the sword, I grab Feathered Big Bro by the boot and drag him to a neutral corner, leaving a wet trail of blood behind us and soaking his pretty feathers. Returning to centre stage, I draw my shortsword and say, “Ready.”
 
  
 
 That was close. If I’d connected with the side of his head or on his neck, Feathered Big Bro would be dead. A hundred percent Reinforcement is too much, gotta tone it down. Fifty maybe?
 
  
 
 My second opponent is another painted idiot who looks exactly like the first, wearing a predominantly red robe with hints of white, blue, and purple. No feathers this time, but he has literal bells in his hair which jingle with every step. Maybe I’m racist but I can’t really tell these guys apart except for their clothes, so I don't really know who said what back in the restaurant. Are they all related? Is that why everyone seems retarded? Because they’re all inbred? As Bells opens his mouth to monologue, I preemptively interrupt and say, “Ready.”
 
  
 
 “I am -”
 
  
 
 “Ready,” I repeat, interrupting Bells again. “I have eighteen more matches to finish before lunch in forty-five minutes, I don’t have time to listen to your verbal diarrhea.”
 
  
 
 The crowd falls silent except for the twins chanting, “Verbal Diarrhea! Verbal Diarrhea! Verbal Diarrhea!”
 
  
 
 Oof. I’m gonna pay for that later, Alsantset will not be pleased. Eyes narrowed in anger, Bells says, “Ready.”
 
  
 
 “Begin.”
 
  
 
 Darting to my left, Bells stops and tries to pivot right, stupidly pausing right in front of me. The crunch of bone fills the air as my shield slams into his face, followed by a peal of chimes as Bells drops to the stage and groans. Hmm... fifty percent Reinforcement is too little, but at least Bells isn’t choking on his teeth. Stomping his head once, I check if he’s unconscious before stomping once more for good measure. I’d forgotten how hard it is to knock someone unconscious. Sheathing my sword, I grab his boot and drag him off to join Feathered Big Bro in the corner.
 
  
 
 Two down, eighteen to go, and still plenty of energy left in the tank. Is this really all they got? I mean, I understand these are mostly local kids and not indicative of the entire province, but this is way too easy. Seriously, if they’re all this bad then this’ll be the easiest twenty-thousand gold I’ve ever made, and I've earned tonnes of easy money. 
 
  
 
 Honestly, if this is what Central is like, then we might as well call it and head home. The Defiled are gonna make this province and everyone in it their bitch, and I ain't dying for them. 
 
 
Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 301 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Quashing the desire to fly into a rage, Yo Shi-Woo reminded himself this was a public venue. Appearances must be kept, so he unclenched his jaw, steadied his breathing, and relaxed his shoulders, all while imagining having the arrogant northern savage whipped for his insolence and ignoring the laughter of the other diners around him.
 
  
 
 “How mortifying it must be to have both your sons defeated by a diminutive northern primitive.” Insolent as always, Ru Minsu happily added oil to the fire, fanning the flames Shi-Woo’s anger and hoping to provoke him into an unsightly anger. Amateur. “At least your older son didn’t disgrace himself by surrendering, but there’s something to be said about knowing one’s limits.”
 
  
 
 Taking a sip of tea to calm his fury and order his thoughts, Shi-Woo smiled at the uncultured philistine and said, “Alas, mine is a family of merchants and politicians, unskilled in the ways of war. Arithmetic and logistics are my sword and shield, but unfortunately my sons were unwilling to follow in my footsteps. As their father, I could not bear to deny them this chance, and while my eldest son recently brought great pride to my house by forming his Natal Palace at twenty four years old, how could my untalented sons be a match for the scions of the illustrious Ru Family? My grandfather used to sit me on his lap and tell stories of your ancestors’ glorious victories, warriors one and all. Come, bring out your crouching tigers and hidden dragons, show this ignorant old man what true talent looks like.”
 
  
 
 “See old friend, that’s the thing.” Minsu smirked, as if privy to some great joke. “I know my limits.”
 
  
 
 Deriving little pleasure from Minsu’s subdued response, Shi-Woo turned back to the duelling stage with a smile. After Minsu’s fathers and uncles died in battle and Minsu’s grandfather passed away from old age, the Ru family had fallen into decline and barely counted as a third-rate power now. Shi-Woo’s ‘untalented’ sons were far superior to the Ru Family scions and Minsu knew it. Such was the problem with warrior families, they rose and fell with their greatest talents. If a merchant family produced a talented warrior, then their name would soar into the heavens, but even without, they always had the family business to fall back on.
 
  
 
 Shi-Woo’s self-satisfaction didn’t last long as he discovered the second and third matches had begun and ended in the time it took to put Minsu in his place. As before, the northern savage dragged his comatose opponent to the corner in a show of utter contempt. Shi-Woo was too far to hear, but his servant standing stage side Sent him updates on everything the boy said. Leaning over his pile of defeated foes, the boy roughly handled Shi-Woo’s son before asking, “Excuse me, Justicar sir? Will I be held responsible if these guys bleed to death? Because if they’re delaying their healers just to get me in trouble, then I need a minute to keep Feathered Big Bro from bleeding to death or choking on his vomit.”
 
  
 
 A burst of laughter inside the restaurant told Shi-Woo everyone else had also heard the boy and it took every scrap of self-control not to overturn his table and storm out. The savage went too far. Feathered Big Brother? Who’s your brother, you brazen whelp! You think yourself a Yo Family scion now? Brother your head! Faint-headed from anger, he Sent instructions to have his son brought down despite the tardy healer’s instructions. If his eldest suffered further injuries then so be it, Shi-Woo would find him the best healers in the Empire. A man can be defeated but not humiliated, and the Yo family would have their vengeance.
 
  
 
 After receiving assurances he would not be held responsible for his defeated opponent’s safety, the savage promptly defeated three more opponents, all battles without a hint of suspense. Six opponents, six victories, and all in about as many minutes. The savage was on track to repeat yesterday’s performance, only this time in front of a crowd of thousands. As the architect behind today’s debacle, Shi-Woo would face heavy criticism for bringing shame to so many of Nan Ping’s young heroes and leading them to the slaughter. Their families would be hungry for blood and not even Central’s Marshal, his cousin and closest confidante, could save him after offending so many distinguished houses.
 
  
 
 Without looking at his Chief Guard, Shi-Woo Sent, “You told me the boy was a paper tiger. ‘Talented, but not overly so. Strong, but unrefined and unpolished’. Those were your words, verbatim.”
 
  
 
 “Master, this useless slave begs your forgiveness. The boy is crafty and hid his skills deep.” Though an Oathsworn slave, the man had served Shi-Woo his entire life, purchased and trained for the sole purpose of defending his master. Simply named Shou Yi, or ‘Guard One’, his loyalty could not be questioned and were he a free man, he had sufficient skill to earn the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Were it anyone else, Shi-Woo would have him strapped and castrated for this failure, but Shou Yi was irreplaceable. Out of twenty Oathsworn slaves, Shou Yi was the only one to condense his Aura and form a Natal Palace, making him a true hidden powerhouse. 
 
  
 
 Reminding himself Shou Yi had never let him down before, Shi-Woo Sent, “Elaborate.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Master. In yesterday’s bout, the savage appeared fierce and powerful, but in this slave’s eyes, also reckless and impulsive. While able to overpower his opponents, he left himself open and vulnerable too many times, and were he met with stiffer resistance then his defeat was all but certain. Even against eight relatively unskilled youths, he almost took grave injury twice, winning through a combination of intimidation and luck. This slave has seen it before, brash, overconfident children who think themselves invincible, and in his foolishness, this slave believed the savage boy to be one of them. Today, he fights like a different man, careful, calculating, and cautious.”
 
  
 
 While Shou Yi spoke, the savage won his seventh match by submission after breaking his opponent's leg. Heaping disgrace upon defeat, he even had the audacity to ‘help’ his defeated foe by supporting him off the stage. Faced with this indignity yet unable to refute, the hapless young man could only swallow his pride as the savage all but carried him away. Forced to admit his failings, Shi-Woo reevaluated the savage before him. A clever, scheming child, today his insults were indirect and subtle, nothing like yesterday’s outspoken blockhead. Who was it guiding his actions?
 
  
 
 It wasn’t Situ Nian Zu, the man was notorious for his political incompetence. A peak expert with skill and fame to rival Du Min Gyu, yet stuck with the most unprofitable and unrewarding task in the North for over four decades. Were he a shrewder man, Nian Zu would have swallowed his pride, taken a wife, and carried out his duties. So what if his tastes ran contrary? He didn’t need to love his wife, he merely needed to get drunk and sire a few heirs. A small price to pay to escape the cold, barren Northern Wall but the man refused to play the game as it should be. A short-sighted fool like that couldn’t possibly be the mastermind behind Falling Rain and the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Was it the half-fox marshal of the north? Rumours said she was nothing but a big-breasted, empty-headed tramp, yet she seduced the former Marshal, learned his greatest secrets, and consigned the entire Shing Clan to death. While likely acting as someone’s puppet, Shi-Woo hadn’t the faintest clue who could be pulling her strings. Things would be made clear once his Society allies arrived, but whatever mastermind was behind all this played his hand well, rushing across the board before Shi-Woo’s pieces were all in place.
 
  
 
 Perhaps the puppeteer was hiding in plain sight. Nothing in Han BoHai’s history spoke of a masterful schemer but such skills could be learned and recent actions made him a man to be wary of. Not only was he present at yesterday’s meeting with the Legate, he was also the only person of consequence present during Han BoShui’s match with Tam Taewoong. A ‘well-known’ paper tiger and disreputable drunkard, the young BoShui’s victory over the former Hwarang was an unpleasant surprise to all. Even worse, though dead and cremated, BoHai’s daughter had once been feared across the lands as the Bloody Shrike and the Confessor’s chosen heir. Was BoHai responsible for the Confessor’s recent, uncharacteristic silence? What other weapons was the man hiding?
 
  
 
 These northern delegates were far more formidable than expected. Had he been double-crossed by the Society and fed inaccurate information? How convenient for his greatest allies, the Situ Clan, to be so conspicuously absent, giving this barbarian tribesman time to run roughshod over Central’s youths. He’d been told the boy’s victory over Teng Wei Chuan, Ouyang Yu Jin, and Situ Jia Zian had been more luck than skill, but if so, then why was the boy still breathing? Situ Jia Yang had been disgraced and Teng Wei Chuan’s immediate family dead, but it was hard to believe the Ouyang Patriarch would let the death of his prized son and heir die without retaliation. The Society had long been looking to expand southward and only an unspoken alliance among Central’s factions had kept them out. Could this be a united Northern effort to shame and supplant Central’s noble families?
 
  
 
 A commotion on stage interrupted Shi-Woo’s contemplation and he refocused his attention, Sending a query to his stage-side servant. “What’s happening?”
 
  
 
 “This servant reports, the boy is trying to take back his runic items.” What followed was a reiteration of the boy’s words.
 
  
 
 “... Do none of you understand what ‘collateral’ means? I won ten matches, so I've won ten thousand gold, which is enough to cover the rest of my matches. Since I don’t need collateral anymore, why can’t I give my martial aunt her stuff back? You want a chance to win them? Then put up another thirty-thousand gold between the ten of you.”
 
  
 
 It’s as if every word out of this scrawny savage’s mouth were meant to incite animosity and exasperation. An absurd and obvious provocation meant to defraud more out of Central’s noble young warriors, but they had no choice but to endure his taunts. Strength was respected above all else, and the boy was nothing if not strong. “Shou Yi,” he Sent, reconsidering his options. “How strong would you say the boy really is?”
 
  
 
 Hesitating, Shou Yi took long seconds before Sending his reply. “Unknown, Master. He is still holding back. He’s less brutal than before but far more precise, using just enough strength to defeat his opponents which makes it difficult to gauge his true strength.”
 
  
 
 “Your best guess then.”
 
  
 
 “Master, this lowly slave believes none but the best can challenge the boy, unless we step outside his age group. Take young master’s bout. Though it appeared as if he walked into the boy’s sword, the truth is the boy struck at the perfect range and angle to connect through the young master's defenses. This requires superior perception, control, and overwhelming confidence. In the second match, he saw through his opponent’s Ghost Step in an instant. If he’d studied the movement before and was waiting for his chance then I wouldn’t be so impressed, but the boy only arrived yesterday and the Ghost Step is a prized secret. Where could he have seen it before? Then...”
 
  
 
 Shou Yi continued rattling off praise for Falling Rain’s prowess and the boy continued defeating his opponent’s with ease. Nineteen years old and already so accomplished, today’s matches proved Falling Rain’s reputation was well deserved. Eventually, his final opponents forfeited and the matches were done, leaving Shi-Woo and his peers stewing in silent contemplation while the savage collected his winnings.
 
  
 
 Until one brazen man laughed and applauded.
 
  
 
 Drawing the ire of everyone present, they all turned to glare at the culprit in question, but everyone quickly tempered their anger. Surrounded by his Royal Guards, the Legate had slipped in unnoticed during the duels, his youthful features alight with a grin as he clapped. “Magnificent,” he praised. “Eight versus one yesterday and twenty separate duels today, what a hot-blooded young hero. Such is the passion of youth!” Glancing at Shi-Woo, he added, “Isn’t that right, Servant. Yo. Shi. Woo?”
 
  
 
 Shivering in fear, Shi-Woo vacated his seat and fell to his knees to kowtow. “I-Imperial Servant b-begs Imperial Legate for f-f-f-forgiveness.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? I see you share your son’s penchant for stuttering.” The Legate’s boots approached but Shi-Woo didn’t dare stop kowtowing. All his prepared excuses fell to the wayside now that the Legate had come out to meet him. It was now obvious he placed far more importance on Falling Rain than Shi-Woo thought, but if that were the case, why didn’t the Legate warn him against acting? After yesterday’s disastrous meeting, the Legate surely realized the nobles of Central would not stand for Falling Rain’s arrogance, but he did nothing to dissuade them, merely dismissing everyone as soon as possible.
 
  
 
 Was that not giving his unspoken permission to take vengeance into their own hands?
 
  
 
 “You seem confused,” the Legate said as he took Shi-Woo’s vacated seat. Shi-Woo continued kowtowing, his forehead aching with every knock on the floor. “You’re wondering, ‘Why is the Legate here to protect Falling Rain?’, am I right?”
 
  
 
 “Imperial Servant dares not question the Legate’s motives.”
 
  
 
 “You know, lying to an Imperial Scion is a grave offence. Should I demand an Oath to verify the truth?” Shi-Woo whimpered in reply but the Imperial Legate merely chuckled. “Oh calm down and stop kowtowing. Drink some tea and compose yourself.” Shi-Woo did as ordered and steadied his breath, cheeks burning with shame as he stood before his peers and enemies as a disgraced man. Playing with his closed fan as he addressed the crowd, he said, “Contrary to your beliefs, I’m not here to protect Falling Rain.” Grinning, he slapped the fan against his palm for emphasis and added, “I’m here to protect all of you.”
 
  
 
 Taking a dramatic pause, the Legate waited while his tea and cup were tested for poison. Taking a long sip, he exhaled in delight. “Ahh, good tea. Now where was I? Ah yes, protecting you. On his deathbed, my father, may he rest in peace, told me a story, one you should all know well. Fifty years ago, during the hum-drum of daily activity, he came across a report written by a young lieutenant of the North. In this report, the lieutenant claimed an army of fifty-thousand Defiled had attacked and almost razed the border fortress he served in. Immediately, this drew my father’s attention because if this was true, then why was a mere lieutenant, a leader of ten men, writing the report?”
 
  
 
 Taking another sip of tea, the Legate shook his head and sighed. “It was tragic really. The entire fortress’s general staff had been assassinated by Wraiths, leaving said lowly lieutenant as the sole surviving officer. The Mother’s blessing shone upon the Empire as this lieutenant was a man of talent, taking control of the fortress and holding out against the Defiled for ten, long days, longer than anyone thought possible. On the tenth day, word of reinforcements finally arrived, but our heroic lieutenant was crestfallen to find only a mere three-thousand friendly cavalry archers waiting outside his gates. ‘They were doomed,’ he thought, and he made his peace with the Mother.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling wryly, the Legate continued, “According to the report, these three thousand archers, mounted on giant, fanged weasels and led by a nameless Major of the Imperial Defence Forces, broke a Defiled force almost twenty times their numbers in a single afternoon. Instead of expounding on the miraculous victory or his personal accomplishments, the lieutenant went on to make more ludicrous claims like how the Major plucked Defiled heads like apples and slaughtered Demons like pigs. The report made the rounds and everyone laughed and jeered, calling it a work of pure fiction and utter nonsense. Everyone except for our Imperial Emperor’s father, who was of course, at the time, the current Emperor.”
 
  
 
 A Royal Guard arrived bearing plates of food and once again, everything was tested for poison. With fan in one hand and crab leg in the other, the Legate continued his tale between bites, but Shi-Woo didn’t need to hear it. He knew the rest of the tale and had even been there for parts of it. Back then, he couldn’t have been much older than Falling Rain was now, a young man learning the family business at his grandfather’s side. He remembered sneering at the foolish lieutenant and nameless major, both dressed in utilitarian garb as they approached the Emperor’s representative, fully expecting them to fall to their knees and beg for forgiveness for their lies. Instead, they swore an Oath of truth and claimed the report held no falsehoods, and for a moment, the entire court fell silent as they waited with bated breath for the Mother to strike these lying fools dead. When She didn’t, everyone present realized they were standing in the presence of greatness, an expert tactician, peak expert, and Hero of the Empire.
 
  
 
 The Herald of the Storms, whose name he now remembered was Akanai of the Bekhai, Grand-Mentor of Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 The damned Crier from the Magistrate’s Palace had only introduced Akanai by rank, not title, else he’d have long since figured this out. How could he have been so foolish to forget? Shi-Woo’s grandfather had danced a ditty in his office when news of their rival’s misfortune came to light. Akanai and her escorts had proved themselves formidable beyond all measure, killing dozens of decorated heroes and vaunted Experts of Central in one fell swoop before escaping through the mountains with minimal casualties. Grandfather even hoped Akanai would return at the head of an army to seek vengeance and made preparations to join her in uprooting their rivals, but sadly, nothing came of it. Ostensibly, the former Emperor soothed her anger by promoting her another rank to Major General, but Shi-Woo never believed it to be true. If a woman like her was so easily swayed, then her name would have long since echoed through the Empire.
 
  
 
 The memory had almost been lost to time, but apparently not so for the smiling Ru Minsu. Scowling at the smug bastard, Shi-Woo cursed his own stupidity. No wonder the Ru Family refused to join the fight against Falling Rain, they still remembered their hard-learned lesson, paid for in the blood of Minsu's father and uncle. The Ru family might have even sought to curry favour with the Bekhai and revealed the secrets of Central’s young warriors, enabling Falling Rain to defeat his opponents with ease. How devious, how dastardly, how brilliant.
 
  
 
 Well played old friend, well played.
 
  
 
 Still eating, the Legate spoke to his captive audience. “Now some of you might wonder why my father told his children this particular story on his deathbed. On the surface, it seems like a tale of politics and backbiting, business as usual, but if you look closer, it reveals what's rotten at the core of the Empire. Take the fortress for example. After ten days of bitter fighting, why were the first reinforcements to arrive a group of tribal mercenaries? Where were the Emperor’s soldiers?” Tossing an empty crab leg to the floor, he snarled. “The closest commanders believed the fortress would fall before reinforcements arrived, so instead of mustering out to save their comrades, they hid behind their walls and ignored the lieutenant’s messengers day after day. Cowards.” The Legate spit and many followed suit. “Then there is Akanai herself. Were she a human male, Central’s greatest families would have fought a bidding war to bring this hero into their family, but a beautiful female half-beast with sapphire eyes and hair of gold? Everyone saw her as a commodity, a plaything to take and own, instead of what she truly is, a Hero of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Glancing around at the gathered nobles, the Legate unleashed his Aura and no one dared to resist it. Trembling from head to toe, Shi-Woo stared at his feet and prayed for mercy, helpless as the Legate snapped open his fan and revealed the Imperial Sigil for all to see, speaking as the Emperor’s chosen voice. “Hear me. The Empire will face dark days ahead, and only through solidarity can we overcome our trials and tribulations. Any individual who threatens our unity, threatens the Empire itself.” Snapping the fan closed, the Legate added, “Challenge the boy, defeat him if your honour demands it, but do not overstep your bounds. The Empire needs warriors and wealth, but not necessarily you yourselves.”
 
  
 
 Rescinding his Aura, the Legate stood and brushed himself off. “Good tea, good food, and good company,” the Legate said as he marched down the stairs. “Reward the owner with a hundred gold.”
 
  
 
 After waiting several minutes in case the Legate returned, Shi-Woo mopped the sweat from his brow and collapsed into the recently vacated chair. Too close, this was far too close. In a single day, he’d almost crossed the Legate and Akanai both, and the day was still young. Calming his beating heart, he made preparations to pay the Lieutenant General a visit and shower her with gifts and praise, doing everything possible to convince her he held no grudge against the boy.
 
  
 
 Talented though he might be, Falling Rain's foul tongue was bound to upset someone and get himself killed. When that happened, Shi-Woo hoped to stand beside Akanai, or failing that, anywhere besides in front of her.
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 When I made my wager, I figured twenty thousand gold would be a lot of money.
 
  
 
 I was wrong.
 
  
 
 Okay, yea, twenty thousand gold is a whole lot of buying power but I figured it'd be more physically impressive. I imagined myself leaving the city with a wagon full of coins, or at least an overflowing chest or something. Instead, my winnings fit neatly inside two wooden boxes, each about the size of a briefcase and easily carried in one hand. I suppose I could have done the math and saved myself the disappointment. Twenty thousand gold is only two hundred gold cards, which at 250 grams each means I only won 50 kilograms of gold in total. It’s my fault for having unrealistic expectations but I can’t help feeling cheated as I stare at my visually disappointing winnings sitting on the restaurant table.
 
  
 
 If it wasn’t for the Justicar’s meticulous measurements and credible reassurances, I’d weigh and count each gold card myself to make sure I wasn’t being cheated. I would’ve been happier if I’d been paid in coins, not only would it be more satisfying to look at, it’s also impossible to use gold cards unless I’m making purchases for my entire retinue or something. How’s a street-side snack vendor selling meat skewers at two coppers apiece supposed to make change for a hundred gold? That’s 98 coppers, 9 silvers, and 99 gold he’d have to pay back, or the equivalent of selling 49,999 skewers.
 
  
 
 Dammit... Now I want skewers... I’m so hungry, I could eat a whole cow.
 
  
 
 Due to several opponents giving up towards the end, I finished my twenty duels faster than expected, so our meal isn’t waiting for my triumphant return like I’d hoped. Having learned from my mistakes, this time I brought twenty guards instead of four and had them occupy the tables around me. I’d bring everyone inside if I could, but someone has to look after the quins and keep the crowd away from Ping-Ping. Guan Suo made a snarky comment about the quality of my retinue, so I left more guards than necessary. I would’ve let the unfriendliest red-panda bring more of his Protectorate to guard Ping-Ping, but they refuse to dress nicely and I was worried someone would make a stink if I let the Divine Turtle plod around with a shabbily-dressed entourage. The last thing I need is the Legate to reprimand me for not outfitting the Divine Turtle's guards properly.
 
  
 
 “You look so distressed little brother,” Charok teases, reaching across the table to flick my forehead. “Unsure how to spend your hard earned winnings with your little wifey at your side?”
 
  
 
 Tightening her grip on my arm, Lin pouts and puffs her cheeks as if worried I’ll leave to tour the brothels of Nan Ping. “You shouldn’t spend it all, ya? You’re wealthy but it’s all tied up in your schools and artwork. You’ll need the coin to buy food for everyone and more.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry little wifey, your hubby is a changed man who knows to behave.” Patting her hands, I smile and shake my head, keeping my disappointment to myself. Over the small pile of money, not the lack of prostitutes in my life. I've come to terms with the latter. Removing a stack of ten gold cards, I slide them over to Li Song and ask, “Is five percent a fair price for using your ring and armour as collateral? Sorry I didn’t ask first, but I was caught up in the moment and you’re the only one here who owns anything of value.”
 
  
 
 In the middle of counting her winnings, the cat-girl’s green eyes flash with greed and surprise. It’s so easy to read her thought process it’s almost laughable. First delight, then suspicion, followed by conflict and inner struggle, she sits in silence and carefully thinks things through. Why am I offering so much money? Do I have ulterior motives? Am I low-balling her? And so on and so forth. It’s a little hurtful she still treats me like a hostile stranger, shying away when I get too close or keeping close watch on my actions out of the corner of her eye, but at least she doesn’t treat me worse than any other man barring her papa Husolt. Even Charok, the kindest, sweetest guy I know had to switch seats with Alsantset after noticing how uncomfortable Li Song was with sitting across from him. She’s come a long way since she joined our little family, but she’s still has a long way to go before making a full recovery.
 
  
 
 Assuming she ever makes it that far. Some traumas just can’t be healed...
 
  
 
 Either way, five percent is more than fair and while money can’t buy happiness, poverty can’t buy shit, so if you're gonna be miserable, it's better to be rich and miserable. Accepting my terms with a silent nod, she goes back to counting her winnings and stringing coins onto twine loops. The real winners today were the bookmakers since almost everyone bet on me to lose, but Alsantset and Li Song are close seconds as both bet on me to win all twenty matches, albeit at a measly 50:1 odds. If Bulat had been there, he’d have talked them into giving higher odds then borrowed money to bet on my win, but my sister and martial aunt aren’t the savviest of gamblers and accepted the poor rates without question. What irks me more is Li Song asked to be paid in coins and the bookies were happy to hand her a fat sack of coins.
 
  
 
 I hate how it jingles when people walk across the restaurant. Despite being worth twice as much, the ten gold cards stacked beside it seem paltry in comparison.
 
  
 
 Whatever, I should stop complaining. I made stacks... Well, a stack of money and I didn’t even tear my clothes. There were a few close calls but my opponents were not particularly talented or skilled, though still better off than yesterday's. A handful of them might’ve given Baledagh a good fight, but I’m confident my little brother would be the last man standing at the end, especially with me to help heal his cuts and bruises. Dastan, Fung and BoShui too probably, though twenty matches is a lot to ask of them. Li Song and Zian for sure, and there’s no need to mention Mila.
 
  
 
 As for Huu... maybe? I want to go test his skills but I’m too scared to talk to him. I’ll stand on stage and duel whoever Central throws at me but I can’t find the courage to ask my friend if he hates me now. Almost becoming Defiled isn’t something easily excused. It’s like finding out someone almost became a pedophile. This person hasn't committed a crime, but they've thought about it, been tempted by it, and almost went through with it, which is arguably almost as bad. You can never look at that person the same way ever again, and you definitely won't leave your kids unattended around them. I don’t regret coming clean about my near-Defiled status but if anyone outside the Bekhai were to ever discover the truth about me or Gerel or Dastan, then we’d all suffer for it. I can’t blame Huu if he doesn’t want to be friends anymore, but I wish things were different.
 
  
 
 Then again, he hasn’t been hateful or mean, just distant, so there’s still hope. Until Huu makes his position clear, I’m happy to wallow in blissful ignorance.
 
  
 
 As soon as our meal arrives, I abandon my moping in favour of delicious indulgence, marvelling at dish after dish of enticing Central cuisine. Say what you will about their bigotry, chauvinism and all-around arrogance, but damn do these bastards know how to cook. As a rule of thumb, I’m not a huge fan of seafood but that’s because I’ve only ever had it steamed or boiled. Yuck. Simmering in a bed of garlic vermicelli, fried in fragrant chili oil, or battered, baked, and drowned in a savoury sauce, Central has opened my eyes to the wonders of the sea. Even if I have to fight another twenty duels, I’m coming back here for dinner so I can try everything on the menu.
 
  
 
 The spicy fried squid is easily my favourite, and while these particular tentacles cannot match the size or majesty of Ping-Ping’s lunch, the chewy, mouth-watering appendages are almost enough to make me reconsider my fear of the deep unknown. I mean, if the kraken are running from Ping-Ping, how tough could they be? She’s a big girl, but considering the size of the tentacle she ate, I’d imagine the kraken was at least twice her size, if not more. Who knows, maybe giant squids aren’t as scary as they seem and it’d be criminal to starve poor Ping-Ping like that. One tentacle can’t be enough to keep her full for long, so she’ll probably go out again in the afternoon. I could tag along and keep an eye on her through the crystal clear water from a distance...
 
  
 
 I kinda understand why the Defiled are so fearless now. If I were starving and found my enemies delicious, I’d be brave too.
 
  
 
 Delicious as the meal is, the best part is watching Tali and Tate enjoy themselves. An hour ago, they were scared out of their minds, but now they’re happy as can be, eating all the crab legs and fried duck their tiny bellies can handle. Lin and Li Song are almost as adorable, but my wifey doesn’t like it when I watch her eat and it’d be weird to stare at Li Song, so my niece and nephew are all I get. Dastan and his people take turns eating and politely keeping the riffraff away, though few people try to approach. I guess they know the quality of their young warriors and don’t find my twenty victories any more impressive than I do.
 
  
 
 I went easy on them too. Not to toot my horn or anything, but I could have made them suffer if I wanted to. A couple broken bones is a small price to pay for insulting my family, so if Central’s young warriors continue bothering me and mine, then I’ll start dismembering, disembowelling, and dissecting the painted bastards until they get the hint. Everything’s fine so long as nobody dies, right? No problem, my teacher’s a Medical Saint who can heal anything short of death.
 
  
 
 After gorging ourselves on surf and turf, my family and I bring Ping-Ping on a stroll through the nearest bazaar for a bout of sight-seeing and shopping. While I’m not great at it, I love watching people haggle and bargain. No one pays asking price for an item, not unless they’re socially inept like me or trying to impress someone with their wealth, but everyone has their own bargaining strategy. Alsantset makes the merchant gather everything she might want to buy, then offers a price; if the merchant accepts, fine, if not, then she walks away, leaving a mess for the merchant to clean up. More often than not, the merchant will change his or her mind and accept my sister’s offer, not only because of the hassle of putting everything back, but also because she tends to offers a fair price, just not an incredibly lucrative one.
 
  
 
 Li Song has a unique, silent approach to haggling. She’ll pick up a single item and hold it until a price is offered. If it’s not to her liking, she’ll shake her head and wait for a second offer. Then she repeats steps one and two until the price meets her satisfaction or the merchant refuses to go any lower, a long and lengthy process but almost as effective as Alsantset’s, and all without making eye contact or saying a single word.
 
  
 
 Then there’s my sweet little wifey, whose girlish charm and heart-melting pouts earn her the best prices from the hawkers and vendors with little to no effort. It’s funny to watch a customer bicker and quarrel with a merchant until it almost comes to blows before deciding on a price, then see that same merchant smile and offer Lin a lower price for the same item. Whether it’s her big brown eyes, her plump, blushing cheeks, or her lovable, toothy smile, there’s something about my sweet wifey that makes it almost impossible to refuse her and she’s quick to take advantage.
 
  
 
 Or maybe its because Ping-Ping glares at anyone who yells at Lin. Seriously, my wifey is too charming, she even bewitched a giant turtle into becoming her loyal protector.
 
  
 
 Despite the Divine Guardian’s presence, our little party sees more than its fair share of sneers and snubs from merchants with products too good to sell or gaggles of aristocrats and socialites loudly expressing the non-specific disdain in our general direction. Lucky for them, we’re some of the most restrained and non-violent members of our family, content to ignore their insults or let them off with a threatening glare. It’d be a whole different story if Sarnai, Akanai, Baatar, or Mila were here. Those merchants and aristocrats would’ve been left with soiled pants and snot-filled nostrils as they retreated from the wave of scalding Bekhai fury.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, our outspoken detractors are outnumbered by the more amicable or silent members of Nan Ping, allowing us to enjoy our shopping spree in relative peace. Personally, I’m more concerned by the atrocious behaviour of my laughing birds, especially Roc. The fat, feathered bastard has upgraded from scavenging beggar to sneak thief, snatching food right out of his unsuspecting victims’ hands. The other laughing birds soon learn to mimic their fearless leader’s actions with great success and I whisper a small prayer of apology for unleashing this plague of flying rats upon Nan Ping.
 
  
 
 After witnessing one angry, white-faced noble screaming at his guards to kill the ‘winged vermin’, I clear my throat and raise my voice, hoping to save my poor birdies from the slaughter. “Excuse me! Sorry, but please don’t kill the laughing birds. As er... mischievous as they are, they uh... play a vital role in the Divine Guardian’s well-being.” Ignoring the angry noble’s hateful glare, I lie through my teeth and hope no one questions me on this. “They're uh... hand-trained to dig around her shell and eat all the pests and parasites bothering her. You know... molluscs and.. leeches and whatnot. So uh... yea. Please do not kill the birds. No matter how annoying they might be.”
 
  
 
 Pointing at his elaborate yet ruined headdress, the angry noble screeches, “Those creatures assaulted my distinguished self and stole one of my gemstones!”
 
  
 
 I can’t apologize or I’d be admitting fault. It kinda is, but that’s beside the point. One gemstone I can handle, but who knows how much damage these damn birds have caused in the short time we’ve been here? “Um... Might I suggest using an umbrella to keep them away? Honestly, everyone should probably use one while they’re around, they’ve stole- err... eaten... a lot of greasy, spiced meat. I’m guessing it won’t sit nicely inside their bellies, which mean... well... yea.”
 
  
 
 Having said my piece, I awkwardly ignore the still glaring noble by pretending to be interested in some wares. At least the noble stopped his guards from slaughtering my birds but he won’t leave. Meanwhile, I’m stuck here because Li Song is still silently bargaining with a confused hawker who has yet to realize what he’s dealing with. Exacerbating the situation, Yipi flutters down and lands on my shoulder, swinging a broken silver chain clamped in her beak as if asking, ‘what can I get for this?’.
 
  
 
 Amidst the choked laughter of those around me, including the angry noble’s guard, my cheeks burn with shame as I trade Yipi for her shiny. Returning his broken jewellery, I weather the angry noble’s murderous glare and say, “Err... The gemstone’s still attached so it shouldn’t be hard to fix. Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Ah fuck me. Sighing, I reach into my coin purse and pray I have a couple gold coins to spare, cursing my apologetic reflexes and the dumbest custom ever invented. Why does apologizing mean I take responsibility? Can’t I just be sorry for his misfortune?
 
  
 
 To avoid any more embarrassing exchanges, I rush everyone out of the city as soon as possible and head back to our camp, arriving with hours to spare before dark. Forget going back for dinner, I’ll just hang out here and never go back in unless I have to. Stupid birds. Waiting outside my yurt, Taduk and Guard Leader sit in strained silence at two different tables, sipping tea and exchanging glances from a short distance. Bounding out of Guard Leader’s lap, Mama Bun stands on her hind legs and inspects her babies with Li Song's help while I take a seat next to Taduk and Lin tells him all about our fun-filled afternoon, including long descriptions of everything we ate.
 
  
 
 When my wifey’s tale comes to an end, I ask “How’d your underwater search go?”
 
  
 
 “Not well my boy, not well.” Pouting in Mama Bun’s general direction, Taduk shakes his head and sighs. “We brought the little buck-toothed idiot out on a skiff but she wanted to go farther than I felt comfortable with. Even the greatest experts are hindered when fighting underwater and my half-witted associate has proven herself unable to adapt to changing circumstances.”
 
  
 
 “Says the man who feels most comfortable living in a burrow.” With a pointed sip of her tea, Guard Leader adds, “You always were overly cautious and afraid of change.”
 
  
 
 Hmm, maybe that’s why there’s so much sexual tension between them, because my teacher isn’t adventurous enough. Then again, Guard Leader seems like the type to enjoy pegging, in which case I can’t blame Taduk for refusing. I shouldn’t make jokes before hearing the whole story, but I want him to have someone to share his life with. I love him like a father and don't want him to be lonely after Lin marries me. I'd happily invite him to live with us, but considering he once told me he can hear a mosquito fart at twenty paces, it’s better for everyone involved if we lived in separate houses.
 
  
 
 If he wasn’t exaggerating, then separate villages might be even better. Mental note: ask Diyako to look into soundproofing. Or learn how to do it myself.
 
  
 
 Ignoring Guard Leader’s barb, Taduk empties his tea cup and stands, gesturing for me to follow along. “Anyways, now that you’re here, we can resume our search. Come, come. Bring the rabbit.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not sure I understand,” I say, lifting Mama Bun into my arms, who happily rests her chin on my shoulder like a big floofy baby. She's so sweet and lovable now, I can’t wait for all her bunnies to grow up. “Why am I needed?”
 
  
 
 “Because Rain my boy,” Taduk says with a grin, pointing at Ping-Ping following behind us. “You come paired with a most formidable aquatic guardian.”
 
  
 
 Oh no... No no no no no. “Be reasonable teacher, we don’t even know if there’s actually a Spiritual Plant out there.” Proving me wrong yet again, Mama Bun twists in my embrace to stare intently out to sea, her little nose twitching violently in anticipation. Dumb long-eared rat, I should’ve left you to drown. “Who knows how far out it might be? Is it worth risking our lives for one Spiritual Plant?”
 
  
 
 “No need to try and dissuade me, my mind is set.” Looking like a man on a mission, Taduk marches ever southward towards the beach, with a spring in his step and a glint in his eye. “If we don’t claim the Spiritual Plant then that veiled wastrel will, an injustice I cannot abide. Besides,” he added, flashing me his goofy smile, “I’ve never studied a Spiritual Plant which grew underwater. Who knows what mysteries we might uncover? Don’t worry my boy, it’ll be perfectly safe. Probably. We brought rope and everything.”
 
  
 
 From bitter experience, I know it’s pointless to argue. It’d be easier to get rid of Ping-Ping than change Taduk’s mind once it’s made. What’s more, after today’s lunch, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in going for a swim. While I’d like our underwater adventure to go smoothly and without incident, I’d also like to know if kraken tastes better than squid.
 
  
 
 They say men die for wealth and birds die for food, but it appears I'm willing to die for either or. Does that make me better, or worse?
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 Eyes locked on the receding shoreline, I cuddle with Mama Bun and watch as my waving wifey, worried family, and playing pets fade from view. Seated at the back of the skiff, I try not to think about how small and fragile the vessel is or what dangers might lurk beneath the waters. Instead, I use my newfound optimism and focus on the good things in life, like how I won’t have to worry about the nobles of Central, or what the Legate is plotting, or about the Defiled if I die out here on the Azure Sea.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I’m not great at the whole optimism thing, but it's all new to me. I’ll get better with practice.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 In my defence, I can hardly be blamed for my lack of optimism. It turns out, our ‘skiff’ is a rickety lifeboat which seats six, and while ours only holds four plus a bunny, there’s barely enough room to turn around in this tiny, choppy deathtrap. I’d hesitate to even call it a boat. The ships we arrived in, now those were boats. A hundred meters long, fifty meters wide, and twenty meters tall, we travelled in relative safety and smooth comfort the whole way here. In comparison, if I stretched my arms out on both sides, my hands would be outside the skiff and barely thirty centimetres above water, water which often splashes in to pool at the bottom of our paddle-powered dingy.
 
  
 
 I hate boats.
 
  
 
 I thought we’d be travelling in something like the big, forty-man boats the Butcher Bay Bandits used, but no, my crazy teacher decided this wooden tub would make for perfect transportion to bring us out into the Azure Sea. Forget giant kraken, Mafu could probably capsize this thing if he felt like it. Why did I agree to this? I need to learn how to say no to Taduk, but it won’t be easy. His single-minded determination is unshakable and his wide-eyed, pleading pout could give Lin’s a run for her money. Like father like daughter, and now with Blackjack in the mix, I suppose it’s my lot in life to bow before the whims of the cloud chaser hare community.
 
  
 
 “Quit your moaning and groaning boy. Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of valiant young hero?” Puffing away at his pipe, Guan Suo blows out a cloud of acrid smoke which the wind brings directly into my nostrils as I turn to face him. “You’re as safe as can be considering the circumstances, and well-protected to boot. Over-coddled if you ask me, but no one ever does.”
 
  
 
 Over-coddled my ass. Guard Leader is here to keep Taduk safe, while Guan Suo himself will ditch me in a heartbeat if his precious turtle is in danger. Shooting him a dirty look as I cough, I reconsider my first five scathing retorts before settling on a more diplomatic response. “You think we’re safe? There’s really nothing to worry about?”
 
  
 
 Okay, so I’m also super nervous.
 
  
 
 “Pei. That thinking’s a good way to get yourself dead. No one is ever safe, not entirely.” Shrugging, the dishevelled old man absently combs his fingers through his tangled, greasy white beard. If he took better care of himself and smiled more, he’d look like a sweet, ruddy-cheeked old grandfather everyone loves to dote on. Instead, for some unfathomable reason, he chooses to look like an unkempt, crusty beggar no one wants to look at. Maybe he doesn’t care, or maybe he’s going senile and doesn’t notice, but either way, I’m tempted to boot him overboard with a bar of soap. “With the three of us here,” he continues, “not to mention the old girl and all these quins around, I reckon there ain’t much cause for worry. Things’d be different if we leave the bay, but long as we don’t go too far out, the old girl is queen in these waters and them quins her brave soldiers.”
 
  
 
 Turning a skeptical eye to the queen in question, I smile at Ping-Ping’s joyous expression. Eyes wide and mouth half-opened, if she had lips I’d swear she was grinning. I can’t help but marvel at her majestic presence as she glides along with effortless grace, cutting through the water like a hot knife through butter and parting the waves with little to no disturbance in her passing. On land, she is a hulking, lumbering behemoth of beak and shell, but out here, Ping-Ping is poetry in motion. Like a massive island floating behind us, she effortlessly follows the skiff for several minutes to make sure I’m not up to any shenanigans. Then, without warning, she submerges beneath the waters and circles the skiff in a wide, swooping arc while doing the mother of all barrel rolls. Thoroughly enjoying herself, she flaps her tree-trunk legs like leathery wings and drifts through the waters, devouring fish, shrimp, and seaweed in massive gulps. Around her, the quins go wide-mouthed with delight as they frolic in her wake, taking turns spinning and tumbling about like giant, furry eels caught in miniature riptides around her.
 
  
 
 For a bunch of mountain-born, battle-trained, apex predators, roosequins act a lot like sea puppies once they’re in the water.
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy.” Taduk interrupts my quin gazing and reaches over Guan Suo’s head with two grasping hands like an overeager child. “Rabbit please.”
 
  
 
 Carefully passing Mama Bun over, I wince as he takes her away with one hand on the scruff of her neck and the other under her belly. Struggling in his grasp, Mama Bun flails and squirms about in an attempt to escape, almost slipping out of his grasp and into the water. “Support her back legs so she’ll stop kicking and you can let her lean against you.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Hug this oversized long-eared rat? Never! I’ll be picking its damned hair out of my robes for weeks.” Still holding her by the scruff of the neck, Taduk compromises and supports Mama Bun’s bum and back legs with his other hand, pointing her belly towards the front of the skiff like a lantern who will light the way. Snorting in his grasp, she huffs and stills as her twitching nose scents whatever attracted her attention this morning. Craning her neck, she stretches out towards the left side of our skiff (port I think?) and Guard Leader works the paddles and brings us in the same direction.
 
  
 
 It brings a small measure of relief to see that despite all their bickering and squabbling, Taduk is still the dominant one in their relationship. While I’m not clear on exactly how strong she is, Guard Leader is probably an expert as strong or stronger than Akanai, which means she stands at the peak of Martial strength but still has to row the skiff when my teacher demands it. That’s the respect a Medical Saint deserves, even if this particular Medical Saint is a goofball who can’t cook to save his life.
 
  
 
 As our skiff follows Mama Bun’s fickle guidance on a meandering course through Nan Ping’s bay, my smouldering anxiety and trepidation has plenty of time to build up into a roaring fire of panic and terror. Though land is still visible on the north and south shore, and the city sits static to the east, I can’t help worrying about the dangers hidden within the crystal clear water around us. Even at its narrowest points, the opposite shores are still kilometres apart, so if things go wrong, it’s a long swim to shore and safety. Then there's all the boats going in and out of the city. Even the largest ships avoid the midsections of the bay we’re currently navigating through, and if I have to head for shore, I’ll need to be careful not to get run over by a ship or swept back out into the bay by the currents.
 
  
 
 Calm down. Nothing’s gonna happen. The waters are crystal clear and the quins escorting us in strength, what could be hiding there? Sure, squids and octopuses are masters of camouflage and we’re far enough out so the sea floor is shrouded in darkness, but I’m sure Taduk knows what he’s doing. My teacher is excitable, but he's a responsible adult who knows when to stop.
 
  
 
 “Bah!” Turning Mama Bun around so he can glower at her, Taduk lets out a frustrated growl. “You dumb, flea-bitten, sorry excuse for a mop-head. Pick a direction and stick with it, or you’d best learn to swim!”
 
  
 
 Okay. Taduk is a responsible adult most of the time.
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Coming to her feet without rocking the skiff, Guard Leader snatches Mama Bun away and cradles her like a baby. “Her indecision is likely because she is scared and uncomfortable. Give her time to acclimate herself to the swaying of the skiff before we try again.”
 
  
 
 Huffing in displeasure, Taduk grumbles beneath his breath too quietly for me to hear, but Guard Leader hears and she turns to face him. Veiled though she may be, I know a death glare when I see one but Taduk pointedly ignores her and looks away. Wishing I could escape their feuding, I pluck up my courage and lean over to watch the quins play with Ping-Ping beneath the waves. It’s incredible, she doesn’t come up for breath often, and when she does, she doesn’t seem tired or out of breath, more like she’s here to make sure I haven’t left. While she's surfaced, some of the more adventurous quins climb onto her shell and launch themselves back into the water with barely a splash, diving deep down before coming back up with food in their hands or clamped between their jaws.
 
  
 
 Once her inspection is finished, Ping-Ping sinks back into the waters and the quins squeak and chitter in delight, once again following behind and playing spinning teacups in the water. I don’t know why they’re only doing it around Ping-Ping, with how agile they are, the quins could spin and twirl wherever they want. Why do they even need to take turns?
 
  
 
 Unless they're not spinning themselves... 
 
  
 
 With a gasp of shock, I exclaim, “She’s controlling the water around her! Look! She’s spinning the quins around for fun. How is she doing that?” Ping-Ping Sensei! Teach me your ways!
 
  
 
 “Bah, child’s play.” Glancing into the water with his customary, casual arrogance, Taduk sniffs and declares, “Thousands of years old and her skills are only so-so. Not surprising considering no lizard has ever taken the final step to become an Ancestral Beast. Probably because their brains are too small. Don’t worry, Rain my boy, mark my words: in a handful of years, her skills will seem mediocre and unexceptional compared to your own.”
 
  
 
 Flattered as I am by his high opinion in me, I’ve learned not to take his silly declarations as gospel. Maybe it only took him a couple of years, but he’s supremely talented beyond measure, while I...
 
  
 
 Sigh...
 
  
 
 Sharing my misgivings, Guan Suo is far less polite about it. “Pei.” His derisive snort cuts through the wind, displaying nasal mastery beyond compare. “The boy has ability and dedication I’ll give him that, but the Divine Turtle’s comprehension of water is unmatched, instinctive and effortless. To overcome her in a ‘handful’ of years? Hmph, if you’re going to fart from your mouth then at least have the decency to stand downwind.”
 
  
 
 Bristling with contempt, Taduk reels back and looks the scruffy woodsman up and down. “Have you gone senile? Since when was it your place to speak about talent? A geriatric old fossil who only knows how to bully the younger generation, you wouldn’t know talent if it snuck up behind you and bit you on the ass.”
 
  
 
 Before things get out of hand, I splash both fussy men with a handful of water. “Play nice you two, this is a tiny boat and we’re a long way from shore.” Ignoring their incredulous stares, I strip down to my makeshift cotton undies and hold out my hand. “Hand me the rope and don’t move the skiff please, I’m gonna go for a swim and try to figure out how Ping-Ping is controlling the water.”
 
  
 
 Looping the rope around my shoulders and chest, I tie it off into a makeshift harness and hand the free end to Guan Suo. Peering over the side of the skiff, I try to drum up my courage and dive in. Relax, there’s nothing to worry about, you have Ping-Ping and like a hundred quins to keep you safe. All the fish are swimming away and if something dangerous were hanging around-
 
  
 
 “Why’d you wrap a woman's scarf around your crotch? You some kinda pervert or something?”
 
  
 
 Guan Suo’s question interrupts my pre-dive psych up and it takes me a moment to respond. “No, it’s to keep me decent while I swim.” Noticing Taduk’s discomfort, I quickly add, “I bought the scarf today. It’s brand new, never worn.” God this is mortifying, he thought it was one of Lin’s scarves. I want to add ‘I’m not a pervert’, but that might be protesting too much.
 
  
 
 And let's be honest... I am kinda pervy. I can't help it. I see boobs, I ogle. Such is life.
 
  
 
 “And I pray it never will be.” Catching me off guard with his foot, Guan Suo none-too-gently boots me out of the skiff and into the clear, cold waters.
 
  
 
 Suppressing my instinct to scream and panic, I roll with the impact and right myself, treading water as I tighten my undies so they don’t unravel or slip off. “Err, thanks. I needed that. Don’t fight now, I’d like to have a skiff to swim back to.” Turning to find a familiar face, I swallow my girlish scream and pinch Mafu’s fat cheeks for almost scaring the piss out of me, only to receive yet another scare when Ping-Ping emerges from the water behind him. Nudging me with her beak to make sure I’m not in any distress, the giant turtle does a full-body wiggle before diving back under, flying through the water on a massive circuit before returning to wait nearby and see what I’ll do next.
 
  
 
 Aww that’s so sweet, the big girl wants to play.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I dive underwater to watch Ping-Ping in action, though the doting Mafu distracts my attention. Floating beneath me on his back, my chubby quin exhibits his concern by keeping careful watch on his silly, frail human. Unable to resist, I dive down and hug the silly floof before turning my attention back to Ping-Ping. Also keeping a close eye on me, the giant turtle floats in the water and does nothing else, no longer sending quins spinning in her wake. Doing my best to communicate my wishes, I exhale through my nose and do somersaults in the water until I’m too dizzy to continue. Tilting her head as she watches me make a fool of myself, Ping-Ping continues to float and watch.
 
  
 
 After unsuccessfully trying to get my point across a couple more times, I stop to check on Baledagh and Blobby. They’re both doing what they do with little to no change in behaviour. Maybe my little brother would like to swim around, but he doesn’t like me interrupting his training so I’ll wait until his normal break time to ask.
 
  
 
  Tightening around my chest, my rope harness drags me upwards and I rocket up out of the water, clearing at least a meter above the surface before landing in the boat. Stumbling to keep my balance, I steady myself with Taduk’s help and stare at Guan Suo in confusion. “What happened? Was it a kraken? You see a kraken? It’s a kraken isn’t it? Why aren’t we moving? There’s a kraken in the waters!”
 
  
 
 “Calm down.” Turning me left and right to inspect my face, Guan Suo furrows his brow and says, “You’re hysterical, but not out of breath.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... okay...?”
 
  
 
 “You just spent ten minutes underwater. I figured you ran out of air and passed out.” Lifting my chin, he pokes the sides of my neck. “You half-fish or something? I don’t see no gills or anything.”
 
  
 
 Was I really underwater that long? Glancing at Taduk, he smiles and shrugs, unbothered by my unexplained water-breathing. “You say you spent a week underwater in Sanshu, so ten minutes isn’t so surprising. I would have told him to leave you be but you stopped moving for a bit and I got nervous.” Nudging me back towards the water, he continues, “Don’t concentrate too much on the how, I know you like to agonize over every detail, but sometimes, the Mother gives and does not explain, so don’t overthink.”
 
  
 
 Plunging back into the cold water, I do my best to listen to his advice but to no avail. The press of water weighs heavily on my lungs as I try not to worry, but all I can think about is how I’m going to drown. Relax, calm down, and take a deep breath. Just do it, you were breathing fine before. God, it’s hard to force myself to breathe underwater. I mean, breathing is easy, I’ve been doing it my whole life, but underwater, I’m instinctively holding my breath and I can’t shake it. Oh god, I’m running out of air. I’m lightheaded, my lungs are burning for more, I need to surface for another breath. No, No, fight the instinct. You’re fine. Just let yourself go and bre-
 
  
 
 Water rushes up my nostrils and into my lungs and I sputter and choke in panic. Struggling to the surface, I cough and breathe as Mafu floats up to support me, lifting me up onto his soggy belly. After emptying my lungs of water, I sheepishly shake my head and avoid eye contact, pained by the pity emanating from Taduk’s eyes. “Sorry Teacher,” I gasp. “I couldn’t not think about it.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry, Rain my boy,” he says, leaning over to pat my head. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough.”
 
  
 
 Leaning back, I gaze up into the afternoon sky and organize my thoughts. This little fiasco shows I’m not actually ‘breathing water’, which means I’m getting oxygen some other way. It’s not Blobby’s work, which means I’m doing... something... somehow... If I can figure it out, then I’ll be one step closer to flinging bullets, blades, and shields of water. I’m so close I can feel it, information and comprehension just floating in the outskirts of my brain.
 
  
 
 Lightheaded from exertion, I rest a little longer to catch my breath and clear my head. It’s beautiful out here, peaceful and calm, with only the sounds of the waves to keep me company. Almost drowning aside, I like it out here and it’s the perfect excuse to get away from all the bothersome things back on land. As long as Rustram finds someone to supply us with fresh food, then I can stay out here and avoid all the annoying nobles who will no doubt come to pester me in droves as they arrive from all over the Empire, not to mention avoid whatever the Legate has intended for me, at least for awhile.
 
  
 
 It’s the perfect excuse. He's the one who told me to guard Ping-Ping, so he can't criticize me if I spend all my time out here.
 
  
 
 Smiling, I knock on the boat and announce I’m ready to try again before diving down under the waves. I’ve got my own little piece of paradise out here, where no one will come to bother me. Hell, if someone tries, I bet I can convince Ping-Ping to capsize their boat and make others think twice. This is her domain and I intend to make the most of it.
 
  
 
 Plus, if I can learn something about manipulating water, then even better. It's not fire or lightning, but it's something...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Riding through the city gates, he found a cooler reception than he’d expected. There were no cheers or applause, with only a few scattered eyes turning his way, nothing like the glorious parades of his youth. Those watching lacked awe or recognition, with only meagre curiosity for his mount at best. They all saw an old man past his prime and nearing death, but soon enough, he would prove that his best years still lay ahead. Last time, he’d swallowed his pride and sat in silence when the Emperor passed over him for a commission, but never again. He was the Hero of the Hoplesh Rebellion, the Sanguine Tempest of the Central Province, and admired teacher of the Empire, Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu.
 
  
 
 Mentally parsing through his steward’s Sendings, he smiled and shook his head. “Girl, it seems your old rival kept himself busy. He won twenty-eight duels in two days, a feat even you would be hard pressed to match.” Accomplished and hardworking as she was, her Chi and stamina were average at best. Her slender frame was better suited to explosive bursts of power and she required time to recover between bouts, but knowing her competitive nature, he sought to temper her expectations.
 
  
 
 Bringing her quin close, she took his hand and squeezed tightly, flashing her beautiful smile as she Sent, “Don’t worry grandpa. Rain likes to think himself clever and cunning, but he can be dumb as a rock at times.” Glancing at every young warrior in sight, she assessed their skills and ogled their looks before dismissing them from memory, all unworthy to challenge her skills. “All he knows is how to work hard. Quality over quantity I say. Forget fighting twenty-eight trashy young masters, I’ll find the strongest talents and beat them into submission.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” His chest swelled with pride as he gazed at this young woman who favoured too-tight clothes and had come to mean so much to him. His granddaughter and arguably the number one young talent in the Empire, Du Min Yan.
 
  
 
  “Good.”
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 Holding his head up high, Zian rode behind Patriarch Rang Min and cousin Gulong as they led the Situ Clan warriors through the massive gates of Nan Ping. Sweltering beneath the afternoon sun, he inwardly cursed Rang Min for insisting they wear full parade uniforms, swaddled in padded armour and thick ceremonial robes. A welcome extra layer in the frigid North, wearing it here in the Central province was pure agony but there was nothing to do but endure. Aching for the cool breeze coming off the Azure Sea, he sat atop his Guonei Charger and suffered in stoic silence, wishing he had a full-faced helmet to hide his sweating face.
 
  
 
 It was all so asinine. What did Rang Min expect? For Nan Ping’s residents to stop and cheer at the sight of their banners? Forget the Situ Clan, even if the Society of Heaven and Earth were all gathered together they weren't prominent enough to merit such treatment, not here in Central and especially not with so many factions gathered in one place. Still, he had to admit, the Situ Clan warriors made for a resplendent sight in full battle dress, waving their banners and advancing in step to the beat of their drummer. Gathered behind him were the core elite of the Situ Clan’s strength, close to a hundred and fifty named Experts, each one a decorated veteran and ranked officer. A fighting force which could easily overpower most regular factions, this was but a small fraction of the power the Clan could call upon. Considering recent revelations, Zian harboured conflicted feelings over the Clan and Society but he still took pride in what his ancestors had accomplished.
 
  
 
 The banner on his back bore the Situ family name but Zian was also a son of the Lu family. No one would ever remember his father, Lu An Jing, an Expert of the Empire and rising dragon of humble origins who died too young. Now, the man likely responsible for Zian's father’s death was riding a single horse-length away. How easy it would be to kill Rang Min here and now in front of all the clan Experts. All Zian needed to do was take his spear and ram it through Rang Min’s neck. The Patriarch would never see it coming, not with his nose pointed towards the clouds and eyes locked on the horizon. While escape would be impossible, none of the clan Experts would dare openly strike him down with so many witnesses around, for with Rang Min dead, the mantle of Patriarch naturally fell to Zian. It wouldn’t be the first case of Clan Patricide in history, though it would undoubtedly be the least covert assassination ever.
 
  
 
 If only he had proof Rang Min played a part in his father’s death. Though the Patriarch benefited most from Lu An Jing’s death, that wasn’t enough for Zian to act on. Neither was the blatant attempt to turn Zian into a hedonistic dandy, hardly an offence worth killing over. What father didn’t want their own son to succeed? It was human nature and he couldn’t fault the Patriarch for his actions, a rather delicate and non-combative way to get Zian out of cousin Gulong’s way. During his years spent living at the Clan ancestral home, it would have been all too easy to have Zian killed since he’d more often than not been under Rang Min’s personal care. This meant that even if Rang Min had Zian’s father killed, he wasn’t willing to murder Zian in cold blood.
 
  
 
 The only thing Zian knew for certain was someone had set his father up for failure, if not death. While Rang Min benefited most and was the obvious suspect, it could also have been the work of a sycophant hoping to get into Rang Min’s good graces, or a jealous, jilted admirer of Zian’s mother, or an enemy of both Clan and Society. Until he knew for certain, Zian refused to openly act against his people but it was impossible for him to pretend as if nothing had changed.
 
  
 
 Luckily, Zian's concubine was as conniving as she was lovely, a woman to be feared and respected. Following her directions, Zian played the part of dutiful Situ scion with little enthusiasm and much reluctance, neither of which he had to fake. Then, during the formal Clan dinner, he’d ‘drunkenly’ divulged his dissatisfaction over Clan responsibilities to a handful of listeners, citing a fervent desire to focus on his Martial Path and restore his reputation to its former heights.
 
  
 
 This was hiding his enmity in plain sight, a solution so obvious yet Zian would never have come up with the idea in a thousand years. Not only did it explain his sour moods and angry glares, it would also give Rang Min an excuse to eventually remove Zian from his position as Young Patriarch, which was exactly what they both wanted.
 
  
 
 A shame Jing Fei was so untrustworthy and free with her poisons, else she’d make the perfect wife.
 
  
 
 Outside the Magistrate’s Palace, Zian left Uncle Yang behind for his audience with the Legate. By all rights, as the Clan’s highest ranked Military Officer, Uncle Yang should have been invited in to meet the Legate, but Rang Min decided to bring his son instead. Giving Uncle Yang's place to a callow, unranked youth was undoubtedly an insult, but since he didn’t make a fuss, Zian swallowed his anger and went along with it.
 
  
 
 After the Crier announced their arrival, Zian marched into the throne room on Gulong’s heels and greeted the Legate, who sat at his throne surrounded by guards. Otherwise, the room was empty, which was odd since these greetings were usually done publicly with an audience, but apparently the Legate decided otherwise. “Ten thousand years of boundless longevity upon the Emperor. Imperial Servant Jia Zian greets Imperial Legate.” Leaving out his Clan name brought him a small measure of satisfaction, especially after hearing Rang Min choke on his own spittle.
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer... Jia Zian.” The Imperial Legate sounded amused as he ignored Rang Min and Gulong. “I’ve heard stories of your prowess and having met your rival Falling Rain, I look forward to seeing you in action.” Sitting on his throne, he smacked his palm with a closed fan made of white-jade which presumably bore the Imperial Sigil. Even the politically ignorant Zian was alarmed by the Legate’s casual disregard for Imperial Authority, even forgetting to be annoyed at being called Rain’s rival. Either the Legate was a foolish, arrogant idiot drunk on power or someone so highly ranked he didn’t fear Imperial reprisal.
 
  
 
 Since the fate of the Empire depended on this Imperial Grand Conference going smoothly, Zian safely assumed the latter. Could this surprisingly young Legate perhaps be a direct descendant of the current Emperor? One still in line for the throne even?
 
  
 
 Realizing he’d been silent for too long, Zian hurriedly responded, “Imperial Servant thanks Imperial Legate for the praise and will endeavour not to disappoint.”
 
  
 
 “Skilled yet humble, a promising young warrior of the Empire,” the Legate replied, before switching to Sending for only Zian to hear. “Or should I say, ‘promising young expert’? Truly, the north continues to surprise.”
 
  
 
 Unsure how to respond, Zian merely nodded and thanked the Legate again. Could he peer into Zian’s soul and see his Natal Palace or was it merely a guess? Luckily, the Legate was content to allow Zian his secret and continued speaking out loud. “On behalf of the Emperor, I formally welcome you all to the First Imperial Grand Conference. My seneschal will go over the rules of the Conference and I look forward to hearing of the Situ Clan’s accomplishments.” With that said, the Legate stood up and unceremoniously walked out of the throne room while the seneschal, a wrinkled, stately servant, stood on the lowest step, unfurled a scroll, and read it word for word in a bored, droning voice. Most of it didn’t apply to Zian, since it had to do with securing food, campgrounds, and what not, but Zian committed it all to memory regardless.
 
  
 
 Ignorance was no excuse when it came to Imperial Law.
 
  
 
 After almost boring everyone to sleep with his voice, the senescal presented the scroll to Rang Min with both hands. Accepting it in the same fashion, Rang Min nodded and said, “We’ve travelled a long distance. Have a servant direct us to our quarters and we’ll be off.”
 
  
 
 In his same bored tone, the seneschal replied, “The Northern Province campgrounds are along the Northern shore of Nan Ping Bay. You are free to remain within the walls to dine and freshen up, but do keep in mind the city curfew. Anyone found inside the city after curfew without a lodging permit will be subject to military law.”
 
  
 
 “...Surely there’s been a mistake,” Rang Min answered, keeping his tone polite. “I am the Patriarch of the Situ Clan, one of three leaders of the Society. How am I to represent the interests of the Northern Province while camped outside the walls?”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, the seneschal tilted his head in question. “My apologies,” he said, speaking slowly, “but I believe Marshal Yuzhen, Colonel General Nian Zu, and Lieutenant General Akanai are the highest ranking members of the Northern delegates, representing Imperial Administration, Army, and Defence Forces in turn. Three days ago, they were given quarters inside the Palace at the Legate’s command, but if you show this servant proof of rank, then I shall inform the Legate of this oversight and have the Crier disciplined for his neglect.”
 
  
 
 Caught by surprise, Zian almost forgot himself and laughed out loud, though he disguised it with a cough. Red-faced with anger and shame, Rang Min stammered and sputtered before turning to leave, unable to vent his frustrations on this high-ranking member of the Legate’s staff. Given how he’d never held rank or publicly declared himself an Expert of the Empire, officially, Rang Min was merely a civilian figurehead akin to a mayor or chief. Uncle Yang might have merited lodgings inside the city, but since he wasn’t brought in to meet the Legate, why would the Legate bother to accommodate him?
 
  
 
 Zian’s amusement was short-lived as he considered the implications of the Legate’s actions. By ignoring the Northern Province’s political climate, the Legate was telling the Society and all the other factions of the North to fall in line with the ‘disgraced’ Nian Zu and ‘puppet’ Yuzhen. While Zian agreed with the Legate’s stance in these dire times, he was savvy enough to know things wouldn’t go so smoothly.
 
  
 
 Outside the Magistrate’s Palace, Rang Min proved Zian’s point by ordering a Clan Elder to lead everyone out of the city while he left on his own, presumably to seek an audience with whatever allies he had in Nan Ping. After telling Uncle Yang what happened inside through Sending, he clapped Zian on the back and grinned. “Come,” he said, looking both relieved and amused. “We’ll stop for a meal before going back to camp. Bolin and Jukai can handle things outside.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the protesting Clan Elder, Zian removed his ceremonial garb and armour and followed Uncle Yang into the city. Bursting at the seams, the city was bustling with activity as Zian rode through the crowded streets, listening to the jumble of a thousand voices speaking at once. Unable to make heads of tails of the noise, he ignored their jabbering and focused on keeping up with Uncle Yang, who appeared to have a specific destination in mind. A half hour later, they stopped at a restaurant and handed their horses to a stableboy. Across the street, two painted fools pranced about on a square stone stage, showing off their supposed skills to a massive crowd’s delight. It was nothing special and Zian looked forward to showing the citizens of Nan Ping what true talent looked like in the days to come.
 
  
 
 After heading up to the second floor, Uncle Yang went straight towards a table occupied by a Central noble bedecked in jewels and ornaments, sitting alone except for a guard behind him. Taking the seat across from the noble, Uncle Yang helped himself to a bowl of wine before greeting the noble. “So, Shi-Woo, this is how you greet an old friend? Or does the disgraced Situ Jia Yang no longer warrant an invitation into your home?”
 
  
 
 “You’re lucky I’m meeting you at all, though it has nothing to do with your supposed ‘disgraced’ status. Mother above Yang, I don’t remember you being so dramatic.” Sniffing primly, Shi-Woo looked Zian up and down as he took a seat, noting how the noise from the crowded room and busy streets had disappeared. Sound suppression, already in place before they sat down, which meant either the noble or his guard was a peak expert. “This is your nephew?” Shi-wo asked. “He has your nose. A shame, he’d be so handsome otherwise.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Amused by the noble’s words, Uncle Yang rolled his eyes and asked, “What happened? The Legate outright snubbed my Patriarch at today’s greeting and I don’t understand why. Has my blunder placed the Situ Clan in dire straits?”
 
  
 
 “Unlikely,” Shi-Woo replied, sliding a sheaf of documents over. “Considering only you seem to know what your blunder is, so I suggest you keep it that way. I had this copy made but I read the originals with my own eyes this morning. Honestly, you made it sound so serious I was ready to destroy all proof of our friendship, but whatever you did, it wasn’t reported.”
 
  
 
 Shuffling through the papers, Uncle Yang skimmed through the reports like a madman. Glancing over a discarded page, Zian found Major General Baatar’s writing style completely devoid of embellishment or elaborations, merely laying out the facts as they were. What must have been a heroic last stand had been rendered down to the driest terms possible, almost reading like a checklist of events. “I don’t understand,” Uncle Yang said with a frown. “Why didn’t he report me? Where’s Akanai’s report? The petty bitch uses every chance she has to trample over my pride. I cannot believe she’d ignore this one.”
 
  
 
 “Her report is at the back, but I’ll save you the trouble. It reads the same as Baatar’s, ponderous and uninspired. No mention of any folly of yours, only stating you did an adequate job. Not exactly glowing praise, but it’s the most praise anyone received, including their own people.” Shrugging, Shi-Woo leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Judging by the look on your face, I’d say you owe the Bekhai a favour, and a big one at that.”
 
  
 
 “... It makes no sense. Why spare me? Their reports make it seem like the Defiled were thrown back by our stalwart defence, but...” Remembering himself, Uncle Yang held his tongue, but Zian remembered his Uncle’s words. The Defiled’s victory was all but assured and Uncle Yang ordered his soldiers to pull back to Shen Yun, in direct violation of Baatar’s orders, who held command at the Wall. Only the Defiled’s inexplicable retreat at the first sign of rainfall kept the Northern Province from sharing the fate of the West. If Baatar and Akanai had reported his infractions, depending on how the Justicar felt, Uncle Yang could have been stripped of rank and possibly even executed for dereliction of duty.
 
  
 
 So why didn’t they? And Why didn’t they use this to blackmail Uncle Yang?
 
  
 
 More confused than relieved, Uncle Yang peered suspiciously at Shi-Woo and asked, “If I haven’t been disgraced, then why did the Legate treat my Patriarch so coldly? Why did you insist we meet here at a private restaurant instead of inside your home?”
 
  
 
 “Because the Legate favours the Bekhai and I cannot afford to back the Society against him. How much do you know about Akanai?”
 
  
 
 “Akanai?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Akanai. The Herald of the Storms.” Leaning close, Shi-Woo whispered, “The Legate admires her. Respects her even, and with good reason.”
 
  
 
 As Shi-Woo narrated the events of the past few days, Zian’s eyes grew wider with every word. Rain taming the Divine Turtle and earning the Legate’s favour was surprising, but even more unexpected was Akanai’s past exploits. They’d known about Akanai saving the future Magistrate of Shen Huo which earned her a promotion to Major General, but the details of her antics in the Central Province had been ruthlessly quashed. Little surprise there, who wanted to admit they’d lost so many experts to a previously unknown half-beast? No wonder the Bekhai had been so confident to let their dispute with the Society go to trial. Even without Nian Zu’s interference, they were likely to win, if Shi-Woo’s tale was to be believed.
 
  
 
 "Akanai's enemies won't act against her, not while she enjoys the Legate's favour." Spreading his hands in helpless surrender, Shi-Woo shrugged. "And as I said before, I cannot afford to help you, not unless you make things right with the Behkai."
 
  
 
 Hmph. Whatever. If the Bekhai saved Uncle Yang's career, then Zian would thank them for it, but it didn't make up for things between Rain and him. Saying his farewells to Uncle Yang and Shi-Woo, Zian hopped over the railing and landed lightly in the streets. Pushing his way through the crowd, he waited for the duel to conclude before hopping on stage, giving no time for the victor to even bow. Raising his voice, he yelled, “I am Warrant Officer Jia Zian, twenty-five years of age. Long have I heard of Central’s prowess and today, I hope to experience it for myself. Who among you would seek to enlighten me?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. You northerners are all so arrogant.” Dressed in blue silk robes, a young warrior leaped onto stage and drew his sword. “Radiant Sword Ryo Geom-Chi, twenty-five years of age, accepts your challenge. Spiritual Weapons, to injury or submission.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Zian asked, “Didn’t you already lose to Tong Da Fung?” No need to be overly polite, he would offend many with his actions today.
 
  
 
 “I won!” Geom-Chi snarled, face turning purple with shame.
 
  
 
 “Oh. My mistake. You’ll do then.” Leaving his sabers sheathed, Zian smiled and waited for the Justicar to go over the rules. Just because he and Rain were in different age groups didn't mean they couldn't compete. Since Rain defeated twenty-eight young talents in two days, then Zian would beat thirty young Experts in one and therby prove his superiority. 
 
  
 
 A minor handicap having to face older opponents, but only fitting for Jia Zian, son of Lu An Jing, disciple of Jukai, and a dragon among men.
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 Taking great pains to conceal his presence, Goujian found work with a group of sheep herders, travelling with them for weeks as they made their way along the coast to Nan Ping. Covered from head to toe in mud-spattered rags, he stumbled down to the beach and washed his feet in the cool, refreshing waters of the Azure Sea. He could easily Heal away the raw sores and broken blisters or better yet, prevent them from ever developing in the first place, but how many times had he seen the Enemy give themselves away in the same manner? Huntsmen bringing in too much game, miners who never coughed, farmers carrying too heavy loads, or fishermen with pale skin, free of tan-lines or scars, he only needed one loose thread to untangle an entire web of lies and deception. As he often told his disciples, ‘Overconfidence breeds failure’ and as always, 'failure is not an option'. The stakes were always too high and now they were higher than ever. The fate of the Empire, if not humanity itself, rested in his hands, so what were a few minor discomforts?
 
  
 
 After wrapping his feet in somewhat-clean rags, he turned his gaze eastward towards the city walls, still a half-day’s travel in the distance. Using his shepherd’s crook to keep his wards from swimming out too far out and drowning, he busied himself caring for his flock of dimwitted animals. It was not unlike his normal duties, protecting the people of the Empire from themselves, but as much as he enjoyed the parallels, he cursed himself for a fool. Had he joined a caravan instead, he would have arrived in Nan Ping a week ago with plenty of time to prepare, but sheep were not the smartest or speediest of creatures. Since these beasts were destined for the soup pot, the shepherds were loath to push them too hard, worried they’d be too tough and scrawny for consumption.
 
  
 
 An oversight, but all was not lost. This charade was his only hope to escape Imperial attention, a necessity for him to carry out his sacred duty unhindered.
 
  
 
 While pulling back yet another of his seemingly suicidal charges, Goujian caught a flash of movement on the water. Pretending to adjust his straw hat, he focused his Chi to Watch the disturbance, knowing exactly what he would find. A Defiled agent cloaked in the skin of Falling Rain swam about beside a giant turtle and a horde of water weasels, while three guardians sat in a nearby skiff. His informants kept him appraised of the situation inside the city and it seemed like every tongue was wagging about the ‘Divine’ beast and her Attendant. How the duplicitous Defiled youth convinced the Legate to issue such a foolhardy Decree was a mystery which had Goujian tearing at his hair in frustration.
 
  
 
 The Enemy had always been a wily, deceitful foe, but never like this. Their guile was shallow and instinctive, hiding in plain sight until their numbers grew large enough to bolster their courage, but Falling Rain was something else. This was a scheming, calculating foe and Goujian was almost helpless to face him. Who could have expected the boy to enslave the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao, a beast idolized by the locals and renowned throughout the Empire? Then there was the matter of his protector, the Smiling Slaughterer Guan Suo, an Ancestral Beast famed for his explosive temper and erratic behaviour. In retrospect, it should have been obvious from his actions that Guan Suo was Defiled and the implications were horrifying to consider. Even now, Goujian’s disciples were hard at work trying to sway factions who had enslaved or allied Ancestral Beasts to his side, but his Disciples were not chosen for their skill in diplomacy.
 
  
 
 Only BoLao had excelled in that field, and she'd been taken from him by the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Bristling with rage, Goujian watched Falling Rain float aimlessly in the water and was reminded of the unpleasant memory of being forced to flee from the Northern Wall. While he couldn’t be certain it had been Guan Suo who threatened him that day, he prayed it was so because otherwise, he'd be facing two or more Defiled Ancestral Beasts. How many of them were hidden within the Saint’s Tribulation Mountains? Those corrupted powerhouses no doubt played a part in the destruction of Shen Mu, but without proof, the Imperial Dharma Protectors were powerless to act.
 
  
 
 Since returning to Central, Goujian had thrown himself into unravelling the mystery of the North. Their plan was so cunning and insidious, abandoning the northern assault so their agents could infiltrate Central’s defences and spread the Father’s vile contamination to those still untouched. Now that he knew a display of Purity could be falsified, he couldn’t trust anyone who came in contact with Falling Rain, not even the Living Legend Nian Zu or the Legate Shen Zhenwu. While unfamiliar with this particular Imperial Scion, Goujian knew any name with the character ‘Zhen’ was not a true Imperial name, but something akin to a title. For such a young man to be designated a ‘true warrior’ meant his skills in warfare would not be lacking, making him an enticing target for the Enemy. If his fall went unnoticed then the Enemy gained a powerful agent who could infiltrate the Imperial Clan itself.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, he couldn’t fault the Legate for behaving as he did. Politically, backing Nian Zu and Akanai over the other Northern delegates was the correct decision. Nian Zu fought to defend the Empire while Akanai fought for reasons unknown, but both had proven an utter lack of interest in fame, fortune, or expansion. If the Defiled were thrown back and either warrior still alive, they would both easily relinquish what power they held in Central and return home to the North, unlike the opportunistic vipers of the Society who would use their newfound influence to wage war against an exhausted Central. 
 
  
 
 Did the Enemy foresee this and move to compromise these two stalwart warriors? If so, then the Enemy was far more formidable than anticipated. Knowing this, he turned his attentions to the Southern Province but found no overt signs of corruption. Either the Enemy had focused their subversive actions to the North and West, or the Southern corruption was so well hidden not even he could untangle the truth.
 
  
 
 Worried he was fighting a losing war, Goujian steeled his nerves, gathered his flock, and herded them towards Nan Ping, all while keeping a Watch on Falling Rain. Their skiff travelled with no apparent direction, meandering about the dangerous waters of the bay. Perhaps he hoped to find a suitable creature of the depths to tame for his nefarious purposes. How was it even possible? Wildcats, bears, rabbits, and even birds, there was no rhyme or reason to Falling Rain’s mysterious ability. While the giant turtle was the only formidable beast in his menagerie, if he were to tame a kraken or some other archaic sea-dwelling monstrosity and use it to slaughter travelling soldiers or block crucial shipping supply lines, this ‘final’ war against the Defiled might end before it truly began. With millions of soldiers gathered in Nan Ping, they’d quickly strip the area bare of food and turn to rebellion long before they starved to death.
 
  
 
 Few things drove good men to desperation like hunger, despair, and misery, all favoured tools of the Father’s agents.
 
  
 
 For the second day in a row, Falling Rain spent hours in the water, submerging himself for a handful of minutes at a time. It was unnerving to see the Enemy so close and so relaxed, with Goujian’s heart skipping a beat every time one of the nearby guardians glanced in his direction. Aside from Guan Suo, there was the half-hare Healer Taduk and an unknown veiled woman, both of whom he dared not underestimate. Even if Taduk had never fought a day in his life, all Healers were dangerous foes, adept at manipulating Chi which could harm as easily as it could heal. While it wasn’t the easiest or most efficient way to kill a man, dead was dead, no matter the means. 
 
  
 
 Then there was the veiled woman, whose actions showed she was subservient to the other two but not to the point of submission or reverence, more a courtesy than anything else. Considering her companions were a Medical Saint and an Ancestral Beast, it meant she was someone of importance even in such prominent company. A peak expert perhaps, though why she spent most of her time coddling a bicorn rabbit was a mystery.
 
  
 
 Thus far, his experience with the Northerners could be summed up as a puzzle wrapped in a riddle and hidden inside an enigma. It was aggravating to see them at work and wonder if they were bumbling idiots or patient geniuses for going about things in the most roundabout way possible. Either the Defiled contagion had not spread as far as Goujian believed or these were the most inefficient and duplicitous Defiled he’d ever come across in all his years.
 
  
 
 For example, instead of using the celebrated hero Nian Zu to their advantage, they kept him idling inside his borrowed estate while spreading rumours of his subservience to Falling Rain and the Divine Turtle. Though it couldn’t be called hiding, all the Living Legend did was train himself and his guards, giving advice and working alongside whoever caught his eye whether it be a lowly foot-soldier or an elite Brigadier. In his stead, they sent their publicly-ridiculed puppet-Marshal Yuzhen out as the sole representative of the North to meet and greet Central’s nobles and officers, while other high-ranking members like Lieutenant Generals Akanai and Situ Jia Yang kept to the shadows. The latter hadn't even made his presence known to the Legate, a most baffling turn of events.
 
  
 
 Completely at odds with the actions of the older generation, the younger generation aggressively displayed their strength in one dazzling bout after another. After impressing the Legate with his eight-against-one duel, Falling Rain accepted and won another twenty duels as a means to display the extreme wealth he’d bestowed upon a mere slave. His close friend Han BoShui defeated the famed Tam Taewoong in an informal match before challenging six other known Experts under the age of thirty, winning four and losing two in a series of exceedingly close duels. While not exactly an overwhelming performance, Han BoShui proved his reputation as a paper tiger to be utterly false, surprising everyone including his own father and Patriarch, Han BoDing, who arrived on the heels of the Situ Clan.
 
  
 
 Making a name for himself in a different manner, Tong Da Fung became the enemy of all men as he endeared himself to the eligible young maidens of Central with his impressive collection of original poems and songs. While he sent none himself, he received countless challenges from the jealous young men and overprotective brothers of Central, but declared he would only fight one opponent a day who would be chosen at random since he ‘had no interest in painted, effeminate men’. Playboy though he might be, Fung’s martial skills were formidable compared to the average youth, handily winning three matches against unremarkable opponents.
 
  
 
 Looking to outdo Rain’s example, Situ Jia Zian annexed a duelling stage not even an hour after arriving in the city and publicly challenged all of Central to take him on. Eighteen duels later, his winning streak finally came to an end when the famed, thirty-one year old Major Chon Dae Il took the stage, resulting in a close match which demonstrated Situ Jia Zian’s martial prowess to its full extent and brought his reputation soaring to new heights.
 
  
 
 There were other northern youths who were far less impressive and still more to watch out for, but in the face of such overwhelming dominance, Central’s pride suffered grave injury. Never one to care for public honour, Goujian was more concerned with the blatant extremes in the Northerners approach. Was this aggressive behaviour an inescapable byproduct of their youthful and Defiled nature? Were the older Defiled biding their time or were they too afraid to battle in public for fear of exposing their vile tendencies? Was the north trying to show the strength of their youths before revealing their allegiance to the Father, thinking to entice the weak of will over to the darkness? Or was this all the result of untainted youths hungry for recognition? Though Falling Rain was undoubtedly Defiled, the same could not be said of anyone else, not definitively.
 
  
 
 In these turbulent times, the Empire needed every soldier and hero they could spare if they hoped to survive, and even Goujian was leery to kill them all and let the Mother sort things out.
 
  
 
 Unable to make heads or tails of it all, Goujian focused on what he could do. Taking note of the Legate’s public history lesson, he had his adherents seek out the clans and factions which might hold a grudge against Akanai and the Bekhai. Not an easy task considering the events happened fifty years ago and the news had been so ruthlessly suppressed this was the first he’d ever heard of it. Still, with their shame revealed by an Imperial Scion, the affected houses couldn’t silence a million wagging tongues and his people were well-versed in separating truth from fiction. By the time his flock arrived outside the gates of Nan Ping, his disciples had already gathered enough interested parties for a clandestine meeting.
 
  
 
 Still tending to his flock, he Sent to his eldest disciple, “Report.”
 
  
 
 “Disciple Wen Zhong greets Master.” Goujian preferred this form address over the more common ‘Mentor’, because in his eyes, a disciple’s place was to learn and obey. “This one has gathered nine representatives from various clans and houses, all ready to hear Master’s words. This one apologizes for his inadequate results, though he is confident he can find more allies should Master allow this one to use Master’s distinguished name.”
 
  
 
 “No, anonymity is essential to this undertaking.” With the Legate publicly backing the Bekhai and Falling Rain, he needed to avoid Imperial attention. Word of the Confessor seeking allies would spread like wildfire considering his infamy. Vital though his Holy Duties might be, many of the faithful would happily see him dead if not actively seek to kill him outright. In his decades of service, he’d Purged countless souls with no distinction for aristocrat or peasant, for in the eyes of the Mother, they were all Her children. Unable to accept the failings of their corrupted loved ones, many an anguished noble blamed him for the deaths of their kin, not realizing he was merely Her tool. So what if he couldn’t easily expose Falling Rain for what he was? The Mother guided Goujian’s hand in all things and he was certain she would guide him through this latest trial.
 
  
 
 If not, then it would only be because humanity had fallen from Her grace and their collective fate well deserved. Such was life.
 
  
 
 After a brief exchange with Wen Zhong, Goujian Sent, “Begin the meeting, but relay my words through an expendable agent, a proxy. Keep me up to date with the proceedings.” Complicated and convoluted, but their safety lay in secrecy. The Legate would see this as an affront, a challenge of Imperial authority, but Goujian was above such worldly concerns. His was a Divine Calling which trumped all matters such as earthly fealty or social niceties. This was a war for the very existence of humanity, and he would do everything in his power to win. Even if history ultimately branded him as a rebel and torturer, he knew the measure of his character and that his ultimate fate lay in the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 “Distinguished guests,” Goujian’s proxy began, as narrated by Wen Zhong’s Sendings. “We gather here today to discuss how to deal with the Bekhai interlopers.”
 
  
 
 Since the room was full of expendable agents, everyone felt free to speak their mind.
 
  
 
 “What can we do?”
 
  
 
 “We must strike back, temper their arrogance. The savages are making a mockery of us all once again.”
 
  
 
 “But the Legate’s Decree... our hands are tied.”
 
  
 
 “Assassination and outright warfare is forbidden,” Goujian’s proxy said, speaking over the dissenting voices, “but the Central Province has deep roots to draw upon. I refuse to believe these Northern interlopers strong beyond compare. They might have talented youngsters, but what use will they be now that war draws near?”
 
  
 
 “...So we ignore the youths and challenge their contemporaries?”
 
  
 
 “We cannot go overboard lest we draw out monsters like Nian Zu and Akanai.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, so what if they come out? Central has its own heroes, like Ryo Dae Jung, Mitsue Juichi, Shuai Jiao, and Du Min Gyu.”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t count on Du Min Gyu. Haven’t you heard? His disciple is from Akanai’s clan or tribe or whatever those barbarians count themselves as. A half-breed to boot, it pains me to see a great hero fall so low.”
 
  
 
 “The point is moot. Du Min Gyu aside, Central’s heroes have yet to arrive in Nan Ping, young or old.”
 
  
 
 “Then we stick to the lower end of the current generation, twenty-five to fifty years of age. Who are our targets? Can’t say I’ve heard of any northerner in that age group.”
 
  
 
 Perfectly set up by his allies, Goujian’s proxy took control of the situation once more. “The Bekhai have a number of warriors who fit the criteria. Gerel, thirty-two and a recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel, and Vichear, forty-five and a former Major until discharged for injury over two years ago. Both owe their newfound fame to the battle of Sanshu. Then there’s Major Alsantset, thirty-one, but take care not to overdo it as she’s also Baatar’s daughter and Akanai’s grand-daughter.”
 
  
 
 “Weren’t there another two at Sanshu? I remember hearing about a married couple who faced off against the traitor Mao. How old were they?”
 
  
 
 “Twenty-eight. The man, Tenjin, is Blessed by fire, but they’ve yet to arrive.”
 
  
 
 “Could be tricky. What about the Society? We should also bring them down a notch or two.”
 
  
 
 With targets laid out before them, the gathered parties discussed how to best defeat them and Goujian left them to it. Whether they were successful or not mattered little, but the turmoil would serve as a distraction for the Legate and his scouts while Goujian handled more delicate matters. Turning to gaze out over the Azure Sea, he allowed himself a small smile.
 
  
 
  It would be such a shame if the Divine Turtle came to harm while swimming in dangerous waters. As the man responsible for her safety, Falling Rain would certainly be punished for it, and punished dearly. Could a Defiled youth easily accept the lash without betraying his true nature? It might not even matter; Falling Rain could very well die in the scuffle. 
 
  
 
 It might be overreaching to ask for so much, but like he always told his disciples, 'plan for the worst and hope for the best'.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 306 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 On the dawn of their fourth day in Nan Ping, Rustram stood tall with his feet touching at the heels and perpendicular to one another. Kissing the hilt of his rapier for good luck, he pointed the tip down and away from his skilled opponent. “I am the weapon,” he whispered, willing himself to accept his words, “and the weapon is Death.” The moment he signalled he was ready, his opponent struck first, taciturn as always. Her saber flashed through the air and it took all his strength to parry her casual opening blow, emphasizing the vast discrepancy between them. “No matter,” he told himself as he fell back before her furious assault, blocking, dodging, and parrying all the while. “Killing is easier than surviving. Such is life, but I am Death.”
 
  
 
 Knowing he couldn’t meet her head on, Rustram retreated before her flurry of attacks and picked his moment carefully. Sensing more than seeing an opportunity, he tapped his blade against hers and stepped aside, feigning resistance to make her over-commit. Twirling about as she rushed past, he whipped his rapier in a circle and aimed a strike at the back of her neck. Reacting faster than he expected, she tucked her head and rolled away, causing him to cut through empty air but earning him the upper hand. Landing in a low crouch, she spun about and lashed out, aiming to scythe through his left ankle. Confident his attack would land first, he took a single step back to minimize the damage even as his rapier lanced out, aimed right between her eyes in a killing thrust. Abandoning her attack, her saber turned his attack aside just enough for her to tilt her head and avoid certain death, though his blade still ground against her prominent cheekbones.
 
  
 
 This was it, his first victory at hand. Heart pounding and blood burning, he pressed his advantage with a downward smash, the world slowing as he took in every detail for posterity’s sake. Still locked in a crouch, she caught the blow with her saber’s edge. Extending one long, shapely leg out to the side, her body flowed like water as she shifted her weight and righted herself. Their blades grinding against one another with a shriek of metal, she drew her weapon towards herself as his rapier slid down into the dirt, still propelled by the momentum of his powerful blow. Once free of its weight, she whipped her saber about for a killing slash and in the blink of an eye, its dulled edge rested lightly against his neck, snatching victory from the jaws of defeat.
 
  
 
 That was the closest he’d ever come to winning and his dumb brain ruined it all. After tricking his opponent into over-committing, he tricked himself into making the same mistake. Stupid, stupid, stupid...
 
  
 
 Showing no pride or pleasure from her victory, Li Song withdrew her saber and stepped back, giving him time to reflect on his actions before starting again. Taking a deep breath to calm his nerves and silence his self-recriminations, Rustram closed his eyes and took his stance once more. Feet perpendicular. Heels touching. Hilt against lips. There was no shame in losing to Li Song, not even Dastan could consistently defeat her, but in their last exchange, Rustram didn’t lose to her. He’d lost to himself. The rapier is not a heavy weapon for clubbing and bashing, it is a delicate, elegant weapon and his movements must match it. The tip of his sword was resting against her face, he should have left it there and circled to his left and kept her off balance. A simple movement and victory would have been his.
 
  
 
 “The sword is my arrow,” he muttered, “and my body the bow, delivering swift Death in a lethal eruption of power.” These small catechisms had become something of a habit, a short invocation to set his mind right before battle. Balance came easily as breathing now, his muscles brimming with power and ready to unleash upon his opponent. Lowering his weapon once more, he signalled his readiness and lunged.
 
  
 
 A half-hour later, Rustram stood hunched over and drenched in sweat, gasping for air and without a single victory to call his own. His opponent looked none the worse for wear, without a single hair out of place. Her straight-edged bangs sat perfectly above her brow and framed her lovely face, her exotic green eyes dull and lifeless like always. Standing at full height, she gave him a warrior’s salute and almost-but-not-quite looked him in the eyes before she left, the most encouragement he’d ever gotten from the beautiful warrior. Choking out his thanks as she walked away, he turned his attention to his slacking subordinates, working hard to appear like they were hard at work. “Silva,” he barked, causing the lazy shirker to bolt to attention, abandoning his pretense of Demonstrating the Forms. “Front and centre.” Ignoring the muffled groan, Rustram sparred with the most lethargic member of the boss’s retinue, intent on whipping the man into fighting shape.
 
  
 
 It had nothing to do with Rustram’s personal frustration, nothing at all.
 
  
 
 By the Mother, he needed a woman. Not even for sex, just someone to talk to and laugh with, maybe while taking a stroll down the beach...
 
  
 
 The boss was too kind and generous to his people, gifting Spiritual Weapons to every one of the original cripples. Of the eight remaining survivors, only Ravil had enough talent to merit the investment and just barely at that, but Rustram’s pleas had fallen on deaf ears. “The mark of an expert chef,” the boss asserted, “is not if they can use the best ingredients to cook a delicious meal. No, what sets them apart is their ability to create a delicious meal using even the most common ingredients. You are my chef, and if you say your ingredients are lacking, then you’ll just have to work harder to compensate.”
 
  
 
 If asked for his opinion, Rustram would’ve called it all hogwash and armed only the best with Spiritual Weapons, but the boss never asked. It’d be a miracle if Silva, Viyan, and Birca all reached Captain-level strength even with their wondrous combination weapons. Bulat showed promise but he’d never be an expert duellist or celebrated warrior, too fond of dirty tricks and low-brow schemes to ever fight fair. Pran and Saluk were powerful but lacking in guile or cunning. Even Rustram could run circles around them, though admittedly it’d be much more difficult to avoid their massive two-handed hammers on a crowded and chaotic battlefield.
 
  
 
 Luckily, Lady Sumila’s miracle weapons made up for most of these shortcomings. Capable of launching metal pellets over three-hundred meters away with enough force to pierce through five centimetres of solid iron, the boss called them ‘the great equalizers’. Ravil could reach ranges of four-hundred meters, but his accuracy suffered greatly at such extreme distances. Rustram would be lying if he said he wasn’t jealous of these new wonder weapons, but his skin wasn’t thick enough to ask for a second Spiritual Weapon. Even though they’d discovered a treasure trove of Spiritual Hearts on Yo Ling’s island, the boss’s retinue held an abundance of warriors more deserving than Rustram. Former bandits though they might be, they were a formidable band of thugs and brutes, not to mention the elite members of Dastan’s former retinue or the seemingly endless numbers of accomplished and talented Khishigs of the Bekhai still lacking a Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 Then there were the newest members of the boss’s retinue, the former miners from Yo Ling’s island. Giving Silva a reprieve after a half hour of intense sparring, Rustram caught his breath before finding Lang Yi to practise with. With the monkey-brothers Argat and Jochi offering advice from the side, the lean former slave presented quite the challenge, a straightforward assailant who compensated for his inexperience with untempered aggression. Favouring the spear like his two instructors, Lang Yi kept Rustram at bay using only three basic attacks: stab, sweep, or strike. Even knowing his limited patterns of attack wasn’t of much help as Rustram struggled to slip past the longer range of his opponent. Still, it was good practice for footwork and while Lang Yi and his companions lacked a single Spiritual Weapon to call their own, their base strength would soon match, if not surpass, the average member of the boss’s retinue.
 
  
 
 Truly, the Mother did not treat her children equally, but such was life.
 
  
 
 After four full hours of morning practice, Rustram ate a quick breakfast before his daily ten o’clock meeting with Dastan and the boss. While a horde of bunnies scampered about the boss’s yurt, Rustram cut straight to the heart of the matter, knowing the boss had a penchant for getting easily distracted. “We’re on our last day of supplies,” he said, stomach flopping with worry, “and we’ve yet to receive our first purchased shipment. I’ve visited twice but all they give me is weak excuses and empty reassurances.”
 
  
 
 “So bothersome,” the boss replied with a heavy sigh. “I guess playing nice is out of the question. Once we’re through here, ready the retinue for a trip into the city. We’ll pay these merchants a visit and rattle our spears.”
 
  
 
 Burning with shame at having to bother the boss with such a trivial matter, Rustram swallowed his pride and pressed on. “While you’re there, I’ll need help negotiating a better deal. Although they’re obligated to sell us food, there’s nothing forcing them to sell us good food. I could only secure contracts for hay, rice, and dried fish. At the very least, we need proper grains for the warhorses or they’ll wither away and never recover. Fresh meat or vegetables wouldn’t hurt either, though I’d settle for preserved and pickled.”
 
  
 
 “Got it.” Patting Rustram on the arm, the boss smiled. “Don’t worry. This wasn’t a failure, Fung and BoShui are also having problems buying food. These Central merchants have their nose-hairs in a twist because their young experts ain’t worth shit. We’ll sort things out and get some real food, but give the men an extra half-silver a week to supplement their meals at street-side vendors.” Before Rustram could warn him about the repercussions, the boss added, “Spread the word: Anyone found drunk or responsible for starting trouble will be shovelling turtle shit with a spoon for the rest of their career.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.” Although he preferred a hands off approach, the boss was a quick study and rarely made the same mistake twice. The rest of Rustram’s report went quickly and they moved on to Dastan, who stood to one side with a basket of scrolls, this one emptier than usual. “Small harvest today boss,” Dastan said with a smirk. “And not yours either. I’ve got three challenges here, all for Major Alsantset. Word is, Vichear and Gerel were challenged too, so we’re in for a show.”
 
  
 
 “Ha! If they think my sister is an easier target then they’re in for a rude awakening, much less Vichy and Gerel.” Grinning from ear to ear, the boss gathered his rabbits and sauntered out to give his sister the good news. Despite her stunning beauty, Major Alsantset’s cold smile sent a shiver down Rustram’s spine, her eyes burning with enthusiasm and promising violence upon those poor fools who dared to challenge her.
 
  
 
 Unlike the boss’s previous trips into the city, this time they set out in full force. Mounted on roosequins or warhorses, the boss brought everyone aside from Jorani’s squad, who were left behind to mind the camp. Lacking their own mounts, the Ping Yao Protectorate followed behind on foot, somehow looking mangy and destitute despite the same Khishig gear everyone else had. Even their Spiritual Weapons seemed shoddy and utilitarian, though few could compare with Lady Sumila’s or Divine Blacksmith Husolt’s glorious works of art. With Ravil riding ahead to clear the way, they advanced in force through Nan Ping’s winding streets, disrupting traffic and raising a ruckus wherever they went.
 
  
 
 Lumbering in their wake, the Divine Turtle scurried along to keep up and squeaked in vehement protest whenever the boss wandered too far ahead. The world at large believed the boss looked after the Divine Turtle, but in Rustram’s eyes, those roles were reversed. While he didn’t understand why the Divine Turtle was so attached to the boss and concerned for his safety, Rustram wasn’t surprised by her presence. The boss was the Mother’s favoured son, so why wouldn’t She dispatch a Guardian to keep him safe?
 
  
 
 No, what surprised Rustram was the Divine Turtle’s deliberate care and consideration for her surroundings, so at odds with her fearsome appearance. Instead of mindlessly stomping through all obstacles, she would stop and wait while people wheeled their carts away or shifted their wagons aside. Most nobles he knew could learn a thing or two about manners from the Divine Turtle and her actions won her the praise of commoner and aristocrats alike, though those displaced by her bulk were less than adoring. More than once the boss ordered Rustram to physically accost an unwilling noble’s guards and bully them aside with their Imperial-given Authority. “Do you know who I am?” the boss would say, holding his head up high as he looked down at the enraged nobles. “The Divine Turtle has business to attend to, who are you to stand in her way?”
 
  
 
 He could tell the boss was enjoying himself a bit too much, but Rustram wasn’t worried. With the Legate’s backing, they had nothing to fear from these puffed-up painted Central nobles. Falling Rain’s star was on a meteoric rise and it wouldn’t be long before the whole Empire knew him as a dragon among men.
 
  
 
 The first merchant house they arrived at was instantly thrown into chaos. Sneering at the gate guards quivering in their boots, the boss snarled, “Inform your masters Falling Rain has arrived to claim what is owed.”
 
  
 
 Whether it was the gargantuan Divine Turtle, the boss himself, his armed retinue, or his ferocious-looking yet harmless pets sitting in their wagon, the guards all scrambled to obey. In their haste, they even forgot to leave someone behind to hold the gate. Sighing in satisfaction, Rustram sat a little taller atop his quin. When he’d first visited a few days ago with Chey, they’d waited almost a full hour before a representative deigned to meet with them, whose first words had been to inquire if Rustram had enough coin to make this deal worthwhile.
 
  
 
 This time, a representative scurried out, though not the one Rustram dealt with. A portly, older gentleman, his hastily painted-face and crooked jewelled headdress marked him as a man of importance, possibly even the head of the company himself, but the boss paid him no mind. Without even dismounting, the boss tossed the written contract to the gentleman and said, “The terms within, fulfill them. Now.”
 
  
 
 No need to threaten violence. Even with the Legate’s Decree to keep the peace, everyone knew Falling Rain had secured Imperial favour, not to mention Divine. 
 
  
 
 Head bobbing like a chicken pecking grains, the gentleman stammered his assurances while unfurling the contract. Cheeks going red with rage, he ran back inside bellowing orders and returned shortly thereafter, dragging the representative Rustram had met with, a gaunt, hollow-cheeked young man. “I apologize for the delay Divine Attendant, but my man here overcharged you for the shipment by double and marked the order as twice as large in my own ledgers. He intended to sell the excess food and pocket the extra coin for himself, hence why we were unable to fill the order before today. He is yours to do with as you please.”
 
  
 
 A fine story, but Rustram would eat his boots if the owner wasn’t in on it, and the boss was equally perceptive. “Why should I dirty my hands dealing with your mess? Handle it yourself, away from the eyes of children. More importantly, you say you’re prepared to deliver twice the amount? I’ll take whatever you have on hand now, deliver the rest as soon as possible. Rustram, Ravil, Bulat, take some soldiers and help this kind sir load our wagons.”
 
  
 
 Stifling a chuckle, Rustram committed the gentleman’s look of consternation to memory as the boss led his family and the Divine Turtle down the street. This was the boss’s style, domineering and refusing to give face as he handled business in the streets for all to see. Unfortunately, Rustram’s amusement was short-lived as he considered his actions. He’d used this first deal to gauge the local market, which means if he paid double the market price here, then he did the same at the other merchant houses. Burning with shame, he set his people to task checking each sack of rice for weevils before personally weighing them, glaring at the merchant and his doomed representative all the while.
 
  
 
 By the time he finished and they arrived at the next merchant house a half-hour later, their supplies were ready and waiting, already loaded into wagons sitting in the streets. After a cursory inspection, they moved on to the next house, with each merchant company either providing double what Rustram had contracted them for, or accepting half the payment promised. Meanwhile, the boss was inundated with messengers bearing invitations from the larger merchant houses, places Rustram had been too afraid to approach. Economic giants like the Ru and Yo families had heard of the boss’s plight and were offering to procure whatever the boss needed for his retinue. This was the power of fame and reputation, and proud as he was to be a part of it, Rustram spirits were low and with good reason.
 
  
 
 As Falling Rain’s second in command, he’d failed completely.
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry so much,” the boss said, clapping Rustram on the back. “I expected to suffer setbacks here in Nan Ping, and things are only going so well because of the Divine Turtle. You did good, I figured we’d need to ask Akanai or Yuzhen for help.” Blind to his own accomplishments as always, the boss failed to mention his twenty eight duels fought in the first two days. Now with Situ Jia Zian, Han BoShui, and Tong Da Fung attracting all of Central’s hatred, few still had the courage to continue challenging the boss. “Anyways, let’s visit one more merchant house, then we can break for lunch. Who’s our next target?”
 
  
 
 Appreciating the boss’s attempt to cheer him up, Rustram unfurled the next contract. “Next up is the Canston Trading Group, just two streets-”
 
  
 
 Grabbing him by the collar, the boss’s eyes went wide with anger as he hissed, “You signed a deal with the Canston Trading Group?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the boss’s palpable fury, Rustram recoiled in fear. What happened to the cheerful, good-natured young hero who’d just been offering encouragement? He’d never laid hands on his people, not in anger and not like this. Worried he'd be beaten to a pulp, Rustram babbled out an explanation. “Yes boss, for several shipments of grains, cause everyone else I visited said they were out of stock and it’d be weeks before more arrived, but it’d be too late by then so I had no choice but to buy it from them, and they said they’d need a day before shipping us the grains because their wagons were being used, but I guess it was a mistake to trust them because when I went back, they gave me a run around and -”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Major Alsantset came to his rescue, approaching the boss from the other side and holding him back. “Little Rain, let go. He didn’t know.”
 
  
 
 Visibly trembling in anger, the boss let go of Rustram’s collar and closed his eyes, struggling for calm and Balance. After a long minute spent in silence, the boss opened his eyes and said, “Sorry about that. It’s... nothing. Forget about it. Come, let’s go pay a visit to the Canston. Trading. Group.”
 
  
 
 Releasing a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding, Rustram nodded and led the way. This time, he’d made a huge mistake, even though he could argue it wasn’t his fault, since he’d never heard of the Canston Trading Group before arriving in Nan Ping. Whatever, on the bright side, maybe this time the boss would finally find someone else to take Rustram's place. Being second in command to Falling Rain was both physically and mentally exhausting. 
 
  
 
 It was high time Rustram took a break. Maybe he’d finally have time to find a wife.
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 Seeing her little brother consumed by anger, Alsantset kept a firm grip on his hand while they rode for the Canston Trading Group’s merchant house. “Mind your temper little Rain,” she Sent, wishing sweet Lin was here to calm him down instead of sleeping in her yurt. The adorable girl was lovable to the extreme but far too lazy and spoiled for Alsantset’s tastes. “Do not do anything overly rash, not here and not now. Even with his backing, the Legate will not turn a blind eye to open slaughter.”
 
  
 
 “Yes sister,” Rain replied, using the same cordial tone he always used when humouring her. Shoulders tense and muscles taut, his eyes held a predatory cast to them, fixed and unblinking on what lay ahead. She’d seen the same look on Gerel dozens of times before, always in the calm before bloodshed which betrayed his longing for death and destruction. It seemed so out of place on her little brother’s handsome face, yet somehow also fitting. Her poor, sweet little brother, a man grown yet so haunted by the memories of his past, even the mere mention of his former oppressors was enough to send him flying into a rage.
 
  
 
 Not that she blamed him. She’d never forget the first moment she’d laid eyes on little Rain, thinking her eyes were playing tricks when that frail, gaunt little boy emerged from the brush and blindly stumbled towards their well-hidden camp. Shivering from head to toe, he made for a pitiful sight, dressed in dirty rags which barely covered his sickly and battered body. His laboured, wheezing coughs and slow, wearied steps revealed he was close to collapsing yet he continued moving with careful caution, shuffling from brush to brush and resting in cover whenever he could find it.
 
  
 
 It was such a heartrending sight, it took every shred of discipline she possessed to resist the urge to run over, wrap him in her cloak, lift him off of his bloodied feet, and reassure him that everything was going to be alright. It physically pained her to stand and watch as he continued his arduous trek, but she stayed her hand not out of malice or disdain, but because she needed to see how he’d react to the light from their campfires. This far out in the wilds and with how much he’d obviously suffered, it wasn’t a far stretch to believe he could be Defiled.
 
  
 
 Would his smile hold joyous relief or cruel anticipation?
 
  
 
 When the dying boy rounded the bend and spotted the firelight, she discovered neither in his expression, for he didn’t smile at all. There was no shock or surprise, no relief or joy in those lovely golden eyes, so similar to her husband’s, yet wholly devoid of hope or expectation. The boy saw the light, instinctively took cover, and sighed. For long minutes Alsantset waited for him to take action, perhaps to move towards the camp, or maybe angle around and survey the area, or even try to signal his still unseen comrades, but the boy did none of these things. Instead, he hunkered down to watch and wait just as she was, though for what, she didn’t know.
 
  
 
 Why? Why did he stand there struggling with indecision? He was cold, injured, and helpless, while aid and succour lay within reach, yet he made no move towards it. Instead, after thinking things through, he staggered down to the river, filled his belly with water, then settled into the exposed roots of an overgrown tree to lie down and watch the camp. These were not the actions of an innocent in need, celebrating at the first sign of human presence, nor was she convinced they were the actions of a Defiled spy. The boy was clever enough to follow water downstream in search of rescuers and his body language told her he wanted to approach the camp, but fear and apprehension kept him rooted in place. The boy was cold, starved and injured, yet still he hesitated to trust the strangers before of him.
 
  
 
 So shocked by his actions, she took a long time to piece together what she’d seen. Golden eyes, like her husband and Gerel, this boy was one of the People. Defiled or not, she felt an obligation to help, either by taking him in or putting an end to his miserable experience. Believing he wouldn’t survive until nightfall, she abandoned her post and returned to camp for permission to bring him in. She would have brought him in first and damned the consequences, but she didn’t want to frighten the poor child any more than necessary. Papa’s Iron Banner mercenaries were not the most well-adjusted individuals living in the Saint’s Tribulation Mountains, and surprising them at mealtime with an injured, dishevelled child whose image screamed Defiled would not end well for either party.
 
  
 
 Oh how he’d run when she first approached, his frail body fuelled by fear and desperation. Determined and crafty too, giving up his struggles after she brought him in so she’d lower her guard. Papa and her beloved still made jokes at her expense for letting little Rain slip from her grasp, but she took pride in his cunning and knew it would serve him well. Now, six years later, that scared, desperate young man held a special place in her heart, her driven, persistent, stubborn younger brother who could move mountains and drain seas through sheer effort of will alone. At nineteen years old, he was already the publicly-styled number one talent in the North and the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in the history of the Empire, all while hiding his most impressive Martial accomplishments like Awakening and forming a Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 And today, she feared he would throw it all away in a fit of blind rage.
 
  
 
 Knowing her words would not reach Rain, she turned to her husband for help. Meeting her gaze with a helpless shrug, he Sent, “Unless you intend to knock him senseless, little Rain will do as he pleases. Better that he does this while we are here to watch over him. Trust him, my love. He will not act rashly, not with Tali and Tate here.”
 
  
 
 “So you intend to stand by and do nothing?”
 
  
 
 “I am ready to intervene if necessary.” Shrugging again, her husband added, “This is not the first time we have protected him without his knowledge, nor will it be the last.”
 
  
 
 Guiltily glancing at her little brother, Alsantset reassured herself there was nothing wrong. While she wanted to be as calm as her husband and trust her little brother, she couldn’t shake her worry. There was a darkness inside Rain, a vicious anger so bitter and inhuman it took her breath away. He never spoke about what happened before they found him and no one ever asked, but his missing fingernails, shattered teeth, malnourished frame, and mangled body spoke volumes to his treatment, as did his actions after meeting his helpless tormentors. Though she treated him like family, she’d always been careful to watch him for signs of Defilement, even going as far as letting him wander into the forest ‘unsupervised’ to see what he would do. As time passed, her vigilance waned but even then she feared that someday his past would catch up to him and she’d lose him to the Father’s vile lies.
 
  
 
 The first time she thought him lost was when Yan clued her in to his actions against the Defiled, seething with hatred and torturing them until they screamed for mercy. The second was during the duels with the Society, when he’d allowed rage to overcome reason after killing a young man in cold blood and finding himself matched against a bristleboar slave. In his mind, bristleboars and Defiled were one and the same, his most hated enemies who deserved no mercy, but as abhorrent as their practices were, the bristleboar were merely slaves serving their master. If little Rain overstepped his bounds and killed one inside Nan Ping, not even the Legate’s goodwill would save him from the lash, or worse, the hangman’s rope.
 
  
 
 For the second time in as many minutes, Alsantset cursed sweet Lin for her lethargic ways, wishing the sweet girl was here to break little Rain’s foul mood. No one else could do the same, not even stubborn Sumila or adorable Tali and Tate. How was she to keep Rain from making the mistake of a lifetime? Throw the clingy Banjo into his arms? Make Aurie grumble for a headbutt? Drag Rain into an enclosed room and release the rabbits? Convince Auntie Song to give him a hug and a kiss?
 
  
 
 If only Yan were here, she’d keep little Rain in line with a bawdy joke and a lewd wink. He was an idiot for letting her slip away. 
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, time ran out before she could act as they arrived at the closed gates of the Canston Trading Group’s merchant house, A massive, walled property sitting next to the main road and backing onto the river Nan Ping was built around, the merchant house was far more luxurious than Alsantset had expected. Now, all she could do was send her babies to the back, grab her spear, and pray for the best. Outside the house gates stood eight armoured, bristleboar guards, brandishing their distinctive hairstyle and iron weapons as Rain’s retinue arrived in full force to surround them. Giving credit where it was due, she applauded their courage for coming out to meet them, but it was more likely they’d been ordered to do so by their merchant masters.
 
  
 
 By now, word of her little brother’s heavy-handed ways had spread, with his reckless behaviour and willingness to risk the Legate’s ire sending the dishonest merchants into a tizzy. What did these greedy fools expect, for a Warrant Officer to sit idly by and be cheated of their coin? Or for millions of soldiers to do nothing and slowly starve outside Nan Ping’s walls while merchants and nobles feasted lavishly in earshot? It was idiocy of the highest order and were it not for this unforeseen complication involving the Canston Trading Group, she was wholly supportive of little Rain’s actions.
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer Falling Rain,” a bristleboar guard said, greeting him with a salute. “My mast-”
 
  
 
 “Who gave you permission to speak, piggy?” Mounted atop his fat quin, little Rain rode up to the bristleboar and stared him down, bringing their faces within centimetres of each other. Were it anyone else, Alsantset would have laughed at the sight of this bantam young man facing off against a hulking, imposing bristleboar. Forced to look up at his standing foe despite being mounted on Mafu’s back, there was nothing comical about this as Rain’s killing intent leaked out and set the bristleboar guards to trembling. His murderous hostility was clear to everyone watching and even the Divine Guardian sensed something off about the situation, looming above Rain’s head to study the poor guards like tiny, bite-sized snacks.
 
  
 
 After long, tense seconds, Rain finally broke the silence. “Funny story. I killed two hundred piggies who looked just like you,” he proclaimed, sneering at each bristleboar guard in turn as he fanned the flames of an already volatile situation. “Little more than a year ago, we found your ugly brethren trespassing on our territory, hiding in a cave with ill intent.” Reaching out to tap lightly on a guard’s breastplate, Rain sneered and continued. “A worthless bunch wearing fancy armour just like yours, though it didn’t do them any good. Since they were too afraid to march out and die like warriors, I huffed, and I puffed, and I filled their cave with poisonous gas.” Grinning maniacally, he paused for effect, as if reminiscing of fond memories. “Those brave enough to come out were slaughtered like the pigs they were, while the rest died slowly, choking on their own blood.”
 
  
 
 One of the guards growled beneath his breath and Rain focused in on the dissenter. “Does that make you angry little piggy?” Rain asked. “How surprising. I didn’t think you piggies would care about the death of your brethren. Why should you? Your progenitor obviously doesn’t give a shit about you. Judging by how many of you there are, he’s probably too busy rutting with women day in and day out to care about your lives.” Looking the bristleboar up and down, he asked, “You a slave piggy? I bet you are. A real warrior would’ve stood up for themselves by now. What a sad, sorry existence, sold by the father who sired you. How much do one of you go for? Can’t be worth much, you worthless, ugly piggies are good for nothing besides bullying the weak. Don’t know who has it worse, you or your master. There are no winners there, one stuck with a worthless fool and the other born a bristleboar.”
 
  
 
 Infuriated beyond all measure, the eight guards stood firm with clenched jaws and blood-shot eyes, their involuntary twitches betraying their urges to strike little Rain down. Far from worried, her brother seemed to welcome their anger, grinning coldly at the guards, his face twisted by hatred and contempt. Before he could speak again, a voice sounded from behind the gates. “Enough.” Peering over the edge of the wall, a painted merchant with quivering cheeks and a bulbous nose said, “W-warrant Officer Falling Rain, t-this one is merchant Chuwon of the Canston Trading Group. To what do I... do we owe this pleasure?”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Making an audible sound of disappointment, little Rain glared at the terrified merchant on the wall. “Is this how the Canston Trading Group greets its customers? Open the gates. I have business to discuss.”
 
  
 
 “Your contract has-”
 
  
 
 “Silence.” Little Rain was in no mood to let them off lightly like he had done with the other merchant groups, determined to make trouble for the Canston Trading Group. “I will not have my affairs announced before the entire city. Open the gates or I will open them for you. What are you afraid of? I won’t break an Imperial Decree over a few thousand gold coins.
 
  
 
 Little Rain’s not-so-innocent smile made the merchant’s cheeks quiver all the harder. Turning back for instructions, Chuwon parroted his puppeteer’s words back for them to hear. “M-My a-ap-apologies young hero, but-”
 
  
 
 “Warrant Officer,” little Rain corrected, enjoying this far too much.
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, my mistake, Warrant Officer, but-”
 
  
 
 “Then open the gates and all is forgiven.”
 
  
 
 After ducking back for more instructions, Chuwon reappeared and said, “Very well, but I fear our humble merchant house too small to accommodate so many soldiers. As you said, with an Imperial Decree keeping the peace, you have nothing to fear, so you won’t mind having your soldiers wait outside.
 
  
 
 “Sure. If you’re so worried about little old me, I’ll come inside alone,” Rain replied, taking every chance he could to mock them. Once the gates cracked opened, he rode through the tiny gap alone and the gates slammed shut behind him, as if the guards feared Rain’s retinue would rush through. Stuck outside, the Divine Guardian voiced her squeaking dissent and Alsantset immediately realized why little Rain was so insistent on going inside, as did mister Rustram. Pulling the retinue away from the distraught turtle, they stood and watched as the Divine Guardian grew more anxious and concerned with each passing second, but no matter how loud she cried, little Rain did not return.
 
  
 
 The minutes passed quickly and after a quarter-hour of restless, foot-stamping anxiety, the Divine Guardian had finally had enough. Unleashing a hellish shriek at the guards, they had just enough time to leap aside before the Divine Guardian burst through the reinforced double-doors, revealing a surprised Chuwon approaching them. Bringing a good portion of the wall with her, the Divine Guardian stepped into the merchant house’s courtyard, barely pausing as she searched for a path around the main house. Finding none which could fit her bulk, she made her intentions clear by smashing through a wall of the house with her head and waiting for the inhabitants to flee, stomping and screeching the whole while. Finally deciding enough time had passed, she ran straight through the main house and out the other side, leaving nothing but ruins in her wake as she disappeared into the river and swam away.
 
  
 
 Choking on his laughter, mister Rustram coughed and said, “Escort the Divine Guardian and keep her safe.” Leading the charge, he brought little Rain’s retinue around the merchant house in an orderly fashion, ignoring the chaos left behind them. Overwhelmed with shock, Chuwon stood with jaw agape as he gazed upon the destruction around him, unable to believe his eyes.
 
  
 
 Remembering the painted fool was headed for the gate shortly before the Divine Guardian charged in, Alsantset rode over to question him. “Where is the Warrant Officer?” she asked, concerned they might have done something to little Rain.
 
  
 
 She asked twice more before the buffoon snapped out of his daze. “The Warrant Officer... he remarked on the beauty of my pleasure barge,” he said, voice heavy with regret, “and asked to borrow it for the afternoon. Since he conceded to all our terms readily, I agreed. He wanted to take it out immediately, so I saw him off and was on my way over to inform his men when... when...” Waving a hand around him, he gestured at the destroyed merchant home.
 
  
 
 Hurriedly voicing her thanks, she rode away like the wind and caught up to her husband before bursting into laughter. Barely able to contain herself, she explained everything through Sending to her husband between breathless gasps, delighted by her little brother’s crafty ploy. “He slipped out the back and took the boat upstream, knowing the Divine Guardian would sense him getting away and stop at nothing to find him.”
 
  
 
 Not sharing in her mirth, her husband frowned and shook his head. “I suppose little Rain will claim the Divine Guardian acted on her own accord and refuse to pay, but his story won’t hold if the Disciplinary Corps get involved.”
 
  
 
 “Even if he’s forced to pay for the damages, it was well worth it,” Alsantset replied. “I imagine the Canston Trading Group’s reputation will plummet once the public learns the Mother’s Sacred Servant destroyed their merchant house in a pique of rage. There will be whispers of Heavenly Justice for decades to come.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not payment I’m worried about my love,” her husband Sent, his brow furrowed with worry. “While little Rain followed all the rules, he skirted dangerously close to breaking the peace and intentionally at that. What if the Legate takes issue with his actions? Or worse, looks into why the People and Rain in particular have such enmity with the Canston Trading Group?”
 
  
 
 Her mirth and good mood spoiled, Alsantset’s stomach flopped as she considered the consequences. Unable to find blame with her little brother, she scowled and glared back at the ruins of the merchant house. “We should have killed them all years ago, removed them all root and stem for daring to enslave one of the People.” Closing her eyes, she prayed that the Legate had a sense of humour and many, many more important matters to attend to. Wealthy though they might be, the Canston Trading Group was merely a merchant group while Falling Rain was a rising dragon of the Empire. Surely the Legate would take their side in this, so long as little Rain didn’t go overboard.
 
  
 
 Or… well… any more overboard...
 
  
 
 Most likely, nothing would come of this, but just in case, Alsantset changed her plans. Initially, she intended to conceal her strength and go easy on her challengers, but no longer. The more Experts the People revealed, the more valuable they would be.
 
  
 
 Today, a new name would be added to the Empire’s Roll of Experts: Tigress Alsantset, Flower of the North.
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 Lounging in a recliner on my borrowed pleasure boat, I watch with undisguised glee as the Canston Trading Group’s merchant house crumbles around Ping Ping. Sadly, my satisfaction dissipates upon seeing how distraught she is over my mean-spirited ploy, doing everything she can to return to my side. Despite my five minute head start, Ping Ping easily catches up while showing none of her customary courtesy to the other pleasure boats and cargo ships in her way. Displacing a massive amount of water with her ponderous bulk, her passing sends towering waves crashing in her wake, almost capsizing a handful of nearby ships. Sheepishly pretending not to notice their plight, I get up and lean over the ship’s railing as my needy stalker headbutts the boat in a fit of pique. Rearing up to meet my strained smiled, I reach out to pat her nose. “Hello there,” I croon as she stretches for a closer look. “Were you worried? Sorry about that, but I forgot-”
 
  
 
 The world goes dark for an instant, then reality resumes. Blinking to clear my head, I gasp to fill my lungs while my chest burns in fiery agony, finding the world has rearranged itself around me. No longer leaning over the rails, I find myself laid out flat on my back, soaking wet and staring up at the empty sky. Unfamiliar faces peer and whisper from behind Mafu’s fat, floofy head, the concerned quin chittering as he checks if I’m still alive. I am, but I’m not sure if I want to be considering I just got smacked the fuck down in public by a spitting turtle. Hugging Mafu out of reflex and a need for comfort, I finally draw a pained breath with a guttural groan. Drenched in turtle saliva and likely suffering from a mild concussion, I lay in place and cry a little, using Mafu’s thick, warm fur to hide my tears.
 
  
 
 Hello, Mother? It’s Rain. Your pet turtle is an abusive bully. Please send help.
 
  
 
 Wordlessly sending the crew away, I huddle beneath Mafu’s warm belly and wait for the crippling pain in my chest to subside. Still infuriated by my actions, Ping Ping headbutts the boat every now and then to world-shaking results, but since no one is screaming or running around in panic, I assume she’s being careful not to break anything. That’s one reason I was so comfortable using her as my weapon of mass destruction, her strange reluctance to harm anything she doesn’t consider food. She’s such a polite, well-mannered giant turtle, I’m 95% sure she wouldn’t trample anyone to death, not on purpose at least. Plus, the merchant house is still mostly standing, albeit with a gaping, giant-turtle-sized hole in the middle of it, so I’m confident Ping Ping caused zero casualties in her frenzied rampage.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Through Mafu’s thick fur, I can make out Guan Suo’s worn shoes standing on deck. “You still breathing boy?” Still unable to speak, I extend my hand and give him an ‘okay’ sign, only to belatedly remember it doesn’t translate. It still gets the point across, and Guan Suo says, “Can’t say I feel sorry for you. Try that again and I’ll do worse, you hear me?”
 
  
 
 Flashing him the middle finger, this time I pray it gets lost in translation. Truth be told, I didn’t expect my impulsive plan to accomplish as much as it did. I figured Ping Ping might trample a few walls in her rush to get to the river, but I guess she isn’t as smart as I gave her credit for. Then again, she was incredibly distressed over my ‘escape’, so I suppose she took the most direct route to reach the water. I mean, she could’ve gone down the street and looped around the merchant house, but I guess she didn't want to because it would have brought her even further away.
 
  
 
 Note to self: rational thought and panicked dinosaurs do not go hand in hand.
 
  
 
 Finally able to breath freely, I roll Mafu aside and peer down my tattered shirt. While I gawk at the damage done, Guan Suo whistles in admiration. Red and swelling, the fist-sized impact site will soon turn purple and ugly if I don’t do something about it, but with my head still spinning, I’ll need an hour or two before I’m clear-headed enough to Heal. I probably cracked my skull on the deck when Ping Ping sent me flying. Concussions are serious business, though I guess I deserve it. Not just for being a jerk to the overly attached turtle, but also for being an asshole in general.
 
  
 
 Logically, I understand that the piggies back there were not the same piggies who tormented me six years ago. They’re much better looking than their siblings who tormented me, lacking all the pockmarks and ugly, flabby cheeks, but once I saw those curled, brown ears and bristly, black mohawks my world went red with rage. The unpalatable food, the dirty water, the backbreaking labour, and humiliating torment, it’s all still fresh in my mind like it happened yesterday. Drowning in my memories, all I could focus on was how helpless and vulnerable I’d been back then. Though I’d intended to treat the Canston Trading Group only a little worse than the other merchant groups, once I saw those bristleboar guards I felt compelled to prove to myself that I’m no longer that same powerless slave, that I’d changed.
 
  
 
 So I tricked Ping Ping into wrecking shit and now I’m paying the price.
 
  
 
 Worth it? Depends. If this is the end of it all, then I guess? If not...
 
  
 
 The boat shudders beneath me and I return to reality. Having lost patience with my ‘antics’, Ping Ping’s headbutts have increased in both rate and intensity, as if demanding I show myself and explain my actions. With a miserable, muted whimper, I crawl back to the ship’s railing and slowly peer over the lip, finding myself eye to eye with the irate turtle. “Please don’t spit again,” I plead, wincing as she opens her mouth. Oh god I’m gonna be sick. After vomiting my breakfast into the water, I wipe my chin and mutter, “I’m sorry okay? My mistake, it won’t happen again.”
 
  
 
 Smacking the ship with her beak, the boat violently lurches from side to side and I lose my tentative grip on the railing. Rolling back and forth across the deck, I finally come to a crashing halt against the siding, upside down and in perfect position to see Guan Suo standing at ease. I blame the Emperor for all this. If he didn’t order me to come to Nan Ping, I’d be nice and safe in my yurt at the Wall, free from the oppression of this terrible terrapin tyrant.
 
  
 
 Once my borrowed boat comes to a shuddering halt, Ping Ping’s violent, yet reasonable tantrum also ends. Submerging most of her head in the water, she leaves only her eyes and nostrils out while she lurks and pouts, an impressive feat for someone who doesn’t have lips. After making sure the crew are all still on board, I ask the captain to find a place to dock which will also allow Ping Ping to get back onto the streets with minimal damage, though I fear the borrowed boat might not survive the return journey. Spotting my retinue, I ignore their stifled laughter and yell out orders, telling them where to meet me and to send a squad to pick up Lin and a change of clothes. I need to find a tailor and have new outfits made, at the rate I’m going through them I’ll be dressed in rags by the end of the week.
 
  
 
 Somehow, I find myself standing in front of my smiling sister, with Ping Ping hot on my heels. Ruthlessly pinching my cheek, Alsantset Sends, “Do not worry little brother. Should the sky fall, there will be others to bear it.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” I reply, unable to focus enough to Send. “Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the muted smiles and staring eyes from the crowd around us, I tell myself it’s irrational to think everyone already heard about me getting beat the fuck down by a turtle. They’re all staring because Ping Ping is a rare sight. Oh shit, if word of Ping Ping’s abuse spreads, will the Legate try to appoint a different attendant? If she’ll willingly follow someone else away, I’ll throw a party and celebrate but chances are I’ll be demoted from Divine Attendant to turtle bait, forced to obey my replacement. Not fun.
 
  
 
 Then again, I’m not too worried about being punished for destroying the merchant house. For once, I actually thought things through. Officially, the Divine Turtle is here under her own free will as a sign of the Mother’s Blessing, so if I’m punished for her actions, it would imply I have control over her and therefore am the reason she’s in Nan Ping, which runs counter to the official statement. In these desperate times, the Legate needs to keep morale up and Ping Ping serves this purpose admirably. Turning a blind eye to my actions against a mere merchant company should be a small price to pay. At worst, I’ll be reprimanded for not properly guiding Ping Ping and forced to pay for damages or something.
 
  
 
 At least, that’s what I hope. With my anger fading and remorse settling in, I’m worried I didn’t think things through enough, or my logic is too... reasonable for the inhabitants of this world. Ugh. Stupid merchants and their stupid posturing. Why couldn’t they keep their end of the bargain? They forced my hand, made me come out to deal with their bullshit, and now I’ve been borked. My carefully crafted reputation is worthless now, no one’s gonna respect me as a warrior when word gets out I’m a victim of turtle abuse. I’ll probably have another twenty challenges waiting for me when I wake up tomorrow morning, all in the name of upholding justice or some other foolishness. 
 
  
 
 I can hear it now: ’If the Divine Turtle is punishing Rain, then he must be evil’, or some other thinly veiled excuse to kick my ass.
 
  
 
 Sigh. Why couldn’t I be a good boy and ask Akanai to handle everything? Nooooooo, I had to put on my big boy pants and take care of my own problems. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. I should’ve gone out to sea with Taduk and Guard Leader. So what if they silently bicker nonstop and Mama Bun can’t pick a direction to travel in? A nice relaxing swim sounds really nice right about now.
 
  
 
 Magically teleporting outside the only restaurant in Nan Ping I’ve patronized, there appears to be a problem. Throwing a second, smaller tantrum, Ping Ping’s massive leg is blocking my way into the building. None too gently buffeting me away, it would appear she’s refusing to let me out of her sight after my earlier shenanigans. Too woozy to argue, I tell everyone to enjoy their meal without me and trudge across the street to wait by the duelling stage with Guan Suo, Ping Ping, and the pets who truly love me, my sweet bears and cats.
 
  
 
 Man... Not only am I paying for everyone’s food, I even paid extra to reserve the entire restaurant so we wouldn’t be disturbed... This sucks.
 
  
 
 Arriving shortly with an adorable yawn, my sweet wifey stops long enough to listen to my woes, check my pupils, and hand me a change of clothes before abandoning me for the restaurant. Using my torn shirt, two wagons, Ping Ping’s bulk, and a little creativity, I rig up an impromptu changing room out in the streets while inwardly cursing the overly attached turtle.
 
  
 
 You know what? Tonight, I’m gonna give her foot washing water to drink. See how she likes them apples.
 
  
 
 A well-timed cat-call makes my heart skip a beat and I scramble to cover my shame in panic, but all too late I realize it was just a joke and no one can see my scrawny, naked body. Too paranoid to do otherwise, I change as quickly as possible and emerge fully dressed, complete with scarlet cheeks and a ferocious scowl, looking for the jackass who scared me. Ignoring the laughter coming down from above, I risk a hernia and lift Banjo into my arms for a big bear hug. With how fast he’s growing, I won’t be able to do this for long so I might as well enjoy it while I can. Ambling over for his fair share of affection, Baloo gets a vigorous head scratch for his troubles. Next to us, Aurie and Jimjam play tug of war with my torn shirt while Sarankho rubbernecks at all the passing strangers. Across the street, Roc and his flock harass my retinue for food, having thoroughly abandoned me once I show I have no treats.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing I should stay awake after a concussion, Banjo’s soft fur, Ping Ping’s supple leg, and the warm afternoon sun form a compelling blend of safety and comfort, with the din of the crowd lulling me to sleep. Regrettably, the encounter with the bristleboars brought back old memories and my restless dreams are haunted by the ghosts of the past. Ugly and misshapen, Gortan holds both my hands in place with one his own while brandishing a tiny pair of pliers in the other. “So neat and tidy, yer fingernails,” he says, staring with his beady little eyes as I struggle to free myself. “It’s like seeing one strand of grass growin’ through the cracks, just beggin’ to be stomped on, Ah could never resist.”
 
  
 
 Despite knowing it’ll make no difference, I beg and plead as the pliers close around my fingernail, but there is no mercy to be had. They are a cruel, inhuman group of sadists who delight in our screams, hell-bent on finding new and inventive ways to make our lives miserable. I remember this day and many others like it. Gortan was bored and my fingernails caught his eye while he had pliers on hand. He pulled two nails, one from each hand, and then clocked me in the jaw for screaming too loudly. Later that night, after a full day’s work, I chewed the rest of my fingernails down to bleeding nubs, terrified he’d do the same thing again.
 
  
 
 It worked. The next morning, he didn’t pull off any of my fingernails. Instead, he pulled off three of my toenails from one foot and laughed as I limped to work. Even had me whipped for walking too slowly, though not badly enough for me to miss work. Add to this the cracked teeth, the broken bones, the humiliating beatings, and all their other imaginative torments, Gortan didn’t deserve a quick death.
 
  
 
 But he is dead, along with every other bristleboar and all the slaves who wronged me.
 
  
 
 So why do I still feel this burning need for revenge? I want to kill every bristleboar alive and geld their sire to keep him from spawning more, but even that isn’t enough to sate my thirst for vengeance. Simply hearing the words ‘Canston Trading Group’ sends me into a rage, as poor mistreated Rustram discovered. I’d love nothing more than to reduce their headquarters into smoking ruins, both here and anywhere else in the Empire they might have roots. It’s not rational, but why do I have to be the rational one? They weren’t. If they needed slaves to mine, then let us mine. It’s still a horrible existence but they didn’t have to torture us. It was senseless, mindless violence, and after I asked Fung’s torturer Fu Zhu Li, he confirmed my suspicions. Those guards were fucking experts, they had to be. How else could they use Chi to torment me, make my skin feel like it was on fire or lock me in place in the most agonizing poses? Those grotesque, hideous bastards were fucking Martial Warriors, and all they did day in and day out was use their skills to torture a group of helpless slaves. What sort of fucking monsters... could do something...
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 Coming awake with a start, I frighten poor Banjo who was sleeping in my arms. With a protesting grumble, the rotund bear ambles off to join his brother napping in the crook of Ping Ping’s neck. Rubbing my eyes, I focus and try to hold onto my thoughts, the dreams slipping away even as my mind regains clarity. I’d stumbled across something, something that made so much sense in the dream, but I can’t-
 
  
 
 “Nightmare?” Interrupting my train of thought, Guan Suo drops my water-skin in my lap.
 
  
 
 “Yea.” Uncapping the water-skin, I take a swig to wet my throat, but once the water hits my tongue, I realize how parched I really am. Fear will do that do you, even if it's fear which should have long since passed by now. It was six years ago. Get over it. You’re Falling Rain, Second Grade Warrant Officer of the Empire. You can’t afford to show weakness or everyone will come crawling out the woodwork to take your head.
 
  
 
 What better way to cement your place as a young rising dragon of the Empire than by killing the number one talent of the North?
 
  
 
 Tapping his pipe to empty it, Guan Suo Sends, “Don’t know what grudge you’re holding with Canston and can’t say I care, but tread lightly. Far as proper merchant companies go, they ain’t worth a damn, but everyone knows they exist only to provide for Zhu Chanzui. If he finds out you been meddling in his business, he’ll come for a reckoning and the Treaty be damned. Newborn calf like yourself might not fear the tiger, but even I’d think twice before crossing blades with that one. They might call you Undying, but he’s The Immortal.”
 
  
 
 “Noted,” I reply out loud, immediately regretting my decision to nod. Fucking concussion. Tuck and roll, Rain, tuck and roll. Chin to your chest, don’t let your head pendulum back into the ground, it should be instinct by now. Then again, my memory of the whole thing is kinda spotty. Maybe I literally landed on my head. It’s possible, Ping Ping’s spit really packs a wallop. I wonder how much hang time I had? Patting my rumbling belly to quiet it, I ask, “Is there any food? I’m starving.”
 
  
 
 “Ate most of it. Fed the rest to your pets.” Shrugging in a quasi-apology, Guan Suo continues, “You slept a long while, missed most of the show. Your sister is finishing up her last match, following a set of impressive victories from Vichear and Gerel.”
 
  
 
 Turning towards the stage, I make it halfway before stopping on a familiar face, sitting on the balcony of the building beside the duelling stage. Dressed in the tightest tunic I’ve ever seen since coming to this world, the colourful silk hugs her skin and reveals curves I don’t remember her having. Through the wooden railing, I catch a glimpse of her shapely, slender legs, also snugly wrapped in silk and leaving little to the imagination. Still wearing her hair in a pixie cut, she’s grown her bangs out and swept to one side, a marked improvement over the rough, self-styled cut she favoured as a Sentinel, pragmatic, yet stylish. Though filed shorter than I remember and no longer curving back on themselves, her horns are sharper than ever and wrapped in a silver mesh interspersed with glimmering pink diamonds. A hint of eyeliner accentuates her piercing brown eyes and wearing a smidgen of rouge on her lovely pink lips, the sight of her sitting there is enough to make me swoon.
 
  
 
 Or maybe it’s the concussion again. Either way, Adujan looks gorgeous, like a flawless, ivory-skinned, ebony-haired goddess given flesh.
 
  
 
 Ah, no, I suppose it’s Du Min Yan now...
 
  
 
 As if sensing my gaze, Yan catches me staring with wide eyes and open mouth, both of which I have little control of at the moment. Flashing the same saucy smile as always, she winks and mouths something before turning away, setting my heart aflutter.
 
  
 
 Hmm... I have no idea what she mouthed. I was too distracted by... other thoughts. Maybe I should go up there and ask her. I mean, we haven’t seen each other in forever so we’re due for a chat, and still I need to deliver Mila’s message...
 
  
 
 Which makes me oh so sad. 100% chance it’s to warn Yan away, my freckled beloved is not one to share.
 
  
 
 Still... I should say hi. Just a harmless, ‘hey, how you doin’ sort of thing, bit of catching up between old friends. As I take my first step towards the building, a familiar voice barks, “Falling Rain!” Freezing in place, I turn to find the unnamed Guard Captain standing next to me, looking all stern and businesslike unlike a few days ago when he’d been all smiley and drunk. “The Legate commands your presence.”
 
  
 
 Tch. Horrible timing.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Shit. Did I say that out loud?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Did I say that out loud?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Fucking concussions.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Okay, I definitely said that out loud.
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 Noting the Guard Captain’s arrival, Akanai kept one eye on the boy and the other on the pup, praying neither idiot would misbehave. Seeing the pup ready to rend flesh and break bone, she gently chided him through Sending. “Almost eighty years old and still headstrong as a pup. No need to bare fang and brandish claw, focus instead on your daughter’s inception into the Empire’s Roll of Experts. I’ll clean up the boy’s mess.”
 
  
 
 “Mentor, perhaps I should-”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Pinching his cheek, she raised an eyebrow in mock anger. “Speaking out against your mother now, are you? Enjoy this time with your wife and child.”
 
  
 
 Swelling with pride, Akanai took one last look at her grand-daughter onstage, radiant and victorious as she stood tall over her third maimed and defeated opponent, a scion of the Suwa family whose great grandfather had died at Akanai’s hands all those years ago. Alsantset showed so much promise, having inherited the best traits from both parents, the pup’s single-minded devotion and Sarnai’s cautious foresight. After introducing herself as an Expert and dismembering her challengers with ease, Alsantset showed all of Central the People were not to be challenged lightly. Vichear and Gerel had been too merciful for Akanai’s tastes, letting their opponents off with barely a scratch, but sweet Alsantset kept true to the People’s ways. 
 
  
 
 How Alsantset found time to train and form a Natal Palace while raising twin children was a mystery and a feat worthy of admiration. Akanai remembered those early years with Mila well, a finicky and headstrong child even at the best of times. Despite all her training as a Martial Warrior, Akanai was woefully unprepared for the hardships of motherhood and couldn’t imagine caring for two babies at once.
 
  
 
 Much easier to adopt an older child, like sweet, obedient Song.
 
  
 
 Giving her daughter a hug and a kiss, Akanai bade her farewell and Sent, “Look after the boy’s pets daughter. Your martial nephew needs my help. Again.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in reply, Song called the silk-swaddled creatures to her side with a series of whistles. Undaunted by Rain’s departure, the bears and wildcats scampered over and lined up for their reward, each one a model of propriety and decorum. If only the boy were so well-behaved then Akanai could rest easy, but it was not to be. Directing Kankin to follow the Royal Guards, Akanai made plans and Sent orders, preparing her people should the worst come to pass and wondering how one boy could be the source of so much trouble.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she didn’t blame the boy for his actions, not all of them and not entirely. The corrupt merchants who sought to fish in troubled waters only had themselves to blame for the boy’s heavy handed response. If he’d asked her to handle such a minor issue, she would’ve given him an earful for being too timid and laid-back, especially considering his recent behaviour. While other young talents were busy fighting duels and making a name for themselves, the publicly acknowledged number one talent in the North spent his days leisurely swimming in the bay with a woman’s scarf wrapped around his crotch. Disgraceful is what it was and while she appreciated his efforts to stay out of trouble, would it be so terrible to accept one duel a day?
 
  
 
 Or better yet, purchase a pair of swimming shorts.
 
  
 
 Then there was today’s debacle, inciting the turtle to cause massive structural damage to some merchant company’s headquarters, followed by stripping naked in the streets. These weren’t the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains, the people of the Empire had a prudish stance regarding nudity. Although he took precautions to hide himself from the people on the streets, how could he forget the buildings around him, each one filled with spectators who could easily see over his makeshift barriers? Between the boy’s foolish shenanigans, Huu’s disappearing act, and her womanizing disciple’s scandalous behaviour, Akanai had no face left to her. Were it not for Vichear, Gerel, and Alsantset’s duels, she would’ve stayed in her borrowed manor and hidden away until sweet Mila’s arrival, the only reliable warrior in her stable of young talents.
 
  
 
 A shame Song’s Oaths could not be annulled, the poor girl had talent and dedication to spare. It irked Akanai to know she’d had no hand in shaping her second daughter, but the girl was still young and her future limitless. Glancing back over her shoulder, she glared at her one-time opponent who had taught Song and failed to protect her, feigning boredom as he sat at his table on the balcony. Noticing her attention, Du Min Gyu smiled and Sent, “It would be much appreciated if you kept my relationship with the boy a secret. Should the Empire hear how Du Min Gyu once saw fit to give pointers to that embarrassment, I fear my sense of judgment would come into question.”
 
  
 
 With a dismissive snort, Akanai replied, “Shameless. You think your few careless words responsible for my grand-disciple’s illustrious accomplishments? Pei. Lucky for you, I lack skin thick enough to follow suit, but you and I both know the truth. Change her name all you like, but little Yan will forever be one of the People.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Audacious! Who are you to treat her with such familiarity? To you, she is Du Min Yan!” Even from this distance, she could see him clenching his jaw in anger. “Leaving such a talented young woman to fend for herself in an orphanage is a crime against Heaven. Had I not recognized her potential, she would have languished in mediocrity her entire life, an utter waste of her Mother-sent gifts.”
 
  
 
 Pleased by how protective he was, Akanai didn’t let it show. “You underestimate both little Yan and the People’s orphanages. I myself grew up in one and those hardships shaped me to become the warrior I am today.” She’d be lying if she said she didn’t regret leaving little Yan and the pup to struggle on their own, but those decisions were made before she had her epiphany regarding the significance of love and family. No matter. While little Yan might currently be a pearl in Du Min Gyu’s hand, judging by her vocal appreciation of the boy’s impromptu public strip-show, those fertile waters were destined to flow back into the People’s fields.
 
  
 
 The thought made Akanai’s heart ache for poor Mila. Why did she fall in love with an immoral reprobate like Rain? How many wives would he take before he was satisfied? Even sweet Song seemed in danger of falling into his grasp, already half a mother to his spoiled, yet obedient ‘fur babies’. Then there was Yuzhen’s constant nagging to arrange a political marriage for Rain, which made too much sense to outright ignore. If this came to pass, Akanai’s daughters would be lucky to claim a half of his affection between the two of them, a most unfortunate outcome. Then again, the boy would only live for another century at most, whereupon Mila and Song would still be in the prime of their life and free to love again, so Akanai saw little harm in letting things lie.
 
  
 
 Since Du Min Gyu deigned not to reply, Akanai mentally marked their verbal spar as her victory. Du Min Gyu knew he was no better than a thief in the night, snatching away little Yan who was on the cusp of greatness. Her accomplishments were largely due to her Sentinel training, a sturdy foundation which raised many an accomplished hero. Jealous as she was of his teaching abilities, she took pride in the People’s methods, leaving each warrior to unravel the Mother’s teachings without outside interference. Her results spoke for themselves and she saw no reason to change them.
 
  
 
 A shame Du Min Gyu was reluctant to publicly ally himself with the People, keeping a polite distance with good reason. At a hundred and nine years old, his health was surely failing, and adopting a demi-human grand-daughter had cost him more than most realized. According to Yuzhen, the once-revered teacher had plummeted in status following his return to Central with Yan. Worried for their inheritance, Du Min Gyu’s relatives acted in concert to defame and discredit him, starting rumours of his feeble-minded senility which spread like wildfire. Working in secret, they annexed most of his properties and mercantile enterprises under the guise of nurturing their ‘doddering’ relative. Though still a power unto himself and able to call the winds and summon the rains, Du Min Gyu did nothing as those vultures picked away at his holdings which only lent credence to the rumours of his decline.
 
  
 
 Akanai could only guess at why he acted in such an unconventional manner instead of sweeping them away in a tide of blood. Was it to uncover who among his relations and allies harboured ill-intent, or was he too engrossed in Yan’s training to care for material wealth? Most likely, the cagey veteran saw his betrayers as whetstones to sharpen his grand-daughter, knowing he wasn’t long for the world and she would need to stand on her own two feet soon enough.
 
  
 
 Whatever his reasons, Akanai made sure to reach out to little Yan as a supportive elder and remind her the People were there should she need them. Her response was more muted than Akanai had liked, merely a polite nod of thanks with no further inquiry or interest as she was too busy making eyes at the boy. First Lin, then Mila, and now Yan, Akanai didn’t understand why so many young women were so drawn to him. While fair of face and suitably heroic at times, the boy was too scrawny and diminutive for her tastes, nothing like her strapping, barrel-chested husband.
 
  
 
 Riding past the turtle and Royal Guards without a word, Akanai ignored the Guard Captain’s challenging stare and forced the boy to look her in the eyes. “Hi Grand Mentor,” he said, pupils unfocused and speech slurred as he shrank away. “Sorry for the trouble.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t speak,” she admonished, stroking his cheek to ease his fears. No wonder he changed in full view and fell asleep immediately after, the boy had a concussion. “There is no trouble boy, nothing to be sorry about. When you speak to the Legate, answer truthfully and Grand Mentor will shoulder the rest.” Scowling at the turtle, she envisioned stringing it up by the tail to teach it a lesson. Not only did this damned lizard covet Rain’s Heavenly Water, it even dared abuse him so harshly in public. The Legate would be most displeased if his ‘symbol of the Mother’s blessing’ came to harm, no matter how well-deserved, so there was nothing she could do. Thankfully, the injury was minor else not even the Mother herself could save ‘Ping Ping’ from Akanai’s wrath.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, none of her healers made it to them in time. Instead of leading her to the throne room like she’d expected, the Guard Captain brought them directly into the inner palace where her people couldn’t follow. Even at his best, Rain’s manners were unfit for Imperial company, so how well would he fare while concussed and culpable?
 
  
 
 With a heavy heart, Akanai readied her people to pull out of Nan Ping and return to the mountains, praying the Legate had better things to do than chase them all the way back home.
 
  
 
 Beautiful as the inner palace was, Akanai had no time to appreciate it in full, too preoccupied making preparations and planning for contingencies. All too soon, they arrived at their destination, a small, outdoor pavilion sitting in the middle of a pond. There, surrounded by his four elite guards and with his seneschal to wait on him, the handsome young Legate dined alone. Leaving their escorts and weapons behind, Akanai guided the stumbling Rain across the smooth stepping stones to greet the Legate, while the turtle plunged into the pond and snapped up a mouthful of expensive koi, munching away at them without a care in the world. Inwardly wincing at the estimated cost of the turtle’s meal, Akanai bowed and said, “Imperial Servant Akanai greets Imperial Legate.” A second too late, she reached out and yanked Rain back before he could pull out a chair and sit, the foolish child having already forgotten his manners.
 
  
 
 With a hearty chuckle, the Legate wiped his lips with a handkerchief and gestured for them to take a seat. “Let us dispense with ceremony,” he said, studying Rain’s glazed look directed at the food. “Seneschal, set places for our guests and send for a Healer. Our young hero appears to have suffered a head injury.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you, but we’ve already eaten and our Healer is waiting nearby,” Akanai said.
 
  
 
 At the same time, the boy chirped, “Thanks man, I’m starving and this concussion is making me real dizzy.”
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, Akanai took a long, deep breath and reconsidered her options. Mila was still young, she’d get over her loss in no time and the pup still had Alsantset and his grandchildren...
 
  
 
 When she opened her eyes, Rain was already stuffing his face with shrimp and crab legs while the Legate watched in amusement. “Worry not,” he Sent, wagging his eyebrows. “Were we in public, I would have no choice but to reprimand him but since we are in private, I am more than happy to overlook his lack of social graces. A young hero can be forgiven many things.”
 
  
 
 Offering a silent prayer to the Mother, Akanai Sent, “Imperial Servant thanks Imperial Legate for his mercy.”
 
  
 
 Waving his hand in dismissal, the Legate snorted, “Bah! Dispense with formalities. Imperial Servant, Imperial Legate, so bothersome. You are Akanai and I, Zhenwu.”
 
  
 
 “This...” Frowning, Akanai chose her words carefully. “This one has done nothing to deserve the honour.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t trust me.” Holding up a hand to forestall her rebuttal, the Legate shrugged. “It’s not surprising, considering how your last trip to Central ended.” Raising his teacup in a toast, Akanai hurried to follow suit, though the boy continued eating in blissful ignorance, as did the oblivious turtle. “What should have been a reward for heroic service turned into a battle for your life, and for that, you have my, Shen Zhenwu’s apology.”
 
  
 
 “This one is undeserving.” Bewildered by his actions, Akanai sipped her tea and calmed her thoughts. Was this yet another ploy or was the Legate sincere? At less than thirty years old, she had trouble believing a boy so young could be so crafty, but if Shen Zhenwu lacked guile then how could he have been picked to oversee this monumental undertaking? With the fate of the Empire dependent on the success of this First Imperial Grand Conference, how could the Emperor send an untried youth? Either Shen Zhenwu was more than he appeared or someone was guiding him from the shadows.
 
  
 
 Or the Emperor was prepared to abandon the outer provinces and gathered their armies here to blunt the Defiled offensive.
 
  
 
 Keeping that thought in the back of her mind, Akanai cleared her throat and asked, “If this one may be so bold to ask, for what purpose have we been summoned?”
 
  
 
 “I’m sure you know why.” Sipping his tea which had been refilled by the Seneschal, the Legate pursed his lips and sighed. “Falling Rain, you are more clever than expected.”
 
  
 
 “Err... thanks,” Rain replied, speaking around a mouthful of chicken. Akanai briefly considered choking him unconscious before his carelessness got them in real trouble, but she figured it was already too late.
 
  
 
 For the first time since they’d arrived, the Legate showed disapproval towards Rain. “That was not a compliment.” Accepting Rain’s wordless apology with a nod, the Legate continued, “Was it your idea to ride out in force to meet your swindling merchants?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “No one gave you the idea or instructed you otherwise?”
 
  
 
 “No.” Shrugging, Rain added, “Only found out about the whole problem today. Mister Rustram handles all the financial and logistical aspects of my retinue. I just smile, nod, and pay what he tells me to pay.”
 
  
 
 “And your ploy? You came up with that yourself too?”
 
  
 
 “Huh?”
 
  
 
 “It was a fine line to tread,” the Legate said, paying no mind to Rain’s obvious confusion, “but you played your hand perfectly. By leaving the other merchant houses untouched and demanding nothing more than what was owed, you used your actions to carefully craft a narrative which suited your purposes. Now, the general public believes the Canston Trading Group somehow offended the Divine Guardian and, by extension, the Mother. A stratagem deserving of praise, but what I’d like to know is: am I dining with its creator?”
 
  
 
 “...Um... sort of?” Still in possession of a hearty appetite, the boy continued stuffing shrimp into his mouth even as he looked to Akanai for aid. Urging him to continue, he swallowed and said, “Truth is, I didn’t know about the Canston Trading Group until after we visited the other merchants. I came up with the rest of the plan when I saw the manor.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Disappointed, the Legate sat back in his chair and asked, “Were you not worried about repercussions? Or were you too swept up in the moment to think about consequences?”
 
  
 
 Cringing, the boy turned to Akanai once more and she said, “Just tell him the truth.” Better for the Legate to think Rain an idiot than a disrespectful and conniving mastermind.
 
  
 
 “Well... I figured your hands would be tied,” Rain replied, grinning sheepishly. “You can’t blame me for the Divine Guardian’s actions or else... you know... you’d be admitting its presence here isn’t a sign of the Mother’s Blessing, which you can’t afford to do.”
 
  
 
 ...Oh sweet Mother in Heaven, Akanai thought Rain had lost his temper and lashed out impulsively. Who would have thought he’d actually considered the consequences and still gone through with his mule-headed scheme? This was akin to blackmailing an Imperial Scion and admitting he cared nothing for Imperial face!
 
  
 
 Ignoring the murderous glares from the four Royal Guards, Akanai readied to leap forward and take the Legate hostage. She’d take grievous injury in the process but there was no helping it. With the boy’s concussion, he wouldn’t be any help but she could count on the turtle to keep him from harm. Sensing the tension inside the pavilion, the turtle glared at the Legate with mouth agape, a threatening gesture if Akanai had ever seen one. Even the Legate’s Seneschal seemed keen to jump in and Akanai marked him as a hidden protector. Seconds passed in stark silence save for the repetitive tap-tap-tap-tap of the Legate’s fingers drumming across the wooden table in steady intervals, his steely gaze intent on the still-snacking Rain, wilfully oblivious of the murderous intent gathered around him.
 
  
 
 Slapping the table with a resounding thud, the Legate let loose with a peal of laughter. “Good!” he shouted, wearing a genuine smile on his face. “Good, good. A bold young hero indeed. Truth be told, I approve of your actions. There have been too many greedy, devious merchants of late, each one overstepping their boundaries. The Emperor has no love of them either, but they are a necessary evil. They were almost the downfall of Sanshu and still they have not learned their lesson.” Wiping his eyes, the Legate paused and shook his head. “But, for the sake of keeping the peace, I cannot allow you to leave unpunished.” Snapping his fan open, the Legate said, “Hear me. After today, Falling Rain is forbidden from entering the city before the Conference begins or unless summoned.” Closing the fan, he tucked it away and added, “For his failure to appease the Divine Guardian, Falling Rain is sentenced to fifty lashes. Seneschal, carry out my will.”
 
  
 
 “This servant obeys.” Bowing, the aged seneschal stood in place for several heartbeats before speaking again. “This servant reports, the punishment has been carried out. Fifty lashes and not one less.”
 
  
 
 “Good. Send him to the Healers and spread word of his punishment.” Taking a sip of his tea, the Legate drew himself up to full height and mustered all the dignity and benevolence he could spare. “Know this, Falling Rain: my tolerance has been spent. I urge you to make peace with the Canston Trading Group, and quickly. A public show of contrition of some sort would be best, before your feud gets out of hand. The Empire can ill-afford strife in these trying times.”
 
  
 
 “...Is that an order?” Rain asked, putting down his food for the first time. “Because if not, I don’t think I can follow through. I can set my grudge aside for now, but some things cannot be forgiven.”
 
  
 
 Idiot boy, all this fuss over a bounty placed on his head during the Society’s contests? He already came to terms with the Society, and was practically best friends with Han BoShui and Situ Jia Zian. Why couldn’t he let go of this petty grudge with a merchant group? Before she could speak up in his defence, the Legate sighed and visibly deflated. “I suppose you can’t,” he said, eyeing Rain earnestly. “Should I find evidence of you acting against the Canston Trading Group inside Nan Ping’s walls, I’ll have you drawn and quartered. Dismissed.”
 
  
 
 Hurriedly bowing in thanks, Akanai dragged Rain away before he could open his mouth again. With the turtle following behind, she scolded him through Sending as they made their way out of the inner palace to meet with Tokta. Once his concussion was taken care of, she grabbed Rain’s ear and twisted, infuriated by his earlier actions. “I swear boy,” she Sent, hardening her heart at the sight of his tears, “You will be the death of me.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Grand Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “So bold to threaten the Legate. Will you threaten me next? Or will it be the pup?”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t dare Grand Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “And have you learned your lesson? Will you make peace with the Canston Trading Group or will you be drawn and quartered?”
 
  
 
 His reply came too slowly for her tastes and she twisted his other ear. “Ow ow ow,” he said, eyes scrunched in pain and she released him soon after. Rubbing his ears while she patted his cheeks, he Sent, “Mentor, hear me out. The Legate was very particular with his phrasing. He specifically mentioned ‘inside Nan Ping’s walls’. Call me crazy, but I think he gave me tacit permission to target them so long as it’s outside the city.”
 
  
 
 Infuriating, but he wasn’t wrong and he wouldn’t be this determined without reason. Sighing, she cupped his cheeks and asked, “Why? Why the Canston Trading Group?”
 
  
 
 Amber eyes full of determination, Rain met her gaze and replied, “Because their people treated me like a slave.”
 
  
 
 Oh. Well that changes things. Busying herself smoothing out his ruffled hair and clothes, Akanai swallowed her burning anger. “Then they must pay for their crimes.” Foolish pup, she would have words with him. If he knew who was responsible for Rain’s plight, then why didn’t he take care of them years ago? This feud was set the day the Canston Trading Group enslaved one of the People, and now there would be a reckoning in blood and in fire, no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 Though Akanai loved the Empire, it did not love her back. Thus, she had no qualms abandoning it in favour of her only grandson, a splendid boy who loved his family with all his heart.
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 I like to think of myself as an old soul trapped in a young body, because technically, that's exactly what I am. I admit I don’t always behave like a mature and reasonable adult, but in my defence, there are extenuating circumstances and age is not always accompanied by wisdom. My current mental status could result from the rampant teenage hormones affecting my judgment or an utter lack of past experiences to draw upon. What’s more, considering the nature of the scattered memories I have access to, the evidence all points towards one irrevocable fact.
 
  
 
 In my previous life, I, Rayne, was a man-child.
 
  
 
 It’s not the worst thing in the world but sometimes, I lie awake in bed and wonder what life would be like now if I’d been a useful, contributing member of society before transmigrating into my current circumstances. What if I’d been a rocket scientist or an engineer and I brought useful information with me instead of pop culture references or an endless array of satirical captioned images? I could probably build awesome things like mundane guns, non-flammable explosives, or stuff to improve the standard of living, like a flushing toilet.
 
  
 
 Wouldn’t that be nice?
 
  
 
 Then again, I suspect even if I had all my memories intact, they’d be worthless to me at this very moment. I’m not ashamed to admit I am out of my depth here. I mean, ignoring any Demon-induced fantasies and useless, fractured impressions of my past life, one could rightly say I only have seven years of memories, which pretty much makes me a baby. Sure I’ve seen and experienced some real shit in those seven years, like prejudice, slavery, torture, and warfare, but nothing could prepare me for what I am experiencing now.
 
  
 
 The adults are arguing and I don’t know how to stop them.
 
  
 
 No matter how old you get, it’s always awkward when your parents squabble and doubly so when you yourself are the cause of said bickering. After a brief stop to buy me five pairs of swimming pants, Akanai dragged everyone back to my camp to discuss our next move. The lines have been drawn and each person has taken one of two sides, which are coincidentally (or not) divided by gender. Akanai, Sarnai, and Alsantset all insist we declare open warfare against the Canston Trading Group in the bloodiest way possible, by killing any and all people associated with the group save for those inside Nan Ping. They believe the Legate, and therefore the Empire, will side with the Bekhai in this conflict, especially considering the Canston Trading Group is at fault for mistreating one of our own, namely me. As contributing members of the Imperial Defence forces, the citizens of the Saint's Tribulation Mountains are afforded a number of benefits which include tax-exemption and protection from slavery, so legally, we’re well in our rights to exact vengeance in ‘blood and fire’, as Akanai is so fond of saying.
 
  
 
 On the flip side, while Taduk, Baatar, and Charok aren’t exactly against bloody retribution, they all advocate caution and treading lightly in these volatile times. I can’t blame them, especially in light of recent revelations. In my concussed state, I was too focused on my rumbling belly to put much thought into Guan Suo’s warning, but it turns out Zhu Chanzui isn’t just a ‘Gluttonous Pig’ like his name suggests but actually the progenitor of all piggies, the bristleboar Ancestral Beast. The Canston Trading Group was established by him and their profits fund his hedonistic lifestyle and support the hundreds, if not thousands of children resulting from said lifestyle.
 
  
 
 It’d be sweet and fatherly if all of Zhu Chanzui’s half-piggy children didn’t end up as slaves of the Canston Trading Group. I almost feel bad for the piggies.
 
  
 
 Almost. I still remember how much delight Gortan and his cronies got out of tormenting the downtrodden and defenceless. There was no slave-master forcing them to laugh at our screams or make our lives even more miserable than they already were.
 
  
 
 Knowing everyone is willing to risk the wrath of an Ancestral Beast for little old me is both heartwarming and spine-chilling, but that’s besides the point. The women argue that as an Ancestral Beast, Zhu Chanzui is bound by ‘the Treaty’, an agreement which prevents him and other Ancestral Beasts from acting directly against mere mortals. Or at least, that’s what I think the Treaty entails, in all their bickering, I can barely get a word in edgewise. Long story short, the main dispute is over how we collectively go about getting revenge for me, with me standing ringside to watch the battle unfold.
 
  
 
 “Bide our time?” With a resounding snort, Akanai curls her lip in disdain and looks down at Baatar. “You have been ‘biding’ your time for years now. At what point does prudence become cowardice?”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes like a snide teenager, Baatar mutters, “So unreasonable and bull-headed, yet you wonder why I kept the details from you...”
 
  
 
 “Oh, how rich coming from a dog-brained fool.” Though still chair-bound from her coma, Sarnai’s acerbic tongue still cuts deep. “Not to mention a honey-tongued liar. You told me they were a small trading company not worth mentioning, but instead it is a faction backed by a Divinity!”
 
  
 
 Blanching in fear, Baatar kneels beside her and takes her hand. “I would never lie to you my rose, I believed those words true when I spoke them. I only learned the details months later, after I brought the Banner back out to patrol.”
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowed in suspicion, Alsantset turns on Charok and asks, “Did you know too?”’
 
  
 
 “No beloved, but if I did, I would not tell you.” A brave man, my brother-in-law. Stupid, but brave. “If you could see past your anger, you would understand why. What good will come of making a public spectacle? Those responsible for his torment are dead and gone, so we will only smear little Rain’s reputation by telling the world what happened. We should act with discretion and find a different approach, one which will allow our brother to keep his dignity.”
 
  
 
 Distracting Alsantset from retorting, Taduk offers himself as a target for everyone’s wrath. “Bah. Chickens will soar like eagles before you pack of blood-thirsty brutes learn to do anything without swords drawn and bows bent.” Like always, my teacher uses the Common language despite understanding both languages perfectly. “I told you all to live and let live, to bring the boy home so he could begin his recovery, but instead you added oil to the fire and brought him to take part in a slaughter. As if he hadn’t seen horrors enough, your actions led him down a misguided path, indoctrinating him to idolize strength above all else and telling him it would solve all his life’s problems. Little wonder he fell to temptation and-”
 
  
 
 Silence ensues as everyone glances at me, their eyes reflecting a mixture of guilt, concern, and fear. I’d feel worse if it was my fault we almost went full Defiled, but I lay that blame solely on Baledagh’s shoulders. Okay, yea, maybe I deserve a tiny, minuscule portion of the blame, what with my righteous wrath and desire to kill all things Defiled after being exposed to their handiwork, but to be fair, that was some fucked up shit. Still, it doesn’t help that they’re all tiptoeing around the subject, I use this opportunity to state my case. 
 
  
 
 Despite knowing there’s a Chi barrier in place to keep our conversation private and the nearby Guan Suo can’t hear a word we’re saying, I decided to stick to the Bekhai language just in case. I mean, the dude said he’d ‘think twice’ before crossing blades with Zhu Chanzui, not run screaming in terror like I assume most sane people would, so who knows how strong he really is? Are all red-pandas ridiculously powerful and confident or am I basing my results on a skewed sample?
 
  
 
 Clearing my throat to get everyone’s attention, I look them all in the eyes and say, “It’s no one’s fault I almost became Defiled.” No one but mine and Baledagh’s, but I digress. “I appreciate everyone’s willingness to help, but I don’t want you starting a war with an Ancestral Beast, not for my sake.”
 
  
 
 Fierce as ever, Alsantset claps my shoulders with a disgruntled frown. “You are one of the People and the People defend their own, no matter who stands against them.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks but we all know most of the People want me gone.” My words strike a chord as everyone looks away, once again trying to pretend the problem doesn’t exist. “They won’t be happy if you drag them into a personal feud because of me, but it’s okay.” I sell the lie with a genuine smile. “I don’t need all of the People to like me. I have you guys, my loving family, which is more than enough.”
 
  
 
 I might be laying it on a little thick but my words have the desired effect and defuse the tension in our familial dispute. The two couples smile, bat eyes at each other, and silently apologize and forgive words spoken in anger while Taduk and Akanai stand about and fidget, the former with his robes and the latter with my hair. Smoothing out the hair she just mussed, Akanai asks, “So what will you do? Swallow your grievances because your foe is too strong?”
 
  
 
 Well... yea... but it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that’s not the answer she wants. “It has nothing to do with their strength.” Another lie, but I think I’m getting better at them. Practice makes perfect, right? “Logically, I understand that Charok and Teacher are right. The individuals who enslaved me are long dead and with that, the debt is settled and I should move on, but I can’t.” Finding strength in their supportive gazes, I give voice to the doubts buried deep inside, so deep even I’m a little hazy regarding the truth at times. “No matter how strong I become, I’ll never forget what it’s like to be a powerless slave, beholden to the murderous whims of another. I’m not ashamed of my past.” Wow, so many lies, when will they end? “The Canston Trading Group and the Empire should be the ones who feel shame, for allowing such despicable practices to take place. If I thought it’d make a difference, I’d tell the world everything about my past, about my suffering. No one should have to suffer like I did in those mines, and while some might sympathize and others will denigrate me, telling my story would change nothing. I’ve done enough harm to the People’s reputation. No need to tell the world their young hero used to be a slave.”
 
  
 
 An invisible force flicks my forehead, hard enough to startle me into wide-eyed alarm. “Pei,” Sarnai says, her lips pursed in disapproval. How did she do that? Can she teach me? “Out of all the fine qualities to model yourself after, why choose your Mentor’s dog-brained foolishness? So what if the world learns you were once a slave? It might have been an issue years ago when jealous skeptics would cry Defiled, but that is no longer an issue for you, my talented son. Your strength will still be admired and envied if your past is revealed.” Gesturing for me to come closer, she tweaks my ear lightly and pokes my chest for emphasis. “What matters is unravelling the knot in your heart. Fear and hatred are powerful emotions. If left to linger and gnaw away at your mind, it might hamper your future growth, even with the drop of Heavenly Water keeping you free from the Father's touch. Destroying a mere Canston Trading Group is nothing if it will relieve you from those restraints. The Ancestral Beast is a complication, but that burden is for others to bear. Know this: I will not tell you the specifics, but say the word and I promise you Zhu Chanzui will be a mere memory by year’s end.”
 
  
 
 Taking her hand in my own, I marvel at the strength of her grip. Sarnai is a fighter at heart and she’s itching to make the first strike. What’s more impressive is how she believes every word she says, which means the Bekhai have someone capable of taking out an Ancestral Beast. Is it Akanai? Or maybe Sarnai’s Mentor, Guard Leader? Or one of Taduk’s friends, like whoever helped him travel to Yo Ling’s island and back to the Bridge in three days? While a small part of me screams to say the word and see the Canston Trading Group wiped from existence, I know it won’t be so simple. It wouldn’t change anything, like letting me beat a crippled Gortan didn’t change anything. If I want to put the past behind me, then I need to do so with my own two hands, and my stupid morals won't let me endorse a wholesale slaughter.
 
  
 
 Besides, now that I know how strong we really are, I can always run home to mommy if things get too rough.
 
  
 
 I love my family.
 
  
 
 After sharing the bare bones of my hastily conceived plan with my family, they all agree to step back let me handle things for now. Unfortunately, with Ping Ping intent on keeping me close, covert action is off the table. Instead, following my gut, I ask Rustram to discreetly find out everything he can about the Canston Trading Group, with a focus on any nearby, slave-driven enterprises. If Gortan and his bunch were left to their own devices, chances are my experience was not a unique one. In fact, bristleboars are famed for their gluttony and deviant behaviour, which means things are so much worse than I’d thought. Not only is their sadistic and debauched treatment of slaves not frowned upon, it’s commonly known and whispered of. Why the Shrike or her mysterious Master never checked them for Defiled, I’ll never know. Politics probably. Can’t go Purging an Ancestral Beast’s people, they might fight back unlike the poor and impoverished citizens. If any of the piggies overstep and go full Defiled, I’m guessing the Canston Trading Group handles that problem in house, but if I get lucky and find a piggy who has already turned, then I can offer him as evidence and let the Emperor decide what to do next.
 
  
 
 Am I being unfair by targeting the Canston Trading Group and Zhu Chanzui? Maybe.
 
  
 
 Do I care? Not really. I can’t end slavery, but if I can shine a light on these abhorrent practices and generate enough public outcry against it, then maybe things will change for the better. If not, then at least I can feel a little better about myself. Either way, if I find proof of Defiled, great. If not... well, I won’t lose sleep over killing bristleboar guards who torment slaves for fun.
 
  
 
 And this time, I won’t need Alsantset to cripple them first.
 
  
 
 Our impromptu family meeting comes to an end and I bid my parents and grandmother/future mother-in-law/boyhood crush farewell. In desperate need of cuddles, I head back to my yurt with Ping Ping in tow to find Lin and Li Song sitting inside a makeshift rabbit enclosure. Made with wire fencing purchased from the city, the enclosure protects my adorable bun buns from dangerous predators like Sarankho and Mafu and give the cotton-tailed floofs plenty of room to scurry about and exercise. Resisting the urge to squeal in delight and roll around with my bunnies, I first greet Lin with a kiss on the cheek. “Hey sweet wifey. Crazy discovery today. Did you know they make swimming shorts? They’re made from cotton cloth treated with tree sap and other stuff which makes the material completely waterproof. Not the most comfortable pants in the world, but they serve their purpose.”
 
  
 
 Giggling so hard she can’t even breathe, it takes Lin a long time to respond. “I know,” she gasped, still tittering away. “The fisher-folk had them in Sanshu and I found a store that sells them inside the city. I bought outfits for everyone and we were gonna take Tate and Tali swimming later.”
 
  
 
 No wonder Guan Suo thinks I’m a pervert. “Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been swimming around with a scarf wrapped around my crotch for two days now!”
 
  
 
 Cackling in delight, Lin answers, “Because it’s funny, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Why you...”
 
  
 
 Shrieking in delight as I pinch her cheeks lightly, Lin slips away and runs to Li Song. “Kyaaaa Li-Li, Rainy’s bullying me!” Taking cover behind the cat-girl, my mischievous wifey sticks out her tongue. “It’s your fault for being so naughty, hubby. I thought you bought the scarf for me, but you kept it, which made me think it was a gift for another woman. By the time Daddy told me what you were using the scarf for, it was already too late.” With a heart-wrenching pout, Lin wraps her arms around Li Song and rests her chin on the cat-girls shoulder, seeking comfort for her pains. “I was still mad so I told everyone not to set you straight. You reap what you sow hubby.”
 
  
 
 It’s impossible to stay mad at Lin, but I make a real effort to try. “I am shocked and appalled you think so poorly of your hubby. Ever since our betrothal, I’ve had no eyes for anyone besides Mila and you.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Shooting me a petulant glare, Lin asks, “Oh really? Then I suppose I imagined seeing you ogle Yan-Yan on the balcony earlier today?”
 
  
 
 Damn it. She saw that. “That doesn’t count, I had a concussion.”
 
  
 
 “And showed your true colours!” Leaving Li Song to rescue Blackjack from Tawny One’s aggressive attentions, Lin holds the quivering hare to her cheek and pouts. “Lin-Lin is so pitiful, her hubby is a deplorable, philandering beast, but what can she do? She loves her hubby so, so much, ya?”
 
  
 
 Heartbroken and contrite, I walk over and wrap my arms around her quivering body. “I’m sorry, sweet wifey. It was my mistake.”
 
  
 
 Turning away from me so I can’t see her tears, Lin’s shoulders tremble as she asks, “Are you still mad about the swimming shorts?”
 
  
 
 “Of course not,” I reply, wishing she’d go back to her usual, happy-go-lucky self. This is all my fault, I have the sweetest, happiest woman in the world as my betrothed and I still made her cry. “It’s my fault, I’m an immoral, debauched pervert and the whole world should know it. Forget the swimming pants, I’ll keep swimming with the scarf. I’ll stop wearing pants all together and walk around wearing nothing but a scarf to warn women of my deviant behaviour. Don’t cry sweet wifey, I’ll...”
 
  
 
 Lin’s shoulders continue to shake, increasing in intensity with every word that comes out of my mouth. Finally catching on, I forcibly turn her towards me and find her choking back her laughter, which erupts at the sight of my bewildered expression. “I’m sorry hubby,” she says between gasps. “I couldn’t help it, ya? I didn’t want you to be mad, but then the joke got away from me...”
 
  
 
 A little miffed but more relieved she isn’t actually crying, I lift her off the ground and growl, “You... You...”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry hubby.” Beaming with pride at having pulled the wool over my eyes, Lin nuzzles in against my neck with a quiet sigh of contentment, happily leaving her feet to dangle. “If you wanna marry Yan-Yan, then do it, ya? She looked real pretty, but I'm a little sad because she didn't see me waving.” Leaning away, Lin looks me in the eyes with a grave expression. “You still hafta show restraint though.” Pursing her lips, I watch her do some mental calculations before speaking again. “No more than five wives okay? That way, I get you for two days a week. I won’t stand for any less.”
 
  
 
 You know... Slavery, torture, PTSD, near-death experiences, and impending doom aside, my life is pretty awesome.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 311 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “... so while Jorani and Chey meet up with Wang Bao and Ulfsaar to check out the Piggies holdings, there’s not much else for us to do in the interim. Sorry for getting us kicked out of the city before you got a chance to try the food, but you’re always too deep in meditation to hear me. Oh, about that, the Conference starts soon and when it does, I could use your help uncovering any possible Tainted or Defiled. I’ll remind you again closer to the date, but...”
 
  
 
 Mentally exhausted from his intense, non-stop training regimen, Baledagh laid in bed and listened to Brother’s voice permeating through the Natal Palace. The report marked yet another day’s passing which meant Brother would soon demand they switch places so he could train. Not that they couldn’t both use the Natal Palace together; Brother rarely intruded into Baledagh’s personal space, instead choosing to spend his training sessions out in the void. 
 
  
 
 No, they had to take turns because Brother was obsessed with efficiency. 
 
  
 
 Mother forbid he let time be wasted, which meant Baledagh had to ‘cover’ for him while he trained. A thinly veiled excuse to get Baledagh out into the world, and while he appreciated Brother’s sentiments, he’d much rather be left to his own devices unless it was to spar, duel, or fight. 
 
  
 
 Oh how he ached for war to break out so he could slaughter his way through the Enemy...
 
  
 
 While there was something to be said about how Baledagh only felt alive when his life was at risk, he wasn’t one for introspection or self-examination, nor would he bring it up again. He’d caused Brother enough trouble to last a dozen lifetimes and had no intentions of adding to those burdens. It was his fault they’d almost been exiled from the village and while Brother liked to pretend it didn’t bother him, he was a lousy liar at best.
 
  
 
 Why else would Brother take the effort to recreate the village inside their Natal Palace then do everything in his power to avoid looking at it? Though he refused to admit it openly, Brother was hurt by their rejection, so hurt he even started speaking in Common all the time and removed all the not-people inhabiting their Natal Palace. Truth be told, Baledagh was relieved by their absence. There was something unsettling about the almost-but-not-quite-lifelike inhabitants of their mental plane and seeing them at work elicited feelings of loathing and revulsion. Brother called it the ‘uncanny valley’, where empathy for a humanoid object soured once the observer realized the object wasn’t human, but Baledagh just called it creepy. They weren’t real people, just figments of Brother’s imagination made to populate his ideal, peaceful home, a child’s fantasy turned into an adult’s escape.
 
  
 
 Not exactly a healthy mental attitude to adopt, but Baledagh wasn’t in any position to criticize.
 
  
 
 “...Anyways, that was my day. How about yours? Anything new to share? Thoughts, problems, questions, aspirations?”
 
  
 
 Baledagh smiled. Brother asked the same question every day, always trying to get him to open up and talk. Not the worst thing in the world to have someone concerned about your well-being, and doubly so when the consideration was undeserved. “I’ve nothing to say regarding the Canston Trading Group,” he answered, “but I do have something to share. There’s something strange happening. Lately, when I’m deep in meditation, it feels like I’m close to... something. Insight or Enlightenment, or something... It’s like there’s a wall in front of me and a voice speaking on the other side. I can make out the faintest sounds and feel the vibrations from their voice but nothing more. The words, the content, and the significance are all hazy and unclear but so close to being realized it frustrates me to no end. That’s why I’ve been so engrossed of late, because I’ve been trying to... find a door, I guess.”
 
  
 
 “I know what you mean. I feel the same way while trying to breathe underwater and watch Ping Ping play. Taduk says I need to forget about it and let nature take its course, but I’m not sure I should take advice from a guy who meditates in his sleep.” Hearing his wry chuckle, Baledagh could easily picture Brother’s self-deprecating smile, always belittling his own talents even while encouraging others. “Don’t worry about it,” Brother continued. “You’ll figure things out, I know you will. You know what I find helps?”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Baledagh replied in a monotonous tone. “Taking a step back to enjoy life.”
 
  
 
 “Ding Ding Ding! We have a winner.” Appearing in the void, Brother beamed as he shooed Baledagh away. “Don’t train too much, even if no one is watching, we should at least pretend we were lashed. And don’t worry, I didn’t set up a date for you. Everyone’s busy playing in the water so all you have to do is look after the fur babies.” Wiping away an imaginary tear, Brother added, “Alas, we must wait for another day to see sweet Lin in her swimsuit. I figured Li Song could use a little fun in the sun and would be more comfortable if I wasn’t around to ogle. She’s been more quiet than usual, probably cause she’s freaking out over being back in Central. Besides, I doubt she’s thrilled about her old teacher adopting a half-beast, I know I wouldn’t be, especially after everything she’s been through. Life just hasn’t been fair to poor Li Song.”
 
  
 
 How Brother found the time or energy to worry about others was a mystery. Responding with a noncommittal grunt as he made his escape, Baledagh stepped out of the void and took control of their body, stretching as he re-acclimated to his unfamiliar sensations and surroundings. It was too flat in the Central Plains and he found it a little unnerving. It was better inside the city with tall buildings and towering walls to block his view, but here in camp, sometimes all he could see was endless grass, water, or sky spreading out in every direction. He hated the reminder of how small and inconsequential he was, a harsh and bitter truth to someone who possessed less than half a life. Though appreciative of Brother’s efforts to share everything and make him feel included, sometimes Baledagh wished he could fall dormant and unresponsive until a more permanent solution was found.
 
  
 
 Peaceful oblivion would be bliss compared to his current depressing, pointless existence, where no one knew or cared about him save Brother.
 
  
 
 “Mwar.” Drawing Baledagh’s attention with a bat of his paw, Aurie grumbled in petulant protest. Fluffy belly exposed to the sky, the spoiled wildcat rested his head in Baledagh’s lap and voiced his dissent over the lack of petting. Running his fingers through Aurie’s thick, silky fur, Baledagh glanced around and kept his eyes focused on the immediate surroundings. Mafu and Jimjam groomed one another and Sarankho lounged in a ray of sunlight while Banjo and Baloo play-wrestled in flattened grass. Half-buried in the ground, Ping Ping faced him with watchful yet weary eyes, blinking slowly as she rested her head on a raised mound of dirt. A most formidable beast, Baledagh was quite fond of the gentle giant, ugly, needy, and temperamental though she might be. Moving Aurie aside, he wandered over to Ping Ping to pay his respects and pat her beak. Sighing with awe, he marvelled over her rough, yet magnificent form, a creature built for survival in a world full of danger. Her durable shell and powerful beak made her the ruler of her domain, with might and majesty enough to do as she pleased.
 
  
 
 Now this was an appropriate animal companion for a true hero, unlike the indignant Aurie curled around Baledagh’s legs and gnawing at his boots.
 
  
 
 Unable to end the wildcat’s temper tantrum, Baledagh sat with his back against Ping Ping’s leg and resigned himself to belly scratching duties. Taking comfort from their physical contact, Ping Ping heaved a sigh of relief and closed her eyes as the tension drained away from her massive body. The poor thing was unused to moving about all day and because she was worried Brother would run off a second time, she’d been resisting the urge to sleep so she could keep an eye on him. Truth be told, Baledagh didn’t approve of Brother exploiting Ping Ping’s fear of abandonment, but it wasn’t his place to say anything, though Brother wouldn’t have dared do the same with his wildcats or bears. The injuries he’d suffered were already Healed and gone, but Ping Ping’s emotional scars ran deeper than the eye could see.
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing would’ve liked meeting Ping-Ping. Commanding yet considerate, domineering yet compassionate, the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao embodied all the best traits of the Mother with none of the worst.
 
  
 
 Cuddling with wildcat and turtle alike, Baledagh followed Ping Ping’s example and exhaled, feeling all his pain and worries melt away. Basking in Central’s warm, temperate air, he glanced around at his surroundings once more, taking his time to appreciate what he saw. Low in the sky, the sun cast a golden hue upon the Azure Sea and gilded the horizon while Roc and his flock flew overhead, enjoying their newfound freedom with all their hearts. Inside their enclosure, the baby bunnies huddled around their mother in a mass of wild fur and floppy ears, exhausted from their running about and content to nap in the shade of Ping Ping’s bulk. Nestled in his arms, Aurie rumbled in delight at Baledagh’s ministrations, eyes closed and lips stretched in a silly grin. Satisfied with a full belly and safe place to rest their heads, none of these creatures worried about what tomorrow would bring, intent on enjoying today’s bounty.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Baledagh and Brother could both learn something from this.
 
  
 
 Only Banjo and Baloo’s play grunts spoiled the silence as the two yearlings play-fought for dominance. No longer the tiny furballs they once were, both bears were almost one and a half meters tall when standing on their hind legs, with rounded bottoms and protruding bellies to boot. Both paws held forward, they tested each others skills, pushing and grabbing, gnawing and clawing, happily grunting all the while. Lighter of fur and foot, Banjo pranced aside as his darker, clumsier brother missed a lunge and fell onto his face. Flipping onto his back, Baloo fended off Banjo’s attack with all four paws, pushing the smaller cub aside so he could find his feet. Then, they both reared up once more and closed in, relentlessly batting each other with oversized paws. Left and right, right and left, their measured strikes were playful but probing as both bears practised for the future when they would both claim their own territory.
 
  
 
 Just for fun, he imagined what it’d be like to weather the fury of a fully-grown bear. Those powerful paws striking from up high contained a force to be reckoned with, and though the pattern was simple and repetitive, blocking or dodging was anything but easy. Then there was how the bears struck, always aiming for the side of the face with wide, impossibly fast swings. Up close, those attacks would come at a blind angle on either side and if you blocked one, the next attack would come from the opposite side, a simple, yet effective combination. Even when their massive paws missed, neither bear overextended or lost balance, merely leaning into the strike and using the momentum to add power to the next blow. This was a perfect demonstration of Bear Form – Standing Fury, performed by two cubs just over a year old.
 
  
 
 Feeling the inkling of Insight tickling his mind, Baledagh moved Aurie aside and stood up, continuing to watch Banjo and Baloo play. Lifting both hands high in the air, he emulated their wide, circular swings while imagining an opponent standing in front of him. Shoulder and hips working in concert to maximize the effect, but unlike a bear, his human opponent would strike back. Duck and weave while attacking, aiming for the head and nothing else, push the enemy back and give them no reprieve. Left and right and left and right, building up momentum with each strike until you smash through their defences or find an opening to...
 
  
 
 Chopping down with his right, he instantly followed up with a left uppercut. No, that didn’t feel right. The idea was sound, but the execution too slow. In his mind, his chopping sword was immediately met with rising shield, like the powerful jaws of a bear snapping around its victim’s head. Speed was key here, a powerful up-down combination to finish the fight. After solidifying the idea, he set it aside to practice when he went back to the Natal Palace and ran over to play wrestle with Banjo and Baloo, much to their delight.
 
  
 
 Turns out Brother was right again. Taking a step back to enjoy life really helped, and Baledagh was one step further along his Martial Path.
 
  
 
 Now, if only one of the wildcats would join in so he could get Insight into the Tiger Forms...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 From the day he’d first discovered his purpose in life, Goujian set about his duties with unwavering conviction. Armed only with his faith, he committed everything he had to bring death to the heretics and salvation to the innocent. The Enemy sought to sink fang and talon into the Empire and corrupt it from within, but Goujian the Confessor would not allow their foul contamination spread. With no teacher to guide him or Mentor to shield him, his rise to prominence had been tumultuous at best, but he never doubted his path for a moment, trusting in the guiding hand of the Mother to lead the way.
 
  
 
 Until he came across Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 His pieces all in place and waiting for his command, Goujian was ready to unmask the Defiled pretender, but for the first time in decades, he felt the cold, uncertain grip of doubt clenched around his heart, throwing his mind into chaos and disorder. Initially, he intended to injure the ‘Divine’ turtle and have Falling Rain lashed for his crimes, exposing his foul nature, but fate conspired to carry out Goujian’s plan without the need to lift a finger. Allowing his temper get the best of him, the boy commanded his turtle to destroy a bristleboar merchant house inside Nan Ping and earned himself fifty lashes from the Legate, a significant punishment considering there had been no loss of life. Though his spies could not enter the inner palace or even report on the aftermath, Goujian had two separate confirmations of a Bekhai Healer rushing towards the inner palace to tend to Falling Rain’s injuries, not to mention the official report of the punishment hanging outside the Magistrate’s Palace, signed and stamped with the Imperial Seal. Surely not even the Legate would dare falsify the Emperor’s judgment, would he? No, there was no doubt about it, the boy was lashed and sought healing after meeting the Legate. Though he looked none the worse for wear when Goujian spied on him in camp, it wasn’t too implausible considering Falling Rain’s reputation was built on his ability to endure grievous wounds and continue fighting. Most telling of all was that after half a day and a full night, there was still no Decree condemning the boy as Defiled.
 
  
 
 How could this be? While a mere pittance compared to the Mother’s Mercy, he had trouble believing a nineteen-year-old Defiled could hide his true nature after fifty lashes, no matter how sturdy and resilient he might be. What’s more, for years Goujian yearned to investigate the bristleboar ‘clan’ over rumours of their ruthless and inhumane treatment of slaves, but since they were protected by the Ancestral Beast Zhu Chanzui, he’d been denied at every turn. He had people documenting their crimes and keeping careful watch on their properties in and around Central, but thus far, he’d found no conclusive proof of Defiled among the bristleboar. The lack of proof did nothing to mitigate his suspicions, but now Falling Rain was at direct odds with them, which raised a whole slew of other questions.
 
  
 
 Could Goujian be wrong? Was this a sign from the Mother instructing him to stay his hand and turn his attentions elsewhere? Could Falling Rain sense the Defiled like he claimed to, and brought the Canston Trading Group to the Empire’s attention? Was he truly the Mother’s Chosen Son? If so, then why was his Aura so heinous and unholy?
 
  
 
 Perhaps this was all a ruse, a ploy by the Enemy to cloud his judgment. There was nothing surprising about Defiled infighting, their tribal squabbles kept them apart for tens of thousands of years. Now that they’d united, the Empire was in dire straits, but dealing with the Enemy army was a concern for military men and Goujian had precious little to offer. His path delved into matters of the soul, of cleansing and redemption, a path which left little room for other pursuits. Even if the Empire fell, the Mother’s children would survive and one day rise again, of this, he had no doubt.
 
  
 
 No, Goujian’s doubts could all be summed up in a single question: Is Falling Rain Defiled? If so, then the corruption ran even deeper than he thought and no person above suspicion, not even the Legate.
 
  
 
 Especially the Legate.
 
  
 
 Mind in turmoil, he focused his Chi to Watch as Falling Rain floated in the bay, just like he did every morning since Goujian arrived. A large portion of the boy’s retinue had been sent away presumably to hunt, but that wasn’t enough to convict him. If Falling Rain was worried about being exposed, he certainly wasn’t showing it, relaxed and carefree as he submerged himself beneath the waters of the Azure Sea. He was getting better at water-breathing, staying under for a quarter-hour or longer before resurfacing for air, a marked improvement considering he’d only been at this for three or four days.
 
  
 
 “Give the order Master. The world will see the truth soon enough.” Goujian’s second-youngest disciple... no, youngest now that BoLao is gone... spoke up, eager to begin the bloodshed. At thirty years old, patience was a lesson Yuanyin still had yet to learn, too keen on dispensing justice before proper cause could be found. No, he would make a poor successor, just like the rest of Goujian’s Disciples, each one lacking in some vital manner.
 
  
 
 Except sweet, lovely BoLao, so talented and studious. He’d placed all his hopes on that girl and now she was dead and gone while Falling Rain, the scum responsible for her death, was enjoying a leisurely morning swim.
 
  
 
 Why was the boy’s innocence even an issue?
 
  
 
 His mind made up, Goujian gave the order. “Commence the operation, with one small change. No need to hold back. Use everything we have. Best if the boy and his Tainted turtle dies before they cause irreparable damage to the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Better to kill a hundred innocents than let one Defiled walk free. Such was the conviction required to guard against the Father’s corruption.
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 Submerged in the cold, clear waters of the Azure Sea, I yield to the gentle currents as I ponder the mysteries of the universe. The sun shines brightly overhead on this fair Central morning, illuminating the waters for kilometres in all directions. Keeping close to the shore, a fleet of massive boats make their way in and out of Nan Ping with maximum efficiency, carrying soldiers and supplies from both northern and southern provinces to take part in this First Imperial Grand Conference. Dozens of meters below my feet, colourful reefs and mossy rocks dot the sea floor, covered in a light dusting of sandy soil brought here by the currents. Fish, crustaceans, and other sea life can be seen scrambling for cover from the horde of voracious quins swimming about, though it does them little good as the furry omnivores devour everything in their path. The younger quins follow in Ping Ping’s wake, entertaining themselves with all manner of aquatic acrobatics while the giant turtle soars through the currents, looking happy as a lipless, shelled lizard can.
 
  
 
 While enjoying their antics and the stunning view of Nan Ping’s bay, I can’t help but wonder if I’m wasting my time. Originally, we ventured out to find the Spiritual Plant which almost lured Mama Bun to a watery grave, but after days of aimlessly floating around, we’ve yet to narrow down a general location. I’m not sure if it’s because Mama Bun is too easily distracted or because she’s just really, really dumb, but she seems physically unable to pick a direction and stick to it, moving from one side of the boat to the other in random fashion. Neither Taduk nor Guard Leader are willing to give up yet so Ping Ping, Guan Suo and I are all stuck along for the ride.
 
  
 
 Needless to say, Ping Ping does not share my reservations. The big girl loves being out in the water and I can see why. On land, she’s a hulking, ponderous creature, and even though she’s more agile than she looks, it’s nothing compared to how she moves out here. A flick of her legs propels her through the water in a graceful display of sheer joy and wonder as she twists, flips, and spirals about, though how she shifts her bulk so easily is beyond my comprehension. Unable to match her speed, the quins tumble and somersault in the aftermath of her passing, helped along by Ping Ping’s invisible and effortless mastery over water.
 
  
 
 Right... that’s why I’m here, to figure out how she manipulates water with Chi, not to quin-watch.
 
  
 
 After days of intense study, I’m still no closer than I was when I started, though I am getting better at holding my breath-
 
  
 
 -Fuck fuck fuck can’t breathe need air fuck.
 
  
 
 Acutely aware of my burning lungs and light-headed dizziness, I feebly claw my way back to the surface. The rope connected to my makeshift harness goes slack and the weight drags me down, adding torturous fractions of a second to my sluggish climb and a frantic voice in my brain screams to cut myself loose from the restrictive harness. Resisting the urge to panic, scream, and give up, I commit to reaching the surface and nothing else as the world slowly dims around me. Upon reaching the surface, I gulp down a lungful of sweet, life-giving air and flip onto my back to steady my breath, feeling my head spin and heart pound as I try to stay calm and not think about how close I came to panic-drowning.
 
  
 
 All is well and good until I think about breathing, then things go downhill from there.
 
  
 
 Humans aren’t made for the sea, not like turtles, quins, and fishies. There’s no flailing of limbs or screaming and shouting when you’re about to drown; if your body is lacking in oxygen, all that would do is waste your strength. No, the instinctive response to drowning is to panic and flap your arms like a bird, so you can lift your nose and mouth up for air. Not exactly the most effective swimming technique but these are our survival instincts. If you’ve been deprived of air for as long as I was, your muscles are already working without oxygen and soon enough, your brain decides it’s time to shut down and conserve what little strength you still have, a life-saving mechanism which spells death even when just meters below the water’s surface.
 
  
 
 Like I said, we’re not built for the sea. No matter how strong a swimmer you are, if you’re a human and stuck in the water, then you’re out of your element.
 
  
 
 “Well done Rain my boy.” Taduk’s enthusiastic encouragement shakes me out of my post-panic self-review. “Nineteen minutes and twenty seven seconds, a new record!”
 
  
 
 Still breathless and drained, I smile and offer a thumbs up in reply while dragging myself back to the skiff using my safety rope. Too busy smoking his pipe to lend a hand, Guan Suo fills the air around him with dense, lingering clouds of chalky, caustic smoke. Lazily holding the other end of the rope in two listless fingers, he pays no attention to my plight or dirty glares, instead staring off into the distance at the southern shore of the bay. This old dude has problems; he dresses from head to toe in dirty rags but smokes from an absurdly extravagant polished-silver pipe, ornately carved with a plethora of adorable red pandas. About as thick as a thumb and longer than my arm, the long-stemmed pipe lends an air of mystery to the otherwise scruffy hidden expert, who holds it like a dignified nobleman who’s fallen on hard times and is trying to puff away his woes.
 
  
 
 “Well?” Taduk asks, reaching over to pat my soggy hair, still treating me like an anxious child. Not that I’m complaining, it’s not the worst thing in the universe. “Any new developments?”
 
  
 
 “Mm, nothing yet but I’m close, I think.” Feeling well enough to move, I sit up, bend my knees at ninety-degree angles, and rotate them in opposite timing to keep my upper body above the water’s surface. No one taught me this, and considering I named it the eggbeater kick but can’t really say what an eggbeater is, I’ve concluded that this is the first, personally useful piece of information I transmigrated with.
 
  
 
 Woo. Success. I’m relevant!
 
  
 
 “Come come, you know the drill my boy, speak your thoughts.”
 
  
 
 Bored by Mama Bun’s lack of success, Taduk’s taken to helping me understand the mysteries of the Dao. Keeping with the spirit of the Bekhai, he never outright explains anything, only listening to my thought process and asking important questions to help steer me towards the correct answer. As much as I hate it when people respond to a question with a question, it’s actually kinda helpful now that I have some idea of what I’m doing. 
 
  
 
 Gathering my thoughts from this latest expedition, I paddle over to play with Mama Bun, who stands at the skiff’s side to stare deep into the water with her expressive blue eyes. Wearing a grumpy bunny frown, Mama Bun pounds her little paws and thumps her feet, utterly frustrated after days of failure. Visibly calming as my loving Aura envelopes her, she hops into my arms and I laugh as twenty kilos of hairy rabbit lands squarely on my chest to snuggle with me, the big dummy wholly trusting me to keep her safe in the water. We’ve come a long way since we first met and this floppy-eared bicorn bunny is now as affectionate as Aurie.
 
  
 
 Leaning back to get Mama Bun’s belly wet and wash away the milky residue, I smile at my conflicted Teacher and say, “I was looking the different ways things move in the water. Quins sorta wiggle up and down from head to tail, while most fish shimmy from side to side and use their fins to steer. Ping Ping sort of glides through the water using her arms as giant oars and her tail as a rudder, but I think she cheats using Chi, which is why she’s so damned fast.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, and what does this tell you?”
 
  
 
 Massaging Mama Bun’s chubby cheeks, I shrug and answer, “I dunno... Don’t upset the giant, water-manipulating turtle? She looks like she’s having tonnes of fun though, so I guess I’ve been forgiven.”
 
  
 
 As if realizing we’re talking about her, Ping Ping’s beak pokes out right beside me, giving me a minor scare. With eager eyes locked onto my form, I get the feeling she’s waiting for something, though what I don’t know. Sorry big girl, no chi-infused water for you right now. I don’t think I can bind the Azure Sea.
 
  
 
 ...Or can I? Wouldn’t that be awesome?
 
  
 
 “What else?” Taduk asks, patient and on task as always. “The turtle was only a part of your thoughts, no?”
 
  
 
 “Hmm...” Paddling over to pat Ping Ping’s beak, the giant turtle snorts in delight and presses against me, sending me careening off into empty waters. Pondering over my oxygen-deprived musings, I come up empty and wait until Ping Ping brings me back around to the skiff before quipping, “That different creatures do things in different ways? Obvious much?”
 
  
 
 Still spinning about, Ping Ping brings me away once again, so Taduk Sends, “True and true, but how does that apply to your specific situation? The Mother works in mysterious ways to enlighten us, it’s only a matter of comprehension.”
 
  
 
 Awareness dawns on me as I consider the question and I fall silent and circle about, deep in thought. I’ve been super conflicted over an issue lately, namely the discrepancies between advice given by Tenjin and what I’ve read in Elder Ming’s journals. The former told me he doesn’t control fire but rather makes his Chi behave like fire, while the latter bonded actual water and controlled it with his Chi. Two opposing schools of thought and even though I tried both methods, neither one proved successful.
 
  
 
 Maybe that’s what the Mother or the Heavens or whatever is trying to tell me: To each their own. I can’t swim like a fish or fly like a bird, so how can I copy Ping Ping or Elder Ming’s method of controlling water? I must find my own way along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 In fact, I’m starting to suspect ‘path’ is a misinterpretation on my part. Individually, that’s what the words Wu Dao (武道) mean, literally martial or military path, but there’s a deeper meaning to the word Dao. It could mean path, or way, or route, but in a more metaphysical sense, it translates loosely as a doctrine, principle, or even science, a general, loosely defined concept you learn only through experience. In even more abstract terms, the Dao can be considered the underlying natural order of the universe, an evident yet ineffable understanding of the underlying essence which makes up reality as we know it. The Dao symbolizes everything in the world and as Martial Warriors, we draw upon our experiences to seek enlightenment in the Dao.
 
  
 
 None of which helps me in any way, shape, or form, but it’s worth pondering.
 
  
 
 What is my Martial Path? Why do I seek strength? To survive. To protect those I love. To live life free and unfettered, doing as I please wherever I go. I used to think these were small dreams, but now I see how absurd they really are. To be beholden to no one, I must stand above everyone, else I will always be threatened by things like social constraints and military obligations. I fight the Defiled because if I don’t, they will raze the lands and turn the world into a waking nightmare. I bow before the Legate because if I don’t, he can have my life snuffed out with a wave of his fan, not to mention the lives of all those I hold dear. If I had strength, true strength, absolute strength, then they would have no choice but to bow before me, but I am nothing but a weak and powerless mortal in a world which venerates the strong and capable.
 
  
 
 Having rested and played with Ping Ping for long enough, I give Mama Bun a kiss on the nose and bring her back in the skiff before submerging myself underwater once again to clear my mind and ponder the Dao of Water.
 
  
 
 After several days of intense study, all I have to show for it are pruny fingers, but I am nothing if not persistent. Look on the bright side, if I had the Blessing of Fire or Lightning, I’d be setting myself on fire or flying a kite in a thunderstorm.
 
  
 
 Besides... I can totally manipulate water. Waving my hand in a small circle, my frantic efforts are rewarded with a miniature cyclone of water. Deriving more pleasure than I should from the childish game, I press both palms together and squeeze hard, inwardly laughing as a jet of white water materializes from the pressure. Psh, who needs Chi? I’ll just become really ridiculously strong and muscle wizard my way through it. It won’t matter how I form a tidal wave as long as I can form one. All that’s left is to figure out how strong I gotta be to accomplish it and my Dao is set.
 
  
 
 Muscle wizard, Ho! Dazzle my enemies with the glorious beauty of my athletic, well-oiled brawn, I will become Super Beefcake Rain. Dun dun dun daaaaaaaaa!
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I think these repeated bouts of oxygen deprivation may have given me permanent brain damage.
 
  
 
 Refocusing my attention on more pertinent matters, my stomach drops as I take in my surroundings. Suspended in perfect stillness, Ping Ping and the quins all face the same direction, off to the west behind me. For one long, second, the quins hold their positions and glare in challenge at some unseen threat, their playful twirls and relaxed smiles replaced by clenched claws and bared fangs. Then, as one, they scatter and flee, swimming with all speed towards the safety of land, though their eyes still glow with unbridled fury and naked rage.
 
  
 
 Only Ping Ping remains behind as she moves to interpose herself between me and the threat, blocking my view with her body. Fear and curiosity drive me to dive below the titanic terrapin in hopes I might catch a glimpse of whatever sent the quins running. 
 
  
 
 Eyes going wide with terror, I immediately regret my decision.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, I’m already underwater so no one will notice if I piss myself.
 
  
 
 Off in the distance, an enormous, writhing mass of dark-grey shapes draws closer towards us, like a ball of nightmarish critters skittering all over each other. Shooting towards us like a bullet, the mass engulfs everything in its path as it grows ever larger in my sight. Every now and then, a small burst of movement and colour inside the mass draws my attention, though I’m at a loss to explain why my eyes are so drawn to it. After seeing it a few more times, my brain finally recognizes the tiny bursts of colour as blood and the movement as a feeding frenzy.
 
  
 
 Holy shit. That’s a whole lot of carnivorous fishies.
 
  
 
 Panic takes over as I race for the surface, aiming for the boat’s dark bottom to warn my teacher while cursing my stupidity for leaving both weapons with the cowardly Mafu. My ears pop and muscles ache as I make my way closer, painfully slow compared to the encroaching horde of gnashing teeth and flailing fins. Close enough now to make out individual creatures, I calmly note the massive discrepancies in size among them, with the smallest about half the size of a quin and the largest easily exceeding Ping Ping in girth and length. Despite this, they all share the same basic physical characteristics, long, sleek bodies with forward facing eyes and sharp, cutting fins on three sides. Moving in an undulating side to side motion which lets them swim at ridiculous speeds, their distinctive dorsal fin is like the sail on a ship, a warning to those in their path. Combine this with their giant mouths filled with rows of razor-sharp teeth, and what I presume to be thick, bite-resistant skin, I easily identify the creatures despite never having seen one in this life, but my mind refuses to accept the obvious conclusion.
 
  
 
 I mean... In what hell-hole of a world do dozens of giant fucking sharks have to work together? C’mon! That’s not even fair!
 
  
 
 The dark mass stretches out as the forerunners race towards their next meal. Still long seconds from the boat and relative safety, I might as well be kilometres away as my vision fills with the sight of a gaping, cavernous maw and glittering teeth. A powerful spray of water blinds me and my harness digs into my skin, forcing the remaining air out of my lungs. When my vision clears I see a rapidly shrinking shark as I’m pulled to safety, its tail firmly clamped between Ping Ping’s beak. With a twist of her neck, the turtle rips the shark in half and sends the upper half into a spinning frenzy of motion. A mist of impossibly bright-red blood billows out from the dead shark as Ping Ping rockets backwards, her arms and legs tucked as best she can to guard against her toothy foes, the last sight I see of her before bursting out of the water.
 
  
 
 Landing neatly in the skiff, a hand reaches out to steady me as I gasp for air and choke out, “Ping Ping. Trouble.” 
 
  
 
 Stepping off of the skiff, Guan Suo immediately sinks out of sight. Wrapping an arm around my midriff, Taduk pays no mind to my sopping wet body and leaps tens of meters away, carrying me to safety even as a second shark rips the skiff to pieces. Impressive and herculean as the jump was, I fear for our safety as we soar through the air and back down to the water’s surface, knowing a frenzied school of starving sharks lays ready to tear us apart the moment we land.
 
  
 
 “Stop wiggling about, Rain my boy,” Taduk says, his voice tinged with amusement as he steps on empty air and leaps back towards the scattered remains of our skiff. “I’m not as young as I once was and you’re much heavier than you used to be. Spare your aging teacher’s back and Lighten yourself a little, would you?”
 
  
 
 Gaping like a fish on land, my eyes threaten to pop out of their sockets as Taduk hopscotches about in the air, carrying me under one arm and Mama Bun in the other. His words finally register and I reach for Balance on instinct, Lightening myself to less than half my orignal weight. “Good,” Taduk says while adjusting his grip around my hips. “Now, keep your hands and feet close my boy, I need to land for bit.”
 
  
 
 Land? Where? We’re in the middle of the bay!
 
  
 
 Before I can point out the obvious, Taduk descends upon a stray piece of wood which used to be part of our ship. In my downward-facing position, I’m treated to yet another front-row view of the insides of a shark's mouth as it surges up to devour the driftwood we’re standing on, but we’re already well and away when the jaws snap shut. Leaping even higher than before, we reach an astounding height of four or five stories high, and I pray we‘re high enough that the sharks can’t reach. Heart pumping with a mix of fear and adrenaline, I scream wordlessly at the ferocious predators lurking below us, revelling in my two near-death escapes in just as many minutes.
 
  
 
 Nerves sufficiently calmed after a bout of wordless release, I ask, “How?”
 
  
 
 Double-jumping in the air like it’s nothing, Taduk scoffs and replies, “Don’t you remember? Your illustrious teacher’s lineage belongs to that of the regal king of the skies, a Cloud Chaser Hare. For one such as I, this is no different from taking a stroll along the beach.”
 
  
 
 Well... now I know how he made it to Yo Ling’s island and back so quickly. “Teacher,” I ask, trying my best not to hyperventilate or squirm, “Are you secretly strong?”
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy, I am a Medical Saint. You think the title so easy to get? If it were, then why doesn’t that good-for-nothing Tokta have the title?” Even though I can’t see his face, I can hear the sneer in his voice, which fades as he sheepishly adds, “It’s not like I kept my skills hidden, you just never asked.”
 
  
 
 Shelving the unimportant questions like why was I walking everywhere instead of taking the CCH express, I watch the battle unfold below us. Standing atop two broken wooden boards, Guard Leader proves herself a peak expert of the Bekhai as she skates across the surface in a less impressive yet still gravity-defying feat. Though unable to see how she attacks, clouds of shark blood bloom in her wake as she moves across the water, keeping to the outer perimeter as best she can. One particularly clever and enormous shark leaps into the air on a head-on collision course with Guard Leader, but the enigmatic warrior woman shows no fear as she charges headfirst into the abyss. My heart skips a beat as she disappears into the gaping maw, only to resume once more after she emerges out the other end in an explosion of blood and cartilage.
 
  
 
 Holy hell... I can’t believe I once tried to fight her...
 
  
 
 The darkening smog of blood obscures my vision as I desperately search for Ping Ping. The sweet turtle could have gotten away with the quins but she stayed behind to keep me safe. I’m sorry Ping Ping, I’ll never judge another animal by its looks again, you affectionate, radiant creature. Just shrink back into your shell and hide away until Guard Leader cleans things up. Fat lot of good Guan Suo is, the dude swims like a rock. He didn’t even have a weapon, what the fuck did he think he was gonna-
 
  
 
 Without warning, a massive geyser of water and white clouds shoots out into the air and forces Taduk to leap away. Airborne bodies of sharks both dead and living fly out in all directions as the booming explosion literally shakes the earth around us. Blood and water rain down and once the ringing in my ears stills, so too does the surface of Nan Ping’s bay, calm and tranquil as can be. The muddled waters clear and all I can see are dozens of dead or dying creatures, be they sharks or fish, floating belly up to the water’s surface. Bringing me off to one side, Taduk exclaims, “Look my boy, no need to fret. Safe and sound as can be.”
 
  
 
 At the bottom of the sea floor, Ping Ping’s shell sits flush against the dirt, protecting her exposed belly from the sharks' powerful jaws as she does her best impression of a rock. After peering about to make sure all is fine, Ping Ping shoots to the water’s surface and squeaks in delight, craning her neck to watch me as Taduk brings us down on her shell. Standing to one side with a disgruntled frown, Guan Suo repeatedly taps his pipe against his boot, grumbling the whole time about a clog and ruined leaves. Idly picking shark remains out of her clothes, Guard Leader barely looks any worse for wear as she joins us in silence while my teacher lays down on Ping Ping’s shell for a quick nap. Unperturbed as always, Mama Bun wanders around on her own to explore these new surroundings like a curious little child.
 
  
 
 Traumatized and overwhelmed by recent events, I plop down on Ping Ping’s shell and stroke the closest spike as she brings us back to shore. “Good girl,” I mutter, unable to find any other words as Mama Bun hops into my lap. “Good girl.”
 
  
 
 Judging by the strength displayed by the other three passengers with me, it appears like I have a long way to go before my life becomes unfettered and free.
 
  
 
 Hmm... which would be easier: creating an explosive powerful enough to destroy an entire province, or reaching the peak of Martial Strength?
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 At thirty years old, Yuanyin's first brush with true power left him both dazed and terrified.
 
  
 
 Constrained by the Legate’s foolhardy Decree, Master was forced to resort to underhanded trickery to reveal Falling Rain for what he truly was. How could the world be so blind as to think the Mother would choose a faithless savage as Her hallowed representative? The short-sighted fools already forgot that this same savage was at the centre of the largest Defiled rebellion in decades. Butcher Bay, the Golden Highlands Coalition, and the traitor Mao Jianghong all revealed their true selves as the Enemy’s agents and experience told Yuanyin that for every heretic uncovered, there were four more hidden in plain sight.
 
  
 
 One of which was this supposed young hero of the Bekhai, an invaluable discovery which Yuanyin’s junior sister gave her life for. Gentle, charming, beautiful BoLao, may you rest well in the arms of the Mother. Your Master and senior brothers will not let your death be in vain.
 
  
 
 I will stop at nothing to avenge you. Nothing.
 
  
 
 Master’s scheme to remove the Behkai blight from the Empire was simple in theory, though far too cautious and reserved for Yuanyin’s tastes. The sea held many dangers and schools of bloodthirsty sharks were a common menace which made them perfect for Master’s purposes. Often called the wolves of the sea, these voracious, indefatigable creatures of teeth and fury roamed the Azure Sea in great numbers and devoured everything in their path. Making no distinction between human and fish, these creatures were the ruin of sailors and merchants alike, aggressive enough to attack ships and powerful enough to bring them down without difficulty. While sharks usually kept to deeper waters where non-human prey was more abundant, their presence could easily be explained by the increased ship activity and the Bekhai’s massive furred weasels frolicking about in Nan Ping Bay. Mother knows sharks had attacked for less and this wouldn’t be the first time a school of them took residence in the bay.
 
  
 
 Though it would most certainly be the last, at least for this school in particular.
 
  
 
 Their only issue was how to lure the sharks into the bay. Sheep carcasses thrown into the water might have worked, but sharks were drawn to blood and movement, which meant the best bait had to still be alive. Tossing a bleeding goat overboard would be far too conspicuous with so many ships around and even a peak expert would have trouble escaping a shark’s notice while underwater and covered in blood. Thus, left with no other options, Master asked his true believers to sacrifice themselves for the greater good, and even though all men fear death, Yuanyin was proud to say there were no shortage of volunteers. Hugging his shepherd’s crook, he muttered a prayer and Watched as dozens of his brave brothers and sisters Concealed themselves in the water and valiantly gave their lives to lure multiple schools of sharks towards the Defiled traitor Falling Rain. Keeping Master’s warning in mind, Yuanyin withdrew his Watch from the Ancestral Beast and his surroundings so he wouldn’t be exposed, which meant he observed what happened with his naked eyes from three kilometres away.
 
  
 
 And what he saw shook the very core of his beliefs.
 
  
 
 The sharks moved faster than Yuanyin thought possible but somehow Guan Suo was faster still. After pulling Falling Rain back into the skiff, the Smiling Slaughterer jumped into the water to defend the giant turtle. The ‘wolves of the sea’ were mere puppies before the martial might of an Ancestral Beast, but Master knew this and went through with this plan anyways. Powerful as he was, Guan Suo lacked the fine control to instantly kill all the sharks without harming the turtle, especially while fighting underwater. It would take precious minutes to secure the turtle’s safety, minutes in which the defenceless Falling Rain would fall victim to the frenzied sharks as he sat defenceless in his tiny skiff.
 
  
 
 Except Falling Rain’s protectors were far more formidable than anticipated.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t how things were supposed to happen. The plan should have worked. A Medical Saint and a peak expert, that was the information they had, but even then their prowess caught everyone by surprise. The Medical Saint’s incredible Lightening skills were unbelievable and if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Yuanyin would have said impossible. Escaping at the last second with Falling Rain under his arm, the Medical Saint soared into the air but was not content to flee. Tempting fate once more, he descended to a piece of driftwood and leaped once more, soaring ever higher into the air and out of reach of lunging sharks. Yuanyin had seen Master do something similar but even on solid ground Master couldn’t leap so high from a standing position, much less while burdened with another person. This was true mastery of Lightening, not merely running through the skies but near defiance of gravity. With this consummate skill, the Medical Saint effortlessly kept himself and Falling Rain well out of harm's way.
 
  
 
 Then there was the woman, the veiled expert skimming across the water on two boards, a feat Yuanyin couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Lightening to stay afloat, sure, but how was she moving so quickly? And did she kill a shark by diving through it? He saw the shark’s jaws clamp down on the woman yet she emerged from the other side in an eruption of blood and gore, her clothes intact and veil in place. This was making a mockery of common sense, the woman wasn’t even carrying a Spiritual Weapon! Was she wearing Runic silks? Preposterous, the Bekhai had no Runic Craftsmen; the North only had seven total and none who knew how to inscribe silk.
 
  
 
 More importantly, why were both the veiled expert and Medical Saint staying behind instead of fleeing for safety? Impressive as his aerial feats were, the Medical Saint’s Chi expenditure must be enormous and even if Yuanyin didn’t understand the mechanics behind her locomotion, he knew the veiled expert danced along the razor’s edge by circling around the school of sharks when she could instead easily escape them.
 
  
 
 Then all became clear as a towering pillar of water, blood, and smoke rose into the heavens, carrying with it the massive corpses of at least a dozen gargantuan sharks. It was so surreal Yuanyin forgot himself and fell onto his behind, sitting there open-mouthed while wondering if the Mother herself had descended to ruin Master’s plans. Not satisfied with escaping in safety, the Medical Saint and veiled expert remained in place as bait to corral the sharks so the Smiling Slaughterer could deal with them all in one, earthshaking strike.
 
  
 
 So this was the strength of an Ancestral Beast. Mother above, how were mere mortals supposed to compete with these peak existences?
 
  
 
 All this took some time to describe but it happened in a matter of heartbeats, not even a minute from start for finish. Trembling from head to toe, Yuanyin snapped out of his fugue once the cheering began, the brainless fools of the Empire celebrating their doom as they applauded for the three warriors and chanted Falling Rain’s name. Soldiers, sailors, and citizens alike had borne witness to the incredible feat and rejoiced as the battered ‘heroes’ headed back to shore and safety with their unharmed turtle. 
 
  
 
 “Junior brother, collect yourself,” Eldest senior brother Wen Zhong warned through Sending. “Remember Master’s plan: Proceed as normal. You are a shepherd so tend to your flock. This attack must not be traced back to us, there is work yet to be done.”
 
  
 
 Gathering his wits, Yuanyin stood back up and glanced around, but everyone was too busy gawking at the shark corpses and venerating the Bekhai experts to take notice of a terrified shepherd. With a heavy heart, he set about helping eldest senior brother collect their scattered flock while lamenting the Empire’s misfortune. The Enemy would be on their guard now, but even if they had another opportunity to strike, how were they to defeat those peerless experts and kill Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 The Empire was doomed and their cause lost. How was the army to hold back the Defiled hordes with such powerful traitors in their midst?
 
  
 
 “Why do they cheer for him?” Yuanyin Sent, sharing his woes with eldest senior brother as they collected their errant sheep and listened to the chanting of the crowd. “Falling Rain didn’t even do anything.”
 
  
 
 “Probably because they don’t know the names of his protectors,” came senior brother’s mocking reply.
 
  
 
 A cynical and acerbic man, Wen Zhong’s greatest flaw was his complete and utter lack of manners. If not for his superlative martial skill and Master’s far-reaching influence, Yuanyin suspected his eldest senior brother would not have survived past twenty years old, much less his current fifty-five years. Incensed by the reply, Yuanyin Sent, “How can you still make jokes after what we just witnessed? Our foe is too strong this time. How are we to kill an Ancestral Beast and two experts as strong as Master himself?”
 
  
 
 “As usual junior brother, you’ve made an erroneous assumption. We don’t need to kill Guan Suo or the Experts. We don’t even need to kill Falling Rain. In fact, it would be preferable to keep him alive so we can reveal his true self. Once that is accomplished, not even a dozen Ancestral Beasts could keep the Bekhai safe from the Emperor’s wrath and the Mother’s justice.”
 
  
 
 “Then why did Master say it would be best if he dies?”
 
  
 
 Balking at the question, eldest senior brother hesitated before answering, “Because Master is only human.”
 
  
 
 That was the closest eldest senior brother would ever come to criticizing Master, a realization which sent Yuanyin’s stomach plummeting into the ground. It was no secret how junior sister BoLao was Master’s intended successor and none of the other disciples begrudged their junior sister the position. None of Master’s disciples aspired to wealth or status; there were much easier ways to ascend to greatness than overseeing Purges. What’s more, most of them were like Yuanyin, orphans picked up off the streets by Master and given new purpose in life, to seek out and excise the Father’s corruption from within the Empire.
 
  
 
 And to date, each and every one of them failed Master’s expectations, all except junior sister BoLao.
 
  
 
 By Master’s own words, Yuanyin was a mediocre and hard headed fool, a blunt instrument trying to masquerade as a fine scalpel and failing miserably. Master wasn’t wrong, Yuanyin was no outstanding warrior like eldest senior brother, or skilled analyst like second senior brother, or adept at the dance of diplomacy like junior sister. Yuanyin’s only skill lay in the art of the Mother’s Mercy, and he knew he lacked the patience or intelligence required to sift through the Father’s lies and uncover his agents. Master had given Yuanyin everything in life and raised him to become the man he was today. An Adherent of the Mother, a Disciple of the Confessor, a warrior of the faith, and defender of the people, he was a soldier in the battle for the Empire’s soul but Master had plenty of soldiers. No, what Master needed was a hero, someone to inspire the people and sway them to their cause like Falling Rain inspired the citizens to his.
 
  
 
 But Yuanyin was no hero and of no use to Master. What else could he be besides a failure? And now, the infallible Master had revealed himself to be nothing more than a grieving, old man who put personal vengeance above the safety of the Empire.
 
  
 
 How dare Goujian betray him like this?
 
  
 
 Upon collecting the rest of their scattered flock, Yuanyin feigned weariness and retired to mourn his failures while lying in the privacy of his tent. It wasn’t fair. Falling Rain was born with everything he needed to become a hero of the Empire, but instead he succumbed to the Father’s machinations and turned against the Mother. In his thirty years, Yuanyin had seen the worst the world had to offer, all manner of death and suffering which would forever haunt his memories, yet he remained steadfast throughout it all, his faith unwavering in even the darkest of times.
 
  
 
 Until now. Today, with junior sister BoLao gone, Master in mourning, and Yuanyin unable to help, the weight of mediocrity and failure sat heavy on his shoulders.
 
  
 
 Blessed Mother, why have you forsaken us? The Father lavishes his apostates with gifts of power and ability while You leave Your faithful children to suffer at their hands. How are we to fight this fearsome foe without your aid? If I were a hero like Falling Rain, I could be a shining example and draw true believers to your cause...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It started as a whisper, so faint he thought he’d imagined it, but the more he listened, the more the voices made sense. The Mother didn’t abandon her children, She was here all along, only Yuanyin had been too stupid to look or listen. It was so simple, how had it taken him this long to understand?
 
  
 
 All he needed to do was surrender his will and Her holy messengers would enlighten him to the Truth.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Arriving on shore to the cheers of my retinue, I’m greeted by a worried Mafu who’s still carrying my Spiritual Weapons in his harness. Sensing my displeasure as I take them away, the fat furry coward emits a plaintive squeak and offers a pleading look, his eyes wide and whiskers drooping as he nudges me ever so gently. Unable to stay mad at his otterly adorable face, I give his fat cheeks a smoosh and a kiss. There’s a big difference between battle-trained quins and wagon quins, but I doubt even Pafu or Suret would have stuck around to help, unlike the sweet turtle behind me.
 
  
 
 Dragging herself onto the beach, Ping Ping is clearly exhausted from her harrowing brush with death. I can’t blame her, she just fought off a dozen sharks and came out on top. I didn’t even fight and I’m exhausted, my spirits drained and mind in disarray as I come to grips with the reality of our situation.
 
  
 
 Out in the Azure Sea, there’s something so terrifying that giant fucking sharks are too scared to travel alone.
 
  
 
 I hate this world.
 
  
 
 “Little brother!” Swept up in a whirlwind of muscle and hair, I grit my teeth and ride out Alsantset’s bone-crushing hug, reminding myself that the pain is because she cares. “Are you hurt?”
 
  
 
 “Wasn’t until just now,” I retort, smiling to show I’m mostly joking. Seriously, her hugs hurt even without Reinforcement. I have an itching suspicion that Charok would understand my issues with Mila’s... unbridled affections, and I’d ask him about a possible solution but I’m 100% sure I’d shrivel up and die from sheer humiliation.
 
  
 
 I mean... how would I even bring it up? ‘Oh ouch, stubbed my toe there. Speaking of pain, does Alsantset ever break your bones while in the throes of passion?’
 
  
 
 ...I miss Mila.
 
  
 
 Glancing around for my sweet wifey, I find her crying in her daddy’s embrace. I don’t mind, me being in danger is par for the course but it’s not often her daddy finds himself in mortal danger. I’m still blown away by Taduk’s air-jumping skills. Seriously, why am I only finding out about this now? He says it wasn’t a big secret, but I’m almost certain that’s a lie. He didn’t want me to know about his skills and I have no idea why.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t matter though. He’s still my sweet, goofy albeit also bad-ass Teacher/future Father-in-law. Whatever his reasons, he can tell me when he’s ready.
 
  
 
 Giving Guan Suo a nod, I do my best not to make eye contact or upset him while checking Ping Ping for injuries. This grumpiest of red pandas has me feeling a little afraid for my safety. I don’t know how he exploded the water and I’m too afraid to ask, but I do know he’s not my biggest fan and I have a pretty solid grasp on what would happen if he used that attack on me.
 
  
 
 There’s a pun in here with my name and raining blood and gore, but I’m too scared to think.
 
  
 
 After some minor first aid, I have a new appreciation for how tough the old gal really is. Ping Ping’s legs and neck are covered in ineffective bite marks with no less than three dozen shark teeth embedded in her leathery skin after failing to pierce through. Her black, spiky shell shows no sign of damage nor does she appear frightened or anxious in any way, merely beaming her little turtle grin while I give her plenty of praise and attention. She’s not the cutest of pets, but by god is she one of the sweetest.
 
  
 
 I won’t trick you again. I’m sorry big girl. Welcome to the family.
 
  
 
 Giving her big beak a hug, I plop down beside her to rest and recuperate, idly watching as Alsantset takes charge to claim our rightful reward from the arduous battle: a whole school of dead, exploded sharks. Supposedly, their skin makes great armour and as our horde of quins drag the massive, battered corpses onto the sand, Charok sets to cooking up a pot of shark-fin soup, a delicacy I am eager to try. There’s something especially satisfying about eating something that tried to eat you, the penultimate insult to a defeated foe.
 
  
 
 The ultimate insult? Pooping their remains out the morning after.
 
  
 
 ...I wonder if this is why Defiled are cannibals? Now there’s a disconcerting thought...
 
  
 
 “Rainy?” Returning from his expedition to see the sharks, Tate presses his chubby cheek against my arm, hugs me tight, and opens his eyes wide as he can as he asks, “What was the battle like?”
 
  
 
 Well, it’s official: my weaknesses are big eyes and chubby cheeks. No wonder I love Lin so much.
 
  
 
 Plopping my manipulative nephew into my lap, I hold him close and tell the story. “So there I was floating in the water and minding my own business when...” Once I get to the part where I first see the sharks, I falter as something occurs to me for the first time. “I saw... I saw clouds of blood... The sharks were already eating, already in a feeding frenzy before they saw us.”
 
  
 
 After reviewing my memory a few more times, I’m almost positive there’s something fishy about the whole situation. There wasn’t a lot of it, but I swear I saw blood in their path. The sharks were eating something and following a trail of bloody bread crumbs which led them right to us.
 
  
 
 Leaving an upset Tate with his papa, I rush over to the biggest intact shark I can find with sweet Ping Ping following on my heels. Drawing Peace, I cut deep into the shark’s belly and slit it open from chin to tail, almost ten meters in total. A putrid stench invades my nostrils and sets me to gagging, but after dry heaving for a bit, I persevere and return to my search. Digging through the shark’s innards, I’m covered in guts and blood by the time I find its stomach. Ripping the lining apart, I sift through the acidic, gooey mess and soon find more than I bargained for: a mangled, and almost unrecognizable human foot.
 
  
 
 God dammit, I was expecting like a goat or cow or something. Someone chummed the waters with human flesh and lured these sharks into the bay, which means someone made a deliberate attempt on our lives and wanted it to look like an accident.
 
  
 
 But who would do this?
 
  
 
 It’s not the Defiled. They wouldn’t bother with all this scheming nonsense. Maybe it’s the Canston Trading Group taking revenge for the ruined merchant house, or one of the families of the twenty-eight people Baledagh and I beat up. It could also be the Society, the rest of them arrived a few days ago and the Ouyang Clan and Baiji Sect have yet to take revenge for their dead young masters. Oh, and let’s not forget all the miscellaneous clansmen too. Who knows what relations they had?
 
  
 
 Man... I have a lot of enemies. I should ask the Legate for help...
 
  
 
 Glancing at Ping Ping chilling in the surf, an errant thought crosses my mind.
 
  
 
 Could it be...
 
  
 
 Does the Legate want her dead? Is that why Ping Ping didn’t like him? Because she sensed his intentions? The death of the Divine Guardian could be the rallying cry he needs to kick off the First Imperial Grand Conference... or something? I don’t know...
 
  
 
 God dammit. I hate politics.
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 When the boss came to him with a covert task, Old Bulat thought he’d won big. ‘I need you to spread a rumour the shark attack was planned.’ Those were the boss’s orders and Bulat wasn’t in the habit of asking questions, especially when given such an easy assignment. Confident as always, Bulat pounded his chest and told the boss he’d hit up a couple taverns and tea houses to tell embellished stories and make friendly wagers with his fellow working stiffs. In no time flat, Old Bulat would have a flock of new cronies spreading and reporting all sorts of rumours and hearsay. It'd be like the old days back in Shen Huo when he kept an ear to the ground for any opportunities which might earn him a pocketful of coppers. Dining, drinking, and dicing with the boss’s coin, it was like a dream come true for Old Bulat, but as always, nothing the boss did was ever simple.
 
  
 
 Muttering a string of profanities beneath his breath, Bulat stomped away from the tavern while fantasizing about throttling the painted-fool of a proprietor. Even the barkeeps in Central were all uppity and full of themselves, Bulat and Viyan barely took a step inside before they were cursed at and chased out, mistaken for beggars with no coin. Poor and destitute though they might be, the citizens of Central took immense pride in their appearance. Even the most poverty-stricken of the bunch were dressed in clean and colourful clothes, albeit well-worn, darned, and/or patched, while their hair, moustaches, and beards were all immaculately combed and expertly styled.
 
  
 
 Taking a quick glance at himself, Bulat ran his fingers through the tangled, month-old growth on his chin and conceded the barkeeper may have had a point. Wearing a brown, hemp tunic and filthy, ragged pants, Old Bulat stuck out like a sore thumb amidst the farmhands and coolies of Nan Ping, fitting in more with the beggars and deadbeats. One of the many differences between the North and Central; back home, he would've fit right in with the crowd, because survival took everything you had and left room for nothing else. Only the well-to-do families could afford soft cotton handkerchiefs and even then they were mostly used for decoration. Here, the rickshaw runners wore cotton headbands and carried cotton towels to mop their sweat while every serving girl and shop attendant had a colourful silk handkerchief protruding from their sleeves, given away freely as keepsakes to prospective suitors.
 
  
 
 Viyan, Birca, and Silva even made a wager over which one of them would get the most handkerchiefs. The poor, unwed bachelors, they didn’t understand the sheer joy of marital bliss, else they’d find themselves a wife like Dei An. Just knowing there was someone waiting for him back at camp made Bulat feel like he was walking on air, eager to return and exchange stories about their day.
 
  
 
 “We gonna let’em treat us like this?” Viyan asked, eyes narrowed in anger as they moved away.
 
  
 
 “Cool yer head,” Bulat replied, leading the way to where Silva and Birca were waiting. “Remember, ye ain’t Viyan the soldier or even Viyan the cut-purse, yer Viyan the farm hand today. Quit glarin’, minor setback is all this is. We’ll get ourselves some new clothes and try again, ain’t nothin’ to lose yer head over.”
 
  
 
 Replying with a disgruntled snort, the former thief fell silent and followed Bulat through the winding streets on the outskirts of Nan Ping. Normally, Old Bulat would’ve picked Ravil to watch his back, but today he thanked the Mother the dark-skinned cutthroat had been sent away to mind Jorani and the others. Ravil never had the best of tempers and now that he was a proper soldier with a Spiritual Weapon, he was a volatile font of ego and pride. Vicious as can be, Ravil would’ve wanted to stick around and teach the insolent barkeeper a lesson after closing time. Viyan also had his pride as did the rest of the boss’s former cripples, but unlike Ravil, the others still feared and respected Old Bulat.
 
  
 
 Old Bulat didn’t know why they followed his lead, but he wasn’t gonna question it.
 
  
 
 A half-hour later, dressed in a gaudy, tight tunic and clean, loose pants, Bulat hoisted a cup of bad wine with Viyan and surveyed the run-down tavern, picking out the threats and quick exits. Even as a Martial Warrior, he kept his old habits of caution and discretion. At twenty-four years old, he’d seen more than his fair share of dirty, low-down bar fights and knew it didn’t take much to kill a man, soldier or otherwise. Worse, these Central buffoons were an excitable bunch, liable to throw-down over the stupidest arguments like which hero was the strongest or noble daughter was the prettiest.
 
  
 
 Hmph. As if any of them could hold a candle to his lovely Dei An, with her sun-kissed copper skin, flowing, silken hair, and strong, dough-kneading hands...
 
  
 
 Old Bulat wasn’t afraid of a fight, especially in a room full of commoners, but a straight up brawl would give the game away and the boss wanted covert. Best if they could subdue their opponents without resorting to physical violence, but with discount-Ravil at his side, Bulat wasn’t too confident at their chances. The slim, snake-like Viyan wasn’t exactly intimidating and it went double for lazy Silva sulking across the room at his corner table. While most would think twice before crossing the brawny Birca sitting with Silva, the burly bluffer was naturally faint of heart and liable to hotfoot out of here if things got hairy.
 
  
 
 A shame he couldn’t bring the ever reliable Pran and Saluk out with him, but the half-beast brothers were too eye-catching after their recent transformation. Good food and daily exercise moulded them into the peak of physical perfection, and even in rags they couldn’t be mistaken for anything besides soldiers. No two ways about it, Old Bulat was up shits’ creek without a paddle, especially after he’d all but guaranteed results by day’s end.
 
  
 
 Nothing to do but give it his best. If Old Bulat had to break some teeth to hightail it out of here, then so be it. A shame he didn’t have his fancy gun-axe, but even for a Spiritual Weapon, Lady Sumila’s works were too showy to bring around.
 
  
 
 Throwing caution to the winds, Bulat filled his cup and audibly sighed, speaking loud enough to be heard but not too loud to oversell the act. “Mark me, but I needed this. Sharks be terrifying enough without seeing them fly.”
 
  
 
 Chortling like a buffoon, Viyan clapped his knee and replied, “I’d worry more about what sent them sharks flyin’. Them northerners are fierce as they come and I can’t rightly name a Central hero who could do the same.”
 
  
 
 With the trap set, in crawled their first sucker to take the bait. “Dog shit,” rattled a lean street tough, emphasizing his contempt by pounding the table. “You never heard of Mitsue Juichi, the Obsidian Shadow? Brought down a seven-story pagoda with a casual stomp of his foot, he did. Woulda turned them sharks into meat paste and left nothin’ to drag to shore.”
 
  
 
 On the other side of Bulat’s table, a leathery old fisherman chimed in with, “What about the Sanguine Tempest, Du Min Gyu? He’d have sent the whole bunch of sharks back out of the bay with a flick of his finger.”
 
  
 
 A third voice added, “Bah, Central has dozens of warriors who could do what those northern savages could, cept none of them are stupid enough to go swimming in open waters. Pei, you can see by how they keep top-tier experts to play nursemaid for a brat, they’re terrified to lose their only talent.”
 
  
 
 No matter what station of life you hail from, nothing loosens lips like a wildly inaccurate statement. Everyone enjoys proving someone else wrong, a fact as old as life itself.
 
  
 
 “But what a talent, am I right?” Bulat said, shaking his head in admiration. “You see him fight? He don’t look like much but damn me if he ain’t a scrapper. Twenty fucking duels in as many minutes, Rainfall slapped them local boys down hard.”
 
  
 
 “Fool,” retorted the street tough, much to the delight of his friends. “You didn’t even get his name right. Clean out your ears and listen, his name is Falling Rain.” Chuckling with reluctant admiration, the street tough continued, “But you ain’t wrong. He knocked the stuffing out of our local boys, saw it with me own eyes.”
 
  
 
 “Pei!” The old fisherman took issue with the street tough’s words, showing no fear as he rebutted the table of thugs. “Falling Rain has skill I’ll give you that, but you’d expect as much from number one in the North. What’s he doing fighting a bunch of nameless fops and spoiled popinjays?” By now, most of the tavern was listening in and many of them voiced agreement with the old man’s statement, lending him an air of confidence and authority as he continued. “I saw the fight, smashed right through his opponents with pure physical strength. Wait 'til he tries that against one of the Hwarang and you’ll see, he ain’t nothing but a brainless simpleton who wouldn’t know finesse if it bit him on the ass. Any fool can brute-force their way to victory, but it takes a true warrior to win with style and sophistication. No class, no showmanship, he's a thug hacking away at his enemies.”
 
  
 
 Thoroughly pleased with himself, Bulat gave Silva a subtle nod. “All I hear are excuses,” the lazy shirker drawled, feigning drunkenness like a professional. “Don’t matter where he’s from or how he fights, Falling Rain brought the Guardian Turtle to Nan Ping and now he saved her from a massive shark attack, likely sent here by the Father himself. Ain’t a doubt in my mind, he’s a blessed child of the Mother and a hero of the Empire.” Raising his bowl, Silva shouted, “A toast: To Falling Rain, the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history!”
 
  
 
 Here it was, the critical point in their task. No point fishing in troubled waters, so if the crowd reacted with overwhelming hostility then they’d knock a couple heads around and move on to the next tavern, preferably one with a better kitchen and friendlier patrons.
 
  
 
 Who in their right mind wants to eat squid balls? Old Bulat didn’t even know squid had cocks, much less balls, and rather large ones at that.
 
  
 
 Contrary to expectations, almost half the tavern joined Silva in his ‘impromptu’ toast, including the street tough and all his friends. Turns out the boss had more supporters than Old Bulat believed, but the people love a young hero.
 
  
 
 But not the old fisherman. “Something ain’t right with that boy’s head,” he said with a solemn shake of his head. “Heard this from my son who was working on one of them troop transports out on the bay this afternoon. He’ll swear it on the Mother herself, but he saw Falling Rain bathing in the guts of a dead shark. Didn’t even try to hide it, was frolicking with shark innards in plain sight. Ask any sailor aboard the KeYing and they’ll tell you the same.”
 
  
 
 The busy tavern fell silent at the old fisherman’s ominous words as every person in earshot considered the implication. It was a misunderstanding really, one of the boss’s strange quirks. Probably studying shark anatomy or something, figuring out how they work so he’ll be a better healer, but how was Old Bulat supposed to explain it without exposing himself?
 
  
 
 Luckily, he didn’t have to.
 
  
 
 In a subdued voice which would have been drowned out by any other noise, the teenaged waiter asked, “Isn’t that what he does though?” Shrinking away from everyone’s attention, he swallowed hard and added, “I hear he bathed in the blood of a Demon too. Maybe it’s like... a ritual or something, just a thing them northerners do to test themselves?”
 
  
 
 “What do you know?” scoffed the fisherman, “Demon ichor can melt steel, so imagine what it’ll do to flesh.”
 
  
 
 “No, no, the boy’s right.” A previously silent tavern-goer joined the conversation. “I heard he struck the killing blow on a Demon and let the ichor wash over him while fighting in Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, that’s the Undying,” Birca added, thumping the table in muffled applause. “Took a short nap and then stepped right up to face the traitor Yo Ling.”
 
  
 
 ‘Idiot, you aren’t supposed to know that,’ Bulat thought, but the arrow was in flight. Inside the tavern, a chorus of voices rose in heated argument as they claimed the boss did this or denied it was possible to do that. Some fixated on the stories spread by the Society, of a wild, untamed brute who spoke of rape and murder with every breath, a half-defiled monster in human skin. Others told exaggerated tales of the boss’s accomplishments, like how he killed Black-heart Nazier in a single exchange (true, but they left out how the boss almost died in the process), or led a thousand soldiers out to battle a Defiled force which numbered ten times their own (only two times, but still impressive, especially considering the minimal casualties).
 
  
 
 A few fights broke out among the more impassioned speakers, including a bout between the old fisherman and young street tough. The old-timer gave as good as he got and even though he wasn't a fan of the boss, Bulat broke it up before things got too serious. Buying them both a jug of wine to call their own, he turned on his charm and had them chatting and laughing with old Bulat in a matter of minutes. Then, all he had to do was let slip how he found it strange for so many sharks to attack at once and their drunken minds did the rest.
 
  
 
 “Ye know, you might be onto somethin’.” Nam, the old fisherman, developed a slur as he drank. “Born and raised ‘ere in Nan Ping, goin’ on fifty years. Biggest shark pack I seen numbered five. Me grandpapy said he saw seven once, but I ain’t ever heard of dozens workin’ together.”
 
  
 
 Barely able to lift his head, the young street tough Hoon grunted in agreement. “Used to work with another old timer who liked to jaw on about fish. Said shark packs are usually families, with the mam, her suitors, and her pups. When the girls get big enough to venture out on their own, they swim off with a couple of ma’s suitors to mate and start their own pack, so the pack never gets too big. With that many sharks in the bay, there had to be more than one pack, I bet me last copper on it.”
 
  
 
 Leaping at the chance, Bulat swallowed his drink and smacked the table, having long since replaced the wine with water. “What I want to know is: Who would dare do such a thing? Falling Rain is a young hero of the Empire and the Guardian Turtle is protected by Imperial Decree!”
 
  
 
 After a long pull straight from his jug, Nam swallowed and let loose with a thunderous snort. “Imperial Decree don’t mean much to most of them disloyal, dishonest, double dealing noble types. I’ve seen more than one rising young dragon get stomped flat and ain’t nothing the Legate can say that’ll stop it.”
 
  
 
 Maybe that’s why the boss wanted these rumours started, to see how the Legate would react. Remembering his purpose, Bulat muttered, “We can’t be lettin’ them get away with this. The Defiled are knockin’ on our door and them nobles still squabblin’ like children.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, but what can we do?” Hoon asked, his cheek pressed against the table. “We ain’t nothing in their eyes, cut us down without blinking.”
 
  
 
 “We use our voices.” Pounding the table for emphasis, Old Bulat let his strength get away from him and accidentally broke off a large third of the sturdy wooden slab. “Bah, flimsy piece of junk. But like I was saying, we speak. Me and you, we’re small people they can bully, but how many voices can they silence?” Raising his voice, Bulat addressed the crowd. “We are all citizens of the Empire and here in beautiful Nan Ping, our greatest warriors gather to unite against the Defiled threat, yet still there are those who seek advantage. Today, the Divine Turtle, the Mother’s Sacred Servant almost died because someone wanted Falling Rain dead, and that ain’t right.”
 
  
 
 Dozens of voices shouted word of support and Bulat swelled with pride. No matter where you go, the people of the Empire all wanted the same things, food in their bellies and a safe place to lay their heads. With the Defiled threatening to take away both, the people were a pile of tinder waiting to be lit, and Bulat was eager to be that spark. “A noble might’ve planned it but we all know who does the real work here. Men and women like me and you. Someone out there knows who’s responsible for this travesty and with enough support, maybe they’ll find the courage to speak up. Spread the word, tell your friends, tell your family, tell your neighbours and your coworkers, tell them all that this. Ain’t. Right.”
 
  
 
 Emboldened by the prospect of making a difference, many of the tavern patrons paid their bills and rushed off to spread the word. Joining their exodus, Bulat took the mousy waiter aside and tipped him handsomely for his part in all this. With Viyan in tow, they headed off for another tavern while Silva and Birca trailed behind, ready to spend more of the boss’s coin and spread the word of his good deeds.
 
  
 
 This was all easy as turning a hand, ain’t nothin’ to it.
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 “... and Mother willing, we’ll have a safe journey back home.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in agreement with the jabbering yokel, Goujian sat beside his two disciples and enjoyed a bowl of savoury mutton stew. While cooked using the least desirable cuts of meat and lacking in both salt and spice, this stew was a rare luxury for these impoverished shepherds, yet they didn’t hesitate to invite Goujian and his ‘sons’ to share. One of the mysteries of the human condition, why people with nothing give so freely while people who have everything only crave for more?
 
  
 
 If only nobles and officers had even a tenth of these peasants’ generosity and benevolence, Goujian’s task to save the Empire’s soul would be simple as turning a hand.
 
  
 
 The meal was a celebration of sorts, a parting feast after weeks spent in each others’ company. Theirs was a hard, thankless task, staking their livelihoods in one throw of the dice, travelling hundreds of kilometres on foot to secure a better price for their flock. With their sheep all sold and pockets lined with silver, their task was only half complete as they still had to brave the perilous journey home. This gathering of sheep herders had been blessed by Goujian’s presence, though none of them knew it. After joining them, his Aspirants had cleared their way of beasts and bandits alike, and with his work in Nan Ping only just begun, this was where they would part ways. Alas, due to their uneventful journey here, most of the shepherds saw no need to part with their hard earned coin to hitch a ride with an armed caravan or fast ship despite Goujian’s efforts to convince them otherwise.
 
  
 
 “Bah, Old Dog, there ain’t nothing to worry about.” One burly shepherd patted his chest with pride and Goujian swallowed his irritation at the moniker. He took pride in his name “Goujian”, one he chose for himself which meant ‘Hooking/Weaving/Ensnaring Sword’, an allusion to both his favoured weapon and his Holy Duty to find and ensnare those touched by the Father’s corruption. Unfortunately, the shepherds mistook his pseudonym of ‘Old Hook’, a suitable name for a shepherd who used a hooked staff, for ‘Old Dog’, which sounded similar, but far less complimentary. Explaining the intricate subtleties of his name’s tonal articulation would give away his educated status, especially when the first character of his name was not especially common, so all he could do was grin and bear it.
 
  
 
 Ignorant of Goujian’s inner struggle, the burly shepherd continued, “The Mother provides. We saw neither hide nor hair on the way here and it’ll be the same goin’ back. The Emperor’s soldiers be ridin’ out in force and sent all them bandits and beasties runnin’ scared.”
 
  
 
 So it was true, the greatest harm comes from good intentions. By sheltering them so well, Goujian may have inadvertently doomed the shepherds who would have acted otherwise if they’d run across some troubles. With a regretful sigh, he shook his head and ceased his chiding, blending into the background as he was inclined to do.
 
  
 
 As expected, most of the conversation centred around the sensational and unsuccessful shark attack this morning, a subject which vexed Goujian to no end. Not only had both boy and turtle escaped unharmed, his efforts to smear the boy’s good name had been met with unexpected resistance. All across Nan Ping, lower class citizens stood in support of Falling Rain, spreading word of his good deeds and glorifying him as the Mother’s Chosen son who defended the Guardian Turtle, fed the needy, and sheltered the destitute. In a mere eight hours time, it’d gotten to the point where brawls would break out whenever his undercover Aspirant’s and Disciples tried to sway opinion with facts of Rain’s bloodthirsty and rapacious ways. Even the shepherds here had nothing but good things to say about the boy and the Bekhai, a most unfortunate outcome which had Goujian grinding his teeth in frustration.
 
  
 
 “That’s Old Mum for ye, picked out a proper attendant for Her Holy Guardian.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, them Bekkies ain’t the showiest of the bunch, but damn do they get things done.”
 
  
 
 “Sent them sharkies soarin’, ain’t a sight I’ll soon ferget.”
 
  
 
 Listening to them wax on about Falling Rain’s good deeds was a torment all on its own, but compounding his frustration was that somehow word had spread that the shark attack was deliberately aimed at the boy because he championed the downtrodden.
 
  
 
 “Can you believe it? The whole Empire’s facin’ a crisis and them nobles still refusin’ to fall in line.”
 
  
 
 “Meat pies’ll fall from the sky before nobles stop quibblin’ over face and honour.”
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain beats a few worthless sons of Central and now their daddies are all out fer blood. A damn disgrace is what it is, a damn disgrace.”
 
  
 
 “What burns me most is how someone just like you and me knows who done this. Tell you what, if I knew which schemin’ sonofabitch put the Mother’s Divine Guardian at risk, I’d scream their name for all the Empire to hear.”
 
  
 
 “I hear ye,” Goujian muttered, his irritation showing as he instructed Yuanyin to hold his tongue through Sending. The hot headed young fool looked angry enough to kill, but Goujian could hardly blame him. How dare they call him a ‘schemin’ sonofabitch’? Ignorant fools, if they understood how much he’d suffered to keep them safe from the Enemy, they would praise him as a saint and worship at his feet. Instead they swallowed all of Falling Rain’s trickery and deceit while tripping over themselves to give thanks for his ‘generous and humble nature’.
 
  
 
 For a time, Goujian wondered if the Empire deserved his dedication. Perhaps it would be better to take his Aspirants into hiding while the Defiled raze everything to the ground. Much like the shepherds and their journey here, some people would only learn through suffering. Then, from the ashes of the Azure Empire, he would step forth and lead the survivors in a new beginning, a new Empire in which fealty to the Mother stood above all else, as it should.
 
  
 
 No. A foolish flight of fancy, a stray, dark thought in a time of upheaval. Such thinking was for cowards or defeatists and Goujian was neither. The Mother provides, so there must be a solution in reach.
 
  
 
 Against his better judgment, Goujian turned to Watch Falling Rain. Although several kilometres separated the opposite shores of Nan Ping Bay, Goujian’s Watch was his most practiced skill, capable of magnifying an area by almost twenty-five times. It was more than enough to keep track of the boy’s general actions, but what he saw almost made him cough up blood. While Goujian agonized over this crisis of nation safety, the source of said crisis seemed indifferent to it all, splashing and frolicking about with his women, bears and roosequins in the shallow waters. He almost seemed above all worldly troubles like shark attacks or disastrous rumours, merely an innocent child without a care in the world.
 
  
 
 Infuriating is what it was, absolutely infuriating. Who would believe that this oafish, slack-jawed, bear-carrying, bunny-cuddling, turtle-hugging fool of a boy was a devious, manipulative, and conniving trickster whose every action was deliberately engineered to mask what he truly was? Like his actions against the Canston Trading Group, only now did Goujian appreciate how deft a move it’d been. First, he visited several other merchant houses, parading the Divine Turtle through the smaller side streets and displaying her docile and congenial behaviour for all to see. Then, he unleashed his turtle and had her smash their buildings while sparing the people, making everyone wonder why the well-behaved Divine Guardian would target the house itself. With their vile reputation, it didn’t take a leap of faith to conclude that the Divine Turtle was punishing the Canston Trading Group for their sins, and now their reputation suffered for it.
 
  
 
 Whether it was Falling Rain himself or some unseen puppeteer pulling the strings, Goujian knew he faced a true master of shadows. His opponent never outright told these falsehoods, they merely offered reasonable ‘proof’ and let the people come to their own, obvious conclusions. Thus, in two short years they transformed a savage, bloodthirsty, Defiled youngster who ranted of murder and rape into a paragon of virtue and justice, the defender of the downtrodden and the Mother’s Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 How easily these feeble minded fools surrendered their eternal souls, satisfied with nothing more than food in their bellies and a roof over their heads.
 
  
 
 As the day grew late, he bade farewell to his doomed companions and retreated towards his tent with his youngest and oldest disciples in tow. Even with his Chi keeping him fit and healthy, Goujian’s visible age was old enough that travelling alone would arouse suspicion. Thus, he journeyed with his two aged ‘sons’ while his other Disciples crafted their own false identities, like grizzled guard Sochun, taciturn sailor Sun-Sin, and kindly-merchant Mapan.
 
  
 
 A shame none of them were of any use in this current political climate. Led by the youngest Yuanyin, they clamoured to reveal Falling Rain’s Defiled status but to do so at the height of the boy’s popularity would be rash and foolhardy. With each passing day, BoLao’s absence was increasingly felt, a loss so detrimental to Goujian’s cause he suspected it might have all been orchestrated by his mysterious foe.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” The traditional dharmic greeting took Goujian by surprise and he ordered his Disciples to hold. Peering into the shadows, he stripped away the interloper’s Concealment to reveal an aged, heavy set monk with long, drooping earlobes and wearing ragged, ascetics’ robes. Carrying a long-handled spade in one hand, the monk held his free hand up and displayed a mudra, making a circle with thumb and forefinger with his other three fingers extended, but bent. A hand-sign which Goujian was most familiar with, conveying intent to argue without violence. “Old Dog,” the Monk said, his ruddy, chubby cheeks stretched in a smile as he bowed in greeting. “It gladdens my heart to see that after all these years, you’ve finally learned some humility. Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 Recognizing his old teacher, Goujian snorted in reply, buying time to gather his thoughts. He didn’t know the monk’s name, for the Penitent Brotherhood never gave their names to outsiders. All he knew was that the old Monk had been old the day they met and Goujian thought to join their order, and today, almost eighty years later, the old Monk looked exactly the same as the day they parted ways. An Ancestral Beast hiding his bestial heritage? Or perhaps the stories were true, with aged ascetics and Imperial Dharma Protectors staving off death through occult, ritualistic ceremonies in which they buried themselves alive.
 
  
 
 Before he came up with an answer, Goujian’s youngest disciple snarled and attacked with his bare hands. “How dare you insult him,” Yuanyin growled, opening with a fatal blow aimed at the neck, but the old monk was unfazed by the attack.
 
  
 
 Moving more nimbly than his bulk would suggest, the Monk kept his spade planted in the dirt and responded with a simple hip-check, sending Yuanyin rolling across the field. With an indifferent glance, the Monk’s mudra shifted to one of warning, a closed fist with index finger extended at Yuanyin as he rolled to his feet. “Such anger, such sin. Like a hot coal you hold close to throw at your enemies, your anger only harms yourself. This is not proper. Release your anger child; Suffer without anger, without hatred, and only then will you understand the Truth: Life is suffering, and in suffering, we find life.”
 
  
 
 “Enough,” Goujian snapped, stopping his disciple before he could embarrass him again. Gesturing at his eldest Disciple, he instructed, “Bring your junior brother away to cool his head.” Once they were alone, he erected a Barrier to ward off sound and asked, “So what brings you away from your monastery? Must be important, for if you’re out here, there will be no one to whip and geld your new recruits. How cruel to deny them freedom from the cravings of sensual pleasure.”
 
  
 
 “So bitter, so blind.” Chanting a short prayer which sounded like nonsense syllables, the Monk bowed once more. “It is not too late brother. Give up your quest and return to the Light. Suffering imposed is suffering without meaning.”
 
  
 
 “Who are you to judge me, Monk? Mine are the hands of mercy, carrying out the Mother’s work,” Goujian retorted, confident in his faith. “All you do is hide away in your monasteries and leave Her flock to the Father’s mercy, and we both know He has none to give.”
 
  
 
 “Meaningless suffering only begets sorrow and anguish, which begets more meaningless suffering,” the Monk replied, closing his eyes, “a cycle, which if unbroken, will lead to our doom. True enlightenment can only be found through meaningful suffering, purposeful suffering, elective suffering. Whip a horse without purpose and the horse only learns hatred, and hatred in your heart is a weapon in His hand. Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 Praise the Mother indeed. Goujian sneered. “You always have an answer for everything, except what we should do to help those in need.”
 
  
 
 “We cannot help those who will not help themselves,” the Monk replied, eyes still closed in serene tranquility, looking completely at ease as if one with the world around him. “Salvation cannot be forced upon another nor can enlightenment be explained or given away, only earned through one’s own efforts.”
 
  
 
 “So doth you say and so shall it be? Am I to take you by your word and watch as the world falls to ruins around us?”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, the Monk answered, “The Truth is what it is, proven through causality time and time again. This one is too foolish to explain it and you too blinded by hatred to see it. How much more needless suffering must you inflict before you see the Truth?”
 
  
 
 “To live is to suffer,” Goujian quoted, using the Monk’s own catechisms against him.
 
  
 
 “And to suffer is to live. Our existence is one of trials and tribulations, but the Mother always leaves a path to safety. Who are you to act as Her judge and executioner, condemning innocents to wholesale torture and slaughter in Her name? Such hubris, such sin.”
 
  
 
 “My path is one of blood and adversity, my burden to do what others cannot. Some die before their time, but such is the cost of redemption. Cut off the arm to save the body, and sacrifice the body to save the soul, is this not so?”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, the Monk asked, “And how much must you sacrifice before you realize the soul needs no saving?”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Goujian knew it would come to this, as it had every time they’d spoken. “How many times must we have this same argument?”
 
  
 
 This time, the Monk paused, thinking his answer through before replying, eyes still shut but brow creased in thought. “Until such a time when one of us convinces the other.” Pulling at his elongated earlobes, the Monk sheepishly smiled and added, “or one of us dies. This one fears it will be the latter, but such are my trials, the penance for my sins. Rejoice, for even the thickest stones must give way to dripping water, and the tallest mountains worn down by the winds. Return to the Light brother. Down your path lies darkness unending.”
 
  
 
 “I have gazed into the darkness,” Goujian said, puffing out his chest, “and I have found it wanting.”
 
  
 
 “You are strong in your faith, unwavering,” the Monk replied, “but the others in your company far less so.”
 
  
 
 Always a hazard in his line of work, but Goujian had confidence in his Disciples. “A temporary lapse in his judgment, brought about by your abrupt arrival and blunt remarks.” Waving a hand to dismiss the Monk’s worries, he added, “My sec- ... My youngest Disciple has never met you before and knows nothing of your ways.”
 
  
 
 “My condolences for your loss, brother.” Bowing to say a prayer, the Monk concluded with, “Your ways and our ways are but two sides of the same coin, twisted though your interpretations might be.”
 
  
 
 Agreeing to disagree, they both fell silent as Goujian watched the sun set over the Azure Sea. When the last ray of sunlight disappeared, Goujian asked, “Why are you still here? You usually leave once our discussion comes to its inevitable end.” While he’d never admit it out loud, the Monk’s presence made Goujian nervous. Even though he counted himself as a peak expert of the Empire and had never seen the Monk fight, his strength was still unfathomable, his presence heavy as a mountain and deep as an ocean.
 
  
 
 Finally opening his eyes, the Monk fixed Goujian with a cold, threatening stare. “I’ve come to warn you: Falling Rain is one of our own. Move against him and your life is forfeit. Such are the precepts of the Penitent Brotherhood. You will not be warned again.”
 
  
 
 Stringent as their initiation process was, it was impossible for a Defiled to join the Penitent Brotherhood without revealing his true colours. Was he wrong or was the Monk wrong? His mind in chaos, Goujian stepped towards the Monk who lifted his staff in defence and offered a mudra of warning. Stopping in place, Goujian clenched his fists and asked, “...How did you know it was me?”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t,” the Monk replied with a shameless grin, “but a guilty mind reveals itself, does it not Confessor?” Wagging his eyebrows, the Monk continued, “The Abbot ordained it himself and this one carved the Dharma name into the wall with his own hands. We have welcomed Falling Rain as a brother, so a brother he shall be and a brother he is. Act against your brother again and this one can not save you.”
 
  
 
 Can not. Not will not, but can not. Who was the Abbot? Goujian always thought the Monk held the highest authority in the Brotherhood, but apparently he was mistaken. Heart aching at this disastrous result, he threw caution to the wind and blurted, “Falling Rain is Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “Impossible.” The answer came instantaneously as the Monk dismissed his claim. “Though he has yet to forsake the Three Desires and take up the Four Noble Truths, he cannot be Defiled. Were you privy to the facts as we are, you would understand.”
 
  
 
 “I have felt his Aura first-hand and it is the Aura of the Enemy.” Desperate to change the Monk’s mind, Goujian cut his palm with a fingernail and invoked the Energy of the Heavens. “I, Goujian, swear upon the Heavens that -”
 
  
 
 Interrupting him with a sweep of his spade, the Monk knocked Goujian to the ground. With a slow shake of his head, the Monk said, “Death is not to be feared by one who has lived wisely, but you, brother, should fear dying a foolish death. Allow me to show you, but I fear you will not understand.” Taking a deep breath, the Monk unleashed an Aura which crushed Goujian’s own without resistance, an Aura so unholy and Demonic if felt as if the Father himself stood above him. Throat tight with fear, he watched in bewilderment as the Demonic Aura of hatred and terror gradually shifted to one of love, a pure, untainted acceptance offered without restraint. “You saw the Truth from behind veiled eyes and believed you’d seen all it had to offer.” Stepping back, the Monk bent down and offered a helping hand. “The Truth is immutable but perception ever changing. I ask you once more, return to the Light brother. Fear not the punishment for your anger, for you have already been punished by your anger.”
 
  
 
 Slapping the Monk’s hand away, Goujian fled back to his tent, unable to comprehend what just happened. Quivering from head to toe, he hid within the canvas shelter and re-evaluated what he knew in life. The Monk was a deceiver and a fraud. The Penitent Brotherhood was the Enemy. The Empire was corrupt and beyond saving. The Truth, the Way, the Light, it was all a lie, a lie Goujian had based his life around.
 
  
 
 The tent flap opened and Goujian looked up at his youngest disciple, crouching there with hand outstretched. “Worry not Master,” Yuanyin said, grinning as he offered a hand. “The Truth is what we make it.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Yes.
 
  
 
 The Truth is what we make it.
 
  
 
 Clasping his youngest Disciple’s hand, Goujian blinked away the tears and smiled.
 
  
 
 Finally, the world made sense once more.
 
 
Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 316 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 I’ve made a huge mistake.
 
  
 
 Struggling to draw breath, I lay beneath the stars in utter stillness with my spine contorted in a torturous S-curve. Sweating from the stifling heat and arduous effort required to hold this pose, I have no choice but to endure the aching bones and convulsing muscles while cursing the decision which brought me to these dire circumstances. A tear forms in the corner of my eye but I steel my resolve and hold firm, determined to not let this ordeal break me. Surveying my moonlit surroundings, I draw strength from the occasional relaxed snore or contented grunt while lying to myself about how this suffering is worth it.
 
  
 
 I should not have let the bunnies use me as their cuddle buddy.
 
  
 
 Already two months old, my bicorn babies are fluffing up quite nicely now, each one a shoe-sized puffball weighing about a two kilos and growing by the day. While they have a ways to go before catching up with the dog-sized Mama Bun, I figured I should enjoy their tiny selves while I can. According to the journals I’ve read, over the next two months the bun buns will quadruple in size and reach their full adult size and weight at around two years old, which is a whole lot of growing in a short amount of time. Either way, my days of tiny bunny cuddles will soon come to an end, so when Bugs (named for his distinctive grey and white colouring) flopped down onto my belly, I thought it’d be fun to convince the rest of the family to come snuggle up with me.
 
  
 
 And now I pay the price for my foolish and impulsive decision.
 
  
 
 As their nubby horns and prickly claws dig into my skin, I remind myself of how dainty and fragile my baby bunnies are and resist the urge to roll away and crush them with my body. God, this is worse than cuddling with Jimjam. At least when he claws or bites me, my big murder-floof shows some restraint. Bicorn bunnies care nothing for my pain, giving it their all as they scratch, scrap, and nibble with all their might, burrowing into my skin and beneath my spine like I’m some malleable mound of dirt. They’re not being malicious, this is just their bunny instincts kicking in and telling them to seek shelter from predators before falling asleep. Absently patting a few cotton-tailed heinies (ha, bun bun buns), I take stock of my situation and deliberate how to free myself without disturbing the oh-so precious bun buns.
 
  
 
 In the end, I’m forced to sacrifice loyal Aurie to make my escape, shifting the bunnies’ attentions to the gentle wildcat’s soft underbelly. Mewling in discontent, Aurie huffs and accepts his fate with weary resignation, rubbing his head against Ping Ping’s shoulder to calm his nerves while fifteen flop-eared bunnies burrow beneath his belly. Keeping a watchful eye on my antics, the gentle giant relaxes as I give the bridge of her nose a vigourous scratching. Yearning for the warm comfort of my bamboo-framed cot, I decide to tough it out and stay here with the big girl and keep her company during the cold lonely night. It’s the least I can do to thank her for saving my life. Then again, with the quins huddled around her, Roc’s flock perched on her back, and Mama Bun and Blackjack snoring in the overhang of her shell, Ping Ping has an army of furry creatures basking in her presence.
 
  
 
 Hell, she’s practically a Disney Princess.
 
  
 
 After freeing myself and stretching my cramped muscles, I find myself in need of a cuddle buddy to fall asleep, so I reach up to stroke Mama Bun’s fur until she wakes. Coming to with a sneeze, Mama Bun gives a mighty yawn before leaping into my waiting arms, her tiny paws clawing against my shirt out of sheer reflex. Having lost its shelter, Blackjack lets loose a tiny hare scream and leaps off of Ping Ping’s head to burrow between me and Mama Bun in search of safety. Fearsome predators though they may be, cloud chaser hares are much smaller than their bicorn cousins which means Blackjack is still a teensy tiny fluff ball who fits in the palm of my hand. A voracious, blood-thirsty fluff ball, but I digress. While not as hug-able as the full-sized Mama Bun, Blackjack is adorable in its own way, a short-haired, velvet-furred, buck-toothed baby who loves to snuggle.
 
  
 
 Needless to say, Taduk is immensely disappointed in Blackjack, but Lin loves it to death. Blackjack has even taken to hiding in her robes, the lucky little vermin. If Blackjack turns out to be a boy, we’re gonna have to break him of that habit. No dudes allowed beneath my wifey’s robes except me.
 
  
 
 Laying down next to Aurie, I lean back against Ping Ping’s soft, supple shoulder and stare up at the starry night sky. No longer able to blame the bun buns on my inability to sleep, I reflect over my latest and greatest brush with death. By all rights, I should be over the moon with giddiness at having survived without injury, but my mood is sour and temper short. As impressive as Taduk, Guard Leader, and Guan Suo’s performances were, it does little to calm my nerves as I replay the shark attack over and over again.
 
  
 
 If Guan Suo hadn’t pulled my ass out of the water, the first shark would’ve eaten me whole. If Taduk hadn’t grabbed me and jumped away, the second shark would’ve ripped me to shreds. If Guard Leader hadn’t distracted the school, a third shark might’ve leaped up to take out both Taduk and myself. Not only was I helpless in all three situations, I had three top-tier experts with centuries of combined experience keeping me safe and I still almost died multiple times.
 
  
 
 It’s no wonder I can’t fall asleep. My mind keeps pouring over a single question: what sort of creature is so formidable it made sharks develop an instinct to travel in packs?
 
  
 
 ...Oh and who’s trying to kill me? So two questions, I guess. Three if you include: Why?
 
  
 
 People wanting me dead isn’t exactly new and I come close to dying at least twice a week, but I’m not used to feeling completely and utterly helpless like I did during the shark attack. Faced with almost certain death, I was nothing but a burden, a useless sack of meat literally weighing everyone down. I’ve worked hard for more than half a decade and come so far, yet all my efforts barely count for a single step along the Martial Path. No, I suppose I should call it the Martial Dao now, but I’m still not entirely clear on what a ‘Dao’ signifies. It’s all some mystical, abstract nonsense if you ask me, but everyone else seems to understand it, or at least they pretend to. They set their goals and pursue them with the utmost conviction, unwavering in their drive and self-confidence. Meanwhile, I’m aimlessly meandering through life and letting my circumstances dictate my actions instead of the other way around.
 
  
 
 My mindset boils down to this: the world is dangerous so I must be strong. Fear is my motivation and confidence my downfall. Every time I feel like I’m getting a handle on things, the universe goes out of its way to prove me wrong. I suppose the only solution is to always be afraid, but take it from me, fear is exhausting. Always looking over your shoulder and checking the exits, keeping watch on dubious strangers or for suspicious movements, the neck swivelling alone is enough to cause a repetitive stress injury. I’m so tired of being scared but what other choice do I have?
 
  
 
 Even while surrounded by my retinue and the many Experts within it, my brain still insists I can’t afford to let my guard down to do a little stargazing. Delivered by my overworking heart, adrenaline floods through my veins and sets my nerves on edge as my butt refuses to unclench and my eyes keep wandering towards my feet, my mind working itself into a frenzy over some unseen threat. Despite all evidence to the contrary, my instincts tell me all is not safe, that something is wrong even through there’s no disturbance in -
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Shifting my head to the left, I spot a previously unseen twinkle in the sky, a star just barely obscured by some obstruction. Moving back to my original position, the star disappears before my eyes, only to reappear when I lean left once again. Grabbing a fistful of loose dirt, I toss it at the unseen obstruction and watch as it sails through the air and come to an abrupt stop, spilling to the ground and proving my instincts right.

 
  
 
 Welp, I may be paranoid but at least it’s warranted. 
 
  
 
 “Who’s there?” I ask, my voice calm and steady as I point my sword at the intruder. Impressive, considering I’m freaking out inside.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” A bald intruder materializes before my eyes, chanting some monkish sutra and smiling so widely I can barely make out his eyes. With his rotund belly, flabby cheeks, and drooping earlobes, he looks like a tubby hobo in dirty, red and yellow robes. Leaving his flat, shovel-headed pole-arm standing on its own, the ragged intruder places both palms together in a ‘prayer’ pose and bows at the waist, bringing his fingers to touch his forehead. “Such vigilance, such perception. This one commends junior brother SanDukkha on his skills.”
 
  
 
 It takes me a moment to realize he isn’t speaking, but Sending. Usually, the odd acoustics clue me in, but his Sending sounds more natural and unaltered, like his actual voice is projecting through the air and into my ears instead of forcing itself directly into my brain. It’s a subtle distinction, but a welcome one, and I find the calm timbre of his ‘voice’ pleasant and soothing.
 
  
 
 He’s still an intruder though, so instead of thanking the jolly fat man for his praise I leap to my feet and shout, “Guards!”
 
  
 
 Sighing deeply, the fatman utters, “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo,” making no move while my guards come to life. With both palms still pressed together, the intruder sidesteps Pran’s descending hammer which slams into the ground with a spray of dirt. Hot on his brother’s heels, Saluk’s axe-bladed hammer cuts through empty air as the intruder’s bulk shifts aside, a movement which separates him from his pole-arm. Undeterred, the intruder dodges a flurry of blows from the bull brothers, smiling cordially the whole while. “Brother SanDukkha,” he Sends, sounding neither worried nor flustered. “This is a misunderstanding. This one requests you have your guards stand down.”
 
  
 
 Yea sure I’ll get right on it. Before I can come up with a suitably sarcastic retort, Argat and Jochi join the fray with their Auras unleashed. Effortlessly shrugging off their assault, the intruder continues to run circles around my guards while the other members of my retinue exit their yurts and light fires to illuminate the darkness, brandishing bows, crossbows, and blades all the while. Responding to my non-verbal orders to stay back, they encircle the portly and impossibly agile intruder whose ragged robes remain untouched despite the best efforts from my ‘expert’ guards. Hell, his hands are still pressed together and eyes half-closed, which means the jolly, fat hobo is definitely an expert.
 
  
 
 Well, if he was here to kill me, he probably could’ve done so and left already. Besides, despite all the commotion, Ping Ping hasn’t moved, merely watching the show with a passing interest, her head still resting on her blanket-covered dirt pillow. “Stand down,” I order, and Pran and Saluk immediately fall back, but Jochi and Argat continue to fight. Unconvinced of their inferiority, the monkey brothers press their luck for a few seconds more until Alsantset snarls and repeats my orders from her vigil at her yurt door. Sheepishly slinking back, their hangdog looks do nothing to affect their wariness against the intruder.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by the multitude of weapons pointed in his direction, the ragged fatty presents both palms towards us in a placating gesture and Sends, “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo. This one thanks Brother SanDukkha for his mercy.”
 
  
 
 Mustering all the authority I can muster, I demand, “State your name and purpose.” Belatedly, I realize a tiny manlet cuddling a giant rabbit isn’t the most imposing sight in the world, but Mama Bun steadfastly refuses to leave the warm comfort of my embrace, her tiny paws clutching tightly to my loose shirt. Two months ago she was ready to kamikaze me for taking her and her babies away, but now, she’s a spoiled, petulant bun-child who’s pretending to sleep so I won’t put her down.
 
  
 
 It’s so adorable I could almost die.
 
  
 
 “This one is a humble monk of the Penitent Brotherhood,” the intruder Sends, “Appointed by the Abbot to serve as brother SanDukkha’s Dharmapala.”
 
  
 
 What? “Um... I think you have the wrong person. My name is Falling Rain, not San-”
 
  
 
 For the first time since his appearance, the jovial monk’s smile melts away. Baring his teeth, his eyes open wide and brows furrow, causing the lines on his face to crease in what appears to be a habitual and almost comical exaggeration of extreme fury. My amusement is cut short as his Aura surges out to smack me in the proverbial gut and he yells, “A Dharma name is not to be shared with outsiders!” The powerful shout reverberates through the air and sends me physically reeling, leaning against Ping Ping’s bulk for support.
 
  
 
 Snorting in displeasure, Ping Ping lifts her head and the pressure eases away, her predatory stare fixed on the formidable monk in warning. Gasping to catch my breath, I watch in silence as the monk slowly regains his composure, his hyperbolic anger fading away with great difficulty. After unclenching his jaw, he places his hands together and interlaces his fingers, leaving his index finger extended together and pointed at the ground. The effects are almost immediate as his shoulders loosen and glower fades, as if his index fingers were a spout from which he poured out all his anger.
 
  
 
 Clearly, the dude has some serious anger issues. Also, how’d Ping Ping relieve the pressure like that? It wasn’t Aura, but more like a metaphysical weight pressing against my organs.
 
  
 
 Man, I wish she could speak...
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo, such anger, such sin. This one has shown brother SanDukkha a shameful sight,” the monk Sends, shaking his head in self reproach. “And to think, only hours ago did this foolish monk warn another to let go of his anger. It seems this one would do well to reflect upon his own teachings. Such hubris, such sin.”
 
  
 
 Too nervous to keep my mouth shut, I give Ping Ping a thank you pat and quip, “Always good to practice what you preach.”
 
  
 
 Lighting up, the monk chuckles and nods, Sending, “Practice what one preaches, this one will take brother SanDukkha’s words to heart.” Palms together once more, the monk bows and Sends, “This one apologizes for his error, but brother SanDukkha must not share his Dharma name. Such an action is forbidden by the precepts of the Penitent Brotherhood, as you should well know.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, except I don’t know. I’m not a member of the Penitent Brotherhood.”
 
  
 
 The monk answers out loud, but this time he’s much quieter than his previous heart-stopping roar. “Impossible. You were acknowledged and admitted by the Abbot himself, your Dharma name added to the wall by my own hands. You are a brother of contrition, plain and true.” Frowning, the monk tilts his head and Sends, “This one was told brother SanDukkha accepted our missive in Sanshu. All of this was all explained in great detail inside.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... now that he brings it up, the name does sound familiar... Oh right, the vegetarian monks who whip themselves. Ew, no thank you. “Ah, yes, sorry, now that I think of it, I did receive a letter, and uh... thank you for the invitation, but I have no interest in joining.”
 
  
 
 “Your interest is irrelevant,” the monk says with a smile.
 
  
 
 “Err... Kinda seems like it is...”
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo,” the monk utters, sounding aggrieved and discouraged. “It appears there’s been a misunderstanding. Our missive was not to invite you to join but to inform you of your admission. Although you have yet to forsake the Three Desires and take up the Four Noble Truths, you are a brother of high standing in the brotherhood, second only to the Abbot himself and equal in standing to a handful of others..”
 
  
 
 Well whoop-de-doo, I’m the second-highest ranking masochist. Still don’t want to join up with a bunch of vegetarian hermits. “Uh... Pass.” Maybe I should ease up on my training or at least try a different approach. I’m sending out all the wrong signals.
 
  
 
 “Pass?”
 
  
 
 The monk’s frozen smile shows signs of slipping, but I refuse to be bullied into joining. Guan Suo is here, albeit sleeping in his yurt, and Guard Leader is also probably around somewhere, hopefully. Plus Ping Ping still totally has my back, already crouched and ready in siege-mode while Aurie lays in place with a goofy smile and a horde of bunnies beneath him. Drawing courage from Mama Bun’s soft, silky fur, I stand tall and say, “Look sir, I’m trying to be polite, but I don’t want to join your monastic order, not now and not ever. I like having hair and eating meat too much to ever give up either of them. Now, I apologize for the misunderstanding which brought you so far from home, but in my defence, your missive didn’t have a return address so I didn’t know where to send a reply.” Plus, the scroll was like ten meters long, there’s no way I was gonna read all of it.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” Gazing into the heavens, the monk sighs and says, “Such ignorance, such pride, but life is suffering, and in suffering, we find life.” The monk’s devilish smile settles on me and a chill runs down my spine. “Again, your interest is irrelevant. You have been accepted into the Brotherhood and this one is to serve as your Dharmapala.”
 
  
 
 Oh even better, they're sad, mopey, 'life is suffering' monks. “Why me?”
 
  
 
 “Because you were chosen by the Abbot.”
 
  
 
 “And why did he do that?” Silence is my only answer as the monk smiles and ignores the question, no matter how many times I repeat myself. Growling in frustration, I decided to move on. “Setting your strong-arm tactics aside for a second, what’s a Dharmapala?” If it’s something non-intrusive, then I suppose I can just ignore him and carry on with my life.
 
  
 
 “In layman’s terms, this one is here to protect your Dharma.”
 
  
 
 What the fuck is Dharma? First Dao, now Dharma, what’s with all these confusing terms?
 
  
 
 Reading the unspoken question from my demeanour, the monk sighs and mutters a string of nonsense, his hands back in his pouring anger pose. I suppose I have that effect on people, but it’s his fault for conscripting me into monkhood. After a few seconds of silence, he says, “Explaining Dharma in totality would require several lifetimes of effort but in the simplest of terms, it is the principle of cosmic order which makes everything around us possible, the natural law of the universe. This one is here to protect you from anything which deviates from Dharma, including yourself.”
 
  
 
 Whatever... I still don’t understand what he’s jabbering about and I don’t like that last bit, but it doesn’t sound like he has any malicious intent. I’ll ask Akanai to sort this out in the morning. The good thing is I rarely throw anything written away, which means I’m pretty sure the letter they sent me is somewhere in my yurt. Guess I should pull that out and give it a read.
 
  
 
 First Guan Suo, now this guy. Why do I keep attracting the weird, hobo experts?
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 Roused by a warbling cackle emanating centimetres from my ear, I let loose with an unmanly scream and spring to my feet in a surge of fear and anxiety. Confused by my unfamiliar surroundings, it takes a moment to find my bearings and remember that I’d slept outside to keep Ping Ping company. Rudely awakened by my panicked actions, Mama Bun makes her displeasure known with a mild headbutt to my jaw followed by a murderous glare and pouty yawn. Equally aggrieved, Blackjack pops up to issue a series of displeased snorts and grunts before retreating to the warm comfort of Mama Bun’s fur, presumably to go back to sleep. Wishing I could do the same, I blow air at the delinquent responsible for this horrible start to my day, who responds with sheer indifference. Perched on my shoulder with a proud gleam in his eye, Roc continues squawking for all he’s worth, heralding the sunrise in poor imitation of a rooster.
 
  
 
 “Dammit Roc,” I mutter, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “Why? Why would you do this?”
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” After screaming for the second time today, I remember the new, unwelcome addition to my entourage a heartbeat too late to save my pride. Sitting cross-legged in the dirt, both of the monk’s feet rest easily on his thighs, an impressive feat for a man so... rotund. Ignorant (hopefully) to my rude thoughts, the monk’s eyes remain closed in relaxed meditation as he speaks through Sending, though I wouldn’t know it if I wasn’t looking directly at him. “Good morning brother SanDukkha. Allow this one to enlighten you regarding your query. The Mother made each of Her creations with a purpose in mind. Raised in captivity, the kingfisher’s Dharma has been altered and now he seeks new purpose in life through mimicry and experimentation. Such is life, trials and tribulations without end. Such sadness, such struggle.”
 
  
 
 Wow, much sad, so pity. “Uh, thanks. Good morning.” It was a rhetorical question but at least now I know what kind of bird Roc is. Giving Ping Ping a hug, I continue, “So um, I never got your name yesterday.”
 
  
 
 “This one left his secular name behind when he gave up the Three Desires and accepted the Four Noble Truths. A Dharmic name is a private affair, revealed only to those who share our values, and while you are undoubtedly one of the Brotherhood, you have yet to accept your purpose in life, so some secrets must be kept.”
 
  
 
 “...Okay, but what do I call you besides, ‘the monk’?”
 
  
 
 “This one can not be called ‘The’ monk, for he is merely ‘a’ monk. Otherwise, the appellation is apt and this one wears it with pride.” Slowly opening his eyes, he breathes deeply as if inhaling life itself and greets me with a smile, patting the dirt beside him. “Come meditate with me brother SanDukkha,” he Sends. “A new dawn greets us which means the day has long since begun. This one does not mean to nag, but you would do well to rise earlier. Sloth and indolence are signs of an undisciplined mind, their only function to obstruct and hinder one’s self.”
 
  
 
 “No thank you, I have some things that need doing before I can meditate.” It's best to just ignore him, but I hate his ‘holier-than-thou’ routine. Every word out of him reeks of smug self-superiority, pretending like it wasn’t his fault I didn’t get enough sleep. Who asked him to go all super-stalker and show up in the middle of the night to secretly watch me sleep? I spent hours tossing and turning, worried he would murder me or worse, and now he has the gall to call me undisciplined? Pot, meet kettle. Seriously, I thought they were supposed to be vegetarians. How you get fat eating rabbit food? This bald ham-planet is fatter than fat. He’s so fat, even his chins have chins. He’s so fat, his earlobes sag underneath the extra weight. He’s so fat... No, fat people hate is not okay, but I am irked I tell you, irked. Hmph, talking about my undisciplined mind while he has an undisciplined pie-hole...
 
  
 
 Worst of all, how am I supposed to have my morning cuddle session with his fat, bald head breathing down my neck?
 
  
 
 Taking my refusal in stride, the monk Sends, “This one sees much anger within you, brother SanDukkha. Anger will lead you astray from the correct path, the path of Dharma. You set the Sacred Guardian against the merchants out of churlish vengeance, did you not? To use the Mother’s servant like so, such wickedness, such sin. Perhaps the merchant company wronged you, but to fight fire with fire only leaves the whole world scorched. Resent not the ignorant but rather seek to enlighten them. Your hatred does you an injustice. Hatred cannot sustain you nor will it make you whole. Learn the power of forgiveness, for in holding on to anger or hatred, you only harm yourself, like a hot coal clenched in...”
 
  
 
 Turning a deaf ear to his preaching is almost impossible, but I do my best to keep my morning routine, calming my nerves and divesting myself of unease and uncertainty by watching my pets. Still resting inside her ditch, Ping Ping lazily watches the bun buns speed about in their new wire enclosure. Annoyed by their head-butting and jump-kicking antics, Aurie hops out to join Mafu and the other quins who are still fast asleep. Grooming themselves with beak and branches, Roc’s flock is unusually silent as they floof themselves up in preparation to face the day, intent on snatching any shinies which catch their eye and bringing feathery doom to all things edible.
 
  
 
 Most people wouldn’t understand, but floof watching is therapeutic. They’re helping me manage my crippling anxiety and debilitating depression, two other emotions I also have in bulk.
 
  
 
 Pran and Saluk soon arrive with breakfast for my pets, and feeding time never fails to put a smile on my face. As soon the veggies come out, all the bunnies gather around and set to tippy-tapping their little paws in excitement, their chubby cheeks working furiously to devour everything I place before them. The bun buns are mostly weaned now and although they eat a lot, they’re not too picky so it’s no trouble keeping them well-fed. Moving on to the birds and Blackjack, I hand feed them one by one, hoping to break them of their habit of stealing and teach them that food will come when they’re patient. My lie about Roc and the others keeping Ping Ping free of pests won’t hold forever and it’s only a matter of time before they piss off the wrong person and come to a bad end.
 
  
 
 Plus, once a cloud chaser hare matures, it turns into a flying floof of death and destruction, so teaching Blackjack good manners sooner rather than later seems appropriate.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, the monk takes issue with my actions and makes it clear through Sending. “Brother SanDukkha, though you mean well, by feeding these creatures, you interfere with the natural order of things. As this one stated early, each creature has a purpose. What purpose does a pampered wildcat serve, or a dancing bear? You have subdued these creatures, broken them, and in doing so have altered their Dharma. How will they fare should...”
 
  
 
 Deep breaths, Rain, deep breaths.
 
  
 
 Trying not to let his chiding ruin everything, I go about my day as usual, albeit with a fat monk shadowing me. My training regimen earns me another lecture, the monk unhappy with my ‘brutal’ methods. “Such ignorance, such sin,” he Sends, shaking his head with a disapproving glower as Pran and Saluk beat me with staves. “This is merely suffering without reason. You stand there and force your subordinates to strike you and be struck in return, but what purpose does it serve? Birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering, life is suffering, and suffering is life. Why add to it with this senseless brutality? Pain can be an effective tool, yes, but like many tools, one must learn how to properly use it or risk egregious self-harm. Ask and this one shall gladly teach, but you must not abuse the lessons you learn, for...”
 
  
 
 All this from a card-carrying member of self-flagellating fanatics. I’ve been doing this for years and if he doesn’t like it, then why’d he invite me to join in the first place?
 
  
 
 Needless to say, I didn’t ask or encourage him, but he still kept gabbing away and warning me to change my ways for the entire training session. Afterwards, he kicked up a fuss during breakfast about eating meat. “Brother SanDukkha, this is not proper. What right do you have to take these poor creatures’ lives? As we make our way through Samsara, the cycle of life and death, all creatures are equal in the eyes of the Mother. One must strive not to kill a living being, cause it to be killed, nor incite another to kill. Such is the first step on the path towards Nirvana, a part of the Third Truth, the Truth of the End of Suffering which you must inevitably accept. Still your mind, eliminate desire, and escape the cycle of Samsara...”
 
  
 
 There’s nothing worse than a vegetarian who won’t shut up about being a vegetarian. Out of pure spite, I eat everything in my bowl and go back for seconds even though I’m not all that hungry. 
 
  
 
 After breakfast is my daily meeting with Rustram and Dastan, which the monk sits in on uninvited. While going over the expenses, I’m subjected to yet another haranguing, this time over my hard earned (sort of) coin. “What use do you have for so much wealth brother SanDukkha? Greed is one of the Three Poisons, and along with Hatred and Ignorance, they form the root of all evils. So long as one’s thoughts are conditioned by the Three Poisons, one cannot live a moral life. This one heard of your deeds at the Northern Bridge and commends you on your efforts to shelter those in need, though this one must remind you again to not alter Dharma. Remember these words: ‘Desire nothing for yourself, but do all for others’, and ‘see not what you have done, but what remains to be done’...”
 
  
 
 Yea sure, I’ll give away all my money after you go on a diet, fatty.
 
  
 
 After spending half a morning with the monk, I finally understand why they named me SanDukkha, which means ‘Perpetual Suffering’. Whoever picked it must have known this monk would be my Dharma Protector and knew what it meant for me. The monk never stops talking and it’s killing me. On the outside, he looks all calm, serene, and quiet, but in reality, he is an endless chatterbox of passive aggressive criticism and rambling sermons. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was trying to sap away my will to live so I won’t resist when he drags me away to his isolated monastery.
 
  
 
 All my efforts to escape are in vain as he follows me wherever I go. My personal yurt, the cooking tents, and even my pooping tent offers no solace, not today. Ignoring my politely worded requests to shut the fuck up and leave me alone, his voice haunts me even in the depths of my Natal Palace. Switching places with Baledagh bought me a small measure of peace which lasted all of a minute before my weak-willed little brother threw in the towel. He barely stayed out long enough to confirm the absence of Spectres, and now the monk sits in our new skiff, lecturing me through Sending while Taduk, Guan Suo, Guard Leader, Mama Bun, and I accompany Ping Ping out into the bay, along with her escort of frolicking roosequins.
 
  
 
 I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous about going swimming after yesterday’s debacle, but at this point I’d gladly welcome another shark attack if it’ll put an end to the monk’s constant nattering. I swear to the Heavens, if he doesn’t shut up soon, I’m going to stab him in his stupid, fat, bald face. He’s a colossal hypocrite, telling me I shouldn’t kill while carrying around a giant-ass bladed pole-arm, or preaching about love and forgiveness while suffering from severe anger issues. Honestly, I’d point out his hypocrisies, but the monk kind of terrifies me. Even though Taduk, Guard Leader, and Guan Suo are all super strong, all he’s done is talk and I don’t want to needlessly endanger anyone over such a small issue.
 
  
 
 Strong as he is, even Guan Suo will die if someone cuts his head off, which goes double for my sweet, hare-brained teacher. 
 
  
 
 Stripping down to my swimming shorts, I study the watery depths and draw courage from Ping Ping’s presence. Well that, and the sturdy rope I’m about to tie around me before giving the other end to Guan Suo. Stifling a nervous chuckle, I mutter, “Lightning never strikes the same place twice, so I guess we’re as safe as can be, right?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be foolish, Rain my boy,” Taduk replies, absently watching Mama Bun hop to and fro, her nose working furiously to pinpoint her quarry. “Lightning can most certainly strike the same place twice. In fact, under the right conditions, it will only strike a single place, like at the Sacred Trees around Sanshu. Those towering behemoths probably get struck by lightning all the time.” Belatedly catching on, he blushes and adds, “Ah, no, you’re absolutely right my boy. Pay no mind to the idle mutterings of this fool, you’ve nothing to fear, nothing at all.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks, Teacher.” At least he means well.
 
  
 
 As always, the monk doesn’t miss a chance to chime in, Sending, “Remember this, brother SanDukkha: One cannot control what happens, but one can control how one responds to what is happening. Fear itself is not harmful, for it can serve as a call to action. ‘Remove your hand from the fire’ or 'wander not in the unfamiliar dark’, but when one is governed by fear, it often causes one to leave the path of Dharma. Dwell not in the past, dream not of the future, let go of the present, and cross over to the opposite shore of existence. Liberate one’s mind, and free oneself from Samsara, Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 For once, the monk has some helpful advice and I commit his words to memory. The first bit at least, ‘don’t let fear control you’. Kind of obvious and only mildly useful, but still good to keep in mind.
 
  
 
 If only he wasn’t so long-winded...
 
  
 
 With Peace and Tranquility in hand, I take a deep breath and step off the boat, plunging into the cold waters of Nan Ping Bay. Trembling from head to toe, I do a full scan of my surroundings in all directions, keeping a wary eye out for sharks or other nasty critters. It’s easy to say ‘control your fear’, but another thing altogether to actually do it. Don’t forget, I’m 90% sure someone is trying to kill me and 100% sure they’re not going to pack up and leave after failing once.
 
  
 
 Problem is, I still have no idea who tried to kill me. I have tonnes of suspects, but which one of them had the means, motive, and opportunity to carry out this attack?
 
  
 
 It’s been a full day since the shark attack and I’ve gotten nothing from the Legate. No praise for keeping Ping Ping alive, no condemnation for putting her in danger, not even an official statement addressing the attack. This and the fact that no officials came to check if Ping Ping was hurt makes me think my earlier suspicions were on the mark; the Legate doesn’t really care about my sweet turtle, he’s just using her to raise morale. While it’s unlikely he’s behind the attack, I can’t rule him out either, but what would his motive be?
 
  
 
 Egotistical and unscrupulous as they are, I doubt the nobles of the Empire would disobey an Imperial Decree in such an overt manner, especially when the benefits are so small. Sure, if the plan had worked I’d be dead, but the noble families involved could never admit their part and gain face. In the Legate’s own words, attacking Ping Ping is treason and heresy, crimes punishable by nine familial extermination. That means putting every living relative you have at risk, and number one talent in the north or not, I’m a bit player in all this which means the risk far outweighs the reward, especially when there are easier ways to deal with me and the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 The Canston Trading Group is another suspect, but after looking into them, I concluded that the branch in Nan Ping lacks the manpower to pull this off. The merchant house was a shipping warehouse, not a main office or anything, so they only have around thirty guards, not nearly enough to carry this out. More importantly, if they’re responsible for the attack, that means they planned and flawlessly executed a massive shark attack in less than twenty-four hours after our exchange. It’s possible, but highly improbable. According to Bulat, we were attacked by more than one school of sharks, which means someone tracked down multiple packs and gathered them together before herding the uber-school into the bay.
 
  
 
 I sent him out to spread rumours and that’s all I got from it. Worst ten gold spent, ever. At least the common people are on my side, for whatever that’s worth.
 
  
 
 Knowing what I know, this means that either a handful of super experts or an army of normies coordinated their efforts to carry out this convoluted scheme. Judging by the contents of the sharks’ stomachs, the second option seems more likely, especially since experts would probably just kill me outright. Problem is, normies take time to work, which means unless the Canston Trading Group had this plan in their pocket all along, that makes it more unlikely they’re behind the attack.
 
  
 
 No matter how much I want it to be them.
 
  
 
 So maybe it wasn’t about face and more about revenge. During my duels at the Wall, I killed Ouyang Yu Jin, the Ouyang Clan’s young patriarch, and Teng Wei Chuan, a prominent member of the Baiji Sect. That’s motive. They also had plenty of time to gather up the sharks between Nan Ping and the Northern Province, which is means. Problem is, the timeline doesn’t fit. The Society arrived four days ago, one day after I took up swimming in the bay. If they knew about my habits, why’d they wait another three days before going through with their plan? I suppose it’s possible they hatched their plan after arriving in Nan Ping, but I dunno. It doesn’t feel right. From what I’ve seen, the Society is more about earning face, not about avenging personal deaths. Elder Ming was all gung-ho about killing me, but he had to openly renounce the Society before giving revenge a go. I hardly think two smaller groups of the Society would go against the grain and try to take me out in secret, but it’s not outside the realm of possibilities.
 
  
 
 In the end, I’ve ruled all my suspects as unlikely, but one of them has to be guilty, which means I pretty much know nothing.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Crime solving is hard…
 
  
 
 Mafu’s upside-down head floats into view and puts an end to my fearful pondering, his pout too adorable to ignore. Cowardly though he may be, my sweet quin knows that when my weapons are drawn, it’s time for work, so he stayed by my side instead of going off to play with his friends. Eager to join them, his wide-eyed pleading stare tugs at my heartstrings and I belatedly give him the signal to go play. Overcome with sheer delight, his adorable quin face stretches into a grin as he darts off to enjoy life, giving no thought to the past or the future and living only in the now.
 
  
 
 None of the animals care about the shark attack from yesterday. They only know they’re alive today, so they must live life to its fullest. It’s like the monk said, ‘Dwell not in the past, dream not of the future’. There was more, but it’s not important. What’s important is he finally stopped Sending and I have my long awaited peace and quiet, so why waste it getting hung up on things I can’t control? I might as well worry about meteors crashing into the world and wiping out all of existence. 
 
  
 
 What happens next doesn’t matter. What matters is how I respond to what happens. I’ve chosen to allow fear to paralyze me, but now I make a different choice.
 
  
 
 I’m here to meditate and find Insight, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the beauty and serenity of this underwater world at the same time. While watching the quins and Ping Ping play, my body relaxes and mind empties, not because I’m seeking calm but because I’m finally allowing it to happen. It’s so simple, I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. It touches on the basics I learned years ago, back in the village where some of my happiest days took place. 
 
  
 
 Back then, my loving family told me everything I need to become strong, I just wasn’t listening.
 
  
 
 Calm your mind.
 
  
 
 Focus on nothing.
 
  
 
 Draw yourself inwards and open yourself to the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Seek nothing, find everything.
 
  
 
 Be aware of nothing, but awareness itself.
 
  
 
 Time passes. A minute, an hour, a day.
 
  
 
 My nerves tingle, from my scalp down to my toes.
 
  
 
 The pores on my skin open.
 
  
 
 Barriers fall and the truth slips through.
 
  
 
 A cool current reaches out.
 
  
 
 It encircles, embraces, and envelopes, a sword and shield against what lays ahead.
 
  
 
 Trials and tribulations, but not without purpose.
 
  
 
 Not without end.
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 Swept out by the current, Falling Rain descended into the dark depths of the Azure Sea. Presumed dead, the Behkai searched high and low while Lin sat in silent vigil, watching over the Sea with forlorn hope. For two days and two nights, there was no sign of her hubby, but still she persevered, kneeling on the sand in silent prayer and awaiting his safe return.
 
  
 
 And on the third day, he rose again.
 
  
 
 Sailors and fisherfolk marked his passing, watching in awe as he emerged from the fog and strode across the surface of Nan Ping Bay, a muscular giant among men with jade-like skin, finely-chiselled features, thick, luxurious hair, and a massive, magnum dong. Moving neither quickly nor slowly, he walked across the water with head held high and hands clasped behind his back, his footsteps causing no ripples as the morning breeze carried him along his way. Arriving on the northern shore outside the Bekhai camp, he was greeted by the tearful smile of his sweet wifey Lin. Taking her into his arms, he kissed her right on the lips and said, “Did you just fart? Because you blew me away.”
 
  
 
 His smooth, dulcet tones reached Lin’s ears and her flower flooded with juices and soaked her panties which fell of their own accord. Ripping away the rest of her clothes, he laid her down on the beach and consummated their marriage beneath the heavens, while encouraging everyone nearby to watch. A vision of beauty and wonder, all who saw him work were enlightened in the Dao of Manwhoring through this comprehensive and lengthy lesson, praising Falling Rain for his manly refinement, incredible prowess, and artistic imagination.
 
  
 
 After twelve hours of passionate love-making and six hours of respectful cuddling, Falling Rain stood up, fist bumped Taduk (who watched the entire lesson), and said, “I totally banged your daughter.”
 
  
 
 “Mad respect,” Taduk replied.
 
  
 
 Turning to face the Azure Sea, Rain sighed. “But there is still so much banging to be done. This world languishes in ignorance, but how can I spread my Dao of Manwhoring to them all?”
 
  
 
 Brow furrowed in thought, Taduk poured over his newfound enlightenment for ideas. Clapping his hands, he exclaimed, “Clones!”
 
  
 
 “Great idea.” Raising his arms, Falling Rain called upon the Energy of the Heavens and created a clone of himself in like totally less than five minutes. Studying his work, he nodded and asked, “So how’s the new body bro?”
 
  
 
 “Totally awesome.” Flexing his prodigious muscles which were a mirror of Rain’s own, Baledagh continued, “Check out how swole I am. I’m not a manlet anymore. This is awesome!”
 
  
 
 It was indeed awesome. Falling Rain then ascended from this plane of existence and pimp-slapped the Father out of existence, telling the Mother, “Woman, you deserve better than him. Didn’t you know? Mom’s are hawt, you got options. Also, quit hoarding souls like some crazy soul-lady, it’s super weird.” After banging her into complacency and lying about calling her back, Rain stole Qing-Qing’s soul from Her embrace and returned to existence. Crafting a new body for her soul, Rain gave her huge tits and a phat ass. “There you go bro, your waifu is back.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh replied, “Noice,” and thus got to banging the newly resurrected and thoroughly confused Qing-Qing.
 
  
 
 Having already mastered the skill of cloning because he was a talent seen once in a millennium, Falling Rain created clone after clone in the blink of an eye and sent them out into the world to spread his Dao, fornicating with the women of the Empire while the men watched and were Enlightened. All was well until he sensed a disturbance in the force and teleported over just in time to see five of his clones drained dry in an instant by Yan’s unparalleled technique. Licking her fingers clean, she winked and struck a sexy pose, her back arched, legs spread, and hands behind her head. “I’ve banged thousands of other dudes ever since we split, so you’ll have to do better than that if you want to satisfy me.”
 
  
 
 Wiping away a tear, Du Min Gyu proudly proclaimed, “That’s my Granddaughter, truly an insatiable harlot.”
 
  
 
 Concerned by the madness in Yan’s eyes, Falling Rain drew out his already erect flagpole which glowed with a golden light, indicating the presence of Sex Spectres. “You’ve been Defiled,” Falling Rain said, “but don’t worry. I’ll cleanse you with my holy fluids.” Grabbing Yan by the waist, he Healed and restored her virginity, making it nice and tight once more. Inserting his plump, throbbing eggplant into her warm, moist peach, he gazed into her eyes and said, “Now it’s time for some sexual Healing.”
 
  
 
 For hours, they stared into each other’s eyes while they boned, switching from position to position in flawless coordination. Faster and faster they went as they rose into the sky on the winds their fury, travelling through the heavens and across the Empire, broadcasting their contest for all to see in High Definition with 5.1 surround sound. The world watched as Yan’s eyes rolled back into her head and her tongue hung out from her open mouth, drowning in waves of unending pleasure provided by Falling Rain’s massive golden dong. Finally, with an earth-shattering grunt of “Begone, Thot!”, Falling Rain sprayed his love all over Yan’s body and face, cleansing her of the Sex Spectres in a purifying stream of Heavenly Sperm.
 
  
 
 As she spasmed with an orgasm which would last for hours, Falling Rain took a few pictures for posterity and left her cleansed soul and stained body in the care of a clone. Teleporting back to Nan Ping, he found Akanai and extended a hand, saying “Come with me if you want to cum.” Swooning in place, the blonde Valkyrie fell into his arms with a moan of pleasure, unable to think clearly when faced with his silver tongue. Teleporting once more, they arrived in a ship cabin and greeted Mila and Husolt, who were busy playing chess. Flashing his handsome smile, Rain explained everything then said, “Now that we’re all caught up, what say we have a mother-daughter threesome while Husolt watches?”
 
  
 
 Flipping over the chess board, Husolt let out a thunderous roar and grabbed Rain by the shoulders. “Lad,” he said, voice quivering with delight. “That’s my fetish.”
 
  
 
 After many trips to pound town, Rain left Mila and Akanai cuddling in bed and followed a trembling Husolt out of the cabin. “Thank you,” Husolt said, patting Rain on the back as they strode across the hall and into another room. “You helped an old man fulfill his dreams.”
 
  
 
 “Glad to be of service,” Rain replied, smiling as he reminisced about sleeping with his aunt and grandmother. “Besides, I’d do anything for family.
 
  
 
 “You’re a good lad.” Pulling out two boxes, one long and thin, the other short and compact, Husolt laid them both on the table and said, “Now let me show you your new Spiritual Weapons. Mila and I each made one for you. Here’s mine.” Opening the longer box, Husolt withdrew a long, curved sword. “This is my greatest work. The Spiritual Heart was mixed with glorious Nippon steel, folded over a thousand times, and shaped into what I can only describe as the preeminent sword form. I don’t know how you came up with the idea, but it’s incredible. All swords should be shaped like this, there’s simply nothing better. What did you call it again?”
 
  
 
 “A Katana,” Rain answered, drawing the weapon from its sheath. “Even a mundane Katana can cut cleanly through armour and is vastly superior to any other weapon. It’s a work of beauty and it deserves a wielder who looks the part.” Closing his eyes, Rain used the Energy of the Heavens to create the optimal fighting outfit, a long, black trench coat and fedora. Glancing at his reflection in the mirror, Rain tipped his hat and said, “Perfect.”
 
  
 
 Awestruck by how suave and mysterious Rain looked in his new outfit, Husolt couldn’t explain the other weapon but Rain didn’t need one. Binding both weapons in an instant because he’s super elite, he teleported away to where the Defiled army laid in wait, gathering for one concentrated attack on the Central Province. Staring down at the millions of unwashed heathens and murder-hobos, he spoke a single sentence, his voice resounding across the Western province and reaching every Defiled ear in existence. “Say hello to my little friend!”
 
  
 
 Brandishing his AK-47 forged by Mila, Rain gunned down the Defiled army like the animals they were, firing bullets of concentrated Chi from his Spiritual Gun which never missed or needed reloading. The thunderous roar of bullets was the last sound heard by thousands of Defiled warriors, dying in droves as the bullets sought out their targets and pierced through flesh and bone. “GG no re noobs,” Rain declared as he committed mass genocide, laughing all the while.
 
  
 
 “You aren’t the only one who’s become stronger,” Gen screeched, rushing forward to meet Rain in battle. “I now see the Truth! Face me in-”
 
  
 
 Gen’s speech was cut short as a bullet tore through his head and killed him instantly, unnoticed by Rain as he cackled in delight. “Aimhacks, lawls.” Still, even with his target-seeking bullets firing at fully automatic speeds, Rain soon grew bored of wholesale massacre. “This is taking too long. I need more DAKKA!” he yelled, and used Heavenly Energy to create a Gundam. Bristling with countless fully automatic weapons on every available surface, Rain’s kill rate soared through the roof but it brought him little joy as he impatiently waited for the boss to show up.
 
  
 
 As if responding to his thoughts, a murky grey shield of light materialized before him, blocking Rain’s storm of bullets with ease. Carried on the back of a naked gimp Demon, a wizened old man with wispy white hair and a frail, ruined body approached Rain with an army of Dick Demons at his side. Studying Rain with empty sockets and a villainous sneer, the boss declared, “You underestimate the power of the Father and his Dick Spectres. I, the Uniter shall now show you true power!”
 
  
 
 “Doubt it,” Rain replied, glad the old man had offered his name without prompting. “I mean, I already pimp-slapped the Father into oblivion, so how strong could they possibly be?
 
  
 
 “Wait, seriously?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, it was like the third thing I did today, after boning my wifey and getting my bro a bod. All this is just clean up.” Shaking his head, Rain added, “It was a dumb move, It’s all so anticlimactic. Should’ve left the big guy for the end, but I jumped the gun to get my boi laiddddd. Anyway, are you the mid-boss or second-to-last boss?”
 
  
 
 “This is such bullshit!” the Uniter whined, his face red with frustration. “I’m like eight hundred years old and you’re telling me you got this strong in less than twenty?”
 
  
 
 “Git Gud Scrub.” Exiting his Gundam, Rain grasped his sheathed Katana. “Want to know the secret to my strength? I studied the blade.” With that said, Rain disappeared from sight. Glancing left and right, the Uniter saw no sign of his foe until Rain spoke again. “Nothing personnel kid.” Turning his giant scorpion wheelchair around, the Uniter saw the back of Rain’s flowing trench coat as he sheathed his Katana. “Omae wa mou Shindeiru (you are already dead).”
 
  
 
 Unsure why he was suddenly seeing subtitles, the Uniter glanced down to find himself bisected at the waist and slowly sliding apart. “Hmph, you think you’ve won?” he asked with a contemptuous smile. “Fool, this isn’t even my final form!” Craning his head back to face the sky, the Uniter let loose with an anime roar as he powered up. The Dick Demons around him melted away and fused together, transforming the Uniter into a towering, colossal creature of phallic nightmare. Dick fingers, dick teeth, writhing skin made of dicks, everywhere you looked, there were dicks touching one another, a horrific and boner killing sight. “You may have cultivated the Dao of Manwhoring, but I studied the Dao of Yaoi, which is anathema to your Dao. Accept defeat!”
 
  
 
 Knowing this to be true because he didn’t want to touch another man’s dick, Rain sighed and threw away his weapons, standing there in his trench coat and fedora. “You’re right. Your Dao of Yaoi is anathema to my Manwhoring ways.” Grabbing the lapels of his trench coat, he smirked and added, “But who says the Dao of Manwhoring is my only Dao?” Ripping aside his trench coat, he exposed his now flacid, magnum dong, which glowed with a resplendent golden light. “It was all so simple, I should have seen it from the beginning. My amber eyes, the ‘Tear’ of the Mother, my golden, magnum dong, it’s all so obvious. My name is no longer Falling Rain. From this day forward, call me: Golden Rain, Master of the Dao of Piss!”
 
  
 
 With that said, Golden Rain took his magnum dong in both hands and let loose with a concentrated stream of piss so powerful it sliced the Uniter in two. Having only just begun, Golden Rain showered the entire western province with his purifying piss, smiling as the rescued citizens rejoiced and danced beneath the warm, salty shower while the Defiled and Demons melted away into nothingness. Channelling the Dao of Piss, Golden Rain scoured the last of the Father’s filth from the five provinces with a single, prolonged stream of fragrant, golden liquid.
 
  
 
 Once finished, he returned to his people and graciously accepted the offer to become the Emperor. Cuddling with his three wives and millions of animal-eared concubines, Rain then explained his past as a transmigrator and how he’d been sent here to save this world from evil.
 
  
 
 “Cool,” Lin said, accepting Rain’s story easily. “But why you? Why this world?”
 
  
 
 “Isn’t it obvious m’lady?” Rain asked, tipping his fedora. “Because this is my magical realm.”
 
  
 
 Then, the Azure Empire blinked out of existence as Rayne took his final breath, no longer assisted by the machines which kept him alive all this time.
 
  
 
 - Fin -
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 Standing at attention in the anteroom, Yuzhen closed her eyes and willed her temples to stop throbbing to no success. Forcing herself to take slow, calming breaths, she resisted the urge to lick her lips or fuss with her clothes, two nervous ticks she had yet to wholly break herself of. 'Complacency is the greatest flaw a diplomat can have, for once a diplomat stops improving, they begin failing'. Wise words from her father, Shing Du Yi, a great man whose footsteps she could barely follow. Were he here in her place, he’d know exactly what to do and how to do it. No, she corrected, if her father were here, then none of this would have ever happened.
 
  
 
 She was a fool to leave Rain uneducated and an even bigger fool for leaving him unsupervised. Though she had other matters to attend to like charming prospective allies, acting as an intermediary between age-old enemies, and vetting her new, enthusiastic collaborators Yo Shi Wu and Ru Minsu, it was no excuse for leaving Rain to his own devices. Once a mistake, twice a pattern, and three times a habit, the boy was an endless font of stress and anxiety. His manners were all but nonexistent and he had a propensity for finding trouble, but since he always came out smelling like roses and his antics amused her, she foolishly overlooked his problematic ways.
 
  
 
 And now they paid the price for her folly.
 
  
 
 “Tug your braid any harder and you’ll be balder than I am.” Gerel’s Sending caught her off guard and Yuzhen shot him a glare as she released her death grip upon on her hair. “I’ll still love you, bald or not, but given the option, I’d choose the latter.”
 
  
 
 Disciplining herself to stand stock still, she Sent, “Does this mean I am allowed an opinion regarding your hairstyle? Or rather, the lack thereof?” Truthfully, she loved his smooth, bald head, but he would look much more ‘proper’ if he wore a queue, where the front and sides of his head were clean shaven while the back was left long and braided. Though no longer in fashion, a man with a queue looked striking in full military armour, a style she felt would suit her paramour and future husband well. Though she loved him dearly as he was, she was a politician first and it would be expected for her husband to look the part. As much as she enjoyed his rugged, tribal look, she couldn’t bring a rustic, leather-clad warrior into a formal dinner with foreign dignitaries. The quiet, stoic soldier however, now there was a man she could parade about, dropping hints about how much he loved her and what lengths he, and by extension, the Bekhai would go to should she ever come to harm...
 
  
 
 “Speak, and this one shall obey,” Gerel replied, his Sending filled with warmth and good humour. It was one of the many reasons she loved him, so supportive of her career yet comfortable with her independence. He was there to help should she need it but didn’t fuss or pout when she didn’t. Counting her blessings, Yuzhen ached to take his hand or perhaps go a little further, but with Nian Zu, Baatar, Akanai, and Tokta waiting beside them, it would be highly inappropriate.
 
  
 
 Especially considering their current predicament.
 
  
 
 It was almost unbelievable. Here they were, the highest ranking officials of each branch in the Northern Province, summoned before the Legate like misbehaving schoolchildren to answer for Falling Rain’s latest antics. She almost collapsed with rage when she heard about his run in with the Canston Trading Group, but before she could get an audience with the Legate, he’d already met with Rain and exiled him from the city. It wasn’t the worst possible outcome and the Legate seemed enamoured by the young hero, so she convinced herself Rain couldn’t possibly get into any more trouble while lounging on the beaches of Nan Ping Bay.
 
  
 
 Obviously, she was wrong to do so. Again.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t that she didn’t sympathize with Rain’s plight. Someone tried to kill him and came exceptionally close to succeeding, but instead of trusting the people waiting in this antechamber to handle things, Rain tackled the problem head on in his own idiotic and bull-headed way. While she had no proof he was responsible for this, rumours of foul play behind the shark attack had spread like wildfire in the hours after the attack and no matter how hard she looked, Yuzhen found no other suspects.
 
  
 
 Which likely meant neither had the Legate.
 
  
 
 With ‘evidence’ of infighting among the ruling class, the citizens of Nan Ping had whipped themselves into a state of near panic, demanding something be done about the corrupt and self-serving nobility. To show solidarity with their figurehead Falling Rain, the people began exposing the crimes of their employers and tried them in the court of public opinion. In less volatile times, Yuzhen would’ve jumped for joy and happily recruited all manner of disgruntled servants or unappreciated guards to be her eyes and ears, but with the Empire on the brink of all-out war with the Defiled, a civilian insurrection was the last thing they needed. Why they allied themselves with Rain’s cause, Yuzhen could only guess, but his name was at the root of all her reports. From demanding justice for the assassination attempt to claiming Rain would personally save the Empire if only the ‘corrupt’ nobles would stop getting in his way, discord and unrest had taken over Nan Ping, all because someone tried to kill a young hero from the north.
 
  
 
 None of this was of any help to Rain, as all the panic only served to isolate the Bekhai from the prospective allies Yuzhen had been courting. Even the Yo and Ru families were too busy putting out fires in their own households to investigate who carried out the attack on Rain. Meanwhile, Yuzhen’s people were busy documenting every nugget of information they stumbled across, but with so many rumours flying about, it would be all but impossible to verify the truth in short order. To make matters worse, the people were focusing on all the wrong things, airing news of personal grievances and petty scandals instead of important, earth-shaking crimes like hiding assets or private armies, things she could use against her enemies. Though she sympathized with the commoners’ plight, telling the world this noble raped a maid or that soldier murdered a farmer only reiterated what everyone already knew: the strong thrive while the weak endure.
 
  
 
 Yuzhen wished it were otherwise. While commoners would be left to the mercy of the Defiled without Martial Warriors to defend them, the reverse was also true. Her father, a man who could barely channel the Energy of the Heavens on his best days, always said an army lived and died by its belly. A well-fed and well-led army would march into the Father’s Maw itself. Without farmers, the soldiers would have no opportunity to rise and become the Martial Warriors they were, because they would be too busy keeping themselves from starving to death. There were a multitude of other examples she could think of, but few warriors cared enough to listen. Most believed themselves superior to the common man and acted in accordance to those beliefs, which led to widespread tyranny and maltreatment. As much as Yuzhen would like to change things, asking Martial Warriors to stand against their peers for the sake of peasants was like asking wolves to stand against lions for the sake of rabbits.
 
  
 
 After keeping them waiting for over an hour, the Legate finally deigned to meet them. Entering on the heels of the Crier’s introduction, Yuzhen glanced about the empty throne room as she made her way towards the Legate, wondering if the lack of audience was to their advantage. Once all the formalities were observed, Yuzhen stood flanked by Akanai and Nian Zu, waiting as the Legate sat and drummed his fingers across his gilded metal throne. After a long, soul-searching gaze, the Legate spoke, his voice raspy and overused. “Dispense with formalities and speak truthfully. Are you or any of your agents responsible for this recent unrest?”
 
  
 
 Everyone replied in the negative aside from Akanai and Baatar, who glanced at each other before responding in sync, “Not to my knowledge.” It was an honest answer, but Yuzhen wished the Bekhai were less candid and more tactful. Had they not implied this fiasco could be Rain’s personal handiwork, the Legate might have overlooked such a possibility.
 
  
 
 As expected, the Legate took a moment to consider this new information with a displeased frown. “A young hero can be forgiven many things,” he said, looking tired and overworked, “but Falling Rain tries my patience like no other. I wanted him here so we could impress upon him the gravity of our situation, but my guards returned empty handed. Care to guess why?”
 
  
 
 Oh no. Did Rain refuse the Legate’s invitation? Or worse, rebel? No, that wasn’t like him, he wouldn’t commit his people to a war without talking things over first. While he could be belligerent and argumentative, he wasn’t outright rebellious, barring his little outburst at the merchant house. While his motivations were still a mystery, Gerel guaranteed Rain’s actions weren’t without reason and wouldn’t be repeated, though he refused to say why. Truth be told, Rain was a little too compliant, taking people at their word instead of using his own judgment to read the mood, like when the Shrike insisted he offer an opinion.
 
  
 
 So why wasn’t he here? Glancing around, she realized she was the only one spooked by the Legate’s innocuous question. With a rueful chuckle, the Legate shook his head in pleasant disbelief. “As we speak, the boy is submerged in Nan Ping Bay and Awakening to a Blessing of the Heavens. Nineteen years old and an Expert of the Empire wasn’t impressive enough, now he Awakens in the waters he almost died in not twenty four hours past. Truly worthy of admiration. A good thing I did not act in haste and call this meeting earlier, else he might have missed this fortuitous opportunity.”
 
  
 
 Dizzy with relief, Yuzhen smiled for the Legate and Sent to Gerel, “You knew and left me to suffer in ignorance! Why?” Wait, what did the Legate say? “He’s an Expert? How has he already formed a Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry my love,” Gerel Sent, not sounding sorry at all. “Akanai’s standing orders. I’m forbidden from speaking of the boy’s accomplishments. The Chief Provost doesn’t want him getting cocky, so the less who know, the better. That goes doubly for his current circumstances, can’t have the boy’s enemies ruining this for him or worse.”
 
  
 
 Displeased by the reminder of how the Bekhai were an insular people who saw her as an outsider, Yuzhen made a note to air her grievances some other time. Right now, she needed to focus on the Legate’s next move, which was to motion for his seneschal to approach and unfurl a scroll for their perusal. “Regarding the rumours surrounding yesterday’s shark attack, my people have found no evidence of wrongdoing. While we discovered undigested human remains within the sharks’ stomachs, this in and of itself is not enough to corroborate claims of a mastermind behind the attack. It’s possible the school came across a group of fishermen before attacking Falling Rain. Since no one has come forth to accuse a party for the crime and we found a lack of reported suspicious activity preceding the incident, I intend to rule the shark attack as an act of nature and not a deliberate attack on the Divine Turtle and her attendant.” Raising an eyebrow, the Legate stared each of them down in turn before continuing. “Unless those present have anything to add?”
 
  
 
 Stifling a frown, Yuzhen bowed and answered for everyone, praying the others would hold their tongues. “We abide by your judgment, Imperial Legate.” His ‘proof’ was all nonsense of course, the Legate would have ruled it so regardless of the evidence. The citizens of Nan Ping were working themselves into a frenzy over the attack and declaring it as an act of nature might mitigate their outrage, not to mention put an end to the public shaming of the noble houses. Her people reported of thin-skinned nobles talking in their cups, ready to slaughter gossips and rumour mongers or burn down taverns and tea-houses in a fit of pique, an outcome the Legate could only respond to with force.
 
  
 
 Nan Ping was a sealed pot ready to boil over at a moment's notice, but the architect behind it all was wholly unaware, drifting peacefully in the bay and basking in the Mother’s tender ministrations. Despite being a nineteen-year-old Awakened Expert with limitless potential, Yuzhen wasn’t entirely sure Rain was worth the trouble.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Akanai could be convinced to gift Rain to their enemies. Then they could sit back and watch as they fell apart trying to keep him out of trouble...
 
 After seeing the others had nothing to add, the Legate nodded and waved them away. “Good. Since Rain and the Divine Guardian are both unharmed, this matter ends here. Keep him out of trouble, for my patience and goodwill is not without limit. Dismissed.”
 
  
 
 As they left the throne room, Yuzhen Sent to Akanai, “We need to speak.”
 
  
 
 “Then speak while we walk, child.” Brusque as always, the icy warrior motioned for Yuzhen to follow and marched for the stables.
 
  
 
 Knowing Akanai was doing the same, Yuzhen Sent orders to have her horse readied while she scurried to keep up. “You’re unhappy with the Legate’s ruling,” she Sent, diving straight into the issue without preamble.
 
  
 
 “Putting it lightly, yes.” Though directed elsewhere, Akanai’s palpable fury sent a cold shiver down Yuzhen’s spine. “Someone tried to kill the boy yesterday, I need no proof to see this. Yet not only does the Legate refuse us justice, he offers no aid during a time when the boy is more vulnerable than ever, only pretty words and empty flattery.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing her fear, Yuzhen pressed on. “I understand your anger, but if you consider the matter from a broader perspective, you will see he has no choice in the matter. Had Rain brought his findings to the Legate in private, then perhaps justice could have been served, but he didn’t. With the citizens up in arms, if the Legate confirms that the attack was planned, then it could spark a riot which will only end with bloodshed, an outcome we can ill-afford. Ruling the shark attack an act of nature was the only way to resolve the situation peaceably, and sending guards to watch over Rain would run counter to the ruling.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. You think me a mule-headed fool? I know this much and I agree with the Legate’s decision, though his actions leave me wanting.” Glaring out the corner of her eye, Akanai sneered and continued. “Ask yourself this, child: Why do you think the boy did what he did?”
 
  
 
 Damn. Yuzhen had hoped to avoid this topic. “Because,” she Sent, inwardly sighing, “Rain doesn’t trust the Legate.”
 
  
 
 “And for good reason. The Imperials all tout on about stability and solidarity, of uniting to face our enemies, but they would leave us all to burn if it suited their purpose.”
 
  
 
 A bleak and fatalistic outlook, but having heard about Akanai’s last run-in with an Imperial Scion and Central in particular, Yuzhen could hardly blame her. As reward for her heroic service, Akanai was publicly mocked by an Imperial representative, which gave the nobles of Central courage enough to hunt her down for sport. Still hoping to keep Akanai from making a rash decision, Yuzhen tried a different approach. “Yes, but now circumstances have changed. They need us, but we also need them, now more than ever. If Central falls to the Defiled, the North and South will follow soon after. The only way for the Empire to survive is to work together.”
 
  
 
 “No point telling me, child. Tell the Legate. He does nothing to win us over, leaving little Rain to fend for himself and doing nothing to dissuade our would-be assassins. What does it matter to him if a talented Bekhai youth dies young? The Empire needs capable experts now, not ten years from now.” Leaping onto her waiting quin, Akanai’s penetrating stare locked Yuzhen in place, her voice soft yet determined as she spoke aloud. “As a young child, I left home to join the Imperial Army, dreaming of finding honour and glory through battle. I served my time fighting brigands, hunting Defiled, escorting caravans, and guarding nobles, all the while watching in envy as lesser warriors rose through the ranks above me. For fifty years I toiled and bled for the Empire as an unranked soldier, my efforts and achievements ignored because of my gender and heritage, and when my term of service came to an end, I left with no rank and no reward, with nothing to show for my sacrifice.”
 
  
 
 Forestalling Yuzhen’s rebuttal with an upraised hand, Akanai shook her head and continued. “Let me finish. Upon returning home, I realized how fortunate I was to escape intact. Many of those who I’d left with or followed in my footsteps had returned home crippled and broken, and they were the lucky ones. Still yearning to serve the Empire, I created the Khishigs to protect the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains and give our children a place to hone their skills without subjecting themselves to the harsh treatment of the Empire.” Chuckling, she added, “After fifty years of service, I finally obtained a promotion, given the rank of Major sight unseen just because I had five-thousand Martial Warriors standing behind me.”
 
  
 
 “Why are you telling me all of this?” Yuzhen asked, worried she already knew the answer.
 
  
 
 With a sad smile, Akanai sighed and shrugged. “So you will understand why I believe the Empire will always be divided. Unity, harmony, solidarity, these are all dreams which will never come to pass, not entirely. Just look at your own Society and you will know this to be true. As we speak, every faction in the Empire is busy making allies and jockeying for position, hoping to save their strength at the expense of another during the upcoming war.” Speaking over her shoulder as she turned to leave, Akanai added, “We will face the Defiled and emerge victorious, of this I have no doubt. My only concern is making sure enough of my people survive to see it through.”
 
  
 
 Mind blanking at the implications, Yuzhen stood in shock and watched Akanai ride away, unable to refute her arguments. Worse, Akanai touched on another issue without outright mentioning it, but it was a matter which kept Yuzhen awake at night. The Society would come together when faced with an outsider, but they went right back to squabbling the moment the threat was taken care of. How would the Empire fare if there were no Defiled around to threaten it?
 
  
 
 “She likes you,” Gerel said as he brought her horse around.
 
  
 
 “Oh yes, I can tell,” Yuzhen replied, voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
  
 
 “No, I mean it.” Covertly patting her behind while pretending to help her onto her horse, Gerel smirked in the face of her glare. “She wouldn’t speak to you if she didn’t.” Switching to Sending, Gerel added, “Baatar told me she hated talking about her time in the army. It was harder than she lets on. Truth is, she loves the Empire more than most, or at least the ideals behind the Empire. ‘Every man and woman working towards a common goal, for the safety and well-being of all’. When she discovered those ideals were nothing but lies, she returned home and made a community which fit those ideals, our own little Empress of the mountains.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at how proud he looked, Yuzhen asked, “You admire her. Are you trying to make me jealous?”
 
  
 
 “Yes. Is it working?” Wagging his eyebrows, he set out after his ‘little Empress’ and Sent, “Come, let’s go check on Rain. It’s not often you get a chance to see someone go through an Awakening for the second time.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 In all his years, Jorani had never seen anything like it. They must have picked it up during their trek through the tall grasslands of Central, with plains so dense they needed blades to hack through it. Silent and stealthy, who knew how long it’d hidden within their midst, hitching a ride on Ral’s pants with no one the wiser. With a round, fat torso and a rounder, tiny head, the creature flapped its wings so quickly Jorani could barely make them out, a lovely blur of dark emerald and inky obsidian. Long as a finger and at least three wide, the six-legged creature flailed about in futility and clicked its... mouth or arms, caught between Ral’s fingers as the dumb oaf studied it with unbridled interest.
 
 
Knowing what was coming but unable (or unwilling) to stop it, Jorani watched in a mixture of abject horror and morbid curiosity as Ral tilted his head back, opened his mouth, and popped the still-wriggling creature in without hesitation. Chomping down with a juicy crunch, Ral wore a contemplative expression as he parsed through the taste. Recoiling in disgust, Jorani couldn’t close his eyes or look away, unable to even blink. Slurping the still writhing legs into his mouth, Ral’s floppy ears flapped back and forth as he absently checked his body for more of the edible passengers, chewing noisily all the while. Smacking his lips, Ral gave Jorani a bashful grin, displaying the bits of the creature still stuck between his teeth. “Yum... Tastes like pine nuts Jor. You think we can find more? I’m real hungry...”
 
 
Repressing a shudder, Jorani finally closed his eyes and convinced himself the creature wasn’t still moving. It was broken up into a thousand pieces, how could it still be squirming about? “I’ll spread the word to keep an eye out for em,” he said, unable to look his friend in the face. “Won’t be but a thing.” What Chey saw in the big oaf, Jorani would never understand. He was happy for Ral, he was, but also incredibly jealous.
 
 
So. Very. Jealous.
 
 
“Thanks Jor.” Sucking his teeth, Ral asked, “What did I eats?”
 
 
Now he asks. “Can’t rightly say. Ain’t ever been to this part of the woods before, we on a whole new playing field.”
 
 
Nodding sagely, Ral said, “Right Jor. Like them big, hole-diggin’ ground squirrels we saw. They looked real soft and fuzzy, pokin’ out of the grass like they did. You think we should go back and grab a few? For the boss, I mean. He’d like em lots.”
 
 
 
And so would Ral. That’s all the big oaf did these days, play with the bossman’s pets, fool around with Chey, and train. Motioning for the squad to fall in behind him, Jorani snorted softly. “Even if we had the time and means to grab a few, they’d be fer stewin’, not snugglin’. Yer’s ain’t the only belly rumblin’ around here.”
 
 
“Ah, sorry Jor, I forgot to share. You eat the next one.”
 
 
“Don’t you worry ‘bout it.” This time the shudder got away from him and Jorani banished the memory from his mind. Think about something else, like a nice, plump, chicken stewed on a bed of radish and bamboo shoots, with a big bowl of fragrant fried rice to go with it. Or a juicy cut of venison garnished with onions, cloves, and ginger, slow roasted over coals and washed down with a jug of honeyed wine. Hell, Jorani was so hungry, he’d even entertain the notion of eating one of them giant squids the other squads went on about. His crew never got a taste, since they’d been busy guarding camp while the others enjoyed a delicious, professionally-cooked meal paid for with the bossman’s copper.
 
 
The bossman promised to make it up to Jorani and his crew, but with the way things had gone, that didn’t look likely to happen anytime soon.
 
 
Truth be told, Jorani was more than a little miffed at the bossman, downright peeved in fact. Falling Rain didn’t understand the concept of rest and he pushed his people too damn far. After a month of hard travel, where they woke at dawn, travelled till dusk, and crammed in as much training as humanly possible, Jorani thought their suffering had come to an end when they finally reached Nan Ping.
 
 
How wrong he was.
 
 
While Jorani skipped dinner to catch up on much needed sleep, the bossman wasted no time pissing off the locals, accepting an eight-against-one duel and winning in his customary, domineering fashion. Jorani heard all about it the next morning, after being woken bright and early by the guttural curses and hard knuckles of Bulat and Ravil. Turns out, after a month of ‘rest’, Mister Rustram wasted no time getting back into the habit of their gruelling and painful training. Suffering in silence, Jorani endured the verbal and physical abuse for the time being, counting down the days until he was strong enough to stand up and tell the world the bossman was crazier than a sack full of rabid weasels.
 
 
He didn’t have to be stronger than the bossman, he just had to outrun him.
 
 
Adding piss to sour wine, not only did Jorani never get a taste of Nan Ping’s fine cuisine, he’d been stuck eating dry travel rations for a month now. Time was he’d be happy enough with a full belly and a place to lay his head, but that was before he knew how good food really tasted. The day after they arrived, the bossman brought Dastan’s crew into the city and they came back with tales of all the mouth-watering delicacies they ate, things like salt and pepper crab, spicy spinach noodles, chili prawns, and more, instantly becoming the envy of the camp. The next day, the bossman stayed outside and ate the same travel fare everyone else choked on, and the day after that was when the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao wrecked a merchant house and got Falling Rain exiled from the city.
 
 
That’s how the story went, and while Jorani hadn’t seen the incident first hand, one look at the sluggish, docile turtle was enough to know it was a load of crap. It didn’t take a tactical genius to figure out the bossman had a deep-seated hatred for bristleboars and sent the turtle in to do his dirty work. Though there were stories going around about the bossman’s darker nature, Jorani still had trouble imagining the friendly kid angry enough to lay hands on Mister Rustram. Ruthless and intimidating as he was, the bossman rarely let the smile slip from his face, so whatever them bristleboars did to him, it must have been bad. Ravil opined the bossman’s hatred had something to do with the Bekhai grudge against the Society, but Jorani thought otherwise. If the bossman could make friends with Situ Jia Zian, a man he fought a duel to the death against, then why would he harbour hatred for a bunch of half-breeds he’d never met just because they all hailed from the same ancestor?
 
 
There was more to it but damned if Jorani was about to go digging around. Poking about in a man’s past was a quick way to get yourself a one way trip to the Father’s maw, and he wanted nothing to do with whatever set the bossman off. Instead, Jorani smiled, nodded, and set out to follow his orders, inwardly grumbling the entire time. Destroying the merchant house wasn’t enough, now the bossman wanted Jorani and the others to inspect the properties belonging to the Canston Trading Group without saying why, but his purpose was easy enough to guess.
 
 
The bossman was in the mood to help the bristleboars lighten their pockets, and Jorani was happy to oblige.
 
 
Well, not exactly happy, but pleased. He’d be happier if their circumstances weren’t complete horseshit. Then again, horseshit might be an improvement, because that meant they at least had horses. Bossman didn’t let them take any quin’s either, nor any wagons, armour, bows, crossbows, or Spiritual Weapons. He didn’t want them carrying anything which might identify them as Bekkies, which was everything, and ordered them to blend in with the locals, which was stupid. There ain’t anyone more mistrustful than isolated village folk. They’d mark Jorani’s crew as foreigners the second any of them opened their mouths, if not before, but the bossman speaks and Jorani obeys.
 
 
So without horses, quins, or proper equipment, they set out with what supplies they could carry, but those barely lasted long enough for two days and today was day three. They weren’t strangers to living off the land, but everything in Central was unfamiliar to them, not to mention the challenge of hunting with makeshift bows, crude spears, and slings made from loincloths. In a strange twist, Jorani found going back to his roots somewhat relaxing, bringing back memories of simpler times, when all he had to worry about was filling his belly and sleeping safe, when a quick tongue and quicker wits were his greatest weapons, and when Ral had his back no matter the odds.
 
 
Now, the hierarchy went Chey, the bossman, then Jorani, a sad, sorry place to be.
 
 
If Jorani had his silver cord, it’d be easy to round up a couple of them woolly, two-horned, bull-looking creatures hanging about. They looked like good eating and even if they weren’t, at least there’d be plenty to go around. Being fighting fit came with a cost as each of Jorani’s crew needed three times more food than a common farmer, and they didn’t all share Ral’s impenetrable iron stomach. With their rations all gone, every meal was a roll of the dice, wondering if the stinky, striped ferret and white, spotted mushrooms he ate for breakfast was gonna give him the runs, or if it’d be the sharp, leafy plant and wrinkled, naked rat he had for lunch. No matter how lucky you were, all hot streaks eventually come to an end and then you’re stuck crouched over a ditch and trying not to whimper too loudly, praying for an end to the ass-spurting misery.
 
 
At least Jorani was free to lead as he pleased, instead of being stuck under Ravil’s thumb like Wang Bao. Chey was smart enough to stay out of trouble and Ulfsaar had his wifey Neera to keep him in check, but Wang Bao was too hot headed to leave unsupervised. Make no mistake, he played the part of disgraced noble like he was born to it, all stiff-backed and starched collars like Mister Rustram. Problem is, you can take the wolf out of the forest, but you can’t take the forest out of the wolf. Wang Bao was a Butcher through and through, which meant he was one of the biggest and baddest bandits around, a low-down, back-stabbing, throat-cutting bastard to the core. If Jorani had a choice, he’d sooner fight Ulfsaar than Wang Bao; At least Ulfsaar would make it quick and painless.
 
 
Of course, the scariest bastard yet was still their dark-skinned despot Ravil. It was his eyes, those pitch-black, soulless orbs which almost twinkled when he smiled...
 
 
Hoping to never again be on the receiving end of said smile, Jorani picked up the pace. By nightfall, their target was in sight, a winery north of Nan Ping and far off the beaten track. Hell, it was so remote, the place wasn’t even on the maps. Mister Rustram only learned about it after bribing a wagon driver who’d done a delivery out here, a last-minute stand in which paid well for his silence. It wasn’t exactly unheard of for wineries to value their secrecy, fixing to keep their recipe and ingredients a mystery, but one look at the compound was enough to make Jorani’s stomach drop in despair.
 
 
Secrecy or not, what kind of winery needed armed guards patrolling stone walls and steel-reinforced gates?
 
 
“Something’s off,” Jorani muttered, speaking to no one in particular. “Shoulda seen it before we set out. Only road leadin’ here is a one-wagon dirt trail. Stupid. How’s a winery supposed to get supplies and make deliveries with a one-wagon trail?”
 
 
“They could take turns Jor,” Ral supplied. “You know, one day for supplies, the next for deliveries?”
 
 
Rolling his eyes, Jorani resisted the impulse to snap. “Possible, but probably not.” Retreating from the underbrush, he picked out his sneakiest bastards. “Jinoe, Ronga, Siyar, you’re with me. Rest of you, back up ‘bout half a kilometre and sit tight. No fire, no tents, and double sentry duty fifty meters out. Someone stumbles across y’all then send them off to Mum real quiet-like, ye hear? Rest light and ready to bolt, we gonna be awhile, but not the whole night.” As the others retreated, Jorani gave Ral a pat on the arm. “You too, c’mon now, off with ye.”
 
 
“Don’t you need me to watch your back, Jor? Them guards look real big and scary...”
 
 
Patting the concerned giant on the arm, Jorani grinned and winked. “Don’t you worry bout it. We just goin’ in to sneak a peek, then we’ll come right on back with no one the wiser. Hell, maybe we’ll even filch a little wine to celebrate a job well done.”
 
 
“All right Jor.” Brandishing his borrowed lumber axe, Ral added, “If you need me, holler real loud okay?”
 
 
“You just worry ‘bout keepin’ quiet. Ye snore loud enough to wake the dead.” Shooing the big oaf away, he turned to his chosen sneak thieves. Jinoe and Ronga were the finest cut-purses he knew and Siyar could make a Wraith look clumsy, so Jorani was confident they’d be able to slip past a handful of bored guards. Hell, Jorani himself was no slouch at cloaks and daggers, having pinched his fair share of wineskins and coin-purses back in his heyday. “Okay then,” he said, faking confidence as he looked them each in the eyes. “You heard the deal. Night won’t last forever, so let’s get to it.”
 
 
It took two hours for them to mark the patrols and three tries in another hour for Siyar to scale the eight-meter high wall unseen. While any one of them could’ve easily made it over, Siyar was the only one confident he could do it quickly and quietly in complete darkness. Thankfully, the entire winery was pitch black and without a flame in sight, so it wasn’t too hard for the others to follow. With blood pounding in his ears, Jorani climbed up using the rope dropped by Siyar, grateful for all his practice on the obstacle course back at the Bridge. Crazy as the bossman was, there was a method to his madness and it was finally showing.
 
 
Once onto the parapets, Jorani paused to take in the lay of the land before slipping over the other side and down a second rope to join Siyar. Jinoe soon followed while Ronga hid topside to lower the ropes again when it was time to leave. With Jinoe staying in place to coordinate with Ronga, Jorani and Siyar set out to investigate the compound. Following behind the former smuggler, Jorani marvelled at how the slim, unassuming man slipped into the shadows and all but disappeared. This wasn’t Concealment with Chi, but practised skill and seasoned experience, knowing exactly how the darkness would envelop him and how to use it to his advantage.
 
 
Moving deeper into the compound, they cut a meandering circuit through what looked like the living quarters, a series of squat, wooden shacks sized for four people each. From what he’d briefly seen atop the parapets, a layer of these shacks lined the wall, followed by a layer of ragged tents, then a central square of four, large, windowless buildings made of stone, which he marked as their destination. Whatever secrets this place held, they’d find them there.
 
 
Siyar’s hand went up in warning a heartbeat before the man melted out of sight and Jorani scrambled behind the closest cover, a collection of barrels sitting next to a shack. Pulse racing and head light, Jorani crouched and listened as the footsteps steadily approached, the ponderous gait of men thick with muscle and sinew. Catching bits and pieces of their conversation, it took him a moment to realize they weren’t speaking Common, using a guttural language which sounded like a medley of grunts and snorts.
 
 
Closer and closer the sounds came until they were right atop Jorani, hiding beneath his hands because he was too scared to look. With a scrape and a grunt, the barrel next to him lifted away and Jorani cracked his eyes open to see a pair of gnarled hands wrapped around the barrel’s midsection. Hefting it high, the guard turned about, grunted something in reply to an unseen speaker, and walked away, his vision obscured by the large barrel in his arms and none to wiser to Jorani’s presence. Now crouching in plain view, Jorani blinked in surprise as the guard turned the corner and disappeared from sight, a narrow escape if there ever was one. Stepping out of the shadows, Siyar’s scowl said it all as he signalled for Jorani to head back. Seeing wisdom in the suggestion, he retreated to where Jinoe waited and took cover beneath an awning, grateful for the darkness which hid his shame.
 
 
Next time, Jorani knew to pick out his experts and, more importantly, trust them to do the job.
 
 
Almost an hour later, Siyar appeared out of nowhere and frantically signalled for Ronga to drop the ropes. In short order, the four of them were off and away, slinking back to where the rest of the crew waited. Gathering them all, Jorani beat a hasty retreat, running back the way they came for three hours before calling for a break. Breathless, exhausted, and hungry, Jorani finally got around to asking Siyar, “What’d you find?”
 
 
“Nothing good.” With a sour grimace, Siyar horked into the grass, as if trying to clear his mouth of an unpleasant taste. “Them tents be packed with slaves, a right sorry lot if I ever seen one. Ain’t no call to treat a man that way, even less a woman.”
 
 
Never a pleasant sight, but them’s the breaks. Freeing slaves was the bossman’s hobby, not Jorani’s. “Anything else?” Jorani asked, impatient to get some rest. If that’s all there was, then they’d have to go back and look around again.
 
 
“Dunno. Slipped into the warehouse. Ain’t no winery, ain’t even wine storage.” Reaching into his pouch, Siyar pulled out two copper vessels, wrapped in silk to keep them from making noise. Shit, when did Siyar find time to meet the local ladies and win their favour? At least two ladies no less, life just ain’t fair. He wasn’t even handsome or strapping, just an average looking schmuck. “Ain’t no one selling wine in tiny sippy jars, much less ones caulked shut with resin. Smells like dog farts and rotting entrails, it does. Had thousands of them all boxed up, nice and neat.”
 
 
Taking one of the receptacles to study, Jorani looked it over from top to bottom. Each one about as thick as his thumb and twice as long, they were half-filled with liquid sloshing around inside and sealed to keep it from leaking out. He was about to crack it open when he remembered his hard-learned lesson only a few hours ago. Handing the container to Ronga, he ordered the sneak-thief to open it. With a small crack, Ronga twisted off the containers top and a dark, oily liquid spilled out onto his left hand, stinking to high heavens like rot and death. Waving a hand to disperse the smell, Jorani congratulated himself for learning to delegate and asked, “What is that?”
 
 
“No clue,” Ronga replied, using grass to wipe the gunk off. “It’s cold though. Tingles too. It’s kinda nice.”
 
 
“Taste it,” Jinoe suggested.
 
 
“You fucking taste it, ye rotter.”
 
 
Undeterred, Jinoe asked, “You think it burns? Like the stuff the Coalition used back in Sanshu?”
 
 
Holding a hand up to forestall everyone’s curiosity, Jorani shook his head. “No light. We’ll leave this for the bossman to find out.” Nodding at the opened copper vessel still in Ronga’s hand, he added, “Toss that somewhere far from camp and get some sleep. Four hours rest, I want us gone by daylight.”
 
 
Walking away from the stench, Jorani found himself a nice little patch of grass and settled in with Ral, falling asleep the moment he closed his eyes.
 
 
And opened them again almost immediately after as a muffled scream tore through the camp.
 
 
No, not immediately, it was daylight, faint as it was. Running towards the commotion, he found Jinoe and Ronga grapping on the ground as the former kept the latter’s screams to a subdued level. “It’s his hand,” Jinoe hissed. “It’s burnin’ up somethin’ fierce.”
 
 
Burning was right, though neither flame nor smoke could be seen, patches of charred skin spread across the sneak-thief’s left hand and up his forearm, exposing tender blackened flesh beneath. Wrapping his hand with a spare shirt, Jorani grabbed Ronga by the wrist and wrestled the poor bastard onto his back with Jinoe’s help. Wrapping a belt around his bicep as a tourniquet, Jorani straightened the arm and hissed, “Ral, chop!”
 
 
“Gotcha Jor.”
 
 
Before the words finished leaving his mouth, Ral’s axe flashed through the air and cut Ronga’s arm cleanly off at the elbow. Checking to see if the burns were still spreading, Jorani tossed the ruined shirt and severed arm aside and set to tending Ronga’s wounds, who’d mercifully passed out. “No worries,” Jorani muttered. “You can always grow yerself a new arm. Least you didn’t taste it.” Passing the work off to a more experienced hand, Jorani stood up and stared at the severed arm, well on its way to ashes. “What happened?”
 
 
Eyes wide with worry, Jinoe answered without looking away from his wounded friend. “No idea. He woke up screamin’ like a stuck pig with a hand black as ash. It was that stuff which dunnit, had to be.”
 
 
With Jinoe’s help, Jorani tracked down the broken vessel Ronga discarded before going to sleep. Laying in a patch of blackened grass and cracked stones, the intact half of the copper vessel sat less than twenty meters from camp, the pitch black liquid now a hardened, sticky mass. Whatever it was, it was a real piece of work, the bane of flesh, grass, stone, and probably more.
 
 
“Welp,” Jorani said to no one in particular. “Least we didn’t waste the trip.”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 320 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 For as long as she could remember, Song prized her early morning routine above all else. The handful of minutes before each day truly began were her own, where nothing was expected of her except to brush and braid her hair. It was a simple, familiar routine, one which soothed her nerves and helped her through some of the most difficult times of her life. By all rights, Song should have resisted any change to her routine, should have felt cheated of her alone time when it was taken away, but far from it.
 
  
 
 Song loved it when Mama brushed her hair.
 
  
 
 Humming softly beneath her breath, Mama’s movements were slow and unhurried, taking her time as though she had nothing more important to do besides style Song’s hair. Every tangle was gently unravelled, every knot softly teased, as if Song were a delicate treasure to be handled with the utmost care. It was a far cry from the speedy, rough attentions of the other slaves, happy to make Song look presentable for the Brigadier and send her in their place. Those days were now like a terrible dream, slowly fading from memory with each passing day. Stifling a yawn, Song blinked the sleep out of her eyes and ran her fingers through Sara’s lustrous, white fur, massaging the wildcat’s scalp laying in her lap. Mewling in protest, the grumpy, golden Aurie flopped onto his back and thrashed about, displeased by his unjust treatment in this unfamiliar locale.
 
  
 
 Or annoyed by the lovely new shirt Song had him wear to bed.
 
  
 
 “Tch. A fine hunter he is,” Mama said, interrupting her sombre tune. “Showing his belly to everyone who will look. A real paper tiger this one, spoiled rotten to the core.”
 
  
 
 Gesturing for Aurie to come to her side, Song neither agreed nor disagreed with Mama, merely stating, “He’s upset because Rain didn’t return yesterday.” As an afterthought, she asked, “Has he resurfaced yet?” It would be fine if he hadn’t; Song loved having both Sara and Aurie to cuddle, the former beside her and the latter sprawled across her legs. Add in Mama’s warm embrace and last night was the happiest Song had ever been.
 
  
 
 It was even better than when Rain used his Aura to show her what it was like to be loved.
 
  
 
 “No, the boy is still at it. If you were ten years older, you would feel the Heavenly Energies tugging at the Chi inside your core as it rushes towards him. Been eighteen hours and the whole city knows it now. Hard to miss seeing him out there, exposed and vulnerable while the water churns around him.” Mama’s gentle movements slipped away and were replaced with a rougher, angrier touch as she braided Song’s hair, tugging a little too hard for comfort. “Honestly, he could have chosen a more defensible location to seek Insight, somewhere submerged in the shallows and out of sight from the docks. I swear the boy was born to make me miserable, I can feel the wrinkles forming as we speak.”
 
  
 
 Though this line of conversation made Song fear for her scalp, her curiosity got the better of her and she asked, “How long do Awakenings usually last?”
 
  
 
 “It varies depending on the person, but they have been known to last for more than a day, and as much as three.”
 
  
 
 “Will he be much stronger when it is finished?”
 
  
 
 “Look at you, so full of questions today.” Pausing her work to study Song’s face, Mama appeared strangely worried, but her mood passed quickly and she went back to braiding. “It takes time to parse through the mysteries of Awakening and even longer to put what one learns into practice, so normally, I would answer no, but the boy is hardly normal. This is the boy’s second time going through the process, which is unheard of, so we shall have to wait and see.” Clicking her tongue, Mama shook her head. “No more questions sweet daughter, I should not be telling you any of this. Better for you to discover the Mother’s secrets all on your own without my nattering to confuse you.”
 
  
 
 But then how was Song supposed to know if she was right? The Bekhai training method was simplistic in theory, but infinitely complex in practice. While it allowed one to examine the secrets of Heaven with no preconceived notions, it also left one alone and without guidance from their predecessors. Easier to learn from Teacher Du, whose straightforward lectures broke complicated concepts down into smaller, easily understood components.
 
  
 
 Song would never dare mention this out loud though, as Mama had been quite vocal about her contempt for Teacher Du and his methods.
 
  
 
 “There we go, all done.” Motioning for Song to turn one way, then the other, Mama inspected her handiwork with a smile. “Ah my sweet daughter, lovely as a warm summer day.”
 
  
 
 Noticing the missing weight of her braid, Song reached up and found it packaged into a neat little bun, much more convenient than coiling it around her neck when she needed it out of the way. “Thank you Mama.”
 
  
 
 “You like it? Good, I will teach you how it is done another time,” Mama said, wrapping her arms around Song. “Your sister never liked sitting still while I braided her hair, so let Mama enjoy this a few days more.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mama.” Happy to oblige, Song leaned back and basked in the attention. Being back in Central wasn’t as terrifying as she thought it’d be, especially with Mama at her side. This was their seventh day in Nan Ping and Song had yet to be lent, traded, gifted, sold, stolen, or even propositioned. Dressed in her fine Bekhai leathers, the merchants and shopkeepers often mistook Song for a foreigner and treated her like a valued customer instead of an insignificant slave, calling her things like little lady or beautiful patron instead of the less flattering monikers she was accustomed to. She ate good food, drank delicious tea, spent her coin as she pleased, and passed her days in a peaceful, pleasant existence.
 
  
 
 Aside from all of Rain’s bothersome antics, of course.
 
  
 
 Today, Song went about her day as usual, except with Mama to keep her company. Their first stop was at Lady Lin’s yurt to free Jimjam, Banjo, and Baloo from the sweet girl’s smothering embrace. Then Song fed and brushed all the pets while watching the rabbits’ silly antics, hopping and kicking inside their new enclosure. Running behind schedule, she hurried over to the training grounds for her daily spar with Mister Rustram, one of her few responsibilities. Stiff-backed and head held high, he greeted her with a courtly bow as she arrived, his narrow practice rapier in hand with the tip resting in the dirt like an ornate cane. They exchanged no words as she warmed up, and once Song was ready, she took her stance and waited as he did the same.
 
  
 
 It was... agreeable working with Mister Rustram. With his impeccable manners, mild temper, and untarnished motivations, he never gave Song a reason for worry.
 
  
 
 After a quarter hour of sparring, Song noted he’d fallen into old patterns and tightened his grip again, so she set out to punish him for it. Charging forward, she locked blades in a clash of metal and set him on the defensive. Disengaging with a hard push, she followed up with a forward kick and caught Mister Rustram in the gut. Whipping her saber about, she set it to rest lightly against his neck as he doubled over. Falling to his knees, he held his free hand up in surrender while gasping for breath, winded by the abrupt end to their match. “Yield,” he wheezed, signalling the end of this match. Taking a step back, Song waited while Mister Rustram propped himself up and muttered quietly to himself, a strange habit but one Song didn’t mind since she wasn’t expected to reply.
 
  
 
 Another reason she didn’t mind sparring with him; freedom from the unfamiliar burden of social niceties.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Mama didn’t share their appreciation of silence and interrupted with a question. “Daughter, how many times have you punished him for this same mistake?”
 
  
 
 “Almost every day since we started sparring.” Mister Rustram was not a quick learner.
 
  
 
 “Have you made clear what his error is?”
 
  
 
 “No Mama.” Teacher Du believed hardship and experience were the best ways to learn, and while Song sought to emulate it, she worried she might get in trouble if she injured Mister Rustram too badly.
 
  
 
 “I see.”
 
  
 
 There was no disapproval or reproach in Mama’s tone, but she turned her gaze to Mister Rustram who immediately clasped his hands and bowed. “Please Miss Song, enlighten this one to the error of his ways,” he said, polite and mannerly as always.
 
  
 
 Nervous about this change in routine, Song swallowed her anxiety and did as she was instructed. “Your weapon is slender and lightweight, crafted with speed and precision in mind. Thus, when meeting power with power, you will always be at a disadvantage.” Taking the slim practice weapon from him, Song held the hilt lightly between her fingers and with plenty of slack in her wrist, then demonstrated a series of darting and sweeping motions based on the Mantis Forms. “Held properly, your weapon has a wider range of motion compared to most others, which you must use to your advantage. When we clash, always match the bottom-third of your weapon against the top-third of your opponent’s, which gives you more leverage and control.”
 
  
 
 Handing him her practice saber, she gestured for him to attack. Catching his swing with the hilt of her rapier, she guided the tip of his saber off to the side, forcing Mister Rustram off balance. She did this a few more times before switching it up, countering with a beat parry and a counter-thrust to his throat, stopping just short of striking. She’d been trying to teach him this for months now, intentionally over-committing with an aggressive charge and hoping he would catch on and properly parry, or better yet, counter the attack. He responded correctly once just a few days ago, but he learned nothing from his first-ever near-victory. Not to say he hadn’t improved in other ways, but Mister Rustram was sorely lacking the instincts, perceptions, and reactions of a warrior, things which only time, effort, and experience could make up for.
 
  
 
 There was more to it, but Mama cut Song short and took over, rattling off a long list of flaws and instruction before concluding with, “My first daughter crafted you a weapon and my second instructs you on its use. I expect great things from you Mister Rustram, so continue to work hard. Daughter, a word?”
 
  
 
 Leading Song away from the sparring grounds and towards the beach, Mama fell quiet with a pensive frown. Clutching her practice saber to her chest, Song followed along and wondered what she’d done wrong. Was it because she failed to instruct Mister Rustram properly? As Rain’s second, Mister Rustram held a highly visible position and his weakness would reflect poorly on the Bekhai. Was Mama going to punish her? Song deserved it, she’d been too half-hearted while training Rain’s subordinates, unsure where she stood in the hierarchy and too afraid to ask.
 
  
 
 The silence lasted until they reached the shoreline, where Mama took a seat on an isolated patch of sand and Song followed suit. Pointing at the lone boat next to Ping Ping in the middle of the bay, Mama Sent, “I used to think you and the boy had much in common. Like you, he was once a slave, taken as a child by the Canston Trading Group. Shipped to the mines, he suffered terribly during his time there, and when Baatar found him, he was the only survivor out of Mother knows how many. Having known what it is like to be powerless, the boy’s fear drives him to seek strength. He believes that if he’s strong enough, he’ll never be put in the same position again, so he burns the candles at both ends and pushes his limits day after day. Now, he stands at the forefront of his peers, yet still he does not feel safe.”
 
  
 
 Small wonder Rain hated the Canston Trading Group and bristleboars so much. As a child, her trainers often threatened to send her off to the brothels or mines if she didn’t measure up, telling her all manner of horror stories to keep her in line. As one trainer explained, although Song was treated harshly, she had her minor comforts like a soft bed, clean clothes, and nourishing food because she was an investment, a commodity, meant to serve at her master’s side as guard and companion. In comparison, those other, less fortunate slaves were disposable resources, to be wrung dry of everything they had and replaced once there was nothing left to give.
 
  
 
 It was all done in the name of profits. Instead of keeping an existing workforce in good condition, it was cheaper to just buy new slaves, a cold calculation with no regard for the value of life.
 
  
 
 “Do you know why I brought this up?” Mama asked, interrupting Song’s recollections.
 
  
 
 Though Song sympathized with Rain’s plight, she wasn’t sure how to answer, but Mama seemed ready to wait until one was provided. This wasn’t the warm, gentle Mama speaking to her daughter Song, no, this was a Lieutenant General speaking to her soldier. Still uncertain, Song risked everything on a guess and asked, “Is it because you are upset this one has not Awakened?”
 
  
 
 “Why would you think that?”
 
  
 
 Trembling with apprehension, Song persevered on, believing she knew the cause of Mama’s disappointment. “This one overheard some of the others talking, saying how the Rising Dragon Elixir and runic rings helped both Rain and Lady Yan Awaken. This one also took the elixir and was given a ring, so...” Her voice trailed off and she left the rest unsaid, too scared to give voice to her thoughts, that Mama was disappointed with Song’s progress and was prepared to give up on her.
 
  
 
 “Silly girl.” Draping an arm around Song’s shoulder, Mama squeezed a little too tightly, but Song didn’t mind. “Learning how to mimic a true force of nature is an extraordinary feat, but only meant for a chosen few. An Awakening is a Blessing of the Heavens, a gift bestowed, not a goal to be chased. I myself have not Awakened, so why would it matter if you have not? I am not upset with you girl, I might as well be upset you failed to catch a star or touch the moon. No, I told you about Rain’s past because I thought you two were alike, but I was wrong.” Holding Song close, they both stared out into the bay as Mama’s voice grew hoarse. “Rain can be reckless at times, but only when necessary. Against a weaker opponent, he is often overly cautious, hiding behind his shield and waiting until an opportunity presents itself. You, however, are reckless regardless who your opponent is. Earlier, when you charged Mister Rustram, my heart stopped with worry, for if he responded properly to your aggression, he could have skewered you on his sword, blunted or not. Then you tell me you have been doing this almost every day for an entire year? Something is wrong my girl.”
 
  
 
 “This lowly one does not understand.” It was always better to admit ignorance than be punished for failure, a lesson Song learned early and often.
 
  
 
 “Oh my sweet girl,” Mama said, shaking her head in sorrow. “All this time, I thought you were getting better and almost whole again, but now I see you are far from it. Look at you, one tiny lecture and you are shivering like a lamb caught in the tiger’s den. And what is all this ‘lowly one’ nonsense? If you ever call me Master, I fear my heart will shatter into a thousand pieces.”
 
  
 
 Unsure what else to say, Song defaulted to, “Sorry Mama.”
 
  
 
 Lifting Song’s chin, Mama looked her in the eyes, her tender gaze filled with warmth and sadness. “Why are you sorry?”
 
  
 
 “Because this one – I,” Song corrected, flinching ever so slightly as she corrected herself, “have troubled Mama.”
 
  
 
 “And how have you troubled me?”
 
  
 
 Unable to come up with an answer, Song sat in restless silence, staring at the tip of her nose while searching for her braid to fidget with. After a long pause, Mama sighed and answered for her. “Because sweet daughter, you place no value on your life. I should have seen it earlier, back when Mila told me about your fight against the Demon in Sanshu. There was no way for you to know it would appear in front of you, but you risked it anyways. You are different from Rain. He’ll do anything to stay alive, while you walk the razor’s edge and risk your life because you care nothing for it. Tell me girl, do you seek death?”
 
  
 
 “No Mama. That would be in defiance of The Oaths.”
 
  
 
 “But if you died in defence of your master or during a training accident, then...?”
 
  
 
 Still not sure what Mama was getting at, Song shrugged and answered, “Then I will have died serving my purpose.”
 
  
 
 Deflating in place, Mama hugged Song a little tighter and sighed once more. Grateful their confusing conversation was finally at an end and nothing untoward had come of it, Song relaxed and snuggled up against Mama’s shoulder, enjoying the beautiful sights and soothing sounds of the bay. Bored of stalking the crabs, Aurie plopped down beside her in search of attention, joined soon after by Jimjam and Sara. Splashing in the water, the bears grunted and chortled as they wrestled about, showing signs of the powerful behemoths they would soon become yet still innocent and childlike in their demeanour. Tired from circling the bay, Roc and the laughing birds landed nearby, with sweet Kipi hopping over to show off the blue-grey sea stone clamped in her beak.
 
  
 
 After a long stretch of silence, Mama sighed a third time, rested her head against Song’s, and asked, “My sweet daughter, answer me true: are you happy?”
 
  
 
 Half asleep from resting on Mama’s shoulder, Song drowsily answered, “Yes Mama.”
 
  
 
 “Good. Then from this moment on, you have a new purpose.” Alarmed, Song tried to sit up but Mama held her tight and continued. “Your purpose is to live a long and happy life. I want you to try new things, find something you love, and tell me all about it. Can you do that, daughter?”
 
  
 
 Still uncertain what was happening, Song blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “I love spending time with Mama.”
 
  
 
 Bursting into laughter, Mama wiped her eyes and shook her head. “And I you, but that is not what I meant. I was speaking more about a hobby, a goal, or a path. For example, the Martial Path, which you have made great strides in but is it something you enjoy?”
 
  
 
 It wasn’t a question she’d considered before, but Song answered without hesitation. “Yes Mama. The Martial Path is all I have ever known, but it speaks to me. I have always pursued strength, but now I pursue strength for myself. I want to be strong so I can stand with Mama, Papa, and sister without being a burden.”
 
  
 
 “We would never consider you a burden.” Kissing Song on the temple, Mama added, “But if this is your decision, then prepare yourself. Though I am your mother and you are my daughter, I will hold nothing back as your Mentor. Now, your first task: sit here with your Mama and watch Rain’s Awakening. Sometimes, one can find Insight from watching an Awakening, but do not fret if nothing is gained. Like I said earlier...”
 
  
 
 Stiffening in surprise, Song nodded and held her tongue, ears pressed flat against her skull as she considered her dilemma.
 
  
 
 With this newest development, how was she supposed to tell Mama she wanted to learn from Teacher Du?
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Look who finally came up for air. ‘Bout time too, been damn near three days now.”
 
  
 
 “Come now, pull him in, he must be exhausted. Rain my boy, don’t you worry, we’ll have you up soon enough.”
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo. Such diligence, such drive, worthy of admiration.”
 
  
 
 Gasping for breath, Baledagh struggled to keep his head above the swirling waters, weak and feeble as a day old kitten following his frantic race for the surface. After what felt like an eternity, a pair of hands dragged him onto the boat and he looked up to see Guan Suo, Taduk, and the monk standing over him with concern in their eyes. Disoriented and confused, he coughed up a lungful of water and asked, “What happened? Where am I?”
 
  
 
 Brother? Are you there? Why aren’t you answering?
 
  
 
  Chapter Meme
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 Letting loose with a piteous moan, Mila prayed for a merciful end to this inhuman suffering. Cursing the twisted mind which devised this harrowing machine, she tried to ease her misery by rocking back and forth in her chair, but failed miserably and made things worse. Stomach lurching in protest, she reached for her bucket, clutched it to her chest and peered into the darkness of its disgusting depths, wondering if she still had anything left to offer.
 
  
 
 She most definitely did. Bile and water mostly, and she didn’t want to think of what else.
 
  
 
 “Papa,” she cried, after the vomiting stopped. “You’re a liar! You said the worst has passed, that this was almost over. Why isn’t it over yet Papa? Why isn’t it over...”
 
  
 
 She went on like this for some time before Papa finally answered, occupied as he was with his own torment. “Not long now lass,” he croaked, voice husky and weak. “Stay strong daughter, we can make it through – Urg.... blarggggh... this... worst is behind us... Stay strong...”
 
  
 
 Tears dripping down her face, Mila gazed upon Papa’s shrunken form laid out across the bed, his head strategically hanging over a bucket of his own. Drifting in and out of consciousness, Papa still had the mind to mumble encouragement and platitudes to try and ease her suffering. It hurt seeing him like this, so weak and vulnerable, not at all like his usual vigorous and robust self. Although Mama was the famed warrior of their family, Papa was no less impressive in Mila’s eyes, her jolly, good-natured, imperturbable protector. Whether it be sheltering her from Mama’s more ambitious training exercises or beating a spoiled young noble and would-be rapist to death, Mila could always count on her Papa to take care of her.
 
  
 
 Until now. Nothing could save them from this abominable affliction, so Mila prayed for the warm embrace of the Mother to come take her away.
 
  
 
 Whimpering for someone to come save her, Mila wept and hugged her bucket, long since desensitized to the awful smell. Both struck down by the same calamity, father and daughter had suffered side by side for nine days and today was the tenth. Sweet freedom lay so close, yet seemingly so far out of reach, Mila feared she wouldn’t survive to make it. Just staying upright in her chair took everything she had, but she knew things would get much worse if she laid down. Even closing her eyes made her head spin, so she stared out the tiny, open window to their cabin room and focused on the horizon, the only thing she found which could ease her misery.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t right... No one should be treated this way, not even the worst of criminals, and Mila was far from one. Were she to slip back through time and do this again, she would’ve broken out before the first day – no, the first hour had passed and ridden home. The flimsy wooden door was nothing to her, but now, after so many days of anguish and misery, she was weak as a day-old kitten and in no condition to walk, much less run.
 
  
 
 Humans were not meant to travel on boats.
 
  
 
 How anyone could stand the constant lurching was a complete mystery. The Captain and their sailors were no help, telling Mila she’d ‘get her sea legs’ soon enough, nothing but cruel lies and sadistic deceit, offering her a strand of hope where none existed. Were it not for Papa suffering beside her, Mila would have long since suspected this was all some cruel joke, with everyone hiding the remedy just so they could watch her suffer. Oh how she wished it were true, for it meant there was a cure and she wouldn’t have to go through this a second time. Better to walk home, nay, better to die fighting against the Defiled than repeat this harrowing experience, and if she had her way, no boat would ever travel on the open waters ever again.
 
  
 
 If the need arose, Mila would even swear an Oath to the Heavens to avoid stepping foot on another floating wooden deathtrap of infirmity and nausea.
 
  
 
 Slipping into peaceful oblivion, she came to while being flung from her chair, tumbling across the cabin, and coming to a stop in a corner. With her back on the floor and feet against the wall, she waited for her muscles to stop aching and the room to stop spinning before trying to stand. Struggling to her feet, she thanked the kind soul who thought to secure her vomit bucket while she slept, and simultaneously cursed that same person for putting it so damned far away. Leaning heavily against the wall, Mila dragged herself around the room, aiming for her bucket on the other side and praying she’d make it there before the nausea caught up and her vomiting began.
 
  
 
 Again.
 
  
 
 After three, arduous, unsteady steps, she realized the deck no longer swayed beneath her feet, though her legs insisted otherwise. Unable to adjust to these new circumstances, she fell to her knees in a mixture of exhaustion and relief, mind reeling at the implications. If the deck wasn’t swaying, that meant the ship wasn’t moving, and if the ship wasn’t moving, that meant...
 
  
 
 Oh thank the Mother! It’s over! We made it!
 
  
 
 Bursting through the door without knocking, Tursinai’s smug grin made Mila want to backhand the former bannerman across the face. How dare she be so happy while Mila suffered so horribly? “Why hello there little Mila,” she said, striding past the kneeling Mila to place a basin of water on the table. “You’ll be delighted to hear we’ve made landfall and everyone is outside waiting to greet you, but we can’t have you go out looking like death warmed over.”
 
  
 
 Tursinai must be a holy saint sent here by the Mother herself.
 
  
 
 As the warm washcloth ran across her face, Mila sat listlessly on the floor with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Thank you Tursi,” she cried, holding the older woman’s sleeve tight. “I’m sorry for every rude thing I’ve ever thought about you. I’m a horrible person, just horrible.”
 
  
 
 Between her inability to keep food or liquid down and still spinning room, Mila found she was having a little trouble controlling her emotions.
 
  
 
 “Hush now, little Mila,” Tursinai said, gingerly working at Mila’s crusted hair. “No need for thanks or apologies, just call me big sister once or twice.” Eyeing Papa, Tursinai bit her lip, sucked in her breath, and whispered, “I’d be even happier to help big Papa over there, but I worry the Lieutenant General would not look kindly upon my actions. If you really want to thank me, then how about you sit tight while I give your Papa a wipe down, and we keep it as our little secret?”
 
  
 
 After several minutes of inappropriate comments, Tursinai gave up on making Mila look presentable and carried her away. As they exited the ship’s interior and strode down the ramp, Mila gazed upon the almost endless stretch of sand and grass, celebrating her victory over death and having stable, stationary land beneath her feet. Resisting the urge to wriggle out of Tursinai’s arms and kiss the sand, she heard Lin’s excited cries and sought out her best friend’s face in the crowd. Wearing a laurel of flowers in her hair and a radiant smile, Lin looked lovely as a summer day as she ran towards them. “Mi-Mi! Mi-Mi! You’re finally here! There’s so much...” Mila’s heart broke as Lin crinkled her nose and skidded to a halt at arm’s length. Recoiling in visible disgust, she pinched her nose and exclaimed, “Ewwww Mi-Mi... So stinky. What happened?”
 
  
 
 Laughing so hard she had to put Mila down, Tursinai rolled in the sand and cackled in delight, oblivious to the odd stares she attracted. Glaring at her supposed best friend while kneading the soft, wonderful sand, Mila blinked through her tears of joy or indignation and asked, “Is that how you greet me after all those weeks apart?” Everyone was staring now and like Lin, they also backed away. Mila couldn’t possibly smell that terribly, could she?
 
  
 
 Scuffing her boot, Lin at least had the courtesy to look ashamed, so adorable in her contrition it made Mila burn with jealousy. “But Mi-Mi,” she said with an adorable pout, “you really do smell, ya?”
 
  
 
 Contrary to Lin’s revulsion, Song, with her hair up in a braided bun and wearing a similar laurel of flowers atop her head, made her way over to Mila’s side without hesitation. Holding Mila close, Song nuzzled her without regard for smell or filth, acting like a true sister could. “Thank you Song,” Mila said, leaning against her sister for both physical and emotional support. “I love you so much.”
 
  
 
 “I love you too, sister.”
 
  
 
 With a squeal of delight, Mila hugged Song as tight as she could, which was to say not tightly at all. “You mean it?”
 
  
 
 Smiling beautifully, Song nodded with confidence. “Yes sister.” So wonderful, Song was finally opening up after all their time together. Strange how it took a month of separation to make it happen. “Mama went in for Papa, so perhaps you’d like to take a bath before seeing her? Lin... is not wrong.”
 
  
 
 Well... maybe they had a point. Mila couldn’t remember bathing since before boarding the boats ten vomit-filled days ago. Though they beached every night, after twelve or fourteen hours at sea, Mila was in no condition to do anything but collapse into a pile of tears and snot. At least Rain wasn’t here to see or smell her like this.
 
  
 
 ... Wait, why wasn’t Rain here to greet his betrothed? She missed him so much, did he not miss her?
 
  
 
 “Er... Hello Mila.” Stepping out from the crowd as if summoned by her thoughts, her beloved arrived holding a laurel of flowers with both hands. Unlike Song’s or Lin’s, this one was shoddily made, the flowers unevenly spaced and oddly angled as if put together by a five-year-old. Cheeks bright red and eyes averted, Rain placed the laurel on her head and mumbled, “You changed your hair, it’s shorter and curly now. You look very lovely. I made this for you.”
 
  
 
 It’s okay. So her betrothed was not a craftsman. Mila even found it endearing to know he wasn’t amazing at everything, though she was also miffed he only now noticed her new haircut, three months after the fact. Reaching out towards him, she whimpered, “Carry me?”
 
  
 
 Stiffening in surprise, Rain’s grimace broke her heart. Did she really smell so terrible? Was his love for her truly so shallow? Luckily for him, Rain’s hesitation only lasted a heartbeat before he nodded in agreement. After closing his eyes and taking a calming breath, he dithered about trying to figure out how to best approach her, almost as if afraid to touch her. Silly man, still thinking about her dignity now, being carried by Tursinai was a little humiliating, but being carried by her betrothed would be romantic. Helping him along, she wrapped her arms around his neck, settled in against his shoulder, and waited for him to carry her away.
 
  
 
 And waited.
 
  
 
 And waited.
 
  
 
 Grunting in exertion, the veins in her beloved’s neck bulged as he struggled to lift her up, unable to shift her even a single centimetre. How odd, he’d been carrying her for weeks now without her help and she was too tired to Lighten even if she wanted to. Why was he pretending to have trouble now? “What’s wrong?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing. I can do this.” Veins throbbing and heart pounding, Rain grit his teeth and threw everything he had into lifting her off the sand but to no avail. After a minute of futile struggle, he snarled and shouted, “Shut up!”
 
  
 
 Taken aback, Mila released her hold around his neck. Without her arms to brace against, Rain tumbled backwards into the sand with a heavy thump, wheezing as the air was forced out of his lungs. “Excuse me?” she asked, annoyed at his tone. “What did you say?”
 
  
 
 “Not... talking to... you,” Rain gasped, gesturing aimlessly around him. “Monk. Concealed. Won’t stop Sending. Nattering on... Celibacy and sin.” Searching through the crowd, he snapped, “Blow it out your fat ass! I am not your brother, nor am I a monk! I’ll touch any woman I want and nothing you say will change my mind.” Noticing Lin and Mila’s sour expressions, he quickly corrected himself. “I mean, I will only touch the women I am betrothed to. Not in a sexual manner, but a wholesome, chaste... er...” Sighing, Rain stood up and brushed himself off. “Sorry. I’m very tired from my recent ordeals, so I think I should go to bed now. You look lovely as always Mila. Sorry.”
 
  
 
 Leaving her sitting in the sand without so much as a smile, Rain strode off into the crowd. Overcome with emotions, Mila couldn’t decide whether to be furious or heartbroken and looked to Lin for an explanation. Puffing her cheeks, Lin stretched her arm and patted the air by Mila’s face, staying as far away as possible. “Don’t be mad Mi-Mi, hubby’s been through a lot recently and now he’s acting so strange, all mopey and scared. He sleeps a lot and only leaves his yurt to swim. He even took the bears away and told me I shouldn’t be so selfish and need to learn to share...”
 
  
 
 The rest of the night passed by in a blur and when she opened her eyes again, Mila found herself wrapped in a warm blanket inside Song’s yurt. Basking in the cozy comfort of the cot, she drifted in and out of sleep for untold minutes, lazily putting off the new day for as long as she could. Right now, things were perfect and she didn’t want to ruin it with the complications of life. Rising with a bone-cracking stretch, she arched her back and rejoiced at her complete and utter lack of queasiness. In fact, for the first time in days, she was actually hungry, her stomach rumbling in anticipation of a well-deserved feast. Unable to find her clothes, she borrowed one of Song’s outfits and staggered out of the yurt to greet the day. Shielding her eyes from the bright afternoon sun, she took a deep breath and admired the majestic blue skies and verdant green grass of the Central Province.
 
  
 
 And the magnificent, menacing turtle napping not two meters away.
 
  
 
 Even at rest, the formidable creature exuded an air of vigour and majesty, power and fortitude given form. A self-proclaimed emperor of her domain, the Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao lay perfectly still, relaxed and unafraid despite the crowd bustling around her. Her smooth, leathery skin looked soft to the touch, shimmering in the light with a beautiful moss-green hue. As Mila drew close, the turtle’s eyes shot open to inspect the unfamiliar intruder, with the sun in perfect position to reveal a lustrous golden gleam in her dark, fathomless eyes. Tilting her head in a strangely human fashion, the turtle squeaked in delight and stretched her neck to nuzzle Mila in a gentle, loving manner.
 
  
 
 Giggling in pure glee, Mila wrapped her arms as far as they could go around the turtle’s beak, treating the affectionate creature to a hearty hug. “Why hello there,” she crooned, nuzzling with a turtle large enough to swallow her whole. “Aren’t you affectionate? You must be Ping-Ping. I’m Mila, nice to meet you.”
 
  
 
 “So you’re the little scamp’s daughter.” The gruff, unfamiliar voice made Mila jump in fright, and she turned about to find an older gentleman lounging in the grass nearby. Wearing a wide-brimmed, conical hat and a ragged tunic, the stranger puffed on an exquisitely crafted pipe and studied her with his piercing brown eyes. With the ghost of a sneer pasted across his face, he blew a cloud of white, wispy smoke, pungent and unpleasant to the nose. “You’re shorter than I expected.”
 
  
 
 Despite his rough exterior and atrocious habit, Mila instantly felt drawn to the older man when she spied his floofy, ringed red panda tail thrashing behind him. Finally, after all these years, Mila had found a half-brother, though judging by his silver eyebrows and beard, he was a much, much, much older half-brother, one almost at the end of his natural lifespan. Barely able to contain her excitement, Mila gracefully overlooked his jab at Mama or Papa and bowed in greeting, a difficult task with Ping Ping demanding another hug. “This one is Sumila, Disciple of Akanai, Student to Husolt, sister of Li Song and Captain of the Sentinels. How might I address you, good sir?”
 
  
 
 “Well, well, well,” the stranger said, sitting a little straighter as he put his pipe aside. “At least the little scamp taught her daughter manners. This lord is Guan Suo of the Protectorate, guardian to... Ping Ping.”
 
  
 
 The last was said with a sigh, but Mila was too busy trying not to lose her temper. How dare he call Mama ‘little scamp’? Just because he’s older than her doesn’t mean he can look down on her. Hmph, if Mila still didn’t need to question him, she’d give him an earful, half-brother or not. Best to get straight to the point before she lost her temper. “Greetings, Guan Suo. As you can probably tell, the two of us probably share a... progenitor. I was wondering if you’ve ever met him or her, and if you have, if you could tell me where?”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Raising one long, bushy eyebrow, the old man asked, “The little scamp never told you about your parentage?”
 
  
 
 “I know no scamp and my parents are Akanai and Husolt,” Mila corrected, a little more curtly than intended. “But no, they’ve never told me anything about the people who conceived me.”
 
  
 
 “Feisty little cub aren’t you?” Rolling his shoulders in a lazy shrug, Guan Suo settled back against his clump of dirt and stroked his beard. “Fair enough, I’ll give you that, but if you feel so strongly about the subject, then why even seek out your... progenitor?”
 
  
 
 Her patience slipping, Mila wondered if the old codger even had an answer to give her, but she persisted nonetheless. “I have something important he or she needs to hear.”
 
  
 
 “A message?” Amused, he smiled and asked, “And what, pray tell, would you say?”
 
  
 
 This was all a game to him, making light of a matter she held dear. Mila almost turned around to leave, but something in his eyes made her stay. More than just idle curiosity or callous humour, she saw an intense need to know hidden beneath his veneer of indifference. Against her better judgment, Mila opted for honesty. “I would tell them who I am, a forgotten daughter who was abandoned and left to die. That I have two loving parents, a wonderful sister, amazing friends, and a valiant betrothed. That I am a warrior unmatched by my peers who at twelve-years-old, tracked and killed a one-thousand year old carnugator by myself. I then used its hide to craft a Spiritual Weapon, the shield you see me carrying now, and at the age of eighteen, was Inspired by the Mother and attained the rank of Divine Blacksmith.” Taking a deep breath, Mila calmed her nerves before pressing on, holding back the flood of emotions welling up from within. “Most importantly, I would tell them that despite their best efforts, I have lived a life full of love and affection and that I am far better off without them.”
 
  
 
 Staring off into the distance, Guan Suo stifled a yawn and asked, “Have you considered writing it down and presenting a letter instead? That was quite an earful.”
 
  
 
 Grinding her teeth with an audible growl, Mila resisted the urge to rip his eyebrows clean off. “Can you. Direct me. To our progenitor?”
 
  
 
 Instead of answering, the old man rolled his eyes and said, “I take it you don’t know much about Ancestral Beasts then. You’re upset over being abandoned as a child? Pei! You’re lucky you weren’t killed outright. Don’t go looking for sympathy from an Ancestral Beast. They might look human, but they’ll always be beasts at heart, a slave to their baser instincts. Despite all your skill and accomplishments, in the eyes of an Ancestral Beast, you’re nothing but a feeble, deficient failure, someone to whom death would be a mercy.” Shaking his head, Guan Suo sneered and added, “Some like to pretend and play human, but that’s all it is, a game. They’re creatures of the wild, and not even all the time in the world will tame them. Run along now, Sumila. Forget this idle fancy of speaking with your progenitor. Like you said, Akanai and Husolt raised you and love you. What more do you need?”
 
  
 
 With that said, Guan Suo stood up and walked away, melting in the sea of Sentinels so seamlessly, it had to be Concealment. Burning with anger, Mila glowered in Guan Suo’s general direction before turning her attention back to the affectionate turtle. “Poor Ping Ping,” she crooned, giving the gentle giant yet another hug. “Like me, you’re also surrounded by infuriating men.” Glancing at Rain’s yurt, she balked at the thought of seeing him again. Curious as she was about his second Awakening, a small part of her mind wondered if his cold reception was not due to his weariness but for other reasons.
 
  
 
 He’d been polite and respectful, but not warm or affectionate, like he was doing what he thought she wanted instead of being genuinely happy she was here. What if he had a change of heart during their time apart? Taking the coward’s way out, Mila said her farewells to Ping Ping and strode off in search of Mama, Lin, and Song.
 
  
 
 Whatever was going on with Mila’s betrothed, it was always better to face bad news on a full belly.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Exhaling in relief, Baledagh hugged Banjo close and thanked the Mother for her mercy. Sumila’s powerful stomps fading into the distance were like music to his ears, freeing him from her ire for the next little while. Had he known she would wake up before lunch, he would have snuck off even earlier for his swim in the bay, buying himself a few hours of much needed solitude and silence. While he couldn’t hide forever, it was better than the alternative of dealing with and undoubtedly screwing up Brother’s affairs.
 
  
 
 How did life get so complicated? Only two days ago, he’d been happily training in their Natal Palace when he noticed the ever-present Blobby had gone missing. When Brother didn’t respond to his repeated inquiries, Baledagh stepped out of the void and discovered he’d been submerged beneath a dozen meters of water in Nan Ping Bay. For the second time in his life, Baledagh found himself in sole possession of their body after almost drowning to death, except this time he had the misfortune to also be surrounded by people who knew and relied on Brother, people who would ask questions if he acted out of character. Pretending to be ‘Warrant Officer Falling Rain’ and dealing with the minutiae of daily life was stressful enough, but ‘devoted betrothed Falling Rain’ was beyond him. Adorable as she was, Mei Lin’s spoiled attitude vexed Baledagh to no end and the thought of a ‘heartfelt’ reunion with Sumila made him break out into a cold sweat. This was a woman who broke Brother’s hand during a passionate embrace. What would she do if Baledagh accidentally upset her?
 
  
 
 The first day passed by without incident since he spent most of his time feigning infirmity inside his yurt while desperately wracking his brain for clues to Brother’s whereabouts. Aside from the room and creepy surrounding village, their Natal Palace was completely empty, with no sign of Brother or Blobby to be found. Out of sheer desperation, he brought Ping Ping back out into the bay to search for them, but his efforts were fruitless. To make matters worse, Baledagh could only hold his breath for about ten minutes at a time, which meant he spent hours paddling around Nan Ping Bay with Ping Ping and the quins, looking like he was there to play around instead of training like he claimed he was.
 
  
 
 Mother above, Brother couldn’t have picked a worse time to disappear. Not only would Sumila be looking to spend time with her betrothed, but the Grand Conference was slated to begin tomorrow morning. As the Number One talent in the North, Brother would be expected to introduce himself before the gathered officials and present a gift to the Legate. While Baledagh knew what Brother’s intended gifts were, he wasn’t entirely clear on why they were chosen or how to present them. Then there was the whole issue with the gabby monk, who even now was lecturing him about improprieties and other such nonsense through Sending.
 
  
 
 “...we are shaped by our thoughts, so when the mind is pure, joy follows like a shadow that never leaves. Your philandering ways have brought this anxiety and turmoil upon yourself and now you hide away in your yurt and cuddle your incapable bears to avoid your problems. Such actions will not save you. All are deserving of love and affection, but lust and carnality fall under the first of the Three Desires, the craving for sensual pleasures. To accept the Four Noble Truths, you must first set aside the Three Desires and...”
 
  
 
 Wait... how did the monk know Baledagh was cuddling Banjo?
 
  
 
 With a strangled cry of frustration, he reached for his bag of flour and threw a handful in a random direction. Seeing no void in the flour as it fell to the floor, he grabbed another handful and scattered it in a different direction. It took three more tries to find his infiltrator and Baledagh faced the floating, fading mass of flour while keeping watch for footprints on the floor. “You damned monk,” he hissed, keeping his voice low. “Your endless nattering was bad enough, but now you intrude in my private yurt? I might not be able to kill you, but if you don’t shut up and leave now, I’ll swear an Oath to never join your damned Brotherhood for the rest of my life.”
 
  
 
 With his position exposed, the monk dropped his Concealment and bowed with hands pressed flat together, his ragged robes and chubby face covered in flour. “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo, Brother SanDukkha. Why waste perfectly good flour in a fit of anger? A waste of food is a waste of life. For it to arrive here in your hands, this flour was planted, tended, harvested, ground, packed, and shipped, the cumulative efforts of several...”
 
  
 
 After hypothetically finding the monk’s position using flour, Brother’s angry internal ravings had gone on to describe the other, unspeakable things he planned to throw, but Baledagh couldn’t bring himself to be so shameless and despicable. Instead, he chose a more direct approach. Arming himself with Peace and Tranquility, he stomped out of his yurt and waited until the monk stepped clear of the doorway to attack. Opening with Clearing the Heavens, Baledagh’s tandem thrust was easily sidestepped by the portly man. The strange pole-arm blocked Peace’s follow up slash, while the monk’s free hand remained held in prayer. Spinning on his heel, Baledagh brought Tranquility around in a backhanded slash, cutting through empty air as the monk was already several meters away. “Junior Brother,” the monk said aloud, smiling apologetically, “While this one may have overstepped his bounds by intruding, do you believe this crime worthy of death?”
 
  
 
 Growling in fury, Baledagh advanced on the monk and shouted, “I am not.” Balance on Windy Leaf propelled him across the open ground. “Your Junior Brother!” Pierce the Horizon sent Peace lancing towards the overfed monk’s belly. So focused on his target, in Baledagh’s eyes, it almost appeared as if the sword were stuck in a layer of impenetrable air, the distance between blade and cloth unchanging as the monk matched Baledagh’s explosive charge by backpedalling away.
 
  
 
 No matter, Brother came up with a countermeasure for just such an occasion.
 
  
 
 Without slowing his momentum, Baledagh raised Tranquility to shield his face and directed Chi to both feet. Quickening his steps, he exploded with speed as he performed Traverses the Mountain, diving forward with an Amplified, two-footed leap. Grinning in anticipation, he braced for impact and imagined the monk’s face as Baledagh struck his fat belly with a full-bodied flying shield smash. As long as Baledagh didn’t Amplify the initial impact and follow up with Twin Horns to eviscerate him, the monk would survive with nothing more than a broken rib or two and maybe a ruptured lung.
 
  
 
 When Brother used this combination of Forms, he broke two of Gerel’s ribs and sent him rolling across the field, a complete and utter victory against the fearsome bald warrior. It was a glorious sight and to celebrate, Brother even agreed to name the attack, deciding upon ‘Rush Hour’ after days of deliberation. Even though Baledagh thought it a strange name (how does one hurry time?), he accepted it without question and set to mastering the complicated, high-risk and high-reward maneuver to perfection.
 
  
 
 So when Baledagh crashed into the monk’s belly, he didn’t expect his shield to glance off the corpulent sack of iron flesh and smash himself in the face.
 
  
 
 Forget kicking an iron board, this was more like diving face first into a mountainside...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Blinking to clear the darkness from his eyes, Baledagh came to with a start. A firm, but gentle hand pressed him back down into the grass. Leaning over him with an amused smile, Taduk said, “Easy there, Rain my boy, easy there. Lay back and rest your head, let Teacher help you out a bit.” A warm stream of Chi flooded into Baledagh’s body, emerging from the hand on his chest and flowing up his neck and to his face in a soothing, comfortable sensation.
 
  
 
 Scrunching his stuffed nose, Baledagh tried to breathe through it but to no avail. “My face hurts,” he said, idly wondering why he whistled when he spoke.
 
  
 
 “I can’t imagine why,” Taduk replied, stifling a grin. “You only broke your nose. But er... Don’t speak so much... because...” Unable to resist, Taduk snorted with laughter. “You’re also missing most of your front teeth.”
 
  
 
 Damn it.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” Standing off to the side, the hateful monk bowed in prayer and began lecturing once more, though at least he was speaking out loud so it was easier to ignore him. “Such enmity, such sin. Junior Brother, anger and intolerance are anathemas to understanding. This one has caused no harm nor shown ill-will, so why treat this one with such hostility? This one is here to protect your Dharma, but some protections cannot be forced. Peace comes from within, so set aside the Three Desires and accept the Four Noble Truths. This one understands your reluctance, for this does not come easily to any, so this one has taken the effort to enlighten you in the ways of the world. For a mere discussion to induce such murderous rage tells us that there is still much work yet to be done.”
 
  
 
 “Fucking shameless,” Baledagh hissed, spitting a bloody wad of phlegm in the monk’s general direction. “Discussion? What discussion? There is no discussion. You talk. And you talk. And you talk. But you never listen! I am not your junior brother and I never will be, so stop trying to impose your values on me. Stay out of my head, stay out of my home, and fuck off back to where you came from or I’ll carve you up and feed you to the quins.”
 
  
 
 Making another one of his strange gestures, the monk laced his hands together and pointed his index fingers at the ground, eyes closed as if ignoring Baledagh’s words. Grabbing a clump of dirt to throw at him, Baledagh froze in place at Taduk’s disapproving look. It wasn’t stern or angry, but sad and disappointed, filling Baledagh with shame and contrition. Swallowing his anger, Baledagh let go of the dirt and laid back down, concentrating on the Healing energies running through him.
 
  
 
 Shit... With Brother gone, how was Baledagh supposed to Heal?
 
  
 
 “Um, Teacher,” Baledagh mumbled, trying to keep his whistling to a minimum. “I was hoping to go out into the water for a few hours to uh... seek Enlightenment, and uh... I’m supposed to appear before the Legate tomorrow, so er... Could you Heal my injuries for me?”
 
  
 
 “Happy to, Rain my boy.” After a long pause, Taduk raised both eyebrows in a surprised expression and asked, “You’re not going to watch me Heal you?”
 
  
 
 “Ah... er no. My uh... head hurts too much.” Thankfully, Taduk accepted the blatant lie without question and Baledagh soon felt his nose shifting back into place and new teeth erupting from his gums. It’s not that he didn’t want to watch Taduk Heal, but he wasn’t exactly sure how to. Healing was Brother’s purview, along with most other things like commanding troops and social niceties. Baledagh was just here to fight, but lately, Brother didn’t even need him for that. In truth, his was a useless existence, but Brother was a sentimental fool who refused to let Baledagh fade into obscurity.
 
  
 
 Therefore, even though this might be his one chance at true, meaningful existence, Baledagh never thought to abandon his brother. He would do everything in his power to restore Brother to his rightful place, though at the moment, things were looking dire. He had no clues regarding Brother’s disappearance, only that he was in the midst of Awakening out in the bay. It’s not like Baledagh could ask too many questions either, people were already starting to look at him strangely. Dastan and Rustram balked when he told them to handle everything by themselves and Alsantset frowned when he bowed out of watching the twins. Even Mei Lin thought it suspicious when he crafted the ugliest of laurels for Sumila, his first time crafting anything without a knife. Helpless and out of his depth, Baledagh could only watch while his borrowed persona fell apart at the seams.
 
  
 
 Why didn’t he go with his first instinct and fake memory loss?
 
  
 
 It only took a handful minutes for Taduk to Heal all of Baledagh’s injuries, after which they grabbed Mama Bun and left the monk standing there to chant his sutras. Heading down to the beach, they loaded up into the skiff with Guan Suo and Guard Leader and followed Ping Ping out into the bay. Marvelling at her sleek, agile movements, Baledagh finally felt safe enough to relax, knowing none of the other occupants were prone to asking questions. Taduk was happy to leave things be and the other two simply didn’t care. With the monk gone, this was Baledagh’s new safe favourite place, out here on the open waters of Nan Ping Bay.
 
  
 
 Maybe there would be another shark attack, that might be fun. Baledagh never had a chance to see the fearsome looking creatures in action, but Brother’s stories made them sound formidable indeed.
 
  
 
 Once Mama Bun stopped guiding them in any particular direction, Baledagh disrobed and jumped with a splash, only remembering his harness after the fact. It wasn’t too important though, with the water all around him, he felt safe and protected, like he was inside his Natal Palace with Blobby watching over him. Or at least, that’s how it used to be. Now, the void stretched out in all directions and he found the endless darkness and absolute stillness unnerving. With Brother missing, Baledagh still spent an inordinate amount of time in there, but that only made the days feel longer in comparison.
 
  
 
 Surfacing for air, Baledagh paddled about and set to work finding Brother. This was where he’d been before vanishing from their shared mind and body, but how was Baledagh supposed to find something imperceptible and ineffable like a soul? He tried channelling Heavenly Energy, circulating his Chi, Sending into the water, and even screaming while submerged, but nothing worked. Brother was gone and Blobby with him, which meant Baledagh was all alone and stuck with a life which wasn’t his.
 
  
 
 Mother’s sagging tits, what happened to Brother? Did Blobby eat him? It wasn’t too far a stretch, the Heavenly Tear’s motives had always been a mystery, and it did try to eat Baledagh at one point. Maybe Blobby was here to devour Spectres and Demons but grew unhappy because they hadn’t fed it enough in recent times, so it ate Brother’s soul instead. No, that couldn’t be possible, there’s no way Brother would have gone down without a fight, unable to even alert Baledagh to his troubles. No, Brother was still alive, he had to be, and given time, he would make his way back from whatever adventure he was on. Until then, it was Baledagh’s job to hold down the fort and carry on as if nothing were out of the ordinary.
 
  
 
 Everything would work out eventually. It had to.
 
  
 
 Diving back under, he took a break to watch Ping Ping scour the sea floor for food, snapping up a hidden squid here or a large crab there. The quins did what they could to help by driving schools of fish towards her, but Ping Ping had a prodigious appetite and these were but bite-sized morsels. The only way she’d truly be sated is if she caught a kraken swimming about, but the poor turtle had no such luck, likely having scared off all the larger prey in the area. Reluctant to stray too far from his side, Ping Ping quickly cleared out the surroundings of food and not even the quins could corral fish from afar. Feeling bad for the big girl, he surfaced to tell Taduk his plan and after getting the okay, he called Ping Ping to his side.
 
  
 
 “Hello sweetling,” he said, patting her neck as he grabbed hold of her shell. “All right then. Now you go swim wherever you please, I’ll be right here with you.”
 
  
 
 Squeaking in delight, Ping Ping swam away from the skiff, slowly at first as she made sure he wouldn’t abandon her, but gradually picking up speed as her anxiety lessened. Whooping in sheer delight, Baledagh urged her onward as they cut through the waves, faster than any boat could ever travel. Tucking one leg against her chest, she held him close and dove down into the watery depths, setting Baledagh’s ears to popping from the pressure. He felt no fear or apprehension, only unbridled glee as he watched Ping Ping snap up all manner of sea life before bringing it back up to the surface to consume in peace.
 
  
 
 They did this many times more and made a wide loop around the skiff with Ping Ping successfully catching something to eat each time, a marvellously efficient and effective hunter. Delighted to see her so happy, Baledagh patted her neck and wondered how long she’d stick around without Brother here to feed her the special water. Baledagh didn’t understand what Brother did to make it so alluring to Ping Ping, but if she loved it enough to go hungry for several days in a row, then it must be important.
 
  
 
 How difficult would it be to replicate Brother’s efforts?
 
  
 
 Cupping his free hand, he lifted it out of the bay and concentrated on the water left in his palm. It was supposedly like binding a weapon, but Baledagh hadn’t been conscious when Brother bound Peace and Tranquility. He understood the theory well enough, to accept the Spiritual Weapon as a part of you, let your Chi flow through it and bind it, but saying it was much easier than doing it. How was he supposed to make this water a part of him?
 
  
 
 Well... there’s one easy way...
 
  
 
 Maybe Ping Ping wasn’t here to drink Brother’s chi-water, but trying to show him the way. Lowering his lips, he drank a mouthful of water and felt the cold, refreshing liquid settle into his empty belly. Closing his eyes, he slipped into Balance and directed his Chi to his belly and the water within. The water churned a bit but settled soon after, unresponsive to his efforts. Why? The water was technically a part of his body, right? Or maybe not. Only after digestion would it truly become a part of him, entering his bloodstream to nourish his muscles and organs, but then it would no longer be water. When was the proper time to bind it then? Before or after it turned into piss?
 
  
 
 Eww.
 
  
 
 No, his line of thinking was wrong. Peace and Tranquility weren’t physically a part of him, but rather metaphysically. So too must the water be a metaphysical part of him. Stepping out of his body and into the void, Baledagh gazed upon Brother’s creation, the small room sitting atop a high cliff and overlooking the beautiful replica of the village. He always found the village a little sad, if truth be told. It was an exquisite work of art, but that’s all it was. No one would ever mistake it for reality. The shadows never shifted because the sun never moved, the grass didn’t blow because the wind didn’t exist, the clouds never drifted and the rivers never flowed. It was nothing more than a peaceful moment pulled from memory and preserved in their Natal Palace as something to remind Brother of better times.
 
  
 
 Turning to the void around him, he gazed into the darkness and shivered. It was better when Blobby was here, better when Brother was around, but without them, Baledagh would have to make do. Summoning Peace and Tranquility into existence, he studied both Spiritual Weapons with all his senses, feeling his Chi flow through them like they were a part of his flesh and blood. Holding onto this sensation, he reached for the water sitting inside his belly, inviting it not just into his body, but into his Core and into his Natal Palace. Only then could it truly be considered a part of him, bonded to him as he was bonded to Peace and Tranquility.
 
  
 
 Upon opening his eyes, Baledagh found the afternoon had come and gone, with early evening in full effect. Under Ping Ping’s curious gaze, he grinned and winked back. “Thank you Ping Ping. Now let’s see how you like it,” he said, teasing the sweet animal. Drawing a deep breath, he displayed his new skill for her to see, spitting a small stream of chi-water into the bay.
 
  
 
 Cackling in euphoric glee, Baledagh leaned back and floated in the bay, basking in his success. True, this skill couldn’t really be called useful. The tiny stream had immediately dissipated, couldn’t be reused, and took three or four hours of hard work to bind. It wasn’t much, but this was Baledagh’s first real achievement, something he’d accomplished all on his own, without aid from Spectres, Brother, or anyone else.
 
  
 
 Now if only he had someone to celebrate this milestone with...
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 Upon arriving back on shore in Ping Ping’s embrace, Baledagh’s celebratory mood came to an abrupt end when he noticed Mei Lin and Sumila waiting in ambush. With Li Song, the wildcats, and a horde of bunnies hopping about as reinforcements, Baledagh had no choice but to feign a smile and wave while wracking his brain for something Brother would say, something both heartfelt and sincere, perhaps even a little teasing or witty.
 
  
 
 Between the nervous sweating, rapid heart palpitations, and limited time frame, the best he could come up with was, “Hello.”
 
  
 
 “Hi hubby.” Taking his awkward, over-enunciated greeting in stride, Mei Lin skipped to his side with a smile. Ignoring his dripping wet body, she commandeered his arm and clutched it tight against her chest in greeting. While not the largest of breasts by any measure, Mei Lin had grown quite a bit since Baledagh first laid eyes on her, a lovely young woman whose girlish figure had plumped up nicely in all the right places. As much as he appreciated noticing these changes, the pleasing, soft sensation pressed against his arm made his cheeks burn hot with hunger and shame. Mei Lin was Brother’s betrothed, not Baledagh’s, so he shouldn’t be taking advantage like this.
 
  
 
 At least the monk wasn’t here to ruin everything with one of his lectures. Maybe the fat bastard had finally given up and left...
 
  
 
 Gingerly extracting his arm, Baledagh patted Mei Lin’s head like Brother always did and ignored her wide-eyed pout. Moving on to the next problem, he faced down Sumila’s challenging stare as it bored deep into his skull. “Is something wrong?” he asked, doing his best not to shrink away. Although she only rarely took part in their sparring matches, Baledagh was all too aware of how frightening this formidable, freckled firebrand could be. There was no mercy in her; In fact, as his ‘betrothed’, she treated Baledagh much more harshly than any of the others, giving him a savage beating every time they stepped on stage.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, Sumila’s superior performance always sparked Zian’s competitive nature, earning Baledagh a second savage beating from the uppity nobleman. Baledagh was confident he would one day repay that snobby bastard in full, but he harboured no such hopes when faced with Sumila’s overwhelming supremacy.
 
  
 
 Her snort alone was enough to send a chill down Baledagh’s spine. “What makes you think something’s wrong? Why can’t your betrothed come meet you after a long day of training?” Dressed in a baggy borrowed tunic, Sumila stood with hand on hip and the other curled into a fist as if ready to punch Baledagh in the mouth, which was sadly, fairly normal behaviour. What wasn’t normal was how she kept trading expressive glances with Mei Lin, and when their silent yet lengthy debate concluded, Sumila copied Mei Lin’s actions using Baledagh’s other arm. “I missed you,” she muttered, refusing to look him in the eye.
 
  
 
 Oh how wonderful. No, not wonderful, terrible. These were Brother’s betrotheds and this was wrong. But it felt so right. Though Sumila’s borrowed outfit made her look broad-shouldered and undefined, the truth was anything but. Her supple, athletic form was pleasing to the touch, tough yet pliant with surprising... volume, and Baledagh lost himself in the sensations for a breath of time. Coming back to his senses, his attempts to free his arm ended in abject failure as Sumila’s firm and unyielding grip was too strong for him to oppose. As her loose tunic slipped to reveal a pale, freckled shoulder, Baledagh trembled with fear or desire. After clearing his throat several times, he finally mustered up enough saliva to whisper, “Er... I missed you too. Very much, but uh... this isn’t proper...” Heart skipping a beat at Sumila’s ferocious scowl, he amended what he was about to say. “...How about we hold hands?”
 
  
 
 It seemed like an acceptable compromise. Despite Brother’s insistence to the contrary, there was nothing inappropriate or lewd about holding hands.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Sumila happily conceded to Baledagh’s point and interlaced her fingers with his own. Feeling a silly smile stretching over his face, he offered his free hand to Mei Lin who did the same. So odd for such a simple thing like holding hands to bring so much joy, but there was an affectionate intimacy which came with it, an implicit trust and interdependence. Sumila’s grip was snug and solid, their forearms pressed together and her shoulder brushing against his, striking a careful balance between supportive and dependant. On the other hand, Mei Lin held only two of his fingers in her loose, light grip, swinging their arms back and forth as she skipped along in child-like glee and asked, “How was your swim?”
 
  
 
 “Productive,” he answered, smile widening until his cheeks strained with effort. “I figured out how to turn Chi into water... in a manner of speaking.” Careful not to overstate his accomplishment, he narrated his afternoon for both girls and swelled with pride as he basked in their praise. This was fine, if Baledagh’s failures were Brother’s to bear, then it made sense to also share his accomplishments too. Besides, even if he wasn’t the one to figure it out, once Brother came back and practised a little, he’d overtake Baledagh in the blink of an eye.
 
  
 
 Settling down by the fire with Brother’s betrotheds, Baledagh froze up when Tali ran over to join in the fun, plopping herself down on his lap without warning. Thankfully, Tate preferred cuddling with Li Song so Baledagh only had the one child to deal with. Favouring him with a most precious smile, Tali snuggled back against his chest, looked up, and said, “Hi Rainy.”
 
  
 
 Most days, Baledagh wanted nothing to do with the children, noisy, messy, capricious little creatures that they were, but today, things were different. Overwhelmed with emotion, he wrapped his arms around the tiny, precious half-goat and hugged her tight, still holding firm to Mei Lin and Sumila’s hands and drawing them in a little closer. “Hello sweetling,” he said, kissing the top of her head out of reflex. “How was your day?”
 
  
 
 “It was so much fun Rainy, you should have come with. Great-granma brought us into the city with Lin-Lin, and Mi-Mi, and Li-Li, and...”
 
  
 
 Tali’s storytelling was hardly riveting, but Baledagh listened to the entire thing, nodding along and asking questions like Brother would. He didn’t even have to pretend to be interested, he really wanted to hear about all the fun things Tali did and how she saw the world, smiling at her fanciful descriptions of the most mundane things. Tate soon joined in and Baledagh marvelled at how they found excitement from the tiniest things, from paper lanterns with fanciful drawings to luxurious boats with elaborate decorations. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d been the same, only bits and pieces of a life before the mines. Wandering through the darkness mostly, cold and scared, hungry and tired. Had there been someone with him? Someone to love him like Brother loved Tate and Tali? Someone whose hand he could hold or arms he could rest in?
 
  
 
 Baledagh wasn’t sure, but in his heart, he felt like the answer was probably no.
 
  
 
 This realization tainted the happiness from this moment and all the contented smiles and congratulatory pats in the world couldn’t fix his dour mood. While he couldn’t deny he wanted all this for himself, this was Brother’s life and their love and support was meant for him. Baledagh was an aberration, a second mind trapped in a life not his own and no amount of pretending would make it otherwise. So distracted by his musings, Baledagh accidentally dropped his bowl of noodles and burnt his hands in scalding hot soup trying to catch it. Hissing with pain, he blew on his hands and shook his head, anxiously making sure no one else was hurt before feigning yet another smile to placate Brother’s happy little family.
 
  
 
 What was Baledagh doing here? Blobby should have eaten him and left Brother behind, then all their problems would’ve been solved...
 
  
 
 Once dinner ended, Baledagh pleaded exhaustion and headed back to his yurt, escorted by Sumila, Mei Lin, Mama Bun, and Ping Ping. While Ping Ping settled into the dirt, Mei Lin joined Mama Bun to inspect the bunnies and left Baledagh alone with Sumila. Rubbing her cheek against his shoulder, she Sent, “You know... you still haven’t asked about your Spiritual Weapon...”
 
  
 
 Oh no. “Sorry,” he Sent. “With the Awakening and everything else going on, it slipped my mind.” Even without seeing her face, he knew he’d said the wrong thing, heart dropping as she deflated beside him. “Tell me about it?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. I left it with Papa so you can go find out yourself.” Releasing her grip, she huffed and crossed her arms in displeasure, muttering unpleasant things beneath her breath. She was so moody and capricious, violent and demanding, Baledagh couldn’t understand what Brother saw in this temperamental nag.
 
  
 
 So why did seeing her distraught make his heart ache?
 
  
 
 Keeping silent until Mei Lin was done, Baledagh watched them walk away and enter Li Song’s yurt just across the way. Belatedly noticing Banjo and Baloo had gone with them, he chuckled beneath his breath at the hare-girl’s persistence. The mischievous girl even kept Aurie with her, leaving Baledagh to spend the night alone in his yurt or under the stars with Ping Ping and the bunnies. No matter, he could survive a night without his cuddly bears, overly affectionate wildcat, and without the new Spiritual Weapon too. Best to leave it for Brother to bind, and if he needed an excuse, he could say he needed to sleep before meeting with the Legate in front of the Empire’s highest ranked officials and soldiers.
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above, what was he going to do about that meeting?
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” Stepping out from the shadows the second Baledagh reached for the door, the monk pressed his palms together and bowed. “Falling Rain, this one requests a moment of your time.”
 
  
 
 Throwing the stealthy monk a dirty look, Baledagh considered outright ignoring him but decided that wasn’t something Brother would do. “Might as well come inside then. I’ll make tea.” Damn it, why did he say that? What do tea leaves look like? After setting a kettle over the fire, he rummaged through the chest where Brother kept his things and asked, “So... What do you want?”
 
  
 
 “What this one wants is irrelevant,” the monk replied, sitting cross-legged with back straight and belly bulging. “This one was sent here to enlighten the person chosen by the Abbot, and that person is you.”
 
  
 
 Not this again. Grabbing a random, unlabelled wooden box filled with black leaves, he prayed it wasn’t too valuable or too poisonous. Should he try a different box? No, no need. This will do. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “Why was this one sent or why the Abbot chose you?”
 
  
 
 “Both, I guess.” Dumping a couple handfuls into the still-cold water, he took a seat across from his unwelcome guest and waited for an answer, but the monk frowned at the wooden box, closed his eyes and sat perfectly still aside from his lips which moved without sound. With nothing better to do, Baledagh waited for the water to boil, and when he checked the kettle, he was delighted to find it smelled like a fragrant, sweet tea, though he found it off-putting for some strange reason. When the water came to a boil, he poured a cup for the monk, another for himself, and eschewing proper decorum, lifted his wooden cup for a sip.
 
  
 
 Hand darting out like a snake, the monk snatched the teacup out of Baledagh’s hand without spilling a single drop. More shocked and amazed rather than angry, Baledagh sighed and said, “Granted, it was a little rude to start drinking without you, but I’m thirsty and didn’t know how long you’d be sitting there for.”
 
  
 
 Studying him with intense scrutiny, the monk loomed overhead but Baledagh paid it no mind. The monk was a pacifist so what was there to fear? Proving him right, the monk put the teacup down and slumped over, resting his elbows on the table and propping his many chins up with his hands. “I can’t make heads or tails of you and that there’s the truth,” the monk said, losing all of his pomp and pretension while gaining a hint of a commoner’s drawl.
 
  
 
 “No more ‘this one’ or ‘junior brother’s’ I see.” Baledagh smirked, enjoying his victory. “Are you even a real monk?”
 
  
 
 “Course I am,” the monk scoffed, nodding at the wooden box. “But you ain’t a real herbalist. That there is mandrel stalk. A pinch’ll clear your colon right out and you used enough to drain the shit out of a dozen elephants. Thought you were trying to poison me ‘til you almost took a sip.”
 
  
 
 Damn it. Why would Brother store unlabelled laxatives next to his unlabelled tea leaves? Keeping a straight face, Baledagh shrugged and adopted an air of indifference. “Oh. My mistake. I’m tired and should really label my things.” Stupid Brother. “I know I have tea around here somewhere...”
 
  
 
 “Forget the tea, who knows what you’ll bring out next? Just remember to pour the kettle out somewhere safe, like out in your shitting tent. Don’t want to be poisoning no soldiers or animals now.”
 
  
 
 “Noted.” Self-conscious about Brother’s strange habits, Baledagh changed the subject. “So the question still stands: Why me? And why you I suppose, but mostly... why me?”
 
  
 
 “Who knows.” Glancing around, the monk sputtered and asked, “You got any wine?”
 
  
 
 “Nope. Sorry.” Baledagh shrugged. “My drinking habits are strictly monitored.”
 
  
 
 “Well if the stories are true, and I’m not entirely certain they are, I can understand why.” Leaning to one side, the monk shook his head. “You’re a real mystery, you know that? I came here expecting a murderous little princeling and instead, I get a calm, composed, only sometimes murderous jerk. Don’t know what to make of it. Got a taste of your rage today, but truth is, I hardly blame you. I’ve been jabbering away for six days now and you lasted much longer than I expected.” Chortling, he added, “Good thing gambling’s a sin, else I’d have lost big on this one.”
 
  
 
 “...Wait.” Massaging his temples, Baledagh struggled for calm. “You were trying to piss me off?”
 
  
 
 “Had to. After you spotted me, I couldn’t keep hiding but I needed to see if you were putting on an act.” Shrugging, the monk added, “Still not entirely sure. You’ve got anger in you and lots of it. Melancholy too, and more fear than any one man should rightly have. I mean who in their right mind notices a missing star?” Straightening with pride at Brother’s accomplishments, Baledagh shrunk back at the monk’s next words. “That’s changed though. Since your Awakening, you’ve been less alert yet somehow more focused, like a drawn blade with no one to wield it. More temperamental too, before you’d smile and nod while ignoring me all the while, but now, you glare and I can see the murderous rage in your eyes. Plus, you haven’t rolled around with your bunnies since. Like I said, you’re a real mystery.”
 
  
 
 Mouth dry with fear, Baledagh reached for his cup of diarrhea-inducing tea before remembering himself. To think, it wasn’t Brother’s family or one of his betrothed to first notice an oddity, but a complete stranger looking in from the outside. What was the idiom? Can’t see the forest for the trees. Amused, the monk sat in silence while Baledagh struggled for an excuse, finally settling on, “Uhh... What?”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, the monk glossed over it. “Look, whatever your reasons for this strange behaviour, I don’t care. What matters is the Abbot sent me here to convince you to come back with me and take your vows. I can’t leave without having tried my best, but I can’t truthfully claim I tried my best if you won’t listen. I admit my faults. Before, I was talking at you, not with you, but you left me no other choice. Now, I invite you to sit with me so we might discuss the Brotherhood’s values and beliefs. A real discussion mind you, with questions and answers, and once I’ve said all I have to say, I’ll head right on home.”
 
  
 
 “Look,” Baledagh said, stifling a sigh. “Almost any other time, I’d be happy to discuss whatever you like, but if you haven’t noticed, I’m a little busier than most. I’m still pondering over my Awakening, I have to greet the Legate tomorrow, and I’ll undoubtedly be challenged by some ‘murderous little princeling’ to prove my worth.”
 
  
 
 “Four hours of your time then. Tonight and every night henceforth until I start repeating myself.”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Two hours then.”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “...One?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 Sucking in a lungful of air, the monk exhaled in defeat. “Well,” he said, getting up to leave, “Guess we’ll keep doing what we’re doing then. I Send and you glare. Oh, and sorry about your nose. Next time you try to kill me, I’ll be more careful not to hurt you.”
 
  
 
 “Wait...” Another day of lectures would leave Baledagh frothing at the mouth. “Fine... one hour.” Leaning back to rest on one elbow, Baledagh yawned and said, “Well?”
 
  
 
 Donning his air of holy grandiosity, the monk sat up straight and crossed his legs. “This one has spoken of much these past days. Does Junior Brother have any questions?”
 
  
 
 Well... technically, this was Baledagh’s idea, so it seemed fair for him to start. “Why are you called the Penitent Brotherhood?”
 
  
 
 “Because we are all sinners with much to atone for.”
 
  
 
 Waiting for the monk to elaborate, Baledagh soon realized that was all he would get. “Okay... Well, you go on a lot about the four desires and three truths. What’s that all about?”
 
  
 
 “The Three Desires and Four Noble Truths are the keys to escaping this cycle of Samsara. First you must forsake the Three Desires, which are the craving for sensual pleasures, existence, and non-existence. Then-”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” Pinching the bridge of his nose, Baledagh tried to wrap his mind around the concept. “Sensual pleasure I understand, but what about existence and non-existence? How is anyone supposed to forsake the desire to exist and not exist at the same time?”
 
  
 
 “To crave existence is to seek self-identity. Permanence in fame, glory, legacy, or even form. Eternity is not meant for us humble mortals, which we all must come to accept.” With his head up and eyes half-lidded, the monk almost looked the part of divine messenger, with no sign of the surly, cursing, ready-to-get-drunk monk from before. “To crave non-existence is to avoid unpleasantness. Drinking to dull a broken heart, closing your eyes to another’s suffering, or ending your life to escape your pain, all are forms of non-existence. The Three Desires are at the root of all our worldly suffering, and only by letting them go can we end it.”
 
  
 
 “So no sex, fame, or alcohol.”
 
  
 
 “More than that. Sensual pleasure is not merely sex, but to abstain from all manner of sensory pleasures. Whether it be sex, wealth, power-”
 
  
 
 “Food?”
 
  
 
 Choking on a cough, the monk opened his eyes and glared at Baledagh before chuckling in agreement. “Indeed, this one is far from perfect, but we all have our failings, Junior Brother. It’s rude to point fingers.”
 
  
 
 “Okay...” Hoping to hurry the discussion along, Baledagh asked, “So you forsake these desires and accept your truths, all so you can... do what exactly?”
 
  
 
 “Escape the cycle of Samsara.”
 
  
 
 “And that is...?” It took every scrap of willpower Baledagh had not to yawn. Mother above, if everything the monk had to say was this boring, then he might not last the entire hour.
 
  
 
 “Reincarnation.” Seeing Baledagh sit up with interest, the monk added, “Of course, that is a simplified way of describing things. There are many more nuanced-”
 
  
 
 “No, that’s fine.” Taking a proper seat at the table, Baledagh asked, “Tell me about reincarnation.”
 
  
 
 If the monk had information which could help find Brother, then maybe this whole farce wasn’t a complete waste of time.
 
  
 
 Maybe.
 
  
 
 Probably not.
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 “What do you wish to know?”
 
  
 
 Faltering at the monk’s question, Baledagh took his time to think things through. He couldn’t come right out and ask about transmigrated souls which possessed knowledge of other worlds, or multiple souls dwelling in one body, or even about Spectres and what they were. Although the monk appeared friendly and helpful, his motivations were still unclear and he was under no restrictions to keep Baledagh and Brother’s many, many secrets. What did the Penitent Brotherhood, a group of reclusive, self-flagellating monks, want with Falling Rain? Don’t think Baledagh missed the monk’s evasive answer on the subject either; when asked point blank, the fat ascetic said ‘who knows?’, not ‘I don’t know’.
 
  
 
 Faced with this dilemma, he thought it prudent to let the monk direct the conversation, making it all the easier for Baledagh to steer it in the proper direction without arousing suspicion. “Pretend I know nothing and start from the beginning,” he said, playing the part of inquisitive mind. “Theology is not a subject I’m well-versed in. All I ‘know’ is the Mother had four elemental babies, earth, fire, wind, and water. She then used them to create our world and everything in it, which made the Father jealous so he created the Demons, who went on to ruin everything. Now, many millennia later, here we are still doing the same old song and dance.”
 
  
 
 The monk’s ‘holy man’ facade slipped as he opened his eyes to scowl. “Be respectful and choose your words with more care. There is no call to ridicule or denigrate another’s beliefs.” Baledagh wasn’t sure why, but he liked the monk more after seeing him behave like an actual human instead of a ‘holier than thou’ preacher. Clearing his throat, the monk launched into yet another sermon, the first of which Baledagh was looking forward to. “What you touched on is the most widely accepted version of events, but such things are... difficult to prove or disprove. Dwelling upon them is counter productive and done only in the interest of self-identity, so better to set your mind to other things.”
 
  
 
 “Okay.” Seemed like a cop out, but as the monk said, pressing the issue would be irrelevant. “So where does reincarnation come into it and how does it work?”
 
  
 
 “While we cannot substantiate the mechanisms behind reincarnation with any certainty, throughout history there have been many examples of individuals recalling memories of previous lives, the best evidence available of reincarnation.” Finally, something to do with Brother and his mysterious circumstances, but the monk immediately moved on. “Thus, we know we live in a cycle of reincarnation and the first Noble Truth tells us life is suffering, but for what purpose? You yourself have felt the Mother’s love, when you first touched the Energy of the Heavens and again when you recently Awakened. You’ve experienced her warm embrace first-hand and benefited from her benevolent teachings, so why do you think She allows us to suffer?”
 
  
 
 ‘Maybe She’s a sadistic bitch,’ Baledagh almost quipped, until he remembered his manners. “Such is life,” he said with a shrug. “Trials and tribulations without end.”
 
  
 
 He’d rather go back to the memories bit, but the monk pressed on, lighting up at Baledagh’s catechism. “Trials and tribulations, but not without end. The Second Noble Truth tells us we suffer because of the Three Desires, sex, fame, and alcohol as you so poorly summarized. The Third Noble Truth tells us there is a way to escape, by divesting one’s self of the Three Desires and attaining Nirvana. Thus, life is suffering but the Mother always leaves another path, which in this case is the Fourth Noble Truth: The way to Nirvana lies in living your life according to the Noble Eight-Fold Path. Right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. So many things to remember, but Baledagh tried his best. For Brother. He’d be able to parse through all this, so Baledagh would have to recite it back to him. “Okay... So give up the Three Desires, take up the Four Noble Truths, and follow the Noble Eight-Fold Path to Nirvana, which is...?”
 
  
 
 “A higher plane of existence.” Chuckling at Baledagh’s incredulous look, the monk shrugged. “I myself made the same face, and while my belief in the end goal might waver from time to time, obedience to the laws of righteousness matters more than worship of the Divine. If at the end of my life, I discover there is no Nirvana, then at least I will have lived the best life I could.” With a faraway look, the monk reflected on some memory with a smile so genuine Baledagh couldn’t help but be envious. In the short time he existed, Baledagh had done nothing worth remembering. Attacking the Demon Vivek, charging on stage to face the Society when Mila or Yan could have easily handled it all, the entire disaster with Qing-Qing, he’d lived a life filled with failure and regret. If the monk’s teachings could bring Baledagh the same joy and inner peace, then maybe he could afford to be more open-minded about all this.
 
  
 
 ...Then again, no sex, fame, or alcohol. Losing any one of those was a deal-breaker, not to mention becoming a vegetarian.
 
  
 
 Bringing the conversation back on track, the monk continued, “There have been other conjectures made and theories bandied about for thousands and thousands of years. Some claim this world was meant as a test of martial strength and only those who prove themselves worthy may ascend to a higher plane and take part in The Holy War. Others believe there are infinite worlds in the multi-verse and this world is a punishment for transgressions made in previous lives. Some even believe we are all duplicates of a single soul which belongs to the prenatal form of a Divine Being, and this world a tool to teach him or her of humanity. There are countless unsubstantiated theories and to pick out the correct one is no easy task. The theory I present to you is the same, and it is your choice whether or not to accept it.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, I have a choice now?” Baledagh smiled wryly.
 
  
 
 “Belief is irrelevant to the Brotherhood.” The monk matched Baledagh’s humourless smile with one of his own. “This isn’t to say we have no reasons to support our theory, but a theory it will remain until proof can be found. First, a higher power exists, one which guides us towards a final goal through the Energy of the Heavens. Do you accept this?”
 
  
 
 “Not entirely,” Baledagh replied, shrugging in apology. “The ‘Mother’s Embrace’ could be any number of things besides an all-powerful deity instilling knowledge into Her subjects. It could be knowledge from previous lives returning to us, or aliens transmitting knowledge through advanced technology.” Or benevolent spirits working as a counterpart to the Spectres, but he couldn’t say it out loud. No one knew about Spectres except the Defiled, and explaining them would bring unwelcome questions. Noting the monk’s sour glare, Baledagh coughed and added, “But uhh... let’s pretend I do. Please, continue.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, the monk played along. “We also know that even though She made all the creatures in our world, it is we humans who were shaped in Her image and the only ones able to ascend to Nirvana.”
 
  
 
 “...Do we? Kind of a big leap in logic there...”
 
  
 
 “Is it? Tell me, what separates humans from animals?” Before Baledagh could answer with something snarky, the monk answered for him. “Wisdom! An animal can improve itself, can learn to hunt, hide, track, or fight better, but it cannot learn to suppress its instincts. A tiger will not rear a bull for food in the winter, nor will a horse bribe the wolf for its life. An animal is a slave to its instincts while humans can learn to rise above them. Honour, face, ethics and integrity, these are but a few of the concepts manufactured by the human mind, each one an integral part of human life which no animal will ever understand. Animals also suffer from the Three Desires, but only humans have the capacity to rise above them. It is for this reason alone why, upon reaching True Enlightenment, an ancient beast will instinctively wield the Energy of the Heavens to form a human mind and body. Only with human wisdom will they be able to take the next step in the journey of life, which we of the Brotherhood believe is achieved through reaching Nirvana.”
 
  
 
 This was getting off topic. As interesting as this wasn’t, Baledagh was here for answers about Brother and where he might have disappeared to. Instead of directly asking about twinned souls, he thought it better to play the part of skeptic. “Let’s back up a bit to clear things up,” he said, with no need to fake a headache. “You claim reincarnation is real because there have been individuals who recalled memories from a previous life, but if that happens then why doesn’t everyone remember their previous lives?”
 
  
 
 Taking the topic shift in stride, the monk answered with confidence, as if he’d been asked this same question many times before. “In time immemorial, one member of the Brotherhood posited that moving from one life to the next is like transferring a flame from one dying candle to another unlit one. The candle changes, but the flame remains the same, just as the body changes and the soul remains. Since memories are stored in the physical mind, then none are transferred to the new candle, but with dedicated training, great luck, or even Divine Intervention, some individuals are able to reach back through karma and recall those previous lives. There are other theories, such as our memories are given to the Divine Being from which we sprung or memories are lost so karma can be severed, or that birth is traumatic for a soul and memories are lost, but the candle theory is what this one believes.”
 
  
 
 Trembling with anticipation, Baledagh barely waited until the monk fell silent to ask, “What about being born with memories of a previous life? Has that ever happened before? Could a child spring out of the womb speaking, or a puppy knowing how to play chess?”
 
  
 
 After opening his eyes to make sure Baledagh wasn’t fooling around, the monk nodded. “Though rare, it is not unheard of for children to be born with memories of another life, but this one has never heard of a chess-playing dog.”
 
  
 
 Finally, he could ask the important question, the one he’d been waiting the entire lecture to ask. “What about two souls sharing one body? Or one soul splitting into two? Like one with past memories and one without?” Balking at the question, the monk quietly studied Baledagh with an unreadable expression. Worried he’d overplayed his hand, Baledagh tried to back pedal and added, “or uhh, like, a male soul recalling female memories. Or the opposite. You know... because it’d be funny...”
 
  
 
 After a long, uncomfortable silence, the monk pressed his hands together and bowed his head. “This one must apologize,” he Sent, head still lowered in apology. “Brother SanDukkha’s questions cannot be answered without an Oath of silence. You must swear never to repeat what you hear next unless it is to another member of the Brotherhood, and even then, it is never to be spoken out loud. This touches upon the core precepts of the Brotherhood and our greatest secret, otherwise this one would not insist.”
 
  
 
 Now it was Baledagh’s turn to fall silent and stare, wondering if this was worth the effort. Thus far, all the monk had done was wax on about theory, speculation, and philosophy. What could he possibly have to say that would require an Oath of silence? More half-baked nonsense from long-dead scholars? Why even bother with this, just tell him to piss off and be done with it.
 
  
 
 But... Brother was missing, and Baledagh needed him found before tomorrow’s meeting with the Legate. A slim chance was better than no chance, so Baledagh cut his palm with Peace and gave his Oath. “I swear an Oath to the Heavens. I will never reveal what I am about to hear to anyone outside the Brotherhood and I will never speak of it out loud. This I swear with the Heavens as my witness.” He hated giving oaths, they felt so restricting, like being told not to think of an elephant and actually not being able to.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” Still speaking through Sending, the monk placed one hand palm up on the table, ostensibly for Baledagh to touch should he need to Send a reply. “Before we begin, this one reminds Brother SanDukkha to remain calm and know he has nothing to fear from the Brotherhood.”
 
  
 
 Crossing his arms in open defiance, Baledagh snorted in contempt. “Why would I be afraid?”
 
  
 
 “Because,” the monk Sent, both eyes open and filled with compassion, “this one knows why Brother SanDukkha is so eager to know about multiple souls in a single body.”
 
  
 
 Stiffening in surprise, Baledagh held Peace tight and considered his options. How did he know about Brother? Was the monk responsible for taking him away? Pacifist though he might be, the monk was not an easy target to threaten or kill, and it’s not like Baledagh could ask Akanai for help. What would he say? ‘Grandmummy, the monk stole my alter-ego, you know, the personality you’re most familiar with. Make him give it back’. Yea, that’d go over well.
 
  
 
 No... be smart about this. Touching his fingers to the monk’s, he Sent, “And what exactly do you know?”
 
  
 
 “That you were once Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Oh... this is so much worse than expected...
 
  
 
 Leaping to his feet with a snarl, Baledagh lunged across the table with Peace in hand, but the monk was ready for him. Slipping to one side while still seated, he neatly avoided Baledagh’s attack. Rolling to his feet, Baledagh turned to attack again, only to find the monk’s palm waiting centimetres from his face. “Brother SanDukkha please,” the monk Sent, calm and relaxed as could be. “This one means you no harm. Your secret is safe with the Brotherhood.”
 
  
 
 Smacking the arm with his free hand, Baledagh failed to move it at all. He might as well have tried to shift a massive tree with a flyswatter. “And why should I believe you?”
 
  
 
 Withdrawing his palm, the monk closed his eyes and bowed in prayer, giving Baledagh an opening to strike. “Because,” he Sent as Baledagh drew Peace back to throw, “this one, and many others of the Brotherhood, were also once Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Freezing in place, Baledagh dropped his sword in shock, staring at the sitting monk whose eyes were still closed in prayer. Heart pounding and throat dry, it took several tries to croak out, “I don’t believe you.”
 
  
 
 “The Spectres spoke to you.” The monk Sent, unperturbed by Baledagh’s accusation. “They gave you power and made you strong, promised you more if you only surrendered.” Opening his eyes, he gave Baledagh an approving nod. “But you did not surrender, nor did you succumb. You fought back against the Father’s foul minions, resisted their temptations, but still availed yourself to their power when necessary. Then, a droplet of Heavenly Water found you and cleansed the Taint from your soul, so now you walk in the Mother’s holy light. Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 Falling to his ass, Baledagh sat and stared at the monk in wonder. “How did you find out?”
 
  
 
 “You met the Radiant Fist Wugang in Sanshu, who was at one point an initiate of the Brotherhood. Like you, he was once Defiled, and like me, the Abbot saved his soul from eternal damnation. Eventually, he parted ways with the Brotherhood over opposing values, but he still understands the good we do and sent word of your good fortune.” With an easy shrug, the monk concluded, “The rest was speculation based on your history, hence the need for an Oath.”
 
  
 
 Damn it. Baledagh had been played, tricked into admitting his... second greatest secret about being Defiled. Blobby’s existence, his third greatest secret, was also known, which meant the monk was likely responsible for Brother and Blobby’s disappearance. What reason did he have for taking them? For the monk to admit to being Defiled was a small comfort, but Baledagh didn’t know what to make of it. Mother above, what was happening? He desperately needed Brother’s help to make sense of it all, before he made a mess of things like always. Why was he so useless? Helpless and afraid, Baledagh fought back his tears and whimpered, “Give him back...”
 
  
 
 Thrown off by Baledagh’s demand, the monk drew back and furrowed his brow. “Give who back?” he Sent, confusion clear in his voice. “The Heavenly Water? It’s missing?”
 
  
 
 “No. Well, yes, but not him.” Leaving Peace behind, Baledagh crawled over to the monk and grabbed his hand. “Give Brother back,” he Sent, throwing all face aside to beg. “Please, I need him. He’s the one you need to talk to, I’m worthless without him. If you need to take someone, take me instead. See, I’m not Falling Rain, I’m Baledagh...”
 
  
 
 Under the monk’s careful questioning, Baledagh threw caution to the wind and told him everything. His scattered memories of the mines, his time spent watching through Brother’s eyes, finding true consciousness during the Demon Vivek’s mental attack, his misfortunes in Sanshu, and everything up until the other day when Brother and Blobby went missing. The only thing he held back was Brother’s memories of a previous life, though why he chose to omit that particular detail, he wasn’t entirely sure. Though terrifying at first, the more he spoke the easier it became, like a weight lifting off his chest as he revealed his deepest, darkest secret, hoping against all hope the monk would have a solution.
 
  
 
 When Baledagh’s tale came to an end, the monk sat in thoughtful silence and Baledagh was happy to leave him be. While not an ideal candidate, he finally had someone else to rely on. All this time, Brother insisted he would eventually create a new body for Baledagh, but neither of them knew anything about moving souls or creating lifeforms. If the monk could take Brother’s soul away, then maybe, just maybe, he could put a soul in someone else’s body, which meant Baledagh would finally be free to live a life of his own. He’d still stay to fight alongside Brother, but as his own person with his own life. Baledagh the warrior, free to ride onto the field of battle to find glory to call his own, free to make new friends and find new love...
 
  
 
 Free to... just be free.
 
  
 
 “Brother SanDukkha,” the monk Sent, interrupting Baledagh’s daydreams. “Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.”
 
  
 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
  
 
 “The mind is everything. What you think, you become.” Placing his hands on Baledagh’s shoulders, the monk looked him in the eyes. “You suffered much as a slave, did you not?”
 
  
 
 “...Yes.”
 
  
 
 “And when you stumbled across the ruined village in the mountains, when you saw the remains of those tortured children, what did you feel?”
 
  
 
 “Anger. Hatred.” Trembling at the memory, he blinked and whispered, “There were fifteen of them. I counted. Fifteen kids tortured and worse.”
 
  
 
 “This one believes that is when the Father’s minions first sank their claws into your soul.” The monk’s voice was soft and gentle, without accusation or blame. “It is why the Defiled behave as they do, so you will hate and revile them, to push you out of the Mother’s light and make you susceptible to the Father’s lies. But you resisted them.”
 
  
 
 “I did?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, because you are a good person with a kind soul. You knew something was amiss, that your dark thoughts were not your own and torturing Defiled was not right, so you protected yourself.”
 
  
 
 ...what? “How?”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, the monk ignored the question and launched into an explanation. “The Defiled are not controlled by the Spectres, not entirely. Instead, they allow the Spectres to control them, a minor, yet significant detail. True control only falls to the Spectres when the host surrenders, at which point the Spectres suppress the original soul and take over, moulding the body to better fit their needs.”
 
  
 
 “A Demon.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, the monk held Baledagh in place and continued. “Thus, it is a man's own mind, not his enemy or foe, which lures him to evil ways. The Spectres tainted your soul and infected your thoughts, but you held strong and refused them. You resisted for years until Sanshu when the Heavenly Water freed you from their unholy touch.”
 
  
 
 “... I don’t understand. What does this have to do with Brother?”
 
  
 
 “Rain, -”
 
  
 
 “No, I told you, I’m Baledagh.”
 
  
 
 “Rain.” The monk’s firm tone set Baledagh back on his heels, and he tried to fight free. Holding him in place with a steely grip, the monk sighed and shook his head. “Your name is Rain,” he Sent, softer this time. “I have seen this before. After your encounter at the ruined village and during the subsequent battles, you discovered something wrong and instinctively rejected the Spectres’ influence, but they are not so easily dissuaded. Inspired by the Demon’s illusions, you created a second persona within your mind and foisted the Father’s taint upon it. This allowed you to continue harbouring those dark thoughts without acting upon them, rationalizing it as thoughts belonging to someone other than yourself, but your first Awakening showed you the truth. Hiding will do you no good.”
 
  
 
 Screaming like a wounded beast, he fought the monk with everything he had, kicking and biting to no effect. “It’s not true!” he screeched, tears streaming down his cheeks as he flailed in the monk’s grasp. “Brother is real! You’re a liar, a deceiver! Let me go! I need to find Brother. I need him, I need his help, please...”
 
  
 
 Lifting him into the air like a petulant child, the monk ignored his cries and Sent over them. “Even after being freed from the Spectres, you were accustomed to having your second persona there, using him like a crutch to stand or a shield to hide behind. Because while Brother is smarter, Baledagh is braver, is this not so? When you are afraid, Baledagh comes out to face your fears, and if he fails, then it is no fault of your own. Poor, frightened child, you have been free from the mines for many years, and now you are free from the Spectres, so it is time you accept the truth. There is no Brother. There is no Baledagh. There is only Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 How long Baledagh fought for, he didn’t know, only giving up when he had no strength left to fight. Pulling his limp body into an embrace, the monk’s Aura settled over him like a warm, comforting blanket, filled with pure, untainted acceptance and devoid of any judgment or censure. “It’s all right, Rain,” the monk said. “You are not alone. You have your family and you have the Brotherhood. You are a good person, and you will make it through this.”
 
  
 
 Weeping softly, Baledagh closed his eyes.
 
  
 
 And I open them.
 
  
 
 Shaking like a leaf, I’m forced to confront a not-so-Noble Truth.
 
  
 
 I am not well, and I haven’t been for a very long time.
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 There’s a point when unmitigated self-loathing gets so intense, you don’t even feel like killing yourself anymore. You hate yourself so much, you think death would be too easy, so you want to suffer, need to suffer, because you deserve to suffer. It’s a feeling I’m all-too familiar with, but today, I discovered what comes after self-loathing: cold indifference. It’s kinda unsettling how little I care right now. Dead, alive, either or, doesn’t matter. Solitude sounds nice though. “I’d like to be alone please.”
 
  
 
 Bowing at the waist, the monk Sends, “It would do you good to reflect on this. Peace comes from within, Brother SanDukkha. Do not seek it without, but there are people here for you should you need them.” Slipping out the door, he closes it gently behind him and I almost call out to ask him to come back in. I don’t want to be alone, because life sucks when you’re alone, doubly when you just discovered your ‘little brother’ was just you talking to yourself all along.
 
  
 
 It shouldn’t be hard to find someone to keep me company. The bears and cats are in Song’s yurt along with Lin and Mila, the three ladies gossiping or braiding their hair or doing whatever it is young women do during a sleepover. Meanwhile, the birds, bunnies, and quins are even closer, right outside the door, all cuddled around sweet Ping Ping as she sleeps beneath the starry night sky, her belly full and body tired from her busy day of swimming and hunting. I could walk right out and sit down next to her and let Mama Bun and Blackjack hop into my lap. Or I could lie down beside a pile of bunnies and let them burrow under me, or even head over and ask for Aurie to snuggle with. Hell, if I really wanted company, I have like eighty soldiers standing around on guard duty to talk to.
 
  
 
 There’s a lot I could do, but I don’t, because when it comes right down to it, I don’t believe I deserve to be happy. So instead, I sit on the floor and fixate on the open box sitting next to the giant kettle filled of diarrhea-inducing tea. It’s not because my lips are dry and throat is parched from crying and screaming for the last hour or longer, nor is it because I’m overwhelmed and staring at whatever’s in front of me. In the aftermath of a life-shattering revelation, there’s one thing I can’t wrap my head around.
 
  
 
 Why did I leave the box of dried mandrel stalk sitting open on the dining table?
 
  
 
 I mean, I can figure out why I made so much dysentery tea. You can get rid of mandrel stalk tea with Chi the same way you get rid of other ingested fluids, like poisons or alcohol, but the tea still has to move through your system. Its presence alone is enough to get the poop flowing, which is why I used it to dose Jorani’s old crew back in Sanshu and also why I subconsciously slipped a box into my pantry. I wanted to ‘accidentally’ poison myself and miss my meeting with the Legate, and if I took the chatty monk down with me, then it’d be a nice bonus.
 
  
 
 So why didn’t I close the box and put it away? It’s not like mandrel stalk is rare or expensive, it’s a common remedy to an ailment which plagues everyone from peasant to Emperor alike. It’d be weird if the monk didn’t recognize the stuff, so why put the only evidence of my misdeeds right in front of his face? Was I trying to get caught?
 
  
 
 ...I am one fucked-up basket case.
 
  
 
 Not that it’s really a surprise. I’ve said it countless times before and I’ll say it again: I’m not cut out for this world. I should’ve died in a giant pile of slave corpses outside the mines, but I survived on nothing but sheer, dumb luck. Not only did I not die, I also ran into the only people within a hundred kilometres who had reason to save me. Maybe someone was looking out for me, or maybe karma decided not to be a bitch for once, but either way, my survival was a god-damned miracle.
 
  
 
 After four blissful years spent training in the village, I thought I was tough enough to face the world, but Shen Huo proved me wrong. It wasn’t the brigands or carnugators which did me in, nor was it Dugu TianYi and his shitty sons. No, the person who showed me I truly don’t belong was Tong Da Hai himself. The Magistrate of Shen Huo and Fung’s doting father, his vengeance against Dugu Ren was swift and merciless, sentencing an eighteen-year-old kid to inhuman torture. I’ll never forget the crowd gathered around the stage, sitting in the stands and laughing as they watched Ren suffer. On that day, I knew no matter how hard I tried, I’d never fit in. Even Akanai, who admitted she found the whole thing distasteful, brought me there to see Ren’s misery, maybe hoping to cheer me up or maybe checking if I was Defiled.
 
  
 
 I wasn’t. Not yet at least. A shame. If I was, Akanai could’ve cut my throat and saved everyone a lot of trouble.
 
  
 
 I wish I could blame this on something else, like all the bullshit with the Society’s Contest. Not to say the Society’s murderous shenanigans played no part in my eventual fall from grace, but I can’t exactly pin the whole thing on them either. I can’t even blame the Defiled for their heinous behaviour because I know what it’s like to have the Spectres’ whispering in your ear. There’s no rational thought or careful introspection because they fill you with so much rage, adrenaline, and endorphins, it’s downright impossible to keep a clear mind. Especially when it’s so much easier to be angry instead of scared.
 
  
 
 Fear disheartens.
 
  
 
 Anger emboldens.
 
  
 
 That’s the lesson I learned when I walked into the ruins of a quiet village and saw a tiny piece of paradise filled with the ravaged remains of its inhabitants. All I wanted to do was curl up and cry, but I couldn’t. I had to be strong. Yan, Huu, and Mila were all right there with me and they saw what I saw, but none of them broke, so instead of getting sad, I got angry. I accepted the Spectres’ lies and took the strength and courage they offered, and thus, almost doomed the people I love.
 
  
 
 I only have myself to blame for cracking under pressure, because like I said, I am not meant for this world and the horrors it contains.
 
  
 
 Looking back on it now, it amazes me how I never put two and two together and figured out I was Defiled, or close to it. What’s even more surprising is no one else did either, but I suppose that’s the problem with looking through rose-coloured glasses. You never want to think the worst of those you love. The signs were all there if I’d ever bothered to look, like the unexplained bursts of strength, the uncontrolled anger, the sudden Insight into the Forms. I’d been having trouble meditating and Honing, plus some of my injuries were healing on their own, like when Man Giao shattered my eardrums. Then there were all the violent, unsavoury thoughts about violating and abusing every woman in sight which I conveniently ‘forgot’ about following Demon Vivek’s mind-fuckery.
 
  
 
 Vivek turned into exactly the Demon I needed. More dumb luck, I guess. I still don’t know why, but I instantly knew the Demon’s illusion wasn’t real, but I didn’t care. Wilful suspension of disbelief is something I excel in, with decades of practice under my belt. The Demon showed me everything I wanted, melding all my memories in a masturbatory amalgamation meant to stroke my ego and lull me into blissful complacency. Oddly enough, this was ultimately its downfall. As fun as hedonistic power fantasies are, I prefer a good underdog story, with a conflict to solve and steep odds to overcome. Even though I was mostly content to watch countless, harmonious iterations of my life flash by, the pessimist in me couldn’t accept such a pleasant, carefree existence, while the survivor in me knew it was do or die.
 
  
 
 And thus came the split. On one side, we had the dreamer, the idealist, the moral defender, and on the other, we had the warrior, the realist, the survivor. Brother and Baledagh, two sides of the same coin, kept separate through sheer, stubborn, ignorance.
 
  
 
 I needed to be strong so I created the strongest version of myself I could imagine, the version that would survive in this unforgiving world. It’s even in his name, Baledagh. Warrior. Bold, confident, and fearless, he’s the person I wanted to be, the person I needed to become. His dreams were my dreams, wishing I’d been found before my time in the mines, growing up happy, loved, and accepted by the Bekhai instead of a self-exiled recluse turned social-outcast, burdened by secret memories and crippling neuroses. Unlike me, he belonged here, would thrive in a way I never could.
 
  
 
 Obscure, mystical knowledge pulled out of thin air? Good thing Baledagh is a believer.
 
  
 
 Duels to the death? Finally, Baledagh relishes the chance for glory.
 
  
 
 The Spectres and their Defiling of thoughts? Easily ignored, for Baledagh has an iron will.
 
  
 
 Half-drowned, mangled beyond recognition, and with no one to help? Not a problem, because Baledagh is a survivor.
 
  
 
 How long have I known it was all a farce?
 
  
 
 Longer than I’d like to admit, but I guess that’s what today’s all about, facing unpleasant truths. My ‘first’ Awakening failed for one simple reason: I rejected what it told me, that I was bat-shit crazy and needed a serious mental tune up. The other me was just me talking to myself through a brainless, soulless, mental construct, evidenced by how he fell dormant shortly afterwards, while I grappled with the truth. Back then, Baledagh didn’t even have a name yet. I called him ‘other me’ and that’s exactly who he was. Me, only imagined as better in every way and able to think the thoughts I didn’t dare think. I created him because I needed him, depended on him, not only because he was brave and I was scared, or because he was someone I could trust and rely on, but also because he absolved me of my many, many mistakes.
 
  
 
 So scared my brain blanks out and I suicidally charge a Demon? That was other me, he’s new and not very bright.
 
  
 
 Can’t find Balance because of all my anger? No, that’s other me’s anger, I’m cool as a cucumber.
 
  
 
 Charging on stage in search of glory and death? Sorry, other me got excited and jumped the gun.
 
  
 
 Zian’s Aura too overwhelming to feign bravery? Well, then it’s time for perpetually-scared brother to step in and be a hero.
 
  
 
 Fall in love with the sweet village girl who nursed me back to health? Sorry Lin, sorry Mila, that’s other me, but he deserves love too, right?
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing ran off and died? It’s okay. Other me loves her, not...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 God, Qing-Qing. She deserved better. A diligent worker and idealistic dreamer, one who wanted to see the world but was too scared to set foot outside. So kind and gentle, yet determined and optimistic, making her way through life alone despite her lack of strength, we had so much in common, how could I resist falling in love? If only I’d been more supportive and reassuring, less callous and dismissive, then maybe she wouldn’t have run off to make sure her people were safe. It’s my fault she’s dead, and I’ll never forgive myself...
 
  
 
 There comes a point when sorry just isn’t enough, but it’s all I’ve got. Qing-Qing, I’m sorry for failing you. Lin, I’m sorry I don’t love you as much as you love me. Mila, I’m sorry I’m a little scared of you and think you’re too bossy. I’m sorry...
 
  
 
 On some level, I’ve always known Baledagh wasn’t real, but I could never give him up. After my first failed Awakening, I built a mental fortress to house him in, sheltering him from the truth inside my Natal Palace. Say what you will about my dissociative disorder, but at least it helped me along the Martial Path. Multiple personalities makes splitting your focus a breeze. I wouldn’t recommend it though, things can get really out of hand. I fell into a pattern: when I needed Baledagh, he was there, and when I didn’t, he faded into the background, sleeping or training in the Natal Palace. I foisted all my worst traits and failures onto him while reaping all the rewards, all the while telling myself he didn’t mind because he’s so grateful for his brilliant older brother. He was as strong or weak as I needed him to be, and as I grew more confident in myself, Baledagh became less useful, but I still liked having him around. And why wouldn’t I? He became the screw up, the bumbler, the beta to my alpha, a prop to make me feel better about myself and let me know that I was doing things right.
 
  
 
 To keep the self-deception going, I even turned Blobby away the first time we crossed paths, while drifting in Western Treasures Lake. Blobby cleansed me of the Spectres’ influence and kept me alive, but it tried to get rid of Baledagh. It knew he was an anomaly which was holding me back, so I rejected Blobby and the truth because I couldn’t let go of Baledagh, guilting myself into keeping him around by turning him into the ‘original host’. Now, it would be wrong to kill him off. This is his life, proven by how he’s more suited to this world than I am. I’d taken so much from him already, how could I take even more? No, I’m a good person, I’ll give him a body of his own someday, because that’s the right thing to do. I even gave him a purpose, my Spectre-seeking little brother, working hard to atone for his mistakes.
 
  
 
 The monk was right, ‘The mind is everything. What you think, you become’. Twist the truth enough and you can justify anything.
 
  
 
 My second Awakening forced me to face the truth, but true to my nature, I ran away to hide. Baledagh is the warrior, and me... I’m the coward who was so scared he detached from his own consciousness to escape. The first step to fixing a problem is to admit you have one, so I admit it. I’m fucked up in the head. I’m a schizo, a nutbag, a crackpot who’s cuckoo for cocoa puffs. Now what? What do I do next? I’ve been stuck in two extremes for so long, I don’t know what to do anymore. Whose instincts do I follow? Do I sit in my yurt and cry, or should I scream and rage about how worthless I am?
 
  
 
 Crippled with indecision, I sit and review every single decision I’ve ever made and imagine what would’ve happened if I wasn’t insane. If I hadn’t charged onto stage, Mila would have fought in my stead and probably overwhelmed her opponents with ease, which meant she would’ve been asked to spare her opponents from death. Fewer deaths means maybe the Society backs off early and we bury the hatchet, not quite friends, but not enemies either.
 
  
 
 If I hadn’t beaten and humiliated Gen, maybe he wouldn’t have turned Defiled and I would have escaped with Qing-Qing and been beaten to near-death by Mila. If I’d accepted Blobby the first time around and revealed it to BoLao, then maybe I could have saved everyone from the Purge and BoShui would have reunited with his long lost cousin. So many ifs, hell, what if my first Awakening hadn’t failed? How strong would I have been by the time I reached Sanshu? I’ve wasted so much time and energy catering to my madness, too frail to accept the truth, too scared to own up to my mistakes, and still I’m left with the same question.
 
  
 
 What now?
 
  
 
 Falling back with a thud, I lie flat on my back and stare at the ceiling, trying to clear my mind and failing miserably. Seeing Peace beside me, I reach out and grab its hilt, studying its keen edge and pointed tip. With a flick of my wrist, I toss it up into the air and watch as it spins end over end in a perfect circle, the hum of metal on air a soothing balm for my soul. Higher and higher it goes until gravity rears its head and my sword suspends itself in space for one perfectly still second, its tip positioned to land directly between my eyes.
 
  
 
 Peace plunges downward point-first.
 
  
 
 I close my eyes and enter my Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 The empty replica of the village is a familiar sight, so still and lifeless it hurts. It’s not real and it never will be. No matter how much I want to, I can’t return to those early years in the village and change my plans. Reflecting on memories of better times, they spring into life around me, creations of the mind tempting me to stay behind and forget my problems. Soothing the twins while their teeth grow in, hearing them speak their first words, or laughing as they chase the pups across the courtyard, the best of friends at first sight. Studying with Taduk or reading with Lin, cooking dinner for everyone to give Charok and Alsantset a break, all memories I hold near and dear to my heart.
 
  
 
 If I could go back in time, would I change things? Would I give up on my Martial Training and throw everything I have into herbalism? Where would I be now? Sitting at home in the village, worrying about my family who are off fighting the Defiled, probably still resisting Lin’s efforts to marry me. I wouldn’t have made friends with Fung, Huu, BoShui, Dastan, and (sigh...) Zian, Song wouldn’t have come to live with us, Mila and Yan would’ve never been interested in me, and I wouldn’t have met Qing-Qing. No wildcats, bears, birds, or Ping-Ping either, not if I stayed home for all those excursions. I might’ve still gotten some bunnies, but definitely not Mama Bun, the timing wouldn’t have been right. Plus, without Martial Training, I’m fairly certain Mama Bun would’ve murdered me in a heartbeat, a bad end if I’d ever seen one.
 
  
 
 Ignoring everything else, would I be happier as an herbalist?
 
  
 
 Maybe. Maybe not, but that path is forever lost. I’ve chosen my path, my Dao, and now I must see it through to the end. Conjuring up a copy of myself, I study him at great length, staring into his cold, dead eyes and hoping against all hopes that my little brother will look back and say, ‘Psych!’, but he won’t. This copy is just like all the other soulless automatons I made to populate my fake village, he only does what I make him do. That’s why the others always made me uncomfortable, they showed me what I was trying to ignore, that the ‘other me’ I was talking to was just a fake, a conjured up facsimile of myself. I role-played myself while puppeteering another version of myself so I could converse with... myself.
 
  
 
 Fucked up right?
 
  
 
 ...Who am I talking to?
 
  
 
 Resolving to be mindful of talking to myself, I reach out and pat my facsimile’s shoulder. Thank you little brother. You weren’t real, but I wouldn’t have made it this far without you, which makes you real enough.
 
  
 
 Goodbye.
 
  
 
 The other me fades from existence as does the rest of the village, leaving only the little white room Baledagh... I, always loved to stay in. Fake though it may be, leaving a copy in the Natal Palace makes it easier to sustain and helps me multitask, but I’d rather not have to look at myself for the next little while. It’s not a big deal, this room easy to sustain and more than enough for my needs. Climbing into the bed, I stare at the intricately carved ceiling filled with scenes of courage and glory. I copied them off the pagoda in the village and each one tells a story, something to inspire and encourage future generations, but today, all they do is bring tears to my eyes.
 
  
 
 I chose these carvings for Baledagh for that very reason, because they gave him... us... gave me something to aspire to. Baledagh isn’t real and he never was. I made him up, a shield to hide behind, a crutch to stand on, a figment of my neurotic psyche.
 
  
 
 So how come it hurts so much knowing he’s gone?
 
  
 
 A knock on the door interrupts my mourning and Rustram’s voice sounds out. “Boss? Sorry to wake you, but Jorani came back and he’s got something for you.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll be right out.” Opening my eyes, I stare at the hilt of my still-shaking sword, the blade buried in the floor a hairsbreadth from my cheek. Whether my sigh is one of relief or disappointment, I’m not entirely sure, but it doesn’t really matter, not right now. There will be no Peace today, no Tranquility to be found. I don’t have time to work through my mental issues or make sense of my twisted life, I have a retinue to lead and duties to attend to. Jorani’s late, which can’t be good, and I need to prep for my public meeting with the Legate. Before that, I should give Mila a proper welcome, bind my new weapon, and get Blobby back, which means there’s no time like the present to get started. I’m still not entirely sure where I stand on the Brother-Baledagh personality scale, but I’ll need the best of both if I want to survive. I faked confidence for years now while pretending to be Baledagh, so I don’t see why I should stop now.
 
  
 
 Fake it ‘til you make it, right?
 
  
 
 With sword and shield in hand, I step out to face my first day as Warrant Officer Falling Rain, Warrior of...
 
  
 
 The Bekhai? Nah, I doubt they’d want me representing them.
 
  
 
 The North? Can’t say I really care for the province as a whole.
 
  
 
 The Empire? Eh... Politically correct yes, accurate, not so much.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Whatever, I’ll figure out the specifics later.
 
 
Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 326 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “I’ll ask you once more, you’re certain this information is important enough to wake the boss?”
 
  
 
 Pausing mid-drink, Jorani choked down his mouthful of jerky and flatbread in his haste to answer. “Sure as sure Mister Rustram,” he croaked, regretting his decision as the half-chewed food sat painfully in his gullet. Dried rations and water were all he could get his hands on during the short jaunt through camp to the bossman’s yurt, but after seven days traipsing through the brush eating leaves, bugs, and carrion, the stale fare tasted divine, so long as you chewed it. Coughing in a futile attempt to clear the blockage, he added, “The bossman’ll be happy we woke him, but on account of how I can’t Send yet, he’ll probably want someone keeping things quiet.” A handy little trick, blocking sound from escaping, it was a sneak thief’s dream skill. While it made the list of things Jorani wanted to learn, Sending still sat firmly at the top. Ain’t nothing better than finding honest work as an Imperial Messenger, riding past soldiers and merchants alike as they scatter at the sight of your banner.
 
  
 
 Swallowing another mouthful of water and praying his throat would clear up, Jorani noted the number two’s nervous fidgeting in the flickering firelight, clenching his sweat-soaked handkerchief like it owed him money. Maybe it was just the giant turtle staring them down like she fancied a taste, but it was never a good sign when the top dogs were anxious enough to show it. The bossman probably started another blood feud or something, he loved starting those. Leaning in close, Jorani gave his most disarming smile and whispered, “Mister Rustram, if’n ye don’t mind me askin’, what’s got ye all twisted in knots?”
 
  
 
 “It’s nothing,” Mister Rustram whispered back, which only told Jorani something was afoot. Why else would he whisper? Without further prompting, Mister Rustram kept going, eager to have a sympathetic ear. “It’s just... the boss has been in a dour mood of late, what with getting exiled from the city, the shark attack, and his difficulties Awakening, so disturbing his sleep to make a report about something you refused to reveal first is... stressful.”
 
  
 
 Mother above... Shark attack? Awakening? Apparently Jorani had missed a whole dog and pony show while scouting out the ‘winery’, but it was enough to know Mister Rustram was just nervous because the bossman was being all cantankerous and such. Nothing to it, Jorani had served under dozens of bandit leaders and learned all sorts of ways to boot-lick and keep his head attached. “Don’t ye worry about a thing Mister Rustram, ain’t a doubt in my mind the boss’ll want all this kept hush-hush. Why, I bet he’ll even praise ye fer yer keen foresight.” Well, Jorani’s foresight, but it never hurt to let a superior take credit for your work, and it definitely wouldn’t hurt to let someone else take the blame.
 
  
 
 When the bossman stepped out of his yurt, Jorani straightened up to match his posture. Always match your superior’s energy when trying to ingratiate yourself, a small trick he’d learned in years of subservience. If the boss is alert, then the lackey should be too, and if the boss is relaxed, relax with him, unless you’re on duty or got some other reason to be alert. If the boss makes eye contact, then you hold it for a second before looking away to show submission, unless you’re trying to convince him you’re innocent of whatever he’s accusing you of. Then, you open your eyes wide, stare back without blinking, and deny it, no matter how guilty you might be.
 
  
 
 There were a lot of rules and nuances to keep track of, but Jorani hadn’t survived this long on empty words and disarming smiles alone.
 
  
 
 Studying the bossman with a critical eye, Jorani assessed the situation in a heartbeat. Fully dressed and armed, the bossman looked like he’d fallen asleep in his clothes. No wonder number two was all jumpy, the bossman looked exhausted and for Falling Rain, that really meant something. With dark bags under bloodshot eyes, damp hair and loose collar, he hardly looked the part of young hero of the North. Still, weary though he might be, there was a rare intensity to the bossman’s gaze, a look usually reserved for his luckless opponents which was now directed at Mister Rustram, Jorani, Jinoe, Ronga, and Siyar. It was only a cursory glance, taking them all in as he did his customary sweep of the surroundings, always on the lookout for danger. Not an easy way to live, so vigilant and guarded, but with how often the bossman came close to dying, Jorani couldn’t blame him for being more careful than most.
 
  
 
 “Jorani,” the bossman said, starting his second sweep of the surroundings. “You’re late.”
 
  
 
 Not the best start, but he’d survived through worse. First, acknowledge your guilt. “Sorry boss.” No need for excuses unless the bossman asks for one, because otherwise he ain’t interested. Luckily, even on his worst days, Falling Rain was the most rational bossman Jorani had ever served under. A raised eyebrow was all it took and Jorani seized the opportunity to explain. “We ran into complications and I made the call to travel only at night. I told Mister Rustram here we found some damning evidence and he figured it’d be best we kept it all quiet like.” The bossman nodded along but appeared distracted as he studied Jorani’s sneaks, finally settling his frown on Siyar. Looking to number two for support, Jorani found none forthcoming, so he continued, “Ye know, with one of them Chi sound barriers or maybe we at least step inside?” The days might be warm and sunny in Central, but at night, the cold breeze coming off the Azure Sea sapped the heat right out of your bones.
 
  
 
 Stilling but for a twitch in his cheek, the bossman stopped looking around and fixed Jorani with an unnerving, predatory glare. That’s all it took to put Jorani on edge, hairs raised by this unnerving calm before the storm, a heavy, suffocating atmosphere brought about by the bossman’s stare. What’d happened these past few days? The bossman was a harsh taskmaster sure, but he was never one to rule through fear or brutality, at least not before. Now, with his jaw clenched, muscles tensed, and deliberate, measured breaths, the bossman looked ready to explode into violence at the drop of a hat. It took all the courage Jorani could muster to stand firm without flinching and only managed it because he knew running might set the bossman off.
 
  
 
 After long, torturous seconds, the bossman pursed his lips and huffed. “Fine.” Glancing at the empty space beside his door, he asked, “Would you mind?”
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” The fattest monk Jorani had ever seen appeared out of thin air, sitting with his eyes closed and head bowed. “Such vigilance, such perception.”
 
  
 
 “Not really,” the bossman replied. “The grass beneath you has been pressed flat to the dirt. Mister Rustram, when we’re done here, find our guest some proper accommodations.”
 
  
 
 “Unnecessary. This one requires nothing more than the earth as his bed and the sky as his shelter.” Opening his eyes, the fat monk frowned and said, “The barrier is in place. Ordinarily, this one would refrain from taking action, but there is an unpleasant... odour, for lack of a better word, hanging about your soldiers.”
 
  
 
 “You feel it too?” Turning his attention back to Jorani, the bossman said, “Out with it now.”
 
  
 
 “Right.” Swallowing his resentment over hostile treatment, Jorani recounted their trip to the winery, emphasizing their lack of preparation and how unpleasant the entire journey had been, but the bossman appeared unmoved. “Then we legged it and left them none the wiser.” His tale finished, he grimaced as Siyar handed over both copper vessels, one sealed and one broken, wrapped in several layers of cloth, and shoved into a metal helmet. “Real nasty stuff. Near as we can tell, it’s sunlight what sets it off. Ronga got some of that stuff on his hand and it stayed harmless for hours til dawn, but once it got goin’, it spread real fast. Worked its way up the arm and could’ve killed him if we hadn’t lopped it off.”
 
  
 
 “Interesting.” The bossman’s response was less than ideal and Jorani could feel Ronga’s heart dropping. Losing a hand might be nothing to the Undying, but to a cut-purse, their nimble fingers were what they relied on to survive. They might be Bekkies now, but you never forget your roots. Turning to the monk, the bossman asked, “Your thoughts?” The monk said nothing out loud, but after a short pause, the bossman sighed. “Yea, seems about right. Okay, time to pass this up the ladder.” With that, he strode off with the monk, giant turtle, and Mister Rustram in tow, leaving Jorani and his people standing in place. No thank you, no dismissal, not even a cursory ‘good job’, the bossman just left like that.
 
  
 
 No. This was unacceptable. Even the most sadistic bandit leader would offer a few words of praise, if only to keep up appearances.
 
  
 
 Gesturing for the others to follow along but hang back, Jorani rushed over to the bossman’s side while giving the giant turtle a wide berth. “Beggin’ yer pardon boss,” he whispered, struggling to sound both deferential and authoritative at the same time, “but maybe ye could spare a word fer me boys back there. Not fer nothing, but they slipped into a heavily guarded compound and back out without so much as raising a whisper. I made it sound easy, but it was anything but, and Ronga did lose a hand bringin’ that stuff back. A little pat on the back would go a long way towards -”
 
  
 
 Shutting his mouth with an audible click, Jorani shot to attention as the bossman stopped in place, the cheek twitch back in full force. Too scared to look, Jorani stared down at the tip of his nose, praying for sweet mercy and wishing he’d never opened his mouth. Damn it, he should’ve listened to Ral and caught a couple ground-squirrels to offer as tribute, but it was too late for regrets now. Time slowed as the bossman’s blurry, out of focus hand stretched out and -
 
  
 
 Patted Jorani on the arm.
 
  
 
 “You’re right,” the bossman said, shoulders slumping in shame. Waving for Ronga to approach, he asked, “How’s the hand?”
 
  
 
 “Ain’t even a thing,” Ronga replied, holding his head up high. The whiny little bastard hardly kept his mouth shut these past few days, throwing scathing glares and biting remarks Jorani’s way, a poor way to thank the man who saved your life. “It’s growin’ back, but real slow goin’. Maybe three, four weeks?”
 
  
 
 “Not bad but you’ll have to practice Healing some other time. I need you in fighting form, so I’ll speak to the Healers in the morning. Look on the bright side, at least Jorani didn’t make you taste it.” Everyone laughed except the bossman and Jinoe, who shrunk back a little, probably wondering if the bossman could read minds. Grinning like a fool, Jorani stood and watched as the bossman talked up his boys, expressing thanks and admiration for a job well done. “Get some food and rest,” he concluded, dismissing them with a clasped fist. “Tomorrow’s gonna be a busy day and some important people might have questions for you. Jorani, stay behind.”
 
  
 
 That sucked the wind out of Jorani’s sails. “Yea boss.”
 
  
 
 Too tired to even fake a proper smile, the bossman nodded in approval. “You’re a good leader. You made the right call to go in stealthily and keep things quiet. Now we have a chance to catch these traitors unaware. Not just that, but I was wrong and you stuck your neck out for your people. I respect that.” Giving Jorani another pat on the back, the bossman added, “Keep it up. You see me doing something off, then don’t be shy about letting me know. Mister Rustram does good work but he likes to pretend I can do no wrong. All right, dismissed. Oh and I haven’t forgotten I owe you and your boys a good meal. We’ll get to it as soon as all this clears up.”
 
  
 
 “Thank ye boss, yer too kind,” Jorani said, waving as the boss walked out of the camp. “Why, ye don’t owe us a thing, the meal completely slipped me mind.” It hadn’t, but the lie wasn’t hurting nobody. Still waving, he watched as Jochi and Argat slipped out of the shadows to join the bossman, but knowing they needed Chi to do what Siyar could do with practised skill made it seem less extraordinary than before.
 
  
 
 Now, hiding in plain sight next to a light source, that was impressive. Maybe the fat monk would be willing to teach Jorani a trick or two. Whistling a merry tune, he headed back to his yurt while imagining all the fun he could have as an invisible man.
 
  
 
 A bit of thieving and peeping in the baths mostly, but motives weren’t important when it came to the Martial Path. All that mattered was strength.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Stifling a yawn, Akanai smoothed out the boy’s hair and fixed his collar as he recounted Jorani’s tale. Silly child, how could the number one talent in the north let himself be seen like this, all dishevelled and fatigued. She was partially at fault, choosing to bunk down in the Sentinel camp instead of staying in his camp to keep a close watch on him, but she feared too much coddling and oversight would upset him. With so many capable guardians surrounding him and Song and Mila at his side, Akanai thought it would be safe to spend a few days with her husband after their month-long separation, but perhaps she was wrong.
 
  
 
 At least he wasn’t slouching today, but he still refused to make eye contact, instead staring at the side of Akanai’s yurt. Oh? Was it a coincidence the boy stared at her guard Concealed in the shadows? No, not a coincidence at all. Following his eyes, she watched him spot two more guards, though he glossed over three others. Mundane perception or Enlightenment from his Awakening? Too early to tell, perhaps she should ask Jochi and Argat to test him. Interrupting his story, Akanai Sent, “How goes your Awakening?”
 
  
 
 “Huh?” Blinking in confusion, the boy shrugged with casual indifference and Sent, “Oh. I sorta figured out how to bind water, but it’s time-consuming and near worthless. Anyway, where was I?”
 
  
 
 Wait. “You ‘figured out’ how to bind water? When? How?”
 
  
 
 “This afternoon?”
 
  
 
 “And you kept it to yourself?”
 
  
 
 “No, I told Lin and Mila. Song too, I guess.” With another shrug, the boy sighed and added, “Sorry, I didn’t tell you, it’s been a long, crazy day and I kinda forgot about it.” Gesturing at the copper vessel in his hand, he continued, “But yea, this stuff is bad news. It eats through anything and Siyar says the entire warehouse is filled to the brim with more of it. Worse-”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the copper vessel, Akanai grabbed the boy by the chin and pulled him into the torchlight to study his expression. There was no shy smile or disguised glee, no glint of pride or sense of accomplishment, nothing but weary resignation and a touch of resentment over her rough treatment. Something was amiss. After years of obsessing over his Awakening without progress, the boy finally succeeds and comprehends the mysteries of water, and then forgot about it all in an afternoon? ‘I bound water’, delivered in the same tone one would use to say ‘grass is green’ or ‘water is wet’, this was absurd. “First, let us speak of your Awakening. Explain.”
 
  
 
 “Let go.” His cold expression and forceful demand took her by surprise, but she loosened her grip after a second’s thought. Patting his cheek to show contrition, she resisted the urge to grin as he Sent, “Thank you. Sorry. It’s not exactly binding water, because the physical water doesn’t actually go anywhere. It’s more like... inviting the spirit of water into my core and using my Chi to copy its attributes, so I end up with normal Chi and Water Chi. Problem is, once you use the Water Chi, it’s gone and doesn’t replenish on its own. I spent hours in the bay and bound maybe a teacup’s worth of Water Chi, then immediately wasted it all by spitting it out. It’s a party trick at best, and not even an impressive one at that. Hardly worth mentioning.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” Pulling the boy into a hug, she allowed herself a smile while he couldn’t see. Hmph, and they called Tenjin talented when he Awakened at twenty; it took him over four years to condense his first flame. “This is but the first step, and an important one at that. Your Mentor’s tail will wag so hard it might even fall off.” A good thing Akanai had no such tells, her half-caribou heritage left no physical marks aside from two nubs of horn she kept filed down and hidden beneath her hair.
 
  
 
 Belatedly noting the boy’s silence, Akanai stepped back and studied his expression once more. Still angry but directed inwards, likely blaming himself for not understanding sooner. His body language screamed of confidence, back straight, shoulders square, and head held high, but his eyes, so pained and mournful it pained her to look at. “What’s wrong child?”
 
  
 
 She could see the struggle within his mind as he considered telling her his problems, but ultimately, silence won out. “It’s nothing,” he Sent, feigning a smile. “Like I said, it’s been a long day and there’s still much to do before morning.”
 
  
 
 Hm... Leave him be or press a little harder?
 
  
 
 Mussing his hair so she could fix it again, she pursed her lips and sighed. No sense pressing him for more, he was nothing if not stubborn. If he didn’t want to talk, it’d be easier to get blood from a stone. “We are here should you wish to speak. Now, regarding Jorani’s discovery, I’m not certain what you expect me to do. Manufacturing this... weaponized sludge, despicable though it might be, breaks no Imperial Laws.” She’d have thought the boy would be ecstatic to find something like this, always going on about empowering the common folk and fixing greed, corruption, and inequality like it was so simple.
 
  
 
 “Well that’s the thing.” Looking her straight in the eyes, Rain Sent, “Something about the sludge feels like it’s related to the Defiled. I think it’s made from Demon Ichor, but I can’t be sure before Blobby comes back. Even then, I can’t prove any of this without revealing my past indiscretions.”
 
  
 
 “You lost the Heavenly Tear?” Was it because his lack of piety finally angered Her too much? Akanai should have put a stop to this ‘Blobby’ nonsense and instilled an appropriate amount of fear and reverence into him.
 
  
 
 “Yea, but it’s no big deal. I was waiting till sunup to go get it back, and now I even have bait.”
 
  
 
 Gesturing at the cloth-stuffed helmet beneath his arm, the boy certainly looked confident enough, but Akanai wanted to lift him by the scruff of the neck and shake some sense into him. Religious implications aside, a droplet of Heavenly Water was a treasure grand enough to move the Emperor himself, and the boy wanted to wait until morning to get it back? Taking a long, calming breath, she grit her teeth and Sent, “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, sure. My best guess is...”
 
  
 
 The boy’s explanation did nothing to calm her nerves but there was no helping it. He was right to wait until sunup, so she pinched his cheek and gave him a hug, lamenting the woes of familial affection. “Give me the unbroken vessel for safekeeping. I will pass a message along to Yuzhen and seek her advice. Until then, you are to keep your mouth shut, your temper in check and take no action against the Canston Trading Group, understood?” The Legate would not be pleased to hear of this third-hand, and even less pleased if news of this were revealed to the public.
 
  
 
 Amber eyes glowing with hunger and determination, the boy grimaced and answered, “Yes Grand-Mentor, but if there is an assault on the winery, I want a part in it.”
 
  
 
 “Impudent brat, call me grandmother or Mother-in-law.”
 
 “I haven’t married Mila yet, grandmother.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? After all you two have done, you would dare try to escape?” Finished with his hair, she hugged him again, unable to promise him what he desired. Even if Yuzhen brought this to the Legate, he might not allow an assault against an Ancestral Beast’s holdings. He might even believe this sludge to be a new weapon for the Empire and make moves to secure it. No, if the boy was right and this was all a Defiled plot, it might be best to send her own people to this ‘winery’. “Now off to bed with you. You are the number one talent in the North and the youngest second grade Warrant Officer in history, and after your foolhardy display of Awakening in the bay, you will undoubtedly be challenged by your peers.”
 
  
 
 “Sleep can wait. Still lots to do. I wanted to go over the gifts again and make sure there’s nothing wrong with my presentation. Could I run through it with you once, so you can tell me if there are any accidental veiled insults or whatever? Then I figured I’d try to bind my new weapon, if there’s still time, since I might need it soon enough.”
 
  
 
 As much as Akanai wanted to lie down and nuzzle her husband, the boy had good reason to be nervous. It wouldn’t be the first time he accidentally insulted someone important and with tomorrow’s event taking place before the eyes and ears of the most influential individuals in three provinces, a mistake would be costly indeed. Stifling a sigh, she went into her yurt and returned with his new Spiritual Weapon, lovingly crafted and wrapped in oiled-leather by Mila. “If you fail to bind it, return the weapon in the morning.” The boy was a tempting enough target without adding an unbound Spiritual Weapon into the mix, and if she didn’t mention it, he’d probably use it as stakes in a wager like the degenerate gambler that he was. “Come my most troublesome grandchild. Present me your gifts as you would to the Legate and let me count how many times he would sentence you to death.”
 
  
 
 Putting an arm around his shoulder, she was delighted when he snuggled into her embrace instead of pulling away shamed-faced like he normally would. So many small changes these past few days, swimming about the bay without a leash, behaving like a gentleman with Mila and Lin, and asking his superiors for advice before taking action. Assaulting the monk in public was out of character, but even she felt the ascetic had overstepped his bounds by intruding on the boy’s yurt. While neither of them spoke of exactly what transpired in there, she assumed it had something to do with his... deviant hobby.
 
  
 
 Young men could be worse than monkeys in heat, but at least Rain had the decency to relieve himself in private instead of sneaking off with whores and handmaidens like Fung. Perhaps a brief stint with the Penitent Brotherhood would do both Fung and Rain some good; a couple months living as a eunuch might change their perspective on women for the better.
 
  
 
 Only... how was she to convince them to accept it?
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 Going over my presentation didn’t take long because I didn’t have much prepared. The meeting with the Legate is all a big game of show and tell, a wallet-measuring contest of the highest levels, and Akanai only had a few suggestions regarding delivery, word choice, and tone. With that taken care of, she left me with a pat on the head and went back to her yurt, warning me not to overwork myself and get some rest. Unfortunately, sleep won’t come easily after today’s world-shattering revelations, so I’d rather not lie in the dark and dwell on my serious mental issues, not to mention the anxiety and existential dread which comes with it. Knowing I have a problem doesn’t magically make it go away; who knows when I’ll start acting out on instinct and ‘forgetting’ about it after the fact, or have another psychotic break and make up a new imaginary friend.
 
  
 
 Eyeing the monk up and down, I double check my memories to make sure he’s interacted with other people and is therefore real. That’s something I need to do now, because I’m fucking crazy.
 
  
 
 So instead of sequestering myself in my yurt, I decide to unveil my new weapon beneath the moonlit sky, with only a sleepy Ping Ping and a Concealed monk to witness it. Nestled within the folds of oiled leather is what can only be described as a transcendent work of art, a gleaming obsidian glaive lovingly crafted by my beloved Mila. Placing the base of the shaft on the ground, I guesstimate it measures over two and half meters long, with the double-edged blade taking up almost a third of its length. There’s a crossbar set at the base of the blade, or around eye level, while a lone handle juts out on one side just north of my shin, a grip for use when jousting with enemies.
 
  
 
 I’ll mostly use the glaive like a lance since it’s a heavy, thrusting weapon meant for use on quin or horseback. I’m just happy I can actually fight while mounted instead of hanging on for dear life and flailing wildly about. I’d seen the plans for this weapon when Mila was designing it, and remembering her enthusiastic descriptions, I fumble around with the cross-guard and find the release, which lets me twist the haft around like a crank. Emitting, a smooth, crisp clicking sound, the ‘sword’ portion of the weapon splits in two equal parts and spirals downward while the cross-guard folds down, turning it into a long-handled double-bladed axe, a weapon much more suited to my current physique. One form for stabbing and charging from quin-back, the other for chopping and slaughtering on foot.
 
  
 
 That’s not all this baby is good for. With the sword out of the way, this frees the hollow shaft to double as a rifle barrel, housing a two-meter-long highly-compressible spring within. Grabbing the lower handle which doubles as a pistol grip, I find both the trigger, loading, and cranking mechanisms and give those a whirl, testing the firing process once without ammunition. It takes about ten seconds to set up and when I press the trigger, the whole weapon rebounds with the force of a horse’s kick and sends a painful jolt up my arms and down my spine. This is Mila’s most powerful spring-powered rifle to date, benefiting from all the fruits of her labour. I’d like to give it a test with live rounds, but I’d prefer to keep our guns a secret for as long as possible, in case I have to send one of my people to shoot someone important. If Siyar is as good as Jorani says, I might move him to the top of the list for a new Spiritual Weapon. With everyone always on their guard against experts, a mundane sneaky assassin could come in handy.
 
  
 
 Then again, it might be awhile before Mila’s next masterpiece considering she doesn’t have access to a guarded smithy. I have no idea how Mila made this intricate machine out of one piece of metal. No mould or model could possibly have shaped this which means there’s more to Divine Blacksmithing than meets the eye. This is some straight up black sorcery, magi-tech type of stuff, but even though she’s happy to gush on for hours about historical metallurgy or tempering methods, she’s incredibly secretive about the actual process behind making Spiritual Weapons. While my weapon is made from the same type of Spiritual Heart as Bulat’s and the others, it’s easy to see Mila went all out to make this one. Everything she learned has gone into this weapon, the convenient, complex yet mundane compression mechanisms, the simplified side loading chamber for easy reloading, the grooved rifling in the barrel, and some sweet, sweet aesthetics. With a glossy-black marbled finish, it almost drinks in the light before reflecting it, a beautifully-crafted masterwork weapon.
 
  
 
 The axe comes to life in my hands as I give it a lazy swing, finding solace in the deadly thrum of metal slicing through air. Well-balanced and comfortable in my two-handed grip, the axe requires an assertive and dominant mindset to use on the battlefield, best suited for unchecked aggression and unbridled fury. Still, it’s not all that different from using a longer, heavier, top-heavy sword, so it should be easy enough to figure out with a bit of practice. Rotating the mid-section to turn it back into a glaive, I twirl the weapon about in a more serious sequence of practice swings. Heavy yet surprisingly flexible, I adjust to using this unfamiliar weapon using some familiar movements. Twitching Tail, Fluttering Raindrops, Pierce the Horizon, and more, remaining in control of my action pushes the limits of my Reinforced body, just barely able to rein the weapon in and move on to the next movement. Any longer or heavier and this glaive would be too unwieldy and probably tear my muscles to shreds. As it stands, I’d be better off growing another twenty-five centimetres in height and maybe ten to fifteen centimetres in bulk, which is easier said than done considering there’s only so much butter tea a man can stomach. So until such a time when I am no longer a manlet, the glaive form will be reserved for quin-back only, or maybe for an opening charge before tossing it aside in favour of sword and shield.
 
  
 
 As evidenced by this incredible weapon, my beloved Mila is a genius among geniuses. Beauty, brains, and brawn, she has it all.
 
  
 
 Which makes me feel terrible because all I’ve got is a pair of pretty eyes, a scrawny frame, and oodles of mental baggage.
 
  
 
 But let’s be clear: My amber eyes are really pretty, so it’s not all bad.
 
  
 
 ...I need to stop talking to myself.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.” The monk’s oft-cited catchphrase is heard once more as he makes his presence known, sitting cross-legged in his preferred spot next to my yurt door. Shaking his head, he launches into yet another lecture through Sending. “Such depravity, such sin. The weapon you hold is a tool of death.”
 
  
 
 Having earlier concluded the monk is in fact real, I see no harm in answering out loud. “Yea, pretty sure all weapons are tools of death. What else would you use them for? Hell, you’ve got a fancy tool of death tucked away behind you, that big old shovel-headed pole-arm.”
 
  
 
 “My spade can be a weapon,” the monk Sends, nodding in agreement, “Just as the farmer’s scythe and the blacksmith’s hammer can be a weapon, but they can be so much more. If I am tired, my spade is a staff to ease my burdens. If the weather turns cold, it is an axe to chop wood. If a burial is needed, it is a shovel to dig graves, and if the night is dark, it is a pole to carry my lantern. Only when I am attacked is it a weapon to defend myself. My spade serves many purposes, the least of which is weapon.”
 
  
 
 “Well, when I need a latrine dug or wood chopped, I’ll keep you in mind, but what I need now is a weapon of mass destruction.” Waving my new transforming weapon around, I add, “Failing that, this will do nicely. In case you haven’t noticed, the Defiled are coming and I doubt kind words and good intentions will keep them at bay.”
 
  
 
 “One must live by the Noble Eight-fold Path if one is to escape Samsara, and in service to this end, the First Precept of the Brotherhood is to abstain from the taking of life, whether it be lowly insect or most sadistic Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “I derive no pleasure from killing, but-”
 
  
 
 Interrupting me, the monk Sends, “The Fourth Precept is to abstain from false speech.”
 
  
 
 Ugh, how many precepts are there? “... Fine.” So I enjoy killing Defiled, bristleboars, and the odd uppity noble, big whoop, it’s not the end of the world. I deserve to hate a little, all things in moderation. “I don’t kill Defiled solely because I enjoy it. If they fuck off back to where they came from and stay there, I have no qualms about leaving them be.” Just gives me more time to focus on killing bristleboars and uppity nobles. “Besides, if you believe in reincarnation, shouldn’t killing Defiled be seen as a good thing? It’s like freeing them from the Father’s grasp and setting them on a new path in their next life.”
 
  
 
 “Such ignorance, such sin.” Making another of his weird hand gestures, he holds them palm outwards with thumb and index finger forming two circles. “Putting aside how taking a life also harms one’s self, you of all people should empathize with the Defiled and their suffering. They are sinners, but we are all sinners. While they still draw breath, no individual is so far gone that they cannot be brought back into the light. What right do you have to forcibly end their Dukkha and deny them salvation in this life?”
 
  
 
 Left with no other choice, I head over with weapon in hand to speak with the monk in private. Awkwardly touching a finger to his palm, I Send, “You’re not wrong, but in my experience, Defiled cannot be saved.” After explaining my theory of window/door/tea Tainted individuals and how they’re different from full-blown murder-ghost aids, I tell him about cleansing Sanshu and my retinue members, as well as my experiments on Defiled tribesman in the heat of battle. “There comes a point when the individual does more than allow the Spectres control, but still has yet to completely surrender and become a Demon. When this happens, the Spectres are so closely tied to the individual’s soul, it becomes impossible to forcibly separate them. I’ve helped people who were close without going over, but once they reach the point of no return, I’m helpless as any other.”
 
  
 
 Deep in concentration, the monk frowns and falls silent, giving my explanation careful consideration, if only to find holes to poke through it. I wouldn’t mind either, I’d love to know more about my Spectre absorbing abilities. For one, if I can cleanse the Defiled of Spectres like I can cleanse the Tainted, then the massive, seemingly-endless horde of ghost-infected murder-hobos suddenly becomes a lot less terrifying. All I gotta do is turn up the succ, gobble up all them tasty Spectres, and wham bam thank you ma’am, problem mostly solved with the added benefit of all that delicious Heavenly Energy juices pumped into my belly. I’ll need my heavenly prophylactic Blobby back before commencing said succing to protect me from Spectral Herpes, but it shouldn’t be an issue.
 
  
 
 Interrupting my oddly homoerotic musings, the monk Sends, “What do you know of Talents?”
 
  
 
 Not much. “Isn’t it just something someone is really good at? Like, ‘Blessed by the Mother’ good? Lin’s really good at Lightening, I’m good at Aura, and Mila’s good at everything, that sort of stuff.”
 
  
 
 “No, none of those are correct. A Talent is a skill which cannot be duplicated by the masses, usually one unique to its creator such as Nian Zu’s Meteor Crash, Du Min Gyu’s Sanguine Storm or Mitsue Juichi’s Mountain Collapsing Stomp. This one believes Brother SanDukkha’s Talent is to capture and consume Spectres, something acquired during your time spent Defiled. Yo Ling is another example of a Talent, judging by his ability to communicate effectively with the Spectres, as is the young village man you fought with, Gen. Where you absorb Spectres to empower yourself, he makes it easier for others to accept the Spectres and empower themselves.”
 
  
 
 Oh dear sweet Mother in Heaven... My Talent is literally Sucking. I hate my life. “So what, I’m selfish and he’s spreading the love? And how do you know so much about Gen and Yo Ling? Did the Brotherhood know about them before Sanshu?”
 
  
 
 “Sadly no.” Bowing his head, he mutters a brief, unintelligible prayer for the fallen before continuing. “This knowledge was obtained by the Abbot after the fact, else someone would have been dispatched to the area earlier.” Waving away my next question, which was how the Abbot obtained said knowledge, the monk Sends, “The important thing to note is your method of cleansing differs greatly from the Abbot’s. The Defiled can be saved, but the individual must first want to be saved.”
 
  
 
 It takes every scrap of willpower I have to keep my sarcasm contained. Sure, let’s just invite them all for a sit-down with orange juice and snacks so we can discuss the merits of not being torture-loving cannibals. Somehow, I doubt that would go over well with either side, but he’s welcome to try it. Probably strong enough to survive too, if he’s lucky. “Sadly, the majority of Defiled don’t seem to want saving, on account of all the murdering, raping, and torturing they do, so we will have to agree to disagree on this matter.” Damn, so either I gotta get more practice giving the succ or a lot better at killing if I want to make a difference in the upcoming war.
 
  
 
 “...Agree to disagree... an imaginative way to put it.” Unamused, the monk sighs and goes back to meditating on a better argument to convince me not to kill Defiled or anything else for that matter. I’m starting to enjoy these little chats of ours, especially now that he’s shown a willingness to listen. It’s not that I have anything against his beliefs, I just think they’re stupid and want nothing to do with most of them. It’s all nice in theory, but hiding away in a monastery when you have as much strength as the monk does almost seems irresponsible. I’m not saying he has an obligation to help, but what’s the point of strength if you’re not going to use it?
 
  
 
 Finally left to my own devices, I take a seat beside Ping Ping with my new Spiritual Weapon laid out across my lap. Reaching for Balance, I step into my Natal Palace and put my new knowledge to good use, binding the new weapon the same way I bind water. Channelling my Chi, I sense Peace and Tranquility at my side and their presence reminds me of my bitter loss. Even if he wasn’t real, Baledagh felt real and had a meaningful impact on my life. Doesn’t that make him real enough? I’m allowed to mourn his loss, I only wish others would mourn him too.
 
  
 
 It (briefly) crossed my mind to tell Akanai, Taduk, Baatar, or someone about my little mental breakdown, and logically I should, but... I don’t want them to think less of me. Plus, there’s the rampant and ever-present irrational (maybe) fear of rejection. I know my family loves me and will probably support me through these hard times, but what if they don’t? What if mental illness is where they draw the line? Or living with transmigrated strangers from other worlds? Weakness isn’t scorned among the Bekhai, mostly hidden away and ignored, so I figured I’d keep true to Bekhai tradition and keep my insanity on the down low, for a little while at least.
 
  
 
 Until I gather the courage to overcome my possibly irrational fears, I’ll play things close to the vest and use the monk as a sounding board/pseudo psychiatrist.
 
  
 
 Focus. Be scared later, we’re here... I’m here to bind my Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 ... and I’m still talking to myself. Old habits die hard, I guess.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens rages around me, but I sit protected in my Natal Palace, insulated from its effects. A sign of progress I suppose, my core stable, solid, and warm in my belly, taking in Chi and moving it throughout my body and Spiritual Weapons under my directions. With each revolution, my Chi speeds up and my mind clears as I reflect on my previous Binding Ceremonies.
 
  
 
 The sword is Peace, the placid peace of surrender and hushed peace of the grave. I bound the sword by piercing through my stomach and Core, an imagined, symbolic gesture of surrender. I was ready to die then, so afraid of suffering I threw myself into the fray, hoping to find a quick end to this terrifying existence. That is not true peace, for true peace comes from within. If I want mental, emotional, and worldly peace, then it will take hard work and exhaustive efforts. Even then I’m not guaranteed results, but taking the easy way out is pointless. Suicide is merely a form of non-existence, a worldly desire which I must rise above.
 
  
 
 Just because I don’t agree with everything the monk says doesn’t mean he’s wrong about everything.
 
  
 
 The shield is Tranquility, the stifling tranquility of a stagnating equilibrium in which nothing ever changes. I bound the shield by defeating myself, a battle for supremacy between two diametrically opposed personalities, the Warrior and the Brother. The Brother won out but instead of putting an end to the Warrior, an agreement was struck to keep both sides separate but present, an arrangement in which neither side lost but spelled disaster for both. In my desperate desire to avoid conflict and turmoil, I nearly strode down the path of no return, harbouring the Spectres in a reflection of myself while denying they truly existed, until I could deny it no longer.
 
  
 
 Peace and Tranquility are ideals, but hopeless ones. Most of the time, violence is the correct answer and murder the best solution. The rest of the time, they’re merely the easiest answer and solution. The Wolf hunts the Rabbit, the Tiger hunts the Bull, such is the way of life in this world and all others. Life is built on conflict and we are all made stronger by these trials and tribulations. Survival of the fittest is a fundamental part of nature, but so too are fortune and happenstance. Things change in the blink of an eye, whether it be a cleansing forest fire or turbulent flood, and we must struggle or perish. The Defiled are no different from a force of nature, and to survive, we cannot rely solely on Peace and Tranquility. What about discord and distress, conflict and fear? These too are a fundamental part of nature, parts I have been loath to accept for far too long, but no more.
 
  
 
 Peace and Conflict, Tranquility and Turmoil, they are each a necessary part of the puzzle, and to leave out one is to ruin all the others. I’ve been looking at things all wrong, and now I see the bigger picture. Fear and courage, love and hate, conflict and resolution, shy not from any of them and embrace them all. There’s nothing wrong with wanting Peace and Tranquility, you just have to make sure you aren’t sacrificing the wrong things to achieve it.
 
  
 
 The new Spiritual Weapon blinks into existence inside my Natal Palace, a glaive, axe, and gun all at once. Flying into my grasp, the weapon guides me in a deadly dance of death, showing how to use it to the best of my abilities. There is no surrender, no conflict, only a mutual joining, the weapon and I working as one, moving from one attack to the next in an endless cycle of destruction. The dance goes on and I lose myself in the Forms, throwing everything I have into memorizing the skills my partner passes on. For a brief, inexpressible moment, it feels like my little brother is back again, showing me something new he learned and letting me share in his joy, but all too soon it comes to an end and I’m left standing alone in my Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my disappointment, I glance at the weapon in my hand and something clicks in the back of my mind. This weapon changes from glaive, to axe, to gun, but in the end, it’s still the same weapon. It’s a little like me. Sure, I went back and forth between Warrior and Brother, and while circumstances have changed, it doesn’t mean my little brother is gone, not entirely. Baledagh wasn’t real, but he represented a part of me just like the Brother represented another part, two different sides of the same coin. I am Baledagh and I am Brother, and together, we are Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 He’s not gone. We’ve just... changed. For the better.
 
  
 
 ... As long as I stop referring to myself as ‘we’. Super creepy.
 
  
 
 Mind at peace and heart tranquil, I thank my new weapon for this newfound clarity and dub it ‘Unity’.
 
  
 
 ...Harmony?
 
  
 
 Solidarity...?
 
  
 
 Tch. I’m terrible at naming things, so why do I keep trying?
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 Waking to the fragrant smell of roasted meat, Song gingerly extracted herself from the pile of slumbering animals and Lin’s tangled embrace. Frowning in her sleep, Lin grumbled and rolled over to claim another victim, clinging tightly to the comatose Mila with a contented murmur. Gazing upon their peaceful and contented expressions, Song imagined herself looking the same, lying there beside them with the same serene smile and slack expression, her hair in disarray and limbs akimbo. Even in her mind it looked bizarre and unusual, her familiar features twisted in a foreign look of serenity and comfort, but she held the image anyways, a slow smile spreading across her face.
 
  
 
 Perhaps someday.
 
  
 
 Reluctant to wake them, Song left Mila and Lin to slumber while she let the animals out, the three wildcats and two bears already waiting by the door. Bounding away with a leap, Jimjam bolted towards the aromatic cooking fire like a streak of lightning, only to come to a skidding halt as Rain interposed himself between the wildcat and his prey. “No,” Rain said, freezing Jimjam with a ferocious scowl. “Bad Jimjam. No stealing.”
 
  
 
 Likely spooked by Rain’s insidious Aura, Jimjam pressed his belly to the dirt and let out a pitiable mewl, half in challenge and half in surrender. Still scowling, Rain gave the frightened wildcat a cursory pat before shooing him away, turning back to his cooking without an apology or greeting for Song and the other animals. How strange. Usually, Rain had nothing but smiles and hugs for his precious ‘fur-babies’, not to mention how he always looked the other way when Jimjam was on the prowl, but today, he all but ignored them except to keep them away from the food. Why? Besides, it wasn’t right to treat Jimjam like that, stealing food was a bad habit Rain encouraged through neglect, so how could he terrorize the poor sweetling for it?
 
  
 
 Hugging the unnerved wildcat to her chest, Song brushed her hair out of the way to glare at Rain’s back, struggling to compose a scathing condemnation. Unfortunately, eloquence was not her strong suit and all she could come up with was, “You shouldn’t scare Jimjam.”
 
  
 
 Rain answered without looking back, fending Sarankho’s claws away from the roast with a wooden ladle. “Jimjam will be fine, he could use a little discipline. They all could. I’ve been too lenient. It’s cute now, but what happens when Jimjam grows to the size of a pony? Or Banjo and Baloo become full-sized?” Annoyed by Rain’s lack of attention, Aurie flopped to his side to chew on Rain’s boot, but this too failed to elicit a smile from the taciturn man. Banjo’s efforts to climb onto his back were thwarted with a hip bump and Baloo’s adorable chortling did nothing to sway him, nor did Sarankho’s grasping paws batting at the air as she laid on her back, exposing her belly for a scratch that would never come.
 
  
 
 Something wasn’t right. Any of those behaviours were usually enough to set Rain to cooing, but today, he hardly spared the animals a glance. No smiles either, though his frown slowly dissipated as the animals played out their best tricks, his expression reverting to a surly but neutral demeanour. Nor did he bother to ogle Song, focused only on his cooking and nothing else. All this after hiding in his yurt and out in the bay for three consecutive days and largely ignoring his pets, Mila, and Lin.
 
  
 
 Not that Song minded his absence, but Mila and Lin grew grouchier by the day, constantly grumbling about his lack of affection and discussing solutions to win him back. First they tried giving him space and waiting him out, then they tried assaulting him with affection, and when that didn’t work, they took all his pets away in a fit of pique, but still nothing changed. It was almost like they were dealing with a new Rain, a grouchy, dour, sullen Rain who cared about nothing besides his Awakening.
 
  
 
 Glancing around, she spotted an unfamiliar Spiritual Weapon laying at Rain’s side, an ominous, jet-black glaive. Mila’s work no doubt and soon to be Rain’s third weapon. Drawing closer for a better look, she reached out to grab it but stopped well short of it, scolding herself for overstepping her bounds. No warrior would feel safe letting another touch an unbound Spiritual Weapon and who knew how this temperamental new Rain would react?
 
  
 
 “Beautiful right?” he asked, barely looking away from the pot as he slid it towards her. “Give it a couple swings, but be careful. It’s heavy and already bound.”
 
  
 
 Already bound? Just last night, Mila was complaining about Rain’s lack of interest and appreciation for her hard work, which meant he bound the weapon in a single night. “How did you bind it so quickly?”
 
  
 
 The question slipped out but Rain answered without pause. “Having a Natal Palace helps. I imagined the weapon in there with me and bam, weapon bound. Still took the better part of four hours, but it’s an improvement. The sword took more than a week and the shield almost half a day and the entire night. I was worried I wouldn’t finish in time for the Conference, but I had plenty of time to spare, so I decided to cook everyone breakfast.”
 
  
 
 ‘More than a week’, as if that were an unacceptable amount of time. How would he react if he knew Song had taken months to bind her saber? His advice wasn’t even useful since she lacked a Natal Palace. Mother above, how can You favour one man so? Dispirited by Rain’s overabundance of talent, Song gave the glaive a perfunctory examination before handing it back. “Sister’s work is sublime.”
 
  
 
 “Sure is.” Glancing at her for the first time as he took the weapon, Rain’s eyes lingered on Song’s face and he raised an eyebrow. “Your hair isn’t braided.” The aimless statement threw Song for a loop and she raised her eyebrow back, waiting to see where he was going with this line of conversation. Shrugging, he added, “I’ve never seen you with your hair down. It’s new.” Still unsure, Song slowly drew back, worried he had ulterior motives, but Rain merely rolled his eyes and went back to cooking. “Relax, I’m just making small talk. Sorry, I’m terrible at it. Whatever, let’s forget about it and move on. Breakfast is almost ready, so could you please wake Mila and Lin?”
 
  
 
 Refusing mostly because she wanted to, Song shook her head. “Let them sleep in. I’m going to see Mama.” It had become her new morning ritual now, Mama braiding Song’s hair into a neat little bun while Papa snored softly beside them. Where she used to love mornings for the solitude they provided, Song now loved mornings because it was a time for family and companionship.
 
  
 
 “I sent someone to fetch them. Made enough food for everyone.” Gesturing at the roast and simmering pot of congee, he gave a wry smile and added, “Figured we might as well enjoy a hot meal while we can. If I screw things up with the Legate later, it’ll be awhile before anyone has time to cook again.”
 
  
 
 How true. Snickering beneath her breath, Song turned to do as he said before changing her mind. Although Mila and Lin were unhappy with Rain, Song felt like they were overreacting to his recent change in behaviour. In truth, she preferred this new attitude and found it a major improvement, more in line with how a proper young hero should behave, dignified and disciplined instead of the odd, foolish little man who liked to roll around in the grass with his rabbits. While tempted to stand by and let his cold attitude push Mila, Lin, and his pets away, it wouldn’t be right to punish Rain’s self improvement like that.
 
  
 
 Turning back, she stated, “I am going to meet Mama and Papa. You go wake Sister and Lin.” Summoning the pets to her side with a clap of her hands, she herded them off towards Mama and Papa’s yurt, hoping to make it there before they left. This was the perfect solution, Rain could make amends for his rude behaviour, Mila and Lin would both be happier for his attention, and Song wouldn’t have to suffer through Mila’s angry scowls or Lin’s piteous groans.
 
  
 
 Never let it be said Song wasn’t kind to her future brother-in-law.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Mila my love, time to wake up.”
 
  
 
 Groaning at the intrusion, Mila buried her face deeper into her pillow. “No... five more minutes.”
 
  
 
 “That’s what you said five minutes ago. C’mon, breakfast is getting overcooked.” Grabbing her shoulder, the intruder shook her lightly and Mila groaned in response. Fully awake now, Mila opened her eyes and stilled her fist when she found Rain sitting beside her, his pretty amber eyes almost glowing in the dim interior of Song’s yurt. “There we go,” he said, tapping her nose. “I thought you’d never open your eyes. At least you’re better than Lin, I don’t know how she’s still asleep.”
 
  
 
 “Mm... what time is it?”
 
  
 
 “The sun just rose before I came in.”
 
  
 
 “Too early.” Why didn’t he lie down beside her? Or wake her with a kiss or a nibble of her ear, like he did while they were in Sanshu? Was Rain truly so fickle, his passion cooled so much after a single month apart? Rubbing her eyes with a pout, she shook her head and said, “Don’t wanna wake up. Nap with me?”
 
  
 
 “I can’t.”
 
  
 
 “Why not?” Did her breath smell? Or something worse?
 
  
 
 “Well, for starters, your parents will be here soon and I’d rather not upset them.” Pinching her cheek, he continued, “Since I like having all my parts attached, I asked Tursinai to come in and vouch for my good behaviour-”
 
  
 
 “Oh don’t mind me,” Tursinai interrupted, grinning from ear to ear as she stood by the door. “You lovebirds just pretend I’m not here. I won’t say a word to the Lieutenant General, long as I get to watch.”
 
  
 
 “...Which I now realize was a mistake.” Rain glowered at the leering Sentinel, but Mila brushed it aside. Tursinai was always making lewd jokes but lately, it seemed like Rain had lost his sense of humour and was always in a foul mood. He didn’t even smile when Mila listened to Lin and threw herself at him like a depraved harlot. So embarrassing to be told her behaviour was ‘improper’, like Rain ever behaved properly a day in his life. Turning her back to the infuriating man, Mila cuddled with the still sleeping Lin and huffed in displeasure, hoping to go back to sleep and perhaps dream of a sweeter, more attentive betrothed. With a long sigh, Rain sat silently beside her for several minutes, before finally laying down on top of the blanket, lounging on his side with his head propped up and plenty of space between them. “Happy now?”
 
  
 
 No, she wasn’t. She didn’t want him to feel obligated to show affection, but how was she supposed to tell him that with Tursinai lurking about? Expressing her displeasure with a wordless snarl earned her another sigh and a pat on the shoulder from Rain. “Thank you for the weapon,” he said, voice hushed and subdued like he was thanking her for a cabbage. “It’s a beautiful work of art and I’m sure it’ll be the envy of nobles and warriors from all around the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Chest filling with pride, Mila squashed down her satisfaction and snorted in reply, her eyes clenched shut and arms wrapped around Lin. Ignorant to their dispute, Lin slept soundly in Mila’s embrace, her soft, steady breathing never wavering once despite the noise and delicious aroma wafting into the yurt. Pressing his cheek against Mila’s shoulder, Rain continued chatting. “I bound the weapon this morning and I’m awed by how smooth the transitions are. Honestly, I’m still shocked you even made it work.”
 
  
 
 “It wasn’t easy.” And if it weren’t for the excitement in his eyes, she wouldn’t have bothered spending so much time trying to come up with a suitable solution, but she wanted to make him happy. It was rare to see such childish enthusiasm from him, so passionate about something as simple as a transforming weapon, she couldn’t bear to disappoint him. That’s why she’d been so upset when he said it slipped his mind, especially after all the suffering she went through without him.
 
  
 
 Smiling, he nuzzled her shoulder. “Well I knew you could do it. Thank you. You’re so incredible, I don’t deserve someone like you.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing her smug retort about settling for him, she opened her eyes to study his expression. He’d joked about things like this before, but today, he actually sounded like he meant it. Scowling as she leaned back into him, she settled into his shoulder with a grunt. “Don’t be stupid,” she said, stifling a yawn. “You’re plenty incredible yourself. You’re the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history, and didn’t you just learn how to bind water last night? Even if you weren’t incredible, I’d still want to marry you. I don’t care about your achievements or titles, I love who you are, my kind, caring, silly, hard-working Rain.”
 
  
 
 “Yea? You mean it?”
 
  
 
 “Of course.” Looking into his eyes, she snuggled deeper into his shoulder and asked, “Tell me beloved, what’s wrong? You’ve been so distant lately.” Was it because of Yan? Or maybe he’d met a lovely young lady, a human one who could bear his children...
 
  
 
 “It’s nothing,” he lied, his sad eyes giving it away. “I’m sorry, I’ve been distracted with my Awakening, the meeting with the Legate, wondering who’s trying to kill me, and all this business with the Canston Trading Group... but it’s no excuse. I’m sorry I haven’t been more attentive.” Kissing her shoulder, he closed his eyes and sighed. “I love you too. You’re so strong, confident, and courageous, you’re always there to support me and you put up with all my flaws and quirks. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
  
 
 “Really?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.” Stroking her cheek, he gave her a tired half-smile. “Now come eat breakfast? You can go back to sleep afterwards.”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Mila grinned and said, “A few more minutes.” Pressed between Rain and Lin, Mila wanted to stretch this out for as long as possible, bundled between her beloved betrothed and future sister-wife. “Tell me about your binding ceremony. Did you stab yourself again?”
 
  
 
 “Ha, no. It was me using the weapon to fight imaginary foes... fairly standard stuff.” Then why did he sound so distraught? Before she could ask, he kissed her temple and continued. “Gave me a lot to think about though, about life in general. I named it Unity, but I’m not entirely sold on the decision.” After a short pause, he changed the subject. “You made yourself a weapon too right? Where is it?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. And here I thought you forgot all about me.” Elbowing him gently in the ribs, she turned away to hide her smile. “It’s a secret. If you want to find out more, then challenge me to a spar and be strong enough to make me use it.” Her new weapon, Paragon, was far more impressive than Rain’s, especially since she didn’t have to build it around a spring-powered rifle. A proper bow was far easier to use and had a faster rate of fire too, though she had to admit, the guns were much easier to learn.
 
  
 
 “Oh, I wouldn’t dare.” Nuzzling against her shoulder, Rain finally wrapped his arm around her in a proper embrace, though he ruined it by yawning. “My beloved betrothed is far too powerful to subdue. Woe is me, destined to be a battered husband for all my years, a most... unfortunate... fate.” Sagging in place, Rain finally fell asleep and Mila almost couldn’t believe it. Oh no, did he stay up to bind his new weapon because of how they’d left things last night? Her poor, sweet Rain, he barely got enough sleep as it was and now he had to face the Legate like this?
 
  
 
 No matter. Let him sleep now and they could all wake at a more appropriate hour. Closing her eyes, she drifted off to sleep.
 
  
 
 Only to be rudely awakened by Tursinai. “This was all very heartwarming, but the Lieutenant General should be arriving soon.”
 
  
 
 Cringing in shame, Mila buried her face in Lin’s hair and elbowed Rain in the ribs again, blaming him for inviting Tursinai in the first place. “Go away now. Wake me at a more reasonable hour.”
 
  
 
 “Mhm,” Rain replied, sitting up with a groan. “Come have breakfast with everyone. Please? With the Conference starting up, who knows when we’ll have time to sit down together?”
 
  
 
 “But why so early? The conference isn’t scheduled to begin until mid-morning, and even then we might not be the first ones called...” Flashing him a sullen glare, Mila silently cursed all morning people everywhere. Who gets up at sunrise? Those were the best hours to sleep through...
 
  
 
 “Unlike you, some of us have things to do and preparations to make.” Taking her hand, he shrugged and Sent, “Much as I’d like to sleep in with you and Lin, I need to go back out into the bay and find Blobby before the conference starts.”
 
  
 
 “What?” Remembering herself, Mila stilled her tongue and Sent, “You lost it?” Mother above, only Rain could misplace a Tear of the Mother. Twice now, at that.
 
  
 
 “Yea, but in my defence, I have no control over what Blobby does.” Despite the gravity of the situation, Rain didn’t seem all too concerned, sitting on his ass while rubbing his eyes with a silly smile. “Don’t worry, I have a decent guess about what happened. At first, I thought Ping Ping ate Blobby, but if that’s what she was after, I’m pretty sure she would’ve just eaten me whole the first day we met. Then it hit me: Blobby is a complete glutton. Remember Yo Ling’s island? I told you about Blobby leaving to soak... something up, and how I didn’t think it was Heavenly Energy. Blobby itself is a font of Heavenly Energy, so why would it eat Heavenly Energy? Anyways, then there’s the Spiritual Plant Mama Bun sniffed out that we haven’t been able to find. I’m pretty sure Mama Bun can’t smell things that are underwater, so we should be looking for a rootless plant floating on the bay’s surface.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to smack him upside the head for changing the subject, Mila sat up and glared at her betrothed. “What does that have to do with the missing Tear of the Mother?” Stupid, insufferable man, it probably left because of Rain’s disrespectful attitude, calling a droplet of Heavenly Water ‘Blobby’ and ‘gluttonous’.
 
  
 
 “Well, Spiritual Plants gather Heavenly Energy right? If it’s like a normal plant, it absorbs Heavenly Energy, uses it, then probably releases a byproduct, which may or may not be similar to whatever it is Blobby loves so much. During my Awakening, a whole bunch of Heavenly Energy was flying about, so the Spiritual Plant was probably drawn over and Blobby sensed it. I figure Blobby stepped out to grab a bite or whatever, and is still there feeding away. We find the plant, we probably find Blobby, easy as pie.”
 
  
 
 Sometimes, Mila felt like she was betrothed to an idiot. Easy as pie? “You’ve been looking for days without success already... and how can a plant be ‘drawn over’? Plants don’t swim.”
 
  
 
 Rain shrugged. “I’ve seen weirder things than mobile plants and if I’m wrong, then I’ll just keep looking. I’m sure Blobby will turn up eventually. It came back once before, so it must like me, and I even have some bait that might draw its attention. See, last night, Jorani....”
 
  
 
 It’s like he didn’t understand how special a drop of Heavenly Water could be. What if someone else found it first? Or if it never came back? Her sweet, silly, infuriating betrothed, choosing the worst times to be optimistic. Sighing, Mila patted Rain on the cheek and hoped everything would work out as he said.
 
  
 
 If not, then the Bekhai lost their chance to nurture a new Ancestral Beast, or perhaps even the first ever Ancestral Human...
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 No one ever mentions the inconvenience of carrying a pole-arm around. You can’t just lay it down whenever you feel like because someone might trip over it, and you can’t put it aside because if a weapon is out of reach when shit goes down, then it’s utterly useless. Keep in mind, here, in this world, shit is always about to go down, which means you want your weapons close to hand at all times. Another thing I never realized is how tiring it’d be lugging this twenty kilogram monstrosity of a weapon around. It’s not the heaviest pole-arm I’ve seen, but I’m not exactly buffy mc bufferson either, and after a few short hours of keeping it close, my forearms are screaming at the strain.
 
  
 
 Then there’s the mental stress which comes from worrying if I’m going to accidentally impale or garrote someone by moving too quickly, which means checking and double checking my surroundings whenever I want to sit or stretch, or thanking the Mother no one was hurt when I forget to. I’ve only had Unity for a few hours but I’ve already had a couple close calls, mostly with my oh-so-adorable fur babies and most recently with Blackjack. When not cuddling with Mama Bun, the little cloud chaser hare loves having a bird’s eye view, so the first thing Blackjack did this morning was crawl up my shirt and hop onto Unity’s cross-guard to lord over the surroundings. Adorable and harmless I thought, until I forgot Blackjack was up there and decided to give my new weapon a flashy twirl. Needless to say, the little black hare is very upset about the impromptu flying lesson and glaring at me from his (or her, still can’t tell) perch atop Ping Ping’s head. Okay, maybe not glaring since bunnies and hares always look adorably angry, but the point still stands.
 
  
 
 Glancing around to make sure no one is watching, I lean over and give Aurie a vigorous head scratching, my heart melting at his sweet kitty smile. Nothing wrong here, just a perfectly masculine and heroic young man bonding with his ferocious battle cat. Who’s my furocious little battle kitty? You are Aurie, yes you are. Sitting lazily in the grass, Aurie leans against my hip and rumbles in delight while Jimjam sulks at the side. Somehow, I think he sees himself as a consummate predator and finds immense self satisfaction from ‘hunting’ his own meals. Not letting him steal a bite has injured his pride but my grouchiest of floofs needs to learn boundaries.
 
  
 
 Don’t kneel and hug him. Just don’t. That’s a gateway cuddle and next thing you know you’ll be covered in floofs and giggling like a schoolgirl. Jimjam is playing you, he knows his whole surly brooding shtick never fails to earn him a boop and a treat. Stay strong and don’t give in. No matter how fluffy and adorable your fur babies are, you cannot hug and kiss them in public like you used to. You have an image to maintain, because when image does not match reputation, people tend to believe what they see over what they hear. No more public displays of floof affection. That was the old Falling Rain. Today, you’ll show the Empire the new and improved Falling Rain, with 50% fewer voices in his head.
 
  
 
 My heart pangs with grief and I remind myself it’s too soon for those sort of jokes. It’s one thing to say Baledagh is still here with me and another to actually believe it. With my two betrothed having absconded back to bed, I’d normally go cuddle with my fur-babies to cheer up, but new me has to settle for a friendly pat. Maintaining my public image is the worst, but there’s too much riding on it to behave otherwise. Everyone’s been telling me this for years to stop being so weird and if Bulat’s ridiculously expensive bar-crawl taught me anything, it’s that rumours spread like wildfire and proof is irrelevant. All it takes is for one drunk hillbilly to make an off-colour joke and by the next morning, the whole Empire will think I’m some sort of bear-shagging pervert or worse. Seriously, it’s scary how easily Bulat convinced all of Nan Ping the shark attack was a deliberate attack. Apparently, while I was busy Awakening in the water, the city turned into a powder keg of unrest and animosity, a stone’s throw away from open conflict between nobles and commoners.
 
  
 
 All over little old me. It’s flattering really.
 
  
 
 The nobles have no one to blame but themselves for all the underlying hostility. I doubt the commoners would have flocked to my cause so readily if the nobles behaved like decent human beings and treated everyone with respect and dignity. I like to believe people are inherently good, but the more I see of the world, the harder it gets to maintain that belief. Since his outing into Nan Ping, Bulat’s new drinking buddies/unsuspecting informants have provided a steady stream of news regarding scandals and gossip, some of which makes my skin crawl. Profiteering, exploitation, and blackmail are only the tip of the iceberg and things get worse from there.
 
  
 
 Honestly, it’s a miracle the commoners haven’t burned Nan Ping to the ground in a fit of righteous fury.
 
  
 
 Martial Warriors only make up 1% of the population, so if commoners stand together, I’m not sure there’s much the nobles could do. Slaughter the leaders and force the rest to work I guess, but in a world of swords and arrows, force multipliers are few and far between. What’s more, it’s not like Martial Warrior’s can be alert every second of every day. You only need one torch to set fire to a granary or one stone to start an avalanche. I wouldn’t mind holding that torch either, something needs to change. After all the raised tempers and exposed secrets, in the end, nothing happened. The only thing we accomplished was outing the Legate as an unreliable supporter, which wasn’t exactly surprising. I suppose it also quashed all the nasty talk about how I went swimming with a scarf wrapped around my crotch, which I supposed makes it worth the astronomical price tag. I’d be happier if I knew who tried to have me killed via shark-pack, but at least whoever it was hasn’t made a second attempt.
 
  
 
 Yet.
 
  
 
 With Peace on my hip, Tranquility hanging from my shoulder, Unity in my grasp, and a helmet (stuffed with what I think is modified Demon Ichor) under my arm, I stand bare-chested in my swimming trunks on the shores of Nan Ping Bay. The deceptively calm surface is aglow in the morning light, the rising sun casting an orange-red hue across the crystal clear waters. The beauty is lost on me as I hunt for hidden dangers and crafty vegetables, praying my mobile plant theory holds water and I’m not barking up the wrong tree. I told Akanai, Mila, Taduk, and Guard Leader my suspicions and none of them outright laughed, but they didn’t exactly look confident either.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I’m grasping at straws here, but what else am I supposed to do? I know Ping Ping can sense Blobby because that’s how she found me in the first place, but she doesn’t seem to care I’ve lost it and still refuses to leave my side. It’s entirely possible Blobby just got sick of listening to me talk to myself and left, but I can’t give up and move on. Without Blobby’s purification powers, using my Talent (sigh) to suck up Spectres is a one-way ticket back to crazy town, not to mention the lack of sweet, delicious, usable Heavenly Energy, which may or may not be Blobby’s excrement. As much as I like unlocking new combos and free power ups, it’s not worth dealing with all the murderous, unchecked rage which means I need Blobby back if I want to become stronger in a reasonable time frame.
 
  
 
 With the Defiled knocking on our doorstep, I doubt we have two years, much less ten. All hell is about to break loose but the Legate is more interested in keeping the people calm with fake news and a public spectacle with the whole dog and pony show of a Conference. We should be building walls and shoring up our defences but instead we’re all sitting around with our thumbs up our asses and waiting for the Legate to call our names so we can prove our fealty to the Empire with a nice fancy gift.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I have no idea how the Empire survived for so long.
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy,” Taduk says as he gestures at Guard Leader waving us over. “All is ready. Come, come, we only have a handful of hours before the Conference begins so time is wasting.”
 
  
 
 It’s adorable seeing my rabbit-hating teacher cradling the sleeping Mama Bun in his arms like his furry little baby, so protective of his precious Spiritual Plant locating device. Taduk still likes to grumble and call her names, but I’ve seen him talking to and petting the bunnies when he thinks no one’s watching, and I know his pockets are filled with dandelion leaves and wild berries which are Mama Bun’s favourite treats. Smiling at my Teacher, I take a deep breath and say, “Well, time to find out if I’m right or not. Mobile plants, it’s almost too crazy to believe.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” Absently rocking Mama Bun side to side as we make our way to the skiff, Taduk holds his head up high in confidence. “Your logic is sound. The Spiritual Plant must be on the water’s surface in order for this flea-bag to scent it, and assuming she isn’t as dumb as the rest of her kin, there’s no other explanation for why she can’t lead us directly to it.” Picking up his pace, he adds, “A mobile plant capable of absorbing the Energy of the Heavens, I have so many questions I can hardly think straight. How does it move? Does it possess intelligence? Can a plant eventually form a human body like beasts do? What if this isn’t an isolated incident and Spiritual Plants across the Empire can uproot themselves to escape from predators? That alone makes this little floppy-ear glutton and her welps all the more valuable, the only tamed bicorn rabbits in existence. Don’t you dare give any of them away boy, and start looking for another powerful bicorn rabbit to mate her with. Think of the possibilities...”
 
  
 
 ...It’s possible I’ve misread my teacher. Maybe Taduk doesn’t like Mama Bun at all, but likes how she can pump out a veritable horde of babies who can help sate his curiosity about Spiritual Plants.
 
  
 
 Collecting Blackjack before we board the skiff with Guard Leader, Guan Suo and the monk join us without a word, just like they intruded on my nice, family breakfast along with the old half-wolf geezer. Cradling Unity against my shoulder, we set out into the bay with Ping Ping gliding alongside us. The quins stayed on shore today since Akanai didn’t want to meet the Legate smelling like wet fur, so Ping Ping is riding solo for the first time ever in Nan Ping Bay. Undeterred by the lack of furry friends to play with, the giant turtle amuses herself by swimming circles and doing barrel rolls around the boat while Mama Bun hangs over the ship’s prow and points her nose towards our quarry.
 
  
 
 Scampering in the air above us, Taduk keeps vigil on our surroundings from up high and coordinates with the Sentinels stationed on shore, all ready and watching the aquatic vegetation for signs of movement. Every time Mama Bun faces a new direction, my heart skips a beat and I look up at Taduk, hoping to see his face light up with joy. Instead, each time we correct our course, I only see Taduk’s optimism waning at our lack of success and feel my stomach drop in impending dread. Considering the Azure Ascendant GangShu was so eager to get his hands on it, I’m pretty sure I’ve only scratched the surface of Blobby’s uses. The monk said Talents are usually unique, so GangShu probably didn’t need Blobby for Spectre purification purposes, but no one I’ve asked will tell me what Blobby is supposed to do.
 
  
 
 Aside from teaching me Aura and eating Demon Ichor, apparently not much. I expected more from what’s supposed to be a veritable font of Heavenly Energy...
 
  
 
 After thirty minutes of rowing around, Mama Bun finally gives up and comes down from the side, signalling an early end to today’s chase. Circling around the bottom of the skiff, she thumps her feet and claws the wood in anger, as if blaming the boat for her failure. Adorable as her grunt-filled temper tantrums are, I sympathize with her mounting frustrations. We’ve been at this for a week now and we still have nothing to show for it, drifting in yet another part of the bay we’ve never been in. There’s no rhyme or reason to the routes we’ve taken, each day heading in a new direction and wind up moving in a new pattern.
 
  
 
 It just doesn’t make sense. How is this plant making its escape without being noticed?
 
  
 
 Carefully putting Unity down, I head to the front of the skiff and comfort poor Mama Bun. “It’s okay sweet bunbun,” I whisper, using Aura to convey my love as she bats at the skiff floor and sides. “We’ll get it eventually.” Placing my arm in front of her so she can jump into my embrace, Mama Bun shoves it away with a headbutt and goes back to scratching at the skiff, still yet to vent her anger in its entirety. After watching her go at it for several minutes more, I stroke her floppy ears and pat her head goodbye.
 
  
 
 Having descended from his aerial vantage point, Taduk smiles and thumps my shoulder. “Perhaps she’ll pick up the scent again,” he says, putting Blackjack down to join her. “Nothing to worry about Rain my boy, things will work out in the end. If we can’t find what you’ve lost, then you’ll just have to do things the good old-fashioned way, yea? Go on now, off with you, go make sure your turtle is nice and fed.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Teacher.” How does one find Spiritual Plants the old fashioned way? Putting the question aside for after I get back, I grab Unity and step into the water, sinking faster than expected with the extra twenty-kilogram weight. Ready and waiting for my arrival, Ping Ping squeaks in joy as I paddle over to meet her. She’s a real sweetheart, always keeping a good distance from the skiff. She’s probably worried about overturning it or something, which means she’s more courteous and considerate than probably 90% of nobles in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Having recently discovered how annoying carrying something around can be, I elect to climb onto Ping Ping’s shell instead of letting her hold me in her arm. Glancing back to check if I’m ready, Ping Ping dives down with unbridled glee, hurtling through the water so fast I almost lose my grip. Reaching the bottom in an instant, the giant turtle waves her legs to disturb the sandy sea floor and snaps up a hidden creature, a large, burrowed fish of some sort. Bringing it back to the surface, she gobbles up her meal in dainty little chomps, taking her time to relish the taste as I laugh on her shell. There’s nothing like catching a ride through the bay on Ping Ping, feeling the surge of water rushing past your face and the pressure building up in your ears as thousands of kilograms of water crushes you in its embrace, and then... she surfaces and you’re free of it all, gulping down lungfuls of air as the warm sun shines on your skin, giddy with relief and euphoria.
 
  
 
 It’s almost enough to make me forget my problems. Almost.
 
  
 
 After a few more trips to the bay floor, it becomes apparent Ping Ping is just having fun, her belly full and mood playful as she shows me her undersea world. Saddened to put an end to her fun, I pat her neck and point at the skiff, indicating it’s time to head back. Spiralling around in protest, she heads for the boat at a slow, underwater glide, moping like a child as play time comes to an end. Using Aura to console her, I mentally make note to bring her out more in the days to come, because she deserves to have fun too. It can’t be easy lugging around all that weight on land, and I bet she feels three times lighter in the water.
 
  
 
 Immersed in my thoughts as we drift towards the skiff from below, a small flash of movement catches my eye. It’s so minor I almost miss it, but as Ping Ping meanders closer and closer, the movements become more pronounced. It’s as if a piece of the boat was fluid and slowly oozing away as we approach, trying to keep the bulk of the boat between us. Curiosity piqued, I use Ping Ping as a springboard and swim over to the fluid patch, keeping a respectable distance between us. The patch stills and blends into the skiff’s siding, so well hidden I’m almost certain it’ll disappear if I even blink. Using the butte of my new weapon, I give the strange patch a gentle poke -
 
  
 
 -And almost shit myself when it comes to life in spray of darkness and tentacles.
 
  
 
 Racing for the surface, I sputter and gasp while lifting whatever attacked me into the air, almost gutting myself on the sharp blade tip. Blinking the water out of my eyes, I identify my attacker as a brown, spotted tentacled-miscreation about the size of a pumpkin, all soft and gooey as it attempts to rip my weapon apart. Luckily, Unity has been bound and is almost indestructible, but even if it weren’t, this pint-sized octopus poses no threat. Drawn by my flailing movements, Ping Ping circles around the skiff to see if I’m okay, her eyes fixating on the creature stuck to the end of my weapon. Opening her mouth, she fires out a ball of water and stuns the beast unconscious with a single shot. Dropping with a splash, the creature floats in place, rendered motionless and defenceless by Ping Ping’s might.
 
  
 
 Inwardly shuddering at the ugly, tentacled horror, I prod it a few more times before I’m certain it won’t attack. Might as well give it to Ping Ping for a snack. “Wait,” Taduk yells, leaning dangerously over the side of the skiff to inspect the octopus. “Give it here.”
 
  
 
 Following his gestures, I see Mama Bun struggling to get out of Guard Leader’s embrace, eagerly eyeing the floating octopus. “Uhh... Teacher, this isn’t a mobile plant, it’s an octopus...”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be silly, I know it’s not a plant. Bring it up here so I can take a look,” Taduk says, reaching his grabby hands like a child for a toy.
 
  
 
 Reluctant to touch the gross, slimy creature, I swallow my revulsion and lift it out of the water, warning my teacher to be careful. “I don’t think it’s dead yet, but if we keep it out of water long enough, it will be soon enough.”
 
  
 
 With a non-committal grunt, Taduk drags the octopus into the skiff and Mama Bun explodes into a flurry of motion. Slipping out of Guard Leader’s grasp, the long-eared floof tackles the poor unconscious octopus and dives into the tangle of tentacles to root about for her long awaited prize. Much to her dismay, Taduk is one step ahead of her and fishes out a fuzzy green stone a little larger than his fist and holds it up high with a rousing cry of victory. Unwilling to capitulate, Mama Bun leaps into the air after it, her silky white fur stained in black ink and slime while her teeth chomp with unrestrained hunger.
 
  
 
 Ewie... she’s gonna stink like octopus for days...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 330 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Resting my chin on the side of the skiff, I can’t help but smile at the antics taking place. Cupped gently in the palm of his hand, my teacher holds the green stone up in the air and turns in place, locked in a bitter struggle with the greedy and ever-persistent Mama Bun. Covered in octopus ink and slime, my dog-sized bunny is an adorable sight as she leaps higher and higher with each attempt, her little paws desperately scratching at Taduk’s robes as she tries to get a taste of what’s in his hands. Landing squarely on his shoulder, Mama Bun holds on for dear life and chomps down on my teacher’s voluminous robes, eyeing the stone with undisguised greed as her little nose twitches away at a mile a minute.
 
  
 
 “Back foul beast!” Taduk cries, sheltering his precious discovery from the ravenous rabbit, though he does nothing to dislodge her. His hare supremacy ways, while not entirely behind him, are slowly losing to the floppy-eared charms of the bicorn rabbit. “This is mine! Off with you now, shoo, shoo!” As if called to action by my teacher’s words, Mama Bun pops her head up to shower Taduk’s cheek with bunny kisses, but her eyes never leave the fuzzy green stone. Mama Bun might be smarter than she lets on, having learned that bunny kisses equals treats, but unfortunately my teacher has a heart of stone. “Stop that. What are you doing?” he asks, leaning away from the bunny’s display of affection. “I am not a salt lick. Shoo! Shooooo!”
 
  
 
 Shoulders shaking with silent laughter, Guard Leader skirts lightly around the skiff’s other occupants to come to Taduk’s rescue, gently bringing Mama Bun away for a wash, those black bunny eyes wide with anguish and sorrow as she accepts the loss of her treat. Freed from her harassment, Taduk sits down to study the stone beside me, ‘hmm’ing and ‘hah’ing as he studies it in the light. After an in-depth visual scan, I nod along and offer an informed and educated opinion. “The rock is covered in algae.” With a noncommittal grunt, Taduk continues his inspection, mind adrift in his thoughts like our skiff in the bay.
 
  
 
 I call this his thinking mode. He’ll be perfectly fine doing day to day tasks like getting dressed, bathing, and eating, but it’s important to keep an eye on him. Sometimes, you’ll hand him an ink pot and he’ll try to drink it or you put a coat around his shoulders and he’ll lay down for bed. It usually happens when he’s pondering something interesting, like when I point out a problem in his logic or he comes across a new strain of Heavenly Plant. Hell, when I handed him Yo Ling’s book on Runic Inscriptions, he stayed in this fugue state for the better part of a week.
 
  
 
 Having run out of educated opinions, I move on to guesses. “Is there a Spiritual Algae?” This time, Taduk’s grunt has a minor affirmative slant to it. “I’ve never heard of Spiritual Algae before.” A negatory grunt, followed by a furrowing on his brow. After reviewing what little I know on the subject, I too am frowning because we probably just wasted days chasing down a worthless plant. There are always exceptions to the rule, but at first glance, Spiritual Plants generally are no different from their mundane counterparts. The ability to gather Heavenly Energy isn’t obvious unless you check using Chi, so a Spiritual daisy sitting in a field of mundane daisies doesn’t stick out nor will it develop any unique features or uses. The most valuable Spiritual Plants like idamare, foxglove, and blood needles only exist as Spiritual Plants, each one able to absorb Heavenly Energy from inception and possessing almost magical properties useful in a wide array of occupations.
 
  
 
 The limiting factor to farming Spiritual Plants is their inability to propagate. Seeds from a Spiritual Plant will sprout into their mundane counterparts while a cutting of a Spiritual Plant loses the ability to cultivate Heavenly Energy, even after it sprouts roots. Taduk theorized that this was because plants, like humans, need to form a Core to absorb the Energy of the Heavens, and planting seeds or taking cuttings was like creating a new plant which would need to form its own core. For the aforementioned plants which are able to cultivate from the start, the conditions needed for proliferation to take place are unknown and undocumented. Taduk’s been studying it for years, if not decades, but he’s still never seen a Spiritual Plant sprout.
 
  
 
 Now why does this matter? Because algae, or that nasty film which forms on water, isn’t all one plant, but billions of tiny, microscopic plants all clumped together. The rock in Taduk’s hand may be covered in algae, but only one speck in there is cultivating the Energy of the Heavens while the rest is just your everyday fish food. My teacher’s probably busy searching for the actual Spiritual Plant, so I leave him to it. Turning my attention to the octopus, I say, “Teacher, do you still need the octopus?” It seems cruel to let it suffocate and Ping Ping likes her meals fresh. She doesn’t seem too interested in her prey, having already gone back to swimming around the skiff, but let's be honest: one extra snack won’t ruin her figure.
 
  
 
 When it becomes apparent Taduk isn’t listening, I reach over and lift the octopus out of the boat, dropping it into the water while keeping my guard up in case it attacks. Limp and senseless, the brown and white spotted creature is unpleasant to the eye, with a smooth, bulbous, egg-shaped head and two bulging eyes closed in sleep. Eight tentacles covered in protruding suction cups emanate from the head, all writhing and twitching as it slowly sinks into the water and curls up around the butt of my pole-arm.
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tu-Fuo.” Mumbling his mantra, the monk speaks out loud for all to hear. “Stay your hand Junior Brother. This one would plead for mercy on the creature’s behalf.”
 
  
 
 My lip curls in disdain. “Mercy? This damn thing took us on a wild goose chase for days, so I’m not sure mercy is on the menu. If Ping Ping doesn’t want to eat it, I will. Fried tentacles and octopus balls sounds pretty good right about now.”
 
  
 
 “Such ignorance, such sin.”
 
  
 
 “Hate to say it, but I agree with fatty.” Speaking around his pipe, Guan Suo puffs away as he lounges in the skiff. “Clever beast there, it’d be a shame for it to end like this.”
 
  
 
 “Been chatting with the monk, have we?” Raising an eyebrow at the lazing half-red-panda, I ask, “Will you be shaving your head and going vegetarian too?”
 
  
 
 In a surprisingly good mood, Guan Suo chuckles and shakes his head. “Nah. Fatty knows better than to try and recruit me. Besides, I tried a vegetarian diet for a while a lifetime ago, but it wasn’t for me.” A short pause and a faraway look tells me there’s more to his story than it sounds, but he pushes past with a grin. “I’m a little surprised though. I figured you’d be all for adding that creature to your menagerie and keep it in a tub or something. Seems like a waste just to eat it.”
 
  
 
 Psh. Like I’d keep anything that wasn’t cute and floofy. Even Ping Ping is kinda cute when she smiles, so long as you can’t smell her breath. “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Too lazy to answer, Guan Suo goes back to puffing at his fancy pipe and staring at the clouds. Annoyed by the abrupt dismissal, only the memory of him exploding an entire school of sharks keeps me from speaking up, instead turning my attention back to the monk. “If you’re so interested in keeping it alive,” I ask, venting some of my ire on the monk, “then why didn’t you snatch it up and send it away? Not like there’s anything I could do to stop you.”
 
  
 
 “It is not this one’s place to interfere with the creature’s Dharma.”
 
  
 
 “...But pleading on its behalf is okay?”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” the monk nods, smiling so widely his eyes disappear. “Because this one is Junior Brother’s Dharma protector. Killing the creature affects your Dharma, so this one must take steps to guide you back to the proper path.”
 
  
 
 So… he’s not doing this to save the octopus, he’s doing it to save my soul. I guess that makes sense… “Aside from your general ‘killing is bad’ spiel, is there any reason I should spare this particular octopus?”
 
  
 
 Making his ‘water pouring’ gesture, the monk’s smile disappears and is replaced by a thuggish glare. He has no sense of humor and a quick temper when it comes to ‘belittling’ his teachings, but I see it as helping him improve his self control. Plus, I now embrace the truth: I enjoy pissing people off. It’s the consequences I hate. I have nothing against a good old-fashioned bar brawl, but why does it always have to escalate into a life or death struggle?
 
  
 
 After a long pause, the monk sighs and answers, “Intelligence correlates directly with chance for Ascension. The more intelligent the beast, the higher the possibility it will form a human body and become a Divinity. Who are you to deny it a chance at eternal salvation?”
 
  
 
 Good. Mama Bun can stay furry and sweet forever, along with all her babies. Being human sucks. “I’ve never heard of an octopus ancestral beast.” What would it even look like? A tentacle-chined pirate springs to mind and I shudder with revulsion.
 
  
 
 “None have been observed,” the monk replies with a shrug. “Which is not to say none shall ever succeed.”
 
  
 
 Fair enough. “So what makes you think this octopus is smarter than his or her cousins?” I mean, it was hanging on the side of our boat and attacked my weapon instead of waiting for me to get closer.
 
  
 
 Rejoining the conversation with a snort, Guan Suo says, “Pei! Gave you the runaround for days, didn’t it? Makes it smarter than a certain long-eared fool, at least.” His insult goes unnoticed as Taduk is immersed in studying his algae-covered rock, and with a disappointed grimace, Guan Suo continues. “Think on it boy. How long were we out here the first day? Four, five hours? We took a few breaks, but your bunny never lost the scent, and still we found nothing. Next day, same thing. A few days later, your bunny ‘gives up’ for the first time after three hours, throwing her little tantrum with her snorts and thumps. Today, we learned that means the octopus was hiding on the boat. It figured the best place to hide was close to danger and slipped past a horde of quins and the Divine Turtle unnoticed to do it. If that isn’t crafty, I don’t know what is.”
 
  
 
 Which explains why Mama Bun lost the trail so quickly today. With no quins hanging around the skiff, the octopus only had to avoid Ping Ping’s notice to get to our skiff, but that also spelled its downfall. Without the quin’s cute antics to distract me, I was able to spot the octopus slithering away from my approach. With both the monk and Guan Suo clamoring to spare the octopus’s life, I don’t really have a good reason to just feed it to Ping Ping or slaughter it in cold blood, and we are kinda robbing it of its Spiritual Algae rock. With the monk’s help, we rig up a net for the octopus and leave it dangling in the water, keeping it safe from Ping Ping until it regains consciousness.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Blobby is still nowhere to be found, not trapped within the dastardly clutches of a Spiritual Plant like I’d envisioned. Stupid droplet, come home! How am I supposed to feed you if you keep running away? More importantly, you still owe me rent! Moving on to plan B, I pull out the cloth-stuffed helmet and recoil at the foul sensation emanating from it. There’s a wrongness about it, an indescribable loathing welling up from within the pit of my belly, screaming for me to get rid of it, but I don’t feel threatened. It’s just… unpleasant, like I’m holding a baggy of sealed Demon shit. Even if you can’t see, smell or feel it, it’s still unpleasant to keep around. Using a length of twine, I bind the cloth to keep it inside the helmet and hang on to the remaining length. Moving as far from the octopus as I can and making sure Ping Ping keeps her distance, I toss the helmet into the water and prepare for the worst, but anticlimactically, nothing happens. There’s no frothing or bubbling, no black billowing smoke or fish going belly up, the helmet just sinks and dangles in the water, making me feel more than a little ridiculous.
 
  
 
 After another hour of sitting around with no Blobby, we call it an early day and head back to shore. The docks are bustling with activity as workers scurry about, fastening a bunch of pre-built rafts to form a floating stage in the bay. It’s funny, over the past few weeks, there have been many heated exchanges as latecomers vie for a better campground by the city outskirts, but with everything taking place on the bay, the Bekhai now have front row seats to the whole shebang. If this was the plan all along, then the Legate is legit trolling and I wholeheartedly approve.
 
  
 
 There’s still two or three hours before the conference begins, so maybe I’m finally tired enough to take a short nap. The monk’s not the only one with a short temper and I’m grouchy when I’m short on sleep, not to mention my foul mood due to Blobby’s disappearance. What’s even more annoying is I’m the sole northern representative younger than twenty-five who has to offer a gift. My own gift, mind you, Akanai and Baatar get to go dutch but I’m stuck footing the bill on my own. It’s a little backwards if you ask me; I’ve earned the ‘privilege’ of presenting the Legate with a gift while most of my peers don’t qualify to meet with him face to face.
 
  
 
 It sucks, but I’ve no one to blame but myself for being so outstanding.
 
  
 
 Once back on shore, Guard Leader brings Mama Bun and Blackjack away while I lead Taduk to his yurt where he can study his rock in relative safety. Defying the natural laws of physics, the monk easily lifts a massive metal cauldron with one hand and places it atop his head, the lidded, water-filled container keeping the octopus safe from roosequins and other predators. I would’ve let it sink to the sea floor but the monk was adamant I not let it come to harm before it wakes. Placing the cauldron outside Taduk’s yurt, the monk sits down and remains visible while chanting his prayers, like a starving fatty beseeching Heaven to make his meal cook faster.
 
  
 
 I can’t wrap my mind around the monk’s logic. He won’t let an unconscious octopus come to harm but thinks I should give up the war effort and go back to his monastery, doing nothing while tens of millions of Defiled slaughter their way across the Empire. Honestly, his whole religion feels a little… selfish. Isolate yourself so you can improve yourself and leave this world and everything in it behind. It’s not entirely fair or accurate, but that’s how it feels, like he doesn’t care about anything besides escaping this hell-hole of a world. Don’t get me wrong, Nirvana sounds nice and all, but I’m not quite ready to give up on this life. Who knows what I’ll re-roll into and things are finally getting better around here, so I’d prefer to fix things in this life before moving on. While I might never see the change I so desire, hopefully my actions get the ball rolling. Schools and soup-kitchens were a good first step, but this public meeting with the Legate is the perfect opportunity to share my vision of equality and education for all with the Empire at large. It might turn me into a laughing stock but I don’t care and more importantly, Akanai approves.
 
  
 
 Yuzhen, not so much, but luckily, my crush on her ended a long time ago. Her father was a dreamer, a man who envisioned a better future for all, so why doesn’t she share those same dreams?
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy.” Interrupting my musings, Taduk glances around his yurt and blinks in confusion. “When did we get off the skiff? Where’s the creature?” Eyes wide in panic, he leaps to his feet and grabs my shoulder, panting as he asks, “Is it dead? You didn’t free it, did you?”
 
  
 
 “No Teacher.” Thank you Guan Suo and monk. “It’s outside in a cauldron.”
 
  
 
 “No, no, NO!” Racing out the door, Taduk runs headlong at the cauldron and kicks it over, spilling the octopus out onto the dirt and water all over the monk. “Don’t eat it!” Taduk shrieks, falling to his knees and using his body to shield the octopus. Stifling my laughter, I watch as my hare-brained teacher’s cheeks take on a sheen of brilliant scarlet once realization sinks in. Thoroughly embarrassed by his panicked overreaction, Taduk uprights the cauldron and puts the octopus back in while sheepishly ignoring the soggy monk’s glare. “Ahem. Sorry about that. My mistake. If you ever need your… err… anything regrown, all you need to do is ask. I’ll have it done quick as can be.” Turning his petulant glare towards me, Taduk hisses, “Don’t keep things you aren’t going to eat in a cauldron.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Teacher,” I reply, nodding as if his words were sage advice. “Won’t happen again Teacher.”
 
  
 
 Mussing my hair, he drags me over to the cauldron and points inside. “I’m going to Heal and wake it,” he declares, ignoring the monk’s death stare. “You do your Aura thing and make nice.”
 
  
 
 But… I don’t want an octopus pet… It’s slimy and gross. “Okay, but how about we fill it with water first? It’ll be easier to make nice if it can breathe.” Dispatching the first two soldiers I see to collect water, I deliberately position myself between the monk and Taduk, worried the large, angry ascetic might lose his head. “So Teacher, why am I making nice with the octopus?”
 
  
 
 “Right, right.” Running back inside, he emerges with his washbowl and holds it up for me to see, the algae covered rock sitting neatly in the middle and covered in water. “Because of this.” Glancing at the sky, he moves himself out of the way so the rock is in direct sunlight, holding it up in outstretched arms like he’s presenting a gift to the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Did he have a stroke or something? “Sorry Teacher, but your student is slow and requires more explanation.”
 
  
 
 “Because it’s Spiritual Algae!”
 
  
 
 Taduk’s toothy smile hits me like a hammer in the gut, so dazzling and genuine like a child’s delight. I guess that’s where Lin gets her charm from. Infected by his good cheer, I hesitate to continue in case I ruin his good mood, but curiosity wins out over caution. “Um… but isn’t that a bad thing? One speck of Spiritual Algae is kind of… well… worthless.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed it is my boy,” Taduk replies, losing none of his good cheer, “but we don’t have a mere speck, we have a whole stone covered in Spiritual Algae!”
 
  
 
 “What? That’s impossible!”
 
  
 
 “That’s what I thought too, but it’s true.” Lowering the washbasin to peer at his prize, Taduk giggles and stamps his feet in delight, a behaviour not unlike Mama Bun’s when she gets a treat. “I checked and double checked it, every last speck of algae on here has a core, but that’s not all.” Carefully lifting the rock aside, he points out a smooth, blank patch on the stone, devoid of all algae. “See that? The octopus has been feeding on the algae and letting it grow back to form more algae. Unless the creature waits for thousands of years between each nibble, then it stands to reason that when this Spiritual Algae reproduces, it remains capable of absorbing the Energy of the Heavens! It doesn’t seem like much, but there are millions of Spiritual Plants right here on this rock. If we can study how it reproduces, then we might be able to apply that to other strains of plants and cultivate an entire garden full of miraculous, life saving medicinal herbs! Even if we can’t, we could grow more algae and your stupid rabbits won’t eat any more of my precious plants! What a glorious find.”
 
  
 
 Hm… lots of if’s and might’s there, but I don’t want to ruin it for him. “That’s amazing and all, but why do I have to make friends with the octopus?”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, it takes Taduk a moment to get his mind back on track. “Isn’t it obvious? We must see and study how it nurtures the stone. We saw it bring the stone up to the surface for sunlight during the day, but it’s possible it also rests by a source of Heavenly Energy too. If that’s the case, if we find the creature’s home, we’ll likely find your missing droplet too.”
 
  
 
 “Ah okay. Gotcha.” Repressing the urge to sigh, I peer into the cauldron at my newest pet. God it’s ugly. What should I name it? Otto? No, that doesn’t make sense in Common. Calamari? Maybe, but then I’ll always treat him as an emergency food source. Floppy Sea Spider? Too creepy and ‘Floppy’ is overtly sexual.
 
  
 
 Ah. I’ve got it.
 
  
 
 As Taduk Heals the octopus, I reach out with my loving Aura to greet my newest friend, smiling as he blinks and takes in the world around him.
 
  
 
 Hello Sir Inks-a-lot, or Inky for short. Welcome to the family.
 
  
 
 Rocketing out of the cauldron, the creature flings itself onto my face and smothers me in darkness, slime, and stench. Screaming in muffled terror, I fall to the ground and flail about, gagging as I fail to dislodge my tentacled assailant, its strong suctioned arms threatening to tear my skin and wrench my head off.
 
  
 
 As suddenly as it began, the attack comes to an end as the octopus falls limp. Ripping the tentacles off my face with a loud pop, my eyes tear up at the pain as I scramble back from the unconscious creature. Gasping for air, I glance around and see my soldiers standing around and hiding their smiles as Taduk titters with laughter and checks on the octopus. “Rain my boy,” he says, chortling as he puts the octopus back in the cauldron. “Mirror… suction marks… HA!”
 
  
 
 Running my hand over my face, I wince in pain and shame as I feel the large bumps neatly scattered across my skin, wondering if Healing will make the swelling go down. If not, I might have to go back to plan A and drink a pot of diarrhea tea.
 
  
 
 I refuse to make my debut with a face full of tentacle hickies...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Head throbbing from the influx of Sendings, Yuzhen closed her mind off and bowed her head, praying this First Imperial Grand Conference would end without conflict. It was an unreasonable request in light of the circumstances, but Yuzhen figured it couldn’t hurt to ask. Gazing out her bedroom window at the floating platform being assembled in the bay, her lips stretched into a wry smile at the absurdity of it all, trying to make sense of the Legate’s baffling decisions. This was his plan all along, it had to be. Those rafts didn’t build themselves overnight, floating in on the river running through Nan Ping and out into the bay to join the rest of their kin in a sprawling mass of wood and twine. By holding the Conference over the waters and not inside the Palace, the entire city would be invited to watch instead of limiting the audience to the elites of the Empire. At the same time, it was a slap in the face to all the nobles and merchants who’d bought property in the inner city or insisted on being accommodated inside the Palace, the majority of whom were now far from the action instead of sitting on the sidelines. It even rewarded those factions who’d thought they’d been snubbed, had been bullied away from the city, or like the Bekhai, had chosen camp convenience over proximity to the city, with the beach now the second most optimal vantage point to watch over the entire conference.
 
  
 
 A clever move, though not something Yuzhen could appreciate. Taking a deep breath, she called her people in and set to putting out fires as tempers flared and violence threatened to break out between the factions of the north. The more powerful factions like the Society were clamoring for her to ‘fix’ this mess while the weaker factions were banding together to hold their ground, balking at the prospect of being displaced once more. The Situ Patriarch even had the gall to accuse her of withholding this ‘vital’ information and swindling him out of a fortune for the inner-city manor she’d graciously helped him purchase not three days past.
 
  
 
 While it’s true Yuzhen’s advice helped the seller obtain the best value for his property, it was the Situ Patriarch’s fault for treating her like his personal steward. She was the Marshal of the North, not some cowering administrator for him to bully.
 
  
 
 So instead of practicing her speech or double checking if everything was in place, Yuzhen spent the last few hours before the Conference securing places for uppity nobles and self-important merchants to sit. At times, her job was like dealing with spoiled, arrogant children. This noble wanted to be seated close to that one but refused to be anywhere near a third. Another noble demanded she remove a row of shacks belonging to peasants and fisherfolk, claiming the shabby dwellings were ruining the Conference’s ‘ambiance’. A third fop wanted her to somehow convince the Legate to change his ‘silly’ plans and move the whole thing into the Palace, as if she had the power to do so.
 
  
 
 With so many things to deal with, Yuzhen hardly had time to consider the news of Rain’s discovery at the Canston Trading Group’s winery. A copper vessel filled with a vile fluid, one which corroded metal, stone, and flesh when exposed to sunlight, it was almost too absurd to believe, especially when the source was Hangman Jorani. Yuzhen still remembered the first time she’d laid eyes on the scrawny, pinched-faced half-rat, shivering as he fawned over Rain in Sanshu, hardly the most intimidating bandit she’d ever laid eyes on. Worse, it was hardly the most damning of evidence. While Rain claimed the vile fluid had a ‘stench’ of Demons about it, this wasn’t something he could publicly attest to, not without bringing up too many unwanted questions. Lacking his testimony, all they had was evidence that the Canston Trading Group was making weapons instead of wine, hardly a crime worthy of punishment.
 
  
 
 Still, there was something about this whole story which tickled her brain, something vital which she’d yet to piece together. What was she missing? This news was important, but she wasn’t quite sure why…
 
  
 
 Throwing the whole matter to the back of her mind, she requested a meeting with the Legate at his convenience and went back to wrangling her spoiled charges, praying for whoever planned this event to be crucified and burned alive. Even Yuzhen’s closest allies weren’t helping much, with Akanai and Rain acting more stubborn and cantankerous than usual. Having claimed the shoreline so their quins and the Divine Turtle would have easy access to the bay, the Bekhai now had a perfect, unobstructed view of the platform, second only to the view from the east wing of the Palace, where, Nian Zu, Akanai, and Yuzhen had been given accommodations. Theirs weren’t the only rooms overlooking the bay, but Yuzhen knew her neighbors weren’t exactly people of importance, with the most influential dignitaries choosing to live in the west wing, closest to the audience room and overlooking the courtyard where most assumed the Conference would take place.
 
  
 
 Despite all their political capital, Akanai and Rain both refused to use this to their advantage and woo old enemies to their side. Akanai was in no mood to make nice with the Society or any other factions for that matter, inviting only her closest allies like the Magistrates Tong Da Hai and Chu Tongzu to sit with her in the Palace, while Rain’s reply was even less ideal. Like Akanai, the cheeky rascal was happy to find room on the beach for Lieutenant Colonel Chun Yimu and the Warrant Officers he’d fought alongside in Sanshu, but also made mention of ‘Zian’s ravishing and elegant mother’, an invitation Yuzhen did not deign to pass along.
 
  
 
 The damned brat, what’s so good about an old crone like Jia Ying? It’s not that Yuzhen was jealous, she had her handsome, heroic Gerel to satisfy her needs, but a girl still liked to be appreciated from time to time...
 
  
 
 With a little diplomacy, a lot of compromise, and the Legate’s Decree forbidding forced entry into another faction’s territory, Yuzhen managed to secure adequate arrangements for the most important members of the North before the Conference began. Seated on her balcony with her betrothed, her guards, and a number of important dignitaries she’d invited, Yuzhen watched the Legate’s procession make its way down to the docks, nodding along as the Crier waxed on about the glory of the Imperial Clan. It was a most formidable sight, with thousands of Royal Guardians in their resplendent red and gold armour, brandishing their Spiritual Weapons. Mounted atop their long-anticipated black-maned lions, they marched in step to the thunderous drum line, the regal creatures making Rain’s wildcats look like mangy, malnourished kittens. Each one as tall as a horse and almost half again as wide, they were intimidating creatures of fang and muscle and Yuzhen idly wondered how they would fare against quins.
 
  
 
 Supporting the Royal Guardian’s on foot were tens of thousands of Imperial Death Corps who were every bit as intimidating, their intense devotion and focused gazes making up for their lacklustre armour and weaponry. Enslaved from birth, raised on an intensive and gruelling training regimen, and wholly devoted to the Imperial Clan, every last one of those warriors would gladly die to keep the Legate safe or give up their lives to avenge him. Stories of their ferocity and fearlessness were legendary, and woe to he who drew their ire, for the Imperial Death Corps would not rest until their foe was brought to justice.
 
  
 
 No matter the cost.
 
  
 
 Interspersed throughout the procession were three massive, resplendent palanquins, each one large enough to comfortably seat two dozen and carried by a hundred porters. Made from Zhengui rosewood, the lumber was more commonly known as golden silk wood, named for its golden sheen when polished and varnished. A costly extravagance reserved only for the higher echelons of the Imperial Family, for the Legate to have one such palanquin was already a surprise, but to use two more as mere decoys meant the Legate was far more important than anyone previously realized. Who was this Shen Zhenwu? Could he be a favoured son of the Empire, or even the heir apparent? Or perhaps he was a monstrously talented scion blessed by the Mother and duly rewarded? Thus far, the Legate’s tactics confounded Yuzhen, unable to make heads or tails of this too-young and mysterious Imperial Scion. He kept the Southern delegates at arms lengths and ruled over the Central nobles with an iron fist, but fawned over Falling Rain and the Bekhai while disregarding all other delegates of the North.
 
  
 
 So many games within games were being played while Yuzhen was still scrambling to learn the rules.
 
  
 
 Whatever his goals, it had to be said that Shen Zhenwu was beloved by the people. Before the northern and southern delegates had arrived, the Legate’s Decrees had all been aimed at keeping Nan Ping safe and viable for years to come, limiting what damage could be done to the surroundings and ensuring basic essentials like food and shelter would be made available and affordable. None of it had endeared him to the nobility who sought to exploit the Conference to get rich, but the peasants loved him for it. Millions of throats cheered as his palanquins moved through the decorated city streets, playing music, throwing flowers, and lighting incense in his name. In reply, the Legate’s servants handed out steamed meat-buns, dumplings, and candied fruits, extolling the blessings of the Emperor and the Mother alike.
 
  
 
 When the procession finally reached the docks, the Royal Guardians surrounded all three palanquins and the drumming rose to a crescendo before the Legate finally revealed himself to the crowd, having been situated in the foremost palanquin the entire time. So he enjoyed leading from the front, not a man to hide in the safest, most defensible position of the middle or cower at the back, a tidbit Yuzhen filed away for the future. More surprising was his manner of dress, not ostentatious and flamboyant like Yuzhen had expected, but in beautiful, but serviceable plated armour, the very picture of a warrior of the Heavens. With his plumed helmet under his arm and sword strapped to his back, the young, handsome Legate smiled and waved at the citizens of Nan Ping, behaviour more suited for a public servant than Imperial Scion which only served to endear him even more to the people.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, had Yuzhen not chanced upon his cold, calculating look during their first meeting, she too would have been won over by the Legate’s charms. She still had no reason to doubt his motives nor even a hint of proof he meant them harm, but her father’s description of the Imperial Clan stayed fresh in her mind. ‘A devious, manipulative bunch who will feed you shit and make you thank them for it’ was colourful, vulgar, and entirely out of character for her father, which signified how strongly he felt on the subject. If the Imperial Clan intended to abandon the outer provinces, Yuzhen meant to save as many of her people as she could. Even if Central were lost, she was confident they could hold the North for some decades yet.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 Marching onto the floating platform, the Legate took his place atop a raised dais, holding his hands up for silence. “Loyal citizens of the Empire,” he said, his Chi-infused voice delivered across the city and directly into his listener’s ears. “I, Shen Zhenwu, Imperial Legate and Chosen representative of the Emperor, thank you all for attending this First Imperial Grand Conference!” Thunderous applause broke out in response to his greeting, and it was minutes before he spoke again. “This day marks a momentous occasion in history, the largest gathering of heroes from across the Empire, here to discuss the growing Defiled threat which looms upon the horizon.” Pausing his speech, the Legate slowly glanced from shore to shore, his eyes seemingly taking in every face before him, the city so silent you could hear a needle drop. “Seeing so many formidable warriors gathered here in Nan Ping, I ask, ‘what threat?’. With these valiant soldiers to defend our borders, I know the Empire will stand strong in the days to come, as it stood for thousands of years before, and will stand for thousands of years more!”
 
  
 
 This time, the cheering grew so loud it seemed to shake the ground, sending Yuzhen’s heart into a frenzy as her skin flushed and breath quickened. These were more than just simple words delivered with confidence, no, there was something else at work here. Somehow, the Legate’s speech instilled a sense of belonging and a yearning to serve, an almost instinctive reaction to throw herself at the feet of Imperial Authority. Could the Imperial Clan truly be descended from the blood of gods, or was this some secret Chi skill they refused to share with the world at large?
 
  
 
 The Legate’s speech continued on and Yuzhen lost herself in the Legate’s smooth, melodious tones, hanging on to his every word like an enamoured maiden. A quick glance at her betrothed showed Gerel was similarly affected, his amber eyes blazing with passion and ambition, ready to ride out and slaughter in the Emperor’s name. When the Legate’s speech finally came to an end, Yuzhen was ready to take up her sword and join him despite knowing her skills as a warrior were mediocre at best, barely able to match her beloved despite having trained for a decade more. So distracted by her thoughts of martial glory, Yuzhen almost missed her cue when the Crier summoned the Marshal’s of the Central, Southern, and Northern provinces all in one breath. Why not summon the provinces one at a time? Was it to keep the last group summoned from feeling maligned or did the Legate want to incite competition between the Provinces?
 
  
 
 Why not both?
 
  
 
 Oh Mother Above, please keep Rain from causing another incident. Everyone else could handle themselves, but Rain was running dangerously short on goodwill from… well… everyone… everywhere.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, after working together to keep Nan Ping from devolving into blood and ashes for the past week, Yuzhen boasted a civil working relationship with her counterparts, and even though she was last to arrive, she found them both waiting at the docks so they could greet the Legate together. While not as enthusiastic as his cousin Shi-Woo, Central’s Marshal Yo Jeong-Hun was a pragmatic man who saw how the Legate favoured the Bekhai, and like Yuzhen, had no idea why. He also didn’t know Yuzhen shared in his ignorance, and thus was only too happy to work alongside the North and keep Central’s nobles in line. He’d even convinced the younger generation to stop challenging the number one talent in the North, though Rain probably wouldn’t thank him for it. Twenty thousand gold was hardly enough to sate the degenerate gambler and thrill seeker, and only his subsequent exile from the city kept him from robbing the youths of Central blind.
 
  
 
 Rain liked to play the part of innocent victim, but Yuzhen was beginning to see through his facade.
 
  
 
 The Southern Marshal Quyen Huong was an entirely different sort of beast. The dark-skinned southerners were known for their priggish ways, believing women had no place in politics or the battlefield and should remain safe at home to bear children and wash clothes. As both a female politician and sterile half-beast, Yuzhen doubly offended Marshal Huong’s sensibilities and he wasn’t shy about making it known. As luck would have it though, most Southerners were unused to seeing so much water in one place and were more than happy to frolic on the beaches instead of making trouble inside Nan Ping, so there was little need to meet with Marshal Huong in person. A good thing too, because the last time they met, Gerel almost drew his sword and hacked the insufferable twit to pieces for calling Yuzhen a barren seductress who’d stolen her position from a feeble and ailing old man.
 
  
 
 Hell, if he said it again, Yuzhen would hack Huong apart herself.
 
  
 
 As host of the events, Marshal Yo Jeong-Hun was given the honour of presenting his gifts first, the most eye catching of which was a gargantuan pearl the size of a melon. Marshal Huong went next, presenting a silken pouch of saffron worth a hundred times its weight in gold alongside a box of rare and precious Spiritual Herbs Yuzhen had never heard of. When her turn came, she gave a short speech which was repeated to the rest of Nan Ping by the Crier, attesting to the practical and pragmatic mindset of the North before presenting her gift: dozens of ships laden with seasoned lumber, processed ore, dyed cloth, and tanned leather, all resources sorely needed for the war efforts to come. While they were all basic resources without too much individual value, the sheer quantity involved meant her gift was easily the most costly of her peers, one advantage of controlling the most lucrative city in the North.
 
  
 
 Of course, she wasn’t foolish enough to cheat the Legate of a personal gift. Presenting him a rolled up scroll, she smiled in victory when the Legate unfurled it and gasped, revealing ‘One Hundred Horses’ to the people of Nan Ping, the crowning masterpiece of famed painter Lang Shining. Believed to have been lost a hundred and fifty years ago, she had Rain to thank for this, insisting she accept something from Yo Ling’s treasure stash since her foolish betrothed declined his fair share. All Gerel wanted was another Spiritual Weapon, likely because Rain would soon have his third and her sweet, competitive betrothed didn’t want to fall behind.
 
  
 
 Silly man, he should know better than that. Quality over quantity, and skill over size were what mattered most, in combat and in... other pursuits.
 
  
 
 Having earned much face for the North, Yuzhen felt like skipping back to her horse until the Crier summoned the next group to the stage. Falling Rain, the five members of the Hwarang, and three famed young warriors from the South. Nine hotheaded, glory-seeking youths, each one standing at the forefront of their peers, called to take the stage together, and Rain without an ally beside him.
 
  
 
 If Yuzhen didn’t know any better, she’d think the Legate wanted to start a brawl.
 
  
 
 Racing back to her room, she arrived in time to see Rain riding along the shore while the Guardian Turtle swam through the bay, with one of his soldiers flying his banner, a white flag bearing the side-profile of a bunny in a bow-tie. According to Gerel, were one to Watch carefully, they would also see Rain’s pet cloud chaser hare perched on the banner’s crossbeam, head held high in regal pride as if displaying its adorable silken bow-tie. Rain’s other pets were mercifully absent, especially the discordant Laughing Birds he so fawned upon, and Yuzhen thanked the Mother for small favours.
 
  
 
 Three of the Hwarang had already reached the stage before Rain and were waiting for the rest of their peers before setting foot on the stage, a show of solidarity they copied from the three preceding Marshals. As the highest ranked youth among them, Rain’s retinue was five time larger than the others, even if only at half strength. Unfortunately, Rain’s retinue also looked highly disjointed at first glance, lacking a neat, uniformed appearance like the professional soldiers of the Hwarang. Being mounted on a mix of quins and horses wasn’t even the worst of it, Rain’s retinue was made up of thieves, cutthroats, slaves, and woodsmen, and they all looked the part. Ripped sleeves and exposed midriffs, piercings and tattoos aplenty, yet the former bandits still looked better than the shabby, half-dressed ‘woodsmen’ of the Protectorate. Much to her chagrin, she noted that the best dressed members of Rain’s retinue were the slaves, Dastan and his former cronies from the Coalition.
 
  
 
 Rain himself wasn’t much better. Wearing standard leather Sentinel armour, he looked no different from any other properly dressed soldier under his command. In fact, were it not for his three Spiritual Weapons and the banner flying behind him, Yuzhen doubted anyone would pick out such an unremarkable and ordinary looking youth as the ‘Undying Savage’.
 
  
 
 Well, at least he wasn’t slouching. Small victories.
 
  
 
 Ignoring his peers waiting for everyone to arrive, Rain trotted onto the floating stage alone, soon followed by the Guardian Turtle and his retinue. Rude and perhaps an unintended slight, but that was what Rain did. Spying the wagons containing his gifts, Yuzhen closed her eyes and regretted not working harder to change his mind. Why couldn’t he just pick out a nice vase or a jade sculpture to give away, a simple, safe, and all but free gift? Even if it’s origins were traced back to stolen goods, he could claim it was a gift from her, something she’d ‘found’ among the Golden Highland Coalition’s goods like the painting she’d gifted. Besides, who would dare demand the Legate return a gift?
 
  
 
 Too late worrying about it now. Rain’s fate lay in the hands of the Mother, and Yuzhen could only pray he emerged unscathed.
 
 
Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 332 + 333 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Thoroughly enjoying my time in the spotlight, I ride towards the docks with head held high and chest puffed out, playing my part as Number One Talent in the North to perfection. All of Nan Ping is watching me make my way over to present my gift to the Legate, but I’m neither nervous nor afraid. Well, that’s not entirely true, but I’m mostly invigorated and excited, ready to do my thing and accept my accolades. It’s just one of many changes I’ve noted since my post-Awakened revelation, an underlying arrogance which has always been there but I mostly siphoned off to ‘Baledagh’. This new, amalgamated Falling Rain will take some getting used to, but with time at a premium, I’ve no choice but to dive in headfirst and let the current of emotions carry me away.
 
  
 
 So long as I don’t get too carried away...
 
  
 
 Upon reaching the docks, I find three of my peers standing there with their retinues. Taking a cue from the Marshals I suppose, waiting for everyone to arrive before greeting the Legate together in a show of solidarity and friendship. Having done my research, I recognize them as the three male members of the Hwarang, Central’s flower knights, but rather than stand around in awkward silence for a show of insincere harmony and falsified solidarity, I treat them with cool disdain and pretend they don’t exist, riding past them and onto the floating stage. My fellow northerners cheer and applaud while the other spectators jeer and grumble, and I soak it all in. Solidarity is nice and all, but as the only Northern representative out of the nine youths called up, I’m a little outnumbered and a prime target for bullying. I wanted Mila, Song, Fung, Huu, BoShui, and Zian to temporarily ‘join’ my retinue and come on stage with me, but they all refused and my plan to bully my outer-provincial rivals with numbers fell through. Now it’s just me and Dastan against the world up here, which means I need to show the five youths from Central and three from the South that I’m not intimidated by their numbers or reputation.
 
  
 
 Besides, this is so much fun. The look on their faces once they realized what I was doing... priceless.
 
  
 
 Calling a halt at a hundred paces from the dais, I stand at attention and wait for permission to approach, permission which never comes. Casually glancing to the side, the Legate appears to be discussing matters with his seneschal, but in reality, he’s delaying until my peers take the stage. A small reprimand for jumping the line perhaps, telling me he values the illusion of unity above all else, but it’s not a big deal. The important thing is fortune favours the bold, the Legate favours the Divine Turtle, and Ping Ping favours me, so all those kids back there can suck it.
 
  
 
 With nothing better to do, I make sure my soldiers are in place and behaving appropriately while we wait, which takes all of a second. They know what’s at stake and every last one of them looks excited to be here. Even Guan Suo’s Protectorate dressed up for the occasion, wearing their least tattered outfits and combing their beards, though the big grumpy grandpa is nowhere to be seen. Likewise, the monk is also conspicuously absent, but I’m sure they’re both nearby. There aren’t many tells for Concealed Experts out here on this massive, mostly empty raft, though I’m surprised it’s holding so well under Ping Ping’s weight, not to mention the fifteen-hundred plus soldiers now standing on board, with at least six hundred more when Central and South’s finest arrive.
 
  
 
 All that is neither here nor there. I’m pleased to have such a large audience here to see me present my gifts. There are people in every window and on every rooftop, out in the streets and lined up along the shore, as if every man, woman, and child in Nan Ping was here to take part in this historic occasion. If I look closely, I can almost see Baatar, Sarnai, Akanai, and Husolt sitting on their manor balconies, and I know Lin and Mila are somewhere on the beach. They’re probably snuggled up with Song and my fur-babies and cheering me on with all their hearts. There are millions of people watching my every movement, tracking me as I smile and wave, their faces lighting up as they wave back. It’s an incredible feeling standing here on stage and I’m grateful for the opportunity. This gift-giving business is mostly bullshit, but it serves my purposes well enough. With the entire city and the majority of Martial Warriors from the outer provinces as my witnesses, it’ll be all but impossible to figuratively bury my gift in the dirt.
 
  
 
 Making one last effort to get Blackjack off of my banner, I pray the baby hare doesn’t poop on anyone and turn my attention back to the Legate, studying his armour with professional interest. And greed. So much greed, but mostly, professional interest. You know, in case I have to take him hostage to make my escape or something. Seated beneath his silken canopy, surrounded by the four ever-present bodyguards, and attended to by his seneschal, the Legate’s youthful good looks are on full display for Nan Ping to adore. He’s a good looking man, I’ll give him that, but I think it works against him here. The citizens of the Empire want someone to depend on or look up to, someone who they feel will protect and guide them, but at maybe thirty years old, the Legate is far too young to fit the bill.
 
  
 
 I have to admit, he does look striking sitting up there in his fancy armour and sitting on his comfy, cushioned throne. He blends in so well with his Royal Guardians, you’d think they were wearing identical outfits, gold-plated armour over red silk robes. Upon closer inspection, I discover that like a hare and a rabbit, the differences are subtle, but significant. Where the Royal Guardians have interlocking scale armour and simple robes, the Legate wears sturdy plate and an embroidered robe that almost shimmers with power. Their helmets are different too, with the Royal Guardians’ wearing plain and rounded hats while the Legate’s helmet has winged sides and a long, red plait of ‘hair’ sprouting from the top. Then there’s the decorations, with the Royal Guardians sporting lions emblazoned on their spaulders and belts, while the Legate has dragons and barely perceptible inscriptions etched across the metal surface of his armour. I’d bet every copper I own that the Legate is dressed from head to toe in Runic gear, meaning his helmet, robes, breastplate, spaulders, gloves, boots, greaves, and probably codpiece too. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if the open-mouthed dragon on his belt was another Runic item, shooting concentrated beams of love to turn his enemies into friends.
 
  
 
 Or turn them into a pile of unrecognizable goop. Probably the latter, but one can dream.
 
  
 
 So extravagant. If I were a proper MC with plot armour, I’d have transmigrated into an Imperial Scion and risen to glory, but no. I’m playing on hard mode with the slave start, so boo-urns to that. It’s vexing how the Imperial Clan hoards their secrets instead of spreading the wealth, but I can understand why. Knowledge is power, and the Imperials have built an Empire on hidden power. All this has made me revise my opinion of Shen Zhenwu, the ‘Divine True Warrior’. Whether he’s worthy of such a haughty name or not, he’s no paper tiger. It takes an advanced Martial Warrior with above average Chi reserves to power so many Runic items at once, and even wearing them requires some effort to sustain. Without Chi, his Runic armour would be as useful as the metal it’s made from, which means the Legate is either an Expert or an idiot showing off his wealth. For now, I’m inclined to think the former, because I’d rather not believe the Emperor sent an idiot to oversee the defence of the outer provinces.
 
  
 
 The most convincing evidence of the Legate’s prowess was the rousing speech he gave, going on about valiant soldiers defending the borders and what not. Don’t get me wrong, it was a pretty speech and the Legate delivered it well, but almost all of it was trite garbage. As his speech went on, I noticed most people around me were drawn in by his voice, his words holding their attention in an almost supernatural manner. Their eyes burned with reverence and worship, as if ready to fall to their knees and prostrate before Imperial Authority. Mila and Li Song, Jochi and Argat, even Ravil and Jorani had a look of respect in their eyes, which is how I knew something was wrong.
 
  
 
 Not everyone was affected though. Dastan, Sahb, Ulfsaar, Neera, and Wang Bao were all unaffected, though I didn’t see how others reacted, like Taduk, Lin, Guard Leader, and a few other notable Experts. The five from my retinue who weren’t affected were also, at one point, almost Defiled, but there were many others who were almost Defiled and also affected by the Legate’s speech, so that can’t be why we’re immune. The only other reason I can think of is maybe it’s a combination of having almost been Defiled and being in possession of a Natal Palace. We don’t really have anything else in common, not that I can think of anyways.
 
  
 
 The Legate’s Oration skill, as I’m calling it, has me more than a little shook up, my first true glimpse at the power wielded by the Imperial Clan. It could be the Legate’s Talent and why he was sent here, or it could be a super secret Imperial skill, but either way, I’m starting to suspect the Emperor intends to leave the outer provinces to face the Defiled hordes on our own. Maybe they want to see which way the wind blows before committing their forces, or maybe they don’t care about what happens to any of us as long as the Defiled don’t bother them. Whatever their reasons, Yuzhen was right to gift much-needed resources for the war effort and appease the Legate with a worthless painting, and I wish I’d followed in her footsteps.
 
  
 
 At least ten minutes pass before the other young talents take the stage, marching side by side in an empty spectacle of unity and cooperation. Unfortunately for them, I planted my retinue directly in front of the Legate, which means they’re forced to split up and stand on either side of my five-hundred plus soldiers. Even better, the three Southerners insist on standing to my left so their people can see them from shore, forcing the eight young talents and all their soldiers to awkwardly shuffle about to get into place.
 
  
 
 Not bothering to hide my glee, I stand and grin while imagining what it would’ve been like if my friends had come along with me. Not only would we have eight top-tier talents to match their combined eight, we’d also have a thousand soldiers to their measly six-hundred, since two of the Hwarang lack an official rank. With three-hundred soldiers on either side, it gives the impression of strength in the north, having not only brought the most troops, but only needing one person to represent them.
 
  
 
 What can I say? This is my fault, I’m just too awesome, shining so brightly my peers in the north can’t measure up.
 
  
 
 Once everyone finds their place, the Legate gives a short speech about us ‘heroes of tomorrow’ before inviting the Southern young warriors to present their gifts. Having done my research, it’s nice to finally put faces to the names, though for the South, there’s only one name that matters. Quyen Dienne, the dour, ruddy-cheeked son of Southern Marshal Quyen Huong, leads the other two representatives to greet the Legate and present his gifts. While they exchange pleasantries, I take a measure of the dark-skinned, thin moustached southerners and find them... lacking. Dressed in colourful orange, red, and blue lamellar armour, all three men carry the same weapon over their shoulder, a long-handled scimitar with a thin, curved blade which almost touches the floor. Dienne is the only one who speaks because the other two are his Oath-sworn bodyguards, chosen from among hundreds of youths vying for the honour. Pompous, conceited, and full of disdain for anyone ‘beneath’ him, there’s nothing about Dienne that tells me he deserves the honour of number one talent in the South. I suspect he’s only up here because his daddy pulled the right strings and murdered the right people, making him nothing more than the paper tiger of the South.
 
  
 
 Disgraceful. I should make an example of him, show the Empire he doesn’t deserve to stand beside me...
 
  
 
 After dismissing Dienne and his bodyguards, the Legate shoots me a disapproving glare before summoning the Hwarang forward, silently signalling I shouldn’t make a fuss about being last to present. It seems I’m doing a terrible job at waiting patiently, but I’m just so excited to be up here. This is my chance to make a difference and nobody has to die for it. Maybe it’s a mistake, or maybe nothing comes of it, but with my family’s support, I’m committed to this path.
 
  
 
 For better or for worse.
 
  
 
 Unlike Dienne and his cronies, every member of the Hwarang deserve to be here and they individually present their gifts in no particular order. First up is Mitsue Hideo, great nephew and Disciple of the Obsidian Shadow Mitsue Juichi, a celebrated Central Expert like Du Min Gyu. At twenty-four years old, the handsome and heroic Mitsue Hideo is rumoured to have comprehended the essence of his Mentor’s Talent, the Mountain Collapsing Stomp. Supposedly a combination of Resonance, Amplification, Honing, and Stability, for Hideo to not only use all four skills in tandem and project it from his body is a testament to his talent and dedication. A formidable opponent especially on this floating stage, where he could easily destroy multiple sections of the platform with a single step. Wielding twin maces which look more like batons, his style of attack is not unlike my own, closing the gap in an instant to crush his opponent in the first blow.
 
  
 
 His fancy tricks won’t matter if you beat him down fast. Counter charge and trade blows. If he hesitates, he’s done for. If he stays the course, stab beats swing any day of the week. Easy Victory.
 
  
 
 Next up is Wu Gam, Disciple to the Eccentric also known as Gam. The fifth to bear the name, Wu Gam literally means Gam Five, a name bestowed upon him by the Eccentric, a strange and peculiar demi-human obsessed with raising a flawless Disciple to carry on his legacy. A self-proclaimed perfectionist, the Eccentric is rumoured to have personally killed Gams two through four for failing to live up to expectations, with Wu Gam being his latest, and possibly last chance to raise a successor. Luckily for him, the Eccentric learned from his mistakes and Wu Gam is his strongest disciple yet, a twenty-three year old Awakened Expert of the Empire whose slender build belies his prodigious strength. Wielding a stone staff and dressed in plain, brown robes, his two furry silver-fox ears poke out of his close cropped hair, a demi-human lineage shared by all five Gams. His yellow-gold eyes hold a muted, deadened look, not something you usually see on the face of accomplished Expert Blessed by Earth, especially one supposedly highly proficient in its usage.
 
  
 
 His Blessing of Earth makes him both strong and sturdy. You can’t match him in raw power, so don’t. Stay light on your feet, make him come to you, and when he slips up, strike a decisive blow. All the power in the world doesn’t matter if he can’t connect, so move like a butterfly and sting like a rampaging Ping Ping.
 
  
 
 Third up is the lovely Ryo Seoyoon, who succeeded her brother Geom-Chi’s spot in the Hwarang. Bereft of rank and looking out of place among so many gruff warriors, the enchanting young woman is accompanied by a pair of handmaidens in flowing white robes, each one cradling a sword in their arms. Wearing a traditional silken dress in red and white and more accessories than I previously believed possible, the slender yet buxom Seoyoon is the youngest warrior present at eighteen years old. No damsel in distress, there’s something about the look in her eyes which warns me to be careful, a cold, calculating glare which sees only an obstacle in her path instead of a flesh and blood person. Following in the footsteps of her gifted older brother, accomplished eldest sister, and provincially-revered father, she has big shoes to fill and will go to great lengths to succeed.
 
  
 
 You should warn Fung to stay away from her, but that’d only encourage him. May the Mother have mercy on his soul if he earns her affection. Either way, treat her like Zian and you should have no problems winning. She’s young and has something to prove, so maybe rile her up beforehand, but try not to damage your reputation.
 
  
 
 Fourth on the list is Yong-Jin, Disciple of Grasping Vine Shuai Jiao, a man I would describe as Central’s Nian Zu. Though Awakened to the Blessing of Wood like his Mentor, Yong-Jin’s accomplishments are solely based on his Martial prowess alone, having never publicly shown any sign of mastery over his element. Adept at close-quarters grappling, the nondescript and plainly dressed twenty-four year old man only recently acquired his status in the Hwarang, as he was previously too busy serving as a Captain in the Imperial Army for games of fame and fortune. Hailing from humble origins, Yong-Jin enlisted at age fifteen and took part in suppressing three rebellions and rose to the rank of Captain by his own merits. Only then did Shuai Jiao take notice and accept Yong-Jin as his first and only Disciple.
 
  
 
 He’s not a bad dude and really knows how to rock a man-bun. If you have to fight him, try not to humiliate him too much. Then again, it might go the other way. His weapons of choice are a reverse-grip short sword and battle gauntlet, which means his range is even shorter than yours, not something you’re great at dealing with. A tricky opponent, so play it by ear and don’t let him grab you.
 
  
 
 ...Why are you giving yourself advice in the second person? C’mon man, get your shit together. This multiple personality shtick is so last week.
 
  
 
 The last member of the Hwarang holds no rank and bears a familiar face, shooting me a captivating wink which steals my breath away as she prepares to meet the Legate. Adujan, or Du Min Yan now, looks stunning in her tight silk pants and form-fitting tunic, mouthing something to me as she passes by. ‘Still no smile?’. What does that mean? Oh right... Last time we ‘reunited’, she got jealous because I was too busy ogling Yuzhen to say hi. Told me it wouldn’t kill me to give her a smile instead of staring at a pretty stranger, and I promised I’d keep that in mind for our next reunion. Feeling guilty about forgetting, I put on a smile and watch Yan strut across stage, her long, slender legs making her hips roll in a seductive and hypnotic manner. Striking a courtly bow, her plump, peach-shaped posterior is on full display right before my eyes and it takes every scrap of self-control to keep myself from drooling. All I can think about is how close we used to be, spending our days training and rolling in the dirt and our nights laying side by side in our tiny, cramped tent...
 
  
 
 If I have to fight Yan, I’d rather not do it on stage in front of everyone. It’d be much better to have a match in my large, spacious yurt where my nice, comfy bed is... Is it hot out here? It feels hot. Damn, I could use a drink. And a couple minutes of privacy. With all the craziness going on in my head and so many stealthy protectors slinking around, I haven’t been able to... relieve myself all week...
 
  
 
 Finished with her meeting, Yan strides back to her place in line with a radiant smile, paying me no mind as the smile slips from my face. Well... it’s probably better this way. We’ve been separated for over a year now, and I have Lin and Mila to think about. I can’t be collecting wives like bottle-caps or shiny stones, they’re flesh and blood people, not pretty dolls for me to sate my needs. I’m sure Yan has plenty of gentlemanly suitors and she always talked about having a harem of her own, so I shouldn’t be surprised when she -
 
  
 
 “Boss. It’s our turn.”
 
  
 
 Dastan’s reminder puts an end to my musings and I realize I’ve been called to approach. Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I approach the dais with Dastan and Sahb to greet the Legate with a bow. “Imperial Servant Falling Rain greets Imperial Legate.”
 
  
 
 Alrighty then. You can do this buddy. You prepared in advance, asked for advice, and have a backup plan in case things go bad. Don’t sweat it. Just... roll the dice.
 
  
 
 “Rise.” Gesturing for the Crier to remain silent, the Legate addresses me in a conversational tone. “Dispense with formalities a moment, though I fear I can’t offer you a seat this time.” Flashing a grin, his smile grows as he inspects Dastan and Sahb, though it falters once it returns to me, his eyebrow quirking in question. “You’ve... diminished since we last met. Troubles?” Switching to Sending, he adds, “Were you attacked and injured? Your Natal Palace has notably regressed.”
 
  
 
 What? He can see that? Playing it cool, I shrug and answer, “Oh. Nothing to worry about, I grew tired of the mountain view. Felt like I needed a change, but haven’t decided what yet.” It’s too depressing to think about...
 
  
 
 “A costly sacrifice for a change of scenery.” His tone remains unconvinced, but he doesn’t press for more.
 
  
 
 Costly? Not really, maybe a couple days work. Okay, a week or two, tops. I’d also have to make another me to sit inside the Natal Palace if I want to make it huge, but that’s no big deal. Those mental constructs are like blanks, with nothing going on upstairs, only doing what I tell them to do. It doesn’t even have to look like me if I don’t want it to, I could leave the original Fluffy Bunnykins in there if I felt like it. Answer the Legate, say something vague. “Sometimes, taking a step back lets you see the whole picture.” Oh shit. Can he see everything? Did he see me talking to myself? Or worse, did he see Blobby? Probably not, since I’m still breathing, but who knows. “Do you see everything in there?”
 
  
 
 Smirking, the Legate answers my question with two questions of his own. “Why do you ask? Have you something to hide?”
 
  
 
 Smarmy jerk. “See, sometimes I like to conjure up a few women and -”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” Still smiling, the Legate shakes his head with a rueful chuckle. “Oh you are a refreshing breath of fresh air.” Our private conversation comes to an end as he infuses his voice with Chi and Speaks for all to hear. “Warrant Officer Falling Rain and Attendant to the Divine Turtle, show us what gift you have prepared.”
 
  
 
 The Legate’s words elicit an audible gasp from everyone watching, and after a moment of silence, the city erupts into applause. This was the first time the Legate addressed anyone by name or rank. Hell, even the Marshals were referred to as ‘Imperial Servant’. Guess he wants everyone to know how much he values me, which is a nice gesture, but it doesn’t really cost him anything. Playing my part, I bow and wait for silence before I reply. “This humble servant has prepared several gifts for the occasion, most of which are geared towards the future of the Empire.” The Crier repeats my words for everyone to hear, including myself. It’s a little disorienting, like hearing a reverse echo, with the Crier’s voice sounding louder and clearer than even my own, but I push on. Gesturing to Dastan and Sahb, they hand over a chest to the Legate’s guards, who inspect its contents before bring it up for him to peruse.
 
  
 
 The Legate’s confusion is plain to see, but I hold my tongue and let him make the first move. Taking the thick, leather-bound book sitting on top, he flips it open and runs his fingers over the pages with an intrigued look. “This paper... it’s marvellously light and thin, more-so than any I’ve ever come across.”
 
  
 
 “A new process discovered by a group of brilliant minds in the North, working together towards the betterment of all.” I’m laying it on a little thick, but this is exciting. “Presently, paper is made from dried and pressed reeds in a lengthy and costly process. The book’s paper is made from tree bark, old linen rags, and hemp waste. Using a single water powered mill, my people can make hundreds of sheets in a single day at minimal cost, current estimates sitting at one copper per square meter with plenty of room to improve.” As if it’s an afterthought, I add, “The details of the paper-making process are all laid out on the first few pages, and this one hopes to share it with the Emperor and anyone else who so desires it.”
 
  
 
 Socialism, Ho!
 
  
 
 “Giving away ideas are we? And here I thought you were handing over a lucrative business industry.”
 
  
 
 The Legate’s good natured jest has an edge to it and I bow to hide my satisfaction. “If that is the Legate’s desire, then this one will comply.”
 
  
 
 Playing along, the Legate asks the question on everyone's mind. “Why then, do you intend to give away such a valuable discovery?”
 
  
 
 “For the betterment of the Empire.” Straightening up, I keep my shoulders slouched and head drooped, showing no pride in my accomplishments and that I care nothing for wealth. Truth be told, I’m not all that into money. It’s nice to have, spend and look at, but that’s about it. I suppose I’d feel differently if I were poor, but that’s how it usually goes. “While I could make a fortune by keeping the manufacturing process a secret and selling paper at an outrageous markup, any such profits are negligible compared to the benefits gained from the widespread distribution of cheap, affordable paper.”
 
  
 
 “How so?”
 
  
 
 This is going much better than expected. At least he seems interested and is taking part in the conversation. “Literacy is the foundation upon which all learning is built, and education intrinsically tied to economy. With cheap and affordable paper, the cost to learn reading, writing, and basic arithmetic drops to almost negligible levels, which will have far reaching effects throughout the Empire. Well-educated workers can perform tasks more efficiently, find new ways to improve profits, and become a new market for literary pursuits such as poetry or pleasure reading.” Unable to hide my excitement, I continue speaking, my voice faster and louder than before. “A higher literacy rate also lets us tap into a vast, untouched resource, the collective knowledge of the Empire’s working class. Generation after generation, knowledge is passed down from father to son, mother to daughter, but that’s where it ends. Who knows how much knowledge we've lost to time and tragedy? With improved literacy, it opens up the possibility for an exchange of ideas and theories, discourses on techniques and stratagem. While it might not seem like much to you or I, a farmer learning how to improve his yield of crops or a fisherman how to predict the weather could massively change their lives for the better. Losing tens of thousands of gold in profit to improve the lives of commoners across the Empire for generations to come, this one sees it as a small price to pay.”
 
  
 
 There’s so much more too, but sadly, my enthusiasm doesn’t seem to be catching on. The crowd sits silently while the Legate flips through my book. “What of the rest of it? There are several other items inside the chest and much more detailed in the book.”
 
  
 
 “Paper is but one part of the gift.” Gesturing for Sahb to step forward, I point at the buckle on his backpack. “This is a strap buckle which can be tightened and loosened with one hand.” Sahb helpfully demonstrates a few times while I scrounge through the bag and pull out a few miscellaneous items. “This is a caliper, you use it to quickly measure the distance between two points on a flat surface, which among other things allows for fast and accurate map making. This is scented soap made primarily from vegetable oil, not as harsh on the skin and leaves laundry smelling fresh. This is an ingot of cast iron, which is cheaper to produce than traditionally smelted iron, needing no refining or hammering, but at the cost of being more brittle and inflexible. I also have a crossbow on the wagon which is easy to build and can fire ten bolts per minute with minimal practice, perfect for hunting wild game or weak Defiled. The book contains step by step instructions to create all of these items and more, while the wagons hold examples of our work for the Legate to inspect. This one hopes the Empire can make use of them, improve on them, create new inventions and usher in a new age of prosperity for all.”
 
  
 
 Leaving the items in Sahb’s hands, I eyeball the Crier until the Legate waves him to silence. Leaning forward, I keep my voice low and whisper, “As for personal profits, there’s extra pages at the back of Imperial Legate’s copy which will not be shared with anyone else. Look them over and I’m sure you’ll find it of interest, especially the sections detailing paper money and money lending, both extremely lucrative concepts.”
 
  
 
 Boom. That got his attention. He doesn’t care about cradle-scythes that let you reap and lay out the grains for easy collection, a water-powered clock so villagers can tell time, or even a counter-weight catapult to launch death from afar. All he’s interested in is how these inventions will benefit the Imperial Clan, not the Empire as a whole. To that end, paper currency reads like a hegemony’s wet dream, allowing the Emperor to collect gold and silver in exchange for pieces of paper, with the eventual goal of switching over to paper currency with no inherent value besides that which the Emperor gives it.
 
  
 
 While paper currency will put more power into the hands of the Imperial Clan, I’m hoping it’ll blind them to the possibilities of everything else in my book. Maybe it’s arrogance speaking, but I want to believe there’s a reason I’m here in this world with my scattered memories. My first guess was so I could draw a bunch of silly captioned pictures for shits and giggles, but then I actually put some thought into it and decided to try and leave the world a little better than I found it. Alone, I can’t do much, but I can get the ball rolling in the right direction. Education is a powerful weapon, one which can change the world for the better. It’s not just about learning characters and numbers, but about laying the groundwork for each successive generation to discover and create new and wondrous things. Reducing poverty, improving the standard of living, passing on values, and preventing needless deaths from treatable illnesses, they’re all worthy causes, but basic human rights can’t exist while there is such a gross imbalance of power.
 
  
 
 My end game is this: once most people are no longer barely scraping by, they’ll be free to explore other options, like trying their hand at the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 Take the Behkai and other people of the Saint’s Tribulation Mountains for example. They don’t have a higher incidence of Martial Warriors because they’re naturally talented or harder working, but because every child is given a chance to learn and those who show promise are nurtured. If more peasants around the Empire grow to become Martial Warriors and take power, eventually there will be more soldiers from humble backgrounds than noble ones. Bloodless revolution is a child’s dream, because without a credible threat from their own people, the Imperial Clan will never consider any matters aside from their own self-interest. Add in a sprinkling of crossbows, catapults, Spiritual Guns, and other new, deadly weapons into the mix, and bloody conflict to right the balance of power is all but inevitable.
 
  
 
 Sometimes, things have to get a little worse before they can get a lot better, but thankfully, I’ll be dead and gone by the time any of this takes place. Maybe I’m wrong and things work out for the better, or you know, the Defiled kill everyone and nothing I do matters. Whatever happens, happens. In the meantime, I’ll do what I think is right.
 
  
 
 Feigning indifference, the Legate hands the book to his seneschal and gestures for his guards to take everything away. “Is that all?” he asks, sounding ever so slightly disappointed. He’s putting on a show, trying to make it look like he’s upset because I’ve presented him nothing which will benefit him.
 
  
 
 The Imperial Clan must have its tribute, after all.
 
  
 
 Shrinking back in mock fear, I shake my head and frantically gesture for Dastan and Sahb, who both run back to the retinue and collect four leather-wrapped items carried by four separate guards. Yuzhen’s suggestion to better sell the lie and make it look like a last minute gift and make my book seem less... threatening. “Certainly not,” I say, hiding my grimace as the Crier echoes my words. “This one would never dream of presenting Imperial Legate with so poor a gift.” On cue, Dastan and Sahb reveal the ‘last second gift’, once again causing Nan Ping’s inhabitants to audibly gasp as one. Four round, metal shields shimmer in the morning light, their surfaces engraved in flowing, disorderly inscriptions, both disorienting and pleasing to the eye. “This one presents Imperial Legate with these four Runic shields, crafted by one who would prefer to remain anonymous.”
 
  
 
 My Teacher Taduk, Medical Saint, Loving Daddy, all around great guy, and now, Runic Craftsman.
 
  
 
 He makes everything look so easy, crafting twelve Runic shields before running out of inscription materials. Resupply is kind of an issue, and even Yuzhen’s new friends from Central are having trouble procuring what we need. Now that the Empire knows we have a Runic Craftsman, there should be plenty of powerful factions willing to supply the needed materials in exchange for shields of their own, but I’d much rather keep those in house. It hurts enough giving away four shields to the Legate, but Yuzhen said a princely ransom would buy me plenty of goodwill from the Legate. More importantly, such a large gift (presumably) obligates the Legate to protect me and mine, lest he lose face and earn a reputation as an ingrate. Make no mistake, I will need his protection. Many will wonder what goodies I’ve kept for myself and the Bekhai, but with the Legate’s (publicly obligated) support, most will think twice before acting against us in the open. Even if the Legate doesn’t want to help us, he’ll have to at least pretend to be on our side, which should be enough to dissuade all but the greediest and well-connected of factions. This is exactly why Akanai forbade me from sharing knowledge of Panacea, because it is far too tempting a prize, even for the Imperial Clan.
 
  
 
 Heh. I’m starting to get the hang of this politics thing. Yuzhen only had to explain it three times before I got it.
 
  
 
 In the end, even though Taduk said all twelve shields were mine to do with as I pleased, I set four aside for this gift, gave six to Akanai and Baatar to hand out, and only kept two for myself. After much deliberation, I gave them to Dastan and Sahb because not only are they strong and important enough to warrant them, their fighting styles already incorporates a shield.
 
  
 
 Plus... they’re kinda Oath-sworn to defend me with their lives and with Runic shields, they’re much better equipped to do so. I may be new and improved, but I still have a healthy respect for danger.
 
  
 
 My lavish and practical gift is a stunning success and the Legate takes a minute to extol my virtues and thank the Bekhai and their mysterious Runic Craftsmen, words met with hearty cheers and thunderous applause. Flooded with relief at a job well done, I fall in line with my retinue and smirk at the other young talents, basking in the satisfaction of beating my rivals with my wallet and ingenuity. Everyone thinks the Runic shields are my most valuable gifts, but little do they know the knowledge bomb I’ve dropped in their midst. The people of this world aren’t stupid, they just lack proper motivation. Once companies see the value in research and development, they’ll begin investing in education and the rest will fall into place.
 
  
 
 Everything went perfectly as planned and now all I have to do is sit back and wait for someone to figure out indoor plumbing. No more pooping in pots and ditches, that’s the world I want to live in.
 
  
 
 With this, the North has ‘won’ twice in a row now and my fellow northerners are in high spirits, clapping their hands, stomping their feet, and chanting my name on the shores of Nan Ping Bay. After long minutes, the Legate stands up and holds his hands up for silence. Addressing the now silent crowd, he Speaks. “These nine exceptional young warriors are the future of the Empire. Standing at the forefront of their peers, they have each risen to prominence in their respective provinces.” Grinning as he makes eye contact with us one at at time, he adds, “However, I, and many others, have but one question on our minds: which of you is strong enough to claim the title of undisputed number one talent in the Empire?”
 
  
 
 Nan Ping erupts into ground-shaking applause once more, startling Blackjack into seeking shelter in Ping Ping’s shell. Already I can see the other eight young talents eyeing me with predatory gazes, hungry for the reputation which would come from defeating Falling Rain. Even Yan has the same idea, biting her cherry-pink lips as she wonders just how much stronger I’ve become. Chuckling beneath my breath, I study my would-be challengers one by one, strapping on Tranquility while the Crier lays out the ground rules. Too bad Mila isn’t here, I was hoping to see her beat everyone to a pulp and claim her rightful place as number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 No big deal. I’ll just have to take the title and hold it until she’s ready.
 
  
 
 Now... who’s first?
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      Chapter 334 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Chest swelling with pride, Dastan stood at the boss’s side and enjoyed the looks of confusion and consternation sent their way. Every time he heard someone utter the title ‘Undying Savage’, Dastan’s ire would rear its head and he’d be forced to quash it down. Now, after this stunning display of political acumen and foresight, who would dare call the boss a savage now? This ‘savage’ was more learned than most scholars, a seemingly endless font of insightful statements and so adept with numbers he could pass for a budding mathematician. Not only that, but most times the boss could look at an issue and easily discern the root of the problem, providing critical insight on how to solve the issue if not outright offering the solution itself.
 
  
 
 Had he not seen it all firsthand, Dastan would have thought there were two or more Falling Rains. How else could one man find enough time in a day to train, study, manage his retinue, and sleep?
 
  
 
 Considering the boss’s accomplishments, it wouldn’t be arrogant or pretentious for Dastan to say the other eight young talents of the Empire were lacking in comparison. Not only was Falling Rain more talented, harder working, and smarter, he’d also eaten more hardships than the other talents ate meals. Perhaps an over-exaggeration, Dastan amended, glancing at Wu Gam, Yong-Jin, and the two Oath-sworn bodyguards from the South, but not by much. Falling Rain’s empathy for the people of the Empire stemmed from having experienced their plight and he worked tirelessly to improve their lives in a multitude of ways.
 
  
 
 Dastan still remembered the boss’s passionate speech given deep under the earth on Yo Ling’s island. There, he’d condemned the Empire’s lack of innovation and the ‘systemic abuse’ of the lower classes, speaking of a day when the balance of power would shift from the few and back into the hands of the many. That fateful day would not be far now, perhaps only a generation or two away. Dastan might even live to see its culmination, and if so, he would die a happy man. Cheap paper was only the beginning, by the time literacy became commonplace, uncle Diyako and his colleagues would have the boss’s printing press all figured out, allowing for widespread distribution of information and exposing the crimes of the powerful for all to see. No longer would the nobles of the world be able to silence their detractors, not when thousands of tongues spoke out against them.
 
  
 
 And if that wasn’t enough to make the Emperor rethink his ways, then perhaps millions of crossbow and catapult armed revolutionaries led by Martial Warriors of humble origins would suffice.
 
  
 
 With the gift-giving portion concluded and the Legate’s intention for a public sparring match made clear, Dastan was confident that by day’s end, the whole of Central would know of Falling Rain’s exploits and within a week, the entire Empire. Brilliance and altruism aside, the boss was easily the most threatening contender present for the title of number one talent in the Empire and the other eight young talents knew it. By unspoken agreement, they all readied to take Rain out first, hoping to wear him down with successive challenges and seize the glory which would come from taking down this most dazzling of warriors, but unease and apprehension stayed their hands. None of them wanted to move first and lose the opportunity to study him in action. Although the Crier’s rules forbade killing your opponents, interference from bystanders, and leaving or destroying the stage, not much else was laid out, with multiple Healers taking the stage, ready to mend bones and reattach limbs. There were no defined rules for challenges, which favoured Central’s five Hwarang should they work together, but such was life.
 
  
 
 Even with the odds stacked against him, Dastan was certain the boss would emerge victorious. While his sparring record was atrocious, on this stage in front of so many warriors of the Empire and all of Nan Ping, not even Falling Rain would dare make light of this. When the Crier finally finished speaking, all three factions fell back to make room. The Southerners and Central put their backs to the north and south coast, while the boss’s retinue backed against the docks and the Legate’s dais closed off the square. All of Nan Ping fell into a hush as they waited with bated breath, eager to see which one of these nine young talents would rise above the rest and claim the title of number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Wholly unaffected by the pressure, the boss stepped forward and addressed his peers with confident smile. “Fellow young talents,” he said, his words and actions narrated by the Crier. “In the interest of fairness, I propose we hold a short, single elimination tournament. We each randomly draw a number and face off in pairs. The winners move on and whoever wins three matches in a row is our champion. Do you all concur?”
 
  
 
 Mitsue Hideo was the first to respond. “There are nine of us,” he sneered, tone implying the left out ‘fool’. “How do you propose to deal with the finals? A three-way match?”
 
  
 
 “Easily solved.” Pointing at one of his guards, Quyen Dienne said, “he will not take part. Now we have eight.”
 
  
 
 “This one wouldn’t dare dream of asking someone to sit out. Each of us has worked hard to make it here onto this glorious stage, haven’t we?” There was nothing in the boss’s tone which implied any hidden meaning but Dienne’s face flushed with anger as the audience chuckled at the implied slight. Feigning obliviousness, the boss pointed at Dastan and said, “I was thinking we introduce a dark horse to make things exciting. In the first round, I propose the ninth competitor faces my colleague, former Warrant Officer and current Expert of the Empire, the twenty-three year old Dastan Zhandos.”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide with surprise, Dastan’s heart sped up at the thought of exchanging pointers with the top talents of his generation in front of all of Nan Ping. Hands trembling in anxiety and excitement, Dastan stepped forward and bowed, playing the part of servile soldier. Rapping him on the chest, the boss Sent, “Stand tall. You’re representing the North today.” Speaking out loud, he continued, “Should Dastan here win, then he will step down and the numbers will be fine. If he loses, then in the next round, we redraw numbers and the fifth competitor faces a representative chosen by the South, who will also step down should he win. Seems reasonable considering Central’s number advantage, yes?”
 
  
 
 “And when the Southern... dark horse also loses?” Again, it was Hideo who spoke up, his companions in the Hwarang seemingly ambivalent about the entire process.
 
  
 
 Rain shrugged. “Then everyone who reached the finals has fought an equal number of matches, and we either have a three-way match or three separate one on one matches. Look, this is all pointless conjecture anyways, Dastan will win and render all these contingencies moot.”
 
  
 
 The blood drained from Dastan’s face and after a moment’s pause, Nan Ping erupted into a clamour as they reacted to the boss’s outlandish claims. While a twenty-three year old Expert might command respect on any other day, the boss’s confidence wasn’t exactly warranted in present company. The only person Dastan was confident about winning against was Seoyoon, the untried and temperamental young miss of the Ryo household. While Dienne and his bodyguards were unknowns, the rest were all well-known warriors in their own right. Mitsue Hideo and Yong-Jin were experienced soldiers, both tempered in bloody conflict. Wu Gam’s prowess with his Blessing of Earth was unheard of for a man his age, and although Du Min Yan didn’t share his illustrious reputation, for all Dastan knew she might be another Sumila of the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Undeterred by the jeers and boos of the audience, the boss had Silva number nine sheets of paper and fold them up, something which would have been seen as an extravagant waste only an hour ago. With the folded sheets in hand, Dastan followed behind Rain to meet their foes on centre stage, drawing numbers one by one and revealing them to the crowd. When Mitsue Hideo grimaced and revealed the number nine, Dastan’s stomach dropped in fear and he repressed a groan, wondering just what he’d done to deserve such a fate. Aside from being matched against the boss, this was the worst possible outcome and he estimated his chances for victory were a mere one in ten.
 
  
 
 And that was being optimistic. A consummate veteran, Hideo’s twin maces were mocked for being inelegant and unrefined in a province which valued style over substance, but his winning record spoke for itself. Only a handful of his opponents had withstood his opening charge and those who did were praised highly for their skill. Ryo Geom-Chi and Tam Taewoong were always one step ahead of Hideo, and while Fung and BoShui held their own against the two former legends, none of them truly gave it their all in the half-drunk restaurant spar.
 
  
 
 Once all the numbers were drawn, everyone returned to their positions aside from the first pair of duellists, Du Min Yan and a nameless guard from the South. Curious to see how the boss’s former lover would compare to Sumila, Dastan scrutinized Du Min Gyu’s adopted Disciple. A city-toppling beauty, Du Min Yan wore no armour or jewellery, stretching beneath the afternoon sun as if preparing for a light stroll instead of duelling in front of the largest audience the Empire had ever seen. Moving with a natural grace which seemed impossible to mimic, she studied her opponent from behind long, curled eyelashes. Her alabaster skin was so pale and perfect, she didn’t even need to powder her face, though a touch of shadow around her eyes and a hint of pink rouge on her lips accentuated her natural beauty.
 
  
 
 Confident, composed, and gorgeous, it's no wonder Du Min Yan had the boss’s affection. Lovely as they were, Sumila and Mei Lin couldn’t compare to this ravishing temptress who batted her eyes and smiled prettily at her stony-faced opponent. Unsheathing his great tulwar, the nameless southerner clasped his hands and bowed towards the Legate before turning back to Du Min Yan, arrogantly resting his curved sword on his shoulder instead of taking his stance. Pink lips turned in a pretty pout, Du Min Yan copied his actions, idly twirling her six-pointed shield and leaving her sword sitting in its sheath which hung off her shoulder.
 
  
 
 With both parties ready to begin, the Crier Spoke for all to hear. “Ready...Bow... Begin!”
 
  
 
 With his opening move, the thin-moustached southerner exceeded Dastan’s estimations and then some. Gripping his tulwar with both hands, he brought it crashing down towards his opponent in a deadly overhand swing, the blade moving faster than the eye could follow. Similarly defying his already high expectations, Du Min Yan easily defended herself with a casual flick of her wrist, catching the saber on the edge of her shield and diverting it aside. Feet rooted in place, her empty hand darted forward to grab the southerner by the neck, lightly holding him in place. The tulwar glanced off the wooden floor in a spray of splinters and the southerner’s stony visage broke into a mixture of rage and disbelief. With a devilish smirk, Du Min Yan asked, “Yield?”
 
  
 
 “Shameless harlot, you’ll-”
 
  
 
 In a decidedly unladylike manner, Du Min Yan drove her forehead into the Southerner's nose, his fragile bones giving way to the dense base of her twin horns. As he crumpled to the floor, Yan flicked her bloody hair aside and beamed for the audience, the first match over in a matter of seconds. A smattering of applause sounded from the audience as the Crier declared the match over, the loudest and most appreciative of which came from the northerners. The Southern shore sat silent, upset over their loss of face, and Central saw her as a northern upstart of half-beast heritage. They knew this victory was Central’s in name only, for in reality, Du Min Yan was a northerner through and through.
 
  
 
 Next up was the boss’s match against fairy Ryo Seoyoon. While Dastan worried the boss’s flirtatious ways might land him in trouble with the icy and buxom young woman, today’s Falling Rain behaved with impeccable manners, striding up with sword and shield and keeping any lewd glances in check. Far less dramatic than the first match, they exchanged a dozen moves before the boss neatly disarmed his callow opponent and stepped back to claim his victory. Unwilling to give in, Seoyoon’s proud and aloof appearance disappeared as her lovely, heart-shaped face twisted in rage, baring her perfect teeth in an alluring snarl as if ready to pounce on her opponent and take him down unarmed.
 
  
 
 So not an ice-queen but a fiery demoness. Intriguing.
 
  
 
 Luckily (or not, depending on the boss’s tastes, which evidence suggested ran the gamut), Seoyoon restrained herself and acknowledged her defeat, though judging by the dissatisfied scowls shot towards her sword-maidens, it wasn’t entirely by choice. It was no shame to lose to Falling Rain, soon to be acknowledged as the number one talent in the Empire. Knowing the next bout would be a farce, since Dienne had lucked out and been matched against his bodyguard, Dastan disregarded the last bout to prepare for his match against Hideo. Closing his eyes, he fell into Balance’s sweet embrace, having had an entire year to fix old bad habits. Stepping into his Natal Palace, he took a moment to marvel at its magnificence and reflect on how far he’d come.
 
  
 
 From its humble beginnings of a dark, empty void, Dastan’s Natal Palace had undergone extensive changes in the last year. Towering walls with gates modelled after Sanshu’s own surrounded a large, white-stone plaza, in the middle of which sat a replica of Dastan’s childhood home. Surrounded by beautiful and luxurious buildings, each one was filled with ‘necessities’, things like beautiful clothes, wondrous toys, training equipment, sumptuous feasts, and other pastimes more erotic in nature. In short, this world contained everything Dastan could need or want.
 
  
 
 Only it was about twenty times too small for him to fit inside and perfectly sized for the Natal Soul.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t to say Dastan enjoyed no benefits. Despite its silly and somewhat adorable appearance, the little creature was an incredible boost to Dastan’s Martial prowess. Taking over the role previously occupied by the Spectres, this tiny caricature helped Dastan passively Reinforce, Lighten and Stabilize. Their bond allowed for an unspoken, instinctive coordination between themselves and left Dastan free to focus on other, more timing-based Chi skills like Deflection and Amplification, a most useful advantage.
 
  
 
 The benefits from the Natal Soul didn’t end there either. Peering in on the large-headed, small-bodied facsimile, he watched it train against shadowy enemies with his axe and shield, slashing and bashing his enemies with unbridled aggression and child-like glee. A studious little fellow, it spent most of its time in training and happily shared its revelations and insights, passing them on through their bond with no need for words or actions. What’s more, as the Palace grew larger, Dastan also found his memory improving, able to memorize short excerpts from scrolls with a single glance or recall his sparring matches in frightening detail.
 
  
 
 All this with no conscious effort, a frightening boon to Dastan’s skills even without considering the ability to practise Chi skills inside the void. If this was Rain’s personally developed skill, then his brilliance was truly unmatched.
 
  
 
 Finally noticing his arrival, the Natal Soul beamed with joy as it soared over to tug on Dastan’s moustache. Fixing it with a mock-serious glare, he said, “Listen here now. You understand the stakes here? This is the most important match we have fought to date. There’ll be no fooling around today, you hear me soldier?” Leaping to attention, the Natal Soul snapped off a military salute and showed off its skills. After a year of training, the little Soul no longer waved his axe aimlessly about, executing a deadly combination of attacks with practised efficiency, though it ruined the atmosphere by sneaking hopeful glances at Dastan’s expression to seek his approval.
 
  
 
 So adorable. How could this sweet little mental son possibly be plotting to take over Dastan’s life? Vichear was overreacting. The boss might have some personal issues to work out, but lately, things seemed better than ever. There was absolutely nothing to worry about.
 
  
 
 Awoken by a pat on the shoulder from Jochi, Dastan nodded his thanks and unstrapped his Runic shield, removing the leather cover now that secrecy was no longer required. The fourth match had come to an end, with the expressionless Wu Gam standing over a battered and bleeding Yong-Jin, the latter in rough shape as a Healer tended to his internal wounds. The onlookers displayed a mixture of shock and intrigue, while the boss and other remaining competitors all wore similar frowns. Glancing at the older Sentinel, Jochi shrugged and Sent, “The little fox is a dangerous opponent, more in tune with his Blessing than any I’ve ever seen. I wager the bout would’ve ended instantly if he wasn’t so worried about killing his opponent. A few more years and Rain might be his equal, but as it stands, I fear our talented leader is outmatched.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his fear, Dastan pushed Wu Gam’s strength to the back of his mind and focused on his only opponent, Hideo. The pale-faced, powdered, and perfumed young noble was still awestruck by Wu Gam’s performance, but Dastan couldn’t count on this to last. He only hoped to survive the first exchange and not bring shame to the boss and the Zhandos name. Then again, he was nothing but a slave and a little more shame wouldn’t really hurt Dastan’s family name, a family of traitors who’d been so blinded by anger and greed they couldn’t see the simple truth dangling-
 
  
 
 “Hey.” Smacking Dastan on the back, the boss smirked and Sent, “Don’t worry about the crowd, don’t worry about your status, don’t even worry about winning or losing. Go out there and show the world you deserve to stand here, not as my underling but as my peer.” Chuckling, he added, “Besides, how strong could Hideo be? Wu Gam already showed how ridiculous he is, like a second Mila, so what are the chances there’s a third?”
 
  
 
 Musing over the boss’s words, Dastan’s shoulders eased and tension melted away as he shook with laughter. While Mitsue Hideo might be talented, hardworking, and experienced, he was but a mere mortal, nowhere close to the likes of Sumila, Wu Gam, and Falling Rain. Indeed, how could there possibly be so many monstrous talents in one generation? Hideo was probably no different from Zian or Song, both of whom Dastan had crossed blades with. While victory had not always been his, neither of his opponents had enjoyed a flawless record against him, and though they still held the advantage, it wasn’t by much. Even if Hideo was stronger, it wouldn’t be by much, which meant Dastan had more than a fighting chance. Slave or not, Dastan had proven time and time again that he deserved to stand alongside the greatest of his generation.
 
  
 
 And today, he would prove it to the Empire.
 
  
 
 Body loose and spirits high, Dastan strode forth with his axe and shield, ready to win glory for the North. After bowing before the Legate, Dastan smiled at his distracted foe and offered a word of advice. “Concentrate on this match. Worry about Wu Gam if you make it that far.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Smashing his maces together with a resounding clang, Hideo scowled and deigned not to reply. When the Crier announced, “...Begin!”, Hideo leapt forward in a powerful charge, closing the distance in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t a combined Form like the boss’s charge, merely an Amplified version of Traverses the Mountain, but still shockingly fast. Expecting this move, Dastan slipped to his right and caught the brunt of the charge on his new Runic shield. The inscription stopped any Reverberations from passing through, but it did nothing to dampen the Amplified swing and sent Dastan skidding across the platform. With his Natal Soul Stabilizing their body, Dastan regained control in time to block the second charge, though his arm went numb at the powerful impact.
 
  
 
 Not good. With how much Chi the Runic shield drained with each blow, he would last maybe another two dozen blows at most. He had to avoid the charge and to do that, he needed to be lighter, his reactions quicker, his footsteps faster. Responding to these thoughts, the Natal Soul Lightened his body and Dastan gave himself over to the Forms, his movements so light it felt like gliding across the platform. Hideo’s next charge barely grazed the Runic shield and as expected, it devoured less of Dastan’s Chi. Mind calm and body loose, he danced around his opponent like a bird flitting about a bull. An apt comparison, since his opponent focused primarily on the Bull Forms, his twin maces smashing about like horns as he trampled across the stage, leaving splintered wood and spraying water in his wake. In contrast, Dastan only needed Rising Steps from the Oriole Forms to avoid him, dodging blows whenever he could and blocking with his Runic shield when he couldn’t.
 
  
 
 Whether Hideo charged, leaped, or slowly advanced, Dastan accepted the challenge and met him head on, not intending to wear Hideo down or enrage him, but trying to avoid his opponent with the least amount of movement possible. This was nothing more than a sparring match with no one’s life at stake, so why waste such a perfect opportunity to sharpen his skills? Round and round they went as Dastan took Hideo on a merry chase, his axe never striking and his smile never slipping.
 
  
 
 After long minutes of dancing about, Dastan finally decided enough was enough when an errant swing of Hideo’s mace almost took his head off. Spotting an opening, a disruption in his opponent’s rhythm caused by fatigue, Dastan made his first attack of the match, slipping his axe through his opponent’s defence and lightly tapping his neck to leave a thin, barely perceptible line of blood. Still smiling, Dastan reversed his grip and clasped his hands. “Thank you for letting me win.”
 
  
 
 There was a single second of silence which stretched out into an eternity, and in that second, Mitsue Hideo’s expression went through a multitude of changes. Shock, anger, denial, then acceptance, his shoulders slumped as he admitted defeat and Dastan graciously accepted. While they both bowed towards the Legate, Nan Ping erupted into thunderous applause in what felt like the most heartfelt ovation of the day.
 
  
 
 Father, Mother, I, your son, have brought honour to the Zhandos name.
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Mind reeling from Dastan’s utterly domineering performance, I’m left with one question rattling around my brain.
 
  
 
  
 
 What in the actual fuck?
 
  
 
 Okay two questions. Has Dastan been holding back in our spars? Seeing him run circles around Hideo was an eye-opening master class in evasion and defence. Make no mistake, the beefy, pale-faced Flower Knight put on an impressive show with his powerful charges and Reverberating blows, but Dastan’s performance was utterly sublime, ducking, dodging, and weaving around the older warrior before seizing victory with a single strike. Breathless and exhilarated, my triumphant friend returns to my side wearing the silliest of smiles after proving his worth by running Hideo around like a clown. The crowd has yet to settle down as even the people of Central cannot contain their mirth, and infected by their good cheer, I grin and bring Dastan in for a one-armed hug. “Well done,” I Send, and nothing more needs to be said.
 
  
 
 When the cheering finally dies down, I head to centre stage to meet the other competitors and redraw our numbers. While we could go ahead with our current arrangement, I already said we’d redraw before hand because of the whole ‘odd person out’ thing, and if I alter the arrangement, it’ll look like I’m trying to avoid Wu Gam by fighting Yan instead. Truth be told, while I would rather leave him for last, I don’t really want to fight Yan either, but whatever will be, will be.
 
  
 
 Who knows? Maybe Yan’s been hiding her skills and will be next to awe us all. I suppose this tournament is gonna be harder than I thought...
 
  
 
 No words are exchanged as we draw our numbers and Yan purposely keeps her distance by standing on the other side of Wu Gam. The half-fox warrior takes it in stride, though his flattened ears and sneaky glances in her direction tells me there’s more to it. Are they friends? Do they chat and spar like Yan and I used to? I mean, they’re both in the Hwarang, both the only two demi-humans competing in our impromptu tournament, and both making a name for themselves in Central where racial tensions run the hottest, so they have a lot in common. As luck would have it, the two of them draw the numbers three and four respectively, so I suppose I’ll see how well they get along soon enough.
 
  
 
 There’s a weird and uncomfortable jealousy welling up inside me, and I’m not too thrilled about it. When Yan left, I told her to live her life, enjoy herself, meet new people and chase her dreams, but now that she has, I can’t help but resent her for listening. It’s stupid, we were never an item and I never made my feelings clear, but seeing her again has brought all the memories of our awkward, teenaged, war-torn romance flooding back, alongside all the false memories I’ve been trying to forget. Besides, I might be a horrible person. Lin and Mila are already more than I deserve, yet here I am pouting because a third woman didn’t spend a year and half pining over me.
 
  
 
 It’s not entirely my fault though. I wouldn’t be so worked up about it if she treated me like an old friend instead of a shameful secret. She didn’t even bring Zabu or Shana on stage with her, riding a stupid white horse instead so the audience wouldn’t get the wrong idea. I get that she’s trying to separate herself from the Bekhai, even though I have no idea why, but would it kill her to bring Zabu and Shana out to say hi? I miss the big angry floof, bad breath and all. How many pups did he have with Shana? They’re just over a year old now, which is the perfect age for cuddling. Stupid Du Min Gyu and his stupid politics, I thought he was a big shot in Central. Why’s he gotta be all sneaky like and avoid the Bekhai? Family squabbles? Public opinion? That’s weak man, popularity shouldn’t matter when you’re like a hundred years old, you sho-
 
  
 
 “Er boss?” Snapping out of my fugue, I glance up to see Dastan’s questioning look, wondering why I’ve returned from centre stage. “You’re up first.”
 
  
 
 That’s what I get for being distracted. “I know,” I say, a little more sharply than intended. Taking a deep breath, I calm my mind and scramble for an excuse. “I’m here, uh... for my new weapon!” Perfect. Shouldering my way through my soldiers, I give Mafu a pat on the nose as I reclaim my leather-wrapped weapon and unveil Unity for all of Nan Ping to see. Sitting in its axe form for easier transportation, I decide to keep its transformation a surprise and head back to meet my foe, giving the shiny new weapon a couple of practice swings while I go. The unfamiliar weight fills me with trepidation as I struggle to Reinforce enough to hold it one-handed, the task demanding every scrap of concentration I have. Hmm... why is this so difficult? It used to be way easier to walk and Reinforce... I guess I need to keep both hands on the weapon, but it’s not a style I’m familiar with. The binding ceremony was helpful and all, but like waking from a dream, the memories are vague and ethereal, more of a concept to keep in mind than actual experience. This marks the first time I’ll use my new weapon in an actual spar, with Tranquility still strapped to my wrist no less, but since my opponent is the Southern paper tiger Dienne, it shouldn’t matter too much.
 
  
 
 Gladdened by the prospect of bashing someone’s head in, I bow to the Legate before turning to my thin-moustached opponent with a grin. Not sharing in my good humour, Dienne looks down his nose at me and sneers in disdain. “You were fortunate enough to be paired against the woman in your first bout, but I will show the Empire your true worth, runt.”
 
  
 
 Since the Crier isn’t repeating Dienne’s words for all of Nan Ping to hear, I feel safe indulging in a little trash talk. “Big words coming from a man who matched with his underling. You didn’t even bother putting on a show, just had him turn around and present his ass for a kicking. Seemed rather adept at it too. Bet it wasn’t his first time bending over for you either, though probably the first time in public. Don’t worry, you can admit it. No judgment here, love is a beautiful thing.”
 
  
 
 I’ll never understand the mentality of those who can dish it out but can’t take it. Red-faced and veins throbbing, Dienne growls through bared teeth and rests his giant scimitar on top of his shoulder, readying to bisect me with a single chop. Regretting my decision to use Unity, I rest the axe-head against the platform and hold it defensively like a short staff, not exactly sure how else to use it.
 
  
 
 Ah no, Dienne’s chop will come from above so I should hold Unity horizontally to block.
 
  
 
 While my weapon is in transition, the Crier shouts, “...Begin!”, and Dienne makes his move, his blade moving in an overhead arc just as I expected. Abandoning my initial plan, I drop Unity’s head to the platform and step forward, kneeling so the haft is overhead. The impact hammers home and I hunker down, bracing my arms to keep Unity from smacking into the crown of my head. Metal on metal screeches as I Deflect the Amplified blow aside, scraping along my axe handle and into the platform as it slices through wood and rope like a hot knife through butter. While Dienne recoups for a second strike, I charge forward to end our match, forgetting how heavy my weapon is. Moving slower than expected, my ponderous swing gives my opponent plenty of time to skip back out of range, leaving me overextended and vulnerable to his counter.
 
  
 
 With a low stance, Dienne begins a giant horizontal swing but this time Unity is on the wrong side of my body to block it. Going with the momentum of my errant swing, I Lighten and vault around my weapon in an aerial cartwheel, saving myself from a world of pain as I land just in time to catch Dienne’s strike with the handle. Stumbling across the platform, I take a half-dozen steps back before finding my footing, suffering from the lack of Deflection as my hands go numb and stomach roils at the Reverberations. Directing the forces outward with a vigorous exhale, the residual power from Dienne’s blow is enough to tear my new shirt, the seams bursting apart at the shoulders from the violent discharge and leaving my back muscles twitching in pain.
 
  
 
 Okay, so maybe he’s not a paper tiger. He still has a shitty moustache though, so I have the moral high ground.
 
  
 
 Ripping my dangling sleeves off, I tuck them in my belt to sew back on later and heft Unity into both hands, giving it a small twirl to hide my trembling arms. Okay genius. How are you gonna deal with this schmuck? Charge in and stop his swing with a blow to the shoulder? You could, but that’s playing to his strengths and too risky. Throw your axe at him and go back to sword and shield? Too slow, he’ll be on you before you can loose, and even if you survive, you can’t block his attacks with one hand. Dodge the attack? Sure, let me just put on my fancy feet and channel my inner Dastan.
 
  
 
 Why are you having so much trouble? Dienne hasn’t demonstrated any flashy moves or incredible skills. In fact, thus far, he’s really only used the one, putting all his strength into a single massive, Reinforced, Amplified, and Reverberating slash. If he misses or his opponent counters, then he’s pretty much fucked, but risking bisection from his giant honking scimitar is easier said than done. After seeing Yan deal with his subordinate’s attack with a flick of her wrist, I’m shocked by how powerful this move really is. Either Dienne is much, much stronger than his bodyguard or Yan has a forearm of steel and perfect timing with Deflection.
 
  
 
 ...Why does that turn you on? Seek help you sicko.
 
  
 
 Okay, lets come at this from a different angle. What are Dienne’s weaknesses? His one move isn’t exactly mobile or meant for duelling, more for holding a static position against overwhelming numbers... Oh god, his style is tailored towards killing multiple charging opponents at once, you doofus! It’s meant for defending against charging hordes of Defiled! If he coordinates with his two bodyguards, they could probably hold a section of wall for hours using different variations of this one move, cleaving through flesh and bone and clearing their attackers away with every swing. I bet all the southern elites learn to fight like this, putting teamwork over individual accomplishment when it comes to the defence of their province. It’s probably how they held their Wall while the West fell, and also why Dienne came here with two nameless soldiers, because they fought side by side and earned this privilege as a team.
 
  
 
 Oops. Guess I owe him an apology for implying he doesn’t deserve to be here...
 
  
 
 While I reflect on my mistakes, Dienne slides forward inch by inch, his front foot planted in place and always ready to swing, ignoring my feints and waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike. Unable to decide on a proper plan of action, I’ve no choice but to retreat before him, the two of us circling about for the better part of a minute while Nan Ping slowly grows bored by our dancing. Ignore the jeering and focus. What are the odds you win a mutual exchange? Not high, his swing is much faster than yours, even though his weapon is probably equally as heavy. It’s not because of pure arm strength, but technique. He puts his whole body into the swing, everything from his toes to his shoulders and everything in between contributing to the attack. That’s not all either, at the moment of impact he does a push-pull sort of motion with his hands, the upper hand pushing the hilt away while the bottom one pulls it towards him, plus all the Chi stuff.
 
  
 
 Can you replicate it?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Maybe?
 
  
 
 Now’s probably not the best time to experiment though.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Voice dripping with smug superiority, Dienne continues his snail-like advance. “Is this all the great Falling Rain has to offer? How disappointing.”
 
  
 
 “New Spiritual Weapon,” I reply, the excuse slipping out before I can stop it. “Figured you’d be a good test subject.”
 
  
 
 It’s ridiculous how easy it is to needle him, his moustache quivering as he chokes on his rage. After a long second, he snarls and says, “Let me offer you a word of advice. Don’t bind that failure of an axe and throw it away. It brings shame to the Empire through its mere existence. If that clumsy weapon is any indication, then the North is not only lacking in talented warriors, but competent craftsmen too.”
 
  
 
 My mind blanks and vision goes red as I charge ahead, catching Dienne off-guard. The butt of my axe connects heavily with his shoulder, interrupting his attack mid-swing. Tranquility smashes into his face once, twice, and again, leaving him with a ringing head and chipped teeth. Booting him in the stomach, the air hisses from his lungs as his body skids across the platform. Leaping after my fallen foe, I bring Unity hammering down with a two-handed swing. Dienne rolls away and the platform explodes in a shower of splinters as he tries to bring his scimitar to bear, but with a roar of rage, I bash it aside and knock it out of his hands. Kneeing him in the face, I follow up with a heavy stomp on his shin and I’m rewarded with a meaty crack and a scream of pain. Dienne’s eyes roll back into his head and when they refocus, he finds himself staring down the barrel of my axe, hovering mere millimetres in front of his face. Lowering Unity, I press it into the hollow of his neck and force him to look me in the eyes. Struggling to hold my temper, I growl, “Count yourself lucky my betrothed didn’t hear you disparage her work, else you’d suffer far worse than a broken leg.”
 
  
 
 Insult me all you want, but talk shit about Mila’s wonderful work? Hell no. You’ll be lucky if I kill you before Mila breaks all your bones and feeds you to her forge.
 
  
 
 Okay, so axe-form Unity isn’t the prettiest or most elegant weapon in the world, looking more like a shallow-bladed club, but it functions beautifully. The balance is a little high, which shortens my range since I have to choke up on the grip, but if Dienne knew about Unity’s inner workings or saw it transform, his mind would explode at the complexity. I should shoot him for insulting this beautiful work of art, somewhere non-fatal but incredibly painful...
 
  
 
 After imagining myself shooting him in the junk a few times, I finally calm myself enough to step back and let the Healers do their work. Taking no satisfaction from my victory, I bow to the Legate and return to my retinue, with anger still burning hot in my chest, though slowly being displaced by my mounting shame. I shouldn’t have broken his leg like that, not without giving him a chance to yield. It was a dick move and I’m better than that, or at least I should be. I’m falling into a pattern of shitty behaviour, letting my darker nature take over whenever I lose my temper. While rage might make me stronger, if this keeps up, it’s only a matter of time before the Spectres are back, and this time I won’t have Baledagh to take the blame or Blobby to keep me clean anymore.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, the applause for my victory is scattered and weak, with none present too impressed by my frenzied assault. While strength is everything, these spars are about more than winning and for the first time, I understand why. It’s about showing your skill, your superiority, and why you deserve the title of Number one talent in the Empire. Even though I won, it was more luck than skill considering the risks I took charging in like that. The way they see it, if we fought again, it’d still be even odds on who wins, nothing like the overbearing victories claimed by Yan, Dastan, or Wu Gam.
 
  
 
 Ugh. I wanna curl up and hide away with something cute and cuddly...
 
  
 
 After so much rough treatment, the platform looks like its ready to fall apart, but the Legate came prepared. Calling for an intermission before the next match, we stand around and watch as servants run in and replace the crumbling areas with new sections of undamaged rafts. Working with well-practised efficiency, it’ll only be a few minutes before they’re finished with their repairs, leaving the platform in tip-top shape for Wu Gam and Yan’s bout, both participants already waiting on opposite sides of the ‘arena’.
 
  
 
 Forcing myself to focus on something other than Yan’s delectable booty, I study the deadpan Wu Gam instead. Truly a fearsome competitor, this young demi-human will be a tough nut to crack, easily fending off Yong-Jin’s fearsome assault with little to no effort before bringing him down with a poke of his staff. Most people think a staff is a weapon for peasants, but a proper war-staff is a whole different beast. The lack of a bladed head allows for better balance and it doesn’t really matter if a staff doesn’t pierce your flesh if it crushes bones and organs instead. As for Wu Gam himself, his expression leaves no clues to his inner thoughts, but his twitching silver-furred fox ears give him away. He’s obviously troubled by something, and judging by the way he keeps looking away from his opponent’s face, I’d wager it’s because someone has a crush on Yan. Can’t blame him either, Yan is... your friend. No more objectifying her. Stop it. Bad libido.
 
  
 
 On the other side, Yan’s lost her flirty smile and fluttering lashes, taking this match more seriously than her last. Unsheathing her sword, she flourishes it about before taking her stance, shield forward and sword at her side. Rather than a standard double-edged jian so popular with Central’s nobles, Yan’s second Spiritual Weapon is a little more exotic, a wide... sword(?) bearing a distinctive wavy-edged blade and a concave tip, sort of like a butterfly’s wings. It looks more like a solid, flat fan than a proper sword, and as she moves it about, I notice it’s not only wider at the tip than the base, but also almost paper thin. A lightweight, doubled-edged weapon meant for cutting? Even if Honing does most of the work, a heavier blade adds a great deal more power to a swing, so it’s not exactly an optimal weapon. I can’t exactly see why such an exotic design is necessary, but I bet Mila could explain.
 
  
 
 Once the stage repairs are complete, both combatants step forward and the Crier begins his countdown. Yan’s six-pointed shield and weird, wavy sword won’t win in a head on clash with Wu Gam’s heavy stone staff, but my worries are all for naught. As if having read my mind, Yan’s strategy is straight out of my playbook, taking her distance the moment the match begins. Standing in place with his staff resting against the platform, Wu Gam gazes at Yan with a forlorn expression. “You should yield,” he says, his voice higher pitched and more melodic than expected. “You cannot win.”
 
  
 
 Eyebrow twitching, Yan purses her lips and narrows her eyes, annoyed by his patronizing tone. Flashing an insincere smile, Yan replies, “I’ll speak slowly so you understand, you hard-headed halfwit. You’re strong, but nowhere near strong enough to make me yield without trying. Victory or defeat can only be determined after a match is fought, so less talking and more fighting brick for brains.”
 
  
 
 Oh good, so they’re not friends. Hooray! I still have a chance.
 
  
 
 ...Aw, now I feel bad for Yan. Did she not make any friends the whole time she was here?
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 Standing before the largest audience the Empire had ever seen, Du Min Yan felt neither anxiety nor fear. This was her moment in the sun, with millions of people watching as she faced off against her formidable opponent, Wu Gam. His match against Yong-Jin showed just how strong the fetching half-fox warrior was, easily dispatching a veteran soldier of nine years with a single thrust of his long, thick staff. As much as she wanted to joke around about it, if he were to hit her with a similar thrust, she’d fare much worse in comparison considering she lacked Yong-Jin’s brawny frame and steel breastplate. Not that the armour did him any good against her opponent’s overwhelming physical strength, exploding inwards and embedding Yong-Jin’s taut flesh with shards of sundered steel.
 
  
 
 The Mother truly loved to play favourites, but Yan herself was Blessed too.
 
  
 
 With his adorable silver-fox ears and unremarkable build, Wu Gam might as well be a second Mila, both of their lithe, slender frames hiding an absurd amount of power. Thankfully, while Wu Gam might rival Mila in pure physical strength, he lacked her dominating presence and deadly grace. Though it shamed her to admit it, when Yan discovered Mila’s absence on stage, she felt a surge of relief and said a small prayer of thanks. After eighteen months of gruelling training and first-rate instruction, Yan had risen farther along the Martial Path than she previously believed possible, and still she wasn’t confident about winning a match against the Mila she remembered, much less one a year and a half stronger. In contrast, Wu Gam was a slow, ponderous man who moved with deliberate care and rarely lifted his feet during spars, a weakness Yan intended to exploit with no remorse. Beat Wu Gam, beat Falling Rain, maybe beat that impressive pretty-boy Dastan for fun, and claim her title as number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 After all his hard work and sacrifices, she owed Grandpa this much at least.
 
  
 
 Blowing out a long breath, Yan reached for Balance and immersed herself in the Blessing of the Divine Wind, keeping Grandpa’s teachings in mind. ‘One cannot tame the wind, only shape the setting so the wind chooses to follow your will’. Wind was a capricious element and while many believed it embodied freedom and liberty, like any other force of nature, it followed a strict set of rules which governed its behaviour, arbitrary though those rules might seem. Yan spent many a night studying various dusty texts on how the wind behaved and how it could go from gentle breeze to cataclysmic hurricane, all so she might learn to harness its destructive power.
 
  
 
 Having long since familiarized herself with the surrounding conditions, Yan waved her lightweight Spiritual Battle-Fan back and forth, testing how the air around her reacted to small changes in pressure while going over what she knew. A strong western breeze fluttered in from over the cold waters of the bay, displacing warmer air in an updraft where water met land and creating a cyclical convection over the docks. Constantly in flux, the air here was humid and unstable, cresting and subsiding like the waves of the bay, the wind whipping about as hot and cold vied for supremacy. All this meant her long-ranged attacks would require more effort to produce and maintain, with her external Chi easily broken down by a natural flurry of wind, but her attacks would also be heavier and more impactful were she to harness the natural opposing forces. Not the best place to display her talents but not the worst either, unlike Wu Gam’s current predicament. There wasn’t much he could do with the Blessing of Earth while standing on a floating platform in the middle of a bay. An unfair advantage? Perhaps, but Yan was happy to exploit it.
 
  
 
 Like Rain once said, all’s fair in love and war.
 
  
 
 Dismissing all thoughts of the arrogant, amber-eyed idiot who couldn’t even remember to smile for her, Yan focused on the task at hand, defeating Wu Gam. Throughout her preparations, the lunkhead stood in place with his staff in hand, shoulders slumped and head hung low, wearing a doleful expression as he waited for her first move. Such arrogance, playing the part of chivalrous hero in a match this important, allowing the ‘little lady’ the first move. Where was his zeal and drive for victory? So handsome but so dull, it annoyed her to be treated like a damsel playing at games of war.
 
  
 
 Gathering her Chi into her battle-fan, Yan harmonized with the flow of air and prepared her strike, a nail-length wisp of Chi which mimicked the properties of Wind. Slashing the empty air before her, she sent the wind blade lancing towards Wu Gam and watched it cut a hole in his robes and reveal a sliver of pale, white skin beneath. Though most of the audience missed it, Wu Gam lifted his head as his eyes went wide in surprise, more shocked than injured by her attack. Pleased by his reaction, Yan smirked and said, “You’re not the only one with an Awakening.” Dumbass.
 
  
 
 The damage done was minimal, barely nicking the surface of his chest. Such were the limits of practising Chi skills without a Natal Palace, but even though Yan knew the attack represented the upper limits of her abilities and cost her a tenth of her Chi reserves, Wu Gam couldn’t be certain of the same. For all he knew, her attack was merely a warning telling him to take the match seriously lest she cut his throat from a distance, which meant he had no choice but to close the distance. Taking a defensive stance, he held his staff like a spear and cautiously advanced, finally treating her like an opponent instead of a fair maiden to woo. Not that she minded his shy blushes and stolen glances, but there was a time and a place for having her fun and this certainly wasn’t it.
 
  
 
 Knowing her opponent liked taking his sweet time, she held her ground, used her Runic ring to restore her spent Chi, and waited for her moment. Step by careful step, Wu Gam shuffled forward on the swaying platform while Yan smiled and waved her fan back and forth, rotating it in the palm of hand and building her Chi within it. All the movement and pageantry wasn’t necessary, but it helped her get a feel for the wind so she could mimic it, a crutch of sorts until she could correctly visualize the process on her own. Her Wind Sliver was nothing compared Grandpa’s massive, multi-layered Wind Chakram, but it wasn’t the only skill at her disposal, nor was it the most powerful, merely her skill with the longest range.
 
  
 
 The first part of Yan’s plan had worked perfectly, drawing Wu Gam out of his comfort zone and forcing him to advance. Unfortunately, his staff still held the advantage in range which meant Yan had to act soon and execute her plan flawlessly lest she be spattered across the stage by an errant swing.
 
  
 
 Honestly, having so much strength was practically cheating.
 
  
 
 Once Wu Gam was almost in range, Yan drew her arm back for an attack, reminiscent of her first wind blade. Reacting to her feint, Wu Gam balked and drew his staff back defensively, giving Yan the opening she so desired. Bounding across the platform, she closed the distance and caught Wu Gam on the back foot, the blockhead realizing his mistake a heart-beat too late. Having slipped past his optimal range, Yan opened with an uppercut from her six-pointed shield aimed directly at his exposed hands. The impact shot up her arm and Wu Gam barely moved, as if she’d smacked a damned boulder instead of a human hand, but she followed through with a downward chop at the same target. Circling left to avoid his counter strike, Yan kept her battle-fan ready to block or strike and relied only on her shield for offence, smashing it against his exposed hands as she ducked and dodged his attacks. She got in six good hits before Wu Gam stepped forward to shove her away, at which point she was forced to retreat from his assault and skipped away to take her distance once again.
 
  
 
 Exhaling to calm her nerves and steady her breathing, Yan stifled a grimace as she gazed upon Wu Gam’s hands, still pale and unmarked despite her best efforts. The Honed edges of her shield failed to pierce his skin, glancing off the invisible protective layer of Earth Chi sitting just under his skin. Were it not for his distraction and ‘gallantry’, Yan’s first attack would have never made a mark. A powerful offence paired with his formidable defence, two factors which made Wu Gam a most formidable opponent.
 
  
 
 No matter. His Earth-Chi didn’t make him invulnerable and his reserves were finite. Through quality or quantity of attacks, Yan’s plan was to wear her opponent down and seize victory, a simple, but risky endeavour considering he could end it in a single strike. Luckily, although Wu Gam’s expertise with the Blessing of Earth was astounding, his basic Martial Skills and experience were utterly lacking in comparison. If Yan had a spear or another weapon with a range greater than his, her plan would be much easier to carry out, but unfortunately, her shield and battle-fan were all she had to work with.
 
  
 
 While Grandpa could easily afford a third Spiritual Weapon for her, Yan refused to be the first to bring it up. He’d already done so much for her, accepting her into his family and sacrificing his holdings and reputation to defend her from his ungrateful relatives, how could she bear to ask for more? All she wanted was to show the world the truth, that Du Min Gyu was still sound of mind and the greatest Mentor in the history of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Raising her battle-fan, she repeated her previous actions and Wu Gam played along like an obedient child, taking a defensive stance so she could slip in and attack, dancing and weaving about as she hacked and slashed away, only to escape before he could mount a proper counter-offensive. For long minutes, the half-fox warrior became Yan’s training dummy, helpless to respond to her measured aggression as she chipped away at his defences, using only her shield while keeping her battle-fan in reserve. As she raised her battle-fan to begin her fifth assault, Wu Gam finally smartened up and didn’t fall for the feint, holding steady to fend her off with a warding thrust.
 
  
 
 About damn time too. Why are the pretty ones always so stupid?
 
  
 
 Charging forward, she struck out with her battle-fan and unleashed the power she’d been accumulating the entire match. Teeth bared in a grin, Yan’s spirits rose as her weapon made contact with Wu Gam’s staff and sent five blades of wind hammering into his chest. Reeling from the attack, Wu Gam staggered away and she pressed her advantage, advancing on Wu Gam with a flurry of strikes. Knee, shoulder, hand, and belly, she battered whichever target presented itself, desperate to end the match here and now. Her surprise attack left her Chi reserves dangerously low, which meant she had to break through his Earthen defences soon if she hoped to win.
 
  
 
 Robes in tatters and chest dripping in blood, Wu Gam rallied from her onslaught of attacks and countered with one of his own, his staff lancing out to buy him space. Twisting her body aside, it took all the strength she could muster to parry his thrust, reluctant to waste more Chi on Deflection. Shoulder sore from the attempt, the pain bought her an opportunity to slash Wu Gam’s throat, praying he wouldn’t bleed out before the Healer reached him. Her battle-fan hacked at his neck and she waited for the spray of blood, but to her dismay, it never came, her Honed sword sliding across taut skin without leaving a mark.
 
  
 
 Then, his staff smacked into her bicep and Yan watched the world sail by before her vision went dark.
 
  
 
 Coming to with a gasp, Yan sat up and immediately wished she hadn’t, collapsing back into the arms of her attendant, a sweet, matronly woman named Eun who made the tastiest dumplings and loved to fuss about Yan’s scandalous outfits. “Tch, sweet child, rest your head,” Eun said, gently stroking Yan’s cheek as she closed her eyes. “You gave me a great fright with your nasty fall at the end there, opened up a big gash on your pretty little cheek, all full of splinters and such. Broke your shoulder too, but thank the Mother for the Legate’s Healers, fixed you right up they did.”
 
  
 
 “I lost?”
 
  
 
 “That you did sweet child, but you gave it your best. Oh it’s such a shame you weren’t awake to hear it, the applause was almost too much for my old heart to handle.”
 
  
 
 Dammit. She should’ve stayed in bed this morning. “Who won the next match?” Perhaps with Wu Gam’s Chi reserves low, Rain finished the job.
 
  
 
 “It hasn’t started yet dearie, that Falling Rain insisted on a break so Wu Gam could recuperate. Not a bad fellow, and handsome too, although Wu Gam isn’t too bad either.” Yan opened her eyes to find Eun fanning herself with her hand, the greying, plump woman wearing a devilish smile. “You put on quite the show for us ladies, shredding his robes up like that. If it weren’t for all the blood, I wouldn’t have been able to tear my eyes away from his bared chest and chiselled stomach.”
 
  
 
 It was a game they played often, gossiping about every handsome man in sight. “Mhmm, a shame I didn’t have time to properly appreciate it.” Forcing herself to her feet, Yan swooned in place as the blood rushed to her head, but she grit her teeth and endured it. She was back on the sidelines again, forced to stand furthest from the centre by her ‘peers’ in the Hwarang because she was a demi-human and a woman. Flower Knight was a stupid name anyways, she only joined to prove her strength and show that she deserved to be the Disciple of Du Min Gyu, but her efforts did nothing to stop her detractors.
 
  
 
 And now that she failed, Yan might never get the respect she deserved. Bah, if only she’d won...
 
  
 
 Wearing new robes and looking none the worse for wear, Wu Gam sat cross-legged on the platform, immersed in quiet meditation. Leaning against his... axe, Rain waited across the stage from his opponent with a bored, inattentive expression, watching Wu Gam with half lidded eyes and drumming his fingers in impatience. After their long absence, Yan was surprised by how much he’d changed, plumping up rather nicely in all the right places from what she saw while he changed in the streets. While she appreciated the free show, she was still miffed he’d forgotten to smile for her like he’d promised to before she left. Instead, he treated her to a vacant, confused expression like someone trying to remember who she was, not at all how she expected their reunion to go.
 
  
 
 How frustrating. She should have taken action when he had no working arms to defend himself. Surely he’d remember her then, but now it was too late...
 
  
 
 Even now as she caught his attention, all he did was smile and look away. No lustful stare or suggestive smirk, no concealed wink or mouthed message, just a stupid, polite smile. It was probably her makeup, or those jewels she’d worn in her hair. They didn’t suit her and he was too polite to say so. Ugh, she wanted nothing more than to head over to his camp and catch up on old times, but Grandpa couldn’t afford to publicly side with the People. Doing so would cost him his last few remaining allies, and he needed them on his side for a chance to prove himself during this First Imperial Grand Conference.
 
  
 
 Yan wished she could do more to help, but her only chance just slipped through her fingers when Wu Gam refused to fall.
 
  
 
 Choking down her bitter defeat, Yan sighed and waited for the final match to begin. Unfortunately, although she wanted Rain to win, after seeing how poorly he’d fared against Dienne, a victory for the North seemed unlikely. Stupid, arrogant idiot, Rain should have gone ahead with the final match without giving Wu Gam time to rest. Pride was one thing and victory another. He was too clumsy with the new axe, unfamiliar with how it handles and unable to use it to its full potential. While his reputation was greater than ever and there was the whole spectacle with him Awakening in the bay, it seemed like Rain’s progress was lacking compared to her own.
 
  
 
 Which made her feel a little better about losing, but not by much. She’d been looking forward to sparring against him again, although she’d prefer a more... secluded venue.
 
  
 
 After another quarter hour of waiting, Wu Gam stood and indicated he was ready to begin. Flashing his insolent smile, Rain tilted his head and asked, “You sure? I don’t mind waiting until you’re fully rested. I wouldn’t want anyone claiming I had an unfair advantage.”
 
  
 
 There it was, Rain’s casual conceit which naturally oozed from his every pore. It wasn’t the haughty disdain or smug hubris other nobles shared, but a more subtle, cheeky presumption he couldn’t contain. Thinking everyone was as talented as him or selling medicine to his competitors, and now stating he wanted a clean, unblemished victory, this was just the sort of charming arrogance Rain was full of.
 
  
 
 “This one has rested enough,” Wu Gam replied, taking no offence at Rain’s statement.
 
  
 
 “All right then. Let’s do this.”
 
  
 
 Both men bowed and took their places, Wu Gam with his staff and Rain with his axe, neither one the least bit nervous as the Crier announced the start of their match. In the opening seconds, both men stood in place, neither one in a rush to exchange blows. Fiddling around with the haft of his weapon, Rain smiled and said, “I had some time to think while you rested, and I’ve a few things I’d like to share. You’re an impressive rival and your Awakening is so practical I’m bursting with envy. Easily the most formidable youth I’ve come across in all of Central.”
 
  
 
 Yan couldn’t resist smiling as Wu Gam asked, “Only Central?” So the lunkhead had some pride after all, but too bad for him, he would always be second best to Mila.
 
  
 
 “Yep.” Unstrapping his shield, Rain slung it around his shoulder and pulled on a loose strap, tightening the shield against his back. More arrogance. If he intended to put a weapon away, why wait until the match began? “Personally, I’m more impressed by Dienne and his two comrades from the South. They train to kill Defiled. That’s what they do, it’s all they train for, it shows in their movements, and I respect that. You, on the other hand,” Rain said with a shake of his head, “you’re more talented and stronger than I am, but your basic skills are a little lacking and your performance far from overwhelming. Do you even have an Aura?”
 
  
 
 “I do.” Wu Gam’s voice was a little strained, Rain’s taunting finally getting through.
 
  
 
 “Oh. Good for you.” Thank the Mother the audience couldn’t see her smile as Yan enjoyed Rain’s needling. “Your Mentor did you a disservice focusing so much on your Awakening at the cost of your foundation, which is the only reason why I can still beat you.”
 
  
 
 Wu Gam snorted softly. “Prove it.”
 
  
 
 “Oh I will. Watch.” Stretching his arms out to either side, Rain lowered his defences and closed his eyes, standing in place and inviting Wu Gam to attack. Wary of a trap, the fox-eared warrior settled into his stance and waited, but nothing came of it. Peeking out from one eye, Rain grinned and said, “See what happened there? I gave you the perfect opportunity to strike but you didn’t take it. You didn’t even think about taking it, a costly mistake. Was it because you’re afraid? Of course not, you’re Wu Gam! You think you’re going to win regardless, because you’ve always won before. To you, victory is a foregone conclusion, merely a matter of time. That’s why you let chances pass by, why you don’t seize every opportunity, and why you don’t fight with everything you have. You don’t hunger for victory, you believe it will always come to you, a mistake you won’t make again, not after I defeat you today.” Lifting his axe from the ground, Rain flicked it to the side and Nan Ping gasped as the blades slid up the shaft and clicked into place, transforming from axe to glaive in one smooth motion. Waiting for the crowd’s surprise to die down, Rain shrugged apologetically as he took his stance. “I’m going to charge and stab you in the stomach now, so try not to die.”
 
  
 
 And then true to his word, Rain did just that.
 
  
 
 Balance on Windy Leaf into Pierce the Horizon, a combination she’d seen Rain practice countless times before, but today’s Rain was a whole different beast. Leaving shattered wood in his wake, he dashed across the stage in the blink of an eye and pierced through Wu Gam’s defences like they didn’t exist. Flying back in a spray of crimson blood, the half-fox crashed into the soldiers of Hideo’s retinue, bowling over a dozen people before coming to a stop. Healers rushed in to tend to the wounded and for long seconds, Yan and all of Nan Ping stood in silence, eyes wide and mouths open in utter disbelief as they watched Rain casually flick the blood off his glaive before bowing to the Legate.
 
  
 
 And just like that, the match for the title of number one talent of the Empire came to an end, the victor decided in a single exchange.
 
  
 
 Fucking. Unfair.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 337 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Gazing out at my adoring fans, I soak in the applause and adulation I so desperately desired for so many years. With no cheats, the roughest of starts, and almost dying countless times along the way, I’ve finally made it big. It’s taken me seven long years to get where I am, standing at the forefront of my peers as the number one talent in the Empire. While even I don’t believe I’m the strongest person under twenty-five, no one in Nan Ping can deny I have the qualifications to be here, having defeated my rivals in single combat for everyone to see. This is my moment of glory, my time in the spotlight, the acclimation and renown I’ve dreamed of for so long.
 
  
 
 So why does it feel so... empty?
 
  
 
 Probably because Baledagh isn’t here to share this with.
 
  
 
 I miss him...
 
  
 
 For years now, I’ve tried to pretend like this wasn’t what I wanted. This was my silly little brother’s dream, he’s the one who wanted to be a hero. Me, I was more mature about it, wanting nothing more than a nice, comfy life with my family and pets, but it turns out that’s not true. I’ve always wanted the best of both worlds. That’s why I balked at the idea of giving up on the Martial Path to focus on Healing, because I wanted to ride in to save the day, lead armies against the dark lord, or go on a quest to save the world. To be fair, who doesn’t want to be the hero of their own story? Why else would I have been placed here, in this world with memories of my former life? Am I meant for something greater than I can imagine, or am I merely the result of some giant, cosmic mistake?
 
  
 
 Then again, maybe you feel bad because you cheated to win.
 
  
 
 Guilt compels me to check on my fallen opponent, being tended to by one of the Legate’s Healers. Poor Wu Gam, his fox-ears droopy and jaw slack, sitting there in a daze and trying to figure out why he froze during our fight while the Healer puts his intestines back where they belong. I did my best to avoid his spine, but even then it can’t feel good getting stabbed in the stomach, not to mention getting beaten in one exchange. I had no choice, his match against Yan had me shitting bricks, wondering how I’m supposed to beat either of them. Wu Gam has overwhelming power combined with impenetrable Chi-armour, how is that even remotely fair?
 
  
 
 Then there’s Yan, whose style I can barely recognize anymore. It’s been a year and a half since her Awakening, only a few days ahead of my first, but here she is chopping up fools with wind blades while I’m spitting water for party tricks. Unfair. As much as I love Baatar and Akanai, their whole ‘figure it out for yourself’ mindset has me more than a little irked. I’m sure it worked out great for them, but different people learn in different ways. It doesn’t really matter, I don’t know any Water Blessed Martial Warriors to ask for advice, having killed the only one I ever met.
 
  
 
 I wish Ping Ping could speak. Hurry up and turn human so you can teach me your ways.
 
  
 
 It’s a shame Yan lost, but she’s a big girl, she can handle the disappointment. She did a real bang up job though, I thought she won for sure when she slashed his throat, but Earth-Chi is too OP. Sadly, it’s clear she was the underdog from the start. Anyone watching could see she gave it her all while Wu Gam was happy to wait for his moment, because frankly, he could afford to. If all he wanted to do was win, he could’ve ignored Yan’s attacks and splattered her across the stage during their first exchange, but he didn’t. He’s a big old softy I suppose, making moon eyes over Yan instead of caring about the title, but knowing her, she won’t appreciate his ‘chivalry’.
 
  
 
 Anyways, after he broke Yan’s arm, he looked more worried than happy, and that’s when I decided I couldn’t let him win. He wouldn’t appreciate it and I did him a favour. With his Earth-Chi armour and powerful physique, he holds a staggering advantage over his peers, but that won’t last forever. Fung beats him through superior range, Zian through martial superiority, and BoShui... well, BoShui probably loses, and so does Dastan, but it’s okay. Better he learn his failings here and now than out on the battlefield against the Defiled.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering the rumours surrounding his eccentric mentor, I may have just signed his death warrant. I really hope that doesn’t happen, I feel guilty enough about cheating as it is...
 
  
 
 To be fair, it wasn’t exactly cheating per se. It’s not like I drugged his food or stabbed him while no one was looking. All I did was use my Beyblade Aura to make him flinch and lower his defences before the moment of impact. It’s no big deal, only honour-bound idiots like Gerel would consider it cheating. Winning through superior Aura is a legitimate strategy, like laying in wait for an ambush or attacking while your enemy is distracted. All’s fair in love and war. I worked hard to Hone my Aura, so why shouldn’t I use it? I mean, no one thinks Wu Gam using his Blessing of Earth is cheating, so why should using my Aura be any different?
 
  
 
 I understand the general mindset is that, in battle, there will always be multiple overlapping Auras, so crushing one person’s Aura is pointless and more effort than it’s worth, but my Honed Aura is different. It’s not like I just came up with the idea either, this is something I’ve been practising for months now, mostly with Gerel. The idea is simple: instead of shattering my opponent’s Aura, which takes too much time and effort, all I do is give it a little poke at the right time. A sharp, Honed poke, but a poke nonetheless. This takes much less effort and Chi than breaking an Aura and, assuming I successfully kill my opponent, it accomplishes the same goal of removing an enemy Aura user from the field. As cool as it is to crush my enemies’ Aura and render them helpless with my all-powerful Beyblade Aura (God I need a better name for this), it’s always a risky gamble. If I come across someone with an Aura too strong to break, by the time I realize it and give up, I’ll have already squandered significant amounts of Chi powering the Beyblade.
 
  
 
 So, after pondering on the matter for some weeks, this was my solution, to use my Beyblade Aura (sigh) for a brief, infinitesimal moment and catch my opponents off guard. Essentially, my Aura penetrates through their defences and renders them helpless, but only for a fraction of a second. Timed properly, it allows me to attack while they’re still reeling from my Aura, leaving them shocked and helpless before me. It’s pretty fun, the first time I successfully used it against Gerel, I gave him a black eye and a fat lip. In retaliation, he chopped off both my legs above the knees and called me a deceitful trickster. The man has zero chill, and the lack of Spectres has not improved his mood.
 
  
 
 I still can’t believe Baatar made him the Iron Banner’s spokesperson. He’s not exactly what I’d call friendly customer service. Then again, maybe that’s exactly why Baatar made him the Iron Banner’s spokesperson...
 
  
 
 When the applause finally dies down, the Crier invites me to approach the dais. Bowing for the umpteenth time today, I stand before the Legate with a nervous smile, hoping he doesn’t admonish me for my use of Aura. Unlike regular Aura, which spreads out in all directions and encompasses everyone in the vicinity, my Beyblade Aura is more concentrated and targeted. Only my intended victim should feel the effects, but considering the Legate can see into my Natal Palace, who knows what other tricks he’s got. It’s unsettling not knowing what he knows about me, but since he didn’t have me captured and killed after our first meeting, I can at least assume he doesn’t know about Blobby.
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain,” the Legate says, his voice booming for all of Nan Ping to hear, “Congratulations on your stunning victory. Truly a performance worthy of applause.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” I reply, bowing once more for good measure, “But Imperial Servant believes his victory was more luck than skill.” The Legate’s surprised expression is priceless but I keep a straight face as the Crier repeats my words. Thankfully, all my trash talk before the match went unheard by everyone except those nearby, so my humble demeanour plays over well with the crowd. It’s not like I’m lying either, I was damn lucky to win against Dienne, much less Wu Gam. Ryo Seoyoon... she wasn’t terrible, but not quite up to par with the rest of the competitors. “This one was able to study his opponent beforehand and switched weapons for every match. Were we to fight again, Wu Gam will undoubtedly have countermeasures in place to deal with this one’s tricks and the outcome would be much closer. Truth be told, this one puts his chances of victory at 50/50 in a fair and even fight.”
 
  
 
 Amused by my antics, the Legate nods along and glosses over my modest speech. “Your weapon is intriguing, a blunt-tipped two-handed sword which transforms into a glaive. Such impressive craftsmanship. Tell me, which brilliant mind came up with this design?”
 
  
 
 Huh... blunt-tipped sword sounds way better than shallow axe... I’m stealing that. Glancing at the northern shore, I look for Mila among the crowd but fail to find her. I hope she’s watching because this is her moment. “My transforming weapon was crafted by my betrothed, Captain Sumila of the Bekhai, daughter of Lieutenant General Akanai and Divine Blacksmith Husolt. Not only is she a nineteen-year-old Divine Blacksmith, but she is also the reason why I remain humble despite my victory today. Were she standing on this stage, she would have emerged victorious as the true number one talent of the Empire, of this I have no doubt.”
 
  
 
 My statement doesn’t have the impact I expected it to. There are no surprised gasps or indignant outbursts, only a smattering of muted, polite applause. I feel like I’ve goofed somehow, but I’m not exactly sure how. Taking things in stride, the Legate nods and replies, “Impressive work from one so young. I look forward to hearing of her future accomplishments.” Ah, I figured out where I went wrong. No one cares about my endorsement, Mila has to earn her reputation on her own. Shit. Well, at least people know her name now, and more importantly, that I’m taken. I feel sorry for any ladies looking to win my affection after this jaw-dropping display of strength, but it’s best for all of us if they stay away. Mila is definitely the jealous type and the last thing we need is for her to start a blood feud with a gaggle of flirtatious noblewomen vying to win my affection.
 
  
 
 Moving on, the Legate says a few sentences lauding my achievements before asking, “Speak. What reward would you ask of me?”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. No one covered this during my preparations. What am I supposed to ask for? Money? Runic Gear? Or am I supposed ask for one of his gifts piled off to the side? Re-gifting seems kinda crass to me, but who knows how these people think. Plus it’d be convenient for him, I suppose, fulfilling my request just like that. I shouldn’t though, mostly because I don’t really want anything my rivals gave him. A bunch of shitty art, sculptures, decorative armour, and jewellery, all worthless junk in my eyes. I want books on runes or Martial manuscripts, stuff like that. Oh, I could ask for a black-maned kitty, but I kinda have too many pets as it is. Besides, with my luck, it’ll be misinterpreted as a request to join his Royal Guardians or something. Bleh, no thanks. Those lion mounts are regal and dignified, but hardly cute, all serious and grumpy-faced. Aurie, Jimjam, and Sarankho are way cuter, so why settle for an inferior kitty?
 
  
 
 Think Rain, think. You can’t leave the Legate hanging... or are you supposed to refuse the gift? That’s totally a thing right? You seen people do a whole dog and pony show about declining gifts before accepting it, but is that appropriate here? Ugh, manners are so confusing. Whatever, let’s play it safe. Eyeing the Crier to make my intentions known, the Legate smiles and signals for him to remain silent. Keeping my voice low, I say, “Last night, this one requested Marshal Yuzhen bring a matter to Imperial Legate’s attention. This one requests Imperial Legate look into the matter at his convenience, and should he deem action be taken, this one requests to take part.”
 
  
 
 “How cryptic.” The Legate smiles, keeping our conversation private. “I will keep your request in mind, but I cannot allow you to walk away empty-handed.”
 
  
 
 Face again, probably. “Then this one will be content with whatever Imperial Legate sees fit to reward him with.”
 
  
 
 “You are a conundrum, young Falling Rain. Clever enough to not overstep your bounds, but brave enough to risk my displeasure.” Noticing my confusion, the Legate graciously explains, “You sent a known traitor to face off against the greatest talents in the Empire and risked killing Wu Gam for victory. Do you not fear reprisal?”
 
  
 
 Uh oh... “Um... I’ll be honest. I forgot about the whole ‘Dastan is a traitor’ thing. Truth be told, he was duped alongside many others, a young warrior who dreams of bettering the lives of his fellow man.” I’d call him a patriot, but I’m afraid the Legate wouldn’t agree. “He was misinformed and misguided, and he’s paid a heavy price for his mistakes. As for Wu Gam,” I continue, glancing over to find him standing, hale and healthy as can be aside from the bloody robes, “With a Honed blade, the internal damage should be minimal, and I neither Amplified nor added Reverberations to the attack itself.” Technically, I failed at the first and don’t know how to do the second, but the Legate doesn’t know that. I would’ve held back even more, but Wu Gam is straight up terrifying. I can heal broken bones but not fast enough for it to matter against him, so I had to take him out before he took me out. “I aimed for a clean gut wound, which takes hours to bleed out, so I was confident he would survive.” And that if he didn’t, well... the Legate wouldn’t want two young talents dead on the opening day of the first ever Imperial Grand Conference. It’d be like a bad omen or something, right?
 
  
 
 “No reward without risk, as they say. A bold young hero indeed, and your performance certainly did not disappoint.” I’m super glad the Legate likes me, or at least is pretending to like me. I’m still not sold on his friendly demeanour, mostly because Ping Ping doesn’t like him much, but he’s beginning to win me over. Chuckling beneath his breath, he goes back to Speaking. “Your request will be taken into consideration. As to your reward, it shall be sent to your camp post-haste.” Winking, he Sends, “I daresay you’ll enjoy it.”
 
  
 
 “Imperial Servant thanks Imperial Legate.” I wonder what he’s giving me. I hope it’s a kitty, I was lying when I called those lions inferior, they’re majestic as fuck. Retreating to my place, I stand and smile as the Legate congratulates us all and names us future heroes of the Empire. Weathering the displeased glares from my defeated rivals, it’s all I can do to keep from smirking as their envy and jealousy makes me feel all warm and tingly inside.
 
  
 
 Too bad for Yan though, she’s taking her loss really hard, with no more flirty smiles or fluttering lashes as she stands there hugging her arms and looking forlorn. Truth be told, if things had turned out differently and I had been matched against Wu Gam earlier, then she might be number one instead of me. I doubt Dienne could have made her show all her cards, and if I’d beaten Wu Gam, I’d probably be all confident and cocky going into our match. She could easily have caught me off guard with her crazy windstorm strike and secured the victory.
 
  
 
 I know I said she can handle herself, but should I like, send a gift basket or something? What’s the etiquette here? I’ll ask Mila and Lin when I get back.
 
  
 
 His speech finished, the Legate dismisses us all and calls a break in the ceremony, with tables of food popping up on the streets and wagons going out to the camps all on the Legate’s dime. Yan slips away before I have a chance to speak with her, so I lead my retinue back to camp, riding along the shoreline while Ping Ping swims in the bay beside us. As I dismount from Mafu, Lin greets me with a dainty flying tackle. “Hooray! Congratulations hubby. I always knew you were the best, and now everyone else knows it too, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Thanks wifey, but you’re the best.”
 
  
 
 Arms crossed and lips pouty, Mila treats me to one of her adorable snorts. “Hmph. Well fought, but once I condense my Aura, you can be sure I’ll challenge you for the title.” Her red-panda ears cease fluttering as she switches gears, but her tail keeps lashing about. “Foolish man, what were you thinking? No good comes from claiming I would have emerged victorious, words are nothing but empty air. Now everyone think you’re a henpecked fool, currying favour from your nagging betrothed.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry beloved. I wanted people to know about how strong you are.” Punctuating my apology with a kiss on her cheek, I Send, “That’s why I asked you to come on stage with me. I figured the Legate would want to put on a show and who better to represent the North than my multi-talented and not-at-all-naggy betrothed? Instead, I had to settle for Dastan.” Who kicked ass. I need to work harder so I don’t fall behind.
 
  
 
 “Ridiculous,” she retorts, pinching my sides. “More like you wanted to borrow my retinue to make yours look bigger.”
 
  
 
 “True, but who says I can’t have more than one reason for doing things?” When it comes to retinues, I believe size does matter. Some might say I’m overcompensating, but that’s the jealous mutterings of tiny-retinued individuals. If you’ve got it, flaunt it, that’s what I say.
 
  
 
 Our alone time ends as everyone else floods in to congratulate me on my victory. Taduk has no words, merely wrapping his arms around me in a warm, heartfelt hug, while Tate and Tali skip about, laughing and yelling in sheer delight. Alsantset and Charok both tell me how proud they are, and I can’t help but tear up as I thank them for everything they’ve done. Song stands off the side and puffs her cheeks, giving me a grudging nod of approval as I stop by to say hi to my furbabies. Fung and his father are all smiles and back slaps while Han BoHai and BoShui are equally enthused, the normally dour Major General more boisterous than I’ve ever seen him and already a little drunk. My fellow warrant officers from the Society Sang Ryong and Jin ZhiLan say a few polite words while their elders thank me for inviting them to watch from my camp, but I can tell they’re seething inside which makes me smile.
 
  
 
 By the time the food arrives, my cheeks are strained from too much smiling, enjoying my moment in the spotlight. For some odd reason though, the procession is guarded by a few hundred soldiers, not Royal Guardians but the infantry types, with their intense stares and boring, black armour. A little overkill for guarding food, but I soon realize there are no wagons of food, only a single palanquin, a simple, wooden affair which seats four instead of the polished monstrosities the Legate used in his parade. At the head of their procession is a Royal Messenger, who bows and hands me a scroll and a jade plaque with both hands. Confused and hungry, I accept the plaque and unfurl the scroll, eyes widening and heartbeat rising with each passing word.
 
  
 
 Bad news. Bad, bad news. This is not good. Shit. Oh god. Breathe. In and out. In. And out. Okay. Calm down. There’s nothing to worry about. This is a simple miscommunication, is all. Look troubled. Yea that’s it, frown. Sigh a little too, but not too much. Remember, you didn’t ask for this, so whatever you do, Do. Not. Smile.
 
  
 
 Your life depends on it.
 
  
 
 Sensing my inner turmoil, Mila asks, “What’s wrong?”
 
  
 
 Okay. Make her believe it, because it’s the truth. “It’s seems there’s been a misunderstanding; as reward for becoming the number one talent in the Empire, the Legate sent me a concubine.” Mila’s darkening expression sends a chill down my spine, and I do my best to appear nonchalant. “What a wacky mix-up, right? Haha.”
 
  
 
 God dammit, you had one job: Don’t smile. Way to fuck it up.
 
  
 
 Welp, we had a good run buddy. Better luck next life.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The Mother was truly unfair to Her children.
 
  
 
 The thought tumbled around Luo-Luo’s mind as she waited for permission to disembark from her sedan. Hands trembling and jaw clenched, she smoothed her dress and patted her hair to calm her nerves, determined to endure through whatever trials and tribulations life had in store for her. Clutching her handkerchief, she faked a demure smile and inwardly lamented her fate, her life turning out so differently from the one she’d imagined. Even as a child, she’d stood out from her hundreds of rivals as she so rightly should, always one of the first to learn a new skill or grasp a new concept. Such was life within the Imperial Academy, where the scions of discredited families were sent to learn a trade in service to the Imperial Clan, a cutthroat world in which the winners became valued prizes and the losers worthless property.
 
  
 
 With her mastery in calligraphy, painting, dance, and music alone, Luo-Luo was undoubtedly a most valuable prize, but cruel fate conspired against her. While her inferior rivals were gifted to Imperial Princes and Heavenly Generals back in the homeland, she had the misfortune to be hoarded away for almost six years before being spirited off and abruptly gifted away without warning. Only an hour ago she’d been sitting in the palace gardens and ignoring the commotion going on outside the walls while composing a poem to best convey her sorrow when the Imperial Mandate arrived, overturning her life at a moment’s notice. She was to be given away to an outsider, an uncultured tribesman four years her junior by the name of Falling Rain. The Undying Savage they called him, a member of some tribal village in the northernmost mountains of the Northern Province, could this outcome be any worse?
 
  
 
 For long minutes after receiving the Mandate, Luo-Luo sat in stunned silence, wondering if she should invoke her Privilege and refuse the order, but she’d worked too hard to throw it all away before even meeting her husband. Perhaps things weren’t as terrible as she’d feared and he was some benevolent savage, oxymoron though it might be.
 
  
 
 The curtains parted and Luo-Luo flinched before putting on a happy face to receive her new husband. Instead, what greeted her was the adorable grin of a chubby-cheeked half-beast, a young girl with twin braids of snow-white hair and large, inquisitive eyes. “Hiya,” the girl said, climbing into the palanquin with a precious smile. “Wah big sister, you’re so tall and pretty!”
 
  
 
 “Why thank you,” Luo-Luo said, smiling as she scooted aside so the child could sit. “Such a lovely child, come sit with big sister.” Were this girl a student in the Academy, she would be a rare treasure, with her porcelain skin and snow-white hair, the exotic traits of a half-beast heritage. Judging by her embroidered, red-silk clothes and carefully braided hair, the child was someone of importance so Luo-Luo did her best to make friends. It never hurt to have too many allies, no matter their age or station. “This one is named Zheng Luo, but everyone calls her Luo-Luo. If it pleases you, what should Luo-Luo call you?”
 
  
 
 “I’m Tali.” Climbing onto the cushioned seat, little Tali stood to inspect Luo-Luo’s headpiece, a gilded crown shaped like twin phoenixes with a half-dozen amethysts dangling above her eyes. Luo-Luo worried little Tali would grab them and ruin her hair, but the child kept her hands to herself despite the obvious desire to do otherwise. Were she not about to meet her husband for the first time, Luo-Luo would have happily taken the crown off for Tali to play with, but a woman only had one chance to make a first impression. Charmed by the child’s manners, Luo-Luo reached into her sleeve for a bag of candied fruits and offered them instead. “Yummy, thanks!” Plopping down on the seat, Tali helped herself to the treats with gusto, still studying Luo-Luo’s jewellery and clothes. “Your dress is so purple and pretty, but it looks super tight and your chest is showing. Mama says only vixens wear tight dresses and show off their chest, but I don’t understand. Where are your fox ears?”
 
  
 
 Mother above, were these tribesmen a prudish bunch? Thank goodness little Tali was here to warn her. “Sweet child, Luo-Luo doesn’t know what your mama meant, but Luo-Luo is human.” Reaching for a shawl to cover her bare shoulders and exposed cleavage, she reminded herself she was no longer in the homeland and would have to adapt to her new family lest she be shunned or worse. Had she more time, she’d exchange her short, form-fitting dress for a more conservative robe, but her new husband could call on her at a moment’s notice. She knew little about him aside from what she’d heard in passing. Falling Rain, the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history, attendant to the Divine Turtle, and most importantly, a man already betrothed. It was always a difficult prospect encroaching on another woman’s territory, but Luo-Luo was confident she could deal with any noblewoman in the Empire, much less an unschooled tribal tent-wife.
 
  
 
 Had she known this was what fate intended for her, Luo-Luo wouldn’t have worked so hard to excel and stand out above her peers. Maybe then she’d have been gifted to a minor noble or minister in the homeland like most of them had, a far better outcome when compared to being banished to the feral north-lands...
 
  
 
 Putting aside her regrets, Luo-Luo returned to the matter at hand, stroking Tali’s silky-smooth hair as she munched on candied fruits. “So tell me Tali, have you met Falling Rain?”
 
  
 
 “Yup! Rainy’s my uncle and he’s the best.” With Luo-Luo guiding the conversation, Tali revealed much about who Falling Rain was, a kind, gentle man who cared for Tali and her brother Tate, a learned man who taught them to read and write, or brought them out to fly kites and make pinwheels. Ignoring the child’s wild tales of bears, birds, and wildcats, Luo-Luo stitched together an impression of what to expect from her husband, but it was a jumble of clashing traits and personalities. Somehow, he was both a dedicated Martial Warrior and educated scholar, a warmhearted family man and charming scoundrel, a talented cook and budding herbalist, and lets not forget a successful businessman and generous philanthropist.
 
  
 
 How could one man be so many different things? Even allowing for the viewpoint of a child, this was too unrealistic to fathom.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, Luo-Luo learned she wasn’t encroaching on one woman’s territory, but three. According to Tali, Falling Rain was always surrounded by beautiful women his age, namely Lin-Lin, Mi-Mi, and Li-Li. There was also talk of finally reuniting with Yan-Yan, whoever that might be, which meant not only was Luo-Luo faced with an unfamiliar setting, she was also outnumbered by his many legal or prospective wives. Her new husband was a man of voracious appetites, but this was good news since he wouldn’t be immune to Luo-Luo’s womanly charms. Even better, all the other women were half-beasts, which meant Luo-Luo was the only one who could give birth to an heir, her most valuable bargaining chip in all of this.
 
  
 
 How depressing. Despite all her training and tutelage, she was reduced to the value of her womb. Then again, given how well Tali was treated and the prevalence of half-beasts, it’s possible these tribesmen care less for the difference between adopted and true-born kin...
 
  
 
 The curtains parted once more and Luo-Luo smiled prettily for her husband, a smile which slipped away as she identified the intruder. Sniffing around the palanquin was an honest to goodness black bear, its golden-brown muzzle parted in obvious hunger. A small bear, but a bear nonetheless, wandering around on its own with only a white bandana to restrain it. Gathering Tali into her arms, Luo-Luo brought her away from the voracious predator, only to find a second black bear poking its head in from the other side. With cushion in hand, she readied to fight the creatures off but instead, Tali giggled in delight and tossed out a handful of candied fruits. Struggling out of Luo-Luo’s embrace, she jumped down to pet the bears and said, “This is Banjo and this is Baloo. Or maybe the other way around, it’s hard to tell, ya? Rainy can and Tate says he can, but I think he’s just pretending.”
 
  
 
 It took several minutes for Luo-Luo to accept what was happening right in front of her, watching with wide-eyed disbelief as the two bears climbed into the palanquin to devour their treats and nuzzle the child with warm affection. Their warm furry hindquarters brushed against Luo-Luo’s bare calves as they clamoured for more treats, licking their chops and bowing their heads in obvious submission. Sensing no threat from the wild creatures, Luo-Luo tentatively reached out and stroked the closer one’s shoulder, marvelling how docile and gentle the large creatures were, sitting like dogs as they emitted a low, pulsating chortle and carefully took treats from Tali’s hand, allowing neither fang nor claw to touch her skin.
 
  
 
 How incredible... if Tali’s stories were true, then didn’t that mean there were wildcats and birds too? Were they all as well-behaved as Banjo and Baloo? How did Luo-Luo’s husband tame them? Perhaps she could impose on him for a pet of her own, like a tiny fox or adorable mink...
 
  
 
 The curtains parted a third time and again, Luo-Luo smiled for the intruder, this time a hare-eared, honey-skinned young woman in blue robes and a white shawl. “Hi,” she exclaimed with a toothy grin. “I’m Lin-Lin.”
 
  
 
 Heart skipping a beat, Luo-Luo resisted the urge to hug the diminutive and adorable girl. Instead, she curtsied in her seat as best she could, restrained by the twin bears crowding around her feet. “Consort Luo greets Madam Lin.”
 
  
 
 Though at least twice Tali’s age, Madam Lin shared the same hairstyle and reaction, her brown eyes going wide with wonder. “Wah, so tall and pretty!” Patting her cheeks, she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head before continuing. “Madam sounds so stuffy. I don’t like it. Call me Lin-Lin and I’ll call you Luo-Luo ya?”
 
  
 
 Hesitating a moment, Luo-Luo lowered her head and waited before replying, “If Lin-Lin insists then Luo-Luo is happy to comply.”
 
  
 
 Smiling so hard her eyes turned into lines, Lin-Lin tugged on her braids and nodded while giggling in delight, won over with a single sentence. “Come,” she said, reaching for Luo-Luo’s hand. “I’ll bring you to meet everyone. Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll all get along fine, ya? Tali, why don’t you take Banjo and Baloo to play with Tate?”
 
  
 
 This sweet, beautiful girl was almost too much. If her husband’s other wives were like this, then Luo-Luo would have nothing to fear.
 
  
 
 Holding hands and merrily chatting with her new ‘friend’, Luo-Luo stepped out of the palanquin and took in her first glimpse of her husband’s soldiers. The mere sight of so many tribal tattoos had her mind spinning in turmoil, wondering if she’d just been married off to a society of rustics and cave dwellers. Her husband’s soldiers were a motley, boorish bunch, especially when compared to the uniform and disciplined Imperial Death Corps around her. Hopefully her husband’s status would be enough to protect her from his brutish troops, but if not, Luo-Luo was not without her own defences.
 
  
 
 Leaving the Imperial Death Corps behind, Lin-Lin brought Luo-Luo on a short jaunt through the camp and what she saw set her mind a little more at ease. While these tribal warriors lacked discipline, they had plenty of respect, parting for little Lin-Lin with smiles and waves, like kindly uncles sending their niece off on a trip to the market. Many of her husband’s soldiers appeared scruffy and unkempt, but there were a handful of more presentable ones, mostly surrounding a handsome young man with long hair and a styled moustache being heartily congratulated for something or the other.
 
  
 
 Their curious domiciles were rather intriguing too, large canvas or leather covered huts with room enough for at least eight people side by side and height to spare for her to stretch. Even if Luo-Luo had to share with her handmaidens, it was a significant improvement from the linen tent she’d expected to find, which did wonders for her spirits. Then there were her husband’s war mounts, the large, bipedal otters who supposedly enjoyed frolicking in the waters, though the ones she saw bore long fangs and sharp talons which gave her pause. As they approached the camp’s centre, the Divine Turtle came into sight, a majestic creature of power and might laying next to the commander’s hut. Heart aflutter, Luo-Luo readied to meet her husband, but regrettably, Lin Lin steered her towards a different hut sitting across from her husband’s. Ducking her head to step through the doorway, Luo-Luo came face to face with a scowling, freckled red-head and a stony, cold-blooded brunette. Instantly recognizing them from Tali’s descriptions, she ignored the large wildcats sprawled around the room and gave a flourished curtsy, taking a calculated risk as she greeted them with a smile. “Consort Luo-Luo greets Madam Mi-Mi and Madam Li-Li.”
 
  
 
 How depressing. Luo-Luo lowered her guard and let Lin-Lin to lead her right into an ambush.
 
  
 
 A cold snort sent a chill down her spine and told her she’d made a mistake, so she fell to her knees and waited for permission to rise. This only seemed to infuriate ‘Mi-Mi’, who growled, “Oh for the Mother’s sake, not this again. Stop grovelling and stand up straight.”
 
  
 
 Cursing herself for her carelessness, Luo-Luo kept her eyes down and did as she was told. Unlike Lin-Lin, Mi-Mi and Li-Li were warriors, so aptly demonstrated by the various weapons bristling from their persons. Surely they wouldn’t beat or mutilate Luo-Luo before meeting her husband? Then again, being uncivilized tribesmen, they might not understand the repercussions of such an action. Resisting the urge to back away, she cursed herself for wasting so much time on chess, history, and politics instead of practising her Martial skills.
 
  
 
 In retrospect, it seemed silly to treat Heavenly Energy as little more than a beauty treatment, but how was Luo-Luo to know she would have to fight one day?
 
  
 
 Long seconds stretched by, and Lin-Lin was first to break the tense silence. “Don’t be so grumpy Mi-Mi,” she said, still holding tight to Luo-Luo’s hand. “Hubby already said he’s sorry about all this, and it’s not Luo-Luo’s fault. The Legate gifted her to Rainy, so it’d be rude to send her back, so we’re stuck with her, ya? Besides, she was so sweet with Tali and when Banjo and Baloo snuck in, Luo-Luo moved to protect her, so she’s not a bad person.”
 
  
 
 It took every scrap of self control Luo-Luo had to keep from staring at Lin-Lin, annoyed she’d underestimated the adorable half-hare. The dainty young woman was more calculating than she appeared, having sent little Tali in to see how Luo-Luo would react. Oh, such a shame to be married to a hen-pecked husband, having to play these games with his wives before even meeting him. How could she rely on his protection if he couldn’t keep his house in order?
 
  
 
 Deflating with a sigh, Mi-Mi uncrossed her arms and stepped forward, standing at about chest height as she gazed up at Luo-Luo’s face. With her short, fiery hair, pale complexion, and endearing freckles, Mi-Mi had a different beauty and possessed a tantalizing athletic frame to boot. Proving her husband was a man of varied tastes, Li-Li differed from Lin-Lin and Mi-Mi, a buxom, full-figured, bronze-skinned woman brimming with sensuous allure. With each woman here a unique beauty, Luo-Luo’s hopes of standing out through looks alone came to a crashing end.
 
  
 
 Though things looked dire, it was still too early to invoke the Privilege. Luo-Luo still had other charms besides her appearance, she only needed to survive long enough to entice her husband with them.
 
  
 
 Crinkling her button nose in an adorable grimace, Mi-Mi muttered, “Too beautiful,” beneath her breath and shook her head. With another sigh, she shook her head and said, “It’s all his fault. Even if he didn’t outright ask the Legate for a concubine, Rain’s indecent behaviour led to this.” Holding a hand up to forestall Lin-Lin’s arguments, Mi-Mi continued, “No, don’t make excuses for that mule-headed fool, you saw his stupid, perverted smile when he found out.”
 
  
 
 Excellent, at least her husband was interested in Luo-Luo, else she might as well give up now. Seizing the opportunity, she played the part of meek, frightened young girl, difficult as it was while being the tallest person in the room. “Honoured Madams, Luo-Luo has yet to decide if she will submit to Imperial Mandate, so if she could meet dear husband, then perhaps all your concerns will be laid to rest.” Let them believe she was ready to refuse so she could finally meet her husband and decide her fate.
 
  
 
 “Wait,” Mi-Mi asked, confusion plastered across her face. “You have a choice in the matter? You’re not a slave?”
 
  
 
 Bristling in indignation, Luo-Luo drew herself up to full height and replied, “This one is no slave, but an Imperial Servant, gifted in tribute to the Imperial Clan and educated at the Academy.”
 
  
 
 The three women traded puzzled glances and shrugs. “What’s the difference?” Lin-Lin asked.
 
  
 
 Calm yourself, Luo-Luo, they ask not out of malice, but ignorance. “A slave is bound by their Oaths, while a Servant suffers no such restrictions, attending to his or her duties out of loyalty to Imperial Clan. Imperial Mandate proclaimed this one to be the concubine of Falling Rain and this one obeys, because such is the Will of the Son of Heaven and Emperor of All Mankind.”
 
  
 
 The girls traded awkward glances once again before Mi-Mi asked, “So... you can refuse to marry Rain?”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo nodded. “All Servants may refuse their duty by invoking the Privilege. At such a time, our patron is duty-bound to summon a Justicar so the Servant may submit their grievances for the Emperor’s perusal before they ascend into the afterlife.”
 
  
 
 “You’d rather die than marry Rain?” For some odd reason, Luo-Luo’s stance seemed to upset Mi-Mi. “Why? Is it because of the rumours? He’s a lecher, but really not all that bad.”
 
  
 
 Li-Li spoke for the first time, giving Luo-Luo a knowing nod. “If you do not wish to marry him, you need not take your own life. Sister will keep you safe.”
 
  
 
 “But you should marry hubby. He’s the best,” Lin-Lin added, hugging Luo-Luo’s waist as if afraid she’d run away.
 
  
 
 Head spinning from the abrupt reversal, Luo-Luo responded without thinking. “This one has yet to decide not because she is reluctant but because she knows nothing about her husband aside from his name.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, we can fix that.” Dragging Luo-Luo down to sit, Lin-Lin launched into a tale, dead set on convincing Luo-Luo to become Falling Rain’s concubine by telling tales of his kindness and generosity. Though less enthused, Mi-Mi also chimed in with stories of his martial prowess while Li-Li sat silently on the side and brushed the lazy wildcats, nodding along when she agreed and frowning when she did not.
 
  
 
 It was all very informative, but were it not for Luo-Luo’s impeccable manners, she’d have called her new sisters liars a half dozen times. There was more to Falling Rain than they would say, but overall, she was dazzled by his astonishing accomplishments and lofty pursuits. Little Tali wasn’t far off the mark with her fanciful stories, though she neglected to mention Luo-Luo’s husband was the newly-crowned number one talent in the Empire and a genius inventor. That alone was enough to convince her the Imperial Mandate was without fault, quashing all her thoughts of invoking the Privilege. Eager to meet him and especially eager to read his book of inventions, Luo-Luo steered the conversation towards that end and soon enough, Lin Lin was happily escorting her to meet him, with a less enthusiastic Mila (as she preferred to be called) and an apathetic Li-Li (whose ears fluttered in delight at the familiar appellation) following behind.
 
  
 
 Following Lin-Lin around the Divine Turtle’s bulk, Luo-Luo held her breath as she laid eyes upon her husband for the very first time. Broad of shoulder and slim of waist, he laid curled up against the Divine Turtle’s arm, no doubt exhausted after a long morning of gruelling, hard fought duels. A fierce and indomitable warrior, he hardly looked the part while curled up with more than a dozen rabbits, including one fully grown rabbit snuggled against his chest. While not the most handsome man she’d ever seen, a little skin care and make up would go a long way towards enhancing his appearance, not to mention a proper haircut and tailored clothes. As Lin-Lin skipped over to wake him, Luo-Luo glanced down and made sure everything was in place before donning her best smile and raising her head to meet her husband.
 
  
 
 Only to realize she raised it far too high, for she stood a full head taller than the number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above... her husband was so short!
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 In the last twenty-four hours, I’ve had to accept a few hard truths about myself.
 
  
 
 For starters, I now realize I am bat-shit crazy and have been talking to myself as a coping mechanism for almost three years now. On the flip side, I also learned that I am incredibly adept at compartmentalizing my problems, setting them aside, and leaving them for future me to deal with. Like top percentile. No one compartmentalizes better than me. No one. Some would call that a flaw and on most day’s, so would I, but I really need a win right now. Between mourning for a lost little brother who never existed and dealing with a whole slew of mental problems and anger issues, I’m faced with yet another hard truth which is bumming me out.
 
  
 
 I, Falling Rain, youngest Second Grade Warrant officer in history and number one talent of the Empire, am a manlet. It’s true. At 175 cm tall, I’m only short in the company of Martial Warriors, a differential easily ignored in normal circumstances, especially since Mila’s around the same height as me and calling Lin 165 cm would be generous. Besides, most common born Martial Warriors aren’t all that tall either, usually averaging around 185 cm tall, which means most of the time, it’s like I’m living in a normal-sized world with the odd pack of freakish giants passing through.
 
  
 
 Standing over two meters high, my new concubine shatters all illusions as I stand eye-level with the hollow of her neck. Now, it’s a lovely neck and her towering height aside, she seems outwardly perfect. Beautiful doesn’t even begin to describe her. Blessed with skin so pale it almost glows in the sunlight, she wears her long, lustrous black hair up in an elaborate coiffure, held in place with a gilded circlet of two kissing birds which seems deliberately fashioned to frame her beauty. Glittering amethysts draw my sight towards her best features, hanging above her smoky, hazel eyes, dangling from her dainty earlobes, and wrapped snugly around her exquisite wrists and ankles. Rosy red cheeks, dainty ears, an alluring neck, and a beguiling little beauty mark just under her left eye all make her a ravishing beauty, the single, minor imperfection enhancing her overall appeal.
 
  
 
 With her eyes lowered in submission, she flashes a demure smile and curtsies before me, dropping a little lower than decorum demands. “Consort Zheng Luo greets Honoured Husband Falling Rain.” Her delicate, honeyed voice engulfs me like a warm blanket and sinks into my skin, sending a tingle down my spine and directly to my loins. The reaction is so immediate and visceral I suspect it might be magic, but a woman like this doesn’t need magic to get me all hot and bothered. Crowding out all rational thoughts, her short, purple dress demands my attention, rising ever so slightly as she holds her curtsy, which exposes just enough of her juicy thighs without turning into indecent exposure while leaving me wanting for more. Further pushing my limits, her silk shawl slips aside and offers a tantalizing view of a bird-shaped jade pendant nestled neatly in the valley of her bountiful bosom, openly visible through the convenient boob-window of her dress.
 
  
 
 Were she not a country destroying beauty, Zheng Luo’s contrived display would have me rolling my eyes in disbelief. Everything about her is elaborately designed to entice and entrap, from her sparkling jewellery to her seductive movements. Like, am I seriously supposed to believe she doesn’t realize her dress is sliding up, or that her shawl just ‘happened’ to slip aside as she leaned over? C’mon now, she waited a few seconds before ‘fixing’ her ‘mistake’, and her none-too-subtle studious glance disguised as embarrassed desire isn’t fooling anyone. Zheng Luo’s got the goods but her performance leaves much to be desired, a callow, untried girl’s first try at seduction in the real world. Too bad she’s up against someone who’s seen it all and possesses an iron-like will. Hmph, it’s not so easy to seduce Falling Rain, number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Hehe. The more I say it, the less guilty I feel about winning through alternative tactics. Adapt or perish, that’s how it is.
 
  
 
 Having met my concubine, I can’t take sole credit for my restraint. Much of it is due to Mila strategically standing in my line of sight while sending murderous scowls my way, a firebrand bristling with jealousy as I meet the newest member of my harem. Wholly terrified of possible heavy-handed repercussions and regretting my off-colour joke to the Legate about imaginary orgies, I fake a yawn and rub my eyes to force myself to stop staring at Zheng Luo. “Nice to meet you,” I say, too scared to look directly at the statuesque beauty. “I’m Rain. Err, no need to be so formal or worried, you’re safe and among friends. As for the whole concubine thing, don’t worry about it. Put it out of your mind and forget about it. You’re absolved of all err... concubinely duties from here on in. No one among the Bekhai will treat you like a slave or force you to do anything you don’t want to, this I promise you.”
 
  
 
 “But why?” Zheng Luo’s distraught tone catches me off-guard and sadness clouds her lovely features, her mask slipping as she asks, “Is it because Lord Husband finds Luo-Luo unattractive? Or is it because Lord Husband dislikes slaves? Luo-Luo is not a slave so please do not discard her, she will do her utmost to satisfy all of Lord Husband’s needs.”
 
  
 
 Mm, ‘Lord Husband’. I like that. Just the implication of submission is enough to get my engines revving, imagining what I’d do to my meek, obedient consort... But ‘Luo-Luo’ though? Mm, not a huge fan of grown-ass women acting like cutesy children. I mean, yea, Lin does the same thing, but she’s adorable and it comes naturally to her. Zheng Luo is a refined, mature beauty, too dignified to pull off ‘cute and naive’ like my sweet wifey and should stick to a more regal and proud persona.
 
  
 
 ...Do I subconsciously want Lin to stop acting so childish? At some point in the distant future, I suppose yea, but it’s part of her charm and there’s nothing wrong with indulging my spoiled, indolent little wifey, right?
 
  
 
 Learning so many new things about myself today. Not enjoying it all that much. Ignorance truly is bliss.
 
  
 
 Mistaking my glance for a questioning look, Lin shrugs and grins in response. “Don’t worry hubby, I think you should marry her. She’s pretty, tall, and so sweet with children, but she’s the last one, ya? Luo-Luo makes five, so that’s it. No more or I’ll be sad.”
 
  
 
 Hugging my sweet wifey close, I inwardly worry about her ability to count, an important skill considering she handles most of my finances. Lin, Mila, and possibly Yan makes three, then Luo-Luo would be number four. Who’s the fifth? Is Lin counting Li Song? That’s not fair, she barely even tolerates my presence. Wait, I’m focusing on the wrong thing. Still cuddling Lin close, I turn my attention back to Luo-Luo and ask, “You’re not a slave?”
 
  
 
 “No Lord Husband,” she replies, recovering from her shock and falling back into the role of dutiful concubine. “Luo-Luo is an Imperial Servant, gifted in tribute to the Imperial Clan upon her birth and bound by no Oaths. Although Imperial Mandate guided Luo-Luo to Lord Husband, she remains here of her free will and wishes only to serve at Lord Husband’s pleasure.”
 
  
 
 I am not proud to admit this, but my gut reaction to the news is, “Well, fuck.”
 
  
 
 I believe slavery is horrible in any way, shape, or form, and it sounds terrible even thinking this, but... the Oaths are convenient. I have way too many secrets floating around to have an unaffiliated courtesan hanging around, all up in my business and possibly ready to report me to the authorities for any rebellious acts or sacrilegious statements. I’m not saying she’s a spy for sure, but for all I know, she’s the Legate’s tool sent here to find out the secret to my strength or here to shame me into hanging myself for being so short.
 
  
 
 If I get enough Heavenly Energy, could I make myself taller? No, that’d be ridiculous, it’d be a complete waste of a scarce and valuable life-saving resource. I shouldn’t do that. Yea, no...
 
  
 
 Getting back on track, I pull out the white-jade token given to me by the Imperial Messenger and study it thoroughly. There are no words on the token, just a carved depiction of a fancy looking bird with spread wings and a single long tail-feather, like a quasi-plucked peacock or something. “If you’re not a slave, then what’s this token for?” I need to start reading documents all the way through, but in my defence, I had a minor panic attack after reading the word ‘concubine’ with Mila standing right beside me. I love making her jealous but there’s only so far you can push a woman before she snaps, and if Mila snaps, so too will my spine.
 
  
 
 Kneeling before the token, Luo-Luo bows in devotion and reverence, giving me yet another look at her soft, bouncing breasts before answering. “Consort Luo-Luo reports, the token signifies Lord Husband’s new status  as an Imperial Consort of the Court, a title granted to Lord Husband upon marriage to Luo-Luo.”
 
  
 
 “Uh, I don’t understand. Why does marrying an Imperial Servant make me an Imperial Consort?”
 
  
 
 With a patient smile one usually reserves for uninformed children, Luo-Luo explains, “For most Imperial Servants, it would not. As Mandated by Heaven, after nine generations of nobility, all Imperial Scions are obligated to offer the tenth generation to the Imperial Clan as tribute. Stripped of name, wealth, and title, the tenth generation Serve where their ancestors Ruled, a much needed Balancing of the scales of life.” Drawing herself up to her full height, she proudly puffs up her voluminous chest and continues. “Unlike most, Luo-Luo is not of the tenth generation, but of the first, born and offered freely as tribute on the twelfth anniversary of Imperial Emperor’s Coronation. As such, Imperial Emperor permitted Luo-Luo certain privileges despite her status as Imperial Servant, one of which was this transfer of title to her Lord Husband.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. The thought of giving your children away as tribute makes my stomach turn, but I suppose it’s necessary to prune the royal family tree every now and then, else everyone would be a royal scion in some way or the other. Nine generations is sufficiently long enough I guess, but it all seems so arbitrary. Now how do I put this delicately? “What are the... benefits... of being an Imperial Consort?”
 
  
 
 Fuck you brain. I hate you so much.
 
  
 
 Embarrassed by my straightforward question, Luo-Luo’s cheek twitches as she answers, “This is a great honour for Lord Husband, but as for specifics, this one cannot say. Never before has there been circumstances quite like ours, where an Imperial Consort outranked his or her partner.”
 
  
 
 “You mean you’re the first Imperial Servant to be permitted this ‘privilege’?” Does that make her super special or something? Who were her parents?
 
  
 
 “No Lord Husband.” Her beautiful smile washes over me and her eyes shine with pride. “Historically, the title of Noble, Royal, or Imperial Consort was reserved for foreigners of prominence who married a ranking member of the Imperial Clan. By itself, the title carries no rank or privilege, nor does it allow the title-holder’s children to inherit anything from the title-holder’s spouse unless explicitly notarized in a public will.”
 
  
 
 Worthless. “So it’s a trophy title? A way of legitimizing an affair without endangering the rightful wife and heirs?”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband is correct, but not entirely so.” Still beaming, her next words are spoken carefully, as if worried I won’t understand. “Previously, although other Imperial Servants have been granted the same privileges as Luo-Luo, they were all gifted to people of higher status within the Imperial Clan, thereby rendering the title of Imperial Consort moot. While foreign heroes and nobles can marry into the Imperial Clan, Imperial Scions are forbidden from marrying out, which puts Lord Husband in the unique position of being the first Imperial Consort to outrank his or her spouse and not reside in the Eastern Province.”
 
  
 
 Woo, another first. Suck it, predecessors, get good. But... Isn’t it still a useless title? As if reading my thoughts, Mila snorts and explains, “It means you’re of Imperial Peerage without being beholden to Imperial Politics. If you wanted to, the title allows you to take up residence in the Eastern Province, but only technically. In reality, it won’t be so easy.”
 
  
 
 Still seems kind of useless. Giggling at my prolonged confusion, Lin tugs on my shirt and whispers, “It means you’re socially above everyone who isn’t an Imperial Scion, but below anyone who is. It doesn’t mean much to you, but most nobles would do anything for the same title.”
 
  
 
 “Younger Sisters Mila and Lin-Lin are correct, but there is much more and Luo-Luo will be happy to explain in great detail.” With all the dignity of a proud teacher watching her students excel, Luo-Luo curtsies once more and implores, “Please, Lord Husband, do not send Luo-Luo away. The benefits are many and if this one displeases you, then you need only tell Luo-Luo what you wish changed and she will do her utmost to satisfy your demands.”
 
  
 
 Will... to resist... crumbling... must... stop... staring... at cleavage...
 
  
 
 Rubbing my temples like I have a headache, I hide Luo-Luo’s bewitching figure from my eyes. “Relax, I’m not sending you away or anything. Look, we’ll figure it out as we go, all right?” I can’t afford to offend the Legate, especially now that I understand the value of his gift. I’ve been made pseudo-royalty by affiliation, which is a big deal to most people. It just so happens I don’t care, which might be exactly why the Legate gifted Luo-Luo to me. He gets to be seen as open-minded and generous for rewarding a savage so highly, while not having to worry about me abusing the privilege.
 
  
 
 Holy shit... What if that’s why the Legate is being so nice to the Bekhai? He can afford to empower Akanai and the others because unlike more ambitious nobles of the Empire, he knows the Bekhai will give up everything they’ve gained and go back North when the war is over. It’s an optimistic view of the future, but I bet he’s been doing the same with other factions of the Empire, trying to keep the balance of power in place no matter what the outcome. By favouring the smaller, insular factions, the Legate not only ensures they’ll stick around to defend a foreign land, but he also makes the other, more powerful factions work harder in hopes of a similar reward.
 
  
 
 I doubt that’s his only reason either, but I gotta say, it feels pretty good to be the golden child.
 
  
 
 Relieved by my assurances she won’t be discarded out of hand, Luo-Luo immediately sets to work endearing herself to my inner circle, likely realizing she won’t get anywhere without their approval. Watching her out the corner of my eye as I try to get some rest, I marvel at how easily she makes friends with everyone, an accomplished socialite in her element. Lin is easily won over by simply calling her Lin-Lin, my adorable wifey blushing at the overly-familiar and childish designation, while Mila takes a little more effort. Sadly, it doesn’t take long for Luo-Luo to figure Mila out, soon realizing my fiery-haired betrothed loves flaunting her knowledge, especially about things near and dear to her heart like her forging talents. Li Song is even easier to charm as Luo-Luo promises to play a game of chess when they’re done brushing the bunnies, lending a hand by keeping track of who still has yet to be brushed without interfering with Li Song’s enjoyment.
 
  
 
 Shit. I guess Li Song does count as one of my future wives, though it’ll undoubtedly be a frigid, loveless union of convenience.
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo’s tricks and games come so naturally to her, it leaves me suspicious of almost all her actions. Is she truly as she appears, a serene beauty eager to please, or does she harbour ulterior motives? Does she believe Ping-Ping is a Divine Beast or is she putting on a show for the stupid bumpkins? Is her respect for Alsantset and Charok real, or is she faking it because they’re my family? What about Tali and Tate? Is everything as it seems and she thinks they’re adorable, or is she inwardly cringing because she’s forced to hug two ‘half-beast mongrels’? Is she asking about the rabbits’ names because they’re cute and fluffy, or because she knows I care and wants to feign interest?
 
  
 
 Most importantly, how does she feel about being a concubine while Mila and Lin are the legal wives? The Empire makes a big fuss about wife hierarchy, putting great emphasis on the official wife while treating secondary wives and concubines more like servants. Does it upset her to be placed beneath two (or more) women? What if she’s harbouring thoughts of usurping their positions? Happy wife, happy life, but how am I supposed to deal with a power-hungry noble from the east?
 
  
 
 Truth be told, all this is conjecture, but I don’t want Luo-Luo around for mostly one reason. I could say it’s because she’s too phony, too tall, or too beautiful, or I could claim it’s because I don’t trust her and have too many secrets to hide. Hell, I could even blame it on my antagonistic nature and claim I don’t like being told who to love, but even if I put all that aside, I can’t bring myself to like her. She’s just too... perfect.
 
  
 
 Yea, I know, horrible right? She has no discernible flaws, whatever will I do? It seems petty, but it’s true. She’s beautiful, intelligent, and can play more instruments than I can name, a pleasant and accommodating young woman who seems wholly comfortable in her unfamiliar circumstances and willing to make the best out of a bad situation, which is unnatural. Any normal person in her situation would freak out, but she’s handling it like just another day, all unperturbed and nonchalant. It’s weird and I don’t like it.
 
  
 
 Besides, I like women with flaws, because people are inherently flawed. Lin’s adorable lethargy and carefree attitude, Mila’s passionate jealousy and excitable nature, Yan’s vulgar contentiousness and independent nature, those qualities are part and parcel of what I love about them.
 
  
 
 ...Shit.
 
  
 
 I love Yan.
 
  
 
 Damn it. I’m the worst betrothed/hubby in the world. At least I’m not in love with Li Song too, though it’s utterly adorable watching her interact with my pets... No, bad Rain. Stop it. Get your libido under control. Haven’t you figured it out yet? More women equals more problems! You should’ve stopped at three wives!
 
  
 
 With all these gloomy revelations bringing me down, I grab Inky’s cauldron and head over to the beach to watch the rest of the festivities, knowing Akanai will head up next. Ping Ping and the girls all follow along behind me, chatting like they’re the best of friends. I don’t get how girls make friends so quickly. I don’t even chat that much with my friends. Then again, I couldn’t even if I wanted to, Fung’s usually too busy, BoShui is all fan-girly, I have this weird power dynamic with Dastan, Zian still pretends like he hates me, and Huu ghosted me months ago.
 
  
 
 I miss having Baledagh to chat with. This sucks.
 
  
 
 On my way through camp, I notice the black-armoured guards who escorted Luo-Luo here still standing where we left them, though the Imperial Messenger is nowhere to be found. “What are they still doing here?” I mutter under my breath, just as an excuse to hear my voice.
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo, ever the opportunist, seizes the chance to open a dialogue. “Where would Lord Husband like them to stand instead?”
 
  
 
 Though she’s handling things better than I expected, Mila’s sullen glower makes my heart ache, wishing I could be the man she deserves. It’s stupid, she’s an incredible warrior and brilliant blacksmith, she shouldn’t have to share a husband with so many other women, and same goes for Lin and Yan. To this end, I respond to Luo-Luo more sharply than intended. “Stop calling me Lord Husband, my name works just fine.” Whoa back it up. “You can order them around?”
 
  
 
 Hurt and confusion etched across her lovely features, Luo-Luo nods and explains, “These soldiers are a part of Luo-Luo’s dowry, three-hundred and sixty members of the Imperial Death Corps here to guard her honour. Speak your orders and they shall obey.”
 
  
 
 Nice. More soldiers and Imperial ones at that. The Legate was right, I do like my gift.
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 Luo Luo had much to be aggrieved about.
 
  
 
 Not just today, but her entire life read like a tragedy written for the opera stage. A member of the first generation of nobility, Luo-Luo should have been raised as a pampered Imperial Lady but the circumstances of her birth conspired against her. Sharing a birthday with the anniversary of the Emperor’s coronation, cruel fate robbed her of a life of luxury but such was the Mother’s plan for her children, trials and tribulations without end. As a child, she’d believed those lies and worked harder than anyone around her, determined to excel in every way possible and become the best Servant she could be, the best the world had ever seen.
 
  
 
 And she succeeded.
 
  
 
 At seventeen years old, Luo-Luo was declared the top student at the Academy and sent to compete against the best students from Academies across the homeland. After four days of competition, she strode onto stage for the fifth time and knew that every Noble, Royal, and Imperial in the room was watching her with bated breath, having already been awed by her superlative skills in poetry, calligraphy, painting, and dance. Although Luo-Luo failed to take first place in any of the previous categories, she had only lost out to the truly phenomenal performers, such as the lyrical verses of handsome poet Wah On or the seductive dancing of the exquisite Diao Chen. What made Luo-Luo stand out from the crowd was how she’d ranked second or third in every category, making her a rare, multi-talented Servant worth employing. It hadn’t been easy to reach her level of mastery in so many different skills, with years of her life spent in dedicated practice, but such was her burden to bear. Her pride would allow no less, and while the crowd hungered to know if she would finally take first in the final event, music, Luo-Luo had no doubt what the outcome of the final event would be.
 
  
 
 Music was her chosen field and most practised skill after all.
 
  
 
 On their first day of practice, her music instructor placed Luo-Luo in front of the zither and told her the ‘Zheng’ character in her name was taken from the instrument. Although it wasn’t a name given to her by her birth parents, that tiny connection was enough to convince the five-year-old Zheng Luo to pour her heart and soul into practising her namesake. Twelve years later, on that fateful day of the final event, she performed an original arrangement she’d spent years composing and perfecting, and when the strings fell silent, so too did the crowd, every single person there falling to their knees in surprise and wonder. Only one person stood and clapped for her performance, but as Luo-Luo kowtowed to accept her applause, she knew all her hard work had finally paid off.
 
  
 
 For she had received a standing ovation from the Imperial Emperor himself.
 
  
 
 In an instant, Luo-Luo’s star soared high into the heavens, rising far and above her peers as she became the most sought after Servant in all the Empire. Not only would her skills earn her patrons a tidy sum renting her out, Luo-Luo was a woman with talent enough to tug at the heartstrings of the Son of Heaven. As she knelt and received her applause from the Son of Heaven, she’d envisioned herself inundated with offers of Service from across the homeland and living a pampered life playing songs, painting scrolls, and composing poems for her patrons. Her days would be spent in leisure and her nights attending parties, with handmaidens to do her bidding and wanting for nothing, a blessed existence for one with her status.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, cruel fate had other plans in store for there was such a thing as too valuable a prize. Contrary to her lofty expectations, Luo-Luo received only two competing offers for her Service. There were no mention of terms or conditions, no efforts to sway her choice with promised benefits or expensive gifts, not even an assurance of her safety or well-being. The two offers arrived in the form of a single scroll each, borne by the lowest of servants and containing nothing more than her prospective patrons' seals and signatures, one from the Grand Marshal and the other from the Prime Minister, the two most powerful members of the Imperial Court.
 
  
 
 Only then did Luo-Luo realize she’d grossly overestimated her value. Although she enjoyed certain privileges at the academy due to her unique circumstances, in the end, no matter how talented she might be or illustrious her background, she was nothing more than a mere Servant, hardly worth the price she would have otherwise demanded. Worse, with the Grand Marshal and Prime Minister competing for her services, Luo-Luo sat atop a mountain of blades within a sea of fire. No matter her decision, she would offend a man with the power to overturn mountains and drain seas, and while her patron might offer her adequate protection, it was much easier to kill an individual than it was to protect one.
 
  
 
 On the advice of her teacher, Luo-Luo had no choice but to reject both offers on the grounds of being unworthy of such prestige and in doing so, doomed herself to a life of oblivion. After rejecting the Grand Marshal and Prime Minister, who in their right mind would dare accept her Service? She was merely a talented Servant, hardly worth offending two of the most influential men in the world. Thus, she languished in the Student dormitories and watched with envy as her peers, then her juniors, then their juniors entered Service year after year, having learned the price of hubris from Luo-Luo’s example, the forgotten Servant too talented to Serve.
 
  
 
 And now, after six years spent dreaming of what could have been, Luo-Luo finally had a chance to Serve. While becoming the concubine of the Undying Savage was not ideal, at least Falling Rain was a talented hero blessed with a brilliant mind. Or so she thought until she first laid eyes on her bantam Lord Husband and saw how he reacted to her charms. While her lessons were long behind her, Luo-Luo played her part to perfection and did everything as she’d been taught to. She was demure, yet available, timid, yet eager to please, swallowing her embarrassment at being reduced to a mere breeding sow as she presented her best features for her Lord Husband’s viewing pleasure.
 
  
 
 And his response?
 
  
 
 He. Yawned.
 
  
 
 YAWNED.
 
  
 
 In what way did Luo-Luo lose out to the women around her? Yes, Lin-Lin, Li-Li, and Mila were all beauties in their own right, but so too was Luo-Luo. Why was he not entranced or even interested in her? It’s not like he was any prize himself, so what right did he have to be so judgmental of her? Worst of all, her Lord Husband seemed amused by her antics, disdainful of her attempts to win him over, and generally annoyed by her presence. Worried his rejection would send her back to the Academy or worse, Luo-Luo even overstepped her bounds and hinted at her lineage, but neither he nor Luo-Luo’s senior sister-wives gave any reaction when she mentioned she was of the first generation of Nobility. Did none of them understand what that meant?
 
  
 
 As if to rub salt in her wounds, her Lord Husband not only forbade her from referring to him as such and was intent on turning their marriage into a sham, now he showed more interest in her Honour Guard than he’d shown for Luo-Luo. For the first time, she saw his surly grimace shift into a smile, gazing upon the Death Corps soldiers with a covetous eye. How mortifying to be valued less than her slaves, a blow to Luo-Luo’s pride from which she might never recover. Was this to be her fate, a caged bird with no one to appreciate her song? Would she grow old and ugly, unloved and untouched, an unwanted stranger in her own home?
 
  
 
 Perhaps now was the time to invoke her Privilege. At least she would leave behind a pretty corpse upon the funeral pyre, even if no one would mourn her.
 
  
 
 “So, your soldiers are from the Imperial Death Corps.” Striding through their ranks, her Lord Husband all but disappeared among her Honour Guard as he inspected them one by one, and Luo-Luo had to stifle a giggle. “Which one of you is the ranking officer?”
 
  
 
 Mother above, his ignorance was almost too much to bear. Hesitating over what to call him out loud, she settled on using his full name as he’d instructed her. So what if it was disrespectful, he hardly deserved her respect. “Falling Rain, the Imperial Death Corps has no officers, only soldiers. Only Royal Guardsmen may hold rank in the Imperial Army.”
 
  
 
 “Oh.” Stepping out from the sea of soldiers, Falling Rain reappeared with his surly grimace back in place. “That’s disappointing. So they’re all just common soldiers huh? Damn, I was hoping for some elites. Well, whatever, I can work with soldiers. Listen up. I am Second Grade Warrant Officer Falling Rain and you are all now members of my retinue. Conduct yourselves properly and we will have no problems. Saluk, bring these soldiers to Mister Rustram and tell him we have 360 more mouths to feed and bodies to shelter.”
 
  
 
 Distressed at the loss of her guards, Luo-Luo watched in muted protest as they saluted and strode off. It was her fault for telling them to obey his orders, but for him to so openly covet her dowry made Luo-Luo worry for her future. She had little else besides her Honour guard, merely her bedding, clothing, a small box of jewellery, and a basket of items for her firstborn, but Falling Rain would likely take those away too. Stupid girl, she’d even been dreaming of having a hut for herself and perhaps a handmaiden or two, but Falling Rain cared nothing for propriety at all. She’d probably be lucky to have a bed at all, seeing as how he told her to forget about being his concubine, and now that her guards were no longer hers, he might even gift her to his soldiers to sate their animalistic desires. If she invoked her Privilege, would he even comply, or would he laugh and throw her to his soldiers anyways?
 
  
 
 “Hmm, so many more soldiers to pay for. I’m not sure I can afford them.” With a grin which made him look even younger than his nineteen years, Falling Rain sighed in contentment, “Oh well. Nothing I can do except work harder and earn more. Ah wait, Luo-Luo, how have you been paying them?”
 
  
 
 So shameless! He wanted nothing to do with Luo-Luo but was only too happy to take her things. Where was his pride? Before Luo-Luo could lose her temper, Mila took his hand spoke softly. “They’re not expecting to be paid, beloved. They’re Oath-sworn slaves, every last one of them.”
 
  
 
 The change in Falling Rain was startling to see, his eyes flooding with compassion and empathy as he watched the Death Corps stride by, not emotions she expected to find from a man in his position. “Ah, fucking hell.” Without glancing her way, he stretched his hand out towards Luo-Luo and said, “Their Token. Give it to me.” His voice burned with cold anger and hinted at violence to come should she refuse, and Luo-Luo scrambled to unclasp her pendant, arms trembling all the while.
 
  
 
 Coming to her rescue, Lin-Lin interposed herself between Luo-Luo and Falling Rain. “Hubby, you can’t do that, ya? That’s Luo-Luo’s dowry, you can’t just take it.”
 
  
 
 “Huh? Isn’t the dowry a gift for the groom?” Genuinely confused, the ferocious, steel-backed warrior melted away beneath his adorable wifey’s disapproval, puffing his cheeks in frustration in a mirror of Lin-Lin’s expression. They were so adorable together, two childhood friends turned lovers. Why couldn’t Luo-Luo be so lucky to be loved like that? All she wanted was a place at her Lord Husband’s side and a chance to earn a small fraction of the affection he had for the others, but he refused to even give her that.
 
  
 
 “No silly,” Lin-Lin replied, leaning against Luo-Luo’s chest with a reassuring smile. “The dowry belongs to the woman. That’s how it works, ya?”
 
  
 
 “The dowry is to ensure a secondary wife or concubine will be cared for in the event of her husband’s death.” Also leaping to Luo-Luo’s defence, Li-Li added, “By custom, the husband should add to, if not match, the dowry as a gift to his new bride.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Annoyed by the prospect of parting with his wealth, Falling Rain wrinkled his nose and grumbled, “I’m not giving her more soldiers. I only have 500 myself. Besides, what does she need so many guards for and how does she expect to pay for their food and other expenses? I suppose I’m footing the bill for that too. Unfair.”
 
  
 
 Grateful to her senior sister-wives, Luo-Luo sniffled and stepped aside, curtsying as she presented the jade pendant to which her Honour Guards were sworn to. “As Lor- Falling Rain says, this one has no need for soldiers. Please, accept them with this one’s blessings.” Like she had a choice. Why did it matter anymore?
 
  
 
 At least Falling Rain knew enough to look ashamed as he took her jade phoenix pendant, the only item she had to remember her birth parents by. Whoever they were, she was forbidden to know, but she’d hoped against all hopes that they still remembered her and had swelled with pride when Luo-Luo performed her masterpiece during the competition. She never resented them for offering her as tribute, for such was her place as defined by fate, but in the past six years, she often dreamt about what life would be like if they’d kept her.
 
  
 
 Mostly, she wondered if they regretted the decision. Did they know of her troubles now? Would they even care?
 
  
 
 Tears spilled out of Luo-Luo’s eyes and down her cheeks as she stared at her feet, trying not to make a scene. After a long silence, Falling Rain sighed and said, “Look, I’m sorry I was so curt. Please stop crying. I’ll... reimburse you for the soldiers, okay? Double in fact, just as soon as I have the funds available. I promise, I won’t let you take a loss on this.”
 
  
 
 Dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, Luo-Luo nodded without answering, too choked up to speak. Ever the sweetheart, Lin-Lin hugged her tight and whispered, “Don’t worry, ya? Hubby’s been really grumps lately, he isn’t always like this. Give him some time to warm up to you. Lin-Lin will help.”
 
  
 
 Feigning a smile, Luo-Luo nodded and wiped her tears. Her spirits low and future grim, she followed her sister-wives in silence as they discussed matters with Falling Rain, but she didn’t care anymore. Let him have all her possessions, Luo-Luo would not be long for this world regardless. As soon as she had some privacy, Luo-Luo would write out her grievance and find some way to send it to a Justicar before taking her own life. Hanging perhaps, though it seemed a painful way to go. Cutting herself was out of the question, she lacked the stomach and nerves to end things so messily. The how wasn’t important, but what mattered was getting word of grievance to a Justicar. She only hoped it would reach the Emperor’s ears and he would care enough to demand justice for poor Luo-Luo, the Servant who once moved him with a song.
 
  
 
 Oh, who was she kidding. If she had the courage to face death, Luo-Luo would have thrown caution to the wind and chosen a patron instead of wallowing away in obscurity for six long years...
 
  
 
 Once they arrived at the beach, Falling Rain plopped down in the sand without so much as a blanket. Inwardly grumbling at having to dirty her best dress, Luo-Luo posed herself so not as to reveal too much to anyone who turned away from the stage. Curling up next to Lin-Lin, Luo-Luo yelped as the Divine Guardian settled in around them, her beak a mere arm’s length behind them and eyes blinking in lazy satisfaction. With a head larger than Luo-Luo was tall, the Divine Guardian was an awesome sight to behold, a powerful, fearsome creature which filled her with admiration and reverence.
 
  
 
 Which begged the question: Why was the Divine Guardian so attached to Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 For that matter, what about all the other animals? Bears, wildcats, rabbits, and even the birds settled around Falling Rain, seeking him out for delicious treats and soft pats. From the interaction with her Honour Guard, he didn’t seem all that charismatic, so why do animals love him so? It defied common sense. Truth be told, animal taming skills aside, Luo-Luo wasn’t impressed with the number one talent in the Empire. The title wasn’t even apt, there were probably dozens of young warriors under twenty five in the homeland who could defeat him and his ‘brilliance’ was undoubtedly untrue. It took three explanations from three different people for him to understand the significance of his rank as Imperial Consort and despite it all, he still seemed annoyed by the honour. Falling Rain might be a talented warrior, but a genius mind? Not so much.
 
  
 
 In short, Falling Rain was a shameless, uncivilized bully, disdainful of Luo-Luo’s charms and all too happy to take everything she owned and leave her with nothing. He even denied her the right to play her part as dutiful concubine and forbade her from calling him Lord Husband. Was she really so horrible to be around? He wouldn’t even give her the chance to prove herself, his mind made up within seconds of their meeting. At least he still kept her around, even if only to keep up appearances. Otherwise, how was she, a beautiful, destitute, and unguarded woman, to survive on her own? She’d heard the stories of rebels sharpening their blades and Defiled hiding in the wilderness of the vast, untamed outer provinces, where a fate worse than death awaited her.
 
  
 
 “Hi big sister.” Hugging a sheaf of documents to her chest, sweet Tali ran over and crashed down beside Luo-Luo, making herself comfortable as children were inclined to do. “Lin-Lin said you wanted to see Rainy’s book, ya? I like the pictures, but it’s not a good story book. Do you know any good stories?”
 
  
 
 “Hmm, have you heard the story about the greedy little dog?” Launching into a silly children’s tale, Luo-Luo smiled and silently greeted Tali’s parents and brother as they sat down beside her. Carrying the adorable, chubby-cheeked Tate in her arms, Tali’s mother Alsantset was a stunning brunette half-tiger, her every movement brimming with grace and confidence. With a cursory nod, Alsantset acknowledged Luo-Luo’s existence while keeping careful watch on her precious daughter, ready to act should this stranger prove a threat. Further away, Rain’s older brother Charok patted the Guardian Turtle before offering Luo-Luo a polite smile. Aside from his amber eyes, he shared few similarities with Falling Rain, with a stronger jaw, more prominent cheekbones, and a taller frame. Perhaps Charok would be more receptive to the idea of a concubine and treat Luo-Luo better. He only had the one wife and it wouldn’t be strange for a successful younger brother to pass on a gift to his older brother...
 
  
 
 To this end, Luo-Luo tested the waters once she finished telling her story, treating Alsantset with her warmest smile. “Your sweet Tali is such a delight, she has the most impeccable manners. You must be so proud of her.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” Alsantset replied, baring her teeth in what seemed like an icy smile but felt more like an open threat. “But proper manners are not much to be proud of, or are you so surprised because she hails from a tribe of savages?”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back from the fearsome tigress, Luo-Luo abandoned all thoughts of seducing Charok. At least Falling Rain’s wives were kind to her, even Mila who so obviously felt threatened by Luo-Luo’s existence. The temperamental redhead had immediately switched tack when she learned about the Privilege, a gentle, affectionate soul willing to share the man she loved so Luo-Luo wouldn’t take her own life. Well, Mila had nothing to worry about. Falling Rain clearly had no warm feelings for Luo-Luo, sitting there with Lin-Lin on one side and Mila on the other, both women nestled in his warm embrace. They looked so happy together it made Luo-Luo bristle with jealousy.
 
  
 
 Well, Falling Rain would have no choice but to pretend to like her during the party in her honour. At least that was something to look forward to...
 
  
 
 In an effort to distract herself, Luo-Luo opened Falling Rain’s book and marvelled at how smooth and thin the parchment was, making a mental note to beg her sister-wives to procure some for her use. Ignoring the hubbub around her, Luo-Luo immersed herself into reading as she so often did, scoffing at the author’s so called ‘mission statement’, declaring his goal of bringing about a new age of knowledge and prosperity to the Azure Empire. Such hubris, as if such a feat could be accomplished by one man.
 
  
 
 Despite her skepticism, Luo-Luo cared nothing for all the warriors’ pageantry occurring on stage, so she continued her reading. With each page turned, her doubts lessened as she absorbed the knowledge contained within them, her mind working at full force as she came up with alternative uses for each technology. The most impressive thing she found was cast iron, a cheap, low-effort alternative to smelted iron. It was noted as brittle and inflexible, but so long as the tensile and compressive strength didn’t suffer, then it could easily be used in all manner of items which were deemed too uneconomical for regular iron, things like durable wagons with iron axles and wheels which could carry more goods in a more reliable manner, or reinforcing walls and doors to better defend against the Empire’s enemies, or even something as simple as cheaper farming implements or different musical instruments.
 
  
 
 And that was just one item in the book. Written on these pages was so much potential and so many more uncompleted projects yet to complete. Using sand and high heat to create a transparent ceramic, or mixing water with volcanic ash to form a liquid stone which hardened after settling, producing a stable, non-flammable yet destructive explosive made from a yellow dye or an invisible, scentless gas which was lethal even to Martial Warriors, each one of these unfinished inventions seemed more impactful than the last. Although the writer had yet to work out the specifics, the possibilities left her trembling in both fear and excitement. Closing the book, she half-heartedly applauded along with the rest of her new people, mind reeling as she absorbed the information while absently smiling at Tali cheering for her ‘great-granma’ on stage.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain put his name on the work and only his, though the book mentioned several nameless collaborators. Whoever the real brilliant minds behind this book was, Luo-Luo was determined to meet them, to speak with them, and gauge the calibre of their soul, for they were a group destined to bring about great change to the Azure Empire.
 
  
 
 Or one destined to commit unspeakable horrors.
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 After a short break for lunch, the Imperial Grand Conference picks back up where it left off once the Legate and his soldiers parade back onto the floating stage, a process which is less than exhilarating. Then again, it’ll be hard to match this morning’s levels of excitement. Not to toot my own horn, but I’m fairly certain my stunning victory over Wu Gam will be the highlight of the day, a milestone moment which will be spoken of for years to come.
 
  
 
 Okay, fine, I’m tooting my own horn, but so what? It feels good. Nothing wrong with a little self-toot every once in a while. Not like I’ll go blind, that’s just an old wives tale.
 
  
 
 Sadly, the day’s victory was tainted by the arrival of my unwanted concubine and her accusing, tear-filled gaze. It’s so weird, why does a Servant need 360 soldiers? Who’s trying to kill her? And since when were dowries not a gift for the husband? Whatever. Putting her out of mind, I try to forget my problems and enjoy some good old-fashioned blood sport, but sadly, the Legate calls a steady stream of miscellaneous yet somehow important bigwigs to the stage to present their gifts in a non-violent fashion. I can’t blame him for milking this, because who doesn’t love getting gifts? Bored by the pageantry and exhausted from my action packed morning and the sleepless, traumatizing night preceding it, I cuddle up with Lin, Mila, and Ping Ping for a nice afternoon nap beneath the sun, hoping all my problems will be gone by the time I wake.
 
  
 
 To my immense disappointment, my problems still exist when Lin wakes me to watch Akanai take the stage with Husolt, Tokta, Dagen, Ghurda, and a multitude of other Sentinels and former bannermen. Looking resplendent atop their well-groomed and well-disciplined battle quins, the difference is like day and night when compared to my rag-tag retinue, leading me to consider stricter dress codes or uniforms. Joined by the married Exharches Bralton and Erien and a few other mercenaries I’ve never heard of, they represent the Imperial Defence Forces of the Northern province. And only the Northern Province.
 
  
 
 Boo. No inter-province rivalries settled or feuds enacted today. Boring.
 
  
 
 Having denied Akanai the opportunity to show off her superior ass-kicking prowess, I take solace from the fact that the Legate does the same to everyone else. When it comes time for the Northern Imperial Army to present themselves, my Mentor stands as Nian Zu’s right hand man and successor, with Situ Jia Yang and Han BoHai beside them. Baatar’s exotic appearance stands out among the sea of almost identical humans, his silver-white hair and clear blue eyes visible even from a distance, a resplendent and dignified warrior in his gold-trimmed armour and black cloak bearing his wolf insignia. Even Baatar’s hulking roosequin Balor is sporting armour today, though neither rider nor mount have a chance to put it to use as the first day of the Imperial Grand Conference eventually comes to an end without any further violence.
 
  
 
 This sucks. I wanted to see Akanai and Baatar smack the shit out of a bunch of famous people like the original Gam, Shuai Jiao, Du Min Gyu and Ryo Dae Jung. It would’ve been fun for the whole family to display our martial prowess and dominate our rivals throughout the Empire as a whole but I guess the Legate didn’t want powerful Martial Warriors duking it out on a raft, especially while he’s sitting on it. Understandable, I suppose, considering the young talents already did a fair amount of damage to the stage and there couldn’t possibly be an endless supply of replacement rafts to fix it. Besides, I’m sure there’s some personal safety issues with letting peak experts fight so close to the Imperial Legate, though I don’t know why anyone would want him dead. As far as Yuzhen knows, Shen Zhenwu is a nobody, a youngish Imperial Scion who no one in the outer provinces has ever met before.
 
  
 
 This gives me all the more reason not to trust him. It might be the paranoia speaking, but why would the Emperor send an unknown and untried youth to handle something of this magnitude? The Emperor has a Grand Marshal, a Prime Minister, and a General of the Army, but decided this thirty-something year old pretty boy was better equipped to ensure the continued survival of the outer provinces? No fucking way. Chances are, Central’s already been given up for dead and we’re all here as meat for the meat-grinder.
 
  
 
 Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean the Emperor isn’t out to get us.
 
  
 
 Although this day feels like it’s been going on for weeks now, it’s still only mid-afternoon and there are plenty of festivities left to enjoy. Being the anti-social recluse that I am, I’d much rather stay here on the beach, lounging with Ping Ping and my two brides-to-be while Mama Bun stretched across our collective laps. It’s nice to sit arm in arm with my two lovely betrothed while ignoring all my issues and responsibilities. Lin napping on me in public is nothing new, but Mila is surprisingly forward today, holding my arm hostage throughout the entire ceremony. In light of the warmer Central climate, Mila’s taken to wearing long, loose shirts and little else, making for an alluring sight whenever her shirt slips to one side and exposes a single, lightly freckled shoulder. Throw in Lin’s sleep murmuring and Mama Bun’s aggressive snuggles and I could lay here all week if the world left me alone.
 
  
 
 Unable to resist her allure, I kiss Mila’s shoulder and Send, “So my love, how does it feel to be betrothed to the number one talent in the Empire?”
 
  
 
 After an adorably grumpy grimace, Mila bares her teeth and replies, “How should I know? I should be asking you the same thing.”
 
  
 
 “Fair enough, but let your beleaguered betrothed enjoy his moment for a few hours before you take it away, okay?” If she challenges me in public, I’ll be faced with a difficult decision. Either I fight fair and let her take away my glory or use Aura to save face and suffer in private. While I don’t care too much about the title or the fame which comes with it, it’s nice to be on top for once, instead of the perpetual underdog and life’s whipping boy.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Enjoy your head.” Her sultry glare makes me wish we were back at the Wall and alone in her smithy, where the walls are thick and the neighbours loud enough to drown out any noise we make. “You’ve enjoyed yourself plenty and I deserve a win. I’m sure your new concubine will soothe your hurt feelings afterwards.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous.” Nuzzling her shoulder, I sigh and shake my head, enjoying the soft texture of her bare skin. “Seriously, I’m not joking. I barely even know her and already I don’t like her.”
 
  
 
 “...About that.” Nudging me none too lightly with her shoulder, Mila puffs her cheeks in sullen anger. “I can’t believe you’re making me stand up for your new concubine, but don’t you think you’re being too harsh with her? A few sentences into your first conversation and you already made her cry.”
 
  
 
 “Oh please, you say that like you’ve never made me cry.”
 
  
 
 “You asked for my help, practically begged me to hit you. Besides, what sort of number one talent cries after a few hits?”
 
  
 
 “One who feels pain. Sorry for crying over my broken bones, but in my defence, I’m merely a fragile mortal man.” Kissing her cheek to show there’s no hard feelings, I go back to the topic at hand. “You’re too trusting my love. Who knows what agenda Luo-Luo has? For all we know, she was sent here by the Legate as a spy.”
 
  
 
 “Why would he want to spy on you?”
 
  
 
 Silly, naive Mila, so trusting of strangers, even the ones trying to steal her man. For an insular people, the Bekhai are pretty laid back with their see-how-it-goes attitude when it comes to taking in strangers. They’re willing to give almost anyone a chance, which is nice, but alarming. Luo-Luo’s already charmed Mila and my wifey, and now she’s working on my sweet niece and nephew. Insidious woman, I’m onto her schemes. Not really, but I’m watching her. To see if she does anything suspicious, not in a creepy, stalker way. “I don’t know why the Legate would want a spy in the Bekhai, but I know we have too many secrets to let her walk around freely. Panacea, Blobby, my Aura, all the former bandits in my employ, and who knows what else? I bet Grand-Mentor will feel the same way, just you wait and see.” Hopefully, Akanai or Yuzhen will have some way to get rid of Luo-Luo without pissing the Legate off or dooming a possibly innocent girl to... whatever happens to rejected Servants.
 
  
 
 It’s probably not a pleasant end, but if it’s a choice between Luo-Luo’s life and my freedom, I’ll make the same decision every single time.
 
  
 
 “Oh please.” Feigning anger, Mila bites my shoulder but my shirt absorbs most of the pressure. “Don’t pretend like you’re upset about adding a beautiful woman to your ever-growing harem. I don’t know what sin I committed in my past lives to warrant a punishment like falling in love with a man like you, a faithless beast in perpetual heat.”
 
  
 
 Her light banter hits a little too close for comfort considering my recent revelations regarding Yan. Add an unwanted concubine into the mix and my marriage just doubled in size, which means Mila can’t be feeling great about it. “I’m sorry beloved. You deserve better.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Biting my shoulder for real this time, the sharp pain is mitigated by Mila’s adorable scowl. “I love you, but you keep saying I deserve better like you aren’t worthy. It’s tiresome. If it were true, I would have left long ago, or Mama would have never allowed our betrothal.” Nestling her cheek on my injured shoulder, she adds, “You’re not without your flaws, but like you said, that merely makes you a fragile mortal man. If Luo-Luo is a spy, then trust that Mama will deal with her appropriately, but until she proves otherwise, it wouldn’t hurt to be a little nicer. It’s not Luo-Luo’s fault you have a lascivious and vile reputation, and since we’re stuck with her for the time being, there’s no reason we can’t be civil.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not like I threatened her or anything. I lost my temper a little and said one harsh sentence. How was I supposed to know she’d fall to pieces? It’s like she expects me to drool all over her and cater to her every whim just because she’s a little pretty.” When I’m done rolling my eyes, I wiggle my eyebrows and smirk. “She’s not all terrible though, her presence has made you much more affectionate.”
 
  
 
 “Idiot.” With a pouty smile which makes my heart skip a beat, Mila sighs and leans harder into my embrace. “Did it never occur to you that I’m being more affectionate because I missed you this last month? And, you put on a spectacular performance on stage this morning, defeating Wu Gam in a single blow. I’m suitably impressed, so much so that I’ll overlook how you beat him so readily because you were taking revenge for Yan.” With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, she forestalls my argument with a shake of her head. “Don’t lie and deny it, I’ve long since resigned myself to your voracious appetite. How is Yan anyways?”
 
  
 
 My mouth hangs open as I struggle to find the words to respond with, as Mila just gave me too much to think about. “Err, first off, I missed you too.” Great, now it sounds like you felt obligated to say it, even though you really missed her. No way to fix it now, move on and do better. “The stage thing wasn’t that impressive, you would’ve beaten Wu Gam in a far more dominating fashion. Hell, I think Dastan could've done the same too, did you see his fight? I think he’s been holding back in our spars.” Stop stalling and get to the important stuff. “As for Yan, we didn’t really talk, but I wanted to. I miss her.”
 
  
 
 “As well you should.” There’s no blame or accusation in Mila’s eyes, only a sad, quiet acceptance that she fell in love with a womanizer, which only makes me feel worse. “She’s an incredible person and you should go win her back. If you’re looking for my blessing, then you have it. Lin’s too, but that goes unsaid.”
 
  
 
 This feels like one of those ‘shut up and take it’ victories, but curiosity overpowers reason. “Why? If you asked for my blessing to bring another man into our marriage, I’d murder him out of sheer spite.”
 
  
 
 “Good. At least you care.” Blushing like I’d just said the most romantic thing ever, Mila closes her eyes and lets out a contented sigh. “You’re a lecherous man of carnal appetite, and as much as I’d like to have you all to myself, I know that would never work. Luckily for you, I love you enough to share and trust you enough to believe you won’t mistreat me.”
 
  
 
 You really don’t deserve her, but moping about it won’t help. Instead, be better. Become worthy. Don’t be the reason for her regret. “I could never bear to mistreat you my love. I can’t promise you’ll always be happy, but I promise I’ll never stop trying to make it so.” Now follow through with it for the rest of your life, jerk. If you ever make Lin, Mila, or Yan cry, you deserve all the pain and misery which follows.
 
  
 
 With a knowing smile, Mila leans in for a short kiss before breaking it off. “It doesn’t matter too much anyways,” she Sends with a teasing smile, “I’ll outlive you by three to four hundred years, so after you’re gone, I’ll find a new husband to satisfy my needs, a tall, handsome, strapping young man all for myself.”
 
  
 
 Oof. She’s joking, but it’s a little too real. Then again, it’d be stupid to expect her to live out the rest of her life alone after I’m gone...
 
  
 
 Satisfied with her victory, Mila gingerly moves Mama Bun’s legs off of her lap and hops to her feet, stretching her arms and back with a series of sexy grunts. “I’m in the mood for a little exercise. Song, do you want to spar?”
 
  
 
 Thankful to have been spared the shame of a public defeat, I wave goodbye as Mila saunters off with Li Song, leaving me with Lin, Luo-Luo, and all my pets. After waking Lin with a soft kiss and putting my loving Aura to good use, I wrangle all my animals and head back to my yurt carrying Sir Inky’s cauldron, hoping the angry octopus is still alive. He hasn’t made a peep since this morning’s horrifying tentacle mouth molestation and I’m too scared to check. Not in public at least, I have an image to maintain after all.
 
  
 
 While I’m distracted thinking about how to get Sir Inky to love me in a less physical manner, Luo-Luo and Lin-Lin share a lengthy whispering session which comes to an end when my lovely, long-eared wifey hops onto my back and declares, “We’re throwing a welcome party for Luo-Luo tonight, hubby. You don’t hafta do anything, you just have to be there, okay?”
 
  
 
 Ugh. “Does it have to be tonight?” Or you know... ever?
 
  
 
 “Yup. The Legate gifted Luo-Luo to us, but if no one knows about it then he won’t be happy, so the sooner the better, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Okay, but don’t go overboard. Last I checked, we’re running low on coin and 360 more soldiers won’t help.”
 
  
 
 “Hm, about that hubby.” Resting her cheek on my shoulder, Lin makes sure I can see her big brown eyes before whispering, “We might actually earn coin by throwing a party. It’s not exactly a wedding, but since she’s your concubine, it’s sort of like a wedding, ya? People will bring gifts, so I think we should spend a little more.”
 
  
 
 God, it’s been a few hours and Luo-Luo already has Lin and the twins wrapped around her finger. “How much?” I ask, not bothering to lower my voice.
 
  
 
 “Not too much.” Judging by Lin’s averted glance, that’s not true at all. After a long silence in which my raised eyebrow refuses to drop, my wifey flashes a sheepish smile and continues. “We need a big space for all our guests, so I said we could rent out the six restaurants around the duelling stage we always go to. As the bride, Luo-Luo also needs a red dress, she only has purple, gold, green, blue, black, and yellow. She doesn’t need new jewellery, but it’d be nice to have something she can show the guests and say was from you. She also needs a zither to perform for the guests and at least two handmaidens to accompany her. We’ll hafta hire servers and cooks, maybe some other entertainment, and -”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” Dear sweet Mother in Heaven, has Lin lost her mind or is Luo-Luo’s charisma stat through the roof? How did she convince my sweet wifey to spend so much money? Turning to face the towering succubus, I break the news as gently as possible, because I cannot deal with a woman’s tears. “Look, I don’t know what standards you were accustomed to or what misconceptions you have about me, but I’m not some princeling or rich young noble with vast estates and holdings. I understand the need for a party, but I can’t afford the opulent and luxurious lifestyle you’ve envisioned for yourself. I’ll talk to Mister Rustram and see what we can spare, but I can tell you right now, new dresses, jewellery and handmaidens are almost certainly out of my price range.” Probably the zither too. Instruments are expensive, right? “And six restaurants? I don’t think I even know enough people to fill six restaurants. If you’re upset because I took away your guards, I’m sorry, but it had to be done.” There’s no way I’m letting that many soldiers wander around camp unchecked under the control of a possible spy, but it’d be rude to mention it. “I promise I won’t let you suffer a loss, but like I told you earlier, I’m having money flow issues, issues which a big extravagant party would only exacerbate.”
 
  
 
 Throughout the whole spiel, Luo-Luo’s expression goes from cheerful and excited to utterly depressed in the span of a single minute. Visibly choking on her tears, she curtsies and responds with a simple, “It shall be as Falling Rain says. Luo-Luo apologizes for overstepping her bounds.”
 
  
 
 God if she’s faking then she’s the best actress in the world. I hate how she says my name like it’s a title, but I don’t want to correct her more than necessary. “No. Don’t just shut down and accept whatever I say. I’m not angry or upset and even if I were, you have nothing to fear from me. Please, be reasonable and let’s work together. We need to throw you a welcoming party to give the Legate face. I have monetary concerns. How do we solve this? Let’s go inside, sit down, and discuss this like sensible people.” Putting the cauldron down, I crack the lid open, toss in a handful of dried fish, and slam the lid back down, all the while praying Inky is still alive so I won’t disappoint Taduk. Leaving Ping Ping to guard our new friend and the bunny enclosure, I head into my yurt with Lin, Luo-Luo, and the rest of my pets to plan a party I neither want nor can afford.
 
 This morning, I became Falling Rain, number one talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Judging by Luo-Luo’s sulky pout, I’ve earned a new title: Falling Rain, cheapskate party pooper.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 342 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 The more Luo-Luo uncovered about Falling Rain, the more peculiar he seemed.
 
  
 
 Having overheard sweet Tali asking her handsome Papa what they should cook for dinner, Luo-Luo learned there were no plans for a welcome party in motion, a most depressing realization. Heart heavy and spirits low, she cringed at the thought of confronting Falling Rain about the evening festivities, knowing she would be blamed for the expenditures and ‘inconvenience’. Her new husband was a man of violence and bloodshed, proven quick to anger and likely even quicker to act. Though he had yet to threaten her physically and often commented on her safety, Luo-Luo feared her death could come at a moment’s notice should she upset or disappoint her Lord Husband, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Or worse.
 
  
 
 Earlier, he told Luo-Luo to eschew her marital duties, but as a woman and a Servant, she was determined to fulfill her purpose, only... what if he were to lose his head in the throes of passion and forget she was but a frail young damsel? Unlike Mila or Li-Li, Luo-Luo’s body would crumble under any rough or violent handling. Though lacking firsthand experience, she’d studied all the books there were on the art of lovemaking and knew only too well how frantic and brutal men could be. No matter how many times she studied those diagrams, Luo-Luo couldn’t imagine how she was supposed to derive pleasure from such strange, contorted positions.
 
  
 
 No matter. If things went well, Luo-Luo would find out soon enough, after her Lord Husband was suitably plied with drink and more relaxed in her presence. Though she wanted to bring up the party the moment she discovered one wasn’t being planned, she feared to do so without help from her sister-wives. Unfortunately, Lin-Lin had fallen asleep in her ‘hubby’s’ embrace while Mila and Falling Rain exchanged quiet smiles and soft touches, so comfortable in each others presence it’s as if they were in their own little world with just the three of them and the adorably fluffy Mama-Bun. Burning with jealousy, Luo-Luo imagined what it would be like were she to switch positions with Lin-Lin or Mila, but all she could think about was how uncomfortable it’d be considering their stark height differences.
 
  
 
 Such is life. This was but a trial placed in her path by the Mother, and like all other trials, Luo-Luo would come out on top.
 
  
 
 In a manner of speaking.
 
  
 
 Despite her growing anxiety, Luo-Luo couldn’t bear to disturb Lin-Lin’s nap, who looked so darling as she snuggled with both husband and bunny. Instead, Luo-Luo clutched the precious book to her chest and took measure of the Bekhai tribesmen who marched on stage, adjusting her views accordingly. Savage tribesmen though they might be, her Lord Husband’s people were undoubtedly a powerhouse of the North, with his family prominently standing out. A Lieutenant General for a grandmother and a Major General for a father, Falling Rain was the tribesmen equivalent of a noble prince, though how he came to be adopted was still a mystery. For two half-beasts to rise so high in rank was no easy task, and one of them a beautiful woman no less, a testament to their ambition and ability, especially considering the family lacked a powerful civil servant. With a family member in both the Defence Forces and Army, not to mention how he was the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history, Luo-Luo concluded that Falling Rain, despite his uncouth appearance and ill-mannered attitude, was a man of both means and wealth, especially considering he’d only just won twenty-thousand gold gambling a week past.
 
  
 
 A tight-fisted, penny-pinching man of means and wealth who seemed overly protective of his cooking pot, but surely even he would understand the need to please his benefactor.
 
  
 
 When the opening ceremonies came to an end and the charming half-hare finally woke from her slumber, Luo-Luo immediately drew the sweet girl aside and plied her charms while Falling Rain busied himself collecting his pets. Turning Lin-Lin to her cause was much easier than expected, those fetching brown eyes going wide with gleeful anticipation at the thought of hosting a party. As Luo-Luo painted a picture of what was to come, Lin-Lin became so excited she launched herself onto Falling Rain’s back, her arms wrapped around his neck and chest as her feet dangled in the air, joyously going on about the splendid party to come.
 
  
 
 Endearing as it was, Luo-Luo’s heart stilled as Lin-Lin’s spontaneity ruined all her carefully laid plans, the half-hare’s over-eager approach too much for Falling Rain to accept. Shutting down Lin-Lin’s enthusiasm with a single uttered ‘stop’, he tore Luo-Luo’s suggestions apart without mercy. No dress, no jewels, no handmaidens, he even thought six restaurants too many whereas she thought it too few. Did he care nothing for face? How was he to hold his head high as the ‘number one talent in the Empire’ and properly thank his benefactor with a shabbily dressed concubine in a one-restaurant banquet? And what was this nonsense about not knowing enough people? Did he not see the opportunity to connect with nobles, politicians, and soldiers from across the Empire? If anything, he should be worried about having too many people to invite rather than too few and making enemies of snubbed guests or worse.
 
  
 
 Once her Lord Husband finished scolding her, Luo-Luo curtsied and apologized, accepting her undue criticism with grace and dignity, but Falling Rain surprised her with his response. Instead of dismissing her opinions, he asked her to work with him and find a middle ground they could agree on. Emboldened by his willingness to compromise, she followed him into his hut only to belatedly realized this was her first time inside a man’s private quarters, her Lord Husband’s no less. If everything went according to plan, though Luo-Luo had little reason to believe they would, in a few hours, this was where she would surrender her maidenhood to Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Inside a musky, poorly-lit hut in the middle of an open field, without having so much as bathed beforehand. Not exactly the venue she’d have chosen for her first time, but the choice was never hers to begin with.
 
  
 
 To her immense surprise, Falling Rain gestured for them both to sit as he personally boiled water and set about fixing snacks. While Luo-Luo made idle conversation with Lin-Lin, Falling Rain fed the pets and washed his hands, using a fragrant bar of soap and a bowl of water to scrub his skin and nails clean like a man possessed. Once finished scraping his hands raw, he wiped them dry with a clean washcloth hanging on the water bowl. Still holding the washcloth, he used it to open a hatch in the hut’s floor to reveal a small, underground larder, his actions quick as he removed a side of meat and a cloth sack. Snapping the hatch closed, he was just in time to stop Jimjam from diving into the larder, an opportunistic hunter who’d been lying in wait to steal a bite from the trove of edible treasures.
 
  
 
 His actions revealed a new side of her Lord Husband, his movements deft and well-practised, his smile wide and laughter genuine. While Lin-Lin brought her to wash their own hands, Luo-Luo watched Falling Rain with growing interest, wondering why a man with his talents would have to prepare his own food and tea. Fending off the bears and wildcats with gentle nudges of his hips and knees, he placed the meat onto a platter and cut it into thin slices, generously trimming the fat and tossing it to his pets. His warm smile was so natural and unrestrained, his mouth moving in silent praise as he made sure each animal got their fair share. Sensing food to be had, a plump, rotund bird fluttered down from an opening in the roof to a land on Falling Rain’s shoulder, squawking out an almost human laugh of delight. Unperturbed by the intrusion, Falling Rain greeted the bird cordially and tossed it a chunk of meat. “Good afternoon Roc. No shinies today? Well, that’s all right, better luck tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo half-expected the bird to answer, but Roc fell silent as it gobbled down his treat. Finishing his preparations just as the water boiled, Falling Rain brought over the meat platter and placed it in front of Luo-Luo alongside a second plate stacked with round flatbread and a dish of chopped herbs. While he busied himself preparing the tea, Lin-Lin took a disc of flatbread, sprinkled on a dash of chopped herbs, wrapped it around a piece of meat, and nibbled away in a dainty, lovable fashion. “Help yourself, Luo-Luo,” Lin-Lin said with a mischievous grin. “Hubby makes the best snacks. He calls this a beef wrap.”
 
  
 
 Her preconceived notions of Falling Rain shattered beyond repair, Luo-Luo fashioned her own wrap and bit in, eager to taste what her Lord Husband prepared. As the burn of hot pepper and horseradish flooded her nose and mouth, she learned why Lin-Lin ate with dainty nibbles, the too-spicy treat setting her lips ablaze and eyes to watering. Suppressing the urge to regurgitate the fiery mouthful of piquant beef, Luo-Luo chewed and swallowed as quickly as manners allowed, praying it wouldn’t burn her throat as it went down. “Delicious,” she uttered, though the lie was evident.
 
  
 
 “Oh sorry, I should’ve warned you.” Handing her a cup of lukewarm tea, Falling Rain admonished the giggling Lin-Lin with a small shake of his head. “Go easy on the spices, you only need a little to feel the heat.” Fashioning a second wrap, he exchanged it for Luo-Luo’s half-eaten one with a smile and urged her to try it. “Just a small dash for flavour is good enough.”
 
  
 
 Draining the tea in a single gulp, Luo-Luo silently whimpered as she stared at the wrap, reluctant to subject her mouth to further torment but unwilling to disappoint her Lord Husband. Chuckling at her hesitation, Falling Rain filled half her teacup with hot, fresh-brewed tea before topping it off with a second pot of cold, spring water. A considerate and sweet gesture, though to be fair, it was his fault Luo-Luo was suffering to begin with. Steeling her nerves, she took a deep, cooling breath, drained her tea cup once more, and bit into the wrap.
 
  
 
 In a word: Delicious.
 
  
 
 “Yummy right?” Lin-Lin asked. “Told you, hubby makes the best snacks.” Holding her teacup out, she beamed with pride as if she’d hunted and cooked the food herself while Lord Husband poured her tea. “Wait till you try his rice crackers, he makes them so deliciously crispy and...”
 
  
 
 While Lin-Lin extolled the virtues of Falling Rain’s cooking, Luo-Luo made another wrap and reconsidered her opinion of this odd, affluent Lord Husband. Unlike most men of his status, Falling Rain had no attendants to clean his hut, no maids to launder his clothes, and no slaves waiting to help him change. There was no sign of any help waiting nearby, with Falling Rain living alone in his hut and taking care of his own needs. No, not just his own, whether it be pouring tea for his sweet wifey or eating with one hand while stroking his supine bird’s belly with the other, Falling Rain was a man who enjoyed caring for others.
 
  
 
 Hardly the attitude expected from the number one talent of the Empire. Even the lowest of merchants could afford a maid or two, and Falling Rain was far richer than a common shopkeeper. As much as she wanted to commend his humble nature and frugal lifestyle, he took things too far. How could he be so miserly, sitting on so much coin and refusing to spend it on even the most basic necessities? He kept plain clothes which had been mended and patched, slept on a wooden bed resting on four stones, cooked his own meals, made his own tea, and likely even emptied his own chamber pot. Was his avaricious nature truly so domineering that he couldn’t bear to spend enough for even a single domestic slave?
 
  
 
 As Lin-Lin and Falling Rain finished the last of their wraps, a soldier arrived with a bundle of documents for them to peruse. Clearing the table, Falling Rain placed the dirty dishes aside and wiped down the surface before settling down to business, ready to negotiate and quibble over every last copper spent. Pulling out a blank sheet of paper, he ground his ink and prepared to write, only instead of a proper brush, he held a thin metal stick with a pointed tip which he dipped in ink. Unable to contain her curiosity, Luo-Luo leaned over to study the implement, finding nothing out of the ordinary about it, merely a tool he used in place of a brush to write with. Maddeningly oblivious to her interest, Falling Rain looked through the documents and scrawled down a series of symbols, the likes of which Luo-Luo had never seen. Minutes passed in silence aside from the scratching of his stick, his calligraphy uninspired and lacking, like random scratches made by a blind man. The only saving grace was how tiny the symbols were, though what they entailed was still a mystery.
 
  
 
 “Okay,” he said, drawing a large circle around four symbols at the bottom of the paper. “I’ll run the numbers again to double check, but I can afford to spare around two thousand four hundred gold. Assuming she’s willing, we could borrow another thousand gold from Li Song, and probably more from Grand-Mentor and Marshal Yuzhen, but I’d rather we didn’t have to. Asking my future mother-in-law to fund my concubine’s wedding banquet is... well, lets just say I want to live a long and happy life.”
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo is grateful for Falling Rain’s understanding.” Three-thousand four-hundred gold would have to do, but her curiosity demanded she ask, “How did Falling Rain arrive at this number?” Was he trying to trick her?
 
  
 
 “Stop using my name like a title, it’s awkward. Drop the formalities and speak like a normal person please.” There was no smile for Luo-Luo, but he answered her question regardless, pointing at document and writing out the numbers in Common next to his illegible symbols. “According to these documents, as of this morning I have twenty-eight thousand, seven hundred and sixteen gold left in my war chest. This would have lasted me almost half a year, but now I have to factor in another three hundred and sixty soldiers. Deduct wages, food costs, other estimated expenses, and a reserve fund for emergencies, we’re left with two-thousand four hundred and thirty five gold, the absolute most I can spare. Keep in mind, this is it. There’s no more money coming in either, aside from my wages as a Second Grade Warrant Officer. A piddling thousand gold per month which won’t even cover feeding my retinue, ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, Luo-Luo sifted through the documents in search of the final number, surprised by her Lord Husband’s substantial income and confused by his staggering expenses. Why was he paying his soldiers such high wages? Were his scruffy, thuggish soldiers all Experts? This was all out of pocket no less, was his family lacking coin or could it be a custom of his people, to teach their youth the value of coin? The food costs alone were exorbitant, exacerbated by his choice of top quality feed for soldiers and mounts alike, not to mention the vast swathes of income ear-marked for ‘Tanaraq’. A name of someone or something perhaps? Hush money for an illegitimate lover or child? No, this was far too much... ‘Pensions’ were another large part of his expenses, though it didn’t say who or what he was paying for. It was all a mess, but there were more pressing matters to attend to. “Luo-Luo is confused. How did you arrive at this value without an abacus?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Math?” Unwilling to explain, Falling Rain glanced at Lin-Lin for help.
 
  
 
 “Mm, don’t worry Luo-Luo, hubby has the right amount, he’s really good with numbers.”
 
  
 
 Unable to accept how quickly he derived an answer, Luo-Luo studied Falling Rain’s scrawls for more clues, her Lord Husband and sister-wife happy to give her time. Finding a pattern in the illegible scrawls and the Common Script he’d written for her benefit, understanding dawned on Luo-Luo. “These symbols represent numbers?” she asked, pointing at the page. “This vertical line represents ‘one’? Why change the number one? It’s already written as a horizontal line...”
 
  
 
 “Wah, Luo-Luo is so smart!” Lin-Lin’s praise was without derision, nodding as she explained, “This symbol is two, and this one is three, and-”
 
  
 
 “Lin,” Falling Rain interrupted. “Maybe we should leave the numbers lesson for another time and stay on point.”
 
  
 
 Desperate to understand, Luo-Luo pointed at the four circled symbols and asked, “Then how does this represent two thousand four hundred and thirty five?” To write the same out in Common Script would take seven characters, and while she recognized the new symbols for two and three and assumed the others were four and five, she was at a loss on how to decipher it to arrive at the above total.
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Falling Rain sighed and hastily explained his system, and while Luo-Luo wanted to dismiss it as absurd, the more she heard, the more impressed she became. His explanation was a little lacking, but it was essentially a positional numeral system where the first column had a place value of one and increased by a factor of ten for each column to the left. It eliminated the need to write out the qualifying terms like hundred, thousand, or ten thousand, leaving only numbers on the page, a clean and simple solution to a minor, almost negligible issue, though still useful to save time and add clarity. Only... “Why did you need to make up new symbols for each number? Why not use the numerals of the Common Script?”
 
  
 
 Lin giggled. “Because Rainy didn’t know how to write numbers in Common, so he had to make up new ones.”
 
  
 
 “No... Well, yea, but that’s not the only reason. You also don’t have to lift your brush. You know. More convenient.”
 
  
 
 He didn’t know how to write numbers, so came up with numbers of his own? Then he arranged them in a well-thought out system which would remain logical all the way to infinity? He must have had help, perhaps from his Teacher? Eager to brag, Lin-Lin continued explaining the merits of her hubby’s system and how writing the numbers in certain arrangements helped the reader with mental arithmetic. Addition, subtraction, multiplication, and even division was made simple so long as one had access to ink and paper, solving complex equations using logic and a few strokes of the brush rather than rote memorization. He even had symbols to denote what type of calculation took place, allowing someone to easily double check their work or a reader to follow along without notes or explanations from the author.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 “See, isn’t Hubby smart?” Lin-Lin asked, her eyes barely visible through her smile. “Everyone should write numbers like this, it makes so much more sense.”
 
  
 
 Reeling with shock, her thirst for knowledge overpowered caution and Luo-Luo asked, “Why wasn’t this in the book of inventions?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by her tone, her Lord Husband didn’t take offence or scold her, taking it in stride as he sipped his tea and shrugged. “I thought about adding it, but I had to cut a lot to keep the book at a reasonable length. Besides, it’s just a different way to show numbers, it’s not that big a deal.”
 
  
 
 Not that big a deal? Was Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband an idiot or a genius? This system would revolutionize how the Empire approached mathematics, a language of numbers and nothing else. The possibilities alone...
 
  
 
 Forestalling her next question, Falling Rain asked, “Look, let’s get back on topic. We have two thousand four hundred gold, but it’s hardly enough for a six restaurant banquet. Stuff is a lot more expensive than I realized, and while I have art and things I could sell, it’ll raise uncomfortable questions. Hell, if I hadn’t won twenty-thousand duelling all those greedy idiots, I’d barely have enough to feed my people for the next two months, assuming prices don’t increase.”
 
  
 
 Oh her poor Lord Husband was no miser, but a man weighed down with debt and duty. Wishing she could help lighten his burden, Luo-Luo set her mind to work parsing through his holdings and contracts to find ways to help him save money, but there was too little information. Unfortunately, money still had to be spent, for Lord Husband’s exalted status demanded no less. Were he to host a substandard or shabby wedding party, he would lose face for both himself and his benefactor, while driving away allies and emboldening enemies with his poor reputation. Chewing her lip, she mentally revised the menu for this reduced budget and asked, “What items do you intend to sell? If reluctant to part with it, perhaps we could find a pawn broker instead? This banquet is important after all.”
 
  
 
 Before Lord Husband could answer, a brief knock sounded at the door as it swung open, revealing an older woman in poor health being carried in the arms of a handsome, blue-eyed half-wolf. Lips pursed in a frown, the older woman’s brown eyes narrowed as they focused on Luo-Luo, scrutinizing her as if she were a prized horse. Visibly unimpressed, the older woman snorted and said, “Pei. A wastrel and a milksop. Not even here for half a day and already you ask my son to sell his hard earned valuables? What makes you think you're worth the expense?” Smacking the half-wolf on the chest, Luo-Luo’s Mother-in-law added, “Enough looming about, you blockhead. Put me down, I’m feeble, not crippled.”
 
  
 
 While her Lord Husband fetched cushions and helped his mother get comfortable, Luo-Luo stood and curtsied, greeting the fearsome woman and her silently disapproving husband with trepidation. “Consort Luo-Luo greets Father and Mother.” Did everyone in her new family eschew convention? Why would his parents not send word of their arrival?
 
  
 
 Waving off her husband and son as they fussed about, Luo-Luo’s Mother-in-law sat on her cushion with back straight and neck craned, sipping her cup of tea. “Oof, get down girl, you’re too tall as it is.” As Luo-Luo knelt to obey, the domineering woman asked, “Now what’s this about pawn brokers?”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Luo-Luo answered as quickly as she could, hoping to reverse the poor impression her in-laws had of her. Oh, this was so mortifying. Why didn’t her Lord Husband or Lin-Lin speak up in her defence?
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Unimpressed with the explanation, Luo-Luo’s Mother-in-law pinched Falling Rain’s cheek. “Unfilial child, have you no respect for your parents? We’ll pay for your wedding banquet as is custom, though this is getting out of hand. A third woman? How many will you have before you’re satisfied? Think of how poor Mila and Lin must feel.” Turning to her dour husband, she added, “This is your fault you know, yours and Akanai’s for always leaving him to fend for himself. Not only has he picked up these bad habits, the boy doesn’t even think to ask for help, he just shoulders everything by himself without a second thought. Irresponsible is what it is, but luckily I insisted we come visit. Oh, how shameful would it have been if people found out Falling Rain, the number one talent in the Empire, had to borrow money for his wedding banquet? Rain, go fetch your second, the smart one with the moustache, not the wispy-bearded pretty-boy. There’s work to be done and not much time to do it.”
 
  
 
 Awed and intimidated, Luo-Luo knelt in place as her Mother-in-law took command, a dragon among tigers who possessed an air of natural authority and brazen impudence. Her needling statements made Luo-Luo want to curl up and cry, but at least Mother-in-law wasn’t stingy, looking down on Luo-Luo’s suggestion of hosting the banquet at six restaurants. Instead, Mother-in-law decided the Magistrate’s courtyard would be their venue and proceeded as if it belonged to her, declaring, “No one’s using it so why not?” While ordering extravagant delicacies and ostentatious decorations to be put in place, she simultaneously interrogated Luo-Luo on her history and what she needed for the banquet.
 
  
 
 No wonder Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband was henpecked. His father and brother were too...
 
  
 
 In short order, Mother-in-law decided she needed to be on-site to plan the banquet and Luo-Luo was quick to offer the sharp-tongued woman the use of her palanquin. Heart pounding with fear and excitement, Luo-Luo sat across from her Mother-in-law and beamed with delight, happy to finally get the banquet she’d dreamed of as a little girl, with promises of a new dress, jewellery, and even a zither to perform with. Of course, the banquet wasn’t so important anymore, Luo-Luo only placed so much emphasis on it because she thought she was destined for a wretched and gloomy existence, married to an uneducated brute and deceiver. After learning more about him and his burdens, Luo-Luo was now thoroughly convinced of her Lord Husband’s worthiness. It didn’t matter if he had help creating his number system and other inventions, for he excelled in both Martial and intellectual pursuits while others struggled to excel in one or the other. The Heavens had not forsaken Luo-Luo, for even with all his quirks and shortcomings, her Lord Husband Falling Rain was a brilliant man and worthy Patron. With or without this banquet, Luo-Luo would be proud to bear his children, children who would be destined for greatness.
 
  
 
 With her Lord Husband’s talents and the blood of Emperors running through their veins, how could their children be anything less?
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 Striding through the carpeted hall, Zian paid no mind to the palatial furnishings or opulent decor, his thoughts focused on the tribulations ahead. Tonight marked a turning point in his life, a crucial event in which success or failure would determine his fate. Whatever the outcome, it would be better to die with dignity than live in disgrace, and while his thoughts fixated on past humiliations, he did his best to put them all behind him. Tonight, a new Zian had arrived, and while this new version lacked the prestige and renown of his past self, he’d surpassed the former entitled, hedonistic young master he’d once been. The new Zian was better in all ways, smarter, stronger, and savvier than ever, equipped to deal with whatever the Heavens had to throw at him.
 
  
 
 Or so he hoped.
 
  
 
 For the umpteenth time, Zian silenced the part of his brain telling him to retreat to the safety of his guest room at the Yo household. What awaited at his destination was indignity at best and far worse should he fail, but this was the only path left to him. It’d taken several cups of liquid courage to even make it this far, and though he was determined to see things through, the new Zian also came with a host of unfamiliar insecurities and apprehensions. Jing Fei had been coaching him through his inadequacies, but while she proved herself an able teacher, he was a mediocre student.
 
  
 
 What happened to the golden child, the Zian who could do no wrong? The number one talent in the North, the peerless duellist and rising young dragon?
 
  
 
 He’d been replaced by a failure is what happened. No, not a failure, but worse, a man doomed to wallow in obscure mediocrity for the rest of his life.
 
  
 
 The days preceding the Imperial Grand Conference had not been kind to Zian. Day after day he took to the stage, hoping to defeat an illustrious warrior and make a name for himself, but after eighteen victories on his first day, the warriors of Central banded together against the foreign threat. Knowing they were not his match, Zian’s similarly-aged peers all but disappeared from the duelling grounds and were replaced with older, seasoned nobodies. Though nameless and undistinguished, those wily, shameless veterans used their combined knowledge and experience to uncover Zian’s patterns and weaknesses for all of Central to see. Time and time again, he suffered defeat at the hands of his well-prepared opponents, all wise to his tricks and all to happy to exploit his shortcomings. The Enemy came in all shapes and sizes, so Zian viewed it as practice to help shore up his weaknesses, but even then, losing was unpleasant.
 
  
 
 And he lost far more often than he liked.
 
  
 
 Now, almost a week later, Zian had become the laughing stock of Nan Ping, the Northern whipping boy for the Empire’s flawed and inferior warriors. Men and women wallowing in mediocrity used him to bolster their confidence or vent their frustrations, proving they too could match or defeat a former number one talent of the North, future Patriarch, Magistrate, and all around stuck-up noble. As humiliating as it all was, it was nothing compared to the shame Zian felt from admitting Rain was right: One learns far more from a loss than a victory.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, while his Martial prowess steadily improved, his ‘inflated’ reputation was at an all time low. While he hardly cared for the opinion of peasants, it put him in a precarious situation within the Clan. Displeased by Zian’s dissatisfied attitude and smouldering hostility, Patriarch Rang Min had seized the opportunity, using Zian’s ‘disgraceful’ behaviour to discredit him among the Clan and put Cousin Gulong’s name as a candidate for the next Patriarch instead. While this was what Zian wanted, Mother and Jing Fei both warned him things were moving too quickly, his fall from grace more meteoric than expected. Were he to fall too far too fast, then Zian’s support from the Clan would all but disappear and there would be nothing holding Rang Min back from having Zian killed, dragging Mother and Uncle Yang down with him.
 
  
 
 Thus, to preserve his life and the lives of his family, Zian needed allies outside the clan, and there was one person best suited to help him. He didn’t want to do it, but what choice did he have?
 
  
 
 Having arrived at his destination, Zian hesitated at the threshold of the opened double doors, knowing this would be his last chance to retreat. His pause was brief, infinitesimal even, but the indecision was there and Zian loathed himself for it. Gritting his teeth, he swallowed his pride and faked a smile, forcing his feet through the doors and into the warm glow of the courtyard. Dreading the next few minutes with all his heart, he followed the stone pathway lined with dozens of paper lanterns and surrounded by a crowd of servants and onlookers. Their muted chatter was lost among the background music and babbling streams, intermingling and clashing like the heady bouquet of perfumes and aromas, but it all went unnoticed as his stomach dropped at the sight of his new ‘benefactor’.
 
  
 
 “Zian!”
 
  
 
 Grinning from ear to ear in what seemed like a genuine smile, Rain greeted Zian like an old friend, leaving the Guardian Turtle behind to meet him halfway instead of standing in place to wait as decorum demanded. An honour for most, but Zian felt the knife twisting in heart as his most hated foe became his most valued ally.
 
  
 
 Zian almost preferred death to relying on Rain’s charity.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 “I’m so glad you could make it,” Rain said, arm slipping over Zian’s shoulders in an overly-familiar gesture. As much as he wanted to shrug Rain’s arm off, Zian needed the watching nobles and dignitaries to see how ‘friendly’ he was with the new number one talent in the Empire. Rain’s star was on the rise and seeking shelter in his growing shadow was Zian’s best chance to stay alive. It was a tremendous blow to his pride, but his options were limited and oddly enough, Zian trusted Rain not to betray him. When all was said and done, it would be foolish to rely on Uncle Yang’s tenuous friendship with Yo Shi-Woo or Mother’s self-serving allies in Central when Rain was the best option, a man who valued friends and family above all else.
 
  
 
 Mother told him that if a common street whore could smile while a fat, greasy merchant grunted over her, then Zian could smile and shake hands with Rain, a distasteful metaphor, but an apt one.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Zian’s inner struggle, Rain Sent, “It feels good to finally see a friendly face, and an unpowdered one at that. All these Central nobles cake their makeup on so thick, how am I supposed to recognize them without it? I swear if they traded hats, I wouldn’t be able to name three of them even if my life depended on it.”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm,” Zian grunted, remaining non-committal. Were they friends? How did this happen? He’d expected smug gloating and hidden barbs, not friendly small talk.
 
  
 
 Leading him back towards the Guardian Turtle, Rain nattered on through Sending while making no mention of the large favour he was doing for Zian and his family. “Fung and BoShui are here and so are ZhiLan and a few others you might recognize. While I haven’t had a bite to eat yet, the food was cooked by my brother himself, so there’s nothing to worry about. You’ll love it. Anyways, let’s get the formalities over with, I’ve been greeting guests for an hour now.” Giving the turtle a pat on the beak, Rain turned and faced Zian, Mother, and Uncle Yang, hands clasped in a salute as he bowed ever so slightly. Speaking in a loud, if strained and post-pubescent voice, he announced, “I, Falling Rain, welcome distinguished guests Magistrate Situ Jia Ying of Shen Yun, Lieutenant General Situ Jia Yang, and Warrant Officer Situ Jia Zian. Your presence brings great honour to this one’s humble banquet, thrown in honour of his concubine, Zheng Luo.”
 
  
 
 What a difference a day makes. Rain played his part to perfection and even looked the part of respectable young noble, sporting a new haircut and a high-collared, black silk shirt adorned with striking gold-patterned embroidery. Wearing his sword on his hip, the red-wrappings of his hilt had been replaced with interlacing gold and black, with the scabbard repainted to match. Oddly enough, under his loose silk pants, Rain wore sturdy leather boots instead of fashionable cloth shoes, a choice which suited him. The boots made him stand out and lent him an air of authority and dominance, a man ready to wade through blood and guts no matter the occasion.
 
  
 
 Feeling self-conscious about his choice in footwear, Zian clasped his hands and returned the greeting while Mother and Uncle Yang did the same. Barely glancing at their proffered gifts as waiting servants took them away, Rain stepped in to chat some more, putting on a show for their watching audience. Already, Zian saw spies and sycophants scurrying away to report on Rain and Zian’s friendship, and while Zian felt grateful for the help, it left a bitter taste in his mouth. Enjoying this far too much, Rain grinned and bowed properly to Mother and Uncle Yang, sending another wave of servants rushing off. “It’s nice to see you both again, especially in this amicable setting given our... rocky past.” Straightening up, he winked and whispered, “Though I will say your gifts were far more impressive the last time we met.”
 
  
 
 Uncle Yang merely grunted, still feeling self-conscious about owing the Bekhai for not exposing his errors at the Wall and now sheltering his nephew, but Mother visibly bristled with anger as she pinched Rain’s cheek like a kindly aunt. “You impudent brat,” Mother whispered, knuckles white with fury. “Last time, you cost me almost a quarter of my hard earned fortune and you dare still bring it up?”
 
  
 
 Enduring his punishment with a smirk, Rain freed himself and moved past them to greet Zian’s concubine. “Ong Jing Fei, is that you?” Stopping her mid-curtsy, Rain brought Jing Fei’s hands up to his lips and kissed them lightly, setting Zian's hackles to bristling. “Come now, no need for that. We’re old acquaintances and while we haven’t always gotten along, it’s all water under the bridge.” Though his smile never wavered, Rain’s eyes hardened as he stared at Jing Fei’s hands and whispered, “If my friend dies under mysterious circumstances, I will kill you and everyone you care about. Doesn’t matter if you have a hand in it or not, so I suggest you take good care of your husband’s health.”
 
  
 
 Quashing the instinct to throttle Rain where he stood, Zian spoke up in Jing Fei’s defence, his smile strained and slipping. “This is nothing you need concern yourself with.” The words came out mild and quiet, not at all the harsh tone he expected. “She is my concubine, her fate intrinsically tied to my own.”
 
  
 
 “Uh-huh. Does she scratch you during love making?”
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 Still holding Jing Fei’s hands, Rain brought them to Zian’s attention and raised one eyebrow ever so slightly. “If she does, you might want to see a Healer. I don’t have proof, but her sharpened nails are mighty suspicious. Add in the almost imperceptible quiver in her fingers and the dead skin at the base of her nails, and I’m fairly certain they’re coated in a dye made from white snakeroot. It’s not immediately deadly unless taken in staggering quantities, but even trace amounts remain in the body for years after exposure, allowing toxins to build up over time until it reaches fatal levels. Not a pleasant way to go, seizing, vomiting, and shitting yourself to death.”
 
  
 
 Blood draining from his face, Zian confirmed Rain’s observations before turning to Jing Fei, his heart sinking as he watched her struggle against Rain’s unyielding grasp. Gritting her teeth, Jing Fei’s shoulders slumped and she fell still, accepting she was trapped and showing no signs of resistance. “It’s not what you think,” she said with a sigh. “It’s datura extract, not white snakeroot. Far deadlier and kills within minutes. It’s for self-defence, not slowly weakening my husband.”
 
  
 
 Quickly releasing Jing Fei’s hands, Rain calmly inspected his skin for cuts and uttered, “Oh good, because that makes me feel so much better.”
 
  
 
 Zian itched to draw his saber and cut Jing Fei down where she stood, but Mother stopped him before he could act. “Don’t be hasty,” she Sent, soothing him with a pat on the arm. “Rain did us a great service forcing her hand. I also thought she was using white snakeroot, but now we know she isn’t plotting to kill you slowly. Congratulations, your years of bedding every serving girl in sight have finally proven of use.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame while inwardly swelling with pride, Zian made a mental note to be more careful when holding his concubine’s hand. Taking a deep breath, he saluted Rain and said, “Thank you for your concern, but I have matters well under control.”
 
  
 
 Wearing a mischievous, shit-eating grin, Rain clearly reached the same conclusion Mother had. “I’ll bet you do. My respects to a master of his craft.”
 
  
 
 Disguising his laughter with a cough, Uncle Yang patted Rain’s shoulder in a false show of friendship for the watching crowd. “Enough dallying about, you have other, more important guests to greet.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you for the reminder.” Stepping aside to let them pass, Rain added in a low voice, “Regarding your... difficulties. Neither the Situ nor Han Patriarch received an invitation tonight, which will tell the Society where the Bekhai stand. Marshal Yuzhen said it would be enough, but if you need more, speak and I’ll do what I can.”
 
  
 
 Though it pained him to do so, Zian nodded in gratitude and Rain graciously accepted it with a nod of his own before leaving to greet his next waiting guests. Silently promising to return this favour ten-fold, Zian hung back to allow Mother and Uncle Yang lead the way while he waited for Jing Fei, drinking in the sight of her voluptuous body squeezed into a tiny dress. Mother in Heaven, why was he so entranced by this viper of a woman?
 
  
 
 Offering her his arm, he gingerly patted her hand as they strode into the courtyard. “You’ve clawed me often enough with your poison dipped nails,” he Sent, doing his best not to sound accusing, “yet I still breathe. Why is that?”
 
  
 
 With an indifferent shrug, she Sent back, “You’ve nothing to worry about. The incense we use is a general antidote and it will do you good to build up your resistance. I will admit not all my clawings are... voluntary, however.”
 
  
 
 Zian hid his satisfaction with a noncommittal grunt. “In the future, I’d like to remain informed regarding your... preventative measures.”
 
  
 
 “As you command, husband mine.” Fighting the urge to flinch away from her hands, Zian froze in place as she adjusted his collar. Flashing a mischievous smile to show she noticed, Jing Fei Sent, “I know it irks you to rely on Rain, so go out and find new allies, preferably some silly little lady with a powerful family you can seduce with your winning smile. I suggest you start with the Ryo siblings, they’re behind you and to your left. Make friends with the brother and charm one or both sisters. Good hunting dear husband, Fei-Fei wishes you the best of luck.”
 
  
 
 Though he didn’t need her permission or understanding to take a wife, Zian was glad to see Jing Fei handling this so well. Truth be told, were it not for his dire circumstances, he wouldn’t even want to take a wife, content to spend his days and nights with his intoxicating concubine. Not only was she beautiful, intelligent, and perceptive, she was also a skilled Martial Warrior, not quite as strong as Fung or BoShui, but close. In comparison, other women were boring, meek, unappealing creatures, incapable of drawing his interest or holding his attention, but circumstances demanded he go seek one out. In a just world, he would make Jing Fei his official wife, but as outstanding as she was, she lacked the backing necessary to contend against the Society. He needed new allies, and the easiest way to secure them was through marriage.
 
  
 
 Despite the logic behind his decision, Zian was reluctant to start his ‘hunt’, instead standing around to silently greet a few familiar faces while searching for Mila in the crowd. How was she handling the news of yet another woman in Rain’s life? Not well considering her pride and temperament. Sadly, Mila was nowhere to be seen, nor were Li Song, Mei Lin, or any of Rain’s pets. Either Mila would debut alongside the new concubine or she had eschewed the festivities in silent protest. A small part of him hoped it would be the latter and eventually lead to Mila calling off her betrothal, allowing Zian to swoop in to console and win her over. Then he would have a true alliance with the Bekhai, without having to rely on Rain’s goodwill and... friendship.
 
  
 
 Drowning in a sea of guilt and self-reproach, Zian banished all thoughts of stealing Mila away. Much as he hated to admit it, she seemed happiest when at Rain’s side, her charming pout turning into a dazzling smile every time she saw him, and she’d already proven to be fine with sharing him with other women. It wasn’t right for Zian to pine after his friend’s betrothed, and even though it felt strange to call Rain his friend, denying it at this point would be silly and self-destructive. Maddeningly enough, Zian had precious few friends. None, in fact. Previously, all Zian had were allies and enemies, and while it’d never bothered him before, he found it... irksome Rain would be his first. Even Sang Ryong, a fellow member of the Society who he’d fought beside in Sanshu, refused to return Zian’s nod, while Jin ZhiLan, the other Society Warrant Officer he’d fought beside, had to make sure no one of note was watching before she returned his greeting. Though Zian’s precarious circumstances were known only to the Clan and select few others, the other factions of the Society had spies aplenty to inform them of his fall from grace.
 
  
 
 Which meant he had to act fast before word spread and his value plummeted. As a future Patriarch and Magistrate, his dual status would be enough to entice all but the most powerful of Central noble families, but a disgraced heir in conflict with his powerful clan? No noble family would spare him a second glance.
 
  
 
 Many an alliance had begun at parties like this, with friendships struck and marriages made over polite conversation and too many drinks, and Zian intended to take advantage. Following Jing Fei’s advice, he approached Ryo Geom-Chi with a smile, but before he could speak, Geom Chi moved to shield his sisters like a thuggish bodyguard, arm crossed and nose pointed skyward. “Away with you,” he said, lip curled in a sneer, “Neither of my sisters are interested in a playboy, dandy masochist.”
 
  
 
 “Mind your manners now Chi-Chi.” Graceful and refined, “Chi-Chi’s” elder sister Ryo Da’in was more deadly than beautiful, though still easily one of the most beautiful women in the room. Where Jing Fei was shapely and seductive, Da’in was slender and supple, her every movement made with finesse and elegance. Wearing a modest, traditional dress, she possessed the bearing of a bold, unyielding warrior. Seeing her brother instinctively give way set off all sorts of warnings. Her slow, gliding pace with feet never leaving the floor, her delicate fingers twitching towards the hilt of her sword, how Geom-Chi gave her enough room to draw her weapon, all this and more reminded him of Da’in’s reputation, a former number one talent who dominated her peers in the Hwarang for five years with her dazzling swordsmanship, and one itching for a fight.
 
  
 
 Which happened to be exactly Zian’s type.
 
  
 
 Even her smile was aggressive, given with narrowed eyes and bared teeth as she offered a martial salute instead of a curtsy. “Young Patriarch Situ Jia Zian, Da’in has heard much about your exploits in Nan Ping, especially after you defeated my dear baby brother. What does the former number one talent of the North think of Central’s level of ability?”
 
  
 
 Erring on the side of caution, Zian responded with humble cordiality. “As with everywhere else, there are exceptional warriors and mediocre warriors, though I have had the privilege and pleasure to cross blades with more than a few exceptional members of Central.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Disappointment flashed across Da’in’s eyes as Zian’s modest response cost him her interest. “And here I thought Situ Jia Zian was a dragon among men. How boring. Leave now.”
 
  
 
 No wonder she was still unmarried at twenty-eight years of age. No matter, there was still a younger sister. Ignoring Da’in’s offhand dismissal, Zian smiled at Geom-Chi and said, “I enjoyed our last match. We are close equals in strength and our styles complimentary. We would both benefit much from sparring again.”
 
  
 
 Cognizant of Zian’s intentions, Geom-Chi smirked and gestured towards his younger sister, who stood with arms crossed and a look of contempt pasted across her fair face, so full of youthful vigour. “Seoyoon makes Da’in seem bashful and polite in comparison.”
 
  
 
 “Take care then.” Nodding in thanks for the warning, Zian strode off in search of another target, but found no woman who drew his interest. Worse, few even cared to keep him company, his attempts to make polite conversation kept falling flat, whether it be with Tam Taewoong, Yong-Jin, Dienne, or any of the other well known talents present, though he saw no sign of Du Min Yan, Wu Gam, or Mitsu Hideo. Even lesser known warriors barely made a modest effort to carry on a conversation, while others chose to outright snub him. For the first time in his life, Zian’s charms and good looks failed him. His ‘stubborn and shameless’ display on the duelling stages made him something of a pariah in Central, where they valued face and victory far more than actual growth.
 
  
 
 How maddening. What did they expect, for him to tuck tail and run home because he lost a handful of matches? In retrospect, keeping his Natal Palace a secret had cost Zian more than he’d expected, his reputation as a martial genius now called into question. Everyone saw him as a failed has-been, replaced by the new rising stars of the North, Falling Rain and Dastan Zhandos, though neither one was present. In their absence, Fung and BoShui stood high in the public’s eye, surrounded by admirers who sought to connect with the Bekhai through their closest allies.
 
  
 
 How depressing. Despite Rain’s warm welcome, it seemed like everyone had already decided Situ Jia Zian was a name to forget.
 
  
 
 “Zian!” As if noticing him for the first time, Fung’s boisterous voice boomed out over the music, an irksome, languid smile stretched across his stupid face as he strode up with arms outstretched. “It’s about time you arrived. Always so fashionably late. I told Rain that gifting you a pocket-watch was a waste.” Wrapping Zian in a friendly hug, Fung Sent, “Stop struggling and play along you cantankerous ingrate. We’re friends now, remember? Mother in Heaven, you have the acting skills of a brick. How did you survive so long?”
 
  
 
 Realizing Fung was trying to help, Zian faked a smile and returned the warm greeting, though felt utterly awkward doing so. Fung was Zian’s least favourite sparring partner, though not for any fault of his own. For years he’d heard rumours of how Tong Da Fung would be the next Situ Jia Zian, an affluent, carefree, womanizer of prodigious martial talent, and while those rumours never bothered him before, it vexed him to watch Fung’s star rise while Zian’s blinked out of existence.
 
  
 
 It had nothing to do with how Fung used to be betrothed to Jing Fei. Nothing at all. Zian disliked Fung long before Jing Fei came into his life.
 
  
 
 While BoShui introduced Zian to the fawning onlookers, Fung and Zian stood side by side like the best of friends, struggling to keep their fake smiles while exchanging barbs through Sending. “I’ll never understand Rain,” Fung Sent, squeezing Zian’s shoulder harder than necessary. “Were it up to me, I’d leave you for the wolves. Your little cousin Gulong would be much easier to deal with, but alas, Rain is a merciful man. He does so love collecting pets, but you’re easily the ugliest one yet.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps he’s grown tired of playing nursemaid and tutor to a grown man-child like yourself,” Zian replied, his fingers digging into the back of Fung’s neck, “And yearns for an actual peer to associate with.”
 
  
 
 “That’s rich, coming from the profligate Situ Jia Zian. Then again, after seeing you fail miserably with the Ryo sisters, I’m beginning to think those rumours were all lies. You were so awkward and bumbling, it was painful to watch. Come, this young master will take pity upon you and teach you how to properly seduce a woman like Ryo Da’in.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. And I suppose you have your eye on Seoyoon?”
 
  
 
 “I do, but oddly enough, her old maid of a sister disapproves. I figured the best way to deal with her was to sacrifice some poor, luckless bastard to that she-devil and I immediately thought of you. You’re about as ancient as she is, so you two will have much to talk about, like your aching bones and thinning hair.”
 
  
 
 As much as Zian wanted to refuse, Fung’s help was exactly what he needed. Only now did he realize Situ Jia Zian had never been a ‘hunter’ of women. He was a caged tiger, with meals delivered to his doorstep whenever he desired them, wholly out of his element in the wilds and at a loss on how to entice the alluring and contentious Ryo Da’in. Left with no other choice, Zian swallowed his pride and played along with the farce, treating Fung and BoShui like his bosom buddies as they laughed and drank with the most prominent youths of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Tonight marked the death of Situ Jia Zian and the rise of Lu Jia Zian, son of Lu An Jing and Situ Jia Ying, Disciple of Jukai, Nephew to Situ Jia Yang, and a dragon among men.
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 “... has arrived at the kitchen and received ser Charok’s approval. Regarding the other matter you entrusted this one with, everything is prepared in the antechamber as per your request.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Sitting in her wheelchair, Sarnai nodded and studied ‘Mister’ Rustram with a critical eye, this former soldier turned Sentinel and Rain’s second-in-command. A handsome man of twenty-three, Rustram’s clean-shaven chin and dignified moustache were a testament to his impeccable grooming and flawless manners. An able administrator and diligent worker, Rustram was so efficient and effective there was little left for Sarnai to do. A shame considering this was her excuse to hide away and avoid attending the party with her husband until absolutely necessary. She loathed events like these, having to smile and make nice with strangers while they stared at the youthful hero and his aged, decrepit wife with a mixture of pity, disgust, and curiosity.
 
  
 
 Adamant to avoid socializing for as long as possible, Sarnai turned her attention back to Rustram. As efficient and capable as he was, Rustram was a valuable addition to the Sentinels and Rain’s most promising independent adjutant, but sorely lacking in Martial talent. Ai, what was Rain doing losing his temper and taking it out on poor Rustram in public? Sarnai should have stepped in long ago to educate her foolish son instead of leaving things for her dog-brained husband to handle. No matter, the best time to correct one’s mistake was yesterday, and the second best time today. How to smooth things over between Rain and Rustram? As the second son, Rustram’s chances of inheriting his father’s business were low so he would have to find his own fortune once his term of service ended. Perhaps she could play matchmaker and tie him to the People through marriage, ensuring their fertile waters would not flow into others’ fields...
 
  
 
 Cognizant of her scrutiny, Rustram hid his discomfort well and asked, “Is there anything else you require, Lady Sarnai?”
 
  
 
 Although it wasn’t her place to apologize for Rain’s mistakes, she couldn’t sit idly by and allow tensions to mount between them. “You’ve done well fighting at my son’s side and holding his retinue together. Speak, what reward do you desire?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the abrupt offer, Rustram looked quite the fool standing there with mouth opened wide, but Sarnai resisted the urge to needle him about it. Hmph, and her husband said she didn’t know how to be diplomatic. After long seconds of silence, Rustram bowed his head and said, “Lady Sarnai, no reward is necessary, though this one begs a favour. This one hopes to find a Mentor to guide him on his Martial Path, but lacks knowledge regarding the Experts of the People. It would mean much to this one if Lady Sarnai could introduce him to one such Expert.”
 
  
 
 Oh? How surprising. “Why do you seek strength?”
 
  
 
 “To repay a debt and defend a life. Day by day, this one falls further behind and he fears he will no longer be fit to serve at Falling Rain’s side.”
 
  
 
 “And that’s all you seek to accomplish? To serve, defend, and repay a debt? What will you do when all this is done?”
 
  
 
 Raising his head, Rustram lowered his hands, looked her deep in the eyes, and dispensed with his formal tone. “I owe Rain more than I could repay in two lifetimes and he’s never asked for anything in return. Not only that, but he would never think to ask for reparations because he believes he was only doing what was right. That is the man your son is, and that is why I am proud to serve at his side. However, in recent times, I have become more burden than benefit, and since I am neither talented nor perceptive, I hope to find a Mentor who will point out my failings.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... How interesting... Broad of shoulder and slim of waist, a slender build, but lean and dense. Strong legs and stronger lungs, though a little short at a hundred and eighty centimetres tall. Rain’s training had served Rustram well, but all in all, he could hardly be considered coveted goods. On a whim, Sarnai rolled herself to the open centre of the suite and commanded, “Draw your sword and attack.”
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry?”
 
  
 
 Locking her wheeled chair in place, she snapped, “That piece of metal you wear so prettily isn’t a decoration is it? Come, show me the skills of my son’s right-hand man. I can’t well recommend you to a Mentor without knowing your mettle.” The poor man glanced about the room hoping to find help, but Sarnai had long since sent her guards and servants to join the festivities in the courtyard. Her husband would brood and pout if he knew, but Sarnai neither needed nor wanted their aid or protection. Even if Rain’s suspicions were right and they had enemies lurking in the shadows, Sarnai prayed they would make a move against her so she could deal with them herself.
 
  
 
 This meant there was no one in the room to help Rustram aside from Jimjam, who was too busy moping in the corner. Wearing a fetching red-silk vest and matching cap, the sweet kitten sputtered and sighed in the shadows, having refused to leave with his siblings and accompany his tormentor, Mei Lin, as she changed into a new dress. Though she sympathized with Jimjam’s plight, the poor thing looked darling and dressing him up wasn’t as embarrassing as she’d once thought. Many a soldier and nobleman dressed their horses in clan or house colours, so this was merely taking things one step further.
 
  
 
 “Lady Sarnai,” Rustram said, taking his place across from her with his sword still sheathed, “This isn’t proper."
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Sarnai gave a well-practised snort of derision. “Pei. I’ll decide what is and isn’t proper. Why? Are you afraid of being beaten by a feeble old woman? Good, it means you’re smarter than you look, but I knew this already. Now, I wish to test your strength, so draw your sword and attack.”
 
  
 
 It took a little more prodding, but eventually Rustram obliged and attacked, opening with a clumsy, half-hearted thrust. Pinching the blade between two fingers, Sarnai disarmed him with a sharp twist of her wrist and rapped him across the mouth with the hilt of his own weapon. “Pathetic. Again.”
 
  
 
 Visibly annoyed now, Rustram retrieved his weapon and held the pommel to his bleeding lips, mumbling incoherently under his breath. His words were lost on Sarnai as she watched him Heal the cut before her eyes, once a sign of true skill but now a common sight among Rain’s retinue thanks to his Panacea Healing method. Oh, she was so proud of her boy, and now she finally had something she could brag about.
 
 Finished with his inner monologue, Rustram attacked with a downward chop aimed at the crown of her head, but she saw it coming before his blade moved a single centimetre. With a flick of her finger, she sent his weapon off course, slicing through the air beside her and threatening to throw him off balance. Recovering a heartbeat too slowly, Rustram pulled back and reset their positions, a mistake in her eyes, and she wasted no time in telling him. “Why retreat? Afraid of getting hurt? You’re competent enough at Healing, so use this to your advantage. What is it my boy so loves to yell? Give flesh and break bone, yes?”
 
  
 
 After allowing Rustram a single breath of time to reflect on her words, she waved him forward and they began anew. A few passes later, she discerned his greatest failing, a cautious, risk-adverse temperament which led to overthinking each move. “Think not of the weapon as an extension of your hand,” she advised while Deflecting yet another ill-conceived thrust, “but of your entire body. When walking along a cluttered path, do you think of where to place your foot before taking a step? Or how quickly to raise your hand when lifting a cup of tea to your lips? Of course not. You simply see, know, and act accordingly, making adjustments as they are required. In this same vein, during battle you must know how your sword will strike and where your body will move next, for there will be precious little time to think.”
 
  
 
 For long minutes, Sarnai chastised and chided while Rustram’s sword failed to touch a hair on her head, but such was to be expected. If a young man like Rustram could pose a challenge, then her seventy-odd years of training would have been a complete waste. Her blood growing hot, Sarnai revelled in excitement as she exerted herself for the first time in months, itching to stand and fight after this morning’s excitement. Seeing so many talented youths testing their skills reminded her of an era long past, the days of her youth when Sarnai fought alongside Baatar in defence of the Empire, but her feeble legs kept her from reliving the glorious days of her youth.
 
  
 
 No matter. With each passing day, she felt herself growing stronger, though there was still a ways to go before she’d be fully recovered. Besides, the past was the past, and a new generation of heroes had arrived, with her son standing at the forefront of his peers.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, the number one talent in the Empire. Even thinking it made her smile.
 
  
 
 Knowing her limits, Sarnai soon brought the impromptu lesson to an end by snatching Rustram’s sword away a second time. “You are neither powerful nor skilled, crafty nor creative,” she declared while placing the sword across her lap, “but raw talent and pure strength are not the only avenues to power. Your chief advantage is speed, speed of hand, speed of foot, and speed of weapon, but your speed of mind is sorely lacking. By the time you’ve decided on an avenue of attack, your body has betrayed you and announced your intentions to your opponent. You’ve practised enough and your body knows how to fight, so trust your instincts and let them guide you in the dance of steel and death. It saves you a mere fraction of a fraction of a second, but it is within these fractions which life and death are decided.”
 
  
 
 “This one thanks Madam for her guidance.”
 
  
 
 Ah, in all the excitement, Sarnai had gotten ahead of herself. “There’s tea in the kettle, go pour me a cup.” Panting as he did so, Rustram returned to loom over her head as he presented the cup with both hands. Mother above, was she fated to always be surrounded by mule-headed idiots? First her husband, then her son, and now her Disciple, fools one and all. “Is this how you greet your Mentor?”
 
  
 
 Rustram’s eyes widened with realization, then joy as he fell to his knees, splashing tea across her lap in the process. “Disciple greets Mentor! Mentor will not regret this. Your Disciple will work hard to...”
 
  
 
 Magnanimously overlooking his clumsiness, she accepted the cup and nodded along with his lengthy speech and promises, wondering if she’d made a mistake taking in so verbose a Disciple. When he finally finished speaking, he kowtowed thrice and was barely back on his feet when Sarnai launched into her first lecture as a Mentor. “I’ve never taken a Disciple before,” she started, happy to see a complete and utter lack of regret in his eyes, “nor am I a woman who will mince words.” Smacking him on the leg with his sword, she continued, “You are correct when you say you are neither talented nor perceptive, but such is life. No need to measure yourself against others, so long as you reach your full potential, then you will have not wasted my efforts.” Using his sword, she demonstrated a handful of wrist exercises for him to practice and rattled off a list of tasks to complete each day in addition to his regular training.
 
  
 
 Despite her words, Sarnai was a prideful woman and would not stand having a mediocre Disciple. Since Rustram lacked talent and perception, then he could only make up for it with hard work and determination. When she finally sent her Disciple away, his enthusiasm had long since given way to dread and consternation, but she was only getting started. Seeing Rain matched against the greatest talents in the Empire had lit a fire in her belly and awakened a yearning inside her, a desire to pit her skills as a Mentor against the greatest Martial Warriors in the Empire. While Dastan would undoubtedly be a better candidate, there was something to be said about taking an untalented lump of clay and moulding him into a top-tier expert.
 
  
 
 Then again, her goal might be laughable considering Rustram’s competition. Rain aside, the others would present a considerable challenge to her fledgling Disciple, especially Wu Gam and Adujan. No, she was “Du Min Yan” now, an enormous loss for the People, but Sarnai was delighted to see the little orphan doing well. Better than well in fact, already capable of external Chi usage at the tender age of twenty and to the extent that watching her in action even helped Sarnai better understand how to form and control her shards of Honed Chi. Truly a gem hidden in their midst and scooped up by Du Min Gyi, Sarnai only hoped Yan held no grudges against the People, whether it be because no family adopted her or because Sarnai’s mule-headed husband and son both mistook Yan for a boy on two separate occasions. She shuddered to think what that might do to a young girl’s confidence, but from the looks of things, the lovely girl had more than enough to spare.
 
  
 
 Making a face at the still-sulking Jimjam, Sarnai snapped her fingers and gestured for him to come to her side. Responding as any typical cat would, the wildcat took his sweet time, yawning and stretching before padding over as if coming here was his choice to begin with. Plopping his too-large head in her lap, the sweet kitten mewled ever so quietly while pawing at his shirt, protesting the outfit once again. Running her fingers over his scalp, she marvelled at how expressive his furry face could be, those feline eyes blinking sleepily as she massaged his cheeks. It started as a joke but Rain’s pets had now earned a place in her heart as her furred-and-feathered grandchildren.
 
  
 
 An octopus was a bit much though.
 
  
 
 The bedroom door creaked open and Sarnai pursed her lips to hide her grin, fully expecting to have a human grandchild to spoil soon enough. With a radiant smile stretched across her face, Rain’s new concubine strode over and gave a slow twirl in front of Sarnai, showing off her new elegant wedding dress and jewelled hairpiece. “Thank you mother,” she said, settling down next to Jimjam as the servants filed out of the room. “Luo-Luo is ever so grateful for your kindness, this dress and these jewels are beautiful beyond compare.”
 
  
 
 The skittish wildcat bristled at the stranger, but Sarnai soothed his nerves with a smack on the head. “No need for gratitude girl, you are joining my family. This is merely what is expected.”
 
  
 
 Unaware of how close she came to being mauled, Luo-Luo’s relaxed disposition had no impact on her perfect posture, her back straight and legs folded to one side as she gave a wistful little smile. “Luo-Luo thanks mother regardless, for though she fears her Lord Husband is displeased, at least she has mother’s affection.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, that’s just how he is. A shy boy, he takes time to warm up to strangers.” Except for that horrid Fung, who corrupted her sweet, innocent boy in a single night. Were he not Akanai’s Disciple, Sarnai would have boxed his ears in, young magistrate or not. Looking Luo-Luo up and down, Sarnai snorted and added, “You’ve nothing to worry about. He’ll be warm enough once he sees you in this dress.” Or out of it, not that it covered much. The girl was gorgeous beyond compare, a classical beauty with large breasts and wide birthing hips. That said, while she seemed clever and eager to please, Luo-Luo failed to display anything resembling ‘worldly knowledge’, having been coddled and spoon fed her entire life like a songbird in a gilded cage. Still, Sarnai was quite fond of her. Although at first glance Luo-Luo appeared docile and meek, there was a calculated cunning to her actions, nothing malicious but readily apparent to anyone watching. For example, she often ‘slipped’ and displayed a cute and girlish disposition, playing to the protective instincts of those around her. Her choice of outfits displayed scandalous amounts of leg, thigh, and bosom, meant not only to show off her beauty as a status symbol for her husband, but to also distract and entice the men and women around her. Even something as simple as seating herself on the floor instead of taking a chair seemed suspect, placing herself below Sarnai and on level with Jimjam to make herself seem less threatening. Her manipulations were harmless, but it proved there was more going on in Luo-Luo’s head besides pretty dresses and fancy parties.
 
  
 
 Which suited Sarnai perfectly. Rain needed someone devious at his side, someone different from naive Mei Lin or stubborn Mila to keep him safe from dark machinations and unseen dangers. Better yet, Luo-Luo’s training included a comprehensive education in etiquette and diplomacy, filling a sorely-felt gap in their lives. Sarnai hardly knew the first thing about interacting with puffed up nobles and the same went for most of the People, but her husband and son were rising dragons of the Empire and leaving those blockheads to stumble blindly through their social interactions was a recipe for disaster.
 
  
 
 Of course, none of this meant she trusted the girl without question. Even before Rain brought the matter up in Sending, Sarnai wondered if Luo-Luo was a spy sent by the Legate to uncover the secret of the People’s strength. Thank the Mother Rain had a good head on his shoulders and wasn’t blinded by a pretty smile. When Sarnai first heard about the Legate’s gift, she half expected to find her son lost in the throes of lust or worse.
 
  
 
 Patting Luo-Luo’s cheek, Sarnai idly imagined what her grandchildren would look like while nodding towards the antechamber. Handsome no doubt, with beautiful smiles. “Now that you’re dressed, come pick out a zither. This old crone knows nothing about instruments, so I had several brought over for you to choose from.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” Luo-Luo said, clasping Sarnai’s hand tight, “but Mother jests, for she is still a vibrant, vigorous woman and hardly an old crone.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. No need for empty flattery, come now. Time is wasting.” Unlocking her chair, Sarnai spun about and wheeled away, but not before signalling for Jimjam to stay behind. The last thing she needed was for him to lose his head and destroy a room full of expensive instruments.
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo scurried to keep up, taking speedy, short steps in her too tight dress. “It is no empty flattery Mother. Allow Luo-Luo the opportunity to style your hair and apply your makeup. A minor emphasis on your high cheekbones and-”
 
  
 
 “Enough girl.” Putting an end to this nonsense, Sarnai gestured for Luo-Luo to get the door. “Come, no more dallying about. Go pick out your instrument and worry not about the price.”
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo will obey.” As the girl stepped away to inspect the closest zither, Sarnai’s heart ached with regret over how much they’d already spent on this wedding banquet, especially when she thought of how many people she could have fed and clothed back home instead. There was no helping it though, such was the price of fame and reputation. As the newly crowned number one talent in the Empire, if Falling Rain were to host a pauper’s banquet, all face would be lost and his title turned into a joke before the day was done. It’s not as if they couldn’t afford it; as a Major General, her husband earned an exorbitant salary and they hardly had any expenses, but this didn’t mean Sarnai enjoyed spending coin like water.
 
  
 
 This, alongside how she’d walked in on Luo-Luo trying to convince Rain to pawn his valuables, was why she set a trap for the girl to step into. Sarnai had lied when she said she knew nothing of instruments. Her mother played the zither beautifully and had passed some of that knowledge down to Sarnai, though she hadn’t touched an instrument since her parents passed away. With Rustram’s help, she had a variety of zithers brought to the room, including a handful of gaudy, garish monstrosities made from expensive jade, gold, and platinum, meant for looking at rather than playing. Those were here to catch Luo-Luo’s eye and distract her from the plainer instruments, one of which was a zither made from baitong wood, an expensive, resonant material which coincidentally looked exactly like wutong wood, a cheaper, more common alternative. Thus, once Luo-Luo picked an ostentatious and impractical instrument, Sarnai would use the opportunity to chide the girl about her avaricious ways and-
 
  
 
 “Mother, this one is perfect.”
 
  
 
 Ruining Sarnai’s best laid plans, Luo-Luo sat in front of a common zither made from wutong wood, beaming as she ran her fingers across the silken strings and smooth surface. Frowning in consternation, Sarnai tried a different tack. “Are you sure? It looks a little plain and lacking in decoration.”
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo is certain. No need to worry Mother, one does not appreciate an instrument with one’s eyes, but one’s ears.”
 
  
 
 Though Luo-Luo didn’t say it out loud, the disdain in her eyes when she glanced at the jade and pearl instruments made it clear what she thought of them. Even so, this common instrument was easily the cheapest of them all, and while Sarnai was hoping to teach Luo-Luo a lesson in restraint, it wasn’t to the point of purchasing a sub-par instrument. The baitong zither was the best instrument here and hardly cheap, but Sarnai was ready to buy it regardless. Trying one more time, she pointed at the baitong zither and asked, “What about this one? The merchant mentioned something about it being made from some special wood?”
 
  
 
 Nodding in appreciation, Luo-Luo answered, “Yes, it’s beautifully crafted and were we staying in Central, Luo-Luo would choose it without question, but baitong wood has been known to crack and shatter in colder climates. Wutong wood is more durable and should better withstand the lower temperatures of the north. What’s more, the difference in quality will hardly be noticeable in the Magistrate’s courtyard, as it wasn’t built with acoustics in mind.” Patting her chosen instrument fondly, she added, “This will suit Luo-Luo just fine.” Smirking as she stood, Luo-Luo circled around and took the handles of Sarnai’s wheeled chair. “Since we have time to spare, perhaps Mother would be open to Luo-Luo’s earlier suggestion? Please, Mother has done all this for Luo-Luo and it would mean so much if this one could do something in return...”
 
  
 
 Scrunching her nose, Sarnai looked into Luo-Luo’s eager eyes. The girl’s makeup skills were rather impressive, boasting a natural, understated style meant to amplify her beauty rather than hide her flaws. Of course, it helped that the girl had no discernible physical flaws to speak of, but since Sarnai had little else to do in the interim, she sighed and nodded ever so slightly. Putting Luo-Luo’s squeal of delight out of mind, Sarnai warned, “I’ll not stand for looking like those Central harlots mind you, with powder caked on so thick they could pass for ghosts.”
 
  
 
 “Certainly not, Mother,” Luo-Luo replied, pushing Sarnai’s chair back towards the bedroom. “Mother is so beautiful, she hardly needs any makeup at all, merely a small touch of rouge on the lips and...”
 
  
 
 As the girl nattered on, Sarnai tempered her expectations. She knew how she looked, old and wrinkled while her husband was still young and virile, no amount of makeup could change this. Whatever the outcome, she greatly approved of Luo-Luo and hoped that with a woman like her at his side, perhaps Rain’s wandering eye would finally come to a rest, his harem of three finally enough to satisfy his prodigious appetite.
 
  
 
 And if not, then Sarnai would step in and correct him of his wicked ways. Though she loved her son and wanted him to be happy, as the number one talent in the Empire, there were high expectations for his future. She couldn’t stand idly by and watch him succumb to the pleasures of the flesh, as so many young talents had done in the past, but she wouldn’t go overboard. So long as he treated his wives and concubines well and earned enough to support them, then what reason would she have to interfere? It was known that great men had great appetites, and her son, Falling Rain, was undoubtedly a great man. Perhaps given time, he might truly become Unrivalled under Heaven, but with the Defiled rampaging through the West, time was what they lacked the most. Thus, it was her job to regain her former strength and hold up the skies for her talented son, giving him the time he so desperately needed, no matter the cost
 
  
 
 For that's what parents were supposed to do.
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 After ninety minutes of smiles and salutes, the stream of arriving guests finally slows to a trickle, giving me time to ease my tortured cheeks and soothe my parched throat. Draining the teacup in a single gulp, I subconsciously nod in thanks at the bowing dark-haired servant while returning the teacup to his proffered tray. As he scurries off to refill the teacup, I question if I’ll ever get used to high society living. It’s stupid, but thanking servants and treating them like people is ‘frowned upon’ and utterly unbecoming of the number one talent in the Empire. Honestly, I’d rather live without servants at all. While having people wait on you hand and foot sounds nice in practice, I’m too socially awkward to be comfortable having strangers lurking around all the time. Besides, knowing me, I’ll eventually make friends and then feel terrible about asking them to tidy up or do my laundry or whatever.
 
  
 
 I’m not cut out for this shit, it’s way too stressful. I’d rather go back to washing my own undies back in the mountains.
 
  
 
 Or you know... somewhere else equally isolated and more welcoming.
 
  
 
 Andddd in classic Rain fashion, I am now depressed. Resting my forehead against Ping-Ping’s beak, I give the big turtle a conciliatory pat and sigh, wondering if she even cares about these tiny gestures of affection. It’s hard to gauge a turtle’s mood and doubly so when said turtle is so large you can’t really see her whole face at once. With all four legs spread out in a sploot, Ping-Ping is the epitome of chill as she rests her head on the neatly trimmed grass and ignores everything going on around us. Her dark, beady eyes pop open to see what all the fuss is about, revealing a glimmer of gold and maybe even a glimpse into her mind as she wonders why the tiny human is bothering her during nap time.
 
  
 
 When Mila hugs Ping-Ping, the big stupid turtle gives her a hefty nudge and cute squeak, but all I get is patronizing tolerance. Maybe she’s mad because I haven’t given her any special water in a few days, or maybe the current environment is stressing her out and this is how she deals with it. She’s already snapped at more than one guest who strayed too close, though thankfully they were only warning snaps and not murderous ones. I wouldn’t blame her if she ate one of these pompous, stuck up nobles either, I’d like to bite one or two of the guests myself, and not in a sexual way. Well, maybe some of them, but this is my wedding banquet, so those kind of thoughts seem inappropriate.
 
  
 
 I just want this day to end so I can get some sleep. I’m so exhausted. I can’t believe it’s been less than 24 hours since I discovered Baledagh wasn’t real, but it’s true.
 
  
 
 Putting aside all my depressing thoughts, I try to focus on the positives. Today, I was crowned the Number One Talent in the Empire and I got to catch up with old acquaintances. Fung’s dad was proud as a peacock and greeted me with a warm hug, joking about how the Golden Swan Pavilion was still grieving over the loss of my patronage. My war buddies from Sanshu are doing well; Sovanna married Magistrate Chu Tongzu and they seem head over heels in love, with their first child on the way and hopefully more to come soon after. Chu XinYue condensed his Aura and was promoted to Major, while Chun Yimu is now Guard Captain of Sanshu, much more polite, and noticeably slimmer and stronger. Jin ZhiLan is still lovely as always and made a crack about how she’d missed her chance with me while Sang Ryong was visibly uncomfortable in my presence. He thinks I don’t like him, but honestly, I barely even remembered who he was. Still, it was fun watching him squirm.
 
  
 
 Of all the people I know, only the Legate, Wu Gam, Mitsue Hideo, Huu, and Yan aren’t here. The first few don’t really matter, but it’s really bumming me out that Huu didn’t come. All three of his parents are here and so is the smelly old half-wolf, but no Huu. He’s clearly going out of his way to avoid me, probably because he found out about my brush with the dark side and doesn’t want my germs to get all over him. I joke, but his reaction is... pragmatic. I can’t blame him for not trusting me at my word when I say I’m no longer Defiled. If our roles were reversed, I wouldn’t trust a self-confessed Defiled either, not without a Heavenly Tear of my own to verify things.
 
  
 
 Still, he could’ve said something to my face instead of ghosting me like a bad first date...
 
  
 
 Yan and her adopted Granddaddy are also no-shows and I’m more than a little conflicted regarding her absence. On the one hand, this is a wedding banquet for my concubine and not exactly the best setting to reconnect with an old... slightly more than friend? Whatever, it’d be weird to toast my latest bride then go catch up with Yan, no matter how much I miss her. And I do miss her. I miss her wry humour and throaty laugh, her teasing taunts and knowing smirks. I miss sparring and chatting with her, but most importantly, I miss sitting around in relaxed silence with her. It’s rare to be able to spend hours beside someone without saying a word, so comfortable you don’t feel the need to fill the thundering silence.
 
  
 
 It’s a strange thing to cherish, but in my eyes, talk is cheap and silence is golden.
 
  
 
 Honestly, despite being crowned number one rookie, today’s been a really shitty day. None of the guests have even mentioned my book of inventions. I worked hard on that book, poured my heart and soul into writing the mission statement and making sure the instructions were as clear and concise as possible, but all these people want to talk about are women, weapons, martial arts, and runic shields. They’re a basic bunch of fat-cat socialites, short-sighted fools who can’t see beyond the tip of their noses and understand how game-changing my book really is.
 
  
 
 So disappointing. I should’ve listened to Akanai and gifted the Legate some trash art or something. What a waste of effort and runic shields.
 
  
 
 I don’t know if it’s my dark mood, lack of social grace, standard courtesy from my guests, or a combination of the above, but few guests linger to chat for long. Then again, it could also be thanks to the pungent cloud of pervasive smoke emanating from Guan Suo’s fancy pipe, puffing away nearby like he’s half-chimney rather than half-red panda. Personally, I kinda like the smell, a harsh, herbal scent which soothes the mind, but it’s exacerbating my dry throat and making me cough and wheeze. Plus, I’m worried about young Blackjack sitting atop Ping-Ping’s shell, nose twitching a mile a minute and inhaling all those nasty fumes. My tiniest of bunbuns appears entranced by the black, billowing mass of smoke, watching the cloud with a primal hunger and ambition as if dreaming of soaring through said cloud to take its rightful place as king (or queen) of the skies.
 
  
 
 Or maybe Blackjack likes the smell too. Who knows. Either way, it can’t be healthy.
 
  
 
 A short distance down the path, the monk stands dressed in clean red and yellow robes, a ceremonial mohawk headdress, and a string of giant wooden beads hanging from the shoulder. With his spade in one hand and a wooden bowl in the other, he stands with eyes closed and bowl held out while chanting sutras and passively soliciting donations from the guests as they walk by. Truth be told, it’s hard not to warn my guests to ignore him. Having seen his true face, it feels like he’s scamming them with an illusion of monk-like behaviour. That said, his chanting is pleasant and relaxing to the ear. He has a deep, resonant voice that’s soothing to listen to, almost like a musical bass line strumming at the strings of your subconscious mind. I have no idea what he’s saying or if he’s even trying to convey a message, but it sounds nice which is all that really matters. It’d probably sound better with a few harmonies chanting alongside him, but I don’t think monks do barbershop quartets.
 
  
 
 “Enough idling about, look sharp young hero. The next guest is about to arrive. He’s a Lieutenant Colonel from the...”
 
  
 
 Brusque as always, Fu Zhu Li, Fung’s manservant/torturer, Sends me the names and titles of my next group of guests. The man is a godsend, secretly info dumping everything he knows about each guest including stuff like past accomplishments and current interests. Honestly, I need someone like this to help me keep track of everyone I meet, and maybe keep me from sticking my foot in my mouth so often. He even offers advice and pointers, like how to win over a possible ally with a passing comment or meeting my closest allies halfway to show my commitment.
 
  
 
 See, this is a voice in my head I could get behind.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath which ends in a hacking cough, I put on a smile and turn to greet the guests, running through my mental checklist of proper behaviour and conduct. Back straight, head high, and shoulders square. Hands behind your back, feet shoulder width apart. Look the guest in the eye as he approaches, but not in a challenging fashion. Acknowledge the wife, but don’t stare. Ignore the daughter altogether, because your love life is complicated enough and you don’t want her father to get the wrong impression. Thank them for the gift, but stress how their presence itself is an honour. Make a little small talk and mention how you’ve heard of his accomplishments and how he looks even more heroic than described, then modestly accept his return compliment. Now, announce their names and titles, publicly welcome your ‘distinguished’ guests, and promptly forget all about them because who gives a shit.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Get the rope. I don’t wanna do this anymore. I’m going hoarse from announcing all their stupid titles and accomplishments. Maybe I’m coming down with the flu or something, I can already feel a tickle in the back of my throat, but luckily, I have a servant waiting nearby whose sole purpose is to keep me hydrated. As my latest guests stride off to join the party, I drink my tea and ask, “Could you maybe use a bigger cup? And add a spoon of honey? My throat is really sore. Thanks.”
 
  
 
 Freezing like a deer caught in headlights, dismay flashes across the dark-haired servant’s face as he glances up and around, likely wondering if he’s being played or about to get a lashing. Such is the life of a servant, where polite requests and thanks are reason enough to panic. Reassured by the lack of impending doom, the servant bows and speed-walks away to fulfill my request, wiping his brow as he disappears into the crowd. It’s sad how stressful his job must be, but I’d feel worse if he wasn’t such an idiot. I mean, his tiny tray clearly has enough room both teacup and teapot, but instead of being smart about it, he brings me one cup of tea at a time, running back and forth between his post and the kitchen. More work for him and less tea for me, a lose-lose situation all around.
 
  
 
 Such inefficiency, such sin.
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath my breath, I step away from ‘Smokestack’ Guan Suo for some fresh air and take in the stunning view of the courtyard. Mom and Rustram did a phenomenal job organizing everything in a limited amount of time. Easily larger than a sports field, the venue is surrounded on all sides by elegant and luxurious manors, hidden behind low walls and decorated gates. The paper lanterns give off a muted, warm glow, creating a smooth, comfortable ambience beneath the setting sun while musicians hidden in the shadows play unobtrusive melodies on their stringed instruments. Rocks and trees dot the landscape and work with the babbling brooks and paved pathways to form numerous small, semi-secluded gathering spots for guests to mingle in, though there is a constant flow of people moving between each group. Laughing, gossiping, plotting, and planning, it all comes second nature to these aristocrats and socialites, forming alliances and enmities which could last several lifetimes over wine and idle chit-chat.
 
  
 
 Nan Ping’s Magistrate has done so much for us, lending us his courtyard, servants, cooks, and musicians, but he declined the invitation and I don’t even know his name. I’ll need to send him a thank you gift, maybe a nice painting or a vase or something. A drop in the bucket compared to how much this all must cost, but thinking about how much all this must cost has me in a foul mood. I know Mom said she’d cover the costs, but after seeing how extravagant everything is, I fully intend to pay her back. It’s only right, but just thinking about the expenditure has me grinding my teeth in frustration. I hate parties. They’re the worst, but nooooo, Luo-Luo just had to have her wedding banquet. Dumb amazonian goddess with her stupid sexy body making things all complicated and troublesome...
 
  
 
 Although I know it’s not fair to blame Luo-Luo, I still resent her for causing all this. I’d resent it even more if I were forced to mingle, but thankfully, greeting guests has a strict time limit on social interaction. Nian Zu, Dad, Yuzhen, and Gerel are all hard at work making connections, their bodies lost in the press of flesh and perfume. To avoid the same fate, Charok volunteered to oversee the kitchen while Sarnai, Alsantset, Lin, and Mila are all with Luo-Luo and getting ready to make their debut. Husolt and Taduk are hiding away somewhere or the other, but Fung, BoShui, and Zian are the centre of attention, drinking and laughing in one nearby clearing while surrounded by similarly-aged sons and daughters of affluence.
 
  
 
 After greeting a few more guests, Fu Zhu Li informs me that greeting time is over and the banquet about to begin. Stifling a sigh, I clear my throat, accept that Yan and Huu aren’t coming, and silently curse the idiot servant who never returned with my honeyed tea. With Ping-Ping hot on my heels, I follow the winding path to the other end of the courtyard where my stage awaits. A literal stage mind you, built so my guests can watch me and my family eat while they dine at their own tables, all facing forward for their viewing pleasure. Super creepy, but I suppose it’s standard wedding behaviour.
 
  
 
 Distracted by a pyramid of fruits, vegetable, and fish, Ping-Ping ambles over to dig into the offerings, abandoning me without a second thought. Dad, Charok, and the twins are waiting on stage, dressed in their Sunday best. The twins look more adorable than ever in their red and white silk outfits, clinging to their Papa’s leg as they stare at our guests with a mixture of curiosity and worry. Following their gazes out into the crowd, I sympathize with their trepidation as my throat closes and heartbeat races in response to the sea of eyes staring back at me. Sweet Mother in Heaven that’s a lot of people. Should I wave? Why aren’t they clapping? No, that’s stupid, why would they clap? Ugh, I don’t feel so good. Stomach’s queasy, bladder’s full, and I’m lightheaded to boot. Considering my sore throat, I might really be coming down with something. It shouldn’t be too surprising, the bay is pretty cold and I’ve been swimming every day for a week now. Or maybe it’s just the lack of sleep and the many startling revelations taking their toll on my body. What’s the word for that? Psychosomatic, yea that’s it. It’s just nerves and anxiety, it’ll pass.
 
  
 
 Sensing my discomfort, Dad pats my shoulder in a rare show of affection. It’s still weird thinking of him as dad, but he’s always been a stern but loving father figure in my life. “You should smile more,” he Sends, face deadpan as ever. “Marshal Yuzhen says it makes us more approachable.”
 
  
 
 “But why do we need to be approachable?” Turning to face him, I add, “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful because I appreciate your efforts but it’s just... We’re throwing a party with money I don’t have, in honour of a concubine I don’t trust, so people we don’t know can get to know her. It’s so asinine, and besides, doesn’t everyone have more important things to do? Like figuring out how we’re supposed to deal with the millions of Defiled rampaging through the Western Province?”
 
  
 
 Dad’s shrug is so imperceptible I almost miss it. “Such is life. Appearances must be kept. The expense is inconsequential, there is no cause for worry. As for your other concerns, few people of true importance are in attendance, mostly privileged sons and daughters here to socialize.”
 
  
 
 “Isn’t Central’s Marshal here? And I greeted more than one Major General at the metaphorical door.”
 
  
 
 “Yo Jeong-Hun is here as a show of solidarity between North and Central and will likely depart the moment decorum allows it. As for the Major Generals and other high ranking officers...” This time the shrug is more pronounced, with an eye roll for added effect. “I would not trust them to defend their plates from Jimu much less a city from the Defiled. Believe me, in keeping those fools distracted, we are rendering a great service for the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Wow, emoting and cracking jokes. Dad really seems happy, which makes me feel pretty shitty about Rain-ing on his parade. Oof. I needed that. A pun-ishment to take my mind off my constant whining. Okay no more, I don’t think I could survive another. Faking yet another smile, I swallow the rest of my complaints and turn to face the crowd, wondering if I should try and convince Dad, Nian Zu, and Yuzhen to pull everyone out of Central and go back home. We don’t need the Emperor’s armies to hold the North, and even if we did, it’s not like they’re here to help defend Central either. The Defiled are coming and I’d rather not have to watch innocent civilians die in droves because the Empire failed to protect them.
 
  
 
 No, I did more than watch.
 
  
 
 A memory I tried my best to forget springs to mind, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. The smell of wood smoke permeates the air as I gaze upon a young girl no older than Tali, a native of the lands surrounding Sanshu. Cradled in her mama’s arms, the sweet child’s eyes are red and swollen as she shivers with fright, terrified by the distant flames and nearby strangers. The mother shifts uneasily and soothes her daughter but anger smoulders beneath the surface as Spectres whisper in her ears. I can see them, sense them, hear them coaxing and cajoling her, advising she surrender and accept their strength. ‘It’s the only way’, they whisper, a thousand voices speaking as one, and the mother considers it, but she’s too afraid. She’s alone and outnumbered, lacking weapons and martial training, so how is she supposed to fight us off? She thinks she knows what we want and tells herself she’s been through worse. I see it in her eyes and the set of her jaw, grim resignation and willingness to endure as she prays we leave her daughter alone and let them go free once we’re done.
 
  
 
 But that’s not why I’m here. No, I’m going to do far worse.
 
  
 
 I convince myself this isn’t me, that Baledagh’s the one making the decisions here. I can’t blame him either, there’s no other choice. The woman and child are Defiled, or so I thought. I didn’t know they were just Tainted and still able to resist temptation. I didn’t know I could Devour their Spectres and would soon find Blobby again and cleanse myself. Maybe if I were smarter or stronger, I wouldn’t have rejected Blobby in the first place and could have spared those people, but at the time, I had no other options. I couldn’t let them go free and I couldn’t bring them with me, so I did what had to be done.
 
  
 
 No, not even. I gave the order to do what I couldn’t bring myself to do. My fingers flash and two Sentinels move to obey. I can see the hesitation in their eyes and gait, wondering if they’re doing the right thing. They’ve killed before, but never like this, executing defenceless villagers without trial or cause. I say these people are Defiled, but where’s the proof? All they see is a scared woman and a terrified child, but despite their reservations, they obey their orders. They march the woman and child out of sight, and after a moment, return without them, their eyes lowered and shoulders slumped, broken and burdened by what they were ordered to do.
 
  
 
 Those men are dead now, fallen in the battle to retake Sanshu. I envy them, because at least they now know peace, freed from the sins I forced upon them.
 
  
 
 I chose weakness and stupidity over facing the harsh truth, clinging to fantasy and pretending I was someone else while ordering the deaths of dozens of innocent people, all because I was worried about what crimes they might commit. Sure I could blame the Spectres or claim mental instability, but neither argument makes me feel any better about myself. I let my fear control me and nothing will ever bring back those poor people. Beggaring myself to provide charity is just me trying to drown my guilt with goodwill, but I don’t think this shame will ever wash away. When it comes right down to it, Martial might isn’t enough. I need to get my head screwed on right, and to do that, I need to... I need to find out how to do that and do it. Yes. Good goal. Much progress.
 
  
 
 What a fun trip down memory lane. I suck, today sucks, life sucks, and positive mental attitude sucks.
 
  
 
 Honestly, could this day get any worse?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Ah fuck me. That was not a challenge. You hear me universe? Please leave me alone.
 
  
 
 Oh, but first, please guide that idiot servant back here with my honeyed tea. My throat is killing me. K thanks, bye.
 
 
Chapter Meme




 






      Chapter 346 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Checking the mirror for the umpteenth time, Luo-Luo straightened her hair ornaments and smoothed out her dress, though neither were out of place to begin with. Fanning herself to keep from perspiring, she took a long, calming breath, and then another, wondering why her body felt so hot even though her breath formed misty white clouds which were carried away by a smooth, steady breeze. Absurd is what it was, but she lacked the time and learning to delve into the mysteries of the human body with her entrance into high society mere minutes away. She’d spent six long years dreaming of this moment and yet somehow she was still caught unprepared, mentally scrambling as she went over the preparations to double check if she’d overlooked anything of importance or made any obvious gaffes.
 
  
 
 Oh, if only she hadn’t insisted on having this banquet as quickly as possible, she could have taken her time to ensure everyone knew their part and nothing would go wrong. Too late for regrets now, her Lord Husband was awaiting her presence and to leave him and his guests waiting would make for a horrible first impression, but such matters were out of her hands. As the leading heroine of tonight’s banquet, she should be last to take the stage, but her sister-wives and their families had yet to arrive. Oh Mother above, why did her Lord Husband seat their guests before everyone was ready? This was a disaster, their guests were people of influence and standing, unaccustomed to being asked to wait. If this delay were to upset them, then all would be lost, her Lord Husband shunned by his peers and she would be blamed. Then in his rage, he would cast her aside and leave her to fend for herself, a poor, defenseless girl with -
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo, help please.”
 
  
 
 Leaving her father and guards behind, Lin-Lin ran down the hallway with the twin bears ambling in her wake. In a flurry of silk and cotton, Lin-Lin skidded to a halt and flashed her charming smile, presenting Luo-Luo with a box of silver hairpins and a jewelled mesh with sapphire-encrusted bells, all of which were supposed to be worn in her hair. Her braided hair, no less, the same frayed braids she’d worn all day, not even brushed or oiled. Knowing time was of the essence, Luo-Luo inwardly cringed and answered, “Luo-Luo is happy to help.” Extensive brushing or elaborate styling was out of the question, but she’d done more with less. “Lin-Lin would look fetching with her hair in a low, knotted bun, or perhaps she prefers a stick shell?”
 
  
 
 Recoiling from Luo-Luo’s hands, Lin-Lin grabbed her braids and shook her head in vehement denial. “No thank you, just put the pins and net on please, ya? Hubby loves Lin-Lin’s braids.”
 
  
 
 “Really?” The exclamation slipped out before she could stop it, so surprised by her Lord Husband’s tastes. Then again, it made sense, her Lord Husband was still a young man of nineteen, his memories of childhood still fresh in his mind. Perhaps he’d be more receptive if Luo-Luo braided her hair too...
 
  
 
 “Yup.” Certain her braids would be left untouched, Lin-Lin turned around to let Luo-Luo do her work, doing her best to cover up the frayed braids while slipping the unneeded hairpins in around the sweet girl’s bunny ears. “Hubby used to come over every afternoon and cook lunch for all three of us, then afterwards he’d brush and braid my hair. When he was done, he’d give them a light tug, smile, and tell me I was too cute. Hubby’s the best, ya?”
 
  
 
 How enviable to be so cherished and loved...
 
  
 
 “Oh, how the years fly by...” Lin-Lin’s father was a dramatic sort, not entirely what Luo-Luo expected of a Medical Saint, dabbing his eyes with a handkerchief while shaking his head. “It seems like yesterday when I carried you into our home for the first time, so tiny and precious you fit in the crook of my arm, and now my precious Lin-Lin is a woman grown. Too fast, too fast.”
 
  
 
 “It’s okay daddy, Lin-Lin will always be here for you.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at the touching daughter/father exchange, Luo-Luo added a few final touches to Lin-Lin’s hair and brought her to the mirror for a look. Glancing over the younger girl’s outfit with a critical eye, Luo-Luo’s eyes widened in alarm as an errant thought crossed her mind. Made from a vibrant blue silk and lined with silky, white fur, Lin-Lin’s dress was beautifully embroidered and stunning to look at, but cut in an almost archaic fashion. A loosely draped, high-necked, wide-sleeved blouse over two layered skirts, one short and fringed, the other long and flowing, all held in place with a broad, moon-patterned sash, this type of dress hadn’t been seen in the homeland for at least two-hundred years.
 
  
 
 Though outdated, this wasn’t an issue which concerned Luo-Luo, for like the girl herself, Lin-Lin’s dress had a certain elegance and charm, bringing to mind a loose and refined independence which Luo-Luo envied. No, what concerned her was how modest the dress was, covering sweet Lin-Lin from chin to floor without exposing so much as a toe or finger. She even had her lovely white scarf draped over her shoulders, as if the high-necked blouse and modest shirt beneath it were not enough to protect her virtue.
 
  
 
 In contrast, Luo-Luo’s skin-tight, red and gold silk dress bore a low neckline, left her shoulders and arms bare, and ended above her knees. She’d spotted it in the third shop they’d visited and fallen in love with the embroidery, but she’d forgotten to account for her one important thing: her Lord Husband’s people were prudes. Why didn’t Mother say anything? She’d taken one look at Luo-Luo’s dress and set to haggling over the price. Though brusque of temper and harsh of tongue, Mother’s actions spoke of a woman with a kind, caring nature, always reassuring Luo-Luo not to worry about the price and that she was a part of the family.
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo was grateful of Mother’s easy acceptance, but had it all been a ruse? Did Mother give her just enough rope to hang herself, expecting Luo-Luo to embarrass herself strutting about in a scanty dress like some common harlot? Luo-Luo’s worries redoubled as her sister-in-law arrived wearing yet another modest, though more contemporary, dark purple dress. The high-necked, button-up ensemble hugged the contours of her athletic figure and left little to the imagination, but also covered her from neck to ankle. With her long brown hair in a half-up twisted crown, unadorned save for the white tufts of fur protruding around her expressive tiger ears, Alsantset was a strikingly beautiful woman who could never be mistaken for helpless, her smoky eyes and serious demeanour only further enhancing her ferocious, untamed look. That same look struck fear into Luo-Luo’s heart as Alsantset examined her from head to toe, sneering in visible disapproval at Luo-Luo’s dress.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to cover herself up, Luo-Luo straightened up and weathered her sister-in-law’s scrutiny with feigned courage, silently taking a stand against this fearsome women. So what if she liked wearing provocative dresses? She wasn’t like Alsantset, a warrior first and woman second. Luo-Luo relied solely on her husband for status and cared for no opinion but his. Besides, she wasn’t ashamed of her body and had worked hard to keep herself beautiful. Oils to keep her hair silky and smooth, lotions and pumice stones to keep her skin soft and callous-free, stretches and exercises to keep in shape, Luo-Luo’s days and nights were filled with endless busywork to keep herself looking youthful and alluring.
 
  
 
 After a long, silent standoff, Alsantset’s stony glare broke into a fearsome smile. “Good,” she said, patting Luo-Luo’s shoulders a little too hard. “Above all else, you must always have courage. The women of the Bekhai are a stalwart and hardy bunch, not delicate mice to be coddled and sheltered. Remember this.”
 
  
 
 Before Luo-Luo could compose a response, Alsantset nodded and strode off, exiting out the double doors, through the sheer, silk curtains and directly onto the stage, raised and extended so Mother’s wheeled chair could go directly from the hall to her table without traversing through any stairs. No, this wasn’t the time to marvel over their forethought, why did sister-in-law take the stage before everyone else had arrived?
 
  
 
 “Nothing to worry about girl,” Mother said, still massaging Jimjam’s cheeks. “They’ll be here soon enough. Can’t keep our guests waiting too long, now can we?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Mother.” Fidgeting with her earrings, Luo-Luo checked if they were both still intact, worried a chain might have snapped or an amethyst lost on the way over. Where was Mila and her family?
 
  
 
 Instead of delaying for more time, Lin-Lin grabbed her father’s hand and skipped onto stage, rushing over to her hubby for a loving, family embrace. The twin bears followed in her wake, looking ever so adorable with their silk neck scarves. Clumsily ambling about in a circuitous fashion, they eagerly explored their new surroundings to the delight of the crowd, but thankfully, neither animal ruined anything, drawn off to the side by some unseen decoy. With no one left to go on stage, long, torturous seconds passed as Luo-Luo stared down the empty hallway, releasing a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding when Mila, Li-Li, and their parents turned the corner, followed by the other two wildcats wearing their delightful little outfits. Making their way over step by step, they moved as if they had all the time in the world and it took every ounce of discipline Luo-Luo had not to scream at them to hurry.
 
  
 
 Deep, calming breaths. No need to panic. They know what they’re doing.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, their pace was far from slow, but it still felt like an eternity before they stepped past Luo-Luo and out onto the stage. Only after they strode through the silk curtain did Luo-Luo have time to appreciate their outfits. While she had yet to officially meet them, father-in-law Husolt and mother-in-law Akanai seemed like a loving couple as they walked hand in hand across the stage. Father-in-law was a strapping, barrel chested man with a wild beard and thick eyebrows, dressed rather carelessly in a loose, military style shirt which showed off his bushy chest hair. On the other hand, mother-in-law’s elegant outfit validated Luo-Luo’s own, wearing an adventurous skirt which was not only shorter than Luo-Luo’s, but also bore a scandalous opening down one side. It gave her more freedom of movement, but also allowed the audience brief glimpses at her tantalizing thigh as she strode across stage. Her low-cut blouse offered an alluring view of her impressive, milky-white bosom and bared shoulders, but the massive, double bladed pole-arm resting on one of said shoulders was enough to give most onlookers pause, not to mention the wrist-thick staff carried by her robust and untamed husband.
 
  
 
 As for Mila and Li-Li, the two were an adorable pairing, walking arm in arm behind their parents. With her black silk trousers, glimmering breastplate, and her hair pulled back and up into a high ponytail, Li-Li looked every bit the part of a young noble warrior, prim and proper as could be. The only other changes to her ensemble were a pair of glittering earrings and a platinum tiara, both embedded with emeralds which complimented her green eyes beautifully. Mila’s outfit was equally as racy as her mother’s, though she wore a shawl over her shoulders to convey modesty without changing a thing. A ruby studded bangle sat on her wrist and an egg-sized ruby dangled from her necklace, while teardrop rubies hung from her earlobes and shimmered in her tiara, a twin to Li-Li’s own which was made visible now that Mila’s hair was properly brushed and arranged. Luo-Luo envied the soft curls and lively colour of Mila’s beautiful red hair, not to mention her striking freckles which served to enhance her beauty. So ravishing and exotic, add in her toned body and warrior’s training and Luo-Luo worried she couldn’t measure up in comparison.
 
  
 
 Plus, Mila and Rain were the same height too...
 
  
 
 “Come girl, it’s our turn now.” Brushing Jimjam’s head off of her lap, Sarnai picked away at the errant strands of fur left behind on her modest purple dress. “Let’s not leave them waiting any longer, it’s time to make your entrance and awe them with your beauty.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Luo-Luo hesitated to correct Mother, but it needed to be said. “Mother... custom demands the concubine be delivered by her family. Mother should head out first, Luo-Luo will follow soon after.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, custom. You have no family to present you, no? I’ll not have my daughter-in-law walk on stage alone. Unless that’s what you’d prefer,” Mother added with a smile. “I’m sure every eye will be on you regardless, which suits me fine.”
 
  
 
 Moved by Mother’s warm affection, Luo-Luo nodded and took the handles to Mother’s wheeled chair. Together, they passed through the silk curtain and onto the stage, where Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband waited to greet them. Standing tall in his black and gold clothes, he looked so regal and imposing, a youthful face tempered by maturity and adversity. So young and so talented, her Lord Husband was clearly a dragon among men, one destined for greatness whether it be through Martial might or intellectual acumen.
 
  
 
 As the Crier announced their arrival, the audience broke into hushed whispers and muted chuckles, amused by the large difference in height between Luo-Luo and her Lord Husband, obvious despite his efforts to minimize it by wearing boots. She worried this would happen and put him in a foul mood, but he ignored the crowd and fell to his knees to greet Mother and pet Jimjam. “I like what you’ve done with your hair Mom,” he said in a hoarse voice, punctuating his statement with a tired, but genuine smile. “It makes you look more beautiful than usual.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. Can’t learn anything useful from my dog-brained husband but you’ve learned how to lie like him well enough.”
 
  
 
 Lord Husband shook his head in denial. “I’d never lie to you. I’m not brave enough for that.”
 
  
 
 Despite her retort, Mother looked pleased with his response, patting his cheeks with a motherly smile. “Tch, seeing you lie without blinking, perhaps I’ve been too harsh in judging that Fung boy. You’re a born skirt chaser is what you are.”
 
  
 
 “It’s both a curse and a blessing. Thank you for arranging all of this. It’s beautiful.”
 
  
 
 “Thank my new Disciple, Rustram, he did all the work. Don’t look so shocked, I may be feeble bodied but my mind is still sharp. And don’t think for one second you can keep bullying him either, I’ll not stand for it. You’re nowhere near strong enough to keep me from taking a cane to your behind.” Waving him off, she added, “You’ve ignored your concubine long enough. I won’t tell you to treat her well because you’ll do so regardless, but don’t be so mule-headed and contrary. She’s no childhood friend or rival-turned-lover, but get to know her first, then get to making grandchildren for me to spoil.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll do my best Mom.” After guiding Mother to her seat, Lord Husband returned to Luo-Luo’s side with a smile, though her heart broke to see that this one was just tired. “Well, shall we?” Taking her hand, he turned to the audience and spoke over their childish giggling. “Honoured guests, it is my pleasure and privilege to present my concubine, Imperial Servant Zheng Luo.” The audience clapped and Luo-Luo curtsied in thanks, but it was all more subdued than she’d have liked. She wasn’t sure if it was because her Lord Husband had many enemies and detractors, or because his voice was so deadpan it drained the energy from everyone listening.
 
  
 
 Her Lord Husband might be many things, but charismatic, he was not.
 
  
 
 Nor were he possessed of good memory, it would seem. Having apparently forgotten everything else he was supposed to say, he looked up at Luo-Luo and shrugged before bringing her to their seats, placing Luo-Luo next to Mother while Lord Husband and Alsantset on the other side. Straining to hold her smile in place, she leaned against his arm and said, “Lord Husband is wise to allow his guests to speak their mind before announcing his new status as an Imperial Consort. Clever to hide the token too, lest those more observant notice and hold their tongue.”
 
  
 
 “Ah right. Sorry. I knew I was forgetting something but couldn’t remember what.” Patting her hand, he gently separated from her and sighed, choosing to sit and repeatedly clear his throat instead of continue their conversation while the servants brought food to their table. Yet another flaw was his poor acting skills, his smile slipping, shoulders slumping, and back slouching the moment he thought he was out of the public eye, but as the host, he never would be. A far cry from his proud, noble persona, but he looked so tired Luo-Luo didn’t have the heart to condemn him. The battles this morning must have taxed him greatly, but as the newly crowned number one talent in the Empire, he needed to pay heed to his public image. No one would accept a tired, lethargic hero and presenting himself as such would only earn him scorn.
 
  
 
 Throughout the meal, Luo-Luo tried her best to keep him looking sharp, but her efforts were wasted. Each time he’d straighten up and restore his proud, noble demeanour, but minutes later he’d slump back into his seat with half-lidded eyes. Perhaps noticing his ordeal, Lord Husband’s friends arrived to toast to his good fortune and give him good reason to look tired, but it only made things worse as the first cup of wine had him coughing up a storm. This gave Lord Husband’s detractors more fuel with which to mock him, the fresh-faced young talent who couldn’t hold his drink, so in an attempt to regain face, Rain downed a second drink and almost immediately coughed it back up. Exiting the stage to go ‘clean himself off’, Lord Husband left his friends and other guests standing at the table, and only young magistrate Fung's disarming smile and artful handling kept the situation from spiralling out of control.
 
  
 
 Mother assured her everything would be all right, that Rain probably inhaled his wine a little too quickly and never could hold his drink, but by the time Lord Husband returned, the first course had been cleared away and Luo-Luo could barely remember tasting her food. Hoping to draw attention away from him and give him more time to recover, she asked the servants to bring her zither on stage. Standing in front of the guests, Luo-Luo curtsied once more as the crowd fell silent, politely waiting to hear her performance. Though she ached to say something on behalf of her Lord Husband, it would be unbecoming of a concubine to address so many noble personages, so she sat down to play her tune and prayed it would be enough.
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, she steadied her breathing and cleared her mind. After long seconds of silence, she sat up and smiled, ready to begin. Plucking a string, she played a single opening note and left it to hang in the air, a powerful, pure sound to cleanse one’s soul and ease one’s heart.
 
  
 
 Or it would have were it not interrupted by a series of hacking coughs emanating from her Lord Husband’s throat.
 
  
 
 Why must he ruin everything?
 
  
 
 The crowd gasped and Luo-Luo turned to watch in horror as her Lord Husband’s face went from deep red to dark purple, his body doubled over with the force of his coughs. Pounding the table with his fist, he fell to his knees and gasped, a long, wheezing, tortured sound which squeezed her heart until it ached. The wheezing ended as he toppled over, only for Alsantset to catch him and gently lower him to the floor. Father took control and forced everyone back, making room for the Medical Saint to approach.
 
  
 
 Utter silence washed over the courtyard as the Medical Saint looked over his student, while Lin-Lin and Mila held one another tight, worry etched across both their faces for Lord Husband had yet to make another sound. It wasn’t long before the Medical Saint looked up and shared a silent exchange with Father, whose stony demeanour cracked with fury. Drawing his sword, Father brandished it and bellowed, “Seal the exits, gather the servants, and bring me the Magistrate! No one leaves until we find the bastard who poisoned. My. Son!”
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 As the Bekhai Khishigs marched out to surround the gathered guests, visions of bitter conflict and slaughtered nobles flashed through Yuzhen’s mind. Reacting a beat too slow, she ran on stage dragging Gerel behind her, hoping to talk some sense into Baatar before her premonition came to pass. Blade drawn and teeth bared, he was no longer the quiet, reserved warrior she once took him for, but instead a murderous savage hellbent on blood and vengeance. The transformation was startling to behold, a disciplined soldier turned wild creature pacing the stage in restless unease. Shoulders slumped and back hunched, he eyed the guests with blazing blue eyes like a predatory beast searching for an opening to pounce on his wary and frightened prey.
 
  
 
 Curiously enough, the Divine Turtle seemed completely unperturbed, still eating her meal next to the stage alongside the rest of Rain’s pets. Knowing how he loved them dearly, it was disheartening to find Rain’s pets so indifferent to his death, more concerned with filling their bellies than mourning their master.
 
  
 
 Her approach drew Baatar’s ire and his frosty eyes locked onto Yuzhen with a snarl, responding to what he saw as a challenge to his authority. Pulling her behind him, Gerel stood tall with hands up and palms forward to show he meant no harm. “Hands off your weapon, my love,” he Sent, his gaze locked on Baatar. “Challenge him now and he’ll act without thinking, or worse, Sarnai will act without caring for consequence.”
 
  
 
 It took more effort than she liked to admit to lower her guard, unable to relax the fingers wrapped tight around her hilt. An obvious blunder to approach him with weapon ready to draw, but she didn’t remember reaching for it, an instinctive response to a dangerous situation. Not that the weapon would do her any good. From what her father told her, Baatar might be strong enough to defeat Nian Zu in single combat. Then there was Akanai, a woman on par with Du Min Gyu and standing nearby over the fallen Rain with her axe-lance in hand. Were the Bekhai to lose their mind here and now, Yuzhen doubted anyone present could contend with this Mentor-Disciple pair aside from Guan Suo, and even he might be forced to retreat before this assembly of Bekhai Experts.
 
  
 
 It’d be foolish to rely on the Smiling Slaughterer to save them. They had no prior relationship and if anything, he’d probably stand on the Bekhai’s side. Then there were the other powerful and prominent guests present, such as Nian Zu, Tong Da Hai, Chu Tongzu, Situ Jia Ying and her brother Jia Yang, all high ranking officials and warriors with both feet firmly in the Bekhai camp. If Baatar acted, they would have no choice but to support him because no one in the Empire would believe they were unable to stop him. Yuzhen had to choose her words carefully lest she become a witness to the birth of a rebellion backed by no less than three Magistrates and a Colonel General.
 
  
 
 Speaking out loud so the guests could listen in on their exchange, Yuzhen began with, “My sympathies for your loss -”
 
  
 
 “Do not speak as if my son is dead while he still draws breath,” Sarnai interrupted. “Haven’t you heard? He is the Undying. Mere poison isn’t enough to bring him low.”
 
  
 
 So much for choosing her words wisely. Now that she looked again, Yuzhen noticed the Medical Saint kneeling with eyes closed and hands pressed against Rain’s bared chest. Gerel’s mysterious veiled Mentor joined Akanai to ensure no one interrupted the Medical Saint’s work, yet another hidden dragon she’d forgotten about. At times it felt like Bekhai Experts were as common as clouds, a stark reminder they were a force not to take lightly.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, Sarnai’s words were spoken with confidence and contempt, instilled with Chi to echo throughout the courtyard for all to hear. She made it clear she knew how the guests viewed her oh so troublesome son and many of them shifted uncomfortably in their seat, no doubt remembering earlier conversations where the words ‘savage’, ‘bumpkin’, and ‘brute’ had being bandied around quite liberally. As spectacular as Rain’s victories were, Martial Warriors were an arrogant bunch and his strength far from enough to inspire fear or respect. Most believed his triumphs were solely due to luck, having faced only one ‘true’ talent, Wu Gam. Then again, even if Rain were ten times stronger and defeated all his rivals in single combat, he’d still have more than his fair share of detractors due to his background alone, not to mention his offbeat opinions and distinctive mannerisms. He should have listened to her advice and presented himself as a stoic (and silent) warrior of humble origins instead of flaunting his learning and wealth in front of the entire Empire. Only then would he command respect and...
 
  
 
 Focus woman, no sense blowing out candles while the whole house burned down around her.
 
  
 
 “What fortuitous news.” Smile, but not too much. Relief, not joy, which could be misconstrued. The Bekhai are insular and trust no one, so don’t give them reason to mistrust you even more. Gesturing at the Khishigs surrounding the guests, Yuzhen added, “Thank you for your protection. Who knows if the dastardly villain might strike again. I believe I speak for the Northern delegates present when I offer our full cooperation towards finding and apprehending the party or parties responsible for this heinous crime.”
 
  
 
 Glancing at her Central counterpart Yo Jeong-Hun, she prayed he had the sense to speak up. After a moment’s thought, he stood and clasped his hands. “Central understands the need for caution in this delicate situation, and I am personally outraged by the audacity of this crime. Not only did they target this talented young hero and mar this festive occasion, it was carried out in the presence of so many esteemed peers whilst under Imperial Decree. Whatever aid you might require, ask and I shall answer.”
 
  
 
 A thinly veiled warning and an offer to help without committing to anything. How diplomatic of him. The southern delegates had no unified representative, so they all looked to young Dienne for guidance, who merely nodded in silent agreement. Addressing the crowd, she ‘suggested’, “With so many suspects to winnow through, it would be best if we all remained seated while the Bekhai inspect the kitchens and question the servants. It would be remiss of us if the guilty party were to slip away in the chaos of our departure.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of ‘ayes’ and nodding heads followed her statement, but despite securing their agreement, there was no doubt in Yuzhen’s mind that every guest present had already Sent a message to their guards. Even as she spoke, she knew there were countless warriors marching towards this courtyard ready for blood and battle, but she had to at least try to keep the situation from spiralling out of control.
 
  
 
 Directing her next question to Akanai, Yuzhen prayed the Bekhai leader was as calm and level-headed as she appeared. “Perhaps the Khishigs would be of more use guarding the exits.” From escaping would-be assassins or approaching would-be rescuers, Yuzhen didn’t care. Fewer swords wielded by fewer temperamental hot-heads would be good for everyone, and sending the Khishigs away might calm the guests down. So long as the balance of power sat firmly in Bekhai hands, Yuzhen believed Akanai would keep things from devolving into open slaughter.
 
  
 
 With a nod, Akanai wordlessly sent the Khishigs away and Yuzhen celebrated this tiniest of victories. A half-second later, the sound of heavy boots filled the air, draining her of joy and filling her with trepidation as they marched towards the courtyard in a steady and speedy cadence. Hundreds of boots moving in perfect rhythm marked them as highly-trained and disciplined elites, and their quick response meant they’d been waiting nearby in full armour no less. The Bekhai hardly seemed concerned by the approaching warriors, which was strange considering they lacked any sort of heavy infantry. This meant that in all likelihood the boots belonged to Nian Zu’s elite soldiers or Yo Jeong-Hun’s personal guards, but neither man’s reaction gave anything away. Temples throbbing and shoulders tense, Yuzhen held her breath and waited. Whose soldiers would step through those curtains and for what purpose? Were these warriors here to even the balance or would they tip the scales even further in favour of the Bekhai?
 
  
 
 She wasn’t sure which outcome to hope for. Neither one would make things better and both had the potential to make things so much worse.
 
  
 
 Clad in their distinctive, glossy-black armour, the Imperial Death Corps marched out from behind the stage, their weapons drawn and purpose clear. Yuzhen almost cried out with relief and the guests audibly sighed as one, believing the worst to be over and done. Raised from birth to obey orders without questions, the Death Corps cared not whether they faced a Marshal or a peasant. So long as their master ordered it, they would kill without blinking or die in the attempt, but that wasn’t what made them so fearsome. Anyone could raise slave warriors, but only the Death Corps belonged to the Imperial Court. Slaves though they might be, disrespecting them was akin to disrespecting the Emperor’s authority, a crime worthy of death. Since the Legate was the only Imperial Scion in Nan Ping, this meant that once the Death Corps secured the area, the Legate would arrive soon after to smooth things over. Surely not even the Bekhai would be so bold as to directly oppose the Legate?
 
  
 
 The brief illusion of safety shattered at the sound of a melodic, sensual voice, emanating from the beautiful and dignified Zheng Luo who stood with Rain’s family. “Soldiers of the Imperial Death Corps, my Lord Husband has been poisoned,” she said, her voice so calm and composed it sent chills down Yuzhen’s spine. “What is the punishment for the attempted murder of an Imperial Consort?”
 
  
 
 “Nine Familial Extermination.” Hundreds of voices responded in concert, lacking in enthusiasm or excitement but filled with boundless determination.
 
  
 
 “Noted.” Gesturing around the courtyard without pointing at anyone in particular, Zheng Luo stated, “Father has ordered the suspects apprehended and brought here. Should any attempt to escape, kill without mercy.”
 
  
 
 “By your will.” The Death Corps marched out to surround the guests, but not a single voice spoke out in protest of being treated as suspects. Like Yuzhen, everyone was too busy coming to terms with the two simple words which changed everything.
 
  
 
 Imperial. Consort.
 
  
 
 Oh Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 The pieces fell in place, yet Yuzhen still had difficulty wrapping her mind around all the complexities. Zheng Luo, an innocuous, superficial Imperial Servant, was in fact, an Imperial Scion by birth. Unlike most Imperial Servants whose parents were little better than merchants or commoners, one or both of Zheng Luo’s parents held high positions in the Imperial Court, else Rain wouldn’t have been granted the title of Imperial Consort through marriage. Whether it be a high-ranking official, a close relative of the Emperor, or possibly even the Emperor himself, someone in Zheng Luo’s family had more power than most nobles in the outer province could even dream of. Hypothetically, she was merely a Servant without ties to her birth family, but in practice, things were rarely so simple. Who knew how her parents would perceive an offence directed at their daughter or her husband, no matter how estranged? Even if they didn’t care about their daughter’s well-being, an insult to her was still a loss of face for the family itself, a nigh unforgivable act for any Imperial Scion.
 
  
 
 And an especially heinous transgression if Zheng Luo were blood-related to the Emperor himself...
 
  
 
 In truth, Zheng Luo’s heritage wasn’t all that surprising. Imperials loved playing their little games of power and offering a child as tribute in exchange for the Emperor’s favour wasn’t unheard of. What was unheard of was gifting an Imperial Servant of high-birth to someone outside the Imperial Clan. Literally unheard of, as in Rain would be the first ever in the history of the Empire. How interesting. With this new status, Rain would be nigh untouchable in the outer provinces, a genuine member of the Imperial Clan, though only by the barest legalities.
 
  
 
 If the party responsible for his poisoning were here now, their intestines must be green with regret. Initially, they merely risked death, but now exposure meant Nine Familial Extermination. What was the Legate thinking when he bestowed such an honour upon Rain? Was it because of Rain’s talent? No, impossible, talent was worthless at this juncture, potential which had yet to be reached. Could it be to protect the Divine Turtle? Possibly, but what benefit did the Legate or Imperial Clan draw from this? And why now? The Divine Turtle’s existence had been known for decades now...
 
  
 
 Or was Zheng Luo a reward for Rain’s gift? Runic shields, though valuable, wasn’t enough to warrant such a princely prize, which meant it had to be because of his book. But how? Rain gifted her with the first copy he made and she’d read it from front to back a hundred times over. It contained a smattering of useful knowledge and a myriad of... ambitious concepts, but that’s all. Was there something she’d missed, or were water clocks and cast iron all it took to be inducted into the Imperial Clan?
 
  
 
 Maybe she should take another long, hard look at Rain’s inventions...
 
  
 
 A tortured groan interrupted Yuzhen’s introspection, and her heart leapt with joy to see Rain lift his head. “Feels like I got hit by a chariot,” he muttered, making no effort to sit up. “What happened?”
 
  
 
 “Save your strength my boy,” the Medical Saint answered, wiping Rain’s pale face with a handkerchief. “I didn’t want to wake you, but I had no choice. You’ve been poisoned by something I’ve never seen or read about. No one else is showing symptoms, so this attack must have been directed at you. Tell me, have you eaten or drank anything suspicious? We must find the culprit and force him to identify the poison else you’ll be incapacitated for weeks, if not months.”
 
  
 
 “Well... Shit.”
 
  
 
 “Language my boy, language.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry.” Closing his eyes, Rain quietly coughed and thought things through while Yuzhen and the other guests waited with bated breath. After an eternity of silence, Rain finally opened his eyes and chuckled, shaking his head ever so slightly. “Damn. I think it was the idiot servant.”
 
  
 
 After listening to Rain’s theory on how he was poisoned, Yuzhen felt the urge to smack him upside the head and ask who was the real idiot. A single cup to control which one he drank, running back and forth so no one could accidentally drink from a poisoned teapot or see him poison the cup, making eye contact with a young noble and then disappearing without warning, all strange behaviour unbecoming of a servant. What happened? Rain was normally so wary and perceptive, for him to stumble like this was entirely out of character.
 
  
 
 “Well, he’s probably long gone by now,” Rain said, eyes closed in rest. “Guess I scared him off when I asked for a bigger cup, haha.” With a tired sigh, he asked, “So why will this take weeks to recover from?”
 
  
 
 Instead of taking offence at an open challenge to his skills, the Medical Saint merely shook his head in defeat. “Whoever arranged this knew of your Healing abilities and planned accordingly. They didn’t poison you, not exactly. Whatever it is, it’s taken root in your intestines and created... not an obstruction, but an impediment of sorts. In small doses, this wouldn’t be an issue and to some it might even be considered a boon, helping to filter the rich blood flowing out of your intestines. Problem is, you consumed too much and now the obstruction is so dense, it’s creating blood clots which are carried away to the rest of your body. You were lucky, my boy. Had this clot travelled to your brain instead of your lungs, you’d have had a stroke or possibly even outright died. As it is, you passed out from a pulmonary embolism in your lungs.”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Least I’m not dead.” Furrowing his brow, Rain continued, “Clots are easy to deal with, I can handle that myself, though it’d require constant surveillance. Hmm... I can’t remove the impediment. My body doesn’t recognize it as harmful or foreign, so my Healing does nothing. How clever, using medicine to kill.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed, but not to worry. Though removing the cause is beyond my skills, treating the symptoms is simple enough. Blood flow will break down the impediment in time and while this will lead to more blood clots, so long as we have a healer watching you around the clock, no harm will come to you.”
 
  
 
 “Why don’t you just remove the impediment?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head at Rain’s question, Yuzhen worried that a clot had already reached his brain and was affecting his memory. He’d only just stated that the body didn’t recognize the impediment as harmful, so there was no way to target it with Healing. The Medical Saint said as much, but Rain merely smiled. “No, I mean physically remove it. With a knife. Slice my stomach open, cut out the afflicted section of intestine, and Heal me back up. Easy peasy.”
 
  
 
 A bark of laughter slipped through Yuzhen’s lips before she could stop it, but thankfully, she wasn’t the only one. Nervous chuckles emanated from the gathered guests at the thought of doing something so barbaric. Vivisection and flesh-sculpting were the pursuits of madmen and sadists, like the heretic Zhen Shi and his ilk. For Rain to suggest such a thing was -
 
  
 
 “Brilliant!” With a dazzling smile which had Yuzhen swooning on her feet, the Medical Saint beckoned for Baatar’s help. “Come, make a single long incision here, deep enough to penetrate the abdominal cavity but not enough to rupture his intestines, else we’ll have a real mess on our hands...”
 
  
 
 The next fifteen minutes were the longest quarter hour of Yuzhen’s life. It was small comfort knowing she wasn’t alone in her torment, the other guests also forced to sit and watch while the Medical Saint and Baatar eviscerated Falling Rain on stage in front of them. Once the cut was made, the Medical Saint stuck his hand into the bloody incision and rummaged about, chewing on his tongue and humming beneath his breath while Rain’s guts spluttered and squelched. After long minutes of ransacking the cavity to no avail, the Medical Saint snorted in discontent and pulled out an entire length of intestine, inspecting it centimetre by centimetre while it was still attached to Rain like a length of bloody, throbbing rope. Soon, he gave a cry of success and held out a section of blackened intestine. With two flicks of his wrist, Baatar cut it free and the severed piece fell to the stage, rolling away while the Medical Saint cackled with delight while holding two spurting sections of guts in his blood-soaked hands.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Yuzhen’s mind blocked out the rest and soon enough, she looked down at a shirtless, bloodied, but uninjured Falling Rain. Mouth twisted in a grimace, he plucked at his black silk pants covered in his own blood and quipped, “Next time, we should put down towels first. I really liked these pants.”
 
  
 
 Mind buffeted by alternating waves of shocked disbelief and fearful apprehension, Yuzhen struggled to keep her mouth closed and feet steady. More than one guest had fainted with others wavering on the precipice, and it was all Yuzhen could do to hold back the bile rising in her throat, but Rain? His eyes were wide open throughout the entire ordeal, yet he never made a sound. Now, minutes after being disembowelled, he sat on the stage floor with bowl and chopsticks in hand, shovelling food into his mouth while cracking jokes about needing to put on weight. Even without his new title of Imperial Consort, Yuzhen suspected that once word of tonight’s events spread, no one would dare cross him ever again.
 
  
 
 ‘The Undying Savage,’ the people would say, ‘is entirely devoid of mercy.’
 
  
 
 Even towards himself.
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 “Wow. What a crazy night. Oddly enough, not the worst wedding banquet I’ve attended. At least the food was good, am I right?”
 
  
 
 My dry wit goes wholly unappreciated as my guests sit in shocked silence, staring at me like I’ve sprouted a second head. I feel kinda bad for making them sit around while I ate, but in my defence, I forgot about them in all the excitement of almost dying and subsequent impromptu surgery. I suppose I could’ve also put on clean pants and maybe even a shirt before addressing them, but I’m too tired to walk and I’ve learned my lesson about changing in public. Coughing to clear my throat, I clasp my hands and incline my head, following Yuzhen’s instructions to not bow or apologize. “This has been a lovely evening in honour of my concubine Zheng Luo, but sadly all good things must end. Thankfully, tonight’s banquet must also end.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Proverbial crickets and dust bunnies. C’mon, that deserved a chuckle or at least a smile. I’d also accept a tiny forceful exhale, not exactly a snort, but almost. Maybe they’re still miffed at being held prisoner on suspicion of murder. Yea that’s probably it. There’s no other explanation. I’m hilarious. Glancing at Yuzhen for help, she shrugs and Sends, “Tell them they can leave, but be polite about it.”
 
  
 
 ...How? God dammit, I’m too tired for this diplomatic bullshit. “Thank you all for coming. Goodbye now.” Noticing their wary glances directed at the Death Corps, I wise up and add, “Err, Death Corps, take five.” My armoured slave soldiers shift ever so slightly, but continue holding their weapons at the ready, unsure what my command means. “Uh... at ease?” That does the trick, and as one, the Death Corps stamp their left foot down and plant the butt of their spears against the ground, standing with backs straight, head high, heels together, and about as far from relaxed as a person could be.
 
  
 
 Whatever. We’ll work on it.
 
  
 
 Once the issue the Death Corps is settled, the guests accept my dismissal with grace and aplomb. A good half of them even queue up to bid me farewell, starting with the unaffiliated bigwigs like Marshal Yo Jeong-Hun and two Major Generals whose names I’ve forgotten. They all end with the same phrase, some variation of ‘No need to see me off”, which is great because I didn’t intend to. It’s all I can do to stand in place, smiling down at my guests from the stage. I’d go down to be polite, but I’ve embarrassed myself enough today, what with almost dying and whatnot. No need to add ‘face-plant off the stage’ to my list of accomplishments.
 
  
 
 ...I can’t believe I asked my poisoner for a bigger cup of poisoned tea. Or thought I had the flu. Martial Warriors don’t get the flu. Get your head in the game, this is no time to be slacking off.
 
  
 
 It takes the better part of half an hour to get rid of all the unwanted guests, leaving only my family, closest allies, and two hundred something slave soldiers with me in the courtyard. Even the servants and Sentinels are gone, having all been dismissed so we can chat in private. Gratefully collapsing to the ground, I smile as Mila settles down beside me, resting my head against her arm. Giving her freckled shoulder a light kiss, I Send, “I love your dress. So bold and provocative, what with those bared, enticing thighs of yours. What say we find a private room and go break my hand?”
 
  
 
 “Incorrigible pervert.” Cheeks flushed from embarrassment, Mila tugs at her skirt in a futile effort at modesty. “Pay attention, this is serious. You almost died.”
 
  
 
 “Okay. Later though?”
 
  
 
 “No. Hush now.”
 
  
 
 Disappointing, but probably for the best. I mean, this is technically my wedding night with another woman, though I don’t intend to consummate it. Luo-Luo is gorgeous and all, but I love Lin and Mila. And Yan too, though I’m still not sure what to do about her. Either way, I have no room for a fourth woman in my heart, especially not a stranger I don’t entirely trust. It doesn’t matter how beautiful she is or how perfect her skin looks, or how enormous, soft, and bouncy her breasts are...
 
  
 
 There’s something profoundly disturbing about my psyche. Nothing turns me on more than a close brush with death. Tonight’s events better not awaken anything in me, the last thing I need is an auto-erotic asphyxiation fetish, or worse, self-mutilation.
 
  
 
 Drifting in and out of consciousness, I listen in as Akanai, Baatar, Yuzhen and Nian Zu discuss their findings. According to Fu Zhu Li, who should add ‘lead detective’ to his list of job titles, my poisoner was found dead, ironically of poison. A different poison, a fast acting one which turned his lips blue and irises yellow. Hmm... is it ironic if a poisoner dies of poison, or is it merely poetic? Anyways, the servant (whose name escapes me) worked for Nan Ping’s Magistrate (whose name I never asked for) for close to a decade. This doesn’t mean the Magistrate was behind the attack, and if it were up to me, I’d remove him from the list of suspects altogether. If the Magistrate wanted me dead, he wouldn’t be dumb enough to use his own servant to do the deed. No, more likely, someone’s trying to implicate the Magistrate in all this. Unless that’s what the Magistrate wants me to think so he used his own servant, because he knows I’ll think someone’s trying to implicate him and therefore eliminate him from my pool of suspects...
 
  
 
 Detective work is complicated...
 
  
 
 Either way, everyone agrees that servants are easily bought and my poisoner’s death all but screams cat’s paw. He undoubtedly had accomplices, because it’s unlikely he pricked himself on the arm with a poisoned needle, got rid of said needle, then broke his legs and spine stuffing himself into a chest before dying. No eyewitnesses have stepped forward to point fingers, but Fu Zhu Li says he’s confident someone or something will turn up soon. He’s still wearing the same clothes from earlier this evening and they’re squeaky clean, so I’m sure his interrogations were of the non-torturing variety.
 
  
 
 So far.
 
  
 
 “Um... How about we offer a reward?” My first contribution to the meeting earns me a round of blank stares, and I can see them wondering if I’ve suffered brain damage from lack of oxygen. Undeterred, I press on. “You know... gold for information which leads to the identification and/or capture of the poisoner’s collaborators.” Instead of torturing poor, probably innocent servants. Fu Zhu Li seems like a nice guy and is super humble and helpful, but I can’t feel comfortable around a man with his particular set of skills. To a hammer, all problems are nails, so for a torturer...
 
  
 
 After a short, uncomfortable silence, Yuzhen answers, “We can consider it.” Glancing at Baatar, they come to a silent agreement. “The Legate awaits, but you cannot meet with him like this. Your people have arranged for fresh clothes and a hot bath inside, so go clean up and then I’ll brief you on what to say.”
 
  
 
 Fucking hell. I get poisoned, gutted, and Healed, but the Legate still can’t be bothered to come see me. No, I have to go to him. Ridiculous. “Sounds good.”
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, taking a bath is easier said than done as Ping-Ping objects to my departure, squeaking up a storm the moment I disappear backstage. Stupid turtle, she doesn’t care if I choke to death, but the moment I leave her sight, the world’s coming to an end. Bet she’d eat my corpse if I died too, she seems like the type. My wildcats and bears aren’t any better, I doubt they even noticed when I collapsed on stage, their attention focused on what used to be a neatly stacked pyramid of food, but is now just a sprawling mess of raw meat, pulped fruit, and half-chewed vegetables.
 
  
 
 ...Whose idea was it to leave a giant pile of food for them? Their clothes are probably so dirty, it’ll take hours to scrub them all clean...
 
  
 
 I’ll forgive Aurie since he appears to be in a literal food coma, sprawled out on his back with all four feet pointing skywards. As for my other pets, they’re all heartless. Banjo and Baloo are still munching away, while Jimjam and Sarankho are busy batting cabbages and bitter melons around like toys. Roc and the rest are long gone, having left soon after filling their tiny bird bellies to fly home for the night, which leaves little Blackjack, who’s sleeping soundly in Taduk’s embrace. Soured by the lack of love and concern from my fur babies, I grumble myself to sleep in the crook of Ping-Ping’s arm while Mila sorts things out. It feels like I’ve only just closed my eyes when Lin wakes me again, looking adorable in her tasteful blue dress and sapphire encrusted... hair net. Such a weird fashion accessory, jewelled hair nets. “Hubby,” she says, frowning as she tries to pull me onto my feet. “I know you’re tired, but you stink, ya? Bath-time first, then you can rest in Luo-Luo’s palanquin.”
 
  
 
 “Okay wifey.” Smiling at her adorably futile attempts, I let her struggle a little longer before standing on my own. Skipping away as I open my arms for a hug and physical support, she flashes her toothy grin and shoos me over to Mila. Confused by Lin’s atypical behaviour, I put it out of mind while taking a moment to appreciate Mila’s lovely figure, from her lovely, rounded shoulders to her pale, shapely calves, all on display in her racy and erotic outfit. Belatedly noticing the red-brown stain on her lovely skirt, I realize why Lin refused my earlier advances: because I’m covered in blood. My intestinal blood, to be precise, which shouldn’t be any different from the rest of my blood, but just feels ickier. “Sorry about your skirt beloved,” I say, refusing her support so I don’t stain it even worse. “You should soak it in water before the blood sets in.” Like my bath water.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Nice try, but you have to work harder if you want to get my skirt off.” Roughly pulling my arm around her, she half carries and half drags me alongside her. “No need to make a fuss, it’s just blood,” she says, more for the benefit of the people within earshot. Though it’s barely two dozen steps, there’s sweat on my brow by the time we reach the wooden dividers and the steaming hot bath hidden behind them, my body weakened by the trauma and rapid Healing it so recently endured. Even though everything is back where it belongs, there’s still a faint memory of pain lingering about my abdomen, as if the nerves there have yet to realize everything has been put back in its place.
 
  
 
 Stretching her leathery neck, Ping-Ping’s fearsome face peers over the wooden dividers to inspect the area and make sure no shenanigans are taking place right under her beak. Eyes widening in delight as she spots the steaming hot bathtub, she squeaks with joy, convinced I mean to meditate in it so she has more than a mouthful to drink. I still don’t understand what she loves about the water I practice with, but this is a good chance to figure out if she’s here because of me or Blobby. With Ping-Ping eagerly watching from overhead, I turn to Mila and wait for her to leave. Crossing her arms with a smirk, she plants her feet and asks, “Well? What are you waiting for? I hope you don’t expect me to take off your pants too.”
 
  
 
 “Course not.” Turning my back to her, I shimmy out of my blood-encrusted pants while wiggling my pale butt. If she wants a show, I’ll give her a show. Half turning to face her, I strike a pose with one hand covering my nether regions and the other covering my nipples, pretending like I’m some virtuous maiden shocked to discover a peeping tom here with me. As Mila’s eyes close with muted laughter, I slip into the steam hot water and rest my hands and chin on the tub’s edge, watching for her reaction.
 
  
 
 Disappointed and amused, Mila rolls her eyes and snorts. “How stingy. I was going to help wash your back, but you seem energetic enough.”
 
  
 
 Watching her stomp away, I lament the missed opportunity and set to scrubbing the blood off my stomach and legs. I should’ve let her look, it’s not like she’s never seen me naked before. The Bekhai care little for modesty with their mixed bathing and whatnot, but I’m a man. If there’s ogling to be done, it’ll be done by me.
 
  
 
 By the time I’m done scrubbing, the bathwater has taken on a pinkish hue and Ping-Ping has long lost interest, returning to her meal while she waits for me to finish preparing her dessert. Settling back to stare at the starry night sky, I let the warm water ease the tension in my muscles and wash away the phantom pain, musing over random thoughts while channelling my Chi into the water. Surgery without anaesthesia is highly unpleasant, something I should’ve considered before suggesting Taduk cut me open. Thankfully, I didn’t embarrass myself in front of all my guests by screaming like a girl and pissing my pants, instead passing out the moment Taduk stuck his hand inside my body. Yuck. I hope I didn’t make a stupid face or anything, but even if I did, only the people on stage could’ve seen, right?
 
  
 
 No, wait. Martial Warriors can scry with Chi. Fuck.
 
  
 
 Brilliant as my teacher is, I’m surprised he overlooked such a simple solution to my poisoning problem. It presents an interesting issue which I’ve never considered before. Chi isn’t all powerful and it can’t fix everything. All Healing does is restore the body to its previous condition, but the ‘base’ condition changes over time, like an automatically updating save state of sorts. Lose an arm? No problem, an easy fix unless the stump heals over on its own. Though it may take weeks to get to this point, eventually, at some seemingly arbitrary point which changes for each person, even if you chop the stump off and try to regrow the limb, it’ll end up as a stump again and not even the greatest Healers could fix it. It’s the same thing with warts, skin tags, melanomas, and other irregularities though Martial Warriors appear to be immune to such ailments. At some point, those irregularities just become ‘normalized’ to your body, and no amount of Healing will get rid of them.
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, there are plenty of things Chi can’t fix which could be handled with the proper application of mundane tools. Maybe I should put together another book, an easy, do it yourself health care guide. Simple things like dealing with ingrown nails or proper treatment of wounds and abscess. I bet basic sanitation practices could save countless lives each year. The one percent don’t really have to worry about germs or bacteria, but the rest of the population does. It doesn’t have to be world shattering, just things like don’t chop raw meat and vegetables with the same cutting board, or wash your hands before you eat. My first book already has easy to make soap, so it’s just a matter of getting people to use it before every meal.
 
  
 
 And maybe, just maybe, if I save enough people, I’ll stop having nightmares about the ones I killed.
 
  
 
 I doubt it, but who knows.
 
  
 
 Someone knocks on the wooden divider and I answer without thinking. “Come in.”
 
  
 
 A second later, Fung barks with laughter while BoShui, Zian, and Jing Fei turn away, as if they’re surprised to find me naked in a tub of water. “You know,” Fung begins, “Most people would cover themselves up before inviting guests in.”
 
  
 
 Unashamed, I shrug and reply, “I’m taking a bath. If you weren’t prepared to see me naked, then you should’ve waited till I was done.”
 
  
 
 “We would, but Father says its time we retire and leave you to enjoy your new concubine.” Pointedly glancing at my crotch, Fung feigns sympathy and pats me on the shoulder. “It’s okay. You have a wonderful personality.”
 
  
 
 “Excuse me, my eyes are up here. I know it’s impressive, but staring is impolite. I’ll forgive you this once because I know you’re jealous.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed I am, but only of your luck. Not only does Zheng Luo bestow you with such an enviable title, but the woman herself is a city-destroying beauty possessed of steely resolve. You should have seen it, that beautiful goddess browbeating your guests into submission with but a few words to the Death Corps. Oh, the looks on their faces is a memory I’ll treasure for the rest of my days, not to mention your concubine’s noble and dignified bearing. Difficult to pull off in a dress like hers, but she did it without batting an eye.”
 
  
 
 His stupid joke about my title aside, Fung’s assessment leaves me with mixed feelings, considering this is yet another new side to Luo-Luo. In the (admittedly short) time we’ve spent together, I’ve seen her pretend to be friendly, charismatic, meek, dutiful, pitiful, and seductive at different times, but I’ve yet to see anything genuine from her. She only shows what she thinks other people want to see, and this ‘noble bearing’ might be yet another act. She’s like an onion, with too many layers of deception surrounding who she really is. Maybe I should see if she wants to marry Fung. He seems to like her and I doubt she’d enjoy a simple life in the mountains. One week of washing her own clothes and drawing her own bath, and she’ll probably run to Shen Huo if I made the suggestion.
 
  
 
 It’s feels strange to seriously consider gifting a human being to another person...
 
  
 
 After Fung and BoShui say their farewells and set off, Zian and Jing Fei stick around, their backs turned while I splash around in the tub to fill the awkward silence. After what feels like an eternity, I finally ask, “So... did you have something you wanted to talk about?”
 
  
 
 Jing Fei answers for the both of them. “No.”
 
  
 
 “...Then why are you still here?”
 
  
 
 Turning around to flash me a murderous glare, Jing Fei snarls in fury. “Because we’re waiting for you to ask.”
 
  
 
 She’s super hot when she’s angry. She reminds me of a snake, so lithe and relaxed, yet ready to strike without warning. But a snake with large, perky breasts and luscious red lips...“Ask what?”
 
  
 
 “If I was the one who poisoned you.” Crossing her arms, she puffs out her chest and tilts her nose to the sky, which does... interesting things to her boobs. “I didn’t, just so you know. If I wanted you dead, you wouldn’t be here exposing yourself to a fair maiden like some vulgar old man.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. I see... Well... Thanks for clearing things up.”
 
  
 
 “That’s it?” Grabbing the side of my tub, Jing Fei looms in what she thinks is a threatening manner, but offers me a wonderful view of her pale, perky breasts. “You don’t even want an Oath? You think so little of me, you didn’t even consider I might have poisoned you?”
 
  
 
 Flipping over to hide my junk before it periscopes out to say hello, I shrug and answer, “Well truth be told, the thought crossed my mind once or twice, but I trust Zian.” Though not his mom or Jing Fei. Why are beautiful women so hard to trust? And why am I so turned on by it? “Besides, Zian just asked for my help this afternoon, so it’d be silly to have me killed. If I die, Baatar and Akanai would no longer have any reason to shelter him.”
 
  
 
 Once again, it’s blank stares all around. Self-conscious of their disbelief, I duck underwater to give my hair a good scrub, thankful I did once I find some crusted blood on the back of my head. Jebus, how much blood did I lose? When I emerge from the water, I find Zian and Jing Fei have been replaced by Gerel and Yuzhen, neither one looking pleased with my antics. “You...” Yuzhen starts, her hands moving to pinch my cheeks but stopping mid-way. “You were right to hide your new status as an Imperial Consort, but did you have to keep it from us too?”
 
  
 
 Does no one care for the sanctity of the bath tub anymore? Why are these dividers even here? Might as well throw them all away and charge admission. “I wasn’t hiding it, not exactly. Hand me the towel please?” Might as well get out, water’s getting cold and I’m too irked to keep meditating. The brisk night air has me shivering seconds after getting out of the tub, my scrawny frame completely lacking in fat to insulate me from the cold.
 
  
 
 Wrapping the towel around my shoulders in an intimate and uncomfortable show of affection, Gerel asks, “Then why hide it from Yuzhen?”
 
  
 
 “The truth?” With a sheepish shrug, I continue drying myself off and confess, “I don’t like how it sounds.” Getting sick of all the blank stares, I continue explaining and hope they’ll understand my logic. “‘Imperial Consort’ makes me sound like I’m someone’s kept man, a pet and plaything for a powerful woman. It’s emasculating, so I kept quiet about it.” Wait. “How’d you know I’m an Imperial Consort? Who let the cat out of the bag?”
 
  
 
 Exchanging glances and sighs, their displeasure and disappointment is evident. Shaking her head, Yuzhen asks, “Rain... no one put your cats in bags. Moving on, do you understand what the title means? What benefits being an Imperial Consort provides?”
 
  
 
 Ugh, it’s so frustrating when my idioms don’t translate well, it makes me sound like a gibbering buffoon. “Yea, I’m not an idiot. That’s the first thing I asked.” Shit... What was it Mila said again? “It means I’m of Imperial Peerage without being beholden to Imperial politics. Big deal. That plus two coppers buys me a grilled skewer from the market. Maybe not even, they probably raised the prices, right?”
 
  
 
 “I can’t do this. Educate him, please.” Throwing her hands up, Yuzhen stalks away in a huff, leaving me naked and alone with Gerel.
 
  
 
 Handing me my new pants, Gerel chuckles and shakes his head. “No matter, Rain,” he says with a hard smack on my back. “A warrior needs nothing but the sword in his hand and the courage to wield it. Leave politics to the politicians, yes? Besides, with your new status, there’s not a person in North, South, or Central who would dare act on past grievances, much less complain about your manners. You’ve ascended to lofty heights, a long way since we found you lost and scared in...Why is the turtle drinking your bathwater?”
 
  
 
 Well that’s one mystery solved, but something tells me there’s more to this Imperial Consort business than I thought.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I think it’s time to face facts: I may actually be an idiot.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The phantasm peeled away and Luo-Luo shot up with a shuddering gasp, waking to a world seeped in fear and shadow. Heart pounding in her heaving chest, she ran her fingers over her neck as she fought for air, her shaky fingers finding nothing but silk and jewellery. Shuddering in the cool night’s chill, she unclasped the buttons around her neck, desperately wishing for a glass of warm tea to quench her parched throat. Her silk dress clung weakly to her skin, held in place by cold sweat and little more, but she cared not for modesty. Finally, she could breathe easy without those cold, slimy innards... no, the damnable dress collar squeezing the air from her lungs.
 
  
 
 Still unable to shake her unease, her hands turned to searching the darkness around her. Finding soft cushions, padded walls, and silk curtains, the familiar surroundings offered some small comfort to her panicked state of mind. She was sitting in her palanquin, so cozy and welcoming, nothing like the cold, hard dungeon she’d imagined. Yes, imagined, a nightmare is all it was, a bad dream brought about by all the excitement of her big day. There’s no way her Lord Husband would try to choke her with his own intestines, still attached to his body and protruding from the gaping wound in his belly. That would be madness, not even Defiled would go so far.
 
  
 
 Though what he did... what he asked for was almost worse. Mother above, what sort of people had she been gifted away to? What other ghastly, grotesque practices would her Lord Husband come up with?
 
  
 
 Fumbling about her armrest, her trembling hands took long seconds fiddling with the latch, her teeth chattering loud enough to wake the dead. With a thunderous click, the latch slipped free and she almost cried for joy as she lifted it open and pulled out the blanket stored within. Throwing it around her shoulders, she wrapped herself in the light, comforting cotton and drew her knees to her chest, an inadequate shelter from the terrifying world she’d awakened in, but one which made her feel better nonetheless. Focused on steadying her breathing, she forced herself to empty her lungs in a long, drawn out exhale, followed by a short, abbreviated inhale, continuing until she was finally breathing normally once again. Her heartbeat soon followed and the erratic, uncontrolled pounding slowed to a rhythmic, steady pulse, no longer deafening her to the world around her and freeing her to hear to her own thoughts.
 
  
 
 The memory flashed through her mind, an image of Falling Rain lying flat on his back, stargazing without a care in the world while the ‘Medical Saint’ poked and prodded through his innards. Luo-Luo must have fainted soon after, for she remembered nothing which came after. Would her new family look down on her for fainting? No, more importantly, did it work? If so, would her Lord Husband be condemned for his actions, or celebrated? Were the guests still there, or had they stormed off in disgust? Would her Lord Husband be heavy handed and force them to silence, or would he let them go free and not care about what they said about him?
 
  
 
 Did it matter? He did nothing wrong. Distasteful though it might be, there was no law against self-mutilation...
 
  
 
 “Silly girl, be reasonable and rational,” she scolded herself, her mind’s voice calm and soothing though she felt nothing of the sort. “What self-mutilation? You heard the Medical Saint’s analysis, plain and clear. While conventional treatment of Lord Husband’s ailment was possible, it would have required multiple skilled Healers keeping watch throughout all hours of the day, a taxing and costly affair. What’s more, such treatment was not without risk, for even Healers could lose focus and make mistakes. Lord Husband offered an unconventional, but straightforward solution, one befitting the circumstances he found himself in and with minimal risk. Healers and mundane physicians alike are known to excise and amputate when necessary, this was nothing more than taking it one step further, removing a troublesome, life-threatening impediment which just so happened to be situated within his intestines.”
 
  
 
 But frightening as all the blood and viscera had been, it wasn’t what terrified her so. No, what scared her even more was how casually he’d suggested the course of action, as if he’d followed in the footsteps of the heretical madman Zhen Shi before. This would not reflect well on him, nor on the Imperial Family considering he’d just been elevated to their ranks. She kept telling herself that it wasn’t the same, for Zhen Shi was a madman who mutilated and dismembered thousands of innocents in his demented search for ‘enlightenment’. Lord Husband was merely in possession of an eccentric personality and an idiosyncratic thought process as a result of his high education and tribal upbringing.
 
  
 
 For better or for worse, Luo-Luo was his concubine and thus would stand firmly at his side.
 
  
 
 Mostly because she feared death too much to ever invoke her Privilege, but there were worse fates than to stand beside a man so... unique.
 
  
 
 Having reconciled with her Lord Husband’s actions, she heaved a sigh of relief and turned her attention back to the world around her. Just in time too, for she heard footsteps and voices approaching, faint at first but growing louder as they drew closer to her palanquin. “...fat, furry gluttons with no restraint. They couldn’t even hop onto the wagon without help.” Lord Husband’s voice sounded low and raspy,
 
  
 
 “They’re animals,” Mila replied, and Luo-Luo imagined the freckled beauty rolling her eyes. “What did you expect when you gave them a mountain of food?”
 
  
 
 “Me? I didn’t order the mountain of pet food, I thought that was Lin or Li Song.”
 
  
 
 “Nope.” Lin-Lin’s cheerful denial put a smile on Luo-Luo’s face, imagining the sweet girl’s adorable smile. “Wasn’t Li-Li either, we didn’t have anything to do with the party planning. It was all Sa-Sa.”
 
  
 
 Lord Husband sighed. “I swear, Mom treats them like her real grandchildren now, spoils them to no end. Pretty sure they like her more than they like me now. Their eyes all light up every time she comes into the room, but I almost died on stage and they didn’t even spare me a glance. Ingrates is what they are.”
 
  
 
 “Silly man, pouting over...”
 
  
 
 They were all so comfortable and informal with one another, able to laugh and tease without care for face or pride. Bristling with jealousy at their close bonds, Luo-Luo wondered if Lord Husband would ever grow to love her like he loved his wives. As an Imperial Servant, she never dreamed of becoming more than a concubine. No, her dreams were far more mundane, to be valued and held in high esteem, a prize to inspire envy at her Patron’s good fortune. Love was never a part of her aspirations, for if even the highest of nobles couldn’t marry for love, how could Luo-Luo? Yet now, after less than a day at his side, she longed for her Lord Husband’s affection, if only because she couldn’t bear to be the only one treated so coldly in a house so full of love.
 
  
 
 Her teachers often warned her to keep her competitive nature in check, for the love of a Patron would often come hand-in-hand with the wrath of the legal wife. Lin-Lin didn’t seem the type, but she would need to tread lightly around Mila and Li-Li, for warriors tended to be a temperamental bunch. Now all Luo-Luo needed to do was entice her Lord Husband, but Luo-Luo’s lessons never covered how to make a man fall in love. No matter, their relationship would begin with lust and infatuation, then it would develop from there.
 
  
 
 Shifting the curtains by a hair, she lifted the darkness in her palanquin and inspected her dress. Ruffled and dishevelled, she looked like a mess, but it would suit her purposes just fine. Leaving the front unclasped and ready to fall free, she arranged it so as to provide an even more tantalizing view of her breasts, not quite so vulgar as to bare her body but almost. Leaving the blanket draped about her shoulders, she tangled both her hands within, giving the impression she was trapped and helpless to resist his advances without impacting her previous visual arrangement. This done, she angled her body so she faced the side her Lord Husband would enter from and kept her knees closed but feet spread, again making her seem like an easy target. Men were predatory creatures, and like his gluttonous pets, Falling Rain would find it difficult to tear his eyes away from a sumptuous feast laid out before him.
 
  
 
 As she closed her eyes to feign sleep, she realized the glaring flaw in her plan: What if her Lord Husband didn’t think to check on her? What if instead, he sent one of his wives? Or worse, his fearsome and indecipherable sister-in-law? Mother would likely approve of Luo-Luo’s tactics, but Sister Alsantset seemed far too close to her Lord Husband than appropriate, sitting directly beside him with Brother Charok on the other side. By tradition, the brothers should have been seated together, but what if -
 
  
 
 Her wild imagination was brought to a halt as Lord Husband said, “I guess I should go now, can’t keep the Legate waiting for long. Again, sorry about getting blood on your dress.”
 
  
 
 “It’s fine.” Luo-Luo could imagine Mila’s understanding smile, head tilted ever so slightly as she gazed fondly at Lord Husband. “Get some rest and try not to do anything stupid in your meeting. Listen to Yuzhen, she knows what she’s doing.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, my love.” A short pause, where he probably kissed Mila on the cheek, so chaste and adorable. “Good night wifey.” And another kiss on the cheek for Lin-Lin.
 
  
 
 “Good night hubby.”
 
  
 
 The curtains to her palanquin parted and a heavy boot stepped on board, then silence. Mila and Lin-Lin wore cloth shoes and Li-Li’s steps were as light as a feather, so it must be Lord Husband. The moment of truth was upon them, how would Lord Husband react? Would he gaze in blissful silence or be driven to take a more active approach? Would he roughly shake her awake or gently stroke her cheek? Perhaps he’d wake her with a kiss or even lose his head and take her here in -
 
  
 
 “Hang on,” Lord Husband exclaimed, stepping back out of the palanquin. “I think you forgot someone. Luo-Luo’s still asleep in the palanquin.”
 
  
 
 Aggravating man! He didn’t even take the time to appreciate her beauty, just jumped right to getting rid of her. He sounded surprised too, did he not notice her absence? Had he forgotten all about her?
 
  
 
 “Bring her with you,” Mila replied.
 
  
 
 “Why?”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo struggled to hold back her tears while Lin-Lin giggled. “To show the Legate how happy you are with your gift silly. If he thinks you don’t appreciate his efforts, he might get upset, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Make sense. Okay, see you tomorrow.” Entering the palanquin once again, Lord Husband muttered, “The man dumps a hot mess into my lap and now I have to go thank him for it. Makes sense.” Sucking his teeth, he sighed and grabbed Luo-Luo’s knees, which filled her with mixed feelings. First he called her a hot mess and then immediately moved to molest her? Her fears were for naught as Lord Husband dragged her legs to one side, grumbling, “So tall there’s barely room enough for my skinny ass. Probably be more comfortable riding on top of this damned thing than sharing it with -”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo snapped. “My apologies Lord Husband. This ‘hot mess’ shall endeavour to make herself smaller.”
 
  
 
 “Oh.” Lord Husband at least had the sense to look ashamed, frozen in a half crouch before her. “You’re awake.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed. To be roused by Lord Husband’s gentle touch and kind words is a truly a blessing.” Her words dripping with sarcasm, she shifted over and leaned into the palanquin walls, leaving as much room for him as possible while fastening her collar buttons. Horrible man, so this is what he thought of her? “If it would please you, Lord Husband could remove this one’s calves and reattach her feet to the stumps, then we would both be of similar height.”
 
  
 
 With an awkward chuckle, Lord Husband settled in beside her and signalled her guards to move out. She was lucky they still obeyed her instructions, seeing as he had yet to order them otherwise. “Okay. I deserved that, and I know you’re joking, but it’s a shame Healing doesn’t work like that. If it did, I’d have two giant bear arms instead of these scrawny noodles.”
 
  
 
 Hurt and enraged, Luo-Luo threw away all pretense of courtesy. “Some things should not be said, even in jest. To be associated with the Heretic Zhen Shi is not to be desired, especially now that you are of Imperial Peerage. You have an image to maintain and a reputation to uphold. Should you bring shame or dishonour to the Imperial Clan, justice will come swiftly and without warning.”
 
  
 
 “Okay, okay.” Holding his hands up in surrender, Lord Husband sank back into the cushions and sighed. “I didn’t ask for any of this you know? Two years ago, I was just Falling Rain, out seeing the Wall for the first time on my way to the Society. One year ago, I was a talented rookie sent out on an easy mission to hunt bandits around Sanshu and raise goodwill for the Bekhai. Now? I’m ‘Imperial Consort’ Falling Rain and a shining example to all. It’s a lot to take in, especially since I’m not the most... politically savvy person around. It’s all so bothersome, if I had a choice, I’d leave all this behind and go home...” With another sigh, her Lord Husband shook his head and fell silent, lost in his own thoughts. After a long pause, he said, “Sorry about interrupting your performance. I know you were looking forward to it.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by his abrupt apology, Luo-Luo stared at her Lord Husband who defied all expectations. Did he truly care nothing for reputation or prestige? And how was she supposed to respond to his apology? It’s not as if he got drunk and made a scene, he almost died. Her anger subsiding, she bowed her head in shame and whispered, “Luo-Luo begs forgiveness for her earlier outburst and asks Lord Husband to pass judgment so that she may atone.”
 
  
 
 “For what? Speaking your mind? Psh.” Dismissing her apology with a wave of his hand, he grinned and added, “I think that was the first genuine exchange you’ve had with anyone since you arrived. It’s good, much better than sifting through all your subterfuge and deceptions. Acting all friendly and cheerful one moment, then girlish and shy the next. You change personalities more often than I change pants, and that’s saying something.”
 
  
 
 Blushing at having been exposed, she held her tongue for she had nothing to say in her defence, but thankfully, her Lord Husband magnanimously let the subject drop. His exhaustion showing through, he soon nodded off to sleep, head resting against the cushioned walls with eyes closed and breath steady. Such a strange, unpredictable man, unlike anything she’d been taught to expect. Most men of the Empire would kill for the title of Imperial Consort, yet her Lord Husband found it more burden than boon. Brilliant, yet humble, arrogant, yet charitable, Falling Rain fought not for honour and glory, but for duty and love, to protect his family and people from the Father’s evil minions.
 
  
 
 Perhaps that’s why the Guardian Turtle loved him so, always looming over him like a protective hen watching over her chicks.
 
  
 
 When they arrived at their destination, Luo-Luo gently touched her Lord Husband’s arm to wake him. Coming to with a start, his body tensed as he surveyed his surroundings, ready to fight and kill should the situation demand it. It shouldn’t come as a surprise for the number one talent in the Empire to possess such instincts, but for Luo-Luo, it was like seeing a different person come to life, a ferocious, untamed warrior completely at odds with the quiet young man she’d first taken him for.
 
  
 
 After rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, the untamed warrior faded into memory as her Lord Husband slapped his cheeks and grinned. “Okay then. Time to meet the Legate.” Stepping out of the palanquin, he held the silk curtain aside for her and asked, “Are you two close?”
 
  
 
 Linking arms with him, she followed him up the stairs alongside Mother-in-Law Akanai, Marshal Yuzhen, and a handful of scruffy soldiers from Lord Husband’s retinue. “Legate is merely a title, so Luo-Luo is uncertain if she knows Lord Husband’s Patron, for she was unworthy to meet with such an esteemed nobleman."
 
  
 
 “Oh. Well, his name is Shen Zhenwu. Ring any bells?”
 
  
 
 Uncertain what bells had to do with it, she shook her head. “This name is unfamiliar, for it too, is a title bestowed upon him by Imperial Edict. ‘Shen’, written ‘Divine’, denotes he holds the Emperor’s authority, which stems from the Mandate of Heaven. ‘Zhen’, written ‘True’, denotes he has demonstrated excellence in his chosen pursuit, which in this case is indicated by the last character of his title, ‘Wu’, written ‘Warrior’.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? So he earned the name? And here I thought his parents just had unrealistic expectations for their newborn son.” Tilting his head, he turned and Sent, “You say ‘Zhen’ denotes excellence in a chosen field. Zhen Shi means ‘True Corpse’. Was his title bestowed upon him too?”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo heart skipped a beat as she almost missed a step, thankful he had the presence of mind not to ask it out loud. “Yes, but we should speak of this another time.” Unable to Send, she prayed he would let the matter drop, and thankfully, he did. Zhen Shi’s origins touched upon an unspoken secret and century-long shame of the Imperial Clan, not something they should discuss on their way to meet Lord Husband’s Imperial Patron. Keeping her voice low, she coached him on etiquette and topics to avoid, worried he might upset his Patron and lose favour.
 
  
 
 When they finally reached the antechamber, Luo-Luo’s legs burned with exertion, but she stood tall so not as to shame her husband. There was no Crier to greet them, only an old servant who gestured for them to follow, bringing them out of the throne room through a side door. Unable to follow, the Divine Turtle settled down for a nap and watched them leave, causing Lord Husband to mutter something about how ‘turtles want only one thing’. They didn’t go far, for the servant brought them to a small, private room where Lord Husband’s Imperial Patron sat waiting, a man who Luo-Luo was so shocked to see she almost forgot to curtsy.
 
  
 
 Realizing she’d recognized him, ‘Shen Zhenwu’ smiled, unfurled his fan and displayed the Imperial Sigil for her to see, a casual gesture which the others overlooked. “Hear me,” he Sent, speaking as the Emperor’s chosen voice. “Imperial Servant Zheng Luo is not to reveal our true identity, under punishment of death.” Gently closing the fan, he added, “It’s no fun if everyone knows who I am.”
 
  
 
 Unable to do anything else, Luo-Luo nodded and curtsied in compliance, wondering how her Lord Husband caught the attention of the most infamous man in the homelands. At least she now knew her Lord Husband was backed by a man of means. The youngest son of the previous Emperor, half-brother to the current Emperor, nephew to the Imperial Grand Marshal, and the publicly favoured contender for heir to the throne, there were few who could stand against this ‘Shen Zhenwu’, politically or otherwise.
 
  
 
 Oh, how wonderful. Truly, with a man like this propping him up, Falling Rain was destined for greatness.
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 It’s amusing how despite all her talk of decorum, Luo-Luo is so starstruck she almost forgets to curtsy for the Legate. She has plenty of book smarts but is completely lacking in real life experience, a caged songbird seeing the world for the very first time. Then again, in her defence, the Legate is rather handsome and dignified, rocking a neat man-bun and a clean-shaven look which shows off his strong jawline and fair, youthful features. His vibrant ‘casual’ robes make my second best set shirt and pants look plain and muted in comparison, and even though he sits at ease, it’s hard not to notice his broad shoulders and muscular chest hidden beneath the folds of embroidered silk, a physique built on good genetics, proper nutrition, and a whole lot of hard work.
 
  
 
 Plus he’s tall, the lucky bastard.
 
  
 
 Holding back my tears of jealousy, I utter the customary demeaning greeting alongside Yuzhen and Akanai. “Ten thousand years of boundless longevity upon the Emperor. Imperial Servant greets Imperial Legate.”
 
  
 
 “Dispense with formalities,” the Legate responds, gesturing at the chairs. “Be seated.”
 
  
 
 My ass is halfway to the chair when Yuzhen responds, her head still bowed in deference. “Imperial Servant does not dare.”
 
  
 
 Fucking courtesy B.S shenanigans... Frozen mid-stride, I stand like an idiot while the Legate and Yuzhen do their little song and dance. He insists we make ourselves comfortable and she says we don’t deserve the honour, then he puts his foot down and she reluctantly agrees. It’s all bullshit and delays me from sitting for a good five seconds, during which my thigh cramps up from the awkward positioning. When I finally get to sit and relax, with Akanai in the middle and Yuzhen on the far left, I realize there’s no seat for Luo-Luo to sit. After a second’s thought, I leave it be as it was probably done on purpose and my new concubine seems content to stand off to the side and sneak glances at the oh-so-handsome Legate. Bet she wishes he kept her for himself. They’d make a lovely couple, what with them both being gorgeous and of similar height. Hmph. What’s so great about being tall anyways? I’m compact, efficient, and my clothes are cheaper because it takes less fabric to make them.
 
  
 
 So what if I have to shop in the teen’s section? It’s all the same tailor-made clothes anyways, and I’ll probably ruin them within a day.
 
  
 
 The old Seneschal pours three cups of tea for us and stands aside while Yuzhen makes polite conversation with the Legate. In the meantime, I do my best not to fall asleep and wonder what I’d look like with a man-bun. Awesome I bet, but then I’d have to brush and style my hair every day. Besides, it takes deceptively long hair to pull off something like that, which means it’d be at least two years of looking terrible before reaching sexy man-bun status. I could dress nicer too, but I hate robes. They’re not simple and easy at all. There’s the inner-robe, which is like your typical comfy house robe and not so bad, but then there’s the outer-robe, which is where things get complicated. It’s not always a robe per-se, sometimes it’s a vest, or a long coat, or even a shirt, but it’s always elaborate, shiny, and in a different colour from the under-robes. Then there’s the sash, which ties the whole outfit together, both literally and figuratively, and hangs down in front of the legs like a flat, flaccid silk dick.
 
  
 
 Nice as it all looks, it seems like a lot of trouble to put on every day even if you exclude all the other attachments like cloth shoulder pads, ornamental, detachable collars, and fancy hats and hair pins. Plus, how would I even fight while wearing those layers? I’d probably trip on my robes and impale myself by accident. No, tight shirt and slim pants are the way to go.
 
  
 
 Though there’s something enticing about sporting a giant silk dick...
 
  
 
 After exchanging an appropriate amount of small talk, the Legate puts down his teacup and I copy Yuzhen and do the same, though Akanai drains hers first before following suit. A power move, I guess, subtle, but telling. I don’t understand what message she’s trying to convey, whether it’s displeasure at the Legate’s lack of response to the repeated attempts on my life or showing she isn’t intimidated by his rank and nobility. Who knows, maybe she’s thirsty and wanted to finish her tea, subtle is complicated. Either way, the Legate appears unperturbed by her unhurried demeanour, waiting until her cup rests firmly on the table before continuing on. “So, yet another attempt has been made on your life, at a banquet in honour of your new concubine, no less. How inauspicious.”
 
  
 
 Without looking, I can feel Luo-Luo tensing up at the Legate’s words, probably reading too much into them and flying into a panic like she does so often. “This one puts little faith in portents and omens. Considering how quickly we rushed things into place, my enemies most likely already had their pieces in play, and the banquet merely provided them with the opportunity to strike.”
 
  
 
 “Have you determined who was behind the attack?”
 
  
 
 After a quick glance at Akanai to confirm, I shake my head and sigh. “Not yet, but we have people working on it.” Work I’d rather not be privy to.
 
  
 
 With narrowed eyes, the Legate’s smile turns from smarmy to scary, displeased by my unknown assailants. “Hmph. How daring, I’ll see to it the perpetrators suffer to the full extent of the law. Send word once you have a likely suspect in mind, someone with means and motivation aplenty. I’ve ordered the Magistrate punished for his lack of security in hiring servants, and he is to lend whatever aid you should require in apprehending these criminals.”
 
  
 
 “Do not plead for mercy on behalf of the Magistrate.” Yuzhen’s Sending arrives just in time and I swallow my words. “The sentence has already been carried out and an appeal will only put you at odds with the Legate. Just smile and thank him.”
 
  
 
 So complicated. “This one thanks Imperial Legate for his support in these trying times.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” With a grin which makes him look even younger than he already does, he adds, “I’m only doing what’s expected. I couldn’t possibly sit by while someone tries to assassinate the newest member of the Imperial Clan. The Emperor, Blessed be His Name, would have my head for it.”
 
  
 
 Oh right. “This one thanks -”
 
  
 
 “I.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Sorry?”
 
  
 
 “I.” Pointing at me with his fan, the Legate mock reprimands my choice of pronoun. “You’re of Imperial Peerage now, which means you are no longer to refer to yourself as ‘this one’. ‘I’ when conversing with your lessers and in informal settings such as ours, and ‘Imperial Consort’ when in formal settings.”
 
  
 
 Finally, something good comes of this whole mess, though I’m still not thrilled about being called ‘Imperial Consort’. Might as well call myself ‘Imperial Manwhore’. “Then I thank the Legate for this great honour, though I worry I’ve done nothing to deserve it.” Gotta be humble, plus I don’t know what he wants in return.
 
  
 
 Seeing through my attempt to play coy, the Legate smiles and says, “I must admit, I had my eye on you even before I arrived. A young hero hailing from parts unknown who stumbled across a nefarious Defiled plot, who then played a pivotal role in Sanshu’s defence and Butcher Bay’s downfall. Yo Ling’s Bane, one playwright called you, a rising young dragon bound for heights unknown.”
 
  
 
 Damn, that sounds awesome. “Exaggeration and hyperbole. At best, I played a supporting role throughout the entire ordeal. Magistrate Chu Tongzu and the united people of Sanshu are the true heroes.”
 
  
 
 “I believed the same until I looked into the situation for myself. While the others played their parts well, you were pivotal to the defence of the region. Without your report of a Defiled outbreak, Yo Ling’s attack on Sanshu would have gone unnoticed, suppressed by the Traitor Mao Jianghong and his corrupt allies of the Golden Highland’s Coalition. Victory would have been theirs with no one the wiser, an entire city lost to the Enemy in these desperate times. Even if word got out, there wouldn’t have been enough time to muster a force to save Sanshu. Had things proceeded as they did, Yo Ling would be free to run rampant in the North while its soldiers were here in Nan Ping, leaving the Empire divided as soldiers flocked home to defend their loved ones. A most disastrous outcome, wouldn’t you say?”
 
  
 
 “... I suppose, but it was dumb luck. I was in the wrong place at the right time, and things fell into place.”
 
  
 
 “True, but luck is a strength all on its own, for what is luck except for the Mother’s favour smiling down upon you? Intrigued, I continued looking into you, and I must say, you are loved by the Mother. Finding such great fortune in the Society’s bi-decennial Contest, you were forced to flee for your lives and narrowly escape death due to Martial Law. This bought you time and you headed to the front lines in the battle against the Defiled, where your strength grew by leaps and bounds and eventually, you defeated the Society’s greatest young talents in successive duels.”
 
  
 
 The Legate continues regaling me with tales of my glories, neither downplaying nor overstating my part in matters and sticking to the facts. How I arrived at Sanshu with a hundred captured bandits and captured hundreds more in the following days. How I faced off against assassins sent by Sanshu’s merchant Council and emerged unscathed, then defended a crucial fishing region from the Red Devil Gao Qiu. How I exposed Laughing Dragon and clashed with the Shrike, warned the Azure Ascendants and rallied the Mother’s Militia to aid us, then personally killed multiple high ranking members of the Butcher Bay Bandits in the battle for Sanshu. My final blow on the Demon Bei, being present for Yo Ling’s death, and even how I raided Butcher Bay’s hideout, it seems like the Legate has memorized all my greatest hits.
 
  
 
 Which I guess makes him my biggest fan. Weird.
 
  
 
 After a sip of his tea, the Legate continues, “When you arrived in Nan Ping with the Divine Turtle in tow, I knew my guess was right. You are beloved by the Mother, and thus, I made my opinion of you and your people known, but that wasn’t enough. Your victory over your peers today gave me the excuse I needed to offer even more support, but it seems not even the title of Imperial Consort is enough to keep you safe.” With a wry smile, he shakes his head and sighs. “Were it not for the Divine Guardian’s desire to go swimming each day, I’d have you brought into the Magistrate’s Palace and kept under watch, but otherwise, I fear there’s nothing more I can do at this juncture.”
 
  
 
 Touching story. Too bad I don’t buy a word. It could be because Ping-Ping doesn’t like him, but I suppose it could also be because I was just poisoned and am now suspicious of everyone and everything. Besides, it seems like a flimsy excuse. He’s my fan and thinks I’ll make it big, so he has me marry into the Imperial Clan while leaving me the freedom to do as I please? That sounds way too good to be true. He has to have an ulterior motive, but the problem is, why? I’m so weak, he could tell me to do whatever it is he needs, and I’d probably have to obey. Plus, what the fuck? Why doesn’t anyone appreciate my book? Even if it was just the banking part, I thought my brains would be enough to win me a ticket into some stupid Clan.
 
  
 
 Putting these thoughts aside, I smile and reply, “Imperial Legate has already done more than enough. If I still can’t keep myself alive, then I’ve no right to call myself the Undying.” Honestly, the name’s starting to grow on me. The Undying and Unrivalled Beneath Heaven, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Yea that’s me. Wassup?
 
  
 
 “Haha, the confidence of youth.” Not something I wanna hear from someone who looks like he’s in his late twenties, early thirties at most. “Now, you had something you wanted to bring to my attention?”
 
  
 
 Finally. Turning to Yuzhen for support, she requests an audience for Jorani and his boys, though using much more formal wording. Carrying a bundle of cloth, Jorani looks ill at ease as he enters the room, and so do Jinoe and Ronga who are hot on his heels. Striding in without a care in the world, Siyar casually glances around the room as if he’s here to sight-see, but nothing escapes his sharp gaze as he notes the layout and exits like a proper paranoid soldier should.
 
  
 
 Or, you know, a trapped thief. Either or.
 
  
 
 With the Legate’s permission, Jorani rattles off a rehearsed rendition of his adventures at the winery, which immediately puts a frown on the Legate’s face. In retrospect, maybe he wasn’t giving me tacit permission to go after the Canston Trading Group outside of Nan Ping, but it’s too late for regrets now. With input from Siyar who details his time alone in the warehouse, and Ronga’s stump which Akanai made me leave unhealed for this very reason, Jorani’s tale soon comes to an end, but the Legate’s mood has yet to improve. Lips pursed in a frown, he says, “There is no crime committed here, not anything of note. You say this... weapon dissolves cloth, stone, vegetation, and flesh, but what of it? If the Canston Trading Group has an entire warehouse full of it, then I say good! We could use another tool in our battle against the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 It reeks of Defiled and Demons, but I can’t really share how I know this. Thing is, how did the piggies get their hands on it in the first place?
 
  
 
 And then it clicks.
 
  
 
 The Defiled.
 
  
 
 The Piggies.
 
  
 
 Expert piggies who use their skills to torture and torment.
 
  
 
 Ugly Expert piggies, which is impossible because Chi makes people pretty, so ugly Experts means Defiled.
 
  
 
 The Piggies are Defiled! Which means all the torture I suffered in the mines was to turn slaves Defiled! Now these Defiled Piggies have a warehouse full of Demonized, flesh-melting goop. Stone-melting too, which explains the reports from the border forts and Shen Mu about walls crumbling to dust!
 
  
 
 Hot damn! I solved it! Take that, past me! Who’s the idiot now? I’m the smartest man alive!
 
  
 
 In my excitement, it takes a few tries to get my thoughts into words that everyone can understand, but once my point is made, the mood in the room grows dark. “Audacious!” Slamming the table, the Legate’s handsome face twists in anger. “Zhu Chanzui, wash your neck and wait. I’ll have your head for this!”
 
 Seizing the opportunity, I stand and clasp my fist. “Imperial Legate will want to secure the Canston Trading Group’s cache of Unholy weapons. Warrant Officer Falling Rain requests to join the expedition.”
 
  
 
 “Denied. Leave the evidence behind. Speak not a word of this to anyone, under threat of death! Dismissed.”
 
  
 
 Shit.
 
  
 
 As we file out into the hallway and back to the antechamber where Ping-Ping awaits, Akanai explains the Legate’s abrupt dismissal through Sending. “It is common knowledge you have a grudge against the Canston Trading Group, so you cannot be present when the Legate assaults one of their properties. They’re backed by Zhu Chanzui, and thus we must adhere to the law else he might claim we’ve broken the Treaty and targeted him unjustly.”
 
  
 
 “What’s the Treaty?”
 
  
 
 “...An agreement between the Empire and creatures of power which keeps everyone in check through threat of mutually assured destruction. Ask no more, for this is all I know.”
 
  
 
 Hmm. Fun. Apparently, the Empire is stuck in a cold war with Ancestral Beasts. Cool, cool, cool.
 
  
 
 The rest of the trip back to camp is spent in silence as I revel over the justification of my boundless hatred of piggies and mohawks. It might not be enough to end Big Poppa Piggy, but with proof of their misdeeds, the Canston Trading Group will be dead and gone by the end of the week.
 
  
 
 Ah, sweet, sweet revenge...
 
  
 
 The Death Corps park the palanquin right outside my door, and by the time I step out, Ping-Ping is already burrowed in for the night. Strange turtle. Won’t let me take a bath indoors but is happy to let me go meet with the Legate. Probably because she already got what she wanted, the pervert. Patting her beak goodnight, I count the bunbuns in their enclosure and the sleeping birds on the roof, mostly for my own peace of mind. After panicking because Roc was missing and finding him asleep in a corner of the bunbun enclosure, I head back to my yurt for a well-deserved rest after the longest day of my life.
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband?” Arms crossed and shoulders slumped, Luo-Luo looks so scared and vulnerable standing beneath the moonlight, but more importantly, between me and my yurt where precious sleep is to be had. “Might we speak in private for a moment? Luo-Luo has something important to reveal.”
 
  
 
 I’ll bet she does. Her intentions are obvious and my self-control non-existent. If she makes a move on me in the yurt, she’ll be subjected to the most disappointing three seconds of her life before I explode and fall asleep. “It can wait.” Doing my best to step around her, Luo-Luo moves to block my way and I’m forced to stop before I crash into her pillowy breasts.
 
  
 
 Mm, I’d love to sink my face into them and fall asleep...
 
  
 
 “But Lord Husband,” she whines, probably all too aware of what I’m staring at. “It’s Luo-Luo’s wedding night...”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, but I told you earlier, there’s no need for this. Look, I’m exhausted and would really like to sleep now. We’ll pick this up tomorrow okay? Li Song moved into Mila’s yurt, so you have the place all to yourself. It’s right over there -”
 
  
 
 My words fall on deaf ears as Luo-Luo flares with anger, finally showing her true, petulant nature. Turning around, she moves to enter my yurt uninvited, but unfortunately for her, while yurt doors don’t lock, they do latch, and there’s a trick to opening them that isn’t apparent at first glance. While she jiggles away at the doorknob, I glance around in search of help, but Jorani and the others have scampered off and I don’t feel right asking the Death Corps to drag her away. For once, I could use the monk’s help, but he’s been curiously absent for most of the day and not sitting in his customary place next to my door. Strange, considering we’re supposed to have our hour long debate where he tries to convert me to his ways, which happens to include celibacy.
 
  
 
 What am I doing? A gorgeous woman who I am technically married to wants to do the horizontal tango. Not exactly the worst problem in the world. Besides, it is our wedding night...
 
  
 
 “Ah ha!” Luo-Luo’s triumphant declaration wakes me from my stupor as she figures out how to open the latch. Watching her voluptuous body straining against her oh-so-tiny dress, my heart-beat speeds up at the prospect of sex. It’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman, and while I feel guilty for wanting to sleep with someone besides Mila or Lin, they both insist on waiting until after marriage which won’t be for another year or two. I’m a man, a man with needs, and if Luo-Luo is willing, then I don’t see why two consenting adults can’t do the nasty -
 
  
 
 The door bursts open and Luo-Luo falls back with a shriek as fangs and fury come barrelling out, snarling and hissing up a storm while guarding the door. Catching her before she falls, I tilt my head at the familiar shape and stench before my tired brain finally clicks and the pieces fall into place once more. “Zabu!” I cry, unceremoniously hoisting Luo-Luo to her feet and abandoning her to go greet my first quin. “Hiya buddy. Remember me? It’s been so long, gimme a hug.”
 
  
 
 Rearing up at the sound of my voice, Zabu bares his teeth and gives me a few experimental sniffs. With a throaty grunt of acknowledgement, he turns around and disappears back into the yurt, without so much as a scritch, boop, or poof. Flooded with disappointment, I tell myself that’s how Zabu is, an unfriendly battle quin who doesn’t like hugs, grooming, or apparently long-anticipated reunions. It’s okay. I’m not hurt or anything. I got dirt in my eye, is all. I’m so tired I can’t stop yawning, and all these tears keep leaking -
 
  
 
 Emerging from the yurt, Zabu dumps two large, furry bundles into my arms and rushes back inside with a squeak and a chirp. Glancing down at the unexpected gift, I find two fuzzy, otter-sized roosequins staring back through sleepy eyes, their little roosequin feet sticking up in the air as they nuzzle into my arms. Slowly dropping to my knees, I coo in delight at the sweet baby quins, marvelling at their soft, dense fur and how completely at ease they are in the arms of a stranger. They trust their daddy and know he’d never deliver them to someone dangerous, don’t they? Yes they do. Returning with two more pups in his arms and Shana carrying a third, Zabu arranges his babies in a pile before me and sits back, his head held high as if to say, ‘Look at what I made’ while I inwardly squee in delight.
 
  
 
 Wait... if they’re here... does that mean Yan’s waiting inside too?
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo, go back to your yurt. We’ll talk in the morning.” Giving her no time to argue, I bring the pups back inside with Zabu and Shana’s help. Lips stretched in a smile, I wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. “Yan?” I whisper, not wanting Luo-Luo to overhear. “You there?”
 
  
 
 Silence is my answer and after a moment, I realize the yurt is empty but for me and the seven quins, with no gorgeous, luscious-lipped, peach-butted Yan waiting naked beneath my covers. Or you know, at all. She doesn’t have to be naked. Though it would be nice if she were. And here. But she’s not.
 
  
 
 Why not? Is it because I’m so late getting back? Why did she bring Zabu and Shana here? Was it so I could meet the pups, or is there more to this?
 
  
 
 Laying down on the floor, I arrange all five pups in a pile on and around me, giggling at their sleepy little yawns as they snuggle into my chest and neck. Zabu and Shana settle down beside me, and I wait for sleep to come while staring at the most adorable little faces in the world.
 
  
 
 Whatever, this is good too. Floof is love, floof is life.
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 “Time to rise sweet child, sunlight waits for no one.”
 
  
 
 Groaning in reply, Yan retreated to the comforting darkness beneath her firm pillow and away from the dazzling light of the morning sun. Merciless as always, Eun yanked the silk covers off of Yan’s body and tweaked the back of her thigh, the chilly morning air and painful pinch burning away the last of her grogginess. Sitting up with an aggrieved pout, Yan moaned in wordless complaint and stretched her weary limbs before falling back into her comfortable, feathered mattress. She’d never been one to sleep in, but that was before Yan had her first night’s rest in a proper bed. Sinking into the mattress’s embrace, with soft, satiny covers over top and quin pups in each arm -
 
  
 
 Oh, right. There would be no more cuddling of quin pups, they’re with Rain now.
 
  
 
 Hateful man. After receiving Rain’s invitation to a banquet in honour of his new concubine, Yan decided it was high time she officially returned Rain’s ‘betrothal gift’. With Zabu, Shana, and their beautiful pups nipping at her heels, Yan walked into Rain’s camp as if she were just another Sentinel and set to searching for his sleeping quarters. After stumbling across his command-tent-turned-private-latrine, she concluded the hut in the centre of camp with the Divine Turtle-sized ditch and rabbit hutch beside it must be his. Saying goodbye to the quins was the hardest thing she’d ever done, but Yan still had her pride. Rain had three wives to keep him company and warm his bed, so what use did he have for an orphan who he once mistook for a boy?
 
  
 
 A small part of Yan hoped Zabu’s overprotective fathering would interfere with Rain’s marital duties. Not that she wished harm on his concubine, just a few tiny scratches to scare her and sour the mood...
 
  
 
 A spray of cold droplets shocked Yan out of her revenge-fantasies, flicked in her direction by the unrepentant Eun. “Well aren’t you a moody one this morning, all full of groans, glowers, and glares. Where’s my sweet child and her lovely smile? I know she’s hiding somewhere inside this grouchy, slovenly mess of a girl. Let’s see if we can’t find her with a touch of water, hmm?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Eun,” Yan muttered, sliding out of bed and dragging her feet to the vanity table. Dropping into the chair with a yawn, she added, “Couldn’t fall asleep until late last night.”
 
  
 
 “Grief over losing those sweet quins and their adorable pups, most like.” Running a cold, wet cloth gently over Yan’s face, Eun huffed and added, “I don’t see why you had to return them. A gift is a gift, not a price for your hand in marriage.”
 
  
 
 “It is the way of my people, Eun. I should’ve given them back the moment we arrived, but I wanted a little more time with them.” And she didn’t know what to say to Rain. Sorry, I can’t marry you because Grandpa’s allies don’t like you? “They were a betrothal gift, which I cannot accept in good faith if I don’t intend to marry him.” Pursing her lips in a wry pout, Yan added, “Even if he didn’t mean it as a betrothal gift, being the dense, tent-shitting, slut fu-”
 
  
 
 “Language dearie, language. Most unbecoming of a Du family gentlewoman.” Running a comb through Yan’s hair, Eun’s aggressive strokes gave away her surly mood. “Never you mind him then. His loss it is. Be it strength, skill, beauty, or bearing, there’s nothing lacking about my sweet girl, and that’s the Mother’s truth.”
 
  
 
 Warmed by her matronly affection, Yan smiled at Eun through the polished mirror. She wasn’t sure where Grandpa found her, but Eun was a Mother-sent blessing in human form, pampering Yan to no end and teaching her the ways of womanly wiles. Hair, clothes, makeup, poise, Eun taught all this and more while refusing to let Yan do a thing for herself. ‘It wouldn’t be proper,’ she’d fuss, scandalized at the thought of Yan moving a chair or dressing herself. ‘You’re a Lady of the prestigious Du family now, not some scullion maid or common labourer.’
 
  
 
 There was no arguing with Eun. She’d always get her way and Yan quickly became enamoured with her pampering. Eun’s brusque demeanour, miraculous hands, and lecherous comments made Yan love her like family, a surrogate mother of sorts. Squeezing Eun’s hand, Yan held it to her cheek and sighed. “Thank you Eun. For everything.”
 
  
 
 “Merely speaking the truth, sweet child.” Stroking Yan’s cheek softly, Eun lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “The hard truth is girly, you’re better off without him. I seen it before, so believe me when I say Falling Rain is a man in love with death. Charging into danger twice without a care in the world. You can see it in his eyes and his smile, he lights up in the face of death and relishes the thrill. They call him the Undying, but I wager it’s not for a lack of trying.”
 
  
 
 Eun’s warning brought to mind a distant memory, of Yan’s first time fighting beside Rain. They’d been sent to a hidden plateau which contained a treasure trove of herbs and a giant garden snake who took them by surprise. Back then, she’d hated him and made no effort to hide it, yet when the beast lunged towards them, Rain risked his life to shove her out of harm’s way. He could have slipped aside and left Yan to be caught by the serpent’s maw, but he didn’t and it cost him dearly. She remembered the overwhelming panic settling in, her mind screaming and legs trembling as the creature reared up with Rain in its maw. Then came the anger and shame, knowing her inaction might have cost Rain his life, followed by disgraceful impotence throughout the rest of the battle. So useless, she could have done nothing and the outcome still would have been the same. Rain freed himself from the creature’s fanged clutches and charged back into the fray, a furious, vengeful god of battle as he carved the creature apart in a shower of blood and viscera.
 
  
 
 And after all that pain and suffering, not only did he share the profits with everyone, he even gifted Yan a Spiritual Weapon crafted from the snake’s tail-blade. An idiot, but a sweet one, so forthright and benevolent, his actions left her speechless. He never brought up saving her life, nor would it be the last time he did so. She still remembered the feeling of his arm wrapped around her waist as they rode away from their attack on the Society camp, blood spilling from her belly after a disastrous exchange. So warm and comfortable, she’d rested her head on his shoulder and nuzzled his cheek, wishing she weren’t so tired so she could tease him more...
 
  
 
 “Ah, my poor girl, that boy has his fangs sunk in deep.” Eun tsked and tutted while shaking her head, though she ruined it with a sly smirk. “A first love is hard to forget, especially if you’ve given him any other firsts. You devilish girl you, we’ve known each so long and you never shared this juicy story? Come, come, tell Eun all about it. Was he rough and savage, or sweet and gentle? Did he take you in a meadow beneath the night’s sky, or was it in a tiny tent in the middle of camp, with your comrades-in-arms within earshot?” Fanning herself with both hands, Eun’s eyes went wide with eager anticipation, utterly unbecoming of her usual mature and respectable appearance.
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning beneath the older woman’s heated stare, Yan shook her head. “We never... you know. We shared a tent, but it was during wartime when we were always dirty and exhausted.” Not entirely true, but close enough. She couldn’t blame him for not embracing her when he only had one broken arm to work with.
 
  
 
 “Tch. If a little dirt, sweat, and blood is enough to scare him off, then you’re truly better off without him. My beautiful girl goes so far as to slip into his tent and still he does nothing? If I were him, I’d curl up and die of shame. Spineless cur. Cowardly eunuch. Feeble, limp-...” Muttering a string of decidedly unladylike curses directed towards Rain, Eun didn’t stop even after Yan was fully dressed and out the door, only falling silent once they reached the dining room and Yan left her behind. As usual, Grandpa was nowhere to be found, hiding somewhere so she would arrive first and not feel guilty for making him wait. She’d tried waking earlier but Grandpa would remain hidden until exactly eight in the morning, pretending he didn’t wake at the brink of dawn so she could sleep in a little longer every day.
 
  
 
 Grandpa had a roundabout way of showing it, but he loved Yan dearly.
 
  
 
 Greeting him with a hug, Yan walked him to the cozy, round dinner table and sat down beside him, resting against his arm for warmth and support while the servants set the table and left. Glancing around the empty room with a frown, Grandpa asked, “Where did those furry, squeaking pests run off to now?”
 
  
 
 Feigning nonchalance, Yan placed food into his bowl and smiled. “I returned them to the People’s camp last night. As I’ve said before, they were a loan and it’s high time I gave them back. Eat up Grandpa. It’s your favourite today, roasted fish and quail eggs.”
 
  
 
 “You said the male was a loan, but the female a gift. A gift from the boy, no less.”
 
  
 
 Keeping up a cheerful front, Yan delivered her crafted reply. “Yes, but it’d break my heart to separate Shana from her pups. Besides, it’s better this way. Quins are pack animals, so now Shana and Zabu won’t always be on their guard and the pups will have others to play with and learn from. I don’t know the first thing about rearing quins, so it’s best to leave them with the experts.”
 
  
 
 With a heavy sigh, Grandpa finally picked up his chopsticks and dug in. They ate their breakfast in comfortable silence and Yan took care of everything from pouring his tea to refilling his rice bowl, this tranquil time the favourite part of Yan’s day. They rarely talked during breakfast, but his quiet smiles and approving nods spoke volumes. Neither one really knew what it was like to be part of a family but they were slowly figuring things out together.
 
  
 
 Their hearty breakfast finished, Yan linked arms with Grandpa and followed him out into the training yard, where her second favourite part of the day took place. Comprehension of the Forms came so much easier once she followed Grandpa’s instructions and focused on one Form at a time, but she still practised them in their entirety at least thrice a week, out of respect for her roots. Grandpa didn’t mind, for he practised them alongside her, opening her mind to new avenues and directions for her to take. Grandpa favoured a lighter touch when it came to the Forms, his movements appearing soft and delicate as a feather upon the wind, yet each one hiding immeasurable strength within. His movements were sharp and unyielding, always aiming for the path of least resistance, direct and unambiguous as his personality demanded.
 
  
 
 When they both finished, Yan’s forehead bore a sheen of sweat but Grandpa looked alert as always. Their training done, he broke routine and cupped her cheeks, gazing into her eyes with a forlorn smile. “I’m sorry about the quins, dear heart. I know you loved them very much. I’ll speak to Akanai about purchasing them back.”
 
  
 
 “No need Grandpa.” Yan’s answer was firm and resolute. “I meant it, they’ll be happier living with a pack. Besides,” she added, flashing a heartfelt smile, “It won’t matter soon enough. The world will know your greatness once more and we’ll no longer have to care about who we associate with.”
 
  
 
 “Truer words have never been spoken.” Pulling her into his warm embrace, he whispered, “I’ve been summoned to a private meeting with the Legate before this second day of nonsense begins. An old friend close to him tells me this will be a chance to prove myself, but he will not or can not say how. I was ordered to arrive alone and unseen, but I will tell you all about it when I return.”
 
  
 
 “Congratulations Grandpa.”
 
  
 
 Releasing her from his embrace, Grandpa hesitated and said, “I’m sorry child. I know it must be difficult ignoring your friends and returning the quins. I’ve failed you child, my burdens should not be yours to bear."
 
  
 
 “It’s not your fault Grandpa. They’ll understand when I explain, and if they don’t then they’re not friends worth having.”
 
  
 
 “Good child.” Shaking his head with a self-depreciating sigh, he added, “Had I known the runt had grown this strong and earned the Legate’s favour, I would have allied with the People to begin with. Alas, there is no cure for regret.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry Grandpa. No matter what path you take, the end result will be the same.” Yan’s eyes burned with conviction and Grandpa nodded in agreement. No more needed to be said so she walked him out the front gate and watched him leave, his back straight and head held high. There was no sign of the tender limp or hunched back of yesteryear, his hair and beard dyed black and meticulously groomed. She desperately wanted him to succeed and show everyone they were wrong about him, especially his shameless, freeloading ‘family’ members. Just thinking about how Grandpa’s kin treated him made Yan’s blood boil. His siblings, two older brothers and three younger sisters, had all passed away, leaving a horde of ungrateful children and grandchildren who treated him like a doddering old fool with one foot in the grave.
 
  
 
 Acting like they were entitled to everything Grandpa built up in his life, those ingrates felt threatened by Yan’s adoption and turned on him without blinking an eye. When Grandpa stopped giving lessons so he’d have more time to teach Yan, his ungrateful family, spread vicious rumours about his sexual deviance and how, at a hundred and nine years old, he was too frail and feeble-minded to make proper decisions, but Yan knew better. Medical Saint Taduk had breathed new life into Du Min Gyu and the Sanguine Tempest stood ready to reclaim his place as a Peak Expert once again.
 
  
 
 Due to their familial bonds, Grandpa did nothing to stop his nieces and nephews from seizing his fortune and properties, only taking action when they attempted to misappropriate his manor in Nan Ping because he needed a place to stay during the Grand Conference. This vacation manor and his main manor in Yantai were all he had left, his finances in such disarray he’d been forced to sell most of his possessions to keep afloat. Yan cared nothing for wealth, but it infuriated her to see Grandpa hurt by betrayal after betrayal. He’d known some of his family would turn on him when he adopted Yan as his granddaughter, but the extent of the treachery went far deeper than he’d expected. Out of dozens of blood relatives, none remained loyal apart from Grandpa’s student Du Kang Bin, the grandson of a second cousin who barely had any relation to Grandpa at all. Even Kang Bin’s father, a wealthy merchant who owed his success to Grandpa’s initial investment into his company, cheated Grandpa out of his shares and claimed sole ownership of the company. Kang Bin tried to make amends, but Grandpa didn’t care about the money. His family’s lack of love and loyalty hurt him far more than the loss of coin ever could.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, all of Grandpa’s Disciples flocked to defend him as did several of his students like Ryo Da’in, but Grandpa asked them to leave things be and kept quiet through it all. He saw this as a cleansing of sorts, divesting himself of all the undesirable parasites who’d clung to him for so long. Soon, he would reclaim his former glory – no, he would soar higher than ever before, like the dragon he truly was.
 
  
 
 Grandpa wanted to let bygones be bygones, but Yan would never forget those who’d wronged him, especially Cho Jin Kai’s family. Although Yan didn’t like the man, Grandpa saw Kai as a son and Jin-Tok as a grandson. After Kai’s passing, the family asked Grandpa to take Jin-Tok as his Disciple, but Grandpa refused. “Du Min Yan is my Terminal Disciple,” he told them. “I’ve few years left and no time or energy to teach another.” He offered to find Jin-Tok another Mentor but Kai’s family would not hear it and soon publicly severed all ties with Grandpa. Worse, they even lied and claimed Grandpa tried to extort them for coin in exchange for Mentoring Jin-Tok, lamenting at how Grandpa cared nothing for his first Disciple’s family.
 
  
 
 So enraged by their slanderous lies, Yan wanted to challenge Jin-Tok to a duel to the death, but Grandpa wouldn’t let her, telling her to leave it be. “Let the people talk,” he said, waving her concerns away. “Strength is all that matters.”
 
  
 
 Which if true, made all of Grandpa’s woes Yan’s fault. If she’d been strong enough to defeat Ryo Geom-Chi or Tam Taewoong when she first arrived, no one would have dared questioned Grandpa’s mental health or judgment, but she’d been far from capable. A year ago, she couldn’t even beat Mitsue Hideo and both Geom-Chi and Taewoong ran circles around him. Hell, even now she wasn’t sure if she could beat Hideo, and certainly not as readily as Rain’s handsome subordinate Dastan had. When her time to shine arrived, she faltered and lost to the stony Wu Gam, failing to prove to the Empire that Du Min Gyu was still sound of mind and had picked his Terminal Disciple well.
 
  
 
 Stupid Wu Gam and his ridiculous, overpowering strength and handsome, stoic face. Hmph. For ending her dreams of a Hwarang Harem, he deserved what Rain did to him, the big, lumbering oaf. As for Rain, he was probably still asleep in his concubine’s arms, with that stupid, goofy smile pasted across his face. She was probably exhausted from all their passionate lovemaking and dreaming about his beautiful amber eyes and charming laugh.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Why were the pretty ones always so stupid?
 
  
 
 Even if she were relegated to fourth wife, Yan wasn’t entirely opposed to marrying Rain. He was still her first love and probably still the same, carelessly-arrogant blockhead beloved by the Mother. Problem was, Grandpa didn’t approve of Rain. He never said as much, but Yan saw the face he made every time Rain’s name was brought up. Grandpa didn’t think him worthy of his only granddaughter even after the Legate crowned Rain the number one talent in the Empire, saying she’d soon surpass “that manner-less fool” by leaps and bounds after she formed her Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 Grandpa’s dislike of Rain made it difficult to bring up the matter of marriage, so Yan long since resigned herself to comply with whatever arrangements Grandpa had in mind. If her betrothal could help recoup even a fraction of what he’d lost, she’d gladly marry the fattest, ugliest, sweatiest young noble in the world.
 
  
 
 So long as she didn’t marry Jin-Tok. That’s where she drew the line.
 
  
 
 “Morning to you, Lady Yan.” Striding across the street with parasol in hand, Ryo Da’in sauntered out of the Ryo family manor with a dazzling smile. “Is Teacher Du in? Da’in wishes to offer congratulations for his foresight. Father was truly blind to criticize his judgment and hopes Teacher Du will not take it to heart.”
 
  
 
 Yan had no idea what Da’in was talking about, but she assumed it was more political nonsense. Still, she treated Da’in with courtesy, for without the Ryo family’s backing, Yan might not have even earned a place in the Hwarang, her challenges ignored and left unanswered. Unfortunately, that was where their support ended, as relations were strained between them after Grandpa refused to teach Ryo Seoyoon, yet another reason for Yan to feel guilty. “I’m sorry, but Grandpa just left. I don’t know when he’ll be back, but it should be before the festivities begin. You’re welcome to come in and wait. Our balcony doesn’t offer the best view of the harbour, but it’s rather enjoyable sitting up on the roof.”
 
  
 
 “Why sit on the roof when our humble balcony has a clear view of the bay? Father tasked Da’in with inviting Teacher Du and Lady Yan to visit as honoured guests, so why don’t we head over first and Teacher Du can join us when he returns.” Taking Yan’s hand, she pouted in a charming and ladylike manner and leaned in to whisper, “You know, Chi-Chi can’t stop talking about your bout with Wu Gam and how you were robbed of victory. I think he’s smitten.” Without waiting for an answer, Da’in dragged Yan away despite her best efforts to fight free. She didn’t intend to refuse, she just wanted to show she could fight free, but no matter how hard she tried, she was unable to free herself from Da’in’s vice-like grip.
 
  
 
 After passing through the Ryo manor gates, Yan finally stopped struggling and gave in. Smiling as she pulled Yan closer, Da’in linked their arms and said, “So tell me about the Undying Falling Rain. You knew him, yes? Grew up together?”
 
  
 
 Ah. No wonder the Ryo family extended them an invitation today, but not yesterday. They wanted to know more about the new number one talent of the Empire. “Knew him but didn’t grow up with him. We haven’t spoken since I left though.” Unable to resist, Yan casually asked, “I was too injured to attend, but how was the banquet?”
 
  
 
 “Oh you haven’t heard?” Placing her hand over her heart, Da’in sighed in admiration. “He was magnificent. The rumours don’t do him justice. After what he did last night, I almost walked right up and demanded to join him on his marital bed. I’ve never met another man like him, so bold and daring, talented and intelligent...”
 
  
 
 As Da’in regaled her with the details of last night’s events, Yan’s smile grew wider and wider. Cutting himself open on stage sounded just like the Rain she knew and loved, a daft but lovable idiot lacking in all common sense.
 
  
 
 And with his new status as Imperial Consort, perhaps Rain could finally earn Grandpa’s approval…
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 352 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Waking to the warbling cry of the laughing birds, Song rose to greet the morning with a long, languid stretch. Still fast asleep beside her, Lin and Sister lay tangled in each other’s embrace while bears and wildcats snored peacefully around them. Even Jimjam, usually so anxious and vigilant, lay passed out on his side, his breathing heavy and belly swollen from last night’s bout with gluttony. Taking advantage of this rare opportunity, Song postponed brushing her hair and sidled over to Jimjam’s side, gently stroking his cheek and smiling as he slowly came awake. Eyes widening in surprise, he gave a small yowl as if to ask how’d she got so close. Rubbing his belly to appease him, Song checked his ears, gums, and paws for irregularities, a difficult task given Jimjam’s normal, apprehensive nature.
 
  
 
 With a petulant huff, Jimjam closed his eyes and magnanimously accepted Song’s ministrations. When she finished, she couldn’t resist laying down beside the dramatic, overfed wildcat, stroking his neck and picking dried meat and encrusted blood from his fur. Sharing a yurt with Sister and Lin wasn’t so bad, especially with all the animals here to keep them company. Although Sarankho was always available for a hug, Jimjam rarely enjoyed cuddling and Aurie and the bears almost never left Rain’s side. Despite all this, a small part of Song still resented having to give up her private yurt, though mostly because she was certain the devious Luo-Luo would never use it.
 
  
 
 When she heard Rain’s new concubine was an Imperial Servant, Song rejoiced at the thought of having someone to help care for Rain’s pets. As much as she enjoyed their company, grooming three wildcats, two bears, and twenty rabbits took too much time out of her day. Unfortunately, Luo-Luo’s naive outlook and duplicitous personality proved ‘Imperial Servant’ was merely a different way to say ‘spoiled noble’, expecting to be waited on hand and foot while reading into every word and gesture from those around her. Song had met plenty of women like her, a calculating social chameleon who changed personalities as easily as others changed clothes. With Lin, Luo-Luo feigned childish wonder and boundless delight, but with Sister-in-Law Sarnai, she behaved like a prim and proper lady eager to please her new husband. Given her deceitful and scheming personality, Luo-Luo had much to do before earning Song’s trust, but for now, the ‘Servant’ would be too busy winning over her husband to bother with anyone else.
 
  
 
 As a plus, with an outlet for his lust, Rain’s lecherous ways might be constrained to Luo-Luo alone, leaving Song, Sister, and Lin all well alone.
 
  
 
 That said, last night’s banquet was surprisingly enjoyable, Song’s first public event with her entire family. Mama’s and Sister’s dresses were beautiful, but Song could never bring herself to wear something so revealing, not by choice at least. No, a soldier’s tunic and trousers were good enough, with her comfortable Runic armour worn over top and her trusty saber at her hip. As last night’s poisoning proved, one could never be too careful when dealing with privileged members of nobility. Although Mama and Papa would never allow it, Song couldn’t forget all the social events she’d attended in Central after Teacher Du gifted her to Master Kai, nor how she suffered at the hands of those lecherous aristocrats...
 
  
 
 Unhappy memories aside, when the Crier introduced Mama, Papa, Sister, and herself as one family, Song’s heart swelled with joy, and that was only the beginning. The beautiful decorations, the delicious foods, the relaxing ambient music, and the adorable antics from the animals, the night went perfectly until Rain collapsed from poison. Even then, seeing how he recovered without incident, Song marked the banquet as a rousing success. The nobles ate, met Rain’s concubine, and nobody died, a much tamer event than she’d expected. Rain rarely accomplished anything quietly, and even though someone tried to have him killed, his quick thinking, unsavoury solution, remarkable fortitude, and casual disregard for pain and death proved he deserved his new Imperial Peerage.
 
  
 
 It felt strange approving of Rain’s actions, and although minor issues regarding negative public opinion might soon arise, Song couldn’t deny how impressive and effective his demonstration had been. After barely grimacing when Brother Baatar cut his belly open, Rain didn’t even bat an eye while the Medical Saint rummaged through his innards. Then, the second he finished Healing, Rain jolted up and joked about his empty stomach before devouring a full meal in front of his awed guests, a most appropriate, if crude, display of power and endurance. Though his new title kept him safe from harm, his actions would make even the most embittered noble think twice before offending the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 A performance most suitable for the Undying Savage.
 
  
 
 Having idled about long enough, Song hurriedly braided her hair and threw on her armour before carrying the sluggish bears and wildcats out to sleep in the grass. This way, Sister and Lin could rest uninterrupted, or more likely, not wake up to a stinky surprise left by the trapped animals.
 
  
 
 Noticing a crowd of quins gathered around Rain’s door, Song headed over to see what all the fuss was about. As she approached, Rain’s door rattled and a muted, distressed chirp sounded out from within, causing all the gathered quins to respond in kind. Perhaps Mafu was trapped inside, though why Rain would invite a quin into his yurt on the eve of his marriage was not something Song wanted to dwell on.
 
  
 
 What a perverted deviant... And to think, Song was starting to respect him...
 
  
 
 Against her better judgment, Song pushed past the crowd of quins and unlatched the door. Far from the cheerful welcome she’d expected, she blinked in surprise as it burst open to reveal a snarling, unfamiliar, quin. Holding her ground with a snarl, she held one palm up in warning while the other hand rested firmly on her saber’s hilt. Cowing the defensive quin with her unyielding demeanour and silent threat, its anger subsided as it shifted from side to side, sniffing her palm and licking its jowls before letting loose with a plaintive whine. The poor thing seemed so distressed, Song wanted to reach out to pat its nose, but seeing its long, dagger-like fangs and obvious agitation, Song wisely kept her hands to herself. With the quin refusing to back down and Song unable to do so without possibly triggering its hunter’s instincts, she found herself in a stalemate. Where did this unsociable creature come from? Why was it inside Rain’s yurt? Was the quin’s antagonistic behaviour the result of whatever debauchery Rain partook of last night?
 
  
 
 Thankfully, their awkward standoff didn’t last long as Mafu darted around Song, past the angry quin, and into the yurt, his tail lashing back and forth the whole time. Emerging a few seconds later with a quin pup nestled in his arms, Mafu ran off chittering with the adorable creature and left Song in bemused confusion. A second, fully-grown quin soon emerged carrying two more pups, giving Song a cursory sniff before taking off after the pup thief Mafu, squeaking up a storm as the pack followed in their wake. The angry quin also disappeared and returned with two sleeping pups, ignoring Song to run off and follow its mate.
 
  
 
 Out of self-preservation and perhaps even morbid curiosity, Song stood at the doorway and peered into the dimly lit room. Asleep on the floor, Rain wore the same clothes Song had last seen him in, his bed never slept in and the new girl nowhere to be seen. Were Rain’s tastes so depraved that not even an Imperial Servant could stomach them? No, for all their talk of superiority and eminence, nobles were a sordid and degenerate bunch, so it was doubtful Luo-Luo’s training wouldn’t prepare her for the worst. Perhaps he sent her away because the poison and subsequent healing must have taken its toll on him, or why else would he still be asleep? Rain had many flaws but indolence could not be counted among them. Considering he’d been too tired to change his clothes, it’s possible Rain left his concubine untouched and unspoiled, a small mercy in Song’s mind, though Luo-Luo would certainly see things differently.
 
  
 
 It still begged the question, where did Rain find a clutch of quin pups to snuggle with?
 
  
 
 Her curiosity sated, Song closed the door and left Rain to sleep. Stepping into the rabbit enclosure, she smiled as the darling creatures stopped playing and gathered around to greet her, rearing up on their hind legs with twitching noses and hopeful stares. For some strange reason, Roc was also in the enclosure, hopping and flapping about to avoid the playful baby rabbits with an indignant look in his eyes, though too scared to attack with Mama Bun watching his every move. Annoyed by the repeated efforts to bowl him over, Roc hopped over to Song with wings outstretched in a futile attempt to take flight. Catching him mid-hop, Song brought him close to inspect for injuries but found him in perfect condition, his wings opening and closing without signs of pain or discomfort. Shaking her head in disbelief, Song let Roc perch on her shoulder as she fed and brushed the rabbits, all the while scouring her brain for ways to help a bird lose weight.
 
  
 
 Only Rain could raise a bird too fat to fly. How did Roc even get back to camp last night?
 
  
 
 With the rabbits all fed and Blackjack joining Roc on her shoulder, Song headed to their shared campfire and took a seat beside Niece Alsantset at her behest. “Little Rain is lucky to have your help,” Alsantset said, grinning as she passed Song a plate laden with food. “Otherwise, I fear we would soon have a rabbit rebellion on our hands.” Unsure how to respond, Song merely nodded and stared at her plate, eating in silence as Roc and Blackjack watched on. Though always warm and friendly, her half-tiger niece made Song feel inferior in every way, whether it be lineage, appearance, strength or skill. Confident and ferocious, Alsantset embodied everything Song hoped to be, yet feared she would never measure up.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by the lacklustre response, the older woman leaned in and whispered, “I saw you peek into Little Rain’s yurt. I wanted to do the same, but Beloved scolded me for being nosy. Tell me, how are the newlyweds faring?”
 
  
 
 Swallowing her delicious mouthful of fragrant meat-bun, Song answered, “Rain slept on the floor in his clothes. Luo-Luo was not present, but he had a pair of quins and five pups keeping him company.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Niece Alsantset frowned and asked, “But why? She’s so lovely, I’d have thought he’d exhaust himself f...” Noticing her children listening nearby, she changed her line of questioning. “Tell me, you were there when they met. Was he displeased with Luo-Luo? Is it because she’s so much taller? Or... Does Little Rain have something against full-blooded women?”
 
  
 
 “Leave it be, my flower,” Charok admonished, shaking his head with a smile. “You know how he is with strangers. Even if she were the most beautiful woman in the world, Little Rain would still balk at accepting a stranger into his life. Remember when we tried to help him make friends? It did not end well for anyone, especially those poor children.”
 
  
 
 “Those brats deserved it.” Crossing her arms with a petulant pout, Niece Alsantset defended Rain as always. “I warned them to play nice yet they still scared him with their cruel pranks.” Rolling his eyes, Charok said no more while Niece Alsantset stewed in anger. Scowling at Luo-Luo’s yurt, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “And here I thought the girl happy to join us, so tenacious and determined to win Rain’s affection. How disappointing, especially after Mama spent a fortune hosting a lavish banquet and Beloved worked himself to the bone preparing the feast.”
 
  
 
 Uncertain why she felt the need to defend Luo-Luo, Song spoke without thinking. “Perhaps Rain sent her away.”
 
  
 
 “You think her charms failed to catch Rain’s eye?” After a moment’s thought, Alsantset scoffed and shook her head. “Impossible. With her beauty and his lecherous personality, she’d only need to express a hint of interest and Rain would have torn her clothes off and...” Belatedly remembering her children again, Niece Alsantset coughed to cover up what she was about to say. “No, perhaps I misjudged her. Perhaps she’s like all the other nobles we’ve met, another lazy, spoiled brat expecting to be coddled and pampered. I gave her the benefit of a doubt, but her prejudice betrays her. Did you hear her yesterday? ‘Tali has the most impeccable manners’. Hmph. So surprising, because we Bekhai are manner-less savages in her eyes. She probably made up some excuse or another and Rain was too kind to press the issue.” With a mournful sigh, Niece Alsantset lamented, “Oh how I worry for little Rain so. Three wives and not a single one capable of caring for my little brother. I should never have let Yan leave with that old, doddering fool. Now there was a girl with a proper work ethic and eager to boot. I only hope she’s still interested else Little Rain is destined to become a henpecked husband.” With a mournful sigh, Niece Alsantset patted Song’s cheek and opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it and held her tongue instead.
 
 Unhappy with Niece Alsantset’s assessment of Teacher Du and uncomfortable with the direction their one-sided conversation had taken, Song hurriedly finished her breakfast and escaped. Delicious as the food was, bringing up Du Min Yan left a sour taste in her mouth. Teacher Du discarded Song without a second thought, yet there were rumours aplenty of how he lost everything in adopting Yan. What did she have that Song lacked? Was it solely due to Yan’s Awakening, or was there something more? Though formidable, Yan’s performance on stage wasn’t enough to awe Song, not like Sister or Niece Alsantset could. Had she access to Teacher Du’s undivided attention for eighteen months, Song was certain she could have handily defeated both Wu Gam and Rain.
 
  
 
 Why was the Mother so unfair to her children? What sin had Song committed to be treated so unjustly?
 
  
 
 For the first time in memory, Song arrived at the training field and Mister Rustram wasn’t waiting with sword in hand to greet her. Unsure how to proceed, she stood in place and waited for her partner to arrive, eager to clear her mind and focus on practice. There were no complications when training with Mister Rustram, no need for conversation or polite manners, only an exchange of swords to their mutual benefit before going on their separate ways. It was exactly what Song needed, a simple, straightforward task to accomplish and distract her from wondering what could have been had the Mother seen fit to smile upon her.
 
  
 
 “Lady Song.” Interrupting her thoughts, Dastan offered her a slight bow and said, “Mister Rustram regrets to inform you that since his Mentor demands his presence each morning, he no longer has time to train with your esteemed self.” Flashing what he thought to be a charming smile, Dastan continued, “He’s asked me to step in, or if you’d prefer someone else, you have your pick of the retinue.”
 
  
 
 Oh? Happy for Mister Rustram but saddened to lose her training partner, Song nodded and followed Dastan onto the field. Mister Rustram usually chose a more secluded venue and Song approved his choice. As Teacher Du once said ‘Knowledge is a weapon more formidable than any blade’, and because the training field sat on the edge of camp, there were always strangers hanging about. A mixed bunch, everything from curious civilians, enterprising hawkers, and spies reporting everything they saw to their masters. Thus far, the makeshift fence, Imperial Decree, and general Bekhai distrust of strangers kept anyone from slipping in, but seeing how Rain’s enemies were bold enough to poison him in the Magistrate’s Palace, Song didn’t expect their cursory safety measures to hold for much longer.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, today’s crowd was larger than ever before, their numbers swelled by the attendants of minor nobles and rich merchants hoping to catch the attention of ‘Imperial Consort Falling Rain’. Some even went as far as shouting invitations and propositions in hopes they would reach Rain’s ears, while others recognized Dastan by his Runic Shield and clamoured for his attention. Though he feigned indifference, Dastan enjoyed the attention, his back straight and head held high while looking everywhere except at the crowd. That’s what gave him away, trying too hard to appear disinterested which only showed how interested he really was. Proving Song’s intuition correct, Dastan stopped close to the field’s edge even though there were plenty of others open areas for them to train in. The crowd moved in as close to the barricades as humanly possible and called out for Dastan’s attention, asking insipid questions like, “Will you challenge any of the other Hwarang?”, “Are you stronger than Falling Rain?”, “Is this (pointing at Song) your lady love?”, and other pointless queries.
 
  
 
 Leaving him to answer their questions and bask in the attention, Song took her place and prepared for their match, her lips pursed in displeasure as he introduced her as ‘Lieutenant General Akanai’s Daughter’. Not that it wasn’t true, but he left out so much more. Song was also Daughter of Divine Blacksmith Husolt and sister of Mila, the true number one talent in the Empire. Worse, from the baffled looks directed her way, she realized at least some in the crowd recognized her green eyes and brown-furred cat ears which marked her as a half-beast slave from Central, shaming Mama and Papa alike. Although Dastan was also Oathsworn, few were privy to the fact and with how well Rain treated him, unless someone purposely revealed his status, no one would ever know his shameful secret.
 
  
 
 Almost a quarter hour later, Dastan was still chatting with the crowd and Song had almost reached the end of her patience. Dastan wasn’t even an ideal training partner, the two of them too unevenly matched to do anything but spar. While sparring was a form of training, why spar with Dastan when she had Sister, Niece Alsantset, or even Rain to match blades with? In contrast, what made Mister Rustram an ideal training partner wasn’t his strength, skill, or insight, but because he constantly made mistakes. In identifying and correcting his mistakes, Song discovered flaws in her own style, an arrangement which benefited them both.
 
  
 
 “Enough, enough, I’ve made my partner wait long enough.” Smiling as he turned away from the crowd, Dastan finally took his place across from Song, his body relaxed and lips turned upwards in a smug, self-satisfied smile. Dangerous for them to spar with Spiritual Weapons, but Song didn’t care to delay this farce for even a second more. After today, she would have an opening in her morning routine, for Dastan’s arrogance was far too much to stomach.
 
  
 
 He didn’t understand how blessed he was to have a master like Falling Rain. Why did the Mother love everyone but her?
 
  
 
 “My apologies, Lady Song. Whenever you’re ready.”
 
  
 
 In response, Song’s saber hummed through the air as she opened with a downward slash, prepared to clash head-on with the Runic shield. While unsure if the shields worked the same way, she knew her Runic armour boasted an effect which dampened impacts and assumed the shield would do the same. Armed with this knowledge, Song intended to take advantage of the dampening effect to turn her slash into a stab, allowing her to end the match in an instant.
 
  
 
 Except somehow, her saber cut through empty air as Dastan side-stepped and avoided the attack, his movements so fluid and nimble it almost looked inhuman.
 
  
 
 Cursing her negligence, Song disengaged and stepped back to re-evaluate her opponent. How could she forget why the crowd was so eager to see him? Only yesterday, Dastan demonstrated his true strength by defeating Mitsue Hideo in a consummate display of skill and agility, a feat Song wasn’t certain she could replicate. What’s more, though she defeated him time and time again in the past six months, they used common training weapons in those spars. This was the first time she faced him with Spiritual Weapon in hand, and he seemed like a different warrior altogether. During their previous spars, he always seemed driven and impatient, recklessly diving into battle in hopes of victory, but no more. Today, he stood across from her a changed man, tranquil and composed with a joyful gleam in his eyes. What she mistook for arrogance was in fact childlike glee, enjoying the challenge for what it was worth without caring for victory or defeat.
 
  
 
 Interesting.
 
  
 
 Abandoning her preconceived notions of his strength, Song moved in to exchange blows and test this new Dastan, absorbing and analyzing his every moment as they circled the field. Back and forth they went and neither one took the upper hand, their match silent but for the stomping of boots and panting of breath. First ten, then twenty, then thirty exchanges without the clang of saber meeting axe or shield, and not for lack of trying on either part. On their forty seventh exchange, the ring of metal on metal sounded out as Song’s saber glanced off Dastan’s Runic shield, and she cursed her past self. The Runic shield failed to dampen the impact and her blade bounced off its surface, which meant the shield was inferior to her armour. Unfortunately, this also meant that if he’d responded with an active parry to her opening attack, the match would have ended after a single exchange just as she hoped, only with her defeat instead of his.
 
  
 
 After more than a hundred exchanges, Song finally had a grasp on his movements. Wolf Form – Circling the Grass, Oriole Form – Rising Steps, and Snake Form – Slithering Pursuit, three different movements from three different Forms all focusing on footwork. While Dastan hadn’t exactly merged them into something new, he used all three in delicate harmony, making his constantly shifting movements unpredictable and erratic without sacrificing balance or poise. To control these strange movements, Dastan constantly shifted his centre of gravity by alternating Lightening and Stability at varying magnitudes. A difficult task even without distraction, but something Dastan accomplished in the midst of battle as easily as turning his hand.
 
  
 
 When did he become so proficient at Chi manipulation? Was this the advantage provided by a Natal Palace?
 
  
 
 Throwing everything she had into the match, their weapons rang out in an accelerated concert of steel. Stalking the Dragon, Swiping the Rushes, Reversing the Flow into Fanged Clutch, Song’s most trusted combination failed to find an opening in his defence, though it allowed her to grab hold of his shield. Wrenching it aside with an effort of pure strength, she leapt up and twisted her body in mid air before driving both boots firmly into Dastan’s exposed face. With a tuck of her head, she rolled across the dirt and came to her feet with saber at the ready, but the spar was over. Hands held up in defeat, Dastan said, “Mercy, Lady Song.” His smile bloodied but genuine, he clasped his hands and bowed in respect. “As always, I am awed by your skill and strength.”
 
  
 
 After a moment of hushed silence, the shocked crowd burst into cheers and applause, delighted by the show of Martial skill. Breathless and ashamed, Song offered Dastan a salute and left, her feet carrying her away as quickly as they could without breaking into a run. Her winning move was something Mama had forbidden her to use, because the last time Song tried it, Rain struck her in the back of the head before she could turn. Judging by how quickly Dastan recovered, he also had time enough to lop off her head, but instead forfeited to spare her ego. Song believed she still stood at the forefront of her peers, but Dastan’s remarkable improvement proved her wrong. No matter what Mama claimed, without strength, Song served no purpose, so she had no choice but to condense her Natal Palace as soon as possible.
 
  
 
 Only... she didn’t know how and Mama was too busy to teach her. What was she to do?
 
  
 
 Two things were certain though. Tomorrow morning, she would return to spar with Dastan again, but not before telling Rain to take more responsibility for his pets.
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 The first day of Spring of the thirty-fifth year of His Imperial Majesty’s reign would forever be remembered as the most miserable day in Luo-Luo’s twenty-three years of life.
 
  
 
 Sitting up in her too-hard bed, she wrapped herself in her coarse blanket and rubbed her arms for warmth, shivering from the cold morning air wafting in from the raised hole in her roof. Presumably, the hole vented smoke from a brazier she didn’t know how to light, though the brazier wouldn’t be needed if not for the damned hole, a dilemma she was certain she’d find humour in many years down the road, assuming she didn’t freeze to death before then. Gazing around the dim, desolate interior of her yurt, she fought back the urge to lay back down and weep until someone came to fetch her. Which could conceivably be never considering her Lord Husband’s attitude. It wouldn’t come as a surprise if he left Luo-Luo here to waste away in lonely insignificance, forgotten by all until the stench of her decaying corpse reminded them of her one-time existence.
 
  
 
 Had there ever been a more tragic story than hers? Born into royalty but relinquished into service, she never gave in to despair and threw herself into her studies. Dedication and hard work let her stand out from her peers, but her astounding talent cast her back into the depths of obscurity to waste away her youth and innocence. Then, after six long, lonely years of enduring hardship and uncertainty, she finally saw a glimmer of hope on the horizon, only to have it dashed upon the reefs of reality and rejection, spurned on her wedding night in favour a pair of ferocious, over-sized, bipedal weasels and their brood of pups.
 
  
 
 Oh, Mother in Heaven, have mercy on your child. Why must You torment Luo-Luo so?
 
  
 
 Her Lord Husband was a callous, uncaring man to rebuff her on what should have been her happiest of nights, but to leave her without even a single handmaiden or manservant was cruel beyond measure. No one stood by the bed to greet her or bring her a robe, without even a basin of water or chamber pot to be seen. The only outfit she had left to her was the beautiful new dress she’d worn last night, which was draped over the foot of her bed, the singular piece of furniture left to her. The rest of her meagre possessions were still packed away in the palanquin, a predicament she only realized last night after she’d taken her dress off. Eyes filled with tears and chest wracked with sobs, she deemed it impossible to put her dress back on without aid as taking it off had been difficult enough, so she crawled into bed naked and cried herself to sleep.
 
  
 
 While there was always the chance her wedding night would have ended in tears regardless of who she married, Luo-Luo couldn’t even console herself with the possibility of bearing her Lord Husband’s child. And after she’d been so bold too, storming into his yurt despite his voiced objections. Or at least she tried to storm in, cheeks blazing hot as she remembered how she, a woman of considerable intelligence and extensive education, had been defeated by a simple hidden latch.
 
  
 
 A knock sounded at the door and immediately after, it creaked open just enough for Lin-Lin to slip in. Closing the door behind her, the adorable, girlish woman skipped over with a cheerful smile. “Morning Luo-Luo,” she said, hopping into bed and wrapping Luo-Luo in a tender embrace.
 
  
 
 “Good morning.” The words came out as a croak and Luo-Luo flushed with embarrassment as Lin-Lin pressed her cheek against Luo-Luo’s barely covered bosom. Clearing her throat and looking away, she fell silent and shifted uncomfortably beneath the covers, unwilling to push the hare-girl away and uncertain if she should air her grievances. As charming and sweet as she was, Lin-Lin loved her ‘hubby’ fiercely and Luo-Luo was reluctant to lose one of the few allies she had, even if conflict was inevitable between two women competing for one man’s affection. Further complicating things, Luo-Luo had no one else to rely on as Mila, Li-Li, and Sister Alsantset were too unreadable, their actions unpredictable and their aid unreliable. Mother seemed charmed by Luo-Luo, but not only was she not present, like all mothers Sarnai was blind to the faults of her son, evidenced by her belief that her precious Falling Rain would treat his wife well regardless of circumstances.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Luo-Luo’s troubles, Lin-Lin gave a small, sleepy yawn as she nestled in Luo-Luo’s chest. “Wah, so soft and comfy,” Lin-Lin said, her eyes barely visible through her smile. “So bold too, sleeping naked. This blanket’s so thin, aren’t you cold?” While Luo-Luo struggled to come up with a suitable answer, Lin-Lin tugged at the blankets and snuck a peek at Luo-Luo’s breasts. “So pretty, pale and pink. Are they heavy? They look heavy.” Snatching the blanket away from Lin-Lin’s prying fingers, Luo-Luo covered her shame but the curious girl paid it no mind, already peeking down her own robes at her small, modest breasts. “Did you do anything to make them bigger? Hubby likes them big, but mine stopped growing.” Gazing up at Luo-Luo’s face, Lin-Lin’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Ah! Your eyes are all red and puffy. Were you crying?” Her hands shot up and covered her mouth as she gasped, her cheeks going red and eyes darting away. “Does it really hurt that much? So scary...”
 
 Finally able to get a word in edgewise, Luo-Luo shook her head and reassured the endearing and naive girl. “No need to be afraid. Luo-Luo’s teachers all said the same thing, the first night shouldn’t hurt too much so long as one are adequately prepared for it.” Giving birth would be far more painful, but Lin-Lin would never have to worry about that. As Luo-Luo realized she might never either, a tear fell down her cheek and clung to her chin. “Not that Luo-Luo would know. Lord Husband didn’t see fit to consummate our marriage.”
 
  
 
 “Hm?” Patting Luo-Luo’s back, Lin-Lin squeezed her tight. “It’s okay, don’t cry. Rainy’s the best, but you just met yesterday, ya? It’s better if you take your time and get to know each other.”
 
  
 
 “But he treats me so horribly!” The words burst out of Luo-Luo like waters from a collapsing dam, unable to hold them back though she knew she should. His cold indifference to her charms, his scathing rejections to her advances, his cruel remarks about her size and more, Luo-Luo aired all her grievances through gasping sobs and pitiful sniffles, praying Lin-Lin would sympathize and not despise her. “... and then, despite all of Luo-Luo’s best efforts, he left without so much as a backwards glance, rushing in as if afraid his pups would catch cold. Is this to be Luo-Luo’s lot in life? Cast aside to whittle the hours away in a cold, drafty hut and ranked lower than a beast of burden? He hates me, I know he does. He only keeps me around because he has no way to get rid of me without incurring the ire of his Patron.”
 
  
 
 And what a Patron, a man poised to become the next Emperor so long as the next dozen years went as planned.
 
  
 
 On that terrifying mental note, Luo-Luo ended her rant with a shuddering gasp, worried Lin-Lin would spurn and castigate her for complaining. Resting her head on Luo-Luo’s shoulder, Lin-Lin sat in silence with arms wrapped around Luo-Luo in a comforting embrace. After long seconds, she giggled and said, “You’re so silly Luo-Luo. Rainy doesn’t hate you.” Tapping Luo-Luo’s nose, she added, “If he hated you, he’d get rid of you without caring about the consequences.”
 
  
 
 That rang true enough. “... So Luo-Luo is not even worth hating?”
 
  
 
 “No, silly. This is just how Rainy is.” Lin-Lin giggled and lowered her voice to a whisper. “The more you push him to do something, the more stubborn he gets, ya? You hafta make him come up with the idea to do it. Like, if I want a dumpling, I can’t hold out my bowl and ask for one. If I do, he sighs and calls me greedy even as he obliges, but if I stare at the dumplings really, really hard, then Rainy smiles while putting a dumpling in my bowl. Get it?”
 
  
 
 Perhaps only innocent, lovable Lin-Lin would compare dumplings to intercourse. What was Luo-Luo to do, stare at Lord Husband’s crotch and lick her lips until he gave in with a grudging smile? Wiping her tears, Luo-Luo nodded in thanks and lied. “Luo-Luo understands and will work harder to win Lord Husband’s affection.”
 
  
 
 Beaming happily, Lin-Lin giggled and replied, “No, no, you don’t understand ya? Work less hard! Leave him be and let him slowly come to terms with you. I learned that the hard way. I spent years saying I’d be his wife and every time he’d smile and say no. Then, when I was all sad and miserable because he’d been betrothed to Mi-Mi, he asked to marry me out of nowhere. He’s so silly, but he’s the best.”
 
  
 
 Oh? This new insight was helpful. Perhaps Luo-Luo’s over-aggressive approach made Lord Husband view her as an intruder encroaching his territory. As for why her defenceless performance in the palanquin failed to entice him, it could be because he enjoyed the thrill of the hunt, unable to find satisfaction in being handed a prize. A complicated man, Falling Rain, but one Luo-Luo was determined to win over.
 
  
 
 But first, she needed to remedy her living situation. “Lin-Lin, Luo-Luo must beg a favour of you. Might this one borrow the use of a handmaiden or a labourer?”
 
  
 
 “Mm, I don’t mind, but my servants are all in Shen Huo. We don’t travel with or bring them to the village. Daddy says it’s too troublesome.”
 
  
 
 “But what about all the workers at yesterday’s banquet?”
 
  
 
 “Oh, we borrowed them from the Magistrate.” Even angry, Lin-Lin looked adorable, her cheeks puffed and eyes narrowed. “We can’t trust them though, since one of them poisoned hubby.”
 
  
 
 “So you have no one to attend to your needs?”
 
  
 
 “Mm, that’s not true. Daddy does my laundry, Rainy and Chary cook, Mi-Mi, Li-Li, or Rainy helps brush my hair...” As Lin-Lin rattled off the list of people who helped her every day, Luo-Luo’s heart sank in dejection and desperation, so worried about her survival she almost missed Lin-Lin’s question. “Why do you need a servant? Maybe I can help.”
 
  
 
 Hoping Lin-Lin could find someone for her, Luo-Luo explained, “Luo-Luo has no clothes to wear, as all her luggage is still in the palanq-”
 
  
 
 “Oh, I’ll go get it.” Running off with braided twin-tails trailing behind her, Lin-Lin was out the door before Luo-Luo could cry out to stop her. Concerned she’d be condemned for coercing the Bekhai princess into carrying her luggage, Luo-Luo quickly realized she had a more pressing issue to worry about. In her haste, Lin-Lin left the door wide open, exposing Luo-Luo to the world at large with only a light blanket to cover her naked body. Luo-Luo spent the next few minutes huddled beneath her blanket and flinching at every sound and shadow to cross her doorstep. Her heart pounding in abject terror, she alternated between visions of lecherous soldiers stumbling across her vulnerable self and falling upon her in lust, and an enraged Medical Saint dragging her out to be publicly shamed and whipped for daring to treat his little princess like a common porter.
 
  
 
 When Lin-Lin finally returned, she wasn’t alone, bringing Mila and Li-Li to help carry the heavy luggage. Neither woman looked pleased, but Mila’s frown and Li-Li’s stony gaze seemed to be their default expressions, so Luo-Luo wasn’t sure where she stood. Thanking them all profusely, she tried to explain it wasn’t her idea, but Mila merely waved her hand and snorted. “We aren’t in the practice of keeping servants. Keeping non-combatants safe slows an army down and Mama believes speed and mobility are vital to victory. You’ll need to learn how to fend for yourself. Caring for Lin is burden enough.”
 
  
 
 Rummaging through Luo-Luo’s things without asking, Lin-Lin stuck her tongue at Mila before pulling out one of Luo-Luo’s more conservative outfits, a traditional red, blue and purple broad sleeved shirt meant to pair with a long, loose skirt. “Here, put this on and then we’ll go eat. Afterwards, we’ll meet up with hubby, okay? Hurry though, the Conference is starting and Daddy says there’s gonna be a lion dance. I’ve never seen one before, they don’t have them in Shen Huo and the Bekhai don’t like music or dancing, only drums and fighting. So boring.”
 
  
 
 Wavering from this world-shattering revelation, it took Luo-Luo long seconds to realize Lin-Lin, Mila, and Li-Li had no intention to leave Luo-Luo alone to change, the former two amicably arguing over the merits of percussive versus stringed instruments while the latter stood and stared at Luo-Luo with arms crossed and lips pursed. Was this a different type of bullying, some tribal induction meant to shame or intimidate her? Or did the Bekhai have no qualms with public nudity? Then why was Alsantset so against displayed bosoms? Mila and her mother certainly had no compunctions against it. And why did Lin-Lin seem to hold herself apart from the Bekhai? So many questions, Luo-Luo didn’t know where to begin.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, only Li-Li watched while Luo-Luo dressed, and the half-cat warrior even stepped in to help without prompting, expertly tying the wide sash in a flowery knot. Twisting her hair up into a bun, Luo-Luo held it in place with a white-jade chopstick, put on her favourite earrings, and picked out a decorative pendant to replace the one taken by Lord Husband before walking out to greet the day.
 
  
 
 After all, today could hardly be more disastrous than yesterday.
 
  
 
 The four of them took seats around the campfire where four trays of food sat waiting for them, each one stacked with meat buns, fried dough fritters, a bowl of beef bone congee, and pickled turnips. Simple fare and far too much for Luo-Luo to finish, but the unfamiliar, fragrant smells had her watering at the mouth. With a snort of disdain, Alsantset took a meat bun off of Luo-Luo’s tray, took a bite, and said, “I see someone slept well last night. Had you stayed in a little longer, you would be right on time for lunch. Not feeling well?”
 
  
 
 Sensing hostility, Luo-Luo forced herself not to back down and smiled, pretending not to have noticed the fearsome tigress’s scathing tone. “Not at all. Luo-Luo is in the best of health but thanks Sister-in-Law for her concern.” In six years of indolence, Luo-Luo had picked up a few bad habits like sleeping in, but it’s not as if Lord Husband had need of her. Either way, she marked it as something to improve upon, quietly roping Li-Li in while they ate and asking her to come wake Luo-Luo the next morning. Though possessed of a stern and dour demeanour, Li-Li seemed more than happy to help, her ears fluttering as she accepted Luo-Luo’s request.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Luo-Luo was in better company than she thought...
 
  
 
 Barely eating a quarter of the food offered, Luo-Luo’s actions earned Alsantset’s ire once more, but this time the tigress didn’t confront her over it, merely grimacing at the leftovers before tossing them to the bears. Luo-Luo complimented the taste and blamed her lack of appetite on her poor fitness, for although she was technically a Martial Warrior, she rarely practised the Forms, unlike the lovable twins giving it their all under Alsantset’s strict guidance. Little Tate wore a serious frown as he battled against imagined enemies while darling Tali danced about with a smile, her arms and legs almost fluttering in the wind. Both seemed very impressive for children their age, but Luo-Luo had little experience in this field.
 
  
 
 Unlike Luo-Luo, Lin-Lin, Mila, and Li-Li finished everything on their trays, a formidable feat considering their slim, petite figures and taut, flat stomachs. Suddenly self-conscious of her soft belly and plump hips, Luo-Luo resolved to put a little more effort into her fitness routine. Perhaps she could even ask for help incorporating the Forms, so she would have something to discuss with the stern and militant Mila. One could never have too many allies, though from the looks of things, Mila shared Lord Husband’s misgivings and was far from pleased by Luo-Luo’s existence.
 
  
 
 Their breakfast finished, Mila gathered up the bears and wildcats while Luo-Luo lent a hand in collecting the bicorn rabbits, but was more hindrance than help. The tiny, fluffy creatures were only too happy to leap into Lin-Lin’s or Li-Li’s arms to be placed in a pouch, but whenever Luo-Luo approached they screamed for dear life and scurried away. Turning to the largest rabbit, who was aptly named ‘Mama Bun’, Luo-Luo slowly approached with arms outstretched so as not to scare her. Thumping the ground in a spray of dirt, the large rabbit faced Luo-Luo but didn’t scream or flee, which seemed like an improvement, so Luo-Luo sidled closer at a slow and steady pace. She remembered seeing Mama Bun laid out across Lord Husband’s and Lin-Lin’s lap, a warm, friendly creature who -
 
  
 
 In the blink of an eye, Mama Bun shot up from the ground with her chin tucked in, her two nubby horns aimed at Luo-Luo’s face. Only Li-Li’s timely interception saved her from a bloodied or broken nose, catching Mama Bun out of the air with one hand and uttering a stern ‘No’ before handing her off to Lin-Lin. Stricken with flashbacks of her encounter with the ferocious ‘Zabu’, Luo-Luo thanked Li-Li for her help and scurried out of the rabbit enclosure, standing off to one side and swearing never to approach any of Lord Husband's pets without someone to guard her nearby.
 
  
 
 Even the rabbits were trained to defend themselves. What sort of monsters was her Lord Husband raising?
 
  
 
 With this terrible start to her day, Luo-Luo followed her sister-wives to the beach, worried she’d never learn to fit in with these aggressive and war-like Bekhai. To make matters worse, breakfast sat poorly in Luo-Luo’s stomach and she had yet to use the facilities since waking. After minutes of silent struggle, she risked Mama Bun’s ire to approach Lin-Lin with a whisper. “Where might one find the facilities?”
 
  
 
 Struggling to hold Mama Bun in place, Lin-Lin answered much too loudly. “Oh, you hafta go pee? The latrines are over that way.”
 
  
 
 Blanching at the thought of relieving herself in public next to battle-hardened soldiers, Luo-Luo shook her head and whispered, “Is... Is there anywhere more private?”
 
  
 
 Nodding sagely, Lin-Lin replied, “Oh, you hafta poop. Okay, mm... You can use hubby’s tent, that’s by the latrines too. Hehe... you’re like hubby, so shy. Come on, we can stop there on the way.”
 
  
 
 Unsure if Lin-Lin was purposely teasing her, Luo-Luo soon couldn't spare the effort to wonder as the long trek to the latrines tested her intestinal fortitude and perseverance. When Lin-Lin pointed at the tent in question, Luo-Luo left the group behind and ran ahead, her dilemma made worse once she realized she had a wildcat bounding at her heels. Panic gripping her heart, she ran faster than ever before and burst into the tent, leaving the wildcat behind while she fumbled at the elegant knot in her sash in a desperate attempt not to soil herself in fear or urgency.
 
  
 
 “Umm...Occupied?” Head snapping up at the sound of his voice, Luo-Luo was horrified to find Lord Husband squatting before her with a confused, timid look on his face and his pants around his ankles. Time froze as Luo-Luo gazed into his amber eyes, her mind screaming to leave but her bowels blackmailing her to stay. In the end, her bowels won out and with a frantic cry, she hiked her skirt as high as she could and ran behind Lord Husband to give in to her bodily needs.
 
  
 
 The next thirty seconds were nothing short of mortifying, with blissful relief giving way to existential dread as she re-evaluated her choices.
 
  
 
 All of a sudden, invoking her Privilege didn’t seem so bad after all.
 
  
 
 Breaking the utter silence with a chortle, Lord Husband’s chuckles quickly devolved into hysterical laughter. Between pained gasps and raucous cackles, Lord Husband said, “You know... I’ve been told nobles have deviant tastes... but tandem shitting really isn’t my thing.”
 
  
 
 The second day of Spring in the thirty-fifth year of His Imperial Majesty’s reign would forever be remembered as the most miserable day in Luo-Luo’s twenty-three years of life.
 
  
 
 And it wasn’t even noon.
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 If I’ve learned one thing from my time with Ping-Ping, it’s that big girls have big poops.
 
  
 
 Even then, I gotta say, Luo-Luo certainly surpassed expectations.
 
  
 
 Still chuckling as I step out of the tent, I find Lin doubled over in silent laughter while Mila and Song watch on in mild disapproval. To be fair, it might just be Song’s normal look, but for Mila, it’s definitely disapproving. Unlike Lin and Yan, Mila takes a dim view of poop jokes, which is her greatest flaw. More importantly, she puts on a tough front but underneath her frosty exterior, she’s a sweet girl who empathizes with Luo-Luo’s humiliating ordeal. Glaring like this is somehow my fault, Mila asks, “We didn’t think you’d be inside. Where’s the Guardian Turtle?”
 
  
 
 “She went out for a swim.” Ping-Ping’s been much less clingy after drinking my bathwater. Either it grossed her out or she’s satisfied with my offering for the time being. We’ll find out after my next bath.
 
  
 
 “Never speak about what happened in there,” Mila warns, her eyes promising swift justice should I disobey.
 
  
 
 Unable to resist, I reply, “Don’t be jealous. We can poop together too if that’s what you want. I told Luo-Luo it’s not really my thing, but for you... I’ll do anything to make you happy, beloved.”
 
  
 
 With a forceful gasp, Lin signals for me to stop before burying her head in my robes, silencing her laughter to save Luo-Luo from further embarrassment. Giving in to Lin’s silent request and Mila’s fearsome, sexy scowl, I pantomime zipping my lips and throw away the key, mostly because I’m worried that if I keep going, my little wifey will pass out from lack of air. In a playful mood, Aurie circles around us twice before popping up on his hind legs in hopes of a boop, and I happily oblige my affectionate runty kitten. Chest rumbling in delight, he flops onto his back and wriggles about in the grass, something he learned from Mafu. That might not be all Aurie’s learned seeing as he’s up and running about while his siblings are all still too bloated to move from last night’s feast. Laying in their wagon, the bears and wildcats doze away while Mama Bun lords over them with Blackjack sitting between her ears. Off to the side, Roc perches on the wagon all by his lonesome with his flock nowhere in sight, his beak tucked beneath his wing in sadness.
 
  
 
 Aww, did Roc’s flock abandon him? And did Aurie learn how to digest food faster with Chi? You can purge poisons and alcohol, but speeding up digestion is much more complicated and Chi intensive, else I'd bulk up simply by eating more and stop lying to myself about how I love butter tea. For Aurie to pick it up so easily is rather impressive, which means my runty kitten might not be the runt for much longer.

 
  
 
 After hiding for several minutes, Luo-Luo finally emerges from the tent, her face bright red and eyes averted, ready to burst into tears at the slightest provocation. It says something about me when my first instinct is to tease her, but Mila cuts me off with an angry huff punctuated by a pinch on the arm. Swallowing my comment about butt buddies and poop partners, instead I say, “The Conference should be starting soon, so why don’t we go take our seats?”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband, Luo-Luo begs leave to return to her yurt. This one is not feeling well.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, after what happened in there, neither am I.” The words slip out before anyone can stop me and even Lin shoots me a look of mild reproach, ruined by her valiant struggle to hold back her laughter. Going with the flow, I continue, “Sorry. Joking. Why don’t we go visit Teacher and see if he has something to help settle your stomach.” Don’t make a poop joke. Don’t make a poop joke. “It’d be a shame to miss the Conference and your insight might prove useful.” Nice. Good Job.
 
  
 
 Unsure if it’s because I made a good save or if her stomach is really troubling her that much, but Luo-Luo nods and falls in beside Song, still avoiding eye contact and staying as far from me as possible. Intent on collecting more boops, Aurie bounds over to say hello, but Luo-Luo whimpers and shies away at his approach. Unperturbed, he nuzzles Song and is rewarded with plenty of affection, while cunningly maneuvering his hindquarters towards Luo-Luo in hopes of getting a good butt-scritching. Unfortunately, Luo-Luo is too terrified by his floofy posterior to dare reach out and touch it, highlighting just how incompatible she is with our lifestyle.
 
  
 
 Well... my lifestyle, but it’s sink or swim for her now. Poor girl, spurned, scared, and now sickly, it’s hard to see her as some sort of calculating spy after the horrific ordeal we just shared. I doubt she deliberately arranged it to garner my sympathy, but if so, then I admire her dedication to the craft and can only fall victim to whatever dastardly plan she has. I can’t say if it’s better or worse that I didn’t see anything, because now my imagination is free to run wild. I doubt I’ll ever be able to look at her butt-hole without thinking about those gruesome, ghastly noises, which really limits the number of sexual positions we can use, though I’m skipping a few steps and getting ahead of myself. I’m still not entirely sure I like her, but regardless of how I feel, I’m stuck with her, because her waifu bonus is too damn high to pass up on.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, I dug that latrine real deep; our relationship wouldn’t survive past noon if I’d been hit by toilet splash-back, Imperial Peerage be damned.
 
  
 
 It takes a full minute before Lin finally recovers from her fit of laughter, fanning herself with both hands as we walk. After taking several deep breaths, she grins and latches onto my arm. “Hubby,” she implores, her tone sugary-sweet, “You hafta treat Luo-Luo better ya? You didn’t even help her unpack and left all her things in the palanquin. She’s so pitiful, she spent all night with the roof open and only a light blanket to cover her.”
 
  
 
 Ah crap. “Luo-Luo, I am so sorry.” I’ll have to apologize to Rustram too, because he’s going under the bus. “I asked Mister Rustram to see to your needs, but I suppose he forgot. It’s not entirely his fault, Mom asked him to stay for a training session after the banquet.” Which is why I forgot to tell him to take care of Luo-Luo like I’d planned. Curse those adorable quins! “He must have been exhausted by the time he got back to camp, he even missed our morning meeting.”
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram had another training session with Sister-in-Law Sarnai.” Of all people, Song speaks up in Rustram’s defence, but other than offering an excuse for his absence, she has nothing more to add.
 
  
 
 Aww, she’s becoming more social. Good for her. “I guess I need to have a chat with Mom about monopolizing my second-in-command. I can’t have him gone at all hours of the day, I need him here running things. Can you imagine what would happen if I put Bulat in charge? The retinue would riot after he cheats them out all their wages in some crooked game or fixed bet.” I’m only half joking, but I don’t have any other choices. Dastan’s management skills are atrocious and it only gets worse from there. The most reasonable candidate would be Neera, a surprisingly organized, no-nonsense sort of woman. What she lacks in book smarts, she makes up for with hard work, formidable personal strength, and a ridiculously intimidating husband.
 
  
 
 In fact, it might be worth it to put her in charge of purchases just to see what Ulfsaar does to the first merchant who short-changes his wife...
 
  
 
 “You rely too much on Mister Rustram,” Mila interjects, looking lovely as she scowls in the morning light. “Not only must he keep the camp orderly, he also handles the retinue’s expenses, your personal finances, and whatever else you can come up with. It’s no wonder his strength never improves, you leave him no time to train.”
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram has improved.” Song defends Rustram a second time, which I find intriguing. I’ve never heard her defend anyone, not verbally at least. “Not by much,” she adds with a slight shrug, “but he has improved.”
 
  
 
 “My mistake.” Mila also notices Song’s out of character behaviour, but like me, she decides to leave it be. “He’s improved, but he would improve more if he had time to focus on his Martial Dao.”
 
  
 
 Ugh, there’s that word again. Dao. Boo. Hiss. I don’t understand it, so I hates it.
 
  
 
 “Oh I know!” Tugging at my arm, Lin says, “Hubby, you owe Luo-Luo for her dowry, ya? So why don’t you have her handle all the finances and pay her with a half-stake in your business? Then Roo-Roo will have more time to practice and Luo-Luo will have coin to hire maids and buy stuff. You should still give her blankets though, and show her how to close the roof.” Giggling, she adds, “And give her a chamber pot too.”
 
  
 
 While my wifey howls with laughter and Luo-Luo tries to will herself invisible, I turn to Song in disbelief. “You couldn’t leave her the chamber pot? Were you worried the one in Mila’s yurt would fill up too fast or what?”
 
  
 
 My query earns me another pinch from Mila and a venomous glare from Song. “It’s mine,” the half-cat says, as if that explains it all. “Mama gave it to me.”
 
  
 
 Okay, I get Song didn’t have many belongings before we met, but c’mon... A chamber pot? I gave her an emerald-studded jade comb and she uses it to brush bunnies, but the chamber pot is treated like a treasure because ‘Mama’ gave it to her...
 
  
 
 Seething with jealousy over a poop receptacle, I give Lin’s nose a gentle tweak and bring the conversation back on track. “You little imp, always volunteering other people for work. This wouldn’t be a problem if you helped Mister Rustram with the finances like I asked you to.”
 
  
 
 “But it’s so boring... Besides, Roo-Roo will eventually leave to take over his daddy’s company, ya? So it’s better to let Luo-Luo handle things, so you won’t have to worry.”
 
  
 
 It’s not the worst idea I’ve heard... Luo-Luo seems competent enough and she grasped the concept of reading numbers without much help. I could do worse. “Okay, but half is too much. We’ll sit down later, go over the figures, and decide on an appropriate amount together.” Building schools and feeding the masses doesn’t come cheap, but there’s no helping it. Pretty sure I can’t afford to match her dowry outright, nor can I afford to give the soldiers back. Five, maybe ten percent of the business should have her paid in full over five years, and everything afterwards should be gravy. “What’s the going price on three-hundred and sixty members of the Death Corps?”
 
  
 
 Did I really just ask for a price check on human lives?
 
  
 
 Slowly, but surely, I’m losing what little I had that set me apart from people born in this world. Kinda depressing.
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo responds quietly, her voice subdued and bitter. “Thank you Lord Husband, but there is no need to be so calculating. Luo-Luo will accept whatever Lord Husband deems fair and lend whatever humble assistance she can.”
 
  
 
 ...Fine. I won’t take advantage of her, but fifteen percent, that’s the highest I’ll go. Maybe she’ll accept payment in art, or I could literally become a man whore.
 
  
 
 In line with his preference for peace and solitude, Taduk’s yurt is on the outskirts of camp, close to the beach but hidden inside a tall ring of grass. Without reading too much into his penchant for dark and secluded residences, I’m a little concerned he’s too isolated and vulnerable living out here by himself, but there’s nothing I can do. Not only did he refuse to move closer, he kicked up a fuss when I tried to park a few dozen guards nearby, and even more of a fuss when I offered to move closer. I know he’s got awesome cloud-stepping skills, but even the most vigilant warriors can be taken by surprise, and Taduk is far from vigilant.
 
  
 
 Case in point, despite hearing him puttering about, he doesn’t answer when we knock on the door, too engrossed in whatever it is he’s doing inside. Without worrying about what her bachelor father might be doing alone in his yurt, Lin swings open the door and skips in. “Hiya Daddy.”
 
  
 
 “Hello, my little Lin-Lin.” Pacing back and forth with book in hand, Taduk’s eyes never leave the page as he greets Lin with a hug, stuck in his thinking mode while unravelling the mysteries of the Spiritual Algae-covered rock. The rock in question sits in a bowl of water, which in turn sits on Taduk’s head, resting against the base of his hare ears. Knowing better than to ask why, I greet him cordially and approach for my hug. “Rain, my boy. Good to see you. What prompted this visit? Were we supposed to go somewhere?”
 
  
 
 “No, Luo-Luo isn’t feeling well so I figured we’d come get something for her upset stomach and also check on Sir Inks-a-lot.” And him, but he’d pout if I said as much.
 
  
 
 Shooting Luo-Luo a suspicious look, he leans in and whispers, “Boy, if she’s already showing signs of pregnancy, then you best have a chat with that Legate fellow. It’s not normal, not after a single night.”
 
  
 
 “...No Teacher, we didn’t... and she isn’t nauseous. This is the other type of upset stomach.”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, Taduk blurts out, “Oh, diarrhea? Well, Lin-Lin knows where everything is.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Daddy. It’s okay Luo-Luo, we’re all family now, ya? Sorry for laughing Luo-Luo, I couldn’t resist. Don’t worry though, your tummy will be fine after I make some tea.”
 
  
 
 While my sweet wifey gets to work, I face to the copper tub sitting in the middle of the room. Atop the tub sits an upended table, weighed down with stacks of books and five large rocks to seal the tub and Sir Inky within it. “Can he breathe in there?” I ask, not sure which answer I’d prefer.
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Taduk answers, “...I certainly hope so. Come, come, Rain my boy. Help me clear away this mess and check.”
 
  
 
 “No, better to leave everything where it is.” Having learned from experience, I instead slide the table ever so slightly and open up a crack opposite the side I’m standing on. Three flailing tentacles shoot out and prove that not only can Sir Inky still breathe, his time in the tub has not improved his mood. After the suctioned appendages recede back into the tub, I cautiously approach and peer in, only to find Sir Inky angrily glaring back. “Hello Sir Inks-a-lot.” My cutesy voice is back in full force, but it doesn’t seem to be working. At least he isn’t trying to attack me for now. “Are you hungry? You want some fishies?” Throwing a piece of dried, smoked fish into the tub, I watch as Sir Inky inspects the offering before tucking in. Literally, because his mouth is at the base of his eight arms. God, octopuses are weird. “Was it yummy? Do you want some more?”
 
  
 
 Though still reeling from yesterday’s revelation and subsequent ordeal, I feed Sir Inky another piece of fish and reach deep down into my emotional depths in search of good vibrations. Bunny kisses and wildcat boops, fluffy quin pups and chubby bear cubs, I summon everything I’ve got and use it to fuel my Aura, directing it to waft ever so gently towards Sir Inky. His single, visible eye widens in surprise and, true to form, he reacts violently to my love, his tendrils swinging about in all directions seeking to clobber me for my heinous offence. Wisely backing out of range, I glance at my teacher in helpless frustration. “It’s not working. Each attempt only makes him angrier and I have no idea why.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm...” The monosyllabic response isn’t much, but it tells me Taduk isn’t ready to give up, not with self-replicating Spiritual Algae on the line. Standing a respectful distance from the thrashing tentacles, he tilts his head to one side, then the other in an almost hypnotic cadence while studying Sir Inky’s movements in silence. Knowing there’s no dissuading him, I fall back even further to stand with Mila, Song, and Luo-Luo. Intrigued by our actions, Luo-Luo looks much better after drinking Lin’s tea, clutching a silk bag filled with more of the remedy to her impressive chest as if it held priceless jewels instead of ginger, peppermint, and various other herbs.
 
  
 
 Noting my gaze, Luo-Luo puffs her chest out ever so slightly and bites her cherry-red lip. I gotta say, it’s nice having someone try to seduce me, even if her motivations are somewhat suspect. Leaning close, her cleavage brushing against my shoulder in an almost innocuous manner as she whispers, “Lord Husband, Luo-Luo is curious. What is happening here? Why does the octopus react so aggressively in your presence? It was fine but a moment ago.”
 
  
 
 “It’s... complicated.” And involves things I don’t want her to know, like my Aura manipulation, Blobby, and Spiritual Algae. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, I see.” Drawing away, Luo-Luo falls silent and I go back to watching Taduk think, wondering how long I should stay before leaving. There’s supposed to be a lion dance today and there’s no way I’m going to miss that. I don’t know anything about lion dancing, but it totally sounds like something I’ll love. Who doesn’t want to see adorable dancing animals? I just hope the trainers don’t abuse their poor lions. Maybe I can teach my kitties to dance too. Why stop there? Wildcats, bears, rabbits, quins, I can teach them all the dance, and my laughing birds too...
 
  
 
 A quiet sniffle draws me out of my imagination and I turn to find Luo-Luo quietly crying at my side. Oh for fucks sake... Patting her arm, I awkwardly utter, “There, there. Nothing to cry about. Things happen. We’ll laugh about it together someday soon.” Probably. Maybe.
 
  
 
 Wiping her tears, Luo-Luo shakes her head and fakes a smile. “This one is sorry for causing a scene and again, begs leave to return to her yurt.”
 
  
 
 “Idiot.” Curt and succinct as always, Mila explains, “She’s crying because you don’t trust her.”
 
  
 
 Oh. “...Well, yea. Why would I? We just met her yesterday.”
 
  
 
 Meekly nodding, Luo-Luo speaks in my defence, forestalling Mila’s scathing reply. “Lord Husband is right to distrust this one, for she was a gift from his Patron. No member of the Imperial Clan does anything without an agenda, much less one with a title formidable as Shen Zhenwu. While this one has no specific advice for dealing with Lord Husband’s Patron, she cautions Lord Husband to think carefully before placing his trust in any Imperial Noble, for once you are within one’s grasp, true freedom will forever be beyond your reach.”
 
  
 
 Is this genuine advice, or just a ploy to get into my good graces? Circles within circles, I’m no good at this spy-craft business, but Luo-Luo can read me like a book. Bowing her head, she adds, “Know this: should Lord Husband fall from grace, Luo-Luo falls with him, but the reverse is also true. Thus this one offers counsel in good faith, hoping Lord Husband will Ascend into the Heavens like the dragon he is.”
 
  
 
 Quickly checking with Mila and Song through a Sending chain, we agree to divulge some information, but not everything. While what Luo-Luo says makes sense, there’s no need to give away all my secrets on the second day. For both our sakes. Pretty sure she’d go running for the hills if I told her I used to be Defiled and was cleansed by a Tear of the Mother, much less any of the other crazy shenanigans I’ve been up to.
 
  
 
 Pointing at Sir Inky, I begin explaining. “See, I have a... Talent, which lets me convey emotions to animals and people.” Sort of true, I guess. “I’m trying to use it to tame the octopus, but it’s not reacting like most animals do.”
 
  
 
 Without touching on why we need Sir Inky or how my ‘Talent’ works, Luo-Luo asks a few questions which cut to the heart of the issue before requesting I show her what my Talent feels like. The moment my Loving Aura touches her, she utters a small, sexy gasp before clapping a hand over her mouth, her cheeks flushed and breathing rushed as she looks at me in a new light. Hesitating to speak, her face turns even redder than before, a feat I wasn’t sure was even humanly possible. Instead of speaking out loud, she instead whispers something to Mila, who immediately barks with laughter. Fixing me with a wicked grin, Mila passes the information on to Lin and Taduk through Sending, who both react in similar fashion.
 
  
 
 I don’t know what’s happening here, but I don’t like it...
 
  
 
 Removing the bowl sitting on top of his head, Taduk places it aside and hops into range of Sir Inky’s flailing tentacles. To my great surprise, Sir Inky merely inspects Taduk’s body with a few grasping touches before shoving him aside, apparently only interested in thrashing me. With a goofy, toothy smile, Taduk clasps his hands behind his back and holds his head up with pride, standing beside the angry octopus unharmed and unmolested. “By the Mother, I think she’s right.”
 
  
 
 “My turn!” Giggling in delight, Lin runs into the storm of tendrils with identical results. Giggling in delight, Lin pokes Sir Inky’s head through the tiny crack and marvels at his tough, rubbery skin, yet still remains completely ignored. “Your turn Rainy.”
 
  
 
 Oh no. I think I figured it out too, only... “Do I have to?”
 
  
 
 “Of course. How else will we know, yes?”
 
  
 
 “Of course. How else will we know, ya?”
 
  
 
 Father and daughter answer in concert, wearing identical delighted grins and knowing exactly what’s about to happen. Resigned to my fate, I brace myself and step into Sir’s Inky’s range. A cold, slimy tentacle grabs hold of my shirt and pulls me close while his other fish-stinking appendages wrap around my head. The powerful suction cups adhere to my skin and I feel the blood rushing to my face as Sir Inky’s tentacles pull in multiple directions at once in an effort to wrench my head off, or more likely, hold me in place while his last, free tentacle flops around my hair and face, probing for... something.
 
  
 
 And then, just like that, Sir Inky goes limp and ceases his struggle, though his arms are still stuck to my skin in a painful, adhesive embrace.
 
  
 
 God dammit. I should’ve seen this coming.
 
  
 
 Freeing myself one painful pop at a time, I hold back my tears while ignoring the hidden smiles and muffled laughter. Shoving Sir Inky back into the tub, I seal it off and vow to kill a thousand, nay, a million octopuses as revenge for this disgrace, plotting my octopus genocide in cold, furious silence. Taduk’s warm Chi heals away the bruises and suction marks to remove all evidence of my struggle, but nothing will ever wash away the shame and humiliation I suffered through.
 
  
 
 Turns out, my loving Aura wasn’t making Sir Inks-a-lot angry.
 
  
 
 It made him horny.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I, Falling Rain, Number one Talent of the Empire, the Undying Savage and Unrivalled Beneath Heaven, was just sexually assaulted by an octopus.
 
  
 
 For the second time.
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 To Luo-Luo’s great relief, Lord Husband accepted his humiliation in good humour, merely scowling and muttering angrily beneath his breath instead of losing his temper. Shooting the still-chuckling Medical Saint a disgruntled frown, Lord Husband quipped, “Keep laughing Teacher, and your lunch will just be a plate of steamed vegetables.”
 
  
 
 Instantly composing himself, Medical Saint Taduk cleared his throat and said, “A brave sacrifice made in the pursuit of knowledge, Rain my boy. We had to be sure. Er, you are joking, right? You wouldn’t deprive your doting Teacher and soon-to-be Father-in-Law of meat would you? Why, that’d be downright inhumane.” Turning to Luo-Luo, he straightened up and smiled, his pearly white teeth in stark contrast to his creamy, golden-brown skin. “You see, I am of the lineage of the most illustrious creature of the skies, a Cloud Chaser Hare, predator of fish and fowl alike.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Cross me and you’ll eat nothing but rabbit food for an entire week.” Breaking out into a grin at the eccentric and handsome Medical Saint’s horrified expression, Lord Husband embraced his teacher with love and affection. “Well, that was thoroughly horrifying, and while I’d love to stay and bask in the afterglow, the real fun is about to begin. You sure you don’t want to come watch the lion dance and spend time with everyone?”
 
  
 
 “No, no, large crowds and loud noises are not for me. You go enjoy, Rain my boy.” Reclaiming his rock soaking in a bowl of water, the Medical Saint placed it back on his head and shooed them out. “Too much to study and prepare for. Don’t overexert yourself, we’ve plenty to do once the day’s festivities are over. Now that we know the octopus likes you, we can hopefully move on and follow it home to witness what it does with... er... in its natural habitat.”
 
  
 
 Though curious why they were so interested in observing an octopus in the wild, Luo-Luo held her tongue and followed Lord Husband back to the wagon. The golden wildcat Aurie sat waiting for their return and Lord Husband greeted it with a scalp massage, his lips pursed in a disgruntled frown. “I may need to reevaluate how I treat my pets,” he said to no one in particular. “Have I been sending the wrong message this entire time? Are they all going to try and forcibly mate with me?”
 
  
 
 His bizarre query had Mila and Lin-Lin laughing in stitches, but Lord Husband sounded so despondent, Luo-Luo’s heart wept. Seeking to console him, she stepped close and kept her voice low, worried an errant bystander might overhear and cause ruinous damage to his reputation. “Lord Husband, this may not be so. Not every person or creature reacts in the same manner when experiencing love.” Bringing to mind her brief yet enjoyable encounter with his Talent, she tried to define the experience with mere words, though she knew it wouldn’t measure up. “In Luo-Luo’s case, she felt nothing obscene or suggestive, only a sensation of... warmth and belonging, as if being welcomed home after a long, extended absence. Colours grew brighter, the air smelled sweeter, and a shiver ran through my body as it shed stress and tension I didn’t know I carried. I wanted to fall into your arms, close my eyes, and enjoy the sensation of safety and comfort.”
 
  
 
 And so much more. Wrapped in his strong, inviting arms, he’d hold her close and kiss her gently, telling her how beautiful she looked while his hands traced her body, undoing her clothes ever so slowly in a sensual, teasing manner...
 
  
 
 “...Okay, but how did you realize Sir Inky wanted to play hide the tentacle?”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Luo-Luo scolded herself for not only speaking too casually, but also for drifting off into silence while lost in her fantasies. Staring at her feet, she whispered, “Well, once in Lord Husband’s arms, the next logical step would be...to... ahem. I merely speculated the octopus might think the same.”
 
  
 
 “Naughty.” Leaping into her embrace, Lin-Lin’s eyes twinkled as she listened to Luo-Luo’s pounding heart with a teasing smile. “So lewd, just like Yan-Yan and Rainy.”
 
  
 
 Mortified and embarrassed, Luo-Luo cursed her lascivious mind and willed her heart to slow, though neither saw fit to obey. Smoothing her hair, she put on a demure and ladylike demeanour despite knowing it was all for naught. First the disgusting and stomach-turning incident in the latrine tent and now she’d exposed her indecent thoughts, Lord Husband surely held her in contempt now, assuming he didn’t already. “As I said, there is nothing inherently sexual about Lord Husband’s Talent, but love comes in many forms. Love for a parent, a child, a friend, or paramour, it all depends on how the recipient interprets your Talent.”
 
  
 
 “I see.” Turning to the wagon, Lord Husband’s eyes narrowed in focus as he employed his Talent, and like magic, Mama Bun’s head popped into view with Blackjack nestled between her floppy ears. Leaping out of the wagon in a single bound, she hopped over to Lord Husband’s side stood with paws outstretched, her nose twitching in adorable delight while the tiny black hare clung for dear life. Kneeling in the grass, Lord Husband hugged them close and smiled as they nuzzled against his cheek, a sure sign of affection as any. “Yes, it must be because Sir Inky, like all octopuses, is a degenerate pervert and a scoundrel. There’s nothing vulgar about our love, right Mama Bun? Right Blackjack? You’re both pure, moral creatures, who only want snuggles and snackies, don’t you?”
 
  
 
 His mood much improved, Lord Husband marched off carrying Mama Bun and Blackjack. Glad to have played a part, Luo-Luo hung back with Li-Li while Mila and Lin-Lin linked arms with Lord Husband. Staring enviously at the loving trio, Luo-Luo wondered if Lord Husband used his Talent on them often, sharing his innermost emotions with them in a unique and unheard of manner. Even if he were half his height and a dozen times more cruel, Luo-Luo would still crave his touch and attention once he turned his Talent upon her. It wasn’t that she felt compelled to, but when he flooded her with sensations of safety and acceptance, she almost rushed into his arms of sheer instinct, decorum and morality be damned.
 
  
 
 What a terrifying ability, to make someone feel loved. Of course the animals adored him so, his Talent was so pleasant and gratifying it was almost addictive. It was a politician’s dream come true, a method to charm allies and enemies alike, binding them to his side with nothing more than love and affection.
 
  
 
 More importantly, what would it be like to lie with him while under the influence of his Talent?
 
  
 
 Determined to find out, Luo-Luo put aside all apprehension and unease as she resolved to win her Lord Husband’s affections no matter the cost. What did she have to complain about? Not only did he possess consummate Martial Skill, a humble, amicable attitude, and a brilliant mind, he also had the backing of a future Emperor and possibly even the Mother Herself. Sure, the Guardian Turtle’s presence could be attributed to his Talent, but using a Heaven-sent blessing to secure a Divine Guardian couldn’t count as foul play.
 
  
 
 Six long years she’d waited, but seeing Falling Rain greet his guests and socialize with young magistrates, fledgling Experts, and future generals, Luo-Luo knew it had been well worth the wait. He, a distinguished Warrior, peerless and dominating on the battlefield, and she the most outstanding Imperial Servant of her generation, theirs was a match made in Heaven.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 The second day of the Imperial Grand Conference begins with banging drums, clashing cymbals, and ringing gongs, sounding out in a single, synchronized rhythm across all of Nan Ping. The frantic, pulsating beat brings the watching crowd surging to their feet for a glimpse of the dancing lions as they go prancing through the streets. Coming in all colours of the rainbow, hundreds of them scatter in all directions, their large eyes blinking and furred ears twitching as their comically oversized heads dart back and forth in concert with the beat. As they proceed, every now and then, a ‘lucky’ audience member gets their head engulfed by a lion’s mouth, but they always emerge safe and smiling, cheering as the lions dance away.
 
  
 
 Throughout the city, cabbages hang from rooftops and balconies, and the lions are more than happy to partake, climbing walls and carrying out convoluted, gravity-defying feats of acrobatics to devour their leafy offerings. Some of the lions ‘fight’ over cabbages while others work together to gather them from difficult to reach places, whether it be boosting another on its shoulders, forming a lion pyramid, or using prearranged objects like ladders, tables, and even seesaws to reach their goal. After chewing their prize, the lion will lift its head to the sky and spit out shredded cabbage in an explosion of tattered green ribbons, before moving on to find its next offering and repeating the process.
 
  
 
 Once you get past the crippling disappointment from learning the dancers are not actual lions, but instead two dudes in a lion costume, the Lion Dance is pretty awesome.
 
  
 
 In my defence, calling it a lion dance is misleading, especially considering the Royal Guardians rode in on actual, living, breathing lions. The costumes aren’t even really lions, just lion-shaped in appearance, with fanciful patterns woven into their fur and stylized, dog-like faces. That said, I’m thoroughly impressed with how detailed their costumes are. Each lion sports an oversized head complete with a working mouth, blinking eyes, and twitching ears, though how the performers move them is a mystery. More impressive is their flowing movements, with each two-person team of Martial Warriors going to great lengths to bring their lion to life and act like a pretty kitty. Whether it be running, leaping, or even doing somersaults and back-flips, their gestures are all done in time to the beat and they never break character, with high steps, lashing tails, startled backwards leaps, and curious head tilts all adding to the authenticity of their performance.
 
  
 
 While it’s all in good fun, my first impression of Lion Dancing is mixed at best. The music and spectacle is impressive and highly entertaining, but training Martial Warriors for a performance dance feels like a massive waste of time and resources, especially cabbage. So much wasted cabbage. Then again, Vichy claims his impressive swordsmanship was not derived from the Forms, but from dances learned in stage opera, so there might be more to Lion Dancing than meets the eye. The acrobatics and flashy moments could help practice teamwork, coordination, Lightening, and a whole bunch of other miscellaneous skills valuable to a soldier in the field, so maybe it’s not a complete waste of time.
 
  
 
 Plus, it looks like a lot of fun. Maybe I could get lion costumes for the animals. The bunnies would look so adorbs...

 
  
 
 The music and dancing continues as the lions make their way to the docks, their multi-coloured acrobatic antics almost giving me a seizure. At their destination, an enormous pyramid of cabbage sits atop a fancy gilded altar, and I can only thank the Mother Ping-Ping didn’t sniff it out and eat it before the festivities began. Rather than the expected feeding frenzy, the Lion Dancers fall into line and gather around, dancing in thanks to this massive offering, though I’m a little confused why they’re feeding leafy greens to lions. Mila rolls her eyes while Lin and the twins all laugh when I voice my confusion, but Luo-Luo chimes in with a helpful explanation. “The cabbage is a sign of prosperity,” she yells, struggling to be heard over the music. “And the shredded remainders are a symbolic blessing left by the lion to signify an abundance of luck in the coming year.”
 
  
 
 ...Was the pile of cabbages at last night’s banquet not meant for eating? Did Ping-Ping devour all my luck and leave me with nothing?
 
  
 
 Ah whatever, I’ve never been lucky anyways.
 
  
 
 The music comes to a crescendo as the last lion joins the fray, with hundreds of dancers moving in careful coordination to the frenzied drumbeat. The lion heads pop up and bow down in alternating pairs as they circle the altar in an odd, multi-coloured lion conga line in praise of cabbage. Up and down, round and round, the lions glorify their cabbage pyramid, celebrating their gathered wealth before the Heavens like a bunch of nouveau riche who don’t know any better.
 
  
 
 The music screeches to a halt, the drums stilled, the cymbals stopped, the gongs silenced, so sudden and absolute I worry I’ve gone deaf. The audience watches with bated breath as the wary, motionless lions stare at the city, their fangs bared and eyes open in preparation to defend their gathered wealth. The tension builds as I scan the streets, alleys, and rooftops for this unseen foe, but to no avail.
 
  
 
 A shrieking howl cuts through the silence and as one, the audience turns their head to the skies. The drums sound in a measured, three note cadence, reminiscent of a booming heartbeat, and a silken, serpentine dragon soars through the sky in an undulating wave, its azure scales shimmering in the sunlight. No less than eight pairs of legs poke out from beneath the dragon, eight experts working to slither across open air, a show of force most suitable to represent this mythical beast. Taking a wide, circuitous route, the dragon ‘flies’ around the city like a sovereign surveying its land, while the lions warily watch on, restrained by its magnificence, but far from subdued.
 
  
 
 Settling onto the floating stage with grace and aplomb, the serpentine dragon raises its horned head high and flexes its claws. Screeching in challenge, the dragon lunges towards the pack of lions, looking to scare them away and steal their hard earned tribute. The music shifts and the tempo speeds up as the lions back away from the dragon’s advance, until their bottom line is reached and a handful roar in defiance. Bolstered by the courage of these brave individuals, the pride holds its ground and form up behind their champions, prepared to fight to the death and bring this invader to its knees.
 
  
 
 The music reaches a furious pace with a speedy drum roll echoing without end. A pride of majestic lions, the king of beasts, facing off against a fearsome dragon, the symbol of Emperors since time immemorial. Powerful they may be, a lion is no match for a dragon, but the lions are many and the dragon alone. Should the Imperial beast push things too far, even it might meet its end at the fangs of the force arrayed against it. Who will win? None could say for certain, but should things progress as they are, we will soon find out.
 
  
 
 Battle is joined with a crash of gongs which throws off the music’s rhythm, so offbeat it must be a mistake. Drawn to the city in search of the offending musician, my eyes pick out countless dark figures perched across the city, laying in wait and lurking in the shadows while the lions and dragon face off. Cymbals join the fray in a tumultuous din, so discordant and unpleasant I almost want to cover my ears, but I cannot spare the attention. With each passing second, more dark figures are revealed, grotesque, hideous creatures of nightmare and sin, their faces twisted in delight as they take in the battle before them. The Dragon fights fiercely and lions ‘die’ beneath its fury, but not without cost as more lions leap into the fray to avenge their fallen comrades and tear scales off to reveal silken red ‘flesh’ underneath.
 
  
 
 All the while, the dark figures continue growing in number, flocking to Nan Ping’s roofs and edging closer to the docks, content to hide in the shadows until the balance of power shifts in their favour. Slowly, but surely, the dragon weakens and the lions dwindle, until finally, believing the day is theirs, the dark figures let loose with a cacophony of shrill cackles, bringing the battle between lions and dragon to a halt.
 
  
 
 Until now, the performance was sublime, but my interest evaporates once I piece together the rest of the story. The dragon and lions, once bitter rivals, join forces to fight the dark interlopers and eventually defeat the invaders to carry the day, though at great loss as the cabbages are all destroyed in the bitter struggle. I get what they were going for, the lions are the outer provinces while the dragon is the East, and though we may butt heads from time to time, we must now unite against the Defiled else all will be lost.
 
  
 
 Blergh.
 
  
 
 We would have been better served if the dragon and lions all died and THEN the evil foreigners revealed themselves. That’ll teach everyone to fight over cabbages.
 
  
 
 The Lion Dance comes to an end and the crowd’s thunderous cheers shake the ground as the performers take their bows. When the Legate steps out from beneath the dragon’s head, the applause reaches ear-splitting proportions as the audience goes crazy at the reveal, awed and gratified to have witnessed his Imperial self take the stage for their entertainment. Storytelling gripes aside, Shen Zhenwu really knows how to work a crowd, strutting about with his dragon leggings and waving at the audience while the other performers kowtow in costume.
 
  
 
 Once finished basking in his applause, he holds his hands up for silence and the crowd obliges. “People of the Empire,” he begins, and I quickly turn an eye to those around me, watching to see how they react. “While there is much to celebrate in this gathering of heroes, let us not lose sight of why we have gathered here today. After millennia of conflict, the Enemy has finally breached our defences, and the West has fallen.” Lowering his head, the Legate offers a moment of silence for the fallen and Nan Ping responds in kind.
 
  
 
 I can’t figure out what it is about him that makes him so charismatic. It’s gotta be more than his pretty smile or poignant delivery. A few simple words has the audience ready to ride out and meet the Defiled on the field of combat. Even Tali and Tate look adorably ready to lend aid to the defence, their cherubic faces set in grim determination, a stark contrast from their usual, fun-loving selves. Then again, maybe it’s not the Legate’s speech. Maybe I’m the weird one for not feeling the same way, but I don’t have it in me to hate the Defiled.
 
  
 
 I’ll fight them and kill them, but I can’t hate them. They’re sick, and if I can’t save them, then the least I can do is put them out of their misery.
 
  
 
 The moment of silence over, the Legate raises his head and resumes his speech. “We stand against an Enemy united, working in concert toward a singular goal: the destruction of our Azure Empire. Should we fail to drive them back, they will burn our cities, raze our lands, kill our soldiers, and torture our citizens, for no reason other than our mere existence.” His gaze sweeps out over the city and his tone takes a chilling turn. “Yet even now, with the Enemy at our doorstep, there are those among you who seek advantage in the chaos, putting their own interests above the Empire’s well being. Only yesterday morning, on this stage, Falling Rain defeated his peers to become the number one talent in the Empire.” Yay, go me, I’m awesome. “To nurture and develop his talent, I raised him to Imperial Peerage through marriage, and intend to raise others who prove worthy of the honour.” Honour, right. Thanks for making my life even more complicated, really appreciate it. Not. “In spite of his new status and an Imperial Decree, someone among you had the AUDACITY to make an attempt on his life. This insult will not stand.”
 
  
 
 Gratified by all the gasps of outrage, I stand a little taller in the face of all the attention, though really, everyone around me already knows what happened. On stage, the Legate raises his hands for silence once again, and the audience’s outrage dies down to a hush. Snapping his fan open to display the dragon etched upon it, the Legate says, “Hear Me. The criminals responsible are sentenced to Nine Familial Deaths. You are all charged with finding them and carrying out their sentence. Should the guilty party step forth now, your family will be spared. Such is the Emperor’s mercy.” Fan still open, he stands and waits, a full minute passing in complete silence. When no one comes forth, the Legate shakes his head and utters, “So be it.” Closing the fan, he tucks it back into his belt before continuing. “Know this: my tolerance is at its end. Any further dissension will be punished to the full extent of the law, whether the perpetrator be noble or common born. Only united, can we stand against the Enemy, so united we shall be.”
 
  
 
 Tch. Should’ve gone with, “United we Stand, Divided we Fall.” Would’ve really hammered the point home. I should get into speech writing. ‘Four score and twenty centuries ago, yadda yadda.’ Easy money.
 
  
 
 Unaware of my critique, the Legate continues his long-ass speech, and eventually reaches a point of interest. “To promote harmony and uncover hidden talents, we have organized a staggering array of contests and challenges in the days to come. Feats of strength, skill, speed, and spirit will take place, open to all who seek to join and with remarkable prizes waiting to be claimed by the victors. Come, rise to the occasion and defeat all challengers to mark your name down in the annals of history!”
 
  
 
 While the city erupts into cheers and Mila burns with anticipation, I let loose with a sigh of relief. I’m already number one talent in the Empire, and of Imperial Peerage, so it shouldn’t be a problem to skip all the contest shenanigans, right? Gotta leave some glory for the others, and who knows. Maybe someone in my circle of friends will make it big and take the pressure off my shoulders. Mother knows, I could use the help.
 
  
 
 Most importantly, I’ll finally have time to decompress, get my head on right, and figure out all my shit.

 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Or at least, take a nap before going deep sea diving in search of a literal drop of water. I deserve that much, right?
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 “Okay, third time’s the charm.”
 
  
 
 Stepping off the boat and into the crystal clear bay, I surface to find two dark, inhuman eyes peeking out from the water and watching my every move. Sir Inky’s veiny, bulbous head bobs up and down as he lazily flaps his tentacles to keep afloat, unwilling to leave my side even though he’s free to swim wherever he pleases. “Look around little buddy.” His eyes blink, but otherwise stay locked on me, attempting to decipher the meaning behind my words and gestures yet failing horribly. “It’s the bay. We picked you up around here, remember?” He better remember, it’s only been three days and we kept him out of the bay for a day and a half at most. “I’m here to send you off.” Again. “Don’t worry, nothing bad will happen. See?”
 
  
 
 Since hand gestures aren’t working I maneuver myself between Sir Inky and Ping-Ping so he can see her swimming about while playing with the quins. “Ping-Ping won’t try to eat you again. Promise.” Not gonna lie, it was a real close call. “The quins won’t either.” They’re great at differentiating between friends and food, else Mama Bun and her babies wouldn’t have survived this long. Or me for that matter. When I think back on all the stupid things I did around them, like snatching random pups to cuddle or scaring Pafu awake for laughs, it’s a miracle Zabu’s the only quin who’s tried to kill me. “There’s nothing stopping you from leaving.” This time. “You’re free. It’s time to go home, Inky. Go. home.”
 
  
 
 Tired of staying afloat, Sir Inky extends a tentacle and wraps himself around my wrist. Blowing a stream of bubbles, his eyes blink sleepily as he settles into place, apparently unused to waking so early. With a full body shudder, Sir Inky’s colour ripples and shifts from a mottled brown to match the colour of my skin, making him look like a peachy white tumour on my forearm.
 
  
 
 ...You son of a bitch octopus, I told you to go home. Why don’t you go home? The bay is your home. What are you too good for your home? Answer me!
 
  
 
 After much pleading and cajoling, I give up on getting rid of Inky and swim back to the boat to speak with Taduk. “This isn’t working. We’ve tried a dozen places in the afternoon, evening, and now morning, but Sir Inky clearly doesn’t want to leave.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm...” Looking ridiculous with a bowl on his head, Taduk rests his chin on one hand and mumbles into his fingers. “He refuses to leave and we cannot afford to scare him off, this is difficult, truly difficult...
 
  
 
 With Taduk lost in thought, Guard Leader offers her unsolicited opinion. “And why would he leave? The octopus knows you mean him no harm and is clever enough to take advantage. By your side, he is fed and sated, encountering neither trial nor tribulation.” Sated. I bet she chose that word to needle me. What a bitch. “A creature which once tread upon the Dao of Divinity has completely and utterly been ruined by your goodwill.”
 
  
 
 The last bit is spoken with scorn and contempt, as if collecting poor, defenceless baby floofs is a bad thing. Sure, my wildcat kittens probably wouldn’t survive a day in the wild, and my bears even less, and yea, maybe Roc’s too fat to fly now and the rest of the flock might soon follow, and maybe I abducted Mama Bun, her babies, and probably Blackjack by proxy too, but... Uh...
 
  
 
 Wait... What was the point I was trying to make?
 
  
 
 Oh right. This was an accident, I didn’t want Sir Inks-a-lot as a pet. He’s slimy, gross, and tried to rape my face, all major no-no’s. I’d be over the moon if Sir Inky led us back to his home, where we would hopefully find Blobby and the answers to all of Taduk’s questions, then forever part ways with the immoral, degenerate octopus and forget he ever existed.
 
  
 
 Ignoring Guard Leader, I tread water and wait for my teacher to finish his deliberations. Eventually, boredom takes over and I turn to watch Ping-Ping zip through the bay in sheer delight. It’s easy to see how much she loves being out here, gliding through the waters without a care in the world while using her Chi to create currents which send quins tumbling in her wake. There’s something incredible about seeing a powerful, potentially dangerous apex predator playing around like a child, watching the results of her work with as close to a smile as her beaks allows. Guard Leader seems to think trials and tribulations are all there is to life, but even giant turtles and voracious roosequins deserve to blow off steam from time to time.
 
  
 
 I wish I could forget all my troubles and be as happy as they are.
 
  
 
 With nothing else to do but wait, I leave off my turtle/quin watching to parse through recent revelations. It’s been a bit over two days since I discovered Baledagh and I are one and the same, and I’m still sifting through the wreckage. Yesterday, after the Legate’s announcement regarding contests and challenges, everyone was too busy running around to register for different events, which left me plenty of alone time to think things through. Problem is, I was never great at sorting out my thoughts without getting sidetracked, since I tend to ramble when left alone. It’s probably why (among other reasons) I created Baledagh, so I’d have someone to confide in and keep me focused on the issue at hand. Plus, by sorting my problems out into two separate personalities, it kept me from getting overwhelmed by everything at once and even helped me see my issues objectively from a different viewpoint. When you get right down to it, creating an alter-ego was rather clever of me.
 
  
 
 Says the self-deluding, bat-shit crazy schizophrenic.
 
  
 
 After much pondering, more procrastinating, a long nap, and two good nights of sleep, I’ve come to several conclusions. Baledagh, though a figment of my imagination, was real to me, so it’s okay to mourn him. It hurts knowing I’ll never confide in my little brother again. It helped having someone to unload my problems on. Sure, in the end, it was me talking to me about my own problems, but there’s something cathartic about having someone to trust and talk through my issues with. Baledagh was my little armchair psychiatrist, and while he rarely offered an opinion, I trusted his instincts and went with the flow, something I seem utterly incapable of doing on my own.
 
  
 
 Because when it comes right down to it, I’m a pessimistic cynic. I mean, I can barely bring myself to believe magic is real.
 
  
 
 It’s ridiculous. I’ve seen people perform super human feats using Chi, felt the Energy of the Heaven’s moving through me, done things which seem to defy the laws of physics and common sense, and yet I still have trouble believing certain things are possible. Take, for example, Enlightenment, Insight, and Awakenings, three different terms for three similar processes. Am I really supposed to believe there’s an all-powerful creator sitting around who uploads information directly into my brain? Why? For shits and giggles? Did the Mother fuck up with her magic system and couldn’t offer a coherent explanation, so she’s forced to manually hotfix every Martial Warrior who needs it? It sounds so far-fetched that even after experiencing it firsthand and seeing the effects in others, I still can’t accept it for what it is.
 
  
 
 I want to believe, but I can’t. There’s always this tiny voice in my head telling me there must be some trick, that there is no all-powerful, omnipotent being watching us from above and magic is merely science which has yet to be explained. Problem is, I’m not smart enough to figure things out, but I’m arrogant enough to believe that if it can’t be explained, then it must not be real.
 
  
 
 Sometimes, in rare instances, my brain steps aside and lets Chi do its thing. Like Honing. Sword is sharp, sword must cut, so I mentally shrug regarding the specifics and Honing happens. Same with Guiding. I pick a target, throw the sword, and I hit the target. Nothing particularly magical about either one, so long as I don’t think too hard about it. The moment I do, it all falls apart and I’d be lucky to cut through leather or hit the broad side of a barn. Baledagh was how I got out of my head and rationalized all this mystic voodoo, because so long as I was an ethereal, spectral squatter, then I didn’t have to follow the rules of physics. I’m magic, so I can do magic. Simple. Easy. Effective.
 
  
 
 Now that he’s gone, I’m back to being a transmigrated or reincarnated pleb who can barely hold Balance right now, much less Hone. While duelling my peers on stage, I had no time to think about anything besides fighting and everything fell into place. Against Ryo Seoyoon, I was incredible, Reinforcing, Lightening, Amplifying, and more, my years of training taking over and allowing me to disarm her within a dozen exchanges.
 
  
 
 Against Dienne, I was a train wreck.
 
  
 
 So wrapped up in analyzing Dastan’s incredible performance and wondering about Yan and Wu Gam’s relationship, I completely lost focus in my own match. Add in my dismissive attitude towards Dienne and I had a recipe for disaster. If he hadn’t badmouthed Mila’s craftsmanship, I wouldn’t have lost my temper and done something I’d already dismissed as too risky to try. If I’d kept a cool head, ignored my instincts, and played it safe, I 100% believe I would’ve lost the match.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, by the time my match with Wu Gam rolled around, I had my head on right again, but it shows how inconsistent I can be. Essentially, I am my own worst enemy. Rational, scientific me is too stupid to figure things out but refuses to believe otherwise, while ferocious, untamed me is not only reckless and foolhardy, he’s also vulnerable to Spectres and Defilement. What I need to do is find a middle ground between the two, a version of me who is both level-headed, yet fierce and unrestrained.
 
  
 
 Essentially, I need to strike a Balance between my two extreme mindsets. Who knew mysticism could be so grounded in reality?
 
  
 
 At least I think that’s what I need to do. Maybe. I dunno. Shit’s complicated, and as I’ve already established, I am not a smart man. I need someone to talk to, but I can’t bring myself to reveal how fucked up I really am. The more my family loves me, the more terrified I am of losing them. Will they reject me? I don’t think so, but I’d rather swim through an ocean of jagged glass and a sea of blazing fire than risk it.
 
  
 
 I blame the monk. Forcing me to confront my deep-seated issues then ghosting me the next day, how irresponsible can he be? If he had important business to take care of, then why didn’t he keep his mouth shut and wait until he had a few days free to help me work things out? Or maybe my problems aren’t his concern. Maybe he decided I’m not worthy of the Brotherhood so he went back to report his findings. Well good. I never asked to join anyways. I hope he chokes on his vegetarian meals in his isolated, sausage-fest monastery.
 
  
 
 Whoa, dial it down there buddy. You have a lot on your plate right now. Grief, anger, self-loathing, it’s all very overwhelming. Maybe it’s too early to process all this, so how’s about a nice, long nap?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 While we’re at it, you should stop giving yourself advice in the second person. You’re not fooling anyone, it’s just a different way of talking to yourself.
 
  
 
 Stifling a tired yawn, I tentatively offer a solution which could both solve our Inky problem and have everyone back on shore as soon as possible. “Teacher, how about we give Sir Inky his rock back? If he has that, maybe he’ll go do... whatever it is he does.”
 
  
 
 Snatching the bowl off his head, Taduk cradles it in his arms and backs away, somehow without spilling a single drop. “No,” he replies, his mouth set in a childish pout. “It’s mine and I’m not giving it back. You don’t understand what this stone represents, Rain my boy. An endless supply of Spiritual Algae is only a small part of it. If we were to uncover the mechanisms behind how it propagates, it would rank amongst the greatest discoveries since the Empire’s founding, if not longer. Even if we fail to create other, self-propagating Spiritual Plants, just knowing such a thing is possible opens up a myriad of prospects and new avenues of thought.”
 
  
 
 “Mm... I understand, but we don’t need the rock to prove it exists.” Seeing my teacher’s confusion, I explain, “If you scrape most of the Spiritual Algae off and leave a little for Sir Inky, then worst case scenario is he swims off with the rock and never comes back. You’ll still have proof of self-propagating Spiritual Algae. If we’re lucky, it might even keep replicating when placed on a different rock.” Huh... Is the rock the reason the Spiritual Algae can replicate? Maybe it’s a Heavenly Kidney Stone or something...
 
  
 
 Thankfully, I’m smart enough to pass on the question through Sending, which saves me from embarrassment when Taduk informs me the rock is just a rock, and not Blobby’s cousin Rocky. Or Stony. Or Pebbles, Graveller, Cobble, Onyx, Crystal, Craig... Man, there are a lot of good names for a rock elemental. Just my luck, getting stuck with water...
 
  
 
 “Hmm... I need time to decide.” Decisively indecisive, Taduk calls it a day and we head back to shore, where an early-morning nap awaits. I don’t know what it is lately. When I first arrived in this world, I rarely slept more than four or five hours a day, and if I did, it was usually because I was injured or overworked. The past forty eight hours haven’t been all that strenuous, and while I’m not exactly exhausted, I feel sleepy and lethargic all the time. It’s not all too surprising if you assume I’ve been sleep deprived for all these years, but I doubt that’s the case. It could also be mental fatigue, my brain overworked in recent days because of everything going on, or maybe it’s a defence mechanism to keep me from breaking down into a quivering pile of tears and snot once I realize how fucked up my life is. Who knows.
 
  
 
 Whatever it is, napping isn’t the worst thing in the world. The whole world’s going to hell in a hand basket, so I might as well sleep through as much of it as I can.
 
  
 
 “I don’t get you boy, always frowning and fretting.”
 
  
 
 Guan Suo’s random statement jolts me out of my fugue and I turn to the grumpiest Red-Panda in existence. Noticing our surroundings, I belatedly realize we made it back to camp without me noticing, with Taduk and Guard Leader nowhere in sight. Already back in her groove, Ping-Ping’s head lays upon her dirt pillow with my hand on her beak, apparently looking melancholy enough for Guan Suo to interject. Puffing away at his pipe, he pulls it out of his mouth and points at Ping-Ping while smoke leaks out of his nose and mouth. “Don’t see why she’s so enamoured with a sad sack like yourself. Every time I look at you, you’re sighing about one thing or another. Really puts a damper on my mood.”
 
  
 
 “Well sorry for troubling you.”
 
  
 
 “Oh it’s no trouble.” Laying in the grass with one hand behind his head, he rests one foot against his knee and resumes smoking. “Found it strange is all. Legate crowns you number one talent in the Empire and you’re acting like the world’s coming to an end.”
 
  
 
 “Isn’t it?”
 
  
 
 Guan Suo lifts his head ever so slightly to shoot me a quizzical look, and I shrug in response. “I came here to defend the Empire from the Defiled, but so far, all we’ve done is hand out gifts and fight amongst ourselves. Any day now, an army could come marching in on the horizon, and we’ve done shit all to prepare, still fighting amongst ourselves. I’ve almost died twice now, yet haven’t seen a single Defiled, but I’m expected to fight alongside these people? Now, I find out there’s two weeks of contests and challenges scheduled, an entire twenty days of games and nonsense, so forgive me for preemptively mourning the loss of Central.”
 
  
 
 “Huh.” Resting his head once more, Guan Suo says, “Never pegged you for a quitter.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not, but everyone seems perfectly content to attend banquets and perform dances while the world burns to ashes around them, so why should I care about Central’s fate when no one else does?”
 
  
 
 “Idiot.” Guan Suo’s succinct statement is followed by a long draw on his pipe. “You ever stop to think why the Legate arranged all this?”
 
  
 
 No, not really. “Er... To raise morale?”
 
  
 
 “Got it in one. Smarter than you look, boy.”
 
  
 
 I can’t decide if that’s a compliment or an insult. “...Still, as vital as morale is, there are more important things to focus on, like troop deployments, supply lines, c-”
 
  
 
 “Wrong.” A ring of smoke billows out of the grass and into the air. “Guess you’re not so smart after all. You’re too focused on the Defiled, when instead you should focus more on the Enemy.”
 
  
 
 What? “Aren’t they the same thing.”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled are not the Enemy, merely tools turned to the Enemy’s cause. The Demons are our Enemy, and their favoured weapons are fear and despair coupled with deceit and false hope.” There’s no hatred or emotion in his words, uttered with the passion one would give a grocery list or instructional pamphlet. “I’ve been around long enough to know, every time the Enemy scores a major victory, the Empire sees large numbers of commoners turned Defiled. They lose faith in their stalwart defenders and give in to the Enemy, happens every time there’s an incursion or raiding party. This time, we lost an entire province, hence the need for all this spectacle. Guarantee every city across the Empire is doing the same, sparing no expense to keep people happy and distracted with ‘games and nonsense’.”
 
  
 
 Huh. Makes sense. The preparations gives the commoners something to focus on besides their imminent doom, and showing off our greatest champions gives them something to believe in. It’s a literal battle between hope and despair. If left to their own devices, how many commoners would turn Defiled? Even one percent of the population would match the Empire’s total Martial Warriors, which means keeping morale high isn’t just vital, it’s virtually a requirement for victory. There’s no point laying down lines of defence if the Enemy takes root in the hearts of the people we’re supposed to defend.
 
  
 
 Okay... maybe this world isn’t as stupid as I once thought.
 
  
 
 “Besides,” Guan Suo continues, probably to keep my spirits up, “Just because you weren’t asked to lend a hand doesn’t mean no one’s working on defending the province proper. You seen the little scamp around lately, or her pup you call a Mentor? No, because they’re busy doing their part, so quit your moping before I give you something to cry about, got it?”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven... how did I not see this before? The similarities don’t end at the red-panda ears and tail, no it goes so much deeper. So cold and hostile on the surface, yet possessing a soft, sweet, gooey centre, like (his presumably half-sister) Mila, grumpy old Guan Suo is a grade A, certified tsundere.
 
  
 
 So adorable. I really wish I caught a red-panda now...
 
  
 
 Maybe on the way home, after we defeat the Defiled and send the Enemy packing. For now, I’ll have to settle with cuddling quin pups.
 
  
 
 Now, where’s Zabu hiding his adorable babies? I demand a snuggling!
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 With heavy eyelids and mounting frustration, Luo-Luo left the warm embrace of her new, silk comforter and shuffled across the cold wooden floor. Fumbling with the handle, her tired brain took an eternity to remember how to unclasp the latch, a process made more difficult by her inability to keep her eyes open or yawns stifled. Opening the door, she greeted the persistent guest knocking at her door and found the ever-stoic Li-Li standing in the soft light of the rising sun, her hair neat and armour polished. Belatedly remembering she’d imposed upon Li-Li to come wake her in the morning, Luo-Luo sleepily said, “Good morning”, while inwardly cursing her own stupidity.
 
  
 
 Of course a dedicated Martial Warrior like Li-Li would rise at dawn. Luo-Luo wanted to wake earlier so not to offend Sister Alsantset, but this was overdoing things...
 
  
 
 Nodding in wordless reply, Li-Li stood in place, her expression unreadable and posture impeccable. Spotting three of Lord Husband’s thuggish soldiers passing by, Luo-Luo’s sleepiness vanished as she glanced down at her thin nightclothes and uttered a squeak of panic. The soldiers weren’t looking in her direction, but all they’d have to do is turn their heads ever so slightly to see Luo-Luo’s exposed figure and who knows how they would react. Pant like slavering beasts in heat and perhaps even become emboldened enough to lose all reason and approach them, subduing Li-Li before gagging Luo-Luo and dragging them into the yurt, where they would both be used and abused for hours on end until someone came to save them.
 
  
 
 Panicking due to her overactive imagination, Luo-Luo dragged Li-Li into the yurt and shut the door behind them. Cheeks flushed and heart pounding, she cursed herself for letting fear get the best of her, not to mention the minor thrill of excitement which came with it. Wracking her brain for a proper excuse for her actions, she came up with nothing, but luckily, instead of waiting for an explanation, Li-Li wordlessly offered to brush Luo-Luo’s hair and did so using an emerald-studded jade comb with surprising adeptness.
 
  
 
 A woman of few words and glacial expressions, Li-Li was a kind, considerate soul who welcomed Luo-Luo into her family with open arms. If only Mila and Sister Alsantset could do the same.
 
  
 
 Sadly, having accepted Li-Li’s help made it all but impossible to go back to sleep, so Luo-Luo grit her teeth and left her yurt at this unholy hour. If yesterday’s events were any indication, Mila and Lin-Lin wouldn’t wake for at least another four hours, though Lord Husband already sat by the campfire wrapping dumplings with the twins. Glancing up from his work, he nodded and offered a polite, but distant smile in greeting while Luo-Luo flashed him a coy look beneath fluttered lashes, only to be outright ignored as he went back to rolling perfectly round dumpling skins for the twins.
 
  
 
 What an infuriating and inflexible man. Could he not offer her more than a brief glance and a cold smile?
 
  
 
 Abandoned by Li-Li for the company of rabbits, bears, and wildcats, Luo-Luo laid a cloth on the grass and settled down to watch her Lord Husband at work. It boggled the mind seeing a man of his status lower himself to do menial labour like cooking or cleaning, but he looked so content and at peace as he tended to the campfire and oversaw the twins, it was difficult to fault him for it. With skills which ran the gamut and included cooking, duelling, herbalism, and tinkering, her Lord Husband was an odd little man, a thoughtful, humble, brilliant man who seemed wholly indifferent to fame, rank, face, or reputation.
 
  
 
 In short, he was the exact opposite of what she’d been taught to expect.
 
  
 
 “Time’s up,” Lord Husband declared, clapping his hands in a cloud of flour. “I shall now choose the winners of this first ever, Imperial Grand Conference Dumpling Wrapping Competition!” Stroking his chin, he left streaks of flour on his cheeks as he counted and inspected each twin’s plate of dumplings, hmm-ing and ha-ing while pretending not to notice their giggles. After long deliberation, he nodded and said, “Okay. Totalling in at twenty-three to fifteen, Tate wins in dumpling quantity, but because nine of his dumplings aren’t entirely sealed and all of Tali’s dumplings are both beautifully wrapped and evenly sized, she wins in quality. Congratulations! You both win the grand prize!”
 
  
 
 “What did we win?” The twins asked in tandem.
 
  
 
 “Your prizes are... a plate of delicious dumplings for breakfast!”
 
  
 
 “Booo!”
 
  
 
 While Lord Husband laughed at the twin’s pleas and protests, Luo-Luo imagined what life would be like if he loved her. In all her years, she’d often embarked on flights of fancy, dreaming of becoming a renowned musician, famed poet, or a secondary wife of this prominent general or that notable Imperial Scion, but never did she dare dream for love. Such was life as an Imperial Servant, brought up as a trophy, a keepsake, someone to bear and teach her Lord Husband’s successors, but Falling Rain made her yearn for more. He had so much love to give, for his family, for his wives, for his pets, why couldn’t he spare a little love for Luo-Luo? Perhaps his smile would warm after she bore him a child of his own, though they had yet to share a bed. Were it not for her fear of encountering his fearsome quin Zabu once again, she’d have long since snuck into Lord Husband’s yurt under the cover of darkness. She refused to believe he would be heartless enough to send her off in shame, especially if he found her laying naked atop his bed...
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo would never have thought herself a bold woman, but Lord Husband’s frosty demeanour left her no other options. After his initial greeting, he paid her no attention, though Luo-Luo did little to merit it, too busy resisting the urge to lay her head down and rest. Curiously enough, Li-Li was uncharacteristically talkative during breakfast, lecturing Lord Husband on properly caring for his many, many pets. Though annoyed by the censure, he nodded along and promised to help groom the animals, arguing they didn’t need to be brushed everyday, a sentiment Luo-Luo wholeheartedly agreed with. In response, Li-Li merely fixed him with a glare and a pout, and after a long, awkward silence, during which Lord Husband looked positively distressed, he finally relented and agreed before escaping with the Divine Turtle in tow, off to swim in the bay with the Medical Saint and his octopus.
 
  
 
 With breakfast finished and nothing better to do, Luo-Luo joined the train of pets and followed Li-Li to the sparring grounds, where Lord Husband’s soldiers abused one another in the pursuit of strength. Swathes of brawny warriors stood in place while their comrades beat them all over with heavy, wooden rods, leaving thick welts, broken skin, and dark bruises behind. Men and women alike endured this abuse, with muttered curses and pained cries aplenty to fill the air. When their thrashing came to an end, the beaten warriors limped off to the side to join their seated comrades in silent meditation. Only then did Luo-Luo notice the half-healed injuries on those already seated soldiers, their cuts sealing and bruises fading almost before her eyes.
 
  
 
 Small wonder their wedding banquet had a monk from the Penitent Brotherhood in attendance; Bekhai training methods bordered on the sadistic.
 
  
 
 Prescribed beatings were not even the worst of it. During her short jaunt through the sparring grounds, she witnessed no less than fourteen warriors suffer debilitating injuries in the course of a spar, only to be carried off to join the growing crowd of meditating soldiers. Impressed by their expertise in Healing, a quiet voice in Luo-Luo’s mind wondered what dark fate awaited those who failed to reach such levels of proficiency. Approaching the matter from a different angle, Luo-Luo speculated if this harsh training stemmed from Lord Husband’s empathy and compassion, wanting his soldiers to learn Healing so they could survive their injuries and return home alive. A harsh kindness indeed, and she shuddered to think what Lord Husband had to endure to earn his title as the Undying Savage.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching their destination, Luo-Luo stood a respectful distance from the cart filled with bears, wildcats, and aggressive rabbits while Li-Li met her axe-wielding opponent in a clash of blades. At first, the repeated clang of metal of metal had Luo-Luo’s heart jumping in her chest, but after a solid hour of non-stop sparring, she finally grew accustomed to the din and allowed her mind to wander off.
 
  
 
 How might she make herself useful to Lord Husband? He showed little interest in art, poetry, music, or dance, and any attempts to make conversation always led to the same awkward silences. Should she try to help groom his pets? Impossible, she could barely bring herself to look at the fearsome creatures, much less touch one. Throw away her years of education and demean herself by laundering his clothes and cooking his meals? Perhaps, but considering she was a complete novice and how much he seemed to enjoy cooking, would he even appreciate her efforts?
 
  
 
 In the end, Luo-Luo’s years of training were of little use in her current circumstances. She had much advice to offer him, but in the current state of affairs, any suggestions she made would be dismissed out of hand, or worse, cause Lord Husband to dig in his heels out of sheer spite. Li-Li’s direct approach in demanding he brush his pets everyday was the wrong way to go about it. An obstinate man not without his own pride, it wouldn’t surprise Luo-Luo if Lord Husband failed to keep his end of the bargain, merely agreeing to brush the animals every day in order to get away from what he viewed as an unpleasant situation. A cowardly approach, but one he used often enough, as evidenced by her current situation, drifting through her days with nothing to do despite his promises otherwise.
 
  
 
 Like everyone kept telling her, Lord Husband was a stubborn man, one who required a lighter touch to guide and govern. Aside from staking it all on one throw and seducing him, Luo-Luo’s only other option was to earn his trust the hard way, difficult to do when he left her with no responsibilities. Even though he agreed to have her oversee his business ventures, he had yet to present her with any documents, instructions, or guidelines. The fifteen percent stake in his business hardly interested her, despite amounting to a fair bit of wealth from what she’d already seen. No, what she yearned for was a chance to prove her worth to Lord Husband and earn his trust, the first step in her plans to win him over. Once she had his ear, she would set about making sweeping changes to his habits and lifestyle, slowly reshaping his image and behaviour into someone befitting of his reputation and accomplishments, a true Dragon among Men.
 
  
 
 To this end, she approached a scholarly-looking soldier sitting at the entrance to camp. The soldier, Silva, had been tasked with collecting invitations and marking names of prospective allies hoping to meet with the ‘boss’, a futile effort considering Lord Husband refused to meet with anyone aside from his friends and family. Lamenting his lack of political acumen, Luo-Luo borrowed paper and ink to mark down her thoughts on how to best help her Lord Husband improve himself.
 
  
 
 To begin with, there was the matter of his complete and utter lack of ambition, too happy to meander his way through life as a simple warrior and caring little for rank or fame. Presented with this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, he refused to attend any and all events or social gatherings during the Grand Conference, instead choosing to while away his time with long naps and pleasure trips out on the bay. He even refused to take part in the contests and competitions, ‘humbly’ claiming he would be ‘outmatched by anyone of the same rank’. While undoubtedly true considering he was the youngest Second Grade Officer or Senior Captain by at least half a decade, if Lord Husband were to make even a modicum of effort and merely show up, many would see fit to give face to the newest member of Imperial Peerage, so why not take advantage?
 
  
 
 Then, there was his appearance, which could only be described as slovenly. While he couldn’t be considered lazy, he paid no mind to anything he considered inconsequential, and appearances sat high on that list. His close-cropped hair had never known the touch of a comb, often flattened to one side if not sticking out in all directions. His clothes were never pressed and usually covered in animal fur, with loose shirt-tails hanging out and buttons left undone for comfort. This, alongside his weak chin, gaunt, round face, and dearth of facial hair, made him look even younger than his paltry nineteen years, an issue exacerbated by his tendency to slouch. A maid or manservant would do wonders to fix his image, but he’d already proven averse to the idea, though she noted to bring the matter up again and mention how the Legate would be displeased to see an Imperial Scion not look the part.
 
  
 
 She continued to list his flaws and the best approach to fix them, all the while imagining what he would be like when all this was done. His greatest flaw was his height, or rather the lack thereof, though Luo-Luo refrained from marking it down as she lacked any means to correct it. She could only pray his final growth spurt would be a large one, for while a commoner might have reached his full height, Falling Rain had another five or six years to gain both height and bulk. Twenty centimetres of height would not only make him look more suitably domineering and imposing upon the battlefield, but also make their future intimacy less... unwieldy.
 
  
 
 “Lacking ambition?” Lost in her thoughts, Luo-Luo almost jumped out of her skin at the sound of Lord Husband’s voice, scrambling to cover up her damning list of faults. Ignoring her efforts, Lord Husband gently swept her arms aside and took the paper in hand, reading it aloud with naked displeasure. “Slovenly appearance? Poor posture, shifty eyes, undisguised impatience? Inability to hide inner thoughts? Sighs too much? Tch. Just my luck. Came here looking for quin pups to cuddle and instead I find a long list of personal flaws. What fun. Come on, we should talk.” With a dark scowl, he folded the paper up and shoved it into his sleeves before pulling her by the arm to bring her away.
 
  
 
 Dying of shame and regret, tears streamed down Luo-Luo’s cheeks as Lord Husband gently led her away for punishment. She never meant for anyone to see the list, much less Lord Husband himself, but this was no excuse. Were she not too tired to think, she would have known better than to write her thoughts out, especially in such a blunt and unforgiving manner. Just reading it alone was enough to bring disgrace upon the Bekhai, and if anyone were to learn Falling Rain’s new concubine saw him in such poor light, Lord Husband would have no face left to him.
 
  
 
 Would he have her locked in stocks and publicly shamed? Or would he be more direct and drag her back to his yurt for a beating? He could even have her quietly executed and no one would care, for her purpose had been served. The whole Empire would know Falling Rain was an Imperial Consort, with or without Luo-Luo at his side.
 
  
 
 Pulling her into his yurt, he left the door half open and directed her to sit at the table. Flopping down across from her, he sighed, but stopped halfway and sucked his teeth. Another bad habit of his, one shared by many members of the Bekhai, though thankfully one she had yet to mark down. “Please, stop crying,” he said, his voice soft and warm. “I’m not angry. Well... a little upset, but it’s nothing to cry about, okay?” Patting her head, he continued, “Look... since you’re so unhappy, I’ll talk to the Legate and see what we can do. He said he intended to raise other people to Imperial Peerage, so maybe there’s a way I can keep my ‘lofty’ title and you can go home. If not... well, regardless, I’ll find a way to send you back. Okay?”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo shook her head and wiped her tears, though several seconds passed before she found her voice. “Luo-Luo does not want to go back. Luo-Luo’s place is with Lord Husband. Please do not send her away.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t have to lie.” With a self depreciating chuckle, he added, “You were mad enough to write a list of all my faults, but you forgot to add ‘short’ and ‘oblivious’ to the list. Sorry. I didn’t know you were so unhappy, but I promise I’ll make things right.”
 
  
 
 “Luo-Luo apologizes for shaming Lord Husband, but it was not because she is unhappy.” Correcting herself, she said, “Luo-Luo is unhappy, but only because Lord Husband does not trust her. She only wrote the list in desperation, believing her only recourse was to offer suggestions to help Lord Husband improve his public image.”
 
  
 
 “...Why?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the question, Luo-Luo looked up for the first time since Lord Husband caught her. “...because... Lord Husband’s public image... is...”
 
  
 
 Leaning back on both hands, Lord Husband laughed and said, “I know, I know, it’s atrocious, but what I meant was why are you so eager to help? Why aren’t you more upset about being given away to a stranger as a prize? Wouldn’t you rather go home?”
 
  
 
 Confused by his line of questioning, Luo-Luo took her time in answering. “Such is Luo-Luo’s purpose, ordained on the day of her birth. She is an Imperial Servant, her fate to serve wherever the Emperor deems appropriate. Home... Home is a small room in the Imperial Academy, a gloomy, joyless place no different from a gilded cage. For six long years, Luo-Luo sat and waited for her opportunity to Serve, stagnating while her peers and juniors moved on with their lives.” Wiping away the last of her tears, Luo-Luo sat up straight and held her head high. “Having met Lord Husband, Luo-Luo believes it was time well spent. Between his incredible accomplishments and brilliant mind, Lord Husband is undoubtedly a dragon among men who stands at the forefront of his generation.” Offering him a seated bow, Luo-Luo added, “However, talent and hard work are not enough to soar through the Heavens, and as such, this one hopes Lord Husband will accept her humble aid.”
 
  
 
 Unimpressed by her flattery, Luo-Luo’s words still had an effect as Lord Husband sat up and leaned forward. “Why were you kept back for six years? Bad student?”
 
  
 
 “On the contrary, Luo-Luo was a most excellent student.” Pleased to finally have his attention, she told her story, stopping often to answer his queries and explain some nuance of Imperial life he didn’t understand. When her throat ran dry, he stopped to make tea and snacks and Luo-Luo belatedly realized this was their first, real conversation together, with only the two of them sitting alone in his yurt. With his back turned, she quickly fixed her hair and loosened her collar, desperately wishing she had a pocket mirror to check her makeup as she prepared to seduce him out of his pants.
 
  
 
 Sadly, despite all her best efforts, Lord Husband seemed utterly immune to her charms. Laughing at his witty rejoinders, leaving her hands in easy reach for him to hold, fanning her collar to bare her skin, all her best tricks only amused him, his infuriating, knowing smile showing he was wise to her ways. So aggravating, if he knew her intentions, then how could he sit there and ignore them? Did he have no pride as a man? Did he not find her attractive? Or did it amuse him to watch her repeatedly throw herself at him? Was that what he wanted? A shameless, brazen harlot begging to fulfill his every desire?
 
  
 
 Too ashamed to act so boldly, Luo-Luo finished telling her story and answering his questions, at which point Lord Husband stood and stretched with a mighty yawn. “I see. I still don’t entirely understand this whole Servant thing, but then again, there’s a lot I don’t understand about this world we live in.” Shrugging easily, he flashed her a genuine smile, so warm and bright it made her heart swell with joy. “Perhaps you can help explain it during lunch, and we can talk about improving my public image too. I’d also love to hear you play the zither sometime, but first we have to go wake Mila. She signed up for a contest which is starting soon, and she’ll never forgive herself if she’s disqualified for being late.”
 
  
 
 Beaming as she followed him out, Luo-Luo thanked the Mother for bestowing fortune amidst disaster. Lord Husband was truly a magnanimous soul, so easily forgiving Luo-Luo for her dire misstep, though he seemed intent on teasing her for a little while longer. No matter. She had confidence in her skills, and once he had a taste, then they would see who teased whom.
 
  
 
 Now, if only she had some way to send Zabu away...
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 Biting into her dumpling, Mila tore a hole in the delicate skin and watched as the fragrant steam escaped its doughy confines. The greasy, glistening, soup-filled centre taunted her with its meaty, savoury deliciousness, but years of experience taught her to let it cool lest she embarrass herself by scalding her tongue. Counting the seconds with arduous effort, she barely reached five before popping the dumpling into her mouth, whereupon she moaned in blissful satisfaction. “Delicious,” she said, speaking around a mouthful of meat, oil, and herbs. “Too delicious. My compliments to the talented chef.”
 
  
 
 Beaming in delight, Tate’s eyes all but disappeared as he basked in her praise, his open-mouthed smile infectious to all who saw it. Nose wrinkled in a pout, Tali held out her plate and said, “Try mine now Mi-Mi, try mine.”
 
  
 
 Happy to oblige, Mila swallowed her first dumpling, took a sip of tea ‘to clear her palate’, and inspected Tali’s dumpling, much like she did for Tate’s. Repeating her actions without deviation, she ate her second dumpling and extolled its deliciousness using the exact same words. Pleased as she was, little Tali would not be dissuaded from her initial query, planting her tiny fists on her hips in what she thought was an intimidating glower. “Which one tasted better? Rainy said Tate made more dumplings and mine looked nicer, but what about the taste, ya?”
 
  
 
 Nodding in mock severity, Mila replied, “A most grievous oversight.” Making a show of deliberate contemplation, she sighed and shook her head. “Sorry sweetlings, but I can’t decide. Both dumplings were equally delicious.” And as well they should. Rain not only made the wraps and the filling, he also steamed them while the twins played with their prizes, two gaudy, lion puppets. Suspended from strings attached to crossbar, the silk-swaddled puppets ‘danced’ when dangled about, all thanks to a few words from Rain, a bit of clever carpentry from Charok, plenty of creative sewing from Alsantset, and many long hours of hard work from the latter two to get the puppets in working order.
 
  
 
 Once again, Mila’s beloved underestimated the effort required to execute one of his ‘simple’ ideas.
 
  
 
 The idiot.
 
  
 
 Despite her delicious breakfast and the twins’ adorable antics, seeing Rain happily chatting with Zheng Luo soured Mila’s good mood. It couldn’t be helped, it was in her nature. Even seeing him cuddle with Lin made her seethe with jealousy, much less a stranger they met only three days past. With her jade-like skin, voluptuous figure, and eyes like clear Autumn water, calling the Imperial Servant extraordinarily beautiful would be an understatement, but no woman liked to see her man fawn over someone else.
 
  
 
 Devouring yet another delicious dumpling, Mila eyed the pair of would-be lovers and begrudgingly admitted that perhaps ‘fawning’ wasn’t entirely accurate. With Baloo sprawled across his lap, Rain’s focus lay primarily with massaging the indolent bear’s scalp while Zheng Luo sat well out of reach from both man and bear, lecturing ‘Lord Husband’ on his appearance. “Like it or not, proper grooming and a polished appearance are key to garnering respect from your peers and lessers,” she declared, missing Rain’s hidden look of exasperation. “Just as one would not trust a skinny chef or a sickly Healer, most find it difficult to respect an unkempt noble. Lord Husband need not put forth even a modicum of effort, for this matter can be settled by hiring an attendant, someone like young magistrate Fung’s manservant.”
 
  
 
 “Ha!” Rolling his eyes, Rain replied, “Impossible. Even if I wanted to, I doubt I’d find a second Fu Zhu Li sitting around with nothing better to do than to launder my clothes and brush my hair. Besides,” he added, running his eyes over his Death Corps escort, Guan Suo, Tenjin, Tursinai, and Lin’s Guards, “There are already too many people hanging around me. A man needs his space.”
 
  
 
 Pleased by their misunderstanding, Mila kept silent and continued eating dumplings, leaving it for someone else to inform Zheng Luo of Fu Zhu Li’s... comprehensive skill-set. After long seconds, Mila realized no one else noticed as Lin was still half asleep and Alsantset busy fixing Tali’s torn puppet. Now, it was too late to explain things and the guilt ate away at Mila’s conscience. Though she couldn’t bring herself to accept Zheng Luo with open arms, getting rid of the Imperial Servant meant consigning her to death, an outcome Mila couldn’t accept. She disliked sharing Rain with yet another woman, but not to the point of sending her to death without reason.
 
  
 
 Things would be so much easier if Zheng Luo weren’t so damned perfect, with her impeccable manners and graceful poise...
 
  
 
 It pained Mila to admit she liked Zheng Luo better when Rain treated her with indifference, but this morning, things had changed. Don’t think Mila didn’t notice her loose collar and flushed skin, not to mention how Rain casually mentioned the two of them spent time ‘chatting’ alone in his yurt and ‘getting to know one another better’. This incorrigible, lecherous, adulterous man... even if he hadn’t already tasted his new concubine, Mila saw how quickly he warmed up to this beautiful and enthusiastic woman, sitting with his back to her in a subconscious show of trust and seeking her out for advice when Mila could have told him the same thing. She’d never harangued him about his appearance because she found his dishevelled and tousled look charming, and who cared about the respect of strangers? If an untucked shirt was enough for someone to dismiss you, then their friendship wasn’t worth having. Appearances were deceiving, while actions spoke true.
 
  
 
 Just like Rain’s lustful behaviour with Luo-Luo, making excuses to spend time alone with her...
 
  
 
 Finally noticing her foul temper and angry glares, Rain sidled over to her and flashed his irksome, handsome grin. “Don’t be jealous,” he said, leaning close to kiss her shoulder while Baloo sniffed at her plate of dumplings.
 
  
 
 In no mood to be teased, Mila shrugged him off and turned away, stuffing the last of her dumplings into her mouth so she wouldn’t have to speak or share. Stupid man, could he not see how upset she was? And still he tested her patience. Swallowing her food, she put her plate aside and pulled the nearby Tate into her arms. “Remember sweetling,” she said, making no effort to keep her voice down. “When you grow up, you must be more like your Papa and less like your Uncle, understand?”
 
  
 
 “Okay.” So darling and agreeable, Tate nodded as he made himself comfortable in her arms. “Mi-Mi, are you mad at Rainy?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Why would I be mad?”
 
  
 
 “I dunno, but you sound mad, ya? Did Rainy do something wrong?”
 
  
 
 “Never you mind, just remember what I said.”
 
  
 
 “Okay Mi-Mi. I’ll be more like Papa and less like Rainy.” Pursing his lips in thought, Tate fell silent for a moment before speaking again. “...But I don’t like cooking, so can I be like Granpapa instead?”
 
  
 
 “Even better.” Charok’s love for Alsantset was only surpassed by Baatar’s devotion to Sarnai. Mila would never understand how Rain turned into such a lecherous fool when he had two fine upstanding examples to learn from.
 
  
 
 Still able to laugh in the face of Mila’s anger, Rain pinched Tate’s rosy cheek. “Smart child. Whether it be your Papa or Grandpapa, both are better role models than I.” Turning his attention to Mila, he asked, “Excited for the contest? Should I come cheer you on from the side?”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely not.” Annoyed by his lack of sense, she smacked his hand away from poor Tate’s face. “Need I remind you, someone has already tried to kill you twice.”
 
  
 
 “Not entirely true, my love.” Smirking as he slipped his arm around her waist, he tried to kiss her shoulder again and again, she shrugged him off. “It’s entirely possible I was targeted by two separate people who want me dead. Your betrothed is a man with many enemies.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, she leaned into his embrace before remembering she was still mad at him, but stayed there regardless to enjoy his warmth. “Either way, the last thing you should do is traipse off and give your enemies more opportunities to kill you. Even a blind archer will sometimes hit the target.”
 
  
 
 “Fair enough.” Snuggling against her, he gazed fondly at Tate, though she noticed his eyes also lingered on her chest. Most days she’d purse her lips and frown, but today, she let him be. “Sad though, I wanted to see my lovely betrothed’s rise to glory. Warrior, strategist, blacksmith, and enchantress, the Saga of Sumila begins today.” Stifling a yawn, he added, “I’ll just stay here and take a nap, soon as I find Zabu and his adorable pups. He’s hiding them from me, I know he is, that greedy little cuddle-hog.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside her indignation at Yan for returning Rain’s betrothal gift, Mila swallowed her anger to focus on Rain. He was never one for sloth or idleness, and while yesterday’s long, afternoon nap could be attributed to the action-packed opening day of the Imperial Grand Conference, for him to nap two days in a row was... not exactly worrying, but concerning. Her poor beloved was so strong, yet so fragile. Rain deserved all his accolades and more, for even though he started later than most, he soon surpassed his so-called peers and now rivalled common warriors a decade his senior. Few knew the dark secret to his success, of how his strength was built upon a past rife with hardship and suffering. Rain pursued strength not out of desire, but compulsion, his single-minded focus and iron-determination arising out of abject refusal to ever be helpless again.
 
  
 
 As the number one talent in the Empire and newest member of the Imperial Clan, perhaps the burden of success had unravelled his last nerve and he was finally cracking under the pressure...
 
  
 
 Resting her head against his, she asked, “Are you okay?” Switching to Sending, she added, “Know this, I am always here for you and love you regardless of rank or station.”
 
  
 
 “Love you too.” With a wry smile of appreciation, he shook his head and sighed. “It’s nothing serious,” he said, lying through his teeth. “I’m just a little demoralized is all. About the er... book, and how no one wants a copy. I put a lot of effort into researching and writing it, but I can’t even give copies away.”
 
  
 
 There was more to it, but if this was all he wanted to reveal, then she would not press for more. She’d warned him this would happen, but to her credit, Mila refrained from saying as much. Rain had good intentions, but many of his ideas were too abstract or unwieldy to be of use. For example, as impressive as having a water clock might seem, what benefits would it bring which could justify the expense? A caliper was useful for drawing maps, but mapmakers were an arrogant and insular bunch, unlikely to embrace Rain’s creative tool no matter how helpful it might prove. His buckles were clever and convenient, but tying knots wasn’t exactly an arduous task, and cast iron was inferior to wrought iron by every metric except cost. The most useful item in his book was the soap, but it’s not as if soap didn’t already exist. Rain only made a milder, better-smelling soap, not exactly a world-shattering development. Paper lay among the same vein, as those who could afford to write would hardly celebrate saving a few dozen gold coins every year.
 
  
 
 This was all without mentioning the unfinished projects he insisted on adding, believing not only that his ideas were feasible, but there was someone else out there as mule-headed as he was and willing to waste both time and resources exploring them.
 
  
 
 Unable to think of anything nice to say and unsure how else to raise his spirits, Mila’s hesitation cost her dearly as Zheng Luo spoke up during the lull. “Lord Husband’s book will bring great change to the Empire, only... With all due respect, this one believes Lord Husband erred in giving his knowledge away for free.”
 
  
 
 Hmph, as if someone would pay for it...
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Mila’s rude thoughts, Rain asked Zheng Luo to explain, and the temptress was all too happy to oblige. “It’s merely human nature. Even a priceless work of art can be mistaken for garbage if left on the side of the street beside a pile of trash. In giving the book away, the perceived value of the knowledge within becomes nil, because such is the value assigned to it. Even the most impoverished citizens would think twice before digging through garbage in search of treasure, while people in position to use Lord Husband’s knowledge would lose face if they did the same.”
 
  
 
 “So... no one believes I have any useful knowledge... because I’m giving it away for free?” Making a face, Rain whined, “But I sent copies to Yuzhen, Fung’s Dad, Teacher, and others too. They all read it but none of them found anything particularly useful.” With another sigh, Rain continued, “I thought it was because they didn’t understand, but maybe they’re right. Maybe my ideas are stupid.”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely not, Lord Husband is a brilliant man, standing head and shoulders above his peers.” Eyes brimming with confidence, Zheng Luo’s unwavering support for Rain made Mila uncomfortable. They only met for a few days, how could she already have so much faith in him?
 
  
 
 Worried Rain was being set up for more disappointment, Mila interrupted their conversation. “Then how would you suggest we fix this?” Now Zheng Luo was forced to offer something substantial besides excuses and suggestions, lest Rain see her for the charlatan she was.
 
  
 
 “If Lord Husband is adamant he spread this knowledge, then Luo-Luo has a suggestion.” With a knowing smile and a leisurely shrug, Zheng Luo explained, “Lord Husband only needs to show there are benefits to be had, and opportunists will arrive like thunder and depart like the wind, all too eager to profit from your brilliant ideas.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but if I knew how to make money from this stuff, I wouldn’t have resorted to crowd-sourcing ideas.” Grinning, he quipped, “I spend coin faster than I earn it, and only a... significant windfall has kept me from going broke. I gave paper to the Legate, because the logistics of setting up a paper industry made my head spin, but the rest of my inventions aren’t exactly big money makers. Buckles cost next to nothing, same with soap and all those little tools I made. A few gold coins here and there, but it’ll hardly make anyone filthy rich and is still too expensive for most people to afford. Considering the Empire’s current situation, I’ve been trying to come up with something useful to the military, but so far, nothing. We couldn’t figure out how to safely concentrate and contain Rattan Gas into lethal doses, nor did we ever make anything explode with the yellow dye. Liquid stone was a bust, and for some reason, nobody thinks crossbows are useful.”
 
  
 
 Unable to remain silent, Mila explained, “Your crossbows either have an impressive rate of fire and lack power and range, or fire too slowly and can only be used by a select few. They’re also prohibitively expensive to make and require expertise beyond most expert craftsmen, to say nothing of amateurs.”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband’s thinking is too narrow.” Pulling out a copy of Rain’s book from her bosom, Zheng Luo opened the book to the page on cast iron and held it out for Rain to see.
 
  
 
 ...Was she holding it at chest level because she wanted to flaunt her bosom, or because it was the optimal height for Rain to read from?
 
  
 
 More importantly... “Cast iron?” Mila asked, her voice tinged with doubt. “It’s too brittle and inflexible for weapons or tools, liable to shatter if struck wrong. It’s cheap and easy, but I’d be consigning soldiers to their deaths if I gave them weapons made from cast iron. It’s an interesting discovery, but limited in use.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed, as noted in Lord Husband’s book.” Lips still upturned in her patient, perceptive smile, Zheng Luo continued, “But Luo-Luo disagrees with Sister Mila’s conclusion. Considering cast iron requires only a simple furnace and little to no expertise to create, the possibilities are numerous as stars in the sky. Cast iron could replace all manner of things used in our daily lives, such as cheap iron pans and kettles, or more complicated and expensive items like large bells or sturdier wagon frames and wheels.” Presenting Mila with a seated bow, Zheng Luo perfectly portrayed a humble, but dignified woman, so proper and refined she could be a daughter of the Mother Herself. “Luo-Luo lacks a profound knowledge of metallurgy and defers to Sister Mila, but could reinforced doors or walls work?”
 
  
 
 “...It could, and it’d work well too.” Damn well. Thinking things through, Mila voiced her thoughts out loud. “Even if a Honed weapon could cut clean through it, two brick walls with a cast iron plate between them would be simple enough to craft and slow all but the most powerful of warriors. If the iron were thick and heavy enough, it would even present a challenge to peak Experts, provided they can’t leap over it.”
 
  
 
 After Zheng Luo brought up using cast iron for common items, Mila’s mind couldn’t stop coming up with examples. Furniture, decorations, lanterns, and ploughshares, so long as it wasn’t meant for high impact use, cast iron could make it better. Damn, the crossbows she just claimed were prohibitively expensive would drastically fall in price if the gears and inner workings were made from cast iron moulds. Even weapons like throwing spears and arrow shafts might benefit from cast iron’s brittle nature, showering the enemy in a debilitating rain of metal shards upon impact. Tch, with how cheaply cast iron could be made, it could even be used to build taller buildings and longer bridges at greatly reduced cost, connecting parts of the Empire which had long since lain impassable or unreachable...
 
  
 
 Having lost herself in her thoughts, Mila came to her senses and found Rain and Zheng Luo listening to her idle musings with rapt attention. Whooping with joy, Rain hugged her tight and kissed her cheek, but Mila felt no joy or pride. Skin flushed in humiliation, she left Rain and Zheng Luo discussing whether to borrow money and establish their own foundry or partner with an established merchant enterprise.
 
  
 
 She doubted they even noticed her absence, and if so, were probably relieved to be rid of this nuisance to their budding romance.
 
  
 
 Burying her face in Atir’s fur, Mila headed for the city outskirts and cursed herself for a fool. Zheng Luo, brilliant, hateful, perfect Zheng Luo, how was Mila supposed to measure up? Why was that hateful woman so damn smart? Weren’t noblewomen supposed to be large-breasted simpletons who did nothing but fritter their lives away spending coin and playing Mahjong?
 
  
 
 Hmph. No matter. If need be, Mila wasn’t opposed to using force to intimidate her rival into submission. If ‘Luo-Luo’ insisted on acting smug and superior all the time, then Mila would hold her down and beat her with a switch, and if she dared complain to ‘Lord Husband’, then Mila would beat him too.
 
  
 
 When it came to matters of love and war, Mila would show no mercy. Mercy to one’s enemies was cruelty to oneself.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the contest staging grounds, she easily made her way through the crowd with Atir, the horses shying away from the large, hungry predator, or perhaps scared off by Mila’s enraged visage. She almost wished some uppity young fool would make a comment regarding her age, gender, or heritage just so she would have an excuse to hurt someone. After registering her name with the clerk, she brought Atir to wait alone to one side, greeting a few familiar faces but refusing to approach them. The details of the contest had yet to be announced, so it stood to reason that everyone here was now a rival, thousands of Captain ranked talents gathered together and all vying for fame and promotion.
 
  
 
 She spotted Zian, BoShui, and Fung almost immediately, standing amidst a growing crowd of would-be bootlickers and flunkies. With them were Ryo Geom-Chi and Seoyoon, though their older sister Da’in was nowhere to be found. A good thing too, Mila had only shared a brief exchange with them during Rain’s wedding banquet, but she sensed that the eldest Ryo sibling was not a woman to take lightly. Huu stood off in the shadows with his new quin, though too focused in thought to notice Mila’s subtle greeting. Quyen Dienne and his two comrades were also present, the latter two seated upon one-horned rhinoceroses while the former sat atop a massive, hulking elephant. The contestants had all been told to bring their mounts, travel bags, and a single day’s worth of rations and feed, but there were no restrictions or limits regarding what else could be brought. Dienne took full advantage of his beast’s size and power, its back bristling with luggage, gear, and rations enough to feed ten, and more with his lackeys.
 
  
 
 Thank the Mother Rain’s higher rank disqualified him from entering, since he’d be shameless enough to claim Ping-Ping as his mount...
 
  
 
 After spotting the other members of the Hwarang, Mila stopped looking for there was no one else she knew. In fact, she deliberately overlooked Yan and outright ignored her, still furious she’d refuse Rain’s proposal without so much as an explanation or note. A member of the Hwarang and newly promoted Warrant Officer Third Grade, ‘Du Min Yan’ was apparently too good for Rain and the People now. Typical of his stupidity, Rain was too enamoured by the five quin pups and his new concubine to realize what Zabu and Shana’s return meant, a rejection from yet another woman he undoubtedly loved. Mila didn’t have the heart to tell him, and truth be told, she was both saddened and relieved to know Yan didn’t want to marry Rain. Their bonds had been forged in the heat of battle, first against the Society and again with the Defiled, but Rain’s harem was already crowded enough as it was. Worse, if Yan were to join, Mila would drop from third favourite to fourth.
 
  
 
 Whether the deer-horned girl could surpass Zheng Luo to take second place was a mystery, but no woman would ever shake Lin from the number one place in Rain’s heart.
 
  
 
 “Contestants.” Standing atop his lion’s back, a Royal Guardian raised his hands and the crowd fell silent, his voice audible even without enhancement from Chi. “Each of you gathered here today holds the rank of Captain or its equivalent, a commander of a hundred warriors. Climb one step higher in rank and you will have the privilege to command ten times that number, a thousand warriors of the Empire, not an insignificant force by any measure. Thus, the single step between Captain and Senior Captain has always been an arduous one, for upon the battlefield, a thousand men could spell the difference between glorious victory and disgraceful defeat.” Solemn and without cheer, the Royal Guardian gazed out over the contestants, his eyes lingering on a select few, Mila included. “At the end of the Grand Conference, some of you will be awarded with a promotion for your performance in these contests and challenges, but I assure you, you will be tested in all aspects whether it be strength, intelligence, leadership, or cunning. Should you emerge victorious and secure a promotion, rest easy in knowing you have earned it.” The last was delivered as a threat, an ominous portent of things to come. Pausing to let his words sink in, the Royal Guardian soon continued. “You are all warriors of the Empire, thus killing is prohibited. Anyone found purposely sabotaging their comrades will be punished by military law. Form ranks.”
 
  
 
 Falling in line, Mila stood beside two soldiers who towered above her, not an unfamiliar situation, but an unpleasant one all the same. Patting Atir’s neck to keep her from eating a horse, Mila watched and waited for further instructions, but none were forthcoming. Instead, she noticed multiple Royal Guardians making their way through the ranks in utter silence. When Mila’s turn arrived, her Royal Guardian Sent, “Your commanding officer has stumbled across plans for an imminent rebellion within the barracks. Unsure who to trust, he has tapped you and three comrades to bring word to the nearest garrison. You have four hours to complete your mission, and if successful, you will be issued another by your point of contact.” Mila was then given a location to meet her comrades and a password for her contact before the Royal Guardian moved on to the Captain beside her.
 
  
 
 Grinning in anticipation, Mila stood in place and used this time to go over her orders and study her rivals. Though the mission appeared straightforward enough, who was to say each contestant would receive the same orders? Perhaps her neighbour was being told to hunt down a group of escaped criminals, and she would be his quarry. Also, considering the scenario, one or more of her comrades might well be a rebel in disguise, with orders to silence the rest before they could reach their destination.
 
  
 
 How fun.
 
  
 
 Determined to win and earn her promotion to Senior Captain, Mila set out with fire in her belly and victory on her mind. No matter how talented and hardworking Rain might be, being outranked by her beloved vexed her to no end and this was her chance to balance the scales. Someday, when she deserved it, she would topple the balance once more and claim her place as Number One Talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Someday.
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 Cursing her foolish pride and pampered lifestyle, Yan dreaded the aching thighs and bruised bottom she would soon experience. Had she known this would happen, she would never have snuck Shana and Zabu into Rain’s hut, a hasty decision made in a fit of pique and unreasonable jealousy. What did she expect to happen? For the quins to ruin Rain’s marriage night and send his new concubine screaming into the night? That he, so frustrated by the lack of sex, would ride through the city and storm into her room to demand an explanation for her actions? Then, in the heat of anger and throes of passion, they would fight with bare fists, pulling and tearing each others clothes off until...
 
  
 
 Ridiculous. Now she paid the price for her actions, forced to endure inhumane abuse to her lower-half before a crowd of her peers and commoners.
 
  
 
 There were few things worse than sitting upright on a hard, lumpy saddle and bouncing about on the back of a horse.
 
  
 
 Losing her seat on Shana’s soft, stable hindquarters wasn’t even the worst of it, Yan also lost those adorable pups to play with and their ferocious papa-quin to protect her. She’d traded them away for a moody, skittish, gelding who seemed liable to run off at the first sign of danger. If only she’d put more effort into practising horsemanship, but after Grandpa took her in, she’d only ever ridden Shana or in a carriage. How anyone endured hours bouncing on these tall, steel-backed creatures and walked away whole was beyond her comprehension, her inner thighs already aching from strain after a few minutes of riding.
 
  
 
 Why would anyone ride horses when quins were the objectively superior mount? A steadier gait and softer seat were the least of it, quins also required less maintenance and fewer supplies than these skittish, four-legged monstrosities. Being scatter-brained herbivores wasn’t enough, horses also had sensitive feet and selective diets. Too good to eat the plentiful grass all around them, her Acasian Trotter ate nothing but the best grain money could buy, and plenty to boot. The five kilogram bundle packed in her saddlebags would only last the horse a single day, and should this stupid contest run longer, she’d have to buy more grain instead of sending it out to forage for itself.
 
  
 
 Considering how often they took an enormous, putrid shit mid-stride, they could stand to eat a little less.
 
  
 
 Quashing her animosity, Yan awkwardly patted her mount’s neck in apology and prayed it wouldn’t rear up and throw her off if spooked. The placid creature didn’t notice her efforts to make nice, but it made Yan feel a little better about her rude inner-monologue. Since it did nothing for her pained muscles and poor temper, she focused on the task at hand instead, the contest from which she hoped to emerge victorious, though she hadn’t the slightest idea how she was supposed to accomplish such a monumental task.
 
  
 
 Stupid Legate and his stupid contests. When the Eastern pretty-boy announced his ‘feats of strength, skill, speed, and spirit’, she imagined something more like a massed melee or a foot race of some sort, something combative and hot-blooded. Instead, she’d been assigned a meeting place where she was to meet her team and an Imperial Guardian masquerading as a civilian merchant. Then, they were to sortie off into the wilderness on some stupid task before moving on to the next part of the contest. It all seemed like a meaningless waste of time, but with Grandpa out of the city, she had nothing better to do, so she might as well play along and see what silly farce the Legate’s people had cooked up.
 
  
 
 While riding towards her destination, Yan envisioned a harrowing escape through stony city streets and back alley paths, dragging the Guardian behind her in a desperate struggle against a second group of contestants assigned to stop them. In her imagined scenario, she’d step forward and take command of her fellow Captains and Warrant Officers, telling them to look after the Guardian while she single-handedly defeated her opponents in an overwhelming display of Martial skill, neatly proving her prowess and saving herself from the torture of riding a horse all afternoon.
 
  
 
 The only way she could be more uncomfortable is if she were strapped face-up to her horse’s belly with her mouth positioned right below his asshole. Horses were the worst.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the city outskirts, Yan found the stone marker where she was to meet her team. Despite her poor riding skills and slow pace, she was not the last to arrive and actually among the first. Standing with arms crossed and brow furrowed, an older, burly, dark-skinned southerner with an elaborately-styled moustache greeted her with a cold, silent stare. Unlike the other southerners she’d seen, this one was far less colourful, wearing standard-issue everything, right down to his standard-issue boots and standard-issue haircut. A career, common-born soldier then, one unaffiliated with clan, sect, or faction, yet still talented and fortunate enough to climb the ranks and even be issued a Spiritual Weapon, the wickedly curved one handed scimitar strapped to his waist. Though others might look down on his lack of backing, Yan immediately felt an unspoken kinship with the man. Were it not for a stroke of luck and meeting Grandpa, she undoubtedly would have followed in this humble soldier’s footsteps and become a career soldier herself, or at least a career Sentinel.
 
  
 
 Beside him stood a tall, plain-faced man with a narrow physique and impassive expression, the Royal Guardian turned ward for the day, judging by his ill-fitting travel robes. Clumsily sliding off the saddle, she lifted the reins to greet the two men with a clasped-fist salute and a friendly smile. “This one is Du Min Yan. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
 
  
 
 “This one is Qiang,” the Guardian replied, so uninterested in her smile he seemed ready to fall asleep. “We will go over the parameters of your mission once the rest of your team arrives.”
 
  
 
 Seeing he had nothing else to say, Yan turned to the dour Southerner and smiled. “It appears we’ll be working together for the interim, Captain...?”
 
  
 
 The Southerner frowned in silence for what felt like an eternity before grudgingly opening his mouth to utter, “Sutah.” Not the friendliest man around, but then again, she wasn’t here to make friends. Still, there was nothing wrong with being civil, so she kept smiling and nodded politely before positioning herself on Qiang’s left, her shield at the ready should she require it. Doing a quick visual check of their surroundings, she found there wasn’t much to see aside from the busy Imperial Road, with the city to her south, the Azure Sea to the West and unending swathes of grass stretching out in all other directions before disappearing off into the horizon, where sky met earth in a most disorienting fashion.
 
  
 
 Even after living in Central for more than a year, Yan still often found herself unnerved by how flat everything was. There were no mountains dotting the horizon or dense forests blotting out the sun, only small mounds of grass which passed for hills and the odd tree to break up the monotonous scenery. Not to say Central was boring and ugly, there was beauty here, but it was a cultivated beauty, one of neat little gardens or carefully designed manors, lacking compared to the wild, untamed beauty of the North.
 
  
 
 As much as she loved Grandpa Du and Eun, she missed living in the village and being part of a close knit community where everyone looked out for their neighbours. Hopefully, when her time in Central came to an end, there’d still be a place for her among the People, though considering how Mila and Big Huu snubbed her earlier, Yan wasn’t entirely optimistic about her chances. Mila she understood, the temperamental red-panda was upset over Yan’s ‘rejection’, but in her defence, Rain never meant for Zabu to be a betrothal gift. Returning him along with his pups was only the right thing to do, and Yan could still say Shana was only there on loan until her pups were old enough to separate them.
 
  
 
 As for Big Huu... Hopefully, the big lug had been too distracted to notice her greeting. Before Rain, Big Huu had been her closest friend, her sparring partner and confidant, always happy to help her train and willing to endure her verbal barbs. She’d even had a crush on him for all of a week until she realized how boring and naggy he could be.
 
  
 
 Maybe he was still mad because she accidentally revealed his pre-marital tryst with the lovely twin sisters to his militant and strong-armed Mother Ghurda...
 
  
 
 The rest of Yan’s party took their sweet time arriving, three rich fops in their early thirties laughing and fawning over their last companion, a lovely young warrior woman. None were dressed appropriately for a military mission, the men wearing colourfully embroidered tunic with wide sleeves, gaudy, flared leggings, and adorned in a wide assortment of dangling hair ornaments and feathered decorations. Not to be outdone, the woman had an actual tiara to complete her full set of jewellery, including seven rings and countless bangles on both forearms and ankles. Her low-cut tunic and short skirt left plenty of skin bare, though at least she had the sense to sit side-saddle instead of displaying her nether regions for the entire world to see. How she expected to fight from horseback like that was a different question, but from what Yan could see, none of the latecomers were all too concerned about winning the contest.
 
  
 
 Just her luck, getting stuck with a team of fops and dandies out on a lark. They’d even stopped to buy gourds of wine, presumably why they were so late...
 
  
 
 None of the latecomers moved to dismount or introduce themselves, instead chatting away and fawning over the young lady who feigned modesty but did everything she could to encourage their rivalry. None of them seemed to notice Yan and Sutah’s displeasure, but seeing how Qiang voiced no objection, she held her tongue and waited for them to quiet down. Seizing a lull in their conversation, Yan smiled and saluted them in the spirit of cooperation. “Well met, fellow officers. This one is -”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The leading ponce interrupted her mid greeting with an audible sneer. “We know who you are, harlot.”
 
  
 
 Looking down her nose as if presented with a pile of garbage, the woman drew back from Yan and said, “Taking advantage of an aged hero of the Empire, how disgusting.” Making of show of studying Yan’s horns and chest, she added, “Small wonder he never married. Who knew the celebrated Du Min Gyu would have such... unique tastes.”
 
  
 
 Well, fuck cooperation. Before Yan could drag the bitch off her horse and slap her senseless, Qiang spoke up. “This one is Royal Guardian Qiang.” Finally taking notice of him, the latecomers remained mounted and nodded in reply, probably believing a mere soldier not worthy of their friendship or courtesy. None of them offered their names, so Yan labelled them Ponces One through Three, and the woman earned the lofty designation of Floozy Prime.
 
 Undeterred by their cold reception, Qiang explained the parameters of their mission in greater detail. They were to escort him to a military outpost north of the city, where he would then pass on news of ‘vital military intelligence’. Why he couldn’t tell someone in Nan Ping was a mystery, but Yan figured it’d be better to play along with the narrative. Qiang warned them there ‘might’ be attempts on his life, to which Ponce One snorted and said, “If one assassin comes, I will kill one, if ten comes, kill ten. This will be easy as turning my hand.”
 
  
 
 Unable to help herself, Yan smiled and asked, “Did someone push your hairpins in too deep? This is an exercise, remember? Killing is forbidden.”
 
  
 
 Fixing Yan with another sneer, he retorted, “Insolent cur. Do not think yourself unmatched because you were awarded a rank for sparring with other children on stage. The younger generation get worse each year, allowing an actual child to seize the title of Number one Talent in the Empire, much less two half-beasts to stand in the top three. An utter disgrace.”
 
  
 
 Ponces Two and Three uttered their agreements and offered to put Yan in her place should she get ‘uppity’, and she prayed they’d find the courage to make a move. Ignoring their threats and disrespect, Qiang asked if anyone had questions and Sutah spoke up. “Map?”
 
  
 
 At least now Yan knew Sutah was consistent with his monosyllabic utterances.
 
  
 
 “I do not have one,” Qiang replied, voice wooden and flat as if reading from a script, “but I have travelled there many a time. Go north along this Imperial Road until the twenty-seventh stone marker, and our destination will be two hours directly east from there.”
 
  
 
 Yan almost walked away right then and there, her spirits crushed by the prospect of travelling more than four hours on horseback. Longer considering how packed the roads were, with a constant flow of wagons and workers going in and out of Nan Ping. If not for the possibility of promotion by one rank, Yan might very well have given up, but as Ponce One and Floozy Prime so helpfully demonstrated, her disastrous performance on stage and new promotion were hardly enough to silence the rumours stirred up by Grandpa’s horrible relatives. A few years ago, a twenty-year-old Warrant Officer Third Grade would have been the talk of the province, but Falling Rain recently set a new standard for outstanding and overshadowed all of Yan’s exploits.
 
  
 
 Even after a year and half of separation, Rain could still frustrate Yan to no end.
 
  
 
 “If there are no more questions, then it’s best we leave now.” Playing his role with all the charisma of a rock, Qiang once again stressed, “The information I bear is of the utmost importance, and concerns the safety of Nan Ping itself. Many would seek to silence me and stop this information from reaching the right ears.”
 
  
 
 “Very well.” Still putting on airs, Ponce One fancied himself in command and said, “Mount up. Let’s get this over with.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to challenge his authority, Yan pulled herself back onto the horse and reminded herself why she was here. She needed to prove herself and silence the wagging tongues of Central, show everyone she deserved to be Grandpa Du’s Terminal Disciple and shift public opinion to their side. As for being his Granddaughter, they could all eat shit. What business was it of theirs if Grandpa Du took her in as family? She loved the old man like a father and only his stubborn insistence regarding his old age kept her from calling him as such.
 
  
 
 Then again, she didn’t have to prove anything, especially after Grandpa had just been tapped by the Legate to carry out some super secretive mission. He couldn’t say what he’d be doing, but he’d been so excited, he’d ignored all decorum and exited in style by leaping off the Ryo Family balcony.
 
  
 
 Someday, she too would fly through the skies and never have to ride a horse ever again...
 
  
 
 Taking his place as their glorious leader, Ponce One led his entourage away, leaving Yan, Sutah, and Qiang in their wake. Shaking her head with an amused grin, Yan awkwardly manoeuvred her horse to Qiang’s left while Sutah mirrored her actions on his right, the optimal setup for both to defend their ward. Sitting in place until Yan gestured for him to follow, Qiang behaved exactly as a merchant would, neither taking the lead nor eager to leave his escort’s side as they led him to the road.
 
  
 
 Unfamiliar with travel protocol, Ponce One tried to bring them onto the side of the Imperial Road reserved for Military and noble use, but quickly discovered Qiang did not have the proper token of authority required to use them. After a brief argument with the guards, during which he invoked his father’s name no less than four times, a shame-faced Ponce One wandered over to the ‘peasant’ side of the road, much to Yan’s delight. She’d long since spotted another group of contestants with their ward on the slower moving side of the road, and was only too happy to let Ponce One humiliate himself to no end. Sutah and Qiang hardly seemed amused, but Yan’s smile couldn’t be any wider despite the less than ideal circumstances.
 
  
 
 Minutes passed in arduous silence as their party proceeded at a slow and steady pace, bogged down by the heavy traffic and late start. Most travellers were on foot or riding in wagons, and while Yan kept an eye on the other riders, she noticed they were all fellow contestants stuck in similar straits. If an ‘assassin’ wanted to remain hidden, they’d have to proceed on foot, which meant any one of these travellers could be waiting to strike as they passed. Voicing her opinions, she asked Sutah to watch those travellers moving with them, while Yan accepted the more difficult task of watching those shambling towards them.
 
  
 
 The other four were less than useless, driving forward with no regard for anyone’s safety, be it their own, their ward’s, or even their fellow travellers. Still, it wasn’t overly difficult keeping watch, and Yan fell back on an old hunter’s technique to remain focused for hours on end. The trick was to let your mind relax, but not wander, mentally listing anything and everything of interest without committing your mind to it. A moving branch, a rustling leaf, the howl of wind, or the call of a bird, it kept your mind active without overtaxing it, a tranquil focus in which one sought nothing, but found everything.
 
  
 
 A gruff man reaching for a weapon hidden in his waistband, an elderly woman rummaging through a chest for a bow, a wandering apothecary in a little too much of a rush, Yan noted anyone and everyone who might be a threat and let her body respond without thinking. It was all meaningless of course, the gruff man was merely scratching his balls, the elderly woman looking for a parasol, and the apothecary likely rushing to save a life, but it never hurt to be cautious. Even then, after ninety minutes of butt-numbing travel, Yan was fast approaching the limits of her patience.
 
  
 
 This was ridiculous. How was this supposed to prove her worth? A boring, event-less ride to the nearest military outpost and back, how taxing indeed. Then again, she should thank the Mother for small favours. Yan shuddered to think how her poor posterior would fare at any pace faster than a walk. Besides, the trip wasn’t entirely in vain; Yan’s grin widened as she watched Ponce One get his purse stolen and saddlebags rummaged through from right under his nose. When the daring, yet handsome thief noticed he’d been caught, Yan merely winked and waved him away, all too happy to let the idiot young noble suffer a loss.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching the twenty-seventh marker, Qiang helpfully reminded Ponce One that the outpost was due east, even though Yan was prepared to quietly leave them behind. Her actions didn’t escape Ponce One’s notice, but she merely smiled and continued on her way, scanning the cobbled stone path and surrounding grasslands for signs of danger or ambush. A pointless endeavour, for any ambush could be spotted from a kilometre away, but still she kept her guard up.
 
  
 
 Despite her protesting groin, Yan picked up the pace in hopes of reaching their destination or whatever surprise Qiang had planned for them a little sooner. Ultimately, her hopes were dashed along with what remained of her pelvis as they arrived at the outpost without incident or excitement. Dreading the ride back, she stayed at Qiang’s side as they joined the line of contestants waiting outside the gates, where the Royal Guardian who’d given a speech earlier today was evaluating each team’s progress.
 
  
 
 Spotting a familiar head of curly red hair at the front of the line, Yan yearned to saunter over, say hello, and explain her actions to Mila. It’s not that she didn’t want to meet or speak to the People, but she couldn’t. Already, Grandpa’s family claimed Yan was a Northern puppet here to steal Du Family wealth and power, so it was best for everyone involved if they stayed apart. Central nobles were a proud and insular bunch, ready to unite at the first hint of ‘foreign’ invasion into their local markets. Unfortunately, for those same reasons, Yan couldn’t walk over and chat with Mila, or respond to their letters, or even be seen riding Shana or Zabu.
 
  
 
 Mila would understand, right?
 
  
 
 “What?” The incredulous utterance came from one of Mila’s companions, his face turning red with anger. “We all completed the same challenge on the same team, so why does she pass,” he asked, pointing at Mila, “while the three of us fail?
 
  
 
 With a sigh, the lead Guardian rolled his eyes and answered, “Your goal was to escape pursuit and bring news of an imminent rebellion to this outpost, correct? So why, despite Captain Sumila’s protests, did you stop and challenge your pursuers to single combat?” Without waiting for an answer, the Guardian continued. “Not only did all three of you lose to your opponents, you also tried to escape during Captain Sumila’s bout despite being ‘incapacitated’. You only succeeded because she defeated all six pursuers in massed combat, led you away, and saw off two more attacks and an ambush using her bow.” Nodding at Mila in appreciation, he added, “This one commends you on your skill and restraint. Even blunted arrows can cause grave injury, but the worst your pursuers suffered was a blow to their pride. Captain Sumila, I invite you to enter the outpost.”
 
  
 
 Beaming with joy, Mila held her head up in pride and led Atir into the outpost while her three teammates slinked away. Happy as Yan was for her friend, she couldn’t help but wonder why Mila’s test was so much more exciting than her own.
 
  
 
 When it came time for Yan’s group to be judged, Qiang greeted the Guardian with a salute, while Yan and Sutah followed suit. Ponce One not only failed to salute, he even had the audacity to step forward and point at the Guardian. “What is the meaning of this,” he demanded, waving his finger at the Guardian. “Our contest was – ow, ow, owie, owwwww!”
 
  
 
 The last was uttered as the Royal Guardian grabbed hold of Ponce One’s finger and wrenched it about, dropping the pampered dandy to his knees while his face contorted in pain. Ignoring his cries, the Royal Guardian calmly nodded at Qiang and said, “Report.”
 
  
 
 “These four,” Qiang said, pointing out everyone aside from Yan and Sutah, “Fail. Throughout our journey, they drank five gourds of wine and died seventeen times.”
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 “Your clothing,” Qiang replied, not bothering to even spare Floozy Prime a glance. “The assassins marked you with red chalk each time they approached.” While the others checked their clothes for the telltale markings, Qiang gestured at Ponce One and added, “This one was so inept, the assassins helped themselves to his food, wine, and coin without his notice.”
 
  
 
 A sinking feeling settled into the pit of Yan’s stomach as the lead Guardian asked, “And these other two?”
 
  
 
 “Both demonstrated sufficient awareness in identifying threats, but a complete lack of leadership qualities. She,” Qiang said, gesturing at Yan, “Caught one assassin rummaging through her comrade’s things and waved the culprit off, while he behaved like a subordinate the entire time. This one believes neither one suitable for promotion at this time, and thus recommend both be failed.”
 
  
 
 Well... fuck.
 
  
 
 “Disappointing,” the lead Guardian said, his eyes focused on Yan. “I had high hopes for this one. A rare talent, even if brought back to the homeland. Did she have reason to let the assassin off?”
 
  
 
 “Children’s games,” Qiang replied. “Verbal barbs were traded, but an officer of a thousand must rise above such things, or settle them with an iron fist.”
 
  
 
 “Would it be too late to smack him around now?” Yan asked, smiling wryly at the lost opportunity. “And if so, would you mind terribly if I still beat him regardless?”
 
  
 
 With a bark of laughter, the lead Guardian shook his head. “No need. I deem Qiang’s judgment too harsh. Leadership is easier to teach than vigilance and caution. Both of you pass, but be warned, the next portion of the contest will not be as easy. Warrant Officer Du Min Yan, Captain Sutah, I invite you both to enter.” Glaring at Ponce One, whose finger was still caught in his grasp, the Royal Guardian said, “I invite the rest of you to scram.”
 
  
 
 Sauntering into the outpost, Yan couldn’t resist smirking over her shoulder as her former teammates scrambled away from the irate Guardian, their horses throwing up a cloud of dust in the wake of their retreat. When she faced forward once again, she found Mila standing in front of her with arms crossed and smile cold. “I like your horse,” Mila said, her teeth clenched and eyes blazing. “So pretty and tall. I hope his speed will keep you safe in the days to come.” Shooting the creature a glare as if it had personally offended her, Mila stomp off without another word while sweet Atir followed behind. Her good cheer slipping away, Yan sighed and resigned herself to fate. Even if she corrected their misunderstanding, there was little chance for victory.
 
  
 
 Not when competing against the true number one talent of the Empire, Sumila of the People, a woman so far above her, Yan didn’t even deserve to be called a rival.
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 “Lord Husband, is... is this position c-correct?”
 
  
 
 No. Not even a little. Still, the sight of my voluptuous concubine posted on all fours has my heart racing and mouth dry, her head bowed, eyes closed, and arms trembling. Suppressing my inner sadist, I ignore the urge to criticize or castigate and stick to offering instructions. “Spread your knees and lower your behind.”
 
  
 
 Knees still locked together, Luo-Luo’s plump butt drops a centimetre or two before rising higher than it was before. “Like this?”
 
  
 
 It’s amazing how someone so gorgeous can look so awkward. “You know, this would be easier if you opened your eyes.” And could see how ridiculous you look.
 
  
 
 Visibly flinching at the mild criticism, she whispers, “But... Luo-Luo is scared, she’s never done this or anything like it before...”
 
  
 
 I can’t believe I gave up my nap for this. Choking back the mother of all sighs, I go against my drill sergeant instincts and try a kind and supportive tone. “Look at me.” Hazel eyes brimming with tears, Luo-Luo’s chest shudders as she fights to hold back her sobs, so wretched and terrified it makes me question my motives. Am I in the wrong here? No, I made the suggestion, but she didn’t want to wait, all but begged me to start right away. “I know this is new and different, but you can do this. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You won’t get hurt, I promise.”
 
  
 
 She might get hurt, but if she does, she’ll have no one to blame but herself. It’s no big deal though, Taduk’s yurt is a short walk away and he’ll have her fixed in a jiffy.
 
  
 
 “It’s just... He’s so large, it’s intimidating...”
 
  
 
 “Yea, he’s bigger than most, but it’s not about size.” What’s that you’re trampling on? Oh, it’s just my pride, no big deal. “He has a sweet and gentle temperament, the perfect choice for your first.” It’s not like she’s some dainty little girl either, I have to look up to see the bottom of her chin. “This might be new to you, but he’s done this thousands of times before. He knows how this goes, so trust him okay?” Resisting the urge to force her legs apart, I repeat myself once more. “Now spread your knees, lower your behind, and enjoy the ride.” Noticing her white-knuckled grip, I frown and add, “Loosen your death grip, will you? He’s tender there. No need to clench or tug.”
 
  
 
 Five minutes later, Luo-Luo still isn’t ready to go. Growing impatient, her partner scuffs his feet in protest and the movement sends her into a panic, putting us right back where we started, with her head tucked and ass up like she’s ready to dive off at a moment’s notice. Steadying her with one hand, I mutter more reassurances while Lin and the twins howl with laughter, having abandoned their plans to fly kites in favour of watching Luo-Luo’s humiliating ordeal.
 
  
 
 When her laughter dies down to a mere giggle, Lin skips over to lend a hand, squeezing herself under Luo-Luo’s arms to join in. “Don’t be scared Luo-Luo, it’s really easy and a lot of fun, ya?” Gently straightening her back while sitting on Luo-Luo’s thighs, Lin uses her body to guide the taller woman into a proper posture, not quite sitting upright, but close enough. “Stop squeezing so hard with your calves, he doesn’t like it. Isn’t that right Mafu-fu?”
 
  
 
 Letting loose with an aggrieved squeak, Mafu lowers his head and massages his cheeks, a sure sign of frustration if I’ve ever seen one. Utterly vexed by his clumsy new rider, my poor, sweet quin has been snarling so much his face is tired. Wrapping one arm under his chin, I pull him close for a nuzzle and silently apologize for putting him through this harrowing ordeal. A less tolerant quin would have already thrown Luo-Luo off, but Mafu is a veritable saint, though even his patience is wearing thin.
 
  
 
 My poor, sweet, chubby floof. Upon Zabu’s return, Mafu has been relegated to backup quin because, and it pains me even to think this, Zabu is objectively a better mount. Unlike Mafu, Zabu is trained to fight and is far more confident amidst the chaos and bloodshed of battle than Mafu will ever be. Granted, Mafu did well enough during my time in Sanshu, but I mostly fought on foot because I knew he’d be unreliable. It’s not his fault, he’s a sweet, gentle quin who loves snuggles and kisses, while Zabu is anger and fury given physical form.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I like Mafu a little more than Zabu. Who says I’m not allowed to play favourites?
 
  
 
 Since Mafu no longer has a rider, I figured he’d be a good match for Luo-Luo, because not only does her palanquin move slowly, I feel horrible for the Death Corps soldiers forced to carry it. While I plan on getting her a rickshaw like Taduk’s so she can travel in comfort, she still has to learn how to ride. She doesn’t know how to Lighten so she’s too heavy to double up with anyone besides Lin or maybe Alsantset, which means it’s best if Luo-Luo knows how to ride on her own. Most importantly, I thought it’d help her feel more included and less isolated from the family and the Bekhai as a whole.
 
  
 
 Fifteen minutes into our first lesson, I wholeheartedly regret everything.
 
  
 
 Seriously, it’s not fucking rocket surgery. All she needs to do is stop screaming and sit her ass down on the quin.
 
  
 
 Seeing Lin make actual progress with the lesson, I leave them to it and take a seat in the grass, close to but not beside Li Song. Tali and Tate bring their quins to join in on the fun, Pafu and Suret’s adolescent pups bounding about the clearing while the cackling twins cling on for dear life. The bears and wildcats also enter the fray and Mafu voices his displeasure with a piteous squeal, announcing his desire to throw Luo-Luo off to go play, but Lin signals for him to hold steady and the obedient quin stands in place. Staring at me like I abandoned him on the side of the road, Mafu’s head dips in misery as he lets out a mournful, heartbreaking squeak.
 
  
 
 I’m so sorry Mafu. Daddy still loves you.
 
  
 
 Wifey is a much better riding instructor than I am and soon enough, she guides Mafu out on a slow walk while keeping Luo-Luo calm with reassuring pats and smiles. The two ladies make for an odd-looking pair, but they’re becoming fast friends, which isn’t exactly a surprise. Lin gets along with everyone, a bright, cheery, lovably young woman who can make even the surliest of grumps Guan Suo crack a half-smile. So vibrant and full of life, my wifey’s appearance never fails to brighten my day and I don’t know what I’d do without her.
 
  
 
 In comparison, every time I see Luo-Luo, my mood goes into a nosedive. I’ll admit she’s easy on the eyes, but looks aren’t everything. I have never met anyone so smart, yet so inept. It took her less than five minutes to learn the number system but she still needs help changing her clothes. She’s wearing a wide-sleeved blouse and loose, flared pants, what could she have possibly needed help with and why did it take so long? Does she have to stitch herself into the clothes or something?
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m not being fair, but I can’t see her as anything besides a pampered, spoiled, grown-ass brat. Sure, she plays music and reads poetry or whatever, but what use is any of that? Can she defend herself from bandits with a song, or convince the Defiled to leave with a poem? Even Lin, spoiled as she is, has the skills to survive on her own, but if I left Luo-Luo alone for a full day, I’d probably find her cold, lifeless corpse lying right where I left her.
 
  
 
 Don’t get me wrong, I love pampering Lin and Mila, but that’s because it feels good knowing my capable, industrious brides-to-be rely on me for certain things. Mila works hard at the forge and harder in training each and every day, giving her all in the pursuit of the Martial Path, and while it might look like Lin spends her days sleeping in and playing around, she’s a young Healer in the making and often spends hours with Taduk teaching my soldiers how to treat injuries in the field.
 
 Then again, seeing how relaxed and happy Luo-Luo is while riding double with Lin, I might be the problem in our newfangled relationship. Maybe I’m being too hard on Luo-Luo, antagonistic because I’ve been forced to accommodate her during a difficult period of life, or because she’s so damn tall I feel embarrassed standing beside her. Whatever the reason, I haven’t given her a fair chance, labelling her as a scheming and manipulative woman just because she wanted to show her best side and was eager to please the man who, in her eyes, would control her entire life. She’s a product of her upbringing, raised in luxury and trained to see herself as an accessory and baby maker instead of an actual person, so she needs time to get over that mindset and discover who she really is. I can’t write her off as entitled and worthless solely because she’s used to having maids or is utterly terrified of quins.
 
  
 
 No matter how much I want to...
 
  
 
 Ambling over to greet me with a stream of happy grunts, Banjo and Baloo barrel into my arms and force me to confront the whole truth. It’s not something I care to dwell on, but in the interest of mental health, I think it’s time to come clean.
 
  
 
 I don’t like Luo-Luo because she reminds me of Qing-Qing.
 
  
 
 It’s stupid and illogical. They couldn’t be more different. Aside from their girlish naming convention and black hair, the only other similarity they share is a beauty mark beneath one eye. It’s not even the same eye, but it’s enough to dredge up old memories I’d much rather forget. Memories of diligent, hardworking, salt-of-the-earth Qing-Qing, who despite having almost nothing to her name, took in an injured stranger and refused to let him die. She spent weeks tending to my injuries, cleaning my soiled bedding, and sharing what little food she could scavenge, only to earn the scorn of her fellow villagers. Then, after I woke up, I complained about the food, called her village a shit-hole, and furthered the divide between her and her people because I wanted to rescue this ‘poor village girl’ and bring her away as my wife.
 
  
 
 Kind, beautiful Ai Qing, humming her mournful melody while doing needlework by moonlight, so serene and angelic in her coarse, faded clothes...
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing spent weeks nursing me back to health, but after revealing most of the people she knew and grew up with were probably dead, I couldn’t take two minutes to comfort her. I was too engrossed in my own delusions, too busy pretending to be someone I wasn’t to properly think things through. I can’t blame her for not trusting me and wanting to see things for herself, and I still could have saved her if I hadn’t been so busy toying with Gen. In the end, she died at the hands of the Demon Bei, but my actions led her there. Causing Qing-Qing's death is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done and I will never forgive myself.
 
  
 
 Never.
 
  
 
 On that bright note, I close my eyes and reach for Balance, but it’s kept just out of reach by sorrow and self-loathing. Giving up with a defeated sigh, I grab Baloo and pull him into my lap, knowing jealous Banjo will amble around and lean against my back, resting his big head on my shoulder as a cry for attention. It’s hard to be sad when you’re the filling of a cuddle bear sandwich, but this is a temporary solution, and not because the bears will soon grow too big to manhandle. Whether it’s bears, bunnies, birds, quins, or kittens, eventually I’ll have to stop hiding and face my problems.
 
  
 
 Emotional implications aside, there are other questions which need to be asked and answered regarding my mental instability. Seeing as how I’m not a Spiritual parasite sent here from another world to devour this body’s original inhabitant, what’s up with Baledagh’s ‘memories’ of life before the mines? They were never anything concrete like a name or a face, just jumbled emotions and faint recollections of specific sensations. Darkness, cold, hunger, and exhaustion mostly. Pain too, but not the pain of torture or abuse, just general physical suffering. Cuts on my feet, abrasions on my skin, and bruises all over, yet the strange thing is, it was just... there. A part of life, so it seemed, background noise not to be concerned with. A harsh life for a kid, but are these genuine memories or did I falsify them to make Baledagh’s origin story seem more real?
 
  
 
 Brain, why you do this?
 
  
 
 “Hi hubby!” Lin’s enthusiastic greeting shakes me from my thoughts, her toothy grin and frantic waving so endearing as she slowly approaches while riding tandem with Luo-Luo. My chubby quin’s mood is much improved as he saunters over one careful step at a time, his head and tail swinging out in opposite directions with each stride. Red-faced with shame, Luo-Luo offers a shy nod while attempting to hide behind Lin. Smiling through the pain and regret, I tell myself Luo-Luo is not trying to replace Qing-Qing, nor does her existence somehow invalidate my first true love.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t make it hurt any less, but I can’t hold Luo-Luo responsible for my mistakes.
 
  
 
 Lin’s toothy grin turns into a devilish smirk and a split second later, Mafu explodes into a run. Luo-Luo’s terrified shriek trails off as he zips around the clearing at full speed, ecstatic to finally have permission to cut loose. On his third time around, I finally manage to pull out a handful of dried fish and the greedy quin slows down to avail himself to the treats. Her blouse soaked in cold sweat, Luo-Luo dislodges herself from the harness and stumbles to the ground, panting in breathless fear as she clutches the grass, ready to fight tooth and nail if someone tries to put her back on the quin. Hiding my smile, I shake my head and admonish, “Wifey, that wasn’t very nice.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in the perfect picture of innocence, Lin shakes her head and says, “No hubby, you don’t understand. I did this to help Luo-Luo get over her fear, ya? Now that she’s experienced Mafu’s speed and survived, she doesn’t hafta worry anymore, right Luo-Luo?”
 
  
 
 Giving the wide-eyed Luo-Luo a cursory glance, I reckon she would disagree. “I don’t think she heard you wifey.” I hope Lin didn’t scare the literal piss out of her. One bathroom incident was bad enough, I doubt poor Luo-Luo’s sanity would survive a second. Gesturing with her hands, Lin urges me to comfort her before riding off with Mafu once more, this time bringing the twins, pets, and Li Song away and leaving me alone with my possibly incontinent concubine.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, there was no accident to clean up. Using a lot gentle coaxing and a little forceful pushing, I bring Luo-Luo back to camp and into my yurt for tea. It’s not that I particularly enjoy being alone with her and suffering through her clumsy attempts at seduction, but the quin pups think the bunnies are their little cousins, so they’re all curled up together in the rabbit enclosure. To protect them, Zabu and Shana have claimed the area around the enclosure and guard it fiercely while Mama Bun grooms her five new, oversized babies. This wouldn’t normally be a problem except overprotective papa Zabu still thinks Luo-Luo is an intruder trying to steal his babies, and considering her recent trauma, I thought it’d be best to keep them separate.
 
  
 
 I don’t know why, but animals do not like Luo-Luo. The bunnies scream and run away, the bears stand and growl, while friendly, lovable Aurie likes to bat at her ankles. Maybe she smells funny or something, but whatever it is, having her around puts a real damper on my floof-loving lifestyle.
 
  
 
 Taking her warm cup of tea in both hands, Luo-Luo sips it with a faraway look, like a soldier who just survived her first battle. A tad melodramatic, but I’ll let it slide. After giving her enough time to recover, I pull out a sheaf of papers detailing the camps daily expenses and explain each section, hoping she’ll settle into her role as my financial advisor sooner rather than later. I hate dealing with this stuff and she’s a smart girl, but I’m not entirely trusting enough to hand over full control of my hard earned wealth to someone I met a handful of days ago. What if she spends all my coin on another banquet or a new dress? How will I eat if I have no money? As much as I like poking fun at her pampered lifestyle, I’d rather die than go back to eating brown mush twice a day.
 
  
 
 Back in her element, Luo-Luo’s mood rapidly improves as we go over my finances. She offers no suggestions and doesn’t try to change things, which I see as a good thing. If she wanted to make rapid-fire alteration before understanding the whole operation, I’d know she was full of shit, figuratively speaking.
 
  
 
 It’ll take a week to replenish what she lost during our tandem toilet session.
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband is smiling.” Beaming in delight, Luo-Luo fills my cup, then her own, before asking, “Would he care to share his thoughts?”
 
  
 
 He would, but he doesn’t want you to burst into tears again. “Err... No, I’m okay.” Grasping for a topic to fill the now-awkward silence, I ask, “So...What haven’t you told me about the Legate?”
 
  
 
 Choking on her tea, Luo-Luo coughs and sputters to clear her throat, a most suspicious reaction to my probing question. Once recovered, she tries play if off and asks, “Whatever do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “C’mon. You told me not to trust him, because no Imperial does anything without an agenda, and I quote, ‘much less one with a title formidable as Shen Zhenwu’. Sounds innocuous enough, but I’m thinking there’s more to the Legate than you’ve let on.” I was too distracted with Inky to notice at first, but after sleeping on it (twice) and deliberating her choice of words (for a very, very, long time), I asked Taduk about it and he said I should ask Luo-Luo.
 
  
 
 So... here we are.
 
  
 
 Deliberately placing her teacup aside, Luo-Luo folds her hands on the table and leans forward so we’re eye to eye. Quashing my irritation, I study her expression as she carefully answers my question. “Luo-Luo apologizes, but she has nothing to say regarding Lord Husband’s Patron or his identity.” Giving me a knowing look, she adds, “But we, as a people, venerate strength, so a title like ‘True Warrior’ would not be given lightly.”
 
  
 
 With nothing else to add, Luo-Luo excuses herself to prepare for our cast iron business meeting/dinner with the Yo family, while I settle down for a nap and carefully consider her warning. If she didn’t know anything about the Legate, she wouldn’t have to answer in such a roundabout way, which means...she knows something, but can’t say it, right?
 
  
 
 I also noticed she never calls him the Legate, always referring to him as my Patron or Shen Zhenwu. This seems important because she’s incredibly particular about titles. Even though I asked her not to, she still calls me Lord Husband, so from her perspective, Legate is too humble a title for Shen Zhenwu. He’s a bigwig, but what I want to know is: how big is he really?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 That didn’t come out right...
 
  
 
 As for the last bit, she brought it up before, but I chalked it up to standard noble conceit. I guess the Legate’s Martial skills are the real deal, which means his concerns regarding my ‘diminished’ Natal Palace are more serious than I thought. What benefit does a bigger Natal Palace bring? How does one even measure a Natal Palace? I mean, technically, it’s a mental construct, so its size is hardly stable. When Baledagh was around, it went from palm-sized to village-sized in the blink of an eye, because I liked to pretend we each had our own separate spaces. Then again, it’s not like it was village-sized to begin with. When I first formed my Natal Palace, it was no bigger than my bedroom, while the rest of the manor had to be manually created each time I popped in.
 
  
 
 It was a... hardware issue, I guess. I had the RAM to create the manor, but only enough hard-drive space for a single room. Every time I left, the system would reset and wipe the RAM. Afterwards, my Natal Palace would revert to a one-room construct, because that’s all I had saved on the hard drive. Leaving Baledagh ‘in’ there kept the system from resetting and wiping everything, but I’d rather not create another personality unless absolutely necessary. Then again, who knows. Maybe I have enough space on my hard drive to save the entire province now, who knows.
 
  
 
 ...What the fuck is RAM and why does it wipe on reset? I swear, I remember the most useless things...
 
  
 
 At the time, I didn’t even know I had a Natal Palace or what that was. I thought of it as my happy place, a memory I used to calm and centre myself. I only built the place up because I enjoyed looking at the scenery and reflecting on happier times. How long did it take to piece together? A year? Two? More? Less? I can’t remember, but half a year minimum, and I didn’t notice a change in strength, at least not anything I can attribute to a bigger mental playground. Maybe it’s not about the size itself, but a larger Natal Palace means you’re better at multi-tasking, which means you’re better at using multiple Chi skills at once.
 
  
 
 Bah. This is all guesswork, especially since I can’t pop in to test things out. Taduk didn’t have any answers and I haven’t asked anyone else, but it doesn’t matter. I see no reason why bigger is better and there’s no shame in having a perfectly average sized Natal Palace, no shame at all.
 
  
 
 ...Not that I have a small Natal Palace or anything. I’m a grow-er, not a show-er. The shrinkage is temporary. Shut up. Why do I have to defend the size of my Natal Palace anyways? The Legate should mind his own business and quit peeping. ‘Divine True Warrior’ my ass. More like Divine True Pervert. Disgusting.
 
  
 
 Whatever. Does it really matter? I should focus on more important things, like finding Balance and Blobby.
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the thought, Taduk lets himself in without knocking. “Rain my boy, I’ve decided. We’ll give the octopus his stone. Come, come, we mustn’t tarry.” Finally noticing I’m tucked into bed, Taduk places his hand atop my forehead and asks, “Are you feeling all right, my boy? It’s not like you to nap.”
 
  
 
 Yea, well, depression is real exhausting. “I’m fine, Teacher. Thanks. Let’s go see an octopus about some Algae.”
 
  
 
 I could really use a win right now, especially if it’s Blobby back in my corner. At least then I don’t have to worry about going full-Defiled.
 
  
 
 ... I wonder what the Legate’s doing about the Canston Trading Group winery?
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      Chapter 361 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 The world of the wealthy was entirely different from the world everyone else lived in.
 
  
 
 This didn’t come as a surprise, because on a basic level, Jorani had always known this was the way things were, but having never been a wealthy man, this was his first experience with just how different their lives really were. Like this carriage for example, a beautiful, gilded piece of art on the outside and a sturdy, spacious, luxurious affair on the inside, bedecked in so much silk, leather, and cotton he worried he’d foul the whole thing just by sweating. The interior was so big, all four passengers could lay down and sleep comfortably, or rather as comfortable as Jorani could be considering present company. Then there was the table he was using, a polished, hardwood piece which probably cost more than ten of his watches. When not in use, the table came apart in the middle and folded into the sides of the carriage through a bit of clever carpentry and, for all he knew, impossible magic.
 
  
 
 Despite all the bells and whistles, the carriage wasn’t even unique. Another just like this one was following behind and Mother knew how many more in the Legate’s convoy. Each one was pulled by a team of six creatures which were probably horses, but looked so arrogant and condescending they’d probably be offended if ever called one. Prancing, long-maned, white-coated buggers, they set a speedy pace, pulling the carriage over grass and stone so smoothly his inkwell barely trembled. Hell, if it weren’t for the sound of synchronized hoof beats and the parted curtains revealing grasslands passing by at breakneck speeds, Jorani would have thought their carriage had yet to set out, still sitting in the courtyard he’d been ordered to report to early this morning.
 
  
 
 Reminded of said orders, he went back to mapping the Canston Winery and noted down everything he remembered, from guard positions and patrol timings to obvious and possibly hidden defences. Sitting beside him, Siyar did the same, expertly waving his brush to create a shockingly detailed rendition of the outpost, so neat and orderly, Jorani suspected this wasn’t Siyar’s first time doing something like this, not too far a stretch considering his former profession. Memorizing layouts to draw them out later seemed like a useful skill for a smuggler and sneak thief, but seemed just as useful to a military scout.
 
  
 
 Seeing his ugly scrawls laid out next to Siyar’s masterly strokes had Jorani burning with shame, and he wasn’t the only one who noticed. Sitting across from him, the nameless old man peered at Jorani’s work with both disgust and interest, like he’d been presented with one of them lewd drawings the bossman seemed so fond of collecting. “What are those?” he asked, pointing at Jorani’s markings.
 
  
 
 “Err, thems represent the guards, Ser. Eight swords, eight guards, out on patrol.”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... And this line is their route?”
 
  
 
 “Yes ser.”
 
  
 
 “This... this is a clock? Indicating they complete the patrol in a half hour?”
 
  
 
 “Yes ser.”
 
  
 
 Proud someone could parse through his scribbles, Jorani’s ego deflated as the old man asked, “And you’re the superior officer? A commander of a hundred men?” Gesturing at Siyar’s work which included what Jorani assumed were detailed written instructions at the side, he added, “More specifically, his superior?”
 
  
 
 “...yes ser.” This old wet-nurse... Don’t show the anger Jor. Smile and nod.
 
  
 
 Shaking his old, wrinkled head, the Legate’s Seneschal fell back into his cushions with a sigh. “The Bekhai are truly an unorthodox bunch. Strength is important, this I do not dispute, but to have an illiterate warrior in command of a hundred soldiers? How is he supposed to write an after-action report or read sealed orders?”
 
  
 
 “He’s no Bekhai.” The fourth occupant of their carriage was another old man, one whose name Jorani knew well. With a look of disdain, Old Du sneered and said, “You can see it in how respectful he is, like a proper subordinate in the presence of his superiors. Were he a true Bekhai warrior, he’d outright ignore your questions or answer them in obvious irritation, as if you were a simpleton wondering why the sky was blue or water is wet. A cold and arrogant bunch, with little respect for status and no love of courtesy. Besides,” Old Du added, showing signs of a smile before catching himself, “The Bekhai teach their children how to read and write, even their orphans. Least there’s one thing they do right.”
 
  
 
 The old Seneschal fixed Jorani with a stare and raised his eyebrow in question. “Is he right, soldier?”
 
  
 
 “Lieutenant General Du is correct, this one be Sanshu born and raised.”
 
  
 
 Jorani could almost see the old Seneschal put the pieces together, his eyes widening as he said, “Ah, I thought the name sounded familiar.” Glancing at the Spiritual Weapon looped over Jorani’s shoulder, he added, “Should have noticed it sooner, but you weren’t carrying the weapon first time we met. A smart move, it’s not exactly subtle, now is it? Put the brush down, you’ve wasted enough ink and parchment. Instead, tell me how a ‘righteous’ bandit like yourself ended up in Falling Rain’s retinue?”
 
  
 
 “Er... Well, I suppose I’ll start from the beginning. See, I used to be a Freebooter...” Cursing his stupidity for forgetting the bossman’s orders to keep his weapon hidden, Jorani launched into the prearranged version of their tale, how he evaded capture from Falling Rain’s forces by sheer luck and returned home to find honest work. Disgusted by the blatant exploitation and abuse of his fellow commoners, he gathered his like-minded cronies and formed the Mother’s Militia to strike back against the greed and tyranny of the Merchant Council of Sanshu. Privy to their back room dealings with bandits, he developed informants amongst their paid thugs and thus knew exactly when, where, and how to strike at the Council’s shipments. The rest of his mythos he attributed to rumour and hearsay, the idle talk of drunkards and housewives, while barely touching on his part in the defence of Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Listening intently, Old Du waited until Jorani finished his tale before speaking up, opening with a contemptuous snort. “A fine tale indeed, for that’s what it is. Pure fiction and make-believe. According to the reports, you stole every shipment the Council dispatched, yet the Northern Wall reported no late or missed deliveries. Are we to believe you robbed the Council and shipped their goods the Wall out of patriotic duty?”
 
  
 
 Wilting beneath the living legend’s glare, Jorani had no answer to give, but the Seneschal spoke in his defence. “Old Du, your eyes must be failing. Look closely and you’ll see the strings attached to our virtuous bandit. Who benefited the most from the entire debacle? Why, the talented Marshal Yuzhen, of course. While penalties for late shipments are standard procedure, her idea to charge compound interest was inspired work. She knew the Council would believe it more important to send out another shipment before paying the ‘paltry’ penalty, and by the time they realized what a costly a mistake they’d made, they owed more than what the contract was worth. A brilliant woman, far better than those fools in the Society who believed themselves the reigning kings of the North.”
 
  
 
 Stifling his grin, Jorani imagined how they’d react if he told them the identity of the true puppet master. Everything, from robbing the Council to charging them compound interest had come from the bossman’s beautiful mind.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Petty merchant trickery and deceit,” Old Du retorted. “What use are they in the face of absolute strength?”
 
  
 
 “Ha, that’s rich coming from you. Had you learned a trick or two, you might’ve kept your relatives from robbing you blind.” Appalled by the lack of respect, Jorani made himself as small as possible while the Seneschal lambasted the Hero of the Hoplesh Rebellion. “I don’t know what you were thinking. You want to adopt a foreign grand-daughter, fine, but why did you make no effort to secure your holdings before announcing it? What did you think would happen? The girl has talent, far more than you or I at her age, but is it really worth it? How many years do you have left? A decade, at most? Do you really want to spend your twilight years in a drafty hovel with no one to care for you?”
 
  
 
 “Shows what you know.” Unconcerned by the lack of respect from someone who was essentially a glorified servant, Old Du retorted, “What else can I do? You think I should order the deaths of my flesh and blood? I held each one of those children in my arms and swore to keep them safe, named three of them myself. When they came of age, I gauged each one’s potential, and after finding them lacking, I did everything I could to ensure they’d succeed in life.” Sighing, Old Du deflated in his seat, appearing to age twenty years in the blink of an eye. “I had hoped they would understand that it wasn’t about my fortune, but alas, they don’t understand a warrior’s mindset. This is about my legacy. The Great Teacher Du who lacks even a single outstanding disciple, what face would I be left with?” After a brief pause, Old Du added, “Besides, you might have grown old and feeble, but I’ve never been stronger. I still have a hundred years of life left in me, so my ungrateful nieces and nephews can have my wealth. It’s a small price to pay to cut ties and I can always earn more money. Even if I can’t, I won’t die in poverty. My granddaughter will care for me, for in ten years, she’ll be a force unto herself, far above the likes of Wu Gam and Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, the Seneschal said, “Fine, fine, as you say, you’re in peak physical condition and the girl the greatest warrior the Empire will ever know.” Snickering, he continued, “I must confess, for a time, I was worried you’d truly fallen from grace, but I should have known better than to believe the rumours. The people do so love to exaggerate, I heard you were shambling around with a limp and addicted to Dream Smoke.”
 
  
 
 “Both true.” The Seneschal’s smile died mid-laugh at Old Du’s admission. “In part, I owe my recovery to my grand-daughter, so even if it costs me a thousand times more than what I’ve already lost, I would still believe it well worth the price.”
 
  
 
 “Well... I wish I’d known that before convincing the young master to trust you...” The Seneschal fell into silent contemplation, only for his eyes to light up a second later. “The Bekhai’s Medical Saint?” At Old Du’s confirmation, the Seneschal whistled in admiration. “My young master hoped to meet him, but he’s a strange one. I couldn’t even make it in to see him, stopped by his guards at every turn.”
 
  
 
 Strange didn’t even begin to cover it. Lately, the hare-eared Healer had taken to teaching the bossman’s retinue while wearing a bowl on his head, but none of the soldiers batted an eye, well-used to his bizarre and unusual behaviour. What guards though? As far as Jorani knew, the Healer kept to himself, and the Seneschal was a damn sneaky bastard who made Siyar look clumsy in comparison. When he woke to find the old bastard looming over him with Imperial Edict in hand, Jorani’s shrieking would have woken the entire city if not for the Seneschal’s Chi shenanigans keeping things quiet.
 
  
 
 Sucking his teeth like a disapproving house wife, Old Du wrinkled his nose at the Seneschal. “When you first left for the Eastern Province, I believed you were bound for glory and greatness. You can imagine my disappointment upon learning my old rival has been playing nursemaid to an Imperial Scion. Deliver his messages, launder his clothes, prepare his meals, what a glorious life. You wipe his ass too or would that be reaching beyond your station?”
 
  
 
 Old rival? Forgetting to hold his tongue, Jorani blurted out, “Yer Solitary Sword Zhang?!”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Wagging his bushy grey eyebrows, the Seneschal smiled and offered a mocking bow. “This one is honoured to be recognized by Hangman Jorani.”
 
  
 
 No wonder the old fart had the audacity to talk down to the Sanguine Tempest, he truly had the qualifications. “Are you kidding? Every kid in the Empire’s heard of ye! Zhang Jun Bao, the orphan and commoner who, on his twenty-second birthday, came down from the mountains for the first time and defeated all five members of the Hwarang in a single day.” Excited to meet one of his childhood heroes, Jorani continued listing Jun Bao’s exploits. “They say ye learned the forms from studying real mantises and orioles in the wilds, defeating each of yer opponents in a single, decisive blow. Even Du...” At this, Jorani trailed off, withering before Old Du’s glare, and for good reason. He’d been about to bring up the old man’s defeat at the hands of Solitary Sword Zhang, shortly after the former rose to prominence.
 
  
 
 “Ha. To think, after so many years of absence, there are still those who know my name.” Studying Jorani with a practised eye, he added, “Though you hardly look old enough to have been alive during my prime.”
 
  
 
 With a sheepish grin, Jorani confessed, “I used to sneak off and watch the park operas in the mornings. Twas always second-string actors performing outdated works, so I got to know the classics real good. The Butcher of Kun Lun was always me favourite, but Solitary Sword Against the World is a close second.” It was actually the reverse, but since Jorani couldn’t afford to offend Old Du, he offered a little flattery to smooth things over.
 
  
 
 Despite his snort of derision, Jorani could tell it worked as Old Du changed the subject. “Enough. Leave the past in the past and let us look to the future. Tell me about the boy. What sort of man is he? Be honest, for if I catch you lying, I’ll have you bound and dragged behind the carriage for the journey back.”
 
  
 
 Unsure why Old Du wanted to know, Jorani merely shrugged laid out the truth as he saw it. “Ain’t no two ways about it. He’s the best person I know, which ain’t saying much, but he’s better than any man I could even imagine.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes, you’re a loyal, devoted soldier who would die for him, but what of the man himself?” Elbows resting on the table, Old Du tented his fingers and awaited Jorani’s answer.
 
  
 
 “Beggin’ your pardon,” Jorani began, scratching his head in discomfort. “But the Lieutenant General is wrong. I wouldn’t die for him.” Ignoring their puzzled expressions, Jorani pushed on. “See, the bossman ain’t like the rumours. Yea, he’s a little hot-blooded and ain’t afraid to step on toes or make enemies, but truth is, he ain’t a man in love with bloodshed. He’s damned good at it, true enough, but he’ll always try to solve his problems without killing anyone.” Chuckling, Jorani added, “Even though lot of the time, things’d go easier if he did.”
 
  
 
 Taking a second to gather his thoughts, Jorani carefully chose his next words. “You know he lost a good half of his soldiers in Sanshu? It’s why he took me and mine in, but when he got home, he didn’t forget about his people. He saw to it their families were taken care of, fed and clothed, educated and employed, a damn sight more than the army does.” Shaking his head, Jorani’s voice dropped to a whisper. “The way I sees it, If I die, I’d be a burden to him, a debt owed. I won’t die for him, because he’d be happier if I lived and looked after me people meself, ye get me?”
 
  
 
 Scowling, Old Du shook his head. “The boy shows weakness unbecoming of a commander. Death is unavoidable in war, and sometimes hard decisions must be made in the heat of battle. What good does it do to save a handful of soldiers if it dooms his entire retinue, or worse?”
 
  
 
 Glancing at his rival, Old Zhang shrugged and asked, “Why are you so interested anyway? You’ve already poached one Bekhai talent, surely your skin isn’t thick enough to poach a second?”
 
  
 
 “Never you mind why I’m interested,” Old Du snapped, before turning his attention to Siyar. “You done drawing the map? Good. Explain it in detail. Jorani, chime in if you see anything he missed.”
 
  
 
 They spent the next few hours poring over the map and answering Old Du’s questions while Old Zhang sat and watched in silence. The thickness of the door, the density of the buildings, how many slaves and how many guards, Old Du was relentless in his quest for knowledge, full of scathing condemnations and blistering retorts each time Jorani failed to give a satisfactory answer. Luckily, Siyar had a sharp eye and a sharper memory, and while he couldn’t answer Old Du’s answers directly, he supplied enough information to silence the cantankerous bastard’s venomous tongue.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Jorani wasn’t sure what they were here to do. Even though the bossman seemed convinced the Canston Trading Group were Defiled traitors, he wasn’t exactly what you’d call an unbiased bystander. Then again, the reports spoke of stone walls crumbling to dust at dawn, and now they found the Canston Trading Group had a substance which ate stone in the light of day, but it was still a leap of logic to go straight to traitors of the Empire. For one, how were a bunch of merchants supposed to spread their black gunk over the fort walls without anyone noticing? Maybe Old Du was here to investigate, with Old Zhang to oversee everything?
 
  
 
 When the carriage rolled to a stop, Jorani followed Old Du’s instructions and left his Spiritual Weapon in the carriage. Hiding his rat-ears under a metal helmet, he stepped out into the mid-afternoon sun and blinked in surprise at the familiar fort standing before him. A distance which took him three days to cover on foot only took the Legate’s super horses six hours, and they weren’t even breathing heavily. Granted, he’d been taking his time and had to live off the land, but still...
 
  
 
 Hands clasped behind his back, Old Du strode towards the door with Old Zhang at his side, followed promptly by a fox-eared vagrant in dirty robes and a colourfully armoured southerner wearing a fearsome, metal mask. Around them, the Death Corps dismounted from their utilitarian wagons and spread out, surrounding the fort in short order as the Bristleboar guards watched on from the parapets, with their weapons at the ready and their steel-reinforced doors shut tight.
 
  
 
 The moment the Death Corps finished encircling the fort, Old Du spoke in a quiet, yet commanding voice, using Chi to relay his words to every ear inside. “This one is Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu, here on orders from the Emperor. Lay down your arms, open the gates, and prepare to receive the Imperial Inspector.”
 
  
 
 The Canston Trading Group’s reply was utter silence, the tension settling uncomfortably on Jorani’s shoulders. Dammit, how was he supposed to fight without a weapon? The only weapon he had was a dagger, though to be fair, it was almost as long as the bossman’s sword. Glancing around in search of a spare spear or bow, he prayed the bristleboars didn’t see fit to use their horrific gunk against them. Even with two living legends at his side, Jorani had no confidence to face the Canston Trading Group’s flesh-eating sludge in full daylight.
 
  
 
 After five minutes without a response, Old Du turned and glanced at the half-fox vagrant. “It appears they do not mean to comply. Eccentric Gam, if you would be so kind as to open the gates?”
 
  
 
 While Jorani reeled at meeting a third living legend, Eccentric Gam replied, “Hmph. How typical, send the half-beast in to do all the heavy lifting while the humans stand around with their thumbs in their asses. Perhaps you’d like me to curtsy too, and afterwards, I can have the honour of sucking your shrivelled cock.” Without uttering a word, the armoured southerner strode off and Eccentric Gam’s rant came to an early end as he asked, “Where’s he going?”
 
  
 
 Picking up speed with every step, the armoured southerner sprinted towards the towering gates. Reaching back with both hands, he grabbed hold of his massive, long-handled scimitar and brought it over his shoulder in a powerful slash. The fort trembled at the impact and several bristleboar guards at the top lost their footing, but still the gates stood. Undeterred, the armoured southerner struck a second time, then raised his foot and kicked the gate with a resounding boom. With a tortured shriek metal, a triangular section fell to the ground, revealing an opening large enough for three men abreast to walk through. The armoured southerner disappeared into the opening and soon after, the sounds of slaughter drifted out.
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Mouth set in a pout, the Eccentric marched up to the broken gate, and Old Du, Zhang, Siyar, and Jorani all followed behind. Glaring at the opening made by the southerner, the strange half-fox moved to the other half of the gate and threw a half-hearted punch, more of a knocking gesture really. Although the execution was rather lacklustre, the results were anything but as the gate splintered and exploded inwards from the touch, leaving an opening twice the size of the southerner’s. Sniffing primly, Eccentric Gam strode through with his head held high, almost as if out on a stroll instead of wading through a battlefield. Any bristleboar who came too close received one of his half-hearted slaps and smashed into the ground, their bodies pulped beyond recognition by the Earth-blessed warrior’s prodigious strength.
 
  
 
 Old Du and Old Zhang traded grins and shrugs before running off to join the fray, and Jorani watched as the four experts ran roughshod over the defenders, leaving little for the Death Corps to do but clean up the remains. Awed as he was by this display of overwhelming strength, he was curious to know: If this was their plan all along, why was he even here?
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 “Here you go, Rain my boy.” Gingerly handing me Sir Inky’s egg-sized stone, Taduk shuffles off to the other end of the boat and clasps his hands together, possibly in prayer but more likely to stop himself from stealing the stone back. His brow furrowed in anguish, Taduk’s gaze is firmly locked on the tiny patch of Spiritual Algae left behind, barely enough to cover the nail on my pinky finger. It pains his heart to part with even this minuscule amount, but it’s for a good cause.
 
  
 
 It’s weird though. For as long as I’ve known him, Taduk’s goal has been to cultivate a garden full of Spiritual Plants, but he’s never been covetous of the plants themselves. Back at the Bekhai village, he had twenty-three Spiritual Plants within walking distance of his warren, but he didn’t harvest a single one. Every week he’d bring me and Lin out on a day trip to check on one or two of the plants, though now that I know he can run across empty sky, I’m fairly certain sure those trips were mostly an excuse for the three of us to spend more time together.
 
  
 
 I’m glad he did. Those trips through the beautiful mountain forests are among my safest and happiest memories. Back then, every time I went out on my own, I almost always inevitably encountered a close brush with death, but with Taduk and Lin at my side? Not even once. Well, that’s not true, there was the time Lin almost let a flock of giant birds carry her off a cliff because she refused to let go of her captured kite, but that’s the only time I almost died when they were both nearby. Again, I now know it’s because Taduk has OP shadow guards watching his back, but back then I thought Taduk and Lin were my lucky charm, keeping me safe and sheltered from all the scariness in the world.
 
  
 
 Thinking back on those days, Charok and Alsantset were pretty negligent letting tween me wander the mountain on my own, but I guess they respected my need for space and solitude. At least they had the sense to insist I bring Pafu and Suret with me else who knows what sort of animal poop I’d end up as. Snake, bear, boar, bird, wildcat, the list goes on.
 
  
 
 As much as I’d enjoy a long trip down memory lane, the big takeaway is that Taduk had easy access to multiple Spiritual Plants, but left them untouched for years until Guard Leader uprooted them to feed Mama Bun and her babies. Poor Taduk, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, but what I don’t get is why he’s making such a big fuss about losing this bit of Spiritual Algae. Its only real value is its ability to replicate, and according to him, the Algae hasn’t done so since we stole it from Sir Inky. Considering how quickly algae grows, with some strains doubling in size every day, then it stands to reason this Spiritual Algae’s replication process requires more than just sunlight and water.
 
  
 
 Enter, the octopus. Opening the lid on Sir Inky’s portable home, which is merely a cauldron by another name, I greet the molesting face-hugger with a cheery smile and hope he’s in an obliging mood. Familiar with our routine, Sir Inky pulls himself up onto the cauldron’s rim and stretches his tentacles towards my wrist, ready to enjoy his hour of bobbing around in the bay. Eyes widening in alarm, Sir Inky zooms in on the stone clenched in my fist and tilts his head, giving my knuckles a polite tap-tap before shooting me a hopeful look.
 
  
 
 Either I’m projecting human emotions onto Sir Inky or this octopus is wicked smart and has learned how to read and give social cues. Even though he tried to impregnate my face and is still a weird, lumpy, alien-looking thing, Sir Inky is starting to grow on me. Okay, so long as he shares his secret horticultural skills with us inferior-brained, land-dwelling bipeds, I’ll overlook his previous transgressions and call off the octopus genocide I have in the works.
 
  
 
 Plucking the stone from my open palm with a dexterous tentacle, Sir Inky gives it a thorough inspection through squinted eyes. Quivering from head to... chin, I guess, he tucks the stone under his tentacles and into his mouth before closing his eyes in sheer satisfaction. A few seconds later, he pulls the stone back out and plops it into my still open palm, wet, slimy, and Spiritual Algae free.
 
  
 
 ...I don’t know why I thought this would go differently. A blind man could’ve seen this coming.
 
  
 
 Unbothered by Taduk’s shrill shrieks of disbelief, Sir Inky slides back into his cauldron and settles down for a nap, presumable to digest his Spiritual Algae snack. With no choice but to accept things as they are, I cover Sir Inky up and head over to soothe my distraught teacher’s temper. There’s little I can do though, with no more clever plans or schemes to offer. Whatever his secret, Sir Inky doesn’t seem inclined to share, all too happy in his new, comfortable home.
 
  
 
 I can’t blame him either. I mean he has free food, shelter, and a chance for sex. He’s got it good.
 
  
 
 An hour later, after Ping Ping finishes her afternoon swim and the quins are all tuckered out, we head back to shore where I immediately order my men to move Sir Inky’s tub out of Taduk’s yurt and into the safety of my own. Praying he doesn’t go full tentacle beast and rape me in my sleep, I change clothes and get ready for my business dinner with Yo Shi-Woo. The name sounds familiar, but I can’t quite place where I’ve heard it before. All I know is what Yuzhen wrote in response to my request for a recommendation, that Yo Shi-Woo is the younger cousin of Central’s Marshal Yo Jeong-Hun and well equipped to aid me in my venture. All I need are able hands, sharp minds, a place to work, and a mountain of raw resources. Then, if everything goes according to plan, the rest will fall into place and open the doors for an age of innovation and discovery.
 
  
 
 Then again, when does anything ever go as planned?
 
  
 
 Wishing I had Diyako, Husolt, or really, anyone smart here with me, I head over to Luo-Luo’s yurt and knock on her door. Cracking open ever so slightly, an unfamiliar face peeks out and asks, “Who is it?”
 
  
 
 Did I knock on the wrong yurt? “Er... Falling Rain. Is Luo-Luo in?”
 
  
 
 “Ah, Lord Husband.” Luo-Luo’s voice sounds from within the yurt, and she adds, “Invite him in little Sorya, but remember to close the door behind him.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lady Luo-Luo.” Opening the door enough for me to squeeze through, Sorya, a fetching young woman wearing flowing white robes and two silk ribbons in her hair. “Master Rain, the Lady bids you enter.”
 
  
 
 Uncomfortable with all this formality, I step inside where I’m immediately assaulted by all manner of pleasant scents. Towering over her wooden partition, Luo-Luo greets me with a bare-shouldered smirk, obviously in the middle of changing. With great effort, I tear my gaze away from the tantalizing sight of her exposed skin and focus on the fully-clothed woman beside her, almost an exact copy of Sorya helping Luo-Luo get dressed. Picking up on the unspoken question, my concubine introduces the two strangers as her new handmaidens, Sorya and Anrhi. It turns out they’re Jorani’s sisters, both former slaves in Sanshu and freed by Jorani after the first attack on the merchant convoy. Following him back to the Wall, they were here in Nan Ping serving as camp followers, helping launder clothes, cook meals, and perform other miscellaneous tasks my soldiers are too inept to handle.
 
  
 
 Akanai wasn’t thrilled by the prospect of bringing non-combatants to Nan Ping, but the former bandits in my retinue have no concept of hygiene or cleanliness, much less the ability to cook anything besides charred meat. All it took was a single week at the Wall without camp followers and my Grand Mentor caved, disgusted by the horrid conditions my retinue were willing to tolerate. It’s partially my fault. Between training, recovering, sleeping, and sentry duties, they don’t really have time for anything else. Not everyone can be like me and only sleep four hours a night. Hell, even I can’t keep it up anymore, I’m so tired all the time now...
 
  
 
 Nodding at the two handmaidens, I say, “Welcome. Thank you for taking care of Luo-Luo.” Feeling my self-control waning, I head for the door while speaking over my shoulder. “I’ll wait outside. Come out when you’re done.”
 
  
 
 “Sorya, don’t let him leave.”
 
  
 
 Leaping to obey, the little handmaiden blocks the door with her body, her eyes widening in terror as realization sinks in. Sparing the poor girl my displeasure, I turn back to find Luo-Luo grinning like a cat, evidently pleased by her new handmaiden’s loyalty. “Lord Husband,” she begins, her voice sweet and seductive, “This one begs forgiveness, but she would be remiss in her newly appointed duties. Sorya, help Lord Husband look presentable as we discussed.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lady Luo-Luo. Master Rain, please sit.”
 
  
 
 Taking the proffered stool, I resign myself to my makeover while Luo-Luo slowly gets dressed, pretending not to notice my errant stares while doing everything she can to ‘nonchalantly’ entice me. Eventually, I lower my head and stare at my feet, shutting out the inviting smells, sights, and sounds as I reach for Balance, but sweet relief is denied me for the second time today. Before, I was too sad, but now, I’m too... agitated.
 
  
 
 Yea, lets go with ‘agitated’.
 
  
 
 Twenty hellish minutes of brushing, clipping, tucking, and straightening later, Luo-Luo deems my appearance ‘presentable’ and we set out for our meeting. With the Death Corps soldiers jogging alongside, I endure a hellish scene of tantalizing seduction as I cram into Taduk’s rickshaw with Luo-Luo, Lin, and Li Song. Too small to hold four people, Lin seats herself in my lap and leans into my embrace, while Luo-Luo rests the side of her breast against my shoulder, holding my arm tight so I can’t escape from her long rendition of things I’m not supposed to do or say. It’s not like I have anywhere to escape to, since Li Song sits on my other side in full armour, her arms crossed and eyes daring me to make a move so she finally has an excuse to cut me down once and for all.
 
  
 
 Well, that last bit is probably all in my head. Maybe. Hopefully? Truth is, I didn’t expect her to come along, with Mila busy doing her Captain competition, I guess Li Song has no where else to go. It seems I really am stuck with her for the rest of my life, but it wouldn’t be so terrible if she didn’t hate me so much. Plus, now she’s lecturing me about brushing my pets everyday? Ain’t nobody got time for that.
 
  
 
 Also inviting themselves along, Ping-Ping follows behind with all my pets in tow, Shana, Zabu, Mafu, and the pups included. Luckily, I had the foresight to warn my hosts of this possibility and asked they not prepare any food for the Guardian Turtle or any of my pets. Frankly, they’re all getting too fat, and adorable as it is watching Roc scurry around like a chicken, it breaks my heart to see him left behind as his flock soars through the skies without him.
 
  
 
 Sorry my floofies, but its time all of you went on a diet. Even Mama Bun and her babies are getting kinda round, and they’re vegetarians. I need you all to live long and happy lives so you can keep my family company after I’m dead and gone.
 
  
 
 After resisting my erotic urges during the longest half hour of my life, my trip in the Rickshaw of Excessive Temptation comes to an end as we pull into view of the Yo Family estate, a stately, elegant riverfront manor in central Nan Ping. Waiting at the gates is Yo Shi-Woo himself, a man in his mid-fifties, alongside two familiar, painted faces which set off alarms in my head. Feathered Big Bro and Snivelling Young Fop stand together at Yo Shi-Woo’s side, their fake smiles doing little to hide the smouldering rage and blistering dissatisfaction burning in their glares. I don’t blame them either, I beat the crap out of both on my first day in Nan Ping. I even gave a whole speech about how useless Snivelling Young Fop was, humiliated and shamed him by comparing him to my other defeated foes. Why would Yuzhen send me here? Is she trying to get me killed?
 
  
 
 Despite my reservations, I approach with Luo-Luo and Lin clinging to my arms, ready to defend them with my life if need be. It doesn’t seem necessary as the Yo family patriarch bows at the waist and greets me with what looks like a genuine smile. “Yo Shi-Woo greets Imperial Consort. Your grace honours this one’s humble home with your presence.” Turning to his children, he frowns and says, “What are you two waiting for? Don’t be rude, greet the Imperial Consort.”
 
  
 
 I’ll never hear that title and not feel ashamed. Falling Rain, Imperial Manwhore, reporting for duty. Ugh. Mistaking the reason for my displeasure, Yo Shi-Woo growls at his sons who hop to obey, introducing themselves as Yo Chong-Woo and Yo Sung-Hoon. Regular names are hard enough to remember, but Central really pushes the envelope. Still, I make an effort to remember which one is which, but almost immediately forget as Shi-Woo brings us inside and introduces the rest of his family, alongside a few close family friends who just ‘happened’ to be here visiting. Luo-Luo warned me this might happen, so out of respect, I smile and nod through a hundred or so introductions while Lin, Li Song, and Luo-Luo head inside to settle down and freshen up.
 
  
 
 I’m so glad I requested a private meeting. Who knows how many people would be here if I hadn’t.
 
  
 
 The good news is that after the introductions, Shi-Woo shoos everyone out the door and brings me to his private garden for dinner and drinks. As per usual with the people of this world, no one’s supposed to discuss business before the food is cleared away, but the problem is, the Yo family prepared a lot of food. As the only prominent guest, I can’t even enjoy the meal in silence as I’m forced to make polite yet awkward small talk with Shi-Woo while his sons sullenly push food around their bowls. Lin, Li Song, and Luo-Luo are all free to eat to their hearts content, and in an uncharacteristic display of good behaviour, Lin even conducts herself as a proper young lady should, her smile dazzling and manners impeccable throughout the entire meal.
 
  
 
 It’s adorable, almost as adorable as all my pets lined up and drooling behind me. Except for Ping Ping, the big girl doesn’t drool, and she seems content to nap next to the fish pond too small for her to swim in.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, all of Luo-Luo’s careful warnings pay off and I miraculously make it through dinner without offending our host too much. Once the servants clear away the last course, I settle in to do what I came here for, strike up a partnership with the Yo Family and get cast iron items into the hands of the people. Following the pre-arranged script Luo-Luo had me memorize before hand, I delegate this arduous task to my business-minded concubine and sit back to enjoy my tiny cup of warm rice wine.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I’m pretty impressed with how Luo-Luo handles herself, especially given how male-dominant the Empire can be. She never outright refuses or corrects Shi-Woo, only making an inference here or a suggestion there, allowing him to reach to the conclusion on his own. It’s silly, some of the strongest warriors I know are women, but the gender bias is real. I should do something to fix it, but how?
 
  
 
 Even though I understand every word exchanged, at times it feels like they’re speaking in a different language as they jump from one topic to the next with seamless effort. From the price of grain to the distance between provinces, or the population of Nan Ping and how many people drink tea or cook their own meals. I don’t understand what they’re rambling on about or how any of it is connected, but Shi-Woo seems impressed and enthusiastic, so I figure it’s in my best interests to keep my mouth shut and let the smarter people talk.
 
  
 
 No Rain, don’t let your ego get in the way. You’re an idiot, remember? Be quiet and nurse your delicious wine. This is good, you got the schemes and Luo-Luo’s got the know how.
 
  
 
 Five cups later and it’s all I can do to keep my eyes open. Not because I’m drunk but because Luo-Luo’s nonsensical conversation with Shi-Woo is putting me to sleep. Luckily, I’m not the only one as the currently featherless Feathered Big Bro also looks ready to crash. Snivelling Young Fop seems to be following along well enough, and even chimes in to mention something about art and decor, to which Shi-Woo and Luo-Luo both nod in approval.
 
  
 
 I don’t get it. What does any of this have to do with cast iron?
 
  
 
 Noticing my boredom, Shi-Woo chuckles and says, “The night grows late and these dealings tiresome. Let me speak with my people to set things in motion, and our representatives can discuss the details of our arrangement in the morning.” Clapping twice, he summons a swarm of scantily dressed maids into the courtyard, a neat trick I’d like to learn sometime, so long as Mila doesn’t murder me for it. Claiming old age and infirmity have taken their toll, Shi-Woo excuses himself from the festivities and leaves me with his two hostile sons as the maids play a merry tune and dance for my pleasure.
 
  
 
 It quickly becomes evident this isn’t a dance meant for children, and Lin is less than pleased. Li Song is downright murderous, but in my defence, I didn’t ask for this. At least Luo-Luo isn’t glaring daggers in my general direction. In fact, she seems pleased by this turn of events, though why, I don’t know. Either way, I put a stop to the music and the dancing as soon as I can, waving my hands for silence and definitely not in panic. Making eye contact with Feathered Big Bro, I smile and say, “As much as I appreciate the effort, I am a man more accustomed to quiet gatherings.”
 
  
 
 Taking the hint, Feathered Big Bro dismisses the maids with a wave of his hand, though not before wrinkling his nose in silent disappointment. Equally displeased, but less diplomatic about it, Snivelling Young Fop snorts and says, “Spineless. Falling Rain speaks and you jump to do his bidding, how fitting. Do you even know how much those girls cost?”
 
  
 
 ...Is he slow in the head? He literally gave up without a fight and he has the audacity to criticize his stronger older brother? At least Feathered Big Bro was brave enough to face me. Reminding myself to play nice, I try and be upfront about things. “Let’s clear the air.” Filling both of their cups, I lift my ridiculously tiny wine cup in both hands and offer a toast. “While we may have had a rocky start, why don’t we treat today as a new beginning in our relationship. Let bygones be bygones, our former enmity merely water under the bridge. A toast, to this collaboration between our two groups.”
 
  
 
 “Pei.” Emboldened by too many cups of wine, Snivelling Young Fop dumps his wine on the ground, which I guess is supposed to infuriate me. It’s a little inconvenient, because now my fur babies will want to come over for a taste, but otherwise, I couldn’t care less. “You think you have us fooled?” Snivelling Young Fop asks, his face red with fury and drink. “You know as well as I, you’re nothing but a puppet, a figurehead for whoever stands -”
 
  
 
 Hand over his little brother’s mouth, Feathered Big Bro puts and end to Snivelling Young Fop’s rant. “My apologies,” he says, still struggling with the younger hothead. “My brother has had too much to drink. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”
 
  
 
 “It’s fine. Let him go.” Waving Feathered Big Bro out of the way, I drain my cup and settle back into my chair. I’d much rather have a comfy couch, something I can sink into, but then again, I could hardly expect to find one out in the garden. Pouring myself another cup, I do away with civility as I address Snivelling Young Fop. “You’re unhappy because of the things I said after you tried to yield during our duel.” Draining my cup, I sigh and continue. “I stand by my words. You’re a snivelling little brat who has no place on the battlefield. Being there will only get yourself killed, or worse, someone important killed.”
 
  
 
 Feathered Big Bro grabs Snivelling Young Fop’s shoulder and shakes his head, shifting his body in front of the little shit just in case I feel like attacking them. He’s a good big brother, but Snivelling Young Fop needs to learn his lesson. “You’re a smart kid. No really, I mean it. You’re smart. Why not follow in your father’s footsteps? You think all this was easily earned? No, it took hard work and dedication, generations to build up this much wealth, so why not continue the tradition? Armies need quartermasters just as much as they need generals, if not more, so why trade good food, good wine, and a beautiful home, for a soldier’s life?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by the question, Snivelling Young Fop blinks in question and looks to his brother for advice, but Feathered Big Bro is just as lost. With the confidence of youth, Snivelling Young Fop musters his courage and replies, “I want t-to fight the Defiled and f-find honour and glory in battle.”
 
  
 
 “Hah!” Moving to pour myself another tiny cup, Li Song takes the pot of rice wine and shifts it out of reach. Resigned to my fate, I rest my head on the table fix Snivelling Young Fop with a sad smile. “See, now I know you’ve never been to battle. I mean, I could’ve guessed, but your answer gave it away.” Time for a truth bomb, one he needs to hear. “A soldier’s lot is one of sacrifice. You leave the warmth and comfort of home and family and trade it for a hard cot in a drafty tent. You spend hours riding and marching, training and patrolling, always watching for the Enemy’s approach. When nothing happens, you’re relieved, but bored beyond belief, because there’s nothing to do except wait and pray the time for action never comes.”
 
  
 
 Closing my eyes, the memories of war flood through my mind, all the discomfort, exhaustion, and sheer terror of battle, the close calls and near deaths all made real once more. “But it will. Action always comes, and when it does, there’s no time to think. You take up your weapon and you fight, because that’s the only option left to you. You fight, and you fight, and you fight, and you pray the battle ends before you can fight no more.”
 
  
 
 Voice dropping to a whisper, I sigh and conclude, “There is no honour or glory in battle. There is only victory or death.”
 
  
 
 Wooo.
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 Back straight and head high, Du Min Gyu flicked his sleeves and placed his hands behind his back as he offered the guards a chance to live. “Lay down your weapons,” he commanded, while Jun Bao held his Imperial Token of Authority high. “I, Lieutenant General Du Min Gyu, am here to carry out the Emperor’s will, to inspect this property and everything within it. Stand aside or be held in contempt of Imperial Edict, for which the sentence is death.”
 
  
 
 From behind their sturdy stone barricades, the heavily-armed guards stared back in silent defiance. Studying their expressions, Min Gyu found no grim determination or fanatic opposition, but fear and dissatisfaction a plenty. Slaves then, Oath-sworn and compelled to defend the base against all intruders regardless of identity. Willful rebellion against Imperial Authority or a simple lapse in judgment by the person who gave their orders? Considering the objective for this mission, likely the former, but after his near disastrous exchange with Akanai, he was loathe to rush to conclusions.
 
  
 
 What a fool he’d been, assaulting a commanding general during wartime with a Justicar waiting nearby. A Justicar he’d brought with him no less. Were it not for her benevolence, Akanai could have had Du Min Gyu executed forthwith, though some solace could be found as he would have died in ignorance of how ungrateful his family truly was...
 
  
 
 Putting aside past regrets, he waited for a response from the Canston Guards and prayed their master would hear his words and yield. He abhorred this waste of competent warriors, of both Death Corps and Canston Guards alike. In battle, oftentimes the difference between victory and defeat lay not in a single individual’s strength, but in how well each individual works with the warrior beside them. Take a hundred unaffiliated Captain-level talents and pit them against a commander with his retinue of ninety-nine basic soldiers who trained together, and Min Gyu would put his money on the retinue every time.
 
  
 
 Well-trained and well-equipped, the Canston Guards were a disciplined, orderly force, armoured in heavy plate while brandishing fierce polearms and no small number of Spiritual Weapons. Although he had yet to come across any warriors of overwhelming talent, he was impressed by their teamwork, organization, and speedy response to the attack. After his initial assault showed them how outclassed they were, a small rear guard remained in place to slow his advance while their main force fell back in orderly fashion, concentrating their soldiers at the fortified positions around the central buildings. Given Siyar’s shockingly detailed map, Min Gyu had foreseen this as a possibility and even allowed it to happen since it made things easier for him, but the speed and efficiency with which the Canston Guards carried out their retreat was most impressive.
 
  
 
 Even more impressive was how he heard no horns sounded or orders Spoken after his forces breached the gate. The Canston Guards had practised and prepared for this eventuality, and each guard knew precisely what to do and where to go without direction. Even allowing for their Oath-sworn status, it took considerable dedication and training to reach this level of competence, which made Min Gyu reluctant to slaughter them out of hand. Scanning the crowd, he hoped to find whoever held the leash of these fine soldiers and force them to cede control with minimal casualties, but sadly, whoever it was had hidden himself well.
 
  
 
 A damn shame to lose so many fine soldiers, especially since Yan needed soldiers for her retinue, but needs must. Impressive though the Canston Guards might be, they were no match for the cold fury of Imperial Death Corps, nor were their numbers sufficient to make up for the difference in strength. Still, something was off, and even as he prepared to order the final charge, Min Gyu surveyed his surroundings one last time. Thankful he did, he discovered what unsettled him so as gazed at the cloth-covered ground. “Strange, too strange.”
 
  
 
 Lips pursed in a frown, Jun Bao picked up on his meaning almost immediately. “How long do you suppose we took to get here? A half-hour, if that?”
 
  
 
 Nodding in agreement, Min Gyu replied, “Hardly enough time for... this.” Around them, ragged tents fluttered in the wind while others lay crumpled in the dirt, trampled underfoot by the Death Corps as they moved to encircle the Canston Guards. Aside from the tents, there was nothing else. No bedding or blankets, no discarded clothes or lost shoes, neither hair nor hide of the worker slaves to be found. For trained guards to move so quickly and efficiently was one thing, but to remove almost all evidence of an enslaved workforce without sound or struggle in so short a time? Impossible.
 
  
 
 Directing his gaze at the two borrowed scouts, Min Gyu asked, “You said you were here less than a week ago. You’re certain there were thousands of slaves here?”
 
  
 
 “Yes sir,” Siyar responded, while his superior officer, Jorani, stood silent, nervously fiddling with the weapon hidden in his sleeve. A small mace or thin dagger of some sort perhaps, but the movements revealed his cowardice. “Sure as sure. Eight days give or take a few hours. Saw em with these two eyes, Mother’s truth. A right sorry lot, whole crowd of battered and bruised souls all huddled up around these here tents.”
 
  
 
 Most concerning. “By your own account, you arrived under the cover of darkness. Could you have been mistaken regarding the numbers?”
 
  
 
 “Mayhaps,” Siyar responded with a shrug. “But not by much. Last I was here, I had to pick my way real careful around em, strewn across the dirt and whatnot. More slaves than tents to cover em, and as you can see, they had plenty of tents.”
 
  
 
 “What about the central buildings?”
 
  
 
 “Only checked the one, but twas packed to the rafters with boxes. Nicked a pair of vessels from an open one, then buggered off right quick.” Spitting to the side, Siyar’s globule of phlegm narrowly missed the boot of a Death Corps soldier, and the scout held his hand up in apology, though the Death Corps soldier appeared indifferent to it all. “Whole places puts me on edge,” he added, barely repressing a shudder. “Unclean is what it is, feel it in my bones I do.”
 
  
 
 Hmm. Even if the other three buildings had been empty to begin with, they couldn’t possibly fit so many people. This begged the question, where had all the slaves gone? Thinking to share his concerns with the other two experts under his command, he reached out to them through Sending, as they were off overseeing the Death Corps’ encirclement. He started with Pichai, a dark-skinned southerner most famous for surviving the destruction of his first Spiritual Weapon at the tender age of twenty-four. Rare for a Warrior to outlive his Weapon, but despite his leaking core and crippled Spiritual self, Pichai persevered along the Martial Path. Three decades later, the once formidable young talent re-emerged as an indomitable Expert, having relearned how to use his Chi and bound a second Spiritual Weapon, the same giant scimitar he’d used to open the gates. Now, at the ripe age of ninety-seven, the story of ‘Broken Blade Pichai’ was often told to young warriors across the Empire, a living example of what one could accomplish with hard work, dedication, and perseverance.
 
  
 
 Pei. Broken tongue more like it. After hearing all of Min Gyu’s concerns, the tight-lipped southerner replied in his almost lyrical lilt, “Understood. No slaves spotted, only guards. Will inform commander if situation changes. End Sending.”
 
  
 
 ‘End Sending’, how pretentious. As if people wouldn’t know he’d finished speaking without confirmation. Besides, since when was it his prerogative to end their conversation, as if he were the superior and Min Gyu his underling? “Good, good,” he Sent, more out of spite than need. “Remember the mission and keep your guard up. Send word if artillery is spotted.”
 
  
 
 “Orders received. End Sending.”
 
  
 
 “Wait for my signal to attack and take prisoners wherever possible. Many questions will be best answered by the guards themselves after seizing their Emblem.”
 
  
 
 “Orders received. End Sending.”
 
  
 
 ...What a hateful man. Most infuriating.
 
  
 
 Giving up on the idiotic game, Min Gyu closed his eyes and turned his attentions to Eccentric Gam with a sigh. Calling him eccentric was an understatement, and even though there wasn’t much known about the ancient half-fox, Min Gyu would think twice before challenging him in open combat. Setting aside Gam’s hundreds of years of experience, the Blessing of Earth was frighteningly suited for warfare, endowing its recipient with prodigious strength and durability. Speed too, for contrary to popular belief, a slender, willowy build did not, in fact, make a warrior faster, as speed was merely a different application of strength. Any warrior with the Blessing of Earth was undoubtedly a force to be reckoned with, and the foremost Earth-Blessed Expert in the Empire was indisputably Eccentric Gam.
 
  
 
 Hmph. No matter. Eccentric Gam held the advantage of age over Du Min Gyu, but after a few years under his tutelage, he was certain Du Min Yan would stand high above a piddling Wu Gam. Brutish little bastard, manhandling the girl like he did. If Min Gyu had been on that stage, he’d have slapped Wu Gam until his head swelled up like a pig’s. When Falling Rain knocked that little bastard back into the crowd, Min Gyu had forgotten himself and whooped with joy, though luckily the sound had been lost in the din.
 
  
 
 Number one Talent in the Empire… The boy could have the title for now, until Du Min Yan came to claim it.
 
  
 
 After Sending what he’d learned to Eccentric Gam, Min Gyu received no answer for long minutes, until finally, “...Found them. They’re underground.”
 
  
 
 “Whe-”
 
  
 
 “There’s a whole network of tunnels beneath our feet,” Eccentric Gam continued, speaking over Min Gyu’s Sending. “Twenty, twenty five meters down?”
 
  
 
 “What-”
 
  
 
 “Can’t rightly say what they’re doing down there.” The hateful demi-human both interrupted and answered Min Gyu’s next question. “Feel lots of people moving down there, thousands at least, but that’s about all I can tell. Those feet could be coming or going, could be dancing for all I know. Real shame I can’t ask the dirt to tell me what’s going on, yea? Oh, the stories they’d tell.”
 
  
 
 Min Gyu was beginning to see the benefits to Pichai’s Sending etiquette. Once sure Gam was finished rambling, Min Gyu Sent, “Can you find the entrance?”
 
  
 
 “Can you track a breeze? No I can’t find the entrance, you dodder...” Gam’s Sending trailed off into silence. Just as Min Gyu was about to respond, the Eccentric spoke once more. “I could collapse the whole thing if you like, easy as turning-”
 
  
 
 “Stay your hand! Those people down there could have the answers we seek. Continue encircling the guards and await further instructions.” Massaging his temples at Gam’s rant over being ordered around by a ‘child’, Min Gyu Sent, “End Sending”, and closed himself off from the noisy eccentric. If he had information to pass on, he could Send it to Jun Bao. “We have a problem. Tunnels beneath us. Possibly an escape route.”
 
  
 
 “Or set-up for an ambush,” Jun Bao replied, completing Min Gyu’s thoughts.
 
  
 
 “Indeed. Take it slow?”
 
  
 
 “The young master placed you in charge for a reason.” With a self-deprecating smile, he added, “They don’t call me the ‘Solitary Sword’ for nothing.”
 
  
 
 “Only due to lack of interest, not ability.” Reflecting on the many duels of their youth, Min Gyu continued, “You were a right devious bastard at times, always striking my weaknesses.”
 
  
 
 “An accomplishment which might seem impressive if you didn’t have so many.”
 
  
 
 Between verbal exchanges, Min Gyu ordered his people to widen the perimeter and search the fort for hidden tunnel entrances. Though his quarry might escape from underfoot, Min Gyu had no choice but to exercise caution, especially considering the nature of his mission. He’d been tasked by the Legate himself to find evidence of collusion between the Canston Trading Group and the Enemy, and more specifically to seize control of a substance capable of rendering stone to dust and flesh to nothingness with only the light of day. As the sun had yet to set, if he were to charge in or allow his enemy to tunnel behind him, a deadly rain of caustic fluids over him and his troops would spell a most disastrous end to his decades-long military career and century-long life.
 
  
 
 He wasn’t fooled by Jun Bao’s friendly banter or flattery. Min Gyu knew he’d been chosen for one simple reason: he was disposable. Why else forbid him from bringing his own troops and saddle him with Eccentric Gam and Broken Blade Pichai, two relics of the past not unlike himself? If they failed or Falling Rain’s accusations proved false, he had no doubts Jun Bao would execute all three of them and the Legate would spin a story about three aged drunks getting into a dispute with a local winery or some other such nonsense.
 
  
 
 Displeasing as the truth might be, Min Gyu understood the Legate’s need for discretion. Though only a piddling merchant company, even children knew the Canston Trading Group was backed by the Immortal Zhu Chanzui, an Ancestral Pig of foul temper and prodigious greed. Anger him and his vengeance would be terrible to behold, and the battle against the Imperial Dharma Protector sent to stop him could turn Nan Ping into a second Arid Wastelands, the impassable stretch of desert straddling the border between South, West, and Central, said to have been formed by a decade long battle between Divinities.
 
  
 
 All drivel of course. The desert bordered both ocean and Azure Sea, where the cold currents made it all but impossible for the air to hold moisture, giving rise to the desiccated wastelands. Cause and effect, a simple explanation as any. At most, Nan Ping would be burned to the ground and be decades in recovering. Even Ancestral Beasts weren’t powerful enough to do something as drastic as altering the climate and landscape.
 
  
 
 Or so he hoped.
 
  
 
 While he mused over the consequences of failure, the Death Corps searched the fort and uncovered no hidden tunnels or waiting ambushes. This, combined with the setting sun, emboldened Min Gyu into ordering the attack, a little disappointed he wouldn’t have the opportunity to use any of the countermeasures he’d come up with during the ride here. After stressing the need for prisoners to his colleagues, he led the charge himself, leaping over the barricade with a single bound. A powerful burst of wind erupted from his palms, impacting harmlessly on the steel breastplates of two nearby assailants. Though the attack did no direct damage, it sent both luckless targets hurtling away to crash into their comrades, clearing the area and allowing the Death Corps to tear down the barricade and stream in unopposed.
 
  
 
 Ah, it felt good to finally stretch his muscles again, both physical and spiritual ones. When was the last time he faced a true challenge at the peak of health?
 
  
 
 The Canston Guards put up a staunch defense, but well-trained as they were, they proved no match for the Death Corps and were quickly overwhelmed. Guard corpses littered the ground while even more were taken prisoner, pummeled unconscious with closed fist and heavy boot as it was the only way to subdue them. Clearly, they’d been ordered to fight to the bitter end, lashing out with tooth and nail when no other options were left to them, determined to find death on the point of a Death Corps blade.
 
  
 
 The fighting continued for long, grueling minutes as the last pockets of resistance held out, and after judging they had enough prisoners, Min Gyu gave the order to end things. Not ten seconds later, the battle ended, a lop-sided engagement from start to finish. Giving the order to clear the battlefield and secure the area, he brought Jun Bao, Siyar, and Jorani to check the warehouse, only to find it empty save for a few broken boxes. The other three buildings were the same, and to make matters worse, they found no tunnel entrances either, collapsed, covered, or otherwise.
 
  
 
 “How can this be,” he asked, speaking to no one in particular. “Where did they go?” Furrowing his brow, he sought Gam in person and grabbed the scruffy half-fox by the arm. “Are you certain there were people escaping from tunnels beneath us?”
 
  
 
 Covered from head to toe in the blood of his enemies, the odd warrior tilted his head in an almost innocent gesture. “Never said ‘escaping’, and no were about it.” Dropping to all fours, he placed his human ear the to ground and closed his eyes, his fox ears flicking left and right as he listened. “Yep,” he exclaimed after a moment of silence. “Are. Is? Still plenty of boots trudging around right beneath us. Closer too. Ten meters away at most.”
 
  
 
 Realization dawned on Min Gyu as he checked the surroundings. Their backs against the buildings and empty space all around, a tailor-made killing ground prepared just for them. “Form up,” he shouted, heading towards the gate where their wagons awaited. “Fall back to the wagons!”
 
  
 
 But alas, his orders came a minute too late.
 
  
 
 The earth erupted in a spray of dirt as three bald, misshapen creatures emerged from below. Arranged in a neat semi-circle around his troops, the wrinkled mole-like Demons roared in challenge as a steady stream of hostile warriors emerged from their tunnels. Though the buildings blocked line of sight, the cries of alarm told him there were still more Demons to contend with on the other side, his people neatly encircled by the Enemy’s devious trap. They’d known someone would come, how he did not know. Traitors in the Legate’s household, or perhaps someone noticed the two missing vessels Siyar stole. Whatever the reason, he’d led his people into an ambush, and seeing how well the Enemy prepared for this, he judged their chance to escape slim to none.
 
  
 
 Well, at least he’d found proof of collusion.
 
  
 
 A shame his end would come so soon. He would have liked to spend another decade with his doting granddaughter, but a year would have to be enough. “Warriors of the Empire, gather to me,” he commanded, his voice calmer than he’d expected. Their only chance was to punch through before the Enemy finished arranging their forces. The math was simple enough, three Demons, three experts. Turning to his old rival, he said, “Jun Bao, hang back and do not engage. The first chance you see, take to the skies and escape while we hold their attention. You must get word to the Legate. The Defiled wasted no time consolidating the West. They’re here, and they have allies amongst us.”
 
  
 
 Conflicting emotions flashed across Jun Bao’s face, his warrior’s pride demanding he stay and fight, but in the end, he merely saluted and said, “By your command, General.”
 
  
 
 Happy to have won the final exchange of their rivalry, Min Gyu turned to face the Demon, giving his orders out loud for all to hear while gathering the Divine Wind into a rotating, razor sharp disc. Slaves though they might be, even the Death Corps were mortal men, prone to despair as any, and in order to escape, they would need every advantage he could eke out. “Broken Blade Pichai, at my left, Eccentric Gam, to my right, and stalwart warriors of the Empire at my side. With such formidable forces gathered at my side, I, Du Min Gyu, have nothing to fear! Forward into the Enemy!”
 
  
 
 Finally, a challenge worthy of the Sanguine Tempest, Du Min Gyu.
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 “...Blade Pichai, at my left, Eccentric Gam, to my right...”
 
  
 
 Impressive as the speech was, Jorani was in no mood to appreciate Old Du’s flair for the dramatic. A younger, more innocent Jorani might have squealed in delight at the notion of fighting Defiled alongside the Imperial Death Corps and no less than four peak exerts, but the older, jaded Jorani who enjoyed wearing clean, dry trousers was doing his best not to soil his pants and spend his last hours wearing shit-laden trousers.
 
  
 
 He wasn’t no coward. In his short life, Jorani had survived more than his fair share of trials and tribulations. In his early years, he often went hungry despite Ma’s best efforts, but he never held it against her. She worked herself to the bone so he’d have clean clothes, a roof over his head, and a bed to sleep in, so missing a meal here and there never bothered him much. Least, not until he spied them fat, poncy nobles walking about with their candied fruits and skewered meats. He’d spent many a day running and hiding from angry, irate merchants, out for blood because he’d stolen a meat bun or quail egg, an insignificant morsel of food yet apparently worth more than his life. Oh, how Ma cried on those days when he came home bloodied and bruised from his escapades, but she never told him to stop. She only ever told him to be more careful, because he was all she had. He’d taken it to heart, and learned to be sneaky and crafty, befriending the biggest and strongest street rats in Sanshu, a term he always hated. Ma never reprimanded him for joining a gang, she knew he did it to stay safe, and he promised himself that someday, he’d get so good at thievery, she’d never have to worry about him again as she lived out the back end of her life in comfort.
 
  
 
 A dropped basket of silk and Councilman Chao Ban put an end to those dreams when Jorani was still a gangly teen, but he paid the fat bastard back in kind eight years later, left him swinging from a tree in full view of Sanshu. One good reason to thank the bossman, because without him, Jorani would never have had the balls to go against the Eastern Prosperity Alliance, much less a Defiled army made up of Butcher Bay cutthroats.
 
  
 
 Jorani survived the Battle of Sanshu, but dear Mum Above always had more up Her wide, flappy sleeves, what with Her being a meddling sort and all, but this was too much. Demons and Defiled popping out of the dirt like radishes in the heart of Central, there had to be a limit to what one should expect. Forget the ugly, wrinkled, tunnelling Demons both in front and behind them, those weren’t Jorani’s problem to deal with (until they were, but best not to think about it too hard). No, what had his asshole ready to spew was a minor, yet not insignificant detail, a fly in the ointment which ruined everything.
 
  
 
 When fighting, whether it be Demons, Defiled, or otherwise, it’s always preferable to have your Spiritual Weapon in hand, whereas Jorani’s was sitting in the carriage, which in turn sat outside the gates and on the other side of the growing Defiled horde.
 
  
 
 That left him with a single-use runic rod given to him by the old Rat Bastard, and tiny dagger which would be about as useful as a toothpick. True, his belt dagger was more or less the same size as the bossman’s sword, but Jorani refused to label it as a proper weapon. For one, it wasn’t a Spiritual Weapon, which meant no Honing to cut through his opponents, a proper bunch of thick, muscular bastards. Second, he had no intentions of getting in close enough to trade blows with his dagger, since he’d easily be overpowered and outmatched. Fighting up close might work for the Bossman, but that’s because he was a right and proper nutter, a few wheels short of a wagon.
 
  
 
 Besides, the bossman had a shield and his crazy, transforming, axe/glaive now, a weapon Jorani personally would have called a sword/spear, but the bossman speaks, and the rest just smile and nod.
 
  
 
 Luckily, this being a battlefield and whatnot, there were plenty of now-ownerless weapons Jorani was happy to claim. Grabbing a pair of discarded dagger-axes off the ground, he was thrown off by how heavy the damned things were, about fifteen kilos each. Them half-piggies weren’t just fat, but strong too. Belatedly remembering to Reinforce, he hefted the unwieldy weapons with a grunt and passed one to Siyar, who absently nodded in appreciation as they made their way to the right flank. With little time to prepare, Jorani inwardly sighed and said, “Stick close, but if ye see an opening to get out clean, take it.”
 
  
 
 “Goes without saying,” Siyar replied, sucking his teeth in dismay. “Don’t look like there’s much chance of that though.”
 
  
 
 Jorani wanted to say something uplifting like Old Du was doing, but nothing came to mind. “No, it don’t. Looks like yer stuck with me then.”
 
  
 
 “Looks like.”
 
  
 
 Standing across the way, these Defiled differed from the pale skinned Defiled of the North, different even from the crazed, yet disciplined Defiled of Butcher Bay. The Northern Defiled were a pale lot who wore armour of bone and rock, and Butcher Bay’s bunch looked like normal folk aside from their thick armour of steel and iron, but these Defiled were a different bunch all together. Scarred and misshapen, these Defiled wore no armour and left their and arms and chests bare, proudly displaying their weathered, desiccated skin. It had a rough, greyish texture to it, neither sun-tanned nor pallid, but sickly and dull, like meat left too long in the sun to dry. Thankfully, they all wore pants, which ended well short of the ankles, leather sandals to protect their feet, and wielded all manner of wicked weapons in their hands, though they appeared to favour dual wielding three-pronged swords or three-pronged punching gauntlets, following the premise the more blades the better, he supposed. Under the streaks of dirt, he noted the Defiled had slathered their bodies in a salve which made their unhealthy skin glisten beneath the early evening light. Both men and women among them dressed like this, and while he usually enjoyed the sight of free hanging breasts, these Defiled bodies hardly looked human anymore, more like freshly preserved corpses trotted out for display.
 
  
 
 Further dehumanizing them were their covered faces, hidden behind layers of wrapped leather which left only their eyes exposed. This wasn’t the nice, tanned leather of cow or goat skin, but long strips of rough, veiny leather, darkened in some places but a nice, peachy colour, the colour of healthy, human skin. Only then did his mind make the connection, and he trembled in place, not out of fear or revulsion, but in pure, unbridled rage. These bastards deserve death a thousand times over, and Jorani would happily slaughter every Defiled bastard between here and his carriage.
 
  
 
 As for the ones behind him, well... they’d have to wait until he came back with an army to match them.
 
  
 
 Course, he’d still feel much better with his Spiritual Weapon in hand, and he’d give damn near anything to have Ral here with him too, but Jorani supposed the thousand or so Death Corps would have to do. In a way, it was like having a thousand Ral’s at his side, though none would be so loyal or committed to getting him out alive. The dog-eared idiot was many things, and Jorani counted ‘true friend’ among them. If he was here... Then again, if he was gonna wish for things to magically appear, he might as well wish he still had his suit of Runic Armour, the whole Bekkie army, and the old bastard who’d sired him along for the ride to boot.
 
  
 
 Nah, scratch that. Just the Bekkies and the armour, personally delivered by Daxian the ‘Virtuous’. It’d be fun to see the jealousy in that bastard’s pinched, ugly face when Jorani donned the armour once more.
 
  
 
 And with that last thought, Du Min Gyu sounded the charge, the air distorting above the hand he held upraised over his head as he formed a rotating, razor sharp disc he called a Wind Chakram, the signature move which he used to end the life of the fleeing Butcher of KunLun. “Forward into the Enemy!”
 
  
 
 A small part of Jorani’s brain clapped in joy upon witnessing the true Wind Charkram in person. The plays and operas rarely did it justice.
 
  
 
 A roar emerged from the throats of the gathered Death Corps soldiers, a single, unified sound in defiance of the odds. Armoured in solid breastplates of blackened steel, the Death Corps were the first and last line of defence of the Imperial Clan. Oath-sworn slaves one and all, they were the product of a life of intense training and singularly devoted to the Empire. A life without freedom, Jorani once thought their name meant they would fight to the death, but now, he realized he’d been wrong. Rather than welcoming their deaths, their eyes burned with intense fury and devotion as they set out to meet with this most ancient Enemy and bring death to all who stand against them.
 
  
 
 The Imperial Death Corps smashed into the loose line of Defiled and Demons in a deafening crash of flesh and steel. Chaos erupted as warriors from both sides fought and died in the opening exchange, though their dying screams were chillingly alike. No less determined than they, the Enemy fought without a thought for self preservation as they gave it their all to hold Jorani’s bunch in place, while he and his Death Corps threw everything they had into punching through them to freedom. His unfamiliar weapon in hand, Jorani thrust it through the leather-wrapped head of the first Defiled to step into range, though the human skin wrapping was much tougher than expected, catching his blade and holding it tight. Slowing his advance to kick the corpse off his weapon, a second Defiled filled the gap left by the first and Siyar’s dagger-axe neatly sank into the bastard’s throat. Instantly repaying the life-saving favour, Jorani smashed the butt of his weapon into a third Defiled’s hand, stopping a sword from splitting Siyar from shoulder to groin. Too close for comfort, he drew his dagger with a reversed grip and slashed his opponent across the eyes, the only uncovered part of his opponent’s face. The blinded Defiled snarled in fury and howled something in his guttural tongue, cut short as a nearby Death Corps soldier seized the opening and struck a killing blow.
 
  
 
 A few seconds into the battle, and Jorani marked down his first close brush with death, but that wasn’t what concerned him. This was his first battle since Sanshu, but it was nothing like what he remembered. True, everything was a mess but he still had a clear head. His heart pounded in his chest and his pores emptied themselves of sweat, but none of this interfered with his focus. Chi surged through his body as he stabbed and slashed with Reinforced might, easily the equal of any Defiled who crossed his path. It's not that the Enemy was weak, but he'd become so much stronger. In Sanshu, he’d been beaten and battered about inside his Runic Armour, but here, today, he fought with a ferocity he never knew he had. Ferocity, a word reserved for the Ulfsaars and Wang Baos of the world, not the quiet and, dare he say it, mousy Joranis, yet here he was, a former sneak-thief and bandit scout standing side by side with Imperial Death Corps against the Defiled, and not only was he not a burden, he dared to even believe he was pulling his damn weight!
 
  
 
 Welp, best mark down another reason to thank the bossman. Gruelling and nonsensical as the training might seem, it whipped Jorani into fighting shape. He’d never be a pure killer like his aforementioned peers, but it didn’t matter. In the bossman’s eyes, killing was easy, so instead, he focused on keeping his people alive, and even with the Death Corps at his shoulders, Jorani could see the vast difference in doctrine.
 
  
 
 The Defiled had always outnumbered the Imperial Army, because even though their overall population was merely a fraction of the Empire’s, every Defiled man, woman, and child knew how to fight, and even the weakest could match blades with an Imperial soldier. With the advantage of the Walls, the numbers didn’t matter so much, but here on an open field, it made them formidable indeed. The Death Corps soldiers were unparalleled killers, slaughtering Defiled with every step they took, but even then their advance slowed to a snail’s pace. Three to five Defiled dead for every Imperial, but the Defiled numbers continued to grow while the Imperial’s dwindled at a rapid pace. Every injury the Death Corps took sapped their strength as their life’s blood flowed out, but Jorani sealed his cuts and gashes with barely a thought. Give flesh, break bone, for a dead soldier kills no Defiled, but a wounded one is still almost just as dangerous.
 
  
 
 A damn shame though. Eventually, Jorani would run out of flesh to give, and then...
 
  
 
 Preferring not to imagine his grisly death, Jorani gutted his foe and pressed onwards, stomping the dying bastard’s head as he passed by. The same goes in reverse, a dying Defiled is almost as dangerous as a healthy one, and he’d be damned if he let some poor Death Corps soldier get distracted by a downed cannibal gnawing on his ankles. Step by arduous step they proceeded even as the sounds of battle erupted behind them. Their encircling foes had already caught up, making their way past the central buildings and closing in around their forces like a vice. There would be no retreat, no mercy, and their only option to survive was to break through the Defiled in front of them and out the gates. That was the best, nay the only place where they could hold against the Defiled, forcing them into a choke-point and negating the advantage of their superior numbers.
 
  
 
 So long as the tunnel-digging mole-Demons died before they got there.
 
  
 
 And damned if these old fogeys didn’t give it their best try. Though his movements looked basic and unimpressive, Broken Blade Pichai was a force unto himself. With a massive, horizontal swing of his sword, the colourfully armoured southerner harvested Defiled lives like a farmer reaping grains. In an unmatched efficiency of motion, that same slash sent the Demon flying away, knocking Defiled aside as it tumbled helplessly through the air. Although the creature landed on its feet, viscous Ichor already dripped down its wrinkled and cracked skin, leaving sizzling patches blackened earth wherever the caustic fluids landed. Obviously reluctant to face him alone, the Demon wailed and hissed from a distance, leaving the Broken Blade free to wreak havoc on the Enemy’s left flank until their next inevitable clash.
 
  
 
 To Jorani’s right, Eccentric Gam growled in frustration in his standoff against the Demon, unable to land a killing blow as the defeated creature dove down and hid beneath the earth. Like an unstoppable, man-sized chariot, the half-fox heedlessly charged through the Defiled to follow it away, flinging his opponents aside like broken ragdolls as he twirled his staff with effortless ease. With a maniacal grin, he lifted his weapon and brought the butt end down to ground as if planting a flag, and the earth shook beneath Jorani’s feet as the ground split apart to reveal the battered mole-Demon. Struggling and squealing like a wounded animal, the Demon was held fast by the embrace of the same dirt which it previously swam through. “Ha!” Eccentric Gam declared in triumph, waving his hand and bringing the Demon up out of the crevasse on a prison of soil. “Hiding in the Earth from the magnificent Gam? Seeking Death!”
 
  
 
 Lining up his attack, he drew his staff back for a one-handed thrust. Expecting the Demon to go tumbling into the crowd of Defiled like the Broken Blade’s foe, Jorani soon discovered Eccentric Gam was a level stronger as the creature exploded on impact, showering the oncoming Defiled in a flood of corrosive fluids while leaving Gam and his allied Death Corps unharmed. Howls and screams filled the air, but Eccentric Gam’s Chi-infused cackle drowned them out and lifted Imperial spirits, Jorani’s among them. “Come, cowardly servants of the Father,” the half-fox declared, turning to face the Demons behind them. “Line up nicely for your grand daddy here. What a useful bunch you are, much easier than killing Defiled by ones and twos!”
 
  
 
 “Forward!” Surveying the battlefield from just out of weapon’s reach, Old Du stood in the air and commanded Eccentric Gam to stick to the plan. Thankfully, the screwy old fox merely scowled and obeyed, smashing swathes through the Defiled forces with every lazy swing of his staff. The pressure on Jorani was instantly lessened as Death Corps soldiers were freed to flank his position. Eccentric Gam’s victory over the Demon was like a rock cast into a pond, sending ripples down the Imperial line and collapsing the Defiled before them. Up above, Old Du split his focus on watching the rear and keeping his Demon in check, and when Jorani found a second to glance back in curiosity, his jaw dropped in disbelief. Behind them stood a wall of wind and blood as two shrieking Wind Chakrams circled back and forth, cutting down any Defiled who dared approach in numbers too great. A few still made it through, but the majority stayed back lest the twin discs of death claim too many lives for even their superior numbers to sustain.
 
  
 
 Truly a Sanguine Tempest, which made young magistrate Fung look like a complete fool for calling himself the ‘Unstoppable Tempest’. Pei, the spoiled brat could count himself talented if he had one ten-thousandth of Old Du’s prowess.
 
  
 
 A shame Old Du couldn’t just use his Wind Chakrams to clear the way, but that would be expecting too much. The operas were clear on this point, creating a Chakram took enormous amounts of Chi, and the disc deteriorated with each pass through an enemy. ‘One Man Killing a Hundred’ was the title of Jorani’s favourite song in the opera, which depicted Old Du’s rise to glory in the Hoplesh Rebellion, retaliating after a suicidal attack from the rebels killed off the Imperial Command. Alone and without aid, Old Du, who Jorani supposed would have been middle-aged Du, flew into the enemy camp alone and slaughtered their command in return, his Wind Chakram reaping a hundred Experts before finally dissipating into nothingness. Once finished, middle-aged Du escaped unharmed and took command of the leaderless Imperial Army, destroying the rebellion before they could recover from their leaderless state.
 
  
 
 And now, decades later, with rumours of his senility and decline aplenty, Du Min Gyu was more formidable than ever. Two Wind Chakrams! Two!
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, no warrior could defeat time. Killing one or two hundred Defiled on his own would be an impressive feat, but in the grand scheme of things, it was hardly a drop in the bucket and Chi was finite. Already, Jorani could see a twinge of effort in Old Du’s face as well it should, what with keeping the Defiled behind them in check while fending off a Demon with powerful bursts of wind. Although his easy stroll through the Defiled lines continued, Jorani saw that Eccentric Gam’s robes weren’t only wet with the blood of his foes, but soaked in his sweat too, dripping down his forehead and making him look even more ragged than before. Then there was Broken Blade Pichai, the least impressive of the bunch, who’d already slowed his pace and fallen back, allowing the Death Corps to clear the way to the Demon instead of leading the advance himself like before. Even though Old Zhang had yet to act, the Solitary Sword wasn’t famed for fighting Defiled or Demons, a duellist in the purest sense of the word, so best not to hang their hopes on him.
 
  
 
 Cursing the seemingly endless number of Defiled, Jorani yelled over the clash of blades and the screams of the dying. “C’mon ye weak livered bastards, I heard the Death Corps are the meanest, baddest soldiers around. Y’all gonna disappoint a street rat from Sanshu? Forward to Victory!” A wordless roar sounded in reply as the Death Corps fought on with renewed vigour, and Jorani might have imagined it, but he thought he saw Old Du favour him with a slight approving nod. It wasn’t much, but for the half-breed son of a washer-woman, it meant more than the old man would ever know.
 
  
 
 You see this Ma? You don’t need to worry anymore. Your boy grew up into a proper man, a real soldier, he is. Rest easy now, but light, you hear? Maybe I’ll be coming to join you in a bit, and we can catch up on old times.
 
  
 
 Hack and slash, stab and retract, this was all Jorani thought of as he steadily marched towards his goal. Every now and then he bellowed out a stream of meaningless drivel, urging the Death Corps forward until his throat grew hoarse with effort. Arms leaden and Chi running dry, still he fought on, yet the gates had yet to appear in sight. In fact, they’d barely made it out of the centre of the fort, only now stepping out of the slave grounds and making their way in amongst the slavers shacks. Not even halfway there, yet Jorani’s strength was all but spent, drawing upon reserves he didn’t know he had stored as he marched ever forwards into the Enemy. Unable to find Siyar, he prayed the former smuggler had gotten out safe instead of lying somewhere behind him, though he knew the latter was far more likely. With the last of his voice, he yelled, “Kill the Defiled!”, for that was all that was left to them. He figured they were dead men walking, but they should kill as many Defiled as they could before he headed off to see Ma and Mum Above. 
 
  
 
 Won't be long now Ma. No need to cry, it'll be a nice reunion. After all, your boy never got a chance to say goodbye.
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 Outnumbered and outmanoeuvred, Du Min Gyu grit his teeth and bided his time as soldiers of the Empire fought and died around him. With the Defiled closing in around them, their only path to survival lay in front, so any soldier who fell behind, would be left behind. A distasteful order which broke his heart to give, he watched in helpless fury from his perch in the sky as the Defiled followed in their wake. Kept at bay by his Wind Chakrams, they scavenged through the battlefield with no respect for the dead and no respite for the dying. Wounded combatants both Imperial and Defiled alike were stripped and dragged away, their cannibal captors salivating at the thought of an after battle show and snack. Oath-sworn slaves though they might be, the Imperial Death Corps were still citizens of the Empire, deserving of a better end than a slow, gruelling death in the hands of the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Disgusting creatures, these Defiled desert dwellers from beyond the Western Wall. Seeing them here in the heart of Central made his chest burn with fury and ire, aching to unleash his Chakrams upon the heathens and cut them down in droves, but doing so would be akin to washing his neck for the Enemy’s blade. Numerous as the Defiled were, all his people faced upon this battlefield were but fodder and chaff, common, blood-crazed rustics too stupid to possess a sense of self preservation led by Demons too weak to do more than distract. Were they still human, these Defiled would have long since routed in the face of Imperial might, but still they pressed on like starving feral beasts, pulling Imperial soldiers down through sheer weight of numbers and Father-cursed strength. There was no skill or strategy to their approach aside from throwing themselves at Imperial blades, and nothing would dissuade them from their attack, not Broken Blade Pichai cutting them down like weeds in his path nor Eccentric Gam’s explosive victory over his demonic foe, not his twin Wind Chakrams guarding their rear nor the sea of blood left in their wake.
 
  
 
 This was what made the Enemy so dangerous and unpredictable, their single-minded devotion to death and destruction, unlike anything else in the natural world. While Demons and Defiled came in a variety of colours, shapes, and sizes, they were like-minded in this one aspect, living solely to maim, torture, fuck, and kill, and they weren’t particularly picky about the order either. Without the Empire for them to focus their rage upon, the Defiled would turn on themselves until nothing remained, leaving a desolate world stripped of all life but for a single sole survivor, if that.
 
  
 
 How fitting. Theologists claimed the Enemy arose from the Father’s jealousy over the Mother’s creations, so it made sense His children would seek to destroy Hers.
 
  
 
 A shame not all Defiled were so mindless and unthinking, else the Empire would not even have to lift a finger before the Defiled eradicated themselves. No, the most dangerous Defiled were those still in possession of their faculties, a crafty, cunning foe to face. He sensed them lurking about the periphery, Defiled Experts and formidable Demons laying in wait, watching for their chance to strike. Hard to guard against an unseen foe, so he took to the skies and presented himself as a target, daring the Enemy Experts to openly act against him.
 
  
 
 A risky gamble to take, but a calculated and necessary one. If the Enemy were to throw everything into keeping his forces contained, then only inevitable death awaited Min Gyu and all who travelled here with him. The Enemy numbers were far too great and despite the Death Corps best efforts, growing by the second. Their only chance was to weather the storm of sacrificial bodies and push through to the gates before the Enemy Elites struck, allowing the Imperials to focus on defending one front instead of being attacked from all angles.
 
  
 
 Upon revealing his strength, he expected one of two things to happen: either he would be met in combat by an Enemy Expert, or failing that, their experts would lay low and wait for him to tire. If met with an Enemy Expert, then good. He was the Sanguine Tempest, in perfect health and wholly confident he would emerge victorious in any duel. Killing a Defiled Commander or an Ancient Demon would also do much to bolster the morale of his people, though it wouldn’t do anything to discourage the Defiled. Even if his foe was too strong to defeat, he had Jun Bao nearby to lend a hand if need be, the Solitary Sword famed for overwhelming his opponents in a handful of exchanges. The worst case scenario was not a foe they couldn’t defeat, but if they faced too many Experts to handle at once, slowing the Imperial advance and forever trapping them in the winery.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Min Gyu’s gambit paid off and the Enemy Experts had been cowed into submission. Instead of meeting him in open battle, they remained hidden underground or amongst their troops and waiting for his strength to wane. The longer he remained in the air, the more uneasy they would be, but it was a fine line to walk. If he appeared too strong, then they might switch to a different target, attack in a group, or worst of all, flee to fight another day. Knowing this, he fell silent and feigned weakness for the Enemy to see, not so much to make them confident of victory, but enough to keep them following behind.
 
  
 
 This was truly a matter of dog-shit luck and finding fortune in misfortune. During his ‘duel’ against the fleeing Butcher of KunLun, he’d chased the bastard through the mountains for days on end, unwilling to let the criminal escape justice once again. Alone and without aid, he’d been caught off guard by an ambush from his dastardly foe. After a brief, but intense struggle, the Butcher lost his life to a Wind Chakram and Min Gyu’s right hip and leg had been shattered and mangled beyond all recognition. It took days to drag himself to safety and weeks more before he came across a friendly face. By the time he found himself in front of a Healer, too much of the damage had ‘fixated’ to Heal. This left him with a permanent limp and constant agony as bare bones rubbed against uncovered nerves, and try as he might, he found no way to fix it.
 
  
 
 And so, Du Min Gyu’s status fell from exalted hero to pitiable cripple
 
  
 
 Thrice he’d lopped off his leg and had it regrown by a Healer, but each time the pain returned, no better or worse than before. Eventually, he learned to Lighten his body and lift himself with Wind Chi, relieving pressure from his damaged limb by floating through the air. It wasn’t true flight, an impossible feat found only in legends, and differed from Cloud Stepping. If he had to describe it, it was like making himself almost weightless and falling incredibly slowly. This, combined with copious amounts of Dream Smoke, allowed him to remain standing without screaming in agony, though no amount of drugs would ever dull the pain completely.
 
  
 
 Thus, thanks to his years of practice, Du Min Gyu could stand in the air all day if need be, keeping himself up with a mere flick of his sleeve.
 
  
 
 Sadly, the need for deception left the Imperial Death Corps fighting without his support, vocal or otherwise, but they did well enough. A consummate professional, Broken Blade Pichai held the left flank with ease, well practised in conserving his strength and helping only when necessary. Granted, the grey-haired warrior was well-practised at this, his Chi reserves perpetually draining away due to his... affliction. In a way, Min Gyu saw the Southerner as a kindred spirit, as they’d both been crippled and made stronger for it, though the world had yet to learn of the Sanguine Tempest’s recovery and considering his current predicament, it might remain this way forever.
 
  
 
 Eccentric Gam was the real problem, unwilling to fight alongside the Death Corps and plunging deep into the Enemy lines by his lonesome. Ignoring Min Gyu’s orders and Sendings, the half-fox fought like a man possessed, killing Defiled with every swing and relieving pressure on the buckling right flank, but how long could he last? The Eccentric was old even by half-beast standards and only his obvious exhaustion kept the Enemy from skittering away into the darkness of their tunnels and ruining the plan he’d laid out.
 
  
 
 What a fool. Even if the half-fox had a death wish, did he intend to bring everyone here with him?
 
  
 
 The half-rat Jorani proved a pleasant surprise, picking up the fallen reins of command upon noticing Min Gyu’s ‘plight’. Driving the Death Corps into a frenzy with a combination of taunts and encouragement, the Hangman rallied their flagging spirits and kept both flanks from spreading too thin, the soldiers instinctively fighting to gather around him. Min Gyu had underestimated the illiterate half-rat from Sanshu, a capable soldier born with a natural gift for command, and he could see why Falling Rain favoured him. A shame Min Gyu had been ordered to keep Jorani’s presence a secret. He would have liked to see how the half-rat used his unique Spiritual Weapon, one unlike any he’d ever seen before.
 
  
 
 Still, the battle was far from easy as his soldiers fought to escape their encirclement. For long minutes he steeled his heart and watched good soldiers die, wavering between preserving his strength or saving more of his soldiers, but in the end, he stuck to the plan. So long as his people could make it out of the slave encampment and to the slavers huts, then the rest should be simple enough, provided the Eccentric played his part well. Mindful of the game, he dropped down a couple centimetres to show his ‘wavering’ strength, and while a few enterprising Defiled swung their weapons at him from the ground, none came close to touching him as his soldiers tore through them.
 
  
 
 Finally, after a long, hard fight, the last of his soldiers made it to the line of squat, wooden shacks and Min Gyu immediately Sent the order. “Do it.”
 
  
 
 “About. Damned. Time.” The Eccentric finally responded, his tone arrogant yet relieved. “And don’t think you and me won’t have words after this, barking orders like I’m a slave to be...”
 
  
 
 Mother above, how unprofessional could this damned half-fox be? “Collapse the fucking tunnels before I wrap my hands around your Mother-cursed throat and strangle you to death, you insufferable bastard!”
 
  
 
 Taking the effort to Send the sound of him sucking his teeth, Eccentric Gam stopped in place in the middle of the Enemy, at least twenty meters away from the front line of Death Corps. Bringing his staff close, he held it upright and thumped the ground lightly, once, twice, and a third time, striking a different location by his feet each. After the third tap, he launched his staff into the air where it sailed backwards over Defiled and Imperial lines and landed in the dirt at an angle, where the free end quivered ever so slightly.
 
  
 
 Then -
 
  
 
 Nothing.
 
  
 
 Nothing at all.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Collapse the tunnels, he says. Easy as turning a hand, he says. This over-blown braggart, Min Gyu was a fool to believe him. Turning back at the half-fox, his muttered curse died in his throat as the earth erupted in an ear-shattering roar. Screams and dust filled the air as the ground opened up beneath Defiled feet, sending countless souls plummeting to their deaths. The once hard-packed dirt of the slave encampment quaked itself apart and collapsed into the tunnels beneath it, spawning a massive, circular pit which encompassed the entire centre of the winery, including the four warehouses which were no longer standing. Most impressive was how the pit stopped just short of the slavers huts, exactly where Eccentric Gam had told him would be safe. It was so close, many of the Death Corps were but a single backwards step from tumbling into the pit. Overwhelming destruction and unprecedented control, this was a feat unlike any Du Min Gyu had ever witnessed in over a hundred years of life.
 
  
 
 Mother Above... And to think, this crazy old bastard wanted to do this before even setting sights on the Enemy.
 
  
 
 “Hey, Old Du, be a dear and fetch my staff, will you?”
 
  
 
 Still in shock, Min Gyu obeyed the request without question, floating over to grab the still quivering weapon which sat in what was now a pillar of dirt, all that remained untouched by the destruction. Stilling in his hand, the pillar crumbled away before he could dislodge the staff. Floating back over the Imperial lines, he landed at Eccentric Gam’s side and idly noted the Defiled had retreated a healthy distance away, still watching from afar but leaving the path out all but clear. Offering the staff with both hands, Min Gyu gave a slight bow of respect and quietly said, “Your weapon, Great One.”
 
  
 
 “Huh?” With a childish grin of triumph, the half-fox accepted his staff with one hand, the other busy picking away at his ear. “What’s that?” he asked, feigning ignorance. “I’m plenty old and they say hearing is the first thing to go, so you’ll have to speak up, child.”
 
  
 
 Before Min Gyu lost his temper and said something he might regret, the ground shook beneath their feet. “What have you done?” he asked, glaring at Gam in undisguised anger.
 
  
 
 Equally surprised, the half-fox shook his head. “This isn’t me,” he shouted, his eyes wide with fear. “Not good, the Enemy has an A-”
 
  
 
 The pit exploded in a cloud of dirt and stone and Min Gyu reeled in place as he suffered a glancing blow to the shoulder. A shard of brick, he realized, belatedly noting many of his soldiers had suffered the same. Not powerful enough to pierce through armour or do more than leave a bruise, but the bricks were not an attack. No, they were merely an unintended result as someone lifted hundreds of tonnes of earth and brick to save the buried Defiled. He’d thought Eccentric Gam’s feat had been monstrous enough, so what in Heaven’s name was he supposed to call someone who could do the same, but in reverse?
 
  
 
 As the dust settled, he saw a single, hooded figure step out of the pit. Just as he was about to lead the attack, an insidious Aura gripped him tight and threatened to shatter him at a moment’s notice, so heavy and ponderous it felt like a mountain had settled onto his shoulders and was crushing the very air from his lungs. Backing away out of instinctive fear, the Death Corps cleared the path before this Peak Expert and Min Gyu could hardly fault them. It was all he could do to remain rooted in place, studying this terrifying existence who made Eccentric Gam look like a mere child in comparison when it came to the Blessing of Divine Earth.
 
  
 
 With a hunched back and wrinkled face, the hooded figure was hardly an imposing sight, but in Aura alone, Min Gyu was utterly inferior. When the figure reached Min Gyu and Gam, he lifted his head to reveal a bald, elderly warrior with wrinkled skin and sightless white eyes. She, he corrected, for this Expert was a woman, though uglier than any he’d ever laid eyes on. Buck teeth jutted out from her upper lip as her pinched face furrowed in anger, her unseeing gaze locked firmly on Eccentric Gam. “How. Dare. You?” she asked, raising a wizened hand to tap Gam’s chest, which sank into cloth and flesh like a chopstick through tofu.
 
  
 
 To his credit, Eccentric Gam barely batted an eye as the elderly woman traced her finger down his sternum, leaving behind a mangled trail of flesh and blood. Sucking his teeth, Gam curled his lip in derision. “The Treaty stands, so unless you mean to break it, why don’t you fuck off and go eat worms, you wrinkled, old, hairless bag.”
 
  
 
 Heaven’s above. How unfortunate could they be, stumbling across an errant Ancestral Beast?
 
  
 
 “No respect.” Poking another hole in Gam’s chest, she swirled it about and elicited a small grunt from the hardy half-fox. “The others are so much better, all Venerated One this, and Venerated One that.” Moving faster than the eye could see, she slapped him across the face and caught him before his body could fly off. Unable to stand, Gam fell to his knees, head sagging as blood dripped out of his ruined mouth. “I don’t much like your disrespect, don’t like it much at all.”
 
  
 
 Gathering his nerves, Min Gyu pieced things together and stepped forward to stop her from killing the half-fox. “Rude as his words may be, Venerated One,” he said, making sure to use her preferred title, “Eccentric Gam has a point. We are here on an Imperial mission, and as such, fall under the protections of the Treaty.” Searching the crowd for Jun Bao so he could show her the Imperial Token, he cursed beneath his breath when he found no sign of his old rival, with only blank, Death Corps gazes and a shocked Jorani staring back, so scared he’d dropped his weapons and had gone back to fiddling with his sleeve.
 
  
 
 “Oh I know dearie,” the Ancestral Beast replied, and were it not for his terror, he would have burst into laughter at how grandmotherly she sounded. “I’m bound from interfering, but this one just killed many of my children, too many to stomach. My poor little babies, digging around in the dirt. I may not have birthed them, but I raised them all the same. How can I let this stand?”
 
  
 
 Oh dear lord. She was deranged. Did she have some pet animals in the area or something?
 
  
 
 “Besides,” she added with a gap-toothed smile, her breath foul beyond imagination, “If I kill you all, who’s left to complain? That’s what I brought my children here to do in the first place, so I might as well finish what they started. I'll feast on his flesh in honour of their memory, my poor baby mole-rats.”
 
  
 
 Oh, things were so much worse than he’d thought.
 
  
 
 This Ancestral Beast was Defiled.
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      Hate to do this to you all, but it must be done.  - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 No chapter today. The last few chapters, while fun to write, have left me in a bit of a pickle timeline wise. I chopped out an important part from a different PoV because I thought it'd ruin the pacing, so now I'm not 100% sure if my original plan is going to work out. 
 
  
 
 Well, that's not true. The plot I have planned works, I just haven't figured out how to write it well enough... I guess?
 
  
 
 So, I'm gonna do what I always do when I'm faced with a difficult problem. I'm going to sleep on it and come back with fresh eyes. I'm sure I can still keep going without making changes to what I had planned, but trying to finagle it on a timeline is stressing me out and since I deal with stress through procrastination and eating, I've gotten nothing done all day. I should be back on sunday with the next chap, but keep an eye on Discord for more info.
 
  
 
 Again, sorry, but such is life.
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 “Such bliss to ride beneath the cloudless starry skies with you at my side, with your radiant beauty offset by the soft twilight gloom. Would that the sun sleep forever from this day forth, so I might gaze upon this tender sight for all my days to come...”
 
  
 
 Inwardly gagging at the sappy rhetoric, Mila suppressed the urge to throttle Fung and stuff his mouth with dirty linens. Riding through the flat and boring Central Plains was bad enough, but listening to her junior martial brother wax lyrical for hours without end was turning it into a living nightmare. She could only imagine what it was like for poor Seoyoon, the subject of Fung’s stomach-churning poetry. Trials and tribulations indeed, for after suffering defeat at Rain’s hands on stage, the youngest member of the Hwarang now had to contend with Fung’s philandering ways, a fate Mila would not wish on her worst enemy.
 
  
 
 Even on the best of days, she never liked the young magistrate of Shen Huo much, blaming him for turning Rain to his wicked ways. A man without shame, Fung was an incorrigible skirt chaser and debauched drunkard, a silk pants through and through. Unfortunately, he was also one of Rains few friends, so she tolerated Fung’s presence for his sake, but desperately wished her betrothed would make new and better friends.
 
  
 
 Alas, he got along with the cavalier young magistrate like two peas in a pod, as Papa would say, despite sharing almost nothing in common aside from their love of training. Together, they’d laugh and joke while sharing nothing of importance, a friendship utterly devoid of intimacy, affection, and familiarity. They knew almost nothing about one another on a personal level, their camaraderie anchored in shared interests rather than shared thoughts or emotions. When Mama took Fung as a disciple, Mila asked Rain for help picking out a thoughtful personal gift, but he was no help at all. Aside from drinking, whoring, and fighting, he couldn’t name any of Fung’s interests or offer insight about who the young magistrate really was. Before today, Mila didn’t even know Fung enjoyed reading poetry, much less was adept at composing it, though his choice of verse was far too cloying and sentimental for her tastes.
 
  
 
 In short, Rain and Fung were friends because they shared the same unnatural fear of intimacy, believing if they gave voice to their weaknesses and insecurities, it would diminish them in some way. Fools and idiots the both of them for putting on a false front of bravado no matter the circumstances, thinking they could stave off the dark whispers of the Father’s minions without the love and support of the people around them. They were too alike in the worst of ways, and nothing good had ever come from their sordid friendship.
 
  
 
 Then again, it wouldn’t hurt Rain to learn a thing or two about romance from Fung. Mila would love to hear her betrothed call her a ‘radiant beauty’ or some other flowery nonsense...
 
  
 
 Her patience worn thin, she turned to him and snapped, “Enough of your prattling. Shut your mouth and concentrate on the task at hand.”
 
  
 
 Indifferent to her anger, Fung simpered and gestured at the darkened plains around then, empty save for their sizable patrol. “Senior martial sister, this one admits his wrongs, but concentrate on what? Our orders were to patrol the plains and investigate any suspicious activity, but we’ve been at it for hours with nothing to show. There are hundreds of us moving together and hundreds more in other groups both ahead and behind us, all presumably following the same northerly route. Whatever it is we’re meant to find, I’m sure the other contestants will spot it long before we will.”
 
  
 
 Why Mama took this idiot as a disciple, Mila would never understand. “You recall we’re here for a competition, correct?” she asked, speaking through gritted teeth, “And not out for a moonlit stroll with the latest object of your affection. It would behoove you to pay attention to your surroundings lest you be caught off guard by whatever excitement the organizers have planned.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Fung looked down at her from atop his pretty horse, both literally and figuratively. Hateful man. “Excitement seems like the last thing the organizers planned for. Contest and challenges my ass, dawdling and delaying would be more apt.” Holding a hand up to forestall her rebuttal, Fung continued, “While senior martial sister’s first mission was a true epic for the operas, I would say your experience was outside the norm. Had your teammates not been a group of stubborn, brainless fools who insisted on meeting your ‘pursuers’ in single combat, I suspect you would have been subjected to the same boredom as the rest of us.”
 
  
 
 He wasn’t wrong. As much as she had enjoyed the action-packed ride escape in which she defeated her pursuers with spear and bow, but upon reaching the outpost, she learned her ‘pursuers’ weren’t supposed to apprehend her team, but shadow them to the outpost and report their findings to a Royal Guardian nearby. The ‘ambush’ she defeated were merely a second team who’d somehow lost their target and were laying in wait for a new one. Their plan might have worked too since they only needed to report the destination and everyone was travelling to the same place, but Mila spotted them for almost a kilometre away and shot them full of blunted arrows the moment she stepped into range.
 
  
 
 As for the others... Fung had been tasked with tracking down a missing scout, following reports and ‘eyewitness’ testimony to reach the outpost, while BoShui merely had to deliver an empty box to the right individual, more a matter of remembering orders correctly than any test of skill. Yan’s mission had been the most involved, a non-violent test of sustained vigilance and perception, but still, this contest felt lacking considering the Royal Guardian’s gripping speech just this morning. The only thing they’d done all day was winnow the contestants down to a more manageable number, with success or failure largely dependant on the Royal Guardian’s mood. While this made sense considering the staggering amount of registered participants, there were still at least a thousand contestants remaining and the organizers seemed utterly unprepared for their numbers. After hours of sitting around at the outpost with nothing to do, they were finally arranged into groups of a hundred and brought out on ‘patrol’, stumbling around in the dark without lanterns or torches because of massive delays, shoddy planning, and a general level of piss-poor organization.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, despite her disappointment with the contest, Mila refused to give up this chance for fame and promotion. “So what if it’s boring? A soldier’s life isn’t all action and glory and Senior Captains are often assigned missions like patrolling the countryside or apprehending criminals. If this sort of life doesn’t interest you, then there’s nothing stopping you from riding back to Nan Ping, where you can drink and whore to your heart’s content.” Peering over Fung’s horse to address Seoyoon, Mila gave fair warning to the icy young maiden. “Don’t let his charming good looks and flowery praise fool you fair maiden, my junior martial brother is a beast at heart, a debauched degenerate like no other.”
 
  
 
 Anger burning her eyes, Seoyoon treated Mila with a frosty glare. “I am Ryo Seoyoon of the Hwarang, not some ‘fair maiden’ to be sheltered and protected, especially not by a nameless northern savage like yourself.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the frosty girl’s prickly demeanour, Mila met Seoyoon’s gaze without flinching. Throughout the entire afternoon, Seoyoon showed no signs of accepting Fung’s courtship, but then again, she never rejected or rebuffed him either. “So be it,” Mila said, shrugging off the hostility. “My apologies, I failed to take your lofty status into consideration. With your lacklustre martial skills, your future will be much brighter as my junior martial brother’s concubine.” Clasping her fist, she saluted the pair and added, “I’m sure your children will be lovely.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Nameless northern savage am I? Bitch.
 
  
 
 Snarling in fury, Seoyoon seemed ready to leap over Fung’s horse and tackle Mila to the ground, but she welcomed the scrawny little shrew’s assault with open arms. Unfortunately, Fung was far too quick to act, driving his horse into Seoyoon’s and forcing both horse and rider away. “Come, why don’t we ride over there, because... well, because I like my limbs where they are, attached to my torso.”
 
  
 
 Finally freed of his incessant yapping, Mila snorted and held her head high. Their brief exchange didn’t go unnoticed, but after a few hushed whispers and pointed fingers, the commotion died down and everyone went back to following the Royal Guardian through the gloomy Central Plains. Nameless though Mila might be, she was wholly confident in her Martial skills and would not be intimidated by the Hwarang. While the best of Central were a formidable bunch, in Mila’s eyes, Seoyoon did not deserve the title, likely earned through back-room dealings to promote the Ryo family name. If not for Rain’s mercy, Seoyoon wouldn’t have lasted three exchanges on stage, much less the dozen he so graciously gifted her. In contrast, Mila could defeat her in a single blow, and would happily put the uppity young noble in her place.
 
  
 
 The rest of the Hwarang were far more impressive in comparison, even Mitsue Hideo and Yong Jin. Dastan’s outstanding victory over Hideo needn’t be mentioned, but Yong Jin put up a valiant defence against Wu Gam’s Earth-Blessed strength. Speaking of the half-fox, Mila hoped to invite him for a spar, having never faced a peer who could match her in raw power. It would be nice to go all out without worrying she might accidentally kill someone, but despite his prodigious strength, Wu Gam wasn’t the most intimidating member of the Hwarang, at least not in Mila’s eyes.
 
  
 
 No, that distinction went to Du Min Yan, formerly Adujan of the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Loathe as she was to admit it, despite agonizing over Yan’s performance for hours on end, Mila had yet to come up with an acceptable counter to the half-deer’s hit-and-run tactics, much less her long-ranged Wind Blades. Whereas Wu Gam’s Blessing allowed him to harden his skin, Mila lacked the ability to do the same. She couldn’t even Heal in the middle of combat like Rain and his soldiers, needing to sit down and meditate before tending to her wounds. A single errant cut would be all Yan needed to end Mila’s life, which placed the half-deer a step above Mila in Martial strength, a stunning reversal of roles since they last met.
 
  
 
 It seemed like everyone had gotten stronger in the past year. Rain had his unique Aura manipulation, Yan learned to materialize Chi, while BoShui, Dastan, and Fung each formed a Natal Palace. Even Huu, who all but disappeared from their lives following his marriage to Yesui and Yosai, had returned stronger than ever. She didn’t notice anything amiss at first, ignoring him as he swung a training sword about all afternoon, but when he finally put his weapon aside for a break, she’d been given a scare when it slid off the bench and fell to the floor, cracking the smooth, stone tiles beneath it. The training weapon had to weigh at least fifty kilograms, yet Huu swung it around one-handed for hours with ease, a most impressive feat of strength.
 
  
 
 For the first time ever, Mila felt the pressure of her peers nipping at her heels, her strength stagnating while others improved by leaps and bounds. Mila blamed Rain for this, since without his stupid idea for spring-loaded Spiritual Weapons, she wouldn’t have spent the last few months in a frenzy of crafting and revising. Then again, Mama warned her this would happen eventually if she insisted on pursuing two separate Paths, but truth be told, Mila never believed she would suffer, confident her natural talent and early Awakening meant she would forever stand above her peers.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, this contest wasn’t limited to Mila’s peers alone, but one for Captains and Warrant Officers regardless of age. Many of her fellow competitors were well into their thirties or forties, career Captains with little hopes of promotion outside of this contest. Though they counted few true Experts among their number, these untalented warriors were still veterans of their craft, with experience and wisdom giving them an edge over their younger competitors. One only had to look at Zian’s sparring record in Central to know how cagey and astute the older generation could be, a top five talent of the North presented with a string of humbling defeats at the hands of his seniors.
 
  
 
 Boring as it was, this competition was Mila’s chance to go from ‘nameless northern savage’ to ‘Senior Captain Sumila, young warrior of the Bekhai’. No matter the odds, she intended to see this through to the bitter end.
 
  
 
 In the midst of fretting about all manner of concerns, Mila spotted movement nearby in the night’s gloom. Urging Atir to break free from the patrol, Mila came to her feet for a better view, a blunted arrow nocked in her bow and ready to loose. “This is Captain Sumila of the Bekhai,” she yelled. “You have three seconds to make your presence known and identify yourself, else you will be fired upon.”
 
  
 
 Her challenge prompted a flurry of motion, but not from the unknown intruder. Half the contestants around her charged out into the fields, shouting their names and echoing her challenge in hopes the Royal Guardian took note. Idiots one and all, with most not even heading in the right direction, but one silent, quin-mounted figure stood out among them. Riding into the tall grasses, Huu returned shortly after carrying a breathless, panting figure, a nondescript man who looked strangely familiar. “Thank the Mother,” he gasped, his voice tinged with panic. “Captain Sumila, call your protectors and send word to your mother. The Defiled are here!”
 
  
 
 Elated this contest was finally going some where, Mila faltered as she finally recognized the breathless messenger as a member of Rain’s retinue. Sither maybe, or Siyar. Her enthusiasm drained away to be replaced by horror, and she dragged the man away to report to the Royal Guardian.
 
  
 
 She’d been praying all day for excitement, but not like this.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Body trembling in sheer terror, Jorani clutched his sleeves and watched as the crone manhandled Eccentric Gam like a child’s toy.
 
  
 
 Eccentric Gam who killed Defiled like chickens.
 
  
 
 Eccentric Gam who hunted Demons with glee.
 
  
 
 Eccentric Gam who had strength enough to shake the earth and crumble buildings, beaten bloody by a single slap to the face from a wizened granny.
 
  
 
 Well... there were three more Experts around, right? Three against one, those were odds he’d take any day.
 
  
 
 Blood draining from his face, Old Du seemed to age fifty years right before Jorani’s eyes as he gulped and whispered, “So... A Defiled Ancestral Beast. I did not think they existed.”
 
  
 
 Oh.
 
  
 
 Well...
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 And Jorani thought meeting the old bastard who sired him was bad enough. This was so much worse.
 
  
 
 “Bah. Defiled. Another ugly word.” The Crone’s face wrinkled in displeasure as she turned her attentions to Old Du, still holding the unconscious Eccentric Gam up by his ruined chin, their surroundings so silent Jorani could hear the old half-fox’s blood dripping onto the cobblestones between pauses. “Power is power, regardless of how it is derived. Balanced, Defiled, mere words which barely scratch the surface of the Truth.” Reaching a bloody finger to tap Old Du’s chest, the old crone smiled and said, “Well, that’s nothing you need to worry about anymore.”
 
  
 
 Appearing out of thin air, Broken Blade Pichai’s scimitar flashed in the starlight. Faster than Jorani could blink, the Crone effortlessly blocked the weapon with her bare hand. “How rude,” she said, fingers clamped around the scimitar in a steely grip. "So silly to resist with this piddling amount of strength, better to just wait your turn and die peacefully.” With a hiss of wind, a Chakram crashed into the old crone’s torso and sent her staggering back, freeing her hold on Pichai’s scimitar. Unfortunately, Eccentric Gam was still caught in her grasp and his legs dragged over stone and dirt as the Ancestral Beast skidded to a halt. Eyes widening in minor surprise, she licked her lips and sucked her teeth while staring at Old Du with a smile. “Better, but not by much. One ant and one fly, neither able to harm me.”
 
  
 
 Taking to the skies, Du Min Gyu waved his battle-fan back and forth, firing Blades of Wind as Pichai moved to cover him. An army of Defiled backed by multiple Demons wasn’t enough to force Old Du to draw his Spiritual Weapon, but against an Ancestral Beast, he held nothing back. “Perhaps,” the old man said, a grim smile stretching across his face, “but we won’t know for sure until we give it our all.”
 
  
 
 There was no more time to think as the two Peak Experts engaged the Crone in combat. Wind howled and metal screeched, but try as they might, the two were no match for the Crone, unable to even free Eccentric Gam from her grasp. Even from what little he could make out, Jorani could see the crone was toying with them, using Eccentric Gam’s body as a shield not because she needed the protection, but because it amused her to see them injure the person they sought to protect. “Careful,” she taunted, her dry, raspy chuckle grating on Jorani’s nerves. “Almost took your friend’s head off there. Oops, there goes his hand, but don’t worry, if you escape, he can always grow a new one.”
 
  
 
 Despair gripped Jorani in its icy grasp as he watched two living legends stumble and falter, with his most esteemed hero Solitary Sword Zhang nowhere in sight. The old Seneschal had abandoned them to their fate, and for the rest of his short life, Jorani would never forgive his childhood hero. Forget the Solitary Sword, the Broken Blade and Sanguine Tempest were the true heroes, fighting against all odds to take on a Defiled Ancestral Beast. If word of this got out, their names would go down in history as the greatest warriors in the history of the Empire, true patriots and champions of the Empire.
 
  
 
 A damn shame no one Imperial would make it out of here alive.
 
  
 
 Unless...
 
  
 
 In his panic to draw it from his sleeve, Jorani fumbled the runic rod and cringed as it fell from his feeble grasp. Chasing it down as it rolled away, he caught it after what felt like forever but couldn’t have been more than three steps. Clutching it tight, he went over the instructions the old bastard gave him. “You run into something too tough to kill,” the deadbeat had said, “then point this at it and channel your Chi. Take care of it anything right and proper, I guarantee it. Only one use though, and expensive as sin to make, so best used as a last resort. Cheaper to raise a new son than give you another, true as true.”
 
  
 
 A Defiled Ancestral Beast certainly fit the bill, but back then, Jorani had been too scared and angry to think properly, but for months afterwards, he regretted not asking a single, vitally important question.
 
  
 
 Which end was he supposed to point with?
 
  
 
 The cylindrical rod had nothing to indicate which end was which, but with Eccentric Gam slowly being chopped to pieces by his would-be saviours, Jorani had to make a decision quickly. Throwing caution to the wind, he tried to appear innocuous as he moved to the Crone’s flank, only belatedly realizing he stuck out like a wart on a nose, since no one else was moving aside from him. The Death Corps seemed frozen in fear, but sometime along the way, Jorani had shaken off the Crone’s Aura and was moving freely once more.
 
  
 
 Was this his Talent? Did he Condense his Aura?
 
  
 
 Throwing aside the speculation, Jorani pointed the rod at the Crone and poured his Chi into it. The rod grew hot in his grasp as it drained his Core, and Jorani prayed it was aimed correctly and had enough power to kill an Ancestral Beast. A single second was all it was supposed to take, but to Jorani, it was the longest second of his life, ready to turn the damned thing around at the slightest hint of a problem. It’d be much easier if his arm wasn’t shaking so much, but even as he thought about it, he realized it wasn't his nerves, but the rod itself shaking in his grasp. Ripping itself out of his fingers, the rod shot through the air and slammed into the Crone’s side. With a hair-raising shriek, the hunched Ancestral Beast straightened up and arched her back, losing her grip on Eccentric Gam for the first time as she convulsed in pain. There were no flashes of light of flickers of flame, just the Crone shaking in place as she wailed at the high heavens, a sound Jorani would never forget until his dying days.
 
  
 
 It felt like an eternity before the Crone stopped screaming, but the moment she did, she collapsed to the floor and the rod fell with her, clattering against the stone cobbles while she lay there with eyes closed and gap-toothed mouth open. Unable to believe his good fortune, Jorani fell to his knees and laughed out loud in a brief, concise moment of sheer joy, one which came to an abrupt end as the Crone stirred and came to her feet. With a throaty growl, she turned her sightless eyes upon Jorani and croaked, “That. Hurt.”
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes with a sigh, Jorani regretted ever placing any trust in the rotten deadbeat bastard who sired him.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 367 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Sequestered within his Natal Palace, Goujian immersed himself in study and contemplation of the Truth. So simple, yet too profound, the Truth was a self-evident principle of life so obvious he wondered how he never saw it before now. Balance and Imbalance, Untainted and Defiled, all lies spread by the self-styled Emperors of humankind. So many lies used to complicate and confuse, hiding the Truth beneath a thin veneer of so-called ‘facts’ and ‘evidence’. Insight, Enlightenment, Awakening, and Inspiration were chief among their lies, four separate terms for what amounted to a single, all-encompassing process.
 
  
 
 Goujian called it Heaven’s Impartation, a process he experienced as he travelled away from Nan Ping to escape the Monk’s wrath.
 
  
 
 Though his physical body lay in the cramped confines of a hidden compartment aboard a smuggler’s ship, Goujian’s mind sat submerged within a sea of infinite knowledge. A thousand voices spoke at once, conveying so much information he could barely process even a ten-thousandth of its bounty and retained far less, but even these tiny crumbs were enough for him to take great strides along the Martial Path and break through the limits of mortality. Small wonder the Monk never aged a day in sixty years of life, for he Rejuvenated himself using the Energy of the Heavens. Not Healing using Chi, but a renewal with pure, unaltered Heavenly Energy, replacing parts of his body bit by bit like pieces on a ship until nothing of the original remained. He imagined it was akin to how an Ancestral Beast first formed its human body, though he couldn’t know for sure. A slow and gradual process, were Goujian to look into the mirror, he would look unchanged and would remain so for months to come, but already his stiff joints and aching bones had faded away, his body healthier and hardier than ever.
 
  
 
 This was the first Truth he’d touched upon, the secret to longevity and possibly even Immortality, yet he sensed even greater Truths hidden away, gated behind comprehension he had yet to acquire. What other miracles could Heavenly Energy be used for? From where did this knowledge come from? It could be the collective wisdom of all of humanity, or perhaps he’d touched the mind of a sleeping god, but whatever it was, Goujian knew the Imperial Clan had done everything they could to keep it for themselves.
 
  
 
 And for this gravest of sins, they must pay.
 
  
 
 “Master, the arrangements have been made and night is upon us. Our contact awaits.”
 
  
 
 So soon? “How long have we been travelling for?”
 
  
 
 “It’s been nine days since we left Nan Ping, Master.”
 
  
 
 Nine days spent ruminating on the Truth, yet for Goujian, it felt like mere minutes since he closed his eyes. Opening his eyes, he found his eldest disciple standing over him with with a pensive look in his eyes. Having raised him from young, Goujian could tell Wen Zhong was displeased by his instructions. The boy had always been a free thinker and never shied from questioning his Master’s decisions, a habit Goujian had always encouraged despite the headaches which so frequently came with it. “None of your brooding looks boy,” he Sent, ignoring how this ‘boy’ was an aged man of fifty-five years with tired lines around his eyes and a wisps of grey in his beard. “You’ve never been one to hold your tongue, so why start now?”
 
  
 
 Reaching down to help his Master out of the compartment, Wen Zhong stayed on his knees and asked, “Master, will you not rethink your decision? There will be no turning back once this is done.”
 
  
 
 Legs still dangling inside the hidey hole, Goujian’s chest tightened upon hearing his Disciple’s doubts. Pulling the boy into an embrace, he held him tight in an unfamiliar gesture of affection. “Master has failed you,” he said, his voice hoarse from days spent in silence. “I once believed our cause moral and our purpose just, but I was wrong. I see this now, and I beg forgiveness for leading you and your brothers astray. I do not blame you for your doubts, but know this: I have seen the Truth. Together, we committed all manner of atrocities in the name of peace and Balance, a lie fed to us by the Imperial Clan so they could keep the power of Heaven to themselves. They drew a line in the sand and told us everyone on the other side is the Enemy, and we foolishly believed them.”
 
  
 
 “Master...”
 
  
 
 “Hush boy and let me say my piece.” Releasing his disciple, Goujian fell to his knees and kowtowed in apology, his head striking the wooden deck with a heavy knock. Taken by surprise, Wen Zhong released his grip on his sword and moved to stop him. Lacking the strength to push his disciple away, Goujian wheezed, “Leave me be. I’ve sinned greatly by killing so many Chosen of Heaven, but greater is my sin of drawing you to this false cause. I should have cut your throat as a child and spared you a life lived following me along my dark path, for then at least you could have died with a clean conscience. I have wronged you boy, and I fear nothing I do can ever fix it.”
 
  
 
 “Our cause was moral and just,” Wen Zhong declared, refusing to let Goujian continue kowtowing. “When you found me, I was a gaunt, mutilated child lying in a carnal pit of death and depravity. You picked me out of that pit and nursed me back to health. You bandaged and fed me, washed and clothed me, all before holding me close as you brought me out to identify the Defiled bandits who raped, tortured, killed, and ate my family.” Distress etched across his aged face, Wen Zhong asked, “And now you call the Defiled the Chosen of Heaven?”
 
  
 
 Horrified by the misconception, Goujian shook his head in vehement denial. “No, no, you mistake me boy. The Defiled are an aberration, but one I suspect of the Empire’s devising. The Defiled have their own path to strength, one which draws on base emotions such as anger, lust, and hatred. Meanwhile, the Empire touts Balance and Purity as the one true path, a repression of all emotions down to an almost neutral end. Any who diverge from this must be Tainted and become Defiled, but why must it be one path or the other?”
 
  
 
 Such dangerous information shouldn’t be said out loud, but Goujian yearned to scream it for all to hear, imbuing his voice with Chi just so more people would understand. “Think on it. Two diametrically opposed paths, one of moderation and the other indulgence, yet in the end, these paths share too many similarities to overlook. What can we do that the Defiled cannot replicate?” Without waiting for an answer, he pressed on, eager to assuage his eldest disciple’s doubts. “I now see that true power lies not in Balance or Imbalance, but, strange as it may sound, in both.”
 
  
 
 Wen Zhong’s lack of comprehension grated on Goujian’s nerves, but he pressed on with his explanation, knowing his eldest disciple was not a foolish man, merely a stubborn one. “You see, the Imperials feed us a grain of truth all to better hide their lies. The difference between medicine and poison is often merely a matter of dosage, and such is the case with Heavenly Energy. Where the Defiled take too much and lose themselves to emotion, we are taught to take too little by closing our emotions off and converting Heavenly Energy into Chi. Balance, true Balance is not about control of one’s emotions, but surrender to them. Embrace love and joy, give in to anger and hatred, for only then can one be wholly in tune with nature and command the Energy of the Heavens.” Scoffing, he added, “It would not surprise me to learn the Defiled are another Imperial creation, made to keep us from rising up to challenge their might.”
 
  
 
 His piece said, he panted and wheezed while watching for Wen Zhong’s reaction, hoping the boy he saw as his son would not reject the Truth. Once he accepted it for fact, then they could fix this broken Empire together, Master and Disciple working side by side once more. How long had it been since they joined hands? Fifteen years? Twenty? That gaunt, mutilated child had grown splendidly under Goujian’s tutelage, a remarkable swordsman and brilliant interrogator, a man who oversaw dozens if not hundreds of Purges without supervision, Goujian’s equal or superior in most ways save for his complete and utter lack of diplomacy.
 
  
 
 It would be a grand undertaking bringing the Imperial Clan to justice for their crimes against humanity. Throughout the millennia, how much suffering and despair could be laid at their feet? Even with all his newfound comprehension, Goujian couldn’t begin to fathom the extent of the atrocities they’d set into motion. A greedy and selfish bunch, they spread their lies to keep power for themselves instead of bettering humankind as a whole, actively working to perpetuate the divide between Imperial and Commoner because they believed they were better than the rest of humanity due solely to the circumstances of their birth.
 
  
 
 Because of their lies, Goujian dedicated his entire life to eradicating the ‘Tainted’, stained his hands with the blood and suffering of countless innocents and Chosen all in the name of Peace and Balance. They deceived him with their false doctrine, used his piety to turn him to their cause, and laughed at his gullibility and foolishness while he committed grievous crimes in their name. More than a waste of life, it was a crime against humanity itself, and he would not rest until the Imperial Clan paid for their foul deception. They were a cancer upon the world, and as with any cancer, it must be excised, no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 But even with an eternity to prepare, Goujian could not do it alone.
 
  
 
 Disappointingly, despite all of Goujian’s efforts, Wen Zhong neither agreed nor disagreed with Goujian’s conclusions, merely kneeling in silence with that same pensive, disapproving look. Annoyed by the silence, he sighed and said, “You doubt me, and for this I cannot fault you, for I have lead you astray before. If you believe differently, then speak. Explain the trickster Monk’s ‘Defiled’ Aura and the current events surrounding Falling Rain. We were lied to boy, our lives wasted in dedication to maintaining a fiendish deception, one I can not allow to continue.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Wen Zhong replied, “This one has no explanation to submit, but...”
 
  
 
 Annoyed by his hesitation, Goujian snapped, “Enough. Just spit it out. I know what you’re thinking. That I’ve been out of sorts since BoLao’s death and now I’ve finally become unhinged and fallen for the Father’s whispered lies.” Closing his eyes, he held his arms open and left himself utterly defenceless. “If you believe so, then do as I taught you and strike me down. Better I die now than turn Defiled.”
 
  
 
 For long seconds, Goujian awaited death, trusting his eldest disciple’s judgment above all else. If Wen Zhong believed the Confessor had fallen off the correct path, then death was the correct option. Though the Imperial Clan had much to answer for, the Defiled were still a monstrous and unforgivable bunch. He would not allow himself to become one of those raving madmen who subsisted on flesh and violence, for though the path behind him lay covered in the bodies of the innocent, his crimes were done in duty to a lie, a lie perpetrated by the Imperial Clan. Though complicit in their crimes, he was merely a tool crafted for their needs. When all this was over, he would find a nice, quiet place and end his life to atone for his sins, but not before the last remaining Imperial Scion lay dead at his feet.
 
  
 
 “I do not believe you have fallen, Master.” Opening his eyes once more, he found Wen Zhong standing above him now, hands clasped and bowed at the waist. Unable to look him in the eye, the boy added, “But I still believe your decision is wrong. This is too much, and we will not stand by and watch you make this mistake.”
 
  
 
 The doors to the ship’s hold opened and Goujian’s remaining Disciples filed in, Sochun, Sun-Sin, Mapan, and Yuanyin. For the first time ever, they stood in united defiance of his authority, five young men he’d taken under his wing and treated like sons. Drawing their weapons, they held them to their own throats as a show of determination, ready to take their own lives at an instant’s notice.
 
  
 
 No, not all of them, Yuanyin stood with arms crossed, his weapon not even on his belt at a show of protest. Good child. An obedient soldier, but not someone accustomed contemplative thought. Goujian once called him a blunt instrument masquerading as a sharpened scalpel, but to eradicate the deep-rooted corruption in the Empire, a scalpel would not be enough, else he wouldn’t need to go to such great lengths. No, only a complete Purge through fire and steel would do, and nothing less.
 
  
 
 From their display, it seemed like Goujian’s Disciples disagreed. Seeing how far they were willing to go to stop him, he spread his arms in helpless abandon. “Then what would you have me do, wayward children of mine? Wallow in despair for a life given to a lie? Turn a blind eye to the anguish and misery of our fellow man, anguish and misery which I helped perpetuate? What else can I do but fight this? The Empire is too strong, too powerful to defeat alone, so I have no other choice! Why can’t you see this?”
 
  
 
 A trickle of blood already making its way down his blade, Sochun answered, “The worst decisions are often rooted in emotion and impatience.”
 
  
 
 “Using my own words against me now?”
 
  
 
 “Our cause might have been misguided, but your wisdom is still sound, as are the skills you taught us.” This time it was Sun-Sin, the southern wild child he’d once almost mistaken for Defiled. “Master, take a step back and think things through. This arrow, once loosed, cannot be returned to the hand.” A butchered idiom, but such things were common with Sun-Sin. He had a unique way of looking at problems, which in part was what made him an effective inquisitor.
 
  
 
 Emotional as always, tears ran down chubby Mapan’s cheeks as he implored, “Why must this be the only option? Master, this one fears your decision was made in haste, your judgment compromised by grief and anger. We all loved sister BoLao for she brought joy and beauty into our otherwise gloomy lives. Brief as our time together might have been, we all mourn her loss with you, but I’d rather you ordered us to storm the Bekhai camp and bring her killer to justice than for you to commit yourself to this folly.”
 
  
 
 Affected by Mapan’s heartfelt plea, Goujian allowed himself to cry for the first time in memory, a luxury he never allowed himself, not even after BoLao’s death. Gesturing for his Disciples to lower their weapons, he urged them close for a hug. “Though not the blood of my blood,” he began, looking at each one in turn and memorizing their smiling faces, “I see you all as my sons and love you more than any father ever could.” Taking a deep breath, he wiped his eyes and continued, “But even so, four lives are a small price to pay to save countless more.”
 
  
 
 Striking as the shock registered on their faces, Goujian killed the sentimental Mapan first with a blow to the throat, sparing the poor boy the sorrow of seeing his brothers die before him. Sun-Sin died next, too slow to react as a hooked sword burst through his chest and into Goujian’s hand, summoned there through Chi. Though inferior to the Energy of the Heavens, he had a mere nine days to study its use, but he’d spent a lifetime mastering Chi. To make matters more difficult, he had not raised his sons as defenceless lambs to be slaughtered. The instinct to live overriding their determination to die, Wen Zhong and Sochun struck out in self-defence, one aiming high while the other low, their movements meshing together in flawless perfection to take his life, exactly as he’d taught them.
 
  
 
 Strange as it might sound, this was the proudest moment in Goujian’s life. He’d trained them to believe in their intuition no matter what others might say and always come to an answer through logic and reasoning. Even though he, their Master and father figure, gave them a direct order, they still had the presence of mind to ask, ‘Why?’ and reached their own conclusion. A splendid bunch who would have served the Empire well after his Death.
 
  
 
 A shame it was that same Empire Goujian now sought to destroy. In a way, this was his fault for having raised his sons too well, so the least he could do was give them a warrior's death.
 
  
 
 Pressed back by their relentless assault, he retreated step by precious step, knowing full well the ship’s confines were ill-suited for his fight. Worse, he’d spent nine days immersed in cultivation and was sorely lacking in sustenance, ironically surviving only because his Disciples had cared for him. Perhaps earlier today, one of them had spoon-fed him gruel and water, yet here they were, fighting desperately to kill the man who raised them.
 
  
 
 Trials and tribulations indeed.
 
  
 
 Catching Sochun’s blade with his hooked sword, Goujian moved his second disciple to block the path of his eldest. Never one to hesitate, Wen Zhong stabbed through his Junior Brother’s arm in a desperate attempt to take his Master’s life, knowing the odds no longer lay in their favour. Sadly, brilliant as Wen Zhong was, no one understood him more than his Master. Cleanly dodging the thrust, Goujian released Sochun’s blade with a flick of his wrist, and with a single, horizontal slash, took the lives of both his Disciples. Panting with exertion, he checked them both and saw that he’d been mistaken. Wen Zhong still clung to life, having avoided instant death by the barest of margins. Taking a seat beside his eldest disciple’s fallen body, he cradled the boy’s head and held him close, watching as the blood flowed out of Wen Zhong’s neck and the light faded from his eyes. His chest swelling with pride and heart heavy with grief, Goujian noted all his conflicting emotions, believing it would serve him well to study them. He would need strength to face his Imperial foes, and his greatest allies now lay dead at his feet.
 
  
 
 Well, not all of them. Once Wen Zhong was dead and gone, Goujian glanced and nodded at his sole surviving disciple. “Come. We’ve kept our guests waiting long enough.”
 
  
 
 “What of the bodies?” Yuanyin asked, though he still followed closely on Goujian’s heels.
 
  
 
 “Leave them for the ship’s captain. He’ll know what to do.” As much as he’d like to leave their corpses intact, he couldn’t afford to leave a trail for the Monk to follow.
 
  
 
 Cloaking his presence to escape notice from the dock guards, Goujian brought Yuanyin off the ship and out into the wilderness, travelling a short distance west before he finally found his bearings. By the time they reached the meeting area, he was what most nobles would call fashionably late. “I apologize for the delay,” he said, greeting his guests with a clasped fist, only then noticing his sleeves were soaked in blood. Well, no matter. Not like these particular guests would mind. “You must be Mao Jianghong. Your infamy precedes you.”
 
  
 
 His guest grinned lazily in reply, a handsome man who looked no different from any other noble of the Empire. “That means much coming from the Confessor. I must admit, I’m curious why a man with your reputation wanted a meeting with a known traitor of the Empire, or how you even knew I was here.” Goujian glanced at the young man beside Jianghong, but the former Guard Captain of Sanshu waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t worry. Gen here is trustworthy, you may speak freely.”
 
  
 
 “Very well.” Clearing his throat, Goujian found his next sentence more difficult to utter than he'd expected. “I seek an alliance with your faction to overthrow the Emperor.”
 
  
 
 As Sun-Sin would say, the arrow had been loosed.
 
  
 
 Laughing in derision, Jianghong shook his head and asked, “Surprising, and not at all what I expected. Your motivations aside, I must ask, what makes you think we even need you? Our strength is greater than you could ever imagine.”
 
  
 
 “Let him help,” Gen said, nodding in approval. “He’s like us. He’s seen the Truth.”
 
  
 
 Thank the Heavens. Goujian had guessed correctly. These two weren’t Defiled.
 
  
 
 They were Chosen, just like him.
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 Faced with the Crone’s crushing Aura of berserk hatred and savage fury, Du Min Gyu’s defences crumbled apart without a hint of resistance. Hammering home before he even registered her screams, her Demonic Aura rendered him unable to breathe much less keep himself afloat, and he plummeted from the skies like a bird struck in mid-flight. Crashing to his knees, his bones cracked and organs shifted from the impact, but he barely noticed the pain as horror surged through every fibre of his being, overwhelming even the terror inspired by the Defiled Ancestral Beast. He could not go back to being a cripple, not when he’d been so close to reclaiming all he’d lost after so many years of hardship and suffering. Better to die here and now as a warrior, and it was this thought which allowed him to throw off the shackles of fear and regain his senses as his Aura rose to fend hers off.
 
  
 
 All in all, it was a delay measured in fractions of a second, but this infinitesimal setback cost him dearly as Du Min Gyu missed out on the Heaven Sent opportunity to kill a defenceless Defiled Ancestral Beast.
 
  
 
 Coming to her feet, the Crone croaked, “That. Hurt.” Those two simple words cost her more effort than she’d spent all battle, which proved Jorani’s mysterious Runic Device more powerful than the combined attacks of two Peak Experts. Another pleasant surprise from the self-professed street rat from Sanshu, but Min Gyu had no time to speculate where he’d stolen such a Device from or if he had more hidden in his sleeves. Even if he did, Jorani clearly lacked the Chi to use another, his Core drained dry just to power the first, and with his broken legs and shattered hips, Min Gyu was in no shape to head over and take one from him.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, immobility was but a minor hindrance to the Sanguine Tempest.
 
  
 
 The Crone barely finished speaking when his first Wind Blade smashed into her neck, aiming to take her head during a moment of distraction. Lurching aside at the impact, the Crone’s defences kept her skin intact, her body encased in a layer of hardened Earth-Chi as she staggered away. A shame, but a Wind Chakram required precious seconds to form and time was what he lacked the most of, for he had to act quickly to support his ally, already in position behind the Crone and ready to attack. The Crone’s Aura had stopped Min Gyu for all of a heartbeat, but the southerner moved so quickly, it seemed like he hadn’t been affected at all.
 
  
 
 Small wonder he recovered from having his Spiritual Weapon destroyed, Broken Blade Pichai was a man possessed of unwavering courage and indefatigable tenacity.
 
  
 
 Feet planted and weapon ready, the southerner swung his gargantuan scimitar and caught the Crone mid-stride. Visually, it looked no different from his other strikes, a fundamental horizontal slash derived from Tiger Form – Swiping the Rushes. Derived might even be too strong a word, for the attack was identical to the Movement in every way, but Min Gyu had never seen it executed with such flawless control and precision. The attack started at Broken Blade Pichai’s toes which gripped the ground and started a chain of reactions flowing up his body. His heels lifted, ankles turned, calves flexed, and knees bent, a series of small, almost imperceptible motions which seamlessly merged like drops of water inside a surging river as he eked out every scrap of power his body could provide and directed it into his attack. The raging torrent grew as it travelled up his spine, through his shoulders and out his arms, gaining strength from thousands of sources which resulted in an attack Min Gyu could only describe as the pinnacle of Martial Mastery.
 
  
 
 One Slash to Reap the World. One Slash to Rout the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Blood spurted as the scimitar bit deep into the Crone’s upraised forearm, the first wound she’d taken throughout their entire exchange. Embedded in muscle and bone, the Crone screeched in agony as she ripped the weapon from the southerner’s grasp and shoved him away with an open palm, his shimmering, multicoloured breastplate crumpling like paper beneath the blow.
 
  
 
 Unsure if his ally still drew breath, Min Gyu thanked him for the precious few heartbeats his efforts had bought them, for the Sanguine Tempest had not sat idle while admiring the Broken Blade’s strength. Holding his battle fan with one hand, Min Gyu steadied himself with the other, raising his upper body with sheer bull-headed obstinance and little else. Flowing from his core and into his spinning fan, his Chi coursed out into the world and resisted the compulsion to return to the Heavens in order to do his bidding. Rotating air grew into a Howling Gale as the world bent to his iron will, forming no mere disc of cutting wind but an entire twisting tornado centred about his fan. With a wave of his arm and a monumental effort of will, Min Gyu directed his attack at the Defiled Ancestral Beast. The sharpened point drove home and struck her from the side, slamming her into the ground with a spray of blood. The cacophony of whipping wind drowned out her screams and a cloud of dust obscured his vision, leaving everyone in suspense as to the ultimate fate of their fearsome foe.
 
  
 
 Collapsing to the cobblestones, Min Gyu pressed his cheek to the cold floor and prayed their efforts would bear fruit. After their last strikes, he had nothing left to give, barely able to cut the flow of blood to his lower half and keep himself from bleeding out, while Broken Blade Pichai had yet to stir after taking a blow to the chest. Head light and vision fading, he forced his eyes open and focused on the spot where he’d seen the Crone fall, watching for signs of life or movement from within the settling cloud. His blood pounded in his temples as he watched and waited, counting the heartbeats to calm his nerves and keep himself awake.
 
  
 
 One. His breath caught in his throat at a glimpse of movement, but it was merely the fluttering of a stray piece of cloth.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Two. Still no movement to be seen and his eyelids grew heavy, the darkness threatening to close in around him.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Three. The stillness between each beat felt like an eternity, but the heady rush told him there was still life in him yet. Most of his lower body would have to be regrown, but he was no stranger to the process, and this time he was mere hours away from the greatest gathering of Martial Experts the Empire had ever seen.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Four. Surely there would be plenty of competent Healers there, enough to pick from so he wouldn’t have to go begging Medical Saint Taduk for yet another favour. Though the Bekhai had yet to call in his chit, Min Gyu was not a man accustomed to being indebted to others. Taking on a second debt without settling the first would be too shameful to bear, for he would be so deeply in their pockets he might as well call himself a Bekhai lackey.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 “Where was I?” Min Gyu muttered, having lost his count. Oh no, how many more heartbeats just passed while he was trying to remember? How long had he lain in wait, seconds or minutes? Had he passed out? Though unable to move his head, a quick scan of his surroundings told him not only had the dust yet to settle, but the Death Corps were still scattered about, obeying his orders to stay out of the way. Belatedly thinking to ask for help, he opened his mouth to speak just as the ground trembled beneath his cheek.
 
  
 
 Turning to the Crone, he watched in muted horror as she emerged from the earth which shielded her from his final attack, stone and soil parting around her like water breaking on the beach. Her tattered robes were soaked in blood and shredded beyond repair, but thankfully still clinging to her hunched frame. Wrinkled face twisted in rage, she didn’t rise from the shallow ditch so much as she was lifted out, a mound building beneath her feet and hoisting her up on a pillar of earth until she stood on level ground. Though covered from head to toe in cuts a plenty, Min Gyu was saddened to see his final attack had done less damage than Pichai’s, her cuts and abrasions from his Howling Gale superficial while Broken Blade Pichai’s attack chopped right down to the bone.
 
  
 
 A silly time to compete with his peers, but Du Min Gyu had always been driven by competition.
 
  
 
 “Hateful insects,” she hissed, her clouded eyes burning with madness and violence. “You dare?”
 
  
 
 Unable to resist, Min Gyu snorted in laughter. “And you thought us incapable of harming you.” With a self-satisfied sneer, he added, “Ant and fly we may be, but you yourself stand only a little higher.”
 
  
 
 Before he could come up with an apt comparison, the Crone shrieked, “I am a Divinity, a god among mortals! I have withstood the passage of time for millennia on end, and will stand for millennia after your bones turn to dust in the wind! You inferior creatures dare lay hand upon me? You will not die, not today, not until you are made to suffer and divulge the names of those you hold dear. You will pay for this, in their suffering and your own, for -”
 
  
 
 Roaring in wordless defiance, Eccentric Gam leaped out of the earth behind her and smashed his fist into the back of her head. Knocking her down with a single blow, Gam was not yet finished as he pounced atop her, driving punch after punch into her prone form, even hitting her with the bloody stump where his other hand used to be. Each blow sounded with a meaty thump, the sound of metal striking flesh as Gam hammered the Crone into the earth, but to his horror and dismay, Min Gyu discovered things were not as they seemed. Despite the unfavourable position, it was the Crone’s skin which was the metal and Gam’s fist the flesh, her body once again enshrouded by a layer of defensive Earth Chi. Undeterred, Eccentric Gam carried on with his self-destructive attack, pounding the Crone’s body deeper into the earth to no avail.
 
  
 
 Why wasn’t she fighting back or even struggling to turn around? By the Mother... Her hardened skin was not her only defence, she was also shunting the force from Gam blows into the soil around her. No wonder she took so little damage! The only reason Broken Blade Pichai could cut so deep was because Min Gyu had sent her staggering first, the blow catching her with one foot off the ground. A joint effort, so objectively, he’d won in their exchange. Then again, he only had time to form the Howling Gale because of Pichai’s efforts, so he couldn’t claim sole credit for that either.
 
  
 
 Fine. Whoever kills the bitch, wins.
 
  
 
 Snarling like a wounded animal, Eccentric Gam reached the same conclusion Min Gyu had and lifted the Crone out of the ground by her neck. Though his knuckles were bloodied and broken, he didn’t hesitate to drive his stump into her face. Accepting the punch with a smile, the Crone lightly planted her foot on Gam’s mangled chest and somehow redirected the force of the punch towards him, her head barely shifting at the impact while Eccentric Gam doubled over in pain. “Hiding in the Earth from my magnificent self?” she taunted as she broke his hold on her, throwing his earlier words back at him. “Seeking Death.”
 
  
 
 Backhanding his Wind Blade aside, the Crone fixed him with a glare as her Aura settled around him once more, shattering the last of his meagre resistance now that his Chi was all but spent. “Wait your turn fly, I’ll deal with you soon enough.” Turning back to Gam, she kicked twice and shattered the half-fox’s knees, forcing him to the ground with a thud. Without uttering a sound, Gam raised his head and spit at the Crone, or gave his best effort to do so with a broken jaw.
 
  
 
 Eccentric Gam was an undisciplined, cantankerous, cretin of a soldier, but a warrior Du Min Gyu would proudly fight alongside, no matter the circumstances.
 
  
 
 “Still resisting?” the Crone jeered, patting Gam’s ruined chin with a heavy hand but barely eliciting a wince from the stalwart old fox. “So senseless. Even if you had another ten-thousand years of practice, you still couldn’t kill me, you pathetic half-breed.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Though speaking mostly likely caused him indescribable pain, Gam carefully enunciated his words. “Hairless bag,” he began, stopping to catch his breath. “The. Treaty. Stands. Break it. Or Fuck Off.”
 
  
 
 Mother above... Three Peak Experts lay battered and broken, yet the Treaty still held? What sort of mad terms had the Empire agreed to? Then again, thinking back on their battle, the Crone never attacked them directly aside from a single palm strike directed at Pichai, and that was more of a light shove than outright attack. Not for the first time, Min Gyu felt the constraints of his humble origins. Though technically a military family, before his unprecedented rise to power, the highest ranking officer in the Du Family’s history had been Min Gyu’s great-grandfather, a Colonel whose rank had been conferred posthumously. The Du family lacked the stable roots of older, more entrenched noble families, as evidenced by the shameful behaviour shown by his surviving relatives. Thus, he had no wise and powerful Elders to sit him down and explain the not-so-hidden secrets of the Empire, leaving him to muddle through the double-speak and make inferences all on his own. His knowledge regarding Ancestral Beasts and the Treaty was limited to their existence, since few cared to speak to him regarding such matters, even in his prime.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, it seemed like neither the Crone nor Gam intended to shed light on the matter. Running her finger over his cheek, the Crone peeled off a layer of skin and flesh and ate it with a smile, slurping it up like a stray noodle. “Are you so eager for death, half-breed? It will not be so easy. You killed so many of my babies, each one hand raised with great effort and difficulty.” Sighing in regret, the Crone took a second strip from Gam’s face, this time from the other side, and once again spoke while still chewing away. “If only it were as simple as spreading my legs for a man, like your whore of a mother did. Then again, perhaps I misspoke? Which one was which, half-breed? I could hardly fault a human woman for wanting to lie with a Divinity.”
 
  
 
 “Ha!” Gam laughed in outright defiance even as the Crone peeled a third strip away. “Have you looked in a mirror lately? Finding a willing man won’t be easy as you’d think.”
 
  
 
 Sucking air through the gap in her teeth, the Crone jabbed her finger into Gam’s clavicle and finally elicited a response from the half-fox. A truncated cry of pain sounded out before being choked away, Gam refusing to give the Crone any satisfaction. Leaning in close to Gam’s face, the Crone bit off the still dangling strip of flesh. “This physical form is merely... a minor setback. Now that I’ve grasped the Truth, it will only be a matter of time before I rediscover how everything works. I did so as a beast, a creature barely capable of rational thought, so I most certainly can do it again.”
 
  
 
 “Disgusting.” Spitting ineffectually once more, blood dripped down Gam’s chin as he faced death without fear. “You may have once been a Divinity, but now, you are Defiled filth.”
 
  
 
 “Believe what you will,” the Crone said, visibly angered by Gam’s statement, “But I am still a Divinity! Nothing you say can take that away from me, nothing. I once touched upon the secrets of Creation itself, only to be denied true Godhood by the jealous Heavens, but you?” Scoffing in disdain, she carefully peeled another strip of skin from the side of Gam’s face, exposing a long patch of flesh from temple to throat. “You’ve inherited the worst of both bloodlines, the frail ego of humanity alongside the irrational intuition of beast-kind, and combined, they make you less than either. You might have eventually found True Power as man or beast, but a piddling half-breed like you will forever be denied it. The only merit you can claim is your infertility, proof even the villainous Heavens don’t want more of your kind around.”
 
  
 
 “I disagree.” Leaning on a staff for support, an ancient, matronly woman strode out from the crowd of silent Death Corps soldiers. Though she seemed frail and wore her robes in haphazard disarray, Min Gyu was still awestruck by her stately beauty, her exquisite features refined by the touch of time, rather than diminished by it. With a strong jawline and chiselled features, she lacked the soft curves of a traditional beauty, but was no less attractive for the loss, possessing flowing, silken locks of dazzling white hair which hung freely down her back, and flawless jade skin which shone in the starlight. Who she was or why she was here, Min Gyu couldn’t say, or at least, not until she walked by and he saw the white-furred tail dangling beneath the hem of her robes. A half-fox companion perhaps, here to lend aid to their cause. Heaven knows Gam knew enough of them, currently teaching the fifth of his lazily named half-fox disciples.
 
  
 
 Wait... Was there a Gam One or did the Eccentric consider himself the first and name his Disciples starting with Gam Two?
 
  
 
 The blood loss was making him daft. Min Gyu had to warn the beauty to flee, but the words froze in his throat once he saw Gam’s expression. Despite staying strong through the Crone’s beating and torture, Gam now looked like he was on the verge of crying, his lips quivering and eyes brimming with tears. “Mama,” he said, slumping down in relief. “You came to save me.”
 
  
 
 ... Mama?
 
  
 
 It couldn’t be...
 
  
 
 Frowning as she glanced over her son’s injuries, Gam’s mother replied, “A coincidence perhaps, or a twist of fate. Little Five’s contest brought us nearby when I noticed all the commotion and ran ahead for a peek. A good thing too, you got yourself into a real mess now, didn’t you? Look at your face, so mangled and ugly. You really so eager to die?” Behaving like a chastised child, Gam opened his mouth to refute, but his mother would have none of it. “Hush now, Mama has business to attend to.” Studying the Crone as one would study a filthy beggar in one’s path, she wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “There are many limitations to half-beast progeny, but we can debate the benefits and drawbacks at some other time. First I’d like to ask you one thing.” Straightening up, she slammed her staff against the ground and a ripple of dirt carried Gam away to safety behind her. “Who the fuck do you think you are, bullying my boy like this?”
 
  
 
 Growling in a beast-like manner, the Crone scrambled away from Gam’s mother and stood ready to defend herself. “He killed my children,” she hissed, her voice nearly a plaintive whine. “He deserves death a thousand times over.”
 
  
 
 “These things?” The earth rumbled and spit out five Demon corpses, each one a mole-like abomination. “He was right to kill them, ugly, disgusting creatures whose corpses taint the earth. If you don’t want to end up dead like them, then fuck off before I shove this staff up your ass and fly your corpse like a banner." 
 
  
 
 It was easy to see where Gam learned his manners from. A shame such a lovely beauty was ruined by her crass demeanour, but if Yan were here, she’d likely be beside herself with laughter.
 
  
 
 Unmoved, the Crone bared her teeth. “You think I fear a dying old woman? Perhaps I’ll cripple you and feast on your corpse while your boy watches. A fitting punishment for his crimes.”
 
  
 
 Snorting in disbelief, Gam’s mother shook her head. “My boy and his cronies must have knocked something loose in your head if you think you’re my match.” Smiling radiantly, Gam’s mother crooked her finger and added, “But please, make a move. My boy tells me you haven’t broken the Treaty, so I can’t kill you yet, not with so many witnesses around.”
 
  
 
 “I won’t tell.” A deep, baritone voice echoed out from outside of Min Gyu’s vision, and he was unable to muster the strength to look around. “I’m bored of looking after brats all day and it’s been ages since I seen a good fight.”
 
  
 
 “You woke me for this?” A second voice spoke up, irritable and cranky. “Kill the hag and be done with it. I’m going back to sleep.”
 
  
 
 “I suggest we take her alive,” came a third voice, and this one sounded familiar, but Min Gyu couldn’t place it. “A simple enough task with so many of us here. I’m curious what her goals are and a few days under my knife might loosen her tongue.”
 
  
 
 “We cannot.” From the lyrical lilt of his accent, Min Gyu identified the fourth speaker as a Southerner, though he still couldn’t see anyone. “The Treaty must be upheld lest chaos and destruction ensue.”
 
  
 
 “Enough yammering.” Gam’s mother put an end to the debate. “She’s already gone. Any of you want to chase her that’s your business, but me, I’ve got a boy to tend to.”
 
  
 
 Thank the Heavens. Though unsure why so many Ancestral Beasts were present, this was a matter to puzzle out later. The danger was finally over and Min Gyu allowed himself to relax. Right before he closed his eyes, he caught a glimpse of Gam’s mother, or rather, her shapely posterior as she squatted down to treat her boy. Struggling to remain conscious for a few moments longer, he burned the sight into memory before peaceful oblivion came to claim him.
 
  
 
 How disgraceful, the Sanguine Tempest Du Min Gyu behaving like a lusty teenaged boy.
 
  
 
 But such a lovely posterior, how could anyone resist?
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 I’m gonna need a bigger yurt.
 
  
 
 Sharing my sleeping quarters with sixteen rabbits, five quin pups, three fully-grown quins, three adolescent wildcats, two yearling bears, one baby hare, one octopus, and one fat, flightless bird leaves little room to maneuver. Most of my animals aren’t even fully grown yet either, so eventually, we’re not all going to fit. Nothing needs to be said about the quins, and while my snuggle bears and silly cats still have a ways to go, it’s only a matter of time before they reach full-pony status, if not bigger. Then there’s the fifteen baby bunnies who are plumping up nicely into roundish balls of long-haired floofs, but still only half the size of their Mama Bun. Snoring peacefully on my chest, the big girl measures around seventy-five centimetres from tip to tail and weighs close to twenty-five tender, delicious kilos.
 
  
 
 No Rain. Bunnies are friends, not food, no matter how delicious they might be.
 
  
 
 On a separate note, you are never to make friends with cows, chickens, goats, or pigs, no matter how cute or cuddly they might be. Stay away from horse friends too, because they’re not bad eating either.
 
  
 
 Post Script: Again, stop talking to yourself like this. It’s weird and unhealthy.
 
  
 
 Luckily, not all of my pets are behemoth monstrosities compared to the ones in my past life. I don’t know how big Cloud Chaser Hares are supposed to be, but Blackjack hasn’t really grown since joining my little pet family, still comfortably nestled under Mama Bun’s chin and easily fitting in the palm of my hand. Roc is a little smaller than the baby bunnies and takes up almost no room roosting his fat bird butt atop Mafu’s fatter head. Sir Inky is only the size of a basketball, though his long tentacles make him look a lot bigger, and unfortunately, his tub-turned-octopus-tank requires more real estate than Zabu, Mafu, and Shana combined. Even then I think it’s too small for Sir Inky to spend all his time in. If he’s gonna stick around, then I have no choice but to build him a massive glass-walled aquarium, which will be difficult considering I haven’t figured out glass yet. It might have something to do with the sand we’re using, but we won’t know until we test samples from all over the Empire...
 
  
 
 Whatever. Glass aside, the only solution is to build a bigger yurt so I can better fit all my present and future floofs. A circus tent would be nice, though keeping it warm and lit will be a pain in the ass. Plus, setting it up would require a literal army of workers, and I don’t even want to think about travelling with it in tow. Or maybe I should set a rotating schedule and not insist on snuggling with all my pets at once, but in my defence, it seemed like an awesome idea last night when I was drunk and sleepy. No wonder they gave me such a tiny cup, whatever was into those teapots packed a real kick. I should ask Feathered Big Bro what was in them, but not before I figure out what his name is...
 
  
 
 Awakened by my sleeping musings and futile attempts to stretch, the ever-alert Zabu opens his eyes to scan the surroundings before checking if his pups are all still breathing. He’s a good quin-daddy, and I swear he checks the bun buns too. It might be because they’re all snuggled together in the most adorable cuddle-pile ever, but I’m hoping his instincts have taken over and he thinks the bun buns are his babies, much like Mama Bun adopted the quin pups. Rabbits and quins, BFF’s forever, or at least I hope so. I’d be heartbroken if my floofs started eating each other, but I should probably hope for the best and expect the worst. Sarankho and Jimjam are already showing signs of their emerging hunting instincts, and I’ve had to repeatedly warn the twins not to randomly turn their backs on the wildcats. Then there’s Banjo and Baloo, who are delightfully docile now, but who’s to say they’ll stay this way forever? I mean, they’re bears, solitary apex predators who, barring any magical shenanigans, can out-muscle most land mammals in their biome.
 
  
 
 Plus, eventually, my fur babies are gonna grow up and feel the need to procreate, which is an entirely different sort of mess I’m woefully unprepared for. I only pray they don’t learn from Sir Inky and fixate on me as a target...
 
  
 
 Ugh. My pessimism is reaching critical mass. Here I am laying in the warm, if somewhat smelly embrace of all my fur babies, but all I can think about is how things will eventually go to hell in a hand basket. Those problems are for future me to worry about, so I should just lay here and enjoy the moment, but sadly, it’s too late to turn back. The dam has broken and my brain’s been flooded with anxiety and apprehension, denying me of all joy and contentment. Plus, I have to pee. Giving Mama Bun and Blackjack one last nuzzle, I sit up and giggle as the big bunny grunts in discontent, clinging to my shirt with her little rabbit paws while refusing to open her eyes. All around, the yurt comes to life as my fur babies stir in their sleep, yawning and stretching with little care for their neighbours proximity or comfort. Even Sir Inky pops his bulbous head out for a peek, scanning his surroundings before skirting as far away from the quins as his tub will allow.
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, it makes me feel better knowing I’m not the only one worried about pet on pet violence, even if said validation comes from a wannabe face-rapist octopus.
 
  
 
 After tending to my pets, a cold breakfast of dried meat and water, and a truncated run through the Forms with Mama Bun still clinging to my chest, I turn to greet my most problematic of pets. “Ready for another swim Sir Inky? Maybe today, you can show us where you found the Spiritual Algae.” Despite our earlier setbacks, Taduk refuses to give up, and since I don’t have any better ideas, I can’t give up either. Buying food for Ping Ping would drain my dwindling finances dry in a week and I still don’t know where Blobby ran off to, so it’s off to the bay we go.
 
  
 
 At least we haven’t been attacked by sharks again, so there’s that. Positive Mental Attitude. I can do this.
 
  
 
 It’s difficult reading emotions on an octopus, but his skin lightens at the sound of my voice, the colours shifting to his natural reddish-brown hue for a brief moment before donning his wood-grain camouflage once more. It’s an interesting sight, but not enough to warrant keeping Sir Inky around forever. Transportation and water temperature will be a real problem, not to mention how I have no idea how to care for an octopus. The best case scenario would be for Sir Inky to swim off and forget I ever existed, so to this end, I harden my heart and decided to stop feeding Sir Inky.
 
  
 
 What have I become?
 
  
 
 It isn’t easy being cruel to be kind, especially since he’s smart enough to rummage through my pockets while I finagle him into his pot. Luckily, Sir Inky is a discerning gourmet and decides against eating the dried tubers and wheatgrass concealed upon my body, and instead stares in pleading accusation as he slowly starves from inside his tiny travel domicile. I’m sorry little buddy, but the gravy train stops here. You’re going to have to go raid your own pantry from now own, and maybe expose the wayward drop of Heavenly Water hiding within, assuming that’s where Blobby swam off too.
 
  
 
 With help from the four ever-present Death Corps soldiers standing guard outside my door, I head out to Taduk’s hidden beach-side yurt, thankful my new guards have no restrictions on how close they must remain. It makes sense considering Luo-Luo, a lowly Imperial Servant, warrants a guard of three-hundred and sixty Death Corps soldiers. If that’s the case, how many soldiers would someone of actual importance have? A thousand? Two? While physically possible, I can’t imagine it’d be pleasant having that many people within one kilometre’s distance at all time, and it becomes a logistical nightmare if you factor in any form of social gatherings. ‘Find me a venue which fits five thousand people so I can have lunch with my one friend and all our guards’. No thank you.
 
  
 
 The newest additions to my retinue are an inarticulate bunch of faceless grunts, but I doubt I’d be any different if I spent my life getting all the personality and individuality beaten out of me. They don’t even have names, which is mildly depressing and leaves me wondering how they schedule their shifts. Their featureless helmets, which they wear at all times, even while sleeping, hides what little remains of their humanity, and despite my best efforts these past few days, they’ve shown no signs of relaxing. Left to their own devices, they train day in and day out, pushing themselves hard without need for Ravil’s creative verbal abuse. Already, my people are taking hints from the Death Corps training exercises and are learning how to fight as a coherent unit instead of hundreds of individual fighters clustered close together.
 
  
 
 Woo, progress. Better yet, progress without my personal effort!
 
  
 
 Useful as they are, the Death Corps soldiers present a prickly moral dilemma. Do I bring them to war and let them serve the purpose they were trained for, or should I aim for rehabilitation and try to give them a happier, more meaningful existence? Five years ago, this wouldn’t even be a question, but with a Defiled horde on the horizon, I’ll need every soldier I can count on. Even including the Death Corps soldiers, I still have room for another hundred or so bodies in my retinue, three hundred if I don’t count Guan Suo’s Protectorate and the former slaves from Yo Ling’s island. I don’t know how I’m supposed to find that many trustworthy soldiers, much less feed and shelter them all. Luckily, the Death Corps came fully armed and armoured, but my camp followers have been working day and night to build more shelters so everyone isn’t sleeping eight to a yurt.
 
  
 
 Ugh. I wish Rustram was around to deal with all this, but Mom’s so happy having a disciple to boss and bully... erm, train and nurture, I can’t bring myself to ruin her fun. This is the liveliest she’s been since waking from her coma, and as miserable as I am without my second in command, it’s a small price to pay to see Mom’s spirited smile and devilish sneer. She always harps on about how old she is, but for a woman in her seventies, she still looks remarkably youthful, the magic of Chi at work.
 
  
 
 Of course, her good cheer comes at the cost of Rustram’s sanity and well-being, but such is the price of strength. Truth be told, I’m a little envious of all the attention he’s getting. Gone are the days of one-on-one training with Baatar and Akanai in the village, with Baatar’s discerning eye and Akanai’s caustic questions cutting straight to the heart of my issues. They’re too busy to hold my hand anymore, but even if they weren’t, I’d still be shit out of luck. I’ve more or less mastered the Forms, condensed my Aura, and even formed my Natal Palace, which means my foundation has been laid and set. Tactics aside, there’s little they can do to guide my next steps. I’m an Expert of the Empire, and using the tools and knowledge at my disposal, I must forge my own path along the Martial Dao and reach the pinnacle of strength.
 
  
 
 Or some other quasi-mystical nonsense like that.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s not like they can help me master my Beyblade Aura or make me better at Amplification by watching me practice, and even my new weapon is something completely foreign to them. Scary as it sounds, I need to figure out my personal style all on my own. Do I fight with reckless fury or calculated cunning? Should I overwhelm my opponents with unbridled savagery or chip away at their strength and rely on my unmatched resilience? No one can answer these questions for me, and I need to decide which Falling Rain I want to be. Brother or Baledagh, which style suits me?
 
  
 
 If only things were so simple.
 
  
 
 Still, it’s not all about the training and guidance. I miss the quiet days we used to spend together is all, when I could meet up with Baatar or Akanai and just practice, with no cares or troubles outside the moment. ‘Don’t cross your feet’ or ‘keep your shoulders squared’, instead of ‘what the fuck am I supposed to do with all these slaves?’ or ‘how can I best ensure the survival of my loved ones in a war against millions of Defiled?’. Then there’s the mother of all questions, one which has plagued my sleep for the last three days: how does one self-treat for multiple personality disorder?
 
  
 
 Keep your head high and a stiff upper lip, I guess. What else can I do? Drink more maybe, but that comes with a whole host of other problems. I’m literally dying inside remembering all the stupid stuff I said last night, and I can only pray I haven’t royally fucked things up. At least I didn’t start any bitter blood feuds this time, though it might be too early to tell. Snivelling Young Fop definitely hates me, and Feathered Big Bro is probably just better at hiding it. All my rambling probably didn’t help. Victory or death, what a stupid catchphrase. You learn more from a single defeat than a hundred victories, for failure will point out where you’re lacking.
 
  
 
 Maybe that’s the problem. Ever since clashing with the Society, I’ve been doing pretty well for myself career-wise. While it hasn’t all been smooth sailing, I went from nameless nobody to Imperial Manwhore of the Empire in two years, far more success than I rightly deserve. Now, the whole world, including my family and friends, think I’m way more competent than I really am, especially since I have no idea how I pulled any of it off.
 
  
 
 How’s the saying go? People always rise to their level of incompetence. When judged by your successes, a person moves up in the world until they reach a level at which they are no longer competent, and are therefore no longer promoted. In contrast, I wouldn’t say I’ve reached my level of incompetence. I’ve surpassed it. It’s so far behind me, I can’t even see it anymore. Imperial Consort Falling Rain. What does that even mean? So what if I’m part of the Imperial Clan? Who cares? It’s not like I have any connections, the only Imperial Scion I know is the Legate, though I guess Luo-Luo counts too. Besides, I’m hardly the Legate’s best friend or anything. If the Defiled rip through our defences and he retreats to the Eastern Province, I doubt he’d care enough to bring me with him.
 
  
 
 I wouldn’t go even if he did. Better to stay behind and defend my loved ones, no matter the cost. If my life is all it takes to ensure they get away safely, then I’d call that victory in death.
 
  
 
 Taking a cue from Lin, I knock on Taduk’s door and barge right in, leaving a small pause in between to make sure I’m not interrupting anything important. Thankfully, my teacher is packed and ready to go, carrying his empty bowl in hopes of finding a new, Spiritual Algae-covered stone to fill it with. “Rain my boy,” he says with a hug and a smile. “I see you’ve brought the rabbit with you today.”
 
  
 
 “The decision is out of my hands,” I reply, angling aside so he can see her grabby paws. “She’s dug in and refuses to let go, which is why I’m still wearing my nightclothes.” They don’t look so bad, as long as they’re tucked into my pants. “I think she’s tired from grooming her five adopted quin pups, a long and lengthy process considering they’re bigger than she is.” Belatedly, I add, “Blackjack is here too, buried somewhere around her chin.”
 
  
 
 “Well, no harm.” Leading the way, he steps out of his yurt and greets Ping Ping with a pat on the beak, eliciting an adorable squeak from the overgrown turtle. Sometimes, I think Ping Ping only loves me for the water I feed her, because she’s much friendlier with the people around me like Taduk, Lin, and Mila. Consumed by jealousy, I follow Taduk to the beach where Guard Leader waits with our skiff, and Guan Suo materializes from out of thin air to take his seat in the centre, puffing away at his pipe without a word of greeting. With Guard Leader at the helm (or whatever it is you call the rowers seat. Boat language is confusing), we set off into the orange-red bay as the sun rises on the horizon over the verdant plains of Central, a sight which takes my breath away no matter how many times I see it.
 
  
 
 If it weren’t for all the bloodthirsty spirits encouraging people to become homicidal cannibals, I think I’d fall in love with this beautiful world.
 
  
 
 Twenty minutes and many kilometres later, Mama Bun stirs in my arms and releases her grip on my shirt, yawning and rubbing the sleep from her eyes, a sight which never fails to put a smile on my face. After showering me with bunny kisses, she settles down in my lap with Blackjack for a hearty, hand-fed breakfast while Sir Inky peers over the lip of his pot and fumes in silence at this blatent discrimination, smacking the metal sides every now and then to remind me of his existence.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, it’s only been a few days and already he’s turned into an entitled prick. Go find your own food, you lazy slacker. This here is a floof and feathers only pet menagerie. Yea, I said it. Go back to the ocean where you belong, you damned tentacle miscreation.
 
  
 
 Mid-way through her meal, Mama Bun raises her head and twitches her nose, scenting something off in the distance. Leaving the dry comfort of my lap, Mama Bun bounds to the deck and makes her way to the side of the skiff, standing on hind legs to peer westward outside the safety of Nan Ping’s bay. Noticing Mama Bun’s actions, Guard Leader immediately veers our ship towards the deep, dark waters, exactly where everyone said to avoid. Neither Taduk nor Guan Suo seem to mind, and my silly teacher even seems excited by our new heading, bouncing in his seat like a child going on a trip. Beside us, the quins squeak up a storm of warnings before turning to head back for shore, though Mafu pokes his head up in chittering concern. “Go back,” I tell him, pointing at the shore. “Home.”
 
  
 
 Wishing with all my heart I could go with him, I watch him swim away to safety before voicing my concern. “Er, are you sure we should go so far from shore? In case you forgot, there are worse things than sharks out there. Out here,” I correct. Holy shit we’re moving fast. Is Guard Leader working harder or are we caught in a current?
 
  
 
 “Nonsense, Rain my boy.” Carefree as always, Taduk leans over the side for an unobstructed view ahead. “We’re well equipped to deal with anything lurking in these waters. Look to the turtle, see how calm and carefree she is? You’ve nothing to worry about, promise.”
 
  
 
 While Ping Ping is still in the mood to loop and whirl about, it’s Sir Inky’s reaction which concerns me more, the angry invertebrate seeking shelter inside his pot for the first time all morning. Gathering the tiny hare into my hands, I give it a kiss on the head and stroke its cheeks, more for my comfort than Blackjack's as I pray nothing goes wrong and expect everything will.
 
  
 
 Whatever. It’s not like I’m missing anything important going on back in Nan Ping, just another day of gratuitous cheers and unfounded celebrations. Who knows, maybe this’ll work out for the best and all my problems will be solved in one fell swoop. Find the missing Blobby, figure out how Spiritual Algae reproduces, and have an epiphany which makes the whole world make sense once again.

 
  
 
 And maybe the next time I squat down for a shit, rainbows and happiness will pour out of my ass and flood the world with cheer and joy. 

 
  
 
 It could happen.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 370 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 As the shore fades from sight and our skiff continues ever westward, my last vestiges of hope die out and I resign myself to fate. By now, we’ve undoubtedly exited Nan Ping Bay and have entered the Azure Sea proper, a watery graveyard of many a foolish sailor aboard wayward ships. Smoky white fog encircles us in all directions as I bury my nose into Blackjack’s velvety fur, taking small comfort when the hare pushes back to enjoy what it believes is a light grooming but is actually my lips moving in silent prayer, beseeching anyone and everyone who might be listening to save me from this foolish venture. As per usual, no deities respond and I’m left to fend for myself in this watery domain famed for danger and peril in a world already filled to the brim with man-eating monstrosities.
 
  
 
 I don’t even know why I still bother praying. No one ever answers.
 
  
 
 For long, uneventful minutes, all I hear is the waves lapping against the sides of the skiff and the powerful, rhythmic, strokes of Guard Leader’s paddles. Honestly, I’m a little miffed she didn’t upgrade to a bigger boat after our last one got chomped to pieces by a school of sharks. Instead, she picked the exact same type of boat, but since no one else saw fit to criticize, I figured it wasn’t my place to speak up.
 
  
 
 Plus, she punched her way through a shark.
 
  
 
 Reassuring as her ridiculous strength might be, I can’t bring myself to feel safe. It’s too still and quiet, and it feels like our skiff is bobbing in place as the water moves around us, the world enveloped in silent serenity this far from land. There are no quins chittering beside us, no sea birds cawing overhead, no sails flapping in the wind or voices shouting orders on ships afar, just complete silence and stillness aside from Guard Leader’s repetitive, unflagging movements. A blink of the eyes is all it takes to lose my bearings, because for all I know, our skiff could have veered off course or turned around in the brief moment of darkness. Only the sun’s reassuring warmth on my back tells me we’re still heading west, but otherwise, I have no frame of reference for our journey. How far have we come? How long have we been travelling? We set out at sunrise, but the sun is no longer touching the horizon, hanging scant centimetres from its reflection in the water and rising even as I watch.
 
  
 
 And to think, I’m stuck out here because Mama Bun wanted to cuddle for a little while longer. Curse your warm, fluffy body and powerful, Spiritual Plant scenting nose! Curse you!
 
  
 
 It’s so strange being out on the open waters, but a good strange, a comfortable and almost familiar sort of strange. If not for my anxiety from all the not-at-all mythical monsters of the sea, I might even say I like it out here, though I can’t say why. This isn’t what I expected from the Azure Sea, a supposed region of no return. Then again, I guess it’s silly to expect aquatic predators to toe the line and lay in wait for travellers daring enough to cross some arbitrary border. They’re not soldiers standing guard, just aquatic creatures going about their day, and if we’re lucky, maybe they won’t notice our tiny skiff in this massive ocean and we can come and go unmolested. Or maybe our skiff is too small a meal for the big beasties of the Azure Sea, preferring to dine on multi-masted ships carrying hundreds of delicious people to fill their bellies.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 With nothing better to do but sit and wait, I set to work keeping myself from going crazy by focusing on what minor preparations I can make. Opening my pouch of dried meat, I place Blackjack inside with enough food to keep him occupied and free both my hands. Sacrificing mobility for defence, I take Tranquility in hand and strap it tightly to my wrist, checking and rechecking to make sure Peace sits snugly in its scabbard and is firmly fixed to Tranquility. The last thing I need is to lose a Spiritual Weapon and have it sink to the bottom of the Azure Sea, especially since I don’t know how deep or dangerous the waters are and no way of marking our location to come back with an army to safely retrieve them.
 
  
 
 Whatever. It’s just a Spiritual Weapon. I can live without it if need be. Better safe than sorry.
 
  
 
 To this end, I secure Unity to my wrist using a scarf/loincloth, threading it through the side-loading bullet chamber to keep it from slipping off. It hampers my range of motion, but worst comes to worst, I could let go of Unity and draw Peace. I’m not thrilled at the prospect of fighting Megalodons or aquatic dinos with a short sword, and truth be told, using a glaive isn’t much better either, but those are the only options I have.
 
  
 
 Wait... That’s not true. I have a gun!
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 A gun and no bullets. Great. Just great. Whatever, it wouldn’t have mattered anyways, I’ve never fired it before and this hardly seems like a safe place to practice. Besides, I’m fairly certain bullets don’t do well underwater. With so much resistance, I’d be surprised if the bullets goes more than five meters before disintegrating into scrap. I’d probably need specially designed bullets for underwater firing, though I have no idea what said bullets would look like. Is it worth asking Diyako to look into? Nah, I can’t see myself voluntarily returning to the Azure Sea or worse, venturing out into the ocean which is supposedly even more dangerous.
 
  
 
 Okay, weapons are secured and ready. Now what? Well... my boots feel a little loose, I guess I could re-lace them.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I may have been a little overzealous with the laces. Feels like the blood can’t reach my toes. One more time, but not so tight.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 That’s better, nice and snug, but breathable. Wait... Is this the smartest move? If our boat trip goes bad, chances are I’ll be fighting in the water or hopefully flown away to safety by Taduk, both scenarios in which I don’t need boots. In fact, I’d be better off losing the boots altogether. It’d make me more manoeuvrable in the water and it’ll be less weight for Taduk to carry. No boots it is.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Dammit, I forgot about the gold hidden inside my boots. It’s totally there for emergencies and definitely not to make me taller. Where can I put it? I can’t leave it behind, I’ll need every last coin in the coming weeks. Not just to feed my retinue, I also need to invest in my cast iron venture, assuming Yo Shi-Woo didn’t change his mind after hearing about my drunken babbling. That was some tasty wine though, fragrant with just a hint of sweetness. I could use a drink right about now, something to calm the nerves. Maybe I have something on me which could do the same. Better check my pockets and pouches.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Let’s see... water skin, bunny food, dried meat, more scarves/loincloths (should probably burn those), eating knife, stabbing knife, doctoring knife (Wait... which one is which again? Shit. I need new knives.), nail file, styptic powder, roll of bandages, suturing needles, (ah here we go), pain pills, fever pills, constipation pills, diarrhea pills, diuretic pills, and all other manner of pills, but nothing which will calm my nerves without putting me to sleep. Why have I never thought about making a pill to deal with my anxiety? I should look into it and see if its possible. I mean, people say tea is calming, I just need to distill that calming effect into a pill I can carry around and take whenever I’m feeling nervous. So all the time. I’d just turn into a pill popping maniac, swallowing them by the handful until the day I die, probably from an overdose.
 
  
 
 “Boy.” Guan Suo’s voice draws me out of my thoughts and I look up to see his look of undisguised pity. “In all my years, I’ve never meet anyone as jittery as you. You twitch any faster and you’re liable to fly off into the horizon.”
 
  
 
 “Haha, yea. I’m not great at waiting, but I guess it’s beats frantically fighting off monsters or worse.” With nothing else to add, I glance back at my pile of stuff, wondering if it’d be impolite to just go back to rummaging or if I even care if it is. Probably yes on both accounts. Best not to upset the super powerful warrior who explodes sharks underwater, you may need him to save your hide soon enough.
 
  
 
 Arg! Stop talking to yourself, idiot! Do you want another split personality? Because that’s how you get split personalities.
 
  
 
 I think. Maybe. I don’t know.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head with a sigh, Guan Suo opens his mouth to say something, but thinks better of it and goes back to smoking his pipe. I wonder what he’s smoking and if he’d be willing to share? Too embarrassed to ask and reveal the depths of my anxiety, I sheepishly pack everything away and check in on Blackjack. The cloud chaser hare is curled up in a gluttonous coma, snoring away in peaceful, ignorant bliss. Mama Bun also seems unconcerned by our dangerous journey, still sniffing at the air as she leads Guard Leader deeper into the Azure Sea. Only Sir Inky has enough sense to be properly terrified, curled up with eyes closed at the bottom of his pot. Deciding against reaching in to pet him, mostly because he’s slimy and gross, I instead use my regular Aura to bolster his courage alongside my own. Careful to keep it from spreading beyond me and Sir Inky and accidentally enraging sea creatures lurking beneath us, I try to convey a sense of security to the poor, frightened octopus.
 
  
 
 His response is immediate. Cracking his eyes open, the octopus meets my gaze and blows out a stream of bubbles, as if scoffing in disbelief. “You?” Sir Inky’s eyes seem to ask. “You can’t even keep yourself safe, how are you going to protect me?”
 
  
 
 Great. Now I’m imagining a conversation with an octopus. Real healthy mental behaviour.
 
  
 
 Glancing around in search of Ping-Ping, my anxiety spikes as I fail to spot the giant turtle, even ignoring my fears of getting my head bitten off by some fanged monstrosity to peer over the skiff’s edge in search of the sweet turtle. “Where’d Ping-Ping swim off to?” I ask, once I’ve returned safely to the centre of the skiff. “Shouldn’t she stay close? You know, for protection?” More mine than hers, but still.
 
  
 
 “Relax boy,” comes Guan Suo’s reply. “The old girl’s off scrounging up a meal, her first proper one in days mind you. You waste all your time spoiling those rabbits and wildcats while leaving the Divine Turtle to fend for herself. Disgraceful is what it is, utterly disgraceful.”
 
  
 
 “She had a literal mountain of food at my wedding.”
 
  
 
 “Pei! A mountain of rabbit food hardly counts.” Sharing Taduk’s distaste for vegetarian diets, Guan Suo fixes me with a surly glare. “She needs meat and fish to keep her strength up, and none of that dried crap you feed your pets either. Fresh food, but where is she to find it? With centuries of over-fishing and those infernal quins squeaking about, hows the old girl to find enough to fill her belly without leaving the bay?”
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, the fish and crustaceans I’ve seen are kind of small. I never noticed before because they look like reasonably sized fish to me, but keeping with the theme of everything is bigger in the Azure Empire, it stands to reason the fish should be bigger too. Regular, fifty centimetre fish are probably considered too small to keep unless there’s no other choice. Hm... I kinda want to see a giant fish, preferably something non-violent and vegetarian. Better if it doesn’t even have teeth and feeds off plankton or tiny krill.
 
  
 
 The water’s surface breaks and a tentacled behemoth emerges to greet us as a decidedly unmanly shriek escapes my lips. Scrambling away, I hold Tranquility and Unity at the ready, or as ready as they can be as I crouch on the skiff’s deck, too terrified for my legs to work properly. The writhing mass of tentacles flail and twitch, sending icy cold water splashing in all directions and soaking me from head to toe, which is convenient because I might have just pissed myself in terror. Just a little bit, a few drops at most. I’ve been on this boat for awhile now and I drank a lot of water with breakfast.
 
  
 
 Plus, a giant fucking kraken surfaced like an arm’s length away from the boat. What was I supposed to do?
 
  
 
 Munching away at a chewy hunk of flesh, Ping Ping lifts her head into view and flashes a little turtle smile, which is hard to pull off considering she doesn’t have lips. Using her body to push her hard-earned meal, the big girl takes a hearty chomps out of the kraken’s still-twitching corpse as she swims alongside the skiff, her beak cutting through the rubbery skin with ease. Gathering the shattered remains of my dignity, I retake my seat and avoid making eye contact with anyone, though I can’t block out the sound Guan Suo’s raucous laughter or the memory of Guard Leader’s shaking shoulders. Instead, I focus on watching Ping Ping enjoy her meal, enjoying her expressions of unmitigated delight as she fills her belly with delicious raw squid.
 
  
 
 Actually, it’s kinda gross, and don’t get me started on the smell, but Ping Ping seems to enjoy it. She’s not the only one either. The previously empty waters are now teeming with life as fish and other aquatic creatures surface to steal a bite to eat, most content to feast on the tiny morsels which drift to the wayside. A handful of more enterprising scavengers are brave enough to try for the squid’s corpse itself, but Ping Ping is quick to catch them with a snap of her jaw, adding the would-be thieves to her already sizable meal. Stirring in my pouch, Blackjack’s head pops out for a look, those tiny eyes alternating between staring at the squid and myself hoping to garner a taste, but the little hare will have to learn to live with disappointment.
 
  
 
 There’s no way I’m sticking my hand out of the skiff while there’s a literal feeding frenzy going on, one growing in size right before my eyes. Eating and swimming don’t really go hand in hand, and Ping Ping isn’t the neatest of diners, so there are plenty of scraps to be fought over. More intriguing is how diverse the gathering is, as even after long minutes of watching I’m still spotting new and different creatures in the mix. Understandably, most are fish, fanged, ferocious creatures with all the telltale markings of a predator, equally happy to dine on Ping Ping’s scraps as they are with murdering their opportunistic peers. Though I can only make out indistinct shapes beneath the blueish-blood, dark ink, and frothy white waters, the sheer size of these creatures are enough to warrant caution,.
 
  
 
 Even Mama Bun is smart enough to move away from the skiff’s side to hop into Guard Leader’s lap. Clever girl.
 
  
 
 As terrified as I am, eventually, my eyes grow tired and last nerved goes frayed from watching for danger, and a quiet acceptance settles over my mind. It’s not the absence of fear or a resurgence of courage, but something different altogether, more of an... equilibrium than anything else. The fear is still there, prevalent as always, but mute apathy has also settled in. There’s nothing I can do about the dangers swimming beside us, so why should I even care? If they try to eat me then I’m powerless to stop them, reliant on Taduk, Guard Leader, or Guan Suo to save my scrawny ass. Likewise, if they don’t want to eat me then there’s no point worrying about them. Fear is there to tell me if its time to fight or run, but here and now, I can’t do either, so what use is fear?
 
  
 
 With that in mind, the tension melts from my shoulders and I sigh in relief. Staring out into the waters, I let my focus wander and watch the continued struggle between scavenger, predator, and Ping Ping with growing interest. Though varied and diverse, the gathered scavengers work together to fend off the predators, right up until a chunk of squid flesh floats in their general direction. Then, all chaos breaks loose as the scavengers descend upon the morsel and the predators seize the opportunity to strike. Men die for wealth and fish die for food, their lives are an unending struggle against hardship and misfortune. I suppose I should be glad I didn’t reincarnate as a fish, since at least I don’t have to worry too much about food or finding a safe place to sleep. In comparison, my worries seem excessive and absurd, for when isn’t someone or something trying to kill me?
 
  
 
 I find this reassuring, though, again, I don’t know why.
 
  
 
 The waters churn and creatures die, though a select few emerge victorious through skill, cunning, or dumb luck. An eel darts around a fat fish to evade the killing bite of a long-nosed lizard predator, who in turn gives up on the eel and rips into the fatter fish instead. A scaled, chitinous creature reveals the depths of its cunning as it leads a predator into Ping Ping’s waiting jaws, escaping unscathed with a large bounty to devour alone. A smaller, angular fish doesn’t bother trying to secure any squid for itself and instead turns its attention to stealing scraps from the many predators lurking about, its mouth always nibbling away at some morsel or another. To these sea creatures and so many more like them, this is just another day in which they risk their lives to fill their bellies and survive.
 
  
 
 Trial and tribulations indeed. No wonder animals are more in tune with the world. Their lives leave little room for anything else, but I’m not convinced the secret to controlling the Energy of the Heavens lies in oneness with nature. If struggle and survival are all that matters, then it means the Defiled are closer to the truth than the Empire, which just feels plain wrong. There has to be more to it, something beyond mere survival, and that’s what Ping Ping is searching for. She followed me to Nan Ping for a reason, and its not Blobby, or at least, not just Blobby. The stupid droplet has been gone for awhile now, but Ping Ping still drinks the water I feed her and still stays close to my side. The question is, why?
 
  
 
 And then it hits me. Not the answer to why Ping Ping is so affectionate, but why the scenery of the Azure Sea feels comfortable and familiar. If I block out the sky and stare at the waters, it’s almost like I’m back in my Natal Palace, with Blobby holding back the shifting shadows which were the Spectres I invited into my life. That’s why I could find Balance enough to Hone my sword or Reinforce my body, but faltered every time I tried to step into my Natal Palace. Fear kept me out, fear of the unknown and fear of facing my mistakes. Will the Spectres be in there, waiting to greet me now that Blobby is gone? Will seeing the room I made for Baledagh be too painful to bear?
 
  
 
 Knowing me?
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 If the Spectres from before haven’t come back, I bet there’s a fresh batch of them shitting all over the mental landscape, and what can I do about them without Blobby? As for the room, I’ll probably want to destroy it in a fit of pique, because that’s easier than facing the truth. Hell, I destroyed most of my Natal Palace, lessened myself using the Legate’s words, because I didn’t want to look at anything that reminded me of the cozy, happy life I ruined by being too weak to reject temptation. It’s not Baledagh’s fault I was almost exiled. It’s mine. I succumbed to the Spectres. I allowed myself to be Tainted. I drew on their strength, believed in their lies, let their anger control me because it was easier than being afraid. Only my loving family’s staunch support kept me from being exiled, the same loving family I almost brought disaster down upon.
 
  
 
 Will I learn from my mistakes?
 
  
 
 Probably not.
 
  
 
 I’m not strong enough to resist temptation on my own. I’m a coward at heart, one who will do anything to survive, even surrendering to the Spectres if the need arises, because deep down, I don’t believe in the dichotomy of good and evil. Take the feeding frenzy beside me, for example. Are the predators evil for killing their prey? Are the scavengers evil for stealing what others worked hard to earn? Is Ping Ping evil for not sharing her bounty? If only things were so simple.
 
  
 
 Like Fung said, Balance isn’t about morality, so why would there be a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, a ‘good’ and ‘evil’ when it comes to Heavenly Energy? Power is power, simple as that, and morality only enters the equation when talking about what is done with said power. Ping Ping doesn’t share, but she doesn’t wantonly murder more than she can eat either. Same with the predators, killing just enough to be sated before leaving on their merry way. In this same vein, who’s to say one can’t make use of the Spectres power without going full cannibal murder hobo?
 
  
 
 And oddly enough, I think I know how.
 
  
 
 Leaning over the side, I gaze into the murky depths and steel my resolve. Reaching down, I bring handful of water to my lips and drink up, belatedly remembering I have a water skin as I try not to gag on the fishy, metallic taste. Soldiering through the horrible experience, I close my eyes and feel the cold, disgusting liquid settle into my belly before moving onto the next step. Stepping into my Natal Palace is easy as breathing now that I’ve identified the problem. No, that’s not true. I’ve always known the problem was fear, but I still let it control me. I can’t do that anymore. Fear is a tool, and I must use it well.
 
  
 
 Looking around the small room with its comfortable bed and stylized ceiling brings a pang of raw anguish, but this time, I let it wash over me instead of rejecting it outright. Even though he wasn’t real, he was real enough to me, so why shouldn’t I grieve him? Another time though, right now, there’s work to be done. Stepping out of the room, I gaze deep into the abyss and find the Spectres staring back, just as I expected. I can tell they’re not to blame for my crippling depression, for they lay dormant and silent for reasons unknown. It’d be nice if I could blame all my problems on Spiritual Parasites, but truth be told, I make plenty of problems for myself as it is. Depression is real, and it’ll take hard work and time to get through it. There’s no magical pick me up to fix everything with a snap of my fingers, but if the Spectres do start yammering away, I’ll need a way to deal with them, one which doesn’t rely on Blobby who goes running off wherever it pleases.
 
  
 
 The water in my belly seeps into my Core, not the physical water but its spiritual essence, which winks into existence in my Natal Palace. Feeling cheeky, I snap my fingers and the water surges out into the abyss, sweeping up those dormant Spectres and washing over them, dissolving and merging with them. What’s left behind is neither good nor evil, Defiled nor Balanced, just pure, unsullied Energy of the Heavens, the very power of creation sitting in the palm of my metaphysical hands.
 
  
 
 It’s so simple, I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier. Blobby is a drop of Heavenly Water, but what is that exactly? Assuming it works the same way Chi does, then Blobby is probably Heavenly Energy mimicking the properties of water. If I can’t rely on Blobby, then why can’t I make my own version of Blobby using Chi, since Chi is just Heavenly Energy in a different form?
 
  
 
 I think.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Whatever, it worked, sorta. Confidence. Another one of my issues I need to work on, but one thing at a time. Today, I create quasi-Heavenly Water, tomorrow, anti-anxiety medication, then we’ll see what we can do about confidence.
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 My moment of triumph comes to a crashing halt as I ponder the implications of my recent discoveries.
 
  
 
 If the Legate can see into my Natal Palace, could he see the Spectres lurking in wait? I don’t see why not, unless his ‘vision’ is arbitrarily limited to what I create, or he doesn’t ‘see’ into my Natal Palace in the traditional sense of the word. If so, then why didn’t he have me executed for being Tainted? Or notice Blobby hanging around the first time we met? More importantly, will he be able to ‘see’ the glob of Heavenly Energy and recognize it for what it is? What will happen if he does? Will he have me captured and enslaved to force out my secrets? Will he have me killed to keep my discovery to himself, or keep me alive as his personal font of Heavenly Energy? Are the Bekhai strong enough to openly contend against the Imperial Clan? Should I even let them try? My family has sacrificed enough for me so I can’t let them fight and die for me, but since I refuse to submit to slavery, what other options do I have?
 
  
 
 Best case scenario is the Legate never finds out and I never have to answer any of those difficult questions. I should pass this Heavenly Energy to Taduk and tell him to use it to help Mom as soon as he can. In the meantime, maybe I can make it harder for the Legate to see into my Natal Palace...
 
  
 
 Crafting a plain, wooden chalice, I place the Heavenly Energy inside to keep myself from accidentally using it for something silly like Insight or Enlightenment. Less of a cup and more like a bowl sitting atop a stem and base, the chalice is nothing like the smaller, stacking teacups of the Empire and seems entirely unsuitable as a receptacle for the Divine, but for some strange reason, I feel like it fits. I should ask Charok to make one for me in real life, I could use a proper chalice to drink from.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not, considering how little it takes to get me drunk.
 
  
 
 Leaving the chalice on Baledagh’s nightstand, I turn to the void and focus my will, crafting a sphere of dense, impenetrable water, not made of the Spiritual Water which I’ve already used up, but instead more like a false image of water to replace Blobby’s sheltering embrace. It doesn’t flow like real water should, and is closer to a portrait of water than anything else, but with luck, it will serve my purposes well enough. Worried it won’t be enough since the Legate either saw through Blobby or didn’t see him at all, I do the same with the space formerly occupied by my mental model of the village, crafting a veritable ocean of faux-water for Baledagh’s old room to float in. To further obscure the Legate’s prying, perverted eyes, I conjure dozens of copies of the room and spread them all about, creating dozens of different, fancier chalices to sit on those nightstands, a clam-shell game to keep the Legate from finding the one, important room containing the most important wooden chalice. The copies lack the detailed ceiling or cozy comfort of the original, but unless the Legate inspects each one individually, it should be enough.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 I briefly consider conjuring a horde of naked, burly muscle-men engaging in explicit acts of coitus to taint the Legate’s eyes should he ever try to peer in, but to do that, I’d have to imagine said acts and taint my own eyes in the process. What’s more, I’m leery of crafting new personas to hang out in my Natal Palace, especially ones which might find my boyish good looks and slender body sexually appealing. Besides, crafting an entire ocean wasn’t as easy as I thought it’d be, leaving me drained and exhausted as I stare at my new and unimpressive Natal Palace. It’s no beautiful mountain village, but it’ll do for now.
 
  
 
 Conjuring a skiff for me to lie on, I float through my Natal Ocean to rest and parse through everything that just happened. Why were the Spectres lying dormant these past few days when I would have been most susceptible to their lies? Did they not get the memo regarding my mental breakdown or did they simply not care? Why do their remains yield Heavenly Energy? It’s not much and I have no idea how to use it, but it’s something. How did I do it anyways? I didn’t think too hard about it before trying, but now that it worked, I’m curious to know the mechanics behind what I did.
 
  
 
 Okay. Let’s break it down step by step. What do I know?
 
  
 
 Blobby is a drop of Heavenly Water. Blobby eats Spectres and poops (or pees... I dunno) Heavenly Energy. Blobby came across me while drifting around Western Treasures Lake and presumably helped himself to a meal of my Spectre-infested mind. Afterwards, he stuck around and shared his Heavenly Energy excretions with me to keep me alive because... I don’t know why. Maybe he saw me Devouring Spectres on the beach and decided I’d make for a great meal ticket, or maybe he knew about my ability to invade Natal Palaces. Wait... Does that have anything to do with the Legate’s Natal Palace scrying abilities? Can he do the same, dive headfirst into someone else’s mindscape? I should figure out how I do that, but where would I start? Akanai, Baatar, and Taduk don’t know either, so it’s either a unique Talent or a well-kept Imperial secret.
 
  
 
 I’m rambling again. Where was I going with this?
 
  
 
 Right. Blobby. Why would Blobby pick little old me over an Ancestral Beast like GangShu, the Azure Ascendant? For that matter, why was Blobby even in the Lake in the first place? Then again, I doubt it’s a coincidence I found him so close to Butcher Bay, where a literal army of Tainted, Defiled, and Spectres were hiding in plain sight. To Blobby, it must have been like an all-you-can-eat buffet or something.
 
  
 
 Stop it! Focus on the task at hand. I have the attention span of a god-damned goldfish...
 
  
 
 Back to the beginning. Blobby is a drop of Heavenly Water. If my hypothesis is right, this mean’s he’s pure Heavenly Energy mimicking the properties of water. Since Chi is a bastardized version of Heavenly Energy, then it stands to reason I can create a Blobby equivalent using Chi. So Heavenly Energy plus Water equals Heavenly Water, and Chi plus Water equals... Spiritual Water? Whatever I want to call it, it serves more or less the same function as Heavenly Water, cleansing Spectres to create pure Heavenly Energy.
 
  
 
 You know... Maybe I have solved the mystery of why Ping Ping loves drinking the water I practice with. All this time, I’ve been trying to inject Chi into water so I can control it, but since I never succeeded at making water shields, swords, or bullets, I just assumed I failed every single time. Have I been making Spiritual Water this whole time? Only... I’ve been doing it in reverse, leaving the water unbound while filling it with what is essentially diluted Heavenly Energy. Maybe Ping Ping loves it because it saves her the effort from binding water on her own, which explains why my other animals don’t seem to care for it. They don’t understand its value because they have no way of using Spiritual Water, but Ping Ping does.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not. I dunno. Why can’t she bind water on her own? Are there limits to how much one person can bind? Maybe not limits in the strictest sense, but it could be similar to Spiritual Weapons. The more weapons you bind, the harder it gets, requiring a ‘bigger’ core before you can bind more weapons. Maybe it’s the same with water and Ping Ping found a way around those limits when she sensed me making Spiritual Water nearby. It’s possible she doesn’t have to bind the Spiritual Water I create, though what she uses it for aside from water-bombing threats, I couldn’t say. I wish Ping Ping could talk, things would be so much easier if she could answer my questions.
 
  
 
 Then again, if she could talk, I’d probably be too scared to open up and ask her anything. Trust issues and a glaring lack of self-confidence are my greatest failings. Or maybe it's my angst and anxiety issues. No, those are bad, but nothing compared to my stubborn refusal to adapt to cultural norms, inability to remember my manners, short attention span, and... well, let’s just say I have a lot of issues. Who can say which is the worst?
 
  
 
 Getting off track again...
 
  
 
 So... what now? Manipulating Heavenly Energy is supposedly the be-all-end-all goal in life, but why? So I can make myself a new body? I dunno, as much as I like to complain about it, I kinda like the one I have. Sure, it’s a little on the shorter side, but if I were any taller, then it would make cuddling with Lin and Mila awkward and uncomfortable. Besides, the tiny amount of Heavenly Energy I have is barely enough to fill the gaps in my teeth, both figuratively and literally. Seriously, I doubt I have enough to make a new tooth much less an entire body, and there are no more Spectres flocking in to replace the ones I’ve cleansed. In fact, despite the massive crowds drawn here by the First Imperial Grand Conference, Nan Ping has a surprising lack of Spectres in general, so negligible they might as well be extinct. Why is that? Is Central that much safer from the Defiled Taint, or do the Imperials have some super secret, anti-Spectre technology? Does it have something to do with the Spectre dormancy or all the shit going on in the West?
 
  
 
 So many questions, but no real answers. Seems about par for the course.
 
  
 
 I might as well focus on questions I can answer. For starters, what can I do with Spiritual Water besides cleanse Spectres and mouth-fountain water tricks? Eager to find out, I slip out of my Natal Palace to get more water to bind, having used all I previously had to turn Spectres into Heavenly Energy. Opening my eyes, I stifle a yawn while taking a quick look around and find nothing out of the ordinary. Guan Suo is still smoking, Guard Leader is still rowing, and Taduk is still sitting on the edge of his seat, though Mama Bun now sits in his lap instead of Guard Leader’s. My clothes are still wet and Ping Ping still has more than half the giant squid remaining, so not too much time has passed since my epiphany. Five or ten minutes at most, yet it feels like I spent an entire day engrossed in heavy mental labour, my mind foggy and spirits flagging.
 
  
 
 In retrospect, destroying my Natal Palace because it made me feel sad was probably a huge mistake.
 
  
 
 Though curious to know if my guess is right, I hold off on injecting Chi into water while out on the Azure Sea. Ping Ping is a sweet, kindly soul and is more than happy to wait, but who’s to say the denizens of the sea would be equally polite? After making sure Blackjack is still calm and comfy, I grab my water skin and drink deeply, enjoying the cool, refreshing taste of clean water, deliciously free of fish guts and kraken ink. Closing my eyes once again, I step back into my Natal Ocean -
 
  
 
 Where I am greeted by the grim darkness of the void.
 
  
 
 All my wasted effort...
 
  
 
 Only the tiny white room and my new chalice remains, with no sign of the water or copied rooms to be found. Putting aside my disappointment, I bind the water in my belly before turning my mind to the mystery of the disappearing Natal Ocean, and the answer immediately becomes apparent. Although the Baledagh I interacted with was little more than a puppet and not an entirely different person, Baledagh was a separate personality, a minor but important distinction. I spent years working to keep the facade from crumbling apart, and these schizophrenic shenanigans had the beneficial side effect of helping me multitask efficiently, essentially keeping one part of my mind always focused on maintaining my Natal Palace and the puppet within, because without it, my ‘other self’ would have no where to stay. Useful in one way and debilitating in so many others, it appears that without the driving force of my neuroses, this tiny room is all the Natal Palace my feeble but sane mind can sustain.
 
  
 
 The truth weighs heavily on my shoulders as I collapse into bed and bury my face in the pillows. The Legate explicitly hinted that a bigger Natal Palace is better. Considering his air-walking abilities and all the praise Luo-Luo sings about his bestowed name, it stands to reason ‘Divine True Warrior’ would know what he’s talking about, but why would size matter? I can practice Chi manipulation in this room as easily as I can in a giant village, and truth be told, I rarely used the village anyways. It was mostly there to remember better times, but now, even those memories are tainted by all the idiotic things I’ve done.
 
  
 
 So what now? Do I create another Baledagh and leave him in my Natal Palace? Does it have to be a person? Could I make like a dog or a turtle and do that instead? Would I even want to? It feels... disrespectful of my little brother’s memory to replace him with an animal, and shameful as my weakness might be, I can’t disregard everything Baledagh did for me. I wouldn’t have survived without him, and that’s the truth.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Is that why Baledagh’s room remains, when nothing else does? Am I clinging to his memory as a subconscious way to grieve?
 
  
 
 An idea comes to mind, one so crude and tactless it pains me to even think it, but I can’t let it go without trying. I’ll need strength and power in the days to come, and even if I don’t know how size correlates to strength, at least I know it’s a step in the right direction. Steeling my heart, I slink out of Baledagh’s room and stare into the void, reaching back into memory to conjure a second room into existence. Calling it a shack would be generous and more than a little misleading, as this hovel of packed, clay walls would hardly be suitable for chickens to roost in, much less a home for a person, but home it was to one poor, unfortunate soul. Dim and unsightly, the interior boasts a packed dirt floor covered with woven-grass mats. The door is little more than a few branches lashed together and the roof leaks more than most sieves, but there’s a homely pride to its interior, with every item in its place, neat and orderly as can be. The floor was always swept, the linens always clean, and clearing dust and grime had been a daily battle, but one she never skipped, not even at her lowest.
 
  
 
 Ai Qing was a woman to be admired, someone who never let life’s hardships bring her down. A courageous, persevering young woman, she was more noble of spirit than most aristocrats I’ve met, and the first woman I fell head over heels in love with.
 
  
 
 It feels horrible to admit, but it’s the truth. Though I was already betrothed to Lin and Mila, I had yet to fall in love with them. I had feelings for them sure enough, but not the burning passion of love and intoxication I have now, more like the smouldering affection of friendship and affinity, accepting them more out of resignation than anything else. They both wanted to marry me, or at least Lin wanted to and Mila didn’t mind her mother’s choice, so I figured why not? Things have changed since then and now I love them more than life itself, but back then...
 
  
 
 Standing in the doorway, I peer around the home where sweet Qing-Qing nursed me back to health, my throat tight and eyes filled with tears. Even after all this effort, I can’t bring myself to step inside, overwhelmed by the memories of our short time together. I remember the darkness and fear as I woke for the first time in ages, a man battered and broken in both body and mind, ravaged by my trip through the Lake and the truths uncovered within. I remember her soft touch against my bare chest and her gentle, yet firm insistence I remain in bed, her intentions clear as day despite my blinded eyes and deaf ears. I remember the first time I saw her, how she wiped away her tears before noticing I was awake, and how quickly she recovered from my bumbling reassurances of how I wouldn’t rape her...
 
  
 
 My other self might have come to terms with Qing-Qing’s death, but the pain feels fresh today as the day I lost her. I want to see her face, hold her hands, hear her sing her mournful melodies, and even though I could do all of that with a snap of my fingers, I’ve already disgraced her memory enough for one day. Stepping away from the door, I will myself awake and hope no one saw my moment of weakness. Pretending to rub my eyes awake as I can wipe away the tears, I breathe deep to clear my sinuses and swallow the lump in my throat while trying to find the courage to go back and check.
 
  
 
 There’s no winning. If Qing-Qing’s hut is gone, then I will be pained by its loss, and I will be similarly pained if it remains. At least if it is still there, then it means my Natal Palace needs to be modelled after a place I have strong emotional ties to, whether it be Baledagh’s room, Qing-Qing’s hut, or the village in the mountains, though they’re all places I’d rather not have to look at, day in and day out.
 
  
 
 If strong emotional ties are what’s needed, maybe I can model my Natal Palace after the Golden Swan Pavilion. Course, seeing how I haven’t been there in years, I’d have to go back for a visit and refresh my memories... for research purposes.
 
  
 
 Falling back into bad habits, I reach into my pouch and pull Blackjack out, giving the sweet hare a little nuzzle while delaying the inevitable. Squirming in my grasp, Blackjack’s head bobs up and down, indicating it wants to go higher, and I stand up and raise the cloud chaser hare into the air. Freezing in place as I spot something on the horizon, my mouth proves faster than my brain as the question slips out. “What’s that?”
 
  
 
 “It’s a boat.” Feeling generous, Guan Suo refrains from calling me an idiot, though he turns around with a raised eyebrow in question. “What have you been doing back there? We spotted it close to twenty minutes ago.”
 
  
 
 Belatedly noticing Ping Ping has finished her meal and my clothes merely soggy instead of soaked, I realize I spent quite a bit of time lost in memory. “Was meditating,” I lie, shrugging as I sit back down. “So... any idea who’s on board?” The unknown vessel has a distinct lack of flags or banners and would look more at home moored to one of Nan Ping’s riverside docks than out here on the Azure Sea, with a sheltered living quarters in the back so one can enjoy the scenery without being subjected to the elements. A pleasure barge, essentially a little pavilion on a ship where one would drink and make merry.
 
  
 
 Studying my red eyes and puffy cheeks with open curiosity, Guan Suo offers a shrug of his own before turning away. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
  
 
 He’s not wrong. With Guard Leader’s powerful strokes guiding us forward, our skiff drifts to a stop a few meters from the barge, and silence ensues, both Guard Leader and Guan Suo content to sit and wait while Taduk studies the pretty engravings on the side of their barge. Seeing how no one is willing to speak, I raise my voice and call, “Hello. Is anyone up there? We mean you no harm. I am Falling Rain, Warrant Officer of the Empire and I’m here with my Teacher -”
 
  
 
 “Well as I live and breathe! If it ain’t the little hero of Sanshu.” Interrupting me mid-sentence, a familiar face pops out to greet me with resounding cheer, his hair and beard as unkempt as always. “Ye ain’t satisfied with one drop of Heavenly Water, boy?” Lei Gong asks, smiling to take away the sting of his words. “If yer here to steal a second one from under our noses, then mark my words boy, it ain’t gonna be so easy this time.”
 
  
 
 Oh wow. This is going to be awkward... but first things first.
 
  
 
 “Greetings, Lord of Thunder. Is the Azure Ascendant in? This lowly one would like to offer his greetings.”
 
  
 
 “Nah,” Lei Gong replies, his answer flooding me with relief. If they’ve been hunting Blobby all this time and our groups come to blows, at least they won’t have an Ancestral Beast in their corner. Ignorant to my rude and somewhat murderous thoughts, Lei Gong continues, “Somethin’ came up and he ran off with Wugang about a week ago. Only me and Yuhuan here aboard, Daxian and Yelu Shi are in Nan Ping on other business.” Lowering his voice to a booming whisper, he adds, “Between you and me, ye might want to steer clear of the Tyrant. She’s none too happy with ye on account of killing her darling nephew and all.”
 
  
 
 In my defence, her ‘darling nephew’ OuYang Yu Jin died while charging across stage to impale me on his spear, but yea, I can see why she’d be upset. Before I can respond, the Tyrant in question appears next to Lei Gong and looms in all her shapely glory, her mature beauty more than enough to stir my heart. “The Runic device I left with Jorani was activated last night,” she says, glaring down at me as if I were an offending bug, which I find both terrifying and arousing. “Tell me, what crisis warranted its usage? If that fool activated it on a lark, I’ll boil him alive and use his skin as a rug, GangShu’s hopes be damned.”
 
  
 
 Umm... What?
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 “You crafted Jorani’s Runic Device?” Hopping aboard their barge without so much as a ‘pardon me’, Taduk lands beside OuYang Yuhuan and strips her bare with his voracious gaze. “A most ingenious contraption, even after so many months, I’m unable to decipher its purpose, much less understand how it was made.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Faced with his intense stare and dazzling smile, the Tyrant’s icy glare melts away to reveal a blushing, wide-eyed beauty in skin-tight leggings and a form-fitting tunic. Far from the domineering and disdainful greeting I received, the Tyrant’s voice softens to a girlish chime as she addressed my oh so handsome Teacher. “I didn’t think the Bekhai’s new craftsman would be the famed Medical Saint Taduk. This one doesn’t dare accept Great One’s praise.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense, praise is deserved for one so talented.” Taduk’s stare runs up and down her body as his smile does all the heavy lifting, a natural charmer through and through. From where I sit, he looks super pervy, but I know his intentions are mostly pure. Ever since I gave him Yo Ling’s book, Taduk’s been obsessed with the study of runes, but the Defiled bandit leader of Butcher Bay wasn’t much of a craftsman. He cheated somehow, using the Spectres to help create his runes, something Taduk was understandably leery of trying.
 
  
 
 Though maybe I should give it a shot... but not any time soon. When my mind’s in a better place and my body’s far, far away from Imperials...
 
  
 
 Since Yo Ling’s writings were lacking, Taduk turned to studying Runic Devices and trying to reverse engineer them, but aside from Li Song’s breastplate and Jorani’s little wand, there wasn’t much else for Taduk to study. Unfortunately for the smitten Tyrant, Taduk isn’t interested in her slender figure or sharp features, but rather the plethora of items scattered about her person and the precious knowledge inside her pretty little head. Rings, bracelets, necklaces and more, the Tyrant’s alluring frame is festooned with Runic Device, wearing all sorts of jewellery from circlets to anklets and much more in between.
 
  
 
 I’m curious to know exactly how much more. A proud and powerful warrior, the Tyrant has a regal, authoritarian air about her, undoubtedly a woman of noble upbringing and proper manners, but I bet she’s got a wild side and is hiding a few naughty piercings beneath her slinky little outfit. Judging by how she parts lips and arches her back for him, I bet she’d be more than happy to show Taduk all her secrets, the lucky half-hare that he is...
 
  
 
 Ugh, I need to get laid or masturbate, somewhere far away from my horde of sweet, innocent floofs and the creepy, face-raping octopus. Three wives and zero sex means I’m probably doing something wrong, but what can you do. I’m doing my best to respect Mila and Lin’s wishes to not have sex before our wedding, and lovely as Luo-Luo is, I’m somewhat repulsed by her, and not because of the tandem pooping incident. I don’t mind imagining sex with strangers or visiting a prostitute, because then it’s just about sex and nothing else, but with Luo-Luo, I feel like there’s this expectation of intimacy and affection, both things I’m unwilling to share with a veritable stranger. Thus, until I get to know Luo-Luo better, or Mila turns twenty next year, it’s a life of celibacy for poor, lonely me.
 
  
 
 The Monk would be so proud, if he hadn’t ghosted after trampling across my fragile psyche, the big, fat jerk...
 
  
 
 Laying on the charm thick, Taduk’s naked greed does little to dissuade the Tyrant as he sidles up beside her, his eyes fixated on one Runic Device in particular, a jade pendant nestled in her modest bosom. Carved in the shape of a phoenix, it sits with wings furled and head tucked, which makes its body sort of egg-shaped. “Such skill in one so young,” Taduk says, adding a mournful sigh for effect. “Your creations make my efforts look coarse and unrefined in comparison, an unshaped lump of clay next to your beautifully shaped works of art. The phoenix and its egg, one and the same, mixing destruction and rebirth in a single, dominating Rune. Brilliant.”
 
  
 
 ...What? Did I miss something, or did Taduk just say the Phoenix itself is the rune? Don’t get me wrong, it’s a detailed, complex piece of work and a beautiful lifelike carving, but I assumed Runes would be... I dunno, cryptic symbols carved on the phoenix which hold certain meanings. What’s a sleepy bird have to do with getting Heavenly Energy to do what I tell it to?
 
  
 
 While my imagination gets the better of me, Taduk and the Tyrant carry on as if no one else is around. Offering a slight bow which is little more than a bob of his head, Taduk lays it on thick as he sighs and says, “Truth is I don’t dare call myself a Runic Craftsman, especially not in present company. I am but a mere dabbler, not even worthy of the title of novice. A single ring on your jewelled fingers would be beyond my meagre comprehension, much less a grand undertaking like this barge we stand on.”
 
  
 
 “This one has heard of your generous gift to the Legate, and four shields of that size is no simple feat. Why, my little brother spent decades learning the craft, and only recently found success making rings...” The Tyrant’s ‘jewelled fingers’ twirl around a lock of her hair as she extols the virtues of Taduk’s shields, a sure sign of flirtation as any. Sorry Guard Leader, but you snooze, you lose. I didn’t like you much anyways, bullying poor Taduk and uprooting his Spiritual Plant collection like that, even if it was for a good cause. Plus, she’d probably be super mean to my sweet, lovable Lin, bullying her day and night like an evil step-mother would. Though... I doubt a woman nicknamed the Tyrant would be much kinder, and the mention of her brother, the stingy OuYang Clan Patriarch who tried to kill and rob us, has me leery of forming ties to this unknown woman. Besides, OuYang Yuhuan might be smoking hot, but having seen Guard Leader’s martial skills, I doubt her veiled features are any less attractive.
 
  
 
 Plus, Guard Leader’s body is top tier, not willowy and light like Yuhuan’s, but with ample curves in all the right places. Though her attitude is less than ideal, there’s nothing modest about Guard Leader’s bosom...
 
  
 
 Seeing his comrade engaged in flirtatious shop-talk, Lei Gong drops a rope ladder and wordlessly welcomes us onto the barge, an invitation I graciously accept. For one, the barge looks much safer than our tiny skiff, doubly so after Taduk implied it’s a Runic Device, a mind blowing revelation I have yet to recover from. The stones on the Tyrant, crafting a Runic Device large enough to sail on. Ignoring the cost of such a massive undertaking, how big would the explosion have been if she messed things up?
 
  
 
 While hauling Sir Inky’s pot up with Guan Suo’s uncharacteristic help, I study the stylized engravings along the surface of the barge, but I can’t tell which are Runic inscriptions and which are fancy decorations meant to cover them up, assuming either exist. Noticing my confusion, Lei Gong claps me on the back with a hearty roar of laughter and sends me stumbling across the deck, though thankfully, I’ve already put Sir Inky down. “Think yer smart enough to puzzle it out by looking, do ye? I watched her craft the damned thing and hundreds more of her little toys, but I still can’t make heads or tails of runes and whatnot. Heaven ain’t fair, but yer talented enough as it is boy. No need to go adding ‘Runic Craftsman’ to yer long list of titles and accomplishments.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Thanks.” I haven’t accomplished much to be proud of and my latest titles are a mixed bag. Imperial Manwhore doesn’t need to be explained, and I’m only the number one Talent in the Empire because of Aura shenanigans. “Anyways, introductions. Everyone, this is Lei Gong, Lord of Thunder, member of the Azure Ascendants and comrade of GangShu, the Ancestral Beast of Sanshu. This is my teacher’s nameless bodyguard, and this is Guan Suo of the... err... Divine Turtle Protectorate.” Giving both my companions a warning glare, I pray they’re smart enough to mind their manners when dealing with the lackey of an Ancestral Beast.
 
  
 
 Probably not, but one could hope.
 
  
 
 Leaving the three Experts to silently sort out their pecking order, I listen in on Taduk’s conversation. Hoping to witness a budding romance and tell the story at their wedding, my hopes are cruelly dashed by my teacher’s hardheaded foolishness. Wholly ignorant of her seductive body language, Taduk keeps the conversation solely focused on runes and inscriptions, but luckily the Tyrant is more than happy to exchange ideas. While Taduk describes his process as a melody for the Heavens, the Tyrant claims her technique is rooted in symbolism and allusion, neither of which screams ‘Language of Energy’ and leaves me utterly baffled on how runes work. Even though their approaches differ, both craftsmen can recognize the intent behind each other’s work, even though the Tyrant has only seen Taduk’s work drawn with his finger in empty air.
 
  
 
 Huh... I never noticed it before since he always worked at a desk, but when Taduk waves his arms about while drawing his Runes, he kinda looks like a conductor for an orchestra. Silly at first glance, especially without instruments accompanying him, but seeing the sheer focus and raw energy he puts into his gestures is almost enough to let me ‘hear’ the music he’s conducting. It’s uncanny.
 
  
 
 A snippet of their conversation pierces through the veil of my imagination and my attention focuses on the Tyrant’s explanation. “Language is a crude way to describe it,” she says, edging closer to my teacher’s side. “Language forms a relationship between spoken words or written symbols and the objects they represent, but much of it is contrived representation, rather than derived.” Gesturing around her, she explains, “Take the sky, for example, a word both simple to say and simple to write, but hardly one capable of representing the grand and majestic heavens on its own. It requires context and explanation to link the two together, and only then will the word, written or spoken, evoke the proper image in the audience’s mind. When it comes to Runes, the Energy of the Heavens is unwilling to adhere to something so strict and rigid as a language, which means we Craftsmen must find more creative and intuitive ways to express our desires.”
 
  
 
 And express them she does. Throughout their conversation, the Tyrant shows her interest through her use of coy gestures, light touches, and inviting body language, but Taduk’s woeful lack of eye contact and polite, but averted posture reveals her efforts have gone unnoticed. Poor Yuhuan. Maybe Guard Leader knew this would happen, which is why she doesn’t seem distressed about a potential love rival, soothing a grumpy Mama Bun with a little snack to distract her from our lack of movement. Granted, Guard Leader’s tragic romance with Taduk is mostly wistful thinking on my part, the closest I can get to making sense of their mysterious and somewhat antagonistic relationship. Why else would a warrior of her calibre be willing to babysit Lin? I bet he saved her life and she offered her body in gratitude, but my goofball teacher just said, ‘No thanks, I’d rather you guard my precious, sweet, adorable daughter,’ or something like that.
 
  
 
 I’m not the only one who believes Lin deserves, nay, must be spoiled. Her cuteness demands it!
 
  
 
 That said, the Tyrant’s explanation makes sense, though it does little to further my understanding of Runes. I get that the runes are more than just lines on an object, but how those lines translates into adding magical properties to items is still a complete mystery, especially when it comes to persuading Heavenly Energy to do something. The most successful communication I’ve had with Blobby was cutting him off from my supply of Chi, but only because I needed the Chi to stay alive. If I hadn’t poured all my efforts into cracking a Defiled Champion’s Aura and deprived Blobby of his nourishment, then I doubt he would have bothered showing me how to Hone my Aura, something my newfangled Spiritual Water can’t replicate.
 
  
 
 Stupid gluttonous droplet, running off and making me risk life and limb in the Azure Sea chasing you down... Why couldn’t you stay home in my Natal Palace like a good hermit?
 
  
 
 Finished with their silent power struggle, Lei Gong leaves Guan Suo and Guard Leader to their silent brooding and places his burly arm around my shoulders. “So boy,” he begins, his voice more subdued than before. “Be honest with an old man. You out here searching for another drop of Heavenly Water?”
 
  
 
 Unsure how much I should share, the others are less than useless as they pay no attention to our conversation. Throwing caution to the wind, I figure the truth won’t hurt considering he already knew about Blobby. “Sort of. Not another drop, but the same one I had in Sanshu. I’ve er... misplaced it.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? And when did you ‘misplace’ yer drop?” His question, though casually voiced, is tinged with a hint of apprehension as his body tenses ever so slightly. Belatedly, it occurs to me Lei Gong can take me hostage any time he likes, and there’s nothing anyone could do to stop him.
 
  
 
 Great. Just great.
 
  
 
 Under mounting pressure from Lei Gong, it takes me awhile to count the days since Blobby’s disappearance. Let’s see, I lost Blobby after my Awakening, spent three days as Baledagh, woke up before the start of the Imperial Grand Conference, and today is the fourth days since it started, so... “Seven days ago?”
 
  
 
 It’s only been seven days? It feels like forever...
 
  
 
 “Ah.” Releasing his grip on my shoulder, Lei Gong smooths out my nightshirt with a few gentle pats. “That’s good, means we’re hunting different targets.”
 
  
 
 What would have happened if we weren’t? Stepping away from the Lord of Thunder, I feign nonchalance while leaning against the side of the barge, closer to Guan Suo and Guard Leader. “I’ve been meaning to ask, why do the Azure Ascendants need a drop of Heavenly Water?” From what I’ve seen, Blobby doesn’t do much besides sit in my Natal Palace, and now that I have my Spiritual Water, I’m not even sure if I need him anymore. Given the choice, I’d like to have him back, but it’s only a matter of time before my luck runs out and something bad happens to us out on the Azure Sea.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Lei Gong is having none of it. “Never you mind about our business, boy.” Flashing a childlike grin, he adds, “Ye lucked out in Sanshu, but this time it’s gonna be different. Ain’t no errant droplet here in the Azure Sea, so even if ye stumble across it, I’d wager ye won’t be walking away with all the spoils this time around.”
 
  
 
 “And you never make a losing bet, am I right?”
 
  
 
 “Never say never,” he responds with a laugh, “But I ain’t one to make a wager lightly.”
 
  
 
 Sensing an opportunity, I ask, “So... How about we exchange information on how we’re tracking our respective droplets?” Whatever they’re doing, I doubt it’s worse than relying on a spoiled, cowardly octopus and a dumb but adorable bunny to lead the way.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Lei Gong laughs and shakes his head, instead offering me a drink from his wine gourd. Much as I need a drink, I politely decline, mostly because it looks like the same gourd he had back in Sanshu, which means he’s been sucking on that opening for months now, if not years. Since he doesn’t seem willing to talk anymore, and I don’t feel safe enough to meditate in his presence, I go back to listening to Taduk’s conversation with the Tyrant, but it’s gotten too complicated to follow. They’ve moved on from the basics and are talking about semiotics, ineffable cues, and a paradigm shift between the human mind and the unknown.
 
  
 
 Or something like that. They’re using a lot of words I don’t understand, which highlights the Tyrant’s early explanation regarding the limits of language. Without context, words might as well be gibberish and gobbledygook, hardly the best way to communicate with the Energy of the Heavens. The thing is, her symbolism is the same. Taduk calls the Phoenix a creature of destruction and rebirth, because in the local mythos, that’s exactly what they are. Legend has it, there was once a bird who tried to ascend to Divinity and form a human body, but was struck down by the Heavens in a blaze of fire, destroying everything for kilometres around. Bloodied, broken, but still drawing breath, the Phoenix limped away to recuperate. Centuries later, the Phoenix was stronger than ever and tried to ascend once more, and this time the Heaven’s sent down a blaze greater than before, but again, the Phoenix survived, but at great cost to its surroundings. Thus began a vicious cycle as the Phoenix emerged from each fiery tribulation stronger than before at the cost of even greater destruction to lands around it, eventually forming what is now the uninhabitable volcanic badlands south of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Well... uninhabitable except for Defiled.
 
  
 
 Problem is, when I hear the word Phoenix, it brings to mind a fiery bird who can die, but is always reborn from the ashes. Were I to guess what the Runic Device does, I would have thought it was linked to healing or regeneration and overlooked the destructive aspect of the local Phoenix interpretation. So... why would Heavenly Energy accept the Tyrant’s interpretation over mine? Assuming it all actually happened, does Heavenly Energy have a hive mind and remember striking down the Phoenix so many millennia ago? Or is there really a Mother watching from up above, arbitrarily testing us for her own purposes or amusement? Why can’t birds ascend? Is it because the Mother, like myself, ascribes to the Dao of All Things Cute and Fluffy?
 
  
 
 Putting the theological debate aside, I go back to pondering runes and communication. Adding in my errant thoughts on Aura and staying home, I realize I’ve spent all this time looking for Blobby, but I haven’t tried calling him. I use my Aura to convey emotions all the time, so why can’t I use it to let Blobby know I’m here and looking for him, assuming he’s close enough to reach?
 
  
 
 Keeping Guard Leader and Mama Bun between Lei Gong and myself, I close my eyes and focus on the feeling of home. Not home as a physical location, but the sensation of home and the emotions which come with it. Warmth and safety mostly, love and acceptance. Taduk’s comforting hugs, Alsantset and Charok’s supportive presence, the twins’ beautiful smiles, Baatar’s thumping tail, Sarnai’s uproarious laugh, this and more is what springs to mind when I think of home, and I distill those thoughts and memories down to a base, raw emotion before infusing it into my Aura.
 
  
 
 Time stretches into eternity as I reach out with my Aura, searching every living thing in range one by one in desperate hopes of finding Blobby once more. I want him to know I’d really like it if he came home so I could stop coming out here to find him. I mean, yea, I sorta replaced him, but if he wants to leave, then the least he could do is let me know he’s still safe and sound, right?
 
  
 
 Sadly, my efforts are wasted and I find no familiar presence in the waters around us before my Chi runs dry. With a mournful sigh, I open my eyes and am surprised to see everyone on high alert as they stare westward with similar looks of grim determination pasted across their faces. Even Ping Ping is alarmed by this unseen threat, surfacing next to the barge in siege-mode, which means shit is about to go down, though Mama Bun is still dumb and clueless as ever, desperately struggling to get out of Guard Leader’s arms and presumably dive into the sea. Quickly securing Blackjack inside my pouch, I stand with Unity and Tranquility at the ready and inch close to Taduk’s side, staring at the deceptively calm waters of the Azure Sea while waiting for the hammer to drop.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 And waiting.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Still waiting.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Huh. This might be my fault. Not even an hour ago, I was super careful not to let my Aura slip out while using it to calm Sir Inky, and then I turn around and use my Aura to invite every creature in range here to home and safety.
 
  
 
 Whatever this is... I brought this upon us.
 
  
 
 Like the fucking idiot I am.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
  
 






      Chapter 373 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Ping Ping was the first to fall.
 
  
 
 Alone and exposed, the big girl lets loose with a heartrending squeak as she’s dragged into the depths. The sound cuts off abruptly and her massive form disappears into nothingness, leaving behind a surface so calm and still it’s as if she never existed at all. Roaring in fury, Guan Suo dives in after her without a second thought, plunging into the unknown to –
 
  
 
 Do nothing, it would seem.
 
  
 
 There is no clash of fists or exchange of blows, no shadowy figures darting back and forth or staggering explosions of power. There is only stillness and tranquility as I peer into the waters and see nothing but my reflection peering back. Wearing a mirrored look of fear and incredulity, my reflection is so lifelike it makes me wonder if I’m still inside my Natal Palace. Did I not only craft another Baledagh, but a second world for him to live in? Have I finally lost my grip on reality, and now my two worlds are colliding? Which parts of my life are real and which are imagined? How can I tell the difference? Have I been living in an illusion all this while, and now the dream is finally unravelling? What will I find when I fall through the looking glass? Will I be lying in bed back home, safe beneath my warm covers with my dog sleeping beside me, or will I wake just in time to catch a boot to the ribs, ready to go back to work in the mines after a single night’s delusional reprieve?
 
  
 
 I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.
 
  
 
 Rising on all sides, the waters of the Azure Sea block out the sun as they close around us like the jaws of a ravenous beast, devouring the Runic Barge and all its inhabitants with a single bite. Thrown from the ship’s surface, I take a deep breath before my world is engulfed in cold and darkness, unable to tell up from down or left from right as I tumble about the watery void. Clutching the mouth of my hip pouch, I pray the treated leather keeps the water out and holds enough air to keep poor Blackjack from drowning, and a part of me wonders if I should free the tiny black hare and hope he or she makes it out of this alive. I’m sorry for getting you into this mess little buddy, and same goes to Mama Bun. If I had stayed in my yurt and slept in with all my floofs, then we wouldn’t be in this mess.
 
  
 
 Choking back my helpless despair, I hold Unity at the ready as I face the void, unsure if I’m still tumbling about or have come to a standstill. The pitch black darkness does more than obscure my sight, hindering my other senses along with it. Complete nothingness is the only way to describe it, this unnatural murkiness suppressing the feeling in my fingers and even the sound of my beating heart, leaving me only with the sensation of cold isolation in this weightless imprisonment.
 
  
 
 It’s so... Peaceful. There is no fear or anxiety, only tired acceptance as I welcome Death’s embrace. No longer will I need to struggle and suffer in this hellish existence, for my time has come. Finally, I can lay my weary head to rest and let go of everything weighing me down, to shuffle off this mortal coil before I fuck up and ruin what little good I still have left in this life. It’s not a bad time to go, truth be told, so soon after securing my place as Number One Talent in the Empire. This way, my family can remember me fondly as the little foundling they rescued, instead of as an imposter who deceived them with his stolen body and memories.
 
  
 
 It’s only a matter of time before they discover the truth.
 
  
 
 Knowing this, it’s as if a burden has been lifted off my shoulders, because in these last few moments of life, I no longer have to hide who I truly am. How many times have I frozen in fear because I thought I accidentally revealed my deepest, darkest secret? How many nightmares have I awoken from where I was discovered for the fraud I really am? How many days have I spent in self-loathing because I know I’m living a lie and don’t deserve anything I have?
 
  
 
 Too many to count, and for good reason.
 
  
 
 My loving family? They took me in and cared for me, but would they have done the same, been as patient and loving, open and accepting, if I didn’t have the body of a child? I doubt it, and I wouldn’t blame them for it either. Pragmatism is vital to survival in this world, and a broken and battered adult is far less likely to recover and much more susceptible to Spectres than a child. Case in point, me. After all this time and all the love and care I’ve received, I still can’t let go of the past and adapt to my new surroundings, a stubborn, set in my ways outsider who never gets anything right.
 
  
 
 Number One Talent in the Empire? An utter joke. I’m a grown-ass man competing with children, so of course I’m gonna excel. Sure, the argument could be made I started training later than most of my so-called peers, but it's silly to take pride in learning faster than developing children. Take an average twelve-year-old and fully developed adult, then have them study a topic brand new to both, and it’s a given the adult will master it sooner. If you take pride in being smarter than sixth grader, then maybe you should set higher personal goals for yourself.
 
  
 
 How would Lin and Mila feel if they learned they were betrothed to someone more than twice their age? Disgust and revulsion is my best guess, because that’s what I feel when I’m honest with myself. I’ve known them both since they were little girls, but now I’m eagerly counting the days before I marry them. Without a doubt, I am a rotten, lowdown scumbag, a detestable pervert preying on young impressionable women. Forced into marriage by Akanai? What a joke. I was thrilled beyond belief when she brought it up, and if not for Bekhai tradition keeping me at bay, I would have brought Mila to bed without question and used her to fulfill all my base desires, without ever considering if I truly love her and want to marry her. With Lin, it’s even worse because when I look at her, I see both the adorable, pig-tailed little girl she used to be and the beautiful, enchanting young woman she’s grown into, giving rise to conflict between basic decency and primal urges.
 
  
 
 And with every passing day, basic decency loses a little more ground.
 
  
 
 In time, my secret will get out and ruin everything, so maybe it’s better I die now before things go too far. My family will grieve, but they’re strong and will make it through this, even sweet Tali and Tate. Mila and Lin are both young and... mostly untouched, they’ll have no trouble falling in love with someone else, someone far more deserving. This is the best ending I could expect. For a long time now, I’ve known this life was not for me. I knew it when Vivek Daatei’s Demon showed me thousands of lives, thousands of possibilities which didn’t even remotely feel right. I knew it back in Sanshu, while pretending Baledagh’s dreams were not my own, dreams of being a normal child without all my mental baggage and hang ups. I don’t belong in this body or this world, and regardless of what cosmic twist of fate brought me here, it was undoubtedly an accident of epic proportions. In a way, my death will be a correction of sorts, a balancing of scales in the universe, removing what never should have happened in the first place. I only hope Taduk, Mama Bun, Ping Ping, and the others make it out okay, but it looks like poor little Blackjack is destined to share my fate.
 
  
 
 Sorry little buddy. We haven’t known each other for long and we had a rough start considering you ate my finger, but I love you all the same.
 
  
 
 Warmth and affection floods through my mind as I reflect on my time with Blackjack, of nuzzling the skittish hare and stroking those small, chubby cheeks. My thoughts turn to my other floofs and my time spent with them, of riding roosequins and cuddling bunnies, hugging bears and wrangling wildcats. Even though they’re only instinctive, unthinking animals, their unwavering trust means more than they will ever know, because those short moments are the only times when I can forget all my fears and insecurities and just be me. My floofs don’t care about who I am or who I’m pretending to be, they only know I love and feed them. They don’t care about my morality and I don’t have to wonder what would happen if they found out who I really am, because in their eyes, I treat them well and that’s all that matters.
 
  
 
 No wonder why I like animals more than people. Animals don’t judge.
 
  
 
 I wish I could say the same for my family. I know they love me, care deeply for me, but it’s all based on a lie. I am not who they thought I was, not the defenceless child they took me for, and even though I didn’t set out to trick them, even though they’ve shown me nothing but patience and acceptance, how do I know things won’t change if I told them the truth? No, it’s worse than that. I know things will change if I told them the truth, and not for the better. Overcoming my fears has always been my greatest challenge, but for good reason. I have a genuine reason to be afraid, because I am not Falling Rain of the Bekhai, nineteen year old Warrant Officer of the Empire.
 
  
 
 I’m plain old Rayne, coward and pretender.
 
  
 
 My end is well deserved, but Blackjack is too young to die. Pulling the pouch free from my belt, I release it to the void and hope against all hope there’s enough air trapped inside and it’ll float to the surface, escaping the attentions of whatever calamity I’ve brought upon us and bringing Blackjack to safety. Having done everything I can, I muster up what little Chi I have left and reach out with Aura, because if Blackjack doesn’t make it out alive, then at least the little hare will know I love him or her to pieces.
 
  
 
 So young, we don’t even know your gender. Live little Blackjack, then go find Tawny One who will hopefully be the appropriate gender for you to woo and start a family with, assuming hares and rabbits can reproduce, although there’s no evidence to back it up.
 
  
 
 Rage and indignation well up from within my chest, a curious change of pace considering I hold no anger at my passing, or the lack of rabbit/hare crossbreeds. In some ways, death comes as a relief, so why am I so angry all of a sudden? Parsing through the emotion, I realize this rage is both unfamiliar and peculiar, not the final struggles of a dying man, but something far more... alien. Underneath the anger is a core of exhaustion tinged with disappointment and frustration, rejecting the love and affection I tried to convey to Blackjack. It’s an anger which stems from distress and indignation, an instinctive reaction to hide the grief of betrayal, so raw and visceral my heart aches with empathy.
 
  
 
 And just like that, I’m struck by an epiphany. This is not my anger, nor is the despair entirely my own. Whatever is out there, whatever powerful monstrosity responded to my call, also knows how to use Aura to convey emotion. What’s more, it’s weaponized it, using an Aura of sorrow and dejection to bring its foes down without a fight.
 
  
 
 Putting aside my amazement, I channel everything I have into my Aura and impart the same feeling of home and safety I projected before, knowing whatever is out there responded to this first. My efforts are met with fury and disbelief, outrage I would try and use the same trick twice. Redoubling my efforts, I open myself up to this unknown creature and release a torrent of emotions in hopes it understands I meant it no harm, that it learns who I really am, or most likely, is so overwhelmed by my crippling depression it swims away to kill itself.
 
  
 
 You think depression is your ally? You merely adapted to despair, but I was born to it, moulded by it.
 
  
 
 Haha, humour. I laugh, but inside, I cry.
 
  
 
 The darkness lifts as I open my eyes and find my companions suspended around me in the crystal clear waters, though I see no sign of our all-powerful assailant. Limp and listless, my Teacher and the cadre of Experts look fast asleep as they float about the watery depths, all save for sweet Mama Bun who’s flailing for all she’s worth in a futile attempt to stay afloat. Thankful for my compulsive overthinking, I kick my bare feet and swim over to rescue her, snagging Blackjack’s slowly rising pouch along the way. Wondering how I’m supposed to save the others all by myself, my worries are for naught as I notice their bodies floating towards the surface, saving me a world of trouble even though it’s only a handful of meters to swim.
 
  
 
 The bottom of the upended Runic barge and the floating scraps of our skiff is the only evidence that remains of our dangerous encounter, so with little other choice, I head towards Ping Ping’s unmoving but floating body and climb atop her shell for safety. After making sure Mama Bun and Blackjack are both alive and well, I leave them to go back for Taduk, swimming past Lei Gong and Guard Leader to get him. Flipping him onto his back, I check for a pulse and cry out in sheer joy, thankful I didn’t kill my Teacher with my impulsive and poorly thought out plan. There will be no more excursions out into the bay, much less out of it. I’m putting my foot down, because forget about Spiritual Plants or Blobby, it’s not worth the risk.
 
  
 
 Forget a droplet, I’d trade an entire Ocean of Heavenly Water to keep Taduk safe. Even though Baatar, Sarnai, Alsantset and Charok adopted me into their family, it’s only because Taduk is barely capable of caring for himself, much less Lin, and adding me into the mix would have only made things worse. He’s not the most responsible person around, but he’s never treated me like the broken person I am, never worried I might turn Defiled and Taint him or Lin. Hell, he barely even batted an eye when I told him how close I came to losing myself to the Spectres, just patted my cheek and said “Well now you know better,”. He believes in me more than anyone else, and for that, I will always be grateful.
 
  
 
 Hauling my teacher out of the water, I carefully lay him on his side in a recovery position and head back to rescue the others. Keeping an eye out for dangerous monsters and the like, I find nothing but empty water in all directions, which is not reassuring in the least. Why did the creature just up and leave? Was it overwhelmed by my Aura? No, impossible. It’s strong enough to muscle five Peak Experts into submission, how could my paltry Aura powered by my drained reserves be enough to scare it off?
 
  
 
 Tired and confused, I set about rescuing the comatose Experts one by one, a task made far more difficult without Chi to Reinforce my body. Saving the Tyrant and Guard Leader is simple enough, as even though they’re both Martial Warriors, they’re still women with somewhat delicate frames. Carefully keeping my hands from straying to inappropriate places, I’m tempted to take a peek under Guard Leader’s veil, but after a moment’s thought I respect her right to privacy and leave it covering her face. I do, however, take a moment to ogle their tantalizing bodies, prominently displayed since their clothes are soaking wet and plastered to their supple bodies. The way I see it, even though I got them into this mess, I also saved them from it, so I deserve to look from afar for a second or two.
 
  
 
 ...I knew it. The Tyrant totally has nipple piercings, which is super hot until you consider they’re Runic Nipple Rings which probably fire lasers or something. Still, I’d put em in my mouth. Assuming she consents, of course. I may be perverted, but I’m no molester or rapist.
 
  
 
 Storing the mental image for later use, I move on to the unpleasant task of saving the men. Lei Gong and Guan Suo will undoubtedly wake with a few bumps and bruises, but in my defence, one is a rotund, burly bastard who reeks of wine, while the other is a deceptively heavy half-red panda, so heavy I can’t actually lift him. After multiple attempts each ending in failure, I make do with draping Guan Suo over Ping Ping’s shoulder, hoping the big girl doesn’t come to with a start and the grumpy old man doesn’t freeze to death. Though lightheaded and feeling the onset of hypothermia, I head back into the water one last time to grab my cooking pot. Dragging it back onto Ping Ping’s shell, I peer in and find Sir Inky curled up in a ball, unharmed and untouched throughout this endeavour. Sighing with relief, I poke the octopus to make sure he’s still alive, and Sir Inky responds by slapping my hands away, his eyes still screwed shut in fear.
 
  
 
 Well, I don’t blame the poor guy.
 
  
 
 Ready to collapse where I stand, I take one last look around to make sure nothing is awry, though I’m pretty sure there’s nothing I could do about it if there was. Finding nothing amiss in the waters, it’s Mama Bun’s thumping paws which draw my attention. Unusually spirited considering she just almost drowned, the tangled mess of soggy fur darts back and forth along Ping Ping’s shell, leaving poor Blackjack to shiver alone in the cold. Wondering if it’s her way of dealing with near-death experiences, I tuck Blackjack into my shirt to share warmth as I head over to calm the poor Mama Bun down.
 
  
 
 “Silly rabbit,” I call, crouching down with arms open. “Come here. It’s okay, you’re safe now.”
 
  
 
 My words go unnoticed as the crazed rabbit lunges forward with a crazed look in her eyes, sliding to a stop before turning around to try again. Following her line of sight, I notice a tiny, oval stone sitting on Ping Ping’s shell, no larger than a pocket watch and covered in green, grassy moss. As luck would have it, we’ve somehow found a second stone covered in Spiritual Algae, and driven wild by the tempting treat, Mama Bun is so excited she can’t even walk up and eat it, failing to approach her stationary target time and time again.
 
  
 
 No wait. She’s not missing, there’s something keeping her away, a gentle force leading her away. Is the stone Deflecting her? Or is that the work of the Algae? Holy shit, is this all the work of an intelligent plant? My god, the implications of -
 
  
 
 A head pops out of the stone and the world makes sense once more. Not a stone, but a shell, with a tiny, adorable turtle hidden inside. Not a jagged, armoured dinosaur like Ping Ping, but a round-shelled, smooth-skinned regular turtle with the most adorable little eyes, yellow lines running down its neck, and so much moss on its head it almost looks like it has hair. Craning its neck, the tiny turtle blinks once and its Aura surges out, enveloping me in a familiar sensation of warmth, safety, love, and acceptance, tinged with a hint of hope and shrouded in plenty of hesitance.
 
  
 
 ‘Home?’ it asks, using its Aura to communicate. ‘Is it safe here?’
 
  
 
 Catching Mama Bun on her next pass, I hold her close and lie down with my cheek next to the turtle, too drained and tired to use my Aura to respond. Instead, I pray my actions are enough and slowly place my hand over the tiny, but powerful creature. Gently stroking it between its eye ridges, I scrape the moss away and whisper, “I don’t know what you’re running from, and I can’t promise to keep you safe, but I’ll do what I can, okay?”
 
  
 
 I’m not sure if it understands my words, but the turtle presses its head against my finger and closes its eyes, a sure sign of trust as I’ve ever seen. Withdrawing its Aura, the turtle ambles into the palm of my hand and retreats into its shell once more. Since it doesn’t seem to mind losing the Spiritual Algae, I feed what little I’ve scraped off to Mama Bun while stroking the turtle’s shell with my thumb to collect more, marvelling once more at the trust and affection of animals. I offered safety, and this little turtle came looking, simple as that. Sure, we had a little disagreement when he thought I was lying, but we settled it easily enough, and that’s that.
 
  
 
 Oh, I hope he’s a boy, then he can fall in love and have babies with Ping Ping. True, they’re not the same size or even the same species of turtle, but true love overcomes all.
 
  
 
 Welcome to the family Pong Pong. Sorry about your silly name, but it’s too adorable to pass up on.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 20 -
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 For as long as he could remember, Goujian lived the life of an ascetic. Early on, the choice had not been his, for poverty meant he had no coin or time to spare for luxuries or hedonism. Every waking moment was dedicated to finding enough food to fill his belly, and he failed more often than not. As time wore on and he grew in wealth and power, he clung to his humble lifestyle because even though he’d fallen out with the Penitent Brotherhood over a difference in beliefs, he still respected their Precepts and found wisdom in their teachings. Extravagant luxuries and decadent comforts were but one step removed from losing one’s self to base desires, and left one vulnerable to the Father’s whispered temptations.
 
  
 
 A lie so laughable, Goujian could scarcely believe he hadn’t seen it sooner.
 
  
 
 Thus, for the first time ever, Goujian frittered away his morning in idle relaxation. Waking with the rising sun, he smiled, rolled over, and fell asleep once more, luxuriating in the warmth of his satin bed sheets and goose down mattress. Hours later, he opened his eyes when a servant entered to ask if he would like breakfast served in bed, and it seemed like such a novel idea, he couldn’t bear to say no. Swaddled in his blanket, he sat in bed and feasted on a sumptuous meal of the finest dishes of Central, all the while wondering why he’d waited so long to enjoy such simple pleasures.
 
  
 
 Since opening his eyes to the Truth, not only had Goujian’s aches and pains subsided, his mind and senses were sharper than ever. Whether it be the feel of silk on his skin or the taste of tea on his tongue, experiencing the pleasures and joys of life made Goujian’s intestines turn green from regret, cursing his stubborn foolishness and hard-headed beliefs. It wasn’t entirely his fault, for Imperial propaganda was cunningly designed to make him believe their lies, perfected through centuries of deception and misinformation. Through self-denial and deprivation, Goujian had closed himself off from the Truth and the proper Martial Dao, not a path of control and moderation, but a path of freedom and self-discovery.
 
  
 
 How could one be a part of the Heavens while denying so much of what it offers?
 
  
 
 Following his base instincts and desires, Goujian enjoyed himself to his heart's content. After breakfast in bed, he availed himself to the in-house hot spring, a marvel he’d read about but never experienced first-hand. Before entering the spring, the servants scrubbed him clean from head to toe, their warm washcloths tarnished black by weeks of sweat and grime accrued whilst posing as a common shepherd. His hair and beard were even worse, tangled and matted from his time spent hidden in a smuggler’s hidey hole, but the servants were well equipped to deal with it, using an assortment of mild soaps and scented oils to unravel the mess. As he sat on the stone bench and watched the filth cleansed from his body drain out of the room, he wondered what it would take to do the same to his soul, to cleanse his mind and free him from the burden of the sins he’d committed in the name of a ‘noble’ cause.
 
  
 
 After one final rinse to remove the last of his physical impurities, Goujian took his long-awaited step into the hot spring and made himself comfortable in the smoothed-stone depression. Carved into the rock and designed to support his frame, he found he didn’t need a single muscle to keep himself upright and allowed himself to relax. Uttering a groan of relief, the tension melted from his body as he soaked in the near scalding waters, but there was still more to be had. A pair of strong yet delicate fingers ran across his scalp before digging into the meat of his neck, and he discovered a pleasure unlike any he’d ever felt before. More hands joined them and he lost himself in pure bliss, availing himself to the pleasures of the flesh and the joining between man and woman for the first time.
 
  
 
 Well, man and women. Goujian’s new hosts were not stingy with his accommodations, and he had many decades of celibacy to make up for.
 
  
 
 Hours later, he sat in loose silk robes and enjoyed the morning breeze on skin, sitting idle upon a balcony while the inhabitants of Sinuji toiled away in the streets below. Unlike the North, there was no natural geographic barrier to differentiate between provinces, and Sinuji was just one dozens of so-called border towns straddling the divide between Central, West, and South. What made it unique was its middling location, equidistant from the Azure Sea to the North and the Arid Wastelands to the South, which was why Sinuji had been chosen as the headquarters on the front lines.
 
  
 
 Fools and buffoons, picking a location which had already been compromised by the Enemy.
 
  
 
 No, Goujian corrected, not The Enemy. The Empire’s Enemy, but not his own. Though enlightened to the Truth, he still fell back into old habits and only hard work and time would correct them. A part of him understood why his Disciples had refused to follow him down this path, but it had to be done. It was his fault things ended as they did, but perhaps their fates had been set in stone from the day they’d met. Goujian had saved them, but in doing so doomed them to a fate worse than death. He’d raised them on Imperial lies, lies he embraced because it was easier than pursuing the Truth. In service of those lies, he and his Disciples sinned against Heaven and blackened their souls in devotion to the Empire, and when Goujian told them the severity of their sins, his frail Disciples were too weak to accept the Truth.
 
  
 
 Oh his poor, ill-fated sons. How he wished they still stood at his side so they might fix this broken world together, but he had no choice. He had to kill them, for they knew too much regarding his plans, foolishly shared in his time of weakness because he believed they could be trusted, but alas, it was not so. Only Yuanyin was strong enough to follow him down the right path, the others too cowardly and set in their ways to see what needed to be done. Even though he loved them as a father loves his sons, Goujian could not trade their lives for the lives of every citizen in the Empire. Hundreds of millions, if not billions of people, all living under Imperial yoke, how could he let this travesty stand?
 
  
 
 It was his fault his sons were dead, and he accepted his sins wholeheartedly. He’d been too eager to return to contemplating the Truth and left his poor sons to flounder on their own, coming to grips with harsh reality bereft of his guidance and support. Had he not immersed himself in Heaven’s Impartation for nine straight days, then he would have seen the warning signs of his Disciples errant thoughts and convinced them his actions were just. For new seeds to be sown, the field must first be cleared. How could anyone argue against such basic reasoning?
 
  
 
 Alas, there was no cure for regret, but at least Goujian still had one son left to him. Having learned his lesson, Goujian was not yet ready to leave Yuanyin unsupervised, so he gathered his Chi to look in on his sole remaining Disciple. Like his Master, Yuanyin had lived a life of abstinence but was young enough to still feel constrained by it. No longer required to represses his urges, the young man wasted no time indulging his lust, but now sat in quiet meditation as he parsed through the mysteries of the Truth with more dedication than ever. This was the true Dao of Balance, not the one peddled by Imperial lies, one which made more sense with each passing day.
 
  
 
 Nodding in approval, Goujian’s curiosity got the better of him and he turned his Watch to the other young man in the manor. According to the reports, this Gen was a common village boy who turned Defiled after an encounter with Falling Rain, but if so, then someone had taught Gen well. The very picture of a young noble, Gen’s handsome features and strong jaw lent an air of honesty and integrity to his words, a warrior brimming with confidence and tenacity. Sitting cross-legged with impeccable posture, he meditated with an intense focus rarely found in one so young, his metallic hands hidden within his wide-brimmed sleeves. Goujian expected much from this former denizen of Sanshu, a startling talent by any measure. Chosen by Heaven was the only way to describe it, a common boy who Awakened to a Divine Blessing mere days after discovering the Truth. How strong would he be after almost a year of practice? What about ten years, or twenty?
 
  
 
 Gen was an example of what the Imperial Clan feared most, an informed and enlightened populace with strength enough to challenge them. Small wonder they hoarded their knowledge so jealously, but Heaven’s secrets would not remain hidden forever, especially not if Goujian had his way.
 
  
 
 Moving on, Goujian turned his Watch to Mao Jianghong, the so-called traitor of Sanshu. The former Guard Captain sat in his office, scowling darkly as he conversed with hidden allies, allies Goujian had yet to uncover. Granted, he had yet to put any effort into the search, merely a cursory sweep of their surroundings before retiring for the night, but he figured introductions would come in due time. Trust would be difficult, but they were both enlightened beings Chosen by Heaven, though Goujian viewed himself as undoubtedly superior. Jianghong stumbled across the Truth after succumbing to ‘dark’ powers, a man who willingly surrendered his soul in return for vengeance, and only luck saved him from eternal damnation. A petulant, weak-willed child of luxury, wholly different from Goujian’s life of dedicated service. Even though every death darkened his soul, Goujian’s faith never faltered, not until the Monk’s actions revealed the Imperial lies for what they were, and now, he was more resolute than ever and willing to sacrificing everything to set things right.
 
  
 
 Everything.
 
  
 
 Even though Goujian couldn’t listen in on Jianghong’s Sendings, there was much to be gleaned from the traitor’s expression. Last night, Jianghong had been supremely confident, but today, that confidence had been shaken. Anger and disbelief marred his handsome features, having received news he found difficult to swallow. Though hoping to work alongside them, Goujian drew a measure of satisfaction from Jianghong’s unknown setback, for if they were truly as strong as the traitor believed, then what use would they have for Goujian?
 
  
 
 Nose wrinkling in annoyance, Jianghong glared at the ceiling above him and stared directly into Goujian’s Watching eyes. A Sending arrived soon after, Jianghong’s voice dripping with sarcasm and irritation. “If the vaunted Confessor truly seeks an alliance, then perhaps he’d deign to dress himself and discuss matters in my office.”
 
  
 
 With a languid stretch, Goujian yawned and Sent, “Perhaps.” In no rush, he ambled back inside and order the servants to bring him a selection of clothing. Once they arrived, he spent long minutes looking them over before rejecting them all and forcing the servants to go running for more clothes while he amused himself with a lovely and enthusiastic young woman. Truth be told, he didn’t care too much about what he wore, but the delay was more to show Jianghong that the Confessor would not be ordered about like a lackey. Besides, he needed time to consider this new information, for Jianghong’s action inadvertently revealed what Goujian had suspected for months now. A method existed to determine whether one was being Watched, a method kept secret from the warriors of the Empire.
 
  
 
 But not Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 And with this single loose thread, Goujian finally unravelled the mystery behind this inscrutable and illogical young hero. While under observation back at the Northern Wall, Falling Rain undoubtedly knew someone was watching and his every action was meant to throw Goujian off the trail. The young hero’s story had all the markings of a poorly written drama, and Goujian now understood why.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain was an Imperial lackey, one planted to sell the lie of ‘Balance’ and give false hope to the uninformed people the Empire.
 
  
 
 It explained everything about the boy’s history which Goujian found questionable. How could a young boy of sixteen defeat a skilled Warrant Officer during the challenge for Shen Huo’s Magistrate’s Office? How did he escape unharmed from the Society’s pursuit while burdened with children and non-combatants? Why did the Bekhai keep their young hero at arms length, filling his retinue with former soldiers and captured bandits instead of fellow tribesmen? How did he not only stumble across a Defiled plot, but also play a pivotal role in defeating it? Where did he find the resources to take in and heal so many cripples, or feed so many hungry mouths at the Wall? All this and more could easily be explained if Falling Rain had Imperial backing, a mere puppet raised among the Bekhai to add authenticity to his role.
 
  
 
 It seemed Goujian underestimated how far the Imperial Clan would go to keep their propaganda alive. No one would believe the lie of Balance if no true heroes ever emerged, so they concocted heroes for the people to look up to. Even if Goujian’s poisoner had done his job and killed Falling Rain during his wedding banquet, the boy’s place in history had already been firmly established. A savage tribesman who rose higher than any before him, the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer, the Number One Talent of the Empire, and a member of Imperial Peerage living amongst the people of the Empire all before the tender age of twenty, Falling Rain’s legacy was to become a beacon of hope for all to aspire to for centuries to come.
 
  
 
 Magnificently played. Utterly brilliant.
 
  
 
 More certain than ever he now tread upon the correct path, Goujian picked out the least gaudy robe the servants brought him and set out to meet with Mao Jianghong. Arriving at the traitor’s office, he let himself in and took a seat before offering a silent nod in greeting. With no servants to pour his tea, Goujian served himself and left Jianghong’s cup empty, inhaling the fragrant aroma before availing himself to a taste. Draining the cup with an appreciative smack of his lips, Goujian poured himself a second and asked, “So, what matters trouble Comrade Mao? Perhaps my humble experience might prove of use.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, I hope so.” Steepling his fingers, Jianghong leaned back in his seat and added, “Though perhaps it’s best we speak through Sending. One can never be too careful when it comes to privacy.”
 
  
 
 A jab, but not an undeserved one. A week ago, Goujian would have known better than to pry, but he was still adjusting to his new, unfettered mindset and finding it difficult to exercise restraint after his first taste of true freedom. Accepting the reprimand with a grimace and a nod, Goujian filled Jianghong’s cup as apology and Sent, “Then tell me, what troubles you?”
 
  
 
 “A setback in our plans, but not one we cannot recover from.” Shrugging with detached disinterest, he accepted the cup and continued, “Ancestral Beasts are a territorial bunch who rarely appear in groups, so how were we to know sending one would not be enough?”
 
  
 
 The revelation caught Goujian by surprise and he paused ever so slightly while lifting his cup to his lips. Jianghong implied that if not for the presence of multiple Ancestral Beasts, his plan would not have gone awry, the ramifications of which, if true, would be far reaching indeed. So Jianghong’s mysterious faction had not one, but multiple Ancestral Beasts cooperating with them, and these most formidable weapons were already in play. The Treaty be damned, this would be a battle to end all battles, a war to end all wars, and Goujian wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
  
 
 Widespread chaos and destruction would expose the roots of Imperial Corruption, and only then could he step in and scour them clean from this world.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, his experience in the North taught him he lacked the strength to stand against an Ancestral Beast, but with his eyes opened to the Truth, he knew he would reach the lofty peaks of Martial Strength soon enough. Eager to resume studying the mysteries of Heaven’s Impartation, Goujian impatiently gestured for Jianghong to end his grandstanding and get on with it. Grinning in victory, the insufferable twit explained, “We dispatched a raiding party to Nan Ping, a vanguard meant to spread fear and chaos, but they were discovered by Imperial Forces led by Du Min Gyu and subsequently put to rest. Our Ancestral Beast ally claims she crossed paths with no less than four beings of comparable power, including one who had a similar mastery over the Divine Earth. What do you know of her, this Ancestral Beast Eccentric Gam calls Mother?”
 
 “Next to nothing,” Guojian replied. “My expertise lies in the realm of men, not in powers beyond my comprehension. Such matters are privy only to the oldest of noble houses, whereas I am of humble origins and am friend to none.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm.” Annoyed, Jianghong pursed his lips and Sent, “And here I thought the Confessor held the Emperor’s ear and had spies hidden across provinces, ferreting out every noble’s deepest, darkest secrets.”
 
  
 
 “My spies, as you call them, are merely common men and women of the Empire, servants and soldiers reporting on corruption and degeneracy. How are they to know of matters never spoke out loud?” Shrugging, he added, “They were useful enough in finding you, though I admit it took a stretch of the imagination to put the pieces together. The reports suggested you might be a Western noble who evaded capture at the border, a possible harbinger of Taint and Corruption, but there were clues enough to discern your true identity.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Stroking his jet-black beard, Jianghong scowled in displeasure before conceding to Goujian’s expertise. “Then I shall have to impose on Senior to point out the flaws in our guise. If you can find us, then others can too. In fact, we are preparing to leave even as we speak.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” It was always better to work with competent allies, though Goujian often had little choice in the matter. Embroiled in discussion, they traded ideas on how to escape detection until it was time for lunch, at which point Jianghong invited him to the dining room. Since Gen would also be there, Goujian Sent for Yuanyin to join them. Once they were all seated, Goujian raised his cup in a toast and said, “To old enemies and new allies.”
 
  
 
 “Hear Hear.”
 
  
 
 “Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 Jumping in his seat at the familiar dharmic greeting, Goujian drew his sword and pointed it at the Monk standing at the head of their table. Yuanyin and the others joined him in their surprise, and Jianghong roared, “Who the hell are you?”
 
  
 
 “Such Sin,” the Monk muttered and sighed, “Such Regret.”
 
  
 
 Mustering his courage, Goujian sneered and declared, “I have no regrets monk, only that I didn’t see the Truth sooner.”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, the Monk asked, “And this truth led you to slaughter your Disciples? This truth led you to ally with the Enemy?” Holding a hand up to forestall Guojian’s answer, the Monk continued, “Speak not and spare this one from your lies. You have lost your path and altered your Dharma, but the decision was yours to make. This one speaks not of your regret, but of mine.” Closing his eyes, the Monk pressed his hands together and bowed his head in supplication. “How much longer must this one suffer in the cycle of Samsara, forever unable to change his wicked ways?”
 
  
 
 A bolt of fire spattered harmlessly across the Monk’s body, thrown by the talented young Gen. Barely even noticing the attack, the Monk opened his eyes and shook his head, so filled with anguish and remorse Guojian almost empathized with him. “Perhaps the Abbot would plead to save your souls,” the Monk said, taking hold of his spade, “But this one is a sinner through and through, and now, he must sin once more. May you find peace in the afterlife, and enlightenment in the next. Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 The Monk moved faster than Goujian’s eyes could follow, disappearing from the head of the table and reappearing beside him, the crescent blade of his spade resting lightly against Goujian’s throat. Were it not for a portly stranger holding the spade at bay, Goujian feared the Monk would have already taken his head, unbelievably fast for a man so large.
 
  
 
 So what did that say about this stranger, who was not only faster, but also larger?
 
  
 
 “Now,” the stranger drawled, his accent curious to the ear, “Correct me if’n I’m wrong, but Ah don’t remember invitin’ no Dharma Protector in ta mah estate. Seems murderin’ my guests’d violate the Treaty.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Monk, who apparently was an existence on par with Ancestral Beasts, glared at Goujian’s mysterious saviour with such vehemence he seemed like a man changed, so at odds with the kind but stern lecturer who taught Goujian about the Four Noble Truths. “Zhu Chanzui, you finally dare reveal your true self and claim dominion over these Defiled?”
 
  
 
 “That I do,” the Ancestral Boar replied, snickering beneath his breath. “What are yew gonna do about it?”
 
  
 
 Visibly struggling with his anger, the Monk took a deep breath to calm himself. Then, he took another, and another, all to no effect. After an eternity of waiting during which the spade trembled against Goujian’s throat, the Monk finally retracted his weapon with a grimace. “Then so be it.” Slamming the butt of his spade against the floor, the Monk infused his voice with Chi and announced, “The Defiled traitor Mao Jianghong is currently residing in the Canston Trading Group’s estate. Conspiring with him is the Confessor Guojian. Loyal warriors of the Empire, seize these traitors and execute them for their crimes.”
 
  
 
 Sucking his teeth with a long, protracting inhale, Zhu Chanzui shook his head and sighed. “Really wish ye didn’t do that,” he said, lips pursed in a frown. “Well, guess there ain’t no choice anymore, is there Mao Mao? We wanted fear and chaos, so this gonna be the way it gotta be.” Breaking into a grin, the Ancestral Beast added, “Besides, ah been itchin’ fer a good fight fer ages now.”
 
  
 
 And then the room exploded into chaos and destruction.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “Rain my boy!”
 
  
 
 Rudely awakened from slumber by a surge of adrenaline, I spring to my feet ready to defend myself, only to slip and flounder while trying to keep my footing on Ping Ping’s slippery shell. Pulling me into a soggy embrace, Taduk saves me from a face-plant while simultaneously shocking me out of my panic. “Thank the Heavens you’re alive,” he exclaims, hugging so tightly Blackjack squeals in muted protest from between us. Releasing us with a hangdog look, Taduk looks me over with his tear-stained eyes and his Chi to make sure I’m still hale and healthy, his hands patting my hair and face as if to reassure himself that I’m really there. “This was all my fault, we shouldn’t have come so far out into the sea. I took all the warnings for tall tales and flights of fancy, thought we were perfectly safe but we weren’t and I almost lost you and... I uh... mm...”
 
  
 
 Eye’s widening in surprise, Taduk’s voice trails off as he stares at my chest. Worried something happened to my fur babies, I look down to find Mama Bun comatose from her Spiritual Algae snack and Blackjack so irked by the rude awakening he’s baring his sharp, squared teeth, but neither are enough to shock my teacher into silence. What’s thrown him for a loop is the newest addition to my menagerie poking his head out from Mama Bun’s damp fur. Glaring at Taduk with undisguised hostility, Pong Pong’s adorably grumpy expression too darling to resist. Giving his tiny turtle nose a light poke, I snort with laughter as Pong Pong shrinks back in alarm and retreats into the safe confines of his shell, nestled tightly between Mama Bun’s clingy paws.
 
  
 
 No wonder Blackjack’s so grumpy, it seems he’s no longer Mama Bun’s favourite thing to hug while sleeping, cast aside in favour of her new Spiritual Algae treat.
 
  
 
 “Quickly! Hide the creature,” Taduk Sends with alarming urgency. “Tell no one about it, absolutely no one, understood? We’ll speak more after returning to land.”
 
  
 
 Obeying without question, I drape Mama Bun’s damp fur over Pong Pong and the greedy bunny lends a paw, pulling the turtle deeper into her chest as if afraid I’ll steal it away, her lips moving in silent but staunch defiance while fast asleep. Pong Pong doesn’t seem to mind, probably because he likes the warmth, but Blackjack is none too pleased. When the little hare’s efforts to force its way into Mama Bun’s embrace are met with abject failure, poor Blackjack attacks Pong Pong’s shell in frustration, throwing a series of rapid-fire taps to no effect. Moving his arms to peek at his assailant, Pong Pong smugly dismisses Blackjack as a threat, blinking lazily with a protracted yawn before covering his face once more, all turtled up and ready to nap.
 
  
 
 Smug turtles and angry hares are too adorable. This is for the best anyways, Mama Bun was coddling her little baby hare too much so Blackjack wasn’t making friends. Now he’s free to go snuggle with the other bunnies, preferably Tawny One in particular. My plan is coming to fruition. First, Yipi and Kai Yay, now Ping Ping and Pong Pong, and soon, Blackjack and Tawny One. How many other silly paired pet names can I come up with?
 
  
 
 I don’t know, but if I want to find out, I’ll need more pets. Hooray for floofs!
 
  
 
 Shaking off the last vestiges of sleepiness, I finish hiding Pong Pong and give Taduk a sheepish smile. I’m so sorry Teacher, it’s not your fault, but mine. Since he doesn’t want to talk about Pong Pong, there’s nothing I can do but keep my mouth shut while we check on the rest of our waking companions scattered around Ping Ping’s shell. Even with as big as she is, there’s six of us in total plus Sir Inky’s cauldron, so it’s a little cramped after Guan Suo joins us atop Ping Ping’s shell, grumbling and growling all the while. “Which one of you left me in the sea to soak? My ears are so water-logged I can barely hear a thing.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry,” I reply, instinctively shrinking back at his glare. “I tried, but you’re too heavy to lift.” Honestly, I’m surprised he even floats. What is it with half-Red Panda’s and their ridiculous weight? Are the animals also deceptively heavy? I don’t see how it’s possible, they’re like 75% floof.
 
  
 
 “You?” Obviously not the culprit he expected, Guan Suo’s scowl deepens upon hearing my apology. “You’re saying that after the attack which rendered everyone present helpless and unconscious, you pulled us to safety?”
 
  
 
 “Well... yea.” I’m not sure I like his incredulous tone. Sure he’s strong, but he ain’t got nothing on King Pong. “After the water rose up and the uh... Aura hit, I woke up, saw we were alone, and dragged everyone onto Ping Ping before passing out from sheer exhaustion.”
 
  
 
 The rest of our party join’s Guan Suo in his disbelief, aside from Taduk, who swells with pride, and Lei Gong. Bursting into laughter, the old warrior shakes his head while wringing his robes dry, his bare, barrel chested frame much hairier than expected. “Ah, yer full of surprises, ain’t ye? Yer the last one I’d have expected to save our skins, but you have my gratitude. Again.”
 
  
 
 “Err, don’t worry about it.” Especially since I’m the one who brought calamity down upon them. Glancing at the upended Runic Barge which is slowly sinking into the Sea, I wince at the estimated cost to replace it and vow never to admit fault so long as Gang Shu still lives. To throw off suspicion, I feign ignorance and ask, “So... We were attacked, but by what? Was it a kraken or something? Why didn’t it eat us?”
 
  
 
 Snorting in derision, Guan Suo looks ridiculous with his head tilted to one side, hoping to drain his ears of water. “Didn’t see what attacked us, but it weren’t no kraken,” he replies, fixing Lei Gong and the Tyrant with a glare. “Your friends probably know, seeing how they’re out here hunting it.” Baring his teeth in a frightening smile, he looks comically terrifying with his odd posture and warlike expression. “Go ahead and lie, little warriors. I’m feeling generous today, so I’ll leave your corpses intact for the rat to bury.”
 
  
 
 Wow. Guan Suo has zero chill.
 
  
 
 Rocketing out of the Azure Sea, Lei Gong’s metal cane careens into his grasp as if attached by a wire and the Tyrant draws two small, metal wands similar to the ones she gave Jorani. “Easy there,” Lei Gong cautions, the tip of his weapon crackling in bursts of energy. “I admit, we been chasing the beastie who done this, but we been after it for weeks without so much as a splash. Our Runic Ship was tailor-made to hide our presence, so the way I see it, the creature spotted yer turtle or mayhaps yer skiff sitting alongside and figured y’all were the ones hunting it.”
 
  
 
 With a throaty snarl, Guan Suo takes one step forward and to my surprise, the Tyrant and the Lord of Thunder step back. Now, I don’t know about the Tyrant, but Lei Gong is definitely not the cowardly type, which means I should probably rethink how I treat the hobo half-beast. Unwilling to see both parties come to blows over something I cause, I step between the quarrelling warriors without thinking and immediately freeze, wondering what I’m supposed to do now. Thankfully, Guan Suo is happy to stand and growl, looking all deranged and menacing while tilting his head. “Here’s an idea.” Sound less snarky please. “How’s about we all stay calm and relaxed until we get back to dry land and away from whatever tried to kill us.” Poor Pong Pong, was the mean old Lord of Thunder bullying you? Don’t worry, you’re... sorta safe now. Then again, I guess you weren’t really in any danger, considering you almost murdered everyone present, so... whatever. Do you Pong Pong. Do. You.
 
  
 
 With a weighty huff, Guan Suo stalks past Lei Gong and the Tyrant to check on Ping Ping, who still has yet to wake. Pong Pong’s Aura of despair really did a number on her, and now that I look closely, on everyone else too. Lei Gong’s smile is strained and slipping while the Tyrant stands with her arms crossed, hugging herself tightly while watching her surroundings. It might be my imagination, but Guard Leader stands closer to Taduk than usual as she stares off into the distance, while my cheery teacher has yet to take his hand off my shoulder, reluctant to separate unless absolutely necessary.
 
  
 
 “Thanks again boy,” Lei Gong mutters, eyes never leaving Guan Suo’s back. “Fer calming him down, though there ain’t no shame dying in battle against the Smiling Slaughterer.”
 
  
 
 ...Is Guan Suo secretly awesome, or are red panda’s just too OP? “To be honest, I mostly stepped in because I didn’t feel like being taken hostage again.” The old warrior flushes at the reminder of our first meeting and offers an apologetic nod to Taduk, who audibly harrumphs and steps a little closer to my side, glaring at Lei Gong without a care in the world. I love him like a father, but Taduk needs to ease up. Sure he can fly, but contrary to the name, the Lord of Thunder does more than just make loud noises, and Taduk is definitely not secretly awesome. A pacifist through and through, Taduk refuses to harm even a bunny, relying on Lin and me to do all the dirty work for him.
 
  
 
 In retrospect, maybe that’s why Lin’s so bloodthirsty: her soul is soaked in the blood of countless innocent bun buns.
 
  
 
 ...And now I’m sad again. Mama Bun, don’t you worry. It doesn’t matter how delicious you are, I’ll never let anyone hurt you.
 
  
 
 Finished with my quick snuggle session, my curiosity gets the better of me. Abandoning all notions of subterfuge, I ask point blank, “So what sort of beastie were you chasing, and why?” What did poor little Pong Pong do to deserve this?
 
  
 
 “Well...” Glancing at the slowly sinking Runic Barge, Lei Gong shakes his head and sighs. “Guess there’s no sense in hiding it anymore. Not like we can keep chasing without the boat. Remember what I said before the attack, about how this ain’t no errant droplet of Heavenly Energy?”
 
  
 
 “Yea?”
 
  
 
 Instead of answering, Lei Gong waits for me to puzzle it out for myself, but my brain is too tired to work properly. Repressing a sigh, Lei Gong fills in the pieces for me. “The beastie has the droplet. That’s why I was sure you wouldn’t walk away with all the spoils.”
 
  
 
 Ha! How wrong he is. This is awesome, Pong Pong has a Blobby. He might even have my Blobby, which would be fantastic. Wait, don’t look so happy, try to look scared. Staring out into the waters, I ask, “What sort of beastie are we talking about here?”
 
  
 
 “That’s the damnedest thing. We ain’t seen hide nor hair of it since we started.”
 
  
 
 Oh good.
 
  
 
 Gesturing at the Tyrant, Lei Gong explains, “We have our means of tracking and harassing it, but even then, the big boss wasn’t feeling confident about our chances. That’s why he had Yuhuan make the boat and we been chasing it fer weeks now, wearing it down to even the odds. Took her a good couple of months, but like I said, it’s been smooth sailing since we started, right until today.”
 
  
 
 So Pong Pong can take on an Ancestral Beast in a fair fight. Good to know.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Deep Breath.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 WHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
  
 
 “Well, no sense pointing fingers,” I reply, hoping everyone agrees. “It happened, we survived, so let’s move on.” Without looking at Taduk, I Send, “Will this be a problem? I’m 99% sure the little turtle caused this, and if they can track him then there’s an Ancestral Rat who’s not going to be very happy when he finds out I’ve snatched a second drop of Heavenly Water from him.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll find out.” Giving my shoulder a reassuring squeeze, my teacher sidles off to seduce the Tyrant and squeeze her for information, picking up where their conversation left off before Pong Pong so rudely interrupted them. What a charmer. I don’t know how he stayed single for so long.
 
  
 
 “Aye, live and let live I say.” Moving to fill in the space left by Taduk’s departure, Lei Gong conveniently places me between him and Guan Suo, though if I were him, I’d be warier of Guard Leader beside him, even though she has yet to move since she stood and is still staring at nothing. Lowering his voice, Lei Gong asks, “So, between us, tell me: how’d you do it?”
 
  
 
 “Do what?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t play dumb boy.” Lei Gong’s characteristic colloquial charm slips away to reveal raw, acerbic exasperation hiding underneath. “The creature’s Aura. I ain’t ever felt anything like it before, and Heaven willing, won’t ever feel anything like it ever again. Misery and despair so heavy I could barely breathe, and truth be told, I don’t think I cared. Look around boy. You travel in the presence of greatness, with... with warriors standing at the peak of the Martial Path, and every one of us is still reeling from the encounter.” Pausing to give me a chance to look around and see he’s right, Lei Gong adds, “but not you. You’re standing there calm as can be, hiding yer smiles while snuggling yer rabbit, all without batting an eye. You say you shook off the Aura and dragged everyone aboard the turtle, and seeing how you are, I believe ye, but I need to know. How’d you do it? Just stand up and go back to feeling... normal?”
 
  
 
 The look in his eyes is familiar, the same haunted look I see reflected in the water when I wash my face every morning. Whatever wretched misery Pong Pong’s Aura dredged up, he’s desperate to rid himself of it and never feel so hopeless and forlorn ever again. It’s a sentiment I know too well, but sadly I have no solution to offer. “Go back to normal? Misery and despair is normal, at least for people like me. Maybe you’ve forgotten, being a peak Martial Expert and all, but we live in a world filled with pain and suffering. That hopeless resignation you’re feeling? It’s always been there, a dagger hanging above your head or a noose around your neck, and today, you were merely reminded of its existence. There’s no shaking it off, you find a level of despair you can tolerate and call that happiness, because that’s as good as it gets.” Shrugging, I add, “Soldier on or give up, simple as that.”
 
  
 
 Both of which are valid options.
 
  
 
 The silence is deafening in the wake of my explanation, and I realize everyone is staring at me with mixed emotions. Even Guard Leader has broken out of her daze and joined in the staring session, but I have no idea what expression she’s hiding behind her veil. Unwilling to meet Taduk’s gaze, I glance at the sun to check the time and realize it’s almost noon, which means we’ve been out on the water for almost five hours now. “Wow, we should get back, Alsantset will be worried. Need a ride back to land?”
 
  
 
 “Er, about that.” Running a hand through his tangled beard, Lei Gong winces and says, “I was hoping you could ask the Divine Turtle to help raise our ship. It cost a pretty penny to make and the big boss won’t be too happy about losing it.”
 
  
 
 “Not that I don’t want to help, but I’m not sure I can. Contrary to the rumours, I don’t control animals, I merely feed them and they never leave.” With a helpless shrug, I add, “Hell, I don’t even feed the turtle, she just followed me here.” Sorta. I think I understand why she follows me around, but I won’t know for sure before I test my theory out on dry land.
 
  
 
 “I might be able to convince the old girl.” Sitting on Ping Ping’s shoulder, Guan Suo gently strokes Ping Ping’s head as she comes awake with a mournful squeak, yet another victim of Pong Pong’s powerful Aura. Drawing on my depleted reserves, I bolster her spirits with an Aura of Love, but since I still have yet to meditate, I don’t have much to spare. Seeing no change in her demeanour, I sigh and sit down to rest while Guan Suo guides Ping Ping into lifting the sinking barge out of the water, which she does with relative ease using a combination of muscle and Water Chi.
 
  
 
 This morning, I would have been shocked and awed by her power and control, but now? Eh. Pong Pong raised the bar on impressive, and Ping Ping falls short in comparison.
 
  
 
 Groaning in frustration, the Tyrant inspects the intricate markings on the side of the barge, as large swathes of it have seemingly been wiped away. “It’s ruined,” she says, while looking over her work. “Absolutely ruined. How did this happen?”
 
  
 
 “Everything’s taken care of Rain my boy,” Taduk Sends. “Won’t need to worry about GangShu finding out about your little friend, not for a few months at least.”
 
  
 
 Huh. I thought it was weird Guan Suo was in such a helpful mood. He probably did something to the Runes using... whatever it is he uses to explode sharks or something. Hooray! Now I have a few months to learn all of Pong Pong’s secrets and become stronger than an Ancestral Beast. Easy Peasy. Whatever. Pong Pong is plenty strong enough to take care of himself right?
 
  
 
 Unless... GangShu is feeling vindictive and tells the world I have not one, but two drops of Heavenly Water. Yea, that would probably ruin my day. It’d ruin more, but I doubt I’d survive long enough to find out. Well shit. No wonder Pong Pong was looking for the safety of home. Strong as he is, he’s no match for an entire nation.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Is it too late to throw him back?
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 As the Azure Ascendants and their Runic Barge disappear into the distance, I release the breath I didn’t know I was holding and sag against Taduk for support. His arm already wrapped around my shoulder, he squeezes me in a quasi-hug and lowers us to sit on Ping Ping’s shell. The wind whips through my hair as the big girl glides through the waters of the Azure Sea, a surprisingly stable means of conveyance, especially since she keeps to the surface instead of diving down for a bite. Comfortable as it is, she has none of the usual high-spirited cheer she usually exhibits while out in the open waters, instead propelling herself forward with mechanical precision like she’s determined to get back to land as soon as possible. I wonder if it’s because she doesn’t like carrying people around or if it has something to do with the attack. Even animals can suffer from depression and I’m not sure if Ping Ping is mentally equipped to deal with something as heavy as Pong Pong’s Aura of despair.
 
  
 
 Poor Ping Ping... Pong Pong will have to make it up to his future wife and maybe show her his loving Aura, especially since I’m too tired to do it for him. She may be ugly and packing on weight, but that doesn’t mean he can bully her around. Then again, I might be getting ahead of myself. I’m not even sure if Pong Pong is male, or if the little guy is age appropriate for Ping Ping. How does one check gender on a turtle? Do I flip Pong Pong onto his back and check for a dong dong? Now that I think about it, turtles have shells, so it’d be silly to leave something as vital as a penis dangling outside it. Does this mean I have to -
 
  
 
 “Leave the turtle where it is,” Taduk Sends, his warning gentle as can be. “At least until we’re sure no one is watching. This is a secret best kept to ourselves, Rain my boy.”
 
  
 
 Disguising my intentions by stroking Mama Bun’s twitching nose and Blackjack’s chubby cheeks, I leave Pong Pong unmolested in Mama Bun’s grasp and glance at Taduk in confusion. Scraping together what little Chi I have available, it takes effort to get my Sending through, even with direct contact. “Sorry Teacher, I thought it’d be okay since we left Lei Gong and the Tyrant behind. Is there a specific reason we’re keeping this secret from Guard Leader and Guan Suo?”
 
  
 
 “Under normal circumstances, I’d only worry about the latter and his loose ties of allegiance,” Taduk replies, shooting Guard Leader a look of concern as she stands off to the side, still staring at nothing in particular. “However, I fear she’s not in her right mind after your new friend’s attack. I think it’s best if we give her time to come to terms with the experience before introducing her to the culprit responsible, yes?”
 
  
 
 Good point. Guard Leader is not the sharpest tool in the shed and if she tries to exact vengeance on Pong Pong, I’d prefer she do it after we’re back on land and while I’m not carrying the tiny trouble-maker. Even though the adorable turtle already beat her once, not only was he literally in his element, he also had the advantage of surprise. Despite knowing how flexible Aura can be, I didn’t even realize we were being attacked by one until after it was all over, so I doubt Guard Leader figured it out any faster. Now she knows and can prepare for it, so Pong Pong’s Aura won’t be nearly as effective the second time around. Aura can’t force the subject to feel what emotion you project, it only shares it, a lesson I learned from Roc and Blackjack when they tore chunks off my hands despite being wrapped in my Loving Aura. So long as Guard Leader is mentally prepared for the influx of depressive emotions, she’ll put up much more of a fight in the second round.
 
  
 
 Pong Pong might be tough, but I’m pretty sure Guard Leader’s Shark Exploding Punch will pulp him, shell and all. I’m not even talking about a special, ultimate move either, I’m talking about her normal punches which are powerful enough to explode sharks. Terrifying.
 
  
 
 The mysterious, veiled Expert isn’t the only one dealing with gloom and misery. Seated at the base of Ping Ping’s neck, Guan Suo looks completely out of sorts, and not because his head is still tilted to one side. Shoulders hunched and head low, he gently strokes Ping Ping’s shell, more for his comfort than hers as he struggles with his emotions, ready to rage one moment before deflating the next. Then there’s my clingy teacher resting his cheek on top of my head, who is now on his third aborted attempt to strike up a conversation. He takes a deep breath, pauses, thinks better of opening his mouth, and sighs, only to repeat the process a few moments later.
 
  
 
 Poor Taduk, Pong Pong really did a number on him. I’m sure he’ll be back to his chipper, eccentric self once he gives his sweet Lin-Lin a hug, but until then, I do what I can to distract him from his worries. “So,” I Send, relaxing in his embrace, “What’s the deal with Pong Pong?”
 
  
 
 “...your new little friend?”
 
  
 
 “Er, yea. You know, Ping Ping and Pong Pong, seems like a good fit.”
 
  
 
 With a light chuckle, Taduk smooths my hair, and though a part of me bristles at being treated like a child, I also find it quite soothing. “Your strange naming sense leaves much to be desired, Rain my boy. As for... Pong Pong, you’ve seen what makes him special.”
 
  
 
 “His Aura?” Big whoop, gimme a week and I can probably do the same thing. I look forward to clubbing my opponents over the head with self-doubt and insecurity. They won’t stand a chance.
 
  
 
 “No, though it bears keeping in mind. I’m referring to his mastery over Heavenly Energy.”
 
  
 
 Ah right, the tsunami which sank the Runic Barge. Can’t believe I forgot about that. Wait. “Heavenly Energy? Not Chi?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed.” Sensing my confusion, Taduk asks, “Did you think Ancestral Beasts were the pinnacle of strength?”
 
  
 
 “Well, yea. I mean, you said they’re creatures who’ve reached Perfect Balance and used Heavenly Energy to craft a human body.”
 
  
 
 “And thereby losing the ability to reach Perfect Balance, a most puzzling conundrum to be sure.” Ever the teacher, Taduk poses yet another question instead of filling in the blanks. “So which do you think is stronger? A creature on the cusp of reaching Perfect Balance and infinitely close to learning all of Heaven’s secrets, or an Ancestral Beast who has already seen them, but has no memory of the experience from start to finish?”
 
  
 
 ...Great. So now I can add super powerful animals to the list of things to be scared of. “So you’re saying Pong Pong is stronger than an Ancestral Beast?”
 
  
 
 Carefully choosing his words, Taduk Sends, “Perhaps, but that’s not why we must keep his presence a secret, at least not until we know more. Before today, I and many others believed Ping Ping was close to achieving Divinity, but having seen and felt Pong Pong’s power, I now see she still has a long ways to go. As you already know, of all the creatures to ever ascend to Divinity, the only common factor tying them together is the ability to give live birth. Tigers, hares, cows, rats, and more, there’s little else these creatures have in common, but one thing is certain. Never before has a lizard or bird drawn upon the Energy of the Heavens and formed a human body, and no one can explain why without mentioning ‘limits of Heaven’ or other such arbitrary nonsense.”
 
  
 
 It’s hard getting Taduk to stay on topic, but as a fellow rambler, I spot the warning signs early on and gently guide him back on track. “So Pong Pong is about to reach Perfect Balance? Why does that make him so special? Everyone thinks Ping Ping is close too.”
 
  
 
 “No.” Even though we’re sitting side by side and I can’t see his face, I can feel Taduk’s smile through his voice. “I don’t think he is close, I believe he’s already achieved Perfect Balance.”
 
  
 
 “...Then why didn’t he make himself a brand new body? Isn’t that what everyone does?” What traits would a humanoid turtle keep anyways? Baldness? Ha. Maybe that’s it and Gerel’s half-turtle.
 
  
 
 “That’s the thing, Rain my boy. I think he has.” Physically unable to sit still, Taduk’s leg is shaking so much, it’s a miracle he hasn’t worn a hole through his shoe. “Instead of crafting himself a human body, perhaps your little friend returned to his roots as a common turtle, which explains his diminutive size. I believe we’ve stumbled across an entirely different path to Divinity, one far more sensible than hares and wolves turning into humans I say, especially since the turtle has retained mastery over the Heavens. It also explains how their existence has gone unnoticed for so long. Without the dichotomy between human and animal instincts driving them to interact with human civilization, these creatures appear and behave no differently from their common counterparts. I myself wouldn’t have noticed if the turtle didn’t threaten me while hidden in Mama Bun’s embrace, and I was standing within arm’s reach. Think about it boy, how many Heavenly birds have we seen from a distance, or Heavenly fish have swam beneath our boat?”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s... terrifying. “I hate to poke a hole in your theory,” I Send, although for the sake of my sanity, I’d really like if he was wrong, “But what if Pong Pong can use Heavenly Energy because he has a drop of Heavenly Water? With all the gloom and despair he threw around back there, I wouldn’t be surprised if he caught the interest of a Spectre or two.” Or like, a billion. Pong Pong was so gloomy, he even had an emo haircut until Mama Bun licked him clean.
 
  
 
 “Right, right. Hmm... Or perhaps the droplet guided the turtle in his ascension, preventing him from making the same mistake countless other creatures have.”
 
  
 
 “Hard to say.” Though I wish it were otherwise for reasons already stated, and because it’d disprove the Monk’s theory on why animals form human bodies, some nonsense about the wisdom of humans and our ability to rise above the Three Desires. Not because I want him to be wrong either, I simply enjoy pointing out flaws in people’s work and arguments.
 
  
 
 What can I say. It’s a sickness.
 
  
 
 Remembering I have yet to tell the entire story, I muster the tattered remains of my courage and Send, “Teacher, I have a confession to make. I’m the reason why Pong Pong attacked us.” Burying my face in Mama Bun’s fur, I come clean regarding my utter stupidity and how I used my Aura at random hoping to find Blobby, but instead found and enraged Pong Pong with my lies. I’d be mad too if the person who promised comfort and safety was aboard the ship which had been hunting me for weeks now.
 
  
 
 When everything is said and done, I wholly expect a scathing condemnation, but instead, Taduk merely pats my cheek and Sends, “Well now you know better.”
 
  
 
 “Again?” I ask, incredulous over his complete and utter lack of concern. “I almost got everyone killed, and that’s it?”
 
  
 
 With a dismissive shrug, Taduk Sends, “Things worked out for the best, didn’t they? Nobody suffered irreparable damage, you made friends with a powerful creature who is a font of Heavenly Algae, and we’re one step closer to deciphering Heaven’s mysteries. Besides, there’s no point haranguing you over your actions. No one is harder on you than yourself.” Stroking my head once more, he adds, “You expect too much from yourself, you know? It’s arrogance to belittle your accomplishments and focus solely on your failures, as if success is expected and failure unforgivable. Mistakes are merely a part of the learning process. You’ve said it often enough, you learn more from a single defeat than a hundred victories.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but not all mistakes are equal and some should not be forgiven so easily.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Is this because I said the same thing about your near Defilement?” Amused by this most serious topic, Taduk chortles out loud before Sending, “On the day we met, Baatar shook me awake and said someone needed healing. That’s all he told me, so I was utterly unprepared to find someone in your condition. Appalled, in fact, to see a child so injured it would have been easier to list which parts were still in working order instead of all your injuries. Broken teeth and missing fingernails, cracked bones and diseased lungs, I almost broke down and cried when I saw you had more scar tissue than healthy skin.” Pulling me closer, he asks, “Do you remember the first thing you said to me?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... I complimented your ears and asked if they worked?”
 
  
 
 “That you did, and I couldn’t be prouder.”
 
  
 
 “...Because I said something nice about your ears?” I know Taduk takes pride in his hare heritage, but c’mon now. Besides, I totally thought he was a rabbit, though I’ll never admit it out loud. Still can’t tell the difference either. Blackjack looks like a smaller, leaner rabbit with lanky limbs and upright ears, a little different, but not different enough to immediately tell apart.
 
  
 
 “No, not because you asked about my ears, but because of how you asked. You say you almost became Defiled, but I don’t believe it. Never did. You caught their attention, but the Spectres never stood a chance. You’re too clever to believe their lies, too stubborn to accept them, and too strong for them to overpower. I told every one of those old fogeys in the mountains, but they wouldn’t listen and kept going on about exile or worse, all because they didn’t see what I saw the first day we met.”
 
  
 
 Still unable to understand his point, I hesitantly ask, “...My injuries?”
 
  
 
 “No, Rain my boy,” Taduk Sends, wrapping me in a warm hug. “Your smile.”
 
  
 
 There are no words to describe how I feel upon learning the depths of his love and trust. Since admitting to my faults, I’ve always felt like a complete and utter fuck up, like I’d betrayed my family’s love and trust by almost falling to darkness. Without Blobby, I would have gone full Defiled and brought calamity down on the Bekhai, but never once have they brought it up or criticized my actions, so I’ve been beating myself up in their place because I’m too scared to ask why. Turns out, Taduk never believed I’d turn Defiled, not for a minute. He believes I would’ve been fine even without Blobby, believes I would have resisted their lies and come out unscathed, because he believes in me.
 
  
 
 I needed to hear that.
 
  
 
 Burying my face in his shoulder, I bawl like a child while he holds me close. “There, there, Rain my boy,” he whispers. “Everything will be alright.”
 
  
 
 And this time, I actually believe him.
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 Balling her fists in frustration, Luo-Luo pouted and declared, “I don’t think he likes me much.”
 
  
 
 Head tilted in an adorable fashion, sweet Lin-Lin appeared deep in thought. “He definitely doesn’t like you,” she said, “but I think he also hates you, ya?”
 
  
 
 Staggered by the endearing half-hare’s blunt reply, Luo-Luo choked back her tears and cautioned herself to not read too much into it. This was merely the Bekhai way, to speak with candour no matter the circumstances rather than a personal attack against her. Corroborating her conclusion, the ever contentious Mila snorted and added, “Of course he hates her. She’s a veritable stranger who showed up a few days ago and overturned his carefree and comfortable life. How else is he supposed to feel?”
 
  
 
 Don’t cry Luo-Luo. Sumila means well, else she wouldn’t have agreed to come and offer advice...
 
  
 
 Swallowing the lump in her throat, Luo-Luo composed herself and asked, “Then what should I do?”
 
  
 
 “Show some spine, for a start.” Encouraging her with a ‘gentle’ shove which almost sent Luo-Luo tumbling, Sumila explained, “Friendly and affable as he is, he is first and foremost a predator, and he sees you as prey. You don’t need him to like you, you need him to respect you, so stop flinching and cowering every time he looks your way.”
 
  
 
 “But Mi-Mi,” Lin-Lin interjected while helping Luo-Luo steady herself. “He’s not like the others. He’s sweet and friendly, so if he doesn’t like Luo-Luo, there has to be a reason. If we find out why and fix it, then everything will be all right, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Why should Luo-Luo have to adapt to his likes and dislikes? It should be the other way around.” Unwilling to back down, Sumila’s disapproving frown filled Luo-Luo with terror even as she marvelled at how captivating the red-haired woman’s freckles were, adding character to Sumila’s expressive face and staunch personality. No wonder Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband was so mesmerized by this fiery warrior woman, even Luo-Luo found it difficult to tear her eyes away. “She needs to be strong and take control,” Sumila continued, displaying her clenched fist to emphasize her point. “Only then can their relationship progress in proper fashion.”
 
  
 
 Easy for her to say. Sumila had nothing to fear, for if he ever became violent, she could snap his spine with a single squeeze of her thighs.
 
  
 
 Luckily for Luo-Luo, Lin-Lin was much more sensible. “I don’t think it’ll work Mi-Mi. He’s different, ya? I still think we should find out what he doesn’t like about Luo-Luo, and it can’t be because she’s timid, he’s too gentle and kindhearted for that to matter.” Puffing her cheeks while she thinks, Lin-Lin hesitantly offers, “Maybe it’s because you’re too heavy Luo-Luo. If you want, I can teach you how to Lighten, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Impossible.” Before Luo-Luo could recover from Lin-Lin’s second destructive blow, Sumila had already leapt to her defence. “I’m far heavier than she is and he loves carrying me around. It must be something else.” Though of similar height to Lord Husband, Sumila was anything but scrawny, a woman with an alluring, athletic build and proud of it, as evidenced by her willingness to parade around wearing little more than a long, loose tunic which left her robust thighs and iron-hard calves on full display. Oftentimes, her tunic also slipped to one side and revealed her pale, freckled shoulder, a sight which never failed to capture Lord Husband’s attention. Ignorant of Luo-Luo’s bristling jealousy, Sumila nodded in agreement with herself as she stated, “It’s because of all her bouncing about. There’s no need to adjust to his rhythm, you only need to sit still and let him do all the work.”
 
  
 
 “You could also try snuggling with him, he loves snuggles.” Chiming in once again, Lin-Lin threw herself into Luo-Luo’s embrace to demonstrate the appropriate technique to use. “Give him lots of praise and belly rubs too.”
 
  
 
 Extracting herself from the embrace before Lin-Lin could demonstrate that too, Luo-Luo tried not to sound petulant as she complained. “But he won’t let me get close enough to even try!” Having failed spectacularly, she composed herself and tried again. “He snaps every time I come close, and this morning, he almost took off my head.”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Sumila replied, “He’s just being dramatic. If he wanted your head, he’d have it. Don’t let his bulky figure fool you, Mafu is a consummate hunter on land and in sea. Even though Rain spoils him, it takes hard work and dedication for a quin to grow fat, and there are few fatter than Mafu.”
 
  
 
 “Hehe, isn’t that right, Mafu-fu?” Throwing herself at the dangerous, coiled creature, Lin-Lin buried her face in the quin’s soft neck fur, but still the murderous creature glared at Luo-Luo, its chin resting on its rump while baring his fangs in obvious warning. “You’re such a good hunter, you fatty fat quin, you. Don’t be greedy and share your spoils with Atir, so she can get fat too, with quin eggs and eventually quin pups. Don’t be like mean old Zabu-bu, ya? You’ll let Lin-Lin steal a pup or three, right?”
 
  
 
 “Mafu? Share?” Striding into the clearing carrying Mama Bun like a child, Lord Husband cracked a tired smile and said, “I’m pretty sure he’s offended you’d even suggest such a thing.”
 
  
 
 With startling speed, Mafu’s heavy-set frame appeared next to Lord Husband, transformed from murderous, oversized weasel into an adorable, chittering house pet, rubbing his cheeks with half-opened eyes and begging for treats while Lin-Lin clung to his neck. “Hi Hubby,” she called, gracefully dismounting into Lord Husband’s one-armed embrace. “Ah, you’re all wet and smelly.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry wifey.” Giving her cheek a chaste kiss while lowering her to the ground, Lord Husband’s hand lingered on Lin-Lin’s plump hips as he said, “I meant to warn you, but Mafu is just too fast.”
 
  
 
 Peering at the sleeping bunny, Lin-Lin asked, “What’s wrong with Mama Bun-Bun?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing!” Shouldering Lin-Lin away, Lord Husband’s reaction seemed extreme as he added, “She’s taking a nap is all. A perfectly healthy rabbit, no need to worry your pretty little head over.”
 
  
 
 Rather than taking offence, Lin-Lin merely giggled and stepped aside to let Sumila greet Lord Husband. Visibly relaxing at her approach, Lord Husband’s hand did more than linger on his favoured betrothed, snaking around her waist to pull her close. Shrieking in feigned resistance, Sumila’s ‘struggles’ were merely for show as she sank into Lord Husband’s damp embrace. “Scoundrel,” she scolded while feebly fending him off. “Smelly doesn’t even begin to describe it. Why didn’t you change clothes before going in for a swim?”
 
  
 
 “It wasn’t entirely by choice.” After favouring Sumila’s lips with a kiss that was anything but chaste, Lord Husband nuzzled against her bare shoulder and explained, “Our skiff came across troubled waters and sank like a rock. Don’t worry, no one suffered any injuries aside from their pride, but Ping Ping had to carry all of us back after a hefty meal. Poor girl was so exhausted, she couldn’t even make it back to the yurt. Buried herself right on the beach and fell asleep with Guan Suo beside her.”
 
  
 
 Lord Husband was a terrible liar, but no one present pointed it out and left him to ramble on. Continuing to ignore Luo-Luo’s presence, he greeted the rest of his pets one by one, crooning and smiling for each of his ‘fur babies’ in turn while Li Song pestered him about brushing them. Truth be told, it made her uncomfortable to see him behaving in such an unsightly manner, wholly unbefitting a man of his reputation and status, but she had to pick her battles carefully. Best to start small, like convincing him to wear a proper tunic instead going out in his oversized nightclothes, which made him look like a child dressed in his father’s clothes. His embarrassing antics like getting drunk and spewing nonsense or his hen-pecked nature would have to wait until after she earned his trust and support.
 
  
 
 However many years away such a time might be...
 
  
 
 Once finished greeting his pets, Lord Husband offered Luo-Luo a polite nod before turning back to Lin-Lin. “Charok’s warming up a meal, so could you bring it to Teacher? I’d deliver it myself, but he explicitly told me to go rest.” Like a remorseful child caught eating sweets before dinner, Lord Husband added, “I shouldn’t even be here, but I wanted to see you both before going down for a nap.”
 
  
 
 No need to cry, Luo-Luo. You won’t be a stranger in your home forever. Lord Husband is a kind and affectionate man, you’ll win him over given time.
 
  
 
 After sending Lin-Lin skipping off to see her father, Lord Husband continued to ignore Luo-Luo and Li Song in favour of his most beloved betrothed, Sumila. “Alsantset told me about your accomplishments last night, riding down errant Defiled and earning public praise from the Legate himself. Congratulations, my love. Sorry I wasn’t there to share in your accomplishment, seems I picked the wrong day to skip the Conference frivolities."
 
  
 
 “Hmph, hardly worth mentioning.” Feigning indifference to his praise, Sumila’s glowing cheeks and radiant smile gave away her good cheer. “By the time we arrived, there was no fight left in the Defiled, already defeated and demoralized by Du Min Gyu and the Death Corps. All I did was shoot them as they fled, easily done when the land is so flat you can see for kilometres around.”
 
  
 
 “Well, you killed plenty of Defiled and returned unharmed, which is all that matters. Hopefully, more good will come of this once people realize the Defiled aren’t sitting on their thumbs in the West and are already on their way here.” Grabbing her as she turned away, Lord Husband stood behind Sumila and kissed her bare shoulder. “Still, it seems strange the Legate would go to so much trouble. Don’t see why he had to bother.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?” Leaning against Lord Husband, Sumila was not alone in her confusion, and Luo-Luo tried not to intrude on their intimate moment while listening intently from the side.
 
  
 
 “You don’t find it strange?” Lord Husband asked, his face the picture of confusion. “I don’t know the whole story, but the bits and pieces I have don’t make sense. The Legate sent Du Min Gyu to inspect the winery, but instead of having proper reinforcements waiting nearby, he arranged for the participants of the Captain’s Contest to ‘coincidentally’ pass by. Why all the misdirection and subterfuge? Why limit Du Min Gyu to only Death Corps soldiers, then bring Jorani along without informing me? Why only the Captains and not, say the Senior Captains, or the Majors?”
 
  
 
 All good questions Luo-Luo was glad to hear Lord Husband bring up, though she’d be even happier if he did so in private, not out in a field where others might overhear. Seeing Sumila look to her for help, Luo-Luo stepped up to provide the answer. “The answer to Lord Husband’s questions are complex and multifaceted.” Seeing his repressed sigh and averted gaze, she realized she’d already lost his attention and scrambled to recover. “But the simple answer is politics. When dealing with the holdings of an Ancestral Beast, one must proceed cautiously lest the Ancestral Beast feel slighted and take their frustrations out on their surroundings.”
 
  
 
 “How bad could it be?” Lord Husband asked, once again shocking Luo-Luo with the depths of his ignorance. “I mean, doesn’t the Emperor have Ancestral Beasts working for them? Failing that, I’ve heard of multiple families having Ancestral Beast slaves, why not bring a dozen or so out and set them loose to hunt down big poppa piggy?”
 
  
 
 “Impossible.” Seated in the grass, Li-Li cuddled with a bear in an adorable mirror image of Lord Husband and Sumila, running her fingers through the complacent animal’s fur with an angry frown. “The slaves you speak of would be no match for a proper Ancestral Beast.”
 
  
 
 After exchanging a tentative glance with Sumila, Lord Husband hesitantly asked, “What makes you say that?”
 
  
 
 “Because,” Li-Li answered while idly checking the bear’s paws, “If they were strong, then they would not be slaves.” Though not privy to the details, Luo-Luo sensed the awkward silence which followed as Li-Li gently clipped the bear’s claws with a knife. Once finished with the paw, Li-Li checked the other one before continuing. “Heavenly Oaths alone cannot constrain an Ancestral Beast, for they are not affected the same way humans and half-beasts are. Perhaps because they’ve touched upon the mysteries of Heaven, or because their bodies were birthed by the Heavenly Energies themselves, but should an enslaved Ancestral Beast be set loose, they would likely tear their captors limb from limb before suffering the consequences of violating their Oath.” With a shrug, the taciturn Li-Li concluded, “Thus it stands to reason that any enslaved Ancestral Beast still alive is too weak to commit suicide, and thus would be of no use in battle.”
 
  
 
 After a long and silent exchange, Lord Husband and Sumila separated and the latter wrapped Li-Li in a hug. Motioning for Luo-Luo to follow, Lord Husband strode off with Mafu in tow, though the rabbits hopped along behind them in a chaotic row, hounding Lord Husband as if he owed them money. Once out of earshot, he turned to Luo-Luo and motioned for her to continue. “Right,” she said, flustered as she hurriedly recollected her thoughts. “Politics. Though subduing an Ancestral Beast through force of arms is possible, it should only be left as a last resort as the cost would be immense. Ancestral Beasts are powerful beings who stand close to the pinnacle of strength, city-destroying calamities in human form. Failure to contain the threat could lead to disastrous results, so when given the option, it’s always best to proceed with caution.”
 
  
 
 “But why play politics with a Defiled Ancestral Beast?”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband, please lower your voice.” Scanning the surroundings, Luo-Luo found no prying eyes or listening ears, but who knew what Expert were hiding in the vicinity. Cursing her inability to Send, she suggested, “How about this: Lord Husband can Send his questions and Luo-Luo will answer them aloud.”
 
  
 
 Grunting in assent, Lord Husband took her gently by the hand and Sent, “Sorry. So?”
 
  
 
 Cheeks reddening at the intimate contact, Luo-Luo calmed her beating heart and whispered, “There are many reasons, first being that whether or not the subject in question is Defiled, he is still a being of enormous power and should be treated as such. Though your claims were reason enough to suspect him, it’s entirely possible his lackeys were working without his knowledge. By choosing three unaffiliated but respected heroes to spearhead the investigation, Shen Zhen Wu distanced himself from the findings, while the presence of Imperial Death Corps soldiers ensured the legitimacy of the venture. Any one of the soldiers could be asked to verify the findings, and as Oathsworn soldiers, their testimony can only be the truth. Thus, in the event that Lord Husband’s accusations were true, but Zhu Chanzui guilty only of poor oversight, then the Imperial Clan avoids angering a formidable Ancestral Beast.”
 
  
 
 “...I see. That strong huh?” Crinkling his nose in frustration, Lord Husband released his grip on Luo Luo’s hand to rub his eyes and groaned with weary exhaustion. Whatever delayed his return was obviously more taxing than a mere capsized skiff, but Luo-Luo diplomatically reined her curiosity in. Instead, she focused on the emptiness which cropped up once he released her wrist, scolding herself for foolishly pining for love when she should know better. Why should it matter that Lord Husband differed from the nobles she’d trained to serve?
 
  
 
 Better to expect nothing and be pleasantly surprised if something developed, instead of hoping for the best only to be utterly crushed by cruel reality.
 
  
 
 “Whatever. Problems for another day. Let’s focus on the positives for now.” With a smug smile, Lord Husband took Luo-Luo hand once more and quipped, “Big poppa piggy’s in big trouble. I hear the Legate ordered the capture and interrogation of any and all employees of the Canston Trading Group. About time they get what’s coming to them. I’m just sad I can’t be there to watch it all happen.” With a spring in his step, Lord Husband continued on his merry way and Luo-Luo followed closely beside.
 
  
 
 Hoping to take advantage of his good mood, she turned the conversation to this morning’s meeting. “Luo-Luo has more good news to share. The Yo family agreed to work alongside Lord Husband in his cast iron venture, with terms far more agreeable than expected.” A miracle considering how weak and vulnerable he made himself appear while deep in his cups. “As most of their warehouses currently sit empty, they’ve given us a list of locations to choose from and permission to visit at our convenience.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds good,” Lord Husband said, cutting her off before she could continue. “You made certain the Yo Family holds the majority shares?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband, though it was more difficult than expected.” They seemed almost desperate to give up their portion of the profits, likely to get into Lord Husband’s good graces, but Luo-Luo had held firm to his instructions, sparse as they were. “One matter to note which may be of concern, Yo Shi-Woo placed Yo Sung-Hun in charge of the venture.” In response to his blank stare, Luo-Luo helpfully added, “The youngest son.” The one Lord Husband repeatedly baited by calling him useless in battle and a better merchant than warrior.
 
  
 
 “Oh. Good. Glad he took my advice.” Oblivious to the dangers, Lord Husband approved of the decision. “He seems like a smart kid, hungry too. It’s youngsters like him who will modernize the world, once they see the benefits it provides.” Chuckling beneath his breath, he added, “Sure enough, a father knows his son best.”
 
  
 
 Uncertain why he found this so amusing and refraining from pointing out the so called youngster was older than Lord Husband, Luo-Luo pressed on. “Yo Sung-Hun submitted a draft of his plans on how to proceed. There’s a copy on your desk for you to peruse, but the broad strokes are -”
 
  
 
 “You handle it.” Shaking his head, he added, “If you need help, I’ll be happy to chime in, or you can ask Mister Rustram once my mom learns the meaning of moderation, but otherwise, this is all you.” Seeing she had no objections, he asked, “So how are the riding lessons going?”
 
  
 
 Overwhelmed by his trust and warmth, Luo-Luo’s cheeks reddened as she looked down, only to burn even hotter when she noticed he was still holding her hand even though there was no longer any need to. Heart pounding in her chest, she wondered if today would be the day he brought her to bed and cursed her lack of preparation. “The lessons fare... poorly,” she answered, hoping she didn’t still reek of fear and sweat. “I have yet to endear myself to him.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, that’s probably my fault.” Releasing Luo-Luo’s hand, he stopped and gave the quin a playful tap on the head. “Listen you, no reason to be jealous. I’m not abandoning you. Well, I sort of am, but I still love you, okay? I won’t ride you into battle anymore, but you hated that anyways, so be nice to Luo-Luo, got it?”
 
  
 
 Eyes closed in pure bliss, the quin hardly seemed to notice Lord Husband’s ridiculous lecture, more focused on the vigorous head scratching he received. Winking at Luo-Luo, Lord Husband gestured for her to climb on, and after a moment’s hesitation, she meekly obeyed, seating herself in the harness and wholly expecting Mafu to crane his neck around and hiss. Though the quin turned around to look, he merely huffed before returning his head to Lord Husband’s hand, thoroughly enjoying the attention. Motioning for her to join in, Luo-Luo copied Lord Husband’s actions and placed her hand atop Mafu’s skull, vigorously rubbing his loose skin with all of her fingers. Eliciting a satisfied squeak, Mafu pressed his head against Luo-Luo’s hand and a smile spread across her face. Now that he wasn’t baring his teeth, she had to admit the quins were rather adorable, sleek and powerful creatures with more emotional depth and intelligence than she gave them credit for. Perhaps Lord Husband was right and Mafu saw this new state of affairs as abandonment and was taking his frustrations out on Luo-Luo.
 
  
 
 Poor thing, he loved Lord Husband so, a loyal and devoted creature who didn’t understand why his master didn’t want him anymore. So heart-wrenching and familiar..
 
  
 
 Having met a kindred spirit, Luo-Luo continued massaging Mafu’s scalp even after Lord Husband led them both to his yurt and abandoned them outside, though he let the rabbits in along with the large, flightless bird, who ran and hopped his way up the stairs. Alone with Mafu for the first time, Luo-Luo crooned and giggled at his adorable expressions as she ran her fingers through his fur, eventually settling down in the grass with his heavy head on her lap. Resting her forehead against his for a much needed cuddle, Luo-Luo sighed in contentment at the day’s events, proud to have tamed this once fearsome creature.
 
  
 
 Perhaps Lord Husband’s trust could be won the same way, by rubbing and touching all the right places, and if only that horrid Zabu would leave and give her the chance to find out...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 378 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Catharsis is a wonderful thing.
 
  
 
 After a long cry on Taduk’s shoulder, it feels like a burden’s been lifted off my shoulders, a weight off of my chest. Objectively, my personal situation hasn’t really changed since this morning, especially since I almost inadvertently doomed us all with my reckless actions out on the Azure Sea. I’m still the same liar and screw up who nearly got my family and friends Purged, but somehow, knowing Taduk’s faith in me never wavered, my guilt matters less now. I made many mistakes, but so long as I learn from the experience and strive to never make them again, then there’s nothing to forgive in Taduk’s eyes. Knowing this, my guilt remains, but it’s no longer overwhelming and ever present, more of a muted droning than a deafening scream in the back of my mind.
 
  
 
 It's not something I can quantify, but it’s a wonderful thing to have someone believe in you, especially when you don’t believe in yourself.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, my good mood isn’t solely due to Taduk’s trust, the brief reunion with Lin and Mila, or even Luo-Luo’s great news about how I didn’t ruin the cast iron deal with my drunken ramblings. Mostly, I’m relieved because the Defiled are finally here, which is odd since it means more bloodshed and mayhem, but after months of apprehension and anticipation, I’m just glad the wait is finally over. Murderous cannibals though they may be, I understand their motivations. They want everyone dead, so I make them dead first, simple and straightforward. My so called allies? Utterly unreadable. I still don’t know who tried to kill me on two separate occasions and the Legate’s motives are as baffling as ever, but now, I won’t have to worry about it as much. The Defiled have arrived and everyone will have more pressing matters on their mind, and better yet, be too busy for all the frivolous festivities and exhausting social events.
 
  
 
 I’d rather single-handedly fight an entire army of Defiled than spend another night making small talk with the cream of Society. Both events are equally exhausting, but at least I’m allowed to kill the Defiled.
 
  
 
 With my only nightshirt hung out to dry, I lay shirtless by the brazier and watch the bun buns hop around, butting heads and doing random jump kicks as bunnies are wont to do, all while Blackjack hides beneath the bed. The bun buns are growing restless with age, no longer content to spend the entire day napping in their saddlebags and now raring to set off into the wilderness in search of adventure and Spiritual Plants. On the other hand, Mama Bun looks more content than ever as she buries her face into my chest, utterly relaxed save for the two paws clutching little Pong Pong to her chest.
 
  
 
 Angling them both for a better look, I note the newest addition to my family isn’t quite like other turtles, though the differences are hard to spot at first glance. For one, the patterns on Pong Pong shell are not only beautiful and eye-catching, a dark green base highlighted by streaks of vibrant yellow, but also perfectly symmetrical from top to bottom. His overall shape is also equally uniform, with no odd ridges or protrusions like Ping Ping’s shell and not a chip or imperfection in sight. Another thing to note are his tiny turtle arms, covering his face as he rests inside his lovely, durable shell. Rather than the flippers of a sea turtle or the legs of a land turtle, Pong Pong has something of a combination of the two, sporting five (proportionally) long, webbed claws and armoured forearms which afford him the means to attack and defend without hindering his mobility in the slightest.
 
  
 
 Truly a paragon among turtles, though too small to be properly intimidating. I dunno, maybe this is the optimal size for survival or something, which I admit is kinda disappointing. I mean, I thought Ping Ping was too small for a proper Divine Turtle, and then it turns out the real deal fits nicely in my shirt pocket. So sad.
 
  
 
 As if sensing my rude thoughts, Pong Pong peeks out from between his fingers, scanning left and right before feeling safe enough to exit his shell. Emitting a powerful yawn accompanied by the tiniest of squeaks, Pong Pong easily slips out from Mama Bun’s embrace and crawls over the sleeping bunny and drops to the ground. Craning his neck about, I giggle at his adorable antics as he inspects his new surroundings, taking a few tentative steps this way and that while trying to make sense of the chaos and madness. His actions remind me of a tourist from the boonies arriving in the big city for the first time. From the jousting bunnies, the roaring flames, and even the comfortable blankets he treads upon, little Pong Pong takes it all in with a wide-eyed stare and open-mouthed awe.
 
  
 
 Though red ringed with dark pupils, his eyes have a quality to them that can only be described as human-like, brimming with curiosity and intelligence. Add to this his evocative expressions, it feels like I can almost follow his thought process as he glances about the room. While peering at the bun buns and Mama bun, I see him wondering what the connection is, and when he approaches the comfortable warmth and light of the brazier, I can pinpoint the exact moment he discovers fire is something to be wary of. Everything in the yurt is new to him, and his response is child-like wonder and amazement, showing more intelligence than one would expect from any animal, much less the most adorable little turtle in the world.
 
  
 
 Happy to leave him to his explorations, I intervene only when he tries to take a bite of Mama Bun’s fur. “Hi Pong Pong,” I whisper, staying still while the little turtle freezes in place and watches me warily. “Are you hungry? Good thing I grabbed this while scarfing down lunch.” Shooing Roc aside, I open the water-filled box and pull out a single freshly killed shrimp for Pong Pong to munch on. Startled by my sudden movements, the skittish fellow pops back into his shell so quickly it clatters to the ground and wobbles about before falling still. Stifling my laughter, I remind myself to tread carefully when dealing with Pong Pong, because as adorable as he is, the little dude could probably level my yurt without lifting a finger. While he looks and acts like a child, he’s no desperate, starving cub like Banjo and Baloo, but a fully grown creature who could easily be millennia of years old and is understandably suspicious of my motives.
 
  
 
 Honestly, having lived so long, I’d be more surprised if he wasn’t cynical and jaded.
 
  
 
 Still too exhausted to use Aura, I lay my head down and wiggle the raw shrimp to maybe draw him out. Silent and swift, Roc darts over and snatches the treat out of my fingers, looking ridiculous as he hops and flaps in a futile attempt to take flight. While I laugh at his hilarious antics, the bun buns are drawn over by all the commotion, hopping by to see what all the fuss is about. I’m not sure if it’s because he spent the last hour in Mama Bun’s paws or because of the lingering scent of Spiritual Algae, but Pong Pong is an immediate hit with the bun buns as they swarm him in droves, their noses twitching and cheeks huffing while held back by the magic of Chi and Deflection.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not. Deflection is using Chi to redirect the force of a blow, a momentary burst of force to turn a direct blow into a glancing one. It’s not exactly an external usage of Chi because it still requires direct contact to pull off, but whatever Pong Pong is doing keeps the bun buns well out of paw’s reach. Lending credence to my suspicions, Flopsy lives up to his name and tries to flop down next to Pong Pong, only to land on an invisible barrier and slide off to the side. A sustained defensive technique rather than a momentary one, and an effective one at that.
 
  
 
 Maybe it’s just a high-level usage of Deflection, but for now, I’ll call it Barrier. Pong Pong Sensei, teach me your skills!
 
  
 
 Worried the bun buns will incur Pong Pong’s wrath, I distract the silly floofs with a handful of dried fruit and a bag of wheat-grass, scattering it about the yurt in a shower of delicious flavour. As the bun buns stampede away, I’m left with Pong Pong once again, though Roc lurks nearby, watching and waiting for an opportunity to swoop in and steal more treats. Shooting the thieving bird a warning glare, I place another shrimp by Pong Pong’s head and lay down to wait, nuzzling Mama Bun’s soft, dried fur while fighting off exhaustion. I’d love to just close my eyes and fall asleep, but I’d rather not let the uber powerful turtle go hungry.
 
  
 
 I’ve seen Pong Pong when he’s angry.
 
  
 
 I don’t like it when he’s angry.
 
  
 
 Long minutes pass before Pong Pong pokes his head back out, eyeing the voracious bun buns as he does. Ambling over to the shrimp, he takes a few sniffs before tentatively taking a bite, only to fail and push the shrimp away with his actions. It takes two more failures before he wises up, holding the shrimp in place with a clawed foot as he takes a massive bite out of its armoured head. The clever turtle devours his meal in a handful of bites and turns to me with an expectant gleam in his eyes, so I offer him a second shrimp with a smile. Tossing one to Roc for good measure, I look back to find Pong Pong climbing into the box with the offering in mouth, grinning with avarice as he swims among the corpses of his prey. Paddling about, he munches down with a squeak of delight, emptying the box in a matter of minutes, a sight I will not soon forget.
 
  
 
 Small turtle. Big appetite.
 
  
 
 After devouring probably twice his body’s volume in fresh seafood, the voracious creature glances over with the same expectant gleam in his eye, still yet to be sated. “Sorry Pong Pong,” I say with a shrug, too tired to go out and ask for more. “I’ll feed you again in a few hours, okay?” Disappointed by my lack of movement, Pong Pong bobs inside the water box with a disgruntled frown. “Look, I know you’re still hungry, but there’s no need to be angry. You want wheat grass or dried fruit?” Turtles eat veggies right? Refusing to even look at me, Pong Pong fixes his gaze on the wall as if utterly riveted by the leather-lined interior. “I promise, I’ll get you more fish for dinner. A big one, all for yourself. Sound good?” Still no reaction, and I shudder as my mind conjures up images of Pong Pong throwing a massive turtle tantrum in the middle of camp, all because I was too lazy to get up. “Fine,” I groan, pushing myself to my feet. “I’ll go get you more, so -”
 
  
 
 Oh. Never mind. He’s not angry, he’s pooping.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 God damn it. Small turtle. Massive turds. Well, seeing how much the little dude eats, I suppose it makes sense, though his metabolism is a little too absurd if this is how quickly he processes nutrients.
 
  
 
 Once finished with his business, Pong Pong clambers out the fouled box and stands still as I wipe him clean. I should remember which handkerchief this is and dedicate it solely to turtle cleaning duties, but chances are, I won’t remember until it’s too late. Unwilling to sleep next to a box of turtle poop, I take it to the door and empty it outside, right into the grasses where the Monk used to sit. He’s not there and I’m not sure if he’s coming back, but if he does, I hope he enjoys sitting in Divine Turtle poop. Handing the box to one of the Death Corps guards with instructions to have it washed and rinsed thoroughly, I head back inside to find Pong Pong back in Mama Bun’s embrace, all pooped out and ready for a second nap. Settling down beside them, I stroke the silly little turtle’s shell and whisper, “Goodnight Pong Pong.”
 
  
 
 Hugging Mama Bun to my chest, I can feel Pong Pong’s cold shell pressed against my skin, and while it’s not as pleasant as Mama Bun’s soft fur, it’s not terrible. Throwing a blanket over all three of us, I hold it up and the bun buns scamper in to join us, eager to settle in and snuggle away the afternoon. When they finally finish digging in and Blackjack hops over to squeeze under Mama Bun’s chubby cheeks, I close my eyes and sigh, ready to face the hard question I’ve ignored for far too long already.
 
  
 
 Is Qing-Qing’s hut now a permanent fixture inside my Natal Palace and a constant reminder of my past mistakes, or will it be gone and I’ll be left to suffer through her loss yet again?
 
  
 
 Find out next time on -
 
  
 
 No... No... I should check before I sleep. At least then I’ll be too tired to be sad, which is important because no matter the answer, I’ll still be disappointed and reminded of all my failures and losses.
 
  
 
 An hour of clarity and happiness is good enough, I suppose. Back to gloomy Rain I go.
 
  
 
 Giving Blackjack’s heiny a kiss for good luck, I steady my breathing and reach for Balance. It comes easily this time, resigned as I am, though I still hesitate to step into my Natal Palace, fearful of what I’ll find there. Pushing through the doubt and uncertainty, I take the plunge and emerge in the void, surrounded by water as far as the eye can see -
 
  
 
 Wait.
 
  
 
 Uhh... I thought the water disappeared before I made Qing-Qing’s hut. Why is it back now?
 
  
 
 So surprised by the water’s reemergence, it takes me a while to notice the other glaring discrepancies within my Natal Palace, obvious though they might be. Qing-Qing’s hut is nowhere to be found, but so too is Baledagh’s room and my chalice of Heavenly Energy. Overcome with panic, I turn in place and scour my Natal Palace for a recognizable feature, but see nothing but clear water and dark ground in all directions. It’s all so familiar, yet also alien, like when Blobby was around to guard me but bereft of my little brother’s only shrine, the last remaining thing I had to remember him by.
 
  
 
 Unwilling to shoulder the loss, I try to will the room back into existence, but no matter how hard I focus on the image in my mind, nothing I imagine forms in my Natal Palace, not Baledagh’s room, Qing-Qing’s hut, my home in the village, or even my yurt in Nan Ping. Despite knowing my body isn’t really here, I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. By destroying the replica of the village, have I caused irreparable damage to my Natal Palace? Is this what the Legate meant by ‘diminished’? Is this why it’s been in flux lately? Does this mean it’s no longer able to hold a cohesive form? Am I stuck with this vacant, underwater domain forever, or will it be a crap shoot every time I visit, wondering what image from my subconscious I’ll find next?
 
  
 
 Great. Just great. I lost my happy place, which was never really all that happy to begin with, but it was mine. Then again, this could all be because I overdrew my Chi reserves during the confrontation with Pong Pong, so maybe I’ll get lucky for once and everything will pop back into existence after I meditate and top off my Core. Willing myself to calm down, I open myself to the Energy of the Heavens -
 
  
 
 The ground trembles beneath my feet and slides out from under me.
 
  
 
 Even as my body tumbles through the watery depths, the world spins circles around me, a nauseating and disorienting sight I would never care to repeat. Twisting and turning, the world alternates between darkness and light as time and direction lose all meaning. Am I falling or is the world rising? Does it matter?
 
  
 
 Without warning, the world comes to a halt and I find myself face to face with a massive, red moon hanging in the sky, or perhaps planted in the ground, I’m not sure which. Against my will, I’m brought on a journey around the moon, or I remain in place while the moon rotates before me, again I’m not sure of which. Soon enough, a shimmering sea of blackness emerges from the red moon’s surface, and I’m struck by an epiphany as I take in the familiar sight, one I witnessed mere minutes ago in the real world.
 
  
 
 That’s no moon...
 
  
 
 Waving at the massive eyeball, I force a smile and yell, “Hi Pong Pong!”
 
  
 
 The gravity of the situation makes my stomach turn. Somehow, I stepped into the wrong Natal Palace, invading the tiny turtle’s domain instead of slipping into my own. I don’t know how it happened, or what triggers it, especially since I’ve never been able to replicate the feat whether it be with Dagen or anyone else I know and trust. Aside from Dagen, the other Natal Palaces I ventured into belonged to Yo Ling and Bei, one Defiled and one Demon respectively. Thankfully, Pong Pong is a far more humble host than Yo Ling, and after peering at my tiny Spiritual Body for a while, shrinks himself down to a much more reasonable size, though still many times larger than his real body, stopping at about twenty times bigger than Ping Ping.
 
  
 
 Glancing around, I realize it’s possible he didn’t shrink himself down, but instead made my Spiritual Body larger, which has implications I’d rather not dwell on. Turns out, Pong Pong’s Natal Palace isn’t as empty as I’d thought, I was merely too small to perceive it. Colourful stones and verdant seaweeds dot the landscape all around us, while golden sand sparkles from in between. It’s a complete underwater world, filled with all manner of complex sea structures stretching farther than I can see. Judging from the disparity in our initial sizes, it stands to reason Pong Pong’s Natal Palace is much, much, much larger than my own, which backs the Legate’s claim that bigger is better. I guess Pong Pong is big where it matters, which explains how he beat the shit out of five peak Experts and his future wife.
 
  
 
 Resting on what appears to be a bed of sculpted, pink coral, Pong Pong studies me with undisguised curiosity, obviously wondering how I appeared in his mental sanctuary. That makes two of us, but sadly, I lack the ability to communicate effectively. Patting his massive nose, I giggle at how absurd this must seem to his little turtle brain, finding a tiny replica of the person who offered home and safety inside his mental fortress of solitude. It might also be because I’ve gone giddy with fear since I realized I’ve inadvertantly stepped into a domain in which Pong Pong holds absolute power.
 
  
 
 Seriously... he could wipe me out with little more than a thought. What happens if this Spiritual Body dies? Do I cough up blood and wake up, or do I turn into a vegetable and sleep forever? Maybe I’ll form a third, previously unknown personality and he’ll step in and take over. I don’t know, but I’d rather not find out. Sadly, the first thing I did was try to will myself awake, but to no effect. It seems I’m stuck here at the mercy of Pong Pong’s whims, but thankfully, the ginormous turtle has yet to react, happy to lay there while I awkwardly pat his nose and pray he doesn’t eat me.
 
  
 
 Tilting his head, he nudges me away and a massive shrimp pops into existence between us, his way of asking for more food.
 
  
 
 Thankful I fed him before going down for a nap, I nod and shout, “Yes! I’ll get you more shrimp, but you have to let me out.” Blinking in non-comprehension, the giant turtle tilts his head the other way and makes yet another shrimp, unable to understand my words or gestures. Swimming over to the first shrimp, I point at it while furiously nodding, hoping he’s smart enough to understand. Blinking in contentment, Pong Pong smiles and the world dissipates around us.
 
  
 
 Coming to with a start, I sit up in my yurt surrounded by a horde of disgruntled bun buns, annoyed by the disruption of their afternoon nap. Poking out from his shell, Pong Pong’s head has the same inquisitive tilt, still wondering if what he saw in his Natal Palace was real or imagined. Heart pounding in my chest, I smile at the tiny turtle and nod once again, saying, “You want shrimp? I’ll feed you all the shrimp you want Pong Pong.”
 
  
 
 I don’t know if this is a good or bad thing, but what I do know is if the super powerful turtle with a planet-sized Natal Palace wants to eat shrimp, who am I, with my tiny, room-sized Natal Palace, to refuse? Besides, Pong Pong is so physically tiny, how much could he possibly eat?
 
 


Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 379 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 The light tap-tap is not a knock I’d expect from a Death Corps soldier, so it’s no surprise to find Lin’s glowing smile waiting on the other side, still uplifting even when viewed through a crack in the door. “Hi hubby,” she exclaims, displaying the box in her dainty hands as she tries to peer around me and into my yurt. “I brought shrimp, so lemme in ya?” Leaning close, she whispers, “I wanna see the turtle please.”
 
  
 
 Double checking to see Pong Pong still asleep in Mama Bun’s embrace, I hold a finger to my lips for silence and step aside just enough for my sweet wifey to slip in, intent on closing the door behind her the moment she’s through. Peering out one last time to make sure no one is watching, a hand appears out of thin air just in time to stop me from planting my face in Guard Leader’s moderate, yet inviting bosom. With a one handed grip, Guard Leader lifts me off the ground with ease and plants me back down at arm’s length before stepping into my yurt with a huff, as if it’s somehow my fault I didn’t see her hiding there.
 
  
 
 It’s always disorienting when an Expert materializes out of nowhere. One second, you’re staring at nothing and the next, you’ve almost caught a face full of boob. Rubbing the future bruises left by her vice-like grip, my cheeks burn as I reflect on the past few seconds, because my brain tells me Guard Leader didn’t step out of the shadows or move faster than my eyes could register. According to my memories, the mysterious Expert was standing in plain view the entire time. I opened the door, saw Lin’s smile, scanned the surroundings without noticing my view was blocked by Guard Leader, and told myself the coast was clear without ever registering the veiled Expert’s presence. Even I’m not suicidal enough to motor boat Guard Leader against her will, so there must be a trick to it. Thinking out loud, I mutter, “It’s not invisibility, is it? You’re still visible, but somehow, you made me overlook your presence...”
 
  
 
 Interrupting my introspection with a haughty sniff, Guard Leader chides, “If you’ve puzzled it out, then you know to be more careful from now on.” Rudely grabbing hold of Lin, Guard Leader pulls my wifey behind her and turns her ire to a different target. “So, this is the creature who attacked us.”
 
  
 
 Following her line of sight, I find Pong Pong on the ground and ready to fight, his legs braced and mouth open in a mirror image of Ping Ping’s siege-mode. It’d almost be adorable if I didn’t know how much damage he can cause, so I quickly step in before the situation escalates. “It’s okay Pong Pong,” I whisper, keeping my voice light and happy. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, she won’t hurt you.” I hope. Without turning away from the angry turtle, I motion for Guard Leader to back down and pray she follows through. “You wanted shrimp right? Look what Lin brought.”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Pong Pong is intelligent enough to recognize the word and he raises his head in interest. A few minutes later, the three of us sit around my table and watch the little turtle enjoy his meal while the bun buns settle around us. It’s kind of petty, but it annoys me seeing how much the bun buns love Guard Leader, happy to flop at her feet and hop into her lap even though she rarely ever interacts with them. I worked hard to earn their trust, feeding, brushing, and cuddling them for many days before they felt safe in my presence, but not her. She never pets or plays with them, but they love her as much as they love me and it’s infuriating.
 
  
 
 Et Tu Fluffy Bunnykins? You furry little long-eared traitor, how dare you burrow into her lap instead of mine?!
 
  
 
 Kneeling behind me due to Guard Leader’s stubborn insistence, Lin peers over my shoulder at Pong Pong and giggles in girlish delight while cuddling the sleeping Mama Bun. “He’s so pretty hubby,” she says with a wistful sigh. “Do you think Pong Pong will let me pet him?”
 
  
 
 “Best if you stayed far away, girl.” Sitting closer than I’d like, Guard Leader sips her tea before continuing. “Pretty it may be, but it’s still a dangerous wild creature, one more powerful than you can imagine. The only reason it’s so docile is because it’s exhausted and your fool of a betrothed promised it safety and comfort, promises he lacks the ability to keep. Hard to say how it will react when it learns the truth, but I for one refuse to endure its wrath.”
 
  
 
 “I know, but still...” Puffing her cheeks, Lin grumbles, “What a mean old rat, hunting poor Pong Pong for weeks without rest so he can steal the Heavenly Water. I’m glad Daddy ruined their stupid boat, now those stupid Ascendants can’t hide their presence and harass the sweet little turtle without repercussions. If they try it again, Pong Pong will smash the silly rat to pieces, won’t you?”
 
  
 
 Heart leaping in my chest, I gently admonish my sweet wifey, even though it breaks my heart to do so. “You should never talk about it, even in private. We’re safe now with your guard sitting beside us, but in different circumstances, a slip of the tongue could land us all in hot water.” Especially me.
 
  
 
 Gnawing on my shoulder with an adorable growl, Lin crinkles her nose and pouts. “Meanie Rainy. Don’t look down on Lin-Lin, I know how to keep secrets, ya?”
 
  
 
 Yea right. Mischievous as she is, my sweet wifey is an innocent and naive soul, ignorant to the harsh realities of the world, but it’s a part of her charm. “I know and I don’t mean to nag, but better safe than sorry. We can’t let anyone find out who or what Pong Pong really is, because doing so would invite disaster.” Honestly, I’m not sure why Taduk told Lin in the first place, we would’ve been better off letting her think he was just a normal turtle, but it’s too late now. Leaning back to give her a peck on the cheek, I add, “Your guard’s not wrong either, Pong Pong is ridiculously strong. You should see his Natal Palace, it’s enormous.”
 
  
 
 Elbowing me sharply, Guard Leader asks, “You saw the creature’s Natal Palace? How?”
 
  
 
 Dammit. And here i was just warning Lin about slips of the tongue. “Er... well... it’s a long story.”
 
  
 
 Unsure how much Guard Leader or Lin knows, I explain the most obscure and confusing of my abilities. Lin nods along like she already knows, but Guard Leader recoils away once she learns the gist. “You are never to use this ability on myself,” she warns, her voice leaving no doubt what would happen if I did.
 
  
 
 “Wouldn’t even if I could. It’s suicidal, I’m at the mercy of whoever owns the Natal Palace and easily destroyed with an errant thought. I don’t exactly understand the mechanics, but I’m in no rush to find out what happens if my Spiritual Body dies.” Gesturing at the gorging turtle, I add, “I’m not even sure why it happened. I’ve tried going into other people’s Natal Palaces before, but I’ve never done it on purpose, and it’s only happened a handful of times.” Dagen, Bei, then Yo Ling, and now Pong Pong, I’m not seeing a pattern. The first three were tied together by being Demon-adjacent, but now, with Pong Pong in the mix, this is no longer true. “Ah, no, stop!”
 
  
 
 Startled by my yell, Pong Pong narrows his eyes in suspicion as he floats next to his food, his meal not even half-finished but already making his pooping face. Steeling my nerves, I gently pluck him out of the food box and place him in a nearby pan, already filled with water for just this purpose. “You’re a Divine Beast, don’t shit where you eat.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Lin-Lin’s giggles, I gently coax the turtle to relax with a terrible, made up pooping song and eventually he does his thing. Once finished, I lavish him with praise and offer a reward of dried fruit which he greedily devours with a smile. After making sure I have no more sweets, he scurries back to the food box and leaps in with a squeak of delight, paddling around the clean water as he devours yet another shrimp.
 
  
 
 “He’s so fast and agile, hubby!”
 
  
 
 “Strong too.” Strangely proud of his accomplishments, I brag, “Like I was saying, Pong Pong’s Natal Palace is so immense, I was like a grain of sand inside it, so tiny and insignificant I couldn’t even comprehend its grandeur until he shared it with me. It’s so beautiful and pristine, a perfect little underwater world full of vibrant colours and stunning constructs.”
 
  
 
 “It’s his own little domain, ya?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Guard Leader’s huff, I twist around and pull Lin into my lap, though still remember to keep myself between her and Pong Pong. Guard Leader’s not the only one worried about Pong Pong’s temper, the little guy can be mean when he wants to. “Yes it was, and there he sat at the centre of it all, napping atop his very own coral throne. I should craft myself a Natal Throne too, assuming I figure out how to make things stick around.”
 
  
 
 Her delight fading, Lin crooks her head in concern. “You’re having troubles with your Natal Palace? Isn’t that bad?”
 
  
 
 Wow, twice in a row now. I blame exhaustion. “It’s no big deal,” I lie, smiling at Mama Bun’s sleeping face. “I err... I wanted to remodel my Natal Palace, but ran into a few minor snags after demolishing most of it. Live and learn, I suppose.”
 
  
 
 “You demolished your Natal Palace?” Once again interrupting my alone time with Lin, Guard Leader’s tone is one of disbelief. “Why would you do something so foolish??”
 
  
 
 Because depression, okay? Ignoring Guard Leader’s incredulity, I hug Lin close and watch Pong Pong eat. Sensing my need for comfort, Lin snuggles into the crook of my shoulder and waits, neither pestering me with questions or pressing me for answers. Minutes pass in easy silence and soon Pong Pong finishes his meal with gusto. After shooting me a glance, he makes his way over to the pan without prompting and does his business a second time, and is once again rewarded with a piece of fruit. Thank god he learns fast, because his metabolism works at light speed and I can’t be busying myself cleaning turtle poop receptacles all day.
 
  
 
 Nice and dry after a brief tussle with his handkerchief, Pong Pong studies Lin for a full minute before dismissing her as a threat. From a standing position, he leaps off the table and lands neatly atop Mama Bun, a feat I find more impressive than defeating five peak Experts and sinking a Runic Barge. I mean, the little guy is like eight centimetres from tip to tail, so a thirty centimetre jump is pretty damn daunting, but he made it look easy. Crawling under Mama Bun’s paws, the tiny turtle lets loose with a massive yawn before retreating into the safety of his shell for yet another nap, thoroughly satisfied with the accommodations.
 
  
 
 I should have business cards made: Falling Rain, professional pet pamperer extraordinaire.
 
  
 
 Slipping out of my embrace, Lin pouts while handing Mama Bun and Pong Pong over, likely at Guard Leader’s silent prompting. Pinching my cheeks, Lin looks into my eyes with a mournful expression, a sight which breaks my heart in two. “Hubby, I don’t know what’s wrong and I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I’m here if you ever do, ya? Not just me either, Mi-Mi too, and Daddy, and... and everyone. You don’t have to face this alone.”
 
  
 
 “I know,” I lie, taking her hand and kissing her fingers. “And thank you. It’s not a big deal, I’m just a worrier, is all. I can’t help it, but I’ll be fine, don’t you worry.”
 
  
 
 Huh... That last part didn’t feel like a lie. I might have meant it. I will be fine. Not right this moment, and definitely not tomorrow, but eventually, in time, I will be okay. Someday.
 
  
 
 Flashing her beautiful, toothy smile, Lin pinches my cheeks a little harder. “Good. You lay down for a nap now, you look exhausted.” Jumping to her feet before I can quietly ask her to join me, Lin skips away and calls over her shoulder, “We’ve been invited to a party tonight in honour of Yan-Yan’s grandpapa, so you gotta look your best, ya? Remember, only five, so no more okay?”
 
  
 
 But... Lin, Mila, Luo-Luo, and Yan only makes four...
 
  
 
 Finishing her tea while my wifey makes her escape, Guard Leader slowly stands up to leave, but her gaze lingers on my conflicted expression. After a long silence, she clears her throat and says, “I have little advice regarding your difficulties with your Natal Palace, for forming mine came as easily as breathing. I recall you were the same, so your understanding is similarly limited. Just remember what the girl said.”
 
  
 
 Aww, that’s sweet, she’s trying to offer help. “Thank you,” I reply with a smile, presenting her a seated bow to show my sincerity. “I understand, my loved ones are here to help and will seek their advice as soon as possible. I’m working on a theory of my own, but -”
 
  
 
 “No, not that.” So exasperated I can almost hear her rolling her eyes behind her veil, Guard Leader clarifies, “About the turtle being master of his own domain. His Natal Palace is an aquatic paradise, yes? He controls everything within it and could craft anything he so chooses, so why stick with what’s familiar? Think on it boy, and think on all the other Natal Palace’s you’ve seen. What commonalities do they share?”
 
  
 
 Thinking back on the experiences, something clicks in the back of my mind and it all makes sense. Opening my mouth to thank her again, the words freeze in my throat as I realize she’s already left and closed the door behind her. Too excited to rest, I wrap Mama Bun and Pong Pong in a blanket and place them off to the side to avoid a second trip into someone else’s Natal Palace before settling down to meditate. Pushing aside all doubts and uncertainties, I reach for Balance and step into the void, confident I’ve puzzled most of it out. As expected, Qing Qing’s hut is nowhere to be found, though Baledagh’s room is still there, floating in the emptiness of the void.
 
  
 
 As much as I miss her and cherish our time together, Qing-Qing’s hut could never be a part of my Natal Palace. It’s not about strong emotional ties, but about emotional security, and I never felt safe in Qing-Qing’s home, because I was weak and vulnerable while stranded in the middle of nowhere. It’s all in the name: a Natal Palace, and a palace is nothing more than a fancy house. Dagen modelled his Natal Palace after the house he shared with his first family, while Bei’s was crafted in the image of her village home, and I picked the village in the mountains, all places where we felt safe and secure. That’s why I was so disillusioned by my Natal Palace, why I could never feel comfortable and at peace in there no matter how I tried, and stuck to training outside in the void. No matter how much I wish it were otherwise, the village isn’t home anymore, not after Sanshu and my near exile. Although I didn’t know it at the time, tearing it down was the right thing to do.
 
  
 
 Story of my life, accidentally failing upwards.
 
  
 
 There’s more to it than home. While I couldn’t see most of Yo Ling’s Natal Palace because of all the Spectres, I remember the ornate, golden throne he sat upon, so similar in function to Pong Pong’s coral bed. A central seat of power overlooking their domain, much like Baledagh’s room, my room, used to look out over the village, my home until it wasn’t home anymore.
 
  
 
 Entering my seat of power, I see it exactly as I remember it, a simple, white room with windows on all sides and containing only a bed, a nightstand, an ornate ceiling, and its newest addition, a plain wooden goblet. Crawling into bed, I lay back and stare at the carved ceiling and all the depictions of heroics I once dreamed of, pretending they weren’t my dreams because they seemed too childish and silly to admit to. Not only that, but battle and bloodshed was so savage and barbaric, it offended my ‘modern’ sensibilities to derive joy from it, but this is who I am, whether I call myself Falling Rain or Baledagh. Hell, calling myself Baledagh would probably be closer to the truth, for it means warrior in the language of the Bekhai, and when you boil it down, that’s exactly what I am. Strip away all my titles and epithets and I’m left with Falling Rain, Warrior. That is who I am and the path I’ve chosen, and while it’s not who I’ve always been, and not exactly what I aspired to, it’s who I’ve become and it’s high time I accept it.
 
  
 
 I am Falling Rain. I love peace, and I love fighting for peace. Contradictory? Maybe, but what can I say. I’m a complex guy.
 
  
 
 Having rested long enough, I sit up and stride over to the window. The void stretches out in all directions, but it’s almost reassuring now. I see not empty nothingness, but limitless potential, a blank canvas or an empty page waiting to become what I will it, but I leave it untouched for now. There’s more to consider, for size is not everything. Pong Pong’s endless ocean and extensive coral mazes weren’t built merely for show, for they have a purpose. I believe the Natal Palace is also a defence against the Spectres, because I’ve seen it happen time and time again. Blobby built a wall of water to keep them out, and before that I locked them in a room to keep them from spreading, yet even then I almost succumbed to their false promises and whispered lies, because I wanted to.
 
  
 
 It’s like the Monk said, the Defiled are not controlled by the Spectres, but rather allow the Spectres to control them. A distinction without a difference, or so I thought until now.
 
  
 
 It explains how once I appeared and ruined the immersion, Dagen was wholly freed from Demon Vivek’s grasp, or why the Spectres tormented Bei even after she surrendered and tainted her memory of home, or how Yo Ling invited so many Spectres into his mind, tied his identity to the information they brought him, yet still kept hold of his sanity, tenuous though his grip may have been.
 
  
 
 All of this was possible because each person is the master of their mind’s domain.
 
  
 
 Even then, it’s not as simple as it sounds. The mind is a fickle thing, and what it wants and what is best for an individual are not always the same thing. Dagen wanted to see his wife and children again and spend the rest of his life with them, even if that life was a lie. After I pointed out the falsehoods, he still wanted to believe, because only by believing could he remain happy. With Bei, things were a little different. Even though she already surrendered and went full Demon, the Spectres continued tormenting her because she still could have cast them aside and retaken control. It wouldn’t have been easy, for it meant accepting responsibility for murdering and eating her father, but it was possible.
 
  
 
 As for me? The Spectres offered not only strength without struggle, but they also promised me peace of mind. Never again would I need to question my decisions, because they would all be made for me. By surrendering my sense of self and ability to make decisions, I would be granted a twisted sense of freedom, and I was conflicted and desperate enough to almost accept it.
 
  
 
 The Monk was right again. It is a man's own mind, not his enemy or foe, which lures him to evil ways.
 
  
 
 Seriously, if it wasn’t for the whole vegetarian thing, I might be tempted to join. Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to pay the mysterious Abbot a visit and have a nice, long talk.
 
  
 
 Leaving the void as it stands, I settle onto the bed to replenish my Chi and take a nap. I should discuss my findings with Baatar and Akanai and see what they think, but knowing my Mentor and Grand Mentor, they’ll scoff and say I’m overthinking things. I probably am, but who knows. Maybe I’m onto something, so I might as well see where it goes. Better to try and fail than to never try at all. Besides, truth be told, despite all my recent revelations, I’m still the same person who almost succumbed to the Spectres and not entirely confident in my judgment. The only difference is, now I know my weakness and can take steps to correct it.
 
  
 
 Will it make a difference?
 
  
 
 I fucking hope so, else all this suffering would be for nothing.
 
  
 
 As usual, supposed answers only lead to more questions, and I still haven’t figured out how to get Water Chi to do something useful, or tested my theory on why Ping Ping sticks around, or cured my dissociative identity disorder. Now I have an even more pressing decision to make: What am I supposed to say to Yan?
 
  
 
 ‘Hello, I missed you and still love you, so won’t you please be my fourth wifey?’
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 No, that’s a terrible idea. It’d never work, not in a million years.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Hiding his sigh with a sip of tea, Du Min Gyu endured meeting with his latest guests for the sake of propriety, wishing he were anywhere else but here. Perhaps he’d grown maudlin with age, but his triumphant return to glory was not what he expected. No, he corrected, it was exactly what he expected, better in fact thanks to the Imperial Grand Conference and Ryo Da’in’s careful planning and attention to detail. Inside the Ryo Family’s luxurious banquet hall, he sat at the table of honour with Yan at his side and Kyung at his back, while musicians played in the background and dancers performed at the sides. The gathered guests were some of the most influential and prominent figures from across the Empire, all here to pay their respects as they quietly mingled amongst themselves with drinks in hand while awaiting their turn. Three Marshals and two Colonel Generals were here in attendance and anyone without an invitation and with less standing than a Major General would be turned away at the door, else even the Ryo Family Manor would not be large enough to contain all the well-wishers, much less the banquet hall, not with everyone and their grandmother hoping to meet the Heroes of the Empire who’d been commended by the Legate himself.
 
  
 
 This was the moment Min Gyu had dreamed of for decades now, to have the world acknowledge his greatness once again, but now that his day had arrived, he wondered why he’d ever yearned for something so... meaningless. What use were fame and reputation? Where were these ‘close friends’ and ‘devoted fans’ a week, or a month, or a year ago? Much as he appreciated the dutiful Da’in’s efforts, which included convincing her notoriously spendthrift of a father to bear the significant cost of tonight’s events, he found it difficult to muster any interest or enthusiasm in the proceedings, instead wishing he were away from all this grandiose splendour and at home across the street, enjoying a quiet dinner with Yan instead of surrounded by a host of fawning flunkies or insincere politicians looking to attach themselves to his rising star.
 
  
 
 Hypocrites the lot of them, moving whichever way the wind blew. They sang his praises and gushed with adoration, but he saw past their nonsense for the lies they were. The louder they claimed not to believe the hateful rumours spread by his relatives and the Cho family, the less he believed them, but worse were their curious glances and probing questions, subtle tests to check the veracity of said rumours and verify if he truly was a lecher being manipulated by his young, half-beast paramour or a senile old fool puppeted by foreign powers. What irritated him most was how most of the guests all but ignored Yan’s presence, treating her as little more than a decoration once finished with their appraisal. There she sat, his publicly acknowledged grand-daughter and Terminal Disciple, a warrior who displayed her shockingly advanced Martial skills on stage only a few days past, yet these bigots and short-sighted fools couldn’t see past her horns and offer her a few words of greeting.
 
  
 
 Only his appreciation to Da’in and her father kept him from losing his temper, and even that was wearing thin and it showed. After he sent off his latest well-wisher with a forced smile and a nod, Da’in approached with a fresh cup of tea and offered it with a bow. “Teacher Du, is something amiss? Please instruct this foolish student and she will do her best to correct her failures.”
 
  
 
 Lamenting his lack of social grace, he accepted the cup and urged the respectful girl to straighten up. “My foul mood is no fault of yours child,” he said loudly enough to be overheard. “Everything you’ve prepared is more than I could ever hope for, and I am overwhelmed with gratitude for you and your family’s efforts.” Placing the teacup aside, he clasped his fist in a salute and greeted the watching guests with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Forgive my foul mood, for I’m a crotchety old man who took grave injury only last night, tired and irritable from the pain of recovery. Please, take no heed of this one’s scowls and grimaces, your presence here is much appreciated and your support well-remembered.”
 
  
 
 The guests replied with a chorus of assurances and statements saying his apologies were unnecessary or his foul mood unnoticed as they went through the tired motions of social decorum. What infuriated him even more was Gam’s Sending, delivered without hesitation as the graceless buffoon devoured the food laid out before him. “Bah, barely over a hundred years old and already so frail. I’m five times your age and suffered far more debilitating injuries, but you don’t see me bellyaching about it, now do you? What you need is more meat on your bones. Can’t call yourself a proper warrior being all skin and bones, else you’ll be laid out for weeks every time you take injury. What’s the matter, got no appetite anymore? All this good food and you’ve barely touched a bite. Seems wasteful if you ask me, but no one ever does, even though...”
 
  
 
 Putting the cantankerous cretin’s ramblings out of mind, Min Gyu cursed the half-fox for a fool. Eccentric Gam was a warrior he’d gladly stand beside in battle, but otherwise, he wanted nothing to do with the aggravating man or his moon-eyed disciple Wu Gam. The Heaven’s would fall before Min Gyu gave Wu Gam permission to court Yan, no matter how talented or promising he might be. The thought of being related to the rambling eccentric was enough to send a shiver down Min Gyu’s spine, a fate worse than death in his eyes.
 
  
 
 Well... he’d make an exception if the relationship was one of step-father and step-son, but sadly, Gam’s gorgeous Divinity of a mother had not deigned to make an appearance. Worse, the Legate demanded they keep any Ancestral Beast involvement a secret, which meant no one could know about his harrowing experience against the fearsome Defiled Mole-woman, nor could he make inquiries about Gam’s mother without drawing unwanted attention.
 
  
 
 Ah, but to gaze upon her shapely buttocks once more...
 
  
 
 Wishing his would-be step-son could be more like Broken Blade Pichai, who sat silently on the left with eyes closed in contemplative meditation, Min Gyu stewed in irritation until Yan nudged him in the side. The girl said nothing and only surreptitiously glanced towards Da’in sheepishly standing on one side, as if wondering if she’d been right to arrange all this. Poor girl, she’d been seeking his approval of so many years now and refused to give up even after he’d accepted Yan as his Terminal Disciple. Even more laudable was her behaviour following the rumours and his final refusal to teach Seoyoon too. Though the Ryo family grew distant, Da’in defied her father’s orders and drew even closer to Min Gyu in his time of trouble, becoming something of a sister figure and sparring partner to Yan.
 
  
 
 The past year revealed much about Min Gyu’s family and so-called friends, and he put far higher value on those who stood by him without gain over those who’d come slinking back once his fortunes improved, and Da’in was undoubtedly the former. Cursing his foul disposition, he gestured for Da’in to step closer now that the crowd had finally relented and left them some space. “No need to worry child, your efforts have not gone unnoticed or unappreciated.” An ill-tempered and domineering young woman, Da’in flushed with uncharacteristic joy as she read too much into his words and he scolded himself for speaking carelessly. “Tell me, why do you think I refuse to take you as my Disciple?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by his abrupt question, Da’in hesitated briefly before answering, bold and daring as always. “Because this lowly one lacks talent and comprehension, not worthy of --”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Snorting in derision, Min Gyu interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “You are the undisputed number one talent of your time, a firebrand who dismantled all opposition with ease. If you are lacking in talent, then what of your defeated peers? What of the rest of the Empire’s young warriors? No child, talent is one thing you never lacked. As for comprehension? Genius is a title used far too often in my eyes, but you are undoubtedly worthy, yet still I won’t take you as my Disciple. Why?”
 
  
 
 By now, their conversation was now the centre of attention as the crowd listened in, with many of them wondering the same thing. Few talents could match Ryo Da’in, and even Wu Gam and Falling Rain’s stunning performances failed to measure up, yet still the fabled Teacher Du Min Gyu refused her. Cheeks flushed with embarrassment, Da’in struggled to rein her fabled temper in as she stood with head hung low, unable to understand why he was chastising her in public after all her efforts. Patting her arm, he softened his tone and explained, “If talent and comprehension were all that mattered, I would have taken you in as my Disciple the first time you asked over a decade ago. Back then, you were but a child and already a rising dragon of Central, and although you attributed your achievements to listening in on a few lectures of mine, I had little to do with it. You are a child of the Ryo Family, the daughter of Ryo Dae Jung, and a warrior bound for greatness with or without my help. To call myself your Mentor would be dishonest, for I would have had little hand in shaping the person you would become.” Spreading his hands, Min Gyu concluded, “Just look at what you’ve accomplished without my tutelage, or what your younger brother and sister have accomplished. I could hardly claim you would have done better with my aid, and in fact, you might have suffered for it. Your temperament is unsuitable for my favoured style and I could not bear the thought of ruining such a promising seedling.”
 
  
 
 Pushing himself to his feet, he placed both hands on Da’in’s shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Though I did not accept you as my Disciple, all these years you have treated me like your Mentor, and for this, I am grateful beyond words. Since I lack skin thick enough to claim myself worthy of teaching you, I’ve taken the liberty to speak with your parents and asked to become your godfather, and they agreed so long as you are willing. What say you child? Speak your mind, I’ll take no offence no matter your answer.”
 
  
 
 “Godfather!” Da’in blurted, throwing herself into his embrace while nodding in excitement. “Thank you godfather, goddaughter Da’in will not disappoint.”
 
  
 
 “You couldn’t even if you tried, girl.” Patting her head, he turned to Yan and smiled wholeheartedly, for without her suggestion, he wouldn’t have thought of such an elegant solution. Now, his little family had grown by one, and it filled him with more joy than a thousand tense lunches with the Legate or a million compliments from his peers. He had more adoptions in mind, but they would have to wait until his family life was out of the public eye. As the crowd congratulated them, he kept Da’in’s father’s request in mind, to help the contentious and capricious young woman find a suitable husband, for even though Da’in was a lovely young woman of twenty-eight years, her parents had yet to have a single suitor come calling and they worried one never would.
 
  
 
 How hard could it be? Little Da’in was so devoted and compliant, any man would be lucky to have her.
 
  
 
 Once his new goddaughter joined them at the table, Min Gyu’s mood was much improved and the guests saw this as permission to approach. Suffering through their empty flattery and hot air, he put on a happy expression and counted the minutes until he could leave without causing offence, for even though he cared nothing for their opinions, his goddaughter had worked hard to arrange all this. 
 
  
 
 As the night wore on, he spotted a familiar face in the crowd and smiled in greeting, but little Jin Tok feigned ignorance and looked away, still angered by what happened after his father’s death. Kai was far from perfect, but he’d been like a son to Min Gyu and it pained him to be estranged from little Jin Tok. As much as he wanted to blame the boy’s mother and uncle for their current circumstances, Min Gyu knew in his heart of hearts the boy was also culpable. It didn’t matter, all he wanted was to be a family again. Jin Tok lacked his father’s boldness and perseverance, but perhaps if Min Gyu put more effort into his training, the boy might amount to something after all.
 
  
 
 Maybe. Possibly. He wasn’t overly optimistic, but stranger things had happened...
 
  
 
 Cheeks aching with the strain of smiling, Min Gyu was about to excuse himself when a commotion caught his attention. Heads held high, the Bekhai delegation displayed their customary arrogance and disdain as they marched through the banquet hall with their roosequins in tow and ringed by their Death Corps escorts. As if bringing their mounts into the banquet hall wasn’t rude enough, Falling Rain even had the temerity to bring his damned pets along too, those wildcats and bears padding alongside the massive Guardian Turtle of Ping Yao while his black rabbit rode atop her head.
 
  
 
 The long-eared creature was almost as arrogant as Rain himself, its nose pointed towards the sky as it lorded over the best and brightest of the Empire from high above.
 
  
 
 Leading the Bekhai delegation, Akanai greeted him with a military salute. “Lieutenant General,” she began with a smirk. “Congratulations on your first victory over the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 He’d never admit it out loud, but Min Gyu enjoyed their little verbal spars. Before he could answer, their exchange was interrupted by storm of squeaks as Yan’s over-affectionate roosequin brought her shrieking brood over for hugs and treats. Try as she might to resist it, Yan’s smile bloomed as she embraced the creatures, nuzzling them close while the most important figures in the Empire watched on. Well, no matter. His reputation was whole once more and he no longer needed to hide his affiliation with the Bekhai, involuntary though it may be. Coming to his feet, he returned Akanai’s salute with one of his own. Taken aback by his courtesy, the hateful woman fell silent until Min Gyu prompted her along. “And this gentleman is?”
 
  
 
 “My husband, Divine Blacksmith Husolt.”
 
  
 
 “Ah yes, you crafted Yan’s six-pointed shield. A master of your craft indeed, you have my admiration.” Thus they played their little game for everyone to see as Akanai introduced each member of her family one by one, confirming once and for all that Du Min Gyu was on friendly terms with the Bekhai, as he offered a word of praise or a gesture of fondness for each, whether it be a smile or a wink, a laugh or a compliment. Granted, this was partly because of the boy’s new status and partly because he saw how smitten Yan still was with him despite her best efforts to hide it. Try as he might, he couldn’t refrain from scowling when he came face to face with the womanizing little scamp, standing there with the surly Sumila on one arm and a rabbit-eared damsel on the other, but that wasn’t all. Looming behind him was his Imperial Servant, while off to the side stood Li Song, now the adopted daughter of Akanai and possibly Falling Rain’s fourth paramour, meaning Yan would only be one of five.
 
  
 
 How dare this scrawny runt lay eyes on the apple of Min Gyu’s eye. No, not just Yan, the boy had the audacity to eye Da’in too, so bold and daring a philander.
 
  
 
 Opening his mouth to condemn the runt for his womanizing ways, a familiar voice interrupted him before he could speak. “And so the truth is laid bare for all to see,” Jin Tok said, sneering as the crowd parted aside, as none of the guests wanted to risk being mistaken for the source of such vitriol. “Du Min Gyu, celebrated hero of Central, is revealed to be nothing more than a foreign puppet.” Clapping sarcastically, Jin Tok scoffed and shook his head. “How far the mighty have fallen. I’m glad my father, Brigadier Cho Jin Kai and Du Min Gyu’s first Disciple, didn’t live to see his hero and Mentor reduced to such a disgrace, wrapped around the finger of his half-beast whore and leaping to obey the commands of a foreign bitch.”
 
  
 
 Grabbing Da’in and Yan by the arms, he pulled them both to his side and shook his head. “Don’t,” he whispered, still hoping to make amends with Jin Tok. “Let me speak to him.” Turning to the troubled boy, his words froze in his throat when he saw Rain striding over with sword drawn and a cold glint in his eyes.
 
  
 
 Blanching in fear, Jin Tok stumbled away and stuttered, “W-What are you doing? I a-am a law-ab-ab-abiding citizen of the Empire! You think you can kill me to silence my tongue? This is murder!”
 
  
 
 “Shhhhhhh... stop yelling, guy whose name I’ve forgotten,” Rain replied, his words inducing a host of scattered, nervous chuckles. Truth be told, no one was sure how much protection his title of Imperial Consort would afford him, but until such a thing was made clear, there were few brave enough to openly stand against Falling Rain. Imperial Scions had gotten away with far worse than murdering an uppity son of a middling merchant family, and Rain’s reputation was of a man who liked to test his limits. Darting forward without warning, Rain swept Jin Tok’s feet out from under him, a victory so effortless it could hardly be called a fight. Stamping his foot down to pin Jin Tok in place, Rain loomed over the prone, frightened boy with an easy smile, so devoid of emotion he could have been smiling at a bug, rather than a living, breathing human. “I want to show you something,” Rain said, giving his short sword a flourish. “So watch carefully and don’t blink, got it?”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, Rain tossed his sword into the air without looking, his eyes focused firmly on Jin Tok’s expression. Higher and higher the blade went, and the crowd joined Jin Tok in watching it spin end over end as it shimmered in the candlelight. Reaching its peak, the sword paused in flight before plummeting back to the earth, so beautifully balanced its razor sharp tip pointed straight down despite the half-hearted throw and perfectly positioned to plunge into Jin Tok’s chest as the boy lay helpless and afraid, his eyes closed and face covered.
 
  
 
 Or it would have if Min Gyu hadn’t stepped in to catch it.
 
  
 
 Grinning like a cat, Rain nodded in appreciation as he retrieved his sword from Min Gyu’s grasp, sheathing it behind his back with careless ease. Giving Jin Tok a soft kick, Rain scoffed as the boy uncovered his eyes. “Coward. I told you to watch carefully, didn’t I? If you had, you would understand.” Gesturing around the room, Rain continued, “In this room, filled with the greatest heroes of the Empire, there’s only one person who cares about your worthless life, and it’s the man you came to insult.” Crouching down, Rain grabbed Jin Tok by the lapel and pulled him close. “Say what you will about Cho Jin Kai, but your father died fighting the Defiled and I respect his sacrifice. Do not shame his memory again.”
 
  
 
 Releasing Jin Tok, Rain straightened up and said nothing about the rest of the allegations before falling back in line with his wives. A correct choice, since protesting would only make it seem like he had a guilty conscience, and truth be told, with his new status, the Bekhai only needed to ask and a dozen different factions would fight for the chance to work with them. It seemed like the anxious and uneasy young man had grown into a proper young hero in this past year and his title of Number One Talent in the Empire not entirely undeserving.
 
  
 
 Even then, he still wasn’t good enough for Yan, not by a long shot. The boy would have to do something suitably impressive to win his approval, like... become the youngest Exarch in the history of the Empire or something comparable. Besides, Da’in’s parents were being ridiculous. Twenty eight was far too young to marry, and forty seemed like a much more appropriate age for long-lived Martial Warriors.
 
  
 
 Ah... the pains of being father to a daughter...
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 Resisting the urge to break decorum and hug him, Yan’s heart broke as she watched Grandpa struggle with his emotions, unsure how to proceed after Rain’s ‘demonstration’ forced him to action. Still laying on the floor, Jin Tok gaped like a fish on land while alternating his wide-eyed stare between Rain, Grandpa, and the crowd of disdainful nobles, unable to comprehend the nuances of what just happened or why no one would speak out against Rain’s actions. Arrogance and stupidity blinded Jin Tok to the truth laid bare for all to see. Grandpa was no longer merely a respected Teacher and former hero past his prime, but had reclaimed his standing as a Peak Expert of the Empire, a living legend few could hope to match, a man almost above criticism and reproach. What’s more, since they first met, Rain had gone from nameless ‘savage’ to publicly accepted Number One Talent of the Empire and Imperial Consort, his standing so far above Jin Tok’s, they were as different as Heaven and Earth.
 
  
 
 A child born into wealth and reputation, Jin Tok was a feckless half-wit dumbass who still had yet to realize how far his family had fallen. His ‘heroic’ father made many enemies in life and Grandpa had to call in every chit and favour he had left just to keep the Cho family alive, but they were all too mule-brained to see it. What Jin Tok thought he could accomplish by ruining Grandpa’s return to glory, Yan would never understand, but despite the snivelling shit-bag’s hateful actions, she knew Grandpa would forgive him, for such was the price of love.
 
  
 
 Much as she loathed Jin Tok, Grandpa only saw the child he once held in his arms and swore to cherish and protect, not the hateful man that child grew up to be. It broke her heart to see Grandpa in so much pain, so against her better judgment, she reached out and gave him a gentle push, so light it was more of a pat, but that was all the prompting he needed. Marching over with resolute purpose, he lifted Jin Tok onto his feet with a harsh glare, but ruined the authoritative atmosphere by straightening the shit-bag’s clothes and smoothing his hair like a proper doting grandfather would. Whatever Grandpa Sent made Jin Tok shrink like a turtle into his shell, but from his aggrieved expression, Yan wagered the idiot hadn’t learned a damned thing from the experience.
 
  
 
 They would have all been better off if Rain had cut Jin Tok’s throat, but Grandpa would never forgive him for it, especially since he was already partially responsible for instigating the feud between Kai and the People which started the sequence of events which led to Kai’s death.
 
  
 
 Keeping a firm grip on Jin Tok’s arm as if afraid he’d bolt and run, Grandpa apologized to the crowd and excused them both, dragging the shit-bag away for a verbal haranguing, but he was too soft-hearted to do more. A real shame since Jin Tok could do with a caning or twelve, but sadly, all Yan could do was learn to tolerate his presence since it seemed like he would once again be a part of Grandpa’s life. Putting it out of her mind, she commanded Shana to hang back as she approached the Chief Provost and the Blacksmith, hoping to get through the next bit without the sweet girl chittering for hugs and treats. Careful to stop at a safe distance so she wouldn’t accidentally poke anyone with her horns, she showed her respect with a full bow while her words made her position clear. “Du Min Yan greets Lieutenant General Akanai and Divine Blacksmith Husolt. On behalf of Grandfather, this one thanks you for coming and apologizes for his unexpected departure.”
 
  
 
 Still yet to recover from Jin Tok’s disruption, the crowd didn’t even pretend they weren’t listening in on the conversation, waiting to see if the Chief Provost would claim credit for Yan’s impressive Martial prowess or otherwise denigrate the living legend. Truth be told, the People deserved at least half the credit, for while Grandpa’s teachings sped things along, at least once a week he’d sigh and shake his head while admitting she would have excelled even without his guidance. It was a matter of pride and it wounded his greatly to believe he’d stolen Yan from the People, but she knew they didn’t see it that way.
 
  
 
 Well... most didn’t.
 
  
 
 With a smile and a nod, the Chief Provost replied, “Your time in Central has served you well. I hardly recognized you on stage the first day during your phenomenal performance against Wu Gam.” Her reminder earned her a derisive snort from the surly Eccentric sitting nearby, but the Chief Provost merely ignored him and continued. “So young and already utilizing External Chi, Du Min Gyu’s prowess as a teacher may even surpass his already formidable skills as a warrior. Admirable indeed.” While the crowd voiced their agreement, the Chief Provost Sent, “It gladdens my heart to see you thriving child. I know how difficult it must have been as a woman and demi-human in Central, so allow me to profess my admiration for your strength of will and character.”
 
  
 
 Her cheeks blazing from the high praise, Yan mumbled her thanks as the Blacksmith winked and nodded at her shield hanging from her shoulder. “Your fan is a pretty piece, but I told you before, your shield is a piece of Inspired work, some of my best. Don’t neglect it now, or you’ll break my heart, girly.”
 
  
 
 Beaming from the amicable exchange, she nodded and chose her words carefully so not as to give away their silent exchange. “Thank you for the high praise. This one is undeserving and still has much to learn, but she will always remember her roots.” A month ago, she wouldn’t have dared utter those last words as it would have given rise to a public condemnation of both her and Grandpa, but now she could proudly declare her origins instead of hiding them like a shameful secret.
 
  
 
 It stung to admit it was mostly due to Grandpa and Rain rather than her own efforts, but she wouldn’t complain too much about it.
 
  
 
 Once the Chief Provost dismissed her, the crowd lost interest in Yan’s reunion and she allowed herself to relax a little. Standing before the Bloody Fanged Wolf Baatar, all Yan could think of was how her thick-skulled hero once mistook her for a boy, so she said her greetings and moved on before breaking into nervous laughter. Though her face bore more lines than before, Speaker Sarnai still looked the part of cold, mature beauty, her gaze sharper than ever as she sat in her wheeled chair and studied Yan like a lamb on the chopping block. Thoroughly intimidated, Yan beat a second hasty retreat and was met with warmth and cheer as Alsantset ignored all decorum and politics to pull her into a hug. The twins were equally exuberant to see her as they leaped into her arms, clamouring about all the things she’d missed while showing off their lion puppets.
 
  
 
 Oh how she missed their pale, chubby cheeks and little nub horns...
 
  
 
 Promising to come visit and play soon, Yan extricated herself from their grasp and exchanged a warm smile with Charok before braving the next hurdle. Skipping past Mila’s surly grimace, Yan opted instead to face Lin’s adorably bashful expression, the sweet girl clearly holding herself back because of their present surroundings. “Well?” Yan asked, holding her arms out wide. “I don’t even warrant a hug now?”
 
  
 
 Giggling in delight, Lin threw herself into Yan’s embrace and said, “Hi Yan-Yan. I missed you lots. I almost forgot how nice you smell, like a warm summer breeze.” After enjoying the embrace for another second, Lin remembered herself and leaned back, though she kept her arms firmly wrapped around Yan’s waist. With an endearing, tearful pout, Lin whispered, “How come you never wrote back?”
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry,” Yan Sent, squeezing the darling girl tight. “I wanted to, but anything I wrote would have been intercepted, altered, and used against me or Grandpa. I’m not even sure if I received all of your letters, the first one came six months after I left.” A poorly scrawled letter from Rain which rambled on far too much without really saying anything of note. “You heard all the trash Jin Tok spouted just now, but a year ago, the result would have been much worse.”
 
  
 
 “But things are better now, ya?”
 
  
 
 Lin’s optimistic gaze was too much to bear and Yan almost broke down into tears of joy as she nodded in reply, too choked up to speak. As wonderful as Grandpa and Eun were, there were still times when Yan had been so lonely in Central, with no one her age to trust and talk to. Even though they’d never been the best of friends, she’d formed a deep bond with Lin and everyone else during their travels south to see the Society, a bond she cherished deeply and longed for ever since she took her first step in her journey to Central.
 
  
 
 Flashing her beautiful toothy grin, Lin hugged Yan tight once more and said, “Good. Now, enough stalling, go make up with Mi-Mi ya? Don’t worry, she looks angry, but she isn’t, not really. You know how she is, she’s not happy unless she has something to be grouchy about.”
 
  
 
 True to Lin’s words, Mila stood with arms crossed and lips pursed, but Yan steeled her nerves and wrapped her arms around the stiff redhead, hugging her tight while explaining everything through Sending once again. With a dainty, derisive snort, Mila finally relaxed and returned Yan’s hug, squeezing so hard her ribs creaked and feet lifted off the ground. “Politics,” Mila Sent, her disgusted tone conveying exactly what she thought of them. “I still haven’t completely forgiven you yet. What were you thinking returning Shana and Zabu like you did? You could have left a note at least. I thought you refused his betrothal, but Lin believes otherwise. Which is it?”
 
  
 
 A good question. “... I don’t know. It’s not something I’ve spoken with Grandpa about, but I’m sure he won’t stand in our way, only...” Did Grandpa have other plans for her, like a political marriage, or worse, a marriage with Jin Tok? No, Grandpa would never be so callous as to use her that way, he himself never married because his parents insisted he marry the “right” woman without caring for his opinion, but the question remained, was Rain even still interested? “I’m sorry for causing you worry Mila. I didn’t think things through, returning Shana was a knee-jerk reaction after I received an invitation to his banquet in honour of his new concubine.” And she regretted it every second since, barely able to bring herself to wake in the morning without the adorable squeaks of the quin pups to greet her. Besides, Rain had enough adorable pets around him, from the friendly, long-haired wildcats to the round and skittish black bears, not to mention the darling hare perched atop the Guardian Turtle, looking so fetching with his silken bow-tie and angry scowl. Focusing on her conversation, Yan put on a brave front and asked, “Was he upset?”
 
  
 
 It was a stupid question to ask. Either he was devastated by her backhanded refusal and she caused him pain or didn’t care and she meant nothing to him anymore, but regardless of how he took it, she needlessly complicated things with her actions. If only she’d waited a single day, then she would have known there was no longer a need to hide their connection and could openly flaunt their friendship. She cared nothing for the benefits his new status brought, only that it allowed her to be both Du Min Yan and Adujan of the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 “Ha!” Rolling her eyes, Mila Sent, “You forget, but he’s not the sharpest spear in the armoury. The mule-headed idiot never gave your motives a second thought and is still clueless as ever, too busy spoiling those pups silly and ruining any chance they have of growing into proper battle quins.”
 
  
 
 The unsharpened spear in question stood a little ways off, the centre of attention now that Grandpa was gone, fending off a horde of fawning bootlickers with his customary tactless, unintentional discourtesy. She’d already noted this during his improvised strip show on the streets of Nan Ping, but Rain had changed considerably in their time apart. Gone was the scrawny, slouching, bedraggled youth, and in his place was a strapping young man dressed to impress and brimming with confidence. Although he still had plenty to go before he could be called anything but lean, his wiry athletic form filled out his high-necked tunic well, his shoulders broader and back wider now that he stood up straight, and his pants were just tight enough to give an impression of his cute butt and shapely calves. Though shorter than most, if not all the guests, there was an air of command about him, not demanding respect, but expecting it, yet still friendly and approachable thanks to his easy, charming smile. Longer than she remembered, his silken black hair was brushed to one side, showing off his piercing amber eyes to full effect. When his sharp gaze locked onto her eyes, a chill of fear ran down her spine while a shudder of excitement coursed through her, ready to follow him into the closest room and do whatever he bid her.
 
  
 
 Mother Above. He had no right looking as handsome as he did, no right at all. How was a woman to resist?
 
  
 
 Freeing himself from the crowd with the help of his Death Corps guards, Rain made his way over to Mila’s side and greeted Yan with his brilliant smile, so genuine and goofy her heart melted to see it. “Yan,” he said, slipping his arm around Mila’s waist. “It’s so good to see you again.”
 
  
 
 And that was it. No ‘I missed you’, no ‘I still love you’, not even a joke about becoming his fourth wife. Just, ‘good to see you’ while being all lovey-lovey with Mila. When did they become so intimate? Uptight Mila seemed perfectly fine with this public show of affection despite her parents standing only a few metres away. It wasn’t anything overtly salacious or indecent, merely one hand resting on her hip, but their actions were so casual and practised it spoke of a deep level of trust and affection, far more than they’d shared when Yan parted ways. To make matters worse, Rain’s new concubine towered over them nearby, a gorgeous goddess with long legs and huge tits whose every action exuded sex appeal as she clung to her ‘Lord Husband’s’ sleeve and studied Yan with a wary gaze. With Lin’s undeniable charisma thrown into the mix, was there even still room for Yan in Rain’s cluttered love life?
 
  
 
 Fucking hell. What a difference a year makes...
 
  
 
 Summoning a phony smile, Yan swallowed her disappointment and replied, “Good to see you too.” Turning aside, she wave Da’in over and said, “Let me introduce you to my new... What would I call you anyways? My God-Sister?”
 
  
 
 The willowy woman’s smile had a seductive cast to it, her eyes half-lidded and head held at a slight tilt, giving her the illusion of vulnerability despite being one of the most dangerous young women Yan knew. “Actually,” she drawled, linking arms with Yan as she spoke, “We’ve met, and since you call Godfather ‘Grandpa’, I would technically be your God-Aunt. Be a good little girl Yan-Yan, and greet your God-Aunt nicely.” With a petulant smile, Da’in switched to Sending and said, “You naughty, deceitful seductress. To think, I spent an entire morning raving about how bold and daring Falling Rain was yet you didn’t see fit to tell me he’s smitten with you.”
 
  
 
 “Smitten?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, utterly smitten and ready to heel at your command. Have you seen the way he looks at you? Like a starving predator lying in wait. I’ve already forced you to share your beloved Grandpa, so your God-Aunt won’t fight you for your little lover, even after such a spectacular and seductive display of arrogance and power.” Pursing her lips, Da’in added, “That said, he seems like a man of voracious appetite, so if he’s looking to add to his harem, be sure to think of your dear God-Aunt first, okay? I won’t settle for being his concubine, but neither will I insist on the position of primary wife. Mother and Father have been nagging me to marry for years now, and I fear they’re contemplating having me drugged, chained, and sold off to my prospective husband-to-be.”
 
  
 
 Starving predator huh? Brimming with confidence thanks to Da’in’s perspective, Yan completed the introductions and stepped aside to greet Li Song, even though the two of them weren’t that close. In fact, the surly wildcat seemed overtly antagonistic and Yan had no idea why, but she couldn’t be bothered to puzzle out why. Knowing Rain was still interested filled Yan with both joy and trepidation, her heart pounding and nerves aflutter as she struggled for control. He still cares, so don’t screw it up, but you’re not orphan Adujan anymore. You’re Du Min Yan and you can’t afford to be seen throwing yourself at men. You must be ladylike and demure lest you bring shame upon the Du family name, even though no one blinks twice when the men of Central whore about with reckless abandon. Thus, she had to be sneaky about throwing herself at Rain and wait until after nightfall to seduce him.
 
  
 
 Only a few hours more, and then...
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 Well this is awkward...
 
  
 
 I wouldn’t call myself socially adept, but even I can see there’s something hinky going on. It’s never a good sign when, after a long separation, your old friend doesn’t immediately come over to say hi and instead greets everyone else around you. Another bad sign is when said friend stops smiling after you tire of waiting and approach her first. Even worse is when she throws out a half-hearted ‘Good to see you too’ and immediately calls her scary-intense friend over to run interference, then leaves to go talk to someone else.
 
  
 
 The writing on the wall is plain to see. Yan’s avoiding me because she no longer harbours any romantic feelings and is worried I won’t handle rejection well.
 
  
 
 I won’t lie, it hurts. Not so much the rejection, which I knew would be a real possibility and was prepared for, but mostly, it’s finding out she thinks so little of me, she’s concerned about how I’ll react. I guess she believes all the unsavoury rumours she’s heard about me, or thinks I’ll use my new Imperial Manwhore status to pressure Du Min Gyu, or maybe she’s just not thrilled at the prospect of being the fourth woman in the relationship, but regardless of her reasons, it’s clear the spark between us is gone and she no longer even trusts me.
 
  
 
 What a difference a year makes.
 
  
 
 It’s all right. I’ll be okay. So Yan doesn’t want to pick things up where we left off. Big whoop. It was a teenaged romance driven by hormones and instincts, which is exactly why so many of them end in abject failure. At that age, it’s ‘out of sight, out of mind’, which means she’s probably been dreading this moment since her arrival in Nan Ping. That’s why she avoided you all this time and never tried to get in touch. Hell, if she had any lingering feelings, they probably evaporated after you invited her to a banquet in honour of your concubine. Oh god, is that why she gave Zabu and Shana back? To draw a line in the sand and show where she stands? I’m such an idiot for not seeing it sooner and getting all worked up about this reunion.
 
  
 
 Whatever. It’s fine. Just keep calm and carry on. Show her you’re okay with how things are, and maybe you can go back to being friends at least. Besides, you wouldn’t even know what to do with four or five wives. It’s nice in theory, but look at the facts. You have two betrothed and a concubine, but you’re still cranking it out on your own every chance you get. No wonder Yan doesn’t want you anymore, she probably kicked herself for being an idiot the second her mind cleared up, wondering why on earth she was ever attracted to a spineless, brain-dead loser like yourself.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, that escalated quickly. Also, again, stop talking to yourself, especially if all you’re gonna do is insult me. Er... you. Whatever. Shaddup. Please and thanks.
 
  
 
 Leaving Mila and Luo-Luo to handle the intimidating Ryo Da’in and her penetrating stare, I head over to greet the other guests of honour at tonight’s festivities. While Du Min Gyu is undoubtedly the star of the show, with his table sitting at the front of the banquet hall, Eccentric Gam and Broken Blade Pichai each have their own tables beside him. Dressed to the nines in his colourful, blood-covered, and battered armour, the Southern Expert Pichai sits alone in quiet meditation, his eyes closed and food untouched amid all the celebration, a picture of calm and serenity which puts me at ease. Conversely, on the other side, Gam Prime seems like the embodiment of chaos and destruction, inhaling all the food before him like his life depends on it while Wu Gam and the other guests watch on in a mixture of horror and amusement. Seeing this peak Expert behave like an animal makes me embarrassed for him, and the other guests aren’t shy about their derision.
 
  
 
 Politics aside, something doesn’t add up. Jorani was very evasive when outlining the whole ordeal and all but glossed over the final moments of the battle, ending with a simple ‘then the Defiled broke and ran’. Defiled don’t break. They might retreat or withdraw, but they never break, not in the manner Jorani and Mila described, running like headless chickens through the Central Plains. Also, Jorani never mentioned Du Min Gyu being injured, but on the way in, I overheard two guests speculating about what injuries the Great Hero Du had taken and reference an apology he made earlier this evening. I’m not sure what Jorani is hiding, but he wouldn’t lie or omit details unless put up to it. Having seen the cracks and dents in Pichai’s armour and how urgently Gam Prime is replenishing his body mass, it’s clear the battle wasn’t as cut and dried as the Legate would have us all believe.
 
  
 
 What happened at the Canston Winery and why aren’t they allowed to talk about it?
 
  
 
 Putting my curiosity aside, I approach the two Gams first since I at least have a rapport with the younger one. It’s amazing how similar they are, not only in physical features with their slender builds, fluffy white fox ears, and threadbare robes, but also their demeanour, both moving to guard their plates when I approach, as if worried I’ll steal the food right out of their mouths. Tempted to ask for a bite as a joke, I quash the urge when Gam literally growls when my eyes stray to his plate, a sure a warning and threat as I’ve ever heard.
 
  
 
 I now see why they call him ‘the Eccentric’.
 
  
 
 “How’d you do it?”
 
  
 
 Interrupted as I draw breath to greet them, the most eloquent response I can manage is, “Er, what?”
 
  
 
 Popping a piece of chicken into his mouth, Gam chews loudly while pointing with his chopsticks, both things even Tali and Tate know not to do. “Little five here says you got into his head and he froze up, blames himself and poor nerves for his loss, but I didn’t raise no mousy warrior, so I wanna know how’d you do it?” Switching to Sending, he continues, “How’d you cheat with no one noticing? You and the Legate in on it together? You his illegitimate son or something?”
 
  
 
 God, I wish. Things would be so much easier if I was, but sadly, amber eyes are hereditary and the Legate’s are a lovely shade of brown. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The lie comes easily but Gam is not so easily convinced, staring me down to intimidate me into submission. Weathering his gaze with only minimal cringing, I find it difficult to keep a straight face while the half-beast Expert chews with his mouth open, an ordeal which is horrify to watch and listen to, especially in stereo with Wu Gam doing the same beside him. After a torturous pause, my last nerve snaps and I say, “I’ve no illusions about our respective strengths. Though I won our first match, who’s to say what would happen if we fought again? Perhaps ‘little five’ will surprise everyone and emerge the victor.”
 
  
 
 ...Why? Why did you add that last bit? Why taunt the big, strong warrior who could crush your skull with one hand?
 
  
 
 Neither Gam is pleased by my flippant response, but the crowd loves it, none-too-quietly snickering in the background as they eavesdrop on our conversation. If not for Gam restraining him, ‘little five’ would have likely jumped to his feet and demanded a duel right here and now, something I’d hoped to avoid for... well... forever. Eager to change the subject, I offer them a military salute to smooth things over and say what I came to say. “Congratulations on a battle well fought and exposing the corruption lurking in our midst.” Even though I discovered it and handed the honour over on a silver platter.
 
  
 
 I wanted to go kill piggies...
 
  
 
 Following Luo-Luo’s instructions to the letter, I take my prepared gift from my Death Corps escorts and hold it out with both hands, waiting for Gam to accept it instead of placing it down in front of him. Thankfully, the quirky half-fox is quick to forgive and his eyes light up as he snatches the gift away to inspect it. There are a lot of unspoken rules to giving gifts, and while I wanted to pick three pieces of art from the wagon, Luo-Luo insisted I put more thought into my gift since whatever I presented would be scrutinized by the watching crowd and dissected for hidden meanings and significance. There’s a whole list of general things to avoid like pears, umbrellas, shoes, handkerchiefs, or anything to do with the number four, not because they’re shitty gifts, but because they’re homonyms for parting, breaking, evil, farewell, and death respectively, which I guess is seen as a veiled insult or something. It was hands down the stupidest shit I’ve ever heard.
 
  
 
 And then, Luo-Luo kept talking.
 
  
 
 Sharp objects are no good because it means I’m severing my relationship with the individual, while anything black or white is bad because those are colours associated with funerals, as are flowers, incense, candles, and more. In the same vein, green is also not a good colour, especially green hats for reasons Luo-Luo wouldn’t explain. I’m also supposed to avoid giving away jewellery or combs because those gifts have an intimate connotation, so much so that giving someone else’s wife a necklace might have you duelling her husband in the streets.
 
  
 
 There’s more, but that’s all I could handle in one afternoon. It’s reasons like this why I hate social interaction. What’s the point of making things so complicated? Sometimes, a gift is just a gift, especially since I’m only giving one because not giving a gift would be rude and grounds for a grudge-ing. Going with Luo-Luo’s suggestion, I picked out a bunch of herbal remedies, health supplements, and general body care items for the three aged warriors, though judging from the grease and grime built up in the Eccentric’s beard and hair, I have a feeling the bath bombs and scented soap will go unused. It’s all packaged in a fancy jade box too, because a gift that looks cheap is worse than no gift at all. Never mind that the medicinal ingredients themselves are expensive enough, the important thing is it must look expensive.
 
  
 
 Slipping away while Gam Prime rummages through his gift, a definite social faux-pas according to Luo-Luo, I approach the meditating Broken Blade Pichai and find myself presented with something of a challenge. Decorum demands I stand and wait until he accepts the gift, but since his eyes are closed and no amount of throat clearing can get him to open them, I’m not even sure if he knows I’m here. Quickly losing patience in these silly power games, I smile and pretend I’m nodding at a Sending and carry on a fake, silent conversation, one which comes to an abrupt end as I place the box on the table and walk away without a word, not caring if the crowd reads too much into it. At least this way no one will think I was rude, since the only way Pichai can expose me is if he admits he was rude first.
 
  
 
 I can’t believe I’m only coming up with this now. Pretending to receive instructions through Sending is frigging brilliant, the perfect way to avoid responsibility for my actions. All I have to do is stare off into the shadows, smile, nod, and then do whatever I want. Voila, responsibility free! If my actions offend anyone, they’ll blame it on a hidden Expert they can’t find, so they’ll be too scared to take their frustrations out on me.
 
  
 
 I’m a genius.
 
  
 
 Since Du Min Gyu is off with the snot-nosed brat and Yan’s working hard to avoid me, I hand the last gift to Song’s half-brother, a man so still and impassive he almost blends into the furniture without any Chi shenanigans. While the crowd deliberates over the contents of my gifts, haphazardly spread around his table by a disappointed Gam Prime, I escape to the safety of Ping Ping’s shadow, where no one is brave enough to approach lest the Divine Turtle smite them down in front of Empire’s finest and fattest. Still recovering from this morning’s clash out in the Azure Sea, the big girl ignores the fish and cabbage laid out for her in the middle of the banquet hall and instead sequesters herself in a corner, laying with arms and legs splayed out in all directions as she rests her head on the cold, hard tiles.
 
  
 
 It’s a sad-turtle sploot, both adorable and heartbreaking at the same time.
 
  
 
 Settling against her shoulder, I use my Loving Aura to lift her spirits, but to no avail. Ever since the embarrassing revelation with Sir Inky, I’ve been leery of throwing Love around willy nilly, but Pong Pong’s Aura of Despair really did a number on his future wifey, so I’m doing what I can to put her back together. Appreciative of the gesture, Ping Ping nuzzles me ever so gently before settling back down with a melancholic sigh.
 
  
 
 That’s the thing about depression; it’s largely a solitary, uphill battle. While it never hurts to have help, all the love and support in the world can’t save you from yourself.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I’m not doing much better. Having realized I’ve been rejected by Yan, I yearn to return to camp and snuggle my floofs, but leaving before saying goodbye to the guest of honour is more grounds for a grudge-ing. This is stupid, what am I supposed to do when the guest of honour skedaddles first? Sleep on the floor until he comes back? Plus, it’s nerve-wracking to be out here mingling while Pong Pong naps in my yurt, snuggled in Mama Bun’s embrace and guarded only by the unreliable and ignorant Jochi and Argat. I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter, since bringing Pong Pong around would be so much worse, especially if Ping Ping or Guan Suo recognize the tiny turtle for what he is. The two half-monkey brothers complained about being left behind, but I made up something about finding poisoned tea and they relented. Hopefully, they follow orders and keep everyone out, because I can only imagine what would happen in someone snuck in and disturbed the tiny terrapin tyrant from his peaceful slumber.
 
  
 
 Tidal waves of fury or something of the like, I’d assume.
 
  
 
 Taduk told me to say nothing and leave everything to him, so I’m not sure who knows about Pong Pong besides him, Lin, and Guard Leader. Hopefully, my scatter-brained Teacher thought to put more reliable guards on my yurt, since I’d only put 50/50 odds on Jochi and Argat sticking around for the entire time. Honestly, if it wasn’t for Yan, I wouldn’t have even bothered coming out, doubly so if I’d known how she felt about me beforehand. Feeling in need of a pick me up, I extend my loving Aura to Blackjack and laugh as the fearless hare scampers off of Ping Ping’s head and leaps into my waiting hands. Nose twitching as he devours a meaty treat, Blackjack seems none the worse for wear after this morning’s ordeal, my sweet little hare too tough for -
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain?”
 
  
 
 Yelping in surprise, I leap to my feet and find a sneaky stranger looming over me, well within striking distance should he attack. Clad head to toe in brigandine armour, the stranger’s handsome, angular face sports a grimace which seems entrenched there for all time. Though the spear in his hand garners most of my attention, I also notice the crowd’s uncharacteristic lack of response to my high pitched shriek, and I’m not sure if I should be relieved or worried no one noticed my unmanly reaction.
 
  
 
 “Stay your hand.” The stranger’s grimace deepens as I reach for my weapon, and breaks into a snarl as I draw it, but then, his eyes widen in surprise. Much as I’d like to claim credit, it turns out my scream didn’t go entirely unnoticed as Guan Suo’s fingers wrap around the stranger’s neck, his bushy white eyebrow raised in question as if asking for permission to kill.
 
  
 
 Studying the stranger for clues, I feel like an idiot once I notice a giant ‘Virtuous’ engraved on his chest-piece. “Err, don’t kill him. He’s with those people we met this morning, an Azure Ascendant.” What’s his name again? “Daxian, right? Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. What did you need”
 
  
 
 Please don’t let this be about Pong Pong...
 
  
 
 Rubbing his neck, Daxian’s cheeks burn red as he scowls at Guan Suo, though subdued enough not to say anything. “I’m here to bring you to see a mutual friend. Your Teacher is already there.”
 
  
 
 My stomach drops at the thinly veiled threat. Gesturing for him to lead the way, I follow Daxian out with Ping Ping and Guan Suo in tow, wishing I could send them both away and spare them from Gang Shu’s fury, but Ping Ping refuses to remain behind and Guan Suo ignores all my silent warnings. How we slip out without anyone noticing, I’ll never know, but it is with a heavy heart I go to meet my fate.
 
  
 
 What else could it be? Gang Shu must have found Pong Pong and was so furious with my deception, he took Taduk hostage to lure me out. I don’t know why he has to jump through all these hoops, but if I had to guess, it’s probably because of my status as an Imperial Scion. Either way, I doubt it’s enough to protect me from the wrath of an Ancestral Beast, though maybe I can beg him to spare Taduk, Guan Suo, and Ping Ping.
 
  
 
 As for Blackjack... Even GangShu wouldn’t murder the cutest little hare, right?
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 Despite the dire circumstances I’ve found myself in, I can’t help but resent Guan Suo, my only ally in all this. With Ping Ping in tow, we follow Daxian the Virtuous through the busy streets of Nan Ping, and it soon becomes clear no one notices our passing. Normally, everyone stops what they’re doing to gape, pray or scurry out of our way, but tonight, everyone goes about their business as usual, paying no attention to the giant turtle in their midst. It’s almost surreal seeing people unconsciously flowing around us, our bodies invisible but our presence noted. Coolies and rickshaw runners zip right by Ping Ping’s legs while children dart beneath her without ever noticing her majestic self, much less Guan Suo, Daxian, or myself, as if we’re ghosts wandering among the living or the world around us is merely a projection rather than reality itself.
 
  
 
 Honestly? It’s awesome, but I’m irked because if this is possible, then why doesn’t Guan Suo do this all the time? If Daxian can do it, I refuse to believe the grumpy old red-panda can’t, and it would’ve made travelling through Nan Ping so much easier...
 
  
 
 After a few minutes, our destination becomes clear and my heart skips a beat. “We’re going to the Magistrate’s Palace?” This can’t be good. What are the chances the Legate isn’t involved? Ancestral Beast or not, I doubt even GangShu could evade detection from the Legate’s protectors. I mean, why would Ancestral Beasts sign a Treaty if the Imperial Clan wasn’t strong enough to enforce it?
 
  
 
 My question earns me a harsh glare and a silent warning from the oh so Virtuous Daxian, which is a stupid title to begin with. He’s a former soldier turned bandit, so how virtuous can he be? Maybe he’s a certified, card-carrying virgin so they call him the virtuous, though I don’t know why anyone would want such a shitty title much less wear a breastplate proclaiming it to the world. Resisting the urge to draw Peace and hamstring the uppity bandit, I clench my fists and swallow my anger for Taduk’s sake. My teacher has been taken hostage and killing Gerel-lite here won’t do either of us any good, assuming I could even pull it off.
 
  
 
 Bah. I should have told Guan Suo to snap the bastard’s neck when I had the chance, or better yet, left Lei Gong and the Tyrant to drown in the Azure Sea. This is how they want to repay me? Well, courtesy demands reciprocity, and the same can be said of discourtesy. I don’t give a shit if GangShu is an Ancestral Beast or if he has the Legate’s backing, if they hurt Taduk, I’ll make them pay. I can’t beat them in a stand up fight, but I bet a bullet to the head or heart will ruin their day.
 
  
 
 Ah, shit. Really wish I’d grabbed Unity from Zabu’s harness on my way out...
 
  
 
 Whatever happens, you must endure. Smile, nod, go along with their demands, do whatever it is you need to do to get out alive, even if it means you have to give them Pong Pong. Then, after the dust settles, you can firebomb the whole fucking palace if that’s what it takes to get even.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Woah, calm down, murderous subconscious me. You haven’t figured out explosives yet, remember? No worries though, your enemies aren’t the only ones who know how to use poison, and if that doesn’t work, then head back to the mountains and bide your time. Revenge is a dish best served cold.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Wow, even my logical half is starting to sound murder-hobo-esque. I’m not sure how I feel about this, but it's GangShu and the Legate who’ve pushed me this far, so they’ll have no one to blame but themselves. If this is how they’ll treat me and my loved ones, then the Empire can go fuck itself.
 
  
 
 Taking a circuitous route through an underground passage I didn’t know existed, Daxian brings us under the walls and into the Magistrate’s Palace, emerging in the courtyard of what I assume is one of the guest manors. Ping Ping voices her displeasure when I follow Daxian into the main house, but thankfully, instead of throwing a fit, the big girl settles down with a thud, glaring at me and Guan Suo as we leave her behind.
 
  
 
 Poor girl, but perhaps this is for the best. I don’t know what’s waiting for me inside, and I’d rather Ping Ping not get wrapped up in all this.
 
  
 
 Opening the main door, Daxian stands aside and gestures for me to go through. “Mind your manners,” Daxian Sends, remaining outside as he closes the door behind us. “Not even you can get away with mouthing off in there.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s not foreboding at all. Gathering my courage, I glance at Guan Suo and say, “You know, it’s not too late for you to back out. I appreciate your help, but you don’t have to be here. In fact, I’d feel better if you brought Ping Ping away to safety, not that I can order you around or anything.”
 
  
 
 Raising one bushy white eyebrow, Guan Suo asks, “Safety? Pei. She’s safer sitting in that courtyard than anywhere else in the world right now, boy. What do you think is happening here?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... my teacher was taken hostage by an Ancestral Beast?”
 
  
 
 With an uncharacteristic smile, Guan Suo pats my back and pushes me along. “Your teacher is fine, boy. Go on in, time is wasting and in short supply.”
 
  
 
 Confused and relieved, I head into the manor’s sitting room to find the Legate drinking tea with what can only be described as a smattering of eclectic Experts. The Legate’s usual guards are nowhere to be found, though the four human Experts on either side of him are on full alert. I specify human because the remaining three Experts are half-beasts, which is surprising considering the general sentiment towards half-beasts. More surprising is that the Legate is playing the part of junior in all this, filling everyone’s tea cups without complaint or grievance, even the cups of his Expert guards. Taking a careful look at the Experts, I commit their faces to memory on the off chance I see them all again. The human Experts are all cut from the same cloth, slender, bearded men with grumpy expressions, but the half-beasts are a varied bunch.
 
  
 
 As usual, the sole woman in the group catches my eye first, a bushy-tailed half-fox with an ageless grace, a lovely, white-haired beauty who could pass for anywhere between forty and seventy years old. Unfortunately, her heritage combined with the ragged robes and quarterstaff tells me she’s in league with the Gams, which means I want nothing to do with her or her odd, half-brothers. Beside her is a stately, long-horned half-bull dressed in luxurious, embroidered robes, a hulking warrior who looks ridiculous sipping at his dainty teacup, but I’ll leave it to someone braver or stupider than me to inform him. The third half-beast is a little more difficult to place from his ears alone, but his colourful armour marks him as a Southerner. Add this to his wide, bulbous nose with a tiny, almost imperceptible white bump on the end of it makes me think he’s a half-rhino, and until someone tells me otherwise, a half-rhino he will be.
 
  
 
 Unsure how to proceed, the decision is made for me as the Legate’s Seneschal bars my path and drags me away from the table of Experts, heading towards a room deeper inside the manor. “You do what needs to be done, boy,” Guan Suo Sends, and I glance back to see him join the other Experts while the Legate smiles and pours him a cup of tea. “I’ll be out here if you need me.”
 
  
 
 Once again, I’m forced to reevaluate Guan Suo’s standing, but there’s precious little time to think. All but shoving me over the threshold, the Seneschal bows and shuts the door behind me, leaving me trapped in a room alone with GangShu. No, not alone, as Taduk is toiling away over a bed in the corner, using Chi, scalpel, and medicine to tend to a bruised and battered warrior, missing so many chunks of flesh it seems more corpse than man. So covered in blood and injuries, I barely recognize the monk laying right before my eyes, and only piece the clues together after seeing the Spiritual Spade leaning against the wall beside him.
 
  
 
 Now I feel bad about wishing him harm for running out after my wedding banquet...
 
  
 
 Tearing my eyes away from the bloodied monk, I turn to GangShu for answers. Ignoring the urge to run over and hug him, I place my hand on his forearm and Send, “What happened?”
 
  
 
 “Near as I can tell, Zhu Chanzui happened.” Shaking his head, GangShu sinks into his chair and sighs. “What a day. Losing my Runic Barge and the chance to find a drop of Heavenly Water was bad enough, but now I find out the Immortal is Defiled as they come and strong enough to reduce the Dharmapala to this... Mark my words boy, dark days are coming ahead. The Treaty is broken, and all hell will break loose.”
 
  
 
 I fucking knew that pig was no good. “I don’t understand. Why did Big Poppa Piggy attack the... Dharmapala?” The Monk had nothing to do with what happened at the Winery. More curious is how the monk called himself my Dharmapala, or Dharma protector, so why does GangShu say it like it’s a title?
 
  
 
 Snorting with laughter, GangShu smiles and Sends, “Big Poppa Piggy, I like that. Think I’ll use it the next time I see him.” Shrugging, he continues, “Few days ago, the Dharmapala dropped by to tell Wugang he was chasing down the Confessor. Said the old coot tried to kill you again, so he was off to smash the crazy bastard into meat paste. Fer a self-professed pacifist, the Dharmapala seems like an ornery feller, but I ain’t one to judge. Then, half an hour ago, he turns up looking like that and stays conscious long enough to tell us Zhu Chanzui’s Defiled, broken the Treaty, and that Sinuji ain’t there no more.”
 
  
 
 ... Who the fuck is the Confessor and why is he trying to kill me? What does that have to do with the Defiled Big Piggy? Also, Sinuji is on the border between Central and West, clear half-way across the province from here, at least ten days by boat, but the Monk’s only been gone for four days. What the fuck is going on here?
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy.” Looking up from his work, Taduk calls me over to the Monk’s side. “Come. He wants you to hear his last will and testament.”
 
  
 
 With a heavy heart, I kneel at the Monk’s side and take his hand, knowing that if Taduk can’t save him, then no one can. Only one of the Monk’s eyes is opened, the other sporting a lump so large he can’t see past it, a minor injury compared to the missing chunks of flesh dotted across his body. To one side lies a shred of cloth covered in a familiar black gunk, now inert without the light of the sun shining over it.Turning to Taduk with a raised eyebrow, he confirms my suspicions with a helpless sigh. "It's the same substance your people found at the winery, but its far more dangerous than we gave it credit. Jorani's quick thinking saved your soldier's life, for the longer this dark substance remains on the afflicted, the more dangerous it becomes. Not only does it eat away at flesh and bone, it uses whatever it devours to multiply and spread. He's too far gone for me to save, as the substance is deep in his organs and replicating faster than I can remove it."
 
  
 
 And judging by all the scattered bits of flesh and organs around us, Taduk gave it his best.
 
  
 
 Opening his cracked and bloodied lips, the Monk locks his one eye on Taduk and utters, “Privacy?”
 
  
 
 “No one will hear what you say,” Taduk assures him, patting my head as he steps away. “Not even myself. I swear it upon my honour.”
 
  
 
 Waiting long enough for Taduk and GangShu to leave the room, the brutalized Monk deflates as he pulls me close, his voice barely above a whisper as he speaks his last. “Brother SanDukkha,” he wheezes, his voice filled with urgency, “You have yet to take the vows of the Brotherhood, but this one must burden you with my dying words. Swear you will bring them to the Abbot, for he must hear them.”
 
  
 
 “I swear, I’ll send word -”
 
  
 
 “No!” With startling strength for a dying man, the Monk sits up with a glare. “The words must go from your mouth to his ear, understood? No other is to hear what I am about to say, for they concern secrets of the highest order! Swear brother, this one begs it of you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to bring myself to refuse, I nod and say, “I swear it. I’ll tell him everything in person, but I can’t promise it’ll be anytime soon. All out war is about to begin, so I can’t just wander off to go visit the Abbot.”
 
  
 
 “Tell the Legate what I’ve asked you to do and he will grant you permission.” Taking it as a matter of fact, the Monk settles back down into his pillows to gather his thoughts, and I busy myself making him comfortable. Just as I’m about to check if he’s still conscious, the Monk whispers, “Tell the Abbot Mahakala has failed, and to use my story as a warning to all others. Goujian was to be my Disciple, my successor, but instead, my teachings turned him into the Confessor, a reprehensible murderer and torturer. Such is my greatest shame, but not my greatest failure. My greatest failure lies rooted in pride, which kept me from correcting the error of my ways. Pride kept me from asking the Abbot for his help, and pride kept me from doing what I knew needed to be done, to give up salvation in this life and put down the monster of my own creation. How many thousands of lives could I have saved in exchange for a mere two, his and my own? How many lives were ruined by my pride, by my refusal to see what was clear to all? And once again, pride has brought me low, for I believed myself stronger than Zhu Changzui, and arrogantly announced their plans for all to hear. How many more died because of my actions? Such pride, such sin...”
 
  
 
 Though having trouble following along, I commit the Monk’s every word, inflection, and micro-expression to memory using my Natal Palace, so I can listen to it over and over again and pass it along without a single mistake. Shaking his head with a sigh, the Monk continues, “Devoted as I was, I could never truly adhere to the precepts or keep to the Eight-fold path. I’m sure the Abbot could see a path to take, a way to fix everything without death or violence, but again, my pride blinded me to it. Mahakala holds more seniority, so why was he not chosen as Abbot? Mentor, your Disciple is blind and is not worthy of your teachings, but I now see the wisdom behind your decision.” Fixing me with his steely gaze, he says, “Remember, Brother SanDukkha, no matter what trials or tribulations you may face, the Mother always leaves a path to salvation. Our world is imbalanced, and it is the Brotherhood who strive to fix it. No longer trapped by the cycle of samsara, itinerant souls seek to break through the barrier of existence and end it. If everything is in nihility then time and space become meaningless. An end to suffering yes, but an end to all else, the desperate last effort of the lost and destitute, Eh-Mi-Tuo-Fuo.”
 
  
 
 ...See, I understood all those words, but I have no idea what he just said. “Uh... Okay?”
 
  
 
 “Learn from Mahakala’s mistakes,” the Monk insists, his steely grip crushing my hand. “Do not let pride and arrogance bring you low, as it has done for me. Trust in the Abbot, and trust in those around you. Remember my words, and act on them, whether you be SanDukkha, Falling Rain, or Baledagh.”
 
  
 
 Closing his eye, Mahakala slumps back into the pillow and passes out, his breathing labored and nearing its last. We didn’t know each other well, but I trusted him, enough to share one of my deepest, darkest secrets with him. Is that what his warning was about? Trust those around me and tell them how thoroughly broken I really am? Easy to say, but if it was so easy to follow through, I’d have done it years ago instead of living a lie.
 
  
 
 What am I doing? Deliberate later, we could still save the Monk. I have a tiny bit of Heavenly Energy, and while it’s not enough to heal him to full, maybe it’s enough keep him alive so Taduk can work his magic. Unfortunately, I'm unable to free myself from Mahakala’s iron grip, and since my Teacher promised not to listen in, all my yells for help go unnoticed. Knowing time is of the utmost importance, I'm left with a sinking sensation as I ponder a somewhat difficult decision to make.
 
  
 
 In order to possibly save the Monk’s life, do I cut off his hand, or mine?
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 Hiding a bloody stump behind my back, I lean out the half-opened door to find the entire room of Experts turned towards me with questioning gazes. While I don’t specifically know who all these beardies and halfies are, they’re important enough to have their tea poured by a Legate which means it should probably greet everyone politely so they don’t take offence, but ain’t nobody got time for that. Pretending I don’t notice their stares, I make eye contact with Taduk, who’s standing between the seated Guan Suo and dainty-mannered half-bull. “Teacher, your aid is required.”
 
  
 
 I wonder... Did the Legate pour Taduk’s cup of tea? Probably not seeing how my teacher doesn’t even warrant a seat. Psh. Experts. If any of them ever need Healing, Taduk should turn them away at the door, but he won’t. As he rushes over with teacup in hand, I notice the heavy bags beneath his eyes and the enervated slump of his shoulders, drained by his efforts to save the Monk yet still soldiering on without question. Once he’s through the door, I shut it behind him and scurry to keep up with my speedy teacher, grabbing his wrist with my remaining hand and Sending, “Hang on. I think I have a way to save him.”
 
  
 
 “...What happened to your hand?”
 
  
 
 Flushing with embarrassment, I explain, “The Monk passed out and I couldn’t get free. It’s fine, I’ll reattach it later.” Assuming I can finagle it out of Makalaha’s grip. Malapaka? I’m never gonna get it right, so I’m gonna call him the Monk, at least until I meet another monk. “I have some Heavenly Energy saved up, not a lot, but more than nothing. Would that help?”
 
  
 
 “Doubtful.” After glancing over the trapped and dismembered hand, Taduk takes my stump and inspects it. “Even with a limitless flood of Heavenly Energy, I can’t Heal faster than the substance replicates. Forget about reattaching your hand, it’s already been compromised.” Though I see no black gunk on the severed extremity, I trust Taduk’s judgment and thank the Heavens I was feeling too magnanimous to cut the Monk’s hand off instead. His brow furrowed in worry, Taduk pulls me away from the Monk and mutters, “It’s even more insidious than I’d thought. Was the substance hiding its full capabilities earlier or has it reached a point of critical mass?”
 
  
 
 “Teacher, focus please.” As much as I’d like to know if the scary black goop is sentient, there’s more important things to worry about, like keeping the Monk alive. If Heavenly Energy isn’t enough, then maybe I can cleanse the gunk with Water-Chi, assuming it’s made from Demon Ichor like I hypothesized. With no time to explain, I Send, “Is it safe to touch him?”
 
  
 
 Though I can see he’s curious, Taduk knows time is of the essence and doesn’t ask questions. “Safer not to, but if you must, then be ready to amputate your hand at a moment’s notice.” With an apologetic shrug, he adds, “I’d do it for you, but I don’t carry a blade.”
 
  
 
 Right, unlike that sadist Tokta, who loves cutting people apart so much he has a surgical knife as a Spiritual Weapon, my teacher is a Medical Saint, a man who refuses to harm even his most hated nemesis, a Bicorn Bunny. “Understood. I’ll be careful.” Unfortunately, I have yet to learn how to control my Water-Chi after it leaves my body, so I’m gonna hafta touch the goop infected Monk to cleanse him. Reaching out with my only remaining hand, I recoil as an important fact crosses my mind. “Erm, I can’t amputate my infected hand without a second hand to hold my sword.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, good point.” Pondering the question for a half second, Taduk’s tired eyes light up and he Sends, “Use your foot. Problem solved.”
 
  
 
 After kicking off my boots and remembering to roll up my pants, I lean against Taduk for balance and hover my bare foot above the Monk’s stomach, where the concentration of gunk is highest. I really don’t want to lop my foot off too. Just because I do it often doesn’t make it any less unpleasant. Growing appendages is the worst, since the pain of raw, exposed nerves firing on all cylinders can’t be dulled until they acclimate and settle down, but it’s a pain I’m more than willing to accept if it keeps the Monk alive. Swallowing my fear and trepidation, I close my eyes and prepare for the task at hand, unsure if I’m up to snuff.
 
  
 
 Honestly? Probably not. For starters, Water-Chi feels and behaves differently from normal Chi, but it’s hard to place exactly how. Denser, perhaps, with more inertia. The difference isn’t massive, but regular Chi flows easily with a thought, as does Water-Chi, but the latter feels like it has more resistance as it moves through my body, or it has more weight to its passing, but it might be my overactive imagination at work. What isn’t my imagination is how Water-Chi resists or ignores my commands. It won’t adhere to the surface of my sword and form a whirling, razor-sharp edge through Honing, nor will it infuse my muscles with vigor and potency through Reinforcement. In similar fashion, I can’t use Water-Chi to Amplify, Lighten, Deflect, or any of the other plethora of uses I have for regular Chi. In fact, thus far, I’ve only found one use for Water-Chi which wouldn’t be considered a party trick, and that’s cleansing the dormant Spectres lurking about my Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 Which brings me to the second reason I don’t think I can do this. While I might be able to cleanse the Demonic Goop from the Monk’s body, I have no way to control it while carrying out the task. Once the Water-Chi leaves my body, it reverts into Heavenly Energy and mundane water, which means if I want to save the Monk, then I need to figure out how to control Chi externally, and fast.
 
  
 
 No amount of positive mental attitude will make this better. The Monk’s probably doomed, but nothing ventured, nothing gained.
 
  
 
 Wait… Maybe I don’t have to use Chi externally. Back in Sanshu, Blobby hid in my Spiritual Body and used me as a delivery system to get into Yo Ling’s Natal Palace. Could I do the same with my Water-Chi and the Monk? Pulling my foot back, I ask Taduk where the lowest area of Demon Gunk concentration is and laugh despite how serious the situation is when I hear the answer. Shifting aside, I mutter a silent apology and plop my bare foot on the Monk’s bald head, praying he’ll understand the urgent need after I save his life.
 
  
 
 Don’t worry, it’s totally clean. I took a bath before the party, with soap and everything.
 
  
 
 Reach for Balance and fall forward into the Void. The curtain parts and I find myself in an unfamiliar plane. The sun shines overhead and a massive statue sits cross-legged before me, each toe wider than I am tall and its face shrouded in shadow, a lean, muscular sculpted defender. Clothed in bright yellow monk robes, the statue’s hands are folded in quiet contemplation while a loud, resonating baritone chants rhythmically in the background, a sound which is both soothing and ominous at the same time. Aside from the statue, there’s little else of note. The floor is packed dirt and the landscape bare and empty aside from two visible pillars off in the distance, and I assume there are at least two more on the other side of the statue, holding back the writhing darkness of the void.
 
  
 
 Wait a second... Writhing?
 
  
 
 No matter how hard I strain my eyes, I’m unable to confirm my horrified suspicions and I don’t know if I should be annoyed or thankful. Instead of uselessly staring at the nothingness, I set out to find the Monk. Heading right because one direction is as good as the other, I run as quickly as my Spiritual legs can carry me, reminding myself the whole time I don’t need to breathe so there’s no way I’m out of breath. Feet ‘thumping’ against the packed dirt as the ‘wind’ rustles through my hair, a quick glance at the statue tells me I’m not actually going anywhere, still standing dead centre between its toes. Maybe I am moving and the statue is bigger than I thought, so it feels like I’m not moving at all. Then again, who’s to say the Monk is even in here? I remember noting that my ‘Brother’ persona disappeared every time I went to sleep, but I’m not sure if I should draw lessons from my schizophrenic episodes.
 
  
 
 Still futilely running in place, because why not, I yell, “Hello?” Dammit... what’s his name again? Right, Mahakala. Say it just like that. Ma. Ha. Ka. La. It’s easy. Four syllables is nothing, who cares how similar they are? It shouldn’t be a problem for a big-brained hero like you. Don’t think about screwing up, say it with confidence and you’re good. “Maha-ph-shll?” I mumble, wincing at my abject failure. “It’s me, Falling Rain. I’m here to save you, but I need your help.”
 
  
 
 The booming chanting drowns out my voice, so loud I can barely hear myself yell much less expect anyone else to hear me. That said, this isn’t the real world and physics need not apply, so shouting probably isn’t the way to go about it. Thinking back on my encounter with Pong-Pong, I try to remember exactly what I did to catch his attention. I was standing on his shell without knowing it was a shell, wondering why the water was back in my Natal Palace. Then I thought ‘fuck it,’ and sat down to meditate and... Pong Pong sensed and found me.
 
  
 
 Slowing my steps, I face the statue and sit down, mostly because I don’t feel comfortable staring at the encroaching darkness. I swear it’s not paranoia, and despite not having any empirical evidence to support my findings, I can feel it closing in around me, a menacing, ponderous presence which means me harm. Shit, I didn’t think things through well enough. It’s entirely possible the Monk’s not in here, on account of being passed out or not being crazy and leaving split personalities in his Natal Palace. If he’s not in here, then I might be stuck, which means I get to find out what happens if I’m still here when the darkness arrives.
 
  
 
 Nothing good, because when is it ever? Just once, I’d like the ominous darkness to hold something nice, like fluffy bunnies or gorgeous, sex-starved, adventurous women.
 
  
 
 Concentrate. Time constraints and impending doom, remember?
 
  
 
 Quashing my growing urge to panic, I close my eyes, take a deep breath (despite not needing to breathe) and settle in to meditate. The Energy of the Heavens flows into my Core to be converted into Chi, a process I’ve experienced thousands of times before, but this time it feels... wrong, as if I’m drawing something wicked and unclean into my being, unpleasant and unpalatable to the soul. My meditative trance ends with a pained gasp as I open my eyes and shudder, trying to scrub the memory of filth and contamination from my mind. With nothing else to focus on, my mind fixates on the measured cadence of the chanting as I disgorge the wrongness from my soul. Time becomes meaningless as I lose myself in the chant, and when I come to my senses once more, I find myself chanting along as the wrongness dissipates, my voice deeper and more resonant than I’d ever thought possible. The words are still gibberish, but I can follow along and know what comes next without thinking.
 
  
 
 What’s going on? Did I just learn a new skill? Battle Chant. No, Spell Song. No, Sanity Hymn! Ah, that’s stupid. Whatever, I’ll figure out the name later.
 
  
 
 The silence is deafening as the chanting comes to an abrupt end. The shadows shift and the world darkens, but thankfully not the pitch-black darkness of the inhabited void. Raising my head, I find the statue looming above me as it studies my tiny form, its face still shrouded by inviolable darkness. There are no eyes to gaze into or expressions to read, so I put on my best smile and wave at the behemoth, kicking myself for not realizing it sooner. “Hi Mahakala.” Nailed it! “I’m here to save you.”
 
  
 
 “Here to save me are you?” the Monk asks, his voice impassive and composed as always. “You’ve come to whisper your lies and offer me salvation? A chance to live with power untold waiting only for me to reach out and grasp it?” Leaning closer, the shadows darken and his voice drops. “You think me a fool?
 
  
 
 I don’t know why, but this blank face is more terrifying than his angry one, and the Monk has a top-tier angry face. It’s all in the eyes and how wide they get compared to their normal size. “Wait, hold on, I’m not a Spectre. It’s really me, Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 Returning to his seated position, the Monk dismisses me with a harrumph. “I know not how you penetrated my defences, but you’ve constructed a poor ruse indeed. You wear a poor copy of Brother SanDukkha’s form, too old and ugly, yet you expect me to welcome you with open arms? You still exist only because to smite you would only add to my sins, so begone apparition, before my tolerance is spent. Mahakala may be dying, but he is still far from dead.”
 
  
 
 “No, I get it, Spectres are lying scum, but seriously, it’s me.” Ugh, this is so frustrating. “I told you all about my problems with Baledagh, remember? You helped me then, so now it’s my turn to help you.” A thought strikes me and I study the Monk’s behemoth form from head to toe, noting the vast discrepancy between this massive body and his real one, a big reason I never considered the statue might be the Monk.
 
  
 
 “Hang on a second... how do I know it’s really you, and not a Spectre pretending to be you? I mean, I can’t see your face and you’re...” Glancing up and down at his body, I try to think of a proper way to frame it and fail horrifically. “Not fat.”
 
  
 
 The towering Monk pauses and shakes his head, though I sense it more than I see it. “You’ve got his rude mannerisms down, if not his image, but as you so aptly pointed out, one’s mind’s image does not always match reality. Come, spew your lies and play your tricks, apparition. Mahakala will see through them.”
 
  
 
 “Ugh, I don’t have time for this. You’re dying and I can save you, but I need you to bring me to the edge of the darkness so I can cleanse the Demon Goop from your body.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Gesturing around, the massive Monk asks, “Why must I bring you? The darkness has already arrived.”
 
  
 
 Fuck. Apparently, while lost in my meditative trance and subsequent cleansing, the darkness snuck up behind me. The pillars, once distant landmarks, are now almost close enough to spit on, or at least hit with an arrow, and my fears are proven true as I spot the Spectres squirming about the void. How long have I been here? Has the Demon Gunk reached the Monk’s head, and therefore my foot too? Damn it, how am I supposed to explain a missing hand and foot to the Legate? ‘I touched the Monk by accident, then took off my shoes and poked him for good measure’?
 
  
 
 Whatever. One problem at a time.
 
  
 
 Seeing how I no longer need the Monk’s help, I head towards the void with my eyes averted, unable to stomach the unsavoury, twisting patterns of the writhing Spectres, so different from what I expected. These Spectres have no cunning or intelligence behind their eyes, a silent, uncoordinated horde pushing and clawing at an invisible barrier, driven to madness by ravenous hunger as they seek to consume the Monk’s Spiritual Body. Mine too, judging by their heightened frenzy as I approach the barrier, but luckily, I came prepared.
 
  
 
 Wishing I knew a better way to transport it, my Spiritual Body regurgitates all the Water-Chi I have stored, which turns out to be less of a flood and more of a trickle. Granted I only bound one container of water, but Blobby is a droplet and he flooded Yo Ling’s Natal Palace. Still, disappointed as I am with the volume, the results are everything I hoped for and more. Crashing into the darkness, my Water-Chi washes over the tightly-packed Spectres and sweeps them away, dissolving them into sweet, Heavenly Ene -
 
  
 
 Hey!
 
  
 
 What the fuck?
 
  
 
 Where’s my Heavenly Energy? Why are the Spectres dissipating into nothingness? I was banking on the Heavenly Energy to keep the Monk alive, help Mom get back on her feet, and maybe give myself ten or twenty centimetres if there’s still some left over. Why isn’t it working like before?
 
  
 
 It gets worse. I didn’t consider that Blobby is an endless font of Heavenly Water whereas my Water-Chi is both finite and consumed in the cleansing process. The maddened apparitions hardly seem to notice as more surge forwards into the space left by their dissolved comrades, and I’m forced to retreat before the darkness engulfs me. Taking shelter by the Monk, I massage my forehead and try to come up with another solution. “Okay,” I say, thinking out loud. “That didn’t go as expected. You ran out of Water-Chi, because Blobby is a butt and left on sabbatical. Also, there’s something wrong with these Spectres. Usually, you kill a few Spectres and the rest go running, but this time, these ones don’t give a flying fuck. So aside from being weird, creepy, and contorty, these Spectres have no sense of self-preservation. Now I know. Don’t know how it helps, but you know. So what next?” Eyeing the unsavoury horde, I wince and say, “Devour them? I could always cleanse them later after I bind more water or find Blobby.” Oh, I could get Pong-Pong to do it!
 
  
 
 “No Brother SanDukkha.” Engulfing me with his massive hands, the Monk gently lifts me to eye level and treats me to a glimpse of his face. It’s younger and thinner, one suited for the body it sits on, handsome but not to excess, with an honest smile and carefree gaze. “You are truly a child of many mysteries,” he says, studying my Spiritual Body with a keen eye. “How did you make your way into my Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 “It’s something I do. Mostly involuntarily, but I meant to do it this time.” Waving away his questions, I continue, “There’s no time for this. I came up with another way to save you, but -”
 
  
 
 “Do not devour these apparitions, Brother SanDukkha. They are not the Spectres you’ve faced before.”
 
  
 
 Thanks, I realized. “No, but -”
 
  
 
 Heedless to the time sensitive nature of our plight, the Monk continues “These are the itinerant souls I spoke of, and it seems the Enemy has found a way to weaponize them. They are Anathema to matter and life itself, driven to consume everything in their path until nothing remains.”
 
  
 
 “...Then why does it need sunlight to work?” My question gives the Monk pause and affords me the opportunity to keep speaking. “Whatever, we’ll figure it out later. Right now, you need to send me away. I can still save you, but I need to go get something first.” How do I hide Pong Pong’s presence from all the Experts outside the door? One problem at a time. “Hurry, we don’t have time to spare.”
 
  
 
 Unfazed by the urgency in my tone, the Monk continues to lecture me. “Brother SanDukkha, this too must reach the Abbot’s ear. What I warned of was nihility in a spiritual sense, but this weapon, this ‘Demon Gunk’ as you’ve termed it, this will bring nothingness on a more tangible scale.”
 
  
 
 “Got it, will tell him, but first, send me out so I can SAVE YOUR LIFE!”
 
  
 
 Smiling at my desperate pleas, the Monk shakes his head and refuses to do as I ask. “Waste not your efforts. My time is at an end, for even should Mahakala survive, he lacks the resolve to continue. Pride was my downfall, and to believe myself capable of mending my ways would be to make the same mistake again.”
 
  
 
 “No! You can’t quit, not now. You can tell the Abbot yourself, and you can help right the Balance or whatever you think you’re doing. Don’t give up, the world needs you.”
 
  
 
 I need him... Who else can I talk to about Baledagh?
 
  
 
 With a contented sigh, the Monk leans back to stare at the sky, peering past the impenetrable cloud of Spectres at something I can’t see. “Perhaps it is selfish to leave this mess to you and others, and for this, you have my heartfelt apologies, but Mahakala is not strong enough to see this through. The Heavens call to me Brother SanDukkha, but your trials have yet to end.” Looking at me once more, the Monk smiles and says, “Mourn not for my passing, for death is merely a new beginning, a chance to start anew.”
 
  
 
 “Mourn you? You’ll be lucky if I don’t curse you! Stay and fight, you coward!”
 
  
 
 “Then Mahakala can only beg your forgiveness.” Though still smiling, the Monk is hurt by my condemnation and a single tear drips down his cheek. “Do not let your disdain affect your decision. The Abbot must be warned. One last matter, Brother SanDukkha: Never reveal this ability to the Legate or any member of the Imperial Clan, else they will stop at nothing to control or destroy you.”
 
  
 
 And with this ominous last warning, the Monk sends me away, and I open my eyes back in reality, my foot still resting atop his fat bald head while I lean against Taduk’s chest. Blinking tears out of my eyes, I right myself and Send, “I couldn’t save him, but Pong-Pong can. We need to go get him quickly, there isn’t much time.”
 
  
 
 “Rain my boy,” Taduk whispers, patting my head. “I’m sorry, but he’s gone.” Clearing his throat as I stare at the Monk’s corpse in disbelief, he adds, “I know you’re in shock, but you need to lop off your foot first else you’ll soon join him.”
 
  
 
 And to think... this morning, I thought things were looking up.
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 A withered, blackened husk is all that remains of the once bulky and enigmatic Monk, his body ravaged by the Demonic Gunk and his soul’s ultimate fate left unknown. A horrific and terrifying end, yet all I can think of is the Monk’s teary smile because I called him a coward and wishing I could take it back. He died because he was trying to protect me from the Confessor, and even though I resent him for giving up, I know how difficult it is to keep going in the face of abject failure. Hell, it’s not like that’s the only reason he had for giving up, he saw the writing on the wall and accepted his fate with grace and aplomb while still resisting until the bitter end despite how futile it must have seemed. I didn’t know him well, but he struck me as a flawed man doing his best to better himself and the world around him. It makes me wish I knew more about him, had trusted him sooner and listened to his advice or learned more about him. We only had one, real conversation together, but in that one exchange, he forced me to face a hard truth about myself and I’ll always be grateful for his help.
 
  
 
 Thank you and goodbye Mahakala. Hopefully, your struggles are at an end and you’re resting peacefully in the arms of the Mother while awaiting your next turn at the wheel of life instead of being devoured by the feral Spectres and consigned to oblivion, or worse, joining their ranks like some zombified, ravenous ghost.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, that’s a depressing thought.
 
  
 
 With Taduk’s help, I grab the Monk’s inert Spiritual Spade and hop out the room, regretting my choice to sacrifice my right hand and foot. Not the sacrifice itself, since I’d do it again if given the choice, only I’d be smart about it and cut off my right hand and left foot instead of taking both from the same side. At least then I’d be able to hobble around with a crutch, but alas, I am not a clever man. Doing my best to ignore all the confused stares, I leave it to Taduk to explain my disabled state, which he does with a simple statement. “The Dharmapala has passed away, and the substance is much hazardous than I first suspected. Although it corrodes all manner of materials, it would appear it feeds primarily upon human flesh, or perhaps even Chi. Easy there, Rain my boy, there you go.” Plopping me down on a bench beside the wall, Taduk gestures to GangShu and continues. “After we left the room, the substance’s speed of replication increased exponentially and infected the boy here. I’m uncertain if the timing is coincidental or if it was waiting for us to depart, but either way, this is a most troubling discovery.”
 
  
 
 “How, pray tell, did it spread to his foot? Why did he take off his shoes in the first place?” One Beardie seems utterly confused, but thankfully, everyone else ignores his question.
 
  
 
 Stroking his beard alongside the rest of his look-a-likes, a second Beardie asks, “Is there no way to combat this vile substance?”
 
  
 
 Having been warned by Taduk to keep Blobby and Pong Pong’s existence secret, I keep my mouth shut as GangShu answers in my stead. “Short of possessing an Elemental Spirit? Don’t get hit, I suppose.”
 
  
 
 Well, at least now I know what to call Blobby’s siblings, assuming I ever stumble across one. I’d settle for Blobby back though. Stupid teardrop, running off at such an important time. I could have saved the Monk if Blobby was around, or if I hadn’t rejected my first Awakening and had more time to practice, or...
 
  
 
 Breathe, Rain. Breathe. No point playing this game. Things happened. You can’t change it, so deal with it.
 
  
 
 Grimacing at GangShu’s levity, a second Beardie chimes in. “This is a national crisis, and you of all people should appreciate the gravity of the situation. If the Medical Saint’s hypothesis is correct then the Defiled are now in possession of a weapon which can kill a Divinity.”
 
  
 
 Is he calling the Monk a Divinity or is he speaking hypothetically? C’mon Beardie, be more clear about it.
 
  
 
 “An understatement, if anything.” Withdrawing the copper vessel from his sleeve, the Legate gingerly places it on the table and the others instinctively recoil from its presence. “If the boy’s scouts saw true, then this is a weapon which can be mass produced and wielded by commoners. Imagine an army of Defiled lobbing these canisters towards you, or Wraiths hidden in the shadows while waiting for you to lower your guard. Small wonder Zhu Chanzui and the Defiled care nothing for the treaty. This insidious weapon affords them every advantage in a battle of Divinities, and until proper countermeasures are in place, who would dare ride out to meet them?”
 
  
 
 The room falls silent as everyone considers the implications, myself included. It’s funny, I’ve been trying to find a way to even the odds and right the balance of power, but it looks like the Defiled beat me to it. I want to tell them about the Feral Spectres and what the Monk said about this gunk being Anathema and whatnot, but it would mean explaining how I ended up in the Monk’s Natal palace and he was pretty clear in warning me I should keep it a secret.
 
  
 
 Wait... When he said ‘this ability’, was he talking about my Natal Palace diving thing, or the Devouring thing? Or maybe it’s the whole Water-Chi cleansing thing, or the Blobby thing... Dammit, I have too many secrets, be more specific with your final warnings! Well... whatever, one secret, four secrets, what’s the difference?
 
  
 
 The silence is broken as a teacup shatters in the fox-lady’s grip, and she growls in frustration. “If I had known things would turn out like this,” she says, dabbing away at her soaked, ragged robes with a towel speedily provided by the Seneschal, “Then I’d have crushed that haggard mole-bitch like a bug.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, the half-bull says, “Better had we heeded our absent friend’s advice and taken her hostage. There are still many questions to be answered.”
 
  
 
 Yea, like who’s this mole-bitch and who are all of you? Also, where do I find the Abbot? That seems important, but more of a me thing as opposed to a group discussion.
 
  
 
 Clenching his fist, the half-rhino speaks through gritted teeth. “It matters not. The Enemy has broken the Treaty, and in doing so, they have sealed their fate. We stand on the side of righteousness and those who were once neutral will flock to our side, and together, we will destroy the Defiled once and for all. This substance will not be enough to save them from the iron fist of justice.”
 
  
 
 It’s adorably naive he actually believes that... If anything, I feel like revealing how dangerous the Demonic Goop is will encourage neutral Ancestral Beasts to go deeper into hiding, if not outright join the Defiled in the interest of self-preservation.
 
  
 
 The half-bull agrees with my unspoken thoughts. “Assuming said neutral parties uphold their end of the Treaty.” Sipping his tea with a dainty slurp, the half-bull looks at no one in particular as he asks, “Well? It was not a rhetorical question. Answer wisely, for those who do not stand with us...”
 
  
 
 With all the subtlety of a brick, the half-bull Expert leaves the rest unsaid, but GangShu laughs in response. “I’d always heard you were an arrogant idiot, but the rumours don’t do ye justice. Say I refuse, what’re ye gonna do? Fight me with the largest gathering of soldiers in the Empire’s history sitting outside the gates? You ever heard the term ‘collateral damage’? Talk about cutting yer nose to spite yer face.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, the half-bull smiles in response. “Is that a refusal?” he asks, putting his teacup down to crack his neck, and suddenly, his actions don’t seem delicate or dainty at all. “If so, I’ll happily teach you which of us is the arrogant idiot. I should thank you in advance. Only yesterday I told you I was growing bored, and now you’re kind enough to provide me with this much needed distraction.”
 
  
 
 You know... Seeing how eager he is to go toe to toe with Ancestral Beast GangShu, I’m starting to think he’s not a half-bull after all...
 
  
 
 Holy shit... is this a meeting for Divinities? Is that Mama Gam? What constitutes a Human Divinity? Why don’t I feel like nuzzling any of the Ancestral Beasts besides GangShu? And did he just imply he’d fuck up the millions of soldiers camped around Nan Ping? How strong are Ancestral Beasts, and how massive must Guan Suo’s balls be to sit at this table and smoke his pipe? The man gives zero fucks, and even as a fight between Divinity brews right beside him, he’s still puffing away without a care in the world.
 
  
 
 Then again, it might be whatever he packs into his pipe. I still can’t get a read on him, but at least he’s on my side. Or Ping Ping’s side, and she’s on my side, so same thing.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, in the midst of all this tension, the Legate keeps a cool head. “Please, Great One,” he says, standing to bow at the bull. “Antagonizing our allies serves no purpose.” Turning to GangShu, he offers a second bow, though this time not as deep. “It is not the Empire’s intention to force you to a decision, not yet. This one has sent word back to the Emperor, Blessed be His name, and must await further instructions. Whether we invoke the Treaty is still yet to be decided, but should such a day come, it would ease many troubled minds to know where the Great Ones stand.”
 
  
 
 “Haven’t decided,” GangShu answers, giving no face as he slides his empty teacup forward, indicating he’d like it filled.
 
  
 
 Foxy Mama Gam offers more than a non-answer, but hardly what the Legate is looking for. “My boys won’t be leaving any time soon. One dreams of dying in glorious battle while the other yearns for honour and infamy, so I too will remain to guard them, but for me to submit to Imperial authority? An unlikely prospect.”
 
  
 
 No one else speaks, but the Legate’s grimace deepens as he nods in reply to a Sending (or pretends to for the sake of ignoring GangShu’s teacup). After a short pause, he salutes everyone in turn and says, “Then this one will not keep you all any longer. Forgive me for not seeing you out, as matters of national security demand this one’s attention.”
 
  
 
 As handy a dismissal as any, but I still have to ask him about taking leave to deliver the Monk’s message. Pushing myself to my... foot, I call out without thinking. “Hang on.”
 
  
 
 Without pausing his footsteps, the Legate fixes me with a disgruntled glare, none too pleased at being stopped in front of all the gathered Divinities. Standing at his side, the Beardie who asked about my missing shoes snarls and asks, “Audacious! Watch your tone, boy. Who do you think you’re speaking to?”
 
  
 
 I could blame it on the bloodless, pain, or grief, but when it comes right down to it, I don’t care enough to play games right now. “I’m speaking to the Legate.” Hopping closer to stand before him, I ignore Chief Beardie’s glare and bow deeply to the Legate, or as deeply as I can without toppling over, and pray he doesn't have me killed out of spite. “Sorry for my blatant disregard for protocol, but in my condition, I worried I wouldn’t be able to chase you down. The Dharmapala has entrusted me with a message for the Abbot, so I will be leaving Nan Ping at dawn.”
 
  
 
 Belatedly, I realize how poorly worded my statement was. I should have presented it as a request instead of merely informing the Legate of my departure like I don’t care about his opinion. A minor discrepancy in my eyes, but it could also be construed as a complete lack of respect and face. Combine this with mouthing off to a Divinity, and it’s possible I’ll find out first hand if Mahakala made it to the arms of the Mother after the Legate orders my execution, a real possibility considering Shen ZhenWu’s heavy breathing and angry silence. Gesturing for me to follow behind, he strides out the room and I do my best to keep up, but even with Taduk’s help, the Legate is left standing in the courtyard for several seconds before we catch up. Before stumbling down the stairs, I turn back to find Guan Suo and GangShu following closely behind, with no sign of the other Divinities to be found.
 
  
 
 Snapping his fan open, the Legate draws himself up to full height while displaying the stylized, painted dragon, though the whole image is ruined by Ping Ping sitting in siege mode behind him. “What message does the Dharmapala have for the Abbot?”
 
  
 
 Too tired to bow again, I feign breathlessness while thinking about how to best frame my answer. “My apologies, but the Dharmapala’s message involves secrets of the highest order, and he was adamant I deliver the message in person, from my lips to Abbot’s ears and none other. Command it, and I will gladly reveal its contents, but otherwise, I am bound by my word.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Chief Beardie offers another snort of disdain. “What secrets could he share with a child outside the order?”
 
  
 
 “None.” Nodding sagely, I continue, “So it’s a good thing I am a member of the order, acknowledged and admitted by the Abbot himself. The Dharmapala claimed he chiselled my Dharma name into the wall with his own hands, and told me I stand second only to the Abbot and none others.” With a half-hearted shrug, I add, “I don’t understand it myself, but that’s what he said. I can swear an Oath and verify my words if you’d like.”
 
  
 
 The antagonistic Beardie trades a surprised glance with the Legate before asking, “What is the nature of your relationship with the Dharmapala?”
 
  
 
 With another shrug, I stick to the truth. “We don’t have one, not really. He showed up a few days before the Conference began and told me he was here to act as my Dharmapala, along with everything else I just shared. I don’t know why and if I’m being honest, didn’t entirely buy into it either, but he died trying to bring my poisoner to justice, so passing on a message is the least I could do.” Sensing it’s now or never, I ask, “Who’s the Confessor and why is he trying to kill me?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring my question, Chief Beardie and the Legate exchange yet another glance, but the Seneschal is kind enough to provide an answer. “You met his Disciple in Sanshu, Han BoLao. As for why he wants you dead, I imagine it has something to do with her death.”
 
  
 
 “... Oh. I see.” Please don’t piss your pants in front of the Legate. Or while leaning on Taduk. He won’t hold it against you, but it’s still embarrassing.
 
  
 
 After a short and silent discussion, the Legate closes his fan and tucks it into his belt. “I will not command you to reveal the contents of your message, nor will I forbid you from delivering it. However, I will urge you to think twice before committing yourself to this path. The Empire needs its heroes now more than ever, and Falling Rain of the Bekhai stands high among them.”
 
  
 
 Having said his piece, the Legate turns around and leaves with his Chief Beardie, but the Seneschal remains behind. Waiting until they’re both out of sight, the Seneschal leans in close to look me in the eye and say what the Legate will not. “Boy, feel honoured, for my young master has great plans in store for you. Think. Why would he award you with such a great honour, one never before bestowed upon an outsider? Surely you’re not foolish enough to believe your strength warrants it?”
 
  
 
 It takes longer than I’d like to admit to figure out what honour he’s talking about, so unused to seeing Luo-Luo’s presence as a good thing. “Well if I had to guess? It’s because he knows the Bekhai and Akanai in particular have no interest in politics, which means improving my social standing and future prospects comes at little to no cost since I’ll be unlikely to use it.”
 
  
 
 Smiling at my blunt reply, the Seneschal shrugs and replies, “I won’t lie and tell you you’re wrong, but you’re not entirely correct. My young master expects great things from you, even after seeing your reduced state. You must understand, Sinuji was meant to be our command post in the war against the Defiled, and once word of its destruction spreads, the people’s faith in the Empire will waver. We need heroes young and old to bolster their confidence and keep them from succumbing to despair, for every citizen who turns Defiled is one more threat brought to bear against us.”
 
  
 
 With a wary glance at Taduk, Guan Suo, and Gang Shu, the Seneschal gingerly places a hand on my shoulder and smiles. “My young master believes none better suited for this than you, but it cannot happen if you leave now during this most critical of junctures. Remain in Nan Ping and my young master will raise you and the Bekhai to heights unheard of. You think yourself strong? There are young talents in the East who will put your skills to shame, but should you learn our secrets under the Imperial Protector’s tutelage, which we can freely offer now that you are an Imperial Scion, you will rise up to surpass all others and truly become the number one talent in the Empire. More than that, your meteoric rise will leave the Empire in awe as you surpass your Mentor in two decades, and your Grand Mentor in three. Given time, you might even grow to become a Divinity yourself, a supreme warrior standing at the peak of the Martial Path, but only if you choose to stay. Leave, and we must offer this chance to another, but think twice before you do. The quickest way to raise a young warrior’s reputation is by treading upon yours. This is no threat, only the cold, hard truth, for such is life, my young friend, and though you are our first choice for this honour, never for a moment think you are our only choice.”
 
  
 
 ...Wow. The Seneschal’s sales pitch is convincing, but I’m not the wide-eyed youth I appear to be. He offers secrets and strength but makes no mention of cost or sacrifice. I don’t see them offering Imperial secrets for free, not all of them at least. They’ll give me a small taste and my strength will rise by leaps and bounds, but then I’ll plateau or reach a bottleneck and the Imperial Protector will have a solution, but not one he can share without consequence. An Oath of fealty, he’ll suggest, and I’ll resist, but then he'll offer me another choice, a lesser Oath perhaps, or something else to prove myself. Slowly, but surely, they’ll drag me deeper into their clutches until I’m a warrior bound to obey the Legate’s will as surely as any slave, and I’ll thank them every step of the way.
 
  
 
 Raise me to Divinity? Maybe they will, but only if it serves their purpose.
 
  
 
 Even knowing how things will likely turn out, I still find myself wanting to accept their offer. Not because I necessarily want the Legate as my backer, but mostly because I don’t want him as my enemy. I don’t trust him, but I don’t mind working with him, so long as our goals are aligned. Offering them one more out, I swallow my trepidation and say, “It is not my intention to refuse the Legate’s goodwill. I am grateful for all he has done, and were circumstances different, I would gladly do as you suggest. However,” I stress, hoping he understands that the ball is in the Legate’s court, “Failing this, I must stay true to my word and fulfill the Dharmapala’s dying wish. I will travel with the utmost haste and endeavour to return as soon as possible, but if the Legate does as you’ve said and chooses a new partner to work with, then know that I will help in whatever way possible to smooth things along. I will bear no grudge for I know he acts with the Empire’s best interest in mind.” Or at least I hope he does.
 
  
 
 “Disappointing.” Shaking his head, the Seneschal says, “I urge you to consult with your Mentor and Grand-Mentor before committing yourself to this path, for those who do not stand with us...”
 
  
 
 Like the Ancestral Bull, the Seneschal leaves the rest unsaid, but I complete it for him. “Stand against us? Not always true. Some people only want to be left alone.”
 
  
 
 With a sad smile, the Seneschal turns away and leaves. “Even if you mean it,” he Sends, “My young master’s enemies might think to use you against us, and we cannot afford to let this happen. Blame your own talent, Falling Rain, for it makes you too dangerous to leave unchecked.”
 
  
 
 Burying my face in Taduk’s robes, I close my eyes and sigh.
 
  
 
 Politics are the worst.
 
  
 
 “Well Teacher,” I say, feigning a smile. “Let’s go tell Grand-Mentor the good news and see what she has to say.”
 
  
 
 Seriously though, I would really love it if someone older and wiser made this decision for me.
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 There was a storm brewing over the horizon, a coming calamity from which Luo-Luo feared she could not escape from. The signs were all there, a glance here or a smile there, minor things when taken separately, but when put together, they painted a most ominous portent. Luo-Luo did her best to maintain composure, but the more she looked and remembered, the more clues she uncovered, and she soon worked herself into a nervous tizzy imagining all the worst case scenarios her mind could come up with.
 
  
 
 As much as she wished it were otherwise, she knew her fears were well-founded because they made too much sense. Earlier, she’d ironically been pleased by Lord Husband’s attention to his manner of dress, arriving at her hut without prompting to request she help choose his outfit. She’d taken it as a sign of improvement, but sadly, Lord Husband had an ulterior motive, one which revealed itself to Luo-Luo after he disappeared mid-banquet.
 
  
 
 An impressive feat considering he slipped away with the Guardian Turtle in tow.
 
  
 
 Given how concerned he was with ‘looking nice’ and his lusty nature, Luo-Luo had a good idea why Lord Husband made an escape, but no idea which harlot he snuck away with. Her first guesses were Du Min Yan or Ryo Da’in, because of the former’s supposed history with Lord Husband and the latter’s shameless and brazen display of interest, all but stripping Lord Husband bare and ravaging him with her eyes. At least Du Min Yan showed a modicum of propriety, but in Luo-Luo’s eyes, this was merely a ploy, feigning disinterest to entice Lord Husband to join the hunt. Judging by Lord Husband’s obvious disappointment at her cold reception and his ravenous stare, the horned hussy’s ploy worked fabulously and Luo-Luo feared for her already tenuous place at Lord Husband’s side.
 
  
 
 A most formidable foe, this Du Min Yan. Strong, beautiful, and confident, ‘Yan-Yan’ already had Mila and Lin-Lin’s blessings, though Luo-Luo took a small measure of satisfaction at seeing her rebuffed by Li-Li. From what she could piece together from overheard snippets of conversation, Yan grew close with Lord Husband while under pursuit from their enemies and fought side by side in battle, long before they experienced their meteoric rise to fame. Had she not been selected as Du Min Gyu’s Terminal Disciple and adopted Grand Daughter, then Yan would have most likely already been betrothed to Lord Husband, a stunning revelation which left Luo-Luo seething with jealousy.
 
  
 
 Were she wedded to almost anyone else, Luo-Luo would hardly bat an eye at how many wives or lovers her Lord Husband took, but Falling Rain had strange views on love and marriage, namely being that marriage required love. While love had its place, Luo-Luo was taught that marriage was largely a political tool, and should love blossom from such a union, then she would be doubly blessed by the Mother. Now, not only did she yearn for her Lord Husband’s love, she worried he would have none left to spare after doting upon Lin-Lin and Mila. What would it be like if a third, fourth, or fifth wife was added to the mix? Luo-Luo hated being the outsider looking in and now it seemed she was fated to be pushed away ever further to make room for the accomplished and talented Du Min Yan, or whatever temptress succeeded at stealing him away during the celebration.
 
  
 
 And to think, Luo-Luo foolishly believed she was making good progress with Lord Husband...
 
  
 
 So engrossed in keeping up a brave front, Luo-Luo almost missed the startling change in the banquet’s atmosphere. By the time she noticed, many of the most prominent guests were already on their way out, while onlookers gabbed and gossiped about this stunning breach in etiquette. At first, the whispers attributed the departures to Du Min Gyu’s disappearance, having abandoned the festivities to sort out his family matters, but this rang false to Luo-Luo, especially given the aged hero’s recent contribution and glowing endorsement from the probable heir to the throne. Leaving a party would hardly be enough to upset any politician in their right mind, and considering most were leaving together, this meant the exodus was either a coordinated show of disdain for a living legend, or some matter of the utmost importance had drawn all these powerful men away.
 
  
 
 Calmly making her way to Mother Sarnai’s wheeled chair, Luo-Luo quietly shared her observations, but Mother merely smiled and patted Luo-Luo’s cheeks. “No need for you to worry girl,” she said, brimming with confidence as her eyes narrowed in joyous anticipation of the unknown. “Even should the sky fall, there are taller and broader shoulders around to bear it.” Despite Mother’s assurances, Luo-Luo noted Father Baatar and Mother-in-law Akanai looked none too pleased as they too made ready to leave.
 
  
 
 Retaking her place at Mila’s side, Luo-Luo arrived just as they were bidding their hosts farewell. “... and come visit soon, ya?” Still nestled in Yan’s (insignificant) bosom, sweet Lin-Lin seemed unwilling to part, so enamoured by the pale, short-haired beauty, though why, Luo-Luo couldn’t say.
 
  
 
 “I will, I promise,” Yan replied, squeezing Lin-Lin tight with a knowing smile, and Luo-Luo suspected it’d be sooner rather than later.
 
  
 
 Mila also shared a hug with Yan, but when Li-Li’s turn came around, the half-cat girl rebuffed her with a preemptive martial salute, which was perfect since Luo-Luo was having difficulties feigning a smile. With all the grace and charm she could muster, Luo-Luo curtsied before Yan-Yan as proper decorum demanded, but it went unnoticed as Yan-Yan frowned at Li-Li’s back, utterly befuddled by the half-cat’s cold attitude. Using this to her advantage, Luo-Luo offered her thanks and slipped away before Yan could recover, less of a slight than Li-Li’s outright disdain, but Luo-Luo had to tread carefully. If the talented Du Min Yan took offence, there was little Luo-Luo could do but cower and plead for mercy.
 
  
 
 Gnawing on her lip the whole ride home, Luo-Luo decided she could no longer afford to be subtle. While she’d all but thrown herself at Lord Husband already, if she wanted to win his affection, she would have to be even more shameless than her competition. Seeing how Zabu and Shana travelled with Yan for more than a year, Luo-Luo could easily see her or Ryo Da’in forcing their way into his bed, possibly even conspiring to do so together. Well, they weren’t the only ones who could tempt Lord Husband with quantity, Luo-Luo’s handmaidens would undoubtedly leap at the chance to serve Lord Husband in a more intimate fashion...
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning from her forward imagination, Luo-Luo put her plan into motion the moment they dismounted outside their yurts. Feigning a modest yawn, she turned to Lin-Lin and said, “Today’s excitement has driven Luo-Luo to exhaustion. This one begs leave to retire early.”
 
  
 
 “Silly Luo-Luo, you don’t hafta ask permission, ya? Goodnight, see you in the morning.” With a cheerful farewell, Lin-Lin gathered all the animals and marched off with Mila and Li-Li in tow.
 
  
 
 Right into Lord Husband’s hut.
 
  
 
 “Ah, where are you going?”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo blurted out the question before she could think better of it, but Lin-Lin replied with a cheery smile. “We’re gonna wait up for hubby cause Mi-Mi wants to know where he ran off to. I told her not to worry about it, but you know how Mi-Mi gets.”
 
  
 
 Thickening the skin of her face, Luo-Luo pretended as if the idea never occurred to her and said, “Oh, then allow this one to join you in waiting.” Struck by a sudden flash of inspiration, she added, “Perhaps we should all change into something more comfortable first?”
 
  
 
 If Luo-Luo had to debase herself and find partners to entice Lord Husband with, it would be much better to join hands with her senior sister-wives instead of introducing even more women into the fray.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Lin-Lin, Mila, and Li-Li were all too kind to bring up Luo-Luo’s sudden change of plans, though the first two tried to talk her out of joining them, but Luo-Luo would not be dissuaded. After throwing on a sheer, seductive night-robe which left little to the imagination, Luo-Luo wrapped herself in a cloak and made her way over to Lord Husband’s hut, keeping her eyes down so she wouldn’t have to face any leering stares from nearby soldiers. It wasn’t her imagination, for she heard the two guards snicker as she closed the door behind her, and her cheeks burned with shame. “There is nothing to be ashamed of,” she silently told herself. “You are Lord Husband’s concubine and this is perfectly natural behaviour.”
 
  
 
 Perhaps that last bit was a stretch, but she’d learned early on how to adapt to new circumstances.
 
  
 
 As last to arrive, all eyes were on Luo-Luo as she turned around, studying her choice of outfit while she studied theirs. Wearing a loose, long sleeved tunic with her white scarf wrapped around her, Lin-Lin looked darling as she snuggled with the sleeping Mama Bun, so charming and defenceless despite the complete lack of eroticism in her choice of outfit. Beside her, Mila sat in an over-sized shirt with bare legs folded to one side and a single freckled shoulder also on full display, so similar to what she usually wore but somehow more enticing than usual. Li-Li had also changed out of her party clothes and sat wrapped in a blanket with two wildcats, the third off in the corner sleeping with the bears, quins, and rabbits. While there was nothing overtly enticing about Li-Li’s outfit, her actions were a distinct change from her usual aloof demeanour, showing a touch of vulnerability which even Luo-Luo found hard to resist.
 
  
 
 Not for the first time, Luo-Luo marvelled at Lord Husband’s eclectic and varied tastes.
 
  
 
 With so many women and animals crammed inside, Lord Husband’s large hut seemed a little cramped for what she had planned, but Luo-Luo could make do so long as the animals kept their distance once things were put into motion. She’d been taught to expect and accommodate a multitude of perverse desires, but hopefully, Lord Husband loved his pets and didn’t love his pets...
 
  
 
 For some odd reason, everyone was behaving more subdued than normal, especially sweet and adorable Lin-Lin, who kept sending wary glances Luo-Luo’s way while shifting Mama Bun around in her arms. As Luo-Luo moved to sit beside her, Lin-Lin’s eyes widened in alarm and she shrank away. “Ah, no Luo-Luo. Go away!” Hurt and confused, Luo-Luo shrunk back and gawked as Lin-Lin corrected herself. “I mean... um... there’s no room here, so go sit with Li-Li yea?”
 
  
 
 Even as she spoke, Lin-Lin shifted over into the space Luo-Luo had been about to take, and Mila and Li-Li soon followed suit. Unsure why she was being bullied so, Luo-Luo accepted her place without question and sat in hurt silence for the next few minutes, wondering what she could do to mend this divide. Were her clothes too scandalous, even for a concubine visiting her husband? Or was she intruding on some unspoken alone time for Lord Husband and his proper wives? Or had Lin-Lin realized her marriage bed was getting too crowded, and thought to get rid of Luo-Luo to make more room for ‘Yan-Yan’?
 
  
 
 Before Luo-Luo could decide whether it’d be better to stay or retreat, she heard Lord Husband’s voice from outside the door. “Jochi, Argat,” Lord Husband began, greeting his guards like close friends. “Glad to see you both still here. Sorry for the bother. Anything happen while I was gone?”
 
  
 
 “Nope.” Luo-Luo didn’t know which guard answered, but she could hear the hidden mirth in his voice. “Nothing happened, nothing at all.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t you worry about us, boss,” the other guard said, seemingly on the verge of laughter. “You head on in and get off your... foot.” The first guard snickered while the other continued, “You need a hand?”
 
  
 
 “Hilarious.” Lord Husband’s tone said otherwise, but it all seemed in good fun. It baffled her why he let his subordinates speak with such familiarity, but it wasn’t her place to criticize. Nor did she understand what all the mirth was about, at least not until the door swung open to reveal her tired, blood covered Lord Husband standing in the torchlight, his right hand lopped off at the wrist and his right leg amputated just below the knee.
 
  
 
 Drowning out Luo-Luo and Lin-Lin’s horrified gasps, Mila’s feral snarl spoke volumes as she leapt to her feet. “Who did this?” the red-haired heroine demanded. “Who hurt you? I’ll kill him!”
 
  
 
 “Really?” Supporting himself with a polearm, Lord Husband flashed a wry smile while pretending to cower. “In that case, I beg for mercy, beloved. Spare my dog life, I beg you.”
 
  
 
 “You mean you did this to yourself?” Rushing over to help steady him, concern and disbelief warred across Mila’s lovely face. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “Long story, but no need to worry. I’ll tell you all about it, but you mind if I sit first?” Shaking his head, Lord Husband muttered, “Can’t trust those idiots with anything. They only had one job: Let no one in my yurt, but they couldn’t even do that.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry hubby.” Uncharacteristically subdued, Lin-Lin remained seated the entire time, still cuddling Mama Bun in her arms. “I forgot about... yanno... but it’s okay because...” Almost as terrible a liar as Lord Husband, Lin-Lin’s actions gave away she had something she couldn’t talk about, but Luo-Luo magnanimously pretended not to notice. Perhaps it had something to do with whatever Mama Bun had hidden in her paws, but Luo-Luo was too relieved to care. At least now she knew her sister-wives weren’t scheming to get rid of her, though she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t hurt by their lack of trust.
 
  
 
 As Lord Husband found a seat beside Lin-Lin with Mila’s help, Luo-Luo’s handmaidens brought in food and wine before making themselves scarce, as per Luo-Luo’s instructions. While pouring wine into five cups, she avoided looking anyone in the eyes so as not to give away her plan, hoping to lower everyone’s inhibitions before making her indecent proposal. Undeterred by Lord Husband's missing hand and foot, Luo-Luo intended to strike while the iron was hot, or before she lost her nerve, and there could be no better time than now, whilst Lord Husband was tired and vulnerable.
 
  
 
 Draining not only his cup, but also everyone else’s, Lord Husband politely gestured for more, but Luo-Luo hesitated to obey. Experience showed he couldn’t hold his liquor, and five cups was already four too many since she wanted him drunk, not comatose. Still, something in his eyes told her not to argue, his pain and sorrow visible for all to see, so she poured him yet another cup as he told his tale. Thankful he merely played with his cup instead of emptying it into his gullet, but Luo-Luo’s relief was short-lived as she listened in fearful apprehension, cursing Lord Husband for focusing on all the wrong details as he glossed over the broken Treaty and an entire room filled with Ancestral Beasts and Imperial Dharma Protectors.
 
  
 
 She didn’t know the portly monk who’d attended her wedding banquet was a Dharma Protector, but she’d heard tales of their legendary prowess. The finest warriors in all the Empire, a Dharma Protector was a title reserved for those a half-step away from harnessing the pure Energy of the Heavens. Even longer lived than normal Martial Warriors, they were on par with Ancestral Beasts and reportedly powerful enough to be mistaken for living gods. Even the Emperor only had a single Imperial Dharma Protector guarding him, so for a vagrant Dharma Protector to take an interest in Lord Husband showed just how important he really was.
 
  
 
 Only now, his Dharma Protector was dead...
 
  
 
 “... and I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place.” With his head resting against Mila’s, Lord Husband nuzzled Lin-Lin’s ears and sighed. “Either I keep my word and anger the Legate, or I ignore a dying man’s last wishes and become the Legate’s designated ass-kisser.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t worry about the Legate hubby,” Lin-Lin exclaimed, her lips set in a darling little pout. “You do whatever you think is best. If he turns against you, then... Hmph.”
 
  
 
 Mila did not agree. “Is the message really so important? You said yourself, it was more a personal confession rather than anything of grave importance. Can it not wait until later? It’s often said Imperial Scions are stronger than most Martial Warriors, but it’s always been attributed to their superior bloodlines or the Mother’s favour. If there really are Imperial secrets, then this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. Can you really afford to pass it up just to deliver a message?”
 
  
 
 “Hubby doesn’t need their stinky help, he’s...”
 
  
 
 As Lin-Lin and Mila argued back and forth, Lord Husband sat in silence, but Luo-Luo didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. After going over his words a second time, she waited for a lull in the conversation before tentatively asking, “Er... Lord Husband, perhaps Luo-Luo is slow and foolish, but this one doesn’t understand why the decision must be one or the other.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?” There was no anger in Lord Husband’s voice, only confusion. “I can’t stay here and deliver the Monk’s message, they’re two mutually exclusive decisions.”
 
  
 
 “...Could Lord Husband not send a message?”
 
  
 
 “No, like I said, the Monk specifically told me the message must go from my lips to the Abbot’s ears.”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” Luo-Luo replied, wondering if she was making a fool of herself. It was so obvious a solution, but no one else had mentioned it, so there must be something she couldn’t grasp. Nonetheless, Luo-Luo pushed on and asked, “But if Lord Husband sent a message explaining his current predicament and asked the Abbot to come to us, would this not solve the issue? As a Junior Officer, being unable to travel freely in a time of war is a reasonable excuse for the imposition, is it not?
 
  
 
 Lord Husband’s open-mouthed shock made Luo-Luo think he was about to scold her for being an empty-headed concubine who should know better than to open her mouth, but instead, he groaned and tried to palm his face, forgetting his right hand was missing as he smacked his chin into the tender wound. Wincing in pain, Lord Husband took a deep breath, then another, then a third before declaring, “Wow. I’m an idiot.” The tension melting from his shoulders, Lord Husband favoured Luo-Luo with his charming smile and said, “Thank you. Got any other really obvious solutions I’ve overlooked? Any advice at all, really.”
 
  
 
 “This one is always happy to be of service.” Taking a second to calm her beating heart and gather her thoughts, Luo-Luo resisted the urge to clap in delight before explaining, “Even should Lord Husband remain in Nan Ping, some damage has been done to your relationship with Shen ZhenWu. For a man as powerful as he, it’s beneath him to even need to persuade Lord Husband. In his eyes, Lord Husband should be honoured to be his servant, so...”
 
  
 
 While this wasn’t exactly the night she had planned, Luo-Luo found things had worked out even better than expected. Though she might not have his love and affection, at least she’d won his respect while keeping the tattered remains of her dignity intact.
 
  
 
 Now if only she could get him drunk enough to forget about the toilet incident...
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 There is something profoundly wrong with me.
 
  
 
 I have a good life. Better than good. A great life, with so many people who love and care about me. In this room alone, I have the radiant Mila with her lustrous red hair, a perfect match for her fiery personality which had her ready to rend flesh and break bone as retribution for my injuries. With one arm wrapped around my waist, she uses the other to feed me spicy fish balls and salted fried squid, knowing I’ll need more calories in the coming days to regrow my missing hand and foot. Meeting my grin with a ferocious scowl, her button nose scrunches up in darling disapproval as my hand slides down her lower back and under her long shirt. Shoving a piece of squid into my mouth, she none-too-gently directs my gaze away with her chopsticks, wielded deftly in her left hand to reveal yet another of her hidden talents.
 
  
 
 While doing nothing about my hand clamped to her firm yet supple butt cheek.
 
  
 
 Turning my attention to the other side, Lin happily nibbles away while snuggled in my (fortunately handless) embrace, wholly unperturbed by my raw and exposed injuries. Never one to sit still, she bounces in place to an unheard beat, her head bobbing from one side to the next as she thoroughly enjoys the late night snack and company. Unable to resist her charming allure, I plant a kiss on her temple and smile as she leans into it, favouring me with a contented grin before reaching for more food, moving carefully so not as to disturb the snoring Mama Bun or reveal the adorable Pong Pong resting in her embrace.
 
  
 
 While the powerful turtle and sleepy bun buns aren’t interested in our late night snack, the same can’t be said for the rest of my pets. Creeping closer in hopes of a treat, they lick their jowls and nudge our arms until Li Song reveals a bag of dried meat hidden in the folds of her blanket. Doling them out with a ghost of a smile, Li Song is rewarded with nuzzles and headbutts which she accepts with impassive serenity. The massive gulf between us still exists, but it’s shrunk considerably since we first met, seeing how she no longer insists on treating me like a dangerous predator and can relax in my presence, not to mention endlessly nag me about brushing my floofs. There’s still a long way to go before either of us are willing to even consider Lin’s notion of us as a happy couple, assuming she’s the mysterious candidate for my fifth wife. Either way, I’m glad to have her around since I’d get nothing done if it wasn’t for her helping out with my pets, and if things develop further, well... I’d count myself lucky to call this beautiful, stoic, half-cat my wife.
 
  
 
 Though less lucky if our marriage is a loveless, sexless sham...
 
  
 
 Speaking of sham marriages, Luo-Luo sits with perfect posture on the other side of the table, droning on about the political climate and whatnot. Wrapped in a soft summer cloak, it’s not enough to hide her voluptuous frame, so tantalizingly displayed by the sheer, seductive nightgown underneath. I know this is important and I should listen to what she says, but it’s hard to concentrate when the mere act of breathing makes her exposed body jiggle in so many enticing ways. Sometimes, I wish she had a horrible attitude or a grating voice, some negative trait I can focus on to keep her at arms length, but between her melodic articulation and eager willingness to please, only my illogical prejudice and dumb luck have kept me from succumbing to her considerable charms.
 
  
 
 Not even the nauseating memory of what happened in my poop tent is enough to diminish my enthusiasm...
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband? Is this permissible?”
 
  
 
 Abandoning my efforts to peer through her nightgown, I look up and almost lose myself in her eyes, as deep and fathomless as the Azure Sea. Thankfully, in her moment of triumph, Luo-Luo’s mask slips and she allows herself a smug smirk of self-satisfaction which douses my ardour with cold clarity. For all her beauty and charms, I cannot forget she is a cunning and conniving social chameleon, one trained to use her brain, body, and beauty as weapons only marginally less dangerous than sword or spear. Who knows if she’s really a nervous, apprehensive young woman caught out of her element, or a devious trickster playing me like she (presumably) plays the zither. The Legate and his Seneschal were clear about their intentions, which means Luo-Luo’s true loyalties are still suspect.
 
  
 
 I can almost see it. Her robes need to move a half – no, a quarter centimetre to the side all will be revealed...
 
  
 
 “Yea...” Drawing out the single word, I shake my head and say, “The gift and apology are fine, but leave out the bit about proving my loyalty. I wouldn’t want to give him the wrong idea. I mean, it’s nice having the Legate in our corner, but I want nothing to do with his plans and schemes.” Speaking over Mila’s indignant surprise and Luo-Luo’s fretful agitation, I push on and explain, “Oversell and under deliver, it’s the oldest trick in the book. The Legate’s offer sounds nice, but what is he actually promising? Fame and reputation? Pass. Imperial secrets to make me stronger? I doubt they’ll come without a steep cost, one I’m unwilling to pay. So what’s left? I get to be his morale-raising figurehead, a beacon of hope for the hopeless masses. So bothersome. I’ll do it if that’s what’s best for the Empire, but I’d really rather not.” Stifling a yawn, I conclude, “I’ll happily cooperate and work alongside him, but if he expects blind, unquestioning loyalty, then he’s setting himself up for disappointment.”
 
  
 
 Cutting through Luo-Luo’s shocked silence and Mila’s miffed mutterings, Lin’s chiming tittering is a balm for the soul. “Rainy’s the best,” she declares, popping up to kiss my cheek. “He doesn’t need any stinky Imperial secrets to become strong, he’ll get there himself, ya?”
 
  
 
 I’m not gonna lie, I was thinking the same thing, but I’m too modest to say it outright. I mean, even knowing a reliable path to martial greatness exists is enough to ignite my inquisitive spirit. What’s their secret? Is it drugs? Secret Forms? Time dilation chambers? Memory transmission? Who knows, but I’m raring to find out. I already know I’ll need a massive Natal Palace, so I'll take it one step at a time and see where it goes from there.
 
  
 
 “So what is Lord Husband’s plan of action?”
 
  
 
 Sputtering my lips, I respond to Luo-Luo’s question with a helpless shrug. “Dunno. Send him the letter and a gift I guess. Maybe delay our inevitable falling out for as long as possible and pray the war ends before it happens. You think he likes roosters? There’s one carved from jade in the wagon somewhere, or are jade roosters grounds for a grudge-ing?”
 
  
 
 Unamused by my flippant attitude, Luo-Luo quietly says, “This one urges Lord Husband to rethink his decision, for men like Shen ZhenWu do not respond well to disappointment. There are many benefits to be gleaned in his service, but should he deem Lord Husband a threat, then we can only wait for death.”
 
  
 
 God dammit. Since they were called away to an important, military meeting, I never got a chance to talk to Akanai or Baatar about the Legate. Taduk passed along the broad strokes through Sending, but they only responded with a simple, “Do as you see fit,” which I find grossly irresponsible of them. Then again, if they were in my place, I’m almost positive they’d reach the same decision I have. They’ll work with the Legate, but not for him.
 
  
 
 “Look at it this way.” Doing my best to ease her worries and maybe convince her of my motivations in case she’s passing info back to the Legate, I shrug one more time and say, “If he’s the sort of person to get all worked up over something as minor as this, especially in our current dire circumstances, then he’s not a man I’d want to serve. My decision stands. With luck, he’ll put the good of the Empire over this petty grievance and we can all work together and come out of this as winners. Otherwise...”
 
  
 
 I really hope it doesn’t get to otherwise, because I don’t know what comes next. Murder the Legate, I suppose, though that seems counterproductive.
 
  
 
 With a mournful sigh, Luo-Luo agrees with my choice of gift and asks about the language I’d like to use in my apology, but I wave her questions away and tell her to write whatever she thinks is best. Though ready to keel over in exhaustion, I don’t want to send anyone away, especially since who knows when the next opportunity to caress Mila’s butt will come around. Sadly, my beloved can read me like a book and elbows my hand away before declaring I need to rest, and my tired mind is unable to come up with a coherent excuse to convince any of them to stay, especially after I notice Luo-Luo bidding me goodnight with a seated bow, which offers an unobstructed view of her bosom as her physics-defying robes finally fall out of the way.
 
  
 
 As I burn the image into memory, I thank the Heaven’s I lopped off my right hand instead of trusty old lefty...
 
  
 
 So utterly entranced by the visual feast, I fail to notice Lin and Li Song stealing away my bears and wildcats, leaving me with only the quins and bun buns to snuggle with. Disappointing, but it’s only fair. I can’t expect to have five wives and monopolize all the floofs, but I’m still sad about sleeping alone without Aurie sprawled across my legs or Banjo spooning me from behind. My good mood vanishes in an instant and I sit there in the flickering torchlight wondering why I’m never happy.
 
  
 
 It brings me back to my earlier thought, of how there’s something wrong with me, with the way my brain is wired. Even though Yan clearly has no romantic feelings for me and the jury's still out on Li Song and Luo-Luo, I’m doubly blessed to be loved and in love with both Lin and Mila, not to mention having a wonderful family who were ready to uproot their lives and join me in exile. Now, I’ve validated their decision to stand by me. I’m an Imperial Scion, the Number One Talent in the Empire, the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history, and poised to become the most politically influential member of my generation, but even with so many reasons to be happy, all I can focus on are the negative aspects of life. It’s like I’m actively trying to be sad, because I can’t be satisfied unless I’m miserable.
 
  
 
 Why can’t I just be happy?
 
  
 
 The answer eludes me for long minutes as I sit in utter silence, my mind blank and eyes unseeing. So engrossed in my non-thinking, I almost jump out of my skin when a Sending arrives and shocks me out of contemplation. Heart pounding in my chest, I struggle upright with the help of Mahakala’s Spade and hobble over to the door and dismiss my Death Corps guards. Hopping back to the table, I settle down and pray I stop trembling before my guest arrives.
 
  
 
 My prayer goes unanswered as the door cracks open and my guest slips in, so quietly I wouldn’t have noticed if I wasn’t staring directly at it. Flashing a wry grin as she takes a seat beside me, Yan brushes her bangs aside and says, “Good to see you? You’ve had weeks to prepare and that’s the best line you could come up with?”
 
  
 
 “Yea. Sorry.” God she’s beautiful. Stop staring. “Wine?” Blushing like a schoolgirl, I reach for the pot to pour myself a cup, having forgotten about my missing right hand. Despite having been lopped off, moving my non-existent fingers sends a jolt of pain shooting up my arm. Working on pure reflex, I grit my teeth and clench my toes to soldier through the discomfort, which sends a fresh wave of agony lancing up my leg, courtesy of my missing foot. In my rush to retract my foot, I bump the stump against the table and am treated to yet another wave of agony, and the world goes dark and spotty. Breathless from my repeated bouts with unexpected and self-inflicted torment, I fight to stay upright since I’d rather not curl up into a ball and cry in front of Yan.
 
  
 
 Chopping limbs off sucks balls.
 
  
 
 Growing limbs back is worse.
 
  
 
 When my vision clears, I find Yan’s concerned gaze centimetres away from my face, my head resting on her shoulder and her arms wrapped over mine. Dramatically sagging into her embrace, I affect a feminine sigh and fan my face while speaking in falsetto. “Why thank you kindly young hero, I don’t know what came over me.” With a coy smile, I add, “How can I ever repay you?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Yan gently helps me sit up and pours two cups of wine, shaking her head the entire time. After downing her cup without offering a toast, she refills it and says, “Mother’s sagging tits, it’s been what, two hours since I last saw you? Take my eyes off you for one second and you slip off to lose a hand.”
 
  
 
 “A foot too. Found my waistline was getting out of control and figured this was the easiest way to lose weight.” Tossing back my drink to dull the pain and misery, I ask, “So... You can Send now, that’s incredible. How have you been?”
 
  
 
 Though obviously curious about my missing body parts, Yan graciously drops the topic and smiles. “Good. A little lonely, but good. Grandpa treats me well and I love him dearly, but I miss the village and feeling like I belong to something. Here in Central, I’ve learned to trust no one and suspect everyone, a tiring way to live.” Without skipping a beat, Yan refills my cup one last time before hoisting the pot for a toast. “Enough about the past. I think our little reunion deserves a toast, don’t you?”
 
  
 
 “Of course.” My tired, drunk brain has finally figured out why Yan is here, why she came to visit at this late hour and seems every bit as nervous as I am. I still can’t figure out why she gave me the cold shoulder earlier tonight, but honestly, I don’t care. She’s here, she still cares about me, and that’s all that matters. Lifting my cup, I tap it against the pot and say, “Bottoms up.”
 
  
 
 It doesn’t take long for me to empty the tiny cup, leaving me plenty of time to watch Yan finish what remains in the pot. It’s not an insignificant amount since I was the only one drinking and had less than half, so by the time she’s finished, her cheeks are flushed and skin glowing. Placing the pot aside, she looks me up and down with a smirk while gently nudging me with her shoulder, skirting a little closer as she does. “I’m glad to see you took my advice. You’re taller now, and with more meat on your bones too.” Pointedly glancing at my missing hand, she adds, “Though I see you skipped the part about having more bones for meat to go on.”
 
  
 
 “Not entirely by choice.” As happy as I am to see Yan being her usual, smarmy self, my spirits remain low as I brood over how I failed to save Mahakala. Even after I chopped my hand off, I can still feel his hand gripping mine, holding tightly for dear life as he confesses his deepest regrets. I should have saved him, would have if I weren’t such a massive screw up. Not rejecting my first Awakening, not losing Blobby a second time, not thinking to immediately bring Pong Pong to save him, there were so many things I could have done differently...
 
  
 
 “What’s wrong?”
 
  
 
 Forcing myself to smile, I look Yan in the eyes for a brief second before glance away. “It’s nothing.” Don’t ruin this idiot.
 
  
 
 “I don’t believe you.” Throwing her arm over my shoulders, Yan hugs me close, and without thinking, I slip my arm around her waist. “If you don’t want to talk about it, then say so. Don’t lie or sidestep around it with stupid jokes.”
 
  
 
 “Hey! My jokes are not stupid. They’re hilarious.”
 
  
 
 “You see me laughing?”
 
  
 
 “It’s not my fault you have no sense of humour.”
 
  
 
 “Rain...” The frustration in her voice is clear, and even though I know I could end this conversation with a simple ‘I don’t want to talk about it’, the truth is, I do want to talk about it, but I don’t know where to start. There’s so much I need to confess to, so much I want to tell her... Oh hell, she doesn’t know I was almost Defiled. How will she react? What if she goes running off into the night, screaming my secret for the world to hear? What if she recoils in terror, or worse tries to kill me? Do I let her? It would certainly solve all of my problems, and the Legate’s too. Yan would make a perfect replacement, since not only is she more talented and hardworking, she’s also -
 
  
 
 Interrupting my spiralling panic with a tired sigh, Yan hugs me tight and says, “Remember what you said before we parted ways?”
 
  
 
 “Yea. I said you should live your life and enjoy yourself, meet -”
 
  
 
 “After that.”
 
  
 
 “Fall in love, start a family -”
 
  
 
 “After.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... I don’t think there was anything else.”
 
  
 
 Smacking me on the side of the head with her horns, Yan fills in the blanks for me. “You told me that when we see each other again, we’d pick up our friendship where it was back then, and tell each other all about our experiences. I’m sorry Rain, I forgot to ask. How have you been?”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I open my mouth to lie, but the truth slips out instead. “Not well.”
 
  
 
 And just like that, the dam breaks.
 
  
 
 Still cognizant enough to switch to Sending, I free myself from Yan’s embrace and turn to face her. “For the longest time, I was on the brink of turning Defiled.” It takes every iota of courage I have to keep from closing my eyes or turning away, so terrified of seeing anger, disgust, or hatred flash across Yan’s face, but it’s too late for regrets now. I’ve made my choice, and now I must live with it, for better or for worse.
 
  
 
 Pursing her lips, Yan’s eyes widen ever so slightly in surprise before returning to normal. “Yea, I thought you might, but you’re fine now.”
 
  
 
 Not a question, but a statement, a minor difference which means the world to me.
 
  
 
 “I came close.”
 
  
 
 “But you’re fine now.”
 
  
 
 “Only due to luck. How’d you put it? Like meat pies falling from the skies.”
 
  
 
 “Even without luck, you would’ve been fine. You’re too stubborn to turn Defiled.” Tilting her head, Yan asks, “What else you got?”
 
  
 
 Completely blown away by her nonchalance, I blurt out, “I love you.”
 
  
 
 Not my proudest moment.
 
  
 
 “I love you too.” Hopping to her feet, Yan holds her hands out to help me up. “Now get up. I didn’t sneak out to sit around and chat. I was too indecisive before we left, but I won’t make the same mistake twice. Injured or no, you’re mine for tonight, so lose the clothes and get under the covers.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by her forward declaration, I shy away ever so slightly. “Erm... As much as I’d love to oblige, could we take a time-out for a second? I haven’t exactly discussed this with Mila and Lin, and it wouldn’t be right to do this without knowing how they feel.” Lin isn’t a problem, but Mila is a jealous and prone to extreme violence.
 
  
 
 “Lucky you.” Pulling a letter out of her pocket, Yan drops it into my lap to read. Unfolding the parchment reveals a letter from Mila, in which she informs Yan of her desire to be sister-wives. There’s plenty to go through, but the gist of it is, Mila and Lin know Yan and I are in love, and they’re both okay with it. As a footnote, Mila adds that she hasn’t told me about this letter and is waiting for me to bring the matter up with her. Should I fail to do so and make a move on Yan, or should Yan make a move on me and I succumb without mentioning my other betrotheds, Mila asks to be informed of my wicked ways so she can ‘break me’.
 
  
 
 Oh thank the Heavens.
 
  
 
 “Wow, I really dodged... a...” My words trail off as I look up to find Yan lying on her side in bed, wearing nothing but a sultry smile and a hungry gaze.
 
  
 
 Like I said, life is good.
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 Dazed and out of breath, Yan fell into Rain’s comforting embrace. Quivering from head to toe, she savoured this moment and engraved it into memory, enjoying the soothing sensation of his hand running slowly up her back and down again, the simple movement so soothing and reassuring. Somehow exhausted and invigorated at the same time, she kissed him between laboured gasps and was delighted to discover he still yearned for her touch, despite being too exhausted to continue. Much like his preferred fighting style, Rain’s performance appeared inelegant and unpolished at first, but he was a quick learner and soon uncovered all her weaknesses without need for question or guidance. Coupled with the fabled stamina which won him the title of ‘Undying’, Yan was soon rendered helpless before his charming smile and attentive efforts.
 
  
 
 Mother above, he did all this while he was crippled, so what would it be like when he had both his hands and feet?
 
  
 
 Her voracious appetite sated, Yan entwined her arms and legs around Rain while running her hands over his naked body, mentally marking all the changes since they last met. So soon after their repeated bouts of frenetic activity, his robust heart had already slowed to a steady beat, pulsing powerfully inside his chiselled chest. With pecs firm as iron and a wiry, sinewy frame, his broad shoulders and narrow waist made him look even leaner than he already was, a powerfully built foundation which could use a little more padding for comfort and aesthetics. Regardless, she loved the feel of him, of his sculpted muscles and washboard abs, his smooth, supple skin and soft, silky hair, those hungry, affectionate lips and his pulsating, throbbing...
 
  
 
 Grounding herself with a deep breath, the musky scent of their intermingled bodies delivered her a heady rush and only debilitating fatigue and aching muscles kept her from mounting him once again. Instead, she settled for a contented nuzzle and buried her face in his neck, which earned her a throaty chuckle and a question asked in jest. “Still not enough? Heaven’s save me from this insatiable woman. Mercy Yan, I beg you, the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”
 
  
 
 Giggling at his terrible joke, she kissed the hollow of his neck and faked a sigh. “Well, top marks for effort, I suppose. I expect a better performance from you next time.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Punctuating the laugh with a slap of her buttocks, Rain embodied pride incarnate as he said, “Don’t play coy. We both know you enjoyed it.”
 
  
 
 Unable to resist needling him, she replied, “Never said I didn’t, but there’s always room for improvement.”
 
  
 
 “Of course. For starters, I’ve learned we should lay towels out beforehand. Scootch over will you? It’s like I’m lying in a puddle over here.”
 
  
 
 Her cheeks set ablaze, Yan was too embarrassed to respond. She’d only noticed it after the fact and had been so mortified she almost panicked and ran away, but Rain only laughed and held her close, explaining it wasn’t what she thought it was, only a natural bodily response and a sign he was doing things right. Shifting over so he needn’t lie in a pool of their bodily fluids, she buried her face deep into his neck, not only to hide her shame but also because her horns would force him to crane his neck at an awkward angle, her minor vengeance for his barbed jab.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t even bring herself to lie and say, ‘What next time?’, lest he bring up more embarrassing examples of her hedonistic gratification, or worse, play along and force her to beg next time they...
 
  
 
 “It’s not fair,” she growled, pressing her horns just a little harder against him, enjoying the warmth seeping through to her forehead. “You have an overwhelming advantage in both practice and experience, a seasoned veteran matched against a wide-eyed innocent.”
 
  
 
 “Innocent? My, how you’ve changed Lady Du Min Yan. Whatever happened to the shameless, salacious, ribald little she-devil Adujan? When you left, I said a prayer for all the handsome young men of Central, for I believed we were introducing a fox to a hen house. Or should it be a duck house?”
 
  
 
 Outwitted once again, Yan stopped arguing and fell silent, content to bask in the moment and settle the score when her mind was fully functional once more. It had been her intention to find a young handsome buck or three to romance and seduce, but between her lessons and dealing with Grandpa’s aggravating family members, there was little time left for social pleasures. Even if she had the time, Central wasn’t the same as back home, where no one cared about the horns on her head. She’d lost track of how many times she’d been mistaken for a slave or how many arrogant young idiots she’d been forced to beat up, though she took a small measure of satisfaction at the absurd prices they offered for a single night in her company.
 
  
 
 At least Yan knew if her Martial skills failed her, she could always switch to lucrative career as a courtesan.
 
  
 
 Feeling her eyes growing heavy, Yan cautioned herself to stay awake. As much as she wanted to fall asleep in Rain’s embrace and resume their lovemaking in the morning, she couldn’t stay the night for propriety’s sake, not to mention how she wasn’t ready to face Lin, Mila, or worst of all, Alsantset in the morning. To keep her mind active, she returned to cataloguing the changes in her lover, a difficult prospect with her face pressed against his skin, but his body wasn’t the only thing which had changed in her absence, but his personality too. Though too preoccupied with their reunion to make note of it earlier, the differences were stark and obvious now that she had time to think. He was more confident now, standing taller and retorting faster, a proud, self-assured warrior instead of the timid, unsure young boy she’d left behind, and she wanted him all the more for it.
 
  
 
 Granted, she wasn’t pleased with all the changes. Rain was colder now, rougher and more callous in demeanour as evidenced by his exchange with Jin Tok earlier tonight. Everyone present, Yan included, thought Rain meant to slaughter the snivelling little idiot out of hand, playing his part perfectly as a cold and merciless individual to whom life meant little. Were it anyone else, Yan would not think twice about his newfangled ruthlessness, especially considering his sudden rise in power, but this was Rain they were talking about, a man who rescued wildcats and cripples for Mother’s sake. Thankfully, upon seeing the horde of bunnies sleeping in and around his yurt, Yan knew Rain was still the same sweet, affectionate person she’d fallen in love with, only he’d gotten better at hiding what some would call his deficiencies.
 
  
 
 Never her though. Those frail insecurities were what she admired most about him, because despite all his fears and worries, he never surrendered and always pressed on. Without fear, there could be no courage, so if one were to measure courage by the extent of one’s fears, then Rain was easily the most courageous man in the world.
 
  
 
 Deciding he’d been punished enough, Yan freed Rain from the threat of her horns to gaze upon his handsome face. Even at his most relaxed, he still grit his teeth and she imagined he would grind them in his sleep, but no one could be perfect. His beautiful amber eyes were open but unseeing, staring at the ceiling while lost in thought, his brow furrowed with concern as he considered the future. Another thing which hadn’t changed, his penchant for worrying, and the familiar sight brought back memories of simpler times, when she was merely an orphan and he a foundling, both struggling to find their place in this chaotic and punishing world. They’d come so far since those simple days, suffered through trials and tribulations to emerge as Lady Du Min Yan of the Hwarang and Imperial Consort Falling Rain, but their feelings for one another had survived the test of time and separation, and now they were together once again.
 
  
 
 Imperial Consort or not, Rain belonged to her.
 
  
 
 Nipping him on the cheek, Yan laughed as he jerked in surprise like a startled little lamb. Kissing him to make up for the love bite, she murmured, “What’s on your mind, lover?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing.”
 
  
 
 His reply came too quickly, but she couldn’t call him out on it since he turned to kiss her. Thoroughly enjoying his efforts to distract her, Yan waited until he broke the kiss and whispered, “Liar. Something’s obviously bothering you. I said it once and I’ll say it again. If you don’t want to talk about it, then say so, but if you keep being evasive, then I will never let it go.”
 
  
 
 Still hesitant, Rain looked away and said, “I don’t want to ruin the moment.”
 
  
 
 Turning his head back to face her, she kissed him and replied, “You couldn’t even if you tried.”
 
  
 
 “Is that a challenge?” For a second, Rain’s eyes lit up in mischievous delight as he forgot about all his woes and worries, but he soon returned to his thoughtful brooding. “Sorry I’m so distracted. I want to tell you everything but I’m having trouble framing my thoughts into a coherent narrative. There’s still so much to cover, so many more secrets to explain, and I don’t know where to start or how to say it.”
 
  
 
 Oh? He still had more secrets? And from his hesitation, it seemed like he considered them worse than almost being Defiled? What could it be? While considering the possibilities, Yan touched upon an old fantasy of hers, a guilty pleasure she only thought about when alone at night, one involving Rain, Fung, and Big Huu in a most provocative scenario. Could it be true? While she was gone, did their friendship cross over into forbidden territory? Perhaps that’s why no one could tell her why Big Huu was behaving so coldly and refused to show his face at the banquet. Was he angered and ashamed by the memory of their shared debauchery? How did it even happen? Knowing their personalities, Fung undoubtedly instigated things with Rain, who was curious and played along, but then their twosome soon became boring and dull for men of their appetites. She could imagine it now, where during one of their drunken revelries, Rain and Fung take advantage of Big Huu’s inebriated state and...
 
  
 
 Well, well, well... Perhaps Yan would have her harem after all...
 
  
 
 “You know, the Bekhai tried to exile me.” Indifferent and impassive, this earth-shattering news was delivered in unflinching deadpan and pulled Yan out of her sordid fantasies. With a careless shrug, Rain continued, “They didn’t because my family threatened to leave with me, but the problem is, I think the Bekhai were right. They should have exiled me regardless, or worse.”
 
  
 
 The Bekhai. Not the People, but the Bekhai. The same word, pronounced the same way, but Yan could hear it in his tone. Rain no longer considered himself one of the People, and it pained him more than the loss of any limb ever could, because he blamed himself for the divide, believed he was too dangerous to be around and worried his actions would bring Imperial Justice crashing down on those he loved.
 
  
 
 In a strange way, she was glad to see his casual arrogance hadn’t changed.
 
  
 
 “Rain,” Yan said, keeping her voice quiet and steady. “If you ever proved yourself a danger to the People, I would kill you with my own hands and follow you soon after.” After letting her words sink in, she continued, “Notice how you’re still breathing? Trust in my judgment, my pretty, cynical, worrisome man.”
 
  
 
 “You say this because you don’t know the whole story. No one does.” Staring at the stump of his right arm, he sighed and added, “And now the person who knew the most is dead and gone.”
 
  
 
 Knowing Rain needed time to gather his thoughts, Yan silently watched him flex fingers which were no longer there, the muscles in his forearm shifting with almost hypnotic fluidity. Combined with the adorable rabbit snores and sleepy quin squeaks, she almost fell asleep despite the severity of the situation, and only his constant false starts and tired sighs kept her awake. After an eternity, Rain Sent, “Be warned, it’s a long story. Have you heard of the Penitent Brotherhood? Well...” In his customary rambling fashion, Rain told her all about the Monk and what happened earlier tonight, veering off in the middle to explain about the droplet of Heavenly Water he found in Sanshu, then even further back to talk about how he rejected his first Awakening, which occurred merely days after her own, because he didn’t like what it showed him. Her mind reeling from revelation after revelation, Yan soon had trouble fitting the pieces together, though not for lack of trying. “... the Monk died trying to bring my would-be murderer to justice, which coupled with my inability to save him makes me responsible for his death.”
 
  
 
 “Hang on.” Closing her eyes, Yan sifted through memory wondering if she’d fallen asleep and missed something. No, Rain’s explanation was seamless and without interruption, but his leaps of logic were mind boggling and bizarre, to say the least. “You said you only met the Monk a week ago?”
 
  
 
 Evidently too tired to keep Sending, Rain closed his eyes and nodded. “Yea, give or take.”
 
  
 
 “And you trusted him enough to tell him all... this?” Monk or no, Rain telling a stranger he had almost turned Defiled was insane, even for him, not to mention being in possession of a drop of Heavenly Water named ‘Blobby’.
 
  
 
 “It’s not the same. I felt I could talk to him because he was a stranger. I didn’t care about his opinion, so I wasn’t afraid of him judging me.” It made sense in a twisted way, but Rain wasn’t finished. “Besides, the Monk figured out most of it on his own, or at least he guessed it, and I figured if he wanted to hurt or kill me, there are much easier ways to go about it, especially considering he was a Divinity, whatever that means.”
 
  
 
 “It means strong enough to turn you and everything around you into meat paste with a flick of his finger.” Which meant Rain had a point about trusting the Monk, except at the time, he had yet to learn the Monk was a Divinity. Her poor, sweet, trusting Rain, so stupid and naive. Imperial Consort or not, he would need more help than Yan could provide to survive the world of cut-throat politics he’d been thrust into. “Do you know how conceited you sound? Taking responsibility for the death of a Divinity? The Monk died because the Defiled killed him. A room full of Divinities couldn’t save the Monk either, so why blame yourself?”
 
  
 
 “Because he was there to protect me, and because I could have saved him if -”
 
  
 
 “If what? If you weren’t you? If you’d made a different choice years ago? If you’d known in advance what you know now? What if Taduk were a thousand times better at Healing? What if the Azure Ascendant had gone with the Monk instead of doing Heavens knows what around Nan Ping? What if the Monk hadn’t forced the Immortal’s hand? What use is there in playing this game?” Blowing out a sigh, Yan shook her head and continued, “What I don’t understand is how you could trust the Monk after only knowing him for a week, but couldn’t talk to Mila or Lin, Alsantset or Charok, any one in your family or circle of friends?”
 
  
 
 Yan wasn’t angry at him, but herself for leaving and at everyone else for not seeing how much he was suffering. So full of pain and self-condemnation, the look in his eyes made her heart ache with misery as he answered, “Because I’m afraid. I’m afraid of looking into your eyes, or Mila’s, or Lin’s, and seeing horror and disgust. I’m afraid of giving my family more reasons to regret saving me, of proving them wrong for standing by me. I’m afraid of being abandoned by my family and friends, left alone to face this world without their love and support, the only reasons I’ve made it as far as I have...”
 
  
 
 “It’ll never happen. We love you too much.”
 
  
 
 “You say it and I want to believe it, but my fear has long since left the realm of rationality.” Smiling weakly as he hugged her close, he added, “I’m trying my best to work through it. This was progress, but believe it or not, there’s still a lot to cover. Take a break and pick up where we left off in the morning?”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his vulgar leer which filled her with burning desire, Yan kissed him and said, “I want to, but I can’t stay the night. I haven’t told Grandpa about us and I want him to hear it from me.” Grabbing him by the chin, she forced him to look her in the eyes and said, “Don’t you dare think even for a second I’m leaving because you’ve scared me off. Du Min Yan is not so easily dissuaded. You are mine and I love you, faults and all. Understand?”
 
  
 
 “...Understood. I love you too. And I’ll talk to Mom and Dad about marrying you soon as I can.”
 
  
 
 How adorable, he was calling them Mom and Dad now. “You better. Now close your eyes.” Still not ready to leave his embrace, Yan rested her chin on his chest and added, “I’ll stay until you’re asleep.”
 
  
 
 “Then I won’t sleep.” Contrary to his declaration, Rain’s eyes were barely still open, ready to nod off at a moment’s notice. “Don’t want you to go.”
 
  
 
 “Nor do I want to leave, my sweet Rain.”
 
  
 
 “Gotta say, I’m loving how possessive you are. Are you gonna start a fight with Mila? A sexy fight, with hair pulling and shirt ripping...” And with that, Rain fell asleep before Yan could inform him she knew better than to start a fight with Mila, but if he wanted to see her slap one of his wives around, then Yan would happily oblige if pitted against his new concubine, the oh-so-perfect Zheng Luo.
 
  
 
 Hmph. Mila and Lin were one thing, but for this complete stranger to swoop in and try to steal Yan’s lover?
 
  
 
 Unforgivable. The big-breasted hussy would have to learn her place, and Yan looked forward to teaching her.
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 Most days, I have no issues waking up on time, but rather the bigger problem is falling asleep and staying asleep. The moment I lie down or have nothing to do, my brain fixates on one of three things: things already going wrong, things which could go wrong, and things I have yet to realize have gone or could go wrong. Sometimes, it’s helpful and I come up with a brilliant solution to ease my worries before moving on to the next problem, but most of the time, it’s an unhealthy obsession over things I can’t control or are unlikely to happen. Lately, I’ve been particularly engrossed in imagining what would happen if bugs learned how to use Chi and turned into hive-minded monstrosities hell-bent on scouring humanity from existence.
 
  
 
 Rename my retinue to the Roughnecks and tell everyone to aim for the nerve stem is the answer I came up with. I have no idea what any of it means or why it makes me smile, but there’s nothing I can do about the senseless memories lingering in the back of my mind.
 
  
 
 When sheer exhaustion overcomes crippling anxiety and I finally fall asleep, then it becomes time to deal with the inevitable nightmares. Whether I’m battling the shades of my victims in the darkness of the void, or stalked by an unseen predator whom I cannot escape, or back in the slave pens with Gortan tormenting me, it always ends the same way. I come awake with a start, my mouth dry and blankets damp with cold sweat, heart pumping and chest heaving as I try to make sense of my quickly fading dreams. Usually, this boils down to about four or five hours of sleep a night, and for years, I was fine with it, but lately, I’ve been feeling more exhausted than normal. Naps and chronic masturbation weren’t helping the issue, and I’ve always been leery of taking medication to help me sleep, partially because it’s too effective and you never know when you’ll need to be alert in the middle of the night, but also because I know myself and don’t want to add ‘drug addiction’ to my long list of character flaws.
 
  
 
 But that’s all in the past. After last night’s incredible events and my pillow-side confession, I experienced the best sleep I’ve ever had since coming to this world. Turns out, the solution to my sleeping problems was simple and effective.
 
  
 
 I needed to get laid.
 
  
 
 It sounds crude to say it like that, especially since there’s so much more to it than sex. It wasn’t about the physical release else trusty old lefty would’ve cured all which ails me years ago. Last night with Yan was more than merely sex. We started as two individuals yearning for one another, but as the night wore on, we tore down the barriers between us and forged a connection, one stronger than I ever believed possible. Amidst the heat of our flesh and the cadence of our moans, we made ourselves vulnerable and shared our most intimate sides, a surreal experience which made all my trips to the Golden Swan Pavilion seem empty and meaningless in comparison. I’ve had sex before, but I’ve never made love, not until yesterday.
 
  
 
 Still deep in the throes of restful relaxation, I yawn and stretch in the warm comfort of bed, so tranquil and carefree I’m at risk of falling asleep once again. Only a constant, steady beat of water sloshing around keeps me from drifting off, as the sound fills me with a vague sense of unease for reasons I can’t explain. Chalking it up to pressing bodily needs, I put off emptying my bladder and starting the day in favour of languid idleness, hugging my pillow close to savour the lingering scent of my absent lover.
 
  
 
 Ha. My lover, Yan. It sounds so deliciously sordid when I say it like that. Lover.
 
  
 
 There’s a small part of my brain dying in embarrassment from my goofy and somewhat cringy thought process, but for once, I’m too happy to care because I just had sex, and it felt soooooooo good! I’m clear-headed and carefree for the first time in years and it feels right, like I’m finally who I’m supposed to be instead of pretending to be someone I’m not. There’s still so much I have to get off my chest, like Baledagh and (maybe) my questionable origins, but I’ve decided to tell her all (most?) of my secrets, and it’s liberating.
 
  
 
 This is me, this is my life, and things are going great.
 
  
 
 Well, let’s be realistic. Things are going okay. I mean, the sex was amazing and kicks things up a few levels, but it doesn’t change the fact that Mahakala died and I’ve incurred the Legates displeasure. Seriously, the ego on his Imperial Highness, getting his panties twisted out of shape because I’m not tripping over myself trying to kiss his royal ass. On one hand, I understand he was probably born with a silver spoon in his mouth and has come to expect the adoration of the masses, but he should learn how to deal with disappointment. Life doesn’t always work out the way you’d expect, and if Shen ZhenWu orders a killing spree every time someone doesn’t fall in line, he’s gonna have a bad time.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not. Maybe it all works out for him because life’s not fair and he’s blessed by the Heavens, the lucky bastard...
 
  
 
 Whatever, don’t let it spoil your mood. How easy his life is has nothing to do with you. Things are looking up, and you’ve got plenty to be happy about, so enjoy the moment while it lasts. Not long, since that stupid water noise is making you need to piss. Slosh, slosh, slosh, slosh, what the hell is making that sound? It’s not a leak because you don’t have running water, and while it kinda sounds like the rabbits are drinking, you didn’t leave anything out for them to...
 
  
 
 Oh no...
 
  
 
 No, no, no...
 
  
 
 Not like this... Not like this.
 
  
 
 My fears are confirmed as I open my eyes and find my bunbuns converged in an adorable mosh pit, pushing and shoving in a desperate effort to slake their ravenous morning thirst, their tongues working with reckless fury to create the ominous din which disturbed my slumber. There’s nothing wrong with them having a drink, except I didn’t leave water out for them to drink. Besides my washbasin, which sits empty atop my dresser, the only other source of water my bunbuns could drink from is Pong Pong’s poop pan.
 
  
 
 Which is exactly what they’re doing.
 
  
 
 “Stoooooppppp!” My wretched, high-pitched shriek does nothing to dissuade the bunbuns from their voracious, poop eating ways, and in my haste to stop them I forget my body’s current state of disrepair. Putting all my body’s weight onto the raw, tender stump of my foot, I let loose with a choked screech as I fall face first into the floor. To compound my misery, in order to break my fall, I smash the stump of my wrist against the bamboo mats and my vision goes dark as the pain overwhelms my consciousness.
 
  
 
 Startled awake by a cold, wet nose on the back of my neck, a weak groan slips out as I push myself to my knees and offer the concerned Mafu a reassuring pat. Crawling on hand and knees, I head over to put a stop to the bunbun scat-fest, but it’s easier said than done. Having only one hand to work with makes fighting off the horde of parched bunnies a challenging feat, moving them aside one by one while avoiding their dripping wet manes and the poop-smeared bunny kisses they’ve learned to give when they want something. Having recovered from her Algae coma, Mama Bun’s front paws cling to the pan as I lift it away, her hind legs dangling off the ground as she fights for a taste of that sweet, poopy goodness. Ignoring her as I fend off her filthy, affectionate babies, I fail to notice Mama Bun losing her grip on the pan until it’s too late. Freed from her considerable weight, the sudden release causes me to fling the pan up and scatter the filthy water and surprisingly large turtle turds across the room, tainting everything and everything I hold dear.
 
  
 
 Everything. Is Covered. In Poop!
 
  
 
 With a quiet sob, I give up and watch the bunbuns race to lap up the puddles, while also ignoring Pong Pong and the quins as they silently judge me for my disgusting habits. Zabu and Shana even gather up the pups to keep them from joining the bunbuns in their coprophagic frenzy, while Mafu utters a stream of squeaks to protest of my unsanitary actions. After a long bout with self pity, I dry myself off the best I can and put on a clean robe before shooing all the animals out of my yurt.
 
  
 
 Standing guard outside my door are four Death Corps soldiers, all stoic and impassive as ever. Usually, they’re content to silently lurk about while I go about their business, but today, all four guards turn and fall to their knees, offering a salute with head bowed and eyes down. “Great One,” they say in perfect unison, their voices rough and grating from lack of use. “This slave has failed in their duty and begs Great One to pass judgment and present punishment.”
 
  
 
 “Uh...” As solemn as this all is, the line of bunnies hopping down the stairs and into their enclosure sort of ruins the gravitas of the situation, and it’s all I can do to keep from giggling. “What do you mean, failed?”
 
  
 
 After a long, silent pause, the closest soldier on my left lowers his head even further as a show of obedience before saying, “This slave begs permission to speak.”
 
  
 
 “Well... sure, but like... I asked a question, so you don’t really need permission... Not that you ever need permission. I encourage you all to speak your mind whenever you think it’s necessary.” It’s exhausting dealing with the Death Corps, which is why I’ve been putting it off while I deal with my own shit. And now, Pong Pong’s shit too. Disgusting. Note to self, don’t leave Pong Pong’s toilet pan out where the bunbuns can reach. Also, burn everything you own and chuck that stupid turtle back into the sea.
 
  
 
 “This one thanks Great One for his instruction. Last night, Great One dismissed us from our post, so we beg Great One to punish us for our failings. We are sworn to defend our charge and have been lax in our duties.”
 
  
 
 “Oh.” So this demand for punishment is sort of like a minor protest, telling me they don’t like to be dismissed from Guard duty. “No, it’s fine, you didn’t fail.” Tired of talking to the back of their heads, I add, “Stop kneeling and stand up. You did nothing wrong.”
 
  
 
 As I watch them bolt to their feet in their haste to obey, I finally realize why the Death Corps soldiers make me so uncomfortable. It’s incredible I never noticed it earlier, the clues are so obvious now that I know. Minor things like the hunch of their shoulders or how they shuffle their feet, their sweat covered brows and whitened knuckles as they trade anxious glances or steel their nerves. Taken alone, it doesn’t mean much, but put it all together and the message is clear.
 
  
 
 They’re afraid. Afraid of me, afraid for their lives and helpless to do a thing about it.
 
  
 
 I can’t blame them either. The Death Corps stood before me and I saw highly trained Martial Warriors, but I forgot they’re also slaves, ones trained from birth no less. They were raised and taught to serve a purpose, but since coming into my employ, they’ve been given no orders or direction, left rudderless to do as they please. Most people would be happy if left alone, but the Death Corps are slaves and possess a slave’s mindset. I know it well, for a slave without purpose might as well be a corpse, so they’ve been going through the motions day after day, training and guarding in an effort to prove their worth while I ignored them to deal with my own issues and left them languishing in uncertainty. Sure I had my reasons, but these are living, breathing people standing before me, and if I want the world to treat slaves like people, than I should start by setting an example.
 
  
 
 For the first time since they arrived, I take a good long look at my guards, not as a cadre of elite Death Corps soldiers, but as living, breathing humans. Like most Martial Warriors, my four guards are easy on the eyes, though their black metal helmets go a long way towards obscuring their fair features. On closer inspection, I realize the four guards are not all men and count two women among their number. It makes sense Luo-Luo’s honour guard would include women soldiers, but again, I wasn’t really looking and treated them like a crowd of faceless soldiers here to bolster my ranks. Strip away the armour and the Death Corps mythos and I’m left with four shockingly young warriors whose ages range between eighteen to twenty five years young, little more than children really. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn they’re fresh out of Death Corps training and out on their first tour of duty, unsure of the ways of the world and mistaking my general lack of interest for disdain or contempt, not where you want to be with the person who literally holds your life in the palm of his hands.
 
  
 
 Poor Death Corps soldiers... Is it strange I find them oddly adorable now? They’re like lost little orphans appearing at my doorstep, eagerly fighting to do the chores and prove their worth in hopes I’ll treat them well.
 
  
 
 “Listen up.” In defiance of the laws of physics, the four guards somehow find it in them to straighten up even more, their eyes wide yet still averted while they await their orders. “I know I’m not what you expected, and truth be told, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with you and your comrades.”
 
  
 
 Moving in perfect harmony, all four guards lower their heads and salute. “We live to serve, Great One.”
 
  
 
 “Er... yea, stop bowing please.” As they look up and face me, I continue, “See, the thing is, I don’t need an honour guard around me at all times.” Well, maybe I do, but I don’t want one. It’s constraining. “Truth is, I don’t agree with slavery on general principle, so I’ve been conflicted on how to handle this. Let’s start over. What are your names?”
 
  
 
 The four of them list off their names in succession, starting with the male guard who spoke earlier.
 
  
 
 “This slave is designated Red One.”
 
  
 
 “This slave is designated Green One.”
 
  
 
 “This slave is designated Yellow One.”
 
  
 
 “This slave is designated Orange One.”
 
  
 
 “...Uh, okay, but what are your names?”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, the four leaders trade glances before Red One responds, “This slave has no name.”
 
  
 
 A measure to dehumanize them, I suppose, which is both pragmatic and depressing. “The rest are named in similar fashion? Four units of ninety soldiers each?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Great One.”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo told me all this on the first day we met, but I put no thought into. The Death Corps have no officers, so I’ll have to supply ten ‘Lieutenants’ and one ‘Captain’ to complete each one-hundred man unit. At least I’ll finally have something to keep Bulat and Ravil occupied, I always feel uneasy when I see them sitting idle. As for the other two Captains... Well, I’ll figure it out later.
 
  
 
 Running my hand through my hair reminds me I could really use a bath, so I try and hurry this along. “Well, it’s nice to meet you all. Like I said when we first met, you’re all members of my retinue, which means we’ll be fighting alongside one another soon enough. As you’ve already seen, my style of command is rather laid back, so there’s no need for any of you to be on edge. Also, I’d prefer you use my name, or if you insist on protocol, then you may refer to me as boss or by rank. For now, bring your comrades to find Bulat and Ravil and inform them they are to be your Captains and responsible for integrating the Death Corps into the retinue. I’ll provide two more officers after thinking things through.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Imperial Consort.”
 
  
 
 Fuck. That wasn’t the rank I mean, but it’s so heartening to see their spirits lift from these orders, I can’t bring myself to correct them. It still bums me out to order slaves around, because like they said, they literally live to serve. Seeing as they’re still standing around, I realize they’re waiting for me to dismiss them, so I throw another request their way. “On your way over, could you also tell Alsantset, the half-tiger lady by the campfire there, that I need a bath prepared? Don’t order her to prepare one, she’s not a slave or a servant, just... kindly inform her I requested she ask someone to help draw me a bath.” This is difficult. “You know what, tell her I need to speak with her. Actually, no forget it, I’ll shout. It’s fine.”
 
  
 
 The last thing I need is for my scary older sister to think I’m giving her orders.
 
  
 
 Perhaps emboldened by how I’ve treated them, Red One hesitates briefly before offering yet another salute. “If it pleases Imperial Consort, this slave requests permission to draw Great One’s bath and tend to his needs. Each member of the Death Corps is well-versed in attending to whatever needs Great One has, for in times of battle, servants are often in short supply.” Well... that’s... useful. Would I be a horrible person if I accepted their help? I mean, he looks so scared and eager, it’s almost heartbreaking. As if sensing my wavering resolve, Red One leans closer and whispers, “Whatever needs.”
 
  
 
 Oh. That’s less adorable.
 
  
 
 Since it’d just be soldiers filling my bath regardless, I shake my head and smile. “Err, well if you don’t mind, then yes, please prepare a bath. Just the bath, mind you. A small one will do, and a screen so I’m not scrubbing down in front of the entire camp.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Imperial Consort.”
 
  
 
 I regret this already. Whatever, I need to wash the turtle shit out of my hair and get to Healing my foot and hand, not to mention talk to Mila and Lin about my fun times with Yan. “Dismissed.” As they march away with a spring in their step, I question if I’m doing the right thing or if I’m doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. I’d love nothing more than to free them from the chains of slavery, but even if I could, I don’t think it’d be a smart move. I need soldiers and while they may be slaves, the Death Corps rank among some of the finest soldiers in the Empire. Regardless, I can’t tell them how to live their lives, so if they’re happy with a little purpose and direction, then who am I to deny it to them? All I can do is treat them like any other soldier and try to see past their unfortunate status. They’re slaves. It sucks, but without a systemic, ideological shift in the way the people of the Empire think, there will always be slaves, and I’ll have to live with it.
 
  
 
 A wise man once said, “Be the change you want to see, and if that doesn’t work, then nuke the shit out of everyone.”
 
  
 
 ...That doesn’t sound right, but I don’t know enough to dispute it.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Red One wasn’t kidding when he said the Death Corps were well-versed in attending to my needs. In the time it takes to mop a few puddles of filmy poop water, gather my soiled bed sheets, and bring the mats out to dry, my Death Corps honour guards have finished setting up the most lavish and extravagant impromptu bath I have ever seen. Instead of the strung up blankets I was expecting, I find several beautiful wooden folding screens cordoning off a small area in front of my yurt, their polished surfaces elaborately carved and lacquered with depictions of beautifully life-like birds amidst blooming floral scenery. Heart gripped by fear and apprehension, I hop over only to be greeted by an even more costly sight, a carved stone bathtub complete with integrated side-table for food and drink and a built in wood-stove to heat the water. Overcome with regret for not being more thorough, I swallow hard and ask two questions I’m not sure I want the answer to. “Where did you get all of this and how much did it cost?”
 
  
 
 So focused on stoking the fire, Red One only now notices my presence, dropping everything as he turns to kneel and salute. “Responding to Imperial Consort, these items were gifted during his wedding banquet with Imperial Servant Luo.”
 
  
 
 Oh thank the Heavens... I forgot about all my fancy gifts. I don’t remember seeing any of this stuff, but I suppose it’s because it was probably delivered after the fact. Having resolved my minor anxiety attack, I take the time to appreciate the lovely artwork and remind myself to thank whoever gifted it. This is way nicer than the dividers and bathtub I used after the wedding banquet, though considering the copious amounts of blood I left behind, I can forgive Nan Ping’s Magistrate for not lending the best he had to offer. That said, I should take inventory of all my stuff. Lovely as all of this is, it’s not exactly practical to bring into a war zone, but for now, there’s nothing wrong with indulging while I still can.
 
  
 
 After declining Red One’s offer to stay and help and similar offers from his fetching female comrades, Orange One and Yellow One, I disrobe and sit on the stone stool to lather up and rinse off. Doing my best not to look too closely at the run-off for the sake of my sanity, I scrub my skin and hair clean with soap and rag in the cold morning air, wondering if there will ever come a time when I can enjoy bunny kisses ever again. Probably not, which is a shame. Sweet as they are, quins don’t like to kiss since they clean themselves with water and vigorous rubbing, and I taught my wildcats not to lick people on account of their skin-scraping, flesh-rending barbed tongues. I suppose I’ll have to settle for bear kisses for now, but Banjo and Baloo prefer showing their affection in different ways, like hugs, nuzzles, and motor-boat grunts.
 
  
 
 I don’t think I can live like this, which means there’s only one solution: I must find more floofs. Adorable, affectionate, non-poop eating floofs, preferably something which subsists on fruits and vegetables so I don’t break the bank feeding them.
 
  
 
 Imagining myself snuggling with an army of red pandas, I lower my squeaky clean self into the steaming hot water with a satisfied sigh, feeling the knots unwind and unfurl as tension melts from my muscles. Overhead, the perverted Ping-Ping peeks over the dividers with obvious interest while Blackjack enjoys the sun from atop her head. Truth be told, I kinda forgot about Blackjack last night and left the tiny hare outside with Ping Ping, which is good because it means Blackjack did not partake in the poop-water buffet, so I can still enjoy little hare kisses for now.
 
  
 
 Determined to enjoy my downtime, I ignore Ping Ping’s urgent squeaks and settle in for a long, relaxing bath. I already thought ahead and left the water untouched by soap, so she can wait an hour or two until I’m done. Okay, not two hours, because I’d clearly be putting off dealing with my problems, but I deserve at least 30 minutes of me time. This is nice, sitting beneath the open skies in my fancy heated tub, while Ping Ping watches over me and Yipi and the other Laughing Birds fly overhead. Kingfisher, that’s what Mahakala called them, so I suppose I should start using their proper name, even through they’re hardly regal and I’ve never seen them fish.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Poor Mahakala. He seemed so resigned to death at the end there, regarding his entire life as failure. I can’t blame him for not clinging to life, Heaven knows how many times I’ve thought about a ‘fresh start’. I hope he survived the mindless Spectres and he’s out there somewhere, waiting to be born again. Perhaps he’s even already back in the world as a newborn and ready to give life another try. I wonder if there’s any way to track him down or something, though it’d be awkward if he’s reborn as a little girl, or worse, not even human.
 
  
 
 Hmm... If I’m reborn as anything other than human, I hope it’s something adorable and furry. Not that I aspire to being a furry, but I’d be super depressed if I woke up in a new body covered in feathers or scales. Then again, it might be nice to fly or have armour-like skin, but honestly, if my mind were in an animal’s body, I doubt I’d last long. The lack of opposable thumbs is so limiting and eating raw meat is just icky. On the plus side, if I’m cute and fluffy, maybe I could find a beautiful lady to love and pamper me, one who’ll share her bed and hold me close against her bosom...
 
  
 
 Yan doesn’t have much in the way of boobs, but they’re still nice. She’s also got killer hips and legs for days, a gorgeous, sensuous woman through and through. This is all without mentioning her captivating demeanour, starting out strong as a bold and dominant lover before turning shy and girlish the second she experiences something new. She’s so incredible, I love how she runs her hands over my muscles, how she presses her lips against mine, how her eyes drink in the sight of my body... Yan makes me feel wanted, needed even, and it’s not something I knew I even wanted until last night.
 
  
 
 How long should I wait before going to see her again? Is lunch too soon? How does one propose around here? Do I keep to Bekhai tradition or should I go with Central norms? What if ‘Grandpa’ Du says no? What if he’s already got a partner in mind for Yan? Do I challenge whoever it is to a duel to the death? Maybe I should ask Taduk to Heal my hand and foot instead of regenerating it myself. It’s faster if he does it, but puts more stress on my body since it depletes all my fat reserves in one go, and if those aren’t enough, which they probably aren’t, I’ll lose muscle mass too. Considering how much Yan appreciated said muscles, I’d rather not lose them for now, so I suppose slow and steady it is. Besides, if Grandpa Du tries to marry Yan to that loser Jin Tok, I could totally kill him with only one hand and one foot, assuming Yan doesn’t kill the snivelling bastard first.
 
  
 
 Submerging my head underwater to quench my rage, I come back up for air wondering how people can lie around and do nothing. I’ve been idle for five minutes and I’m already driving myself crazy with outlandish hypotheticals. Sadly, as much as I’d like to relax and enjoy the little things in life, dormancy and inaction are not for me. Maybe I could take up a hobby, like woodworking or stone carving. Ooh, or sewing.
 
  
 
 Sitting up in the tub, I dry my upper body and close my eyes, channelling Chi into the bathwater as I slip into my Natal Palace. From the comfort of my (not real) bed, I gaze deep into the darkness of the void and am relieved to find myself alone and untouched by either variety of Spectre. I already checked on the way home last night, but one can never be too sure, especially since this new brand of aggressive, flesh-devouring Spectres makes the old ones look like HIV to their full-blown AIDS. How did Mahakala put it? Itinerant souls seeking to end existence, weaponized into a physical substance which is Anathema to life itself.
 
  
 
 Yea, that's a nope from me. Do not want.
 
  
 
 I guess the Spectres weren’t lying when they called themselves my Ancestors, because in a way, that’s exactly what they are. They’re life after death, or viewed from another perspective, the precursor to life, souls which have broken free of the cycle of reincarnation. How, I have no idea, but a better question is why? Why are they so filled with hatred and vehemence? Why do they drive men and women to commit atrocious acts of violence and cannibalism? Why take over their hosts and become full blown Demons? For another chance at life without losing their memories? That implies they’re still fully functioning remnants of human consciousness, but from what I’ve seen, they’re not exactly operating at full mental capacity, unable to deal with my brand of dry, sardonic humour or unintelligible quips. Its more like they’re programmed to mimic the worst part of the human psyche rather than complete, sentient beings.
 
  
 
 ...Except for that one time in Sanshu, after I fell into the lake but before Qing-Qing found me. I distinctly remember the voices urging me to surrender. ‘Return to my side’, the voices said. ‘Receive my gift’ and ‘Accept my guidance’. Was that the Spectres speaking, or could it have been the Father himself?
 
  
 
 ...Do the Father and Mother truly exist? Was I solicited by a literal God, one who I then rejected by telling Him to, and I quote, ‘shut the fuck up’? If so, then I guess it makes sense why my life is so difficult. I’m on an Evil God’s shitlist. Great. Why is it always the Evil God who works round the clock to give their side the advantage, while the Good God is always passive and hands off? Because ‘Freedom’ I guess, but even then, it seems grossly unfair. Dear Mother in Heaven, could you please get off your Divine Ass and do something about the Father poking around in my business?
 
  
 
 ...Sorry Mother in Heaven, I meant no disrespect, but to be fair, if you exist, you made me this way so it’s not entirely my fault.
 
  
 
 Looking back at this world’s creation story, Mahakala’s ramblings make a little more sense. Taduk told it to me so long ago, but I never gave it much thought until now. As the story goes, the Father was jealous of the Mother’s children so He created something to call his own, avatars of anger, hatred, destruction, and wrath which he unleashed upon the world to poison the hearts of beast and man alike. Demons came later, after He taught them to take physical form, and to balance it, the Mother taught her creations to wield the Energy of the Heavens. Now, Mahakala says the world is unbalanced once more and our world threatened with nonexistence, but what the fuck am I supposed to do about it? Go to church, say my prayers, and wait for divine intervention? I’d rather not. Putting aside how organized religion doesn’t exist here, if we go back to Taduk’s story, we’d know that the first time the two sides became unbalanced, humans and beasts died in the millions before the Mother stepped in. Call me crazy, but I’d prefer a more immediate and less costly solution.
 
  
 
 Of course, this raises a whole new host of questions regarding my origins. Am I a transmigrated amnesiac or a native pleb who’s awakened to memories of my past life? If the former, then what happened to the original host and why did I fill my head with nonsense before coming here? If the latter, then why can’t I remember anything before the age of twelve and what does this make me? Am I a young man with and older, modern man’s perspective, or am I an older man trapped in a younger man’s body? Questions without answers, which beget only more questions.
 
  
 
 Anyone who thinks meditation is relaxing lacks imagination.
 
  
 
 Since there’s no definitive answer to be found, I figure there’s no sense agonizing over theological or philosophical, so I might as well move on to something more productive. After double and triple checking the chalice of Heavenly Energy, I step out into the void to test my theories.
 
  
 
 When talking about Natal Palaces, bigger is better according to the Legate. Pong Pong and Mahakala’s massive Natal Palaces support this theory, but without my neuroses helping me sustain a second personality, the small bedroom is all I can sustain, and while I could create another ‘me’ to hold down the mental fort as it were, I’d rather avoid this unless absolutely necessary. Mental health is a delicate thing, who knows if I’ll even be aware of the next personality I create? It’s not out of the realm of possibility I lie down in bed as Falling Rain and stand up as Murder-Hobo Rain, with no shared memory between the two.
 
  
 
 Besides, a mental doppelganger isn’t a magical Natal Palace growth cheat. Even when I was switching between Baledagh and Brother, I didn’t create the replica of the village overnight. It took months of effort to complete, and I think it’s because I was forging a mental connection between Baledagh and the replica village. I wanted to give ‘him’ a place of his own, somewhere ‘he’ felt safe and welcome, so every time I crafted a new section of the village, I forged a mental connection between the new area and Baledagh. Thus, by keeping ‘him’ in mind at all times, it allowed me to also hold onto the mental replica of the village, because it was ‘his’ home, a place where ‘he’ could feel safe. After I was almost exiled, this was no longer true for me and my Natal Palace became even more intricately tied with Baledagh, because if I were him, things would never have gotten so far.
 
  
 
 Thus, without Baledagh, without delineation between ‘him’ and ‘me’, the connection was gone and my Natal Palace unsustainable. I destroyed it, but it might have faded in time even if I hadn’t, because I don’t feel like I belong in the village anymore.
 
  
 
 Maybe? I dunno, brains are weird.
 
  
 
 Regardless, the big takeaway is that if I want to keep my Natal Palace in existence, I must never lose focus. The room remains because it’s become my new safe space, the fortress of solitude I want to hide in whenever real life gets too complicated, which is all the time. That said, experience proves I don’t need to concentrate on the entirety of my Natal Palace to keep it in existence. The larger Natal Palace remained in place because I always had a small part of my mind focused on whichever personality was in there, where it be Brother or Baledagh. This was enough to keep the rest of the Natal Palace in existence through association, so why can’t I create an object whose sole purpose is to help sustain the Natal Palace? A keystone of sorts, a piece which represents a greater whole. While I’m at it, why not make the keystone serve an actual purpose? I used to walk around as Baledagh while Brother was busy Healing, so it stands to reason I can do it again, but I need to come up with the perfect object to represent both safety and Healing.
 
  
 
 The first thing that comes to mind is Taduk, but I’d like to avoid creating anything human or animal. What else comes to mind when I think of Healing? Eating bread, drinking vials of red liquids, and oddly enough, smashing buttons labelled one through five. No, all those things are too active for my purposes. A better question is what comes to mind when I think of Passive Regeneration?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Sitting in front of a giant tree? Too obscure. Trolls blood? Too nonsensical. Druids? Too human. A white box with a red cross?
 
  
 
 ...Sure, why not? Now, all I need to do is associate the first-aid kit with whatever I construct in my Natal Palace, and I have the perfect place in mind. The image comes easily, as it’s a place I’ve spent plenty of time in, a tiny dirt and stone cottage ensconced in the mountainside. A quin stable sits beside the house proper and a bamboo fence encloses a small area around both, where a blossoming herbal garden sits in neat, orderly rows, so at odds with the wild, uncultivated ambience of everything else. Inside, it’s a cluttered mess with books everywhere and pages strewn about, some written by the inhabitant and others torn out in fit of pique because the author was misinformed or flat out wrong, destined to be burnt in the nearby fireplace. The round dining table tucked in the corner has three wooden chairs arranged around it, two worn and faded while the third is newer and more lustrous.
 
  
 
 I never noticed before now, but Taduk bought the chair just for me. There are backless stools in the closet for when guests join him for meals, but in his eyes, I was never a guest, so I needed a chair, even if I only ate lunch with him most days. A small gesture and a minor inconvenience for him and Lin, but one which tells me they’ve always thought of me as family.
 
  
 
 Cry later. Work now. Also, hug Taduk more. He’s awesome.
 
  
 
 The rest of Taduk’s home comes easily, since his study, his bedroom, and Lin’s room are all that’s left. A quaint and humble affair compared to his manor in Shen Huo, but he loves it here and so do I. If I don’t feel welcome in the village anymore and I can’t have Taduk in my Natal Palace, then this is the next best thing. Close to the village, but outside it. Not one of the Bekhai, but standing with them.
 
  
 
 It’s not ideal, but it’s the best I’ve got.
 
  
 
 Now... where to put the first-aid kit? My first thought is to hide it in a secret room behind a breakable wall, but that seems silly and counter productive. This is passive healing, which means it needs to be visible, dominant even. Going with my subconscious, I envision the white box floating in mid-air, rotating horizontally while exuding a transparent, spherical domain of increased regeneration. At least, that’s what I feel it does, which is more important than its actual purpose, I’d hope.
 
  
 
 Remember, this is all trial and error still, so it’s no big deal if this doesn’t work. No need to feel all depressed and gloomy, we can try again, and again, and again, as many times as it’s needed to get it right. Having prepared for the worst, I take one last look around the cottage before closing my eyes, concentrating on the rotating first-aid kit and the Passive Regeneration it provides. Don’t think about Healing or creating Panacea, focus only on the first-aid kit and what it does, emanate a natural, perpetual field which Heals you automatically so long as you have Chi. It’s just like going to visit Taduk for Healing, a process which requires no effort on your part whatsoever.
 
  
 
 Willing myself awake, I open my eyes to see Ping Ping’s beak inches from the bathtub, her mouth open as she pants in eager anticipation. Giggling at her adorable antics, I get out as quickly as I can and fill a pan for Pong Pong, hoping to see if the tiny turtle would also like some Chi-Water and perhaps validate my hypotheses. There are so many of them now, I can barely keep track, but either way, Ping Ping deserves her treat. With my permission, the big girl dips her beak into the tub and slurps it all in one gulp, her eyes closed in sheer delight as she takes in the moment.
 
  
 
 It’s still feels weird feeding a Divine Turtle with bath water, especially since I just used it to clean turtle poop out of my hair, but whatever floats her boat.
 
  
 
 And now, for the moment of truth... Did it work?
 
  
 
 Wrapped only in a towel and standing on one foot, I close my eyes and return to my Natal Palace. As usual, the little room is still there, unchanged with a bed, nightstand, and goblet of Heavenly Water within. More importantly, beside it sits Taduk’s cottage, exactly as I left it, still exuding the transparent field of Healing energy. Whispering a small prayer to the Mother to cover my bases, I look inwards and squeal in delight as I see my blood carrying Panacea to my severed hand and foot without any conscious effort on my part.
 
  
 
 It worked. I can’t believe it worked. This is huge! I once called myself a support, but no longer. This has opened up a whole new world of possibilities. Right now, it’s just passive Healing, but throw in Passive Reinforcement, Passive Lightening, Passive Honing, Passive Guiding...
 
  
 
 Fuck the Legate and his Imperial Secrets. I don’t need him, I’ve got buff bots now. Divinity, here I come!
 
 
Chapter Meme





 






      Chapter 391 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Undeterred by the excruciating waves of agony emanating from my severed stumps or the sheer difficulty of getting dressed in my current handicapable state, my goofy grin threatens to rend and tear my underused face muscles. It feels good to accomplish something for once and finally have a mark in the win column. Passive Healing with Panacea, it’s a wonderful thing. I mean, sure, I can still fight and actively Heal, but it takes more effort than none, which is significant when locked in a battle to the death. If I make more Keystones, this frees my attention up for more demanding efforts, like Amplification and Deflection. Unless I could make a Deflection Keystone... something like... if object approaching at X, where X is a declared speed, then Deflect the object... Would it work? No, it’s way too complicated to keep in mind, I should simplify things if I want it to work, like... a Keystone I only focus on when I want to Deflect? Would it remain in place when not focused on?
 
  
 
 You’re getting way too ahead of yourself, idiot. Gotta learn to walk before you can run. Just because you made one Keystone doesn’t mean you can support an unlimited number. It’s fine now because all you have to do is keep the first-aid kit in mind, but the more Keystones you create, the harder it’ll be to keep them sorted. One for Healing, one for Reinforcement, one for Lightening, one for Honing, and one for Guiding, how many Keystones can you keep in mind before the new ones crumble away?
 
  
 
 Then there’s the matter of powering the Keystones. Your Chi and fat reserves are being siphoned off at a considerable rate right now, which isn’t a problem now while you’re rested and have easy access to food, but what happens if you run out of Chi in the middle of battle or fall unconscious for hours or even days and accidentally cannibalize your muscles? Because you have less Chi than your peers, triage and economy of action have always been a top priority regarding Chi usage, but this throws both those concepts out the window. Cut yourself a little, a minor nick is all, and see what happens. The little scratch gets equal priority to your missing limbs and seals up in an instant, hardly efficient and more harm than good.
 
  
 
 Celebrate, but within reason. You’re off to a good start, but don’t get full of yourself. There’s still a long way to go before you reach Mila’s level, much less surpass Baatar or Akanai and match GangShu.
 
  
 
 ...My subconscious is a real party pooper, but he... I have a point. Making an off switch for my Healing keystone and directing its efforts are now first on the docket, but this is still a big step forward and I refuse to let pragmatism and pessimism bring me down.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Mother fucker, how do I put on pants? This shit is impossible!
 
  
 
 Emerging from the impromptu bathhouse in a wrinkled, unbuttoned shirt and dirt streaked pants, I find the ever reliable Pran and Saluk ready and waiting to lend a hand, probably drawn here by my muttered curses but too kind to mention it. Enlisting their help to carry the pan of Chi-water to the rabbit enclosure, an errant thought strikes me as I study the twin half-bull’s oh-so-familiar profiles. If the brothers had longer horns and a full head of hair instead of their bald scalps and long, braided ques, then they’d be the spitting image of the Ancestral Bull from last night’s meeting. Well, maybe not the spitting image. A scruffier, less impressive, not as handsome, more villainous image, but it still leads me to the same conclusion. The well-dressed and immaculately groomed Ancestral Bull with the dainty manners and explosive temper has to be Pran and Saluk’s dad, right?
 
  
 
 Well, not dad in the traditional sense, but you know... genetic donor if I’m being generous or deadbeat if I’m being honest. The brothers are probably related to Man Giao too, but if Pran and Saluk didn’t want to meet their successful Brigadier General of a half-brother, I can only assume they want nothing to do with their Ancestral Bull dad. Knowing what Pran and Saluk went through as children, I don’t blame them for not caring too much about blood ties, but I’m a real sucker for happy family reunions, no matter the circumstances.
 
  
 
 Like... Why aren’t Mila and Guan Suo trying to get to know one another? I understand there’s a massive age difference and Guan Suo is a cantankerous bastard, but they’re half-siblings and related by blood. Shouldn’t it mean something? Don’t get me wrong, I love my adopted family, but I’m still curious about my biological parents. What happened to them? How did I end up a slave destined for the mines? Did they love me like my parents from my past life, or was I a burden they sold to save themselves? Do I have siblings who were treated the same way, or was I singled out? Was I the crying runt they couldn’t wait to get rid of, or did they die defending me with their last breath?
 
  
 
 Why don’t I remember them?
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m being judgmental and overly sensitive, but I can’t even imagine a scenario in which I would abandon a child, any child much less my own, yet most half-beasts I know have never met their Ancestral Beast parent. I was told Ancestral Beasts are wired differently from humans, abandoning their ‘feeble’ half-beast offspring because of their animalistic instincts telling them to but what about GangShu and Mama Gam? Assuming I’m right and everyone at the table last night was an Ancestral Beast or Human Divinity, then how come Mama Gam breaks the mould? She cares enough for Eldest Gam and Wu Gam to watch over and protect them, so what gives? Are instincts just an excuse, or is she special somehow? Then again, there’s the rumours of Eccentric Gam murdering his previous disciples for failing to live up to expectations. Are they baseless rumours or was it Mama Gam acting on her instincts and culling her brood?
 
  
 
 Then again, GangShu met Jorani and didn’t commit filicide, so maybe I’m blowing things out of proportion. Either way, I should probably play it safe and leave Pran and Saluk behind the next time I’m summoned to the Magistrate’s Palace.
 
  
 
 Thanking the brothers for their help, I send them away before plopping down beside the rabbit enclosure, calling for sweet Mama Bun with dried berries in hand. Recognizing her name, the big girl awkwardly bounds over on three paws while clutching the sleepy Pong Pong to her chest with the last. It’s adorable how attached she’s become to her little Spiritual Algae snack, unwilling to put him down for even a minute. Even better is the symmetry between the massive Mama Bun carrying little Pong Pong while tiny Blackjack rides atop the gargantuan Ping Ping, a sight which never fails to fill me with mirth.
 
  
 
 I dunno why, but long-eared rodents and hard-shelled reptiles go hand in hand like rice and... well anything. Rice is awesome. I’m starving, which means I’m running low on spare calories to turn into Panacea, which means I need to eat soon, but first, I need to test a hypothesis. When I channel Chi into my bathwater water, am I creating unbound Spiritual Water? I know Ping Ping loves the water I fail to bind, but how does Pong Pong feel about it?
 
  
 
 Lifting Mama Bun over the fence, the big girl melts in my lap with a leisurely yawn, still lethargic despite sleeping for almost twenty-four hours straight. Running my fingers through her fur as she munches away at berries, I sit and wait for Pong Pong to poke his head out, but the little turtle remains firmly concealed in his shell. A light tap explains why as he alternates between yawning and glaring, stretching himself awake and grudgingly accepting a dried berry as atonement for disturbing his slumber, but all the berries in the world can’t distract him once he notices the pan of water. Eyes wide with avarice, Pong Pong magically slips out of Mama Bun’s embrace and scampers down my leg, soaring through the air with a graceful leap to land directly in the pan. Faster than I can snap my fingers, Pong Pong drains the pan dry and turns towards me with a hopeful stare, obviously hungry for more.
 
  
 
 Pong Pong’s actions clinches it. I’ve been creating unbound Spiritual Water, the significance of which is lost on me at this moment, and hopefully it doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass. Good god, the amount of progress I’m making today is incredible. Made love to Yan, created a Keystone in my Natal Palace, and now, I’ve finally solved the longstanding mystery of why Ping-Ping follows me around. Slow down buddy, make any more progress and someone might call you ‘productive’.
 
  
 
 Just to cover my bases, I fill the pan with mundane water to see if Pong Pong does it again, but after paddling around to enjoy the shower and void his bowels, the tiny turtle hops out and returns to Mama Bun’s embrace. Luckily, my big sweet poop-eating bunny shows no interest in the now contaminated pan, though I note the bunbuns didn’t drink any of the clean water I left in their enclosure either. Probably because they slaked their thirst on poop water. Such disgusting, yet adorable creatures, so precious as they huddle together for yet another nap. Having learned from my mistakes, I immediately dispose of the dirtied water beside my yurt, sighing as my gaze lingers on the outline of flattened grass left by Mahakala’s... er... presence.
 
  
 
 It’s not the best memorial, but it's all I’ve got. Hopefully, the Abbot doesn’t take offence when he learns I left his senior brother’s remains unburied or whatever, but Taduk and the Legate’s people still need to study it and the effects of the Demonic Goop. A weapon wielded by mortals capable of bringing down a Divinity, it’s exactly what I’ve been trying to create, and now that I’ve seen it in action, it terrifies me to no end. Hungry, mindless Spectres hellbent on destruction, their mere presence tainted all the Heavenly Energy around them. I can still feel the wrongness of the energy I took into my body, the sin I experienced just by meditating in their proximity. Thinking about it makes my skin crawl and stomach turn, and I’m not ashamed to admit the thought of facing Anathema again unnerves me. If not for Mahakala’s chanting, I’m not sure what would have happened, but something tells me it wouldn’t have been pleasant.
 
  
 
 Would I have joined them and become one of their mindless horde? A creature hellbent on destruction and nothing else? How did Big Papa Piggy create Anathema? What was the deal with the chanting? Even now, I can recite the chants out loud without thinking, though I admit it’s not as impressive as Mahakala’s booming baritone, but what does it mean?
 
  
 
 “Morning hubby.” Throwing her arms around my neck, Lin interrupts my silent contemplation with a hug from behind. I must have gotten up later than I thought if she’s already awake, there are more pressing matters to concern myself with as Lin nuzzles my neck with a smile. The sweet girl has the nose of a bloodhound and after what we went through last night, I’m not sure a single bath is enough to scrub Yan’s scent from my skin. Laying a wet kiss on Lin’s nose to ease my paranoia, I quietly greet Mila, Li Song, and Luo-Luo while my sweet wifey squeals in mock disgust. Resting her chin on my shoulder, Lin sinks down and says, “Mama Bun’s awake! And you took a bath! So nice and clean.”
 
  
 
 Whew. Safe. “Yea, there was an incident in my yurt this morning. Don’t kiss Mama Bun or any of the rabbits until they’re washed. If any of you want to bathe, there’s a heated stone tub behind those gorgeous wooden folding screens. I doubt we’re keeping it all for long, so it’s now or never, and I recommend you try it before I wash all the bunnies.” I shudder to think about all the fur they’ll leave behind.
 
  
 
 “Maybe later hubby. Breakfast first. Come sit with us?”
 
  
 
 “Gladly. It’s been a busy morning and I haven’t eaten either, so for once we can all have breakfast together.” As Lin gathers Mama Bun into her arms and Mila helps me stand, I put on my best smile and direct it towards Luo-Luo. “Could you take Li Song and help my sister set up? There’s something I need to talk to Lin and Mila about.”
 
  
 
 Half expecting her to tear up and pout, Luo-Luo instead offers a cold smile and bows her head in acknowledgement before leaving with Li Song, their arms linked as they make their way over to Alsantset. If it wasn’t for Yan showing up in the middle of the night, I’m not sure if I could’ve kept myself from paying Luo-Luo a midnight visit, not after her engineered nip-slip got me all hot and bothered while I was reeling with grief and despair. Truth be told, even after indulging in carnal pleasure with Yan for hours last night, I’m still ready and raring to go at a moment’s notice.
 
  
 
 Men are disgusting creatures.
 
  
 
 “So?” Irked by my wandering eye, Mila’s grumpy scowl fills me with warmth. “What do you need to talk about? I’m hungry, so make it quick.”
 
  
 
 A wave of guilt hits me as the gravity of my situation hammers home. I’m about to tell my two sweet and loving betrotheds I slept with another woman. Sure I had backhanded permission from a letter they wrote, and it’s Yan not some random woman off the streets, but I still should have spoken to them before sleeping with her. How do I even go about bringing it up? ‘Hey, so I slept with Yan last night, but I totally wanted to talk to you both first, but then she got naked and I lost control’?
 
  
 
 It’s weird being in love with three different women, mostly because I’m still not entirely convinced polygamy is acceptable behaviour.
 
  
 
 Pulling Mila in close, I hug my betrotheds tight and confess, “Last night, after you all left, Yan dropped in for a visit.”
 
  
 
 Before I can continue, Mila utters an angry growl and sinks her teeth into my neck, her sharp canines uncomfortably close to tearing skin. Speaking around a mouthful of my neck, my fiery beloved says, “We know. Sound travels and our yurts are close.”
 
  
 
 Oh no...
 
  
 
 “Er... How loud were we?” Not too loud, right? We muffled our moans as much as we could...
 
  
 
 “Loud enough.” Mila’s teeth bite down a little harder and I decide not to press my luck.
 
  
 
 On the other side, Lin puts on a serious expression and says, “Remember Rainy, no more women or I’ll be sad, ya? I won’t blame you for this, and Yan’s twenty now, so she’s of marriageable age, but there hafta be limits.”
 
  
 
 With all the solemnity I can muster, I reply, “No more. I would never want to make either of you sad.”
 
  
 
 Releasing me from her fanged clutches, Mila purses her lips and says, “We will discuss this later, in private. I have no issue with Yan joining our marital bed, but I am hurt you didn’t think to speak with Lin or I before taking matters into your own hands.”
 
  
 
 ‘I am hurt’. Three simple words, but the pain is almost too much to bear. “I’m sorry, beloved. I wanted to, but at the party, Yan was so cold I thought she no longer cared about me, then she showed up and we started talking... When it became clear where things were headed, I tried to slow it down and told her I hadn’t discussed the matter with you, but then she showed me a letter you wrote and... well, I lost my head. I’m sorry beloved.” Reaching out to take Mila’s hand, I continue, “I am a horrible man and betrothed, one who is in love with three different, wonderful women. I love you Mila, and you Lin, and I also love Yan. I intend to ask for her hand in marriage, and I hope to have your blessing to do so. If you cannot, then I don’t know what I will do, but I cannot stand the thought of losing any one of you.”
 
  
 
 Lin nods in silent, but enthusiastic approval, but Mila merely scowls and glowers. “You have the letter?” I nod, praying she finds it in her to forgive me. “You know,” she says, tightening her grip on my hand. “I am an esteemed Martial Warrior, both beautiful and strong.”
 
  
 
 “Yes beloved.” I would rather fight Anathema without Blobby or Chi Water than face Mila right now.
 
  
 
 “I only need snap my fingers and hordes of hopeful suitors would come calling.”
 
  
 
 “And they would be lucky to earn your affection, beloved.”
 
  
 
 Despite my flowery reply, Mila’s grip tightens and my bones creak in her grasp. With a sweet smile, she continues, “I could have my pick of almost any man I choose, any three men or five even should I desire it.”
 
  
 
 “Understandably so, beloved, for you are a phoenix among chick – among cranes, outstanding in every way.” Don’t call her a chicken, idiot, it’s a colloquialism for whore. “Beloved, I only have the one hand, so could you possibly, maybe...”
 
  
 
 “Good. So long as you know.” Loosening her death grip, Mila flashes her beautiful smile, so sweet and charming I fall head over heels for her once again. Fear does that to me, and I don’t think it’s healthy, but who cares. “I love you Rain, and if that means I must share you, then so be it. This is the price I pay for falling in love with a lecherous pervert, but I knew who you were long before your actions revealed it.” Leaning close, she gives me a peck on the cheek and whispers, “Luckily, you were clear headed enough to think of me beforehand. A minor consolation, but better than nothing, I suppose. As for your marriage to Yan, after what you did last night, you better marry her, else I’d never forgive you.”
 
  
 
 Yea, definitely dodged a bullet. Probably worse.
 
  
 
 Pulling Mila in for another hug, I kiss her shoulder and Lin’s forehead. “I don’t deserve either of you, and that’s the truth. I can’t promise I’ll never make you angry or upset, but I promise to love you always and do everything in my power to make you happy.”
 
  
 
 “I know hubby. That’s why you’re the best.” Beaming from ear to ear, Lin tugs my arm and says, “Breakfast now, ya? I’m hungry.”
 
  
 
 Laughing as I hobble behind her with Mila’s help, I sigh in relief at how well things went. Life is good. Better than good, it’s amazing. Beyond belief. Mila, Lin, and Yan love me, I made significant progress along my Martial Path, and now that the Defiled have made the first move, there’s no more sitting around on our asses. I fully expect the Legate to tell all of Nan Ping what happened in Sinuji and to hand out deployment orders within the day, which gives me just enough time to ask for Yan’s hand in marriage, convince GangShu and Radiant Fist Wugang to send a message to the Abbot, and sort out the last details regarding my cast iron venture before leaving to fight the Defiled, where I can gobble up all the Heavenly Energy I desire.
 
  
 
 All in all, things are looking up.
 
  
 
 Well, aside from the whole marching to war business and all the imminent death and destruction headed my way, which means things are okay, I suppose.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Whatever, things could be worse, so I’ll take it.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “...and it is these valiant heroes standing before you who will lead our brave soldiers onwards. To. Victory!”
 
  
 
 In response to the Legate’s stirring oration, the people of the Empire erupt into rousing cheers and thunderous applause, glorifying the eclectic gathering of Martial Warriors standing on stage, the winners and closest losers of their respective contests. Running the gamut in gender, age, race, and status, the Legate’s valiant heroes are a fair representation of the Empire itself, a diverse and unique group of individuals unified against a common enemy. Among them are a few familiar faces, like Exarch Erien, the beautiful and ferocious tribeswoman of the North, proudly sporting her ethnic, silver headdress complete with polished moose antlers and savage war-paint. Standing far to her left to avoid being brained by Erien’s unwieldy headgear, Du Kang Bing greets the crowd while dressed in more practical armour, though with bubbling enthusiasm as he waves in all directions with both hands outstretched, his voluminous smile so at odds with his customary stoic and stony demeanour. He’s come a long way since we last met, but I’ll never forget his look of startled surprise when Akanai picked him up and hurled him into three of his underlings.
 
  
 
 Ah, memories.
 
  
 
 Also on stage is the lovely, but thoroughly intimidating Ryo Da’in, and Central’s homegrown rising dragon of humble origins, the plainest and most boring member of the Hwarang, Yong-Jin. I’ve already forgotten the names of most other contestants on stage, because they all pale in comparison to the dynamic force of personality that is Man Giao. Standing at the forefront with a single imposing fist raised in triumph, the proud half-bull accepts his due with confident poise, as if his victory was all but assured and this recognition a long time coming, no longer a Brigadier and promoted to Major General by the Legate himself. Truth be told, the promotion probably is overdue considering he’s almost four-hundred years old and beats down Demons like they’re his red-headed step-children, but I’ve recently discovered my perception of strength is rather distorted, what with hanging around Akanai all the time.
 
  
 
 Her opponents weren’t weak, my Grand Mentor is just ridiculously strong.
 
  
 
 As I’ve done every morning since the commencement of the First Imperial Grand Conference, I sit and watch the festivities from my ‘enviable’ beach-side location. It’s great for networking and visibility, since anyone on the beach can come up and say hi while everyone in the city can see me and Ping Ping, but I’ve never cared about making friends or cultivating a proper image. Doubly so now that I’m an Imperial Manwhore, since my status is so high it doesn’t matter what I do, people will still bend over backwards to please me. If I forced my way into some big-wig’s bedroom and slapped them awake, they’d most likely smile and apologize for not greeting me at the front door. A private balcony would be much nicer, since not only could I avoid all the bootlickers and sycophants, I could also slip away and do something more productive with my time, like meditate or nap.
 
  
 
 How did I ever survive on four hours of sleep a day? I don’t understand how it’s even possible anymore.
 
  
 
 Now, this isn’t to say I’m not impressed by the accomplishments of the people before me. In my eyes, the two dozen Martial Warriors on stage deserve to be there, not only because of their personal strength but because together, they form an accurate microcosm of the Empire’s warrior caste. No matter which province or background you hail from, whether you’re part or the wealthy elite or the beleaguered workforce, there’s someone on stage to relate to, which is almost inspiring all on its own, because it tells the world one simple fact: Heroes aren’t born, they’re forged. These heroes come from a myriad of backgrounds, but it doesn’t matter where they came from or how they got there, they now stand side by side as celebrated heroes of the Empire. It gives every citizen something to aspire to, and if the Legate rigged his contests for such an outcome, then he’s a more cunning and devious man than I gave him credit for.
 
  
 
 That said, I’m still bored out of my fucking mind sitting here on the beach. It might be my imagination, but I feel like I’m not the only one to discover his enthusiasm has waned, since the applause is nowhere near as thunderous as it was on the first day of the Grand Conference, when I stood before them as the Number One Talent in the Empire. Granted, the crowd is much smaller now than it was then and even the most fervent of fanatics will suffer fatigue after twenty-something days of non-stop celebration.
 
  
 
 Twenty-five, to be exact. Today is the twenty-fifth day of the First Imperial Grand Conference, twenty days since Mahakala passed away, and there’s been almost no progress whatsoever. It feels like every day is spent idling our time away with with festivities, contests, banquets, and performances, complete with all the glad-handing and face-giving expected of such a momentous occasion.
 
  
 
 It’s fucking retarded.
 
  
 
 Okay. Maybe I’m not being entirely fair. Stuff has happened in the last two weeks, I just haven’t been a part of it. All the heavy hitters have been deployed to the Western Front, including Akanai, Dad, Nian Zu, and Grandpa Du. Obviously, they brought everyone away with them including Mila, Yan, Alsantset, Charok, and all my friends, leaving me alone in Nan Ping with Taduk, Lin, and my retinue.
 
  
 
 Oh. And Luo-Luo. God, I wish they took Luo-Luo with them...
 
  
 
 By now, most of the soldiers in and around Nan Ping have already been deployed, with only a fraction still left behind. Some stayed to take part in the Contests, but there are a select few like myself who have been left to ponder their unknown fate, with little to do but look on as everyone around them rides off to war. I can only assume it has something to do with my minor spat with the Legate, and I’ve caught myself searching for royal assassins hidden in the shadows more than once. At least now I can put a name to my likely successor, the stodgy and lifeless Yong-Jin. On paper, he seems like the perfect replacement, a young warrior of humble birth, Disciple to a celebrated Hero of Central, Awakened to a Blessing of the Elements, in his case Wood, and best of all, a man with a spotless record and immaculate reputation, beloved by all, peasant and noble alike.
 
  
 
 I’ve never actually spoken to Yong-Jin, but I already hate him. Besides, how is he better than me? I’ll admit, he’s taller and better looking, but he has all the personality of tofu and had his ass handed to him by Wu Gam on stage. A shame no one seems to remember it though, with all the applause directed his way. The contests were stupid anyways, Mila or Yan are far more deserving, but neither one took part in the ‘amended’ Contest. If the Legate expects me to hand over my title of Number One Talent in the Empire to Yong-Jin without a fight, then they’re both in for a rude awakening.
 
  
 
 On the other hand, if he wants Luo-Luo then he can have her with my blessing. I’m keeping the Death Corps though, they’re awesome.
 
  
 
 Now, I may be overthinking things since the Legate has made no move to cut ties with me, nor has he expressed his displeasure in any way, shape, or form. I considered requesting an audience to clear things up, but decided against it on account of not having anything productive to say. I don’t want to be the Legate’s lackey, but I don’t want to be his enemy either, which leaves me in a tough situation since he’ll only accept one or the other. Since I’ve made no move to ingratiate myself with him, then I can only assume he sees me as the latter, and the only reason he has yet to act is because he’s waiting for an opportune moment. Seeing how I’m now isolated from my strongest protectors and Yong-Jin is poised to take my place, I doubt the Legate will wait for much longer.
 
  
 
 Technically, as a Warrant Officer, I could leave to serve wherever I’d like, but if I did, I’d probably piss the Legate off even more, not to mention the Abbot who has still yet to arrive. I mean, it’s already going against custom to ask an elder and superior to come meet me, and it’ll only get worse if he thinks I lied about my circumstances. Worst of all, even though Radiant Fist Wugang agreed to carry a message to the Brotherhood, he couldn’t say how long it’d take to get a response since he wasn’t sure if he could get word to the Abbot himself. All in all, I’ve been sitting around doing nothing for the past two weeks, and I hates it.
 
  
 
 All I want to do is fight the Defiled. Is it too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 With Lin at my side and my floofs all around me, I suffer through the slow, agonizing torture that is ‘enjoying’ the festivities. Despite Luo-Luo’s warnings it’ll negatively affect my image, I’ve taken to using the time to brush my floofs, but today’s festivities are taking longer than normal to wind down, and I’m slowly going crazy with boredom while waiting for the crowd to disperse. The moment I deem it’s polite to, I gather my floofs and rush back to the safety of camp before I’m mobbed by a crowd of would-be minions of nobles who have yet to see which way the wind blows. Honestly, if it wasn’t for the Legate’s ‘with me or against me’ mentality, I’d look forward to being out of the limelight again.
 
  
 
 Plain old Falling Rain, here to kick ass and devour spectres.
 
  
 
 After a quick lunch, I kiss my sweet wifey and adorable floofs goodbye before heading into the city on Luo-Luo’s new rickshaw, a gift I purchased at great expense but went thoroughly unnoticed. Dressed in a conservative tunic and boring old pants, she sits as far away as the rickshaw physically permits, and I give her the space she so obviously desires. Her aloof demeanour is a far cry from how she behaved when we first met, but luckily, I have Blackjack’s playful affections to keep me company throughout the long ride. Upon reaching our destination, there still has yet to be a single word or look exchanged between Luo-Luo and myself, which sadly is probably the best case scenario, all things considered.
 
  
 
 Greeting us at the door to his workshop is Yo Sung-Hoon, formerly known as Snivelling Young Fop. Having grown accustomed to my inclination for informal dealings, Sung-Hoon offers a brief salute before jumping straight into the thick of things. “I heard back from my uncle today,” he says, for once leaving mention of his Uncle’s lofty status as Central’s Marshal unsaid. “He approved the contract and we’re on the hook to provide 25,000 pots and pans to the army.”
 
  
 
 “Well done.” It’s a massive contract, but if he thinks we can do it, then I trust him. “No luck selling him on the woks?” Surprising considering Central’s love of fine cuisine, I’d have thought their nobles would leap at the chance for better battlefield dining.
 
  
 
 At one point in time, Sung-Hoon might have taken my question as an insult to his aptitude, but after two weeks of working side by side, my careless words roll off him like raindrops off a duck. “Sadly no,” he says with a grimace as he leads us inside for our meeting. “We failed to consider one simple fact. Most army cooks wouldn’t know what to do with a wok while any private chef employed by a noble would undoubtedly already have their cookware.”
 
  
 
 Ah... Should’ve known I was barking up the wrong tree. “Right. Well, the pots and pans are good start. Better to start small and lay a foundation for our future dealings. Grow too fast too quickly and everything could collapse under our feet.”
 
  
 
 “True, but as you like to say, nothing ventured, nothing gained.” With a snobby half-smirk, Sung-Hoon casually remarks, “I’ve also secured a contract to provide bells for the watchtowers currently under construction. A dozen to start, which is a small order, but one we can fulfill without too much issue.”
 
  
 
 “You sly little weasel, you’ve been holding out on me.” Delighted by the good news, I clap my business partner on the shoulder with a bark of laughter. “How’d you convince your uncle? It couldn’t have been easy, the warning bells are an integral part of the defence.” We can’t build walls everywhere, but the idea is we build a warning system instead, one to alert nearby patrols and villages there’s Defiled nearby.
 
  
 
 Not a great idea, but it’s... an idea.
 
  
 
 Beaming at the praise, Sung-Hoon offers a modest shrug and replies, “I poached a master bell-founder from a workshop owned by a rival of ours and gifted my uncle our first creation. I couldn’t have done it if you hadn’t insisted on better conditions for the workers. The master has family in our employ, which was instrumental in swaying him to our side. I was prepared to double or even triple his salary if need be, but he accepted a meagre fifteen percent instead.”
 
  
 
 “People go where they’re appreciated. It’s smart business, especially in these circumstances. Soon enough, we’ll be competing with all of Central for talents in a wide array of professions. Others can offer more money and promise better conditions, but we’ll have already established our reputation as fair and decent employers.” Plus, I don’t have to toss and turn at night because I’m growing rich off the suffering of others. “Introduce me to the bell-founder later, unless you think it’s too much.”
 
  
 
 “I was going to suggest it myself, or rather impose upon your lovely concubine to do so in my stead.” With a suffering sigh, Sung-Hoon shakes his head. “You don’t understand how hard it is working under a social recluse. Lucrative deals can be made or broken based on face alone, and my meagre status is far from influential enough to represent your lofty interests.” Opening the door to the meeting room, he offers a sweeping bow and gestures for me to enter first, far too much pomp and circumstance for me to stomach. “Then again, were you a different sort of man, I’d hardly have this opportunity to ride your coattails to success.”
 
  
 
 “Hardly riding my coattails. I provide ideas and little more, you and your father do the lion’s share of the work.” Taking a seat at the table, I pour him a cup of tea and raise my cup in a toast. “To a valued partnership, in which I do so little and gain so much.”
 
  
 
 Chortling as he accepts the toast, we continue going over the nitty gritty of our business venture, the documents all laid out for Luo-Luo's inspection. In a mere two weeks, Sung-Hoon has accomplished more than I thought possible, not only training a basic workforce and creating a supply chain, but even moving on to more advanced projects like bellmaking. The advantage of working with an established merchant powerhouse is starting to show itself, and I’m not talking about his family connections. Having a large pool of talent to draw from makes things so much easier. Organization and communication are crucial in a new undertaking like ours, and experienced administrators make a world of difference. With so many managerial skills being transferable, they only need to learn the details of their new job and are less overwhelmed than someone learning everything from scratch. More than one administrator has spotted and resolved a crisis before Sung-Hoon or I even knew there was a problem, and if not for their help, we’d still be arguing about what products to focus on instead of securing profitable military contracts.
 
  
 
 Seriously profitable. Sickeningly so, even. Getting the infrastructure in place was the hardest part, and I probably made it more difficult with my demands for fair treatment, but the kid rose to the occasion and did his job well and is ready to reap the profits. Our cookware is priced at eighty percent of the copper equivalent, but in comparison, our material costs work out to be less than a tenth, while labour even less so since we don’t need skilled craftsmen to hammer things out. All we need to do is bring in the unrefined iron ore, which is priced in coppers by the kilogram, melt it down in the special furnaces designed by Husolt and Diyako, then pour the molten iron into the specially designed moulds, and voila. Cast iron pot or pan, with zero skilled labour required. Scale these profits up to the level of giant warning bells, and if the Legate waits another month before sending his assassins after me, then I will die a disgustingly wealthy man.
 
  
 
 A small consolation, I suppose.
 
  
 
 As usual, Luo-Luo takes the lead in our daily meeting with Sung-Hoon and they discuss the nitty gritty details while I snack and play with Blackjack all by my lonesome. After the first meeting, I wanted to send Luo-Luo by herself, but she put her foot down and refused to attend the meetings without me, though why I have no idea. Ever since Yan joined my happy little harem, Luo-Luo has gone from eager and enthusiastic to cold and apathetic. Outside these meetings, she spends most of her time inside her yurt and doesn’t speak unless spoken to, only coming out to ride Mafu around when I’m out in the bay with Ping Ping or meditating in my yurt. She even stopped dressing all sexy, which I suppose is a blessing since Mila is already jealous enough and Yan made it clear she doesn’t like to share, but honestly, it couldn’t have come at a worse time.
 
  
 
 I was starved of sex for the longest time, then Yan showed up and blew my mind. We had one incredible night of passion together, and then, not three days later, she left with Grandpa Du, after we were betrothed but before we could find time to... get together again. Mila left too, not that there was much chance of anything happening there, and as sweet and loving as my adorable wifey Lin is, she’s adamant we wait until she’s twenty. It’s not fair, any time I make a move, she scrunches her nose and gives me this adorable glower which makes me feel so damned guilty for wanting to...
 
  
 
 And now, it seems I’ve blown my chance with Luo-Luo, which is a shame. Despite our rocky start, I’ve come to appreciate her brilliant mind as well as radiant beauty and voluptuous body. She had the foresight to suggest Sung-Hoon stockpile iron ore before our competitors drive the price up, and immediately understood the value of purchasing futures as soon as I explained the concept. For less coin than I keep in a single boot, we secured the purchasing rights to enough iron ore to keep us in production for three years, essentially locking in our price and protecting us from unsavoury market manipulation. I wasn’t joking when I said I barely lifted a finger, because with Luo-Luo here, there was no need to.
 
  
 
 Beauty and brains, only lacking in brawn. Oh well. I’ll respect Luo-Luo’s decision, and this is probably more in line with how she truly feels. I suppose the sex-kitten act was just that, an act, what she thought I expected of her, and since she now knows I’m not a lecherous, wanton manwhore who will fuck anything that moves, she feels more comfortable being herself, a quiet, reserved woman who enjoys... I dunno, sitting around in her yurt, slow quin rides around the camp, and making passive aggressive comments about things she warned me about but I ignored, like my current stalemate with the Legate. Whatever, the bottom line is, I will not pressure Luo-Luo for sex, no matter how ridiculously horny I may be. I have three wives who love me, and while they can’t love me right now, I can wait. It’s no big deal. I survived for years without sex, so what’s a few more weeks?
 
  
 
 Of course, given how things are proceeding, those few weeks may very well be the rest of my life...
 
  
 
 Ugh. How much longer until I can go to war?
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 While going over the numbers one last time, Luo-Luo ignored Lord Husband’s loud boredom and noisy distraction. Unconscionable is what he was, a callous, hateful man idling the time away while she and Sung-Hoon slaved over financial accounts worth thousands, if not tens of thousands of gold. Sadly, this was better than the alternative, for if not for her dogged persistence, Lord Husband wouldn’t even bother coming along to these meetings. He was utterly irresponsible and entirely too naive in his business ventures. ‘Trust, but verify,’ he’d say, in response to what he undoubtedly considered her nagging. ‘Things will work out.’
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo had a different phrase in mind when she thought of his behaviour: A fool and his coin are soon parted. Having found a trustworthy partner in Mister Rustram, Lord Husband assumed all his associates would be equally as reliable and ethical, which was no proper way to do business. Figures could easily be altered and documents forged, so without constant updates regarding the situation, how could one know the true value of one’s investment? Even more infuriating was how uncharacteristic it was of Lord Husband to be so trusting. Calling him overly suspicious was more than generous, for he was a man who saw threats waiting around every corner and assassins hanging in every shadow. Granted, his suspicions were warranted now that he’d fallen out with his powerful patron Shen ZhenWu, the heir apparent and possibly the second most politically powerful man in the Empire, but that was an entirely different matter all together.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Luo-Luo had many reasons to insist Lord Husband accompany her to these meetings, and not all were solely for his benefit alone. Mostly, she wanted to spend more time with him and show him how miserable she was, but what if she uncovered a discrepancy in the numbers and could prove Sung-Hoon or the Yo Family was stealing from them? How was she to defend herself if they wished to silence her? Or worse, what if she made a mistake? With only two weeks of practice, Luo-Luo could claim a passing familiarity with this new number system, but any more would be a lie. Already, her insistence had paid off, as Lord Husband’s unconventional thinking saved them from disaster more than once. Compound interest on penalties, purchasing futures to protect against price manipulation, and better working conditions only scratched the surface of his contributions, for many of their decisions had been based off of an errant comment made by Lord Husband, seemingly without much thought put into the matter. Selling directly to the army, for example, to build their reputation before marketing to the masses, or investing into bell-making facilities, though how Lord Husband knew it would be a good idea before the Legate announced the construction of his watchtowers, Luo-Luo couldn’t say.
 
  
 
 Cursing her inattention, Luo-Luo angrily reset her abacus and started from the beginning, her cheeks burning despite Sung-Hoon’s silence and Lord Husband’s ignorance. What must Lord Husband’s associate think of her? The Yo family scion hadn’t asked about her strange ‘numerals’, nor had he commented about her need for a physical abacus instead of calculating with her fingers, but in his eyes, she must seem like a rank amateur indeed. It wasn’t entirely her fault she couldn’t learn a new number system and do mental arithmetic at the same time, but thankfully, he had yet to lose his patience and left her to her own devices.
 
  
 
 Likely because Lord Husband’s proficiency with numbers put them both to shame.
 
  
 
 When she finally finished double checking her work, Luo-Luo gathered the papers and silently placed them before Lord Husband for his perusal. Leaving Blackjack to roam free, Lord Husband flipped through the documents one by one, spending perhaps three seconds to scan each page. The first time he did this, she thought he was putting on a show, right until he pointed out an error neither she nor Sung-Hoon had noticed. When confronted about his remarkable ability, Lord Husband merely shrugged and attributed it to his Natal Palace, accidentally revealing his undisclosed status as the youngest Expert of the Empire in the process.
 
  
 
 No wonder Shen ZhenWu saw Lord Husband as a threat. What other miracles would this young warrior casually accomplish in his lifetime, however short it might be?
 
  
 
 “Everything seems in order,” Lord Husband declared, passing the stack of documents to her with a smile. “Phenomenal work as always.”
 
  
 
 Stifling the urge to smile and blush, Luo-Luo merely nodded and feigned indifference to his praise. ‘Show no happiness,’ she told herself. ‘Be miserable, because in truth, you are. Mere words aren’t enough, you deserve more for your efforts, and you will have your due. Lord Husband is a kind man, and he will soon notice your unhappiness and take steps to correct it.’
 
  
 
 But when? How much longer must she wait? Did Lord Husband not find her attractive? Would he like her more if she had animal ears and a tail?
 
  
 
 Her misery still unnoticed, Lord Husband exchanged what few lines of small talk his limited patience would allow. “Well,” he concluded, not even a minute later, “If that’s everything...?”
 
  
 
 Knowing his business partner’s preference for brevity, Sung-Hoon pounced upon this opportunity while he still had Lord Husband’s attention. “Now would be a good time to meet the bell-founder. His new home is nearby and I gave him the day off to spend with his family. You would give much face by visiting him today, but if you think it’s too much...”
 
  
 
 “Yea sure, I wanted to talk to him about a future project anyways. Come, Blackjack. Time to go. Blackjack! Come!” While Lord Husband struggled to get the hare to obey, Luo-Luo exchanged a questioning glance with Sung-Hoon, but the young man was every bit as confused as she was. Besides making more bells, what future projects could there be for a bell-maker? Neither one had the courage to ask, lest they be shown for a fool, so instead, they kept silent and fell in line as Lord Husband exited the room in a huff, leaving the disobedient hare behind. Not ten seconds later, a piercing shriek emanated from behind as Blackjack raced to catch up, having learned the consequences of disobedience and not liking them one bit.
 
  
 
 An experienced warrior, brilliant scholar, skilled self-Healer, expert animal tamer, and from what Luo-Luo gathered, a consummate lover, Lord Husband was a man who excelled in all walks of life.
 
  
 
 The bell-maker’s home was a modest courtyard manor nestled in the heart of Nan Ping, which meant they couldn’t bring the Guardian Turtle without remodelling this part of the city. Thankfully, the great beast had grown complacent of late and no longer insisted on keeping Lord Husband in sight at all times. Instead, at his direction, the massive creature happily hunkered down on the main street to bask in the sunlight, and after a quick hug and concealed kiss on the beak, Lord Husband left her to go about his business. Glancing over her shoulder, Luo-Luo watched as the crowd queued to pray before the gentle giant, already accustomed to the process after weeks of appearances.
 
  
 
 How might these same people react if they learned their Divine Guardian’s favourite treat was Lord Husband’s bathwater?
 
  
 
 The Guardian Turtle was Lord Husband’s greatest defence against Shen ZhenWu, and if used properly, could also be his greatest weapon. With how recent events unfolded, there were rumours claiming the Guardian Turtle’s actions were guided by divine mandate, due to how she destroyed the Canston Trading Group’s merchant house before their treacherous actions were revealed. This in turn raised Lord Husband’s status even higher in the eyes of the populace, and was perhaps the only reason Shen ZhenWu had yet to act against them, but Lord Husband refused to listen to her suggestions out of sheer, ignorant stubbornness. ‘I don’t want things to escalate,’ he said, unaware his relationship with his Patron was already beyond salvaging. He was dealing with a man destined to sit upon the Dragon Throne, and one did not refuse such a man and walk away unscathed, not under normal circumstances. If Lord Husband were to play his hand right, he could severely limit Shen ZhenWu’s options and perhaps even force a stalemate, a position few could otherwise claim.
 
  
 
 A common-born tribesman in a stalemate with the future Emperor of the civilized world. This was the man Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband could be, if only he’d listen...
 
  
 
 It irked her to see so much potential wasted. Despite his reclusive disposition, Lord Husband was a charming and charismatic man when he set his mind to it. Much of it came naturally, for he never put on airs or treated anyone poorly, even thinking to stop and purchase a gift of wine for the bell-maker and candy for his son. Status rarely entered into the equation, for in Lord Husband’s eyes, every person regardless of standing deserved the same respect. Upon meeting the bell-maker, a slender, timid man in his thirties named Jiao Yu, Lord Husband’s eyes lit up with genuine delight, thanking him for his hard work before greeting his wife with a warm smile (but thankfully not too warm), and his son with a hearty hug.
 
  
 
 With his natural appeal and her education, Lord Husband would make for a most effective politician, but alas...
 
  
 
 Lifting the seven year old boy into his arms, Lord Husband asked, “Do you mind if I borrow your Papa for a few minutes? I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
 
  
 
 Speaking around a piece of candied fruit, the boy shook his head with a silly little smile. “Papa was scolding me for not doin’ my readings.”
 
  
 
 Frowning in mock severity, Lord Husband said, “This is serious business. Why didn’t you do your readings?”
 
  
 
 “Because they’re boring!” Fighting off imagined enemies with one hand, the boy added, “I wanna be a soldier an’ fight the Defiled, just like you.”
 
  
 
 “All the more reason to do your readings. You gotta know how to read or else you can’t use a map or read your orders. It’s an important skill and all my soldiers work hard to learn it.” Putting the suitably chastised child down, Lord Husband crouched and looked him in the eyes. “It’s not just reading either. You wanna know what my greatest weapon is?”
 
  
 
 “Is it your transforming glaive?”
 
  
 
 “No, but that’s a close second.” Amused by the child’s excitement, Lord Husband tapped his forehead and continued, “My greatest weapon is my mind. I can beat people stronger than me because I out think them. Reading, writing, math, and more, it keeps my mind sharp and teaches me different ways to approach a problem, which is a powerful tool for any warrior. Knowing when to fight is just as important as knowing how to fight. In fact, I’m here because I’m not clever enough and need your papa’s help solving a problem.”
 
  
 
 “Really?” The boy’s eyes went wide with wonder as he glanced at his father, who straightened with pride before Lord Husband’s praise. “You need Papa’s help?”
 
  
 
 “Yes I do. He’s a smart man, your Papa, so you should listen to him. Go on and do your readings now, so he won’t be mad anymore.”
 
  
 
 So excited at this prospect, the boy ran off without another word, and Jiao Yu bowed his head in heartfelt gratitude. “Many thanks, Great One. Your words will let this servant hold his head a little higher in the days to come, though he fears he has little to offer in the way of help.”
 
  
 
 “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about my problem, it’s nothing too urgent or important.” Flashing his charming smile, Lord Husband gestured for the bell-maker to sit while he prepared ink and paper. “See, I need a bell made, but not really a bell.” With a few strokes of his metal writing implement, he drew the ugliest bell Luo-Luo had ever laid eyes upon, more a hollow pillar than anything else. Luckily, his next words proved he’d done this by design. “I need something like this, a long, tubular object which is capped at one end and open at the other. The base should be thick and durable with a concave curve on the inside, but with a tiny hole which extends from surface to centre, perhaps as wide as a finger. How difficult would this be?”
 
  
 
 At Lord Husband’s prompting, the mousy craftsman asked a few questions which included the dimensions of the iron tube, though Lord Husband had little in the way of specifics. After careful consideration, Jiao Yu said, “This servant has never crafted anything of the like, so without having tried, cannot speak to it’s difficulty. This servant can only try and pray he does not disappoint Great One.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” With an approving nod, Lord Husband clapped Jiao Yu on the shoulder and said, “Start off small, say about as long as my arm and maybe two to four times as thick, whatever you think is best. There’s no rush, handle whatever Young Master Yo here requires of you first, and don’t overwork yourself. This is merely an idle fancy of mine, an optimistic hope some might say. A few other things need to happen for this to bear fruit, but if everything falls into place, then heaven help me, our names will go down in history, for better or for worse.”
 
  
 
 No one in the room understood what Lord Husband meant, but he still cautioned everyone to keep silent on the matter. Soon enough, his tolerance for society wore thin and he said his farewells, much to the relief of Jiao Yu’s poor, anxious wife, so obviously worried someone in the household would accidentally offend their noble guests. It was a sentiment Luo-Luo could empathize with, for there were times when Lord Husband’s manners were so lacking, only his lofty status kept him alive and unchallenged through it all. Poor Sung-Hoon understood as well, for in their first few days of working together, the prideful young man was almost driven mad by Lord Husband’s unintentionally abrasive demeanour and poorly-worded statements.
 
  
 
 After parting ways with the bell-maker and Sung-Hoon, Luo-Luo and Lord Husband rode home in silence, sitting side by side in her rickshaw yet still worlds apart. They’d been married for over two weeks yet she was still a virgin, a horrific scenario which she wasn’t prepared for. Her bold and seductive behaviour only drove him into the arms of another woman, a shameful defeat which wounded Luo-Luo’s pride, perhaps even beyond repair. Every night since, the cadenced moans and heavy breathing would haunt her dreams and she’d wake each morning panting and covered in sweat, aching at the imagined memory of Lord Husband’s touch. Sadly, even without Mila or Yan here to compete for his affections, he still paid Luo-Luo no mind, and Lin-Lin’s advice to halt her efforts and let nature take its course had thus far failed horrifically. In distancing herself and only speaking when she deemed absolutely necessary, she’d turned herself into a nagging harridan of a shrew who only opened her mouth to criticize, hardly the image she’d hope to cultivate.
 
  
 
 Perhaps this was to be Luo-Luo’s fate in this life, to be unappreciated, undesired, and unloved for the rest of her days. A virginal widow soon enough, for Lord Husband was now separated from his greatest allies and protectors, undoubtedly a prelude to Shen ZhenWu’s cold vengeance. A shame he wouldn’t listen to her advice, but for all his virtues, Lord Husband’s greatest flaw overshadowed them all.
 
  
 
 Nothing could be done until she fixed his crippling lack of ambition.
 
  
 
 Throwing herself at him didn’t work. This passive approach wasn’t working. What else could she do to win his trust and affection? Open a dialogue, at least. For two weeks now, she’d kept to herself in hopes he’d ask her if something was bothering her, but all she accomplished was make it easier for Lord Husband to ignore her. Grasping for a relevant topic, she took a deep breath and asked, “Lord Husband, what is the strange bell for?”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” His wry smile nearly drove her to madness, though out of anger or lust, she could not say. “Finally willing to speak again? Is my punishment over? I suppose curiosity won out over anger.” Ignoring his jibes, Luo-Luo pouted until he asked, “What do you think it’s for?”
 
  
 
 He thought she was punishing him by remaining silent? In what world would silence be a punishment? Baffled by his stone-headed foolishness, Luo-Luo rolled her eyes and huffed. “... Perhaps it’s an improved bell, used to direct sound in a particular direction?”
 
  
 
 “Good guess, but no. This thing will make noise, but that’s not its purpose.” Holding his hand out, he waited for her to take it and Sent, “It’s a weapon, one the likes this world has never before seen.” Noting her confusion, he explained, “No, it’s not a strange club or hammer. It’s a ranged weapon called a cannon. Basically, you place a metal ball into the tube and use a propellant to launch it. There’s a few major issues to work out, like the ban on oil and well... anything that explodes in the presence of fire.” Shrugging, he Sent, “I’ve had my people working on an alternative, and just yesterday recieved word they were making progress.”
 
  
 
 Furrowing her brow, Luo-Luo asked, “Your destructive explosive made from yellow dye?”
 
  
 
 “Guessed it in one. There’s still a ways to go before it’s in working order, but the Enemy is busy innovating new weapons, so for us to do any less would be a mistake.” With a grin which made him look younger than his years, Lord Husband Sent, “Imagine five kilograms of iron launched faster than the eye can follow from range no bow could hope to match. Impressive right? Even more impressive if it explodes where it lands, but one step at a time. All I can say is, if this weapon works as expected, it will change the way the Empire fights war forever.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Luo-Luo studied her incomprehensible Lord Husband once again. How could she ever think he lacked ambition? He cared nothing for status and reputation, but only because he set his sights on loftier goals instead. Perhaps it was time she accepted there was no mastermind standing behind Lord Husband and he was the driving force behind his book after all, the brilliant mind who sought to bring great change or unspeakable horrors to the Azure Empire. What sort of man could be so loving and sweet, yet also devise such terrifying weapons of destruction?
 
  
 
 And why did this make her ache for him all the more? Maybe if she wore an animal costume...
 
  
 
 Pleased by her amazed reaction, Lord Husband released her hand and said, “You know, I wasn’t lying when I said I consider my mind my greatest weapon. You’re a smart girl and your talents are wasted cooped in your yurt all day. Assuming your plan works and the world learns to appreciate the value of my book, then I’ll need help organizing all the inquisitive minds who come in search of funding and cooperation. ”
 
  
 
 Snapping out of her fugue, Luo-Luo nodded. “This one is here to serve at Lord Husband’s pleasure,” she said, hoping he’d catch her play on words. Her body was ready, he only need crook his finger and she would be his...
 
  
 
 Settling back into his corner as if afraid to accidentally touch her, Lord Husband went back to playing with Blackjack while saying, “Excellent. I look forward to a successful working relationship between us.”
 
  
 
 Damnable, insufferable man...
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 Live for today.
 
  
 
 That was Jorani’s new mantra, because Mum Above was a capricious bitch. This wasn’t exactly new news, but recent events had reaffirmed the lesson in his mind. Ever since surviving the shit-show that was Sanshu, he’d been struck by a horrible affliction which blinded him to the truth and made him act against his nature, turning him from wise pragmatist to foolish optimist in the worst of ways.
 
  
 
 His affliction? An insidious disease called hope.
 
  
 
 With his fortunes shifting almost overnight, Jorani could hardly be faulted for succumbing to this ordeal, for it truly felt like things were finally going his way. He was Hangman Jorani, a hundred-man commander in Falling Rain’s retinue, an enviable position for most and an unthinkable honour for someone as lowborn as he. In an effort to live up to the honour, Jorani swallowed his complaints regarding the bossman’s nightmarish training regimen and made great strides along the Martial Path, all the while dreaming of his life after soldiering.
 
  
 
 Such foolish, preposterous dreams, he even gave up gambling and whoring to save his coin, squirrelling away his coppers and silvers so he could someday purchase a cozy little manor somewhere. The details were never too important, he’d be happy in Sanshu, Shen Huo, the Bridge, or even among the Bekkies if they’d take him, but he wanted a home to call his own. Then, he’d find himself a wife, someone kind and sweet for him to love and spoil, and together, they’d raise three children or more if he could afford it, probably less if Ral still needed looking after because the big oaf counted for two children by himself. That was all there was to it, no excessive riches or palatial walls, just a happy family enjoying a cozy little life together.
 
  
 
 Even his modest dream was asking too much.
 
  
 
 As some asshole once said, man proposes and Heaven disposes. The events at the winery opened Jorani’s eyes to the truth. With Ancestral Beasts toeing the line and pushing the limits of the Treaty, all of Jorani’s improvements amounted to little better than nothing, still a shrimp soldier in the grand scheme of things. On the battlefield, his life and death were at the mercy of the Mother, and even if he lucked out and survived his next encounter with the Enemy, there were plenty of battles and years of service for Dear Mum in Heaven to correct her mistake. Forget surviving until his term of service was up, Jorani wouldn’t put money on him surviving the year, so what point was there in planning for a future which would never come?
 
  
 
 In light of this, Jorani did what any reasonable person would do. He drank himself into a stupor, and when he woke up, he drank some more. He wasn’t drinking as much as he’d like since he still had responsibilities, but he drank as often as he could. Good stuff too, because why not? Life’s too short not to enjoy it while you can, and in the same vein, Jorani dined on the finest dishes and slept with the priciest prostitutes. Well, middling dishes and moderately expensive prostitutes, since he only drew a captain’s salary and couldn’t afford the finest or the priciest, but it was good enough.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, last night he’d underestimated the potency of the wine he’d ordered and woke up late with a splitting headache. Stepping out of his yurt, the piercing orb of light in the sky told him it was closer to early evening rather than the late morning he’d expected. Ral and Chey were sitting nearby, idling the time away in each other’s company as they so often did, and like always, it incited a burning hot jealousy in Jorani’s belly. It wasn’t just because Ral had someone to love and Jorani didn’t, but also because he missed spending time with his big, oafish friend, though he’d never admit it out loud.
 
  
 
 Her soft smile melting at the sight of him, Chey’s close-cropped hair seemed to bristle as she scowled at Jorani. “Afternoon, yer excellency. How kind of ye to grace us with yer presence.”
 
  
 
 Jorani’s head hurt too much to come up with a witty rejoinder, and even if he could, his mouth was drier than the heart of a haystack. “Water,” he croaked, nodding as Ral handed him a skin, regretting the decision to move his head.
 
  
 
 While Jorani tried to drink without lifting his head, Ral leaned close and whispered, “You okay Jor? You slept through morning muster you did, and I couldn’t wakes you no matter how hard I tried. I tried real hard too, honest, Jor, but you kept spewing every times I moved you.” Mouth full of water, Jorani waved Ral’s apology aside but the big lug kept going on. “I cleaned you ups and asked Chey to help cover for you, but she wasn’t happy Jor.” Glancing at his lovely partner, Ral leaned even closer and covered his mouth for good measure. “I don’t think Chey likes you Jor. How come?”
 
  
 
 Having emptied the waterskin, Jorani almost rolled his eyes before thinking better of it. “What’s to cover? Bossman ain’t paid us no mind in weeks, Mister Rustram’s too busy training like a madman, and Bulat and Ravil have their hands full with the Death Corps. Aside from them, ain’t anyone around who outranks us, so ain’t no one gonna grief me about missing one muster.”
 
  
 
 “Since you feel that way,” Chey said, her smile cold and forced, “Then there’s no need to cover for you again. I look forward to your lashing, Jorani. Let’s go Ral.”
 
  
 
 Uppity bitch. What annoyed him even more was how Ral left without even looking back. It didn’t matter, it’s not like the giant half-dog was the first friend Jorani lost. Hell, Ral wasn’t even the first half-dog friend he’d lost. There’d been a time when Jorani and Kabi had been thick as thieves, right up until the bastard turned coat and went to work for the Council. Dogs and loyalty, pei. Can’t count on anyone in this world, not your friends, not your family, not your childhood heroes, and not even Mum in Heaven Herself. The only person Jorani could count on was himself.
 
  
 
 To this end, Jorani decided to go all out and cheer himself up, and while he had a mind to start with women, he’d need food and energy to sustain him. After a quick bath, he headed to the restaurant the bossman always patronized, where he’d made good on his promise and treated Jorani and his crew to a feast after the mess at the winery. It wasn’t the best dining in the city, but the bossman never put on airs when going out, and always eating at the same venue was probably a subtle challenge to the bastards who poisoned him, saying, ‘Here I am, so come try and kill me again.’
 
  
 
 The bossman was a few logs short of a proper cabin, but he looked after his own, which was better than most.
 
  
 
 This was all neither here nor there. The important thing was, the establishment was reasonably priced and more than willing to accommodate Jorani’s request for a private dining room and seat him him alone at a table meant for six. Once inside, he ordered their best wine and waited for his meal to arrive while watching a stylized duel take place across the street. There was a time when their nimble acrobatics and flashy movements would’ve impressed him, but now, it seemed silly and wasteful. Hell, he could probably do most of those leaps and twirls himself, but why would he? It left so many openings for your enemy to exploit, and even if they didn’t you’d tire yourself out within minutes. The audience loved it, but only because they didn’t know what battle was really like. It wasn’t captivating and showy like the operas and dramas would have you think, with no room for honour or integrity. Real battles were simple and repetitive. See one, kill one. See ten, kill ten, and do it quickly and efficiently as you can. No point wasting breath jawing away at your opponent, because chances are, you won’t be able to hear each other in the din of real battle, and if you move around as much as those idiots on stage were, then you’d run out of stamina long before you run out of enemies to kill.
 
  
 
 Fucking hell. Even drunk and hungover as he was, Jorani could probably beat both those showy stage idiots himself. He’d fought the Defiled alongside Du Min Gyu and the Death Corps, brought an Ancestral Beast to her knees, and what did he get for all his troubles? Not even so much as a pat on the back. He wasn’t even allowed to talk about his accomplishments, warned to keep quiet in the interest of national security. As far as the bossman knew, Jorani had used the Runic Device against a powerful Demon, nowhere near as impressive as the truth. A soldier’s lot was miserable and thankless, and if he was smart, he’d die sooner rather than later and save himself the grief.
 
  
 
 The door opened and in walked the lovely serving girl carrying his winter-melon soup, a dish he’d only recently tried for the first time. It didn’t sound like much, but the name didn’t do it justice. Start with a plump winter-melon twice the size of a grown man’s head and cut the top off. Hollow it out while leaving about three centimetres of flesh on the sides, then throw in all the trappings; shrimp, lobster, chicken feet, chicken stock, and more melon. The entire thing went into the oven to bake until it was nice and tender, before being served as is, melon and all. A delicious, savoury delight which Jorani only got a taste of last time, but tonight, he had the whole thing all to himself.
 
  
 
 “That all you order boy? No wonder yer so lean and scrawny.” Appearing out of the shadows just as the girl placed Jorani’s feast on the table, GangShu sat at the table and helped himself to the first bowl. The only bowl, in fact, since Jorani was here alone, but this didn’t escape the old bastard’s notice. Flashing his feral yet sickeningly charming smile, GangShu winked at the serving girl and said, “Be a good lass and bring four settings and a menu.”
 
  
 
 “We don’t need no settings, they ain’t staying fer long.” Jorani wasn’t even sure if the smitten serving girl heard him, and he scowled as the other Azure Ascendant’s filed in. Lord of Thunder Lei Gong looked dishevelled as always, his nose and cheeks already red with drink as he sniffed at Jorani’s wine jug. Nodding in approval, the wrinkled warrior guzzled down the wine as the Tyrant Ouyang Yuhuan took her seat with a distasteful grimace, barely sitting on the chair at all and keeping her hands in her lap. Daxian the ‘Virtuous’ came in last and kicked Jorani’s chair leg, rudely demanding he make room at his table for an unwelcome guest, even though there were still two empty chairs to sit in. Ignoring his half-brother, Jorani snatched his wine jug from the Lord of Thunder and wished he had enough courage to snatch his bowl back too. “What do you want?” he asked, pulling the melon closer and drinking straight from the ladle, letting bits of half-chewed chicken and shrimp fall back into the vegetable-turned-bowl. This was his meal and he’d be damned if he shared it with these bastards.
 
  
 
 “Now that’s hardly good manners boy,” GangShu admonished, though still smiling in amusement as he silently directed Daxian to another chair. That smile rarely slipped, as false as the bottoms in the bossman’s boots. “No matter, we’ll order more. My treat. Even though I’ve had plenty, I’ve never had a meal with two sons before.”
 
  
 
 “And you won’t tonight,” Jorani snapped. He hated GangShu’s Sanshu accent, because it proved he spent most of his time there. The old bastard was the fucking Territory Lord for Heaven’s sake, so how could he leave his woman and child to suffer? “I ain’t yer son and I never will be. I’d like to eat me soup in peace, so say yer piece and be on yer way.”
 
  
 
 Daintily sipping at his soup with a wooden spoon, GangShu chortled in the face of Jorani’s anger. “See, that don’t make a lick of sense. Far as I know, I’m the only Ancestral Rat around, and seeing as you’ve got my lovely little ears and a cock between yer legs, then you gotta be my son. You got a cock, don’tcha? I hope so, cuz you’d make fer a damned ugly daughter.”
 
  
 
 “I may be of yer blood, but I ain’t yer son. I said it before, but you don’t got the right to call yerself me Pa.”
 
  
 
 “This again?” The old bastard’s confusion seemed genuine and Jorani even believed it was, which made him hate the bastard all the more. “How many rat daddies you see stickin’ around to look after their rat babies? Hell, when you look at all the animals in the world, a daddy sticking around after conception is the exception, not the norm, and they all get along fine.”
 
  
 
 Jorani slammed his fist against the table. “I ain’t a rat and Ma wasn’t one either. You know how we lived? You know how she died? Ye don’t, and ye don’t care either, and that’s why I ain’t no son of yours.” Taking a long drink from the ladle to calm his nerves, the delicious soup tasted like ashes in his mouth, so he spit the rest back into the bowl and stood to leave. “You can have the room. I’ve no appetite anymore.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t say you could leave.” Though his smile never slipped, GangShu’s voice held a thread of steel within, warning of consequences should Jorani disobey. If he hadn’t watched a Defiled Ancestral Mole manhandle three Living Legends of the Empire, he might even have walked out, but as things were, he was too terrified of the old bastard’s strength. Standing in place was the most defiance Jorani could muster, but GangShu let it slide with an amused chuckle. “Fine, stand if ye like,” he said, helping himself to a second bowl of winter-melon soup, “but if ye think a little spit is enough to ruin this delicious meal, then ye don’t know me at all.”
 
  
 
 The irony of his statement lost on him, GangShu fell silent as the server returned with the settings and menus. Jorani notice she’d tidied up before coming in, her headscarf gone and her eyes wide as she smiled prettily and played with her hair, hoping to perhaps catch the handsome GangShu’s attention for the night. Part of the old bastard’s charm, though it sickened Jorani to see it in action, while also making him insanely jealous at the same time. Even though the two of them bore a striking resemblance, the serving girl barely glanced in Jorani’s direction, but she couldn’t tear her eyes off of the old bastard, so distracted he wondered if she even registered what GangShu was saying. After rattling off an order of about twenty dishes, the old bastard dismissed the serving girl with a friendly nod, much to her visible disappointment. Filling his bowl once more, he ladled a second out for Jorani and slid it over. “Look, ye don’t like me and ye got yer reasons for it. Not good ones, but reasons, so hows about we each take a step back? I’ll lay off the family talk and you sit down and listen. Sound good?”
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowed in suspicion, Jorani remained standing and left the bowl untouched. “You want something from me,” he said, more a statement than a question. “What is it?”
 
  
 
 “Smart. That’s what I like about ye, even if yer Martial Skills ain’t worth shit.” Unabashed at having his motive uncovered, GangShu shook his head and sighed. “Look, the short version is simple enough. The Treaty’s been broken and the Emperor called his chit. I can’t sit on the sidelines anymore, which means I gotta pick a side and the choice is obvious. I considered heading home to wait the war out, but the problem is, it’s a lose-lose situation. If the Defiled win, then they gonna make their way over eventually, and if the Imperials win, then they ain’t gonna be none too pleased with me when this is all said and done with. You with me so far?”
 
  
 
 Taking a seat because his legs refused to stop shaking, Jorani swallowed hard and nodded. With the Treaty broken, Ancestral Beasts and Imperial Dharma Protectors were free to act as they pleased, and battles between the two were only ever described as a city-destroying calamity. He might as well eat the free meal and spend the rest of his coin on female companionship tonight, because his chances of surviving the year just went from poor to imperceptible.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Jorani’s inner turmoil, GangShu continued his explanation. “Then, I thought of you, holed up nice and safe in the Behkai brat’s retinue. The Fox bitch who saved yer hide at the winery don’t gotta take orders from the Imperials because she’s busy watching over her kits, so I figured I’d use the same excuse. Even better if ye convince the brat to let Daxian join the retinue too, cuz it’ll give me double the reason to stick close.”
 
  
 
 Resigned to eventual death, Jorani took a deep breath and sighed. “Using your sons to avoid fighting. How heroic.”
 
  
 
 “I ain’t afraid of a good fight.” For the first time, GangShu’s smile slipped as he leaned forward and Jorani’s heart stopped in his chest. “I may be a rat, but don’t ye dare mistake me fer a coward. This is about taking orders and nothing else.”
 
  
 
 Silence fell over the room as GangShu settled back into his chair, and Jorani sat frozen in abject terror, his mind gibbering in primal fear of the god-like being across from him. When he finally came to, he was alone in the room once again, though more than a dozen empty dishes sat atop it, evidence of the time he’d lost in his fear. Collar soaked in cold sweat, he sat shivering from head to toe and told himself it was because of the cold spring air or being sober for the first time in days.
 
  
 
 It was easier to swallow than the truth.
 
  
 
 “You recovered faster than expected.” Startled by the sudden intrusion, Jorani emitted a girlish shriek and regretted the reaction. Standing behind him with arms crossed and a cruel smile plastered across his face, Daxian looked like the man Jorani wanted to be. Though they shared the same rat ears, pointed chin, and high cheekbones, Daxian seemed elegant and dignified in the moonlight while those same features made Jorani look villainous and deceitful. Daxian the Virtuous, they called him, a former Major who might as well have been sculpted from marble, with broad shoulders and a lithe, yet muscular frame. Tall too, which made Jorani hate him all the more, but that wasn’t the only reason he hated his older ‘half-brother’.
 
  
 
 Their ages only differed by a decade, two at most, so why keep Daxian but throw Jorani away?
 
  
 
 “Order something,” Daxian said, nodding at the menu. “We figured you’d be here till morning so we ate everything, but you were only out for two hours, which is... impressive.”
 
  
 
 It took two tries and a cup of cold, bitter tea before Jorani could speak. “What the fuck was that?”
 
  
 
 “What happens when an ant pisses off a Divinity.” Shrugging, Daxian clarified, “You took the full force of his Aura with no defences. Maybe next time you’ll think twice before mouthing off, but somehow, I doubt it. It doesn’t matter though, all you need to do is convince Falling Rain it’s in his best interest to accept this arrangement, and then you can do whatever you please. For now, order, eat, and come find me when you’re done.” Nodding more out of shock than agreement, Jorani kept quiet as Daxian placed a stack of gold coins on the table and strode out the room. Pausing at the doorway, he half-turned to speak over his shoulder, his eyes cold and unsympathetic. “You hate him because he abandoned you and your mother, but take it from someone who knows better. He did you both a favour.”
 
  
 
 And with that, Daxian closed the door and left Jorani to ponder the day’s events, which only led to one conclusion.
 
  
 
 There weren’t enough women in the world to calm Jorani’s nerves, but he sure as hell wasn’t gonna let that stop him from trying.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 395 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Early morning summons are the worst. No one ever wakes up and calls for a meeting because they have good news to share. That’s not how it works. Meetings at the crack of dawn are reserved for those difficult decisions made after a long, sleepless night, when you want to get whatever it is over and done with so you can go about the rest of your day. Thus, I was none too pleased to find the Legate’s Seneschal waiting outside my yurt in the early morning gloom, and even less pleased to kneel and accept an official summons from the Legate while holding a pan of turtle poop. There are no more easy smiles or friendly pats from the immaculately dressed senior, his eyes cold and lips pursed as he invites himself inside to rummage through my wardrobe. While he searches for what he deems as ‘appropriate attire’ and mumbles what I can only assume are uncomplimentary remarks beneath his breath, I casually bring Mama Bun and Pong Pong out of the yurt and place them into the enclosure, hoping the Seneschal overlooks my tiny turtle friend.
 
  
 
 Everyone says Pong Pong is indistinguishable from a regular turtle, but they also can’t explain how the Legate ‘sees’ my Natal Palace, so better play it safe and keep him away from Imperial eyes.
 
  
 
 After making arrangements for the rest of my pets, I put on the clothes picked out by the Seneschal, which is the same outfit I wore during my wedding banquet, albeit with a new pair of pants since the old ones were covered in blood. The black, high-collared shirt is one of the nicest shirts I own and perfectly compliments the new gold and black bindings Mila wrapped around Peace’s hilt, though the Seneschal seems wholly displeased by my lack of fancy robes and hair ornaments. Audibly sucking his teeth as I slip into my boots, he ignores my confused look and gestures for me to hurry. The moment I’m dressed, he motions for me to grab my weapons before rushing us out the door and into a waiting palanquin, barking orders for the Death Corps to double time it to the palace.
 
  
 
 Oh no... am I being summoned for an early morning duel to the death? Can’t I at least have a last meal?
 
  
 
 Wishing Akanai and Baatar were around to pull my ass out of the fire, I peek out the curtains and take solace in Ping-Ping’s presence and knowing Guan Suo won’t be far behind. While he’s not as dependable as family, his gruff tsundere act has grown on me during our time together, and I think I’ve grown on him. Besides, he’s an ocean-exploding bad-ass with balls big enough to sit at a table of Divinities, which makes him awesome. If there’s anyone in Nan Ping strong enough to give the Legate pause, Guan Suo sits high on the list, not to mention Ping Ping’s beloved status as a Divine Guardian.
 
  
 
 Which is why it’s so disheartening when the Seneschal specifically orders Guan Suo, Ping Ping, and my Death Corps Guards to remain behind while I head inside for my meeting with the Legate.
 
  
 
 After bidding them both a fond farewell, in which Ping-Ping pouts and Guan Suo (hopefully) feigns indifference, I follow the Seneschal up the carpeted stairs and into the palace proper. After a long, circuitous route through the beautiful marble hallways, the Seneschal brings me into a small, but opulent dining room, where he instructs me to remain standing and wait before disappearing through a side door. Wondering how many different rooms the Legate stays in, I study my surroundings to keep my mind off my possibly impending doom. An exquisite, wooden square table for two sits in the centre of the room, its polished red surface and elegant, carved edges making it more work of art than simple furniture. Two equally impressive wooden chairs are positioned across from one another on the left and right sides of the room respectively, and laid out before each are a pair of ivory chopsticks, a white-jade bowl, and an alabaster porcelain teacup. The back wall is adorned with two calligraphy scrolls on either side of a painting, the ‘One Hundred Horses’ Yuzhen gifted the Legate with no less. In front of it stands the jade rooster I sent him, though the calligraphy scrolls are unfamiliar, but beautifully written. Each bears a popular idiom in stylish, flowing script, the left one reading, ‘Topple Mountains; Overturn Seas’, and the right, ‘Rebuke Heaven and Earth’.
 
  
 
 The Legate’s propensity for inspirational posters amuses me. I bet he’d love a ‘hang in there’ kitty poster.
 
  
 
 Wishing I were instead having a nice, relaxing swim through the terrifying depths of the Azure Sea, I keep both hands firmly clenched around Unity and hold it perfectly upright, worried my attention will slip or my new hand will cramp and I’ll accidentally drop it on a priceless work of art. Honestly, if I’d known the Legate loved art so much, I’d have given him an entire wagon of sculptures instead of one jade rooster. Hell, I only picked the rooster because I was miffed about the whole apology thing and my drunk brain found it funny because it’s a jade cock, but I’ll never admit it out loud. Glad he likes it, though I doubt it’s enough to sway his mind.
 
  
 
 Breathe, buddy. Just breathe. If the Legate wants you dead, this is hardly the way he’d go about it. It’s been two weeks and you’re still alive, which is good news, right?
 
  
 
 The minutes pass and I become acutely aware I had no chance to use the bathroom become coming here. What’s the protocol on slipping out for a bio break? I doubt the Legate will be pleased if he shows up and I’m not here, so I’ve no choice but to hold it. Oh gods, now I have to poop too. Why body? Why are you doing this to me? I passed multiple giant vases on the way here, maybe I can duck out and -
 
  
 
 The side door opens and the Seneschal returns, soon followed by the Legate himself. Dressed in a casual red and gold robe, he takes his seat as I remember my manners and fall to my knees. “Imperial Consort greets Imperial Legate,” I utter, having been coached briefly by Luo-Luo on the basics of etiquette. Head bowed, eyes down, don’t look up until he says you can rise, and even then, don’t look directly at him or hold your head high. Seriously, the amount of subservience expected of us is ridiculous, but everyone in the world seems to think it’s appropriate, as if Imperial Scions are inherently better than the rest of humanity because of their lineage.
 
  
 
 I’ll never understand this reverence for nobility, but I don’t understand a lot of things, so it’s not exactly new.
 
  
 
 Long seconds pass before the Legate says, “Rise.” Like the Seneschal, the Legate is all business today, wearing the ghost of a scowl as he directs me to the chair across from him. Hands folded atop the table, he waits in stoic silence as I take my seat, belatedly wondering what I’m supposed to do with Unity. Do people hold onto their massive polearms while eating? No don’t be silly, I should put it down, but where and how? On the floor, pointed away from the Legate? Maybe, but won’t it get in the way of the servants? I could lay it across my knees I suppose, but with how the chair and table are built, it means I’d have to sit on the edge of my seat and at arm’s length from the table, which seems rude. Overhead hangs a massive, wooden candelabra, which means cradling Unity upright is also out of the question, and probably dangerous since it could easily slip and brain the Legate or worse. Eventually, I conclude my only option is to get up and leave Unity by the door, though it takes longer than I’d like to admit to make sure it won’t slide down and break anything of value.
 
  
 
 Not a great start.
 
  
 
 Taking my seat once more, I sit as straight while keeping my eyes fixated on the cutlery, which are every bit as exquisite as everything else in this room. Who uses chopsticks carved to resemble a long, sinuous dragon or teacups sculpted in the likeness of a phoenix? Even the bowls are shaped like the two legendary animals, their painstakingly detailed bodies coiled around a circular object which may or may not be the planet. Seems a bit much for eating off of and I’d rather starve than risk accidentally breaking anything here. Unsure if I should hunch my shoulders to appear more respectful or keep my perfect posture like Luo-Luo keeps reminding me. The silence is overwhelming as the Legate’s gaze bores through my skull and the Seneschal looms foreboding at the side, but I was specifically warned against speaking before I’m spoken to, so the ball is firmly in the Legate’s court.
 
  
 
 Why won’t he say something? Is he studying my Natal Palace? Did he notice the Keystones? Oh Mother in Heaven, I didn’t make anything traitorous or blasphemous, did I?
 
  
 
 “I called you here to speak about my disappointment,” the Legate says, his clear, resonant voice shattering the awkward silence. Drumming his fingers across the table, he continues, “Yet now I see you weren’t speaking out of hand when you said you desired a change of scenery in your Natal Palace.” Shaking his head, he slumps in his chair and sighs, his chin propped on one hand as he studies my innermost secrets. “So young, yet so talented, but what I find most exceptional  is your bold confidence, willing to try what others dare not even dream of. I’ve known Experts twice your age with half your courage and it would pain me to deprive the world of such a rare and commendable individual.”
 
  
 
 Well... I guess today’s not a day for subtlety. I suppose I should gloss over the blatant death threat and focus on the rest. “Imperial Legate’s praise is too much.” What else am I supposed to say? It’s not like I meant to do any of this, it all sort of happened, and I’m not exactly sure why he’s so impressed by my Natal Palace. It’s grown since he last saw me, but only by a little, and still a long way from reaching its former village-sized status. Besides, I don’t see what’s so impressive about visualizing rooms in my imaginary happy place. Sure, it takes focus and concentration, but once you get the hang of it, it’s not so hard.
 
  
 
 “Praise is it?” With a wry smile, the Legate shakes his head and says, “You are a difficult man to read. Is this false modesty or genuine humility? Are you a brilliant tactician or a bumbling fool? I separated you from Yuzhen and your Grand-Mentor to see how you’d fare without them, but if anything, your movements have become even more incomprehensible. Why have you stopped exploring the bay? Did you find what you were looking for or did you satisfy your curiosity for the unknown? What do you mean to do with your cast iron venture? It’s not wealth you’re after, else you wouldn’t have signed such an unfavourable contract or given out your secrets for free. Why do you pursue strength with such enthusiasm, yet barely bat an eye when offered Imperial Secrets? For the life of me, I, Shen ZhenWu, cannot make sense of your motivations.”
 
  
 
 Belatedly realizing his questions aren’t rhetorical, I shrug and answer to the best of my abilities. “Going out into the bay was mostly to feed the Guardian Turtle, but since there’s not enough wildlife in there to sustain her and it’s too dangerous outside the bay, now I bring her out for fun and buy more food.” A lie, but wrapped in enough truth that I hope he believes it. I also stopped exploring because I’m pretty sure Blobby is forever lost to me, but I’ve accepted it and moved on. “The cast iron thing is to show my ideas are financially viable so people will take them seriously. I meant what I said when I presented my book on stage. Education is the first step to a more prosperous Empire, but it’s a massive first step which I have no hopes of accomplishing on my own.” Again, entirely true, but omitting a few important details, like how I hope it’ll give more power to the lower classes and eventually bring equality to the Azure Empire.
 
  
 
 “So you mean to say I’m reading too much into your actions?” The Legate’s mocking tone indicates he has yet to be persuaded. “That you are more brilliant and far thinking than any who’ve come before you?”
 
  
 
 “Hardly. Like I said, the book is a collaborative effort, and most of those inventions have been created before, except the knowledge was largely lost to history.” Technically true again, woo! I’m getting good at this lying business. “I still make a small fortune selling medicines which were called miraculous and never before seen, except I found instructions to make them in a dusty book sitting in my Teacher’s library. There is a wealth of knowledge out there, but most lack the means to share it. I’m hoping education will fix this, but I could be wrong.”
 
  
 
 “Your answer is reasonable and compelling, yet I still find myself unconvinced. Logically, it makes no sense to believe you, because your actions reek of ulterior motives. Buying partnerships with influential merchants, securing goodwill with the common people, and most telling of all, gathering powerful allies to champion your cause, you’ve fashioned yourself a most formidable host, yet still I’m tempted to trust you. How puzzling.” Gesturing for silence, he straightens up and looks regal as the main doors open and servants bring in breakfast, leaving me to wonder what in the hell he’s going on about.
 
  
 
 Well, I get the first two things, but what powerful allies?
 
  
 
 Unable to make heads or tails of the situation, I turn my attention to more immediate matters. My mouth waters as each delectable dish is placed before me, a cornucopia of enticing aromas and palatable sights. Wide noodles in twice-boiled fish soup followed by steamed shrimp dumplings, black fungus and pork, and grilled turnip cakes to whet the appetite. A bowl of stone pot rice with an egg, a haunch of grilled lamb, and half a fried chicken make up the main course, garnished with one plate of stir-fried mixed vegetables and another plate of steamed lotus roots.
 
  
 
 Not the fanciest breakfast I’ve seen, but it’s robust. I wonder if he has dessert afterwards or if that’s not a thing here...
 
  
 
 Indicating I should eat, the Legate digs in without a word and I follow suit, freed of any obligations to pour tea or whatever since the Seneschal is right beside us. Though nervous about eating in such prestigious company, I figure I’ve already made an ass of myself in front of him before, so I might as well enjoy what might well be my final meal. Putting aside all my worries and fears, I sample each dish with a sip of tea in between and parse through the flavours, thoroughly appreciating the hard work and effort which went into this meal. Even better is how the food has already been portioned out for each of us, so I don’t have to worry about contesting with the Legate over the best parts, and soon, I almost forget I’m stuck in a room with the most powerful man in Central, someone who probably wants me dead.
 
  
 
 Honestly, life’s not terrible right now. Things could be worse. I hope someone made food for Guan Suo, but if not, we’ll stop and get something on the way back. I could probably still eat after all this, regenerating flesh is hungry work.
 
  
 
 Making sure to eat at the same pace as the Legate, we finish our meal in comfortable silence, but things get awkward again while the servants clear the table. Then again, I’m almost positive he doesn’t intend to kill me, because this doesn’t feel like a tense, murderous meal. Maybe this is all a ploy to lower my guard, but I can’t see why he’d bother, which means he’s trying to make nice. Again, I don’t understand why, but ignorance is a state I’m well-used to by now, and I’m slowly learning not to stress about it.
 
  
 
 Very slowly. Glacial even, but it’s still progress.
 
  
 
 Once the three of us are alone again, the Legate resumes our conversation with a question. “Tell me, why do you think I haven’t killed you?”
 
  
 
 Oh fun. “Morale, I suppose, or perhaps you’ve had more important matters to deal with, like the Treaty and whatnot. I haven’t given it too much thought.” I sorta accepted it and carried on. I like to think it’s a part of Baledagh’s legacy, because he always had the strength to move forward regardless of the odds. Despite being burdened with all my flaws, Baledagh also had many admirable qualities about him. Daring, determined, and ruthless, he was the person I wanted to become, the person I thought best equipped to survive life in this new and terrifying world.
 
  
 
 Baledagh alone wasn’t enough, but maybe if I keep the best from both of us, I can become someone better, the best person I can be.
 
  
 
 “Not even close.” Proud and aloof, the Legate’s gaze no longer lingers on me, his apathy so clear it’s almost hurtful. “You live because you may still be of value. Though you refuse to work with me, you can still be used to my advantage. So long as my enemies believe you are my pawn, they will waste their efforts trying to turn you, and in doing so, will expose their hand. Not only will your continued existence conceal my actions, I will also benefit from your actions. In the eyes of the world, your successes will be my successes, and should you fail, then I lose nothing by cutting all ties and leaving you to the mercy of my enemies.”
 
  
 
 I think this is all meant to scare me, but I don’t know who his enemies are or what his goal is, so honestly, it’s all white noise and static. Resisting the urge to shrug, I ask, “Why are you telling me all this?”
 
  
 
 “Because,” he says, with a self-satisfied grin, “I expect your aid in carrying out this deception.” He doesn’t bother adding ‘or else’, but it’s implied. “Assuming your final answer is to my liking.” Noticing my confusion, his eyebrow rises as he clarifies, “You care nothing for Imperial Secrets. Why?”
 
  
 
 Oh. This one’s the easiest to answer, because there’s nothing to hide. “I pursue strength so I may remain free, free from conflict, free from strife, free from worry, just... free. The Martial Dao is merely a means to an end, so you see why I refuse to trade my freedom for more strength.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by my answer, the Legate studies my expression for long seconds, and I do my best not to squirm. With a look almost approaching pity, he shakes his head and speaks softly. “I almost admire your foolish simplicity, Falling Rain. The freedom you seek does not exist, not for men like you or I. Service to a person, service to a cause, or service to your conscience, in the end, you are bound by circumstances beyond your control. You wish for true freedom, power enough to remain unfettered from all conflict or struggle? Not even the Emperor could grant you this request, for you’ll soon find that the more power you amass, the more fetters you accrue. There will always be a person, a cause, or a principle which you will serve, even if you think it’s of your own volition.” Dismissing me with a wave of his hand, he waits until I’m at the door to add, “I have a soft spot for dreamers, so my offer remains, though for how long I cannot say. Think on it, but not too long.”
 
  
 
 After escorting me back to Ping-Ping, the Seneschal hands me a scroll with an Imperial seal, eschewing all the ceremony which usually goes with it. “I urge you to accept my young master’s offer. While it’s possible to find yourself a more benevolent master, no person alive will make for a more fearsome foe.” On that ominous note, the Seneschal holds open the drapes to my palanquin and I get in to leave, still reeling from the events of today. Logically, the best choice is to ally myself with the Legate, because I’m already suffering all the drawbacks and reaping none of the rewards, which is probably what he meant to highlight regardless.
 
  
 
 Ugh. It’s too early for decisions like this.
 
  
 
 Breaking the wax seal, I unfurl the scroll to read my orders and almost cheer with relief.
 
  
 
 Finally. Deployment orders.
 
  
 
 Enough politics. It’s time for war.
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 Clinging to the mast for dear life, Luo-Luo clutched her cloak and wondered what crimes she could have possibly committed in her past lives to warrant such a miserable existence. Her thick, furred cloak was meagre shelter from the cold wind nipping at her cheeks, and a frightened gasp left her lungs burning as they hit a rough wave. It seemed to happen more often the further west they travelled, and Luo-Luo couldn’t fathom why no one else appeared even remotely concerned by the shuddering grunts and tortured groans of their decrepit deathtrap the sailors insisted on calling a ship.
 
  
 
 It’s as if Luo-Luo were the only person alive still sane enough to know fear.
 
  
 
 Take her handmaidens, Sorya and Anrhi for example, their cheeks rosy and smiles bright as they gazed out over the boundless waters. Unaffected by the frigid clime, the twin sisters were joined by Aurie and Sarankho as the four of them leaned over the railing to marvel at the quins and turtles swimming alongside. The ship swayed and lurched beneath their feet, but neither handmaiden showed the slightest hint of alarm or apprehension, though Luo-Luo’s stomach turned at the thought of losing one or both to the vast emptiness of the Azure Sea.
 
  
 
 Oh how she envied their courageous ignorance.
 
  
 
 Even then, their escapades paled in comparison to Lin-Lin’s, standing high above them all in the crow's nest with little more than a scarf to keep her warm. Madness is what it was, for even if Luo-Luo were a thousand times braver, she would still lack the courage to scale the frayed netting to such staggering heights while the ship rocked and rolled beneath her feet...
 
  
 
 Trembling at the mere thought of it, Luo-Luo closed her eyes and hugged the mast even tighter. As much as she wanted to return to the warm confines of her cabin, she’d promised Lin-Lin to look after the wildcats. Rather, she promised Sorya and Anrhi would look after the wildcats, and as terrified as she was out here on deck, she’d be even more terrified locked in a room with two bored predators. At least here, there were plenty of sailors between Luo-Luo and the formidable creatures. Should they fail to protect her, then at least they could serve as distractions for the murderous felines. Though she had yet to be attacked, it seemed like it was only a matter of time before one of Lord Husband’s beasts sank its fangs into Luo-Luo’s tender, delicate flesh, and she even knew which animal it would be.
 
  
 
 The meanest and most murderous of Lord Husband’s wildcats, Aurie.
 
  
 
 The bears and other wildcats were content to leave Luo-Luo be, and while the bunnies and hare despised her, they were small, fragile creatures who could do no harm. Aurie, however, was relentless in his harassment, always bounding towards her with eyes wide and fangs bared. He enjoyed batting her ankles with sheathed claws and head-butting her away to say, ‘It’s no fun unless you run, prey.’
 
  
 
 As if listening to her thoughts, Aurie turned his unblinking stare towards her, his pupils expanding at the sight her trembling frame. With a slow lick of his jowls, the creature abandoned his post at the rails and padded towards her. Shrinking back at the sight, she kept the bulky mast between them and watched Aurie’s slow approach with growing trepidation, her eyes locked on his as she tried to sink into the wooden pillar. One moment, Aurie was halfway across the deck and the next, Luo-Luo lost sight of him, only to realize the canny predator had circled around the mast to come up behind her when she felt his hot breath on her cheek. Too terrified to even breathe, Luo-Luo froze as Aurie rumbled beside her, his massive paw prodding her shoulder as he waited for her to turn and meet her grisly fate.
 
  
 
 A high-pitched whine seeped from Luo-Luo’s lips and Aurie’s rumbling rose to match it. Closing her eyes, Luo-Luo turned away and curled into a ball, but the wildcat moved closer to rest his chin atop her head, the cruel and sadistic beast finding delight in her fear and misery.
 
  
 
 “Tch, enough of your games, Aurie,” Anrhi said, and the wildcat’s heavy weight lifted off of Luo-Luo. “Silly kitten, can’t ye see yer scaring milady? She don’t want to cuddle, and that’s that.” Aurie yowled in response and the sound sent a shiver down Luo-Luo’s spine, but Anrhi stood firm, her voice unwavering. “Enough of yer whinging. Go on now, back to the railing with you. Get.” Hearing no growling or screaming, Luo-Luo found the courage to open her eyes and saw Aurie plodding away, his head low and tail tucked. Settling down beside her, Anrhi hugged Luo-Luo much like she hugged the mast. “It’s all right milady,” Anrhi said, her voice low and soothing. “Anrhi’s here now, ain’t nothing to be a feared of.”
 
  
 
 With a plaintive whimper, Luo-Luo said, “He’s so horrid, always tormenting me whenever he can and Lord Husband does nothing to stop him.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, Aurie’s a big ol’ sweetheart, he is. He jus’ came over to say hello.”
 
  
 
 Anrhi’s tone was one usually reserved for reassuring children afraid of the dark, but Luo-Luo’s worries were all too real. Resisting the urge to snap at the foolish handmaiden, Luo-Luo instead asked, “How are you not afraid of them? They’re wild animals, liable to snap at a moment’s notice.”
 
  
 
 Anrhi shrugged. “Same could be said of most nobles I been around, but with the bears and wildcats, a little dried meat buys ye a lotta goodwill.”
 
  
 
 The thought of hand-feeding Lord Husband’s pets made Luo-Luo shiver in terror. “I think he hates me.”
 
  
 
 Even Luo-Luo thought she sounded whiny, but Anrhi responded in stride. “No he don’t milady, ain’t a mean bone in Aurie’s body. He ain’t the prettiest creature around, but you’d be hard pressed to find a sweeter kitten anywhere in the Empire, I swear on Mum above I do.” After a brief hesitation, Anrhi’s voice dropped to a whisper, though still loud enough to hear over the flapping sails and howling winds. “Beggin’ me pardon fer sayin’ so milady, but if’n ye wantin’ to be closer with Master Rain, then charmin’ his pets’d be a good start. He loves them something fierce he does, I daresay much as he loves his family. It’d be something to bond over, fer sure.”
 
  
 
 As if things were so simple. Luo-Luo might as well strive to become Lord Husband’s Martial peer for all the good this advice did. She knew what needed to be done, but she had no way to follow through with her plans. Her efforts at seduction served only to drive him into another woman’s arms and her hard work in his cast iron venture almost failed horrifically when Lord Husband tried to use it as an excuse to leave her in Nan Ping. Oh, his words were sweet enough, claiming he needed her there for the business and it was all for her safety, but Luo-Luo saw through his true thoughts. In his beautiful amber eyes, Luo-Luo’s perceived value was below even that of Tali and Tate, a grown woman who could neither defend nor care for herself. At least the children had an excuse and were learning to be useful, but Lord Husband saw all of Luo-Luo’s pursuits as frivolous and wasteful. He had yet to hear her play or watch her dance, read her poems or appreciate her paintings, because he placed no value on the fine arts. Even his expensive collection was merely a means to an end, gifts to be given or merchandise to be sold, leaving it in the wagons instead of admiring them as they should be.
 
  
 
 In short, Lord Husband was an obtuse philistine, which severely limited Luo-Luo’s options to win him over.
 
  
 
 Still, it was sweet of Anrhi to try, so Luo-Luo said her thanks and counted the minutes until it was time to run aground for the night. When the bells mercifully rang to alert visitors to clear the deck, Luo-Luo clambered to her feet and moved back for a better view. Scarf and furred ears flapping in the wind, Lin-Lin’s grin was wide and bright as she leaped from the crow's nest and into the open air. Even though this wasn’t the first time she’d seen this done, Luo-Luo’s heart skipped with worry, but all was well. With one hand holding the mooring line and the other cradling Blackjack, Lin-Lin drifted down like a fairy descending from the heavens, so slowly Luo-Luo feared a stiff breeze would carry the half-hare girl away. Landing with barely a sound, Lin-Lin skipped over and threw herself into Luo-Luo’s embrace, breathless not from fear but exhilaration. “Hiya,” she said, smiling so hard her eyes disappeared into two tiny crescent slits. “That was so much fun! You should come try next time instead of sitting on deck all day, ya?”
 
  
 
 “No thank you,” Luo-Luo replied, a tad too quickly to be considered polite. “Luo-Luo is happy as she is.” In one piece rather than splattered across the deck.
 
  
 
 “Okay, but if you wanna learn to Lighten, it’s really easy...”
 
  
 
 While Sorya and Anrhi left to pack Luo-Luo’s things, Luo-Luo and Lin-Lin made their way below decks to Lord Husband’s cabin, only to find him surrounded by the bears and rabbits while lost in quiet meditation. Even someone as inept as Luo-Luo could feel the Heavenly Energy stirring around him. It was neither overt or overpowering, more of a minor sensation, a faint cascade of swirling emotion which made her skin prickle and ears ring, things she only noticed because of their abrupt end as Lin-Lin ran over and poked Lord Husband in the cheek. “Hiya hubby,” the sweet girl said as she picked Mama Bun up and took her place in his lap. “We’re landing soon.”
 
  
 
 “Already?” Hugging Lin-Lin tight, Lord Husband pressed his cheek against hers and frowned. “You’re ice cold, wifey. Did you spend all day in the crow's nest again?”
 
  
 
 “Yup,” Lin-Lin replied, beaming as Lord Husband wrapped a blanket around them and Luo-Luo bristled with envy. “It’s so refreshing up there, nice and cool with the wind in my hair.”
 
  
 
 After gracing Luo-Luo with a polite smile, Lord Husband went back to teasing his ‘wifey’. “If you like the cold so much, then sit somewhere else and stop stealing my warmth. I was nice and cozy till you came in, and now look at me. I’m shivering.”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... no. Cool is nice, but warm is good too.”
 
  
 
 While Lord Husband and Lin-Lin snuggled and chatted, Luo-Luo sat at the foot of the bed and pouted. She wasn’t forbidden from curling up beside Lord Husband, but she lacked the courage to sit so close to Aurie. Even the bunnies seemed to glare at her as she awkwardly twiddled her thumbs and waited, wishing she too could share in Lord Husband’s warmth, but alas, she was left on the outside looking in. She must not despair, and instead continue to persevere, for eventually, Lord Husband would notice Luo-Luo’s sincerity and accept her into his life.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 The ship creaked and shuddered as they made landfall, and Luo-Luo clung to the bed for dear life. While beset with visions of the ship coming apart around them, she watched Lord Husband spring to his feet with Lin-Lin in his arms and bear on his back, unhindered by their weight or his quaking surroundings. The ship had yet to settle but he was already out the door, and by the time Luo-Luo felt it safe enough to follow, she’d already lost sight of him in the dim confines of the ship. Moving as quickly as decorum allowed, she followed the trail of hopping bunnies out onto the beach, where Lord Husband’s soldiers set camp with practised efficiency. Weaving her way through the working soldiers and soaking wet quins emerging from the sea, Luo-Luo eventually caught up to Lord Husband in the centre of camp, where he sat tending the fire to prepare for dinner.
 
  
 
 If word of his craft were to spread, it would see him laughed out of proper society, but Lord Husband’s meals were so deliciously delectable, Luo-Luo couldn’t bring herself to make him stop.
 
  
 
 Not that she could if she wanted to.
 
  
 
 After freshening up inside her yurt, Luo-Luo came out just in time to see Daxian approach. “We need to talk,” the dashing soldier said, his high cheekbones and angular face in sharp contrast to his cute, rounded rat-ears.
 
  
 
 “We need to talk, sir,” Lord Husband corrected, without looking up from his work. Then, as if to prove his disdain, he glanced at Lin-Lin and Mama Bun instead. “I will also accept boss, bossman, Warrant Officer, Imperial Consort, chef, or President and Chief Executive Officer of the Central Cast Iron Conglomerate. I prefer you use the last one.”
 
  
 
 Lord Husband made little effort to hide his loathing for Daxian, and neither Sorya nor Anrhi knew why. Granted they only recently learned this infamous soldier-turned-bandit was their half-brother, but they knew of his exploits. Even more curious was how Daxian also appeared ignorant as to why Lord Husband treated him so poorly, always tensing up in his presence and dispensing with civility.
 
  
 
 A prideful man, Daxian’s neck pulsed with anger as he spoke through clenched teeth. “We need to talk, Sir. I’ve been with the retinue for three days now.”
 
  
 
 “Congratulations. I didn’t know you could count that high.”
 
  
 
 Another unwarranted barb and Lord Husband wasn’t even being subtle about it, but Daxian merely narrowed his eyes and said, “I am a former Major of the Imperial Army.”
 
  
 
 “And I am a current Second Grade Warrant Officer. What’s your point?”
 
  
 
 “What I mean to say is I have experience in a leadership role, and I urge you to make use of my expertise.”
 
  
 
 “Noted.” Rummaging through his spice bag, Lord Husband asked, “Anything else?”
 
  
 
 Incensed by Lord Husband’s dismissive attitude, Daxian’s handsome face had turned an ugly shade of purple. “I have no idea how you rose as high as you have. We’re going to war and your whole retinue is a mess.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Finally looking up from his work, Lord Husband looked more concerned than offended. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the abrupt change of attitude, Daxian expression was a mixture of confusion and suspicion. “Well... Take the camp for example. It’s set up well for defence, but the horses are left vulnerable on the flanks. Better to bring them into the centre where they can be protected and controlled.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... Good point. What else?”
 
  
 
 “Your sentry line is too far out and spread too thin. Better to bring them closer and let more soldiers rest.”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled often attack at night. Advanced warning would be nice.”
 
  
 
 “But your sentries have no means to alert you, aside from riding back and shouting. By the time the camp wakes, the Defiled will nearly be upon us and a quarter of your force too far to help.”
 
  
 
 “Well...but.... if... ah, Fuck. You're right.” Gesturing for Daxian to take a seat, Lord Husband gave the veteran his full attention.
 
  
 
 Accepting the invitation with satisfaction, Daxian continued, “Your soldiers sleep where they please instead of staying grouped in their assigned units, which means if we’re attacked at night, they’ll be scattered and disorganized. What’s more, their discipline is lacking, a sure sign of poor or absent leadership as any. It’s expected with so many former bandits in your employ, but there’s more to it. The Protectorate eschew all military law and do as they please. This indifference has spread to your other soldiers and their leaders have done little to arrest it.”
 
  
 
 “Solution?”
 
  
 
 “Replace the shirkers, starting with Jorani.” Unapologetic over stabbing his half-brother in the back, Daxian’s sneered, “He’s a drunk and layabout who has no business being in command.”
 
  
 
 “No. Not Jorani. He doesn’t look like much, but he’s a born leader. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps he was, but not anymore. He’s a broken man, and a soldier is only as useful as his commander. Replace him, or you will regret it.”
 
  
 
 “...I’ll sleep on it.” Their back and forth continued, and though Luo-Luo was soon lost in the technicalities of travelling formations and tactical jargon, she swelled with pride watching Lord Husband at work. Though lacking in many areas, it could only be expected considering his meteoric rise. What impressed her the most was Lord Husband’s willingness to swallow his pride and put aside their petty differences, accepting Daxian’s criticisms and suggestions without feeling personally attacked. A small matter it would seem, but Luo-Luo has seen many an Imperial Servant fall victim to pride time and time again. Seeing this, she resolved to learn from Daxian’s example and be as forthright about Lord Husband’s flaws.
 
  
 
 And perhaps even her desires...
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 Leading soldiers is a lot of work.
 
  
 
 It’s not all training drills and motivational speeches, or logistics and tactics either. Much of the effort which goes into leading soldiers isn’t obvious at first glance, but once Daxian pointed out all of my retinue’s deficiencies, I felt like a complete moron for not seeing them first. Mixed units, dwindling discipline, and piss-poor formations are the most concerning issues, but there are a plethora of other minor matters of contention I need to deal with the immediate future.
 
  
 
 Like my drunk of a hundred-man commander for one. Oh Jorani, what happened? You were doing so well before, and now this?
 
  
 
 “... and thus enabling your retinue to react to ambush or sabotage in the most optimal manner, whether it be to counter-attack or fall back to defend our supplies.” Looking up from the formation he drew in the sand, Daxian asks, “Shall I move on, or do you require clarification, Sir?”
 
  
 
 I don’t like him much. It’s not his bare minimum of respect or his harsh criticism of how I do almost everything, grating though it may be. I get it, he’s a former Major reduced to serving in the retinue of a grossly incompetent Warrant Officer. He doesn’t want to be here any more than I want him around, but we’re both stuck with one another due to circumstances beyond our control. Doesn’t mean I have to like him, and while I must admit he’s not the trumped up, over-hyped, pretty-boy, toy soldier I took him for, my initial plan remains unchanged.
 
  
 
 I intend to treat Daxian like garbage until he runs home crying to daddy, because I don’t want either of them around Pong Pong.
 
  
 
 I admit, it’s not a great plan, or even a good one, but what else am I supposed to do? You don’t refuse an Ancestral Beast, doubly so when he knows a big secret. Even though I haven’t seen Blobby in a month now, it doesn’t change the fact that GangShu kept quiet about him. I owe him for this, but if I tell him to hit the road and go take Imperial Orders, it’s entirely possible he blabs about it and I get black-bagged and forced to give up my Heavenly Droplet. I’m guessing GangShu and his Ascendants are the ‘powerful allies’ the Legate was talking about, but what he doesn’t know is that they’re not here to help me. I’m just the most convenient excuse GangShu could find to avoid following Imperial orders, and maybe also because he hopes I’ll find Blobby again and keep him safe from Anathema.
 
  
 
 I hope that happens too.
 
  
 
 I feel kinda bad about abusing Daxian just because I don’t want him or his sexy daddy hanging around, but I’d feel worse if I liked him more. I mean, who calls themselves ‘The Virtuous’? “I have no questions,” I say, “but let’s continue this discussion after dinner. Report to Mister Rustram as his aide and bodyguard, and inform him to arrange an officer’s meeting in two hours.”
 
  
 
 Shock and disbelief give way to smouldering anger as Daxian processes my command. Yes, that’s it. Give in to your rage and refuse this assignment, then go into hiding with your daddy and his friends. They’re around here somewhere, but I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of GangShu since Mahakala’s death and I’d like to keep it that way. Unfortunately, instead of flying off the handle and spewing a torrent of insults and obscenities, Daxian diplomatically replies through clenched teeth. “I am to be your second’s aide? You would be better served utilizing my tactical and martial expertise in a command position.”
 
  
 
 “You’ll take whatever position I tell you to, soldier.” Is it wrong to enjoy this so much? “It’s not a decision I make lightly. I’m merely a figurehead and I try to stay out of the way while Mister Rustram runs the retinue. Keep him safe and show him the ropes.” Seeing Daxian’s confused gaze, I explain the idiom, “Teach him and keep him alive so I don’t have to step in and mess everything up. Mother knows how we made it this far, but he’s in over his head and so am I. Your guidance in the command tent is more valuable than your spear on the battlefield, and your help will be much appreciated.”
 
  
 
 Oops. Too polite. Curse my good manners!
 
  
 
 Though still unconvinced, Daxian nods and marches off to harass poor Rustram while I whisper an apology to my second-in-command. Finally free to unclench my butt-hole, I heave a sigh of relief and turn to Lin with a smile, reassured that Pong Pong’s presence has gone unnoticed for yet another day. Most days he’s happy to sleep in Mama Bun’s embrace, but he’s recently grown restless of his comfortable lifestyle and insists on swimming with the quins and Ping Ping in plain sight. I tried to explain the dangers, but communication is still an issue. He’s intelligent and learns quickly, but at the end of the day, he’s still a turtle. Telling him to remain hidden didn’t work because Pong Pong doesn’t hide from threats.
 
  
 
 He seeks them out and destroys them.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, his... unique status isn’t apparent at first glance, or even second or third. So long as he refrains from smashing someone with his Aura or performing any Heavenly Energy shenanigans, he’s no different from a regular, run of the mill turtle, albeit a beautiful one who swims faster and jumps higher than a turtle his size should. Sick as I am of having an anxiety attack every time Daxian shows his face, my options are limited. King Pong does whatever he pleases, so I can only pray he goes unnoticed and doesn’t recognize GangShu and the Ascendants as his attackers. Should they come to blows, I’m not sure which side would emerge victorious, but I do know I don’t want to be in the vicinity when it happens. I say ‘when’ because it’s only a matter of time before things go horrifically wrong. Even if they never notice anything strange, GangShu has some means of tracking Pong-Pong. While it may be awhile before he goes back to hunting for Heavenly Droplets, I’ll have to choose a side eventually.
 
  
 
 Oh who am I kidding? I pick Pong Pong because he’s too damned cute, but also because my primal attraction to GangShu’s chest hair makes me extremely uncomfortable.
 
  
 
 Putting my worries aside, I resume cooking dinner for Taduk, Lin, and Luo-Luo. I should thank Charok for igniting my love of cooking, because without his patient and careful guidance, I’d never have discovered how immensely soothing it can be. There are rules laid out to follow, but enough leeway to allow for creative exploration. It’s meaningful work with a clear purpose, and when everything is said and done, I have something to show for all my effort, something I can share with my family and whoever else I so choose to.
 
  
 
 Which makes it a hell of a lot more satisfying than most of the things I do on a daily basis.
 
  
 
 That said, I can’t keep burying my head in the sand. Daxian’s right. My retinue is a mess and it’s largely my fault. I knew Rustram was busy training with Mom and I didn’t do anything to help. Bulat and Ravil were probably holding things together, but then I assigned them to lead the Death Corps and didn’t promote anyone to take their place. Tack on the constant stream of festivities taking place in and around Nan Ping and I’m surprised my soldiers have yet to start a brawl or incite a riot. I need to get everyone back into fighting shape, or else the Defiled will chew us up and spit us out.
 
  
 
 Granted, I’ve got a lot on my plate, like losing Blobby, self-diagnosed multiple personality disorder, my cast iron venture, multiple assassination attempts, social and political dealings, my reduced personal strength, but... uh...
 
  
 
 I forgot what point I was trying to make...
 
  
 
 Right. I’m in over my head, and could use a tonne of help, especially in regards to my Martial Prowess. Akanai and Baatar left for deployment the morning after Mahakala’s death, and Yan left the day after without dropping in to say goodbye, so not only have I yet to reveal my plethora of mental issues to my family, I couldn’t ask anyone for help about my Keystones. Taduk is the worst person to ask for Martial advice from, and while I considered coming clean to him about Baledagh, it’s easier said than done. I’ve tried to bring it up on multiple occasions, but every time my voice catches in my throat and I come up with some stupid excuse to keep quiet.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. I’m dealing with it. I’ll wait until everyone is together again and then I’ll only have to make my confession once. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 After a pleasant dinner in which Luo-Luo remains uncharacteristically quiet, I set out to have a word with Jorani before the officer’s meeting. On the way over, I pass by an impromptu sparring area where Sahb and Neera trade blows. Stopping to watch the show, I’m taken aback by how much they’ve improved in such a short time, their practice weapons a blur as they match each other blow for blow in a lightning fast flurry of exchanges. Impressive as they are, even more impressive is Dastan and Ulfsaar’s match nearby. Though yet to land a blow or even touch blades, Ulfsaar remains calm and pursues his opponent with methodical cunning, building momentum with every swing and denying Dastan the chance to take the offensive without accepting a disastrous trade. Unperturbed, Dastan runs circles around his stronger, yet slower opponent, avoiding the barrel-chested half-bear’s attacks by razor-thin margins while searching for an opening to exploit.
 
  
 
 All in all, he’s doing better than I would. Number One Talent in the Empire? What a joke. I’m not even the Number One Talent in my retinue.
 
  
 
 Of the five Experts in my retinue, each one has progressed in leaps and bounds since our time in Sanshu. In contrast, I’ve done worse than stagnate, I’ve regressed. While I’ve made plenty of headway with Keystones in my Natal Palace, I’d be lying if I called it progress. Since I received my deployment orders shortly after regenerating my hand and foot, I haven’t had time to test my Keystones in a combat situation. Truth is, I’m scared to test them out because I know Keystones are a sub-par replacement for Baledagh, because he was a Keystone on steroids. Not only did his existence allow me to multitask, it also helped with a plethora of issues both in and out of battle, like my crippling fear of death, my stark disconnect from this world and everything in it, not to mention my natural skepticism of all things mystical.
 
  
 
 No need to compare your progress with anyone else. So you suffered a major setback, it’s no big deal. The important thing is you got back up and persevered. We each walk our own path along the Martial Dao, one step at a time.
 
  
 
 Wishing I could join them for a spar and work off some of the rust, I leave my Experts to it and head towards Jorani’s yurt. There, I find Ral standing guard outside, not relaxing or waiting, but literally standing guard, his burly frame blocking the door as he surveys the area for threats. Noticing my approach, his eyes go wide with alarm and he knocks repeatedly at Jorani’s door, an obvious signal to whoever is inside, and I can probably guess who and why. Greeting the simple-minded half-dog with a friendly, if strained, smile, I say, “Hey there Ral. Is Jorani inside? Can I talk to him?”
 
  
 
 “Err...I dunno.” Torn between loyalties, Ral’s hangdog look is enough to break my heart, his eyes wet and tail still.
 
  
 
 “You don’t know if he’s inside, or you don’t know if I can talk to him?”
 
  
 
 “Um... Both? No, the first one. Yea. Right?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t know. You tell me.” Leaning close, I force the gentle giant to look me in the eyes. “Tell me the truth Ral. Is Jorani inside?” A small, almost imperceptible nod is all I get, but it’s more than enough. “Is he drunk?” A whimper, but no nod this time. “Move aside please.”
 
  
 
 Standing firm, Ral whispers, “Are you gonna hang him?”
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, Ral repeats his question. “You gonna hang him? Chey ses that’s the penalty fer getting drunk on duty. Jor’s my friend, I don’t wants him to hang. I ain’t gonna fight you, but if you wanna hang him, I ain’t gonna move.”
 
  
 
 I’ve said it before, but Jorani must be blessed to have a friend like Ral. I’m a little jealous.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my anger and disappointment, I take a deep breath and exhale before answering. “I’m not gonna hang him, Ral. Promise. Now move before I lose my temper.” Despite standing almost twice my height, Ral is frightened by the prospect of dealing with an angry me, so after a moment of hesitation, he opens the door and steps inside. Reeking of vomit and sour sweat, Jorani kneels over his chamber pot and empties his guts while Chey keeps his head from falling in. Her lips pursed in grim acceptance, the buxom, short-haired half-dog considers her options, her fingers twitching as she considers drawing the dagger tucked in her boot. “Stand aside,” I warn her, both touched by her display of loyalty to Jorani and the lack thereof to me. “I’d hate to lose two officers in one night.”
 
  
 
 Defiant to the last, Chey asks, “Ye gonna hang ‘im?”
 
  
 
 “I probably should, but I won’t. When did this start?”
 
  
 
 Chey shrugs, and for once, I’m in no mood to appreciate it. “He been like this ever since the shindig down at the Winery. Left whole and came back broken. Won’t say a peep about why either.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say.” Words slurred and almost beyond comprehension, Jorani rests his head against the chamber pot’s rim, which is disgusting for so very many reasons. “National Sec– hic – curity. Real hush-hush.”
 
  
 
 Unable to bear the stench, I step out and call my Death Corps escort over. “Take him to the latrines to sober up, then bring him back for a chat. Gently, please. Chey, Ral, you stay where I can keep an eye on you.” Unable to sit still, I busy myself airing out Jorani’s yurt, opening the roof and fanning the door until the interior is filled with breathable air once more. Thankfully, the Death Corps were diligent enough to bring the vomit-filled chamber pot with them or else I’d feel pretty stupid wasting all that effort, so I light a fire and search for a clean place to sit down.
 
  
 
 Fifteen minutes and one furious cleaning session later, the Death Corps return with Jorani in tow. Sober as a judge, the half-rat has enough sense to look ashamed, but wisely keeps silent and takes a seat across from me. Gesturing for the Death Corps to leave, I spy a concerned Ral and Chey standing outside the door as it slams shut. Alone with Jorani, I let the silence work for me while studying his sombre expression. Though I would never call him handsome, Jorani looks particularly wretched today, the dark circles and heavy bags beneath his eyes contrasting sharply with his pale, wan cheeks and rose-tipped nose. Bereft of the haze of alcohol, his clear eyes tell a tale of torment and misery, though tinged with a hint of relief. It’s like he wanted to be caught, and perhaps he did, making this all a not so subtle cry for help.
 
  
 
 “What happened at the winery, Jorani?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by the lack of anger in my voice, Jorani nervously shakes his head. “I ain’t supposed to say. Legate’s orders.”
 
  
 
 “If I followed orders all the time, I’d hang you for dereliction of duty.”
 
  
 
 Flinching at my cold logic, Jorani sighs. “Fair enough.” Taking a deep breath, he launches into his tale with a faraway look. Though seated across the table, his mind is a hundred kilometres away as he relives the harrowing ordeal of how he saw a Defiled Ancestral Beast dismantle three Heroes of the Empire, peak Experts and Living Legends alike. He tells me how the experience robbed him of courage and instilled terror in its place, and where he once held hope now only had despair. “She toyed with them,” he says, still unable or unwilling to believe it. “Whole thing weren’t nothing but a game to her. Should’ve seen it from the start when lifted thousands of kilograms of dirt to make her entrance, but even then, I believed we could win.” Looking me in the eyes for the first time, Jorani asks, “When faced with so much power, how are we supposed to make a difference?”
 
  
 
 “Most nights, I ask myself the same question.”
 
  
 
 “And the answer?”
 
  
 
 I shrug, wishing I had a better one for him. “We don’t.”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” And with that, I watch the last vestige of hope and courage drift away on the wind as Jorani deflates in defeat. “Then ye might as well hang me fer all the...”
 
  
 
 In the flickering firelight, the shadows coalesce around Jorani as he waxes on about how useless he is, but I only listen with half a mind. The other half is busy trying to comprehend what’s happening before my eyes as the light darkens and air thickens around him. My vision blurs for a moment and I blink to clear it away, only to realize there’s nothing wrong with my eyes. It’s the world itself which turns hazy and indistinct, but only the area directly around Jorani as the rest of the room remains clear and distinct. My belly protests in discomfort as I focus on the anomaly, my skin crawling and hairs standing at the loathsome sight before me. It’s not Jorani, but something around him, emerging from him, yet the person in question seems wholly unaware of the abominable happenings around him. As if stretched beyond breaking, the fabric of reality snap back into place and everything is as it was before.
 
  
 
 Except now, a Spectre haunts Jorani’s mind, born of his resignation and misery.
 
  
 
 Well... That’s... disconcerting.
 
  
 
 “...And no need to worry about the old rat bastard, he won’t shed a tear. I ain’t nothing but a sorry excuse to him, but I can talks to him first. Actually, I’d very much like to talk to him first, the old bastard got a few words comin’ to him, he do.” Jorani’s eyes burn with anger as he rambles on, wholly unaware he just gave birth to a disembodied phantom of negative emotion which is now egging him on from within. “In fact, I’d -”
 
  
 
 “Quiet.” Outraged by the interruption, Jorani holds his tongue, though barely. Still not sure what to make of this, I reach over and palm his head, obscuring his vision as I devour the newborn Spectre with ease. Drained by the seesaw of emotions raging through him, Jorani shudders with its passing and slumps down and almost passes out, taxed by the cleansing despite being host to only a single Spectre. Putting the metaphysical developments aside, I tell Jorani, “Hand over command to your second and report to latrine duty until further notice. You think you’re the only one who’s afraid? There will always be someone stronger, but that doesn’t mean you give up the fight.”
 
  
 
 Standing to leave, I stop and try to think of something to say, something I’d want someone to tell me when I’m wallowing in the depths of despair. “Sanshu looked hopeless until Hangman Jorani arrived to stem the Defiled tide. His efforts kept the city alive long enough for others to join the fight, and in doing so, saved millions of lives.” Giving him time to let my words sink in, I look him in the eye and continue, “You still live and breathe not because I’m afraid of GangShu, but because I want Hangman Jorani fighting at my side. Let me know when you find him, will you?”
 
  
 
 “And if I can’t?” Jorani’s voice is barely more than a whisper, his spirits low despite the cleansing.
 
  
 
 I can take care of supernatural manifestations of anger and despair, but I can’t do shit about plain old depression. “Then let me know and I’ll send you somewhere safe. I won’t force you to fight Jorani, but I could use your help.” Closing the door behind me, I shake my head and keep Ral from going inside. “Give him some time to think.” God, I hope he doesn’t kill himself. “But uh... stay close, just in case. He’s had a rough time.”
 
  
 
 Now... what the fuck happened back there and how can I make it stop?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 






 






      Chapter 398 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “To recap: Discipline is shit, so I want two sergeants per hundred-man unit, commander’s choice. Inform Mister Rustram of your picks and get to work familiarizing your people with the new policies and formations. There will be drills and public shaming of those who fail to meet my exacting standards. There may also be rewards for those who exceed it, assuming any of you are even capable of such a feat. Got it? Good. Get it done.”
 
  
 
 While my officers disperse to communicate my displeasure to their subordinates, my mood sours at Jorani’s conspicuous absence and Daxian’s stifling presence. Another reason not to like the poncy soldier-turned-bandit, because he’s like a taller, more handsome, and more successful version of Jorani. I feel for the little guy. Their situation is almost like the one I have with Gerel, if Gerel was more popular and less bald, but I digress. Poor Jorani went through hell and back down at the Winery, with front row seats to an Expert beat-down courtesy of an ugly Mole Ancestral Beast. Now that the Treaty has been broken, it’s entirely possible we’ll get caught between duelling Divinities and be pulped beyond recognition. It’s not pessimism, but pragmatism. What was I supposed to do, lie about it?
 
  
 
 Well... probably yea, because of morale and whatnot, I suppose.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I fucked up and a Spectre popped into existence from Jorani’s psyche. Whatever. I handled it. We’re good, and now I know who the mole bitch is and why Mama Gam was so mad about not killing her. I’m curious why so many Ancestral Beasts were following Mila and her fellow Captain competitors around, but I doubt I’ll ever get an answer. Jorani heard multiple Ancestral Beasts and can place GangShu and Mama Gam at the scene, but who were the others? The Bloodthirsty Bull was definitely there and so was the Law-Abiding Rhino, but who was the Cranky Old Timer or the Eloquent Torturer? How many Ancestral Beasts were there in and around Nan Ping? A handful? A dozen? More?
 
  
 
 Which brings me back to the whole, ‘We’re all gonna die’ thing, especially with GangShu insisting he stick around. I mean, if I wanted to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, hanging around with a walking, breathing, city-destroying calamity is not the way to go about it. I don’t even get Lei Gong or the Tyrant to bolster my retinue. The scruffy old drunkard doesn’t look like much, but he’s a bonafide Awakened Expert who’s friendly enough to maybe answer a question or two on the matter. As for the Tyrant, her Runic Rod brought the Mole-bitch to her knees and she drew two of them when Guan Suo threatened to kill her, so I know she’s packing serious heat. Unfortunately, I haven’t seen either one ever since the whole Pong-Pong fiasco, which I suppose is a good thing. Pong-Pong is smart enough to recognize them but too stupid to lay low, and I’d rather not find out how GangShu feels about losing not one, but two Drops of Heavenly Water to a worthless brat like myself.
 
  
 
 Probably with outrage and bloodshed, if I had to guess. GangShu seems friendly enough, but considering how he dabbles in banditry, I wouldn’t exactly call him a paragon of virtue.
 
  
 
 Eager to check on my new Spectral guest, I head back to my yurt for more quiet meditation, but change my plans once I arrive. Making the most of her time before going to bed, my charming wifey Lin baits and beguiles Sarankho and Jimjam into pouncing at their favourite toy, a bundle of feathers tied to a string. Having recovered from their usual seasickness, the bears wrestle with Mafu while the bun buns and quin pups hop and headbutt around them, caring nothing for their difference in size or diet. Huddled by the fire, Luo-Luo trembles in Sorya’s embrace while Anrhi runs interference between my cowardly concubine and the friendliest floof, Aurie, who seems adamant to make his way over and get the snoot boops he deserves.
 
  
 
 Leaving Luo-Luo to Aurie’s affections for a little while longer, I wrap my arms around Lin’s waist and kiss her cheek. “Hiya wifey.”
 
  
 
 “Hi hubby." Always happy to rest in my embrace, Lin leans into my arms and continues playing with the wildcats. With a wave of her wrist, the bundle of feathers quivers in place and Jimjam lunges for the kill, but my wifey yanks the feathers out of his reach. Waiting for this moment, clever Sarankho pounces once the feathers come to a stop, but Lin uses her foot as a pulley and drags the feathers to safety, dancing across the sand like a taunting bird. Neither wildcat is willing to give up and Lin brings them on a merry chase around the beach, which is much harder than it looks. I should know, because when I’m holding the string, it’s only a matter of seconds before the feathers are caught.
 
  
 
 Sporting a mischievous grin, Lin leads the wildcats towards Luo-Luo and Sorya and leaves the feathers within arms length of their feet. Not expecting his quarry to stop, Jimjam overshoots his target but twists in mid air, smacking the feathers as he lands neatly beside the two women, albeit with butt towards them. Shoulders shaking from mirth, Lin’s muffled laughs are lost in Luo-Luo’s screams, and even poor Sorya is shocked by Jimjam’s shocking, butt-first entrance. Struggling to hide my smile, I kiss Lin’s temple and say, “That wasn’t very nice, wifey.”
 
  
 
 “I know, Hubby.” Her eyes locked on Luo-Luo, Lin whispers, “But I can’t help it. It’s so much fun bullying Luo-Luo, ya?”
 
  
 
 Don’t I know it. There’s something about seeing the prim and proper Imperial Servant cower and cringe which really gets my engine going, and it appears Lin shares my mildly sadistic streak. “I understand, but she’s terrified of the wildcats as is. No need to traumatize her even further.”
 
  
 
 “I know, which is why I’m helping her get over the fear, silly.” Letting Sarankho bat at the other end of the string, Lin grins and says, “Look at how cute JimJam is, rolling around in the sand with his toy. Luo-Luo will see it and know she has nothing to be afraid of.”
 
  
 
 While I also think he’s adorable, I can see why others might find Jimjam’s antics alarming. Laying on his side, the wildcat shreds the feathers with fang and claw while his hind legs twitch in practice murder-kicks, which is both silly and terrifying at the same time. “Wifey...”
 
  
 
 My stern tone shows Lin I’m not fooled by her excuses and she puffs her cheeks in response. “Mean Rainy is bullying Lin-Lin because Mi-Mi, Li-Li, and Yan-Yan aren’t here to protect her. Just you wait hubby, I’ll tell them all about how you bullied me and then you’ll see.”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t dare. My sweet wifey is too precious to bully.” With a sharp pat on the butt, I push Lin towards Luo-Luo. “Now go make nice.”
 
  
 
 Glancing over her shoulder, Lin crinkles her nose and mouths “Pervert”, before skipping to Luo-Luo’s side with a smile. As I move to join them, my presence frees Anrhi from her screening duties as Aurie dives headfirst into my stomach and clinches his paws around my waist. Though I could easily resist, I settle down in the sand and let Aurie think he brought me down, to which he responds with chest-rumbling delight. Abandoning their toys, Sarankho and Jimjam soon join us for their fair share of affection, perhaps feeling starved of it because of Mila and Li Song’s absence along with my recent neglect.
 
  
 
 I’ve been too distracted lately, what with regrowing limbs and crafting Keystones, but that changes starting today. First and foremost is I need to get my retinue in order, because surprise surprise, former bandits don’t make for the most disciplined soldiers. Well, Wang Bao's people are doing all right and I never have to worry about Dastan’s crew, but the rest are a rowdy and boistrous bunch, unused to discipline or, in Lang Yi and his former slave compatriots' case, too indulgent of their freedom. I also should pay more attention to my floofs, because they’re getting bigger and deadlier by the day and I’d rather not be on the business end of Jimjam’s murder kicks. What else do I have to do? Oh right, resume sparring on a daily basis and get practical experience using the Keystones. If there’s a problem, better to find out now rather than in battle with the Defiled.
 
  
 
 So much to do with so little time. We’re on schedule to reach our destination in seven days, a port town on the border of Central called SuiHua where I’m to receive further orders. Who’s giving those orders or what they might entail are a mystery, since the Legate did not see fit to share his plans with little old me. I might be placed on guard duty and have weeks, if not months to continue preparations, or I might be sent to the front lines to fight off armies of invading Defiled. Who knows. So I might as well make the most of the time I have and enjoy the little things in life while I still can, like cuddling with Aurie, headbutting Jimjam, and nuzzling Sarankho while my wifey coddles and consoles my crying concubine.
 
  
 
 God, there’s just something so arousing about Luo-Luo’s tear-stained makeup and heaving chest... I don’t even like her much, but I can’t stop thinking about sleeping with her. I have three loving brides to be, and still it’s not enough to sate my appetite.
 
  
 
 Turning my attention back to more pressing matters, I realize I’ve left an important matter off my list of things to get done. I’ll need to keep an eye on Jorani and make sure he doesn’t keep birthing Spectres willy nilly, though I’m intrigued by the concept. If humans and half-beasts can create Spectres by being suitably despondent, could I make this work to my advantage? As disturbing as it was to see a Spectre come into being, they’re no threat now that I know how to make Water Chi. In fact, I’d love to find more and turn them into usable Heavenly Energy, but there’s been a surprising lack of Spectres in Central thus far. Can I create Spectres and then Devour them, thereby creating an infinite loop of Heavenly Energy powered by angst and depression? Somehow, I feel like it would violate the laws of physics, what with conservation of energy and what not.
 
  
 
 Then again, where’s the harm in trying?
 
  
 
 Alrighty then. It’s time to put your years of practice to work now. You can do this. Be depressed. Become the embodiment of despair itself, a bleak and cheerless soul held together by pain and misery alone, an empty shell housing no joy or hope within. Drown within your sorrows and let the melancholy consume you, for there is only suffering ahead. Basically, life sucks, because trials, and tribulations, and whatnot, you know? Things are bad, and will get worse, like you’ll be eaten by Defiled or something, and uh... in the grim darkness of the grim dark future, there is only darkness and... grim dark...
 
  
 
 This isn’t working. Honestly, I feel a little silly trying to force depression, and my wildcat cuddle puddle is not helping. I dunno, despite my pessimistic outlook, I’m actually not too too depressed lately. At least I don’t think I am. Life still isn’t amazeballs, but I mean, I’m handling it reasonably well. I’ve got Lin at my side, and with luck I’ll reunite with Yan and Mila soon enough and we’ll kill Defiled to our heart’s content alongside other romantic ventures or whatnot.
 
  
 
 So what are my options? Ethics aside, a Spectre farm might be useful, though I’m not sure I could stomach the necessary misery and suffering required to operate one. I could if I had to, I suppose, model it after my time in the mines and force poor souls to carry out monotonous, back-breaking labour while subjecting them to random acts of torture and suffering.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Hang on. Is that what the Canston Trading Group’s been up? I thought they were trying to turn me and the other slaves Defiled, but what if their goal was to create more suffering and birth more Spectres? Siyar said the Winery housed plenty of slaves, but there was no place for them to work. Are newborn Spectres an ingredient for Anathema? Why else would they keep so many slaves on site?
 
  
 
 Mental note, bring this up with the Abbot, assuming he ever show his fat, bald head. What the hell is taking him so long? While wounded, Mahakala ran from Sinuji to Nan Ping in half a day, a trip which would take me ten days by boat and five days by horse for half a month of travel in total. At those speeds, the Abbot should have made an appearance by now, which means he’s either not a Divinity like his departed senior brother, or he’s taking his sweet ass time getting here. I hope it’s the latter, because I would really like a second Divinity around to keep GangShu in check, even if it’ll make my retinue a juicier target for enemy powerhouses. I’m stuck with one nuclear weapon, so I might as well go ham and gather as many as I can.
 
  
 
 Gotta Catch em All, Ancestral Beast!
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband?” Having recovered from Lin’s scare, Luo-Luo greets me from well out of reach, having touched up her make up while I was lost in wilful depression. “May we speak?”
 
  
 
 “Sure. Take a seat.”
 
  
 
 Though none of my kittens even look in her direction, Luo-Luo flinches away at the prospect of approaching my floofs. “Luo-Luo was hoping to speak in private.” Worried I won’t understand, she adds, “Without the animals, if it so pleases Lord Husband.”
 
  
 
 Sigh. If this is another one of her blatant attempts to seduce me, I’m going to... I dunno. Do nothing I suppose. Either way, I don’t wanna stop cuddling with my kitties. “Look, I sympathize with you, but you’ll never get over your fears unless you confront them. Take a seat and relax, it’s perfectly safe.” Unable to resist, I add, “So long as you don’t turn your back on them or make any sudden movements.”
 
  
 
 Honestly, if this keeps up, I might lose control and drag her off to my yurt...
 
  
 
 Eyes wide and brimming with tears, Luo-Luo sports a pleading gaze while clutching her cloak tight. To compromise, I send Sarankho and Jimjam over to Lin and hug Aurie close, giving her a pointed look to tell her this is as far as I’ll go. Steeling her nerves, she circles around so I’m sitting between her and Aurie, but her caution backfires as her fluttering, furred cloak catches my sweet floof’s attention. Pupils going from narrow slits to wide wide saucers, Aurie turns on his Disney charm as he struggles out of my grasp, and Luo-Luo yelps in fear and backs away. Again, this works against her as Aurie’s instincts to chase kick in, pouncing over me to land neatly on Luo-Luo’s cloak. Caught by the adorable predator, Luo-Luo tumbles to the sand with a shriek amidst Lin’s peal of laughter, and Sorya, Anrhi rush over to help, but I wave the twin handmaidens back since Aurie is content to rub his face against the fur.
 
  
 
 While waiting for Luo-Luo to calm down, I stand ready to intervene should I be needed, though I’m more worried about Luo-Luo hurting Aurie than the other way around. Flailing about in a panic, Luo-Luo struggles to scramble away, but her cloak is fastened around her neck and Aurie has the other end pinned down with his weight. Long seconds pass by as Luo-Luo wails and cries to no effect other than to draw a crowd. Not just my retinue, but even the animals are concerned by my concubine’s actions, though their interest seems tempered with a hint of bloodthirst. It’s not the smartest thing in the world to appear injured in front of a predator, but Luo-Luo is the dumbest smart person I’ve ever met.
 
  
 
 Finally unable to stomach it, I shoo Aurie away and help Luo-Luo up. “It’s okay,” I say, feeling guilty for letting it go on for so long, but I honestly didn’t think it’d be this bad. “You’re safe and unharmed. There’s nothing to be afraid of, Aurie just wants to play. Shh, it’s okay, come on now, lets go inside and I’ll make tea.” Ten minutes later, Luo-Luo sits huddled at my table while sipping a cup of tea while my instincts scream at me to comfort her. Through sheer force of will, I remain rooted in place with hands folded atop the table and ask, “So, what did you want to talk about?”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath to centre herself, Luo-Luo begins, “This one has certain concerns she hopes to bring to Lord Husband’s attention, beginning with sir Daxian’s treatment. Though this one is sure Lord Husband has his reasons, antagonizing a man like Sir Daxian is ill-advised. Even if Lord Husband has nothing to fear from him, others will see this treatment and look down on sir Daxian’s strength. There is nothing to be gained from Lord Husband’s outright hostility.”
 
  
 
 Oh. So it’s another critique. Ugh. “Noted. Anything else?”
 
  
 
 Cringing at what I thought was a neutral tone, Luo-Luo continues, “Perhaps Lord Husband could enlighten this one to his intentions? Whatever the goal, there might be a different way to accomplish it without alienating sir Daxian.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps, but you don’t need to know why.”
 
  
 
 Okay, it’s verified. I am terrible at cheering people up. The less people who know about Pong Pong’s true nature, the better, but Luo-Luo takes my denial poorly. Hunched over her cup of tea with tears spilling from her cheeks, Luo-Luo looks so pitiful I could almost cry, but I remind myself to stay strong because she still might be an Imperial spy. Even if she isn’t, who knows where her true loyalties lie? She says she’s loyal and devoted, but how am I supposed to take her at her word? “Look,” I say, trying to sound as kind and gentle as I can. “Like you said, I have my reasons but I can’t share them, okay?” I’m not even supposed to mention GangShu’s existence to anyone, because apparently it’s an unspoken rule. Ancestral Beasts and Divinities are treated with respect, but you’re not supposed to tell anyone about what they are, because they don’t like to be reminded of the vast gulf between them and the rest of humanity. They’re doing their best to fit in, and pointing out how different they are only exacerbates their already difficult positions.
 
  
 
 Boo-freaking-hoo. Wouldn’t want to hurt the walking nuke’s feelings.
 
  
 
 Pouting despite my efforts, Luo-Luo blurts out between sobs, “W-why does Lord Husband hate Luo-Luo?”
 
  
 
 This again. “I don’t hate you.”
 
  
 
 “Then why do you treat Luo-Luo so coldly?” With an adorable hiccup, the teary beauty sips her tea and waits for an answer, her pleading gaze tugging at my heartstrings.
 
  
 
 “We’ve been over this before. I don’t treat you coldly, I treat you like I treat all the other strangers in my life, and make no mistake, you are a stranger.”
 
  
 
 Another hiccup. “Luo-Luo is not a stranger!” she declares, with fire in her eyes and steel in her voice. “Luo-Luo is Lord Husband’s concubine.”
 
  
 
 Finally, she shows her true self once again. Not the mousy, obedient servant she tries to portray, but a pampered little princess who throws a tantrum when she doesn’t get her way. “Both are true. You are my concubine and also a complete stranger, because you refuse to put down the act and be yourself. Who is Zheng Luo? What is your goal here? Your real goals mind you, because only an idiot would believe you’re enamoured by my manly charms and aching to warm my bed.”
 
  
 
 Her scarlet cheeks show she at least has some shame, but it soon turns to naked rage. “So you did notice my efforts! And you ignored them? What sort of man are you to refuse a woman’s desperate advances?”
 
  
 
 A stupid one. “A man who doesn’t want to be entangled in a loveless marriage. Is that the life you want? To warm the bed of a man who uses you to sate his lust?”
 
  
 
 “I am an Imperial Servant,” Luo-Luo snaps, finally dropping her annoying habit of referring to herself in the third person. “My life was given in service to the Empire, and it was decided I would serve as your concubine. You are my Lord Husband, and my goal, nay, my purpose, is to please you, but what I desire is for you to love me as you love your other wives. Is that so terrible?”
 
  
 
 ... I am so turned on right now. I also feel terrible, but mostly, turned on.
 
  
 
 Pulling back from the brink of madness before I lose myself to lust, I clear my throat and pray no one outside heard her rant. “I’m sorry if I’ve treated you poorly, but in my defence, I don’t understand your mindset. How can you be so willing to serve? Why are you not upset about being given away as a prize?”
 
  
 
 “Such is life,” Luo-Luo replies, and her eyes drop in bashful self-consciousness. “Though to be Lord Husband’s concubine is no trial or tribulation, but a blessing in this one’s eyes.”
 
  
 
 Oof. My heart. “Err... I’m not... displeased by you, just confused.” Way to go Romeo. Sweep her off her feet with your silver tongue. “You’re a huge help and I empathize with your apprehension, but I’m not going to sleep with you just to calm your nerves.” No, I’ll do it to sate my animalistic lust. No I won’t. Stop it. “Look, I said this before, but it’s going to take time to get used to this.”
 
  
 
 “How long?”
 
  
 
 Her plaintive tone is almost too much to bear, especially since I’m unaccustomed to being... wanted. “I dunno. A year? Nine months, at least. If I sleep with you before Mila, she may fly into a jealous rage and pound us both into meat paste.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in wide-eyed confusion, Luo-Luo asks, “Mila is a....”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” More or less. “So is Lin. It’s Bekhai custom not to engage in intercourse before marriage at the age of twenty. Not everyone adheres to it, but Mila and Lin were adamant about it.” Not so much for Yan, bless her warm heart and round, juicy ass. “So... er... yea. That’s all, I guess.” Please leave before I lose control. Quick, think of grim dark thoughts...
 
  
 
 Comforted by our little chat, Luo-Luo fixes her makeup before sashaying out to rejoin Lin and the handmaiden twins. Thankfully, it appears as if no one overheard our little chat and Lin-Lin isn’t the jealous or inquisitive type, happy to sit beside me instead of in my lap and not ask questions why.
 
  
 
 Well, one more thing to add to the list, but I can handle it before going to bed. Then again, to be fair, I was probably going to masturbate regardless.
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 Having completed her fifth performance of the Forms, Song closed her eyes and lifted her head skywards. Were anyone watching, it appeared as if she were lost in thought while reflecting on her experiences, but in truth, she merely wanted to bask beneath the morning sun. Chest heaving and muscles aching, her repeated efforts were taking their toll, but as soon as she recovered, she would begin her sixth performance of the morning. Usually, she only performed them once or twice a day, but recently, she found herself with plenty of time and little else to do but train by her lonesome. Unfortunately, her diligence resulted in little to no gains of late, and today’s efforts proved especially fruitless. Too preoccupied by news from the front, she couldn’t focus on the mysteries revealed by the Forms, so she resolved to continue until Insight struck or she collapsed in exhaustion, whichever came first.
 
  
 
 Though her lungs burned from exertion, the cool sea breeze rustled through her hair and wicked away the beads of sweat dripping down her skin. It was a welcome change from the dry gusts of fiery hot air emanating from the blacksmith’s forge across the courtyard. So used to the cacophony of hammering steel, she barely even noticed it anymore, though if she stood too close, the ringing blows were powerful enough to shake her to the bones. The resounding proof of Papa and Sister’s efforts filled Song with pride, yet also raised feelings of inadequacy, for while they busied themselves contributing to the war effort in ways few others could, Song idled her time away keeping unwanted visitors from entering the courtyard and disturbing Papa or Sister while they worked.
 
  
 
 Ill-suited to a life of leisure, these dreary days of dormancy were driving Song to the brink of insanity. Less than a month ago, she’d complained of having too many duties and foisted most of her pet-brushing duties onto Rain, but now her hands itched for something to do. Sweet as they were, Erdene, Coto, and Gakai all disliked brushing and preferred to take part in the communal grooming sessions with their fellow quins, a necessity before their daily morning swim in the cove. So desperate for something to brush, Song even considered grooming the large, furry chickens so common in SuiHua, but she feared to grow attached to creatures slated for slaughter. This, along with the fact that these silky chickens were among the meanest creatures Song had ever encountered, meant she had little to do besides train and count the days before Sister grew bored of forge work and joined Mama on the battlefield, or perhaps even ride out to face the Defiled on her own.
 
  
 
 Had she known there’d be so little to do in SuiHua, Song would’ve left with Mama and the Khishigs two weeks ago. They travelled from Nan Ping together and spent ten days tending to Papa and Sister’s seasickness, but soon after their arrival in this ramshackle port town, Mama left to carry out her duties. Song remained behind because she wanted to be at Sister’s side during her debut battle as Captain Sumila.
 
  
 
 Or, more pragmatically, to ensure Mama had somewhere safe to retreat to.
 
  
 
 From what Song gathered, the Legate did not intend to liberate the West, which came as no surprise. Instead, he committed his troops to defending a swathe of land stretching from the Azure Sea all the way to the Arid Wastelands, almost a thousand kilometres of contested ground between West, South, and Central. Far from an ideal choke-point, it was the best they could do since the Enemy struck sooner than expected and razed Sinuji to the ground. It would have made little difference in the end, for unlike the mountain passes which led to the North or the ocean shoreline leading to the South, the area between West to Central lacked any natural or man-made defences.
 
  
 
 In light of all this, Song had little faith the soldiers of the Empire could hold such a wide line against the Defiled hordes, and from what little she knew of their troop deployments, it appeared the Legate shared her concerns. Instead of a single, static line of defence, the Imperial troops were positioned in multiple layers, with a screening line of skirmishers at the front, a dozen or so armies to hold the centre, and five major encampments at the rear. Should the Defiled break through any point, then additional soldiers would already be in place to close in around them from all sides, drawn there by the line of bell-towers currently in construction. A sub-optimal defence, but again, it was the best they could do until a proper wall was built.
 
  
 
 Assuming their armies held out long enough to build one.
 
  
 
 Despite Song’s reservations regarding the Imperial defences, she yearned to ride out and battle the Defiled, but with Mama gone and Sister busy at the forge, she was stuck in SuiHua due to military law. As the days passed, news from the front lines streamed in and spoke of Captains and Senior Captains clashing with roving bands of blood-drunk Defiled, and just this morning, Song overheard the coolies talking about Du Min Yan defeating a Defiled force which numbered thrice her own. Hearing about the half-deer’s accomplishments had put Song in a foul mood, and hence her distractions from the Forms.
 
  
 
 Born to the Bekhai and so talented Teacher Du accepted her as his terminal Disciple, Yan had everything Song only dared dream of and more. Now, after sinking her fangs into Rain, the two were betrothed and Song would forever be stuck with this living reminder of the Mother’s biased discrimination. Although Sister seemed unfazed by Rain’s philandering, and even seemed delighted by this turn of events, Song felt obligated to be outraged in her place. There was a word for the sort of woman who sneaks into a man’s quarters late at night, though Song was too polite to voice it. A good thing too, for Mama wholeheartedly approved of the union, her wide smile wholly at odds with the surly grimace Teacher Du wore throughout Rain and Yan’s celebration banquet.
 
  
 
 Sadly, Rain’s new status as an Imperial Consort made him too tempting a prize, so Teacher Du made no effort to oppose the union and crushed Song’s last vestiges of hope. No, perhaps this was even their intention from the start, for Yan to worm her way back into Rain’s good graces now that his future seemed limitless...
 
  
 
 “Li-Li!” Interrupting Song’s sullen brooding with their excited cries, the twins catapulted into her arms as they so often did. While her brother snuggled into Song’s embrace, Tali beamed and shouted, “Guess what? Rainy’s here!”
 
  
 
 Unable to share in Tali’s delight, Song nodded and mouthed, “Oh.” It was about time. Whatever plans the Legate had in store for Rain, they seemed to involve little more than loafing about Nan Ping for days on end with his new concubine and... “Oh! Where are the animals?”
 
  
 
 Giggling at her abrupt change in expression, Tali directed Song out the door where the animals sat waiting in their wagon, alongside Rain, Lin, Luo-Luo, and many others Song had no inclination to greet. The moment she appeared, the wildcats pounced upon her and Song struggled to stay upright while Aurie, Jimjam, and Sarankho took turns aggressively nuzzling her head. Not to be left out, Banjo and Baloo ambled over and wrapped themselves around her legs, grunting and chortling the whole while. Burying her face in Sarankho’s fur, Song struggled to hide how happy she was to see her four-legged family, and it warmed her heart to know they missed her too.
 
  
 
 “I’m a little jealous, Martial Aunt,” Rain said, shouting over the clang of hammers. “They’re never this happy to see me.”
 
  
 
 Likely because he kept them to himself all the time. Greeting him with a polite nod, Song handed the twins over and untangled herself from the bears and wildcats to check on the rabbits. She’d worried Rain would neglect them in her absence, but her fears were unwarranted as they seemed in good health. Having grown larger in her absence, she could no longer comfortably hold one in each arm, though the little darlings still clamoured to be held, showering her hands and forearms in little bunny kisses. Able to fly once again, Roc landed on her shoulder and laughed for a treat, but with no pets to feed, Song no longer kept dried meat on her, so a light pat would have to suffice. Otherwise, little else had changed with Rain’s pets. The Divine Turtle was still indifferent to Song’s presence, the octopus still peeked out from his cauldron and retreated at her approach, and Pong-Pong, the ridiculously named newest member of Rain’s menagerie was still firmly clutched between Mama Bun’s paws.
 
  
 
 Though happy to see them all well cared for, a small part of Song’s mind wondered if this meant she’d would no longer be needed...
 
  
 
 “Li-Li!” Stamping her foot, Lin puffed her cheeks and asked, “What about me?”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Song apologized and hurried over to lift Lin off the ground. After spinning around thrice, Song put the laughing half-hare down and intercepted Aurie on his way over to harass Luo-Luo. Seeing this, the dramatic older woman nearly burst into tears. “Oh Li-Li,” she cried, throwing her arms around Song’s neck. “How I missed you! While we were separated, Lin-Lin and Lord Husband bullied me without mercy!”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Luo-Luo’s ill-mannered use of first-person pronouns, Song wondered what she was going on about. While Rain might bully her, Lin was far too sweet and innocent to do anything of the sort. Before she could ask, Rain cleared his throat and gestured at the forge on the opposite side of the courtyard. “Am I allowed to go inside, or should I wait out here?”
 
  
 
 “Outside,” Song blurted, only now remembering her duties. “Papa and Sister are crafting Spiritual Weapons and must not be disturbed.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, I figured as much.” Lips pursed in disappointment, Rain heaved a sigh and settled down to wait, peering at the doorway hoping to catch a glimpse of Sister’s fair visage. Pleased by his reaction, Song waited until Lin and Luo-Luo took their seats before joining them in the grass. Calling Sarankho to her side, Song pulled out her comb and set out to make up for lost time, staying silent as she pampered and coddled the animals, though she answered whatever questions were directed her way. Most were conversational topics from Lin or Luo-Luo, but Song had little to offer in the way of small talk. Instead, she shared the latest news from the front.
 
  
 
 Too busy razing the West, the Defiled hordes had yet to gather for a concentrated push into Central. In spite of this, several eager warbands had  already wandered east and engaged with the waiting Imperial Forces during the past two weeks. After explaining the general troop distribution for Rain’s sake, Song continued, “The skirmishers on the front lines are primarily composed of young talents and junior officers, allowing them a taste of battle before total war breaks out.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds about right,” Rain replied, his smile cold and gaze eager. “I’ll be there soon enough.”
 
  
 
 “It’s a five day journey,” Song said, hoping Rain at least knew this much. “Martial Brother Fung, Warrant Officer BoShui, and Warrant Officer Zian are already there.” She didn’t mention Yan, because the half-deer floozy was supposedly limping back to replenish her troops, having bitten off more than she could chew. So what if she emerged victorious while outnumbered three to one? Did she miss Teacher Du’s lessons on basic arithmetic? The Defiled hordes outnumber the Imperial forces at least ten to one, and some estimated the disparity could be as high as twenty. At a three to one trade, the Empire might as well admit defeat here and now.
 
  
 
 “Five more days,” Rain said, nodding to himself. “It’ll be over in the blink of an eye.”
 
  
 
 Lunch came and went, and they continued their idle conversation, but it was late afternoon before the forge finally fell silent. Rain immediately leapt to his feet, but Song gestured for Lin and Luo-Luo to remain seated, knowing there was still work to be done before they were done for the night. An hour later, the door opened and Sister emerged first, covered in sweat and soot. Though obviously drained from her arduous labour, Sister’s eyes lit up at the sight of Rain and charged over to leap into his embrace.
 
  
 
 This time, it was Song’s turn to be jealous, but her envy soon turned to amazement as Rain held his ground before Sister’s zealous greeting, staggering back a meagre two steps before steadying himself. Holding her in his arms seemingly without effort, Rain gave Sister a small twirl as they kissed, and if Song didn’t know any better, she’d think Sister was as light as Lin.
 
  
 
 “Well? Where’s my greeting then, lad? Come, lift your papa-in-law off the ground and give him a kiss.” Braying with laughter as Sister shamefully separated from her betrothed, Papa gave Rain a resounding clap on the shoulder. Enduring the blow with ease, Rain grinned and wrapped his arms around Papa’s belly before lifting with all his might. Though Papa’s boots remained rooted to the ground, his look of shock confirmed Song’s suspicions. Rain was noticeably stronger than he was when they left him in Nan Ping, not even thirty days past.
 
  
 
 For the first time, Song understood what it meant to improve by leaps and bounds.
 
  
 
 “Bah, give up before you strain yourself, lad.” Shaking his head in mild disbelief, Papa asked, “How long you in town for?”
 
  
 
 “Only the night. We leave first thing tomorrow morning.” Glancing at Mila, he asked, “Care to join me, beloved? I could use your help running my retinue.”
 
  
 
 Despite his teasing tone, Song could see the request was made in earnest, but Sister shook her head. “I’ll never make a name for myself riding in your shadow. Besides, Yuzhen asked for my help here. We’ll need all the Spiritual Weapons we can get in the days to come, and no matter how exceptionally you perform, there’ll still be plenty of Defiled left for me to kill.”
 
  
 
 “True enough. What a shame. I supposed I’ll have to do without your expertise.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll help.” It wasn’t until everyone’s eyes turned to her that Song realized she’d spoken without thinking. After organizing her thoughts, Song cleared her throat and repeated, “I’ll join you on the battlefield.”
 
  
 
 It felt strange not using ‘this one’ to refer to herself. Liberating, but strange.
 
  
 
 After a silent exchange with Sister, Rain asked, “Are you sure? If Mila stays here and you come with me, then it means... err...”
 
  
 
 “It means someone else must hold my chain.” Repressing a shudder, Song took a deep breath and said, “Lin can hold it.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, but Lin’s staying here.”
 
  
 
 “No!”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Rain’s tone left no room for argument as he pinched Lin’s cheeks lightly, unswayed by the sweet girl’s tearful pout. “This isn’t a pleasure trip through the plains. I’ll be eating, sleeping, and fighting on the front lines, and I won’t be able to focus if you’re in danger. I already spoke to Teacher, so you’re staying here and that’s final. Luo-Luo’s staying too, along with a hundred Death Corps Guards and all the animals besides Ping Ping.” Turning back to Song, Rain smiled and offered her an escape route. “Actually, I was hoping you’d help look after them in my absence. Mother knows Lin won’t brush them every day.”
 
  
 
 All of the animals were staying behind? Not even a single rabbit or wildcat? Discarding her disappointment, Song considered her options for what felt like an eternity. This was not a decision to be made lightly, for it concerned her freedom and everything that came with it. Who among Rain’s retinue could she trust to be as kind and benevolent as Mama? Mister Rustram? Though she enjoyed their spars together, she felt comfortable in his presence because he was harmless. Put her chain in his hands and this would no longer be true, not in her eyes at least. Dastan? A slave himself, but only in name, for he still had the same ego and personality of a free man. No telling what he would do if offered unrestricted power over another person, especially with his freedom so restricted. A woman perhaps, like Chey or Neera? Song knew no others by name, and she trusted those two less than Rain. Not only were they themselves former bandits, their lovers were former bandits as well.
 
  
 
 Which left only one option.
 
  
 
 Gathering her courage, Song looked Rain in the eyes and said, “I am unneeded here. You hold it.” Bewildered by her choice, Rain blinked several times before pointing at himself, as if unable to believe his ears. He showed no sign of delight or anticipation, only confusion and even a little apprehension. Releasing the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding, Song nodded. “Yes. You.”
 
  
 
 “Are... you sure? I appreciate the offer, but -”
 
  
 
 “Stop arguing,” Sister said, interrupting Rain’s attempt to dissuade her. “Song’s made up her mind, haven’t you?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sister.” Song didn’t feel the need to explain. Sister understood. There was nothing for Song to do here, and it made her feel worthless. She needed purpose in life, but all she knew was how to fight, so fighting she must go. Lifting the necklace over her head, Sister slowly moved to place it into Rain’s hand, giving Song plenty of time to change her mind. When Sister finally let go and Rain held the necklace, Song’s Oath gripped her heart and warned her to obey her new Master. It took every scrap of willpower she had to remain on two feet, though every instinct she’d ever learned screamed for her to kneel before him. Instead, she clasped her fist in a military salute and bowed her head, a greeting to someone equal in status or perhaps only slightly higher. “This one is here to serve,” she said, choking back the urge to call him ‘Master’.
 
  
 
 Gesturing for her to straighten up, Rain returned her salute and said, “This one is honoured by your service, Martial Aunt.”
 
  
 
 Though she knew the true test had yet to come, Rain’s sincerity filled Song with relief, and the tension drained from her neck and shoulders. Even more reassuring was Papa’s hand on her shoulder, pulling her into his embrace. “That’s my brave girl. You go give the Defiled hell, then come on back and tell Papa all about it.” Fixing his one eye on Rain, Papa growled and said, “This don’t need sayin’, but I’m gonna say it anyways. You hurt my girl, I hurt you. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Reverently slipping the chain over his head, Rain tucked the pendent into his shirt and nodded with all the gravity he could muster. “Understood.”
 
  
 
 Unaffected by the solemn atmosphere, Lin ran over and hugged Song. “Thanks Li-Li,” she said, popping up to kiss her cheek. “Okay, now let’s go eat. Char-Char’s waiting with dinner, ya?” And just like that, they left for dinner, with Papa’s arms around her shoulder and Sister on her arm. They ate and talked, laughed and shared, and when night fell, Song returned to her quarters to sleep with Sister, Lin, and Sarankho. Though Rain wore her chain, nothing else changed.
 
  
 
 Regardless of her circumstances or what the world thought, she was no slave. Not anymore.
 
  
 
 She was Li Song, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister of Sumila and Baatar, and soldier/Martial Aunt of Falling Rain.
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 Lang Yi was not a man of many words.
 
  
 
 Years ago, in what seemed like another life, he married the neighbour's daughter and love of his life, Ruo-Ruo. Unlike him, she couldn't stand even a minute of silence, always tittering on about this woman’s dress or that man’s antics. At night, he’d sit at his workbench and work while she’d snuggle up behind him to share the day’s gossip. Though Lang Yi had little interest in such things and even less to say, he loved hearing her lyrical voice, so whenever she fell silent for more than a second, he’d encouraged her to keep speaking with a non-verbal grunt. Ruo-Ruo used to tease and say he had a thousand different grunts with a thousand different meanings and that she’d be old and grey before she deciphered them all.
 
  
 
 Those happy days were long behind him now, and he wished he told her he loved her more often.
 
  
 
 So much had changed in the year since the Defiled descended upon their quiet little hamlet on the lake. Once a humble fisherman who cobbled shoes for spare change, Lang Yi had transformed into an honest to goodness Martial Warrior, a commander of a hundred men, no less. Back then, he considered a village hunter above and beyond his ken, yet now he’d become a Captain-level talent on par with the likes of young talents raised by wealthy noble houses. With his strength, any city would be glad to have him as a city guard or perhaps even a Sergeant, lofty positions which came with wealth, power, and influence. If others knew of his meteoric rise, their envy would be immeasurable and say he’d found fortune in disaster, but Lang Yi saw things differently.
 
  
 
 If it were possible, he’d trade his newfound strength, the benefits which came with it, and the remaining years of his life just to hear Ruo-Ruo’s voice one more time.
 
  
 
 Since he’d have to wait until his next life to meet her again, the only thing left to him was vengeance. The Defiled who killed his wife and took everything from him were likely dead and gone, having perished in the War for Sanshu he only heard about, but there would always be Defiled to kill. Though yet to claim his first kill, Lang Yi trained day and night with zealous determination, throwing himself headlong down the Martial Path in pursuit of strength. His single-minded focus left little time for anything else, but his strength meant the others looked to him for guidance and leadership, a role he found himself utterly unsuited for.
 
  
 
 What did he know of leading men? About as much water as a net could hold, so he left his fellow former slaves to their own devices, but inevitably, little brother Lang Er would bring one issue or another to his attention. Each time, he dealt with the troublemakers in summary fashion, punishing all parties involved harshly, not because they disturbed him, but because if they had time to cause trouble, then they weren’t training hard enough. The Mother cared nothing for niceties like comfort, joy, or justice, so why should he bother? It wasn’t a perfect system, but it worked.
 
  
 
 Until it didn’t.
 
  
 
 When Benefactor Falling Rain gathered his commanders together to tell them ‘Discipline is shit’, Lang Yi lamented his failures and immediately set out to correct them. Not only did the Mother’s Chosen Son rescue them from a life of misery and despair, he also sheltered, clothed and fed them without asking for anything in return. He even left Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi behind to lift them to their current lofty heights, yet they still had the audacity to cause Benefactor concern. This shame and indignity could not stand, so after the meeting, Lang Yi gathered his troops and spoke five words, uttered in his gravelly, seldom-used voice.
 
  
 
 “When I train, you train.”
 
  
 
 War was here and time was short, yet his troops still had the audacity to make trouble? No more. Since Lang Yi spent almost every waking moment training, his troops would no longer have the time or energy to make trouble. As a bonus, their strength would grow and they’d become more capable of repaying Benefactor’s mercy.
 
  
 
 Though this was their first day in a new city, Lang Yi cared nothing for the sights, so the moment they settled into their temporary barracks, he brought everyone out to the courtyard for more practice. There they stayed until the sun had long set and the moon high overhead, stopping only to fill their bellies and slake their thirst. There were eighty of them in total, all former slaves captured by the Defiled and freed by Benefactor. Peasants, the lot of them, and in less than a year, all eighty of them had shared in Lang Yi’s startling transformation, becoming Captain-level talents before leaving the Island. Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi both called it a miracle and claimed such a development was almost unheard of, but it came as no surprise to Lang Yi. Every last soul plucked from Yo Ling’s depraved and deplorable mines shared the same ravenous thirst for vengeance, having endured unspeakable anguish and suffering in order to survive.
 
  
 
 Through their trials and tribulations, they emerged stronger than before, forged in the fires of torment and tempered by Benefactor’s mercy.
 
  
 
 Practice spear in hand, Lang Yi carried out his routine exercises. Stab, sweep, and strike, these three movements encompassed the essence of the Spear. Simple, yet infinitely complex, for these three movements hid innumerable variations which were slowly revealed to him through the Forms. Stab, for example, could be carried out in a multitude of different ways. Mantis Form – Spear Hand became a short, one-handed jab, while Wolf Form – Rending Fang became a two handed thrust. More complex was Snake Form – Darting Fang, a one or two-handed thrust combined with a forward step, a minor variation which changed everything from his grip on his weapon to how he exhaled. This was merely scratching the surface of a single, straightforward thrust, and Lang Yi worked hard to master every single variation, focus on it above all other movements. With a common spear in hand, if he were to sweep or strike the Defiled, his weapon would bend or break, so he could only stab and kill before being killed.
 
  
 
 Despite what everyone said about how far he’d come in such a short time, Lang Yi knew he was still a frog in the well, having taken only a few short steps along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 “Lang Yi, Lang Er.” Appearing out of nowhere with their spears wrapped and slung over their shoulders, Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi gestured for the two brothers to approach. With a grunt of compliance, Lang Yi snarled at his sweat-soaked troops to continue their training. They still weren’t working hard enough, as evidenced by the dry stone tiles beneath their feet, a far cry from pool of sweat which had formed beneath his boots. Good, sturdy boots, yet another gift from Benefactor, and few of his troops appreciated or even knew of the expense.
 
  
 
 Following both Teachers back to the barracks, Lang Yi walked shoulder to shoulder with his little brother, bumping into one another every so often, his bone-thin frame having filled out into an unfamiliar lean and muscular body. Inside, Teacher Argat brought Lang Yi into an empty room while Teacher Jochi did the same with Lang Er, and though he had nothing but respect for his half-monkey Teachers, Lang Yi knew how mischievous the two could be. Before entering the room, he checked for tripwires, buckets of water, itching powder, and anything else which might amuse the playful pair if doused upon their students.
 
  
 
 “Relax,” Teacher Argat said, rolling his eyes. “This here’s a serious talk.”
 
  
 
 “Uhn.” Nodding in apology, Lang Yi stepped into the room and was pleasantly surprised to emerged unscathed. Closing the door behind him, he stood at attention and waited.
 
  
 
 Clapping him on the shoulder, Teacher Argat said, “Well brat, you’ve come a long ways since we found you in that pit there. A long ways indeed. Can’t say I expected this, since I started teaching y’all outta sheer boredom, but even though you haven’t fought yet, you’ve done me proud.”
 
  
 
 Lacking the words to express his gratitude, Lang Yi dropped to his knees and kowtowed. Stopping him before his forehead struck the floor, Teacher Argat lifted him back to his feet as easily as turning a hand. “None of that nonsense. You’re a Khishig now, not officially, but close enough.” Clearing his throat in embarrassment, Teacher Argat straightened Lang Yi’s shirt and said, “See, I brought you here because I need to know something. I made you swear an Oath to the Heavens before letting you off the island, and it never sat well with me. You work hard day in and day out, taking no time for yourself except to eat, sleep, and shit. I’ve seen you every day for the past eight months now, and I’ve never even seen you smile. At first I’d worried you’d turn Defiled, but now I’m just scared for your basic sanity. Are you sure this is the life you want?”
 
  
 
 Confused by the question, Lang Yi tilted his head and Teacher Argat clarified, “To be a soldier. To fight the Defiled. You don’t have to do this, you know? You’re still a young man, only a few years older than the brat -” Lang Yi frowned at the lack of respect for Benefactor, and Teacher Argat corrected himself, “Rain.” Better, but still somewhat disrespectful. “Don’t look so sour, that’s the best you’ll get. What I’m saying is, you don’t have to fight. In Rain’s eyes, you don’t owe him anything. Hell, he’d probably be happier if you all went home and lived happy, meaningful lives as farmers and fisherfolk.”
 
  
 
 Perhaps, but Lang Yi could never go back, not without Ruo-Ruo. Vengeance was all he had left.
 
  
 
 After a long silence, Teacher Argat sighed. “Well, I supposed you’ve made your decision.” Lang Yi nodded. Taking the wrapped spear slung over his shoulder, Teacher Argat unceremoniously shoved it into Lang Yi’s hands and said, “Seeing how I’m half a Mentor to you, I can’t let my first quasi-disciple go running into battle armed with scrap metal, so here you go.”
 
  
 
 A sharp gasp escaped Lang Yi’s lips as he uncovered Teacher Argat’s gift. The jet-black spear shimmered in the starlight and moulded into his palms no matter where he held it. At Teacher – no, Mentor Argat’s urging, he gave the weapon a handful of practice thrusts, and his breath quickened at how perfectly balanced the weapon seemed, as if it were crafted for him and him alone as an extension of his body. “It’s standard work,” Mentor Argat said, ending Lang Yi’s wild fancies in an instant, “But Husolt’s standard work is the match of any other Divine Blacksmith’s masterwork, or near enough.” Interrupting Lang Yi’s second attempt to kowtow, Mentor Argat continued without missing a beat. “It weren’t no trouble, you mined out the Spiritual Hearts anyways, so we figured you and your brother should share in the profits. Even though you’re tired, bind it quick as you can. I’ll watch over you to make sure-”
 
  
 
 With a thought, Lang Yi’s Chi surged into his spear and it revealed more mysteries of the Forms for him to study. No longer was he limited to stab, for with this in his hands, he could also sweep and strike his foes down.
 
  
 
 Good.
 
  
 
 “Well...” Running a hand through his wild and unruly hair, Mentor Argat said, “Don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone binding their Spiritual Weapon in an instant like that. I thought it might be too soon, but it seems like this was long overdue.” Grinning from ear to ear, Mentor Argat added, “Your name’s synonymous for wolf, and now you’ve got a fang to match it. Come on, let’s head out and see what you’ve learned then.”
 
  
 
 Nodding once, Lang Yi led the way out to the courtyard, eager to give Long Fang a try.
 
  
 
 Some day, he would breathe his last and meet Ruo-Ruo in the Mother’s arms, and on that glorious day, he would say, “Ruo-Ruo my love, I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, but I’ve avenged you.”
 
  
 
 Some day.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “I got a question fer ye.”
 
  
 
 Running his whetstone down the edge of his knife one last time, Siyar looked up and found Bulat standing over him, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. Burly-armed and barrel-chested, he looked like every other two-bit thug Siyar had ever dealt with, big, mean, and full of openings. He had no respect for these wannabes, street-rats who grew up behind their safe walls thinking they were cut-throat gangsters. Hell, Bulat couldn’t even handle the ‘mean streets’ and ran off to join the army for protection, so Siyar had less than no respect for him. Tough as soldiering might be, it ain’t nearly as tough as surviving out in the wilds of the untamed North.
 
  
 
 Horking to one side, Siyar leaned back on his stool and waited for Bulat to voice his question, wondering why the idiot felt it necessary to declare he had a question before asking the damned question. A waste of time is what it was, but not only did the burly thug outrank him, he could also beat Siyar and three of his cronies into a pulp with one hand tied behind his back.
 
  
 
 Idiot he may be, but strength still had to be respected.
 
  
 
 Sucking his teeth at the lack of response, Bulat’s hand made its way dangerously close to the axe tucked into his belt, but Siyar held his tongue and waited. Sensing he wouldn’t get anywhere with brute force, Bulat shook his head and sighed. “What I want t’ know is,” the brute said, eyeing Siyar in a way which would’ve seen him knifed if this were a bandit crew, “What in the hell are ye doing here?”
 
  
 
 Taking a long, pointed look at the whetstone and dagger in his hands, Siyar considered gutting the stupid bastard to prove a point. He wasn’t the fastest, strongest, or most menacing person around, but Siyar learned a trick or two in his twenty-four years of life. On the outside, he looked calm and relaxed, but that could change in an instant. One swipe, three centimetres deep is all, and Bulat would be on the ground writhing in a pool of his own blood. Nothing fatal, but it’d still mean an end for Siyar, and he hadn’t made it this far by taking stupid risks. “I’m sharpening my weapon.”
 
  
 
 “Sir.” Tapping the little metal badge pinned to his shirt, Bulat said, “Lemme hear it now, proper protocol and whatnot.”
 
  
 
 Again, Siyar let none of his frustration show, though he put the whetstone down and readied to draw his back up blade should the dumb thug push him too far. “I’m sharpening my weapon, Sir. That fine by you?”
 
  
 
 “You’ll know if Old Bulat ain’t fine with anything yer doing. You’ll know.” Chuckling at what he thought was a clever quip, the fat oaf continued, “But I wasn’t asking about what yer doin’ doin’, unnerstand? I’m asking, what are ye doing here, in this retinue?”
 
  
 
 For fuck’s sake, what did he want, a history lesson? Shrugging, Siyar said, “Used to work under Big-Eyed Kang and the Sharktooth Syndicate, running contraband for the Council all over the province til the bossman got up under their skin.” Good days those, and better yet, profitable days, but that was over and done with. “When Jorani started robbing them, the Council panicked, press-ganged us into guard duty, and you know the rest, Sir.” Bulat and his crew filled Big-Eyed Kang full of arrows, then threw the rest of the Sharktooth Syndicate into the meatgrinder in Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Truth is, Siyar didn’t mind it too much. Some folk need killing, like Yo Ling and his Defiled bastards, and he kinda liked being hailed as returning hero just for killing some worthless shits. Still, smuggling was such an easy gig, he kinda missed the life. Travel for weeks without a care in the world, one or two nights of hard work slipping over the walls with the goods, and a few more weeks of rest and relaxation on the way home.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Bulat shook his head, sighing as if Siyar was the dumb one. “I mean, what’re ye doing still here? Ye ain’t the soldierin’ type and ye ain’t under Oath. Ye just gave yer word to serve, and months later, ‘ere ye still are. Why is that?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “Like ye said, I gave me word, Sir.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Spitting at Siyar’s feet, Bulat leaned close and scoffed. “Yer word don’t mean shit.” One thrust to the neck is all it’d take, but Siyar stilled his itching hand and held his ground. “I’d’ve expected a sneaky fuck like yerself to have hightailed it out o’ ‘ere the first chance ye got, so why didn’t ye? Ah, ah, ah.” Bulat’s axe edge rested against Siyar’s jugular before he even had time to grip his knife. “How about ye take yer hand off that tiny pig-sticker of yers.” The axe pressed down, forcing Siyar to lift his head. “And don’t ye be thinking about reaching fer the other one.”
 
  
 
 Well fuck. Even after months of studying Bulat, Siyar had underestimated the fat thug. “Wasn’t gonna stab you.” Probably. “Sir.” Never antagonize a man with a blade to your neck.
 
  
 
 “No, but ye thought about it, and more n’ once by my count.” With a wicked grin, Bulat backed off and tucked his axe back into his belt. “Then again, I can hardly punish a man fer thinkin’ wicked thoughts, eh?” Confident in his superiority, Bulat even tucked both thumbs into his belt loops and left himself utterly defenceless against Siyar. “So? Answer the fucking question. I ain’t got all night. Why’re you still here?”
 
  
 
 So not to be tricked again, Siyar crossed his arms and shrugged for a third time. “Bandit. Soldier. Smuggler. Scout. What’s the fucking difference? I ain’t got anywhere better to be, the ladies love the uniform, and the bossman pays fair wages, so better servin’ under him than standin’ across from him, you know what I mean?”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” With a bark of laughter, Bulat said, “That I do.” His mirth faded away as he studied Siyar once more, as if looking at a dead man walking. “Still don’t mean I trust ye.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t got to trust him.” The voice surprised Siyar so much he leapt out of his seat, falling into a guarded stance as Ravil stepped out of the shadows. If Bulat was a wannabe gangster, then Ravil was the real deal, a right murderous bastard who made Big-Eyed Kang look positively cuddly. “Ye just gots to be sharper than him, is all.”
 
  
 
 “This here’s a mistake.”
 
  
 
 “Decision’s been made, so jawin’ about it ain’t gonna change anything.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Glaring on the onlookers, Bulat growled, “What in the Father’s shit-crusted asshole are y’all lookin’ at, huh? Get on with ye.”
 
  
 
 As the irritable thug marched away, Ravil gestured for Siyar to come along. Pausing only to grab his knife, he sheathed his weapon and followed the dark-skinned killer into a private room. Tossing him a cloth bundle, Ravil said, “That’s yours. Open it.”
 
  
 
 When he discovered the package held a Spiritual Weapon, Siyar almost dropped it in surprise. It wasn’t the first one he’d handled, but it was damn well the nicest Spiritual Weapon he’d ever laid eyes on. A double-edged short-sword, the weapon drank into the lantern-light, barely visible when held against a dark backdrop. Good for stealth kills but still long enough to use in a proper fight, maybe sixty centimetres from base to tip. The only thing off about it was the tube poking out of the hilt, though it ended halfway up the blade. What purpose it served, Siyar couldn’t say, but the blade’s edges were sharp and its tip pointy, which was all that really mattered.
 
  
 
 “The bossman has high expectations of you,” Ravil said, interrupting Siyar’s perusal. “And so do I. I’ve seen what you can do and it’s high time we put you to use.”
 
  
 
 “High expectations?” Far as he could tell, the bossman didn’t even know Siyar’s name. They only spoke the once, the first time he came back from the Winery, and the bossman also gave him a pat on the back after the shit-storm with the geezers and the mole bitch, but that was it.
 
  
 
 “Yea, yea, real touching.” With a cold smile that didn’t reach his eyes, Ravil said, “Thing is, Bulat’s got a point. The bossman, he’s a soft sort, a trusting type. Me? I wouldn’t trust my mother not to sell me for two coppers, and I trust you even less.” For the second time today, Siyar found himself surprised by how quickly another man could draw their weapon as Ravil used his sword to tap every one of Siyar’s hidden weapons, a display which terrified him more than Bulat’s axe resting against his throat. At least then, he still had options, but despite Ravil’s relaxed posture, Siyar saw no openings to exploit and no route to escape to. “Youse a real sneaky bastard, but I cut my teeth knifing sneaks like you in their sleep. If you run off with that weapon there, then you best sleep with one eye open for the rest of yer life.”
 
  
 
 Siyar nodded, not taking the threats personally. This was part and parcel of the life. Bandits were an untrustworthy sort, but you had to trust someone sometimes. “Yes Sir. You want an Oath or something?” He’d lied about not being able to give one, but somehow, he felt like Ravil could see right through him.
 
  
 
 “Hell no,” Ravil said, his eyes lighting up in sadistic delight. “That’d take all the fun outta it.”
 
  
 
 Unable to repress his shudder, Siyar averted his gaze and hugged his new sword, determined to bind the thing and become stronger as quickly as possible. It’s not like he planned on running away, but it was always good to leave your options open.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 401 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Anxious. Disheartened. Reluctant.
 
  
 
 This is how I feel about the days to come, and considering what I’m faced with, I’m not ashamed to admit it. Maybe I’m overreacting and things won’t be as bad as I imagine, but chances are, it’ll be worse. Much worse. I don’t remember the last time I had to suffer like this, but I know it’ll suck. I mean, sure, there are plenty of people out there already suffering, but it’s not the same. They don’t understand what they’re missing, unable to perceive the emptiness in their hearts because that’s all they’ve ever known. It’s like living in the desert and becoming accustomed to the sand, but I don’t like sand. It’s coarse and rough and irritating, and it gets everywhere.
 
  
 
 Not like floofs.
 
  
 
 Today marks the day I ride for the war front and leave all my floofs behind. I’m fine with the war part, but a life without floofs? I can’t do it. I prefer the company of animals to people. Why wouldn’t I? People are difficult and communication is hard. There’s so many unspoken nuances and complex subtleties you need to keep in mind when dealing with people, things like manners, face, reputation, and etc. Take for example, working with my retinue. I need to appear friendly, but not too friendly because that would be weird. I’m their leader and their boss, not their drinking buddy or colleague. I should always be alert and ready, a shining beacon for my troops to look up too. I need to be respected and maybe even feared, because if I scare them, then I must terrify the enemy. I must also be caring and protective of my own, because they fight for me, so I must fight for them.
 
  
 
 And that’s just dealing with my underlings. I won’t even go into dealing with other people’s underlings or worse, people of equal or higher status. It’s a lot of pressure, and my floofs are how I deal with it, because floofs are awesome. Sure, they’re a lot of work, but it’s well worth the effort. They don’t care about things like face or reputation, what I’m wearing or how my hair is styled. All they care is about how I treat them. If I love and care for them, then they return that love in spades. Maybe this isn’t true of all animals, but it’s true of my floofs, all curled up around me as I lay on the floor of my room. It’s like they know I’m leaving today and they’re going all out with their adorable antics just to keep me around. Truth is, if I had a choice, I’d never leave them, not in a million years.
 
  
 
 How am I supposed to de-stress without my floofs?
 
  
 
 Reluctant to break up the cuddle puddle, I put off my responsibilities to laze with my floofs one last time. Awakened by my stirring, Aurie yawns and stretches before shoving his head beneath my hand, blinking lazily to show his affection as he awaits his head scritches. Curled up beside me, Banjo and Baloo snore away with Jimjam stuffed between them, my grumpy kitten flat as a pancake and happy as can be. Her head buried in the crook of my neck, Mama Bun clutches Pong Pong close and shares her warmth with the tiny turtle as he snoozes peacefully inside his shell. As for my bun buns, they’re all scattered about, buried beneath the bears’ girth, flopped atop Jimjam’s back, or even curled up beneath my blankets, still fast asleep in the presence of so many predators.
 
  
 
 I loves it and I never want this to end, but alas, it must.
 
  
 
 Waking Mama Bun with an Eskimo kiss, I snuggle for a little while longer before getting up, disturbing the restful sleep of all my floofs in the process. Since I won’t have a chance to do this later, I hug and kiss each one of my fur babies good bye. I wish I could bring them along but this is for the best. I’m riding to a warzone, and not a nice, walled warzone where I can leave them in relative safety. I’m riding into the wild west, where it’s less about battle lines and more of an endless back and forth, with roving bands of Defiled engaging solitary patrols of Imperial soldiers. Bringing my animals will only put them in needless danger and strain my supplies while out on patrol. You’d be surprised how much a wildcat eats, especially ones who don’t really do any exercise whatsoever.
 
  
 
 “Goodbye Banjo, I’m gonna miss you, my furry little backpack. You too Baloo, remember not to play too rough with Tate, okay? Jimjam, boop! Yes, my sweet tsun kitty, I love you too...”
 
  
 
 “...And George, sweet George. You’re the silliest bun bun of all, always getting into trouble. Stop trying to climb into Jimjam’s mouth, you dumb doof. Muah. Okay, your turn Fluffybunnykins, you’re my squishiest...” Annoyed by my lengthy goodbyes and in eager need to do his business, Jimjam impatiently paws at the door. Though I ignore him to give Fluffybunnykins a goodbye kiss, the door opens to reveal Li Song in full armour, ready and waiting to go. Patting the wildcat’s head as he slips away to freedom, Li Song greets me with a curt nod. “Rain,” she says, her voice impassive as always, “The caravan awaits. It would be best not to arrive late for our first day of travel.”
 
  
 
 Her way of telling me to get my ass into gear, I suppose. “Thank you Martial Aunt,” I reply, double checking my words so I don’t accidentally give an order or treat her poorly. “I’ll be right out. I was just saying goodbye to all the bunnies.”
 
  
 
 Stepping inside so Banjo and Baloo can leave side by side, Li Song opens her arms and Aurie accepts the invitation. Rearing up on his hind legs for a hug, his murder mittens sit on Li Song’s shoulders as he nuzzles her with affection, but her stony expression remains unchanging throughout it all. “Understood,” she says, using her foot to close the door so the bun buns can’t escape. Taking in my bewildered expression as I sit frozen in place, she frowns and adds, “Time is of the essence.”
 
  
 
 Well... Yea, but I wanted to say goodbye in private...
 
  
 
 Too self-conscious to continue with my baby talk, I make my final farewells in silence. Noticing Li Song’s gaze darting about to all the bunnies gathered around her ankles, I ask, “Would you like to say goodbye too?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Accepting the offer without missing a beat, Li Song drops to her knees and the bun buns fight to be the first one onto her lap. Sometimes I forget on account of how expressionless she can be, but considering how much time Li Song spends looking after them, they’re just as much her furbabies as they are mine. I’m still not entirely sure why she chose to come along with me instead of staying here with Mila and Husolt or meeting up with Akanai, but I’m glad to have her assistance. While the heavy responsibility is unnerving, not to mention the temptation of having complete control over a lovely cat-girl, I think I can keep my hands to myself. I mean, I would never force myself on Li Song, but even if my morals unexpectedly falter and I feel the urge to succumb to my lust, all I need to do is think about Husolt’s patented finisher, the ‘Papa Smash’, and overwhelming temptation is replaced by mind-shattering terror.
 
  
 
 Hell, it’d probably be a mercy compared to what Mila or Akanai would do if I laid hands on Li Song...
 
  
 
 Holding a bun bun in her arms, Li Song asks, “What is this bunny’s name?”
 
  
 
 “Grey face with white fur around his eyes? That’s Bugs.” I’ve never shared all their names with anyone, so my floof dad enthusiasm takes over and I continue, “Buster is the opposite, with a white head and grey fur around his eyes. The one on your lap is Thumper, because he’s got four grey socks, while Hopper over here has four white ones. The ones with single-colour coats are harder to differentiate, but...”
 
  
 
 Even though she doesn’t say much, I like having someone who’ll listen to me gush about bunnies with a straight face. Lin just giggles and calls me silly while Mila rolls her eyes and suffers in silence, and I know Yan will tease me about it. Li Song isn’t a part of my harem, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy her company. Even though it’s hard to read her lack of expressions, she memorizes the bunnies names and how to tell them apart with genuine interest as she gives them each a farewell hug.
 
  
 
 Our farewells finished, we step out into the morning gloom and bring the bun buns out to their enclosure. Awakened by all the fuss, Pong Pong peers out from Mama Bun’s paws in eager anticipation of the coming meal. Never one to disappoint this mightiest of turtles, I transfer him to a waiting box of shrimp and giggle as he goes to town. For my breakfast, Charok has it covered, handing me a bowl of piping hot congee and a plate of meat buns, with more cooling to bring on the road. “You’re a saint,” I gush, knowing this will likely be the last proper meal I have for a while. Were I travelling on my own, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but military caravans move from sunup to sundown, and fires are often prohibited for safety reasons. Even when they aren’t, I’ll probably be too tired or too busy to cook, which means it’s dried rations and travel bread from here on out.
 
  
 
 Yuck.
 
  
 
 Waving away my thanks, Charok quietly joins me to watch the bunnies eat, knowing I prefer comfortable silence to meaningless small talk. Out of my entire family, I think Charok understands me best, and it shows in his actions. Though he mostly leaves me to my own devices, he’s always there for me if I need him. Like this breakfast, for example. There’s no reason for him to be awake this early in the morning, but he still dragged himself out of bed to cook me a warm meal. It might not seem like much, but it means the world to me, and I pray SuiHua remains safe while I’m gone.
 
  
 
 Just in case though...
 
  
 
 “Orange One.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Imperial Consort.” Dropping to one knee, the female Death Corps soldier bows her head and awaits my orders.
 
  
 
 Not going to lie. I’m beginning to see why people like having servants, slaves, and bootlickers following them around. It’s a horrible practice, but the sense of superiority is exciting and addictive, like physical proof of my prestige and eminence. No wonder young masters get so full of themselves, they live in an echo chamber of self-praise and flattery. “Rise,” I say, wincing at how cringey it sounds. “This is my brother, Charok. Orange Unit will remain in SuiHua under his command. Guard him and my family with your lives.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Imperial Consort.” Though obviously disappointed to be left out of the action, the rugged soldier accepts her duty without complaint.
 
  
 
 “You need to establish a chain of command.” Speaking around a mouthful of meatbun, Li Song chimes in. “Without one, should Nephew-in-Law Charok fall in battle, the Death Corps will be forced to return to your side.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you.” Having Li Song on my team is already paying off. “Err, after Charok, will be... Husolt, then Mila, then er...” With Charok’s help, I hammer out a chain of command which ends with Tate, since if it came down to it, Tali is more responsible and level-headed. Now that I think about it... “Is one hundred guards enough? I could leave Yellow Unit too...”
 
  
 
 Interrupting me with a snort, Charok says, “One hundred guards is plenty. Any more and they’ll slow us down should we need to retreat.”
 
  
 
 “Fine.” Switching to Sending, I ask, “You know where my people left supplies, right? Unfortunately, they’re all along the coastline, so if the Defiled make it past SuiHua, you’ll be better off heading inland instead.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes. Enough of your nagging.” Pulling me into a hug, Charok pats my back twice. “No need to fret, little brother. You are the one riding off to war, not us. Stay safe and return whole.” Charok smirks. “In retrospect, it seems like asking for too much from our Mother Above. Return alive, little brother, no matter how many limbs you must leave behind.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks for the vote of confidence, it’s exactly what I need right now. You stay safe too, and more importantly, stay sane brother.” Charok doesn’t have it easy here. Though not as strong as Alsantset, I’m sure he could make a name for himself if he wanted, but someone has to stay behind and look after the kids. I can’t imagine what it must be like waiting for news from the front and praying Alsantset makes it home alive. It’ll be hard on Lin and Luo-Luo too, but leaving them here is better than bringing them along. I shudder to think what would happen if she fell into the clutches of the Defiled...
 
  
 
 Even though it would destroy me, I’d sooner end her life with my own hands.
 
  
 
 Having already said my farewells to everyone last night, I double check my gear and set out with Zabu and Ping Ping in tow. The big grumpy quin is reluctant to leave his pups behind, but he comes along while muttering an unending chorus of displeased squeaks. Soothing him with a vigorous neck scratch, I turn for one last look at my floofs only to spot Pong Pong chasing after us while Mama Bun makes a valiant effort to keep up. It’s not that she’s slow, but Pong Pong is just too damned fast, zipping along in a blur of green and speckled yellow. Turning Zabu around, I gather them both to bring back to the enclosure, wondering how Mama Bun got out in the first place. Lifting Pong Pong to eye level, the tiny turtle almost looks like he’s pouting, not the least bit amused by my attempt to leave him behind, but it’s for the best.
 
  
 
 Having Gang Shu following me around is nerve-wracking enough, I don’t need Pong Pong around to complicate things.
 
  
 
 “Look little buddy,” I say, running my thumb over his leathery head, “You can’t come with me. It’s dangerous, okay? I’ll be back soon enough, but until then, stay here with Mama Bun.” Lowering my hand into the enclosure, Pong Pong squats down and refuses to leave, and when Mama Bun hops over to take him away, his clawed fingers dig into the flesh of my palm. Lifting him out of Mama Bun’s reach, I wrack my brain for a solution. Since logic didn’t work and using force is a terrible idea, maybe I can scare him into staying behind. Using my Aura, I share feelings of warmth and safety while pointing at Mama Bun and the enclosure. The tyrannical turtle’s grip softens and he lets out a sigh, basking in the good vibes I’m sending his way. After a few seconds, I cut him off without warning and make sure I have his attention before moving on. Careful not to overdo it, I use my Aura once again, but this time I share my cold dread and gut-wrenching uncertainty while pointing at myself and the west. Reacting as expected, Pong Pong retreats into the safe confines of his shell and I resist the urge to laugh. Lowering my hand back into the enclosure, Mama Bun’s paws reach out to bring Pong Pong away, and this time he doesn’t resist as my Aura shifts back to one of safety and Serenity.
 
  
 
 As powerful and intelligent at he is, Pong Pong is still a turtle and his thought process is more like a child’s than a fully functioning adult’s. Survival comes first, and even though he could win in a straight up fight against an Ancestral Beast, when faced with conflict his natural response will be to flee or defend. He’ll only attack when left with no other choice, and even then he lacks the killer instincts of a true warrior, which is kind of a shame. I had this wild idea of hiding him in my pocket and secretly using his power to wipe away Defiled hordes, but reality reared its ugly head and ruined everything with cold, uncaring logic. Even if Pong Pong were willing to be my pocket monster and Hydro Pump the Defiled to death, doing so would alert everyone to his presence. Gang Shu isn’t the only one I have to guard against, who’s to say the Legate won’t try to use this to his advantage? Worse, what if the Enemy decides they want to kill Pong Pong and sends a half-dozen Divinities over to kill him? Even if Pong Pong escapes, I’ll be caught in the crossfire and unlikely to survive, so best to -
 
  
 
 A light weight settles on my shoulder and interrupts my pessimistic spiralling. His lips set in a stubborn grimace, Pong Pong looks me in the eye and unleashes his Aura, so similar to mine it’s almost eerie. There’s warmth and safety, but also acceptance and tenacity as the tiny turtle settles in on my shoulder, determined to stick by me despite the dangers ahead.
 
  
 
 It’s almost like he’s saying, “My home is here, with you.”
 
  
 
 Or maybe he’s worried no one here will feed him. Who knows. Resigned to bringing him along, I turn back to pick up Mama Bun and double time it to the meeting area, secretly delighted to have a powerful Divine Beast watching my back and a floof to snuggle with. Two floofs, in fact, after I spot Blackjack perched atop my banner without a care in the world, his velvet black ears swaying in the morning breeze. How do they keep getting out of their enclosure? Do I need to put a roof on it? Whatever, so my plans to leave all my floofs behind fell through, but it’s no big deal. I mean, what’s the worst that could...
 
  
 
 Oh no. I’ve learned my lesson. No more tempting fate, not again. It’s just war with the Defiled. I've lived through one already, so things will be fine.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Please?
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 Awash in the orange-red glow of the setting sun, the ruins of Sinuji struck a delicate balance between silent serenity and haunting dread. A calm stillness had settled over the once bustling border town, now nothing more than a pile of cracked stones and crumbling timbers as far as the eye could see. So deceptively peaceful until Chen Hongji spent his Chi to Scry his surroundings from above, peering into those blocked areas his soldiers had yet to clear. Despite an entire week's worth of effort, there were still a multitude of rotting corpses scattered about the debris, and to his trained eyes, each body told a story which he’d foolishly read into whenever he found time to spare. He’d done so with noble intentions, thinking to publish a book of poems and couplets commemorating these poor fallen souls, so that those lost to this tragedy might be remembered in the years to come. The more he looked, however, the more he hungered to burn everything to the ground, for what happened in Sinuji was not a story the Emperor would want told.
 
  
 
 When the Legate declared the Defiled had attacked Sinuji and executed all its inhabitants, Hongji had burned with righteous fury. When he’d been appointed the honour of command on the front lines, he’d swelled with pride. When he marched into the ruins, he ached to take the fight to the Enemy and mete out justice for the dead, but now, after less than a month in the field, he prayed for a chance to relinquish his hard-earned rank of Colonel and make the long journey home as a civilian, where he would say nothing and hold his wife and three children close.
 
  
 
 Whether it be the coolies laid out beside the goods they hauled, the rickshaw runners slumped over the handles of their vehicles, or the trade workers fallen with tools in hand, every story shared one thing in common. Whatever disaster befell Sinuji, death came to its inhabitants in an instant. This was not the work of a Defiled horde as the Legate would have the people believe, for if it were Defiled, the people would have died with weapons in hand or huddled with their families, not mid-work without a care in the world. In Hongji’s admittedly limited experience, only an Ancestral Beast or Divinity could cause such widespread destruction, and if such peak existences had taken the stage, then he understood the dire need for secrecy and deception.
 
  
 
 When Gods stride out to meet in battle,
 
  
 
 Heaven and Earth are torn asunder,
 
  
 
 and Mortals can do naught but suffer.
 
  
 
 A sad little poem he’d only just composed, but undeniably true. There was nothing to be gained and everything to lose from revealing what really happened in Sinuji, for who would remain to fight if they knew what fate awaited them? Even Peak Experts were helpless to act when faced with a Divinity, mere ants to be squashed with barely an effort. Common soldiers were even less and Hongji felt no shame in admitting this task unnerved him. With a self-deprecating sneer, he remembered how foolishly proud he’d been to accept this honour, to stand on the front lines and draw first blood against the Defiled. The task should not have fallen to him and he’d been too excited to think twice about it, but now he understood why he’d been chosen.
 
  
 
 Though a Colonel’s rank was not to be taken lightly, Hongji knew his limits. Born of an impoverished family in a nameless village, greatness was not in his blood, and he accepted this. While he accomplished much through blood, sweat, and effort, he would never match the likes of Shuai Jiao, Mitsue Juichi, or Ryo Dae Jung. Hell, if anyone besides his family and friends mourned him on the anniversary of his death, then Hongji would count it as a life well spent, but even this small dream was unlikely to pass. Why then, had he been picked to oversee such a vital area on the front lines? Why had this honour been granted to him, a soldier with a few minor accomplishments and no ties to nobility?
 
  
 
 Because he was the highest-ranked fool willing to accept it.
 
  
 
 Such was life, trials and tribulation without end. However, no matter what difficulties one faced, the Mother always left a path to salvation, so Hongji sought to turn disaster into fortune. True, a battle between Divinities might break out at any moment and end his life, but it hadn’t happened yet. Until such a time, he would do his best and strive to make a name for himself, so that in the unlikely event the Mother smiled upon him and he survived this ordeal, he would rise from the ashes and soar into the Heavens, where cranes and tigers mingled with dragons and phoenixes.
 
  
 
 Of course, this was easier said than done. While he wouldn’t call them the dregs of the Imperial Army, the soldiers under Hongji’s command were largely comprised of callow youths or veteran grunts. Wide-eyed juveniles at least possessed potential, but those ancient warriors who languished at the bottom ranks for decades were rather difficult to deal with. Shrewd survivors one and all, what they lacked in ambition, they more than made up for in cunning, and while they had yet to piece together the whole truth like Hongji had, more than one had spotted the holes in the Legate’s story.
 
  
 
 There was nothing Hongji could do but keep them busy, and luckily, the Enemy obliged. Wave after wave of howling Defiled came at his forces camped around the ruins of Sinuji. Each time his soldiers threw them back, but before long, the Defiled would regroup and come again in greater numbers than before. His soldiers held the centre, so if the Defiled broke through here, then the front line would collapse. Failure was not an option, but despite killing more than they lost, Hongji’s forces dwindled with each passing battle while the Defiled numbers grew in size.
 
  
 
 The Enemy was numerous, and without the Walls to hold them back, the Empire was fighting a losing war.
 
  
 
 Though once grateful for whatever aid was sent his way, Hongji’s appreciation soured soon after meeting them. Most of his reinforcements came in one of two flavours. The first group were what he called the spares, those scions of ignorant merchants or spare heirs of noble houses. These fops and dandies were only here so they could boast they served on the front lines, bringing their caravans of servants and courtesans to strain Hongji’s supplies while expecting his soldiers to keep them safe no matter the cost. Useless as these surplus toy soldiers were, it pained him to admit they were actually the more desirable bunch, far better than the second group.
 
  
 
 The more problematic of his reinforcements were the hot-blooded glory hounds. Hongji expected many of them knew the truth of Sinuji’s downfall, yet they were still brave or foolhardy enough to come. Each one bore a name he’d heard in passing, such as current and former members of the Hwarang like Tam Taewoong, Wu Gam, and Du Min Yan, or formidable talents from the outer provinces like Dienne Huong, Situ Jia Zian, and Han BoShui. There were others whose names were less resounding, but they all shared the same thirst for fame and prestige, which made them dangerous and difficult to deal with.
 
  
 
 At least the spares could be kept in line with threats of actual service and otherwise ignored. In comparison, these grandstanding peacocks were too eager to serve, roaming out of their patrol zones and crossing battle lines to chase errant Defiled bands. More than once, these headstrong young talents overreached and found themselves in dire straits, forcing Hongji to muster his forces to save their ungrateful behinds. A handful of them earned glory for themselves, like Du Min Yan slaughtering an Enemy force three times her size, but so what? Was he supposed to be impressed? The stupid girl fell for an obvious bait and wandered into an ambush, so even though she didn’t need Hongji’s soldiers to pull her out of the fire, his troops still had to escort her tattered forces back to camp.
 
  
 
 Even with all this, Du Min Yan could be considered one of the better ones. At least she understood the error of her ways, unlike her lesser known peers. More than one up-and-comer had met their end at the hands of the Defiled, but still the others chomped at the bit, eager to cross blades with the Defiled. No need to seek them out, the Enemy would come in due time. There was a fundamental concept these ignorant children didn’t understand, and Hongji was loathe to voice it out loud. This war was never about defeating the Enemy, for the Enemy could not be defeated. This was about defending the Empire, no more, no less. Their mission was not to slaughter all the Defiled, but to hold them back long enough for a new Wall to be built. The new Western Wall would stretch more than a thousand kilometres from sea to wasteland, so they would need every living soldier they could spare. While killing the Defiled three-to-one might sound impressive, the Imperial Forces would have to aim much higher just to hold the line, a harsh reality few were able to accept.
 
  
 
 Knowing this, Hongji had low expectations for this latest crop of young talents now trickling into his camp, and doubly so after his second handed him a list of their names and unit compositions. One name in particular made his stomach churn, a name he knew not because they’d met before, but because these days, when anyone spoke of young talents, this name would invariably come up. A beardless boy who shocked the North when he first appeared, fighting in the second round of the Challenge for Office of Shen Huo’s Magistrate. All but unheard of for a fifteen year old child, but not only was he called, he emerged victorious as well, defeating DuGu Tian Yi, the middle-aged son of famed DuGu Tian Sha and ending this celebrated hero’s illustrious bloodline.
 
  
 
 A year later, this same boy had been all but forgotten when he took part in the Society of Heaven and Earth’s Contest, but once again, his actions spread far and wide, even into Central where they cared little for foreign happenings. Granted, most of this was due to perverse satisfaction at the Society's failure to apprehend a group of tribal savages rather than said savages’ accomplishments, and everyone expected the Society would eventually crush the upstart Bekhai to regain face, which made it all the more surprising when that boy fought and won four duels in a row, slaughtering two gifted youngsters and defeating Situ Jia Zian in the process.
 
  
 
 Only then did people connect the Bekhai youngsters to the nameless young boy from Shen Huo. As a reward for his accomplishments, he was granted the rank of Third Grade Warrant Officer, and at the tender age of eighteen, this made him the youngest to hold the rank in ten thousand years. While this much was enough to impress commoners and peasants, the nobility had yet to take notice, but the boy had only just begun. During a mission to capture bandits, he uncovered an insidious Defiled plot and proved instrumental in subduing it, thereafter becoming the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history. As if this wasn’t enough, he then tamed a Divine Beast and brought it with him to the First Imperial Grand Conference, where he engaged in twenty-eight duels on the first day alone. Then, after defeating the best young talents the Empire had to offer and winning the title of Number One Talent in the Empire, this dragon among men ascended to lofty heights never before dreamt of to become an Imperial Consort, the first ever member of Imperial Peerage not to reside in the Eastern Province.
 
  
 
 That young boy’s name? Falling Rain of the Bekhai a tribal commoner who rose to heights unknown, and soon to be a giant pain in Hongji’s ass.
 
  
 
 Those spare sons and arrogant hotheads all knew of Hongji’s common upbringing and lacklustre backing, so they had little to no respect for his command. While others might think Falling Rain would be more understanding considering his own common upbringing, Hongji knew better than most. Nothing fostered arrogance more than the ability to escape the confines of one’s birth, and few of those arrogant beings ever thought to help their fellow downtrodden companions. Once, in a drunken haze of self-introspection, he admitted to his wife it was because he harboured a deep-seated insecurity he could not overcome. He worried that if he helped others accomplish what he struggled so hard to achieve, it would somehow cheapen his triumphs, and he assumed it was the same with others. Once rare, but twice common, which was why he was so hard on other common-born officers under his command, not because he pushed them to excel, but because he feared their success. Such was the folly of hubris.
 
  
 
 So how would the nineteen-year-old Imperial Consort view the fifty-five year old Colonel? Poorly, to say the least, so while he waited for Falling Rain to arrive with his lesser known travelling companions, Hongji took great pains to hide his trepidation. Strength was respected above all else, so while Falling Rain might possess a higher social standing, Colonel Chen Hongji was undeniably stronger, so one way or another, he would demand the boy’s respect through upfront bullying. He only prayed the Hidden Experts guarding such a valuable young talent would overlook his audaciousness and accept the necessity of his actions, so long as he didn’t overstep his boundaries.
 
  
 
 Such were the difficulties for a mediocre commander. How was he to command without respect? How was he to garner respect without strength? How was he to display strength without being a little heavy-handed?
 
  
 
 His decision made, Hongji turned westward to study the terrain, despite having already memorized every nook and cranny of the sprawling plains before him. While meant to display his intense concentration and keep the soon to arrive young commanders in waiting, it also never hurt to review one’s surroundings, especially since said surroundings hid bands of Defiled. From his command tent in the centre of camp, he could see for kilometres around. In the absence of shepherds and their herds, the grass had grown as tall as a man, and more than enough to obscure his view, but one merely needed to watch for the rustling grass to pinpoint any incoming Defiled. Under such conditions, the Defiled had taken to launching night attacks, but then it became a simple matter of getting enough traps, sentries, and other defences in place while also ensuring half his soldiers rested during the day so they could mount an effective night watch. That was the extent of his tactical planning, to dig in and hold this position from now until the final brick of the new Western Wall was in place, however many years that may take.
 
  
 
 No fancy schemes or complicated ploys were needed. So long as Chen Hongji still drew breath, his soldiers would hold this ground or die trying, because Central, nay, the fate of the Empire itself depended on it.
 
  
 
 While he posed in what he hoped was a suitably heroic manner, he listened as the recent arrivals gathered to greet him. Knowing how the game was played, his second in command quietly warned the eager newcomers not to disturb ‘the Colonel’s contemplation, or else’. Always better to leave the punishment to the imagination, lest some fool with more backbone than brain think five lashes worth it to save himself a few minutes of waiting. It wasn’t, but young warriors always believed themselves untouchable and invincible, when in reality, they were anything but.
 
  
 
 Hongji counted to three hundred before turning around. Without even glancing at the newcomers or his second, he strode into his command tent to loom over the unfurled map of their surroundings, marked with several chess pieces which meant nothing at all. Shifting a few of the pieces about, he pretended he’d had an epiphany while studying the terrain, knowing full well his second would be holding the tent flap open as he ‘reminded’ Hongji the newcomers were here to greet him. “Oh? Fresh blood to be spilled?” he asked, affecting an absent minded tone as he spoke louder than necessary. “Well, I hope these ones do better than the last bunch, bless their souls.”
 
  
 
 While bad for morale, over the years Hongji learned it was easier to instill courage in a coward as opposed to caution in a courageous, but over-confident buffoon.
 
  
 
 Putting the chess piece down with a sigh, he strode out to meet the newcomers with a disgruntled frown, as if he saw something wrong with each and every one of them. Most of the newcomers bristled at his gaze, and few were bold enough to stare back, but when his eyes met Falling Rain standing at the head of the group, the scrawny and unimpressive looking young warrior smiled and winked. Taken aback by the insolent display, Hongji had yet to find his voice before Falling Rain clasped his hands and bowed. A full bow at the waist mind you, not a mere military salute or slight incline of his head. “Second Grade Warrant Officer Falling Rain,” the boy said, his head still bowed, “Reporting to Colonel Chen Hongji for duty.”
 
  
 
 “Rise,” Hongji replied, faster than he’d like. Was the boy trying to trap him? As an Imperial Consort, he need not bow so deeply to a mere Colonel, even if said Colonel was his field commander. “Dispense with formalities, this is the battlefield, not a banquet hall,” he said, though what he really wanted to say was, “Small one dare not accept this bow.”
 
  
 
 “With respect Colonel,” the boy replied, standing at full attention and still barely tall enough to reach Hongji’s chin, “In this one’s eyes, being on the battlefield makes courtesy all the more imperative. Courtesy implies respect, and without respect, there can be no discipline. Without discipline, we are no different from our enemies.”
 
  
 
 Some of the newcomers gasped at Falling Rain’s forthright statements, but Hongji found himself nodding along and repeating the catechism in his mind. It sounded much better than what he’d come up with earlier, mostly because by eschewing any mention of strength, it implied Hongji was worthy of respect through rank alone.
 
  
 
 Recognizing Hongji’s appreciation, Falling Rain scowled at the young warrior beside him and asked, “Well? What are you waiting for? An invitation? Why have you not introduced yourselves to the commander?”
 
  
 
 Good, good... Perhaps Falling Rain wouldn’t be so difficult to work with after all...
 
  
 
 Though he already knew their names, Hongji pretended he was hearing them all for the first time. In truth, few of Falling Rain’s travelling companions were well-known, with the most famous youths either already on the front lines or safely tucked away somewhere or the other. Once finished with the introductions, Hongji addressed them as a group. “Welcome to the front lines,” he said, keeping his voice flat and monotone. “Some of you are here to reinforce the camp, others will be sent out on patrol. Regardless of your task, out here, we are the first line of defence against the Defiled, and should you all follow my commands perfectly, the only line of defence the Empire requires.” Not entirely true, but nothing wrong with building their pride a little before knocking them down. “If you’ve come for honour, glory, fame, or wealth, then turn back now, for you will find none of that here. We are here for one reason and one reason only: to defend the Empire. No more, no less, understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Colonel,” Falling Rain replied, his voice loud and confident. The others in the group chimed in soon after, following his example and showing Hongji the respect he thought he’d have to fight for.
 
  
 
 “Good. Rest well, but be ready.” Dismissing them with a wave of his hand, he added, “The Defiled have attacked every night for the past week, and I see no reason why tonight will be any different.” The gravity of the situation had finally dawned on the last of the spares, but Mother help him if most of these brats didn’t look eager for bloodshed, Falling Rain included.
 
  
 
 Instead of turning to leave, Falling Rain moved a step closer and asked, “Permission to speak to Colonel in private?”
 
  
 
 Here it comes. “Come with me,” Hongji said, heading into his tent. So long as the boy remained respectful and disciplined in public, Hongji would be happy to swallow his pride and hold his tongue in private.
 
  
 
 Inside, Falling Rain studied the map with a puzzled expression before hiding a smirk, having figured out Hongji’s game. Nevertheless, the boy offered a salute and said, “I might be overstepping my bounds, but I noticed a few issues on the way in and thought it best to bring these matters to Colonel’s attention.”
 
  
 
 And so it begins. The Imperial Consort’s camping grounds were too poor, his fare too plain, and so on, and so forth. “Let’s hear it then.”
 
  
 
 “The tall grass provides too much cover to any invading force,” Falling Rain said, again catching Hongji off-guard. “Although you’ve already cleared most of the grass around us, laying stones and rubble will keep the grass from growing back and impede the progress of anyone travelling over it.” Too surprised to respond, Hongji blinked and stared at the strange young man, and Falling Rain took it as permission to continue. “We could also hide traps among the rubble and leave clear paths for troop movement, which will also -”
 
  
 
 “Funnel the Defiled where we want them to go.” Finally finding his voice, Hongji jumped in so not to seem the fool. “Clever, but is it worth the effort? With constant night raids, the soldiers need to rest during the day.”
 
  
 
 “True,” Falling Rain said, unperturbed by Hongji’s rude interruption. “However, another benefit of laying down stones is we now have a firebreak ready.” With a grin which made him look even younger, he added, “You know... so we can set everything on fire before we leave.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 Imagining the screams of a million Defiled burning to death on the western plains, Hongji smiled for the first time all night, possibly even all week. “Yes... but you think too small. With a little preparation, we could ignite a blaze visible even from Nan Ping.” A few oil caches out in the middle of nowhere would pose no danger to his troops, not if they stayed inside their patrol routes. “This...” Hongji hesitated, wondering how to best frame it. “This goes beyond my reach. I’ll need to speak with the other commanders down the line to coordinate our efforts, perhaps even bring it before high command, but if they see the merits as I do, there will be great rewards in store.” Promotions, wealth, reputation and more...
 
  
 
 “Then I must trouble Colonel to do so.” With a nod of his head, Falling Rain continued, “As for rewards, there’s no need speak of such things. All I did was make a simple suggestion, and Colonel was amicable enough to listen. Besides,” Falling Rain added with a careless shrug, “Any reward will be meaningless if we can’t hold the Defiled here.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Hongji steadied his breathing and reassessed the warrior before him, so shrewd and level-headed at such a young age. No wonder the Legate saw fit to reward Falling Rain with Imperial Peerage, for even without his prodigious Martial prowess, this was a man destined for greatness. “Well said, well said.” Thickening the skin of his face, Hongji swallowed his pride and asked, “Have you any other suggestions?”
 
  
 
 Forget keeping the rewards for himself. Hongji would proudly attribute everything to Falling Rain so the world could be inspired by his greatness.
 
  
 
 This time, it was Falling Rain’s turn to be surprised, before beaming with joy. “Certainly,” he said. “For starters...”
 
  
 
 When the meeting came to an end, Hongji peered down at his notes, awed by the wealth of knowledge contained within them. A consummate young talent, brilliant innovator, talented tactician, and Mother knows what else, if not for Falling Rain’s terrible calligraphy and diminutive stature, Hongji would have thought the amber-eyed young man was utterly without flaw. If the other young talents had one-tenth... no, one-twentieth of Falling Rain’s brilliance, then Hongji was confident the Defiled would be swept from the Western province in a mere twenty to thirty years.
 
  
 
 Assuming some Ancestral Beast didn’t slag them all first.
 
  
 
 Inspired by Falling Rain’s attitude, Hongji made a small revision to his poem.
 
  
 
 When Gods stride out to meet in battle,
 
  
 
 Heaven and Earth are torn asunder,
 
  
 
 and Mortals can do naught but persevere.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 




 






      Chapter 403 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “It’s time to wake, oh husband mine. The night is dark and honour awaits.”
 
  
 
 Knowing what would happen if he continued to laze about, Zian’s eyes snapped open at the sound of his concubine’s voice. Sweet and gentle though she might sound, Jing Fei was not one to pamper or indulge. The opposite, in fact, taking almost perverse delight in causing him minor suffering in a variety of ways, but truth be told, he rather enjoyed her twisted personality. It kept him sharp and on his guard which was exactly what he needed out here on the front lines, where death lurked in every shadow. Were he still the Situ Jia Zian of yesteryear, he would have exhausted himself fooling around with every pretty courtesan or serving girl who caught his eye, or worse, be left utterly frustrated and resentful due to enforced celibacy.
 
  
 
 With Jing Fei however, things were different. A devilishly wicked woman, she knew exactly how to keep him focused and alert, never fully satisfying his needs yet granting him just enough tender affection so he wasn’t driven to distraction. Unaccustomed to this lack of control, Zian still wasn’t sure how Jing Fei held so much power over him, but it was a thrilling and novel experience. Despite her mastery of poisons, it wasn’t fear or love which compelled him to obey, but something else altogether, a feeling he couldn’t quite explain. While cautious of her motivations and enamoured by her character, her force of personality made him want to submit. He had no desire to grovel at her feet and cater to her every whim, but more often than not, he complied with whatever requests or suggestions she made without a second thought.
 
  
 
 Mostly because she had yet to steer him wrong and he’d grown to trust her judgment, but also because with Jing Fei dealing with the political side of his life, it left him free to focus solely on his Martial Path. So long as he followed her instructions, he was confident she’d lead him back to glory, or at the very least, keep the hounds at bay long enough for him to become a force unto himself.
 
  
 
 All this and more flashed though his mind as he watched her naked form slide out of bed. The dim lighting shrouded her flawless, pearly-white skin in obscuring shadow, but his mind filled in the gaps and left him ravenous for her touch. Sitting up, he wrapped his arm around her full waist and pulled her into his lap. Her feigned struggles only fuelled his ardour as he tasted her lips, savouring this minor victory despite knowing it’d been granted to him. The flames of passion burning bright, he nonetheless tempered his lust and reined himself in, pulling away from the kiss to gaze deep into her lovely brown eyes. Was it true affection he glimpsed in those limpid autumn pools or was he merely a means to an end? Did she regret tying herself to his sinking ship, or did she truly believe he would become a dragon among men?
 
  
 
 Easily freeing herself with a touch of his wrist, Jing Fei smirked and said, “Well, it seems you’ve finally learned how to restrain yourself.” Her wide hips swaying from side to side, she slinked over to her wardrobe with slow, seductive movements seemingly meant to drive him to madness. “Pleased as I am by your progress,” she said, keeping her legs straight as she bent down to collect her clothes, “Perhaps you’ve grown tired of your pitiable concubine and set your sights on another woman. Is the accomplished and newly promoted Major Ryo Da’In now lurking in your dreams? Eldest Daughter of the illustrious Ryo Family, God-Daughter to the Sanguine Tempest Du Min Gyu, and now winner of the Legate’s Contest in the First Imperial Grand Conference, her value rises with each passing day. A tempting prize, no?”
 
  
 
 With a throaty growl, Zian darted out of bed and pounced on her, but she was ready and waiting. Dropping to a crouch, his ‘naked and vulnerable’ concubine made a reverse sweep of her leg and knocked his feet out from under him. As he fell face first to the ground, he tucked his head and readied to roll to his feet, but Jing Fei slammed her knee into his belly, driving the breath from his lungs. Rolling him onto his back, she mounted his stomach and pinned his wrists back, her plump breasts swinging just out of reach. “And to think,” she purred, slowly wiggling her hips as she slid down his abdomen, “I only just commended you for your restraint. Oh well. I suppose a little fun wouldn’t hurt.” Leaning close, she pressed against him and whispered, “But not now.”
 
  
 
 Driven to near madness, Zian broke free with a snarl but Jing Fei slipped away out of reach, leaving him dazed, breathless, and aching for her touch. Jumping to his feet, he reached for her as she moved past him back to the bed, but she Deflected his arm with a wave of her hand, a stark reminder her Martial prowess was almost equal to his own. Wholly unconcerned by his predatory gaze, she sat on the bed, posting her arms on either side as she leaned back, crossed her legs, and bared her chest, so full of confidence and sensuality she seemed like the most regal and imposing woman alive. Shaking her head like a disappointed tutor, she reprimanded him with a voice full of steel and fire. “I said not now. The Defiled are sure to attack any moment now and you’ll need your strength to fight. Though I know Situ Jia Zian is a dragon among men, you still must prove it to the world at large.” Using her foot to point at the wardrobe behind him, she fluttered her lashes and added, “Since you cannot be trusted, you’ll have to fetch my clothes and stand where I can keep an eye on you, oh husband mine.”
 
  
 
 Damn it all. As much as he wanted to throw himself upon her and make her submit, Zian knew she was right. The Defiled attacks came like clockwork, every night once the moon began to wane, and to indulge in carnality now would be the height of stupidity. Taking deep breaths to cool his temper, he ran his fingers through his hair and locked eyes with his concubine. The signs were subtle, but they were there, a tensing around her double-lidded eyes, a tremor in her voice, a quiver in her breath, and a hitch in her gait, all this and more told him she wasn’t as calm and composed as she’d like him to think.
 
  
 
 Most telling was how the cold air wicked away the glistening trail she left behind on his belly, her body betraying her desire for his touch. Taking solace and gaining confidence from this knowledge, he stood a little taller and smiled before turning to heed her wishes. A pair of skin-tight leather trousers laid on the floor where she dropped them, and the rest sat waiting in a neat, folded pile. With everything in hand, he approached his concubine with deliberate sluggishness to give her a taste of her own teasing, and his efforts paid off. Her gaze slipped for an instant to appreciate his naked, chiselled form, but she caught herself almost immediately. While she glowered at his smug expression, he could almost hear her inwardly cursing him for being too damned pretty.
 
  
 
 Oh how he loved this woman...
 
  
 
 Leaving Jing Fei to finish putting on makeup, Zian strode out into the torch-lit camp and made his way to the inner perimeter, where he found Jukai poring over a written missive. With a half-hearted salute, the old man spoke without waiting for permission, having all but abandoned the mannerisms of a subordinate. “Colonel Hongji enacted a number of changes to response protocol after you went to bed.” With an indignant huff, Jukai added, “About damned time too. These damned armchair commanders from Central have no experience fighting in an open field, but we’re supposed to listen to them because it’s their homes behind us. Absurd.”
 
  
 
 Since he had yet to meet a commander whom Jukai approved of, Zian prudently kept silent and looked over the missive for himself. Though standing orders were still to hold the line until the Defiled were all dead or fleeing, the outer perimeter guards were to wait in darkness without torch or lamp, until such a time as an attack was underway. The reason became clear once Zian looked up and saw a field of torches, illuminating the two hundred metres of flat ground between the first line of defences and the edge of the tall grass. Any Defiled attackers would be easily spotted the moment they stepped out, while the perimeter guards remained shrouded in darkness.
 
  
 
 Perhaps giving these orders made the Colonel feel like he was contributing, but Zian didn’t see the point. While this might deny the Enemy the ability to scout for weaknesses in the Imperial defences before committing to the attack, the Defiled could easily knock those torches aside while charging in and plunge both sides into darkness, where they were far more adept at fighting when compared to their Imperial counterparts. The darkness also provided ample cover for Wraiths to slip through, though even the sneakiest of Wraiths would find it difficult to remain unseen while crossing two hundred metres of open ground. While renowned for their stealth, Wraiths couldn’t turn invisible or pass through solid matter like the stories would have children believe. They were merely masters of Concealment, camouflage, and lurking in dark corners, but even the stealthiest Wraith would need something to hide behind.
 
  
 
 Aside from this, once battle ensued, all officers in the field were now obligated to obey any officer identifying themselves using certain call-signs. The Colonel stressed every officer would remain in direct command of their own troops, but these new measures were in place to foster improved cooperation between units. He also stressed there would be harsh punishments for any commander found using any of these call-signs without permission, as each one corresponded to a specific Officer. While skimming through the list, one call-sign in particular made Zian’s stomach twist and he tried to convince himself it couldn’t be possible. It had to be someone else, he wasn’t even here, and even if he was, how could he have arrived without anyone noticing?
 
  
 
 The low, booming tones of the warning horns woke Zian from his stupor and his eyes turned to the perimeter. The tall grass rustled to and fro exposing the encroaching Enemy within, and Zian shouted, “We’re under attack!”
 
  
 
 Echoing the call with his Chi-infused voice, Jukai bellowed, “On your feet you shirkers and layabouts! To arms!”
 
  
 
 Double-timing it to the outer perimeter, he arrived in time to see the Defiled horde emerging from the tall grass, stopping at the edge to gather for a concentrated charge. “Get some light up here,” he snarled, after bumping into one of his soldiers, only to regret opening his mouth when he remembered his orders. “Belay that. Wait until the attack is underway. Is everything ready?”
 
  
 
 “Yes sir,” one of his soldiers replied, though for the life of his, Zian couldn’t see who. “As per orders, the shuttered lanterns are lit and the braziers are waiting.” These preparations had all been outlined in the missive, but in his haste to approach, Zian had forgotten all about them. Curse Chen Hongji for waiting until evening to send his damned orders...
 
  
 
 Pushing his way to the front, Zian positioned himself in the centre of his troops, all sixty-four who remained. Two weeks of constant battles had taken its toll as the Defiled hordes chipped away at Imperial strength. Though his soldiers dispatched dozens, if not hundreds of Defiled to join their fallen comrades in death, these were losses the Empire could ill-afford. Slowly but surely, the Defiled were grinding away at the Imperial strength, sacrificing near-mindless savages to kill well-trained soldiers, a poor trade if Zian ever saw one.
 
  
 
 While lacking in skill, the Defiled were abundant in numbers, so much so they could afford to throw away their lives in these ineffective raids. Little more than blood-crazed lunatics, these Defiled were eager to see blood spilled, even the blood of their own. They were nothing like the efficient and disciplined Defiled of Sanshu, who wore full-plate armour and fought in orderly ranks. Instead, these savages eschewed armour for rags and steel weapons for sharpened bone, a sickly looking bunch whose exposed, desiccated skin bore a greyish tint. Rather than proper helmets, they wrapped their heads in strips of dried, human skin, though why Zian couldn’t begin to fathom, and their tactics were even more incomprehensible. Night after night, they congregated there on the field’s edge, massing their numbers before charging headlong into Imperial spears, heedless of their horrendous losses as they fought like rabid animals. Fighting them was like standing in the ocean to chop at the waves, for no matter how many corpses lay at his feet, there would always be another wave of Defiled cresting on the horizon.
 
  
 
 After twenty days of this endless grind, even the most steadfast soldier was beginning to waver. Though Colonel Hongji did what he could to ensure units who saw combat were rotated out to rest, the ugly truth was this: they had far too much ground to cover and not enough warriors to hold it.
 
  
 
 “Steady soldiers,” Zian said, leaving his sabres sheathed out of worry he might injure his neighbours. “Cool your tempers and swallow your pride, for though it is an affront to our honour to be matched against these filthy mongrels, such is our civic duty in these dull and unremarkable days. Chop wood, gather water, kill Defiled, it’s all the same.” His soldiers chuckled at the poor joke, more out of nervousness than anything else. Chaff though they might be, in great enough numbers, they could reduce even a mountain to rubble beneath their boots. Worse, where the Imperial Forces were forced to hold a wide, static line, the Defiled were free to break through at any point, bringing their forces to bear wherever they so pleased and leaving the Empire scrambling to defend.
 
  
 
 Across the field, the Defiled horde grew in numbers as they crept closer to the Imperial lines, wary of the unknown and proceeding with more caution than in previous days. Already Colonel Hongji’s schemes were showing their worth, giving the Imperial forces more time to respond, but how long would this last?
 
  
 
 The ground shook as the thunder of hooves sounded out behind him. Turning around, Zian battled with conflicting emotions as he spotted Rain. Riding atop his quin with bow in hand and rabbit banner billowing behind him, he lead fifty or so horsemen directly towards Zian’s retinue. Stopping about seventy meters back, they spread out and readied their crossbows, illuminated by the braziers behind them and in full view of the Defiled. To the north and south, the same scene unfolded except with quin-mounted archers instead, a sight which soured Zian’s mood even more. While he had less than seventy troops remaining, Rain commanded more than ten times that, the difference between them clear as day. As if this weren’t enough, a Sending soon arrived to confirm his earlier worries. “This is call-sign Undying,” the unfamiliar voice Sent, “Requesting Warrant Officer Zian leave room to his north for cavalry to charge through.” A pause. “You might also want to crouch down in case of stray arrows or whatnot. We’ll be firing over your head in ten, nine, eight...”
 
  
 
 Thankful for the darkness which hid his ugly grimace, Zian hissed orders to close ranks and crouch, all the while wondering how Rain arrived at the front lines unnoticed. The man travelled with a giant turtle for Heaven’s sake, hardly the most inconspicuous officer around.
 
  
 
 And then, there was no more time to gripe as Rain’s retinue unleashed a hail of bolts and arrows over Zian’s head. Then, before those bolts and arrows even hit, they unleashed a second wave of projectiles, and then a third. When the first wave of projectiles finally hit, the under-dressed Defiled let out a collective roar and charged, moving faster than half-dried corpses had any right to. “On your feet and light the braziers,” Zian commanded, flinching as he stood to receive his Enemy. Mother in Heaven, it sounded like the bolts were whizzing right by his ears, but he told himself it was only his imagination. Moments later, the braziers came to life and banished the darkness around him, revealing his retinue of solders standing between the Defiled and Rain’s horse archers. Rather than faltering at this unexpected sight, the Defiled howled as one and ran even faster, undeterred by the constant stream of bolts as they trampled over their fallen comrades, their eyes wild and mouths salivating at the prospect of battle.
 
  
 
 Drawing his sabres, Zian watched without surprise as the Defiled smashed through the sharpened wooden stakes before him, knowing full well it would’ve done little to stop them. Several Defiled were wounded by the static defences in their rush to approach, but most continued onwards even with shafts poking clean through their bodies or guts hanging out. Praying Rain’s retinue knew well enough to stop firing, Zian raised his weapons and sounded the charge. “Forward! Death to the Ene -”
 
  
 
 His voice disappeared as both sides met in a clash of steel and bone. Though he knew his soldiers were only a step behind and he had BoShui and Elder Bolin to either side, Zian felt like a man alone as the Defiled tide closed in around him, and then there was no time left to think. His sabres lashed out and took the lives of two Defiled in a shower of blood, the Honed edges cleaving through leather, skin, and skull with ease. After following through with the strike, he brought his sabres back around, Deflecting a bone spike aimed at his chest with the right and gutting the offending Defiled with the left. As his foe fell to his knees, Zian stepped around the body and pivoted sharply in place, spinning aside to avoid two clumsy chops which hammered into his fallen foe’s flesh. Shortly after, he beheaded both attackers with a single, horizontal slash, while killing a third with a thrust as the scoundrel downed one of Zian’s soldiers.
 
  
 
 And still, the Defiled pressed on.
 
  
 
 Weathering the first charge was always the hardest. The Defiled were fresh, eager, and hungry for blood while the Imperials were only warming up. However, once their momentum was spent, it then became a matter of killing the Defiled until the remainder fled, and most of Zian’s soldiers made it through the first encounter in good health. The fallen soldier was alive and well, grimacing as two others dragged him to the Healers to see to his head wound. Not all of the Defiled carried their unholy weapons and sharpened bone was little threat against steel plate armour, but this job was far from easy.
 
  
 
 The seconds passed slowly and Zian quickly lost count of his kills. This was a match of endurance and little else, of physical stamina and mental fortitude, so he rationed whatever he could. No more sweeping attacks and flashy dodges, stick to the basics. Block and slash, parry and riposte, to spend any more effort killing this chaff is merely a waste. This battle will last long into the night, with hours of labour yet to come, so -
 
  
 
 A peal of thunder sounded to Zian’s right and bodies sailed through the air. In his shock, it took a full second for him to register what was happening as the thunder continued to clatter around him. No, not thunder, but hoof-beats, the heavy cadence of Guo Nei Chargers stampeding through the gap between Zian’s and BoShui’s retinue to crash into the Defiled lines. Dozens of Defiled died in the blink of an eye, and then dozens more as Rain’s cavalry continued unhindered by the wall of flesh before them. Another wave of corpses was thrown into the air and this time, Zian spotted the cause as a gap in the line revealed a blood-soaked Rain in all his glory, smashing his spear left and right while sending bodies flying with every swing. Mouth covered in blood, the quin delivered its master from one group to the next, where Rain dispatched his foes with reckless abandon. With his full might behind every attack, it made for a splendid sight, but Zian knew his friend couldn’t keep it up for long.
 
  
 
 Desperate to link up with the fool before his strength petered out in the middle of a Defiled horde, Zian bellowed, “Soldiers, warriors, clansmen. Forward, into the Enemy. Fight, damn you! Fight!” Discarding all thoughts of conservation, he fought like a man possessed to reach Rain’s side, matching the Enemy’s mindless ferocity as he carved through Defiled three or four at a time. Drawing his mind back from the present, he let his training take over, his hands and feet moving faster once he discarded rational thought in favour of raw instinct, keeping to the singular goal of rescuing Rain. Hack and slash, cleave and thrust, Zian twirled his sabres in a whirlwind of steel and death, wielded by a wrathful warrior who ended lives as easily as plucking apples.
 
  
 
 And then, the Defiled broke.
 
  
 
 It happened so quickly Zian was left standing with no one to fight, the Defiled bolting away into the night while Rain and his cavalry dispatched the stragglers. Careful not to overextend, Rain called his people back and linked up with Zian, grinning like a madman as he wiped Defiled blood from his eyes. “Shock and awe baby,” Rain shouted, cackling at the night’s sky. “Shock and awe. That’s how you kill Defiled. You’re a monster Zian, a killing machine. Shame you’ve got a line to hold and can’t join us.” Raising his bloody spear, he howled, “I haven’t killed enough. Have you?”
 
  
 
 “FUCK NO!!”
 
  
 
 “Then what are we waiting for?” Leading his fifty cavalry away, they fell into perfect formation before charging into a second cluster of Defiled, trampling some underhoof and sending others soaring into the night’s sky. Still gaping like a fish, Zian looked around and saw his retinue in similar states of disbelief, unsure how Rain’s reckless charge turned the Defiled from blood-crazed fools into craven cowards.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven... Every time Zian took one step forward, it seemed like Rain jumped five steps ahead. Truly unfathomable...
 
  
 
 Well... At least they weren’t enemies anymore, so there’s that.
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 In all my current, imagined, and forgotten lives, I’ve never experienced any activity more invigorating than killing.
 
  
 
 Not to say it’s the greatest feeling in the world, but damn if it doesn’t make me feel alive. The sweet, seductive rush of adrenaline surges through my veins, sharpening my senses and washing away my fatigue as my mind works in overdrive to process this wealth of new information. The cold air is thick with blood and sweat, my mouth dry and chest hot. Hoofbeats and triumphant cries blend with cadenced blows and dying screams, the symphony of battle ringing in my ears. The shadows dance in the firelight and I parse through the hazy forms to make out friend and foe alike as the former chase down the latter. Though yearning to dive into the tall grass and hunt my enemies down to the last, reason overcomes bloodlust and I rein Zabu in, giving the order to turn and leave the wretched Defiled to scurry away like the vermin they are. My blood boils and skin tingles as I search for an outlet for all my energy, and I cackle at the sliver of moon hanging in the night’s sky. “Shock and awe baby,” I yell, having little to no idea what I’m talking about. “Shock and awe. That’s how you kill Defiled.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of cheers goes up and I take a beat to survey my surroundings, noting scrapes and cuts a plenty, but no missing faces or incapacitated soldiers, only a sea of eager grins and grim smiles. Time feels slower as my brain works faster, tallying injuries and reviewing my performance. Awesome as it is to send enemies flying with every hit, I can afford to scale things back. There’s no need to Reinforce and Amplify every single blow, one or the other will do. Reinforcement is more reliable while Amplification is more economical, but better safe than sorry so Reinforcement it is. Shutting off my Amplification Keystone with a thought, I wipe the blood from my eyes while mulling over the details of our deployment. Zian and BoShui are in the clear, while Bolin’s squad is mopping up the last of their opponents to the south, but fuck helping that fat bastard. He almost killed Yan after the Contests, so if he expects me to save his fat ass, he’s in for a rude awakening.
 
  
 
 Besides, Bolin has like, a thousand soldiers and the rest of my forces are to the north, including Li Song who I need to stay within five kilometres of. No one can fault me for leaving Bolin to fend for himself, and if he can’t hold the line, there are other reserve soldiers standing by. I’m really only here because I’m bored.
 
  
 
 Spotting Zian in the crowd, his disgruntled glare fills me with guilt so I speak quickly before he can open his mouth. “You’re a monster Zian, a killing machine.” Not even an exaggeration, he was waving his sabres so quickly they were little more than a blur. How does he stay so clean? I mean, he’s got some blood spatter on him, but I’m covered head to toe in gore and viscera. “Shame you’ve got a line to hold and can’t join us.” Or chew me out for almost shooting you in the back of the head. Okay, so my bad, I should’ve aimed higher, but in my defence, I wasn’t expecting him to stand up so quickly. Besides, the arrow wasn’t that close to hitting him, I had a good thirty... okay, maybe twenty centimetres of clearance.
 
  
 
 Note to self: When firing over allies, aim in an arc.
 
  
 
 Whatever. Zian’s alive and well, so no harm, no foul. Apologies can wait, because I have more important business to attend to. While I can’t steal Spectres from proper Defiled, these miserable bastards brought plenty of free-floating ghosties for me to Devour, which means I’d be a fool to pass up this all-I-can-eat buffet of Heavenly Energy delivered all the way from the Western Wastes. A shame the Defiled are running away instead of fighting to the death like they normally do, but the great thing about being outnumbered is that there’s always more enemies to kill.
 
  
 
 Raising Unity above my head, I shout, “I haven’t killed enough. Have you?”
 
  
 
 “FUCK NO!!”
 
  
 
 Inwardly wincing at their vulgar reply, I make another mental note to talk to the officers about decorum before leading them away, yelling, “Then what are we waiting for?”
 
  
 
 Spectres. Get. In. My. Belly!
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Aching from the strain of firing multiple arrows, Ravil rolled his right arm and stretched his shoulder muscles. While standing on his best girl Jinx gave him a raised platform to shoot from, the sweet girl didn’t like it when he put his full weight into drawing his bow. The pressure on her back made her uncomfortable, which in turn made her shiver and wiggle about, hoping to dislodge his foot from her spine. The first time she did it, Ravil almost accidentally loosed an arrow at the soldier practising beside him, so ever since, he’d taken to drawing his bow using only his upper body when standing on his quin. Fifteen shots at full draw seemed to be his limit, as opposed to thirty or forty if he had his feet on solid ground, but as things stood, it didn’t matter too much. These damned Defiled didn’t look like much and they couldn’t fight for shit, but Mother’s tits were they tough. Anything short of an arrow to the head or heart and they brushed it off like a bee sting, but he couldn’t get a good angle for a heart shot with BoShui’s retinue standing in front and those damned head-wraps were tougher than tough.
 
  
 
 Nothing more disheartening than being the only archer around and doing shit all with your arrows. Guess he’d need to work a little harder and upgrade to a bow with a heavier draw. Things would be different if he had one of them Monstrosities, those big honking crossbows Pran and Saluk carried around, or better yet, if Ravil had permission to fire his sword-gun... Welp, there was no helping it. The bossman wanted to keep his little wonder weapons a secret and Ravil could see why. Powerful as they were, those spring-powered projectiles were wildly unreliable and inaccurate, at least for most. Their true strength would show in massed numbers, but by the time little lady Sumila crafted enough weapons and the troopers got enough practice, the war might already be over.
 
  
 
 A damn shame if that were to happen. Ravil itched to show off his skills as he watched BoShui’s boys hold their own. They were strong, but Ravil was confident he could match most, though not BoShui himself. Despite his lacking fame and horrendous duelling record, the Paper Tiger of the Han Clan was force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, no two ways about it. While Zian, Dastan, and the other little shits of the Empire fought neat and pretty, BoShui was a down and dirty brawler, a man after Ravil’s shrivelled, black heart. Sporting no less than four Spiritual Weapons, BoShui’s spiked vambraces and matching greaves served as both sword and shield, weapons which he used to full effect by barrelling into the Enemy like an enraged bull. There was no grace or elegance to BoShui’s movements, no flowery flourishes or sophisticated maneuvers, a rough and tumble smash and bash as he killed every Defiled who stepped into range. Armoured in heavy plate, BoShui fought with impunity in the thick of things, even using his runic helmet as a weapon when all else failed, a sight which left Ravil cackling in delight.
 
  
 
 “Whoo,” he exclaimed, shaking his head in disbelief. “You see that? He head-butted that bastard’s face clean off, he did. How much you think one of them runic helmets run?” A better question would be where could Ravil go to steal one, but that wasn’t something you asked out loud.
 
  
 
 “Responding to Great One, this slave knows not where to purchase Runic Helms and begs forgiveness.”
 
  
 
 Suppressing a sigh, Ravil turned to Green One and shook his head, wishing Bulat was nearby to shoot the shit with instead. “It wasn’t a question question, you know? Just one of them things you ask without expecting a real answer.”
 
  
 
 “...This slave understands.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Green One’s confused expression, Ravil knew he didn’t. Strong as they were, these poor slave bastards were hardly older than the bossman himself, little fawns out in the world for the very first time. Their wide-eye gazes reminded Ravil of those new to life on the streets, those easy marks he targeted or took in under his wing depending on his mood, and today, he felt... Benevolent. “Look, it’s making conversation see? Friendly banter to bond over, that sort of thing. Like, I ask how much one of them costs, and you say ‘More than your scrawny ass could earn in a lifetime’ or ‘round about what you earn slobbering over twenty thousand cocks, so best get to sucking’, yanno?”
 
  
 
 Lowering his head, Green One dropped to one knee and saluted. “This slave dares not slander Great One’s dignity.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, what dignity?” Using his foot to nudge the kneeling soldier, Ravil gestured for him to stand. “My mother was a whore and my father one of her many clients. I grew up on the streets of Shen Huo fighting other children for scraps of rotten meat and mouldy bread. Joined the army to escape the hangman’s noose I did, and if not for the bossman’s mercy, I’d be a blind butt-boy in a whore house somewhere.” Grinning at the bewildered soldier, Ravil winked and continued, “I’m not telling you all this because I’m proud of my roots, mind you. I gutted the first bastard who called me a whore-son and my temper hasn’t improved by much since, but what I’m saying is, I’m no ‘Great One’, so ease up. We soldiers are brothers-in-arms fighting side by side, so none of your ‘this slave’ and ‘Great One’ business, you hear?”
 
  
 
 “Understood.” Green One hesitated. “Then... What is this... one to call...”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven. If Ravil left it any longer, Green One’s head might explode. “Easy enough. I’ll call you soldier, and you call me commander, cause that’s what we are.”
 
  
 
 “Understood, commander.”
 
  
 
 “Good enough.” For now at least. Ravil’s attempts to build camaraderie would have to wait, but he wasn’t in any rush. In his experience, the best way to form a bond was to kill together, and there’d be plenty of killing to be done soon enough.
 
  
 
 Wishing he had someone to banter with, Ravil gave up and raised his bow. Before he could pick out a target however, Jochi’s Sending arrived in his ear. “This is call-sign Undying. Commander Ravil, be advised, the bossman’s coming in from the south. Hold your fire and enjoy the show.”
 
  
 
 Only then did Ravil think to look around at the other battle zones, and to his surprise, he found Zian’s area free and clear of living Defiled. Grinning like a madman, the bossman waited for Dastan’s horsemen to form up behind him before darting ahead on his quin, leading the charge from the front like always. With a roar heard over the din of battle, Falling Rain crashed into the mob of Defiled a full second before his horsemen joined him, wielding his spear like a God given flesh as he cut deep into the Enemy’s flank, their toughened bodies providing no defence from his bone-shattering blows. Bolstered by the bossman’s support, BoShui’s retinue went into a killing frenzy and the beleaguered Defiled held for mere seconds before crumbling on both fronts. Fleeing like frightened rabbits, the Defiled were cut down by the pursuing riders in the ensuing slaughter, pierced from behind and trampled under-hoof without putting up a fight.
 
  
 
 Had Ravil timed it from the bossman’s appearance to finish, he reckoned it took less than a minute to clear the field of Defiled, a feat which would’ve taken BoShui’s boys at least an hour to mop up on their own.
 
  
 
 Whooping at the night’s sky, the soldiers cheered for Falling Rain, but the bossman wasn’t done yet. After a quick headcount, he gathered his cavalry and pressed on, heading North to the next mob of Defiled held in place by Yellow Unit and led by the lovely Li Song. Shaking his head in equal parts awe and disbelief, Ravil chuckled and said, “Well Green One, looks like the bossman’s got this covered.” Hopping off of Jinx, he rummaged through his saddlebags and came out with dried meat for the quin and a wine-gourd for himself.
 
  
 
 Drinking a small mouthful to celebrate, he offered the gourd to Green One who shrank away. “This soldier dare not. Commander, Military Regulation states that any soldier found intoxicated whilst on duty shall be subject to no less than five lashes with a maximum sentence of death by hanging depending on the state of inebriation.”
 
  
 
 “Right, right.” Sticklers were never any fun. With his most charming grin, Ravil winked and said, “But it don’t matter if you don’t get drunk. A small taste never hurt nobody.” With a shake of the proffered wine-gourd, he continued, “So? How about it?”
 
  
 
 Though obviously uncomfortable with the idea, Green One’s eyes shone with interest and curiosity. Gingerly accepting the gourd, he took a tentative sip and his stony face lit up in delight. “Good wine,” Green One said, even though it wasn’t. Until now, the poor bastard probably drank nothing but water, no proper way for a man to live.
 
  
 
 Declining to take the gourd back, Ravil went back to his saddlebag and pulled out four more gourds. “Pass ‘em along, let everyone have a taste to celebrate the bossman’s victory tonight, the first of many in the days ahead.” That was all the wine he had and it’d be difficult to get more here on the front lines, but damn if he was gonna let these soldiers die without knowing the taste of alcohol. Despite the bossman’s impressive showing, Ravil was under no illusions. This war would be long and bloody, with many a death to come.
 
  
 
 Such was life, but Ravil learned early to make the most of it, because the Mother was a fickle bitch. Today, Falling Rain was the Undying Savage, Unrivalled Beneath Heaven, but tomorrow, he might be the dead or dying Savage, destined for the stew pots of some Defiled lunatic.
 
  
 
 Best to celebrate today, because you might not get a chance tomorrow.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Though Song understood the concept of command, she quickly realized it was much easier in theory than in practice, for there were nuances of leadership she had yet to grasp. Take for example inter-unit communication. When Rain ordered her to support the Xue clan’s Captain positioned north of BoShui, Song sent Tursinai and Tenjin over to explain her intentions while she led Yellow Unit to stand guard beside them. Rather than showing gratitude for their assistance, the Xue Captain cursed out the husband and wife duo so loudly Song could hear him from where she stood. Knowing Tursinai’s temper, Song interrupted the Xue Captain’s tirade to call them back, which only earned her more of the foul-mouthed Captain’s ire.
 
  
 
 What was Song supposed to do? Walk over and take his head for the insult, or swallow her pride and ignore him?
 
  
 
 Ultimately, she chose the latter and waited for the Defiled in silence, which only emboldened the Xue clansmen as they joined their Captain in hurling insults and invectives at Song’s unit. Luckily, Yellow Unit was a disciplined and orderly bunch, unlike the rest of Rain’s unruly retinue. So reckless and untrustworthy, Rain specifically stationed Song between Ravil and Bulat so the two troublemakers couldn’t join forces and make a mess of things. While the two ruffians worked well together, Rain confessed he felt it unwise to leave them unsupervised and asked Song to keep an eye on them. Were Song in his place, she would have ordered both men lashed until they were ready to obey, but Rain had a soft spot for his former cripples, a flaw which might prove fatal soon enough. Instead of arming his most promising soldiers with Sister’s ingenious Spiritual Weapons, Rain gave them to survivors of Sanshu, as if to atone for the deaths of their comrades.
 
  
 
 A foolish and sentimental gesture, but Song expected no less of a man who took in orphaned animals and turned majestic hunters into hapless fools. Poor Jimjam was so lacking in instinct he couldn’t even kill a rabbit trying to force its way into his mouth. Sweet George, so brave and reckless, Song missed him and his siblings dearly.
 
  
 
 As the Defiled massed for the charge, Song took a quick glance around and realized why the Xue Captain was so incensed. Unlike her, Ravil and Bulat had stationed their units behind the soldiers they were supporting, which made Song’s actions of forcing her way onto the line seem discourteous at best. Perhaps the Xue Captain thought she was here to steal his glory or that she looked down on his ability, neither of which were true. Unsure how to make amends for her blunder, Song took Tursinai’s hand and asked for advice through Sending.
 
  
 
 Her open-faced leather helmet doing little to hide her smile, Tursinai pulled Song into a hug. “Oh aren’t you just adorable,” she said, squeezing Song tight. “Listen carefully, sweet Li-Li. Yes, your actions offended the Xue Captain, but so what? He has no choice but to accept the insult, because you’re Li Song, Daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister to Sumila, and Khishig of the Bekhai. He can complain all he wants, but you’re far above his station.” Releasing Song from her embrace, Tursinai pinched Song’s cheeks and added, “And if he’s foolish enough to try anything underhanded, well that’s what hubby and I are here for, to look after the Chief Provost's precious daughter. Forget about the wounded pride of arrogant nobodies, you concentrate on the battle ahead.”
 
  
 
 Warmed by Mama’s loving regard, Song took a deep breath and nodded before turning her attention back to the Defiled ahead. As an afterthought, she said, “I would like to test my blade. Please don’t act unless my life is in danger.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Commander Li-Li. Hubby and I will butt out so you can have your moment, you glory-hungry fiend.”
 
  
 
 Blushing at Tursinai’s sickly sweet timbre, Song turned to Yellow One and said, “Ready the torches. Prepare to engage.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Commander Li-Li.” Though they spoke the same words, Yellow One’s delivery lacked Tursinai’s teasing tone, a gruff and humourless woman who took Song’s every order with the utmost sincerity. Song rather liked her, and in a rare show of affection, she gently patted the soldier’s helmet as encouragement.
 
  
 
 Though she wanted to say something to bolster morale, Song didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. Soon enough, the Defiled gathered their collective courage and charged ahead, screaming in their incomprehensible, guttural tongue as they surged forwards. “Light the braziers,” Song ordered and the fires blazed into existence, revealing their presence to the Defiled mob. “Weapons ready.” Grasping her sabre’s hilt, she left the weapon sheathed and Reinforced her body. Waiting until the Defiled were a mere ten meters away, she shouted, “Charge!”
 
  
 
 And charge she did.
 
  
 
 With a tortured hiss of metal on leather, Song’s sabre leapt from the sheathe and scythed out to claim her first three kills. Shifting to a two-handed grip, she brought her weapon up and around for an overhead chop, pushing down on the hilt with her upper hand and pulling up with the bottom one to maximize the impact. Her blade passed through the leather headwraps and cracked open her Defiled opponent’s skull, slicing a gash from crown to nose before she retracted her strike and raised her sabre high once again. No need to cleave him clean in half, Defiled or not, no one could survive with their brain in two pieces. Precision over power was the key in these engagements, for as the commander of this hundred-man unit, Song was responsible for killing any opposing Champions in the Enemy ranks, though she had yet to mark one worthy of her attentions.
 
  
 
 Down came her blade and another Defiled’s head split from skull to nose, the cut so clean both halves stuck together after she extracted her blade. The corpse dropped like a sack of rice and Song moved on, cracking skulls and killing Defiled as easily as chopping firewood. It didn’t matter if her opponents used their weapons to block or if they rushed forward to kill before being killed, Song stayed the course no matter what. Those cowards who blocked lacked the strength to stop her blows and those brave enough to attack couldn’t pierce through her Runic breastplate. This battle was too simple, too easy, hardly the challenge she desired. She could only hope the truly strong Defiled were lurking in the rear, waiting for the Imperial defenders to tire themselves before willing to act.
 
  
 
 If so, Song never got the chance to find out.
 
  
 
 Unnoticed by the blood-hungry Defiled, Rain snuck his cavalry around to their rear and quietly formed ranks behind them. A reckless gambit, considering there could be more Defiled still hiding in the grass, but Rain was nothing if not reckless. Luckily, the Defiled had committed all their forces to the attack and there was no one left to encircle Rain’s cavalry, as expected for one beloved by the Mother above. After leisurely getting into place, Rain charged in and took the Defiled by complete surprise, and Song knew this battle was won.
 
  
 
 To add insult to injury, after seeing her glory stolen away by Rain and Dastan, Song felt even worse for encroaching upon the Xue Captain’s territory. She knew she should apologize, but she bristled at the thought of wasting her hard earned coin on someone who wasn’t likely to appreciate it, so she decided she would leave it be. Like Tursinai said, Song was far above the nameless Captain’s station, so he would have to grin and bear it.
 
  
 
 A rather thrilling experience and a first for Song, offering insult instead of receiving it, and truth be told, she rather enjoyed it. Still, she cautioned herself against making this a habit, else she cause too much trouble for Mama and Papa. As for the rest... it didn’t matter. This was merely the first of many battles to come, so Song would have plenty of chances to show the world Falling Rain wasn’t the only talented warrior among the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 For she was Li Song, Khishig of the Bekhai, and she would make her family proud.
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 Lungs burning and muscles aching, I signal Zabu to stop and hurl Unity like a javelin, spearing a fleeing cannibal clean through the torso until the crossbars lift him off his feet. Drawing Peace as a precaution, I check the surroundings for threats and find none, though some still could be lurking about in the murky darkness or tall grass. Unless the Enemy regroups and returns for a second attack, the Imperial Forces are victorious tonight, or at least they are in the area around Sinuji, only a single sliver of the front lines. While retrieving Unity, I hear the faint sounds of battle off in the distance, where another section is still engaged with the Enemy, but only dead and dying Defiled remain as far as the eye can see.
 
  
 
 As the adrenaline fades and exhaustion settles in, I leave Rustram, Bulat, and Ravil to handle the aftermath under Daxian’s supervision. They’re as well-rested as can be considering the circumstances. Five days of hard travel wasn’t too bad especially considering no one had to walk, but I’d like to have a full day to recuperate before heading out on patrol. Rest is a luxury the Empire can ill-afford, but I think Colonel Hongji will be willing to accommodate. Even if he isn’t, I’m happy to have a commander who’s willing to listen.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I’m astonished at how receptive the Colonel’s been with regards to my suggestions, immediately implementing a handful in the few hours since I arrived. Lighting the fields was a given, since you can’t hit what you can’t see, but keeping our outer perimeter in darkness was all him, though I’m undecided on how useful it is. Another suggestion he jumped on was establishing independent rapid-response teams, allowing certain units to bolster the front lines as they saw fit without need for micromanagement. While Sending is handy for quick communication over a distance, it’s not without its flaws. Although I’m unsure of what the exact requirements are, I know the Sender needs to to be familiar with the recipient, since they need to pick the target out of a crowd of hundreds, or perhaps even thousands. With so many foreign soldiers under his command, most of Hongji’s orders are hand delivered through sealed writ, slowing the lines of communication down to a crawl.
 
  
 
 I made other suggestions like scattering rubble around the fields and creating firebreaks, but those will take time to implement. Truth be told, when I made my first suggestion, I was ready to be politely ignored or worse, but Hongji was more than happy to discuss my ‘unorthodox’ ideas. Maybe it’s his age, which at fifty-five years old, is surprisingly young. Being a Martial Warrior, he’s still in the prime of life, but I figured there’d be someone... with more experience holding a position as important as the centre, or at least someone of higher rank. Since the Legate picked Hongji, I assume the Colonel either has plenty of political clout or is so outstanding no one could argue the choice. Regardless, Chen Hongji is a man I’ll want to befriend, since one can never have too many well-connected and/or talented allies.
 
  
 
 Ha, I’m finally learning the ins and outs of politics. Luo-Luo will be so proud.
 
  
 
 Upon returning to camp, I impose on my Death Corps Guards to prepare a hot bath so I can wash away all the blood and gore. It’s not so bad in the middle of battle, but no one likes to be covered in dried, caked blood, not even quins. Tired from lugging my heavy ass around all day and night, Zabu lays on his side as the wagon quins gather around to groom him, an adorable sight to behold. Unfortunately, I’m not sure if my dignity would survive a quin-tongue bath and I know my skin certainly won’t, so I rinse off my weapons and wait for the water to heat while listening to reports from Rustram.
 
  
 
 Idling in Nan Ping has spoiled me, as I can no long stomach bathing in cold water. I couldn’t bear to part with the fancy stone tub, so I brought it with me to the front lines, but the way I see it, the more baths I take, the happier Ping Ping will be. The happier Ping Ping is, the more likely she is to stick around, so it’s a win-win, especially when you consider the bigger picture.
 
  
 
 While Ping Ping and Guan Suo are idle slackers, the Protectorate are monsters on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 Tonight was the first time they saw action under my command, but I discovered the Protectorate were made of sterner stuff after convincing them to join in on group training. Their shabby clothing and inconspicuous manner kept me from seeing the truth before my eyes, as their ranks hid more Experts and Captain-level talents than any other unit under my command, all gathered for what they consider a Holy Purpose. They lived a hard life out in the wilds of Ping Yao, keeping the Divine Turtle safe from poachers and other unsavoury sorts, but under Guan Suo’s supervision, they trained themselves into an elite unit on par with Akanai’s Khishigs. Bow and long-axe are their favoured weapons, and they handily dispatched all Defiled forces sent against them on the northernmost flank of Sinuji’s defences, with minimal injuries and no deaths.
 
  
 
 Or at least that’s what Rustram’s report says. I never made it that far to see for myself, as by the time I cleaned up the Southern flank, there were no more Defiled left to kill. Cowards. Where are the Defiled who fight to the bitter end? I was just getting warmed up. Granted, I’d much rather soak in hot water and listen to reports than slog through a mire of mud and blood, but variety is the spice of life.
 
  
 
 The reports continue coming in as I scrub myself clean, and a clear picture of our first proper battle emerges. Dastan’s unit took the most injuries, which makes sense considering they saw the most action, but even the worst off will recover without Healer intervention. We lost a few horses which stings, but better a warhorse than a Martial Warrior. Other than Dastan’s, most of my other units played a support role, firing projectiles from behind our allied meat shields, but I’m not thrilled with the results. The new repeating crossbows designed by Diyako’s team are lacking in power, and even though the Defiled will eventually go down if you fill them with enough bolts, it now becomes a question of cost versus benefit. With how ineffective the crossbows are, is it even worth carrying them around? We have about six-hundred repeating crossbows and a metric shit-tonne of bolts, which equals to a whole lot of extra wagons slowing us down.
 
  
 
 It’s something to think about, but I’m not ready to give up the ranged advantage. At least the Monstrosity still holds up, though not many of my soldiers can handle the aptly-named triple shot arbalests. Since most were there to begin with, I put all the beefy Monstrosity wielders into Ulfsaar’s unit. According to Pran’s report, they performed well and ‘maked much death’, which is a huge leap in Pran’s literacy, if nothing else. Other than that, there isn’t much else to say. The Protectorate cleaned house, Ravil and Bulat stood around with their thumbs up their asses, and Li Song and Yellow Unit proved their worth by fighting side by side with a scion of the Xue Clan. It’s always nice to make new friends, and I’m glad to see Song reaching out, though her choice of ally is a little worrisome. On paper, the Xue Clan are allies of the Han Clan and the Han Clan are allies with the Bekhai, but in reality things aren’t so simple. Due to our personal friendship, BoShui’s father, the Han Clan Patriarch, needs to think twice about his original plan, in which BoShui plays the part of sacrificial lamb for the true heir. A cold and heartless way to treat your own son, but such is the world we live in. This has understandably strained on our inter-faction relationship, though the world at large isn’t privy to the details.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I’m not entirely certain how it changes anything. On the surface, the Han Clan is as supportive of the Bekhai as ever, though I think it’s more to piss off the Situ Clan than anything else. Besides, it’s not like it matters, my status makes me all but untouchable, so BoShui and Zian should be safe from their respective Patriarchs.
 
  
 
 For the time being at least. Who knows what’ll happen if the Legate disavows me, or worse.
 
  
 
 As the last report rolls in and Rustram heads off to bed, I lay back in my heated tub and relax beneath the night sky. I’ve already asked my guards to top off the water twice now, but I still can’t bring myself to get out, so luxuriantly comfortable I could fall asleep. Alas, there’s still work to be done, for Ping Ping waits eagerly overhead for her Spiritual Water treat, a twice-weekly requirement if I ever want to leave her sight. Even then, she’s unwilling to let me stray too far, though how she tracks my position is still a mystery. All I know is she throws a big squeaky fit if I move more than a kilometre away, a radius which rapidly shrinks the longer she goes without Spiritual Water.
 
  
 
 I love the big girl, but she’s so needy, unlike Pong Pong. Maybe it’s because I’ve never tried to abandon him, or maybe he’s smarter than Ping Ping and knows that if all my stuff is here, I’ll eventually come back, but the tiny Turtle Divinity is more than happy to chill in my yurt with Mama Bun and Blackjack. As tempting as it was to bring him into battle, I can’t in good conscience convince myself to do so, not to mention all the extra complications that would come from revealing his presence. GangShu is still lurking about and I’d rather not fall out with him over Pong Pong. I have enough shit to deal with as is, so there’s no need to add murderous Ancestral Rat to the list.
 
  
 
 I doubt I can keep Pong Pong a secret forever, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try. Then again, I’m fairly certain the little turtle stole Blobby from me, so if he dies, I might get my droplet back... No, I like Pong Pong more than Blobby. That stupid droplet was a worthless freeloader, and Pong Pong is adorbs.
 
  
 
 Having delayed long enough, I close my eyes, reach for Balance, and slip into my Natal Palace. Materializing in the brightly lit bedroom, I take a moment to appreciate the elaborately carved ceiling before hopping out of bed. After setting into motion the process of creating Chi-Water, I gaze out the glass windows at all the recent additions, mildly disgruntled by the lack of cohesion. That’s the problem with a modular design like what I’ve gone with, but it works, so if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Besides, even though it’s not much to look at, my Natal Palace is comprised of my favourite places in the world, which makes it as close to paradise as can be.
 
  
 
 Assuming the foot of my bed is south, then Taduk’s underground cottage sits to the east, complete with my first ever keystone, the first aid kit. I still haven’t figured out how to limit its Healing effects to serious injuries only or prioritize those over cuts and bruises, but that doesn’t mean it’s worthless. I just need to be smart about it, using it only when necessary instead of leaving it on all the time, though turning it on is as easy as snapping my fingers. On the other side of the bed to the west sits my favourite cliff-side perch overlooking the village, though here it overlooks my Natal Palace instead. There sits my second Keystone, a single feather planted in the dirt. If not for its immense size, as long as I am tall and about half as wide, the feather looks like it could have fallen off of Roc’s wings, mostly brown with a shimmering, light-blue tip. When activated, the feather sways in the wind and Lightens my body, allowing me to climb trees and ease Zabu’s burdens.
 
  
 
 As for its flaws... I can’t control the amount of Lightening it conveys, so it’s always working at maximum power, reducing about a quarter of my (naked) weight. Kind of a waste for everyday riding, since it’d drain me dry in about thirty minutes, and if used in battle it fucks with my centre of balance, but it’s something, I guess.
 
  
 
 Moving on is my last new addition, which sits to the north of my bedroom. I styled it after Mila’s forge at the Northern Wall, the one she designed with a bedroom in the back. Only after recreating it in my Natal Palace did I realize she built the bedroom specifically for our naughty little trysts, a place which was hidden from sight and noisy enough to keep Martial Warriors from listening in. It’s a thought which warms my heart and sets fire to my loins, but sadly, Mila isn’t around to break my hand. Inside sits not one, but two Keystones, mostly because I wanted to see if it’d work, but also because I felt my Natal Palace approaching its limits. In pure volume, it’s still a long ways short of my village replica, but I’m guessing the Keystones count for more than empty real estate. Either way, Mila’s forge is the perfect place for my final two keystones, both thematically and emotionally. First up, in the bedroom is an inflated five-pointed star. Plump and yellow, it bounces about as if possessed of a mind of its own, which is why I had to get rid of the cartoonish eyes it originally came with. This Keystone occupies the bedroom because it represents Reinforcement, a skill I use constantly to interact with my beloved Mila. When active, the star flashes with light, and the more Reinforcement I need, the faster it flashes and bounces around, until at maximum power it’s moving and flashing so quickly I can’t hardly stand to look at it.
 
  
 
 All in all, it’s my most sophisticated and well-designed keystone because I desperately need Reinforcement to survive my beloved’s affection. It’s such a relief to not have panic attacks whenever I see Mila running towards me, knowing I can catch her without hurting myself.
 
  
 
 Then there’s my fourth and final Keystone, my most complex working yet, a two-piece hammer and anvil set. Whereas the other three Keystones are used to manage relatively straightforward functions, Amplification is a whole different beast. The way it was explained to me is that Amplification is a three part process. You begin by building up your Chi, then move it in tandem with a strike, culminating with an explosion of Chi at the time of impact. Done correctly, you can multiply the force of an attack, and when combined with Reinforcement it allows you to hit two or more times harder than normal, depending on the amount of Chi used. Done incorrectly and you wasted a bunch of Chi.
 
  
 
 It was too much work manipulating my Chi while moving my body, and I couldn’t get the hang of it in practice, much less in combat. On a good day, I had a one in three chance of success, so I rarely used Amplification in the past. Instead, I favoured using my Chi on more reliable methods like Healing and Reinforcement, but with great risks comes great rewards. There are few things more satisfying than smashing your enemies to a bloody pulp, and this is a sensation only made possible with Amplification.
 
  
 
 ...Is it possible I’ve become too bloodthirsty?
 
  
 
 Whatever. Survival first, ethics later.
 
  
 
 While my Lightening and Reinforcement Keystones were crafted in a day each, I spent the better part of a week figuring out what to do with Amplification. My first thought was to use the forge and bellows, pumping air into furnace to represent the build up, then unleashing in when I strike, but after practising with it a few thousand times to no success, I took a step back and started from the beginning. What was I hoping to accomplish with an Amplification Keystone? Amplification is a matter of building up energy and releasing it at the proper time and location, a process which I hoped to simplify, but with the forge and bellows, I’d already failed. Instead, I turned my attention to the hammer and anvil, two objects which were not only already in the forge room, they were also perfect for representing the same process. Lift the hammer to build up energy, smack the anvil to release it. Higher equals more energy, louder equals bigger boom, can’t get any easier than that. What’s more, the metallic clang gave a far more visceral response than the heated bellows, and as I played the sound in my head, the pieces fell into place.
 
  
 
 Did I really need to envision lifting the hammer and striking it down? With my other Keystones, I briefly picture each one to activate or deactivate it, and then it manipulates my Chi in the background, so why can’t I do the same with Amplification? The hammer lifts and builds up Chi, moves the Chi to the proper location while descending, and explodes the Chi when hammer meets anvil, a wholly automated process from start to finish. All that’s left is to get the timing right, which is much easier than it sounds given that the hammer is an imaginary object, it technically moves at the speed of thought, so all I have to do is imagine the clang as my weapon strikes and the hammer would move to match it.
 
  
 
 It’s a little like tapping a beat with your foot and matching it by snapping your fingers. Super easy to sync up, except in this case, the snapping is a quasi-complex Chi action. When swinging a weapon, you more or less know when you’re going to hit, unless your opponent does some tricky dodging or parrying, so now, my success rate with Amplification has shot up to nine out of ten. The funny thing is, I still can’t figure out the rock flicking thing, where Charok fires pebbles off with his fingers using Amplification. I suppose it goes to show that everyone learns things differently, so I guess the Bekhai teaching method of ‘figure it out on your own’ isn’t entirely full of shit.
 
  
 
 We all must forge our own Martial Path, yadda yadda. I’d still like a few pointers every now and then and a lot less mystical mumbo-jumbo.
 
  
 
 There are still a lot of Keystones I’d like to make, but thus far, I’ve yet to come up with any working ideas. A Honing Keystone would be nice, but I’m pretty good at Honing already so it’s not exactly a priority, and I’d probably need a separate Keystone for each weapon. Otherwise, I might accidentally Hone Peace while it’s still in the scabbard, which would not only be a waste of Chi, it’d also be embarrassing when it drops out of its broken sheathe and onto my foot. I could also make something for Guiding, but the process is so instinctual I’m afraid to fuck things up by thinking about it. Reverberation is an option, sending shock waves through my weapons to attack my opponent’s internal organs, but I don’t know how to Reverberate yet, so a Keystone is out of reach. I’d also like to automate Chi gathering and Chi Water creation, but I’ve had no success with either venture. I figured the first would be as easy as using my Runic ring as a Keystone, but sadly, it fell flat and I couldn’t figure out why.
 
  
 
 My best guess? It doesn’t work because reaching Balance requires a modicum of effort and concentration. When I’m not meditating, I’m not Balanced, and without Balance, I can’t commune with the Energy of the Heavens. No Balance, no Chi or Chi Water, Keystone or not. Who knows for sure though. It’s all guesswork from here on out, though it’d be nice to get a second opinion. I suppose it’ll have to wait until I meet with Mom and Dad again, though with luck, I’ll have a big surprise in store for both.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of my room, I peer into the void where hundreds of Spectres wail and screech, offering threats of violence and promises of power if I’ll only set them free. Pleased with my harvest, I take a deep breath and prepare for the coming unpleasantness. Opening my mouth, I regurgitate all the Chi Water I’ve bound in the past month and send it surging out to cleanse the Spectres, all while wincing at the unpleasant phantom sensation of vomiting more than my stomach can hold.
 
  
 
 This is all Blobby’s fault. Not only is he not here to deal with this, because of his actions, I can’t imagine storing Chi Water any other way.
 
  
 
 After turning all the Spectres into sweet Heavenly Energy, I deposit their remains into the wooden chalice and slurp up the excess Chi Water. Somehow, this is even less pleasant than puking it out, probably because now it’s like drinking second hand vomit. I’d love a better storage method like a squirt gun or something, but sadly, I can’t get it to work. Whatever, it’s a small price to pay for the energy of creation, as Taduk so aptly put it, and while a few hundred Spectres are far from enough, there are still plenty more out there to Devour. With a little luck, a lot of hard work, and drinking  like a thousand litres of Spiritual Back-wash, I’ll eventually gather enough Heavenly Energy to help Mom walk again.
 
  
 
 And maybe, just maybe, I’ll have enough left over to treat myself to a little something special. Dare I say it? Can this really be happening? Is the dream alive?
 
  
 
 Two words: Bear. Hands.
 
  
 
 Please, Mother in Heaven, make it so...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 406 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Mind rested and spirit restored, Rustram headed out to start his day only to falter a few steps out. The morning sun peeked over the horizon and cast its brilliant glow across the land, treating Rustram to his first real glimpse of the ruins of Sinuji. While they’d passed through those very ruins to reach this campsite last night, their lanterns and torches had failed to reveal the true extent of the horrific damage. Though merely a minor border town of little renown, Sinuji had once been home to tens of thousands of people, a bustling rest-stop for travelling caravans and nomadic shepherds alike. Many a humble farmer and wealthy rancher plied their trade here, away from the bustle of busy Central cities yet still nestled in the heart of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Or at least, what used to be the heart of the Empire. Not anymore. Now, the ruins of Sinuji sat on the front lines, and its inhabitants were put to rest inside it.
 
  
 
 Though less than a month since its destruction, nature was well on its way to reclaiming the border town, for the scale of destruction was nigh on complete. Cracked and crumbling stones littered the landscape, yet nary a single stone sat atop another. Gutted foundations were all that remained of the town’s demolished structures, with piles of debris scattered haphazardly about. It almost seemed like a massive boot had descended from the Heavens and stomped the town flat, with only a few walls of wood and mud remaining on the outer perimeter. Ready to tumble over at the slightest sign of a breeze, teams of soldiers were already hard at work dismantling those few unsupported structures, and even though he knew this was necessary work, Rustram’s heart bled to see the last pieces of Sinuji torn down.
 
  
 
 In ten years, who would know a thriving town once sat here or remember its inhabitants who died with it?
 
  
 
 Clouds of thick, oily smoke hung overhead and cast the ruins in an eerie, orange-red glow, the result of the living working tirelessly day and night to cremate the dead. The aroma of cooked flesh filled his nostrils and turned his stomach, not because he found it putrid and revolting, but rather because it was all too appetizing, a stark reminder that in death, humans were no different from animals. Bodies of Defiled and Imperial citizen alike were fed to the flames, and even as the wind carried their ashes away, it seemed as if their spirits lingered over the devastated landscape within those clouds of ash. Whether those spirits mourned the loss of home and life or took pride in their ‘consummate’ handiwork, Rustram couldn’t say, but he let his gaze linger for a few seconds more to burn this vision in memory.
 
  
 
 These were the stakes. Should the Defiled win, this was what would become of the Empire, and it was up to men like him to stop it.
 
  
 
 A heavy, soul-crushing burden, heavier than the cumbersome lead training armour he currently wore, but like the armour, it was a burden he gladly accepted. To defeat the Defiled, he would need strength and strength would not come from idling about. This was the first lesson Mentor Sarnai taught him, a hard learned lesson he took to heart. From his place at the rear, Rustram looked over the entire camp as it slowly came to life, yet what stood out the most was the heart and soul of the retinue, Falling Rain himself. Moving through the Forms in the centre of camp, the boss diligently trained while others were still fast asleep, having woken at least an hour before Rustram even opened his eyes. “You are not talented,” Mentor had said, when Rustram asked her what she saw in him. “But so what? Talent is worthless. Hard work will overcome talent, and you are nothing if not hard working.”
 
  
 
 Yet how was Rustram to compete against someone like the boss who was both talented and hard working?
 
  
 
 Well, nothing could be gained from standing around gawking, or at least that’s what Mentor would probably say. Taking a deep breath, he remembered Rain and Mentor’s teachings.
 
  
 
 Focus your thoughts and calm your mind.
 
  
 
 Draw yourself inwards and open yourself to the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Be aware of nothing but awareness itself.
 
  
 
 Seek nothing, find everything.
 
  
 
 Laden in heavy armour which weighed at least twice as much as full plate, Rustram’s body moved through the Forms without thought or direction, savouring the mysteries and Insights laid out before him. It was hard not to focus on his breathing, footwork, or hand movements, but instead he forced himself to put it all aside and bask in the moment. The Heavens were fickle, for the more you chased them, the more they wished to be chased. Want not, need not, desire not, but accept all, his mind was an empty vessel for Energy of the Heavens to fill. Faster and faster he moved, but he paid it no mind, much like he paid no mind to the strain on his muscles or sweat pouring down his skin. At some point, he’d drawn his rapier, but this was no surprise, for he was the weapon and the weapon was he, two parts of a whole and neither complete without the other.
 
  
 
 Together, they were Death, and Death he would become. Death to the Enemy, death to the Defiled, death to any who would stand against him, the boss, or the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Time seemed to still yet before he knew it, Rustram completed his performance, having gone through every movement of every Form in a single pass. Gasping for air, he unbuckled his helmet and let it drop to the ground with a clang. Dragging his feet to where his water skin lay, he envisioned himself collapsing in the dirt to drown in a puddle of water, but Rustram’s pride would not let him admit defeat so easily. Picking up the water skin without falling over was a feat unto itself, as was lifting his leaden arms to bring the water skin to his mouth, but once he tasted his first mouthful of cool, delicious water, his body surged with new life. A small thing to delight in, but when he first put on this cumbersome training armour, he couldn’t even make it halfway through the Forms before collapsing into a weeping pile of sweat and tears. Now, little more than twenty days later, not only could he complete a full performance, he still had strength enough to stand afterwards.
 
  
 
 An astounding improvement in so short a time, though still a long ways from reaching Mentor Sarnai’s exacting standards. Apparently, she expected him to go through a full performance and then ten rounds of sparring. Three times. In the morning. With three more at night. A harsh and demanding taskmistress, she could make even the diligent and hardworking Falling Rain seem like a ne'er do well slacker.
 
  
 
 After removing his weighted armour, Rustram’s body felt light as a feather, albeit one which was tired and spent. Still, Mentor said this was the optimal time to reflect on his bounty from training, sharpening his mind while his body rested. Settling down to meditate, he did as he was told and ‘withdrew’ from himself, dividing his mind into two separate portions in order to study his new findings. When Mentor first asked this of him, Rustram didn’t understand how it was possible to empty your mind and contemplate your thoughts at the same time, but as always, Mentor made things clear with but a single statement.
 
  
 
 “Stop thinking about how to do it and just do it.”
 
  
 
 And oddly enough, it worked. With the boss’s Runic ring on his finger, Rustram sat steeped in Balance and endured the soothing pummelling of Heavenly Energy as it massaged his aches and pains away, leaving him stronger and faster than before so he could withstand more abuse in the future. While this once would have required all his attention to maintain, Rustram could now mentally step away and allow the process to carry on while he pored over the newfangled mysteries revealed to him. Rarely did he come away with anything consciously useful, but he found that if he set his mind free, his body knew exactly what to do. While his spars with Li Song still ended in his inevitable defeat, Rustram felt himself improving with each passing day.
 
  
 
 A minor improvement, but improvement nonetheless.
 
  
 
 Sadly, he had yet to test his skills in real battle, for last night’s engagement ended long before he found reason to step in. Chey and Jorani’s units – no, not Jorani’s anymore, it was Erkin’s unit now, a gruff and grizzled old bandit who could charm the dress off a serving girl half his age, the silver-tongued bastard. Regardless, Chey and Erkin’s units of roosequin mounted crossbowmen were enough to hold the centre, showering the Defiled with bolts and leaving little else for Rustram to do besides stand around and watch. Truth be told, he spent more time watching the Protectorate instead of the allied units in front of him, so enamoured by their skill with bow and long-axe. Where the boss’s repeating crossbows got the job done through sheer weight of numbers, the Protectorate longbows cut down the Defiled with ruthless precision. To his eyes, it seemed like every one of their arrows brought down a Defiled, whereas it sometimes took ten or more bolts to do the same.
 
  
 
 The merchant in Rustram raged about the utter waste, but other than retooling the crossbows for a lower rate of fire and heavier draw, he had nothing to offer.
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram, the Commander has called for an officer’s meeting before our departure.” Daxian’s Sending echoed through Rustram’s mind and his eyes snapped open to find the tall, chiselled warrior waiting before him. “I informed the other officers while you rested, but the arranged time is almost upon us.”
 
  
 
 What happened to their day of rest before setting out on patrol? “Good, good,” Rustram said, though things were not good at all. Had he known the boss had called a meeting, he would’ve washed up and gone over his notes in preparation, but alas, this time was now lost to him. Though frustrated by Daxian’s tendency to take matters into his own hands, the former Major-turned-bandit was an intimidating bastard and Rustram didn’t dare scold him, so there was nothing to do about it except hurry to the meeting.
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram,” Daxian Sent, using the same patronizing tone as always. “An officer must always appear calm and collected, for others look to you for guidance. Soldiers and camp followers tend to panic when the number two commander runs around like a chicken without a head.”
 
  
 
 “Mother Above,” Rustram silently prayed, “Please give me the strength to throttle this arrogant bastard.” Daxian the Virtuous, what a ridiculous name, the sheer arrogance of calling yourself virtuous while doing nothing to deserve it. Slowing his steps, he quick marched towards the Divine Turtle and discovered he was the last to arrive, a poor showing from the second in command. Taking his place beside the boss, Rustram ignored Ravil and Bulat’s teasing grins and offered a quiet nod of apology to the boss, who was too busy making sure his bicorn rabbit was comfortable to notice.
 
  
 
 Cradling the bunny like a child, Rain cleared his throat and the officers fell silent. “Last night I said I’d try to get us a day to rest,” he began, pursing his lips in displeasure. “Unfortunately, my request was denied because our absence would leave too large a gap in the patrol lines, so we set out within the hour. Our route is simple enough, we head west for five days before turning around. Our mission is to engage with whatever Defiled elements we come across and wipe them out, or if their numbers are too great, to harass and delay them so the front line can prepare. As I mentioned earlier, there will be other patrols moving alongside us, but not together. The closest reinforcements will be between ten to fifteen kilometres away, so if we run into trouble, don’t expect someone to swoop in and pull us out of the fire.” Glancing around at his gathered officers, the boss asked, “Everyone know what they’re supposed to do?”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “You and your troops are familiar with the new policies?”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “You better be. Your lives all depend on it. We’re heading out to fight the Defiled on their terms, which means they could come at us any time and at any place.”
 
  
 
 “My soldiers welcome the challenge,” Wang Bao declared, and he looked like he meant it too. The former Butcher Bay bandit’s startling transformation made it hard to remember his roots, a model soldier in his pressed uniform, clean-shaven face, and perfect posture. Seeing Wang Bao made Rustram even more self-conscious of his ruffled and sweat-stained training outfit, and he finally understood why Ravil and Bulat always gave him a hard time for his neat and orderly appearance. He couldn’t help but resent Wang Bao for showing him up, and even hated the bandit’s new voice, no longer gruff and clipped as before, but more nasal and articulate, with a tone which grated on Rustram’s nerves for some unknown reason.
 
  
 
 “Glad to hear it.” The boss grinned like a cat, his amber eyes gleaming with mischief. “You and your soldiers can ride in the vanguard then.”
 
  
 
 Thumping his chest with a fist, Wang Bao said, “It would be our honour.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Bootlicker.
 
  
 
 Moving on, the boss said, “Chey, Erkin, take half your unit and hand it over to Ravil and Bulat. This isn’t because I don’t think you can handle it, but so we can rotate between the four of you and keep at least two groups of quins fresh at all times.” Turning to the representative from the Protectorate, a plain and unobtrusive woman named Sai Chou, the boss asked, “Would it be possible for the Protectorate to do the same? More eyes means less chance we overlook anything, and we’ll only be moving at half speed, so it shouldn’t be too tiring to keep up on foot.”
 
  
 
 Leaning on her long-handled axe, Sai Chou spit and nodded, but otherwise remained silent. Though undoubtedly handsome as all Martial Warriors were, the layers of caked dirt and filth made it difficult to tell her age, not to mention ruined any appeal she might possibly have. While it might seem presumptuous to criticize her appearance, Rustram couldn’t help it as he was getting sick of hearing about Ravil’s conquests or how perfect Dei An was, though where he might find the time for romance in his busy schedule was a complete mystery.
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” The boss said. “Oh, and tell everyone to keep an eye out for herds of horses, cattle, goats, and whatnot. I know what you’re all thinking, and no, I’m not looking for more pets. This whole area is prime grazing land and a lot of civilians abandoned their animals in their rush to head east.” Glancing at what little remained of Sinuji, the boss shook his head and added, “I can’t say I blame them either. Regardless, we’ll be paid an appropriate bounty on anything we bring back, but more importantly it’ll mean less food for Defiled bellies and more for ours.”
 
  
 
 The news was met with good cheer, and the boss turned to Rustram. “Arrange a round the clock schedule, three hours a shift. I want quins scouting three to five kilometres ahead, while the Protectorate form a loose perimeter around us. I want both groups fresh and alert as possible while on duty. We don’t know how many Defiled are out there or where they’re gathering in numbers, so I’d rather not trip over a massive army of cannibals or worse. Have I missed anything?”
 
  
 
 “Deployment formation,” Rustram supplied, a moment before Daxian’s Sending informed him of the same.
 
  
 
 While Rustram revelled in his minor victory, the boss pursed his lips and sighed. “Right. I’ll be honest, I have no idea how we should deploy. Suggestions?”
 
  
 
 “Well, Wang Bao already volunteered for the vanguard, so I say put the Death Corps in the centre, Ulfsaar, Lang Yi, and Dastan as the rear guard, with the resting quins and Protectorate on either flank. The Death Corps hold the line or advance to support Wang Bao, Ulfsaar and Lang Yi wait in reserve, and both types of cavalry are free to move where they’re needed.”
 
  
 
 And woe to any Defiled who came across the Protectorate.
 
  
 
 “Alternatively,” Daxian interjected, using the same condescending tone one used to correct a child, “The smart thing to do is to use one unit of Death Corps as your vanguard and place the other two on the flanks. They’re the most heavily armoured troops you have, which makes them the best equipped to handle any... unexpected situations.”
 
  
 
 “Won’t be no unexpected situations. Yer second’s plan will suit us just fine.” Surprisingly enough, Sai Chou spoke up in Rustram’s defence, though in retrospect, he realized it was because Daxian had subtly insinuated the two lines of scouts might miss something.
 
  
 
 “My second, and your superior.” Unfazed by the boss’s stern glare, Sai Chou spit once more before grudgingly accepting the reprimand with an apologetic shrug. In recent days, the boss had become something of a stickler for protocol, a change Rustram wholeheartedly embraced. It was high time the boss put his foot down and stopped letting his soldiers do as they pleased, especially now that they were entering a war-zone. Discipline and training were their greatest weapons against the Defiled, and without them, the Empire would have been lost millennia ago. Also, Rustram needed all the help he could get and he’d long had his mind set on promoting Silva as his aide, a move the boss was reluctant to force on the lazy but literate bastard.
 
  
 
 Until now.
 
  
 
 “We’ll go with Mister Rustram’s deployment,” the boss declared. “Li Song, I’m handing you command of all three hundred Death Corps, but I’ll send Viyan and Birca to help. Let me know if you need more able bodies, and I’ll do what I can.” Her ears a flutter, the stony-faced cat-girl nodded and the boss continued. “Anything else? No? Okay then. Get your people in order, we leave within the hour. Dismissed.” Staying in place, the boss signalled for Rustram to remain behind and predictably, Daxian stayed as well. “Sorry I couldn’t give you more warning. I didn’t expect Colonel Hongji to say no.”
 
  
 
 “We all serve at the Emperor’s pleasure,” was all Rustram could come up with.
 
  
 
 “Seems like it. Thing is, I don’t mind the lack of rest. We’re tough, we can handle it. It’s this whole asinine plan we’re supposed to follow. It is, hands down, the stupidest way to fight a war I have ever seen.”
 
  
 
 “Scared?” Though his handsome face remained impassive, Daxian’s voice did all the sneering for him.
 
  
 
 “No. Actually, I’m looking forward to killing some Defiled.” A true gentleman, the boss didn’t let his irritation show. “Problem is, we’re facing an Enemy who outnumbers us ten to one, so riding out in piecemeal groups to face them on an open field hardly seems productive. We can hardly kill them ten to one while taking a defensive position. How bad will it be out there in the wild?”
 
  
 
 “Fool.” Dismissive as ever, Daxian explained, “We must ride out to meet the Defiled to show the world we are not afraid. Our victories will be spoken of on every tongue in every bar and brothel in the Empire, raising morale and providing hope to those in need. The warriors left behind to guard, the farmers working the fields, the merchants hiding in their homes, all still have a part to play and without them, we are truly lost. The Defiled are a threat, but it is the Enemy who will be our undoing.”
 
  
 
 “Still stupid. If you want to raise morale, then lie.”
 
  
 
 “And what happens if those lies are proven false?” As much as he hated to admit it, Rustram agreed with Daxian on this count. If the Empire loses the trust of the people, then the consequences would be dire indeed.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, the boss asked, “Then what happens when some idiot makes a mistake and loses a thousand soldiers?”
 
  
 
 Despite all his accomplishments, it seemed like the boss would forever be a worrier, which Rustram found oddly endearing.
 
  
 
 With a shrug, Daxian replied, “Then the loss will fuel the Empire’s desire for justice and vengeance. As Mister Rustram said, we all serve. In life or in death, the Emperor cares not.”
 
  
 
 “How... uplifting. If this soldier turned bandit turned mercenary thing doesn’t work out, I foresee a lucrative career writing greeting cards in your future.” Clutching his rabbit a little closer, the boss sighed and said, “I need you to speak with the quartermaster and make sure we have enough supplies for the entire trip. I want us operating on the assumption that we won’t be able to hunt or resupply until we’re back in Sinuji. I doubt the Defiled will think to taint the water supply or scare away the wildlife, but better safe than sorry.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “Also, send word back to Luo-Luo and tell her stop production on the repeating crossbows and focus her efforts elsewhere. They’re too inefficient for the cost, in both coin and manpower.”
 
  
 
 This was his chance. “Why not adjust the crossbows for a heavier draw? We can easily do it here in the field and while it will take more effort to load each quarrel, even at half the rate of fire, they’ll still have their use.”
 
  
 
 “...See, this is why you’re my second in command. Daxian, you best keep him safe, because I can’t survive without him.” Clapping Rustram on the shoulder, the boss grinned and said, “I was too focused on the repeating part, but I suppose normal crossbows will work too. Write a letter anyways and tell her we’ll be unreachable for the next little while so she won’t panic when I don’t return her messages.”
 
  
 
 “Er... Are you sure you don’t want to write the message instead, boss? And maybe say something to the rest of your wives?”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Right again. How are you still single? Now stop making me look bad and get to work, before I send a letter telling my mom her Disciple is a slacker.” With a playful wink, the boss dismissed Rustram, who strode off with head held high and Daxian in tow, ready to butt heads with the quartermaster over every gram of grain and millilitre of water. While history might not remember Rustram’s name, he was content in the knowledge that Imperial Consort Falling Rain considered him ‘indispensable’.
 
  
 
 Granted, he rather have a loving wife and children to call his own, but until such a time, this would have to do.
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 “Luo-Luo, I’m bored. Let’s go out and play, ya?”
 
  
 
 Innocuous as the statement seemed, Luo-Luo jumped in fright, and not just because Lin-Lin dropped in from out of sight, hanging upside down from the tree branch just outside the window. Repressing the memories of her last adventure with Lin-Lin, Luo-Luo wracked her brain for an excuse, any excuse to remain in her safe, sheltered room. Sweet and charming though she might be, Lin-Lin’s idea of fun not only differed from Luo-Luo’s, it also walked a thin line between insane and suicidal. Climbing trees taller than buildings without so much as a rope, racing at breakneck speeds through grass fields on their quin-pulled rickshaws, or exploring the dark alleys and twisted streets of SuiHua’s seedy underbelly with only a single guard as protection, it was all too much for Luo-Luo to handle. She’d much rather sit in the courtyard playing music or composing poetry instead of running about with reckless abandon, but in Lord Husband’s absence, Lin-Lin had gone from lovable trickster to incessant... dare she say it...
 
  
 
 Lin-Lin was a curmudgeon.
 
  
 
 Even though Luo-Luo didn’t say it out loud, using such foul language even in her thoughts made her blush with shame, but she still couldn’t bring herself to follow along with whatever deranged activity Lin-Lin thought of next. Luckily, she had good reason to deny the grouchy half-hare, so she put on her most sympathetic smile and said, “As much as Luo-Luo would like to join you, have you forgotten our promise to Ser Charok? We agreed to look after little Tali and Tate while he trains with Ser Gerel, so we must remain at home until they arrive. Also, Luo-Luo has much to do regarding Lord Husband’s business ventures, which may take most of the day.” It only took a few minutes to write a letter explaining Lord Husband’s instructions and it was already on its way to Nan Ping, but what Lin-Lin didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. Feigning sympathy, Luo-Luo added, “If Lin-Lin wishes to go exploring, then Luo-Luo will be happy to remain here and look after the children, though this means Anrhi and Sorya will also have to stay so they can look after the animals.”
 
  
 
 Puffing her cheeks in a sinister pout, Lin-Lin huffed and turned to the animals in question. The half-hare wasn’t the only one to turn malcontent in Lord Husband’s absence. Aurie and Sarankho were all but inconsolable and the bears were little better, all of them camped by the gates and menacing everyone who entered the courtyard as if blaming them for not being Lord Husband. Sympathetic as she was, this resulted in Luo-Luo spending most of her days locked inside her room for fear of being attacked, or worse, dragged out on another of Lin-Lin’s insane adventures.
 
  
 
 “Fine.” Lin-Lin’s reply was curt and churlish, crossing her arms while still upside down. “But when they get here, we’re all going out to lunch. I want fresh dumplings, not delivered ones. It’s not the same. No matter how fast the guards run, it’s always too cold by the time they get here, and you’ve been cooped up inside for two days now. It’s not good for your health, ya?”
 
  
 
 On the contrary, staying home was in the best interest of Luo-Luo’s health. Expecting resistance, Lin-Lin glowered until Luo-Luo meekly agreed, her stomach sinking at the thought of another day filled with restless anxiety interrupted by moments of heart-stopping panic. Having secured Luo-Luo’s agreement, Lin-Lin’s scowl reverted to her customary smile as she jumped down to prepare, falling from Luo-Luo’s second story window to land neatly on her feet. “Come my sweet floofies, it’s time to put on your clothes. You hafta look your best so you don’t scare the people in the city, ya?”
 
  
 
 As if a silk shirt and hat were enough to make people feel safe in the presence of a vicious predator.
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, Luo-Luo prayed for someone to save her from Lin-Lin. These harrowing incidents always began with something innocuous like lunch, and then somehow, before she knew it, Luo-Luo would find herself stuck with no avenue of retreat, her eyes wide and knuckles white as she awaited the horrors to come. To make matters worse, Lin-Lin knew how terrified Luo-Luo was, but instead of taking a step back, the well-intentioned but misguided half-hare got it into her mind to ‘acclimate’ Luo-Luo to the ‘thrill’ of life. There was even talk of teaching Luo-Luo to fire a bow so they could go hunting together, a prospect which had Luo-Luo trembling from head to toe in a cold sweat.
 
  
 
 It was too much for a sheltered, faint-hearted lady like herself, far too much.
 
  
 
 A knock on the courtyard doors interrupted Luo-Luo’s waking nightmare and a burst of optimism flooded through her, hoping this was the answer to her prayers. When the door opened to reveal their unexpected caller, Luo-Luo’s optimism faded away, only to be replaced with surly dejection as Lin-Lin squealed with delight. “Yan-Yan!”
 
  
 
 Mother Above, why must you taunt your children so?
 
  
 
 “Hello Lin,” the horned hussy said, smiling as she twirled Lin-Lin about. “How have you been?”
 
  
 
 “Bored! Are you staying in town? When did you get here? Tali and Tate will be here later, so eat lunch with us, ya? Luo-Luo, come down, it’s Yan-Yan!”
 
  
 
 Quashing the urge to close her window shutters and throw a tantrum in her room, Luo-Luo tidied her appearance and left her shawl behind before heading out to greet the woman who ruined all of Luo-Luo’s hard work. If Yan hadn’t left those quins in Lord Husband’s yurt or had the sheer audacity to sneak into his bed, then Lord Husband would have long ago succumbed to Luo-Luo’s feminine charms. Instead, all her efforts had only driven him into this hussy’s arms, and now all of Central was talking about their betrothal instead of Luo-Luo’s. A most vexing outcome, made so much worse by how close she’d come to victory only to have a veritable stranger swoop in and snatch it out of her grasp.
 
  
 
 And now she had to go smile and play nice with the homewrecker.
 
  
 
 Greeting the hussy with an elegant curtsy, Luo-Luo bent lower than decorum demanded, flauntin her curves before Yan’s boyish frame and short hair. “Consort Luo greets Sister Yan.” While curtsying, she studied Yan’s outfit with a critical eye, wondering how the woman had the nerve to go out in public dressed like a strumpet. No, saying such was a disservice, for even the most vulgar of harlots wouldn’t dare be seen in public wearing skin tight leggings, leaving nothing of her hips, thighs, or buttocks to the imagination. Scandalous is what it was, outright pornographic even, but considering Yan’s... deficiencies on her upper body, she supposed the woman was merely working with what little she had to offer.
 
  
 
 Yan’s smile was as false as her inflated reputation, her animosity towards Luo-Luo as plain as day. “There’s no need to curtsy,” Yan said, helping Luo-Luo stand. “Even though you’re merely a consort who was foisted onto Rain without warning, we’re all one family now.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. What a hateful, detestable woman. Unfortunately, without Li-Li, Lord Husband, or Mila here to shelter her, Luo-Luo had no choice but to swallow the insult, for Lin-Lin was too innocent and guileless to see through it. Pulling them both into her embrace, the half-hare giggled and said, “Yay! This is so nice, ya? We should go see if Mi-Mi wants to join us for lunch so we can all catch up together.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds great.” Gently extricating herself from Lin-Lin’s arms, Yan turned away so the sweet girl couldn’t see her dour grimace, as if being close to Luo-Luo offended her ‘delicate’ sensibilities. Spotting the half-worn shirt around Aurie’s neck, Yan grinned and sauntered over with her customary salacious gait, those all-but-exposed hips swaying from one side to the next. “Hello darling Aurie,” she cooed, grabbing the wildcat’s cheeks in both hands as she pressed her forehead against his. “Aren’t you just precious in your little shirt?”
 
  
 
 “Mwarrrrrrrrrrrr,” Aurie yowled, his fangs bared as he pulled away to settle down with a huff, a cold reception which gave Luo-Luo a small measure of satisfaction. If this brazen half-deer thought it was so easy to win Lord-Husband’s pets over, then she was in for a rude awakening. Luo-Luo had been feeding the wildcats for days now, tossing them whole raw chickens and meaty sheep shanks to feast upon and they still treated her with frosty disdain.
 
  
 
 “Aww, sweet baby, you miss your daddy, don’t you? It’s okay, he’ll be back soon enough.” Digging her slender fingers into Aurie’s thick fur, Yan rubbed the wildcat’s head until he rumbled in what was apparently delight. Before long, Aurie’s head laid on Yan’s lap while the other wildcats and bears jostled around her for their share of affection while the horned hussy laughed and giggled. Even the rabbits were now hopping over to greet this stranger, squeezing out between the bars of their enclosure where they were usually content to lay about.
 
  
 
 Unfair. Yan had spent so much less time around the animals than Luo-Luo, so how could she win their trust so easily?
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous.” Her arms still wrapped around Luo-Luo’s waist, Lin-Lin whispered, “Yan’s always been good with animals, but they’ll come around to you soon enough, ya?” Flashing an impish grin, Lin-Lin ran over to join Yan and the animals, leaving Luo-Luo standing with her handmaidens off to this side.
 
  
 
 At least until Luo-Luo saw her handmaiden’s pleading looks. With an inward sighed, she waved her hand and said, “Go ahead.”
 
  
 
 At least Anrhi and Sorya had the decency to look ashamed before scurrying off to join the animal cuddle pile.
 
  
 
 Though she seriously considered it, Luo-Luo decided it’d be too rude to leave without saying a word and knowing Lin-Lin’s penchant for keeping everyone together, the sweet girl would pout and mope if Luo-Luo insisted. Taking a seat nearby, she kept a wary eye on the animals while doing her best to be a part of the gathering, but her distance and lack of participation meant she was once again on the outside looking in.
 
  
 
 Was this to be her life forever more?
 
  
 
 “Has Rain named the bunnies yet?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but I can’t remember them all. The brown one is Tawny Yi, and... I think George is over there.”
 
  
 
 “...The one trying to force its way into Jimjam’s mouth?”
 
  
 
 “Ya.”
 
  
 
 Yan giggled. “I can see why you don’t let Shana stay here.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t laugh Yan-Yan, she almost ate a bunbun. This one, I think. Or maybe that one. I’m not sure which. All I know is hubby called it Hopper.”
 
  
 
 “I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet.” So was Luo-Luo, but she hated to agree with Yan, even on something as basic as this. Oblivious to Luo-Luo’s thoughts, Yan and Lin-Lin chatted about this or that, and Luo-Luo sat and smiled in silence. Soon, the conversation took a turn to their recent exploits, and Lin-Lin cheerfully detailed each torturous event she put Luo-Luo through. Yan’s smile grew with each passing second, and when Lin-Lin was done with her tale, the horned hussy said, “Well, that sounds like so much fun. I’m so jealous of all the fun you had together.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be!” Lin exclaimed, not noticing the blood draining from Luo-Luo’s face. “We can all have more fun today!”
 
  
 
 “Wonderful,” Yan said, her voice oozing with delight. “Why don’t we start with racing rickshaws?”
 
  
 
 This... this... Bitch!
 
  
 
 Luckily (or perhaps not... it remained to be seen), Lin-Lin preferred to try new things rather than the same old things. “Mm, I was thinking we could go hunting instead, ya? Luo-Luo can use one of hubby’s crossbows and we can stay out for a few days.” Lowering her voice to what she thought was a whisper, but was still loud enough for Luo-Luo to hear, Lin-Lin added, “She’s so jumpy and nervous all the time, I thought I could build up her courage. You know, bring her around and show her there’s nothing to be afraid of so hubby won’t leave her behind all the time.”
 
  
 
 As touched as Luo-Luo was at Lin-Lin’s misguided intentions, she moved quickly to block Lin-Lin’s suggestion of a multi-day hunt. “Pleased as Luo-Luo would be to join you, there is still work to be done, so until everything is dealt with, this one would be remiss if she were absent for too long.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring her as if she never spoke, Yan pinched Lin-Lin’s cheeks and said, “Be honest, you adorable scamp. You’re just angry Rain left you behind, and you couldn’t complain because she’s here too.”
 
  
 
 Lin-Lin’s sheepish giggles revealed the truth behind Yan’s words and Luo-Luo’s spirits plummeted. Did this mean she was expected to ride with Lord Husband to war? As loathe as she was to be apart from him, Luo-Luo was petrified by the mere thought of living on the front lines. Even SuiHua felt a little too close for comfort with so many injured soldiers streaming into the city for treatment and rest. In fact, this was the very reason Yan had returned, to replenish her soldiers lost in battle, which is why Luo-Luo kept quiet and accepted the horned hussy’s abuse. Luo-Luo’s heart ached for the valiant warriors left behind, but such was life, and she was grateful for their heroic sacrifice, but that didn’t mean she hoped to join them.
 
  
 
 What could she, a mere Imperial Servant with no training in battle, ever hope to accomplish on the front lines?
 
  
 
 While Luo-Luo was frozen with fear, Yan continued her conversation with Lin. “As much as I’d love to bring you hunting, we can’t. Not only do I have other matters to attend to, you forget that we’re in a military zone under martial law. We can’t go traipsing around armed with bows and crossbows, not without drawing unwanted attention.” Turning to Luo-Luo, Yan smiled sweetly and said, “Tell me, what sort of business does Rain have you working on? Perhaps we could help lighten the load, but I’m afraid all I know is it has something to do with... cheap iron? We didn’t have much time to speak of it.”
 
  
 
 Even her interest sounded condescending, but Luo-Luo grit her teeth and explained to the best of her ability. “Sister Yan is correct, though also incorrect. Cast iron is more than just cheap iron, for it offers a whole new vista of possibilities. Even Lord Husband has yet to comprehend the full breadth of his discovery, too focused on its use in war effort to consider the deeper implications.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Her full, pink lips pressed to hide a smug smile, Yan asked, “What sort of implications?”
 
  
 
 “Well... all sorts.” Flustered by how quickly Yan cut to the heart of the matter, Luo-Luo fell back on an argument she had already used, but to no effect. “It’s so easy to create and use, we could replace so many mundane items with cast iron alternatives, like wagons, ploughshares, furniture, and more. Why -”
 
  
 
 “Wagons?” Interrupting with a frown, Yan shook her head and said, “An iron wagon would be far too slow and heavy for a team of two horses. Four or six horses to a wagon would increase costs significantly, which all but invalidates any benefits a sturdier wagon might bring.” As Luo-Luo prepared her rebuttal, Yan continued, “Unless... What if you made the wagon smaller? Say, enough for two to four passengers... On the flat plains of Central, we could use them to move water and ammunition to patrolling units, or rush heavily injured soldiers back to safety and Healers.”
 
  
 
 There was something in Yan’s eyes which kept Luo-Luo from saying she didn’t think the idea was feasible. Perhaps the poor girl was speaking from personal experience, having lost soldiers on her journey back to SuiHua. Not an unreasonable assumption since it took her at least eight days to make what should have been a five day journey...
 
  
 
 “Wah, so smart.” Clapping her hands, Lin-Lin added, “And if those stinky Defiled show their ugly faces, then you can just smash them with your wagon, ya?”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 “Yes!” Yan exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement. “We could fix blades to the wagon to clear grass and Defiled alike. It wouldn’t work on a wooden wagon, the whole thing would come apart or be far too difficult to carve, but iron can be welded together. Can it be protected from rust? Oh, who cares, if it’s as cheap and easy as you say, then even as a disposable weapon, it could be worth it against the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Stomach queasy from picturing vehicles of destruction smashing through flesh and bone, Luo-Luo was saved by Tali and Tate’s arrival. She was so happy to put an end to this line of inquiry, she didn’t even mind that Tate threw himself into Yan’s embrace instead of hers, his plump, pink cheeks blushing as Yan smothered him in kisses.
 
  
 
 What was it about Yan which drew men and animals alike to her? In Luo-Luo’s eyes, the half-deer woman was beautiful indeed, but she was far from the ideal Luo-Luo’s instructors instructed her to become. Perhaps that’s what infuriated Luo-Luo the most, that in spite of all the hard work and effort she put into becoming a paragon of grace and beauty, Yan barely had to lift a finger to rival, if not surpass her. As aggravating as it was, on some level, Luo-Luo was glad for the competition. After surpassing all her peers, she finally had a challenge to overcome, a trial laid out before her by the Mother Above.
 
  
 
 And no matter how difficult a trial might appear, the Mother always left a path to salvation. Luo-Luo only had to seize it.
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 Gen felt the old man watching him.
 
  
 
 No, not watching, but Watching, or Scrying as Mentor preferred, an older, more scholarly word to say the same thing. Gen thought it a waste of effort and energy to quibble over what to call things, but Mentor was rather particular about it. Names, designations, honorifics, and titles, Mentor considered all this of paramount importance, for perceptions were formed through not-so-meaningless labels. The more one perceives, the more one discerns. The more one discerns, the more one knows. Since knowledge is power, this meant perception was the first step on the Dao to power.
 
  
 
 Gen still couldn’t grasp why names were so important, but Mentor had spoken and he would obey, because the alternative was... unpleasant.
 
  
 
 This was also why Gen kept his eyes closed and breathing steady while his skin prickled and hairs stood on end, a near daily occurrence since the old man joined them. A fortuitous happenstance, Mentor called it, and while Gen agreed at first, he soon discovered the old man was little more than an incessant bother who brought nothing of value to their efforts. Nestled away in his opulent carriage or hidden inside his lavish bedroom, the old man would Scry on Gen for hours on end when not otherwise occupied with his own training or other carnal amusements. Why the old man found him so fascinating Gen could not say, but Mentor had ordered him not to reveal the true extent of his abilities, so instead of setting the old man’s carriage on fire, Gen pretended he hadn’t noticed the daily intrusions and continued his meditative training, moulding Earth’s Fire to his will inside his Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 He’d much rather learn while slaughtering his enemies on the battlefield, but Mentor’s orders were absolute, so here Gen sat in some Western City he’d never heard of, so close to the action, yet at the same time, so far.
 
  
 
 Soon after their fated meeting, Mentor opened Gen’s eyes to the truth. The Heavens had blessed him with not only mastery over Fire, but Earth too. Such was the secret to his metallic hands, for where Earth and Fire met, Metal forms. An Auxiliary Blessing, Mentor called it, like Wood born of Earth and Water or Lightning from Fire and Wind, but Mentor disliked calling them by their ‘blended’ names. Calling Gen’s Blessing ‘Metal’ was like calling a person ‘human’, technically correct but too broad to be of any use. Earth’s Fire differed from Fiery Earth, but how, Gen couldn’t say.
 
  
 
 The why or how didn’t matter though. All Gen cared about was how to use his power, and Mentor taught him well. While not inherently more powerful than a Primal Blessing in one of the four basic Elements and not as rare as an Esoteric Blessing like Sound or Space, an Auxiliary Blessing offered its wielder more options at the cost of increased complexity. Where others only needed to learn the intricacies of a single Blessing, Gen was forced to spread his focus between three, Earth, Fire, and Metal. Too much of one without the others would cause an imbalance in his Energies, limiting his potential and hindering his Martial Dao.
 
  
 
 A hundred years. This was the time-frame Mentor gave him, a hundred years before he might be deemed competent enough to wield his Blessing to its full extent and match the hidden Divinity who foiled Mentor’s plans in the North, the mysterious Warrior blessed by Sky’s Water, or Cloud as the Imperials called it. Of course, in a hundred years time, Mentor will have already killed the meddling Divinity and conquered the Empire, but Gen was still determined to exceed Mentor’s expectations. A hundred years to match a Divinity, but how many years before he was strong enough to kill Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 Not even one. If that scrawny, piss-eyed runt were to show himself today, Gen would tear the tender flesh off his bones and cook it before his eyes, devouring the Devourer piece by delectable piece. Number One Talent in the Empire? Pei. Only because Gen was not there to contest him.
 
  
 
 Distraction Is The Enemy Of Development. You Must Learn To Focus Your Mind Little Worm.
 
  
 
 Reeling from the unexpected rebuke, Gen keeled over as the powerful Sending lanced through him and overwhelmed his senses. It’s not that Mentor couldn’t control his volume when Sending through the Demons, he just didn’t bother to because he believed pain and suffering were effective teaching tools. Mentor didn’t care if Gen bled from his eyes, ears, nostrils, and mouth, or that each word Reverberated through his bones and inner organs, leaving him in crippling agony for hours without reprieve. Mentor saw this as an incentive for Gen to grow strong enough to resist, while also presenting him with the opportunity to practice his Reverberation countermeasures and Healing.
 
  
 
 Careful not to let his anger get the better of him, Gen steadied his breathing and hid his rage from the Demon beside him, for Mentor’s consciousness inhabited it. Both guardian and warden, the armour-clad Demon was one of Mentor’s newer creations, one almost indistinguishable from human at first glance. Almost being the key word, for the Demon bore an air of inhuman menace about it. Perhaps it was how utterly still it sat, never breathing or shifting its weight about as people tend to do. It could also be the intense, unblinking stare peering out from behind its encased helm, those bloodshot eyes seething with unquenchable fury. Oddly enough, what Gen found the most discordant was the complete lack of decoration or ornamentation. This not only diminished the Demon’s overall magnificence, it also brought attention to the lack of seams, hinges, clasps, or cinches on its sleek, black ‘armour'.
 
  
 
 In some ways, Mentor seemed brilliant and all-knowing, but he favoured function over form no matter the cost. This Demon and its many identical peers would command so much more respect if Mentor cared to stylize them, but as things were, they appeared more like faceless grunts instead of heroic champions.
 
  
 
 When Gen first shared his thoughts on the matter, he learned Mentor was not a man who accepted criticism lightly.
 
  
 
 Keeping his emotions in check, Gen readied his defences and kowtowed to the Demon as he Sent, “This worm is grateful for Mentor’s guidance.”
 
  
 
 Gratitude Is Meaningless. This Sovereign Craves Results Little Worm, Yet You Are Found Wanting. So Slow, So Stupid, Barely Worth This Sovereign’s Precious Time.
 
  
 
 Despite his ample preparations, Mentor’s Sending still left Gen writhing in agony, each word echoing through his mind to set fire to his nerves. Each breath of air came laced with wretched anguish and every movement a bitter torment, but Gen pushed through the pain and settled his nerves, for if he took too long to recover, then more chastisement would follow. His face still pressed to the floor, he Sent, “This worm is unworthy.”
 
  
 
 What Thoughts Trouble Little Worm?
 
  
 
 Mentor’s question was not borne of concern or interest, merely a tool used to identify the issue plaguing his favoured toy. That’s all Gen was, a curio here to satisfy Mentor’s fleeting interest in his Talent, his gift of Oration, and perhaps accomplish something useful in the meantime. Loathe as he was to submit, Gen had no choice but to answer honestly, for somehow Mentor always knew when he lied. “This worm finds the Confessor’s attentions distracting.”
 
  
 
 A Minor Disturbance, Not Nearly Enough To Agitate Little Worm So.
 
  
 
 Trembling from the strain of keeping himself together, Gen Sent, “This worm was also imagining what he would do to the Devourer.”
 
  
 
 So Unworthy.
 
  
 
 Mentor’s disdain cut Gen like a searing hot knife in the kidneys, but he held his tongue and endured, knowing he would only receive worse if he showed weakness.
 
  
 
 Aim Higher, Little Worm. Predator and Devourer Make For A Dangerous Pair, But Devourer Is Nothing Without This Sovereign’s Guidance. Little Worm Advances By Leaps and Bounds While Devourer Flounders and Falters. Set Loftier Goals and More Ambitious Aspirations, For He Is No Match For Your Talents.
 
  
 
 Gen struggled to draw breath as blood pooled beneath his face, but luckily, he didn’t need air to Send. “This worm understands.”
 
  
 
 Good, Good. The Time Is Fast Approaching. You Remember Your Instructions?
 
  
 
 “Yes Mentor.” Gen’s answer didn’t matter, for Mentor still insisted on repeating his instructions, perhaps because he enjoyed watching Gen writhe about in agony or because Mentor thought so little of Gen he believed the reiteration necessary. Either way, by the time Mentor was finished and had withdrawn from the Demon, Gen lay at death’s door from the torturous instruction. Though overflowing with rage and indignation, he let none of this show as he pushed himself to his feet, unsure if Mentor was truly gone or merely pretending. Staggering through the puddle of his own blood, he made his way out of the study and back to his room, leaving the mess for the servants to deal with. As he passed by, he marked every person who saw him so he would know who to kill later. Whether it be later tonight while the Confessor’s attention was elsewhere or a hundred years later, Gen would kill everyone who saw him in his weakened state.
 
  
 
 Which included the decrepit Confessor and Gen’s Mentor himself, the hateful and conceited Zhen Shi.
 
  
 
 It took an entire hour for Gen to Heal himself enough to move unhindered and another hour before he was confident enough to speak before a crowd. Impressive as his growth had been, he still wasn’t strong enough to kill thousands with a wave of his hand, not like Zhu Chanzui. The battle against the mysterious monk had been eye opening indeed, for it had been the first time Gen had witnessed the awe-inspiring might of a Divinity. Two peak existences, one Ancestral Beast and one Dharma Protector, clashed before his eyes, and if not for The Immortal’s protection and the Armoured Demon’s intervention, then Gen would have died in the first exchange.
 
  
 
 Not because the monk was aiming to kill him, no. His death would’ve been mere happenstance, torn apart by the aftershocks of a collision between titans, one powerful enough to level an entire city much less the small town of Sinuji. This power was his goal, not in a hundred years or even fifty. A mere decade was all he would need before the mysteries of Heaven laid bare before him, for he had a secret the Spectres hid from Mentor’s prying eyes.
 
  
 
 While they obeyed Mentor because he forced his will upon them, the Spectres willingly served Gen, for he was the Chosen Son of Heaven, and soon-to-be Emperor of All Creation.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With the serving girl in his lap, Goujian Watched Gen’s conversation with his unseen Mentor, a most mysterious Expert simply titled the Uniter. A man of considerable power, considering he commanded not only all of the Defiled, but The Immortal as well. How strong one must be to force an Ancestral Beast to obey, Goujian could not say, but even with his newfound grasp of the Truth, he was still a long ways off from matching the Bristleboar Divinity, much less the power that backed him. Though Goujian believed they were all Chosen of Heaven working towards the same goal, he’d lived too long and seen too much to let his guard down easily. In his time spent serving Imperial propaganda, he’d seen family and friends turn on each other at the mere mention of his name, without a care in the world if the accused were innocent or guilty. Even four of his five remaining Disciples had betrayed his trust, so why would Goujian trust a traitor like Mao Jianghong or the cowardly Uniter who hid in the shadows?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, thus far his efforts had failed to bear fruit. Jianghong always knew when Goujian was Scrying and Gen did little besides eat, train, and sleep. A diligent and hardworking young warrior, Gen was living proof of Imperial lies and a shining example to be followed. If only Yuanyin were so devoted to the Martial Path, but Goujian’s last living Disciple was too enamoured in the pleasures of the flesh. Stroking the serving girl’s thighs, Goujian admitted he too was somewhat distracted, but at least he spent his nights in restful meditation instead of the drunken stupor Yuanyin found himself in time and time again.
 
  
 
 Tomorrow, Goujian decided, nibbling the servant’s tender shoulder while Gen tended to his injuries. Tomorrow, he would have a word with Yuanyin and set an example for the boy’s errant ways, for they were both newcomers to the cause and had much to prove to their newfound allies.
 
  
 
 A few hours later, Goujian put an end to the festivities, for Gen had changed into his armour and was now readying his horse, which meant there was work to be done. Tossing the cold, mangled corpse aside, Goujian idly wondered when the serving girl had died, for he’d been too lost in pleasure to notice. A shame, for in their deaths, he often glimpsed scattered fragments of the Truth, putting to use the skills he’d once used to serve the Emperor, only now, he served the Empire.
 
  
 
 Balance in all things, for where there is life, there must be death. Such were the Truths revealed to him by Heaven Above, his mind clear and eyes open.
 
  
 
 Though an ordained law of Heaven, Truths such as this were too much for the ignorant and unenlightened, too much even for fragile Yuanyin, so Goujian was careful to clean away all traces of blood on his person. After rinsing his beard and washing his face, Goujian put on a robe and strode out to the balcony. Basking in the warm sunlight, he made a show of languidly stretching before ‘noticing’ Gen’s presence in the courtyard. “Afternoon, young warrior,” Goujian Sent, wearing his most cordial smile as he waved at Gen below. “How rare to see you out and about. Fancying an afternoon ride, are we?”
 
  
 
 “No,” Gen replied, his Sending clear and crisp as a Warrior twice his age. “There are new arrivals to greet in city square. Would you care to join me to greet them?”
 
  
 
 Perfect. “Gladly, for it is always a treat to see you at work,” Goujian Sent, stepping off his balcony to glide down to the courtyard. Not two months ago, his skill with Lightening would have only been enough to let him land with delicate ease, but now he could almost drift away on a breeze. Or rather, that’s what it felt like, even though no amount of Lightening would be enough to accomplish such a feat, but still, it was more progress than he’d made in decades before. Clapping Gen on the shoulder, Goujian reassured the boy with a nod. “Lead the way, Young Warrior, and this one will follow.”
 
  
 
 An honour for the boy no doubt, showing him the respect he undoubtedly believed he deserved, but Goujian’s skin was thick and his confidence complete. While Gen rode through the city streets, Goujian ran alongside, hand folded behind him as each of his low, bounding steps covered tens of meters before touching the ground again. Though he didn’t need to flaunt his strength, he found the reactions to his movements immensely satisfying, like a god among mortals. He wasn’t quite at that level yet, but to these lucky, liberated souls inhabiting the Western City of ShiBei, he was close enough.
 
  
 
 Within a quarter hour of setting out, they arrived at the city square where they were greeted by an army of captured Imperial soldiers guarded by Chosen Elites. Stripped of their armour and surrounded by their supposed Enemy, the Imperial soldiers were dusty and defeated, but otherwise untouched. Many had even received medical care for their injuries taken in battle, a far cry from the maiming and torture they’d expected. More Imperial lies and deceptions proven false, but clean bandages and warm meals would not be enough to overcome a lifetime of indoctrination.
 
  
 
 Soon though. Soon, these poor, ignorant souls would see the Truth...
 
  
 
 As before, Goujian waited for Gen’s permission before heading onto the stage. The boy knew how to turn a phrase, but Goujian’s lifelong reputation was still a formidable weapon for their purposes here today. As he looked over the crowd and waited for silence, he noted plenty of native residents from ShiBei also in attendance, though as far as he knew, they had not been forced to come. A good sign all things considered, for revealing the Truth was only the first step to dismantling the shield of lies generations of Emperors had hidden behind.
 
  
 
 The next step would be bloody revolution, and for that, they would need an army, which was where he came in.
 
  
 
 “My name is Goujian,” he began, his voice echoing over the crowd and throughout the City. “You all know me. Perhaps not by sight, and perhaps not by name, but you all know my title.” Pausing for dramatic effect, he flicked his sleeves, crossed his hands behind his back, and struck a regal pose with his head held high. “I am the Confessor, Founder of the Aspirants and Former Director of the Purge.” The crowd emitted a chorus of gasps as the defeated soldiers gazed upon him with a mix of rage, loathing, and curiosity. “You all know the stories of my zeal. You all know my mantra, that it’s better to kill a thousand innocents than let one Defiled go free. You’ve heard my less flattering titles, perhaps even used them yourself. Emperor’s Bloodhound, Tormentor of Defiled, The Mad Inquisitor, all this and more speaks for itself, so you must all be wondering, ‘why is The Confessor here, standing alongside the Enemy?’.” He paused again, and he knew he had their attention. “I stand here, because I have always been an Adherent of the Mother, a warrior of faith, and a Defender of the People. I stand here, because the Empire is rotten to its core and has lied to you for centuries, if not millennia.”
 
  
 
 His words were met with outrage and disbelief as loyal soldiers defended their sovereign as they were taught to. Goujian stood still and accepted their denials and insults without batting an eye, waiting until their ire died down to speak again. “The Emperor is good, the Emperor is great, may Heaven bless the Emperor with ten thousand years of boundless longevity. This is what we are told to say, but have you ever asked yourselves, why? Why is the Emperor good? What has he done for you? You soldiers fought for him, your comrades died for him, yet where is he now? Here you stand in beautiful ShiBei, on the border of West and Central, and the proof of the Emperor’s scorn is all around you. What do you see? What do you hear? Nothing! There are no Imperial soldiers riding to support you, no Imperial efforts being made to free the West. When the Western Wall fell, not a day passed by before the Emperor closed the borders, and even as we stand here today, the Empire is hard at work erecting a new wall just east of here. The Emperor is not good. The Emperor is not great. The Emperor has abandoned the West and everyone in it, and when we break through their new, ramshackle Wall, the Emperor will abandon the rest of the outer provinces just like they abandoned you. It is for this reason and many more, that I, Goujian, stand here before you, forever a defender of the people. I stand on the side of justice and virtue, and seek to overthrow the Dog Emperor and his cowardly lackies. Where do you stand?”
 
  
 
 The crowd remained silent in the wake of his declaration, shocked that the Confessor would ever side with the Defiled. There was more to it than he could explain in a few sentences, for while many might turn stark raving mad when confronted with the Truth, this only showed they had not been Chosen by Heaven. His part was done now, having broken wide their misconceptions, and now it was time for young Gen to take the stage. Looking the part of noble young hero, Gen greeted the crowd with a martial salute, and it buoyed Goujian’s spirits to see a good fifth of the crowd saluting back. More out of confusion and habit than true respect, but it was a start. “My name is Gen,” the young Chosen said, his skills far surpassing any young talent his age. “The Emissary of Earth’s Fire. I have come to share my tale and bring you truth and freedom. Not one year ago, I was just like you. Less even, for I lived a humble life outside the city of Sanshu, on the shores of...”
 
  
 
 The crowd hung on the boy’s every word, and truth be told, so did Goujian. There was something about the way Gen spoke which drew you in and made you feel... alive. Goujian couldn’t explain it, but there was much he had yet to understand in regards to the Truth.
 
  
 
 No matter, he had plenty of time yet to unravel those mysteries. Let the Emperor build his wall while those poor deranged souls kept them occupied. Even mad as they were, they knew who the true Enemy was, and perhaps they might even emerge victorious, though Goujian had his doubts. The Empire had vast reserves of strength which had yet to take the field, and no matter how many Divinities the Uniter had gathered, Goujian wagered the Empire had more. Thus, with Gen and Goujian working together, they would build an army of Chosen, Heaven’s invincible host who would sweep through the Empire and raze it to the ground so that a new Empire might arise from the ashes. Thus far, Goujian found no one better to lead it than young Gen here, a true dragon among men. Goujian even had a name for the boy, should he so choose to accept it.
 
  
 
 Shen Tian Zi, the Divine Son of Heaven, first Sovereign of the Holy Azure Empire.
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      Chapter 409: Respite - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 It’s only the morning of the fifth day during our first foray on the front lines, and already I’m dealing with a crisis of epic proportions.
 
  
 
 Not a great start, but if you look at it another way, I went a whole four days without disaster, so overall, not too shabby.
 
  
 
 Despite going to great lengths to be ready for any and all possibilities, evidently my efforts were not enough. Then again, what could I have done differently? It’s not like I didn’t foresee the possibility of this happening, but all the planning and preparation in the world can’t insulate me from simple human error. Short of keeping a cloud-stepping Expert solely dedicated to this one task, I see no other way I could’ve avoided this particular pitfall, but unless I reveal more than I’m comfortable with, there’s no way to secure the services of said Expert. My hands are tied on this, so it’s not my fault things went south so quickly. Sadly, those responsible are not here to suffer the dire consequences of their actions, leaving me and my retinue holding the ball.
 
  
 
 We’re all out of shrimp, which means King Pong will not be happy.
 
  
 
 Hoping to soften the blow, I’ve laid out a veritable feast of seaweed, fish, and dried fruit for him to feast upon, but the adorable turtle tyrant is not so easily won over. While Mama Bun and Blackjack noisily snack away at the offerings, Pong Pong’s tiny turtle head swivels back and forth in search of his daily dose of shrimp, but alas, the familiar wooden box is nowhere to be found. Eyes narrowed and lips pursed, Pong Pong turns his attention towards me and my heart skips a beat. Mouth dry and smile strained, I launch into my prepared explanation. “I know, you’re asking ‘where’s the shrimp?’, and let me tell you, I’m wondering the same thing.” I’m fairly certain he doesn’t understand human language, but Pong Pong is smart enough to learn a few key phrases. ‘Shrimp’ sits firmly at the top of the list, his eyes widening and mouth opening upon hearing his favourite word. So adorable, but it looks like I must disappoint. “Look little buddy, we’re a long ways from the Azure Sea and it’s hard to keep food fresh. We should’ve had enough to last us the full ten days, but they were starting to spoil so I fed it all to Ping Ping last night.” Judging by his huff of anger as he glares at his titanic wifey, her name is another word Pong Pong understands. Wholly unintimidated, Ping Ping continues feasting on smoked fish and cabbage beside us, which only serves to infuriate little Pong Pong even more.
 
  
 
 Scooping the angry turtle into my hands, I stroke his head to soothe his anger. The tension gushes from his body beneath my gentle ministrations and my butt-cheeks similarly unclench. With the crisis averted, I let out a small sigh of relief and chuckle at the sheer absurdity of my situation, held hostage by a gluttonous Divine Turtle who could turn me into meat paste without lifting a finger. Granted I don’t think he would, but knowing he could is enough to make me think twice about disappointing the little lord turtle.
 
  
 
 He’s lucky he’s so damn adorable...
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t have mentioned Ping Ping, not while talking about a subject as sensitive as shrimp. As much as I’d like otherwise, their relationship has yet to blossom into the fairy tale romance I’d once envisioned. Divinity or not, it’s hard to say how smart Pong Pong really is, but his mentality can best be described as that of a selfish seven-year-old child. Maybe it’s because she’s strong enough to threaten him or maybe he’s insecure about his size, but Pong Pong treats Ping Ping as more of a rival than friend, always glaring at her during mealtime if she’s around. It’s a good thing Ping Ping is a sweet and gentle soul, paying the small-but-fearsome turtle no mind, else I might have a battle of the turtles on my hands.
 
  
 
 Or maybe she’s too scared to glare back. So sad. I was so excited for mixed-baby quasi-divinity turtles and I’d also like to know how strong Ping Ping is compared to Pong Pong. Everyone thinks she’s close to Divinity, but if that were the case, then why does she need the Protectorate to look after her?
 
  
 
 Thanks to my maxed-out head-scritching skills, Pong Pong’s anger soon abates and he acquiesces to dining on something besides shrimp. Hopping out of my hands, he promptly begins devouring all the smoked fish and shredded cabbage in sight, leaving the dried fruits, seaweed, and other miscellaneous foodstuffs untouched. I can’t tell if it’s a coincidence he’s eating Ping Ping’s favourite foods or if he’s targeting them on purpose for revenge, but either way this outcome is preferable to sitting ringside seats at a turtle tussle. Magnanimous as always, Ping Ping doesn’t bat an eye, probably because she’s used to sharing food with Mama Bun, Blackjack, the quins, and the laughing birds, so one more Pong Pong isn’t much.
 
  
 
 It also helps that for every one of her bites, Pong Pong needs like a hundred to match it. It might be my imagination but the big girl almost seems amused by his attempts to steal her food, sitting there with a smug glint in her eye as she savours every mouthful while Pong Pong chomps away at maximum speed. Along with the rhythmic crunching emitting from Mama Bun’s cheeks and Blackjack’s squeals of delight as he goes to town on a chicken leg, this symphony of gluttony sets my mind at ease and lets me forget all my worries, if only for a moment.
 
  
 
 Pets are so much work, but I can’t imagine going a day without them. I don’t know what I was thinking trying to quit floofs cold turkey, but I’m glad Pong Pong, Mama Bun and Blackjack tagged along on this pointless and stressful excursion. The quins and laughing birds aren’t affectionate enough to satisfy my cuddle quota, but Blackjack sitting on his bum while hugging a drumstick twice his size is all it takes to recharge my floof batteries to full.
 
  
 
 He eats like people. It’s the cutest thing ever!
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, all good things must end. Their bellies full and bladders empty, Mama Bun collects Pong Pong and hops into my embrace while Blackjack climbs atop my head, all three of them ready to go back to sleep. Spoiled pet jokes aside, I can’t blame them considering the sun has yet to rise, not to mention we have four days of hard travel behind us and six more ahead. This will be the last day we spend marching west and tomorrow we’ll turn around and head back for a week of rest, relaxation, and defending Sinuji from errant Defiled before repeating this entire futile and meaningless exercise once again.
 
  
 
 What fun.
 
  
 
 Thus far, it’s been all skirmishes and night raids, which means we’ve mostly kept to ourselves. Aside from the daily check in, we’ve seen neither hide nor hair of the advanced scouting parties moving parallel to our position. Why the Defiled don’t group up and target one of the smaller scouting parties I couldn’t say, but the Enemy doesn’t seem too concerned about ‘minor’ issues like winning or losing. From what I can tell, they care more about fighting for the sake of fighting rather than winning the war.
 
  
 
 Then again, I doubt it’ll matter. The Western Province is filled to the brim with new recruits just waiting to go full murder-hobo...
 
  
 
 Thus far, there’s been no sign of the recently turned, as the Defiled have all been of the sand-dwelling variety, a human-leather turban-sporting bunch who like to go shirtless and show off their warped, discoloured torsos. It makes their women look particularly revolting, but luckily, both genders care enough to cover their shame and spare everyone the sight of their withered nether regions. Apparently, this is thanks to some unholy concoction they slather themselves in to protect from exposure out in the barren deserts of the West. Aside from giving their skin the colour and texture of porous, desiccated stone, the concoction also makes it tougher than rhino hide, but their partial-nudist tendencies means they also shy away from body armour, making them that much easier to kill. Tough skin is easier to deal with than the iron breastplates, like the ones Yo Ling armed his Butchers with, so I’ll take it.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to boop Mama Bun on the nose, I say goodbye to Ping Ping, mount Zabu, and bring the nap pack with me to relieve Li Song from watch duty. Truth be told, my Martial Aunt presents something of a conundrum. Though surprised by her willingness to join my retinue and flattered by her trust, it’s made our interactions rather complicated. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s here and she’s been a great help, but I’m not sure how our dynamic is supposed to work now that I hold her chain. As her ranking officer, I can technically order her around with impunity, but I don’t want to overstep my bounds and betray her trust by ordering her to do something she doesn’t want to do. I’m still calling her ‘Martial Aunt’ in public while she simply calls me ‘Rain’, which I’m fine with, but ever since we left SuiHua a week ago, a few issues have cropped up here and there which has me tiptoeing around her all the time.
 
  
 
 Take for example my current predicament. On Daxian’s advice, I split my entire retinue into four squads to make it easier to schedule shifts. It took some finagling to figure out who would work best with whom and how to best distribute the soldiers, but in the end, we decided on the following setup.
 
 Sai Chou and the Protectorate are joined by Bulat’s scouts, and together, they make up Turtle Squad, on account of their turtle defending proclivities. Li Song along with Chey, Green, and Yellow Units are Tiger Squad for obvious reasons, while Rustram, Wang Bao, Ulfsaar, and Ravil make up Phoenix Squad, fitting nicely with their whole ‘second chancers’ theme they have going on. That leaves me with Dastan’s former retinue, Lang Yi’s former slaves, Red Unit, and Jorani’s – no, it’s Erkin’s now – unit of scouts, and together, we’re Dragon Unit, as in the Rising Dragon, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Sure the squad names are a little cringey and childish, but they make me smile. What used to be Baledagh’s childish immaturity is my childish immaturity, so it’s high time I embraced it, though I won’t go as far as shouting my attack names as I use them.
 
  
 
 ...Well, maybe once or twice to try it out and see how I like it. Water Bullet! Tsunami Blade! Err... Gushing... no... Swirly... Whatever, I’ll figure out the names as I go.
 
  
 
 For awhile, everything seemed to be working fine only... I’ve noticed a minor, almost inconsequential issue, and I’m not sure if I should bring it up. See, the day has four shifts but night watch duty only has three, so each squad gets one night off every four days. Yesterday, I had first shift and handed second shift over to Li Song and Tiger Squad. Today, I have third shift, which is why I’m up so early, and I’m taking over for... Li Song and Tiger Squad.
 
  
 
 See the problem?
 
  
 
 Second shift is easily the least desirable because you sleep for a few hours, wake up for guard duty, then go back to sleep. Since we usually rotate through the shifts, I should’ve taken second shift today while Li Song took third, but while I was drifting off to sleep last night, I realized Dragon Squad has never taken second shift on night duty. Since it was too late to do anything about it, I gave in and accepted the favour, but like... what do I do now? Thank Li Song, obviously, but I’m not entirely happy about it. While her intentions may be good, it’s not fair to make Tiger Squad take second shift two nights in a row. How do I bring it up without sounding too harsh? Should I even mention my misgivings? Li Song showing initiative is a good thing, right? Except... what if her motivations are wrong? What if she’s only doing this because I’m holding her chain and she feels obligated to serve?
 
  
 
 So complicated. This is why I hate being social. There’s so much to think about and there’s almost never a right answer, it’s too exhausting. Still yet to decide, I arrive at the eastern edge of camp to find Dragon Squad ready and waiting as they should be. Standing at full attention, Li Song greets me with a nod, sombre and serious as always. “Good morning Martial Aunt,” I say while dismounting, hiding my smile as her cat-ears twitch and flutter, the only sign of happiness on her stony-faced demeanour. “Dragon Squad reporting for duty.”
 
  
 
 With another businesslike nod, Song replies, “Nothing to report. No sign of the Defiled throughout the night. Tiger Squad is ready to stand down. Command of the camp is yours.”
 
  
 
 Since departing from Sinuji, not only have we come into conflict with multiple Defiled war bands each day, we’ve also been attacked every single night. Since the Enemy has yet to make an appearance tonight, it means they’ll probably show up soon enough, but I’m wholly confident in Dragon Squad. Turning to my soldiers, I say, “You heard her. Head out to relieve Tiger Squad at their posts. Keep your eyes open and weapons ready.”
 
  
 
 The shift change is always a stressful time, so Li Song and I stand in strained silence while it takes place, ready to spring into action if the Defiled take advantage of the confusion to attack. It’s never happened before, mostly because all the Defiled we’ve come across behave like rabid animals, but it could happen. After a few uneventful minutes, the last of Tiger Squad are trickling in and the danger of ambush is past, so my mind returns to agonizing over what is probably nothing. You know what? It is probably nothing. I doubt I’ll get any complaints from the Death Corps, so I’ll talk to Chey later and maybe she can shed light on how her people feel about the issue.
 
  
 
 Dismissing her people with a wave of her hand, Li Song remains rooted in place and chews her lower lip. If I’m being honest, it’s super hot, but I can’t afford to think like that, not while I hold all the power. Knowing why she stayed behind, I hand Mama Bun and Pong Pong over and smile as she nuzzles the confused and sleepy Mama Bun, who gives her new handler a sniff before going back to sleep. Unwilling to be separated from his adopted mommy, Blackjack hops off of my head and lands lightly atop Li Song’s, his tiny body barely sinking into her silken brown hair.
 
  
 
 So young and already Lightening, truly not all animals are equal.
 
  
 
 Also, stop having weird thoughts about Li Song. I thought I had things figured out between us. She’s my Martial Aunt who sometimes misunderstands my actions and intentions, but that’s okay. We were usually cool so long as I kept my distance, but now, things are different. Even though I’ve been wearing Li Song’s chain for an entire week, it still feels heavy around my neck, a mental burden and overwhelming responsibility I wasn’t ready for. What I want to know the most is, what changed her mind? Why did she all of a sudden decide she could trust me? Did she overcome her fear of me on her own or was it something I said and/or did? If it’s the latter, what was it so I don’t fuck this up?
 
  
 
 “A word of advice?” Li Song’s request interrupts my pensive indecision and I idly note yet another change in our dynamic. She never used to ask for permission, but recently she’s been more cautious about speaking. After I nod for her to continue, she grimaces and says, “It’s about our manner of address. I have been pondering the matter for some days now, and have decided it is not in your best interests to continue in this informal manner.” Her nose wrinkled in displeasure, Li Song spits the word out like she finds it offensive. “In public, you should not address me as ‘Martial Aunt’. It sets a poor precedent for morale and discipline. The soldiers must adhere to the chain of command and addressing me as your senior may cause unnecessary confusion.”
 
  
 
 She spent days pondering this? That’s... so... cute! Clearing my throat to keep from laughing, I reply, “Okay. So what should I call you in public?”
 
  
 
 “By military regulation, I am a team leader and you are the commanding officer, so I think it’s best if we addressed each other as such.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds good, Team Leader Song. May I still call you Martial Aunt in private?”
 
  
 
 Her ears aflutter, Li Song solemnly grants me permission with a stately nod. “If that is all Commander, then this Team Leader shall depart.”
 
  
 
 Ah fuck it. Just say it. “Ah, one more thing.” Though her back is already ramrod straight, she somehow straightens up even more, her eyes widening ever so slightly in alarm. Too late to abort now. “I’ve noticed Dragon Squad has never taken the second night shift. Why is that?”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” Obviously nervous, Li Song shifts and places Mama Bun directly between us before answering, “This Team Leader took it upon herself to arrange things so. As the commanding officer, I thought it would be best if you remained as well-rested as possible.”
 
  
 
 “The sentiment is appreciated, but unnecessary.” Stopping myself before I pat her arm, I awkwardly lower my hand and continue, “I wouldn’t ask my soldiers to do anything I’m not willing to do.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Li Song slowly nods and says, “Yes... You wouldn’t.”
 
  
 
 After a few seconds of agonizing silence, I cough and scratch my neck while carefully choosing my words. If only I could destroy the chain and Li Song’s Oath along with it, but that would only tie us together permanantly. “Er, that’s all I have to say. I should get to supervising.” Perfect. No commands or demands at all, leaving her free to do whatever she wants.
 
  
 
 “Yes Commander.” As she marches off, I realize I’m staring at her butt and avert my gaze, but the sight has already been engraved in memory. Less peach and more pear, her curvy posterior sits nicely atop two shapely thighs, an enchanting sight if I ever saw one. With her striking green eyes, long, braided ponytail, flawless, olive skin, and ample bosom, Li Song is a stunning beauty and exactly the type of woman I used to dream about. While Lin, Mila, Yan, and Luo-Luo are all beautiful in their own way, and I love the first three with all my heart, if we’re talking physical appearance and nothing else, Li Song is the only person I know who checks all my boxes.
 
  
 
 Tall, leggy, toned, and busty. Perfection...
 
  
 
 ...
 
 


 
 Well... Akanai and Yuzhen also fit the bill, but that’s it.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Dammit, Alsantset is also exactly my type, as well as Tanaraq and Tursinai, but I could never see any of them like that. Especially Tursinai, she’s too cheery and sociable for us to ever have a relationship. Plus, she’s married. And more than a little crazy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, Zian’s mom is also my type. For a human woman, she’s really kept things together. She’s older than Zian’s uncle, but when they stand next to each other, they look more like father and daughter than brother and sister. It would never happen, but wouldn’t it be funny if we got hitched? I’d be Zian’s step-father and Jia Yang’s brother-in-law. God, it might be worth it just to see the looks on their faces when I tell them the good news...
 
  
 
 A piercing whistle puts an end to my indecent daydreaming as I track the source, a modified, blunted arrow used by the scouts to provide advanced warning to the camp. A clever piece of work if I say so myself, though it was harder to craft a working prototype than I thought. I should send word to Charok when we get back to SuiHua, I’m sure he’ll have plenty of advice to offer -
 
  
 
 Focus, idiot. We’re under attack. A big one too, or else Jorani – no, Erkin wouldn’t bother waking the entire camp. Finally, a real challenge. Maybe this time, there’ll even be a decent Champion to test my skills against. Oh, and I should also practice my Beyblade Aura, and maybe even shoot someone with Unity. So many things to practice and so few targets, trials and tribulations abound.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 The piercing howl cut through the darkness and Jorani’s hair stood on end. Though he’d heard the signal arrows before, it was a whole different beast when heard in the early morning gloom while camped in hostile territory. The whining wail warned of enemies abound and heralded the coming of bloodshed and death, two things which made Jorani’s asshole pucker. Steadying his quin with one hand and readying his Spiritual Weapon in the other, Jorani took a deep breath to mentally prepare for this upcoming clash with the Defiled. No matter how many battles he took part in, this part never grew easier. He felt physically sick, his brow coated in cold sweat as he fought the urge to vomit his breakfast of dried rations. How people like Dastan or the Bossman were so eager to match blades with the Defiled, Jorani would never understand, just as he’d never understand how they could revel in the chaos and slaughter, or how Ral could sit there without a care in the world, his silly grin replaced with an uncharacteristic frown without a trace of fear to be seen. A coward through and through, it seemed like fear and anxiety were built into Jorani’s very being, an integral part of him which would never change.
 
  
 
 The signal arrow’s howl died down as it shot off into the distance and only then did Jorani realize his scouts had yet to move. Instead, they all gawked westward and strained their eyes, rubbernecking about like shit-brained fools who didn’t have the first clue as to what was happening. Choking down a string of expletives, he shifted his quin over to Erkin and lightly tapped the gape-mouthed fool on the shoulder to remind him to take charge. Though more than competent as a team leader, after taking command of the entire squad, Erkin had developed a tendency to freeze in the face of adversity. Jorani blamed himself for not putting enough thought into choosing his successor, but after days of agonizing over the decision, he had yet to come up with a second choice who could do better. Unlike Wang Bao’s former Butchers or Ulfsaars cutthroats, Jorani’s people were a bunch of sneak-thiefs, lookouts, gangsters and the like, hardly the type used to taking charge.
 
  
 
 Overwhelmed by his responsibilities, Erkin did what he always did: he looked to Jorani for help. Doing his best to look supportive, Jorani mouthed, “You can do this. Follow the plan.” And soon, because judging by the enraged roars and rustling grass, the Defiled were preparing to charge and Jorani didn’t want to be standing in front of them when they did. Their job was to alert the camp, which they did, then break into two groups to split the charging Defiled and lead them diagonally away from the camp, so that the waiting defenders could charge into their exposed flanks. Simple and effective, this basic strategy had served them well time and time again these past few days, and hopefully, it would work again today.
 
  
 
 Luckily, with only a modicum of support, Erkin rose to the occasion. “Crossbows ready,” he ordered while fumbling to follow suit. “Er… Spread out and do not engage. Uh... ready for tactical retreat!” Once reminded, Jorani’s scouts let their training take over as they followed Erkin’s orders, looking more like tried and true soldiers with each passing day. The repeated rigors of battle in the past few days was forging his rag-tag group of ruffians into an organized and disciplined fighting force. Though still a far cry from matching the likes of Dastan’s cavalry or the shabbily-dressed Protectorate, it would only be a matter of time before his people could hold their heads up high as true soldiers and experienced veterans of the Empire.
 
  
 
 The thought should have comforted Jorani, but instead it left him with sleepless nights and gut-wrenching terror. His people were bumbling fools who were wholly unqualified yet somehow had made it through their latest ordeals largely unscathed. What if there were other veteran forces who were equally incompetent? Or worse, other commanders faking it like he had? If this were true, then the Empire was doomed even before Ancestral Beasts took the field.
 
  
 
 Putting aside his doubts and insecurities, Jorani turned his quin about and joined the orderly retreat, his crossbow loaded and ready to fire back at the soon to arrive Defiled. Having learned from his mistakes, Erkin said, “Remember, we got advanced sentries west of us, so hold yer fire til yer sure it’s Defiled.” As if to prove his point, a handful of quin-riders burst from the grass and joined them in their measured retreat. Noticing a riderless quin running alongside them, Jorani’s stomach twisted into a knot as he looked down the line to find out who was missing. Not only were the advanced sentries the sneakiest and stealthiest soldiers the squad had to offer, they were also the people Jorani worked with the most, so each loss weighed heavily on his heart. Though casualties had been light thus far, the seemingly inexhaustible hordes of Defiled were wearing them down slowly and the death toll would only increase with time.
 
  
 
 Jinoe. Ciro. Kimi. Ronga. Awdar... One by one, Jorani went down the checklist until he figured out who the missing scout was through process of elimination. Unwilling to believe it, he looked up and down the line in search of the familiar face, but Siyar was nowhere to be found. Much as Jorani wished otherwise, it appeared that the one-time smuggler had met his end at the hands of the Defiled, a loss they could ill afford. Not only was he the best scout in Jorani’s – no, in Erkin’s squad, Siyar might even be the best scout in the retinue, so long as you didn’t include the Protectorate or the Bekkie bodyguards. Not only that, but the bossman had gifted Siyar with a Spiritual Weapon only a week ago, and now that weapon was lost. Replacing it would be costly since Spiritual Hearts didn’t grow on trees. Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate since some Spiritual Hearts were grown from trees, but it took thousands of years for a plant to produce one, a time investment few could afford.
 
  
 
 Swallowing his grief, Jorani used it instead to fuel his anger in preparation for the battle ahead. On Erkin’s orders, they split up to spread the Defiled thin, with one group heading north east led by Ronga while Jorani joined Erkin and Ral heading south-east. Seconds after their split, the Defiled finally came into sight, a horde of bare-chested savages wearing human-skin head-wraps. There were so many of them today, at least a thousand chasing behind him and an equal number chasing the other group. Seeing so many Defiled, Jorani wasted no time and fired at the closest one, his bolt taking the screaming primitive through the heart and stopping him in his tracks. Galvanized by the kill, Jorani urged his quin to run faster while painstakingly working the lever on his crossbow, drawing the string back and releasing the next bolt into the groove. There was a time when he could work the lever with one hand, depress the trigger with the other, and unload twelve bolts in as many seconds, but now he needed both hands and several seconds to reload a single shot. While the old rate of fire felt better, they lacked the stopping power of these retooled crossbows, a trade he was more than happy to accept.
 
  
 
 With plenty of targets available, his second bolt claimed another kill, but he couldn’t tell for his third, fourth, or fifth shots, their trails lost in the mayhem and confusion. Then there was no more time to fire as the rumble of hoofbeats sounded from the west, so Jorani put his crossbow away and took up his Spiritual Weapon, coiling the length of rope around his forearm, wrist, and hand as he’d done so many times before. To his horror, none of the other scouts followed suit as they continued reloading and firing bolts at their Defiled pursuers. With no time to adhere to the chain of command, Jorani shouted, “Cease fire! Cease fire! Friendlies incoming!”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, whether out of habit, sound judgment, or because his incomprehensible shrieking confused them, the other scouts holstered their crossbows, and not a moment too soon. With an earthshaking crash of steel, grass and Defiled alike were flattened before the charging horsemen. The bossman wasn’t leading the charge, which meant he was leading Lang Yi and the Death Corps to crush the other group. The bossman made every one of his squad leaders and their subordinates memorize these ‘game plans’ and all their variations, a demand which seemed excessive at first but had quickly paid off. Since the retinue had a dearth of Senders, this meant everyone was on the same page as it were, saving the squad leaders from shouting themselves hoarse while giving battlefield orders.
 
  
 
 Though the bossman’s intimidating presence would be sorely missed, Dastan led in his place, driving his massive Guonei Charger to trample through the Enemy. Dozens of Defiled died every second as the fifty elite horsemen rendered flesh and bone to red pulp and white gristle, but it wasn’t long before the power of their charge was spent and gone. Were they faced with sane, rational foes, Dastan’s charge surely would have broken them, but the Defiled were as far from rational as one could get. All the death and suffering only served to fuel their blood-lust as they ignored their losses to close in around the horsemen, moving to pin them in place through sheer weight of numbers and nothing else. That’s what you get when you run fifty horses into one to two thousand murderous maniacs, though perhaps Dastan and the bossman had some plan Jorani didn’t know about.
 
  
 
 A few seconds later, it was clear there was no plan and Dastan was in deep shit.
 
  
 
 Knowing they were doomed if forced into a battle of attrition, Erkin took charge and rallied his scouts. “About face!” he howled, barely pausing before launching his quin headlong into the Enemy. “Support our comrades and help them break free!”
 
  
 
 For all of Erkin’s flaws, the man was no coward.
 
  
 
 Unlike Jorani. Though he knew what needed to be done, he’d faltered for the space of a second and was one of the last to join the counter-charge. Ral hadn’t hesitated, the big oaf neck and neck with his new commander as they crashed into the Enemy. His massive quarter-staff smashed Defiled aside with every swing, a towering force to be reckoned without. After Jorani fell from grace, he told Ral to stick close to Erkin and protect him because their new commander didn’t have a Spiritual Weapon, and as always, Ral obeyed Jorani’s orders without question. Even though it’d long since become a familiar sight, Jorani still found his circumstances hard to stomach. That should be him up there fighting side by side with Ral while leading his unit to rescue Dastan’s encircled cavalry, but instead, he was here at the back, his Spiritual Weapon still yet to draw blood.
 
  
 
 He had no one to blame for his fall from glory besides himself.
 
  
 
 Even Jorani’s mount beat him to the punch as the quin killed two Defiled before he landed his first blow of the day. Though most of his weapon was coiled about his arm like a pseudo-bracer, he wielded a short section the length of his forearm like a flail and lashed out at the nearest Defiled. The Honed rope smashed through a leather head wrap, leaving ruptured skin and tattered flesh behind. Were one to look at the wounds, they’d think Jorani wielded a sturdy spiked club instead of flimsy cord. The fruits of his labour after almost a year of training following the Insight he received while cutting trees back at the Northern Wall. Early on, he’d envisioned himself clearing out clumps of massed enemies with every swing of his weapon, but sadly, he lacked the strength and skill to control it properly. Were he to fight using a longer section of rope, Jorani was certain to become a menace on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 To friend and foe alike.
 
  
 
 Worried he’d accidentally lash one of his fellow soldiers, Jorani guided his quin to the edge of the fray, where he could scrap with minimal worry. Twirling his weapon overhead, his weapon hummed as he loosened his grip and released a full meter of rope to bring death to his foes, clearing the area around him with ruthless efficiency. Circling about, his weapon rendered everything it touched into bits of blood and gore. Rather than cut clean through his enemies like a sword or blade, his weapon slid across their bodies, gouging deep channels through skin and muscle to reveal bone and organs beneath. Hardy bastards though they might be, even these deformed, discoloured Defiled weren’t tough enough to ignore the gaping wounds inflicted by his whirling cord.
 
  
 
 So it continued for a few heartbeats until one Defiled woman read his timing and ducked beneath his attack. Her piercing eyes filled with hunger and malice, she leaped towards him with a wicked grin and bone dagger aimed at his throat. Wrenching his arm about, agony shot through Jorani’s shoulder as he forcibly redirected his rope to hammer her down. Connecting with a thunderous crack, his weapon gouged a bloody fissure that ran from shoulder to hip and stopped her forward momentum. Falling short with a wail of pain and anger, the woman moved to push herself up, but even as Jorani scrambled to finish her off, her scream was cut short as his quin crushed her skull with an almost careless stomp of its taloned foot.
 
  
 
 “...Good quin.” Patting the creature’s long, sinuous neck, Jorani made a note to feed the animal more and make sure it knew he was a friend. Perhaps it was time he gave the animal a name, but a proper one like Slayer, Voracious, or Eviscerator. Then again, Ral named his quin Squeaky, and silly as it was, Jorani had to admit the name fit.
 
  
 
 Following this brief interlude, Jorani returned to killing Defiled, though this time he kept his quin moving so not to have a repeat of what just happened. Blood and gore sprayed about as his weapon scythed through the Enemy, but still they pressed on. Nothing short of a killing blow could stop a Defiled Warrior for long, but even these crazed lunatics seemed reluctant to accept a strike from Jorani’s weapon head-on. One warrior thought to grab the rope, but Jorani gave his weapon a light tug and ripped the flesh from the foolish Defiled’s hands, exposing bone and tendons to the morning air. Despite his failure, the now-handless Defiled’s actions had bought his companions a half step closer to Jorani, and the pressure was mounting fast.
 
  
 
 In an act of sheer desperation, Jorani brought all his strength to bear and released the full length of rope. Darting out like a slithering snake, Jorani timed his Chi with the exact moment his rope stretched taut and Amplified, and by the Mother’s grace, he actually succeeded. With so much force behind the strike, his weapon no longer curved or slid upon impact and instead cut clean through everything it touched. Bisecting multiple Defiled with each pass, Jorani’s weapon sang as it killed Defiled and sprayed blood and gore about, but he wasn’t done yet. Lifting his arm high, he angled his weapon forward so it tore through the air behind him and over his allies’ heads before dipping down to cut a swathe through the encroaching Defiled. To ensure there wouldn’t be a repeat leaper, he had his quin to dart about, either from side to side or forward and back at random intervals. With every revolution, Jorani put more strength into his weapon and Amplified it once again, each rotation moving faster and faster as there were fewer Defiled left to obstruct him. Soon enough, the nearby Defiled had all but retreated out of range to wait him out, throwing the odd stone or weapon at him in the interim.
 
  
 
 Reckless and foolhardy the Defiled might be, they weren’t suicidal.
 
  
 
 This was Jorani’s moment. With his strength alone, he held the Defiled back and prevented them from surrounding his comrades. He couldn’t hold out for long, but thankfully, his efforts were noticed and Dastan bellowed orders to disengage, leading his cavalry and Erkin’s scouts away through the opening Jorani created. Off they rode into the darkness to regroup for another charge, but now Jorani was stuck with a tricksy dilemma. If he left now and escaped with Dastan and the others, the Defiled would head straight for camp, but according to the bossman’s game plan, the shift guards would all be out fighting the Defiled. ‘The best defense is a good offense,’ the bossman said, and even though it didn’t make any sense to Jorani, he kept his mouth shut and nodded along.
 
  
 
 Whether the bossman was right or not, there was no way the sleeping soldiers were ready to fight, so Jorani’s hands were tied. He had to stay here and keep the Defiled occupied until Dastan and Erkin rejoined the fray, but how long would that take? A minute maybe? Could he last a whole sixty seconds standing here by himself? It didn’t sound like a long time, but every second felt like an eternity as Jorani’s arms grew heavy and his Chi reserves ran low. To keep his weapon rigid and circling required constant Reinforcement and Amplification on every rotation, and if he eased up or shortened the length then the Defiled might decide to eat their losses and charge in headlong against him.
 
  
 
 Jorani was only a man, and not even a full man at that. He was a half-rat and a coward, a scout and a sneak-thief, not some peak Expert or hero out of legend...
 
  
 
 Enough whinging and whining. One minute. That’s not too long, you can do this. Fifty-five seconds now, probably. Worst comes to worst, you send the quin away, surrender to the Defiled, and pray they kill you slowly. At least that way, you can buy enough time for the camp to wake. This was all that old, rat bastard’s fault, insisting you take this stupid rope just because your nickname was ‘Hangman Jorani’. Why didn’t you ask for a sword or spear or something? Sure, your rope’s unique and powerful, but also a terrible choice for a first Spiritual Weapon. Okay, Lady Tursinai’s Spiritual Weapon is sort of similar and she only has the one, but not only is she a Bekkie genius, her weapon also has a sickle attached to it, which is pretty much a curved short sword.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 How much longer is this gonna take? Why weren’t you keeping track of time? Fifty seconds? Maybe forty-five if you’re lucky.
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 While inwardly berating himself, Jorani kept a confident sneer pasted across his face, praying the Defiled wouldn’t notice his sweat-soaked tunic or trembling arms. At this rate, he wasn’t going to last the full minute, perhaps not even half. A knot formed in his throat as he desperately considered his options, but no matter how he approached the question, he couldn’t think of a way to escape unscathed without sacrificing his fellow soldiers. In truth, most of the soldiers in camp were more useful and talented than Jorani, whether they be Wang Bao’s Butchers, Ulfsaar’s Cutthroats, the Death Corps, or the Protectorate. Hell, even some of Lang Yi’s peons were strong enough to make Jorani feel threatened, to say nothing of their scary, silent leader himself.
 
  
 
 There was no other option. As the bossman would say, this was the play.
 
  
 
 Stilling his efforts, Jorani let the rope’s remaining momentum play out. His arm held high, the silver cord coiling around it in one continuous spiral until coming to a stop. Not only did it look somewhat impressive and saved him the effort of coiling it himself, it also bought him a few precious seconds as the Defiled collectively flinched in expectation of an attack. Gratified by their apparent respect for his Martial Prowess, Jorani dismounted, sent the quin away, and took a moment to reflect on his life’s decisions before surrendering to the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing death was near, Jorani smiled. Truth be told, for a street-rat from Sanshu, he’d done pretty well for himself.
 
  
 
 As he opened his mouth to speak, the Defiled collectively roared. Hooting and hollering in their harsh, guttural language, they raised their weapons and stomped their feet in what appeared to be derision. While he didn’t understand the language, Jorani had seen enough angry audiences to know the Defiled were upset at him, though they also seemed oddly delighted at the same time. A handful of them jostled and shoved their way to the front where a brief and mostly bloodless tussle ensued, until eventually one broke free from the rest and stomped towards Jorani.
 
  
 
 It was at this point he finally understood what was going on. They didn’t realize he was too tired to keep fighting. They thought he was challenging them to a duel.
 
  
 
 Relief flooded through him as he saw a chance to survive, but it lasted only for a brief moment, right up until he took a closer look at his opponent. A hulking beast of a man, the Defiled Champion made Ral look normal-sized in comparison. Hefting a bone club taller than most men, he bared his teeth in an animalistic grin with sharp, blackened teeth. What Jorani first thought was a dirty sash turned out to be a thick, hairless tail, making this not only the first Defiled half-beast Jorani had ever seen, but also a cousin of sorts on account of them both being half-rodents. Yellowed eyes peeked out from beneath the human-skin head-wrap as the Defiled Champion’s Aura erupted outwards, conveying unshakable confidence and an unspoken promise of pain and misery aplenty.
 
  
 
 Frozen in place, Jorani couldn’t even utter what would’ve probably been his last words.
 
  
 
 A good thing too. It would’ve made for an awkward afterlife if his last statement was ‘Fuck me and the Mother’s crusty cunt’.
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 As the Defiled pour out of the tall grass and make ready to bring their weight of numbers down upon us, I already know things won’t go as planned. Wishing I knew how to Send at a distance, I choke back a sigh and ask, “Argat, Jochi, either of you around?”
 
  
 
 “Yea boss.”
 
  
 
 Nearly jumping out of my skin because Jochi is closer than I expected, I swallow the rude remark I was about to make and instead say, “Tell Dastan and Erkin not to engage. Lure their Defiled here and we’ll engage them together. I didn’t expect there to be this many.”
 
  
 
 “Got it.” Unlike his brother, Jochi keeps the conversation to a minimum when the stakes are high.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, neither Dastan nor Erkin have a Sender in their unit which means I won’t get a response. I hope the message gets there in time, but it’s probably too late. Well-trained veterans that they are, Dastan’s people mustered up and set out much faster than Lang Yi’s, which can only be expected. Still, Dastan’s probably smart enough to know not to charge one or two thousand Defiled with only fifty riders, right? Once Jochi confirms my message has been Sent, I ask, “Where’s your brother?” Sure would be nice to Send two messages at once.
 
  
 
 “Probably still getting dressed. He’s not at his best in the mornings.”
 
  
 
 That and the lack of sleep is probably getting to him. While my retinue has four squads split into three shifts a night, Jochi and Argat have no one to split shifts with, which means they’re only getting four hours of sleep a day. Tenjin and Tursinai are the same, so I shouldn’t push any of them too hard. Granted, I could fix this by sharing a room with Li Song, just to make things easier on our guards and nothing else... No. Stop it. Bad Rain. They’re elite Sentinels, they can handle a little sleep deprivation. Besides, sharing a room wouldn’t even solve anything, we’re still working separate shifts. “Well, I’ll be counting on you then. Have the scouts hang back and hold their fire until after the Defiled charge in. More clumped up targets to pick from. Also, tell Daxian to get his ass into gear and head out and support Dastan, because they might need it.” I can already see it happening. Dastan has encountered Defiled. Dastan used Charge. It’s not very effective. “Mister Rustram is to take Squad two and muster south of this position, then either provide support to Dastan or circle around and hit the Defiled in the flank.” Who should I put on the other side? Li Song’s squad is ready now, but I think I need them here. “Have Li Song and Squad three form up beside us, and send the Protectorate north to mirror Mister Rustram. At best, we pincer the Defiled in and at worst, the Protectorate have access to an open flank. A proper greeting, wouldn’t you say? They travelled all this way to see us, so it’d be a real shame if we let them leave early.”
 
  
 
 “You said it boss.”
 
  
 
 Despite my confident tone and relaxed posture, I’m feeling anything but. This is more for the benefit of my soldiers around us, because you can’t underestimate the value of morale. Then again, these are probably scrub-tier like the other Defiled we’ve encountered, behaving more like beasts than humans as they charge in with reckless abandon. I don’t understand why the Spectres are driving their hosts to the slaughter. I mean, I get that the Spectres are like the embodiment of negative emotions, but what do they get from all this death and bloodshed?
 
  
 
 Shits and giggles, no doubt.
 
  
 
 Putting my questions aside, I turn my attention back to the present. I’ve no doubts we will see off this attack, because the only advantage the Defiled have is their numbers. My retinue exceeds them in every other relevant metric, but even if they’re Death Corps elites or former slaves hungry for vengeance, I worry they might be disheartened by the sheer size of the force arrayed against us.
 
  
 
 A quick glance proves my worries unfounded.
 
  
 
 Eager to begin the battle, Red One and Lang Yi both bear a similar bloodthirsty glint in their eyes, like hungry dogs staring at a juicy steak. Truth be told, I kind of regret putting Dastan, Lang Yi, and Red One in my squad. I thought they’d be the easiest to manage on account of their Oaths and free me from the most annoying obligations of leadership, but sadly, this hasn’t been the case. There’s been a lot of tension in Dragon Squad due to a growing rivalry between the three groups which has quickly turned into reckless disregard for their safety once battle is underway. I like their enthusiasm, but it’s gotten them (and myself) in trouble more than once, but try as I might, I can’t rein them in. I don’t understand why they’re all so gung ho about proving themselves or something, as if desperate to show they’re worthy of the Dragon moniker. Hell, if I wasn’t here to hold them in place, these two knuckle-headed leaders would’ve probably already ordered the charge.
 
  
 
 Honestly, if Li Song and Sai Chou weren’t so dependable, my retinue would’ve probably fallen apart at the seams before reaching SuiHua. Maybe I should promote more women, they seem more level-headed as a whole...
 
  
 
 Taking great pains to hide my inner turmoil, I flash a grin at the soldiers around me and do my best to emulate their crazed, mildly-deranged look. “Seems like a shame to wake the others for this,” I quip, and a few nervous laughs sound in response. “But what’s done is done. All we can do is kill the Defiled as quickly as we can so the others can go back and get their beauty sleep. Mother knows, they need it.” More polite laughs follow, but neither Red One nor Lang Yi crack a smile.
 
  
 
 As if prompted by an unspoken signal, a resounding roar erupts from the Defiled horde and they charge as one. Li Song’s squad has yet to arrive, which means I’m stuck here with about half a squad to defend the entire camp.
 
  
 
 Well, I did ask for a challenge...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Anyone who’d ever seen Siyar cloak himself in shadow would always invariably ask the same stupid question.
 
  
 
 ‘How do you do it?’ or some variation thereof.
 
  
 
 Usually, Siyar ignored those idiots, or if he had to, gave them shrug and a smirk while imagining sewing their mouths shut. If pressed, he’d claim it was a ‘trade secret’ or make up some nonsense. His favourite was that he’d accepted a reclusive Expert as his Mentor, but was Oath-sworn to secrecy and had already revealed too much. Truth was, even if he wanted to explain, he wouldn’t know where to start. How was he supposed to explain something which took years to learn and even longer to master in a handful of sentences?
 
  
 
 For as long as Siyar could remember, the darkness had always been his ally, always there to hide him from someone or something. In his early years, he’d hidden from his drunk, abusive father, or his harridan of a mother, or the pervert uncle next door. He hid from them daily, right up until his parents started looking at Siyar with dubious intent, likely considering the pervert Uncle’s repeated propositions. That’s when he learned the golden rule, to always look out for himself. At the tender age of eleven, he ran away from home with nothing except the clothes on his back. He didn’t run far, only to the next village over, but his parents didn’t spend much effort looking, so it was far enough. To survive, he joined a gang of runaway children working for a man everyone called Big Egg, on account his bald, irregularly shaped head.
 
  
 
 The fifth son of a well-to-do family, Big Egg fancied himself a ‘free trader’, which was a prettier way to say smuggler and fence. In truth, he was a bit player who’d found his niche in Sanshu, a city where only the rich thrived. Back before Falling Rain and the damned Marshal got involved, the Council had a stranglehold on all trade in Sanshu and they loathed competition. Since they owned everything from the guards and accountants to the gates and ports, Big Egg couldn’t sneak or bribe his way in like in any other city. He had to be more creative with his methods, so he started using children to move his cargo. Here, the darkness aided Siyar once more as he smuggled stolen goods through pitch black tunnels and crawl spaces only children could fit inside with no one being the wiser.
 
  
 
 This lasted for a few months until one of Big Egg’s runners got stuck squeezing out of an exit. Instead of keeping quiet and waiting for Big Egg to send someone to find him, the little idiot’s struggles caught the attention of a passing patrol and the jig was up. The exits were nailed shut, Big Egg got slapped with a fine, and the idiot kid went to the gallows. Undeterred by the setback, Big Egg set another plan into motion, sneaking kids through the gates in plain sight. All they had to do was join a caravan on its way into the city and pray their rucksack or dolly wasn’t searched. It worked most of the time, but a single child couldn’t carry much without garnering suspicion, so things were slow going. In times of desperation, Big Egg would have the kids swallow the cargo and retrieve it the next morning, which not only allowed the kids to carry more, but also reduced the risk of search and seizure by the guards. Many a wealthy noble in Sanshu wore gemstones which had once been sifted out of ganger shit, an experience which had soured Siyar on jewellery of any sort.
 
  
 
 Not the most glorious of beginnings, but everyone had to start somewhere. As jobs went, the life of a ‘courier’ to Sanshu was pretty cushy since Big Egg had learned his kids were overlooked more often when they looked clean and healthy. Not to say the job was entirely without risk since capture by the guards meant the gallows. Worse was if you were robbed by rival gangsters and returned alive. Furious over the loss of cargo, Big Egg’s go to punishment was to have the other children beat the unlucky offender to death. The bald bastard never laid a finger on his kids, because Siyar and his companions were so desperate for a place to belong, they were happy to beat one of their own to death, and with their bare hands, no less.
 
  
 
 Children are stupid, which was why Siyar stayed with Big Egg’s gang for three years before parting ways. That’s how long it took him to remember the golden rule, to always look out for himself. He had it all planned out in advance and followed through when Big Egg entrusted him with a valuable shipment into the city, a parcel of diamonds which had ‘fallen’ off a wagon somewhere. Siyar swallowed those diamonds down, joined a caravan into the city, then knifed the overconfident bastard the second they were alone. Big Egg had treated him well, but only because Siyar got things done, so they owed each other nothing. It had to be done, since Siyar was getting too old to be overlooked by the guards and the rival gangsters were getting wise to his tricks. It was only a matter of time before he was caught so it was kill or be killed, a lesson Big Egg taught Siyar well.
 
  
 
 With Big Egg dead, Siyar snuck out of the city and after a quick squat and a long rinse, he offered the diamonds as tribute to join the Sharktooth Syndicate. It was the smartest thing he’d ever done, because birds die for food and men die for wealth. If he’d kept the diamonds or sold them for coin, then he would’ve been robbed or worse, but now he had a crew to watch his back while he honed his skills. He still had to hide, only now instead of guards and gangsters, he hid from soldiers and rival bandits, but he took to the life like a fish to water. Two blood-stained years later, he helped Big-Eyed Kang and Light-fingered Yu seize control of the Sharktooth Syndicate, and that’s when things took off. Together, the three of them turned the Syndicate into a successful smuggling operation, with Kang providing security, Yu handling purchases and falsifying documents, and Siyar making sure the cargo got where it was supposed to go. Though seemingly a glorified wagon driver, his hierarchy in the Syndicate was second only to Kang’s and equal to Yu’s, except Siyar cared nothing for standing, reputation, or making decisions which didn’t concern him.
 
  
 
 All he cared about was looking out for himself, and that was enough.
 
  
 
 While their work would never make them rich, it was enough to live a decent life and that’s what they had until Big-Eyed Kang got it into his fat head to be more than just a bandit and smuggler. The muscle-bound idiot didn’t realize it was better to be the head of a dog than the tail of a lion and convinced Yu to play along. Siyar should’ve cut and run when the two of them hitched the Syndicate to the Council’s wagon, but he foolishly stuck around out of a misguided sense of camaraderie and companionship.
 
  
 
 Turns out, grown-ass men can be stupid too, but this time, Siyar had learned from his mistakes.
 
  
 
 When he spotted the Defiled attack coming in the morning gloom, a plan came together in his head. More out of habit than anything else, he already picked out several hiding spots nearby, and one suited his purposes perfectly. All he had to do was keep his head down and stay put until the battle was over and the bossman left, then Siyar would be free and clear with no one the wiser. Everyone’d assume he was killed or taken away by the Defiled, so they wouldn’t even bother looking for a corpse. It was the perfect opportunity to get away, because sooner or later, soldiering would be the death of him. It wasn’t personal, he just thought it would be best to leave while leaving was still an option, and what better opportunity than this?
 
  
 
 After firing off the signal arrow, Siyar sent his quin away and brought his water-skin, crossbow, and Spiritual Weapon with him as he bolted for the crevice. Dug into the westward side of a half-buried boulder, there was just enough room for Siyar to lie prone inside so long as he hugged his sword and crossbow to his chest. Carefully sweeping away the evidence of his passing, Siyar slid into the dark, earthy pocket, placed a layer of grassy sod over the opening like a blanket, and plunged his hiding space into complete darkness. While optimistically confident his presence would go unnoticed, the ground rumbled with the footsteps of thousands of running Defiled, a sound which filled him with concern as he prayed his efforts were enough.
 
  
 
 If not, his sword would prove small protection against the horde of Defiled rampaging nearby.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Siyar forced himself to breathe and calm down. Staying hidden was 90% preparation, 9% mental fortitude, and 1% luck. He’d made the preparations, and so long as his luck held, then all he had to do was sit tight until the coast was clear. Not an easy task as his instincts demanded he flee or fight, but reason prevailed and he remained still as a corpse. The thunder of hooves, the crash of steel, the screams of the dead and dying, Siyar parsed through the pandemonium to find out what was going on around him. Dastan’s cavalry was nearby, that much was clear, but after the initial charge, Siyar didn’t hear hoof beats fading into the distance like he’d expected. Not a good sign seeing as there were only fifty odd horsemen against maybe twenty times that number of Defiled. In a situation like this, the heavy cavalry should hit hard and fade away, so why was Dastan intent on fighting fair? Fucking nobles were a curious bunch, but Siyar had thought a low-born scrapper like Dastan would’ve known better. Was the bossman and his Death Corps infantry on their way? If so, then they’d better hurry or else...
 
  
 
 Seconds passed by but still there was no change. The din of battle continued to sound out and Siyar imagined a landscape littered with his dead comrades, and it occurred to him that he’d assumed the bossman would emerge victorious from this battle. What would happen if the bossman lost? The Defiled would probably stick around for a week or two, celebrating their victory with a bit of cannibalism and torture while Siyar slowly starved to death.
 
  
 
 Maybe it was time to rethink things through...
 
  
 
 Clutching his crossbow and sword, Siyar experienced a pang of guilt over abandoning the bossman in his time of need. Hell, he even felt bad about leaving his comrades in the lurch. Bulat and Ravil could drop dead for all he cared, but most of the others weren’t too bad, like Jinoe and Ronga who were always good for a laugh, or tasty Kimi who liked to get drunk and jump him for angry sex, or Awdar who owed him fifty two coppers and counting. Hell, even Jorani wasn’t a bad sort. Sure, the lanky rat killed Big-Eyed Kang, but the dumb bastard deserved it. Strutting around with a banner behind him like he was hot shit just because he had a big sword and an Aura, it’s like Kang was asking to get shot. More importantly, both times when Siyar went to the winery, Jorani had his back. The pinched-faced swindler was utter shit at sneaking and not much better in a fight, but he put on a brave face and looked out for his own, which was more than Siyar could say about most.
 
  
 
 By the Father’s Syphilitic Cock... When did he become so... sentimental?
 
  
 
 Repressing a sigh, Siyar opened his eyes to the darkness of his hideaway. He’d never forgive himself if he stayed here, so he might as well head out and die with the rest. Shifting the sod away ever so slightly, he let his eyes slowly adjust to the moonlight. Quietly sliding out of the crevice, he allowed himself a small smile as he checked his surroundings and manually loaded his crossbow. Sunrise was still an hour away, and while the Defiled had better night-vision than most, Siyar was confident they wouldn’t see him coming.
 
  
 
 For the darkness had always been his ally.
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 Buffeted by waves of icy-cold terror, Jorani watched his doom unfold like a spectator watches a play. A small part of his brain demanded he run or fight, do something, anything, but he couldn’t. Unable to even draw breath, his lungs burned and knees quivered as he stood rooted in place, helpless to act as the Defiled Champion drew closer and closer, his massive club and black grin growing larger with each step. This was how Jorani would die, reduced to meat paste in front of a crowd of thousands, with no friends or allies to save him. Faced with overwhelming power, there was nothing he could do, his fate sealed the moment his opponent unleashed his Aura.
 
  
 
 No. Jorani’s fate was sealed the moment he was born to a common washer-woman from Sanshu.
 
  
 
 The strong thrive and the weak survive, such was the way of the world. Maybe if his father hadn’t been an absentee deadbeat then things would be different, but with neither wealth nor power, Jorani was destined to a life of mediocrity. While he was busy scrounging for bread and coppers, others fortunate enough to be born into better families ate the best of meals and received the finest instruction. Jorani was seventeen when he first found Balance, almost a decade later than the average noble, and bound his Spiritual Weapon only a year ago. Having come to power so late and with so much working against him, how was he ever supposed to measure up to his peers?
 
  
 
 If only GangShu had stuck around or provided some sort of support. The stingy old bastard could’ve supported a hundred thousand families and still have coin to spare, but instead he left Ma and Jorani to fend for themselves, because ‘rat daddies don’t stick around’. Jorani wasn’t even the worst off of his unfortunate half-siblings either, like poor Sorya and Anrhi were sold into slavery after their mother passed away. Who knew how many others never made it to adulthood?
 
  
 
 Why was Daxian so fortunate? Daxian the Virtuous? More like Daxian the luckiest bastard in the fucking Empire, but that’d be hard to write on a breastplate.
 
  
 
 Back then, news of a half-rat rising to the rank of Major had made waves throughout Sanshu, and Jorani had been the butt of so many jokes. More than a little jealous, he had looked into his supposed half-brother and cursed his good fortune. At fifteen years old, Daxian joined the army as a private and quickly rose through the ranks on sheer talent alone, easily the match of any young talent nurtured by the ruling factions. After earning his Captaincy at eighteen, Daxian won his Spiritual Weapon in an army-sponsored tournament by defeating all competitors in a massive free-for-all melee. At twenty two, he earned his promotion to Senior Captain during a Defiled raid on an outer fortress, killing fifteen Champions in successive duels before leading his unit in an all-out charge to rescue three senior officers from what should have been a hopeless situation. Then, at twenty-six, he fought off an ambush from not one, not two, but three Demons, and even killed one in the process of saving his commanding officer and thereby securing his promotion to Major.
 
  
 
 A rags-to-riches story only found in fables and dramas, it was one meant to inspire and embolden, but back then, Daxian’s success had pushed Jorani into a spiral of depression. They both shared similar origins, so why were they as different as night and day?
 
  
 
 Because unlike Jorani, their father supported Daxian, the only one GangShu gave any care or attention to.
 
  
 
 They never admitted it, but that was the only explanation for Daxian’s strength. Why Daxian and not Jorani, or any of the other dozens of kids GangShu had lying around? Why was the Mother so unfair? The past year proved Jorani had no lack of talent, he only lacked the time and resources needed to become an elite Martial Warrior. He’d made great strides along the Martial Path in a short amount of time, but even the fastest sprinter needed time to catch up when given a handicap measured in years. Jorani was out of his depth facing an Aura-capable Defiled Champion, a helpless lamb before a starving tiger. Maybe if he’d been trained by the old bastard from young, like Daxian so obviously had been, then Jorani would also have an Aura, but as things stood, he was still years away from even attempting it. Even then, there were Martial Warriors who trained their entire lives and never condensed their Auras, so who was to say Jorani would be any different?
 
  
 
 He wouldn’t be. He knew this in his heart of hearts. He was weak, and such was the way of the world.
 
  
 
 Strength. He needed strength and a lot of it if he wanted to survive, and he most certainly did. He thought he was ready for death, but he wasn’t. There was still so much he had yet to do, so much he still wanted to do. He wanted to find a wife, settle down, have kids, and give his family everything he and Ma never had. He wanted to be a hero, a leader his warriors could respect and a man his children could look up to. He wanted to prove that bastard GangShu wrong, prove his entitled half-brother Daxian wrong, and show them both that Jorani was better than they thought. He still remembered the disappointment on GangShu’s face the first time they met. “Oh?” GangShu had said, his eyes narrowed and nose wrinkled like he was looking at a pile of garbage instead of his abandoned son. “Yer Hangman Jorani? That can’t be right.”
 
  
 
 Scathing condemnation and casual disregard in one simple statement. Not exactly the reunion with dear old dad Jorani had dreamed about as a child, but he didn’t know why he ever hoped for more from his rat-bastard of a father.
 
  
 
 All this and more passed through his mind in a matter of heartbeats as Jorani’s hour of death drew near. The hulking, bare-chested Defiled Champion made his way over until, following some unspoken rule of duelling, he stopped about twenty paces away to stretch in anticipation of a good fight. Sadly, the greyish, human-leather wearing savage would soon be disappointed, for he didn’t know Jorani was helpless before him. The part of his brain not gibbering in terror found that odd, because surely his opponent knew Jorani didn’t have an Aura to counter him. That’s how it should work, right?
 
  
 
 Not that it mattered. Even if neither of them had an Aura, Jorani didn’t stand a chance. This was a Defiled Champion, a natural-born killing machine who thrived on death and bloodshed. Opposing him was a street-rat from Sanshu, here only by a strange quirk of fate. Falling Rain could’ve chosen any of the surviving bandits to be his figurehead, almost all of them more qualified than Jorani. Perhaps that’s why he was chosen in the first place, because Rain wanted someone pitiful and pathetic to control, an expendable stooge to use against the Council. If it wasn’t for GangShu asking Falling Rain to look after him, Jorani would probably have died after the Battle for Sanshu, kissed by a dagger to tie up loose ends. In fact, that’s probably why Falling Rain chose him to lead the Mother’s Militia instead of picking Chey, because he didn’t want to waste her potential. Out of all the recruits from Sanshu, Chey had improved the most, a charismatic leader who, while not quite as strong as the likes of Wang Bao, Ulfsaar, or Neera, was the most likely candidate to reach their level.
 
  
 
 In contrast? Jorani was a coward and a drunk who lost the respect of his subordinates and superiors in one fell swoop. No one respected him. He could see it in their averted eyes, the scorn and ridicule they had for their one-time leader who’d been relegated to digging ditches for them to shit and piss in. That’s where he belonged, down in the dirt, because he was a fraud and a charlatan, a puppet whose reputation and accomplishments were all faked. He was a lookout, a scavenger, a bottom-feeding rat lower than the least of them, and they all knew it.
 
  
 
 And now, he knew it too.
 
  
 
 His foolish dreams of grandeur would never come to pass, not while he kept playing by their rules. Theirs was a broken system, one designed by some Bitch sitting on up high, meting out trials and tribulations with impunity, all for Her twisted, sadistic amusement. What did those poncy, puffed-up nobles have that Jorani didn’t? Sure, he formed his Core late, but how many of them could’ve done what he did today and hold off an entire force of Defiled by himself? How many of them could’ve persevered under Falling Rain’s merciless gaze, forced to run and train day after day, put through exercises and gruelling sparring sessions for months without end? Jorani suffered through all that and more, but for what?
 
  
 
 So he could be abandoned here on the battlefield, where he would die alone and unappreciated.
 
  
 
 He should surrender, like he had planned, only... surrender didn’t necessarily mean an end to his life.
 
  
 
 It wouldn’t be the first time Jorani switched sides. How many gangs had he been a part of? How many bandit crews had he joined? He wasn’t a traitor who played tricks to benefit himself, but every time he was left with no choice. When a gang was defeated, you either joined the new crew or died with the old, and this was no different. It’s how he survived all those years after Ma died, by siding with the biggest and baddest thug around, no matter who he had to leave behind. The Empire was doomed anyways, so why not join the winning side? With the Defiled, not only would he grow stronger, but his strength would earn him respect and status. Wealth, women, and whatever else his heart desired, he would have it so long as he renounced Balance and surrendered.
 
  
 
 It’s so easy. All you need to do is let go.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 They left you here to die. You don’t owe them anything.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 You have nothing to lose either way. What are you waiting for?
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 Silence fell on the battlefield as Jorani found clarity, the world simple and straightforward once again. Resist, and he would die. Surrender, and he would live. It was simple as that. There was no other choice. Shrugging off the Defiled Champion’s Aura, Jorani marched across the grassy field beneath the moonlit sky, his steps light and head held high, watching his newfound friends as they waited to greet him. This was it, the start of a new Jorani, a better Jorani, one in control of his own fate.
 
  
 
 Twenty steps later, Jorani came face to face with the Defiled Champion. Well, face to nipple since he was a big bastard, but no matter. In time, Jorani would grow taller and stronger, he knew this to be true. How he knew it, he wasn’t sure, but doubts and apprehensions were for the old Jorani. New Jorani did what he pleased, and this... well, it wasn’t pleasing, but it felt like the right thing to do.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right.
 
  
 
 Craning his neck back to look the Champion in the eyes, Jorani spoke quietly, the words not coming as easily as he thought they would. “Me name’s Jorani.” Okay that was easy enough. Now the next part. Just surrender. Say the words and mean it, then everything would be okay. “I’m here... I’m here to... I’m –”
 
  
 
 “Kick his ass, boss!”
 
  
 
 “Fer Sanshu! Fer the Mother’s Militia.”
 
  
 
 “Learn ‘im what the Bekkies taught ye!”
 
  
 
 Almost choking in his haste to swallow his words, Jorani turned around and gawked at his people behind him. What was Erkin doing? Why didn’t he use this time to regroup for another charge? Ral stood tall atop his quin, Squeaky, waving both arms as if afraid Jorani wouldn’t see him. Dastan was also there, grinning like a madman as he always did when there was a battle to be fought, and his mirth was echoed in Sahb’s features beside him. Jinoe, Ciro, Kimi, Ronga, Awdar, and more, all of them were back, maybe eighty people in total lined up for the Enemy to gawk at, a poor showing compared to the two thousand Defiled across from them.
 
  
 
 Yet still, there they were, standing around like lambs waiting for the slaughter, all to support him in his time of need.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, none of his people seemed to realize how shit the situation was. Instead, they hooted and hollered like they thought Jorani was here to fight and actually stood a chance against the muscled behemoth of a Champion. Had they all gone mad? In what fantasy dream world would this even be an option? Did they not know who he was or what he was really like? Impossible, they all knew Jorani was a coward, a drunkard, a failure and a disappointment, not a dueller of Champions or leader of men. He’d stayed behind to save these idiots and they didn’t even have the courtesy to let him!
 
  
 
 “Jor!”
 
  
 
 Wait? He did this to save them? Didn’t they abandon him?
 
  
 
 “Hey Jor!”
 
  
 
 No, they didn’t abandon him, he stayed behind because that’s what needed to be done.
 
  
 
 “Jor, can you hear me?”
 
  
 
 If he did this to save them, so why didn’t they leave? Did they turn around to save him?
 
  
 
 “Jor!?!”
 
  
 
 Unable to think due to Ral’s constant shouting, Jorani screamed, “What?! What do you want?!”
 
  
 
 Tail wagging so furiously he was liable to fall off his quin, Ral grinned and shouted, “Smash him good, Jor!”
 
  
 
 Oh right, Jorani had almost forgotten he’d come here to fight. Turning back to the Defiled Champion, he locked eyes with the towering giant for a moment, and in that brief, infinitesimal instant, Jorani’s intentions were revealed.
 
  
 
 There would be no surrender. Not today.
 
  
 
 Roaring in anger, the Champion raised his club to strike, but to Jorani’s eyes, the behemoth moved far too slowly. Coiled around his fist, Jorani’s Spiritual Weapon smashed into the Champion’s jaw with a rising uppercut. Warm blood splattered across his face as each successive layer of his coiled cord ground away at leather, skin, flesh, and eventually bone. Instincts and training kicked in as he drew his dagger and slashed it across the Champion’s belly, but even as the flesh parted and guts spilled out, Jorani knew his efforts were wasted.
 
  
 
 After all, the Champion had already died from the first blow. Defiled were tough, but not so tough they could survive losing half their head.
 
  
 
 The faceless corpse fell to one side, revealing the crowd of angry and surprised Defiled to Jorani. Now that the fight was over, he belatedly realized he was closer to the Enemy than to his people. Not the safest place to stand, but running would get him killed even quicker. Arm still raised from his killing blow, he flicked his wrist to slough off the blood before striking a triumphant stance, hiding his fear and uncertainty with false bravado while staring down the Defiled horde.
 
  
 
 He had so many questions, like what just happened? Why did he think the Defiled would accept him? Why did they think he’d join them? Why did the Champion’s Aura stop affecting him? Was he actually secretly strong but didn’t know it because he was surrounded by freaks and monsters? Why weren’t the Defiled charging already?
 
  
 
 Seconds ticked by and Jorani realized the Defiled were treating him with respect, not exactly backing away but less than enthusiastic about engaging him. Ha, his skills scared them away, did it? Well, Jorani couldn’t blame them, that uppercut was something else. How did he do it? Reinforcement, Amplification, his special brand of Honing, and... something else.
 
  
 
 Wait... The Defiled weren’t looking at him. They were looking past him.
 
  
 
 “Well done lad.” A meaty hand clapped Jorani on the shoulder and he almost fell to his knees. Staggering from the impact, he turned to curse the damned fool but quickly held his tongue. With his tangled beard and ragged robes, Lei Gong didn’t look the part of an Expert, but he certainly carried himself like one. There was just something intangible and indefinable about him, something that transcended his shabby appearance and elevated him to a man, nay, a warrior worthy of respect.
 
  
 
 Oh wait. Never mind. Jorani realized what it was. The old man was sober for once. That’s why he looked so different.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Jorani’s rude, yet honest thoughts, Lei Gong steadied Jorani and nodded sagely. “You’ve come a long way since Sanshu,” he said, and Jorani knew he wasn’t talking about distance. “Seems for once, this old man has lost a bet, but can’t say I’m angry about it. Next time though, how about you tremble a little less? You had this old man thinking he’d have to run in and save yer ass.”
 
  
 
 “Told you we wouldn’t need to step in.” Appearing out of the shadows, Daxian didn’t even spare Jorani a glance. “We’ll settle our accounts later. There’s work to be done.”
 
  
 
 “That there is. Feel like another wager? Say... which one of us kills more Defiled? Same stakes as before?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Come now, where’s yer competitive spirit?”
 
  
 
 “I learned from you. Never make a bet you’re not confident of winning.”
 
  
 
 “Scared?”
 
  
 
 “Not fear, but pragmatism.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Yer no fun. Give an old man a chance to win it back, yea? Ye only made the bet because ye didn’t want to... Err, by the by lad, you can put yer arm down now.” With a roguish wink, Lei Gong continued, “You did good work here, bought enough time for yer people. Mister Rustram and his lot will be around soon enough, so what say we get the festivities started?” Without waiting for an answer, Lei Gong raised his cane and pointed it at the Defiled. Lightning flashed and thunder roared as the old man reminded everyone why he was called the Lord of Thunder. A bolt of lightning lanced across the field and illuminated the world before crashing into the Defiled. The sight left Jorani blind for several seconds, but soon the stench of burnt flesh wafted over on the breeze, lifting his spirits as the tension melted from his body.
 
  
 
 Finally, the heavy hitters were here and poor little Jorani could finally take a break.
 
  
 
 “Come on lad,” Lei Gong cackled, unleashing a second bolt of lightning while dragging Jorani towards the Defiled. “Stay close and show this old man what else you’ve learned in our time apart.”
 
  
 
 Reluctant to abandon face to turn and run, Jorani quietly followed along while desperately blinking to clear his vision, reasoning that the safest place to be was beside two powerful Experts. Together, the three of them led the charge against the Defiled, and Jorani’s vision returned just in time to see Daxian smash five or six Defiled aside with a single strike. Then Jorani watched him do it again. And again.
 
  
 
 With spear in hand, the Virtuous cleared away the chaff while Lei Gong followed closely behind, conjuring a storm of lightning to wreak havoc across the battlefield. With little to do except clean up the odd stray Daxian sent his way, Jorani used his time to look around and get a better feel for the overall battle. Crashing into a veritable wall of Defiled flesh, Dastan’s cavalry scattered weapons and bodies before them as they cut a swathe through the Enemy ranks. Erkin’s scouts followed soon after, protecting the rear while simultaneously picking off the scattered remnants still reeling from Dastan’s charge. Having learned from his mistakes, Dastan had directed the charge at an angle instead of going head first into the clump, so despite their best efforts to hold the cavalry in place, the sheer mass of the Guonei chargers proved too much for the Defiled to hold in place and the cavalry soon pushed through and emerged bloodied but whole.
 
  
 
 In between the booming of thunder and rumbling of hoof-beats, Jorani made out a familiar sound, the twang of crossbows and whistle of bolts. No, just one crossbow, he soon realized, a single shooter working alone. Across the battlefield, he spotted signs of the marksman’s work as a Defiled warrior toppled over with a bolt in his eye and no enemy in sight, his death going largely unnoticed in the chaos of battle. The dead man’s companion was the sole exception, but after turning around to seek out the killer, he was shot down a few seconds later from a different angle. Pride swelled in Jorani’s chest as he put the pieces together, whooping with joy at the news of Siyar’s safe return. Though he had yet to spot the sneaky smuggler, Jorani didn’t know anyone else who could evade detection like that while also using a crossbow.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t just Siyar who stood out either. Still standing on Squeaky, Ral wielded his massive quarter-staff with unnatural grace. Always spinning this way or that, the weapon danced in Ral’s hands as it broke bones and ended lives, never still even for an instant. Barely recognizable beneath all the blood and viscera, Erkin’s head moved back and forth on a swivel while guiding Ral to where he was needed most. No slouch in battle himself, the squad leader brandished his broken spear about, likely more comfortable with the improvised club than an actual weapon on account of his humble origins as a Syndicate bruiser. Less impressive were Jinoe and Ronga as the inseparable duo covered each others flanks, while Kimi’s beastly she-quin eviscerated everyone in its path, her feral personality well-suited for her mentally unhinged rider.
 
  
 
 Chest swelling with pride, Jorani raised his voice in a wordless scream of triumph and his people echoed it proudly. Who would have thought a rag-tag group of thieves, smugglers, crooks, and vagabonds would do so well against the Defiled? They weren’t the best warriors around, but they were his people, and they’d be damned if they let the bossman down.
 
  
 
 Well... technically, they were Erkin’s people, but not for long. The bruiser had potential, but he wasn’t ready for command, so Jorani would have to step back in. Today marked a new beginning, a new Jorani, one who would no longer drink (to excess) and wholeheartedly pursue his goals (or lower his standards). Perhaps he would take another look at Kimi. While she was a little more intense and fiercer than Jorani liked, it’d be nice to marry a woman strong enough to protect him and their future children, not to mention the angry she-quin Kimi would come with.
 
  
 
 They lived in a dangerous world, and new and improved though he might be, Jorani wasn’t too proud to admit he’d need all the help he could get.
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 With as much authority as I can muster, I shout over the din of Defiled battle cries. “Drive them back from whence they came! Charge!”
 
  
 
 Ugh... what am I saying? Whence? Who talks like that? Luckily, being at the front of the crowd means I’m spared the sight of my cringing soldiers and can instead set my mind to the task at hand. Unleashing my Aura, I encounter resistance from multiple Enemy Champions who have done the same. Bolstered by the Auras of Red One through Three and Jochi’s, both sides reach an uneasy equilibrium in the blink of an eye, the typical outcome one can expect on the battlefield. Auras are both vitally important yet practically useless in massed warfare, and while I understand the why, I’m still not entirely sure about the how.
 
  
 
 Outside of a controlled setting, Auras are a pivotal skill in single combat. If you don’t have an Aura and your opponent does, then you’re boned, and the same is true for the reverse. If both combatants have Auras, then things are better, but still not without risk. Even without Honing, a strong Aura can overpower a weaker one, but the strength differential needs to be overwhelming. Take BoShui, for example. Putting it politely, his Aura is not great, well-deserving of his paper tiger reputation. If Auras were chess pieces, BoShui would be a pawn, and honestly, there’s nothing wrong with being a pawn. You can’t win a game without pawns, but conversely, if all you have is a single pawn, then you’re probably in trouble.
 
  
 
 BoShui sits at the bottom of the Aura game, while people like Akanai, Guard Leader, and Nian Zu stand at the top. There’s no widely accepted belief on what makes an Aura strong, but if I had to guess, it has something to do with conviction or principles. The stronger one’s conviction, the stronger one’s Aura, but that’s just a theory I pulled out of my ass using anecdotal experience. No one cares enough to study Auras in depth because in warfare, having a strong Aura doesn’t make much of a difference.
 
  
 
 From what I’ve seen thus far, a contest of Auras isn’t really an exchange of blows or test of might, but rather more about metaphysical weight, for lack of a better word. I imagine two opposing Auras like oil and water. So long as both substances are present in similar quantities, then the two liquids will never mix. Opposing Auras are the same way, except instead of one floating atop the other, they sorta exist in whatever shape is required to protect the members of each faction.
 
  
 
 Side note, I don’t understand how Auras work when there’s more than two sides in a fight. I should find out.
 
  
 
 Anyway, to break through an Aura, you either need one to be significantly ‘heavier’ than the other, or you cheat and gather all your Aura into one concentrated point. The former is how normal people use Aura, whereas the latter is what I do with Beyblades and Honing, a feat no one I’ve told has been able to replicate. For now, I’ll assume it's a skill unique to myself and ignore its existence, but this is where things get really confusing. Overlapping friendly Auras will become much stronger defensively, but only gain a minor, almost insignificant increase in offensive strength. Why, no one knows, and I don’t even have a guess. Essentially, this means that while one Zian Aura can crush one BoShui Aura, two linked BoShui Auras could probably hold out against two linked Zian Auras, making Aura crushing all but impossible in battles with multiple Aura users present.
 
  
 
 While I can’t sense the exact number Auras we’re up against, judging from the density (again, the best word I could come up with), I’d say there are at least ten Auras emanating from the Defiled. There could still be more Champions who have yet to unleash their Auras and are instead saving their strength, so letting my Beyblade rip is definitely not the path to victory. I might be able to poke a hole through their Aural ‘membrane’ and crush three to five Auras, but when the dust settles, there’ll still be plenty of Aura-capable Defiled on the battlefield while I’ll be drained of Chi and essentially useless.
 
  
 
 Sadly, my cool and awesome Aura hacks are only useful for duels and small scale encounters. It sucks, why can’t I be overpowered for once?
 
  
 
 Doesn’t matter. The time for tricks, tactics, and maneuvers is over and done with. Now, we meet the Enemy in open combat and achieve victory through superior skill and equipment. It helps that the Defiled are wicked stupid and poorly armed, falling for every bait and trap we set while only bringing no armour of any kind and only a handful of Spiritual Weapons scattered across four or five thousand Defiled. That last bit isn’t something I can share with the rest of my retinue though, since I know I can only sense their weapons because I almost went full Defiled myself.
 
  
 
 You never go full Defiled.
 
  
 
 Either way, it doesn’t matter how many Defiled there are because my boys have yet to let me down. In fact, they’ve exceeded all my wildest expectations, which is a nice surprise.
 
  
 
 I don’t get a lot of those.
 
  
 
 A shoe-in for most improved, Lang Yi leads from the front, a force to be reckoned thanks to the hellish training regimen he religiously kept to since regaining his freedom. Meeting the Defiled with jet-black spear in hand, the Elder Lang brother claims the first kill of the night with a thrust of his spear. A fraction of a second later, the younger claims the second with an identical thrust, and only then does Unity taste blood. Fighting side by side, the Lang brothers look like carbon copies of one another, so eerily similar I sometimes wonder if Lang Yi learned how to clone himself. With their shaggy, unkempt hair, grim, unyielding scowls, and lean, predatory builds, the brothers are indistinguishable from one another even down to their Khishig-issue undies, but the similarities go deeper than mere appearance. Their movements are so identical and coordinated it sometimes feels like one is an echo of the other, their actions separated only by the briefest of interludes. From the way they set their feet to how they thrust their spears, it’s like watching one mind direct two bodies through the exact same motions. They even have the same throbbing vein in their necks, the only indications of agitation from facing their most hated Enemy.
 
  
 
 And boy do they hate Defiled.
 
  
 
 All of Lang Yi’s companions in slavery share the same zeal for bloodshed, their eyes wide and cheeks red as they set to slaughtering the Defiled with disturbing levels of glee. Their focus so complete, not a single one utters more than a grunt, their battles fought in complete silence as if to trap all their hatred and anger inside them, but their wide-eyed, blood-soaked expressions speaks volumes to their rage. Merciless to both enemies and themselves, the former labourers are covered from head to toe in injuries, some less superficial than others. They’re a worrisome bunch, because despite how far they’ve come thanks to hard work and dedication, the simple truth is they haven’t trained for long enough. Like myself in my younger years, Lang Yi’s bunch are neither strong nor skilled enough to block or dodge, so they settle on trading blows with their opponents and Healing their injuries with Panacea. Compounding the issue is their lacking Chi reserves, which again can be attributed to their short careers. The slowest ones only formed their Cores a few months ago and even the fastest have been Martial Warriors for less than a year. Impressive as their progress has been, they still need time to develop, but time is in short supply.
 
  
 
 Luckily, their long exposure to Spectres has left them with impressive physiques, an advantage I think I share. I’m not sure how it works, but seeing as how all Defiled across the board are inherently stronger than most mundane bodybuilders, I’d assume it’s less about physical anatomy and more mystic mumbo jumbo. Passive, free Reinforcement maybe, or higher quality muscle fibres or something. Then again, what do I know? Maybe it’s anecdotal and being near Defiled has nothing to do with it. Although I’m stronger than most Martial Warriors my size (not that there are many), it’s nothing compared to Mila’s hidden power, a herculean brute in the form of a sexy, fiery, freckled goddess of the forge.
 
  
 
 ...I miss her. Lin and Yan too. I wonder if I’ll see Yan when I get back to Sinuji? Probably not. Her last foray out west was the same time as Zian’s, and he’s ‘resting’ back in Sinuji. When I go back in six days, he’ll set out once more and Yan will probably do the same, meaning we’ll have one night together at most, assuming I can even get permission to go visit her. Not to say it’s the only reason I want to see her, but god I miss sex. I mean, I always missed it, but I’d grown accustomed to celibacy after the first year or so. Now that I remember how awesome sex is, I can’t stop thinking about it. For the first time in my life, masturbation doesn’t help because it’s not the physical act I crave, but more the affection and intimacy which comes with it, a brand of familiarity you can’t get anywhere else. Sometimes, while lying in bed at night, I can still feel the warmth of Yan’s skin against mine, our bodies intertwined as her quiet moans and hungry eyes feed my desire to –
 
  
 
 A resounding clang interrupts my erotic reminiscence and I dispatch the offending Defiled with a jab to the throat, coating my face in a spray of blood as Tranquility’s blades punch through muscle and bone. Nodding at Red One to thank him for the save, I find the quiet yet imaginative Death Corps soldier already locked in a power struggle with another foe, his shoulder bleeding profusely because I was off in La-La land. Fatigue is no excuse for my distraction, because everyone in my retinue is fucking tired. I need to get my head back in the game.
 
  
 
 Re-invigorated by anger and guilt, I charge forward and impale the closest Defiled through the chest. With a flick of my wrist, I send the corpse crashing into Red One’s opponent and free him from the potentially fatal bind caused by my mistake. Despite his tendency to misread my intentions, Red One doesn’t let his advantage slip away and finishes his stumbling opponent off with a headbutt to the face, a rough and tumble warrior who values substance over style. Scuttling through the field of mud and over a sea of corpses, Red One scampers to my side with a bashful look, likely ashamed he left my side for all of a second. All of the Death Corps take their body-guarding duties seriously, and it’s really cramping my style on the battlefield. Literally cramping. Red One and Two stick so closely to each side I can’t even swing my giant honking glaive without elbowing one or both, leaving them at high risk of accidental dismemberment. When I brought it up, Red One nodded and said, “Worry not, Commander. Our lives and limbs are yours to claim whenever you wish.”
 
  
 
 So tiresome. At least he didn’t make a sexual innuendo or subtly proposition me afterwards...
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t blame the Death Corps for being obstinate. Their intentions are good and their slave Oaths won’t allow them to stand idly by, but sometimes, things would be better if they took things down a notch. Like now when I was spacing out, I wouldn’t have suffered a fatal blow and could’ve Healed back up in a jiffy, but it’ll take Red One several days to naturally heal from that unlucky strike, because Healing with Chi isn’t high on the Death Corps’ skills to practice. They’d rather learn more efficient ways to kill and Akanai forbade me from teaching them to use Panacea. At any given moment, the Legate or any Eastern fop with more authority than brains could demand the return of my (technically Luo-Luo’s) Death Corps Honour Guard and then our secret will be out.
 
  
 
 Suicidal tendencies and homoerotic advances aside, the Death Corps live up to their reputation and more. Whether they be Empire or Defiled, most warriors approach massed melees like a successive series of duels, where each person finds an opponent, dukes it out, then the winner moves on. This doesn’t mean no one will interfere an ongoing match, but most of the time, pitching in to support your friend hurts more than it helps, like with the Reds and myself. Not so for the Death Corps. Individually, they’re not spectacular Martial Warriors, generally worse than the all-Captain Purge force I fought alongside in Sanshu and about on par with Wang Bao’s cutthroats, but it is in massed battles where their training shows through. Packed together tighter than a can of sardines, Red Unit fights in unified groups of three to ten, presenting the Defiled with an impenetrable iron wall of death. A curious mix between sword and spear, their weapons are designed for this type of coordinated conflict, the straight blade measuring one third of the weapon and the haft making up the rest of the two-meter weapon. Favouring short thrusts and measured chops with their heavy pole-arms, the Death Corps throw back every Defiled charge with laughable ease, and those few attacks which slip through are seen off by their dark plate armour.
 
  
 
 The true testament to their defensive prowess is that while every other unit has suffered some casualties, I have yet to lose a single Death Corps soldier. Injuries aplenty, for sure, and those injuries hamper them more than the other members of my retinue, but with their strict, uncompromising discipline, tight-knit formations, and heavy plate armour, the Death Corps are easily the most professional fighting force I’ve ever seen. With Red Unit forming the core of our defence and Lang Yi’s labourers interspersed between the gaps, we’re evenly matched against the Defiled horde despite their overwhelming numbers, and I’m confident the tides will turn in our favour the second Li Song arrives with Tiger Squad.
 
  
 
 Until such a time arrives, I rein myself in and do my best to mesh with Red One and Two. It’s easier said than done since cooperation requires communication and none of the Death Corps ever speak more than absolutely necessary, though Red One has offered to ‘serve at my pleasure’ more times than I can count. Either way, I’m slowly getting used to fighting in their style, but our teamwork is still spotty at best. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve tried to dodge an attack only to crash into someone beside me, and even though Unity’s glaive form looks similar to the Death Corp’s weapon of choice, it’s not balanced properly to be used the same way. When fighting in groups, the Death Corps choke up on their weapons and hold them just below the blade, whereas trying to hold Unity the same way makes my forearm cramp up.
 
  
 
 Minor issues in the grand scheme of things, but the fact that I can focus on these little details means things are going well.
 
  
 
 The minutes crawl by and stomping feet churn dirt and blood into mud. The Defiled advance slows and the pressure abates, but still they press on. Heedless of their losses, they charge over the sea of corpses and dive headlong into our defences, driving us back through sheer weight of numbers. Having learned better than to try and coordinate an orderly withdrawal on the fly, I do everything I can to bolster morale as the Defiled force us back step by precious step. Despite it being to our advantage to back away, it still feels like losing, which matters more than I’d like.
 
  
 
 Seeing two of Lang Yi’s people dragged down and hewn apart, I grit my teeth and choke down the urge to end the battle now. I could do it as easily as turning my hand but I choose not to, which means every death and injury sits firmly on my shoulders. I have my reasons, but no matter how logical or compelling those reasons might be, it never feels good to lose a comrade and worse to be responsible for it. “Stand and fight,” I yell, as if my Oath-bound soldiers had any other choice.
 
  
 
 As if to reassure myself I’m doing the right thing, I go over the facts in my head despite knowing it won’t make me feel better. Crazed and mindless though the Defiled might be, their actions are driven by the Spectres urging them on, which means the second I start Devouring, the Defiled tend to break and run. Now this sounds all fine and dandy, but every Defiled killed now is one less Defiled we face later. While it feels like trying to bail a sinking ship with a teaspoon, enough teaspoons working together just might do the trick. Despite my doubts and reservations, I’m doing my part in the war against Defiled, but it’s my soldiers paying the price.
 
  
 
 I didn’t free Lang Yi and the others to die for me. Why couldn’t they live happy and fulfilling lives on the island, far away from all this death and misery?
 
  
 
 ...Because they can’t. There’s an anger burning inside them, an anger I know all too well. Their tormentors are dead by my hand, but they need someone to pay for what they went through. I pray they will one day become whole again, be able to close their eyes and not see the nightmares of their past. I pray they make better decisions than I did, that they can resist temptation and hold onto their true selves.
 
  
 
 I pray for them because there’s nothing else I can do, but I know in this world, prayers are worthless.
 
  
 
 Jaw sore from clenching my teeth, I endure until Li Song and Tiger Squad arrive to bolster our defences. The pressure eases as they help shoulder the burden, and barely a minute later, the longbows of the Protectorate sing. Moving much faster through the dark fields than the heavily armoured Death Corps, the agile woodsmen unleash volley after volley of deadly arrows into the Enemy’s exposed flanks. As expected, the Defiled are too berserk to break off a force to deal with the unseen Protectorate and instead fixate on the enemies right in front of their faces, leaving Turtle Squad free to fire at will.
 
  
 
 The Spectres demand bloodshed and aren’t too particular about whose blood it is.
 
  
 
 Things are going exactly as planned, but I can’t help but fret. Jochi is feeding me Daxian’s sporadic reports, and even though it sounds like Rustram's people are doing well on their own, I should clean things up soon and go help. Even though Phoenix Squad is massively outnumbered, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong is almost single-handedly driving the Defiled back. While I’m still annoyed at being saddled with Daxian the Virtuous, the old man is a welcome addition to the team, especially since he remains out of sight (and smell) until there’s work to be done. My heavy hitters in Wang Bao and Ulfsaar’s units are also doing what they do best and slaughtering Defiled by the dozens, but like the song goes, it ain’t over til it’s over.
 
  
 
 ...Why do I remember song lyrics but not something useful... like say, how to make non-flammable explosives? Or flushable toilets?
 
  
 
 The minutes tick by and the Defiled horde dwindles away before my eyes. As the sun rises behind us, I decide enough is enough. Drawing on the bottomless void in which my Natal Palace sits, I unleash my battle-ending ultimate move: Infinite Suck.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Yea... there’s no way to make what I do sound cool. Still, it’s the best part about this patrol and one might even say the only good part. Not only do the Defiled hordes bring lots of errant Spectres with them, dead Defiled are like Spectre pinatas, though far less aesthetically pleasing than those of the paper and candy variety. Bereft of their hosts, the murderous spirits wail and screech as I Devour them by the hundreds where they will await my pleasure before becoming Heavenly Energy. Right on cue, the surviving Defiled turn tail and run, leaving me victorious but none too happy because the cold hard truth is unpleasant to stomach.
 
  
 
 I’m exchanging the lives of my soldiers for Heavenly Energy.
 
  
 
 I wish it were otherwise, but that’s how it is. Fact: I can’t Devour Spectres attached to a host. Fact: Once I turn up the Succ, the Defiled stop fighting and flee. So what do I do? I wait and watch my soldiers die until I feel like there are enough free-floating Spectres to warrant ending the battle. How many soldiers did I lose today? How many of them will make it back to Sinuji or back home to the North? This isn’t a game where I can queue up more faceless soldiers from the barracks, every life lost is precious. While my gains have been substantial, I still don’t know how to use Heavenly Energy and I’m unwilling to waste something my soldiers gave their lives for on experiments and testing.
 
  
 
 Not that it matters. I’m not as smart as I thought I was, not even close...
 
  
 
 “Cheer up,” Argat says, patting me none-too-gently on the back. I don’t know when he arrived, but he’s covered in blood like the rest of us and I’m grateful for the help. “You won a great victory here, but no one would know it with you looking like you swallowed shi – a fly.”
 
  
 
 Cognizant of the message he’s trying to pass on, I raise my voice so my soldiers can hear my reply. “This great victory has little to do with me, for the credit belongs to my brave and stalwart soldiers.” Several of whom lay dead around me. As my words are passed down the line, cheers break out to celebrate their victory and their continued lives, but I find no joy in victory.
 
  
 
 For though the battle is over, the day has only just begun. We still have ten hours of westward travel ahead of us, and from past experience, this means the Defiled will be back in greater numbers than before. That’s the way of things out here on the front lines. Sleep and fight, eat and fight, march and fight some more. There’s no end to the fighting, no end to the dying, and at the end of the day, nothing ever changes.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, I don’t know how long we’ll be out here. A week of ‘scouting’, a week of resting, another week of ‘scouting’, and then... no one can say. I might be here for another month after, or two or three. It all depends. Will the Defiled keep to this status quo or will they send bigger, more well-equipped war bands against us? Maybe they’re fighting amongst themselves to divvy up the West, or maybe they’re gathering for one massive push and there’ll be tens of millions of Defiled swarming into Central at once. No one knows and only time will tell, but whatever the future holds, I just have to keep playing my part.
 
  
 
 Bailing water out of this sinking ship one spoonful at a time.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Though Yan first saw them on the horizon two days past, the newly constructed gates of SuiHua were even more impressive from up close. Chest swelling with pride, she took in the surroundings and marvelled at all the changes while waiting in line to speak with the guards. When she first saw SuiHua in the spring three months ago, it was a sleepy little harbour bursting at the seams with ships, soldiers, and supplies. Now, summer was upon them, the year was half over, and the bustling town had transformed into a burgeoning border fortress, one still under construction but with much of the groundwork already laid out. Stone blocks, iron rods, bags of lime and more sat in scattered piles up and down the developing wall while thousands of workers toiled beneath the hot afternoon sun. Each one played a part in this monumental construction project and the fruits of their labour could readily be seen in the several kilometres of grey granite wall, all in various stages of completion. Starting at the shoreline and extending southwards into the grassy plains, the completed sections of wall stood ten meters high, not an insurmountable height, but were decent enough defence against leaping garos and Defiled infantry.
 
  
 
 Off in the distance, Yan spotted the half-built base of a bell tower. As construction on the wall continued, it would soon reach the bell-tower and proceed further south to connect with another bell tower or fortress cropping up along the border. Eventually, this would form a single, unbroken barrier and warning system spanning over a thousand kilometres from Azure Sea to Arid Waste. The Empire’s first (and likely the last) line of defence against a united Defiled army, it was to be a massive undertaking which Yan assumed would take decades to complete, if not centuries. However, if SuiHua’s speedy progress was typical, then this historic effort might be completed by year’s end, a staggering accomplishment in Yan’s admittedly uneducated eyes.
 
  
 
 She knew next to nothing about building fortifications. How many resources had this project consumed and how much more had yet to be spent? An Emperor’s ransom no doubt, a debt shouldered by the Eastern province as a sign of their goodwill and solidarity. When the pretty-boy Legate made his announcement during the Grand Conference a few months back, Yan had scoffed and muttered something about how they’d be better off if the Emperor dispatched more Death Corps Legions and Royal Guardians instead. In response, Grandpa had scolded her for being short sighted, and now that Yan had seen the power one could wield through coin, she wholeheartedly agreed.
 
  
 
 Luckily, her future husband and sister-wives were all wealthy or poised to become wealthy...
 
  
 
 When she reached the front of the line, Yan presented her token and papers to the guard for inspection. “Warrant Officer Du Min Yan, here in SuiHua for rest and resupply. I have forty-three soldiers who require lodging.” Less than half her full complement had survived their latest outing, and she’d left almost four times their number behind in the fields of Sinuji. She’d had plenty of time to mull over her results during the five-day journey from the front lines to SuiHua, and she didn’t like what she concluded. She’d spent sixty days fighting on the front lines, took part in four patrols, a shit-tonne of skirmishes, and lost one-hundred and sixty-two soldiers, losing almost three soldiers a day on average. Not a record to be proud of, but evidently, it was the best she could do.
 
  
 
 Inadequacy was hard to accept, but Yan couldn’t argue against cold, hard facts.
 
  
 
 “City’s full. Lodgings are for officers and grievously wounded only. Your soldiers can camp out on the plains with the slaves and labourers.” The guard’s callous disregard ignited Yan’s ire and her regret and self-pity melted away in a blaze of fury. Blanching at her dark scowl, the guard handed her an entry pass and stammered, “Humble a-apologies Officer Du, b-but my orders come from the Marshal herself. Nothing I – er, this one c-can do.”
 
  
 
 “This is fucking bullshit.” Snatching her entry pass out of the guard’s shaking hand, Yan stormed off to share the bad news with her retinue. Making no effort to hide her displeasure, she grumbled, “My people fought and bled on the front lines, endured hardship, lost comrades, and this is the thanks we get? Can’t even get a roof to sleep under, I shudder to think what they’ll feed us.”
 
  
 
 “A few nights on the plains is but a minor inconvenience.” Blunt and to the point as always, Kyung followed closely on Yan’s heels and all but pushed her along. “Make haste and inform them of the situation so we can be on our way. There could be a message from Master waiting inside.”
 
  
 
 Having long since grown accustomed to his abrasive attitude and complete lack of deference, Yan let the matter slide. A handsome and mature man, the stony-faced Expert wasn’t much like a typical Central slave, an outspoken warrior who didn’t hide the brash arrogance engraved in his bones. Grandpa blamed it on the half-cat’s ‘wild’ blood, but Yan figured it was something else. It wasn’t that he couldn’t be respectful, Kyung merely didn’t respect anyone who wasn’t Du Min Gyu. He treated Grandpa’s instructions like divine mandates from Heaven, while every task she asked of him was done grudgingly with a scoff. She didn’t take it personally, because to him, even the Emperor was an insignificant bystander who should kneel at Grandpa’s feet, and Yan ranked even lower still. Although she held his chain and could command him with impunity, in his heart, Kyung only had one Master and everyone else was unworthy.
 
  
 
 Grandpa and Kyung had such a cute dynamic together, more like a stern, overbearing father and his doting, deferential son. Such a shame Grandpa didn’t see it the same way or share the People’s view of slavery. While he would never mistreat a slave, Grandpa didn’t pay them much mind either. In his eyes, a slave was property and he took care of them much like one would take care of a tea set or saddle. Yan hoped to change his attitude for the better, but like everyone else his age, Grandpa was stubborn and set in his ways.
 
  
 
 Yan’s retinue took the bad news better than she would’ve. Stroking his elaborate moustache, Sutah shrugged and asked, “Camp here?”
 
  
 
 “Wherever you think is best.”
 
  
 
 Hoarding his words like precious gold, Sutah saluted and set off to work. After their encounter during the disastrous Captain’s contest, Yan thought they’d never meet again. Imagine her surprise when the burly, moustached southerner arrived in SuiHua with her second wave of reinforcements. From what she pieced together through his single word replies, the tight-lipped former Captain had offended his superior by refusing to forfeit against and subsequently defeating said superior’s relative during the Captain’s contest. As retribution, Sutah’s superior left him in Nan Ping to oversee the distribution of small clothes, a duty Sutah eloquently derided as ‘women’s work’. Then, whilst drunk and considering ritual self-incineration to reclaim his honour (Yan didn’t ask), he heard about her disastrous first mission in which she led her retinue headlong into an ambush of three hundred plus Defiled and lost almost half her force fighting them off. Luckily for her, by the time the news arrived in Nan Ping, the story had been told and retold so many times, her foolish blunder had been twisted into a stunning victory. This, along with the impression she’d made during their brief time together in the Contest, convinced the taciturn warrior to request a demotion and reassignment to Yan’s retinue.
 
  
 
 A Heaven sent blessing if there ever was one. Yan was an incompetent buffoon of a commander and Sutah was capable and experienced enough to pick up the slack.
 
  
 
 “Sorry. I’d hoped for better conditions, but the orders come from up high.” Even though she’d been looking forward to sleeping in a nice, comfortable bed, Yan stifled a sigh and said, “Have someone pitch my tent. I’ll return to camp before nightfall.” A leader must share in weal and in woe, meaning that if her soldiers suffered, then she should suffer too.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Shooing her away with a wave of his hand, Sutah continued, “Benefits of rank. Take advantage. Rest well.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Sutah’s uncharacteristic chattiness, Yan offered a token protest before letting him ‘convince’ her otherwise, only to disregard face by absconding with Kyung in unseemly haste. During the past three months, she experienced her first taste of command and the repeated ordeals left her humbled and ashamed. Compared to her peers, her knowledge and skills as an Officer were sorely lacking, but she only had herself to blame. Her childhood dream was to surpass her idol, Akanai, the Chief Provost, a Lieutenant General, and the Herald of the Storms, but Yan never bothered asking anyone what this might entail. Instead of seeking advice, her rebellious younger self strove to prove her worth without help, wholly devoting herself to the Martial Path at the expense of everything else.
 
  
 
 Well, not everything. She learned how to read, write, and do arithmetic, but only because she heard they were required skills for Military Officers, and a good thing too. If not for those lessons, Yan would’ve never recognized the beauty of what she discovered tucked beneath the housemarm’s mattress. Her love of tawdry erotic fiction aside, Yan’s dedication to the Martial Path saw her punished repeatedly for skipping lessons and shirking chores in favour of seeking Insight in the Forms and Enlightenment in Balance. While this earned her a place at the head of the pack with regards to Martial ability, she had only recently learned how much her wilful ignorance had cost her.
 
  
 
 Except it was the soldiers under her command paying the price, a debt paid in blood.
 
  
 
 Unlike Mila who studied the classics, or Rain who was naturally clever, Yan didn’t know shit about tactics, supplies, deployment, morale, or any of the other countless skills required to lead a retinue; she only knew how to fight. While out on patrol, she spent most of her time scouting ahead just to avoid the pitfalls of command, leaving capable Sutah to handle everything in her place. The results spoke for themselves as less than half her soldiers returned after every patrol. She should’ve given up after her first blunder when she came across a Defiled warband and failed to spot the two warbands waiting in ambush nearby. A novice mistake, one made in her haste to prove herself worthy of command despite possessing none of the requisite skills or knowledge.
 
  
 
 Though she might be slow to learn, Yan eventually caught on to her ineptitude, aided by a multitude of tales singing praises of Rain’s accomplishments. By now, he would’ve spent two months by Sinuji and similarly was on his fourth patrol, but not only had he stayed there for the entire duration, he also had yet to even request for reinforcements. In comparison, this was Yan’s second leave of absence from the front lines, and she’d already requested reinforcements three times. A fourth would be required if she wanted to replenish her current numbers, but she wasn’t sure if continuing was the right option. She knew enough arithmetic to know she sustained forty percent losses on every patrol, a startling contrast between herself and Rain.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t even blame it on his dog-shit luck. Not only was he a quick study, he was also a cunning strategist who could spot an ambush from a kilometre away, a skill he aptly demonstrated when they were forced to flee from the Society Headquarters. Though they survived mostly due to Alsantset and Charok’s incredible Martial skills, Rain’s contributions could not be overlooked. Whether it be finding elevated hiding spots to shoot from or choke points to fight in, Rain had a good eye for terrain despite his piss-poor forest-craft.
 
  
 
 Though his talents often seemed numerous and without limit, Rain couldn’t track a trail to save his life and left more clues in passing than a blind rhino on a wild rampage.
 
  
 
 Smiling as she reminisced of their fond times together, Yan brought Kyung through the gates before parting ways. While he headed for the mail depot, Yan made her way to Lin’s residence, a courtyard manor overlooking the docks. It was one of the nicest buildings in SuiHua and would remain so until construction finished on the wall, showing just how much the higher ups valued Rain and his Medical Saint of a Teacher.
 
  
 
 Not to mention his brilliant, busty courtesan...
 
  
 
 Who coincidentally enough, answered the door after Yan arrived. “What a pleasant surprise,” Zheng Luo said, faking a smile which didn’t reach her light-brown eyes. Arching her spine to better flaunt those oversized milk bags, she threw the doors open but curtsied in the doorway, presumably so Yan was forced to wait or squeeze inside. “Please, be welcome in our home.”
 
  
 
 Leave it to a trained diplomat to craft a statement so double-edged, stating unequivocally that this was her home and Yan was merely a guest.
 
  
 
 What a bitch.
 
  
 
 “Yan-Yan!” Relieved there was someone here to defuse the situation, Yan watched Lin leap out of a tree and float gently to the ground. Like a dragon returning to sea, her movements were like floating clouds and flowing water. Though always impressive to watch, the more Yan learned about Lightening, the more she was amazed by Lin’s exceptional mastery. There were experts for all skills, and sweet Lin was fast becoming an Expert in Lightening, wholly in her element when high in the air. Skipping with an endearing smile, Lin launched herself into Yan’s embrace and squeezed with all her might, which was to say not hard at all. “Welcome back Yan-Yan. I missed you.”
 
  
 
 “I missed you too,” Yan replied, putting the curvy bitch out of her mind while returning Lin’s hug. As much as she loved Grandpa and her new life with him, Yan missed the little things like hugs and holding hands, actions frowned upon here in Central even when both parties were of the same gender. In fact, especially when both parties are of the same gender, which made no sense. “How have you been?”
 
  
 
 “Bored! There’s too many rules about where and when you can go out, and even if you listen, there’s nothing to do. Daddy is busy with the ugly octopus and Mi-Mi is always working or too tired to play, so only Luo-Luo keeps me company, but all she wants to do is paint, embroider, and do other boring stuff, ya?” Pouting adorably, Lin rested her cheek on Yan’s shoulder and asked, “How long will you stay for? A few days again?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe longer this time.” Possibly even permanently. It was high time Yan gave up. She wasn’t cut out for a leadership, not without more preparation and education.
 
  
 
 “Yay! Come say hi to the floofs, the quin pups and bunnies are so big now and I taught the bears how to clap and dance...” Always happy to gossip, Lin filled Yan in on everything she missed while she reacquainted herself with the pets. Only one quin pup was present because like Shana, the others were a danger to the rabbits, but the little squeaker seemed determined to make up for his absent siblings. Recognizing her scent as the person he used to share a bed with, the pup flopped into Yan’s lap and wiggled about, chirping up a storm and clutching her hand as she sank her fingers into his fat, furry belly.
 
  
 
 Sadly, the other animals were less enthusiastic about Yan’s arrival. Aloof and uninterested, the wildcats lazed in treetops while the bears were still too timid to approach. Unwilling to climb up to greet them, Yan turned her attention to the bicorn bunnies, all fifteen bouncing about in their enclosure. Almost fully grown, the rabbits showered her hand with kisses and tolerated her petting until it became apparent she had nothing to feed them, at which point they went back to hopping around like maniacs and headbutting one another into unconsciousness. They were stupid and greedy creatures, but she loved their silly antics, not to mention their silky soft fur and adorable noses which never stopped twitching.
 
  
 
 Cuddling the affectionate pup, Yan listened and laughed along with Lin’s narrative and forgot about all her worries and regrets for a few short hours. In the middle of tea and snacks provided by the accommodating Death Corps, Yan steered their conversation to Rain. “Do you know when he’ll be back?” Yan asked, praying the answer would be ‘soon’. Though she wished it were otherwise, they’d been stationed at different zones and working on different timetables. While he defended Sinuji, she would be off on patrol, and vice versa.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, why must you tease your children so? They shared one, incredible night together and had been separated ever since. The worst part was, Yan couldn’t even fantasize about sating her needs with another man, and imagining Rain only made her that much lonelier...
 
  
 
 Raising her arms in an exaggerated shrug, Lin replied, “He keeps writing he ‘hopes to come back soon’, but in his latest letter, he said he thinks the commander hates him or something.”
 
  
 
 “You mean Colonel Hongji is denying his request for reprieve?” If so, then it was an abuse of power and he had a rude awakening before him. An unaffiliated Colonel dared to keep Yan from reuniting with her lover? As Grandpa had recently started saying, this was simply seeking death.
 
  
 
 “Hang on.” Running inside for a moment, Lin returned with a sheaf of documents and shifted through them before holding one up for Yan to see, the barely legible scribbles a sure sign it was written by Rain’s hand. “See? It says, ‘Commander Hongji seems friendly, but he works my retinue hard. We are sorely in need of a break but I may have offended him somehow as he has yet to provide us with one. I hope to visit soon, but I don’t know when he intends to schedule our reprieve.’ That’s what hubby wrote, so I dunno.”
 
  
 
 “...That idiot. No wonder he hasn’t had a leave of absence yet.” Re-reading the passage with a wry grin, Yan rolled her eyes and shook her head. “He’s waiting for Commander Hongji to schedule them a reprieve, but that’s not how it works. Rain needs to put in a request, which I’m sure will be approved.”
 
  
 
 “...Hubby is a big dummy.” Thoroughly angered, Lin puffed her cheeks in a childish pout and tossed the rest of the documents down for Yan’s perusal. “You know what’s the worst? He writes a letter every week, but he never talks about anything important. He just drones on and on about something stupid like he feels obligated to fill the page.” Slumping her shoulders and pretending to sulk, Lin gave her best impression of Rain speaking slowly, as if he’d taken a head-injury. “Pong Pong loves shrimp, but when the shrimp arrives, it’s almost spoiled. Can you send more shrimp? Faster too. A faster delivery, not faster shrimp, because that would be silly. Can we get ice in Central? Frozen shrimp might last longer. Also, please look into dried shrimp and see if this is a feasible option, as well as any other shrimp preserving methods you can think of. Pong Pong really loves shrimp, so I need a way to provide him with more shrimp.” Crossing her arms, Lin crinkled her nose and huffed, too angry at Rain to continue with the mockery. “Stupid Rainy. Stupid Pong Pong. Luo-Luo! Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
  
 
 “Apologies Lin-Lin, but this one has little experience in military matters.”
 
  
 
 “Write hubby a letter and tell him what Yan said! If he doesn’t come back soon, I’m gonna eat all his stupid rabbits.” Pointing angrily at Luo-Luo, Lin barked, “Don’t write that last part!”
 
  
 
 Doubled over with tears streaking down her face, Yan gasped for breath and silently begged Lin to stop, her stomach cramping and lungs burning from laughing too hard. It wasn’t just Lin’s spot on impression or uncharacteristic anger, or even how she bullied the concubine like a stereotypical evil wife. What she found most comical was that Lin wasn’t even exaggerating, but repeating a passage Rain wrote word for word. Communication had always been Rain’s biggest problem, right above his trust issues and inability to read social cues, but the problem seemed so much worse in writing.
 
  
 
 When she finally got her laughter under control, Yan felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest. This was what she needed, an afternoon of relaxation and cathartic release. So she wasn’t Officer material and would never command an army of thousands. It wasn’t important. She was Du Min Yan, grand-daughter and terminal Disciple of Du Min Gyu, betrothed to the love of her life, Falling Rain, and sister-wife of Lin and Mila.
 
  
 
 ...Zheng Luo too, but as a concubine, she barely counted. Lin was already bullying her, so Yan had no qualms against joining in.
 
  
 
 Aside from this wonderful life, Yan also had her Martial skills which had won her the title of third strongest young talent in the Empire, losing only to Wu Gam and her beloved husband-to-be. With her skills, her options were limitless. She could have her pick of Officers to serve under, whether it be her childhood hero Akanai, her former idol and future father-in-law Baatar, or if needed, she could even join Grandpa and learn at his side. Better yet, she could join Rain’s retinue and they could learn the ins and outs of command together. As evidenced by his misunderstanding, Rain had just as many gaps in his knowledge as Yan did, except his issues were largely social in nature. It would be so romantic fighting side by side, just like they used to when they were younger, but this time as comrades in arms on the battlefield and lovers in the bedroll, their days filled with glory and nights filled with pleasure.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Perhaps it’d be better if she stayed with Grandpa. If Yan and Rain served together, then neither one of them would ever get a wink of sleep. Regardless, Rain had best return, and soon. Having tasted the sorrows of separation during these long weeks apart, Yan yearned to see his smile and feel his touch again, raving like a silly, sappy, love-struck maiden straight out of one of her favourite novels.
 
  
 
 Not only that, but she was curious to know what he could do with all his limbs intact...
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 With the forge banked and her tools put away, Mila hung up her apron, kicked off her long, leather boots, and sauntered out into the smithy’s courtyard where Papa sat poring over the details of her latest work. Leaving him to his studies, Mila stretched her arms over her head and worked the kinks out of her shoulders and back. The cool evening breeze felt good on her skin, but it was still warmer than she liked, and she looked forward to a long, refreshing bath to wash away the sweat and grime. Summer had only just begun, but already she found the days uncomfortably hot, a dry, blistering heat which left her sticky and irritable. Though she had no issues working next to a burning forge, it wasn’t the same as a stifling summer haze. The flickering incandescence of a lit flame filled her with fevered vigour and exuberance, while the sweltering summer sun made her want to go back to bed and sleep through the worst, two wholly different types of heat despite what most would believe.
 
  
 
 Merely the thought of baking beneath the summer sun was enough to make Mila tired and vexed, so she laid down on the cool, comfortable grass and stared up at the Heavens. The large moon and twinkling stars looked a little different from the view she was used to, though if asked to explain how she’d be hard pressed to say. An apt summary of what life in Central was like, where things seemed familiar enough at first glance, yet dissimilar enough to be mildly unsettling. The food, the clothes, the customs, and even the language were all slightly off and Mila yearned for the familiar trappings of home. She missed traipsing through verdant forests and climbing over majestic mountains, swimming in roaring rivers and exploring twisting tunnels. There were so many unique vistas to take in back home, a scenic view no matter where she turned, but here in Central, there was only clear, shimmering water and tall, swaying grass in every direction as far as the eye could see.
 
  
 
 “This be good work.” Jolting Mila out of her melancholic daze, Papa flicked her latest creation with his fingernail. The heavy flail rang with an audible hum and he nodded in approval, giving it a few more flicks along its length and producing a new sound each time. “Daresay it’s some of your best, lass. You’re a rare talent, one not seen in a hundred millennia, and it won’t be long before you surpass this old man. Might be time you put me out to pasture and took over me duties.”
 
  
 
 Beaming from his glowing praise, Mila sat up and hugged her Papa tight, her arms unable to wrap all the way around his prodigious belly. “Don’t be silly Papa. I would’ve never gotten this far without your guidance and I’m still a long ways from matching your skills. I spent half the week working out the measurements and two more days to craft it, while you made at least two dozen weapons in the same time frame.”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Snorting in feigned anger, Papa swatted her head lightly and stroked her hair, his palm so large it covered half her skull. “Neat trick you got there lass. You open your mouth and horse farts come out, ain’t ever seen anything like it. Been learning diplomacy, have you? No need to worry, this old man’s ego won’t shatter so easily. I been churning out nothing but standard spears with nothing fancy about ‘em, but every time I look over, you’re working on something new and exciting, like this here flail. Don’t think there’s a blacksmith out there who could do what you do, and I know blacksmiths. This braided cord here, you get the idea from Jorani’s weapon?”
 
  
 
 “Yup. I wanted to see if I could make a better version after Rain wrote about how instrumental Jorani was during their first patrol. The hardest part was figuring out how everything would look when laid out on the anvil, but once I had that plotted out, things fell into place. It was more difficult to assemble than I thought and I almost bungled it a few times, but everything worked out. It’s a flail with an adjustable chain length, measuring three meters at its longest and doubling as a mace when wholly retracted.” Taking the weapon in hand, Mila twisted the base of the haft to show him while narrating the complicated crafting process.
 
  
 
 Papa could joke about horse farts all he liked, but his centuries of experience were nothing to sneeze at. If there was a mistake or deficiency in her methods, then Papa would see it, and as usual, he didn’t disappoint. “A masterpiece to be sure, but you’ll want to choose its wielder carefully. It don’t look too heavy for a mace, but they’ll need a strong arm to wield it with all that chain tucked inside. Your candidate can’t be too big either, the weapon's too small for someone my size to use in any of its forms, not to mention I’d be liable to brain myself with it, so you want someone cautious and precise, someone who thinks twenty steps ahead and plans for ten. Then...”
 
  
 
 These were all things Mila never considered when crafting the flail, more concerned about whether she could do it rather than if she should. Ever since Rain introduced the concept of multi-function weapons, she’d been obsessed with the idea and devoted every free moment to designing the ultimate, all-purpose Spiritual Weapon. Rain’s glaive Unity lacked an extreme close combat option, and by utter fluke, she’d come close with her third Spiritual Weapon, Paragon, but due to its unique requirements, there weren’t many Martial Warriors capable of unlocking its full potential.
 
  
 
 The latter which delighted Mila to no end. Paragon was her weapon, and there might never be another like it.
 
  
 
 After committing his critique and suggestions to memory, Mila and Papa headed home for a bath, a meal, and a long night’s rest. Such was life here in sleepy SuiHua, though the lack of excitement could be seen as a blessing in disguise. Nine months had passed since the West was lost and three months since the Imperial Grand Conference, but the Defiled had yet to gather for a concentrated push into Central. While this gave the Empire more time to prepare for the impending invasion, Mila’s heart ached for the people of the West, no doubt suffering beneath the heel of Defiled subjugation. Many of those poor souls would likely embrace the Father’s lies and take up arms against the Empire, and she couldn’t blame them. The Emperor failed his sacred duty to protect them and abandoned untold numbers of the Mother’s faithful children, leaving them with no hope of rescue or reprieve. To make matters worse, even more souls gave their lives constructing the walls, towers, and border forts which were supposed to protect them, a sad state of affairs if there ever was one. A multitude of new faces arrived in port each day, poor, frightened slaves and labourers press-ganged into service, their lives ready to be consumed by the war efforts of the Empire. Add in widespread food shortages, the death toll on the front lines, and the occasional Purge of dissidents, radicals, or traitors, and the Empire’s losses no doubt numbered in the hundreds of millions.
 
  
 
 A staggering cost in lives and the war had yet to truly begin. What would their losses be like when the Defiled grew bored of subjugation and turned their attentions east? Could the Empire even survive against a united army of Defiled? What could be done to improve their odds? All this and more left Mila with a pounding head and heavy heart. These were matters beyond her comprehension, issues for the likes of the Marshals and Generals of the Empire to contemplate and deliberate over. The problem was, now that Mama was one of those vaunted Generals, Mila wanted to help but didn’t know where to start. She couldn’t even offer emotional support, what with Mama stationed two-hundred kilometres away to oversee the construction of the citadel. One of three massive superstructures, the citadels would form the backbone of Central’s defences, a headquarters, troop training ground, rest area, workshop, and supply depot all in one place, which meant steep construction costs in both gold and blood. Though she carried herself with cold disdain, Mama was a kind and compassionate woman who likely shared all of Mila’s woes, except hers would be compounded by her part in all of it.
 
  
 
 Mila prayed they would be reunited soon, else she feared Mama’s heart would break from all her guilt and misery.
 
  
 
 Kicking open the double doors in his haste to enter, Papa’s booming laugh echoed through their borrowed courtyard manor. “Come little ones,” he called, falling to one knee in front of the twins. “Give your great-grandpappy a hug.”
 
  
 
 Their cheery laughs lifted Mila’s spirits and she took a moment to appreciate the good things in life, like seeing her hulking grizzly-bear of a father in the middle of a massive group hug with Tali, Tate, Baloo, and Banjo. The bears especially loved Papa, perhaps because he was the only person around large enough to carry them comfortably in one arm. Though they still had plenty to grow before reaching adulthood, the goofy yearling cubs had almost doubled in size since Rain left for the front lines, and she feared he’d no longer be able to carry them around on his back. Starved of affection as always, Aurie greeted Mila with a plaintive cry and flopped at her feet, entangling her legs so she couldn’t leave until she provided the requisite belly rubs. Happy to oblige, Mila crouched down and cooed at the needy wildcat, having long since grown accustomed to the ever present Death Corps guards around them. “Hello kitten. Yes, I missed you too. Did grumpy Lin forget to brush you again? I suppose she was too busy moping around. It’s okay, I’ll brush you sweetling. Again. Not like I’m tired from hammering all day or anything.”
 
  
 
 As much as she loved Lin, Mila’s tolerance for the spoiled grouch was reaching its end. The love-struck girl was insufferable without Rain around to spoil her, a sullen, petulant little princess who complained without end. Lin-Lin is bored, Lin-Lin wants fresh noodles, Lin-Lin misses hubby, Lin-Lin hates Pong Pong, Mila was this close to shipping Lin off to the front lines just so they wouldn’t have to listen to her complaints anymore. Rain created this monster with his overindulgent behaviour, so he should be the one to deal with it.
 
  
 
 “Sorry Mi-Mi.” Sounding anything but, Lin bounded over and tackled Mila in a hug, her charming, toothy grin in full-effect. “I only forgot because Yan-Yan came back.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t push the blame on me, I only arrived a few hours ago.” Striding over with her rolling gait, Yan’s warm smile washed away Mila’s peevish melancholy. Running over with a squeal of delight, Mila lifted Yan in the air and spun her about, a tradition of theirs ever since their disastrous journey to the Society Headquarters. Back then, Yan would always crinkle her nose and grudgingly accept the display of affection, a cold and aloof loner who spent every second in training. Now, she laughed her throaty laugh and hugged Mila back, having grown into a warmer, cuddlier person after their long separation.
 
  
 
 Loathe as she was to admit it, Mila had that old fart Du Min Gyu to thank for this. After stealing her away to adopt her, that standoffish tom-boy had blossomed into a loving and affectionate woman, one who better appreciated the bonds of friendship and family.
 
  
 
 “It’s about time you came back to visit,” Mila gasped, dizzy from spinning too much. “After the second time you sent for reinforcements without leaving the front lines, I thought you meant to challenge Rain’s ongoing record for longest tour on the front lines.” Even though she missed him dearly and prayed for his safe return, Mila took great pride in his gruelling accomplishments. Only two others, Mitsue Hideo and Quyen Dienne, could come close matching to Rain’s record of fifty-six consecutive days on the front lines, and neither could ever dream of topping his astonishing results. Rain’s retinue killed more Defiled with fewer losses than any other unit in the Empire, putting his so-called rivals to shame as their elite retinues of heavy cavalry and armoured rhinos failed to match up with Rain’s brilliant tactics and miraculous Healing methods.
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Yan huffed and blew her silky bangs to one side. “As if. It’s our misfortune and poor judgment to be betrothed to an idiot like him.”
 
  
 
 Inwardly bristling at the derision, Mila held her tongue and hugged a little harder, not enough to hurt Yan but just enough to make things a little uncomfortable. Yan’s results were fairly typical and landed her in the middle of the pack, but it wasn’t a competition. They were all one family, so Mila didn’t understand why Yan felt the need to put down their betrothed?
 
  
 
 Mila’s indignation lasted only for a moment as Lin explained Rain’s gaffe between fits of giggles. Mila thought Rain had just been making excuses so he could remain on the front lines and amass glory for the People, but as per usual, this was merely Rain being Rain and misinterpreting the situation. Mother forbid he ask someone for clarification, no, her betrothed was much too arrogant for that.
 
  
 
 Swallowing her irritation, Mila shook her head and said, “Come, join me in the bath and we’ll continue our conversation there.”
 
  
 
 While Yan and Lin readily agreed, Zheng Luo tried to slip away without notice, an oddly prudish woman considering she walked around in public with her cleavage on full display. Stifling a sigh, Mila grabbed Zheng Luo and pulled her along, adamant to integrate the fussy Imperial into their household before Rain’s return. It’s not that Mila particularly liked the woman or even enjoyed her company, but she was Rain’s concubine and they were stuck with her, so it would be best if everyone got along. Already Mila could see fractures forming in Rain’s extended absence, with Lin’s brattiness driving them apart and a budding rivalry forming between Yan and Zheng Luo.
 
  
 
 Why Mila cared about keeping Rain’s harem conflict free, she couldn’t say. Mila was utterly outmatched by the others, so she would only benefit if the harem fell apart. First and foremost, there was sweet, adorable Lin, whom Rain doted upon the most. In all his letters, Lin’s name would always come first and its contents largely addressed to her, while the others were spoken of in passing if he remembered them. With her large eyes and round cheeks, Lin’s youthful features had yet to mature, but that didn’t detract from her charm and allure. With her supple, honeyed skin and long, silken hair, Lin was undoubtedly on track to blossom into a kingdom-toppling beauty once her baby fat melted away and her... womanly assets bloomed.
 
  
 
 Then there was sultry, seductive Yan. With her defined, sculpted features, pale, jade-like skin, and plump, cherry-pink lips, her appearance was reminiscent of the fairies of myth, the Mother’s true daughters crafted in Her own image who descended from the Heavens to aid Her Chosen Sons. Granted, those were made up stories to elevate the wives and concubines of those legendary heroes, but were one to paint Yan as a hornless, long-haired maiden, it would undoubtedly become a textbook portrait of classical beauty. Not only this, but she was closest to Rain’s heart, his best friend and most trusted confidant. Even without her insurmountable beauty or wide, provocative hips, Mila was no match for Yan’s raunchy humour or her throaty, captivating laugh.
 
  
 
 Speaking of classical beauties, one couldn’t forget Zheng Luo. While Yan fit the profile of a fairy from Heaven, Zheng Luo might well be one, her features flawless and physique unmatched, a slim, buxom goddess with long, slender legs and shapely, elegant feet. As if physical perfection weren’t enough, the Imperial Servant possessed a brilliant mind and admirable work ethic, labouring tirelessly day and night in her office on the second floor to grow Rain’s budding merchant undertaking into a veritable enterprise. Under her brilliant management, Rain’s income had finally surpassed his expenditures, no mean feat for a profligate squanderer and bleeding heart philanthropist like him. What’s more, no matter what they needed, Zheng Luo could procure it. Whether it be outrageous quantities of preserved shrimp for Rain, first rate binding materials for Papa and Mila, or Runic Inscription supplies for Taduk, if it took longer than a few days to arrive, Zheng Luo would all but kowtow in apologies for the lengthy delay.
 
  
 
 Last and least of all was Mila, a dour, jealous, harridan of a woman who nagged and threatened her betrothed about every minor detail. With hair which tangled like a rat’s nest and pale skin dotted in ugly freckles, she couldn’t compare in attitude nor beauty. Small wonder why Rain would praise Lin, sleep with Yan, goggle at Zheng Luo, but only tell Mila to not be jealous. Such was her lot in life, to be the shrew and bully in Rain’s otherwise perfect marriage.
 
  
 
 Even wary and watchful Li Song wasn’t immune to his charms, willingly delivering herself to his power so she could fight at his side...
 
  
 
 Stupid Rain and his stupid, licentious ways. Why couldn’t he be more like Junior Martial Brother Fung? They weren’t even betrothed, yet he wrote a poem or sonnet everyday for that ice queen, Ryo Seoyoon...
 
  
 
 Discouraged and disheartened by her bath-time revelations, Mila stewed in silence until it was time for dinner. To welcome Yan, Charok cooked a sumptuous feast and Papa, Taduk, and even Yan’s bodyguard Kyung joined them, but Mila was in no mood to celebrate. Perhaps noticing her low spirits, Lin sat down beside her with a pot of fruit wine, smiling her toothy smile as she poured Mila a cup. Warmed by the rare show of consideration, Mila drank it down and inwardly scolded herself for her catty and hateful thoughts, further proof she had the worst personality among her future sister-wives. Barely able to taste Charok’s delicious food, her foul mood continued to plummet as the night wore on, drinking every time she found more proof of her failings. Maternal Yan making sure Tali and Tate ate all their vegetables, Zheng Luo dining with perfect poise and impeccable manners, or Lin repeatedly refilling Mila’s cup no matter how quickly she downed the fruity alcohol. They were all so beautiful and perfect. How was Mila supposed to compare?
 
  
 
 Something cold and wet pressed against Mila’s lower back and she yelped in surprise, spilling her cup in the process. Frightened by her reaction, Banjo shrank away and took his cold, wet nose with him, his gaze lowered and eyes sad because he knew he’d done something bad, but wasn’t sure what. Feeling remorseful about scaring Banjo, it disappeared when Mila saw Papa feeding Baloo on the other side and she snapped, “Stop feeding the animals table-scraps! It’s not good for them and it encourages them to beg.” With the floodgates opened, her ire burst out as she flew off the handle, venting her frustrations on the people around her. “Taduk, you’re a grown man. Stop pushing your vegetables around and eat them. Zheng Luo, this is a family dinner not a formal event. No one will be offended if your eating area isn’t spotless. Tate, don’t think I didn’t see you throwing your eggplant to Jimjam. He’s a cat, he won’t eat it, and it could make him sick if he does. And you.” Turning to Kyung, the only person at the table still eating, Mila scowled and asked, “Were you raised by wolves?”
 
  
 
 Rather than answer, Kyung responded with a throaty growl, pulling his bowl close as if ready to fight to defend it. None of this kept him from stuffing his mouth, inhaling rice, meat, and vegetables as quickly as his chopsticks delivered it. Incensed by his shameless reaction, Mila slammed her chopsticks down and stood to beat him senseless. “Outside, you manner-less cur, lets see if a guard trained by ‘Great Teacher’ Du Min Gyu fights as well as he eats.”
 
  
 
 “Mila please.” Intercepting her on the way over, Yan grabbed Mila by the waist and pleaded, “He means no offence, he’s never tasted Charok’s cooking before and got a little too excited. Kyung, there’s plenty to go around so please behave yourself. Come sister, sit down, there’s not need for violence at the dinner table.”
 
  
 
 Papa and Charok chimed in to smooth things over, so Mila shot Kyung a glare and returned to her seat, her cheeks burning from the alcohol and embarrassment. The spilled wine had been wiped dry and her cup filled once more, so Mila downed another cup and glowered at the unrepentant Kyung, wishing she could Send and tell him how lucky he was Yan had stopped her from trouncing him. So what if he proved himself Alsantset’s match two years ago? Even though Mila had been cooped up in the forge for the better part of a year, that didn’t mean she’d neglected her Martial Path. In fact, creating so many Spiritual Weapons had honed her senses to the extreme and helped her make great strides along the Martial Dao, specifically with regards to controlling her Blessing. Though she Awakened at a young age, Mila had yet to reveal it to the world at large, but when she did, her name would rise to the Heavens as she claimed her place as Number One Talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Whatever, so what if Mila wasn’t the best wife? She had plenty of other admirable qualities and Rain loved her so he would have to accept her flaws. Even if he placed her last in his heart, if he dared treat her poorly, then Mila would beat him to a pulp and complain to Mama and Papa so they’d beat him too.
 
  
 
 Might makes right, in war and in love.
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 Taking slow, deep breaths to calm her racing heart, Luo-Luo thanked the Mother above as reason prevailed and dinner resumed without a hitch. No one seemed to pay any mind to the disturbance and they picked up right where they left off before Mila’s outburst of scathing criticisms. The Medical Saint’s vegetables were left uneaten and he went back to arguing with the Divine Blacksmith about their latest chess match. Tali continued narrating her most recent adventure at the docks for Yan’s listening pleasure. Beside them, Ser Charok explained the intricacies of the soup’s subtle flavours to an inattentive Kyung while an aggrieved Tate choked down his vegetables under his father’s watchful eye. With cheeks matching her hair, Mila threw back a cup of wine and scowled at the empty vessel, angered by its tiny size and inability to slake her prodigious thirst.
 
  
 
 And throughout this all, the devious mastermind behind tonight’s events sat with a pleased smile stretched across her fair face, patting Mila’s arm and filling her cup once again in hopes of more excitement.
 
  
 
 Then again, perhaps Luo-Luo gave Lin-Lin too much credit and blamed her unjustly. Though impulsive and mischievous to the extreme, the troublesome half-hare wasn’t some harbinger of chaos manipulating events with her underhanded schemes, and even if she were, she couldn’t possibly have foreseen this outcome when plying Mila with drink. Who could have expected the fiery redhead to erupt amidst their celebratory meal? Truth be told, Luo-Luo wouldn’t have minded too much if someone ruined their meal with a brawl, but the sentiment was merely her being petty and mean-spirited. Yan’s safe return should be a cause for celebration, for it was a triumphant return from carrying out her sacred duty and defending the borders of the Empire from the hateful Enemy, a task which deserved, nay demanded the respect and admiration of nobles and citizens alike.
 
  
 
 Respect and admiration which she freely gave, but Luo-Luo would be perfectly content if Yan returned to the front lines forthwith. Alas, the half-deer beauty let slip she would stay in SuiHua for an indeterminate amount of time, and now Luo-Luo’s plans to seduce Lord Husband when he returned were no longer viable, not with that horned hussy so eager to jump in his bed...
 
  
 
 Though still yet to eat her fill, Luo-Luo fiddled with her chopsticks and sat in self-conscious insecurity, unsure how to proceed without drawing Mila’s drunken ire. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to slurp her soup or eat with her hands and went to bed hungry, where she tossed and turned for hours while worrying she’d have to eat all her future meals in private, or at least out of Mila’s vision. How was Luo-Luo even supposed to eat ‘less formally’? Was having decent manners really so terrible? It’s not as if she insisted everyone else follow suit and she was careful never to chastise or show disapproval with anyone else’s manners. Luo-Luo merely ate her meals the way she’d been taught to, with small, measured mouthfuls and slow, graceful movements in a neat and orderly fashion.
 
  
 
 A gluttonous woman was shameful at best and revolting at worst, both cardinal sins for a concubine reliant on her Lord Husband’s affection and good graces.
 
  
 
 It felt like Luo-Luo had just closed her eyes when Sorya shook her awake. “Lady Luo-Luo. Lady Luo-Luo. You must wake up.”
 
  
 
 “Leave me alone...”
 
  
 
 “I would, but Lady Sumila is at the door.”
 
  
 
 “I don’t care, let me – What?” Bolting upright in alarm, Luo-Luo scrambled to her feet and made sure her hair and nightgown were presentable before going to receive Mila herself. Opening the door wide, Luo-Luo curtsied and said, “Please, enter and be welcome. Luo-Luo hopes she didn’t keep Sister Mila waiting too long.”
 
  
 
 “Not at all.” As Luo-Luo moved to close the door behind her, she jumped away and choked back a scream at the sight of Mila’s unexpected entourage. With his paws digging into her shoulders and hips, one bear clung tightly to Mila’s back while another ambled along behind her, their mouths half-opened as they sniffed and stared at the fragrant trays of food in her hands. “Papa told me to take the day off, so I thought we could have breakfast together,” the bear-toting beauty announced. “Sorya, Anrhi, why don’t you take the morning off and leave Luo-Luo and I to chat.”
 
  
 
 Though posed as a question, Mila’s delivery made it anything but. Luo-Luo’s (usually) loyal handmaidens scurried away without so much as a ‘by your leave’, leaving her alone and helpless before Mila and two ferocious black bears. Well... ferocious might be overstating the facts, but regardless of how graceless or inept they seemed, the bears and wildcats were still feral creatures, ones who needed to be restrained before they hurt someone. Every time Tali or Tate ran towards the animals, Luo-Luo’s heart seized in her chest and she had to stop herself from diving in front of the children, wholly expecting things to go terribly, terribly wrong.
 
  
 
 Frozen in a combination of fear, shock, and drowsiness, Luo-Luo stayed by the door until Mila called for her again. “Luo-Luo, come eat,” she said, patting the seat directly beside her.
 
  
 
 One half of Luo-Luo’s mind was appalled she’d let Mila set the table by herself and the other half was afraid because she’d have to pass by both bears to get to her seat. “Sister Mila, if you could... the bears...”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The cold snort sent shivers down Luo-Luo’s spine and she pulled her nightgown closed, though it proved lacklustre defence against Mila’s fearsome glare. “You call me sister,” she said, her tone clipped and hostile, “Yet you don’t trust me to protect you? Sit. On my life, the bears will cause you no harm. I could even swear an Oath, if you’d like.”
 
  
 
 “No Sister, this one doesn’t dare accept.” Unable to delay any longer, Luo-Luo stepped around the patrolling bears and took her seat, whimpering audibly as they shuffled over to sniff her. Emboldened by her lack of resistance, one even stood on its hind legs and licked her cheek, likely checking if she suited his tastes.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Sister Mila fended him off with a light swat and a stern grunt. “Ignore them,” she said, giving Luo-Luo’s back a reassuring pat. “They’re harmless and you’ve nothing to be afraid of. You’ve been practising your Forms everyday like I asked you to, right?” Luo-Luo nodded, though she had yet to note any progress after two months of daily practice, time which could be better spent on almost anything else. “Well, then you could probably beat them both with one hand tied behind your back. Calm down, I won’t make you try, so ignore them and eat.” A massive meat bun in hand, Mila bit into it with gusto and gestured for Luo-Luo to do the same.
 
  
 
 Taking solace in Mila’s strong presence, Luo-Luo steeled her nerves and reached for her chopsticks, but froze once again when she realized there were none to be had. In fact, there were no utensils at all, not even a spoon or knife, and it took Luo-Luo’s fear-addled mind many seconds to understand why. Meat buns, dough fritters, pan-fried wraps, and even bowls of soup, everything on the table could be eaten by hand, though Luo-Luo had never dared do so. One could not daintily slurp or delicately nibble the foods laid out before her, not to mention all the oil and sauces she’d get on her hands, face, or clothes, a fatal blunder for a woman of her precarious standing.
 
  
 
 What if Lord Husband ever saw her with black oyster sauce smeared across her lips? After the nauseating incident in his officer’s tent, he’d never see her in an erotic light ever again...
 
  
 
 Noticing her dismay, Mila grinned and said, “As you may have guessed, I came to apologize for last night. Not for what I said mind you, but how I said it. We’re family Luo-Luo, so you needn’t be overly concerned with protocol and manners. I want no more curtsies or bows, no more ‘if it pleases’ and ‘by your leaves’. Let your guard down and let me get to know the real you.” Gesturing at the food, Mila added, “But first, we eat.”
 
  
 
 Driven by her rumbling belly and Mila’s constant encouragement, Luo-Luo lifted her arm to reach for a pan-fried wrap and gasped in abject horror as her sleeve fell into her soup bowl. Petrified by her blunder, Luo-Luo traded stares with Mila’s aghast expression, her jaw dropped in shock and surprise. After long seconds of silence, it was hard to say which of them giggled first, but soon enough they were both red-faced and gasping for breath at the sheer hilarity of it all, with Luo-Luo’s sides in stitches as Mila helped her wring her sleeve dry.
 
  
 
 After changing into a loose robe and rolling up her sleeves, Luo-Luo’s apprehensions had magically disappeared as she chatted and dined with Mila. Though she still ate in small, measured mouthfuls, she paid no mind to the grease on her hands or the crumbs around her lips, and somehow her meal tasted better for it. When it came time to devour the massive meat buns, Luo-Luo had trouble picking where to start, but after her first bite released the delectable scents locked within, she paid her image no mind and devoured the savoury treat in a matter of seconds. She licked her fingers, slurped her soup, did so many things a lady of status should never do, and it felt so liberating.
 
  
 
 Initially, Luo-Luo believed there was more than enough for both of them, but after clearing the entire table, Luo-Luo’s appetite had yet to be sated. Catching her staring at her plateful of crumbs, Mila giggled and said, “If you’re still hungry, we can head into town for more.”
 
  
 
 “No, this one wouldn’t want to cause any –”
 
  
 
 “Stop being polite. It’s no trouble at all, and you should listen to your body. You can’t build a fire without fuel and you can’t build muscles without food. You’ve been starving your body of energy with your daily practice, so you need to eat more than you’re used to or you’ll end up skinnier than a toothpick like Rain used to be.” Shaking her head, Mila scoffed and added, “What a waste turning a Martial Warrior into an Imperial Servant, and such a meek one at that. There should be an exemption from servitude for anyone who forms a Core.”
 
  
 
 No longer so afraid of the diminutive red-head, Luo-Luo replied, “Sister Mila, forming a Core is a requirement to become an Imperial Servant.” Seeing her confusion, Luo-Luo explained, “The training for an Imperial Servant is both arduous and comprehensive, so without Martial Training, it’s hardly worth the investment. Why go through so much effort when a common human will age and wither away in ten to fifteen years? Not only would their bodies lack the beautifying effects of Chi, a thirty-year-old commoner might already have wrinkles and grey hairs whereas a Martial Warrior of similar age would retain their youthful good looks for decades to come.”
 
 Take Mother-in-law Sarnai for example, still beautiful by any measure despite her seventy plus years. Though she bore a few wrinkles and a head full of grey hairs, Sarnai had a dignified allure about her which was impossible to find in a younger woman, and a ferocious elegance found only in the Bekhai. Luo-Luo hoped to look half as good when she reached the same age, though she’d still fall far short of matching her long-lived sister wives. Already older than Lord Husband by five years, Luo-Luo knew she had to make the most of her youth, but how was she to win him over from several hundred kilometres away?
 
  
 
 “The Imperial Clan truly knows how to live,” Mila said, as close a criticism as Luo-Luo had heard anyone say, and it frightened her to no end. Had a true Imperial Scion heard her and taken offence, the Bekhai would be finished in the blink of an eye. “No matter. You’re a part of the Bekhai now, and the Bekhai have no useless Martial Warriors.” A chilling statement if Luo-Luo had ever heard one, but Mila wasn’t finished. “Earlier I told you I came to apologize, and it wouldn’t be a sincere apology without a gift. It’s waiting outside, so let me help you with... whatever it is you need two handmaidens for. Pick something practical to wear though, we have other events planned for later.”
 
  
 
 Though Luo-Luo put up a token protest and insisted no help or gift was necessary, she truly cherished this bonding experience and wanted something to remember it by. Prior to today, the gruff, hardworking young blacksmith seemed so scary and intimidating, utterly unapproachable for a pampered Servant like Luo-Luo. They had nothing in common aside from a shared spouse and even Lord Husband tread lightly in Mila’s presence, but today’s shared experience showed a different side of the bushy-tailed young blacksmith, a kind and considerate interior hidden beneath her blunt, dour exterior.
 
  
 
 A sorely needed friend considering Lin-Lin’s increasingly domineering attitude of late, the once amicable half-hare growing more petulant and demanding with each passing day. Quin racing, chariot rides, archery practice, and more, Luo-Luo’s nerves might not last another month if Lord Husband didn’t hurry back.
 
  
 
 Scalp aching and hair thinned from a little heavy-handed brushing, Luo-Luo followed Mila into the courtyard with the bears ambling at their heels. A quick glance around failed to reveal her gift, only Lin-Lin teasing the wildcats with a bundle of feather on a string while Yan played with the pups under the watchful eyes of the older quins. Confused, she turned to her strong-armed sister-wife for direction, but Mila merely smiled and pointed at Mafu, flopped on his side and grooming a pup. Yesterday, Luo-Luo would have shied away and called Mafu over to her, but today, things were different. Unwilling to lose face in front of Mila (and Yan too, now that she thought about it), Luo-Luo summoned her courage and approached the quins with as much dignity as her trembling legs allowed her. When she stepped into range of the pups, the adult quins collectively turned towards her with teeth bared, and for a split second, Luo-Luo believed she’d made a huge mistake. Then, after the longest fraction of a second in her life, Mafu blinked, squeaked, and plodded over with the pup in his arms, his head lowered and eyes pleading for a hug and a kiss.
 
  
 
 Only then did the other quins visibly relax, and Luo-Luo made a mental promise to buy sweet Mafu an entire basket of fresh seafood. Fish, clams, lobsters, or squid, let him gorge to his heart’s content and engrave her into memory so he might recognize her that much sooner.
 
  
 
 With his furry head nestling in her arms, Luo-Luo noticed Mafu had been harnessed and guessed her mysterious gift was at yet another location. Moving around to his side to mount, she froze for the third time today when she spotted a dark metallic sceptre sitting upright in his harness. Recognizing it for what it was, Luo-Luo’s stomach flopped about and threatened to expel her hearty breakfast as she broke into a cold sweat, her mind blanking in sheer panic at the enormity of this gift. While Luo-Luo struggled to draw breath, Mila cheerily confirmed her fear. “It’s a Spiritual Weapon. Your Spiritual Weapon. Pick it up and see how it feels.”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo wanted to do exactly the opposite, to run away screaming and hide in her room, but her legs failed her once more. “Sister Mila,” she whispered, her throat too tight to speak loudly, “This is too precious a gift. This one dares not –”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The kind, considerate Mila was nowhere to be found and the fearsome, no-nonsense Mila stood in her place. “I won’t force you, but if you don’t dare accept it, then it must mean you don’t see me as family.”
 
  
 
 And there it was. Earlier, Mila said, ‘The Bekhai have no useless Martial Warriors’. Though she left the rest unsaid, Luo-Luo understood the implication and knew a decision was upon her. To her new family, black was black and white was white, with no grey areas in between. Take up the weapon or be cast out from the Bekhai, those were the only two choices. A choice between life and death because Luo-Luo had nowhere else to go, so what sort of choice was it, really?
 
  
 
 Cold and decisive, Mila was far more fearsome than Lin-Lin.
 
  
 
 Tears spilling down her cheeks, Luo-Luo took the sceptre in hand and nearly dropped it on her foot, the weapon far heavier than she expected. Expecting this outcome, Mila chuckled and said, “Heavy right? That’s good, it means it’ll do plenty of damage when it connects. I finished crafting it yesterday and Papa says it might be my best work. I didn’t make it with you in mind, but while considering possible candidates, you stood out among the rest. See, your height and build are perfect...”
 
  
 
 As Mila expounded on the finer details of the weapon, Luo-Luo blinked away the tears and tried to keep up. Though only a little longer than her arm and less than two thumbs thick, the sceptre was almost too heavy for Luo-Luo to carry, much less swing. Still, it was truly a beautiful piece, with the predominantly black metal sporting thin veins of silver throughout the shaft, spiralling ever upwards as if streaking towards the top, where an obsidian orb half the size of her fist rested neatly atop an octagonal setting. So dark it seemed to drink in the light, she saw only herself reflected in the orb’s flawless, inky surface, but nothing else, as if the weapon had chosen her to wield it.
 
  
 
 A silly flight of fancy is all it was, for a quick test showed it merely needed to be held at the right angle to reflect Mafu’s curious expression.
 
  
 
 This was to be Luo-Luo’s weapon, a sceptre to wield in battle against the Enemy. The thought left her utterly terrified, especially once Mila showed her how to turn the sceptre into what was essentially a three-meter long whip, the cord so thin one might mistake it for twine. How did she expect Luo-Luo to control such a beast?
 
  
 
 In response to the question, Mila smiled and answered, “When Rain comes back with Tursinai, I’ll ask her to teach you, but in the meantime you can learn the basics of rope weapons with Lin and the wildcats.” Beaming in sadistic glee, Lin-Lin hopped and squealed in delight, but Mila wasn’t done delivering bad news. “Don’t worry, Jorani picked it up in less than a year without any help, so I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough. You’ll require a lot more muscle to wield your weapon effectively though, so you’ll have to put more time and effort into practising your Forms. I was going to oversee your workouts, but since Yan will be around with nothing to do, I... she volunteered to help. You’ll also have less time to run Rain’s business, so she can help with that too. Isn’t this great?” Mila asked, proud as a popinjay as she took in Luo-Luo’s reaction. “Neither of you knows the other very well, but now that you’ll be practically spending every minute of every day together, you’ll be thick as thieves in no time.”
 
  
 
 “What fun,” Yan said, her tone sickly sweet while her eyes implied otherwise. Luo-Luo felt the same way, but lacked the courage to retort. Instead, she nodded mutely and clutched the sceptre to her chest, wondering if it’d be better to use it to hang herself. A quick and painless death now would be far more merciful than suffering through the days ahead, to say nothing of what would happen if the Defiled captured her alive on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 No.
 
  
 
 Had Luo-Luo wanted to end her life, she would have done so long ago. She had thought about almost every day after her fateful zither performance where she, an Imperial Servant, received a standing ovation from the Emperor himself. To most, she lived a cursed life, a first generation daughter of nobility sacrificed to Service due to a cruel twist of fate, then left to rot because she was so dazzling no one dared accept her.
 
  
 
 An Imperial Servant too talented to employ, and as much as this haunted Luo-Luo, she also took pride in her excellence, for it was only fitting.
 
  
 
 Though not everything came easily, thanks to her hard work and dedication, she excelled in every subject she ever tried her hand at, so why should combat be any different? She was already a Martial Warrior, so how difficult could it to become an Expert? Others might struggle their entire lives and never succeed, but for her? Not difficult at all. She couldn’t even remember forming her Core, for she’d been young and she’d succeeded as easily as breathing, but more importantly, once she put her mind to a task, past experience showed that success was not a question of if, but when.
 
  
 
 For she was Zheng Luo, a daughter of Heaven with the blood of Emperors flowing through her veins. Excellence was merely what was expected of her, and she would achieve no less.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 417 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Since stepping into office as Marshal of the North, Yuzhen had never taken a day off to rest, yet she still struggled to keep up with the workload. How her old man managed was beyond her comprehension, as dealing with the day-to-day routine left little time for the multitude of calamities crossing her desk. Defending her holdings, keeping her allies happy, and ensuring her enemies weren’t plotting her demise, these were merely the appetizers in her full-course meal of disasters, but the main course changed from day to day. Food shortages, dwindling funds, price gouging, and unruly bandits, there seemed to be no end to these tribulations in sight.
 
  
 
 A small wonder her old man never had time for the Martial Path. Forget training, Yuzhen counted herself fortunate if she had time enough to sleep.
 
  
 
 Being stationed so far away from her base of power wasn’t helping her efforts, but she understood the need. Without these new defences in place, a million-strong horde of Defiled could waltz into Central and the Empire would be helpless to stop them, and without Yuzhen here to supervise, thousands of unscrupulous parasitic merchants would bleed the Empire dry, too stupid, short-sighted, or conceited to care about the consequences of their actions. They were a few weeks into construction and Yuzhen had already executed over a hundred people for crimes ranging from simple thievery and embezzlement to all-out fraud and war-profiteering. She was happy enough to look the other way if an overseer pocketed a few silvers here and there, but the sheer audacity of some of these crooks and swindlers left her in awe of their stupidity. What did these merchants expect to happen when they delivered sub-par goods or shoddy materials? For her to shrug, open her coffers, and pay them what they were owed? Did they expect her to strip down and dance for them too? One enterprising con-man even tried to sell her the rights to a mine she already owned, a move which left her sides in stitches from the first real bout of uncontrolled laughter since her old man’s passing.
 
  
 
 Grateful as she was for the much needed hilarity, she still had the fool hung by the neck until dead.
 
  
 
 At least things weren’t all doom and gloom for Yuzhen, with more working in her favour than against her. In her absence, things had settled down back home, with most cities and factions falling in line. Shen Huo, Shen Yun, and the Bekhai all stood firmly in Yuzhen’s camp, and with Sanshu already in her pocket, this meant the peripheral cities reliant on them like Shen Bin and Jiu Lang had no choice but to follow. After Falling Rain absconded with their Guardian Turtle, the people of Ping Yao took it as a sign from the Mother above and pledged their eternal support to the Bekhai, leaving their Magistrate with little choice but to follow suit or risk bloody revolution if seen working against his city’s ‘Divine Attendant’. With everyone working harmoniously, construction on her section of the Wall was ahead of schedule and below budget, earning the North much vaunted praise from the Legate.
 
  
 
 Security of the North was also well in hand. Reconstruction at the Bridge had finally finished, but now Shen Jin was the more concerning location. As the guardian of the passageway into the West, the Magistrate of Shen Jin set to reinforcing the pass at his own expense, filling it with pitfalls, dead ends, fire traps, and countless other defences. To hear him say it, the expense rendered him ‘without two coins to rub together’, and Yuzhen mostly believed it. She was less inclined to believe his claim that should the Defiled horde seek entry in the North through Shen Jin, then they would die to the last savage before seeing the city gates, but she appreciated his willingness to part with his fortune.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering his family had amassed said fortune over multiple generations from collecting taxes on goods moving from the North to the West and vice versa, it was only fitting he foot the bill.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, most Yuzhen’s headaches arose from the Society, and by extension, Feng Huang. As the two southernmost cities, all of the North’s people, supplies, and resources funnelled through them to reach her here in SuiHua, giving them the upper hand in negotiations. One word from them and everything would go to shit as delays cropped up, shipments disappeared, and ‘evidence’ of smuggling, bribery and extortion would find its way into the wrong hands. To the outside world, it appeared as if Yuzhen had united the North, but more discerning individuals knew the Society bent her over a barrel and ravaged her at every opportunity.
 
  
 
 Metaphorically speaking, of course. She actually found being bent over a barrel by Gerel rather exhilarating on those rare occasions she found time away from her duties.
 
  
 
 ‘Focus,’ she mentally scolded herself, returning to her present circumstances. Sitting across the table were three individuals representing the most powerful factions of the Society. The first two were Situ Rang Min and Han BoDing, the Patriarchs of their respective clans and a pair of greedy, self serving bastards. Long-time enemies always at each others throats, Yuzhen had had great success playing them off one another in the past, but recent events had changed the dynamic between them. Both Patriarchs were on the back foot regarding Clan politics now that their sacrificial heirs, Situ Jia Zian and Han BoShui, had risen to fame in the public eye, mostly thanks to their relationship with Rain and their success on the front lines, which in turn earned them support from their Clan Elders. Though both young men were overshadowed by Rain, his achievements were so far ahead of his peers most people placed him in a category all on his own, leaving the others racing for second place.
 
  
 
 Having seen the writing on the wall, Rang Min and BoDing were desperate for a victory to tout before their clans, and thus they entered a shaky alliance to present a united front against Yuzhen. Today’s order of business was to demand she lower taxes on account of all the poor, destitute Society members struggling to maintain their decadent lifestyles. Jin ZhiYa, the third individual present and current High Elder of the Harmonious Unity Sect, was supposedly on Yuzhen’s side, but a reduction in taxes would be beneficial to ZhiYa’s faction, not to mention the woman was essentially a human puppet for her half-beast masters and had to check in before making important decisions. Since the two Patriarchs brought this issue up without warning, for the sake of this negotiation, ZhiYa might as well not be present.
 
  
 
 Her eyes radiating cold fury, Yuzhen sat with hands folded in silent stillness, letting time and suspicion do her work for her as she Sent a message to Gerel. “Done sparring with Charok yet? Are you shirtless and sweaty?”
 
  
 
 “We have yet to begin my love, but it could be arranged. Do you require my presence, or merely desire it?”
 
  
 
 Cocky bastard. Don’t smile. “Neither,” Yuzhen Sent, studying both Patriarchs intently. “Just making noise for my troublesome guests, so stop being so damned charming.”
 
  
 
 “Alas, if only I could,” came Gerel’s reply, deadpan and serious as always. “Such is my curse, but fear not, for I only have eyes for you.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Yuzhen let her frustration show, a calculated ‘error’, then widened her eyes ever so slightly in feigned surprise. It all happened in the blink of an eye, but her guests missed nothing and the display left them wondering what fortuitous news she had just received. “I need to concentrate now, so shush. Love you.”
 
  
 
 “Love you more.”
 
  
 
 A genuine half-smile slipped out before Yuzhen caught herself, but the minor gaffe helped sell her story. Since everyone in the room could sense her Sendings but didn’t know who she Sent to, each Patriarch would believe she was communicating with the other and cutting him out of the deal, a ploy which worked like a charm. Rang Min and BoDing had grown up together as friends written rivals and there was no greater enmity than one between former allies. They’d been at one another’s throats for decades, and Yuzhen would dance naked in the streets if she couldn’t use it against them and shatter their flimsy alliance to pieces.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she found the idea of public nudity rather titillating, but sadly the trappings of office and easily identifiable fox-tail meant she couldn’t afford to risk it, which made it that much more enticing.
 
  
 
 While her mind drifted and daydreamed, her opponents unmade themselves before her. Though Yuzhen’s Sendings had fallen silent, Rang Min and BoDing were deep in conversation as they fired silent messages at one another, each accusing the other of underhanded dealings. Neither Patriarch would believe the other was working in good faith, especially since they betrayed one another often enough in the past. They’d see their counterpart’s accusations as a sham to cover up their subterfuge, and soon, once all the accusations and insults were out of the way, one would take a step back and offer a counter-proposal, which they would both assume was what she was after. A smaller tax break, something Yuzhen could accept to avoid the bloody and costly struggle which would ensue should she back one Patriarch against the other.
 
  
 
 Games within games, but unlike her opponents, Yuzhen had learned from the best.
 
  
 
 Soon enough, the two Patriarchs reached a conclusion and they presented her with a new offer, quoting numbers Yuzhen was happy to work with. Unfortunately for the Society, her old man taught her how to squeeze blood from a rock. Chest heaving in false anger, she made eye contact with each Patriarch before raising her hand to slash at the air, leaving it up to them to interpret if she wanted to halve the new numbers or had just offered to decapitate a Patriarch. The temptation too much to resist, Rang Min and BoDing traded heated glances before grimacing in defeat, offering each other a quiet nod of respect before agreeing to halve their offer once more.
 
  
 
 After finalizing their deal, everyone walked away a winner. Undoubtedly the biggest winner, Yuzhen decided to celebrate by watching her handsome future husband work up a sweat, then drag him away for a horizontal spar in their bed. Arriving home with her Honour Guard in tow, Yuzhen was surprised to see she wasn’t the only spectator present. While Gerel and Charok traded ringing blows in the courtyard, Rain’s harem and menagerie watched from the side with Charok’s darling twins, the white-haired sweetlings cheering their papa on with startling blood lust. Inwardly lamenting the loss of her alone time with Gerel, Yuzhen greeted Mila with open arms and grunted as the powerful young woman squeezed just a little too hard. “Had I known you’d all be here, I’d have brought something back to eat.”
 
  
 
 “We’re showing Luo-Luo a real fight!” Knowing better than to get between them, Lin-Lin waited until Mila withdrew to step in for her hug. “We have leftovers if you’re hungry Yu-Yu. Fried rice, steamed chicken, and dumplings too.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen didn’t hate the girlish appellation so long as Lin-Lin remembered to call her ‘Marshal Yuzhen’ in public, but it was hard to say if she would. The sweet half-hare girl was just like her adopted father, intelligent but eccentric to the extreme. Whereas Lin-Lin merely liked to fly kites and climb trees, Taduk spent his days exploring the Azure Sea in a shabby dinghy, accompanied by a single guard, a rabbit, and an octopus in a cooking pot. What he was searching for was hard to say, but off he went every morning with the same lineup, though he often switched between the many rabbits hopping about Rain’s manor.
 
  
 
 Accepting a bowl from Luo-Luo, Yuzhen’s gaze fixated on the girl’s new accessory, a long-handled mace whose weight threatened to tear her silk belt in twain. “Thank you,” Yuzhen said before nodding at the beautifully crafted Spiritual Weapon. “A marvellous piece. Did Mila craft it?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed it is Marshal Yuzhen,” the Imperial Servant replied, her pale complexion and wan smile telling Yuzhen everything she needed to know. “Luo-Luo received it this morning and has yet to bind it, but she will give it her all and endeavour not to disappoint.”
 
  
 
 Silly, naive girl, didn’t she know how dangerous it was to admit she carried an unbound Spiritual Weapon? Then again, Luo-Luo could strip naked and walk from here to the Arid Wastes and arrive untouched, such was the power of her Lord Husband’s backing. Thinking to help the poor girl escape this dire fate, Yuzhen turned to Mila and said, “Perhaps my request is too forward, but I have a talented guard in dire need of a Spiritual Weapon like Luo-Luo’s. Seeing how it’s unbound, would it be possible to sell this one to me?”
 
  
 
 There was no talented guard in need of a mace, but forcing Luo-Luo to become a Martial Warrior would be an utter waste of the girl’s talents in business and statecraft. Purchasing the Spiritual Weapon would buy Yuzhen time to dissuade Mila and the others from this foolish decision and save Luo-Luo, which might earn her a sizable discount from Rain’s budding merchant empire. Despite having released all his secrets to the world for free, Luo-Luo’s sharp business acumen had grown a minor partnership into a highly-profitable enterprise built around cast iron, with over two-dozen military contracts under their belt and still more yet to be fulfilled. Every facet of the company had been considered before their competitors understood the value of cast iron, whether it be purchasing pig-iron mines to ensure a steady supply, offering better wages and conditions to develop loyalty in her work force, selling at a discount to the army to build their reputation, or paying a premium weeks ago to settle a contract now worth ten or twenty times what they paid. They were even prepared to craft bells the same day the Legate announced his bell towers, which made Luo-Luo a once in a millennia genius of commerce who Yuzhen had to recruit.
 
  
 
 It was even thanks to Luo-Luo’s ingenuity the wall was progressing so quickly, though where the young woman got the idea to insert metal rods through multiple layers of bricks for added reinforcement, Yuzhen couldn’t say. The girl was as ingenious as Rain and hardworking as Mila, and though Yuzhen once hoped to take both under her wing, they were too talented in other fields for her to poach. How could she let Luo-Luo slip out of her hands too?
 
  
 
 “It’s not for me to decide,” Mila declared, wholly unconcerned with the issue. “I gifted the weapon to Luo-Luo and it’s hers to do with as she pleases.”
 
  
 
 Perfect. Turning to the Imperial Servant, Yuzhen waited for her to nod and say yes, but Luo-Luo hesitated instead. Why? Didn’t she know the Bekhai meant exactly what they said and nothing more? If Mila said the weapon was Luo-Luo’s to do with as she pleased, then that’s exactly what she meant. Sell the weapon, gift it to another, toss it in the sea, whatever Luo-Luo did, Mila and the others wouldn’t care one whit.
 
  
 
 Well... they might care if Luo-Luo tossed it in the sea. The Bekhai abhorred waste, especially considering Spiritual Weapons were both rare and vital for Martial Warriors.
 
  
 
 After a long period of deliberation, Luo-Luo fell to her knees and kowtowed, a move which left Yuzhen bewildered and confused. “Luo-Luo offers her most sincere apologies, Marshal Yuzhen. This gift is too precious to sell for any price. Luo-Luo hopes to become a Martial Warrior worthy of the Bekhai and stand on the battlefield beside Lord Husband and Sister Mila.”
 
  
 
 Even as Yuzhen rushed to help Luo-Luo up, she noted the flash of annoyance which crossed Yan’s fair face, surmising all was not well in Falling Rain’s happy harem, but this wasn’t the time for juicy drama. Brushing Luo-Luo’s forehead clean of dirt, Yuzhen hugged her and said, “No need to be so dramatic, girl. It was merely an off-hand request. The weapon is yours and I’m sure you’ll become a splendid warrior.” Damn the Bekhai and their Warrior idolatry. Damn the Empire for the same thing too. How long before the bureaucrats and bean-counters of the world were recognized for their work? If not for them, armies would limp into battle, naked and starving...
 
  
 
 Her mood dampened, Yuzhen ate the leftovers and watched Gerel prance about the courtyard, swinging his heavy glaive about like a twig while Charok fended him off with his spear. A daily routine of theirs, the two rarely fought to a decision, always exchanging blows until both were too tired to continue. After the first time she watched them spar, she asked Gerel if he’d been taking it easy on his partner and her prideful man gave her a wounded look as if she’d called him a child rapist or worse. In Bekhai culture, going easy in a spar was apparently akin to wishing death upon one’s opponent, which explained volumes about Rain’s behaviour during his sparring matches.
 
  
 
 Sadly, Charok was the closest thing Gerel had to a friend, and apparently, yet another hidden Bekhai Expert. Her pitiful, loner of a lover, she didn’t know why Gerel stood as a man apart from the otherwise close-knit community, but she reckoned it was their loss and her gain. A shame he wasn’t business savvy like Rain, Mila, or Luo-Luo...
 
  
 
 Especially Luo-Luo. Though her eyes stayed fixated on the match, the Imperial Servant wasted no time by Yuzhen’s side, pitching all manner of goods from pots and pans to iron wagons and triple-crossbows. Though intrigued, Yuzhen feigned disinterest and nodded along, knowing if she appeared too eager, the shrewd beauty would take her for everything she was worth.
 
  
 
 “Oh, by the way,” Luo-Luo remarked, her tone neutral and aloof as she handed a letter to Yuzhen. “Lord Husband has a gift for Marshal Yuzhen. Scholar Diyako and his team recently perfected a treatment to rust-proof iron, the process of which is detailed within.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen’s jaw dropped and shattered her indifferent facade, but she couldn’t be bothered to care. “A rust-proofing treatment? As in it can be applied to items which have already been crafted?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed.” Her cherry lips pursed in a pleased smile, Luo-Luo said, “Lord Husband found it distasteful to sell so many iron products only for them to rust within the year, so he tasked Scholar Diyako to find a solution and is distributing it freely for all to use.” Glancing over the solution, Yuzhen grimaced and bit back a curse. The materials listed within weren’t too rare or valuable, but she had a sneaking suspicion Luo-Luo would have already secured large quantities to sell, a suspicion quickly proven by the crafty servant’s next sentence. “If Marshal Yuzhen would like to purchase the materials, then Luo-Luo would be happy to provide them.” For a price, no doubt. Brilliant. Utterly brilliant. Not only would Rain earn a fortune, he also earned the goodwill of all his previous customers by providing the rust-proofing method for free, something he wouldn’t have been able to keep secret regardless of his intentions.
 
  
 
 “If you don’t ask her, I will.”
 
  
 
 “I will, but later.”
 
  
 
 “She’s right there. Just ask. How often are you going to meet with the Marshal?”
 
  
 
 “I’ll handle it, so shut up and watch the spar.”
 
  
 
 Though Yan tried to keep her argument quiet, the half-cat slave Kyung made no such effort. Needing time to research before butting heads with the master negotiator Luo-Luo, Yuzhen seized the opportunity to escape and approached Yan. “There’s no need to be shy. Come, tell sister Yuzhen what you need. More soldiers? So eager to return to the front lines, are we? I’ll take care of it forthwith.”
 
  
 
 “Ah...” Flushed with shame, Yan shrunk back and shook her head, unable to look Yuzhen in the eye. “Er... no, I don’t need reinforcements. I... uh... I don’t think I’ll be going back.”
 
  
 
 “What? Why?”
 
  
 
 Mila and Kyung spoke with one voice and Yan flinched away, but the short-haired beauty soon rallied and answered, “Well... because I’m utter shit at command.” Giving voice to her fears seemed to help her accept it as Yan shrugged and continued, “I lost 40% of my retinue every time I set out on patrol, so I figured it’s time I stopped going out and getting good soldiers killed.”
 
  
 
 “Tch. This is why I hate kids.” Grabbing Yan by the shoulder, Kyung spun her to face him, an utterly unthinkable act for most slaves. “Listen idiot, because I’ll only say this once. You did fine.” Hearing this, Yan rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to speak, but Kyung gave her no chance. “Shut up. I’m not trying to comfort you, I’m stating a fact. Your results weren’t great, but no one was expecting them to be. You set out with standard soldiers using standard-issue gear, an all light-infantry force with less than ten Spiritual Weapons. You had no dedicated scouts, no cavalry, no heavy infantry, nothing except a bunch of common grunts, a rushed education, and a dearth of experience. Of course you can’t compare to the likes of Falling Rain, who has everything you’re lacking not to mention the finest heavy infantry in the Empire under his command. Master figured you would’ve lost your entire retinue on your first time out, but you didn’t, so congratulations. You exceeded expectations.”
 
  
 
 “...Grandpa wanted me to fail?”
 
  
 
 Yan’s eyes brimmed with tears at the apparent betrayal, but Kyung snorted and said, “No, Master expected you to fail. There’s a difference. You’ve never been a five or ten-man commander, but Master has no time to coddle you, so he accepted my suggestion to send you out on a trial by fire. ‘Learn by doing’, and it was working, but now you want to laze around and shirk your lessons? Absolutely not.” Poking Yan in the chest, Kyung demanded, “Ask the Marshal for more fodder and get back out there.”
 
  
 
 Trembling from head to toe, Yan snarled and grabbed Kyung by the collar. “So you’re telling me one-hundred and sixty-two soldiers died to teach me a lesson?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Unperturbed by Yan’s wrath, Kyung stood hunched over in her grip and weathered her murderous glare without blinking. He made no effort to defend himself should she lash out, not that it mattered if he did. Yan wouldn’t even need to lift a finger if she wanted him dead, she only needed to speak the words and he would take his own life. After long seconds, Kyung sighed and spoke softly, a tone which ill-suited the blunt, no-nonsense slave. “Behind every Great General lies a mountain of dead soldiers. You think the likes of Nian Zu, Shuai Jiao, or even your admired Akanai never made a mistake? When officers make mistakes, soldiers die. Such is life little Yan, but as Master’s Terminal Disciple, you must become a Great General. One-hundred and sixty-two soldiers have already died to pave the way forward. Don’t let their sacrifice be in vain.”
 
  
 
 A hard lesson for all youths to learn, but an important one. Yan’s compassion was admirable, but also a hindrance. Great achievements required great sacrifices, but the ones accomplishing the achievements were rarely the same people making the sacrifices. To build the wall, hundreds of slaves had already died, and thousands more would follow, but such was the price the Empire paid, lives spent now to save more lives later. The same concept applied to Yan’s training. An error now might cost her a few dozen soldiers, but as she rose in rank, those errors would only grow more costly, so better she make them now and learn from them. As much as Yuzhen wanted to comfort the poor girl, she knew it would be counterproductive to coddle her, a sentiment shared by Mila as she kept Lin-Lin from approaching. Instead, they all looked away and pretended not to notice Yan’s shaking shoulders or hear her quiet sobs, giving her the time she needed to deal with her guilt and grief.
 
  
 
 Which was better than how Yuzhen had handled it back when she learned this lesson, kicking and screaming up a storm. She still remembered how, after all her anger was spent, her old man had pulled her close and patted her head, reassuring her with his soothing timbre...
 
  
 
 After thirty minutes and countless exchanges, Gerel and Charok’s spar ended with yet another draw. Only then did Yan wipe her tears and approach Yuzhen, her eyes red and gaze determined. “Marshal Yuzhen,” she said, her voice trembling ever so slightly. “Warrant Officer Third Grade Du Min Yan requests reinforcements for her retinue, fifty-nine soldiers in total.” As an afterthought, she added, “Also, a billet for the forty-one soldiers still with me. They deserve a roof over their heads, at least until we head back.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to hug the poor girl, Yuzhen instead gave her a military salute. “Understood, Warrant Officer Du. This Marshal shall make it so.” Only then did she pull Yan into her embrace, a hug which Mila, Lin-Lin, and Luo-Luo joined soon after. “Everything will be all right child,” Yuzhen said, her chest tight and heart heavy as she repeated what her old man told her then. “Because you have family who love you to help you through this.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, she missed her old man...
 
  
 
 “Okay then,” Kyung said, ruining the tender moment. “That’s taken care of. My turn to spar now. Baldy, you rest up, I’ll warm up with your friend and we’ll settle old scores when I’m done.”
 
  
 
 ...Baldy?!
 
  
 
 “Yan darling,” Yuzhen said, her voice loud and sickly sweet. “I never noticed it before, but don’t you think Kyung would look so handsome with a shaved head?” The half-cat warrior froze in place and Yan burst into laughter, but Yuzhen wasn’t joking around. If Du Min Gyu didn’t know how to keep his subordinates in line, then Yuzhen didn’t mind teaching Kyung in his place. After all, no matter how strong he might be, Yan held his chains and Yuzhen had no qualms against playing dirty. “Of course, we’ll need to shave his tail to match and give him a cute little outfit to show off in. Something short and tight to show off his abs and thighs, with plenty of colour and lace...”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 418 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Though not the most intimidating savage Rustram had ever seen, the Defiled Champion came close. Standing head and shoulders above his comrades, his arms, shoulders, and chest bulged with thick, discoloured muscles, so swollen with tissue he could barely stand upright. In spite of this, it wasn’t his sheer size which daunted Rustram so, nor was it how the Champion paced before his Defiled brethren, more wild, ferocious beast than civilized being. His (disturbingly slim) legs kicked out to accentuate his speech, shouted in his guttural tongue, with each step raising his knees higher than his waist in jerky, exaggerated stomps. His oversized arms pumped in random intervals, much to the delight of his audience, and the jarring, spasmodic movements seemed so unnatural and inhuman, Rustram thought the Defiled Champion had no control of his limbs until he noted the rhythm between the speech and movements were perfectly coordinated.
 
  
 
 Upon further study, he realized he was watching something akin to a ritualized dance, with many Defiled in the crowd following suit. Each exaggerated motion carried an unknown meaning, a cleaving motion here or a stomping motion there, eyes wide and spittle flying as he glared across the open field at Phoenix Squad with boundless hatred and lust for violence. Add to this his human-leather mask adorned with hanging ears, grotesque body festooned with bizarre, bone piercings, and towering great-sword hewn from polished bone, and the Defiled Champion had Rustram thoroughly unnerved.
 
  
 
 And when the Enemy Horde fell silent and the Champion pointed directly at him, Rustram became acutely aware of how full his bladder felt and miraculously kept it from draining out.
 
  
 
 “It appears you’ve been challenged, Mister Rustram.”
 
  
 
 Patronizing as always, Daxian stated the obvious as if worried no one else had seen it. Choking down the urge to throttle the man, Rustram quietly exhaled and prayed his voice wouldn’t break. “Yes, thank you,” he replied, his tone calm and dry as if his heart wasn’t on the verge of hammering out of his chest. “I didn’t notice.” This would not only be his first duel since coming to the front lines, but also his first duel ever. Thus far, the Enemy Champions had a tendency to overlook him in favour of the others like Ulfsaar, Wang Bao, or even lazy Silva who did everything he could to remain unseen, but it seems Rustram’s luck had just run out.
 
  
 
 “Your challenger has an Aura.” Daxian almost sounded gleeful, but Rustram attributed it to his imagination and instead focused on the disastrous news. While possession of an Aura said nothing about the Champion’s actual strength, it guaranteed he wouldn’t be weak. “A Defiled Weapon too.”
 
  
 
 More bad news. “How can you tell?” The voice was his but Rustram felt as if the words were spoken by a stranger, tinged with bored curiosity rather than gut-wrenching terror.
 
  
 
 “Well, I can’t be entirely sure at this distance, but it’s a fair assumption.” Rustram almost screamed in frustration but luckily Daxian kept speaking. “The Defiled aren’t exactly known for their craftsmanship, which makes that great-sword a masterwork by their standards.” And only by their standards. The bone sword might’ve once been pearly white, but time and handling had turned it mostly yellow with splotches of dark, mottled reddish-brown, stained by age and the blood of countless victims. Otherwise, it did seem rather well crafted, not to the standards of a Divine Blacksmith, but if the weapon were made of metal, it’d fit right in on the shelves of an Imperial Armoury.
 
  
 
 In an unusually chatty mood (perhaps due to Rustram’s impending doom), Daxian continued, “There’s no definitive proof aside from recorded observations, but the Defiled Weapons likely imbue their wielders with enhanced skill, strength, and cunning. Most have barbed spikes on their grips, leading scholars to theorize the weapons require the blood of their wielders to function, though why, no one can definitively say. The prevailing theory is that the Defiled Weapons are more analogous to Spiritual Hearts rather than Spiritual Weapons, an almost living object which changes and grows given time. The barbs are to physically bind the weapon to its wielder, which is why any Defiled can simply pick up the weapon and use it. Fascinating stuff.”
 
  
 
 None of which was of any help to Rustram in his current situation. “Yes, fascinating.” If not for the massive discrepancy between their strengths, he would’ve told the former Major to shove his spear up his ass and choke on it.
 
  
 
 Perhaps reading Rustram’s lack of action as fear, Pran leaned in and quietly asked, “I kill Champion, yes?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Khishig helm obscured Wang Bao’s face from Rustram’s view, but he could hear the sneer in the former bandit’s faked, nasally voice. “This wastrel lacks the qualifications to face our second-in-command. Mister Rustram, requesting permission to bring his head back and transfix it to a spike.” His articulation and vocabulary were much improved, but underneath the trappings, Wang Bao was still the same cutthroat raider he’d always been.
 
  
 
 Rustram appreciated the sentiment, but he still couldn’t quite bring himself to like the man.
 
  
 
 “Twenty moves,” Wang Bao continued, hefting his double-bladed battle-axe high. “If I can’t take his head in twenty moves, then I’ll eat my boots. Anyone care to raise the stakes?”
 
  
 
 “Twenty?” Joining in on the fun, Saluk kissed his spiked maul and declared, “Fifteen, but I no bring head. Smush good.”
 
  
 
 “Eight,” Ulfsaar growled, and the banter came to a halt. Weeks of non-stop battles had taken a mental toll on the fearsome half-bear as he was forced to embrace his darker side amidst all the battle and bloodshed. He spoke little and smiled less despite Neera’s best efforts to bring him happiness and good cheer, as if bloodshed was the only thing which could bring him joy. With each passing day, Rustram watched him slip further into his Voracious persona and feared the pious, gentle giant might never return. Him taking part in this wager gave Rustram some hope, but there was precious little besides fury and madness lurking behind Ulfsaar’s penetrating gaze.
 
  
 
 “Five.” Ravil’s confident declaration silenced the other eager contenders and even Ulfsaar looked taken aback. The dark-skinned killer’s grin unsettled friend and foe alike as he surveyed the crowd, asking, “Any takers?”
 
  
 
 Gratified as Rustram was by their willingness to fight in his place, he couldn’t let this continue. Phoenix squad was so named because it held most of the ‘reborn’ members of the retinue, the worst of the marauders, killers, and blackguards the Boss took in after Sanshu (and Ravil). While they’d all come a long way since, much like Wang Bao, they were still bandits at heart and Rustram would lose their respect if he backed down from this challenge.
 
  
 
 More importantly, if Mentor found out he’d shirked a challenge, she’d tan his hide with an iron paddle. Early on, he discovered her difficulties walking had no effect on her prodigious arm strength, much to his chagrin.
 
  
 
 “Gentlemen,” Rustram said, adjusting his too-heavy training armour which would provide no protection against a Defiled Weapon. He had no choice but to wear it into battle, since after a close shave two days past, his Sentinel leathers couldn’t block a breeze. At least he’d grown somewhat accustomed to the weight and could more or less move unhindered, a miracle of hard work and persistence. “I believe I was picked as his dance partner, so I’ll thank you all to step aside.” A few soldiers chuckled, Wang Bao and Ulfsaar nodded approvingly, and Pran and Saluk traded worried glances, but it was too late to back out now. Accepting a reassuring (or farewell) pat on the shoulder from Ravil, he marched across the open field with head high and rapier drawn.
 
  
 
 “Try not to die,” Daxian Sent. “It’s a lot to ask, but try.”
 
  
 
 One of these days...
 
  
 
 Stopping twenty paces away, Rustram raised his sword, kissed the pommel, and whispered his catechism. “I am the sword, and the sword is Death.” The Defiled Champion roared and his cronies roared with him, but Rustram tuned out the crowd and took his stance, his feet perpendicular and touching at the heels while his sword tip rested in the grass. A relaxed, open stance, cavalier or even arrogant some might say, but Mentor approved wholeheartedly. Neither offensive nor defensive, the stance gave him free range of choice for his opening move, whether it be attack, defend, dodge, or parry. “Do not react.” Mentor’s voice sounded in Rustram’s mind, repeating her oft spoken advice. “Anticipate your opponent’s moves, devise a plan, and act accordingly.”
 
  
 
 Rustram took a deep breath and emptied his mind of fear and frustration, leaving one portion of his mind ready and waiting while another portion withdrew to contemplate the battle ahead.
 
  
 
 You studied your opponent. How will he attack? He favours one-handed chops and forward kicks, so he’s likely to open with one or the other. The blade has range and lets him close the distance safely, so chop first. Then kick if his opponent slips too close, a far less intimidating prospect considering his skinny legs. Still, best not to underestimate an opponent. Block the chop, sidestep the kick, and then what? No, more effective to lower your stance and divert the chop overhead, then he won’t be in position to kick. Economy of action. Now, his body is turned and his sides laid bare. A punch to buy time to disengage your sword, then a step back and a boot to the knee exposes him to a decapitating strike.
 
  
 
 Even as the Champion raised his great-sword for the opening strike, a part of Rustram’s mind continued his calculations, making plans within plans for every possible scenario. The Champion slashed down aiming to cleave him from left shoulder to right hip. His rapier rose to meet the attack, its pommel meeting the great-sword’s tip to afford him maximum leverage and control. The great-sword clipped his right shoulder and its wielder stumbled from the minor impact, expecting either a solid strike or complete miss rather than the jarring, partial connection. Taking advantage of the vulnerable flank, Rustram’s knife-hand drove into his opponent’s kidney, his fingers groaning at the harsh treatment even as his opponent arched back and roared in pain. Stopped for less than a heartbeat, the Champion shoulder-rushed Rustram, but this was well within expectations. Sidestepping the attack, Rustram kicked out and was rewarded with a satisfying crack as he connected with the side of his opponent’s knee, stopping the Champion in place and putting an end to his horizontal cleave. Then, with a wave of his arm and a flick of his wrist, Rustram decapitated the Champion and flourished his sword, cleaning the blood off his blade in a single, uninterrupted motion.
 
  
 
 And thus, Rustram’s first duel went almost exactly as he’d envisioned it.
 
  
 
 His rapier slammed home in its sheathe a full second before the corpse thudded into the grass beside him, and Rustram faced the silent horde with feigned disinterest. Inwardly he was trying his best not to throw up while his shoulder throbbed in agony, having put the sword away for fear of dropping it. He could feel the bruised flesh swell and picture its discoloration, but at least it was all still there and easily treated with Panacea. A sliver of his weighted armour had been sheared off in the opening exchange, a minor miscalculation on his part as he forgot to account for its extra bulk when diverting the great-sword. Had he been wearing his leathers, the weapon would have missed him entirely, but it ended up working in his favour since the Defiled Champion wouldn’t have stumbled if not for that minor nick.
 
  
 
 Talent was nice and hard work was better, but if Rustram had a choice, he’d pick luck every single time.
 
  
 
 Long seconds later, Phoenix Squad overcame their surprise and erupted into cheers, their spirits emboldened by his crushing victory. Perhaps only Daxian and a few others understood how close the duel had been, for if Rustram had moved even a hair slower or been a touch weaker, then he would be the one lying dead in the grass. If not for Mentor explaining how to take control of the battlefield, Li Song teaching him about leverage and control, or the Boss insisting his soldiers toughen their bones, Rustram would’ve died today, which meant he had much to be thankful for, but that could all wait.
 
  
 
 Rustram wanted to raise his head and howl at the Heavens to celebrate his accomplishment, for he just realized he had defeated the Defiled Champion in exactly four moves, handily beating Ravil’s wager of five.
 
  
 
 But his work was not yet finished.
 
  
 
 Seeing no new challengers stepping forth from the Defiled horde, Rustram raised his left hand and signalled the attack. Howling in murderous glee, Wang Bao’s cutthroats rushed passed and crashed into the waiting Horde. Savage Defiled met reformed Butchers and the Butchers proved superior, parting flesh and cleaving bone with ruthless, practised competence. Were it not for their dark Sentinel leathers or the Enemy’s greasy, sun-dried skin and human-leather head-wraps, Rustram would be hard pressed to tell Imperial soldier from Defiled savage.
 
  
 
 A prospect which left him with many sleepless nights...
 
  
 
 Soon after the first clash, Ulfsaar’s lumbering marauders entered the fray and the battle devolved into a slaughter. Neera, Pran, Saluk, and Ulfsaar himself smashed open the Enemy lines, clearing great swathes of Defiled with every swing of their oversized weapons. Wang Bao’s cutthroats were quick to take advantage of those gaps, like wily wolves working alongside bullish behemoths to divide and conquer the sizable Defiled Horde, rending and crushing their opponents into shapeless chunks of meat. Dastan’s heavy cavalry was unstoppable in the right conditions, and the steel plate and iron discipline of the Death Corps were indeed impressive, but Rustram wholeheartedly believed Phoenix Squad was home to the most dangerous warriors of Falling Rain’s retinue.
 
  
 
 Shadows emerged from the grass behind the Horde and Rustram knew the slaughter would soon become a massacre. Standing atop his quin, Ravil and his mounted scouts were joined by Chey’s unit and the Protectorate, the full strength of Turtle Squad led by the oddly alluring Sai Chou. Longbows and crossbows sang and loosed their missiles, delivering piercing waves of death into the unprotected backs of the Defiled. A tried and true combination, it was one which worked best with the Death Corps holding the line, but after two months of cooperative efforts, Phoenix Squad learned not to charge too deep while the archers learned not to press their luck.
 
  
 
 His shoulder finally recovered, Rustram ceased his posturing and joined the fray, slipping through the battle-line like a waitress in a crowded bar. Wherever he went, his rapier darted between combatants and pierced throats, hearts, knees, or elbows. He’d learned early on that not every blow needed to be a killing one because he had comrades to pick up the slack. Long, drawn out trades between two battling individuals were too inefficient and a poor expenditure of stamina, so it was better to lend an unobtrusive hand and decide the match forthwith to free his comrade for another bout. With his added efforts, Phoenix Squad slowly advanced into the Defiled Horde, and soon the song of twanging bows and whistling arrows came to an end.
 
  
 
 Spelling doom for the Defiled once and for all.
 
  
 
 Ravil and Chey didn’t lead their quins so much as set them loose on the Enemy’s back-line. Where Wang Bao’s cutthroats were wolfish in nature, the enraged roosequins made real wolves look like harmless puppies in comparison. High-pitched squeaks rang out as the roosequins tore into Defiled flesh in coordinated carnage, sounding disturbingly similar to their insistent squeaks of hunger. Rippling muscle shimmered beneath their thick, luxurious fur, wet with gore and viscera as they rent and tore to their animalistic hearts’ content, their gruesome behaviour wholly at odds with their usually adorable demeanour.
 
  
 
 No matter how wild and savage the Defiled might be, they were no match for nature’s brutal fury, and the quin riders were almost unnecessary. They still put up a valiant effort and Chey in particular was well-suited for mounted combat. Crushing limbs and shattering bones with her thick, metal staff, the weapon came alive in her hands as it thrust this way and that, the force of every impact multiplied by a sharp rotation of Chey’s wrist at the moment before impact. Rustram had long since identified it as Wolf Form – Twisting Snap, but try as he might, he couldn’t replicate the technique. Much like Amplification, the timing and precision required was beyond his ability. Rotate too soon and your efforts were wasted, while too late and the attack will have already landed; yet time and time again, Chey landed her powerful drilling thrusts with inhuman perfection.
 
  
 
 If she could grasp the timing of Amplification and combine it with Twisting Snap, then she’d have an attack rivalling the Boss’s signature charge in raw power, except Chey could unleash her attack in rapid succession.
 
  
 
 The wave of roosequins passed through like a storm, and then came the Protectorate’s turn. Though the longbow was their weapon of choice, the collection of shabby rangers were no slouches in close combat, especially their fearsome leader Sai Chou. Unlike the majority of axe-wielders in the retinue, Sai Chou’s long-handled axe bore only a single edge, its wedged, rectangular head more wood-cutter’s tool rather than weapon of war. Regardless, the dishevelled warrior woman used it with expert efficiency, displaying a level of control which surpassed even Dastan. There were no overpowering strikes or reckless swings from Sai Chou, only calculated slashes and measured hacks as she used the bare minimum of strength to maximum effectiveness. Never still even for a moment, her delicate hands moved her axe in tight, flowing circles around her, her defence impenetrable and offence unstoppable. Unlike the perfumed pretenders of Central, Sai Chou revealed herself as a true Expert of the Empire, a hidden dragon who spent her time loitering in the forests of Ping Yao.
 
  
 
 Fitting for the vice-leader of the Protectorate to be so strong, second only to a half-beast whose fists could displace Mother knows how many tonnes of water.
 
  
 
 Before Rustram knew it, the last Defiled fell and the Enemy Horde had been slaughtered to a man. While Phoenix and Turtle Squad cleaned up the battlefield, Rustram stood to the side and awaited the final tally, dreading the losses no matter how great or small. Two more days would make sixty continuous days on the front lines without reinforcements, a record thus far unmatched, but it had come at significant cost. Mitsue Hideo and Quyen Dienne were close in overall time spent, but the former had three retinues to rotate through while the latter commanded an entire force of rhino or elephant mounted cavalry, a term which hardly seemed appropriate. While the repeated battles had honed the Boss’s retinue into an elite fighting force, a blade too sharp was liable to bend or break.
 
  
 
 Still... the glory almost made it worth it.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 Slick blood covered his face and training armour, too much for a mere handkerchief to ever sop up, but he still gave it his best effort. Not even the Boss bathed while out on patrol, so Rustram would have to wait two more days until they returned to Sinuji. A water-skin thumped into his chest which he caught by reflex. Nodding in appreciation at Sai Chou, he drank a small mouthful and offered it back, mostly just to be polite since he had his own water-skin strapped to his belt. “For yer face,” she said, lips pressed in a phantom of a smile. “We all know how ye like to keep pretty. Ser.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. As if he were the only one who liked to stay clean, not to mention how a little water and grooming would do her wonders, but Rustram was too polite (and frightened) to say it. “Thank you,” he said, indicating she should take the water-skin back. “But we should conserve water wherever we can. Never know what might happen.”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Rolling her eyes in dismissive scorn, Sai Chou collected her gear and spit at her feet, a disgusting habit to be sure. “Plenty o’ water out here on the grasslands, else they wouldn’t be grasslands now would they, Ser?”
 
  
 
 The brief pause every time right before she said ‘Ser’ irritated Rustram to no end, but he remained cordial and polite as usual. “You know the standing orders as well as I do. We do this to guard against tainted water supplies, but if you’ve issue with the orders, then you’re free to bring it up with the Boss.”
 
  
 
 “Yea... about that.” So as not to be overheard, Sai Chou switched to Sending, though Rustram lacked the ability to respond in kind. “We been out here a long time. Too long, if ye know what I mean.” Gesturing at one of Wang Bao’s cutthroats who was using a Defiled corpse as a puppet to tell a joke, she added, “Yer people and mine are startin’ to crack. Hell, even the Death Corps don’t look too hot, so I figured it be time for a break, one we earned ten times over. When’s the Boss gonna let up?”
 
  
 
 “Unsure,” Rustram replied, hiding how happy he was to know she shared his concerns. “I’ll bring it up when I see him.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good. Better it come from you, most folk don’t take well to a woman barkin’ orders. Boss don’t seem like the type, but you can never be sure.” Nodding in appreciation, Sai Chou punched Rustram on his exposed shoulder and grinned, transforming from deadly Expert to cheery young woman. “Fancy fightin’ you did out there, mighty quick work too. Can’t rightly claim I could’ve done the same in as many moves. Didn’t think ye had it in ye, but seems yer not the puffed-up peacock I thought ye were.” With that, she strode away, leaving Rustram alone and conflicted.
 
  
 
 Should he be angry about the insult or happy about the compliment?
 
  
 
 Putting Sai Chou out of mind, Rustram basked in his moment of glory, for today, he finally felt worthy of his rank and weapon. Though he still had far to go and much to repay, he could hold his head up high as Rustram Albaiev of Shen Huo, second-in-command of Falling Rain’s retinue, and a Warrior of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Now, if only he had a lady friend to share his joy with...
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 419 and 420 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Nowadays, battles rarely end with a bang.
 
  
 
 Instead, they close out with a slow burn, where the resolution is set in stone but the Defiled are too stubborn to concede or retreat, so everyone’s forced to play along and fight to the bitter end. I’m tired, my soldiers are tired, the animals are tired, hell, even the Defiled are tired, but we’re not willing to let them live and they’re not willing to quietly die. Sure, I could turn up the Succ and send the Defiled running for the hills, but then we’d have to chase them down which is even more exhausting.
 
  
 
 Figuratively speaking, that is. About the hills. No hills here on the border, just grass and dirt as far as the eye can see. Where are the rolling meadows or lush forests, the rocky barrens or coastal backdrops? If this world was truly crafted by an omnipotent being, then you can tell they definitely phoned it in while making most of Central.
 
  
 
 A Defiled warrior charges forward with a hobbling gait, moving painfully slowly through the mud and corpses yet still almost too quickly for me to respond. My overworked arms move Unity in place and the Defiled impales himself on the blade, offering one, last, brief struggle before the hatred fades from his eyes and leaves a lifeless corpse in its place. Enemy though he might be, it’s hard to hate the Defiled knowing what I know now. They’re afflicted with a disease, not in body or mind, but in spirit, and much like a rabid dog, they’ve little to no control over their actions. It really puts a damper on all this wholesale slaughter, since my anger and hatred have been replaced by sorrow and pity which are much less motivating. Too tired to lift my legs, I hone Unity and watch my fallen foe slide off the blade to join the carpet of corpses stretching out at my feet, the bodies stacked four or five deep in some places after hours of non-stop fighting.
 
  
 
 How are there still so many god-damned Defiled?
 
  
 
 Howling in wordless fury, yet another Defiled Champion rushes forward to challenge me in mortal combat, brandishing an ugly bleached-bone battle-axe exuding a sense of loathsome damnation. Responding with a scream of my own, I eke out what strength I have left and thrust Unity at my Enemy’s throat. Swiping the attack aside, the Champion lowers his shoulder and charges. Caught off guard, the tackle hits me head on and fractures my clavicle, not yet broken but close. More through luck than skill, the charge lifts me off my feet and pushes me back. Lightening for all I’m worth, I pray I stick the landing, but as per usual, no one’s listening. The tempo of battle has churned dirt and blood into viscous sludge which sucks my boots in deep, and only with Unity’s aid do I keep myself from falling back into the muck. It will take precious seconds to free myself, time which I lack as the Defiled Champion winds back to cleave my torso in twain and offer my blood to his unholy weapon
 
  
 
 Where I once might have clenched my jaw and taken the hit, I’ve learned much in the last two months. Rescinding my Aura with a single thought, I hurtle a Honed blade of fear and self-loathing at the Champion which hits him like a thunderbolt. Staggered by the incorporeal assault, he recovers in time to watch me leap away in a splash of gore and mud as I use multiple Keystones to full effect. Landing delicately atop a Defiled corpse, I fire three lancing jabs in rapid succession, but my foe wards them off with ease. Retreating before his relentless advance, I spring from corpse to corpse to avoid getting stuck in the mud while testing his defences, aiming high then low, low then high, jabbing and thrusting, feinting and slashing, yet no matter what I try, I see no way to break past his impenetrable guard.
 
  
 
 This guy is good. Not crazed and wild like most axe-wielders, but calm and cautious, a patient hunter waiting for the perfect opportunity. Does this make him more Defiled, or less? Can he be saved? Mahakala said they could, but the question is how? Also, where the fuck is the Abbot? I sent Wugang and Yelu Shi to tell him about Mahakala almost three months ago, but there’s still no word from any of them. I could’ve crawled to Nan Ping and back by now, much less cloud-walk. What the fuck dude?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, saving my opponent is less important than saving me from him. Though I hold the range advantage, he has the upper hand in leverage. With stance low and axe held close to his chest, all it takes is one good parry or Deflection to send Unity aside, leaving me wide open for chopping. My options limited, I hammer him with a second blade of Honed Aura and turn my probing jab into a Reinforced and Amplified thrust, but the Champion barely flinches beneath the emotional assault. Already committed to the killing blow, I follow through to disastrous results as he parries the attack, grabs Unity’s crossbar, and yanks hard. His one hand overpowering my two, I involuntarily leap into a backhanded swing which knocks multiple teeth loose and sends me careening into the mud.
 
  
 
 By the time my vision clears and I get back on my feet, the Champion lies dead and Argat stands guard over me, his spear dripping with the blood of my fallen foe. I’ve lost track of how many times the two brothers have saved my life and it shames me to rely so heavily on their protection. Strong against the weak and weak against the strong, that about sums up my current plight. Maybe I would’ve had an easier time against the Champion if I were fresh and well-rested, or if I’d killed him the first time I used my Honed Aura instead of running away, but excuses are worthless. I need to become stronger, but my Martial Path has reached a bottleneck as I stand stuck and confused at the dividing line between trash and treasure. The Defiled Champion had me beat in raw stats, so if I want to easily defeat him, I must learn to use Chi externally. A single step which might as well be an impassable gorge, because for the life of me, I can’t figure it out. Even with Tenjin and Lei Gong’s occasional advice, I’m still unable Send without skin contact, much less Conceal or craft water bullets and blades. All I can do is a shitty impression of a fountain, spitting a tiny stream of water which dissipates into nothingness as the Heavens reclaims my Chi like a starving beggar devours free rice.
 
  
 
 Gasping for breath, I embrace the pain to clear my mind and assess the situation. Noting precious few Defiled still standing, I turn my gaze to the thick fog of Spectres floating about, their ghastly faces twisted in sadistic delight as they survey their handiwork and whisper into the minds of Defiled and Imperial alike. I don’t know why they’re driving the Defiled to massed suicide, but they’re loving every nightmarish minute, which makes this next part much more satisfying. Focusing on all my repressed anger and hatred, I open myself to them and they surge forward to take the bait, gathering in droves to whisper their sweet lies. It’s as if they can sense how close I once was to accepting their murderous ways and can’t resist the allure of possibly bringing me back into the fold.
 
  
 
 I’m like ghost bait, and now that they’re all nice and close, it’s time to once again unleash my battle-ending ultimate move: Infinite Suck!
 
  
 
 The Spectres’ wails are like music to my ears as I draw them into my abyss... ew. As I banish them to my void. As I consign them to the gaping hole in my soul... fuck it. I don’t care anymore. It doesn’t have to sound cool, I’m eating Spectres and it’s awesome. Useful as the Talent is, Devouring is limited by a range of around fifty meters, about a swimming pool’s length in any direction. The range has grown since I arrived on the front lines, which tells me repeated use makes it stronger, but I’m limited to once per battle since any Spectres and Defiled outside its range turn tail and run the second chow time comes around. It never used to be like this; Sanshu was rife with Spectres hanging about and I spent two weeks clearing them out. Hell, they even seemed kinda happy to drop in for a visit, but it appears word has gotten out about my Heavenly Energy Hoarding Endeavours and none of them care to donate to the cause.
 
  
 
 Closing my mind to their empty promises and hollow threats, I leave the trapped Spectres for later and oversee the cleanup instead, sending my injured and weary warriors back to rest while the reserves stack corpses for disposal and scouts check the surroundings to make sure we’re safe. The blood bakes against my skin beneath the hot summer sun and the fetid stench of death soon becomes overwhelming as I await the final tally, which arrives soon enough from the lips of a gloomy Mister Rustram. “Eighteen dead,” he says, and my heart seizes in my chest. “Seventy-nine others too wounded to walk or ride, mostly from the Protectorate.” Guan Suo’s turtle defenders aren’t privy to the secrets of Panacea and lack the Death Corp’s heavy armour to protect them. I’ve done my best to keep them out of the thick of things, but when we’re killing hundreds to thousands of Defiled a day, sometimes the only choice is to send everyone into the meat-grinder.
 
  
 
 Adding today’s losses to the butcher’s bill leaves me with a number which turns my stomach. Exactly fifty-nine days ago, I arrived in Sinuji with seven-hundred and ninety-four soldiers. Today, I’m left with five-hundred and ninety-six still breathing, and less than half at fighting strength. Twenty-five percent losses doesn’t sound too bad, until you realize it means one in four of my people have died. Lang Yi’s bunch took the worst of it, with a mere twenty-eight remaining from the original eighty. Theirs was a story of miracles, of rescued slaves turned Martial Warriors in a staggeringly short time, but there are no happy endings here. Dastan’s retinue and the Death Corps shouldered most of the remaining deaths, losing more than half and a little less than a third respectively while crippling the backbone of my retinue in the process.
 
  
 
 My hammer and anvil have been sorely abused, so perhaps it’s time I learned a new trick. Sadly, tactics are not a part of my packaged memories, though I have songs and memes a plenty.
 
  
 
 It’s not all bad news. Since they primarily fought at range, the Protectorate only lost twenty-three warriors, while the rest of my retinue suffered precious few losses. Thanks to Taduk’s field-medic training and Panacea, the former bandits of Sanshu proved hardy enough to survive anything short of instant death. There were still over two dozen casualties scattered among them, but the repurposed Mother’s Militia is still going strong. Even better news is I have yet to lose a Spiritual Weapon wielder, so my original eight from Shen Huo are all still alive and kicking.
 
  
 
 So what have I learned? Panacea helps a lot. The Protectorate is largely intact, but down to a third of effective strength due to injuries. Armour is useful against schmucks, but relying on it too much means the Death Corps die in droves against Spiritual Weapon-wielding Champions. Dastan’s retinue has the same Healing training as the rest of my troops, but it’s harder to save your injured comrades when you’re surrounded by the Enemy. I might have to reevaluate how I use them and keep them for cleanup rather than an opener.
 
  
 
 The most important lesson I’ve learned? Range is king.
 
  
 
 Wow. What a surprise. Who knew?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Everyone. Fucking everyone knows it, but they’re too stubborn to admit it.
 
  
 
 Things might change once Demons and Wraiths take the field, but against massed Defiled, the best solution is to fill them full of arrows from a respectable distance. Asinine as it is, the general aversion to ranged weapons works fine when you’ve got a nice big wall to stand behind, so I understand their disdain. Martial Warriors are a prideful lot, which they deserve considering they’re essentially super-human, and it probably sucks seeing their years of hard training be outperformed by some peasant with a crossbow. Still, this is no time to coddle a bunch of arrogant idiots and their overblown pride. The survival of the Empire is on the line and we’re massively outnumbered, so efficiency is the name of the game. On an open field against the Defiled, the bow reigns supreme and the crossbow sits firmly in second place. Both are useless against Demons and vulnerable in a melee, but the benefits are too overwhelming to ignore. A longbow takes a lifetime of training, but any idiot can use a crossbow. Ammunition is a problem considering my small retinue is churning through thousands of arrows and bolts per week. They’re simple enough to make using bamboo or cast iron, but if I want to scale manufacturing up to supply weapons and ammunition to the entire Imperial Army, then I’ll need more help than even Yuzhen can provide.
 
  
 
 For one, even if I had an infinite number of crossbows and bolts, how do I convince an Empire of close-combat purists to put aside their preconceptions and take up a ranged weapon?
 
  
 
 I can’t. I literally can’t. I’m working my ass off out here killing more Defiled with fewer losses than anyone else, yet no one will accept the real reason for my success. I say “Crossbows,” and they all think I’m holding out. It’s gotta be hidden Experts in my ranks (which is admittedly true), or the higher quality of my troops (again, also true, but it only goes so far), or some other asinine theory like the Divine Turtle racking up all the kills (which I wish was true, but neither Ping Ping nor Pong Pong have contributed to the war effort and instead spend their days in the lap of luxury devouring inordinate amounts of shrimp). This means I’ve yet to sell a single crossbow to the military, and even Fung, BoShui, and Zian won’t buy them. In their eyes, ranged weapons are for peasant hunters and nothing more, an Empire-wide symbol of weakness and poverty. How am I supposed to overcome prejudice when even cold hard facts and incredible results fail to sway their minds?
 
  
 
 Sometimes, I feel like the Empire deserves to die, but the Defiled are far, far worse, so it’s not much of a choice.
 
  
 
 Why bother? I should let everything burn to clear out the choking undergrowth, reset the world, and be there to plant the seeds of renewal in the aftermath.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Tch. Fucking Spectres. They’re real tricky bastards and only get trickier with time and numbers, but I’ve no choice but to leave them to stew in the void. I ran out of Spiritual Water three days into this patrol, so I have to wait until my next bath at Sinuji to make more. I’m also collecting more Spectres with every patrol, not just because I’m getting better at it, but also because more Spectres are showing up and bringing more Defiled, more Champions, more twisted Spiritual Weapons, and more duels. I don’t know how much longer I can keep at it, but such is life.
 
  
 
 Hongji, I thought we were cool man. Why won’t you give me a break? Do you think I enjoy this? Okay, I kinda do and the Heavenly Energy is great, but still. I need a vacation.
 
  
 
 And from the looks of things, I’m not the only one. There are no cheers or celebrations for our overwhelming victory, and instead my people go about their business with cold indifference and weary disregard. Piles of burning corpses which would have once inspired and uplifted are now part and parcel of their daily routine, retreating away from the oily smoke to eat, drink, and rest while they can. Overall, morale is more ragged than our uniforms, which says a lot considering Guan Suo hasn’t changed his clothes in weeks and is still one of the better dressed individuals of my retinue.
 
  
 
 I can see why the Protectorate dress so shabbily now. No point wearing nice things if it all gets torn to shit, and with armour in short supply, getting replacement gear isn’t merely a matter of doling out coin.
 
  
 
 Tattered gear, lost comrades, and extended battles all take a toll on morale, but the Spectres’ influence is the greatest contributing factor to the retinue’s poor mood. Though I’m here to vacuum all the bad ghosts away, once the Spectres place a thought in someone’s mind, I’m powerless to remove it. Their influence is easy to spot once you know what to look for, most common of which is the thousand-kilometre stare. The afflicted sit there amidst their squads and units, a part of the group yet mentally alone, gazing off into the distance with wide, unblinking eyes as they contemplate whatever lies the Spectre told them. Lang Er is the worst off, almost wholly reliant on his brother to do anything outside of battle including eat and drink. Left alone, I’m pretty sure he’d soil himself and starve to death, but maybe I’m being overly dramatic.
 
  
 
 The other signs are less obvious, but still difficult to deal with. It’s mostly minor issues like A-Gui purposely inciting jealousy amongst her many suitors, Jinoe’s increasingly macabre humour, Awdar’s growing drug problem, and Ravil’s fetish for punishing infractions. Then there’s the more-serious-but-also-not-so-obvious signs of Spectres, like Dastan’s wild desperation to prove himself, Ulfsaar’s barely restrained rage, and Neera’s growing gloominess at being unable to help him. Even without the Spectres constantly reinforcing these behaviours, my people still embark down the self-destructive paths laid out before them and there’s little I can do to stop it.
 
  
 
 That’s the trickiest thing about Spectres. All they do is provide the rope and leave us to hang ourselves with it.
 
  
 
 It takes two hours to tally the dead, clear the battlefield, cremate our fallen comrades, and gather enough strength to get back underway. There are still many hours of travel before we’re done for the day, but we’re close to the finish line. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be back in Sinuji for a week of rest and relaxation, aside from the odd Defiled war-band or two. I’ll give Hongji a day or two to redeem himself, but if Colonel Braid-Beard doesn’t schedule my people for a break, then rank be damned, because I’m gonna march into his tent and make him eat his stupid poems.
 
  
 
 Assuming I can convince Gang Shu to come with. Still not sure how strong the Colonel is, but considering he outranks Lei Gong, I doubt he’s a pushover.
 
  
 
 A few blessedly uneventful hours later, Chey rides back from scouting duty and offers a military salute, which does wonderful things to her voluptuous bosom. She’s one of my best and most resilient officers, so I should probably stop treating her like eye candy, but it’s difficult being celibate again. Nose wrinkled in a fetching scowl, she pats her quin and reports, “Spotted a herd of cattle east of here, least three hundred heads total. Looks to be a mix o’ domestic and wild types, all gathered fer protection. They sittin’ real purdy between us and Sinuji, grazin’ and lazin’ about.”
 
  
 
 Fun. I’ve always thought cows were cute, but they’re too delicious to make friends with. “Alright then. Carry on Scout Leader.” I wonder what’s the bounty on three-hundred cows? We’ve brought back sheep, pigs, chickens, and horses, but no cows. Seems weird though. We’re only a day away from Sinuji, so how have so many cattle gone unnoticed for so long?
 
  
 
 “Er, boss?” Still riding alongside Zabu and I, Chey appears reluctant to speak. “You want us to keep on keepin’? Head right on up without so much as a how d’ya do?”
 
  
 
 Charming as her lovely appearance and folksy vernacular might be, I’m a little confused by her hesitation, not to mention why she thought this information important enough to deliver it herself. Having learned from my (many) mistakes, I ask, “Is there something I’m missing here? Speak freely.”
 
  
 
 My request is met with a fetching smile as the tension melts from Chey’s shoulders, which somehow makes her bosom all the more appealing. “Two pieces of advice?” Chey waits for my nod before continuing. “First off, ye keep starin’ at me tits and yer eyes are liable to pop out.” Her grin as wide as my cheeks are red, Chey winks and continues, “Now, I don’t mind ye givin’ the girls a gander now and then, but I ain’t about to be responsible fer blindin’ the number one talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of chuckles sound out and I can already hear my retinue spreading the story, but there’s nothing I can do besides accept it and move on. “Noted. Intermittent ganders to preserve eyesight. Good advice. Next?”
 
  
 
 Brightening at how well I took her teasing, Chey’s tail wags at a mile a minute. “See,” she drawls, “Back in Sanshu, there was an order to things, a hierarchy of sorts. The easiest and safest meal ticket was to visit the fisherfolk. They lived close to the waters and the lake leaves no tracks fer guards to follow. Real safe.”
 
  
 
 I don’t understand what robbing hardworking peasants has to do with anything, but whatever. “Okay?”
 
  
 
 “Next on the list was farmers, fer rice, wheat, cabbage and whatnot. Couldn’t take much with us when we left, but they was easy pickings.”
 
  
 
 “Is there a point to all this?”
 
  
 
 “I’m getting there.” Straightening her back in an overt invitation to gander, Chey resumes her lesson on soft targets for bandits. “Now, times were we’d hit a caravan or two and slink off into the wilderness, but after the Council started buying bandits, those became off limits. So, the Freebooters turned to raidin’ further inland, hittin’ sheep herders, pig wranglers, and even horse ranchers, but ye know who we always left alone?” Without waiting for an answer, Chey supplies it for me, which is good because I wasn’t sure which colloquialism to use. “The cattle-hands. You don’t ever mess with a herd of cattle on their own territory, ‘less you lookin’ to get yer skull caved in.”
 
  
 
 “Hm... I see.” The pieces fall into place and I ask, “Is that why these cows are still around? Everyone’s avoiding them?”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say fer certain, but I’d wager sweet Squishy here on it.” It takes a moment to realize she’s talking about her quin and not, as I’d first assumed, one of her boobs.
 
  
 
 After thinking things through, I nod and say, “Bring us around the herd, Scout Leader Chey. I’ll approach the cattle when you’re all safely away and see if they’re willing to follow us home.” Frowning in disapproval, Chey shrugs, salutes, and rides off while I ponder how best to approach the herd. Truth is, even with Chey’s long-winded warning, I’m not too worried about dealing with cattle. I mean, they’re cows. Giant, walking steaks with horns and hooves. I’ve tamed bears, wildcats, a flock of Laughing Birds, and two Divine Turtles, so I think I can handle a couple cud-chewing cattle.
 
  
 
 Then again... If things do go wrong, do I really want to be the Number One Talent in the Empire who died to a cow?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme 1
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 Chapter 420
 
  
 
 With his head held high and banner fluttering behind him, Mitsue Hideo rode into camp at the head of his retinue. Ten days ago, he set out with a hundred armoured cavalrymen bearing no less than thirty one Spiritual Weapons. Today, he returned with seventy-three and twenty-eight after securing nine-hundred and thirty-three Defiled kills. A magnificent accomplishment, one soon to be discussed in taverns across the Empire, with his name spoken by every tongue in the land.
 
  
 
 As it should be.
 
  
 
 Damn the cursed moron who came up with the idea to use a floating stage for the Imperial Grand Conference. Were it not for this glaring disadvantage, he would’ve never lost to that smug, northern hick Dastan. Defeated by a lowly slave, this shame would follow Hideo for years to come, but what burned the most was seeing his rightful rewards go to the savage, Falling Rain. The beautiful Zheng Luo, the Imperial Peerage, and title of Number One Talent in the Empire belonged to Mitsu Hideo, Great Nephew and Disciple of Mitsue Juichi. With his exemplary skills, he would have made short work of his opponents on solid ground, whether it be slave Dastan, those half-breed mongrels Wu Gam and Du Min Yan, or even Falling Rain himself.
 
  
 
 So what if they had Awakenings? So what if that bitch could use Chi externally? So what if the savages had Divine Blacksmiths and Runic Craftsmen? All this paled before Hideo’s Mountain Collapsing Stomp.
 
  
 
 Things wouldn’t be so bad if he had won the Legate’s Contest, but sadly Hideo came in second to a damned peasant, Yong-Jin. With his twin-maces in hand, none of Hideo’s remaining opponents were a match for him, but sadly strength of arms was merely one aspect of the Contest, the others being intelligence, acuity, and leadership abilities. Even then, Hideo defeated his opponents time and time again in each successive challenge, but they were all too feeble-minded and dull-witted for him to display his true skills, which led to the damned street-urchin scoring higher. Preposterous is what it was, absolutely preposterous.
 
  
 
 Thus, Hideo had no choice but to prove to the Empire what he already knew, that he was superior to those serfs and mongrels, starting with Falling Rain. Defeat him, and all his achievements would bolster Hideo’s own reputation, so he set forth to surpass the piss-eyed savage’s accomplishments. The task was proving more difficult than expected considering he only had command of a hundred soldiers to Rain’s thousand, but he was confident he would soon succeed.
 
  
 
 Upon arriving at his campground, Hideo discovered his reinforcements were nowhere to be found with Father waiting in their place. Rather than speak, Father handed him a missive which Hideo recognized as a copied letter addressed to Falling Rain. They’d been monitoring the savage’s communications hoping to uncover his secrets, martial or mercantile alike, but the tribesman was a wily one. The brightest scholars under Father’s employ couldn’t crack his code and had no idea what he was talking about when he mentioned ‘Pong Pong’ or ‘Shrimp’ or a myriad of other confusing terms. Some thought it was a request for armour or reinforcements, but weeks passed and still the Bekhai sent nothing. Father’s people then theorized the words themselves had no meaning, and the true message was hidden within the barely legible scrawls, but it was all outside of Hideo’s purview.
 
  
 
 Though he didn’t expect much, Hideo opened the missive wishing it were the original instead, so he might see the letters written by Zheng Luo’s beautiful hand and smell her scent upon it. Her charm, her grace, her beauty, it was a travesty for such a woman to be wasted on an undeserving primitive, but Hideo would defeat the savage runt and rescue Zheng Luo from her terrible plight. How wonderful it would be to hold her in his arms and gaze into her eyes, to hear her lyrical poetry or soothing melodies, to taste her lips and more beneath the moonlit Central skies...
 
  
 
 After reading through the letter twice, Hideo raised in head and said, “I don’t understand Father. What’s so important about this?”
 
  
 
 “We’ve misjudged him,” Father said with regret in his eyes. “He is not the man we thought him to be.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “The answer lies before you, you only need open your eyes and accept it.”
 
  
 
 “...Preposterous.” Hideo tossed the letter away in disgust, unsure how Father could believe these childish lies. “So his ‘wives’ know he can return any time he likes. What does it matter? He’ll come up with another lie to stay behind. He’s already spent sixty consecutive days on the front lines and gone on three patrols, a formidable feat but not without cost.” Oh the cost. After four weeks of nonstop fighting, Hideo knew all too well the horrors of war. “The Bekhai can not or will not reinforce him and his retinue dwindles with each passing week, but still he remains, because he knows I am this close to surpassing his accomplishments.”
 
  
 
 With a tired sigh, Father reached out and cupped Hideo’s cheek, and despite his best efforts, he almost collapsed into his father’s arms. The last four weeks had been difficult, but it would be worth it once he trampled over that damned savage. “Son,” Father said, his hand warm and voice consoling, “Falling Rain brought his retinue away on indefinite leave two hours ago.” Shaking his head, he added, “The little savage even tamed the massive cattle herd giving our patrols so much trouble. Had the entire camp in a panic thinking they were coming to stampede through the lines. Worse, there weren’t any cattle-hands capable enough to handle them, so Colonel Hongji gifted the entire herd to the savage. Good riddance I say. Let the peasant play with his cows and turtles.”
 
  
 
 “...Preposterous!” Retrieving the letter from the ground, Hideo scanned through it once more, searching for hidden meaning within. “This is merely an excuse. The arrogant bastard couldn’t handle it anymore and is running home. It must be a trick. He means to make me lower my guard and play me for the fool.”
 
  
 
 “Son...” Gently taking the letter away, Father embraced Hideo in a rare show of affection. “Your plan to eclipse his achievements was a good one, except the savage cares nothing for honour or glory. Think back to his other letters and you will see him for what he truly is, an idiot with more luck than good sense. There is no benefit to continuing here, and Father fears the cost too high for you to bear. We’ll speak with Uncle Juichi and find another way, but for now, come home and rest. Your mother yearns to see your face again.”
 
  
 
 “No, I can’t leave now, not when I’m so close.” Pushing Father away, Hideo set to pacing about in thought. “The savage is gone now, so I will over-take him. Six weeks? Eight, ten, I’ll stay until every citizen in the Empire knows Mistue Hideo stands above all others, the true Number One Talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 And if he can’t, then he would slaughter the Bekhai to the last.
 
  
 
 “Son –”
 
  
 
 “Time is of the essence. I must strike while the iron is hot.” Speaking over Father’s protests, Hideo demanded, “Bring me a fresh retinue. I’ll speak with Colonel Hongji and secure a place on the coming patrol. It’s perfect, even if the soldiers are different, the commander remains the same, and no one has ever gone on two consecutive patrols. I’ll –”
 
  
 
 “No.” Father’s refusal stopped Hideo in his tracks, for he could hardly believe his ears. “This obsession has consumed you,” Father said, shaking his head in stern disapproval. “I’ve let this go on too long. Come home son, else you risk losing Balance or worse.”
 
  
 
 And thus, Father’s true fears became apparent. “You think me inferior to a tribal savage?” Hideo asked, disbelief turning to anger as Father kept silent. “You think I, Mitsu Hideo, cannot match a mere Falling Rain? Preposterous!” Neck throbbing and spittle flying, Hideo stomped his foot to vent his anger and set the world around them to shaking. Horses screamed and soldiers shouted, but Hideo ignored the fuss and advanced on Father, screaming, “I will defeat him and prove my superiority! You cannot stop me!” Raising his foot for a second stomp, Hideo intended to show Father how strong he’d become.
 
  
 
 Kill him and you inherit everything. No one but Mentor to tell you what to do, and he’s always supported your decisions.
 
  
 
 The thought made Hideo hesitate for the briefest of moments, but he steeled his resolve and followed through. Time slowed as his foot crashed down, his Chi pulsing and ready to sunder earth and flesh alike.
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry Son.” With those words, Father disappeared from Hideo’s sight and the world went dark as he collapsed into quiet slumber.
 
  
 
 So many mistakes, so many failures. How was Hideo ever to recover what was rightfully his?
 
  
 
 If only he were stronger. Stronger than Father, stronger than Mentor, stronger than the Emperor Himself.
 
  
 
 Only then would he recoup his losses and redeem his failures.
 
  
 
 He would trade anything for this strength.
 
  
 
 Anything.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With two sharp pats on her rough, wrinkly skin, Dienne requested Ehani lift her foot for inspection and the large girl happily complied. Though he found no injuries, he noted her toenails were too long and at risk of cracking, a dire injury for a creature as large and heavy as she. Placing a sturdy footstool beneath the ponderous pad, he respectfully presented his nail file to Ehani so she knew what to expect. In a mischievous mood, her long, serpentine nose snatched the file out of Dienne’s hand and held it up high so he couldn’t retrieve it. Though he’d happily play along if they were at home or in a secluded area, privacy was lacking here on the front lines of Sinuji. “Please, little ancestor,” he implored, scratching Ehani’s chin to appease her. “Small one cannot play here, for appearances must be kept.”
 
  
 
 As the Number One Talent of the South, he could hardly allow himself to be seen leaping about and being played for a fool by an elephant, no matter how much he enjoyed their games.
 
  
 
 Trumpeting what he interpreted as a snort, Ehani returned the file with a huff and refused his offering of dried mangoes, quite literally turning her nose up at the sweet treat. Resisting the urge to bow and scrape to appease the dramatic beast, he set to filing her nails and hoped her anger would soon pass. The old girl was senior even to Dienne’s great grandfather, so should he lose her support, then Father’s tenuous hold over the clan would slip even further. A loyal creature which had formed a Spiritual Heart was not unheard of, but few were as powerful and capable as Ehani. Strong, intelligent, and an Expert in her own right, the Queyen clan called her their little ancestor because every rider she bonded with had gone on to become Patriarch.
 
  
 
 Keeping his voice low, Dienne said, “Little ancestor, small one knows these past weeks have been difficult and you desire rest, but he still requires your aid. Small one lacks the prodigious talents of his peers and his fighting style is not suitable for duels, so warfare is the only area where his expertise might shine. If small one cannot make great accomplishments here and now, then he will forever be stuck in Falling Rain’s shadow.”
 
  
 
 Though Ehani didn’t understand everything he said, she read his tone well enough. Flapping her large, leathery ears, she glanced at him as if to say, “Hmph. A mere runt with a giant turtle thinks he can outdo us on the battlefield? A frog stuck in a well.”
 
  
 
 Or perhaps she regretted turning down the dried mango. Even after twenty plus years, Dienne still wasn’t entirely sure what went on in Ehani’s mind.
 
  
 
 Just as Dienne finished filing Ehani’s last toenail, Akopa returned from his task. “Blood Ward, it has been confirmed. Falling Rain marches for SuiHua.” Needing time to think things through, Dienne offered Ehani the dried mangoes again and she accepted them with grace and aplomb, eating one piece at a time and chewing thoroughly to enjoy the taste.
 
  
 
 Still uncertain after considering all the information at hand, Dienne fed Ehani the last piece of dried mango before addressing Akopa. “Your thoughts?”
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain has proven himself unworthy of consideration.” Never one to mince words, Akopa launched into a scathing condemnation. “What we believed to be a lie has now been proven truth. The beardless runt fought for sixty days because he was unaware of proper procedure. A child playing games of war while adults who should know better leave him to run free.” His voice heavy with scorn, Akopa continued, “His exploits speak for themselves and his low casualty rate is admirable, but to recklessly persist without understanding the consequences... He is no leader of men. A true leader would have seen his soldiers’ plight and known he risked losing them to madness. How many soldiers will Falling Rain be forced to cull, driven mad with anger and hatred thanks to their extended excursions? Or worse, what if some Tainted go unnoticed and they escape to spread the Enemy’s infection? If such a calamity were to occur, then Falling Rain would have brought disaster to the Bekhai, and perhaps even to the Empire itself.”
 
  
 
 “Enough,” Dienne said, inwardly rolling his eyes. “A little heavy handed with the rhetoric, but I understand your meaning. You think me overly ambitious to remain here?”
 
  
 
 “Small one dare not criticize,” Akopa replied, though his tone was far from deferential and almost a little mocking in its monotone. “Though now that Blood Ward mentions it, small one notes many parallels. Truly, Blood Ward is brilliant to have seen so.”
 
  
 
 A tad flippant, but the man had earned the right to it. First among a thousand of his peers, Akopa was Dienne’s Khadga, a sword to be wielded in the battle against the Defiled and his most trusted confidante. They both knew he was the stronger and more talented warrior, but Akopa forfeited so Dienne could advance, surrendering before he could order the Oath-sworn warrior to do his best. A distressing state of affairs, for perhaps Akopa could have defeated Falling Rain on stage and won great glory for the South, but sadly, there was no cure for regret.
 
  
 
 Still unconvinced, Dienne sighed once more. “A strange matter comes to mind, one I cannot comprehend for the life of me. Falling Rain fought the Defiled at Sanshu, but before, he took part in a Purge. He experienced the hidden dangers of the Enemy firsthand and saw the extreme consequences which go with them, so how could he be ignorant of the ramifications of his actions here?” Shaking his head, Dienne muttered, “Contradictions within contradictions. Though a woman and half-beast, surely Akanai is competent enough to see the inherent danger, yet she sends no support or reinforcements, not even advice or a request for updates. Such freedom is unheard of for a talent such as he, yet Nian Zu and Baatar also leave Falling Rain to his own devices, while I’ve already ignored three of Father’s letters. Either all three highly-ranked Northern officers are gravely incompetent or there is a factor in play which we do not understand.”
 
  
 
 Dienne had no proof, but he suspected it had something to do with Sanshu. More than a year had passed since the Defiled rebellion, yet there was still no sign of a resurgence of Enemy influence. How could it be possible? Most of the Empire expected Sanshu would have been razed to the ground, and for good reason. The Father’s Taint was dark and insidious, a malignant disease lurking in the hearts of humanity, yet against all odds, Sanshu emerged uninfected after the most disastrous Defiled outbreak in recent history. As ridiculous as the thought might be, could this also have something to do with Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 Goujian certainly seemed to think so.
 
  
 
 Depending on who you asked, Goujian was the Mother’s Sanguinary Priest or the Emperor’s Mad Dog, but whatever his reputation, few would have doubted the Confessor’s loyalty. Then, five weeks ago, the deranged lunatic dispatched countless missives to the nobles of the Empire declaring Falling Rain, the Legate, and the Emperor himself were the true Enemy and that he’d joined forces with the ‘Chosen’ to overthrow the ‘dog Emperor’ and his ‘unholy heathen lackeys’. Madness is what it was, but for Goujian to turn against the Empire... well, these were dark times indeed.
 
  
 
 Dienne put no stock in the turn-coat torturer’s claims, though he disagreed with the Legate’s response. By issuing an Imperial Edict commanding the letters be destroyed and never spoken of again, the Legate lent credence to the rumours, laughable though they might be. Falling Rain was no Defiled in disguise, for if he were, he would not have the allegiance of so many creatures. Most wild beasts of the Empire harboured a natural aversion to the Enemy and all its agents, an instinctive hostility borne of self-preservation, especially more powerful creatures like the Divine Turtle. That’s what made the Arid Wastes so impenetrable to the Defiled, for even if they could withstand the difficult terrain and inhospitable clime, those deadly beasts lurking within would not react kindly to Enemy intrusion. It’s also how the Queyen Clan dealt with their suspected Tainted, by giving them a choice: either banishment to the Arid Wastes or be brought before Ehani and judged. How accurate she might be was up for debate, but history proved few Defiled willingly allowed themselves to be brought before the little ancestor, while none ever survived the Arid Wastes.
 
  
 
 Then again, in all her years, Ehani had only ever spared one life, a child not even three years of age, so perhaps the innocent would be right to refuse her judgment and test their luck.
 
  
 
 After four weeks of constant fighting, Dienne had difficulty keeping his mind focused. How might a lesser man fare? In the end, this thought more than anything helped him reach a decision, for he had yet to make heads or tails of the mysteries surrounding Falling Rain. “Send word to Colonel Hongji and request a leave of absence.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Blood Ward.”
 
  
 
 The order given, Dienne felt the weight of the world lift off his shoulders. Allowing himself a small smile, he patted Ehani on the cheek and leaned against her, taking comfort in having made the correct decision. No need to compete with Falling Rain in time spent on the front lines, for only the Enemy would profit from this asinine contest. Better to take a step back for the sake of physical and mental well-being, lest he lose his mind and run off to join the ‘Chosen’.
 
  
 
 Whether they be Chosen or Defiled, let them come. Queyen Dienne would gladly teach them the meaning of regret, for he was a true son the Empire and Defender of its people.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 



 






      Chapter 421 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Despite Luo-Luo’s best efforts to amend his ways, Lord Husband had yet to grasp the significance of his public image.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t his bloody, war-torn clothing which bothered her so, for such was to be expected of a soldier returning from the front lines. Nor was it his enthusiastic waving from afar which made him seem more like a homesick child rather than the triumphant hero he was, or how he greeted everyone, even all his animals down to the last rabbit, with warm hugs, soft nuzzles, sweet whispers, and in Yan’s case a salacious kiss, yet all Luo-Luo received was a polite smile and businesslike nod. It wasn’t even his shabby posture or wispy facial hair in dire need of a razor’s touch which irked her so. No, the greatest affront to Lord Husband’s image was his choice to make his triumphant return to SuiHua with his legs folded like a damsel while seated on the back of the biggest, ugliest, smelliest bull in all of Central.
 
  
 
 At this point, Luo-Luo suspected Lord Husband was being wilfully antagonistic just to spite her.
 
  
 
 Having sent a rider ahead to bring word of his arrival, it didn’t take long for Lord Husband’s retinue and herd of cattle to pass through the gates and make their way around the city to their campground. Luo-Luo had worked hard to ensure every last detail had been accounted for their homecoming, and she did her best to make it known. She’d picked out the perfect resting area, an isolated yet scenic field with easy access to the bay where his retinue and cattle could rest and graze in peace, away from the hubbub of moving caravans, migrant soldiers, and boisterous merchants hawking their overpriced wares. She’d instructed the camp followers to spare no expense on tonight’s celebratory feast and bought plenty of fresh meat, fragrant wines, and tantalizing desserts for all to share. She even purchased new bedding, blankets, and plain-clothes uniforms for the soldiers, though her heart ached to see Lord Husband’s brutes tearing off sleeves, cutting slits in pants, throwing away vests, and a host of other horrible modifications to the snappy ensemble she’d designed and commissioned using her share of profits from Lord Husband’s business endeavours.
 
  
 
 Were things to continue in this fashion, the only way she’d ever see Lord Husband at the head of a heroic, dashing retinue would be to paint it from imagination...
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo didn’t forget to entice and titillate her war-weary Lord Husband either, wearing a freshly tailored dress made to accentuate her cleavage and hips. Displaying the latter set her cheeks aflame, for she felt as if her posterior was completely uncovered, with every curve and contour on exhibit like a wanton harlot stalking the streets in search of a client. Sadly, nothing came of her foresight and shamelessness besides more polite smiles and businesslike nods, which was disheartening to say the least. She truly thought things had changed during these past two months and that upon his return, he would see her in a new light. They’d been in near constant communication during his time in Sinuji and while the conversation rarely strayed from his business interests, he wasn’t much sweeter to Lin-Lin or Mila in writing. After weeks of cordial correspondence, Luo-Luo had imagined seeing burning desire or at least fond affection in his beautiful, amber eyes as she welcomed her Lord Husband home with a hearty embrace.
 
  
 
 Instead, reality reared its ugly head and Luo-Luo was summarily cast aside, playing the part of stranger intruding on a loving family reunion.
 
  
 
 Even his animals were treated with more warmth than Luo-Luo, including the newest additions to his menagerie, a herd of dirty, disgusting cattle. While waiting for his soldiers to finish setting camp and dinner to finish cooking, Lord Husband tended to his bovine mount, an intimidating creature of horn and muscle. In obvious distress due to its new surroundings and all the commotion, the beast dug its hooves in and lowered its head, turning its massive twin horns this way and that to warn off the unfamiliar strangers in this unfamiliar locale. It didn’t look much like the beasts Luo-Luo had seen depicted in paintings, but rather a shaggier, more muscular cousin of sorts, the difference as stark as the one between Lord Husband’s wildcats and a tiger. Its beady, brown eyes burned with fury from behind its coarse, thick fur, its dark, sinewy form barely able to contain its strapping might. An unkempt behemoth standing over two meters tall at the shoulders, it towered over Luo-Luo’s head, to say nothing of Lord Husband’s, but he seemed unconcerned by the creature’s size or anxiety. “Easy Moomie,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring as he stroked its neck, far more tenderly than he’d ever touched Luo-Luo. “Nothing to be afraid of big guy. Everyone’s a friend here, no need to worry. Jimjam, get back here. Don’t stalk the cows, you’re gonna get trampled.”
 
  
 
 Bold and daring as always, Lin-Lin reached up and stroked the creature’s muzzle, causing Luo-Luo’s heart to skip a beat as the behemoth flinched and stamped its hooves. Unfazed, Lin-Lin lifted the bull’s jowls to inspect its teeth and said, “Mm, it’s too late to butcher and cook you today Moomie, but we can do it tomorrow, ya? You’re gonna be so yummy. Char-Char will turn you into steaks and ribs and skewers and beef buns and beef brisket and beef tongue –”
 
  
 
 Pulling Lin-Lin back into his embrace, Lord Husband lifted her away from the bull with a troubled frown. “No wifey, Moomie isn’t for eating. First off, he’s a wild cow so he won’t taste good. Secondly, he’s like two or three tonnes of angry cow and I’d rather not upset him. Thirdly, he’s too cute to eat. Look.” Cupping the bull’s face, Lord Husband massaged its cheeks with both hands and giggled as it visibly relaxed at his tender ministrations, its tongue dropping out of its mouth to hang loose with an audible sigh. “See? Isn’t he adorable?”
 
  
 
 Only Yan shared Lord Husband’s opinion as she crooned and joined him in petting Moomie while Lin-Lin and Mila traded exasperated glances. Unwilling to lose (again) to the hateful half-deer, Luo-Luo gathered her courage and circled around to the behemoth’s side so that its sharp, curved horns weren’t pointed directly at her. Perhaps reading her movements as a threat, the skittish bull turned its head to face her and snorted in warning, so Luo-Luo froze in place. Sucking her teeth, Yan grabbed Luo-Luo’s wrist and forcibly guided it towards the bull’s mouth, but despite her best efforts to break free, she soon made contact with the beast’s nose. Repressing a shriek as it licked her palm, Luo-Luo reminded herself that cattle were vegetarians and Lord Husband was an experienced beast-tamer with a unique Aura to aid him.
 
  
 
 “Yan, let her go before she soils herself.” Gruff and straightforward as always, Mila came to Luo-Luo’s rescue and she was so relieved she didn’t even quibble over the embarrassing, albeit accurate, statement. “And you,” Mila said, pinching Lord Husband’s arm, “If we can’t eat them, then what are we going to do with three-hundred head of cattle?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t know. Don’t care.” Unyielding before his spirited beloved, Lord Husband hugged the bull’s head and said, “They’re mine now, and you can’t eat them. We can still have beef from other cows, but Moomie and his friends are off limits. This is his herd and he’ll get real angry if we hack his buddies apart for steaks.” Leaning back, Lord Husband lowered his voice to an exaggerated whisper. “Seriously, you won’t like him when he’s angry. I was gored twice trying to approach his herd and he gave me worse the first time I hopped onto his back. Luckily, he only broke my shins and didn’t flatten them, else I would’ve had to amputate both legs below the knee.”
 
  
 
 Upon hearing this, Luo-Luo retreated three steps and positioned herself behind Mila.
 
  
 
 “Well, thank the Mother for small miracles. You returned whole for once.” Laughing her deep, seductive laugh, Yan favoured Lord Husband with a harlot’s gaze which set his cheeks and desire aflame, no doubt Sending him obscene and lurid promises. Finished with her vulgarities, she abandoned Moomie to embrace Mila instead. “Don’t be a grouch,” Yan said, slowly dragging the indignant Mila towards the bull. “The cattle can pull wagons and free up the quins and horses. They aren’t as fast, but they’ve got plenty of strength and stamina. Hell, with some time and practice, Rain could even mount his soldiers on them.”
 
  
 
 “Good idea.” Lord Husband lifted Tate onto Moomie and left him there, his boyish grin matching Tate’s delighted smile as the bull inspected the child. “How about it Tate? Forget war-bears. How do you like the sound of war-bulls?”
 
  
 
 “Yea! Charge!”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Moomie had more sense than Tate or Lord Husband and stayed in place, dismissing the child as a threat with a shake of its head. Sighing with relief, Mila lowered her guard and patted the bull’s neck, grateful the worst hadn’t come to pass. “Fair enough,” she said, inspecting Moomie’s pearly horns with a weaponsmith's eye. “They’re the best choice of draft animal on the plains of Central and I’d love to see what they can do against the Defiled.” All the bulls in the herd had thick, pointed horns, but none were the match of their leader’s, a pair of forward facing natural armaments each as long as her arm. Wrinkling her nose, Mila added, “If only they didn’t stink so much.”
 
  
 
 “Ah!” Displaying her bloodthirsty nature once more, Lin-Lin clapped her hands and said, “We can use them to pull the chariots ya? They were too heavy for the quins and the trained horsies were too expensive and in limited numbers, but these cow-cows should be perfect, ya?”
 
  
 
 The thought of chariot-laden bulls certainly terrified Luo-Luo and scaling up the vehicle’s size would be simple enough. “An idea worth exploring,” she said, mentally composing the letters she’d have to write. “Luo-Luo will look into it forthwith.” Spotting Lord Husband’s surprise, she remembered her place and fell to her knees, her head lowered in fearful contrition, “Luo-Luo has been presumptuous in overstepping her bounds and requests Lord Husband punish her.”
 
  
 
 “Relax. There’s no need to kneel or ask for punishment. Like... Ever.” Extending a hand to help her up, Lord Husband squeezed her fingers lightly, which made it worth the momentary panic. “I’m not upset, I’m just surprised at how decisive you’ve become. You’ve done incredible work with the cast iron business and I’m comfortable leaving everything in your capable hands.”
 
  
 
 Oh dear Mother in Heaven no. “Luo-Luo will require Lord Husband’s aid in handling the beasts and other matters...”
 
  
 
 “Yea of course, but not today. Let’s get everyone settled in first, and I would love a bath.”
 
  
 
 Cursing herself for overlooking something so vital, Luo-Luo scurried off to prepare one. As she left, she casually glanced over her shoulder to see if he would watch her leave, but to her disappointment, he was busy trying to balance a rabbit atop Moomie’s head. The rest of the night continued on in this fashion, with Luo-Luo an unimportant bystander as Lord Husband celebrated with his soldiers, shared sweet snuggles with Lin, gave Mila a lengthy and slightly erotic shoulder massage, cuddled his bears and wildcats like babies, rolled about the grass with Mafu and the rabbits, and bid his cattle goodnight as they laid down to rest. Then, back at the mansion, Luo-Luo was then forced to suffer through the muffled moans and shuddering gasps emanating from the wall she shared with Yan’s bedroom, an erotic torment from which there was no escape.
 
  
 
 It was so unfair! After two, long, lonely months, Luo-Luo received no tender care and saw no passionate desire from Lord Husband, not even warranting a pat on the head like the one he gave Li-Li after handing her chain back to Mila. The cold, braided beauty looked so pleased and contented by Lord Husband’s soft touch, her eyes closed and cat-ears aflutter, Luo-Luo couldn’t help but bristle with jealousy. Who knew how this adulterous master-and-slave pair spent their evenings on the front lines, experiencing life-threatening ordeals day after day. How might it have happened? Did Li-Li seduce Lord Husband with her smoky, green eyes and long, fluttering lashes before inviting him into her bed with a seductive kiss? There, the two of them would engage in frantic, desperate coitus to affirm their love for one another, a love born from shared hardships and harmonious efforts.
 
  
 
 Or perhaps theirs was a darker affair, one born of anguish and desperation out on the battlefield. Unable to restrain his animalistic urges, Lord Husband set upon Li-Li in her yurt one night, stripping her clothes off in a passionless frenzy before ordering her to please him. Fear and reluctance melting away beneath Lord Husband’s skilled ministrations, Li-Li would soon find herself not only a slave to her Oaths, but also a slave to her lust. Now, a simple head pat was enough to send pleasure surging through her body, but Lord Husband had developed a taste for compulsion. Freed from the shackles of morality, Lord Husband turned his lecherous sights on the alluring women beneath his command, forcing himself upon two, three, or even more women every night just to sate his prodigious appetite.
 
  
 
 ...Perhaps Luo-Luo should have gone with him to the front lines. Don’t think she didn’t see those hussies and their covetous gazes earlier at the banquet, like that indecent minx A-Gui licking her rouged lips and fanning her unbuttoned collar, or Ciro’s bawdy and indecent proposal that the retinue go swimming naked in the bay. Worst of all was Chey winking at Lord Husband while wearing a too-tight tunic and eschewing a vest to flaunt her voluminous bosom, and then tying her shirt-tails to expose her taut, seductive midriff. How dare she?
 
  
 
 Only now, seconds before sinking into exhausted slumber, did Luo-Luo understand why Lord Husband’s soldiers were ripping her uniforms apart. Not because they didn’t like her design, but because they weren’t used to the hotter temperatures of Central...
 
  
 
 Dawn soon arrived and Luo-Luo’s fitful sleep was once again interrupted by the sounds of Lord Husband and Yan’s passionate lovemaking. After venting her pent up anger and jealousy on her defenceless pillows, Luo-Luo slipped out of bed at this unholiest of hours, put on her make-up, styled her hair into two buns, put on her bulky, unflattering Khishig leathers, and brought her sceptre out for breakfast and morning training. Amidst bites of dumplings and sordid daydreams in which Lord Husband had his way with her, Luo-Luo saw everyone in the household off as they went about their day, aside from Lin-Lin who would remain in bed for several more hours. Mila and her Divine Blacksmith Papa headed out for a day of labouring at the forges, while Ser Charok hustled to market with his adorable children in tow. Medical Saint Taduk collected the Divine Turtle, Mama Bun, and Blackjack for a boat ride around the bay, and Li-Li brought all the quins, bears, and wildcats out to do... whatever she did during her days off. Practice, most likely. Sorya and Anrhi finished cooking breakfast for their brother and brought it over to Lord Husband’s camp, and still Yan had yet to show up for their morning practice session.
 
  
 
 Striding in almost an hour late, Lord Husband and Yan sat down across from Luo-Luo. Lord Husband at least had the decency to look sheepish, but Yan had the audacity to preen and smirk, her wet hair and glowing cheeks giving her a vibrant, alluring look. “Sorry we’re late,” she said, rolling her eyes in an exaggerated fashion. “Someone couldn’t keep his hands to himself. First it was in bed, then in the baths, then while walking over...”
 
  
 
 “Excuse me? As I recall, I’m not the only one to blame.” Lord Husband pulled Yan close and pressed his lips against her cheek as they fell silent and shared an exchange through Sending. Not entirely silent, as there were plenty of tongue clicks, exasperated sighs, muffled giggles, and light kisses. Her sceptre resting across her knees, Luo-Luo clenched it tight and wished she were a more accomplished Martial Warrior, if only to smack this immoral couple upside the head. What hurt the most was that if not for the half-deer’s calculating machinations and a cruel twist of fate, it would be Yan stewing in her jealousy while Luo-Luo and Lord Husband giggling and laughed...
 
  
 
 And three times before breakfast? Three!?! Did this harlot intend to drain Lord Husband dry and leave a withered corpse for the rest of them?
 
  
 
 “So Luo-Luo,” Lord Husband said, catching her by surprise. “Yan tells me she’s been helping you with the Forms every morning.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband, and Luo-Luo is deeply grateful for her assistance.” A bald-faced lie if there ever were one. It took twenty-four years but Luo-Luo finally found a subject she did not excel in. According to Yan, Luo-Luo wasn’t even passable as a Martial Warrior, a complete failure from top to bottom, which was liberating, in a way.
 
  
 
 Mortifying in so many others, but still liberating...
 
  
 
 “I hear things... have not been going well.” Lord Husband was kind to understate it, but Luo-Luo knew she was hopeless. “You haven’t bound your Spiritual Weapon yet either, right?”
 
  
 
 “...No, Luo-Luo has not.” It wasn’t entirely her fault. Yan was neither patient nor courteous with her instruction, nor did she put much effort into her infrequent explanations. Mostly, she stood ready with switch in hand and gave Luo-Luo a taste of pain every time she did something Yan deemed incorrect, which was often. ‘Feel the Forms’, Yan would say, ‘let them guide you through them’. ‘Become one with the weapon and make it a part of you.’ How were banal platitudes supposed to teach Luo-Luo to fight or bind her weapon? Why couldn’t Yan simply tell Luo-Luo the correct thing to do? How to stand, where to place her feet, what to move, when to move it, were simple, basic instructions too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 “Well, why don’t we switch things up and I help out today? Maybe a fresh perspective is what you need to get started along the Martial Path.” Giving Yan’s cheek a pinch, Lord Husband chuckled and said, “Astounding. I know Yan’s sitting here beside me, but that glare is 100% Mila. Don’t be jealous. Remember, there once was a time when I too was an ‘insufferable idiot’.” Belatedly realizing he’d spoken out of place, Lord Husband gave Luo-Luo a small shrug in apology before continuing. “Besides, it’s not like I’m sending you away to have my way with the concubine.”
 
  
 
 ...Why did he have to say it like it was such an unreasonable scenario?
 
  
 
 Realizing he’d misspoken again, Lord Husband stuffed the last dumpling into his mouth and rose from his seat. “Well, let’s go. I need to go make sure the cattle haven’t slaughtered the remnants of my retinue, and a change of scenery might do you good. Oh right, is your zither in your room?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband.” Luo-Luo’s heart surged with joy as she hurried to follow. Was he finally going to ask her to play for him?
 
  
 
 “Great. Yan, could you help her grab it while I collect the rabbits?”
 
  
 
 Thanks to Luo-Luo’s careful planning, Lord Husband’s camp wasn’t far from their manor and they arrived without delay. The cute caravan of hopping rabbits drew many an eye, but aside from a smattering of friendly cheers and greetings, most left Lord Husband to his own devices, either too busy to bother him or understanding his need to unwind after a long tour of duty. Word arrived ahead of him that both Mitsue Hideo and Quyen Dienne had also gone on leave, meaning Lord Husband’s record of sixty consecutive days served on the front lines would remain unbroken, lending further significance to his stunning accomplishment.
 
  
 
 Granted, knowing he’d done so involuntarily made it much less impressive, but the important thing was Lord Husband had endured and returned whole.
 
  
 
 After finding the camp still standing in the distance and receiving a warm welcome from Moomie and a half-dozen other friendly cattle, Lord Husband turned to Luo-Luo with a supportive smile. “Alright then,” he said, settling down in the grass beside Yan while the rabbits explored and cattle grazed. “Let’s see what you can do.”
 
  
 
 For some odd reason, Luo-Luo found his expectant gaze more terrifying than his anger. She desperately wanted to impress him, but was this even possible with her mediocre skills? Closing her eyes in abject shame, Luo-Luo hugged her sceptre to her chest and reviewed the last ten, gruelling days of lessons. Then, once she was as ready as she would ever be, she performed the first movement of Tiger Form, Stalk the Dragon. The seconds passed in agonizing sluggishness as she performed the single step, yet it felt like everything she was doing was wrong and a complete affront to the Forms. What expression would she see on Lord Husband’s face if she had the courage to look? Pity? Disgust? Hatred, even? The Forms were a Holy Ceremony passed down from time immemorial, and her poor performance might be akin to blasphemy for a Martial Warrior like Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 It felt like an eternity had passed before she finished the first movement, and she shakily proceeded to the second, then the third, before Lord Husband finally said, “Stop.” Trembling from head to toe, Luo-Luo hung her head and opened her eyes, unwilling to look up even if her life depended on it. After a long silence, Lord Husband sighed and said, “Luo-Luo, I want you to do something for me.”
 
  
 
 Take her own life perhaps, to apologize for her heresy. “Luo-Luo awaits your command, Lord Husband.”
 
  
 
 “Okay. I want you to forget everything you’ve learned these past ten days and Demonstrate the Forms as you were taught earlier.”
 
  
 
 “What?” Yan and Luo-Luo spoke at the same time, one voice brimming with anger and the other tinged with confusion.
 
  
 
 “You think I didn’t teach her properly?” Yan asked, and inwardly Luo-Luo squealed with delight.
 
  
 
 “Calm down. What’s gotten into you? I’m not accusing you of anything.” Blissfully unaware of the tension between his betrothed and concubine, Lord Husband kissed Yan on the cheek and said, “I think you taught her the same way you were taught, which is fine for children who know nothing. They’re blank slates learning the Forms for the first time, but Luo-Luo already knows them, right?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband.” Worried Yan hadn’t told him, Luo-Luo said, “However, Luo-Luo learned the Forms through dance. An amended version if you will, simplified so we only need follow the defined steps in the proper order to strengthen and revitalize our bodies.”
 
  
 
 “That’s fine.” Lost in his memories, Lord Husband explained, “The Forms can be seen as a finite set of movements which teach you how to fight, but that’s only on the surface. They’re meant to guide you along the Martial Path, for each movement holds infinite variations, and within those infinite variations lies the true secrets to Martial strength. Where one person might see Stalk the Dragon as a singular step, another might find a pattern within and use it to develop a style of footwork. A third might see the power hidden with that initial, singular step, and transform it from a means of movement into an attack. Another good example is Mantis Form – Balance on Windy Leaf. Most Warriors see it as a dodging technique, rooting your feet in place and swaying your upper body to avoid an attack while remaining in range to counter-attack, but Grand-mentor saw it as a means to explosively boost her charging speed.” Waving his hand in dismissal, Lord Husband added, “That’s all neither here nor there. The point is, the Forms are finite, but the Martial Path is infinite, so why can’t someone learn how to fight from dancing? You wouldn’t be the first and won’t be the last. There’s no right or wrong way to perform the Forms, it all comes down to what you can perceive within them.”
 
  
 
 Repeating Lord Husband’s last sentence to herself, Luo-Luo felt the warm embers of confidence flicker to life within her. Forget what she learned from Yan and just dance. She could do that much, and if more came of it, then good. If not, then at least Lord Husband would watch her dance, and perhaps even ask her to play him a song when they were done.
 
  
 
 The best case scenario would be if Lord Husband decided Luo-Luo was a lost cause as a Martial Warrior and took her Spiritual Weapon away, while simultaneously being charmed by her beauty, grace, and musical abilities.
 
  
 
 Please Mother in Heaven, make it so.
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 As much as Yan loved romance novels, they weren’t without their flaws. Most were formulaic and unoriginal, featuring a banal title and a main character who falls in love at first glance, usually while having little to nothing in common with their prospective lover. Putting aside their vast differences, there would also be some conflict keeping the ‘fated’ lovers apart, something silly and frivolous like a family rivalry or difference in status, but the main character would always want to do things the ‘right’ way, when it would be so much easier to wash your hands of the silliness and elope with your lover or even find someone else more worthy of their efforts.
 
  
 
 What Yan found most unrealistic was how there was always a rival, if not several, characters whose despicable behaviour bordered on the extreme. Usually, the rival was a petty, spiteful individual who would stop at nothing to interfere with the main character’s relationship. More than once, she thought it strange for someone to go to such great lengths to sabotage another, especially when the rival usually held so many advantages over the main character. A childhood friend, an arranged marriage, a similar background, or shared employment, the rival’s time would be better spent winning over the love interest instead of plotting contrived and nonsensical schemes against the main character which required everything to go perfectly according to plan.
 
  
 
 It all seemed so absurd right until this very moment when Yan realized she was the petty and spiteful rival doing everything she could to sabotage the star-crossed lovers, Zheng Luo and Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 The Imperial Servant’s dance was unlike anything Yan had ever seen, the familiar movements of the Forms given new life by Zheng Luo’s beauty, grace, and poise. To call her dance complex or even technically difficult would be a far stretch, nor were the movements exceptionally innovative or beneficial from a Martial Warrior’s perspective, but neither of those things took away from its simplistic elegance and breathtaking artistry. Were Yan to execute the same movements in the same order, her performance would fall laughably short of Zheng Luo’s for there were a myriad of minor details contributing to this exquisite display. Her shimmering hair, soulful eyes, shapely body, and gorgeous features only added unnecessary ornamentation to the performance, for its beauty went beyond the physical. There was something about the way she flowed that aligned with the natural order of the world, like how the grass swayed and wind blew to accentuate her movements, or how her weapon came to life like a partner dancing alongside her, or how the tilt of her neck and angle of her fingers seemed to twist sunlight and shadow about her, as if the Mother herself were taking part in Zheng Luo’s awe-inspiring demonstration of the Forms.
 
  
 
 To call it beautiful would be to do it a disservice, but Yan couldn’t find it in herself to appreciate the performance, because she was far too busy being jealous and catty.
 
  
 
 Illogical is what it was, irrational and absurd, but Yan couldn’t help it. Only now did she realize what love did to a person and she hated it with a passion. Every time she looked at Zheng Luo, Yan saw a woman so unreasonably flawless it drove her mad with envy. Beauty and brains, usually wrapped up in a tight, alluring dress, Zheng Luo couldn’t be more perfect if she tried, yet here she was, doing exactly that. It didn’t matter if she had her beautiful hair done up in twin buns, or if she wore bulky, protective leathers and wielded a heavy, unfamiliar weapon, Zheng Luo still danced with effortless charm and stunning refinement, and Yan hated her for it.
 
  
 
 Still, Yan had never purposely sabotaged Zheng Luo during their week of training sessions, though she admitted she didn’t try as hard as she should have. While giving the Imperial Servant a taste of the switch was satisfying at first, Yan’s soft-hearted empathy prevented her from using it as much as she’d like. The hateful woman was too damned charming and lovable to hurt and her teary, weepy eyes made Yan feel like an inhuman monster for gently correcting her mistakes. Yan did her best, but Zheng Luo seemed utterly hopeless as a Martial Warrior, so why put her through more physical pain than necessary? Yan was no sadist, so she eased back and waited for Zheng Luo to quit, but the woman was stubborn and driven to succeed. Now, in light of her consummate dance, it looked like Yan had tried to suppress Zheng Luo’s skills and prevent her from becoming a Martial Warrior, which was completely untrue.
 
  
 
 Stupid Rain. Why did he have to be so damned smart sometimes?
 
  
 
 Seeing her lover so enchanted by the sight of another woman, Yan elbowed him in the ribs and Sent, “Leave your tongue out any longer and the sun will turn it to jerky.”
 
  
 
 Confused, Rain studied her for long seconds before his eyes lit up in genuine surprise. “Mother in Heaven,” he Sent, the message delivered through their intertwined fingers. “You’re actually jealous!” Idiot. Elbowing him again, Yan looked away so he couldn’t see her cheeks burning with shame, but Rain kept on Sending. “I thought you were kidding around, but you’re seriously mad.”
 
  
 
 “Of course I am, shit-for-brains!”
 
  
 
 “...Is this why you’ve been so... affectionate lately? Because you’re worried you’ll lose me to Luo-Luo?” Yan hated how he called her that, so sweet and sickly, and she especially hated how he almost seemed delighted by her jealousy. “I mean, I get Mila being jealous because she’s jealous about everything, but I didn’t expect this from you. How am I supposed to survive with two jealous wives?”
 
  
 
 “Whose fucking fault do you think this is, you smug, insufferable twit?” Turning around to gently headbutt her idiot lover, Yan hit Rain a bit harder than she’d planned, though still lighter than he deserved. Kissing his forehead in apology, she went right back to being angry. “It’s not like I want to be jealous, but you keep collecting lovers like you want one for every night of the week. I hate what it does to me and I hate you for doing it.”
 
  
 
 Clearly trying not to laugh, Rain pulled her close and nuzzled her neck. “Don’t be ridiculous. Lin already set a hard limit of five wives.” When he finished laughing at his own stupid joke, he continued, “You have nothing to worry about, not from Luo-Luo. I didn’t ‘collect’ her, she was forced on me, and I’ve no intentions of being with someone I can’t trust, much less not in love with.”
 
  
 
 Yan scoffed. “You say this now, but how long will it last? What happens once Zheng Luo proves herself trustworthy? Or if she becomes a proper Martial Warrior? How am I supposed to compete with your beautiful, brilliant, hardworking, and compassionate concubine?”
 
  
 
 “First off, it’s not a competition.” Punctuating the statement with a kiss on her neck, he continued, “Seriously, I will not play favourites or assign any hierarchy, because I truly love all three of you equally.” His lips brushed her shirt collar aside to kiss her shoulder, and Yan found herself yearning for more. “Also, if this were a competition, Luo-Luo wouldn’t even be a participant and you’d be in the lead, solely on account of what we did last night and earlier today.” This time, she elbowed him like she meant it, but he grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “If you’re still feeling insecure, then why don’t we sneak off and widen your lead?”
 
  
 
 Sometimes, Yan wondered what crimes she committed in her past lives to warrant falling in love with a buffoon. Still, his words lifted Yan’s spirits, though now she felt bad for Zheng Luo. The Imperial Servant had no say in the matter, but it sounded like Rain blamed her for intruding. Looking back, she realized his attitude towards her did seem unusually distant, something she’d overlooked in her haze of jealousy. Rain barely even glanced at Zheng Luo’s exquisite, hip-hugging dress last night, a sight which even Yan had difficulty tearing her eyes from, which spoke to the depths of his resentment. This newfound understanding made Yan feel even worse for being so antagonistic with the poor woman, so she ignored Rain’s proposition and turned her attention back to their problematic student.
 
  
 
 Neither fast nor slow, the dance continued at a moderate pace on the grassy plains of Central, lasting under an hour from start to finish. Barely restrained by her dark leather vest, Zheng Luo’s chest heaved with exertion and her skin glistened with sweat as she gazed longingly at Rain, her eyes full of hope and expectation. Barely giving the alluring enchantress a second glance, Rain said, “Okay then. What have you learned?”
 
  
 
 Crushed by the lack of praise or applause, Zheng Luo visibly deflated and hugged her weapon close. “...Apologies Lord Husband, but Luo-Luo does not understand. What sort of answer is Lord Husband looking for?”
 
  
 
 A little harsher than necessary, Rain shook his head and sighed, making Yan’s heart ache even more for Luo-Luo. She was trying so hard, but Rain couldn’t even spare a kind word or soft smile. He didn’t even say anything about how amazing her performance was. “Remember what I told you earlier?” He asked, his tone mildly impatient. “It all comes down to what you perceive. It’s not a pretty dance you do to impress people, the Forms are meant to guide you along the Martial Path, so you must seek Insight within them. What do you think about when you’re dancing?”
 
  
 
 Her head hung low, Luo-Luo couldn’t even bring herself to speak and Yan yearned to spring forward and take the poor woman in her arms. Mother in Heaven, was she going to have to help her rival win her lover’s affection?
 
  
 
 Completely without mercy, Rain continued lecturing Luo-Luo as she fought back her tears. “You know the Forms, and that’s a good start, but knowing isn’t enough. It is literally the first step along the Martial Path, so now you must take the next. Performing the movements through rote memorization is useless, you must explore the movements and delve into their mysteries. Think of it like... mathematics. Addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division are your basic Forms, and with enough study, you can discover how to derive the volume of a wagon based on its dimensions or calculate the interest on a two-percent loan.”
 
  
 
 “...But why can’t you teach Luo-Luo these things?” Even her petulance was endearing, and Yan had to resist the urge to demand Rain treat his concubine better, because watching a grown woman pout and stomp her feet was too much. “Tell Luo-Luo how to hold her weapon, where to place her feet, and other simple instructions she can follow. Going by Lord Husband’s example, those mathematical formulas are already in existence, so what point is there in having Luo-Luo rediscover them on her own?”
 
  
 
 “Because the formulas change from person to person.” Smiling like an idiot, Rain smacked himself on the forehead. “I can’t believe it took me this long to figure out. The answer was right in front of me, but I never pieced it all together. Listen closely Luo-Luo, because this took me seven plus years to figure out: I can’t tell you how to fight because it’s better if you learn on your own. What works for me might not work for you, and the same goes for Yan, because we are each our own unique individual. You might find success following in another’s footsteps, but the only way to realize your full potential is to forge your own path using the Forms to guide you.”
 
  
 
 ...Which was the foundational basis of the People’s teachings. Why was Rain only learning this now?
 
  
 
 Understanding dawned upon Luo-Luo’s fair face, but she still seemed unconvinced. “But... Luo-Luo does not understand the ways of war, so how is she to find Insight in the Forms?”
 
  
 
 Seeing an opportunity to chime in, Yan said, “Maybe you already have. Do you always dance with a weapon in hand?” Blinking in confusion, Luo-Luo shook her head and Yan continued, “Then how did you know what to do with the sceptre?”
 
  
 
 “...Luo-Luo merely did what felt right.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly!” Excited to finally make progress, Yan beamed from ear to ear. “You keep asking us to tell you what to do, but while you were dancing, did your sceptre ever get in your way? Did you stop and think about how to hold it, when to twirl it, where to move it, or anything along those lines? No, you followed your instincts and did what felt natural. In other words, you let the Forms guide you. Remember this feeling the next time you sit down to bind it, because that’s what it means to become one with the weapon, treating it not as an object, but as an extension of your body.”
 
  
 
 Between the physical exertion and mental acrobatics, Luo-Luo seemed ready to fall to pieces, so after a few more words of advice, Yan suggested she take a break to rest and think things over before going through the Forms a second time. Dragging Rain away for a quiet stroll around the field of cattle, Yan voiced her misgivings through Sending. “You should be kinder to Luo-Luo. Don’t speak so harshly and maybe compliment her every now and then. Her performance was phenomenal but you skipped right over it to lecture her.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? It’s ‘Luo-Luo’ now, is it?” Rain’s smug smile made Yan want to headbutt him again, but she graciously let him be. “What happened to ‘Zheng Luo’? Were you swayed by her phenomenal performance? You’re free to court her if you’d like. I don’t mind so long as I get to watch.”
 
  
 
 Rethinking that headbutt, Yan rolled her eyes and Sent, “Idiot. I don’t understand you at all. A gorgeous woman is desperate for your approval, but every time you speak you almost bring her to tears. It’s like you’re trying to make her hate you.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not that mean to Luo-Luo.” Seeing the look she gave him, Rain blinked and asked, “Am I?”
 
  
 
 “Mean might not be the right word. Cold perhaps, or distant. You treat her like a stranger, but when you treat everyone else in camp like a dear friend, the contrast is obvious.”
 
  
 
 “...She is a stranger. We met three months ago and spent two of those months apart.”
 
  
 
 “...Fine, but how can you bear to make her cry? Heartless cad. Callous fiend. Cruel beast.”
 
  
 
 “Oh please.” Crouching down to let an insistent bunny hop into his arms, he showed her its adorable face and Sent, “Don’t get taken in by her deception. Luo-Luo changes moods faster than Thumper here twitches his nose. She is a master manipulator and knows exactly what to say and do to get you on her side. That’s why I’m so guarded against her, because I know she’s trying to play me. Even after I told her I didn’t want a loveless relationship, she’s still pushing for sex so she can wrap me around her little finger.”
 
  
 
 Much as she appreciated Rain’s sentiment, Yan was mildly horrified by what he considered proper behaviour. “You told Luo-Luo you didn’t love her and didn’t want a physical relationship? Okay, now I’d say you’re mean.” Taking the bunny away because Rain didn’t deserve its sweet kisses, Yan gave it a quick nuzzle while it settled into her embrace, inwardly gushing at its adorably angry expression. “What did you expect to happen? For her to accept your words and do nothing? She’s a young woman who was thrust into a scary and unfamiliar situation, one trained in the arts of diplomacy and seduction. Of course she’ll rely on what she knows. You can’t seriously be blaming her for trying to make friends and seduce her ‘Lord Husband’, are you? What you call manipulative, I say is adapting to circumstances. Only an idiot like you would try to impose their will in unfamiliar surroundings.”
 
  
 
 His expression darkening with each sentence, Rain’s grimace was both adorable and darling. “...This isn’t fair!”
 
  
 
 “How so? Have I said anything that isn’t true?”
 
  
 
 “No, but you’re twisting the facts and making me feel bad. Stop bullying me, I don’t like it. And why’d you change your mind so quickly? First you hate her, now you love her. You were jealous, but now you’re supportive. How am I supposed to keep up?”
 
  
 
 Laughing at Rain’s childish tantrum and sullen pout, Yan decided that was enough for today. Perhaps Rain was right and Luo-Luo was a manipulative charlatan, but Yan would find out for herself. “Fine. Let’s talk about something else. What’s your secret to success on the front lines? Healing can’t account for all your accomplishments.” Over the last week, Yan made great strides in utilizing the miraculous Panacea with Lin as her teacher, and she already intended to beg Akanai to share it with Grandpa. A shame she couldn't share the secret with her retinue, but she understood why.
 
  
 
 Half-expecting him to laugh off the question, Rain answered, “Crossbows. Want some? Talk to Luo-Luo, she’ll outfit your whole retinue with them. Your hubby will foot the bill.”
 
  
 
 “How generous.” Wishing he’d given a different answer, Yan sighed. “Sadly, I don’t think I can accept your offer. If I armed my retinue with crossbows, they’d toss them in the latrines and mutiny.” Stupid Martial pride. Grandpa even made her give up the bow, called it a weapon ‘unbefitting’ for an Officer.
 
  
 
 “Well, they’re super helpful. Point, fire, and a bunch of Defiled die. Armour and discipline helps too, and so do good scouts, but so far, range is king.” Having picked up an escort of cattle joining them on their stroll, Rain patted the closest one on the flank, a shaggy, reddish-brown behemoth with white patches around his eyes. “You want a couple war-bulls? They’re not all suitable for the battlefield, but wild cattle like Big Mac here are something fierce. Give Luo-Luo a few days and she’ll have them hitched to chariots, or if you’re feeling less daring, wagons.”
 
  
 
 Though Rain claimed not to trust Luo-Luo, he certainly had faith in her skills. Suppressing her jealousy, Yan bit her lip and sighed. “The chariots I want, but the war-bulls... not so much. I think your cattle are adorable and their fierce reputation precedes them, but if I ride into battle in a modified ox-cart, I’ll be laughed at by the world over.”
 
  
 
 “What? Why?”
 
  
 
 “Because they’re cattle, the means of conveyance for peasants who can’t afford horses. I have enough problems with my reputation as it is without adding fuel to the fire.” And, despite their darling dispositions, cattle were notoriously difficult to train and also stank to High Heaven.
 
  
 
 Luckily for him, Rain knew her better than to try and fix her problems or convince her his methods were better. Yan didn’t want a hero to sweep her off her feet, but a partner to support her, and Rain played his part perfectly. Squeezing her hand, he gave her a reassuring smile and Sent, “...Okay, no cattle then. Trained warhorses are in short supply, but since I don’t have to worry about public opinion, I’ll use the cattle and you can have my Guonei Chargers and Acasian Trotters.”
 
  
 
 Yan wanted to refuse them, but she wasn’t sure she could afford to. Even Grandpa would find it difficult to purchase trained warhorses within the year, especially considering his bleak financial situation. Still, she couldn’t let Rain cripple his retinue and cast aside reputation to help her, so she Sent, “You keep them. Pretty boy Dastan won’t look quite as dashing sitting atop Moomie.”
 
  
 
 “All the more reason to be rid of the horses. Dastan keeps making me look bad.” His troubled smile cast a pall over the joke as he added, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep enough mounts for his people and give you the extras. At this point, I have more horses than horsemen.” This time, it was her turn to support him and she did her best, resting her head against his shoulder as they wandered aimlessly around the field of grazing cattle. It didn’t feel like she was doing enough, but she knew Rain would only retreat if she pressed him to open up, so instead, she focused on avoiding the many cow turds in their path while giving him time to recover. It didn’t take long, but he quickly changed the subject. “My turn to ask questions. What’s your secret to using Chi externally? I’ve been trying for weeks and this is the best I can do.” Pursing his lips like he was about to whistle, Rain spat out a small stream of water which dissipated before hitting the ground.
 
  
 
 Pretending to swoon, Yan Sent, “Oh such a daunting attack, I fear I will never be your match!” When she finished cackling, she kissed his wet, pouting lips and smirked. “What happened to ‘reaching your full potential by forging your own path’? Or is it do as I say and not as I do?” His pout darkened even further, but the lines around his eyes told her he was faking, shaking with barely contained mirth rather than unrestrained fury. “Honestly, what you did was fairly impressive. You already know how to materialize your Element, so now you need to focus on manipulation.”
 
  
 
 “...and how do I do that?”
 
  
 
 “I’m not sure it’ll help, but here’s how Grandpa explained it.” Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Yan shared Grandpa’s lessons with Rain. “One cannot tame the wind, only shape the setting so the wind chooses to follow your will. Wind is a capricious element, and while many believe it embodies freedom, it follows a strict set of rules like any other force of nature...”
 
  
 
 Hand in hand, they circled the field while Yan expounded on the intricate mysteries of the Divine Wind. Each time they completed the circuit, they checked in on Luo-Luo and picked up more followers until the entire herd of cattle and bunnies were accompanying them on their quiet stroll, but Yan still wasn’t finished. Rain had plenty of questions and when she didn't know the answer, they discussed the possible answers together, during which Rain had many insightful remarks to further Yan’s understanding. While they continued their discourse with their entourage of cattle and bunnies, Luo-Luo performed her dance twice more, but she seemed to have exhausted herself after the last iteration. There she sat with her mace laid neatly across her lap, while Yan and Rain circled the field three more times. As they came around the fourth time, Yan opened her mouth to chide Luo-Luo for shirking her training but before she could speak, the Imperial Servant sprang to her feet and struck an elegant pose. Arms out at her sides, her mace dangled loosely from her fingers as she arched her back and stared up at the sky, a mortal standing in supplication of Heaven above.
 
  
 
 And then, using her body and weapon as instruments, Luo-Luo performed a piece composed by the Heavens itself.
 
  
 
 Steps light and strikes heavy, the beautiful warrior leapt and pranced about the field, wielding her mace with spirited purpose in a deadly dance of destruction wholly unlike her previous performances. Swiping the Rushes paired with Gliding Wing, Parting the Underbrush followed by Fluttering Raindrops, Raising the Winds melded with Darting Fang, her movements announced themselves before Yan’s disbelieving eyes, the secrets of each underlying Form laid bare in these intrinsic configurations. Simple, yet sophisticated, rudimentary, yet intricate, at first glance Luo-Luo’s movements all seemed easy to learn, but each hid a myriad of complexities within which made them difficult to master.
 
  
 
 While Yan struggled to commit each detail to memory, Luo-Luo’s performance continued unabated, her weapon gradually transforming from primitive mace to refined flail and her simple movements evolving into elaborate compositions. The flail howled as it spun through the air, one moment graceful and flowing, the next, twisting and snapping. A creature given life through Luo-Luo’s exhaustive efforts, body and weapon working in concert to strike down their foes. The weapon soared high and struck low, circling and spiralling like a serpent given wings, a formidable beast which struck fear into Yan’s heart, for were this creature to bare its fangs towards her, then she saw death as the only possible outcome.
 
  
 
 And when the consummate performance ended, Luo-Luo stood with arms at her sides, weapon coiled about her feet, and eyes facing skyward, an arrogant warrior standing in defiance of Heaven.
 
  
 
 “Fuck my life,” Rain muttered, thoroughly ruining Yan’s appreciation of the moment. “Why are all my wives more talented than I am?”
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 Number One Talent in the Empire?
 
  
 
 What a load of bull shit.
 
  
 
 I’m not even the Number One Talent in my marriage.
 
  
 
 With her prodigious strength and comprehensive skill, I’ve always been stuck in Mila’s shadow, and Yan’s feat of mastering the Divine Wind and External Chi is downright astonishing considering she hasn’t formed a Natal Palace. Then there’s Lin who, despite never training a day in her life, has mastered the art of Lightening to a degree which I could never hope to match, a true prodigy in the flesh. Having three magnificent future wives keeps me humble regarding my talents, but after seeing Luo-Luo’s breathtaking performance of the Forms, I’m wondering if my talents can even be considered mediocre.
 
  
 
 I mean... c’mon! This isn’t fair. Even though she’s had her Core for over a decade, Luo-Luo literally took up the Martial Path a week ago! Before, it was all dance, poetry, art, and music, but ten days of montage training and she’s already doing awesome air kicks and chain tricks. Her performance was so sublime it bordered on the supernatural, and though her actions obeyed the laws of physics, she controlled her weapon flawlessly and made it seem alive in ways I didn’t even think were even possible. Were I to try the same, there is a one-hundred percent chance I’d injure myself. Shit, I still have to pay attention so I don’t smash my foot with Unity or accidentally impale myself while sheathing Peace, and don’t get me started on how many outfits I’ve torn because I forgot I had Tranquility strapped to my wrist.
 
  
 
 And to top it all off, Luo-Luo is still styling on us, standing like a diva in her stupid, post performance pose. This sucks.
 
  
 
 Noticing something I must’ve missed, Yan runs to Luo-Luo’s side and catches her as she falls. This was no stumble and trip but rather a full-on fainting spell, complete with dramatic gasp and the hand-to-forehead nonsense you see in shitty dramas. Unsure if she’s faking or if she genuinely reacted like a two-bit actress, I nonetheless head over to make sure she’s okay. Maybe it’s the cynic in me but I can’t help wonder if her whole ‘helpless sex-kitten’ act was a ruse meant to lower my guard so she could... I dunno. What if she’s a top-tier assassin sent here by the Legate to determine where my loyalties lie and eliminate me if I prove a threat to national security?
 
  
 
 ...No, that’s stupid. Not the Luo-Luo hiding her true skills part, which is still plausible, but I doubt the Legate would intentionally place an assassin at my side. Ignoring all other arguments, I’m hardly worth the effort.
 
  
 
 Covered in sweat and gasping for breath, Luo-Luo makes for a captivating sight, even more so when cradled in Yan’s gentle embrace. One slender and petite, the other full-bodied and buxom, the juxtaposition sets my heart to racing as I imagine what it’d be like to have them both in bed. I was joking about Yan courting Luo-Luo, but now I can’t stop thinking about it. Does Yan swing both ways? The concerned look in her eyes tells me... maybe? Did Luo-Luo’s Imperial Servant training include same-sex shenanigans? Considering Red One’s many subtle and not-so-subtle propositions, almost definitely.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Why can’t I stop staring at Luo-Luo? Last night, she wore a dress so skin-tight her handmaidens probably sewed her into it, but I barely gave her a second glance. Today, she’s wearing a thick leather vest over a high-collared shirt and poofy silk pants which are tied off at the ankles, hardly the most erotic outfit she’s ever worn, yet somehow, I can’t take my eyes off her. Considering her bosom and butt are modestly covered, it’s difficult to pinpoint what’s got me so heated up. Maybe it’s because her cheeks are flushed with a healthy, robust glow instead of its usual pasty paleness, or her dishevelled, hair-buns and bangs plastered to her forehead, giving her an enchanting, post-workout allure.
 
  
 
 Or maybe I’m attracted to strong women. Did getting my hand broken by Mila’s thighs awaken something in me? Or is it my self-flagellation and tooth-breaking training regimen which got me in this mess? Oh gods, am I going to turn into a sexual deviant who begs his wives to hurt him?
 
  
 
 “Rain.” Yan’s honeyed timbre jolts me out of my spiral of self-misery and my palms instantly break out in sweat. Sweet and cordial though she sounds, she only uses this voice when she’s mad and trying to hide it. “Luo-Luo must be parched after so much exercise. Why don’t you be a dear and offer her your water-skin?” Her agreeable suggestion is subsequently followed by a scathing private Sending. “What’s the matter with you? Luo-Luo faints and all you do is stand and stare? You studied herbalism, so help her!”
 
  
 
 Bolting into action, I fumble with my water-skin and offer it to Luo-Luo, but her arms are too weak to hold it. Holding the bag to her lips, I try to ignore the tantalizing sight and check her condition, but physically, she looks fine. Damn fine. Exhausted and dehydrated, but no visual cause for immediate concern like swelling or bruising. She’s short of breath which means I should check for heart arrhythmia, but if I touch her neck to check her pulse then it’s game over man, game over. “Are you feeling dizzy? Seeing double? Hurting anywhere?”
 
  
 
 While waiting on her answer, my resolves slips and I imagine her greedily suckling something which isn’t my water-skin, a tantalizing fantasy I could make reality with a snap of my fingers, but I endure. You can’t sleep with Luo-Luo, no matter how much you want to, not until you have a better grasp of who she is and where her loyalties lie. After draining the water-skin dry, she leans back to rest in Yan’s arms, her chest heaving and smile sheepish as she answers between gasps. “Thank you. Lord Husband. No dizziness. Or double vision. Moderate. Muscle pain.”
 
  
 
 Relieved and disappointed I won’t have to physically touch her, I nod and say, “Sounds like you overexerted yourself, but I’ll ask Teacher to double check when he gets back from his boat trip.”
 
  
 
 “Your Healer’s conduct is terrible,” Yan Sends, her heated glare filling me with burning desire. “Be more gentle and compassionate, she’s your concubine not a random stranger you found on the side of the road.”
 
  
 
 Oh no. I can’t be saved. I’m too far gone. Even verbal abuse is enough to get my gears cranking. If I didn’t have an audience of three-hundred odd cows, twenty laughing birds, and fifteen bunnies, I’d strip down and jump both women right here and right now. I still might if I see Luo-Luo suckle another water-skin, so I suppose it’s a good thing I only had the one. “You still thirsty?”
 
  
 
 Because I sure as hell am.
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Luo-Luo averts her eyes and gasps, “No thank you. Lord Husband. Luo-Luo only needs. To rest.”
 
  
 
 “Mother in Heaven, stroke her cheek, fix her hair, take her hand, do something! You don’t have to profess eternal love but at least pretend like you’re concerned.”
 
  
 
 Between Yan’s overbearing dominance and Luo-Luo’s submissive compliance, it takes every scrap of self-determination I have to resist dragging them into my yurt for some afternoon delight. How Luo-Luo convinced Yan to side against me is the real mystery, but I hold true to my convictions and resist the sweaty, busty temptress at great cost to my sanity.
 
  
 
 It also helps that I had sex three times this morning, but the important thing is, I endured.
 
  
 
 While recovering her breath, Luo-Luo explains what Yan and I already suspected, that her binding ceremony is complete and her weapon bound. Clutching the flail to her chest, Luo-Luo’s smile is one of pride and satisfaction, as well it should considering what I just witnessed. Seeing as the binding ceremony takes place in one’s mind, how much one learns from it is usually left to chance, but Luo-Luo’s phenomenal performance showed she benefited a great deal from the mystical process, even if her actions were largely influenced by the echos of her ceremony and how much she retained has yet to be determined. Still I’ve never seen someone go from zero to hero so quickly before, a powerless concubine transformed into a mighty, morphing Martial Warrior after binding her first Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 She still could’ve been hiding her true skills, but I can’t rule out the other possibilities, namely her Imperial Blood and/or personal latent talent. Imperial clansmen are supposedly bad-ass to the extreme, and since Luo-Luo’s a first-generation Imperial Servant, it probably means she has a pedigree long enough to fill a bookshelf. I’m not sure how relevant bloodlines are with regards to mystical ninja hi-jinks, but a genetic predisposition to Martial Talent could explain Imperial supremacy. If their servants are this talented, what does this say about the Scions themselves? The Legate looked young for a Cloud-Stepping Expert, but I chalked it up to his noble upbringing and all the advantages which come with. What if all Imperial Scions are innately OP like Luo-Luo, an extended family of natural born warriors possessing consummate skill?
 
  
 
 Man... Why don’t they fight this stupid war then?
 
  
 
 Pressured by Yan’s Sendings, I fake a smile and give the tired temptress a firm but friendly pat on the shoulder, which does little to appease my horned, headbutt-happy lover. Unwilling to sit through another scorching scolding, I say, “Congratulations. I’m sure you’re famished after all your hard work, so why don’t I cook a celebratory meal?” Luo-Luo smiles prettily and tries to refuse, but I can tell she’s happy even though Yan doesn’t think it’s enough, but I’ve got schemes. “Yan, could you head back and ask Lin to join us?” Wake her and braid her hair too. Adorable as my sweet wifey is, she could probably use a couple handmaidens of her own. “Oh, and please Send to Song and ask her to bring Mafu to carry Luo-Luo.” Good catch. She won’t want to ride Moomie, which means I’d have to carry her. It’s not that I don’t want to, but I certainly don’t trust myself to. Yan, Mila, and Lin might have fallen for Luo-Luo’s charms, but I’m wise to her tricks.
 
  
 
 Or I’m a paranoid idiot refusing to sleep with a gorgeous woman who’s all too eager to please. Then again, that’s a huge part of why I can’t trust her. What possible reason could she have for being so interested in me? She’s gotta have an ulterior motive, but what?
 
  
 
 “Sure.” Yan’s genuinely chipper tone throws me for a loop, her triumphant smirk announcing I’ve overlooked something. “Take my place and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
  
 
 Take Yan’s place. Behind Luo-Luo. Then be left alone. To cradle a sexy, sweaty, helpless damsel who’s desperate to seduce me.
 
  
 
 Yea, this won’t bite me in the ass.
 
  
 
 Unable to come up with a suitable excuse, I reluctantly slide in behind Luo-Luo, keeping my legs to one side so she can’t press up against me and my hands on her biceps so I can push her away if needed, though there’s nothing I can do about her forehead pressed against my cheek. I doubt she’ll be shameless enough to jump me in an open field, but better safe than sorry. As expected, the mere thought of sex conjures countless carnal delusions, no doubt aided by the bouquet of floral aromas and fragrant pheromones emanating from her hair and body. How is it even possible to smell this nice after a strenuous, three-hour workout? Also, even though she’s a full head taller, her shoulders are only a little wider, so the difference isn’t so obvious when we’re cuddling. If I sat with my legs open, my crotch would line up with her lower back, which isn’t the best, but if I shift her a little higher and lean back a bit more, I think we’d be groin to butt. Plus, I’d also have a perfect view down the front of her vest and the soft, milky skin of her...
 
  
 
 “So,” I say, mostly to get away from my perverted thoughts. “Crazy binding ceremony, right?” Wow, I’m terrible at small talk. “Impressive performance too. Any questions? I committed the entire performance to memory, so if you’re unsure about anything, feel free to ask.” Near photographic recall is one of the best things about having a Natal Palace, allowing me to appreciate every step, twirl, bounce, and jiggle. I was too distracted to properly document everything my first time with Yan, and the same happened last night, but I recorded the hell out of everything this morning and it. Is. Awesome.
 
  
 
 Brain... Stahp!
 
  
 
 “Oh Lord Husband, it was incredible.” Breathy and erotic, her exclamation sounds a siren’s song if I’d ever heard one, but she hardly seems to notice. “Such unimaginable warmth and intimacy, this one has never felt anything like it, as if the Mother Herself descended to impart Her knowledge and guide Luo-Luo’s actions. Is it the same for everyone?”
 
  
 
 I wish I were talented too... “Not really. Personally, I found my binding ceremonies more detached and emotionless. There’s safety and assurance, yes, but I always felt more like an audience member rather than the performer, which makes learning... difficult.” An understatement if I’d ever made one. “Like, I know how the movement is supposed to look, but lack knowledge of how it feels, so I often miss out on minor, but significant details until after a few hundred hours of practice.” Or more. Even then, it’s hard to tell if I’m doing things right, because I could still be missing something vital, like say, most of the Divine Blessing instruction manual.
 
  
 
 Song’s timely arrival saves me from more small talk because Luo-Luo is too busy shrieking at Aurie’s spirited charge. Her ear-piercing wail sends the cattle scurrying away, but Aurie pays her no heed and sprints even faster. “Stop Aurie,” I say, but the big baby ignores the command to pounce over and repeatedly boop me in the face. Delighted by his adoring affection (and amused by Luo-Luo’s hilarious screams), I keep him away from Luo-Luo while calling for Song to help. With a clap of her hands, the animals skid to a halt and scamper to Song’s side, where they sit prettily like trained show-dogs waiting for a treat.
 
  
 
 Why don’t my floofs ever listen to me?
 
  
 
 After imposing on Song to help Luo-Luo onto Mafu, I run over to give my fur-babies a proper greeting. Even though I saw them yesterday, I had to kick them out of Yan’s room for happy-fun-times and they’re still not entirely convinced I’m sticking around. All of them, even grumpy Jimjam, are being extra affectionate, swarming me in a jumble of fur, fangs, and claws. The bears gurgle like stalled motorboats and Aurie Mwar’s, Myarh’s, and Myawp’s up a storm, filling me with more joy than I could ever explain as I give each of my fur-babies a hug and a kiss.
 
  
 
 ...Okay yea, now I see it. I thought they were being over-dramatic, but I can see how it totally looks like I’m being cold and aloof to hurt Luo-Luo. I’m not though, I don’t trust her and love my floofs. While I feel bad for her, certain actions must be taken to guard against temptation and avoiding physical contact is one of them.
 
  
 
 Clingy as always, Banjo climbs onto my back while Baloo curls up in my arms, the two of them nuzzling for all their worth as if to make sure I’m really here. Too enamoured to push them off, I activate my Reinforcement Keystone and set the sparkling star to bouncing at maximum speed, which supplies barely enough strength to move beneath both bears’ weight. Smiling in fake nonchalance, I ask Song to grab the zither before setting out and make small talk with Luo-Luo. “It’s a shame we never got a chance to hear you play. Another time, perhaps.”
 
  
 
 See? I can be nice.
 
  
 
 Almost prone on Mafu’s back, Luo-Luo’s shy smile and protruding butt are an enticing sight as she sleepily snuggles against the warm fur. “If Lord Husband so desires it, then Luo-Luo would be happy to perform a piece later today. This one has business to attend to in the afternoon, so after dinner perhaps?”
 
  
 
 “Nah, let’s wait until tomorrow morning,” I reply, taking a shaky step to see if I can handle carrying both bears. It’ll be difficult, but the camp isn’t far so I think I can do it. “The cattle sleep early and it’ll be harder to see their reactions in the moonlight.”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband wants Luo-Luo to play for cattle?
 
  
 
 “Yea. Moomie’s herd is okay around people, but they’re not really bonding with anyone. I figured a little music might help make them less indifferent to harmless strangers and more appreciative to the company.” Wanting in on the fun, Aurie springs onto my shoulders and I freeze in my tracks, my bones buckling beneath over a half-tonne of floof. “Aurie, off please.”
 
  
 
 As per usual, Aurie ignores the command, and just as I’m about to beg Song for help, Luo-Luo interrupts and says, “Li-Li, why don’t we ride ahead and let Lord Husband enjoy a nice stroll with his pets? We’ll start the lunch preparations, so don’t worry and take your time.” By the time she finishes speaking, Mafu is already dashing off and Song isn’t far behind, drawn away by the thought of eating lunch that much sooner and leaving me struggling beneath my furry burden.
 
  
 
 A quiet whimper slips out as I fall to my knees and my floofs grumble at the unexpected jolt. With a curious “Mwar”, Aurie pats my head twice as if wondering why I’m not moving. “Off!” I command, unwilling to throw him from my shoulders because I’m worried he’ll panic and claw me to shreds. “Please Aurie? You’re too heavy, I can’t carry all three of you unless you learn to Lighten.”
 
  
 
 And then, by some miracle, all three animals Lighten and I’m no longer being crushed beneath their weight. My jaw dropping as quickly as my encumbrance, I stare at the animals in conflicted admiration, because as marvellous as this is, I now know that even my pets are more talented than I am. Aurie pats my head again and I stagger back to camp in a bewildered daze, unable to make heads or tails of the situation. Blackjack knowing how to Lighten is one thing, but how did Aurie and the bears learn too? When did they even form Cores? Did they all figure it out individually or did someone teach them? Can they do anything else, like Hone or Reinforce? Are they going to live forever?
 
  
 
 It’d be great if they did...
 
  
 
 Amidst the cheers and jeers of my retinue, I arrive at my yurt sweaty and exhausted, barely able to handle the combined burden of the three Lightened animals. Stoking the fire with intense focus, Song greets me with a frown and points to the side, sending Aurie and the bears scurrying to join the other wildcats and rabbits in a cuddle puddle. Without skipping a beat, she points at the ingredients laid out around the fire before going back to work, ignoring me as I settle in beside her. It's amazing how far we’ve come in the last two months. Before, she would’ve shifted aside and kept me in her sights, always vigilant and guarded in my presence. Now, not only is she more comfortable, she’s even confident enough to give non-verbal orders without worrying about being punished or abused, which has the added upside of not making me feel like a horrible person whenever we’re together.
 
  
 
 Progress, woo!
 
  
 
 Judging by the ingredients, Song wants pork broth noodles and pan-fried mutton dumplings, but considering this is Luo-Luo’s celebratory lunch, I figure she might want to weigh in too. Unfortunately, the person in question is curled up with Mafu and fast asleep, her luscious lips twisted in a pout as if ready to cry in her sleep. Studying her out of the corner of my eye, I try to make sense of this beautiful, dramatic woman and figure out where she fits in my life. Drawing a complete blank, I instead turn my attentions to steaming up some red-bean buns for dessert, which I assume she’ll enjoy on the sole basis that everyone likes red-bean buns.
 
  
 
 Seriously, what do I know about Luo-Luo? Pros: she’s smart, hardworking, and evidently, an incredibly talented Martial Warrior. Cons: she’s cunning, manipulative, and doesn’t love floofs, aside from Mafu, who has somehow gotten even fatter in my absence. She’s gorgeous, which is good, but her loyalties are suspect, which is bad. She says she wants to help me ‘soar through the Heavens’, but what happens if she’s forced to choose between me and the Legate? How can I trust her if she’ll spill everything she knows at the wave of a fan?
 
  
 
 Yan wanted me to be nicer, so what I need to do is figure out how to do that without succumbing to Luo-Luo’s feminine wiles. Cold and aloof is too mean, but any warmer and I’m worried I’ll lose all self-control, so what am I supposed to do?
 
  
 
 Go back to the front lines, I guess.
 
  
 
 Sadly, not a viable option, at least not until I fix the mess I created by staying out there for so long...
 
  
 
 “Hub-bbbbbbbbyyyyyyy!!” Shouting at the top of her lungs, my darling wifey Lin rides into camp with her braids and white scarf streaming behind her. Leaping off her quin into my waiting arms, I spin her about and marvel at the beautiful young woman she’s become. Though still dainty and delicate of frame, her facial features are leaner and more mature, though her mannerisms remain unchanged. Bringing her in close for a hug, she wraps her arms around my neck and squeezes tight, always happy to see me and never shy about showing it. “Hiya. I missed you.”
 
  
 
 “Missed you more.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Leaning back in my embrace, Lin puckers up for a kiss and I happily oblige, planting a quick peck on her pursed lips. Cupping her plump cheeks, Lin’s eyes disappear into her toothy grin, so overjoyed she can barely contain it. Smiling so hard my cheeks hurt, I twirl her about again because I can’t stand still, so utterly enchanted by her endearing demeanour and soul-soothing smile, a breath of fresh air after a suffocating encounter. Don’t get me wrong, I love spending time with Yan and our morning was both enjoyable and enlightening, but I don’t deal with conflict well and once the topic of Luo-Luo reared its ugly head, my easygoing half-deer lover turned stubborn and intractable as a bull.
 
  
 
 Gesturing to put her down, Lin’s smile turns mischievous and she says, “I missed your cooking too. Noodles and dumplings, you’re the best, hubby!” Patting my cheek in encouragement, she adds, “When we’re done eating, I’ll show you all the commands I taught the floofs, ya? They know Clap and Bow and Wave and Jump and...” With Lin’s lovable smile and lighthearted stories to ease my mind, I ignore Yan’s questioning look regarding Luo-Luo’s pitiful demeanour and set to cooking a delicious meal for everyone to enjoy. With no Defiled to watch out for and no life or death decisions to make, I set aside my worries for the first time in two months and enjoy this peaceful, trouble-free day.
 
  
 
 Because Mother knows, I’ll have precious few of those in the months ahead.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 


 






      Chapter 424 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Cooking ain’t easy.
 
  
 
 Truth is, it’s kinda a hassle. Without freezers or chemical preservatives, everything’s gotta be done on the spot when you want to cook a meal, which adds up to a whole lot of time spent two or three times a day. Even making something as simple as dumplings takes a lot of effort. You gotta knead the dough, mince the meat, dice the veggies, grind the spices, roll the wrappers, wrap the dumplings, and steam them evenly to ensure they’re completely cooked without being over cooked. Things get even more complicated if you take into account things like hunting and butchering the animal or milling the flour, or getting things done in the right order at the right time. Can’t pre-make the wrappers because they dry out quickly, nor can you mince more meat than needed because it spoils faster, and a multitude of other minor issues which can drive a man crazy. All this just for dumplings.
 
  
 
 In short, I suspect my love for cooking stems from my masochistic tendencies.
 
  
 
 Still, after two months of eating nothing but field rations, even a simple meal cooked over a campfire tastes heavenly in comparison, and doubly so when shared with loved ones. There’s something spiritually satisfying about watching people enjoy a meal you cooked, a confidence boost I can’t get from anywhere else. My time and effort has gone into this food, and Lin’s cherubic facial expressions, Yan’s quasi-erotic appreciative moans, and even Song’s muted gestures of delight are all the reward I need.
 
  
 
 That said, today, my most rewarding diner is Luo-Luo.
 
  
 
 Recovered after an hour-long nap, the once-elegant Imperial Servant devours my cooking like a ravenous beast. Gone are the days of her dainty bites and refined sips as Luo-Luo’s chopsticks tap out a symphony of gluttony, hard at work shovelling thick noodles and shredded pork into her waiting mouth. Barely chewing, she slurps down the soup before moving on to the dumplings, tearing into the piping hot wraps with a furious vengeance. Eyes wide and mouth full, Luo-Luo’s movements are quick and precise, her chopsticks readied and eyes focused on the next piece of food. It’s like seeing Pong Pong go to town on shrimp, impressive, yet oddly unsettling and somehow also endearing. If Luo-Luo genuinely loves my cooking even half as much as Pong Pong loves shrimp, then I could really see a future between us.
 
  
 
 God... why am I so turned on right now?
 
  
 
 In less than five minutes, the four ladies devour what took me an hour to make, with Luo-Luo eating more than the rest of us combined. Lips pursed in disappointment, Luo-Luo reclaims her ladylike demeanour and gingerly dabs her mouth with a handkerchief, her gaze filled with restrained dissatisfaction as it turns in my direction. Rising to her feet with a cold, humourless smile, she eschews her customary curtsy and says, “Luo-Luo must excuse herself, as there is much work to be done.”
 
  
 
 My apologetic smile goes unnoticed as she stalks over to Mafu, and I make a mental note to cook more food next time. Shaking her head in disapproval, Yan offers to ride back with Luo-Luo while Sending, “I left you two alone for five minutes. What did you say or do to offend her?”
 
  
 
 ...Nothing? I thought our alone time went fine. Isn’t Luo-Luo just hangry? Did I stare too much and embarrass her? Or maybe she has to poop and she’s rushing home for privacy, who knows. I don’t understand women, and I probably never will.
 
  
 
 Good thing this will never be a problem with Lin. After washing the dishes with Song’s help, we settle down to watch my sweet wifey’s impromptu pet pageant, featuring all the silly tricks Lin taught the floofs in our absence. Turns out, she has a real knack for training animals which goes beyond simple commands like “roll over” and “paw”. Those are merely the opening act, and soon after Lin guides the floofs through a series of Chi-powered stunts. From bears balancing on chairs to gravity-defying wildcat parkour, the animals display an unprecedented level of skill, intelligence, and coordination which leaves me astonished, especially the bun buns. Sweet though she may be, Mama Bun isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed so I figured her cute babies would be the same, but under Lin’s command, the adolescent bunnies work together to untie knots, move in eye-catching formations, and perform synchronized flops and binkies, which is what I call their random jumps of happiness.
 
  
 
 By the end of the performance, my sides are splitting with laughter and I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve “aww’d”. Even the usually icy Song has a soft smile on her face as she individually rewards the floofy performers with delicious treats. Meanwhile I sweep the conductor into my arms and reward her with a kiss. “Incredible,” I say, careful not to hug her too tightly. “Absolutely incredible. How did you teach them to use Chi?”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t teach them hubby, they figured it out on their own.” Beaming with pride, Lin adds, “All I did was motivate them to learn, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Oh? What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “Mm... Like ‘jump’.” Fluttering her long scarf to catch Aurie’s attention, Lin commands the golden wildcat to make another breathtaking vertical leap. His mouth wide with glee, Aurie easily clears five meters without a running start, which is two meters higher than what he could jump six months ago. “I stopped feeding them regular meals and just hung meat in the trees. Then, every day, I’d raise the meat a little higher, and once they realized they could do it, they were jumping around all the time.” Covering her mouth to giggle, Lin continues, “Oh hubby, you should’ve seen the first time Jimjam jumped into the house through Luo-Luo’s window. She screamed like ‘Kyaaaaaaaa’ and Jimjam jumped right back out and hid in the bushes like a scared bun-bun.” Narrowing her eyes with a pout, Lin adds, “That’s when Mi-Mi made me teach them to jump on command, so they’d understand ‘no jump’.”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head, I roll my eyes and sigh. “I don’t understand what Mila was thinking, gifting Luo-Luo with a Spiritual Weapon. So what if she becomes a peerless Martial Warrior? It’s been two months and she’s still terrified of the floofs, so what good will she be on the battlefield?” More importantly, how can I use Lin’s method to ensure all my floofs outlive me? How does Chi make animals live forever anyways?
 
  
 
 Busy clipping Banjo’s claws with her saber, Song chimes in without looking up. “Courage will come with confidence. Much like Lin-Lin built Aurie’s confidence by having him jump higher each passing day, we must gradually build Luo-Luo’s the same way.”
 
  
 
 Tugging her braids in a show of frustration, Lin grumbles, “I know, and I tried, but Mi-Mi scolded me and told me to stop bullying Luo-Luo. I wasn’t bullying, I was trying to help! I planned a trip to hunt and fly kites but she refused to stay out overnight, and then she threw a big hissy fit when I tried to bring her boating with Daddy.” Huffing with indignation, she adds, “I even had a plan to help her get over her fear of the wildcats. I was gonna wait for Luo-Luo to fall asleep and then sneak Aurie into her bed. Then, when she wakes up and sees how cute he is, she won’t be scared anymore like with Mafu-fu.”
 
  
 
 “Liar.” Seeing through her deception, I pinch Lin’s cheek and expose her true intentions. “You just think it’s funny when she screams.”
 
  
 
 Her girlish grin warms my heart as she denies the accusation. “No hubby, I wanted to help, honest.” With an almost evil snicker, Lin adds, “But if it didn’t work, then at least it’d be funny, ya?”
 
  
 
 So cute...
 
  
 
 After so much bloodshed and chaos, this is exactly what I need, a bit of silly, carefree entertainment with Lin and the floofs. That said, not everyone can be as lucky as I am, which means I should get back to work. Having shirked my responsibilities for long enough, I promise Lin to spend more time with her tomorrow before sending her away with Song, then head over to Rustram’s and ask him to gather the troops for a talk. It shouldn’t take long to find everyone; for some strange reason, Luo-Luo got it in her pretty little head to station my retinue outside SuiHua and east of the new wall, where no other soldiers are camped out. By itself, this isn’t a problem, but to prevent treachery or sabotage, no one is allowed west of SuiHua without a pass and unrelated individuals aren’t allowed to approach any of the construction grounds under penalty of death. This means to visit the taverns, brothels, gambling dens, night markets, duelling stages, or anything else which might entertain a soldier on leave, all of which are situated west of the wall where the majority of soldiers are camped, then my people have to apply for a day pass which must be authorized by the Marshal.
 
  
 
 Seriously, Luo-Luo might be the dumbest smart person I know. What are my people supposed to do, sit around and enjoy the view?
 
  
 
 Once my people are gathered, I raise a hand for silence and look over the crowd, noting so many missing faces and absent friends who I’ll never see wearing these new fetching uniforms. High-collared shirts sporting elegant knotted buttons, smart looking vests to go over it, and loose pants which look oh so comfortable gave the retinue a unified appearance, their sable blues complementing the Death Corps in their dark heavy armour worn over black Imperial robes. With a determined effort, I turn my mind away from distraction and mourning to instead focus on those who remain, especially those who need my help. Whether they be reformed bandit or discharged soldier, former slave or Death Corps elite, defeated rebel or woodland protector, they’re all hurting and it’s mostly my fault.
 
  
 
 “Well,” I say, hiding my guilt to smile for the crowd. “We marched, we fought, and we bled for sixty days straight. We set two records, one for longest consecutive days spent and one for most efficient kills-to-casualties ratio, but most importantly, we survived.”
 
  
 
 A short cheer rings out as the survivors celebrate their safe return and I’m happy to hear it. I’m an idiot for keeping them on the front lines for so long, but all the self-recrimination in the world won’t change the past, so there’s no point in coming clean. I’m not doing this to save face, but because many of my soldiers take pride in what we accomplished. While working for the Number One Talent in the Empire might sound nice, they all have a personal stake in the records we achieved on front lines and I don’t want their pride tainted by knowledge of my ignorance and stupidity.
 
  
 
 Also, it’s super embarrassing.
 
  
 
 Once everyone quiets down, I continue. “We survived, but our work is not yet done.” A few faces in the crowd grimace while others grumble in discontent, but I speak over them without stopping. “We survived, but we are far from safe, for the machinations of Enemy are subtle and insidious.” That shuts the dissenters up, as they understand the risk of Defilement far better than I do. I’ve got a mental void packed with Spectres and absolutely nothing to worry about, but they can’t do what I do and they don’t know what I know. I see worry written all over their faces now that I’ve brought it up, no longer able to ignore the quiet little voice in the back of their minds telling them all is not well. They grew up on stories about the Enemy, heard all the warnings and know all the signs, and now every one of them is wondering if their friend, their neighbour, or even their lover is too far gone to save.
 
  
 
 A handful are even self-aware enough to worry about themselves.
 
  
 
 “We survived,” I say, emphasizing this again. “We survived because we fought side by side. We fought in teams, units, squads, and as a retinue, but whatever the designation, we worked together to fight off the Enemy.” The last thing I need is for my people to turn on one another out of fear or paranoia. While I know no one is Defiled, proving it is difficult and I could do without the threat of a Purge hanging over our heads. “What do you do when you see a comrade struggling on the battlefield? You help them, plain and simple.” Despite doing my best not to single anyone out, my gaze lingers on a few troubled individuals, like Awdar, Jinoe, Ravil, and Ulfsaar. “We are still on the battlefield, albeit fighting a different sort of battle, but nothing’s changed. You think someone needs help, then provide it. If you cannot, then find someone who can, whether it be your group leaders, your sergeants, your squad commanders, or even myself. For though the Enemy is subtle and insidious, I do not believe the brave warriors who fought at my side will succumb to the Father’s hateful lies, especially when we. Fight. Together.”
 
  
 
 As much as I wish my speech was met with thunderous cheers and victorious fist-pumps, my lacklustre oration and ham-fisted delivery only earn me a smattering of claps. I’m not too worried, especially since I know there are no Spectres around to bother them, but positive mental attitude is important. I know all too well the dangers of spiralling depression and how much help a friend can be. Granted, my friend was imaginary and I was just talking to myself, but I like to think Baledagh had an overall positive impact on my life.
 
  
 
 Honestly though? I kinda wish Mahakala didn’t break the veil, so to speak.
 
  
 
 Or you know... didn’t die. That would’ve probably been better.
 
  
 
 After promising to do something about our camp’s location and placating the crowd with free alcohol (one thing Luo-Luo did right, though I shudder to think of the cost), I lead by example and follow through with my advice, starting with what’s probably the most problematic case. “Ulfsaar,” I call, knowing many will see and hear what I’m doing. “A word?” The knotted buttons of his snug-fit uniform strain as the hulking half-bear tries to hide his snarl, but he doesn’t try very hard. Swallowing my fear, I clap Ulfsaar on the shoulder and ask, “How do you feel about cattle?”
 
  
 
 “They are delicious.”
 
  
 
 I’d laugh, but I don’t think he’s joking. “Well, too bad because you can’t eat these cattle.” Ignoring how many of Ulfsaar’s former bandits are gathering close, I point at my herd of mixed cattle and say, “What do you see when you look at them?”
 
  
 
 “Food.”
 
  
 
 “...Beyond that.”
 
  
 
 “No word games,” Ulfsaar snaps, his fists balled at his sides. “Speak plainly.”
 
  
 
 Refusing to back down, I narrow my eyes and wait until the big guy reins in his temper, his expression regretful, yet also unrepentant. He’s sorry he spoke out, but believes he is right to be angry, except he doesn’t really understand why he’s angry. “You once told me you studied bears in order to seek your purpose.”
 
  
 
 “A mistake,” he growls, now angry at his past self. “I am no beast.”
 
  
 
 “True, but that doesn’t mean you can’t learn from their example.” Pointing at the herd again, I say, “Take another look and tell me what you see.”
 
  
 
 “I see dumb, smelly animals chewing grass like the placid beasts they are.”
 
  
 
 Mean. “Okay, now think back to the first time you saw the herd, a day’s west of Sinuji. They were chewing grass then too. Did you notice anything different about them?”
 
  
 
 “...No.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly.” Seeing his confusion, I continue, “Here, they are safe and sound, but out west, they were in constant danger, yet in both cases, they remained calm until a threat presented itself. Like you, they are strong and powerful, and like you, their temper is fierce to behold, but unlike them, you’ve forgotten how to let go of your anger.” Growing defensive, Ulfsaar growls, a hoarse, guttural sound which sets my bones to shaking, but I press on. “We spent a lot of time surrounded by danger, so you held onto that anger because you think the anger makes you strong, but it doesn’t. Anger is a crutch, one you’ve come to rely on too much, so it’s time to change.”
 
  
 
 “What do you know, child?” Ulfsaar reaches out to grab me by the neck, but the ring of weapons stays his hand. His people, the warriors he brought from Sanshu, all stand ready to cut him down should he lose control, and leading them is his sweet wife. Her eyes filled with sorrow, Neera gazes at the man her husband has become and Ulfsaar deflates before her scrutiny.
 
  
 
 Waving his people away, I continue speaking as if he didn’t just consider killing me in his rage. “I know that despite your prodigious strength, you are a man who loves peace. I know that given the choice, you would never again turn your weapon against a living foe and you pursue Martial Strength because you seek the Mother’s lessons within the Forms. I know that you followed me here out of a sense of obligation more than loyalty, because despite my objections, you still believe I am the Mother’s Chosen Son. I know you recently formed your Natal Palace, yet your strength has stagnated, and most importantly, I know why. Throw away the crutch, Ulfsaar. You don’t need it. You have people you can rely on if you need help to stand.” Patting his arm, I say the next part through Sending so only he hears it. “Release your anger and seek Balance my friend, else next time, I fear I won’t be enough to save you from the Father’s agents.”
 
  
 
 It’s a risk even implying I can do what I do, but I trust him. I fed him a line about drugs and detox after I ripped the Spectres from his soul back in Sanshu, but he’s always suspected otherwise, which I assume is why he’s still following me. My gambit pays off as Ulfsaar’s eyes widen in surprise, and after a long, excruciating pause, he nods. That’s all I get, but it’s enough. “Good. Another thing. I’ve got a job for you and your crew.”
 
  
 
 “Your command?” Ulfsaar asks, his voice quiet and eyes reverent, which isn’t the best, but it’ll have to do.
 
  
 
 With a triumphant grin, I point at my herd a third time. “Make sure they don’t wander off and pick out the best candidates for combat training. You and your giants are too slow on your feet, so I’m thinking it’s time we gave you some personal transport. Try and wash them too if you can. They stink.” Plus, it’ll be good for Ulfsaar to look after a living, breathing creature instead of killing it, sorta like a therapy cow, and it saves me from having to hire too many cattle-hands.
 
  
 
 That’s like three or four birds with one stone. Great value. Much savings.
 
  
 
 After hammering out the details, I leave Ulfsaar to it and move on to my next trouble problem, this time an easier one. “Anyone seen Awdar?” I ask, speaking to no one in particular. “I’m gonna beat the shit out of him and burn his drugs. Wanna help?”
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 “Three loincloths are sitting in a tea house. What do they talk about?...Nothing, they’re stuck up assholes.”
 
  
 
 It took a moment for the punchline to register, but once it did, Jorani cackled with surprised amusement. His drunken crew were only a heartbeat behind and soon they were all chortling at the bossman’s joke, crude and tawdry just like they liked em. Jinoe in particular seemed delighted by the one-liner, which was a relief considering his recent fascination with gallows humour. It’d been amusing at first, but after the third time Jinoe snuck a decapitated head into someone’s bedroll, Jorani wondered if it was time he stepped in.
 
  
 
 He didn’t, mostly because it was fucking hilarious, but still… he thought about it.
 
  
 
 When his laughter died down, Jinoe said, “My turn, my turn. What’s the bossman got in common with a pussy?”
 
  
 
 The tension thickened and silence palpable as the crowd shut their mouths and shifted in discomfort. Glancing at the still smiling bossman, Jorani wondered if Jinoe had survived Sinuji only to end up hanging from a nearby tree branch, but the bossman had skin thicker than SuiHua’s new walls and a dirtier mind than the lowest-born scoundrel among them. “One slip of the tongue,” he answered, grinning like a wolf, “And you’re in deep shit.”
 
  
 
 A pause, then the crowd howled with laughter, Jinoe loudest of all. Giddy with relief, Jorani refilled the bossman’s winecup with a grateful nod. Noticing Jorani didn’t have a cup of his own, the bossman raised an eyebrow in silent question, but Jorani merely shook his head. Drowning your sorrows was a slippery slope he’d only just climbed up from and he wasn’t in no hurry to slide back down again.
 
  
 
 If only he could’ve shared the lesson with Awdar…
 
  
 
 Shivering despite the afternoon heat, the drug-deprived scout sat in the middle of the crowd, where they could all keep an eye on him. With pale skin and sunken eyes, handsome Awdar appeared half-dead and miserable as he hugged a bucket to his chest, oblivious to the mirth and cheer around him. They’d never been the best of friends, but Jorani sympathized with the man, an old comrade from the Freebooters who made it all the way here. Awdar had earned a gash on his brow and a gap in his teeth when the bossman came to burn his drugs, but there was no more anger left in the lanky raider and it hurt Jorani to see him like this. They had all indulged in Pearl Dust, Tiger Balm, Sludge, or other such street tonics at one point or another, but Awdar had gotten hooked on Dream Smoke, a higher class of drug much stronger than he was accustomed to. Despite throwing the dried leaves into a campfire on an open field, the smoke had still made Jorani a little numb and woozy, leaving him to wonder what it’d feel like to grind and snort it like Awdar had been doing.
 
  
 
 Then again, upon seeing him vomit another belly full of water, Jorani was pretty sure nothing would be worth this.
 
  
 
 Unable to ignore Awdar’s watery spewing, the crowd’s mood soured as they were none too happy to see their comrade’s torment. The front lines had been hard on all of them and few blamed Awdar for turning to his vices. Hell, most thought a hit of Dream Smoke before battle made him an even tougher son of a bitch than normal, an unstoppable warrior who knew no fear and felt no pain. Even without it he was one of the toughest bastards in Jorani’s crew, coming in third after Ral and Erkin, which was surprising considering his hunched posture and gangly frame. Was Dream Smoke really so terrible to make all this suffering worth it?
 
  
 
 Borrowing a water-skin to wet a clean handkerchief, the bossman crouched down and wiped Awdar’s face, with as much gentle care as he gave his pets. “You’re probably cursing me out right about now,” he said, holding the water-skin to Awdar’s lips so he could drink. “I don’t blame you. This doesn’t look pleasant, but it is necessary.”
 
  
 
 Speaking for the first time since they’d burned his drugs, Awdar gazed at the bossman with tear-filled eyes. “Boss… please… I need it… dying...”
 
  
 
 “You’re not dying.” Tearing a small piece off a plain steamed bun, the bossman popped it into Awdar’s mouth. “You just feel like you are. That’s what Dream Smoke does. It tricks your body into thinking you need it to survive, like you need to breathe or sleep.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t do this...” Awdar’s pitiful moan drilled a hole through Jorani’s chest, and he dug his feet in just to keep from walking away. Expensive though it might be, Dream Smoke was readily available in SuiHua to anyone with enough coin, and Jorani had enough to spare. This was too much, he’d seen people who were actually dying suffer less than Awdar.
 
  
 
 “You can and you will.” Wholly without remorse, the bossman continued stuffing bits of bun and pouring water into Awdar’s mouth. “It’s not interfering with your duties yet, but this addiction will make you worthless. I need a soldier, not a junkie.”
 
  
 
 “Fuck you!” His misery turned to fury, Awdar sprayed a mouthful of soggy bun into the bossman’s face, his angular face ugly with rage. “Fuck you and fuck yer fight! Burn in the Father’s Maw, ye shit-eatin’ midget. I’ll rip yer head off and shit down your throat if ye like it so much. I’ll...”
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by Awdar’s tantrum, the bossman calmly wiped his face and picked soggy bits of bread out of the handkerchief before shoving it and his fist into Awdar’s mouth. “Now listen here.” There was no anger in the bossman’s voice, only cold honesty. “If you can’t handle the battlefield, then that’s fine. This life is not for everyone and there’s no shame in walking away. You say the word and I’ll have you on the first ship heading north with papers for passage back to Sanshu, Shen Huo, or wherever else you want to go.” Leaning in to stare Awdar in the eyes, the bossman added, “After you kick this habit. I’ll not watch a man kill himself, not while he’s still a part of my retinue. You want to poison yourself, then do it where I won’t see it.”
 
  
 
 From their dark looks and muted exchanges, Jorani could see his crew didn’t like the sound of this and feared the bossman was making a big mistake. Remembering how reasonable he was the last time Jorani spoke up, he cleared his throat and said, “Bossman, not fer nothing, but don’t ye think this is goin’ too far? We all seen Awdar’s had a bit of a problem, but he ain’t ever let it get in the way of proper business.”
 
  
 
 “Yet.” Giving up on trying to feed Awdar, the bossman stood up and gestured at the poor, gagging bastard, his stomach so empty there was nothing left to throw up. “He’s managed without incident so far, but if we wait until it becomes a problem, then it’s already too late. What happens if he takes too much during break time and is still loaded on sentry duty? Or if he burns through his stash half-way through our next patrol? What happens when his drug-addled brain can’t differentiate between his own thoughts and the Father’s whispered lies?” Shaking his head, the bossman sighed and said, “I understand the need to unwind, but keep within reason. Balance isn’t just about meditation and Chi, but something you should seek out in all aspects of life. Drink, smoke, snort, or whatever, but do it in moderation. I can’t set hard limits because I don’t know where those limits lie, but do you really think Awdar is okay like this? How long’s it been since we burned his drugs and made him flush his system clean?
 
  
 
 Checking his jewel-encrusted pocket-watch, Jorani found the answer surprising. “Round four hours.”
 
  
 
 “Which shows Awdar’s problem is a lot worse than any of us knew. The signs are easy to hide so long as he keeps feeding the addiction, but once he stops, this happens.” Crouching once again, the bossman looked Awdar in the eyes and said, “I know this is difficult and you think I’m being unfair in singling you out. You’re not the only one with a habit, not by a long shot, but you’re the only one I’ve noticed spiraling out of control.” Raising his voice to address the onlooking crowd, he continued, “Things haven’t been easy, but we’ll get through this together, no matter the consequence. I meant what I said. I am proud to fight alongside you all, but there is no shame in stepping away. Mother knows I wish I could, but I can’t. If any of you feel like you can’t or don’t want to keep fighting, then come to me and I’ll send you home with a smile. Even the Death Corps,” Bossman added, giving a pointed look at his elite, Imperial Bodyguards before his expression turned dark. “But be warned. Whatever your vice, keep it under control, because if you fuck up and get someone else killed, I’ll hang you myself. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sir!”
 
  
 
 Everyone in ear-shot answered in unison as the bossman stalked away, and Jorani thanked his lucky star that he’d only been hooked on the drink. Taking a seat next to Awdar, he took over feeding the poor bastard while Ronga switched out the soiled vomit bucket for a clean one. Patting the lanky raider on the back, Jorani breathed deep through his mouth and said, “You remember how we met the bossman? How he took down the Freebooters with a wagon of poisoned wine?”
 
  
 
 “Y-yea.” Awdar snarled and said, “Shit so much I thought my innards were gonna slide out.”
 
  
 
 “You think that was worse, or is this?”
 
  
 
 The question earned Jorani a feeble chuckle, though Awdar immediately vomited after. While chewing on a piece of bun, the sickly raider shook his head and said, “Fuckin’ hell Jorani. Back then, I was a hot-shit killer and you was just a scrawny scavenger. Look at us now. Didn’t know it then, but yer a tough bastard.”
 
  
 
 “You ferget about my demotion? Was drunk as a lordling in a whore house fer a week straight when I first found out we were headed for the front lines.”
 
  
 
 “How’d ye get over it then?”
 
  
 
 Awdar’s haunted gaze made Jorani wish he had a better answer, but all he could do was shrug and say, “Bossman sat me down, set me right, and gave me the same choice he gave you. Almost took him up on it too. Figured I’d head back and get hired on to guard the bossman’s caravans or something.”
 
  
 
 “So why’d you stay?”
 
  
 
 Jorani shrugged again, because he really didn’t have a good answer, or at least he thought he didn’t. “Most commanders would’ve hung me and moved on, but he said he wanted me fighting at his side. Me, plain old Jorani, standing shoulder to shoulder with Falling Rain, and he’s the one who’s proud. Crazy right? Cept he means it, which makes me want to live up to his expectations and be worthy of his pride.” Another shrug. “But you gotta decide what’s best fer you. Ain’t a bad life working fer the bossman. Plenty of our old friends are still back north, guarding caravans and warehouses and whatnot. Or maybe you try yer hand at farmin’ or something, I dunno. Do know this though.” With all the gravity he could muster, Jorani said, “Ye ain’t half as pretty as ye think ye are, so ye certainly won’t make nuff to eat if ye’re set on turnin’ tricks.”
 
  
 
 Awdar threw up again before responding with a groan. “Ah, fuck you. Quit makin’ me laugh. Fucking hurts.” After a long pause, he whispered, “I couldn’t sleep, ye know? That’s why I turned to Dream Smoke. Every time I closed my eyes, I’d see them there in the darkness. Those I killed, those who almost killed me, haunting me. Not just Defiled but others too. The farmers and fisher-folk, the merchants and wagon drivers, anyone and everyone I put to rest. They’d be there, staring and accusing, tryin’ to drag me down into the Father’s Maw with em. I ain’t a good man and ain’t ever tried to be, but all this fightin’… You think She won’t want me?”
 
  
 
 Luckily, Awdar moved on to another topic before Jorani could put together a coherent answer. He stayed with Awdar for another hour, but the man only got progressively worse. Resting his head on the edge of his bucket, he sobbed and mewled incoherently as the withdrawal pangs intensified, though Jorani thought he heard the poor bastard begging for death more than once. The mood grew heavy as Awdar went on about his flaws and faults, about the people he’d killed and punishments he deserved, his nightmares given voice in his time of suffering. Something wasn’t right, but Jorani couldn’t say what, just a sense of wrongness about the proceedings, an unsettling discomfort which had nothing to do with Awdar’s sobbing or the stench of his vomit. Jorani’s skin crawled as the world darkened around him, as if the poor bastard’s litany of sins had been given form and blanketed the area in a shroud of gloom and despair. The feeling got so bad, he sent Ral to get the bossman just to be safe, but oddly enough, Awdar quieted down seconds before the bossman reached his side. Placing a steaming pot down in front of him, the bossman checked Awdar’s pulse and pupils before turning to Jorani. “I’m gonna go get Teacher and ask him to take a look, but I think Awdar’s okay. If he wakes up, try to feed him and lift his spirits.”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, the bossman darted away, so Jorani lifted the pot lid to see what was inside. Winter-melon chicken soup, not done as fancily as the restaurants back in Nan Ping, but it certainly smelled better, its pleasant aroma overpowering the sour stench of Awdar’s puke bucket. Stomach growling with hunger, Jorani figured there was no way the sickly raider would ever finish the entire pot, so he poured himself a bowl to enjoy.
 
  
 
 “What’s that?” Waking at the worst time possible, Awdar lifted his head and smacked his dried lips, eyes locked on the bowl of fragrant soup. “Smells good.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his disappointment, Jorani helped Awdar sit up straight and held the bowl to his mouth. “Sure does. You in luck, because this is fresh cooked soup made by the bossman himself. Drink up. The Medical Saint will be comin’ by to check on ye soon enough, so try not to throw up on him, yea?”
 
  
 
 After slurping down half a bowl, Awdar sat back and sighed. “Delicious soup and a Healer? Me own mum never treated me half this good.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to finish the bowl, Jorani chuckled and said, “I hear ye. Way I see it, ain’t no one know what’s gonna happen after ye die, but I know fer a fact the bossman’ll treat us right, dead or alive. Better than we deserve, if I’m bein’ honest.”
 
  
 
 “Suppose yer right.” Nodding his head, Awdar looked much recovered after half a bowl of soup, leaving Jorani to wonder what in the hell went into making it. “Can’t be lettin’ him down, now can I?”
 
  
 
 “Sure, but soldierin’ on ain’t the way to make him proud.” Patting his friend on the back, Jorani said, “You do what’s right fer you and show him you were worth the effort. Don’t matter if it’s as a soldier, guard, farmer, or even a whore, you live yer life happy and that’s how ye’ll pay him back.”
 
  
 
 “You happy Jor? Bein’ a soldier?”
 
  
 
 “Sure am. Happier once I get me a taste of this soup.”
 
  
 
 And the strange thing was, Jorani wasn’t lying. Despite all the fighting, killing, and almost dying, he really was happy. As a soldier, he served a purpose in fighting off the Defiled, and not only was he getting stronger with each passing day, he had the bossman’s trust and command of his squad back. He hadn’t seen the old bastard since their meeting in Nan Ping, Daxian kept to himself, and nowadays, Jorani was closer with his lovely little sisters than ever. Time was, playing house would’ve had Jorani running for the hills, but there was something nice about sitting down for a meal with Sorya and Anrhi without trying to get into their dresses. Not to say he’d stopped trying entirely, but it was nice to have a family again and know there were people waiting for his safe return.
 
  
 
 And maybe, just maybe, his little sisters would help Jorani find a proper wife. His options were looking slim now that he knew Kimi and Siyar were a thing. Ciro only had eyes for Ravil and A-Gui was crazy if she thought Jorani was going to fight Wang Bao for her affection, which left precious few single and age appropriate women in the retinue. Maybe he ought to expand his horizons and see if Sai Chou wanted a drink or five. She couldn’t be too much older, maybe early thirties, early forties at the most, but it was hard to tell underneath all the dirt and blood. Still, she seemed like an earnest woman, albeit one far too devoted to turtles for his tastes, but if he wanted a woman to protect him, then Sai Chou was undoubtedly the strongest in the retinue, an axe-wielding, Aura Capable, Expert waiting for Jorani to sweep her off her feet.
 
  
 
 Right after Awdar stopped throwing up. Such were the sacrifices a scout leader must make, putting the health and safety of his crew before his own happiness.
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 I’ve had it with these mother-fucking Spectres in this mother-fucking retinue.
 
  
 
 As nice as it would be to have a steady supply of Spectres, there’s too much I don’t know about the birthing process to feel comfortable. Does it harm them in any way? Are they losing a part of their soul? What if my people go full Defiled before I can save them? Hovering about while Taduk checks on Awdar, I try to come up with non-specific questions to ask Jorani. “Ral said things looked bad?”
 
  
 
 Wringing his hands and refusing to look me in the eye, Jorani watches Awdar with lips pressed and fists clenched. “I swear on me life, he took a turn fer the worse. Sobbin’ and hurlin’ like there ain’t no tomorrow, sick as a dog he were. Something didn’t feel right so I sent fer ye, but he calmed down right as ye got here.” Barking in anxious laughter, Jorani adds, “After ye left again, he took one sniff of yer soup and he was like a brand new man. Must be some real miracle herbs in it, eh bossman?”
 
  
 
 “Nah, it’s normal chicken soup.” Double boiled and made with the tastiest, most flavourful chickens I’ve ever eaten, but no magic herbs or spices, only mundane ones. “You said he was crying and vomiting before I got here. Anything else?”
 
  
 
 The gathered crowd scatters at a pointed glance from Jorani, a skill I envy and desire. “Thing is,” he says, keeping his voice low despite our newfangled privacy, “I can’t exactly say what it was, but something was off. He kept goin’ on about how he weren’t a good man and how Mum Above wouldn’t want him, on account of all the killin’ he’s done. Said he was bein’ haunted by the dead and it was a sign he deserved to be punished, and it felt... wrong.” Shuddering at the memory, Jorani tries to laugh it off once more. “Might be gettin’ a little long in the tooth and soft in the head. Sorry to disturb ye over nothin’, and doubly so for botherin’ the Medical Saint.”
 
  
 
 Ah yes, guilt and self-blame, delicious Spectre bait laid out for them to feast. “You were concerned and went with your gut. No need to be sorry.” Especially since his gut was right. Awdar calmed down right before I arrived because I Devoured the new-born Spectre the second I saw it. Dollars to donuts the wrongness Jorani felt was the actual birth itself, an incident I’m glad I missed and hope to never experience again. That said, considering I wasn’t around to see it first-hand, I’m only guessing a Spectre was birthed because last I checked, Awdar was Spectre free and there are no ghosties hanging about who could’ve infected him. This marks the second time I’ve been close to a Spectre birthing, which raises a whole host of new questions I have no answers for. Am I a walking font of gloom and despair who enables the birth of Spectres, or is Jorani to blame? Maybe Spectre births can occur anytime and anywhere and I happen to be unlucky enough to have two hosts in my retinue, but if someone is to blame, what can I do to lower the incident rate?
 
  
 
 Or raise it. I mean, I did get a free Spectre to nom on and Awdar looks much improved from when I last saw him. It’s not saying much considering he was an inconsolable, strung-out mess, but any improvement is a win. Clutching an empty vomit bucket to his chest, the lanky druggie’s expression is one of calm and serenity, his eyes glazed and gaze detached as Taduk carries on his inspection. Awdar’s withdrawal symptoms have all but disappeared, his heartbeat steady and body still, no longer wracked by the involuntary tremors of addiction. There are no signs of the inner turmoil and self-recrimination Jorani witnessed first hand, and if not for his vomit-encrusted collar, cracked lips, and bloodshot eyes, I might’ve thought Awdar was deep in a meditative trance.
 
  
 
 Even for a Martial Warrior, recovering this quickly from withdrawal is kind of ridiculous.
 
  
 
 Then again, maybe Awdar wasn’t going through withdrawal to begin with. The symptoms presented themselves much too quickly, barely an hour after we burned his stash, but I chalked it up to the potency of Dream Smoke. Is it possible his dependency and subsequent withdrawal was mostly mental which led to a downward spiral which culminated in birthing a Spectre?
 
  
 
 Or something. I dunno.
 
  
 
 If true, then it might explain why Awdar looks so much better now. I didn’t put much stock into it before, but Jorani was the same after I Devoured his birthed Spectre, going about his duties with renewed focus as if he’d shed all his worries and despair. If Spectres are born from negative emotions, then it stands to reason those negative emotions would be lessened after I Devour said Spectre, a sort of cathartic release, in a sense. It’s not a perfect assumption, because emotions don’t have a quantifiable presence and Spectres are supposedly itinerant souls or whatever, but it’s the best guess I’ve got. It might also be why the Defiled are so big on torture and bloodshed, because they’re being driven to cause fear and misery so more Spectres will be born.
 
  
 
 Finally... an argument to end slavery which the Empire might actually accept. Better working conditions equals happier people equals fewer shitty Spectres floating about. Now I just need to figure out how to prove it without being condemned as a heretic or whatever.
 
  
 
 ...Wait.
 
  
 
 What if the higher ups already know and their solution is to ensure mistreated slaves don’t live long enough to become a problem? It’d be about par for the course for this shitty Empire...
 
  
 
 While I struggle to ignore the host of Spectres residing in my brain, Taduk draws back with a tired sigh, a result of spending his mornings hunting for Spiritual Plants and his afternoons Healing my injured soldiers. There’s a good reason most injuries aren’t treated by Healers, because the cost-benefit is heavily skewed in favour of the former. Assuming an injury would cost one unit of Chi to self-Heal, it might cost Taduk anywhere between three to ten units depending on the complexity of the injury. This doesn’t take into account the focus required to direct and control Healing, as I myself experienced before pioneering Panacea, nor the mental fatigue accrued from long bouts of intense concentration. While Taduk can also use Panacea to Heal others, its advantages are mostly lost when used on someone besides yourself. While Traditional Healing might be more Chi intensive, Panacea Healing requires much more time to work, time my teacher has precious little to spare.
 
  
 
 Even though he’s busy and most of my soldiers will recover on their own, he still insists on looking everyone over and Healing anyone who needs it, his way of helping me fight the good fight. Patting Awdar’s head like he would a child’s, Taduk says, “The worst has passed for now. Eat and drink as much as you can, but no need to force it. Avoid drugs and alcohol for a few days, and with rest, you should be back to full strength in no time.” Turning to Jorani, he adds, “If he continues to vomit into the night, then come find myself or the boy, yes?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Ser, Medical Saint Ser, thank ye kindly.” Bowing and scraping as if faced with the Legate himself, Jorani says, “Sorry fer wastin’ yer time Medical Saint. Like I was tellin’ the bossman, I can’t rightly say what came over me, lettin’ my stupid worries get to me like that. Sorry and thank ye again.”
 
  
 
 Waving the apology aside, Taduk wraps an arm around my shoulder as we walk away. “There’s something off about Awdar,” he Sends, his brow furrowed in thought. “Though presenting the symptoms of withdrawal, his blood still shows trace amounts of the drug flowing within. Addicted though he might be, his reaction is too extreme for someone in his condition, and I found no physiological explanation for his sudden malady.”
 
  
 
 “I have a theory,” I Send. Briefly outlining the information I’ve pieced together regarding Spectres and how they’re created, I keep my half-baked conclusions to myself until Taduk’s had time to go over the facts. “... so it’s possible the sudden onset of his symptoms was brought about intentionally to stimulate the birth of a new Spectre.”
 
  
 
 Rubbing his eyes with his free hand, Taduk rewards my prudence with a helpful insight. “You said there were no Spectres around before hand, yes? Then who or what directed Awdar’s sudden breakdown and suffering?”
 
  
 
 That’s one of the best things about Taduk. Even though he believes it’s the Father Himself pulling strings in the background, he’s open-minded enough to consider other possibilities. Try as I might, I have trouble accepting an all-powerful duo of Gods would be so petty and bored as to meddle in the lives of us insignificant mortals. Then again, for all I know, we’re all pieces on a cosmic board game of five-dimensional chess or something. After a moment of thought, I Send, “My best guess is Awdar brought it on himself. With his drugs burned, he realized he couldn’t hide any longer and was forced to come face to face with his past actions. His guilt and shame drove him to believe he deserved to suffer for his sins, and in doing so, he caused himself to suffer from imagined withdrawal.”
 
  
 
 “...Plausible.” Nodding in thought, Taduk murmurs through Sending, possibly without even knowing he’s doing it. “Belief is a powerful force, and Awdar’s familiarity with Healing would help with subconsciously affecting his physical well-being. It explains why he had a fever, but no trouble breathing or inexplicable bruising, which is atypical, and why physical movement caused him no discomfort despite being wracked with pain. He only knew withdrawal would hurt, but not why it would hurt, so he manifested general throbbing pain rather than muscle-and-joint specific pain.”
 
  
 
 “It was psychosomatic,” I helpfully supply, having found the word in a dusty old book among his collection. “A condition or ailment caused or made worse by a mental factor, such as stress or depression.”
 
  
 
 “It bears looking into, though how one might combat an illness of the mind is beyond my ken.” Slumping his shoulders, Taduk looks more tired and defeated than I’ve ever seen him, his smile mocking and filled with self-loathing. “In my hubris, I once believed I could Heal any malady short of death, but now I see I was but a frog in a well.”
 
  
 
 Hugging him a little tighter as we walk arm in arm, I Send, “The mind is a complicated thing and the world has yet to unlock its mysteries. You can hardly blame yourself for not understanding something no one else does. Besides, how are you supposed to know things aren’t as they seem if you can’t perceive Spectres?”
 
  
 
 “True, true.” Tilting his head, he Sends, “Hmm... The Defiled, they can see these Spectres, yes?”
 
  
 
 Oh no. “Don’t turn Defiled for the sake of curiosity, Teacher. It’s hardly worth it.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense, Rain my boy, I’ll be perfectly safe with you by my side. I only need to... how did you put it? Invite the Spectres in for tea? By thinking sad or angry thoughts, correct? Simple enough.” Closing his eyes, Taduk trembles with focused concentration for all of two seconds before opening them again. “What sort of tea would they prefer? Red or green? Or perhaps they’d prefer something floral or fruity?”
 
  
 
 My teacher can’t be this cute. “Teacher, warmed as I am by your faith in me, I find your lack of prudence disturbing. Also, the tea is a metaphor and there are no Spectres around to invite, so the point is moot.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm. Unfortunate.” Recovered from his brief bout with self pity, Taduk smiles and leans sideways to rest his cheek on my head while we walk. “We’ll try again another time then.”
 
  
 
 Try and fail. My teacher is the second most upbeat and positive person I know, following closely behind on Lin’s hoppy heels. Maybe half-hares are predisposed to a cheery demeanour, though you wouldn’t know it from looking at Blackjack. Seated firmly on Song’s head, the tiny hare frowns and glares from his perch while the lovely half-cat brushes her quin, Erdene. Noting my arrival, Mama Bun springs over to greet me with a headbutt to the chest before flopping into my arms like a fluffy, fat baby. Yawning as she snuggles in, she strokes the air with her paw in a silent, but forceful demand for belly scritches. All too happy to oblige, I indulge the sweet floof while checking on the many pots of soup cooking over the campfires, all made with help from the cooks hired by Luo-Luo. Truth be told, she did more right than wrong in choosing this place for my retinue to camp, and I can’t help but feel I’m being unnecessarily judgmental of the multi-talented Imperial Servant. Part of it is jealousy, and another big part is fear, but I suppose being married to her isn’t the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 With the soups all done, I ring the proverbial dinner bell and call my soldiers over to eat, though I deliver a few pots personally as an excuse to check up on the most problematic of the bunch. Lang Er is looking a little better now but still has a tendency to drift off into a daze, while the Death Corps have largely recovered during our safe journey back to SuiHua. They’re a resilient bunch, though I have no idea how they can remain Spectre free while wearing so much heavy armour in this summer heat. Delivering soup to the Protectorate earns me many punches to the arm, their preferred method of saying thanks, while Dastan is glum and morose as usual. If a handmade breakfast delivered by the enamoured Sorya and Anrhi failed to lift his spirits, I’m not sure what will. Oddly enough, he seems happier to receive a pot of soup from me, which leaves me to wonder if he’d prefer Red One’s advances over those from the cute half-rat twins. Nothing wrong with that, love is beautiful no matter what form it takes, so maybe I can make something happen.
 
  
 
 Only after I finish making the rounds do I head over to collect Ping Ping, the big girl happily splashing around in the shallows after two months of land-locked suffering. Along with Pong Pong, Sir Inky, and most of the quins, Guan Suo defies the laws of nature and watches over the playful frolicking without a smile on his face. After greeting the grumpiest half-red-panda in existence, I call Ping Ping over who happily obliges, and she even brings Sir Inky along on her beak so he can plop into his cooking pot. Pong Pong is more difficult to work with, but a promise of more shrimp brings him scurrying out to leap into Mama Bun’s embrace.
 
  
 
 It’s not a nice feeling being extorted by a turtle.
 
  
 
 To counter my discontent, I lure the sweetest quin pup away with us as we head back to the manor. Her parents won’t mind, the poor baby was being bullied by her siblings and mean old Zabu let it happen. Even sweet Shana didn’t care too much, leaving me to wonder if the Bekhai modelled their parental practices after roosequin behaviour; nurturing and affectionate when young, then left to flail on their own once old enough to fight, albeit under close supervision.
 
  
 
 At least I hope I’m under close supervision...
 
  
 
 Upon arriving at the manor, a sumptuous feast awaits, one cooked by Charok, Sorya, and Anrhi. Kyung, Guan Suo, and even Guard Leader join us at the table, and for once, I don’t mind the intrusion. Alongside my meagre contribution of winter-melon soup, we all partake in the delicious meal while the floofs dine in the courtyard outside, the sliding doors of the dining room opened wide to catch the breeze and minimize the separation. Family gatherings are always a happy affair, and even with my preference for solitude, I wouldn’t mind having group dinners as a daily occurrence. A few vital loved ones are missing to complete the set, so I spend dinner spoiling the twins while drinking and chatting with Charok about how our absent family members are doing.
 
  
 
 In a nutshell, they’re bored. Sarnai and Alsantset have little to do except write letters and complain while Akanai and Baatar scout the lands, run endless drills, and await the completion of their stronghold. One of three massive super-fortresses being built along the new border, I wholeheartedly believe they are a massive waste of time, resources, and lives. A fortress is nice to have when situated in a choke point or if your enemy is concerned about supply lines and what not, but when there’s literally a thousand kilometres of wall they could attack instead, those fortresses become as useful as a nipples on a breastplate. Even if we could afford to man the entire wall, one concentrated push by the Defiled will probably bring a whole section down before reinforcements arrive, making this whole construction effort a fruitless endeavour.
 
  
 
 Well, not entirely fruitless. I am shamefully profiting hand over fist off the whole thing, but fat lot of good that does. What the fuck am I supposed to spend my coin on while the Defiled rampage through Central? With Martial law in effect, I can’t even buy armour for my retinue unless the Army releases their surplus, and those always go to people with better connections than I have. I’d buy craftsmen and make them myself, but wouldn’t you know it, skilled labour is also in short supply, along with steel, leather, food, and almost anything else one can think of.
 
  
 
 If it wasn’t for cast iron requiring next to no skill, I wouldn’t even have enough bolts and arrows...
 
  
 
 Hoping to solve these issues, I approach Luo-Luo once dinner is done. Happily chatting away with Yan, Mila, and Lin, my gorgeous, virgin concubine takes no notice of my presence, even though I’m standing directly in her line of sight. I don’t mind, and I’m actually kinda happy to see Luo-Luo getting along so well with the others, as the last thing I need is a cat-fight in my harem. Truth be told, I was worried about sweet Lin being bullied by the cunning and spiteful concubine, and I doubt I could protect Luo-Luo from Mila or Yan much less both working together, so it’s in everyone’s best interest if they all get along nicely.
 
  
 
 Having had plenty of intimate moments with Yan since my return, I sidle up behind Mila and place my hands on her shoulders. Careful not to slide her too-large tunic off, I vigorously knead the knots out of her steely shoulders and marvel at how her soft skin and slender physique can hide so much power underneath. Luckily, most of her prodigious strength comes from the magic of Chi, for which I give gracious thanks to the Mother. Though athletic of frame, Mila is far from what I’d call muscular, more tone and trim than brawny and robust. Broad of shoulder and slim of waist, I might even call her dainty if I were feeling suicidal, and the sight of her barely-covered and oh-so shapely thighs leaves me wishing we had a soundproof forge to escape to.
 
  
 
 Calm down Rain. This is neither the time nor the place to get frisky, not with your terrifying future father-in-law scowling from across the room. Sure, he’s probably scowling because he’s losing at chess to your other future father-in-law sitting across from him, but are you really willing to take that chance?
 
  
 
 Thoroughly enjoying the tender loving care, Mila downs another cup of wine before tilting her head back to flash a sleepy smile. That’s not all she flashes, so utterly entranced by my magic fingers she’s forgotten she’s not wearing anything besides a loose tunic which allows me a direct view down her baggy shirt at the freckled, cherry-tipped twin peaks hidden underneath. Then again, maybe she doesn’t care considering nudity is no big deal among the Bekhai, but a glimpse of paradise somehow seems more erotic than having it all laid bare. “Scoundrel,” Mila sends, so not as to interrupt Yan, Lin, and Luo-Luo’s conversation. “What did you do to anger Zheng Luo so?”
 
  
 
 “...She’s angry?”
 
  
 
 “Do you not see her ignoring you?”
 
  
 
 “...I can’t think of any reason why she’d be mad. Are you sure that’s the case?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Mila shimmies her shoulders and diverts my kneading hands from her shoulders to her upper back. “She must be mad, else she would have stopped mid-sentence to greet you.” Fluttering her eyelashes, she affects a flirtatious falsetto and Sends, “What might Lord Husband desire? Shall Mi-Mi put on a tawdry dress and dance for Lord Husband’s pleasure?”
 
  
 
 I’m not gonna lie... that was hot. The eye fluttering, not the falsetto. That was terrible.
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous,” I reply, making a half fist and using it to work at a particularly tight knot by Mila’s shoulder blade. “Though I wouldn’t say no to a dance.”
 
  
 
 “Pervert.”
 
  
 
 “You offered. You sure she’s mad?”
 
  
 
 “Positive. Does this upset Lord Husband? Perhaps Mi-Mi can make up for it.”
 
  
 
 I don’t know if it’s our time spent apart, the alcohol she drank, or my massage turning Mila into a horn dog, but I love this. “And what did you have in mind?”
 
  
 
 “...Pervert.” Puffing her cheeks in defeat, Mila changes the subject. “Why do you keep glancing at her? Am I not enough to hold your attention? Or perhaps it’s Yan you’re so enamoured by. Counting down the seconds until you two can abscond to your premarital bed of sin?”
 
  
 
 “My sweet, jealous, beloved Mila.” Finding no more knots on her upper back, I drop to my knees and start work on her lower back, receiving a low grunt of pleasure for my dedicated efforts. “Can you not? I’m only waiting for Luo-Luo to finish speaking so I can talk to her about sourcing armour and weapons for my retinue.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Resting her head on my shoulder, Mila is so utterly relaxed it’s almost comical, yet her face still maintains her customary frown. “Why would you ask Luo-Luo for something like this? Is she a blacksmith? No, she is not.”
 
  
 
 “She’s not a blacksmith, but she is a merchant, so unless you and your papa can craft a few hundred steel spears and breastplates before I head back out on patrol...”
 
  
 
 Mila’s dismissive snort draws everyone’s attention, but she remains blissfully unaware because her eyes are closed, thoroughly enjoying the massage. “As if I would waste my time making mundane weapons. Listen carefully beloved: mundane work is for mundane blacksmiths, understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes beloved, but this doesn’t –”
 
  
 
 “Even with everyone busy meeting quotas, if I were to offer even the most basic Spiritual Weapon in trade, I could gather a thousand sets of armour and weapons within the week.” Opening her eyes, Mila smiles and blinks slowly to accentuate her point. “So why. Would you. Ask Luo-Luo. Instead of. Myself?”
 
  
 
 With Mila already so relaxed, there’s no point continuing the massage, so I pull her into my lap and she happily snuggles into my embrace. “My most humble and sincere apologies, my talented and intelligent beloved. I should have known better and gone to you first.” Maybe she can help with my other issues. “Would you happen to know how I request reinforcements? Do I put up a poster or something?”
 
  
 
 “Stoooo-pid. If you want trash reinforcements, then talk to Yuzhen. If you want stronger ones, then maybe ask Fung, Chu Tongzu, or better yet, Nian Zu. If you want elites, then swallow your pride and talk to Mama. With real Khishigs under your command, you will strike fear into the hearts of those worthless Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Fung’s on the front lines and I don’t know where his dad is, but Chu Tongzu should be in SuiHua... “Tempting as it is, I doubt any Khishigs will want to join my retinue.”
 
  
 
 “Oh beloved, perhaps I was wrong. You are not stupid, but brainless. You are not prideful, but simpleminded.” Biting me on the chin for emphasis, Mila growls and Sends, “Do you think no one wants to join your retinue? You are the Number One Talent in the Empire, but to our dismay, you represent the Bekhai with no Bekhai under your command. Shameful is what it is, and you are shameless for allowing it.” Releasing her toothy hold, she kisses it better before continuing. “You have stood on your own for long enough, and why you refuse to ask for help, I do not know, but it is high time you lowered your head and asked your people to fight at your side.”
 
  
 
 “But... after Sanshu, all of the Khishigs left my retinue when you did, and more recently, I figured no one would want to join because of the whole...” Almost exiled thing.
 
  
 
 “Idiot. Do you remember how you gathered the people for your first retinue?”
 
  
 
 “...Grand-Mentor made me fiscally responsible for them.”
 
  
 
 “No, you idiot! Well, yes, but that was not all. You asked them to join you and fight at your side. Did you ever ask any of the Bekhai?”
 
  
 
 “...No.” Shit, was it that easy?
 
  
 
 “So why not try?”
 
  
 
 “...Will you join my retinue, beloved?”
 
  
 
 The irony lost on Mila, my query earns me an elbow to the ribs. “Absolutely not. Stop asking. I will not fight in your shadow and beneath your command, for I will rise to glory on my own. And I want Song back when I do. Who knows what perverted thoughts you had while out on patrol, with poor, defenseless Song there to tempt you. It can’t have been easy on either of you, so its best if she fought at my side...”
 
  
 
 Laughing beneath my breath, I cuddle with Mila and listen to her scolding with a smile stretched across my face, wholly contented to be back with my loved ones again. With the war looming over our heads, who knows how many more peaceful days we have ahead, for the future looks grim and dark indeed. I have plenty of room to grow and much to learn, but even with a surplus of Heavenly Energy and the ability to send the Defiled fleeing by Devouring Spectres, I cannot imagine a future in which the Empire emerges victorious.
 
  
 
 There’s only so much I can do on my own, so unless I can discover a mundane weapon of mass destruction, its only a matter of time before the Defiled get their shit together and push through to Central, and when it finally happens, I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure my family emerges whole and unharmed.
 
  
 
 Even if I have to sacrifice the rest of the Empire to do it.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 
- End of Volume 23 -
 






      Chapter 427 : TBA - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 No matter how I look at him, Pong Pong doesn’t look like a creature standing at the pinnacle of strength.
 
  
 
 For starters, he’s tiny and not growing bigger at a noticeable rate. I’ve been tracking his growth with a piece of string, and after four months, he’s barely grown a centimetre from tip to tail despite devouring at least a hundred times his weight in shrimp. It’s almost like he doesn’t retain any nutrients and turns all his food into turtle poop, which begs the question if he even needs to eat. I wish he’d grow larger though, mostly because it’ll make him even stronger. Sure he can summon tidal waves to crush his foes, but Chi alone (or in his case, Heavenly Energy) can only go so far. Take Reinforcement for example. Being in peak physical condition for a human my size and age, I can deadlift close to three-hundred kilograms without using Chi. That number jumps closer to four-hundred while using Reinforcement at 30% effectiveness, but maxes out around four-fifty at 100% effectiveness. The important thing to note is that those numbers are a flat value contingent off of my base strength, meaning that if my physical condition deteriorates, Reinforcement becomes less effective. Knowing this, how much extra strength could Pong Pong possibly get from Reinforcing the muscles of a turtle measuring seven centimetres long?
 
  
 
 There’s something to be said about intimidation through sheer mass. Sweet and affable as she is, Ping Ping just seems so much scarier given her massive size, especially once you realize how much effort she puts into not accidentally killing things.
 
  
 
 Another thing which I found surprising was Pong Pong’s temperament. Less apex predator and more petulant teen, the little turtle is prone to long bouts of pouting when things don’t go his way, but is also incredibly forgiving and magnanimous. Even lovable Aurie will show a little fang if I clip his nails too short, but Pong Pong has the patience of a saint. I’ve legitimately stepped on the little guy and gotten nothing more than a dirty look and a sigh, though it could be because he wasn’t actually injured. While Reinforcement won’t help him much, Pong Pong has an incredible mastery over Deflection which he uses to great effect. We even made a game of it where I toss fruits and pebbles at him and he Deflects everything inedible while allowing the fruits to plink off his shell.
 
  
 
 It seems mean, but I think he enjoys the challenge, like being hand fed is too boring. Small turtle. Big mood.
 
  
 
 Then there’s how much he sleeps, which is a lot. Twenty plus hours a day whenever he can get away with it, which I have no idea how he managed out in the wild. Even lazy Mama Bun is awake more than he is, and no matter how indelicate she is with his sleeping shell, nothing she ever does will wake him. I’ve seen her cuddle him, groom him, drop him, and even gnaw on him, but still little Pong Pong continues to sleep, snoring away without a care in the world while tucked inside his intricately patterned shell. I’ve gotten so worried I’ve had Taduk check on him at least a dozen times to see if he’s still alive, but every time my teacher has given Pong Pong a clean bill of health and told me to let sleeping turtles lie.
 
  
 
 Gotta say, I’m kinda envious. The little guy’s got it made. If I wasn’t so concerned with keeping his power-level a secret, I’d charge him rent in the form of dead Defiled per month.
 
  
 
 In the end, Pong Pong is a little too smart to be considered a floof. I’m not talking about animal smart either, where he learns a few commands, does a couple tricks and everyone’s blown away. While intelligence is difficult to measure, Pong Pong’s abilities go beyond simple tool use, facial recognition, or clever problem solving, as he’s proven himself capable of abstract thinking and reasoning. For example, after we ran out of shrimp during our first patrol, Pong Pong learned to ration his favourite treat and pad his meals with other, less desirable foods like smoked fish and cabbage. It’s gotten to the point where I show him all the shrimp we have remaining and he’ll decide how much he wants to eat. He doesn’t divide it into equal daily portions, but he always leaves enough so he never has to go a day without shrimp. He even knows to start on the fresh shrimp first before moving onto the preserved stuff, though it could be more a matter of preference rather than understanding that food spoils.
 
  
 
 Although I’m not entirely sure how much of his cognitive abilities transfer to non-shrimp endeavours, all of this shows that his mental capabilities are far beyond most animals. It shouldn’t be so surprising considering Mahakala claimed intelligence correlated directly with chance for Ascension, but I’m still blown away by how reasonable the little turtle can be. He’ll make demands, like more shrimp, more Water Chi, or more scritches, but if I say no, then he’s willing to accept it, though perhaps not understanding why. It feels strange treating such an intelligent creature like a pet, but the way I rationalize it is that Pong Pong is smart enough to decide things for himself, and he’s decided that he likes letting me decide things for him. Where we go, when he poops, what he eats (so long as it includes shrimp), he accepts all the decisions I make regarding these minor issues without complaint.
 
  
 
 Which is good considering his last turtle temper tantrum almost got Ping Ping, myself, and a handful of Peak Experts killed.
 
  
 
 Sunning himself atop Zabu’s head, the tiny turtle in question surveys the land before him in a rare show of vigilance. Most days he prefers staying snuggled in Mama Bun’s embrace, but it appears the summer heat makes it too hot to spend nestled in rabbit fur. It’s that or Pong Pong’s feeling anxious because we’re back on the front lines again, but that might be me projecting my fears on him. Our month-long vacation in SuiHua felt far too short, but in our absence, the Defiled threat continued to grow unchecked. Now it’s the tail end of the eighth month and the small war-bands have been replaced by large tribes of Defiled, complete with Elite warriors, capable Champions, cunning Commanders, and even the odd Demon or two, marking a critical period in this war for survival. While a true, cohesive army like the ones we faced at Sanshu or the Wall has yet to present itself, these Defiled tribes are far more organized than the feral gangs which came before them. Most Captains can do little except retreat in the face of such overwhelming numbers, while even the most veteran Senior Captains are under pressure to perform.
 
  
 
 And today, I get to find out why firsthand.
 
  
 
 Seconds after Pong Pong hops into Mama Bun’s embrace, I receive a Sending from my old travelling companion and new scout leader. “Enemy forces inbound from east-north-east,” Orgaal Sends, wholly professional despite taking orders from a kid half his age, “Clumped up and close to three-thousand strong, possibly more trailing behind.”
 
  
 
 One hell of a welcome party for our first day back on patrol, but we didn’t spend our vacation twiddling our thumbs. After Sending orders through Jochi to Orgaal to have his scouts swing around to investigate, I lift Unity high, and shout “Warriors of the Empire, prepare for battle!”
 
  
 
 The violence and bloodshed is abhorrent, but there are certain aspects of warfare which I’m utterly in love with. Watching so many soldiers move into formation at my command is high among them, though I miss the first part while handing Mama Bun, Pong Pong, and Blackjack over to Ping Ping for safekeeping. Gotta protect the few floofs I’ve brought, and even Roc’s flock seems aware of the danger, landing to perch atop the big girl’s shell. Guan Suo will keep them safe if things get rough, but I’m confident my retinue won’t need help from the surly, ragged Expert.
 
  
 
 Under Song’s leadership, Red One, Green One, and Orange One bring their Death Corps to the front with polearms at the ready. As I ride past to mark the battle lines, I see Orange Squad chomping at the bit for their first taste of warfare. I left them behind during our first tour in Sinuji and their hawk-nosed leader all but demanded to take part in the next. Still, despite her squad’s rookie status and eagerness to prove themselves, Orange One keeps her people in line with ease, each of them no less disciplined than their more veteran comrades in Red and Green squads, which is good to see considering they form the backbone of my front line.
 
  
 
 If only I could get more...
 
  
 
 Behind them, my light infantry gathers for battle, albeit with far less discipline. Wang Bao’s bunch were always a rough and motley crew, but they’ve risen to a whole new level of organized chaos after being bolstered by reinforcements hailing from Sanshu. In the wake of the clusterfuck brought about by Yo Ling, Magistrate Chu Tongzu replenished his depleted City Guard ranks by offering amnesty to everyone who showed up to fight and signed up for duty. Perhaps having bitten off more than he could chew, the rotund Magistrate was more than happy to dump a hundred or so ‘rehabilitated’ bandits into my retinue, led by an unfamiliar face bearing a familiar name. A one-time sergeant of the City Guard, Chun Yimu shares the same name as my old war-buddy former Lieutenant Colonel and current Guard Captain Chun Yimu, so you can imagine my disappointment upon discovering I wasn’t getting a Lieutenant Colonel to boss around. To make matters worse, this discount Junior Yimu is nothing like his uncle and namesake, a lazy shirker who’d rather spend his time losing a fortune dicing with Viyan and Birca instead of seeing to his actual responsibilities.
 
  
 
 At least the Magistrate was upfront regarding his intentions. Having seen the magic I can work with ‘undisciplined chaff’ (his words, not mine), he hoped I could do the same with Junior Yimu’s bunch, and I can’t say I blame him. It took Rustram and Wang Bao an entire week to get those former bandits under control, though part of it was due to old rivalries. Despite his new look and attitude, Wang Bao’s old rivals from the Crossbone Corsairs weren’t fooled for a second, which led to a tense few minutes during which I debated executing a hundred (mostly) innocent newcomers to keep them silent and damaging my relationship with the Magistrate in the process. Thankfully, the new influx of bandits were no strangers to turning coat and settled their differences with a few smacks to the face, mostly delivered by Wang Bao, though Rustram gave a fair few himself. I still don’t trust the majority of them to stick around when the fighting gets tough, especially Junior Yimu who apparently pissed himself when the Corsairs surged into the city gate he was stationed at during the Battle for Sanshu. The former sergeant denies it of course, but methinks the coward doth protests too much.
 
  
 
 To make up for sending me a bunch of uncouth marauders, Chu Tongzu dispatched another familiar name to join my retinue, one far more welcome in these trying times. Guiding his elite heavy cavalry to the northern flank, Chu XinYue offers a smile and salute as he prepares his people for battle, happy to fight by my side once again after our victory in Sanshu. Loosely related to the Magistrate, XinYue shares Tongzu’s prodigious height and girth, a chubby, red faced Major who only recently condensed his Aura and joined the Empire’s Roll of Experts, but has been capable of External Chi usage for some years now. Honestly, I should probably be taking commands from him, but he wouldn’t have it, claiming he was much better suited to serving under myself or Rustram. Luckily, I know how to take a hint and placed Dastan under his command instead of the reverse. The moustached axe-man didn’t like it much, but time and time again, Dastan has proven himself too emotional and impetuous for command. As a warrior, his future is limitless, but as a commander, he doesn’t always make the best decisions.
 
  
 
 Which is probably a good thing. If he weren’t, then he wouldn’t have given up his squad’s overwhelming advantage to fight Fung one-on-one outside Sanshu, and I would’ve lost my first, non-Bekhai friend.
 
  
 
 ...Not that I have many Bekhai friends. More now, I hope.
 
  
 
 Riding past XinYue’s bunch, I join up with Bulat leading the rest of my quin riders. Jorani, Chey, Ral, Siyar, Erkin, Awdar, and a few other familiar faces grin in greeting, while Lang Yi and Lang Er sit perfectly still atop their quins, sweet, friendly creatures freed up from wagon duty by Moomie’s herd. Also joining the quin riders are the rest of the Khishig newcomers. Without me showing up to make a personal request for aid, Akanai could only scrounge up fifty Khishigs willing to join me, which was fifty more than I expected. Some served with me in Sanshu, while others I vaguely recognize as my peers, but most are loose acquaintances from the village. There’s Alsantset’s gorgeous, amber-eyed friend Maral, who I thought hated me for ogling, and her brown-eyed husband Gansun, who I know hates me for ogling. Looking past their hostile gazes, I look to the more friendly faces in the crowd. Agadei, Kiril, Hadai, and Tuya are regular visitors at Charok’s workplace, while Altan, Tomor, and Mugi are Yan’s friends from the orphanage, all much friendlier than Maral and Gansun. The rest of my Khishigs seem more or less ambivalent, joining my retinue either because Akanai asked or because they’re eager for battle. Regardless of their personal feelings towards me, their bows and scouting expertise are welcome additions to my retinue, and they’re happy to share their knowledge with their comrades in arms, the most valuable of which is how to best control the squeaky, furry, adorable quins and turn them into weapons of death and destruction.
 
  
 
 Mostly, their advice boils down to keep the quins hungry, a practice I find horrific and inhumane. How can anyone bear to deny those adorable floofs a full belly?
 
  
 
 Though I should never say this out loud, there are two recent additions who I value above all others. At first glance, nothing about Jigari or Abjiya really stands out. They don’t have Orgaal’s dependable composure or Ulfsaar’s silent confidence, nor are they large and intimidating like Chu XinYue or dangerously attractive like Maral. Clad in their light, summer robes, Jigari and Abjiya could even be mistaken for commoners if not for their Chi-Perfect features and bulging belt pouches overflowing with herbs, poultices, bandages, and anything else they might require.
 
  
 
 Yes. It’s true. I, the Undying Falling Rain, finally have a Healer in my retinue. Two no less.
 
  
 
 I was pretty surprised to find two healers in addition to the fifty Khishig newcomers, but apparently if it weren’t for Tokta putting his foot down and limiting it to two, I would’ve had more Healers than actual warriors coming to join me. Not because they’re my fans, no, but because they’re fans of Medical Saint Taduk. As sweet and goofy as he is, my teacher’s quirky behaviour makes me look like a social butterfly with charisma up the wazoo, and a chance to learn from him was too enticing to pass up for newbie Healers like Jigari and Abjiya. Personally, I think Tokta is an exceptional, if overly sadistic, instructor, but regardless of their intentions, I’m glad to have them both aboard and hope they’ll be enough to keep everyone alive.
 
  
 
 Even though I know it won’t.
 
  
 
 After months of patrols and battles, the prairie grass no longer restricts our view and the Defiled army jogs into sight from four or five kilometres away. The grass is still tall enough to hide in if you were to crouch, but the Defiled aren’t big on hiding which is why we have so much time to prepare. Not a second goes wasted as my people follow through on their training, but we’re ready long before the Defiled are even close to bow range, giving me plenty of time to study the Enemy. Once again, these Defiled are primarily of the desert-dwelling variety, and while they appear more professional than the ones we fought last time around, they’re still nowhere close to what I would call appropriately armed. Their weapons are largely improvised and what little armour they have is ragged leather or crude bone. They have no cavalry, no scouts, no standards, and no formations, pretty much nothing to differentiate them from an unruly mob. It doesn’t make sense. The first few groups I can understand, but how did a three-thousand strong tribe of Defiled fail to find even a single piece of armour or weaponry during their long trek through the Western Province? They’re murderous, not stupid. They wouldn’t leave serviceable gear to rust on the battlefield, so it begs the question: where has all the gear gone?
 
  
 
 Personally, I’m hoping they used it all in some grotesque sculpture or macabre totem or something, because the alternative is too bleak to think about.
 
  
 
 When the Defiled are a kilometre away, Sai Chou scores the first kill with her new Bekhai bow, a double recurve composite longbow taller than she is. The draw strength is too much for me to handle more than once or twice, but the grungy woods-maiden stands high on her wagon and fires off three more shots without slowing, each one finding its target true. As the Enemy speeds up their pace and more archers find their range, a symphony of bowstrings sound out, the Khishigs atop their quins and the protectorate atop their wagons letting loose at the encroaching sea of Defiled. There will be no organized duels today, no quiet exhibition of blades, for we are fresh and well-rested and they are close to their destination. With a series of mechanical clicks, hundreds of crossbow strings ratchet into place and add their quarrels to the hail of arrows, while the Defiled dead disappear beneath the unclad feet of their comrades, like raindrops disappearing into the ocean.
 
  
 
 When the Defiled charge into the readied polearms of the Death Corps, their three-thousand strong horde is already at half-strength, if not less. Already in motion, XinYue raises his hammer and thunders into the fray, crashing into the mass of bodies and carving a swathe deep through their lines. On the southern flank, Moomie leads a similar charge pulling a hundred kilos of iron and more than double that in half-bear behind him. The angry bull flattens everyone in his path, and those lucky enough to avoid him are cut down by spinning, meter-long blades affixed to the wheels, leaving precious little for Ulfsaar to do. Accompanied by nine companion vehicles and dozens more of their mounted brethren, Ulfsaar and Moomie are barely slowed as they trample unchecked through the Defiled tribesmen, moving so quickly XinYue is forced to turn his cavalry around retreat back the way they came lest his cavalry fall victim to the stomping hooves and scything blades of my cattle-driven chariots.
 
  
 
 Note to self: Give Moomie more scritches, and maybe a helmet and breastplate. He’s fucking worth it.
 
  
 
 Also, leave a clear path for the chariots. Cattle aren’t great at cornering.
 
  
 
 Less than a minute has passed since battle was joined, and already we’re in the endgame. While Wang Bao strides forth to join the fray with his mangy marauders and Bulat leads the voracious quins to encircle the Enemy, I open wide and Devour all the delicious, delectable Spectres before basking in the sensation of a job well done. Honestly, I don’t understand what all the fuss was about. So what if there are more Defiled? I’ve got soldiers, cavalry, armour, crossbows, healers, most importantly, cattle. Forget the chariots, I should just let the cows group together and fuck the Defiled up while we fill the survivors with arrows. If cattle are peasant animals and bows are peasant weapons, then it won’t be long before the peasants usher in a regime change. Who needs a wall? I’d rather arm every one of those poor labourers with a crossbow and all the bolts they can carry. Let’s see how many Defiled remain after getting hit with a million bolts every ten seconds.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I wonder if I can train cattle to Lighten and launch them at the enemy using some sort of cow catapult...
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 The heady rush of battle drains away, leaving concern and self-condemnation in its wake.
 
  
 
 As much as I often dread it, I’ve never felt more alive than in the midst of battle with my heart pounding and mind racing, a primal thrill I can’t get anywhere else. Physiologically, the why is easy enough to explain. In response to stress or excitement, the body produces adrenaline, nature’s little pick-me-up which gives you the extra edge you need in a fight-or-flight situation. It kicks your body into overdrive and unlocks your full potential, allowing you to carry out incredible feats of strength and stamina. For a while, it lets you become more than what you were, hitting harder and reacting faster while your razor-sharp focus renders fear, pain, and fatigue to mere suggestions rather than driving motivations. It’s one hell of a drug, but the after-effects are a real bitch to deal with.
 
  
 
 While burning off the last of the adrenaline, you sweat like a snowman in summer, yet somehow feel cold all over, but this is only the beginning. Your lungs burn as you pant for breath and the sudden drop in blood pressure and sugar leaves you light-headed and shaky. Colours dim and senses dull, but your mind and heart continue to race, and without a thousand different details to keep track of, you can’t help poring over the last few minutes, hours, or days, and fixating on all your failures as you wait for the butcher’s bill. Should you have insisted on heavier armour for Phoenix squad? Mobility is nice, but protection is better, because even if steel plate is next to useless against Spiritual Weapons or superhuman strength, it still works against the majority of the Defiled. Was it really the best option to have everyone stand here to absorb the charge? If you led your quin riders out to harass the approaching Defiled and baited them into an early rush, then you could’ve led them on a merry chase around the plains of Sinuji and left them tired, strung out, and vulnerable to your cavalry and chariots. Or maybe if you figured out how to wield your reservoir of Heavenly Energy, you could give up this farce and have the power to protect your family, your retinue, hell, maybe even the Empire itself.
 
  
 
 I dunno how everyone else deals with the post-battle plunge, but redirecting aggression to anxiety is how I manage. There was a time when Baledagh would chime in to console me. “What of our glorious victory, Brother?” he would ask, before clamouring on about how he gutted one Champion or bested another with child-like glee. At first glance, it comes off as dark and edgy, but after going through the wringer my first time around Sinuji, I sort of understand why. With all the death and bloodshed going on, it’s almost necessary to focus on the positives lest you become overwhelmed by the negatives. Without Blobby’s miraculous intervention, there’s no doubt I would’ve gone full Defiled, but Baledagh was how I applied the lessons I’d learned but couldn’t put into practice. Glorifying combat is one way to deal with all the horrible things we soldiers must face, though I will admit Baledagh was probably a bit overboard. To this day, I’m still not sure if I was pretending to enjoy the fighting or actually enjoyed it, but there are lessons I can take from the whole experience. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying battle and bloodshed, I just need to tone down the zeal and be as murderous as Fung, BoShui, or Zian.
 
  
 
 Well... Maybe not BoShui and Zian because I’m pretty sure they’re both fixing to slaughter their respective Patriarchs. Then again, those Society assholes kinda have it coming.
 
  
 
 ...Hey, would you look at that. I’m already adapting!
 
  
 
 My two Healers and their assistants are all hard at work fixing up various wounds and lacerations, and although I could pitch in and help, my presence tends to do more harm than good. Not because I’m a terrible medic, but for some strange reason, when I’m in earshot, the wounded have a tendency to lie about the severity of their injuries and try to get away with as little treatment as possible. I don’t know if it’s their overblown pride or pure stupidity, but either way, Abjiya has forbidden me from helping out. Whatever respect she has for Teacher, it clearly hasn’t improved her opinion of me as the irritable, bob-haired Healer has no qualms against giving me a public tongue lashing should I intrude upon her domain or even glance in her general direction.
 
  
 
 I wouldn’t exactly call her a bitch, but if Abjiya were from the modern world, she’d be a total Karen.
 
  
 
 To this end, instead of lending a hand with the injured soldiers, I run over to check on Moomie and friends. Although the actual fighting went off without a hitch, like me, cattle don’t seem to be the best at dealing with post-battle trauma. Unhitched from his chariot, Moomie huffs and puffs while glaring at the dead Defiled, scraping his hoof as if the corpses aren’t trampled enough for his tastes. Standing at his side, Ulfsaar looks tiny in comparison as he strokes the bloody bull’s neck, but Moomie could hardly care less. Eyes wide and tail lashing, the massive bovine swings his head to and fro and utters low pitched moans of obvious pain, a scene which breaks my soft, fragile heart.
 
  
 
 Am I a horrible person for making Moomie fight? My overabundance of empathy has always been a real problem, but since I can no longer hide away from the world, I’ve been working on it the best I can. I still can’t slaughter docile animals for food and I have to avoid looking at beggars or slaves else I feel compelled to help, but I no longer memorize the faces of everyone I kill or feel crippled by intense guilt when one of my soldiers die. That said, there are certain aspects of myself I expect will never change, because even if I became the most tyrannical and merciless commander in existence, I doubt I’ll ever be able to remain indifferent to an animal in distress.
 
  
 
 Ulfsaar greets me with a cursory salute and I motion for him to step back in case things go horrifically wrong. Gingerly approaching the towering bull at a diagonal, I use my friendliest and most soothing voice and say, “Hey big guy. You’re okay now, the fight’s over. No one’s going to hurt you anymore.” I could use my Aura to calm him down, but it doesn’t always work out the way I’d expect. Cattle are fairly stubborn and single-minded, so even using Aura at full-blast might not change his mood for the better while covered in blood and gore. Tracking my approach with vigilant intensity, Moomie shies away and I stop in place, waiting so he can get used to my presence. It doesn’t take long, and the sweet boy ambles forward to rest his head into my waiting hands, bellowing softly as I stroke his muzzle and massage his cheeks. Only now do I see the source of his distress, as not all the blood belongs to his enemies. Sporting a gash on his forehead and a series of cuts on his shoulders and flanks, none of the injuries are fatal, but if he were a person, Moomie would probably need a few dozen stitches at the minimum.
 
  
 
 Then again... why shouldn’t I stitch him up?
 
  
 
 It takes some effort to get the massive bull to lie down, and even more effort to get him to accept the needle, but he’s more trusting than my other floofs. Even well-trained Zabu is still wary about letting me touch his teeth, but Moomie barely flinches after the first six or seven stitches and instead closes his eyes to snuggle in my lap. Once the cut on his forehead is taken care of, I switch places with Ulfsaar to work on Moomie’s other injuries and the hulking half-bear surprises me by cradling the sweet bull close like a favoured pet. Putting them together has paid off in spades, though I probably should’ve expected as much. While fierce and murderous in battle, it’s almost like Ulfsaar has two separate personalities, much like I had with Baledagh and Brother. At his core, he’s a kind, devoted man who loves his wife and treats his comrades like family, so why wouldn’t he grow attached to Moomie? Now, Ulfsaar can direct his brutal rage towards a more benevolent purpose, to protect his cattle and keep them from harm. Besides, everyone loves cuddles and cattle are incredibly affectionate.
 
  
 
 It’s a little disappointing, but I might have to add beef to my forbidden foods alongside roosequin, rabbit, bear, and wildcat. Luckily, chickens are stupid, goats are jerks, I hate pigs, and carnugators are ugly and delicious, which means I’ll never have to worry about going full vegetarian.
 
  
 
 If only cows weren’t so damned delicious...
 
  
 
 It takes ninety-seven stitches to finish patching Moomie up, and once finished with the last, I double check my work before moving on, but the wound on his forehead gives me pause. Concerned by my startled expression, Ulfsaar grunts in question, but I wave his worries aside. “It’s nothing,” I say, lacking the ability to non-verbally communicate my next thoughts. “Surprised is all. His cuts are already starting to heal over. They’re still raw and in danger of infection, but the bleeding has stopped and I can already see signs of mending. At this rate, I’ll probably have to remove the stitches tomorrow morning.” Giving Moomie’s ears a rub, I ask, “Aren’t you a talented bull? You already know how to Heal.”
 
  
 
 Coughing in embarrassment, Ulfsaar catches my eye and subtly shakes his head and his implication is immediately clear. “You’re Healing him? Since when were you a Healer?” Shaking his head again, he adds a shy scratch of his beard and grimaces. After a moment of thought, I untangle Ulfsaar’s message. “Oh, you’re not ‘Healing’ Healing, you’re... uh... yea.” Even though no one would understand the meaning of ‘Panacea’, I refrain from saying it out loud in case GangShu or one of his minions are listening in, but Ulfsaar’s accomplishment is impressive. I didn’t even know he could use Chi externally, but I suppose it makes sense considering he’s like a billion years old. Well, fifty something, but close enough. Whatever. While Panacea based Healing is slower than traditional Healing, Moomie’s injuries will be fixed within a day or two. “Make sure you don’t tire yourself out, but great work.”
 
  
 
 Ulfsaar responds with a smile that says my praise and advice are unneeded, but appreciated nonetheless. I don’t know how he does it, but the man can convey a thousand words with a single glance, another skill which I am dying to learn. Leaving him with a promise to look into cattle barding, I check on the other animals, but most will do fine without care except for Neera’s mount, a reddish-brown cow I’ve affectionately named Wendy who took a spear to the shoulder. Concerned the deep puncture could lame her, I place a hand on her neck and close my eyes before reaching for Balance to try and Heal the big girl’s injury. It would never work with traditional Healing because that requires the Healer to have a comprehensive understanding of the subject’s physiology, but lack of knowledge doesn’t matter with Panacea. Cattle and people are similar enough. We have skin, muscles, blood, and most importantly, bones. All I need to do is direct my Chi to Wendy’s bones and instruct them to produce Panacea and the rest will take care of itself.
 
  
 
 Long minutes pass without success, but it’s hardly unexpected. I’d be more surprised if I succeeded on my first try, because unlike Healing myself, I can’t envision Wendy’s injuries. When directing my Chi throughout my body, I don’t exactly get a mental image of all my injuries, but it’s close enough. Rather than looking at an x-ray, it’s more of a general feeling about what’s wrong, sensations which my brain translates into actual information using past experience and unfounded guesswork. Mostly, I grade my injuries by colour, with red being fully functional and increasing in severity as you move up the colour spectrum. For example, bruising is yellow, internal bleeding would be green, and blue is usually fractured or broken bones. It’s not entirely accurate, but it works well enough.
 
  
 
 With Wendy, I get none of that. No matter how hard I try to direct my Chi through her body, there isn’t even a hint of knowledge regarding her condition. I mean, I know she has a punctured shoulder because I saw it with my eyes, but my Chi is giving me bupkis. I’m not even sure if it’s even making it past her hide. For all I know, it’s turning back into Heavenly Energy the moment it escapes the confines of my body, but regardless of my lack of success, I continue to try and hope for the best. Only stopping after emptying half my Chi reserves, I see no change in Wendy’s wound, so I hobble her leg to keep weight off the injury and leave Neera to Heal her with Panacea.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. Failure today does not mean you lack ability. Besides Ulfsaar, Neera, and the two Healers, there probably isn’t another person in your retinue who can Heal externally with Panacea, though Chu XinYue could probably manage it if someone taught him the method, but he’s like thirty or something. You’re nineteen (physically), with only seven years of training. Even your overly optimistic teacher thinks it’ll be years before you’ll become a true Healer, so don’t be so hard on yourself. Give it five to ten years before you condemn yourself as a worthless, untalented hack.
 
  
 
 Two hours later, once the clean up is finished and we’ve resumed our patrol, I do something I’ve avoided for months now. Calling Daxian over, I share my thoughts on integrating hit-and-run quin tactics and ask for his advice. I hate doing it, mostly because of his stupid, smug face and holier-than-thou attitude, but Jochi and Argat know next to nothing regarding tactical warfare and XinYue thinks I can do no wrong and agrees with every suggestion I make. Even if Daxian pisses me off, he’s the best candidate to bounce ideas off of, mostly because he delights in pointing out all my mistakes. Keeping with tradition, the pinched-face rat bastard scowls from atop his warhorse as if I suggested he eat shit and says, “Hard to say if the benefits outweigh the costs.”
 
  
 
 As far as his responses go, this one is fairly positive. No name calling, no eye rolling, no muttering beneath his breath, and best of all, no instant rejection. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath in preparation, Daxian launches into a lengthy lecture. “In pitched battle, your stratagem would undoubtedly be effective assuming the Enemy lacks light cavalry of their own and doesn’t have hidden soldiers lying in ambush. While your use of ranged weapons lacks honour and shames me to the core, your suggestion is not a terrible one. It touches upon one of The Three Hunting Strategies of Huang Shaotian, ‘Deception and Control’. More specifically, this pertains to ‘Feint East, Strike West’, in that you draw the Enemy’s attention with one force and strike with a second where they least expect it. A fairly basic concept but one deserving of praise when coming from your lips, especially considering how you’ve probably never touched a tactical manual, much less read one.”
 
  
 
 This is why no one likes him. Daxian the Virtuous, more like Daxian the Smug, Arrogant, Haughty Bastard, though that probably wouldn’t fit on his breastplate.
 
  
 
 Enjoying this far too much, Daxian continues, “While your suggestion is reasonable, you must understand by now that we are not fighting a simple pitched battle. Though I admit the Bekhai scouts excel at their job, you would be remiss to underestimate the Defiled. They are a canny, cagey bunch, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they sprung out around us after weeks of hiding beneath the earth. Here on the front lines, the Enemy can attack at any time and from any direction, which means your suggestion exposes your light cavalry to unnecessary risk. Not only this, it is not a single unified force we must concern ourselves with, but a multitude of uncoordinated tribes and war-bands. What would happen if you exhaust your mounts in one battle only to stumble across a second a few hours later? Disaster, that is what.” Grimacing as if it hurts to say, Daxian adds, “You’ve done well enough thus far against the rabble. No need to overthink things until we face more organized foes, but if you’d like to educate yourself, I can lend you my copy of The Three Hunting Strategies. Penned by Li QiYi himself, it includes the great general’s personal notes to clarify and expand upon the original work.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” I say, and somehow, I even sound like I mean it. “But perhaps when we go on break.” Huang Shaotian might’ve understood warfare, but he certainly didn’t understand brevity considering he wrote like he was being paid by the word. I’ve tried reading his book a dozen different times, but I’ve never made it past the first chapter of flowery language and rambling tangents, which is before he even starts in on the idioms and anecdotes.
 
  
 
 “Then heed my words and I shall endeavour to explain the intricacies of Three Hunting Strategies. Before we speak of warfare, one must first understand...”
 
  
 
 A man deeply in love with the sound of his voice, Daxian expounds on the art of war while I try not to cut myself. I’d tell him to stop, but some of what he says actually makes sense, so I suffer in silence for the better part of an hour until a Sending from Orgaal arrives and I have a reason to interrupt. “We’ll have to resume the lesson another time.” Like when hell freezes over. “It seems we have allies to the north in need of assistance.” And thank the Mother for that. Another hour of Daxian’s lecturing and I might’ve shit out a Spectre or five. I can’t cleanse people of snobbery, but I’m more than willing to hold him underwater and try until he stops kicking.
 
  
 
 God I hate Daxian so much… if only I didn’t respect him too.
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 “Come, soldiers of Sanshu. We have been honoured with an appointment to the vanguard, so let us ride forth to glory!”
 
  
 
 Smothering the urge to scowl or spit, Dastan watched the new arrivals cheer and after their towering, silver-tongued leader, the barrel-chested Chu XinYue. Just shy of thirty years and already a Major if one could believe it, which Dastan most certainly didn’t. It was undoubtedly nepotism which secured XinYue his current rank, promoted beyond his expertise thanks to a loose relation to a corrupt City Magistrate. Leadership abilities aside, nothing about the rotund, red-faced man-child suggested he could kill or even slow the weakest of Demons unless it stopped mid-battle to consume his girthy corpse. Swaddled in silks beneath his dazzling black and gold armour, XinYue certainly looked the part of heroic warrior, and it made for a touching tale to hear how the nephew of the Unstoppable Golden Vanguard had taken up his uncle’s mantle, but it was all pomp and pageantry without substance. To start, he wasn’t even that closely related to the Magistrate, and after hours sweltering beneath the summer sun and a brief and intense clash with the Defiled, the hefty hero no longer looked so imposing. His colourful silks were soaked with sweat and blood and his polished armour streaked with dirt and viscera, but even whilst immaculate, his appearance failed to hold up to inspection. A discerning eye could easily find where the golden breastplate had been stretched and mended to make room for XinYue’s broad belly, and no amount of facial hair could conceal his bulbous nose or chubby cheeks.
 
  
 
 Better if he switched his open-faced helmet for a full-faced one, assuming he could find one large enough to fit his fat head.
 
  
 
 Most damning of all, Dastan had seen Magistrate Chu Tongzu before, a heavy-set, pot-bellied fatty who made XinYue look positively dainty. Forget riding in the vanguard, Chu Tongzu would be lucky to find a horse strong enough to carry him without breaking its back, which was why the mantle had to be passed down even though the Magistrate was in the prime of life. The greatest blacksmith in the world couldn’t stretch his old armour to fit his current frame, but even a middling politician could spin dog shit into solid gold. A fat man handing down his armour to a less-fat relative became a passing of a mantle from ‘seasoned veteran’ to ‘rising dragon’, and an unqualified Field Officer sent to curry favour was instead a young Major humble enough to serve and protect the Imperial Consort, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Gluttonous and shameless, truly a winning combination.
 
  
 
 At least XinYue’s heavy-cavalry were stalwart and dependable. A hundred veteran Elites with forty-three Spiritual Weapons, thirty of which were pole-arms crafted for mounted combat, this was a retinue to be proud of, one Dastan had once dreamed of commanding. Those dreams were dead and gone now, for he’d lost the boss’s respect with his repeated blunders during their first foray on the front lines. Less than a quarter of his original retinue remained, the last of his comrades from the defunct Golden Highland’s Coalition, a detail which had not escaped notice. More than one new arrival had called him the ‘Golden Highland’s Golden Boy’, muttered like a curse as he passed by, and his people had all gotten worse. In the eyes of the victors, Dastan and his comrades were traitors or possibly even Defiled in hiding, untrustworthy despite their Oaths because they stood on Yo Ling’s side during the Battle for Sanshu.
 
  
 
 No one cared to remember Dastan Zhandos had rebelled for a good cause or that he’d been tricked into serving his Defiled Masters. All that mattered was he stood against the victors and alongside the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Considering how events unfolded, Dastan didn’t blame them for their enmity. Though he regretted his decision to stand with the Coalition after learning they’d allied themselves with Butcher Bay, his core principles remained unchanged. Something had to be done about the rampant corruption and inequality in the Empire, and Sanshu had been the shining example of greed and discrimination. City walls were meant to shelter the weak and vulnerable from the dangers of the wild north, but Magistrate Chu Tongzu drove them out and turned Sanshu into a haven for the wealthy alone. How many lives had been lost to wild animals and bandit raids in the years since? No one would ever know because no one cared enough to keep count, but Dastan had seen the conditions those poor people lived in and to this day, the scenes from the Purge still haunted his nightmares. It rankled his nerves to see the fat greedy Magistrate emerge a hero from the whole debacle, especially since his decisions were largely responsible for Butcher Bay’s rise and the subsequent fallout.
 
 Were it not for his Oaths, Dastan would’ve happily traded his life to bring down Chu Tongzu, for this was a travesty which he could not stomach.
 
  
 
 No, he couldn’t think like this. Circumstances had changed and Sanshu was on the mend, so from the looks of things, Tongzu had merely been a puppet, one now dancing to Marshal Yuzhen’s more amicable tune. Killing the man would be pointless and might even interfere with the good Marshal’s hard work, so Dastan reined in his temper. Choking on dust, shame, and vitriol, he fell in with his cohorts at the end of the column and lamented his failures for the umpteenth time. Though schooled in the art of command, Dastan had erred greatly in melding with his feeble-minded Natal Soul during battle, for the diminutive fellow had no head for strategy, a trait which carried over whenever they worked in harmony. The Natal Soul quite literally lived for battle and its reckless desire to close with the Enemy caused Dastan to figuratively lose his head more than once. Many a sleepless night had been spent tossing and turning in deliberation over Vichear’s warnings of madness and loss of control, but rather than claim the Natal Soul took over, it would be more accurate to say Dastan had been infected by its boundless enthusiasm which caused him to charge headlong into danger without regard for risk or reward.
 
  
 
 When they were one, all he wanted to do was fight and kill, which cost him the lives of his men and the privilege of command.
 
  
 
 A demotion which came too late, if he were being honest. The boss was a kind man, but Dastan should’ve been stripped of command after returning from their first patrol. If not for Jorani’s timely rescue, he would’ve lost the boss’s entire heavy cavalry detachment which was only the greatest of his blunders. In the weeks since, Dastan had yet to discover a means to temper his Natal Soul’s passion with caution and resorted to confining his Natal Soul within his Palace, but the damage had been done. Even before XinYue arrived, Dastan expected he would be replaced, though he believed the boss would take direct control or pass it to Daxian. Even Sahb would be a better choice than XinYue.
 
  
 
 Perhaps if the fat bastard died in combat, Dastan would have command back...
 
  
 
 In light of his previous fears and current difficulties, Dastan stopped teaching others to form Natal Souls after Vichear strong-armed the information out of him. He considered broaching the topic with his peers or even the boss himself, but cowardice and uncertainty stilled his tongue. The boss might not even be aware of his condition and bringing it up could send him into a spiral of self-doubt or worse, something the Empire could ill-afford in these trying times. Ulfsaar and Wang Bao couldn’t be relied upon, for Dastan had inadvertently lied when he claimed this method was a Bekhai secret, so telling them it might be flawed could send them or Neera spilling their guts to the boss. He hadn’t seen BoShui or Vichear in months, which left only Sahb to compare notes with, but the unremarkable man had experienced none of the same problems. To hear him tell it, his Natal Soul was blank and emotionless, more statue than sentient being, not unlike the man himself. Both methods had their advantages and disadvantages, for while Sahb’s blank puppet of a Natal Soul did not affect his emotions or thought processes, it also laid dormant without direction, while Dastan’s childish and simple-minded Natal Soul was always practising the Forms and had long since surpassed him in mastery and Insight.
 
  
 
 Knowing his mount would follow Sahb’s lead, Dastan closed his eyes and looked in on his sweet mental son, hard at work sparring against his conjured, shadowy opponents with axe and shield. If Dastan were to solely focus on becoming a duellist, then his Natal Soul was undoubtedly superior, but it rendered him unsuitable for command. While unable to provide passive Insights into the Forms, Sahb’s Natal Soul left his mind unaffected and also gave him unprecedented control over Chi. When joined, he could Reinforce a single part of his body, Amplify on command, Hone only a single edge of his axe, or even Send a single message to multiple people at the same time, provided he had direct physical contact with each recipient. Dastan was tempted to test the waters and craft a second Natal Soul based on Sahb’s archetype, but he decided to hold off until he had a chance to speak with Vichear in person.
 
  
 
 This was too dangerous a topic to entrust to ink and parchment, as any letter he wrote would likely be intercepted and copied by agents of meddlesome nobles.
 
  
 
 The familiar questions rattled through his mind, one after the other. What sort of Natal Souls did the others have? Was there an archetype superior to all others? Nothing could be gleaned regarding those not stationed on the front lines, but Ulfsaar’s Natal Soul was undoubtedly a murderous beast, powerful without compare but almost utterly mindless and consumed with rage. At least the hulking half-bear seemed to have things under control, but the rest were unknowns; Wang Bao grew stronger with each passing day and Neera stood at the precipice of greatness, while tales of BoShui’s heroic accomplishments were the talk of Sinuji, though admittedly mostly due to the entertaining rivalry between him and Tam Taewoong, yet their improvements were mundane enough that it couldn’t be attributed to a Natal Soul without further proof.
 
  
 
 As for the boss? Dastan hardly saw any evidence of a second personality anymore, leaving him to worry if he’d wandered off course from the proper Martial Path and merely stumbled upon something that worked.
 
  
 
 Putting his worries aside, Dastan intended to withdraw from his Natal Palace when he noticed something strange about the shadowy enemies. As he drew in for a closer look, the Natal Soul finally noticed Dastan’s presence and paused its sparring to smile and wave. Frozen in mid-attack, the oddly familiar sparring opponents came into full view and he winced in embarrassment, for his tiny mental son had been hard at work cutting down replicas of a Chu Tongzu and his horde of XinYues. “You can’t do this,” he admonished, and the miniature him had the good sense to look ashamed. “Even though I dislike them, XinYue is our superior officer and the rank must be respected, while Tongzu is the boss’s ally and no longer our concern.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks puffed in vexation, the Natal Soul refused to meet Dastan’s eye but Chu Tongzu’s features shifted to match Major XiaoGong’s, Dastan’s one-time idol turned Defiled filth (and later Demon under torture), while all the XinYues in the arena became faceless Defiled grunts. A chill ran down his spine as he considered the implications of this discovery, his mind spinning from the circular reasoning. Was his Natal Soul influencing his emotional state, or was his emotional state influencing the Natal Soul?
 
  
 
 Too many questions with no answers to be found.
 
  
 
 Upon returning to the waking world, he was greeted with the distant, but unmistakable clash of steel. Though he ached to put heel to flank and race out to meet the Enemy, sound travelled well over the flat plains of Sinuji and the battle could easily still be several kilometres away. Burdened as they were by barding and rider, even five kilometres would be too far for the horses gallop, while a canter would see them arriving only half-dead. This knowledge and the fact that he no longer held command kept his zeal in check and he kept his horse at a slow trot along the back of XinYue’s cavalry.
 
  
 
 Though less than a quarter hour had passed, it felt like an eternity before the battle came into sight, close to two thousand of the Enemy surrounding a massively outnumbered clump of Imperial infantry, perhaps four or five hundred in total. Though savage and barbaric, the Defiled were far from stupid, and a good third of their numbers splintered off to intercept the new approaching threat, intent on preventing the two Imperial units from joining together. Thus, one battle became two, so while the other Defiled and Imperial forces battled it out, a hundred and twenty-eight heavy cavalry faced five or six times their number in scattered infantry. On paper, the numbers might look daunting, but Dastan knew it would be a complete slaughter in their favour. They would lose twenty to thirty soldiers, but this splintered Defiled force was certain to die to the last.
 
  
 
 “Soldiers of Sanshu!” XinYue’s Chi-infused voice interrupted Dastan as he was about to sound the charge, and a good thing too. He’d embarrassed himself enough in front of the boss and there was no need to do so again with these new arrivals. “Form a loose square. Crossbows to the front and fire when ready. Spears and pole-arms behind them, and the rest of you to the back.”
 
  
 
 Putting his axe and shield away, Dastan readied his crossbow and made his way forward, all the while flirting with the idea of putting a bolt through XinYue’s chest and claiming it as an accident before rebuking himself for a fool. With the Enemy standing before them, this was hardly the time for infighting. Keeping his finger off the trigger until his crossbow was pointed at the Enemy, he loosed his first bolt at the oncoming Defiled and didn’t bother to watch while reloading. With so many targets to choose from, he could hardly miss unless he tried, and even if he didn’t score a clean kill, better to fight a wounded warrior than a healthy one.
 
  
 
 Dastan’s people were the only ones carrying crossbows, for each and every one of them were low-born and proud of it. So what if the crossbow was a peasant’s weapon? They were all peasants and held no delusions of grandeur, so they would be fools to pass up one of the only advantages they had. In the space of thirty seconds, their twenty five crossbows fired three or four times each and claimed at least one kill per crossbow, which wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, but still twenty five less Defiled to kill in melee combat and many more wounded. What did it matter if the Enemy died by bolt or by blade? Dead was dead, and only an idiot noble would quibble over the details.
 
  
 
 Even though he refused to arm his people with crossbows, at least XinYue was willing to let Dastan’s people use them. A shame, really. He’d been ready to rage at the fat man for being a stubborn, wilfully ignorant fool, but how was he supposed to relieve all his suppressed resentment if his replacement was actually a reasonable and competent commander?
 
  
 
 “Hold fire! Crossbows hold, lances forward. Charge!” Already several meters ahead, XinYue led from the front with his maul held high, glimmering in the afternoon sun as he waved it about like it was made of paper despite being over a meter long with a handle thicker than Dastan’s wrist. The lances followed on his heels and the rest behind, forming a loose triangle as they charged the Enemy without uttering a word. Not that it would have mattered if they screamed their lungs out, for the thunder of hooves drowned out all else as Dastan fumbled with crossbow, shield, and axe while simultaneously struggling to keep up. His weapons in hand, Dastan reached for Balance and merged with his Natal Soul moments before the front lines crashed into the Enemy. Ready to spill blood, he made to veer off and find someone to kill, but XinYue’s voice cut through the din of battle. “Stay close!” he shouted, so clear it sounded like he was standing directly beside Dastan. “Follow! Into the teeth of the Enemy! Victory or Death!”
 
  
 
 Growling beneath his breath, Dastan closed the gap to keep within a horse-length of the soldier in front of him. Stranded in the middle of his soldiers, he sat surrounded by allies in every direction while the chaos of battle raged unseen in the distance, leaving him with nothing to do except follow orders to ‘stay close’. Seconds passed by and he looked down to see his horse trample over pulverized corpses while they sank deeper and deeper into the mass of Defiled, the same mistake Dastan made during their first patrol. Truly a man with more courage than sense, one who was going to get them all killed thanks to his idiotic -
 
  
 
 Without warning, the surroundings changed and Dastan realized they were free of the battle, though still galloping at full speed. Slowing after a few hundred meters, XinYue set their pace at an easy walk, still moving away from the battle behind them but on a wide circle around. Straightening in his saddle, Dastan turned around and finally understood what XinYue had done, and his appreciation for the man’s skills shot up a few notches. Rather than charging in a straight line, XinYue had led them on an easy curve, cutting a bloody swathe through the thin, blockading line of Defiled and across the rear of their beleaguered allied forces. Not only did their passing cavalry ease the pressure on their allies, the Enemy force which had gathered to intercept them was now bloodied, reeling, and out of position to reengage since XinYue was now leading his cavalry to the opposite side of the battlefield. Unwilling to leave the heavy cavalry free to pick and choose their targets, the Enemy had no choice but to splinter off another third of their numbers to meet the second charge, relieving even more pressure from their allies while the Enemy manoeuvred to meet them.
 
  
 
 A simple concept in theory, but not so easy to keep one’s head in the heat of battle. A single moment of hesitation might have seen the entire unit bogged down and surrounded, but the results spoke for themselves.
 
  
 
 “Wounded to the centre,” XinYue commanded, and Dastan immediately gave way, edging through his people to stand on the right flank. “Fresh warriors to the sides. No crossbows. Follow close and wait for my command.”
 
  
 
 The seconds slowly ticked by and Dastan brimmed with impatience, thinking they were to hit the Defiled before they could form up. Loose infantry were like paper in the face of a proper charge, but XinYue continued at their slow, almost lazy pace around the edge of the battlefield, presumably to give the horses time to rest and cool down. Again, Dastan found himself disagreeing with his new commander, for while they lacked stamina compared to Acasian Trotters, Guonei Chargers were bred for battle, his own mount barely panting despite the exertion. They should spread out, perhaps two or three lines deep to maximize impact and charge in. The Defiled would scatter before them and they could withdraw and regroup for another charge, then another, until no Enemy was left standing on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 One minute became two, then three, but still XinYue did not order the charge. From his new position, Dastan had an unobstructed view of the battle, and it pained him to see the Imperial forces being ground away by the surging Defiled. Dastan didn’t even know the name of the allied commander they’d come to rescue, for even the bannermen had abandoned their standards to add their blades to the defence efforts. How much longer could the poor bastards hold out? They were clearly on their last legs, so why was XinYue still twiddling his thumbs? Perhaps the commander was a rival and he intended to watch them die, the initial attack only made so he could honestly claim he made an attempt. Dastan wouldn’t put it past him, for nobles were a -
 
  
 
 The familiar twang of arrows sounded and the boss’s bunny banner appeared on the other side of the battlefield, surrounded by a horde of voracious quins. Deceptively fast on the charge, the roosequins closed the gap in a matter of heartbeats and tore into the vulnerable backside of the Defiled, wreaking havoc with fang and fury.
 
  
 
 “Victory or Death!” For the second time, XinYue waited too long before ordering the charge, already well ahead of the pack. As he watched the others racing to catch up, Dastan realized XinYue had delayed his orders for good reason. In their scramble to support their heroic leader, the lancers naturally closed in and formed a loose wedge without need for drills or preparation, which he supposed was the formation XinYue desired. The cavalry were a spearhead and he was its tip, penetrating deep into the flesh of the Enemy while the edge parted flesh and bone, with each subsequent rider adding to the mass and momentum of their charge.
 
  
 
 The last vestiges of resentment melted away as Dastan accepted his inferiority, for even if XinYue was an undeserving Major, he was still the superior choice for commander by far. Giving himself over completely to his Natal Soul, Dastan threw away the shackles of leadership and hacked and cleaved to his heart’s content, following XinYue’s orders without a shred of hesitation.
 
  
 
 Why should it matter whose orders he followed? In the end, they all served under Falling Rain, and it was he who would reap the rewards.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Hammer meets anvil as Spiritual Weapon collides with Defiled club, and the results are predictable.
 
  
 
 Amplified by my Keystone, a simple wave of my arm is enough to overpower my opponent. Though his weapon is nigh indestructible, his arms prove much less durable and break. Bone and muscle give way to steel and Chi as my Honed glaive smashes the club aside and lops my opponent’s head off at the neck, quick and neat like plucking a ripe peach from a branch. Ignoring the spray of blood, I follow through with the swing and score a second, messier kill, Unity biting deep into the shoulder of a second Defiled and emerging from his chest. Gaping in shock and disbelief, his surprise fades alongside the light from his unseeing eyes, but I don’t stick around to watch his corpse fall and instead urge Zabu towards to my next target.
 
  
 
 Yawn.
 
  
 
 It’s getting kinda boring and repetitive out here on the front lines. A terrible thing to say considering all the carnage and killing, but it’s the truth. Hack, slash, stab, and maybe block sometimes, there’s no real skill to 99% of what I do here. Most opponents die in a single hit, so I might as well be chopping firewood, assuming the firewood tried to chop back. Oh, and there were super strong pieces of firewood who looked no different from regular firewood who might take you by surprise. Err, and said firewood could mutate into a giant, face-eating monster at a moment’s notice. So really, nothing like chopping firewood at all, but still boring.
 
  
 
 Then again, I’d rather be bored than dead, so there’s that.
 
  
 
 After so much killing, I can hardly bring myself to care about taking faceless Defiled lives anymore. I probably should considering Mahakala said they could be saved, but he also said they have to want to be cured, and these murder-hobos don’t seem too keen on redemption. They may be sick and not entirely in control of their actions, but they also present a dire threat to me, my soldiers, my family, and the people of the Empire, a threat I cannot ignore. If the outer Walls still stood, then perhaps I could spare the time to give redemption a shot, but the Enemy has sown the seeds of conflict and now I must reap the harvest before we are overrun. It’s not heroic or grandiose, but the Defiled are a plague upon humanity, one well past the point of ‘contain and control’. Maybe the Abbot can offer an alternative solution, but until he deigns to poke his bald head out from where he’s hiding, then bloodshed is the only answer I’ve got.
 
  
 
 Rather than sympathize with their plight, I kinda wish I had a more efficient way to kill the seemingly endless hordes of Defiled wandering the plains of Sinuji. Chariots and crossbows are a start, but they aren’t flashy or effective enough to overcome local stigma. Regardless, I asked Luo-Luo to continue production in hopes public opinion would shift, but thus far, the whole venture has been a black pit of coin and despair, to say nothing of newer, bigger, and unwieldier triple crossbows I had developed and left behind in SuiHua. One thing the Empire isn’t against is catapults, though I have yet to figure out why a rock lobber is acceptable while a bolt thrower is not. A few full-sized behemoths are already in place along the new Wall and there are still more to come, but Marshal Yuzhen has also been manufacturing a whole slew of miniature catapults, ones developed by Diyako and used by the traitorous Golden Highlands Coalition in their failed bid for Sanshu. They’re fairly complicated pieces of work which pack a hefty punch, especially considering their diminutive size, but they need four dedicated Martial Warriors to carry around, must be staked or held down when fired, and can be out-ranged by a great archer carrying a shockingly expensive bow like Sai Chou or Gansun. The mini-catapults still have two to three times the range of my crossbows, but they’re too unwieldy for use while out on patrol, much like the newer triple crossbows.
 
  
 
 In other news, my bell-founder crafted and delivered three small-scale prototype cannons, but progress has stalled until my people can develop a non-flammable explosive. Then again, considering I don’t really know how gunpowder is made, even if I didn’t have to guard against fire-flinging Demons and Defiled, I wouldn’t have working cannons regardless. Apparently, not any old flammable propellant will do when trying to launch balls of iron a kilometre away, a lesson I learned at the cost of a butt-tonne of gold and one cannon prototype. Luckily, I’m rich and was prudent enough to set a long wick. Luo-Luo and our business partner Sung-Hoon had everything in place before cast iron soared in popularity, allowing us to reap enormous profits while our would-be rivals were still scrambling to get their infrastructure in place.
 
  
 
 The profits are shrinking by the day as we fulfill our existing contracts and renegotiate new ones, but I’ve got a nice, fat nest egg to sit on, even after setting a big chunk aside to pay for death benefits.
 
  
 
 While Luo-Luo also had a head start on manufacturing scented soaps, strap buckles, farming implements, and a few other choice items from my book, paper is easily the most popular new product outlined within, most likely because the Legate called it a ‘lucrative business industry’ in front of everyone in Nan Ping. It’s not even remotely lucrative, because it’s dirt cheap to get started and there are too many competitors, but paper is being used everywhere now, albeit not entirely in the ways I’d expected. Sure, paper permits and vouchers are seeing more use in the military, but the illiterate citizens of the Empire seem to be hard at work discovering new and inventive ways to use paper for anything besides its intended use. They’re wrapping food, covering windows, decorating walls, lighting pipes, and a billion other stupid things besides reading or writing. I suppose it’s because ink is still expensive, but everyone has charcoal which works almost as well, so I don’t get it. It’s like they don’t want to educate themselves and would rather they and their children remain ignorant until the end of time.
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m being too judgmental. It’s only been a few months and change takes time, but I’m impatient and want things to change now. At least they aren’t using it to wipe their asses yet...
 
  
 
 Parrying a reckless thrust which almost rips my face off, I inwardly sigh at my distraction while bashing the offender’s head in. A woman, judging by her desiccated and misshapen breasts, but there can be no chivalry when dealing with the Defiled. Besides, I’m an equal opportunity slaughterer. You try to kill me, then I’ll kill you first, regardless of age, gender, or race.
 
  
 
 Unless you’re cute and floofy. Then I try and make friends before doing the choppy chop.
 
  
 
 ...Am I a terrible person for being more lenient to animals than I am to people?
 
  
 
 ...Nah. People suck.
 
  
 
 Enough distraction. Even though you’ve split your focus and have half a brain on the battle, it’s a bad habit to get into. You kill in one hit, but you can also be killed the same way, so pay attention. You rode out with your heavy cavalry and quins to save... some guy whose name you forgot, so get to work.
 
  
 
 Paying no heed to the fact that they’re pinned between my quins and XinYue’s cavalry, the Defiled continue to inflict heavy losses on our Imperial allies, who for some reason are all clumped up in the most inefficient group huddle ever instead of any semblance of a proper formation. Maybe it’s victim blaming or maybe the Defiled did something tricky, but I can’t help but feel like our allied commander doesn’t know what he’s doing.
 
  
 
 I suppose I should end things before they all die.
 
  
 
 Plus, I’m kinda tired. Chopping firewood isn’t complicated, but it still takes effort.
 
  
 
 A simple thought is all it takes to draw the Spectres into the void, their shrieks and howls going unnoticed by all except the Defiled. As one, their eyes turn towards me and I roar in challenge, a cry taken up by my quin riders as we surge deeper into the stunned Enemy ranks. Though I know the Defiled are heeding their Spectral masters, to everyone else, it appears as if their nerve has broken as they flee before me, a pitched battle turned into full-blown rout without even a hint of warning. While the Defiled scatter in all directions to escape my gluttony, our allied forces watch on in muted disbelief as my mounted warriors run roughshod over the retreating Defiled, killing as easily as turning a hand once they’ve given up the fight. I’d much prefer if they all ran in the same direction, but they’re clever little cowards and there’s nothing I can really do to stop them short of bringing more people, so I continue drawing in the helpless Spectres and ignoring their empty offers and whispered lies while dreaming about all the wonderful Heavenly Energy they’ll soon become.
 
  
 
 Still don’t know how to use it though, and Taduk was decidedly unhelpful with his instruction. ‘Use it as you would use Chi’, he says, except like Chi, my trapped Heavenly Energy dissipates the moment it leaves my body. I can pass it over to Taduk and he can use it, but otherwise, it’s more or less worthless, which is a real bummer.
 
  
 
 The power of creation in the palm of my hands, but me too stupid to use it. 10,000 IQ right here folks.
 
  
 
 Having run out of Defiled to kill and wary of a possible ambush, I rally my riders and regroup with our allies. Bloodied and beaten, only two-hundred odd Imperial soldiers still remain, most of them standing in place sharing similar shell-shocked gazes, glancing around at the empty battlefield as if unable to believe their eyes. Since Orgaal and XinYue have things well in hand, I steer Zabu away from his disgusting meal of withered Defiled flesh and ride over to greet the survivors. “Hello,” I say, stopping Zabu as the soldiers kneel and salute. God, I hope Zabu was eating a Defiled and not a soldier. “This one is Warrant Officer Second Grade Falling Rain. Please rise.” Fuck, I wish I remembered their commander’s name. This will probably ruffle some feathers but... “Could I speak with the officer in charge?”
 
  
 
 A flurry of traded glances ensues as the soldiers engage in a silent exchange, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think none of them wanted to talk with me. A little rude considering I saved their lives, but I suppose they might not see it that way. Prideful, arrogant little shits who think they’re the Mother’s Chosen Son are probably a dime a dozen in the Imperial Army, though this is the first one I’ve personally encountered. All the other patrols I’ve helped were suitably grateful, but my luck had to run out eventually.
 
  
 
 After a long minute of hemming and prodding, a young soldier finally steps out from the crowd and salutes, her helmet in hand and shoulder bleeding profusely as she offers a courtly bow. “This lowly one is surnamed Situ, first name Ji Yeon. We thank Imperial Consort for his timely assistance. The Defiled rarely break in battle, but it seems Imperial Consort’s reputation precedes him.”
 
  
 
 The name brings me back to a simpler time, an eternity ago when I crouched in front a lovely young woman and threatened her for information about a bounty on my head. “Er... Small world. I see the Situ Clan has produced another young prodigy, Miss Ji Yeon.” I’m not blowing smoke up her ass. She can’t be much older than I am, yet she already has a thousand-man retinue. It might sound conceited to say, but that’s an impressive accomplishment for someone so young. Zian doesn’t even have a thousand-man retinue, and he’s twenty-five.
 
  
 
 Then again, so are Tenjin and Tursinai, so maybe Zian isn’t as talented as I was led to believe...
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, as per usual, it seems I’ve misread the situation. Bowing even lower, Ji Yeon cringes and replies, “A thousand apologies for misleading Imperial Consort. This lowly one dare not call herself a prodigy, for she is merely a talentless soldier without rank. This lowly one holds command by virtue of status, not rank or seniority.”
 
  
 
 “Oh.” This is awkward. I probably should’ve realized it when she introduced herself with no rank or title. “Your commanding officer fell in battle?”
 
  
 
 Contempt ripples through the crowd at the question, some faces twisted in anger as others spit in disgust. Still bowed, Ji Yeon’s voice is dry and cutting as she says, “Seeing the superior forces arrayed against us, Senior Captain Situ Ji Jing brought Situ Gulong and their retainers to seek out reinforcements before the battle began.”
 
  
 
 I guess Ji Jing didn’t like the odds so he cut and ran, leaving Ji Yeon and company to cover their retreat. Diplomatically choosing not to continue along this line of conversation, I clear my throat and move on to more important matters. “Well, the battle is won and over with. I see you have many wounded and close to death, but my Healers are still a quarter hour away. With your permission, I have several soldiers trained in battlefield medical care. Mundane treatments, but they’ll help keep your people alive until my Healers arrive.”
 
  
 
 Finally straightening up, Ji Yeon blinks in surprise before nodding like a chicken pecking grains, uttering her thanks and gratitude as I call my medics over. Dismounting to lend a hand, I organize an impromptu field hospital a little ways away from the battlefield, though some wounds need treatment right next to the corpses. Infection shouldn’t be too much of an issue for Martial Warriors, but even then, it’s not a pleasant experience. The Society forces took a real pummelling at the hands of the Defiled, with amputations, gut wounds, and cracked skulls aplenty among the survivors. By the time Jigari and Abjiya arrive, I’m up to my elbows in caked blood, but none of the wounded have died, so I’d call it a job well done, despite Abjiya’s scathing glare for intruding upon her domain.
 
  
 
 C’mon now. What was I supposed to do, stand there and watch people bleed to death?
 
  
 
 Having stayed close throughout the ordeal, Ji Yeon continues to bow and scrape until I straight up ask her to stop. “So what will you do now?” I ask. “Return to SuiHua?” Which means I’ll have a big open flank to the north with no one to guard it. Not the best news for our first day out on patrol.
 
  
 
 “Apologies Imperial Consort, but this lowly one’s hands are tied.” Telling her to dispense with formalities was next to useless, but at least she’s standing upright. “This lowly one lacks the rank to command so many soldiers, so we must return to seek orders.”
 
  
 
 “It’s fine. At least I’ll know.” I should send someone to inform whoever is north of us too. “If you hurry, you can make it back to Sinuji before nightfall, but I’ll keep a screen of scouts to guard your rear and see you safely there.” It won’t do much if the Defiled return in force, but at least they’ll have advanced warning before they die.
 
  
 
 “This lowly one is grateful for Imperial Consort’s aid.” Studying me as if I’d suddenly sprouted wings, Ji Yeon continues, “If this lowly one may be so bold as to say, but... Imperial Consort has changed in the years since our paths first crossed.” With a wry smile, she adds, “This time, Imperial Consort didn’t charge for his services. It may not mean much, but you have my, Situ Ji Yeon’s heartfelt gratitude.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks heating at the reminder, I look away to hide my shame. “No need for thanks or gratitude. The Enemy seeks to destroy the Empire, so we must stand united, or fall divided.” Hoping I don’t offend her, I add, “I know little about Ji Jing or Gulong, but Situ Jia Zian is a man I’m proud to fight alongside.”
 
  
 
 I’m not the only one who’s changed. No longer the mousy little coward I remember, Ji Yeon’s dark eyes are filled with promised vengeance as she glances eastward. “Imperial Consort’s advice is... appreciated, but some things are out of this lowly one’s hands. Ji Jing is this lowly one’s older brother and Gulong her betrothed, so her future is tied to both, for now.”
 
  
 
 “My condolences.” Don’t offer to help, this is family politics and that shit is messed up. Besides, I can’t imagine her brother and betrothed would leave her to die for no reason, which means I should butt out.
 
  
 
 Heeding my own advice, I keep the conversation light until its time for them to leave, tasking Jorani to escort the Society forces away and Orgaal to inform whoever’s patrolling to the north before we head back to our assigned route. The rest of the day passes by without incident, and after a dinner of dried fish and preserved vegetables, I lounge beside Ping Ping and watch Song playing with Mama Bun and Blackjack. Not watching in a creepy, perverted way, mind you, but she has first watch and I have the night off, so this is the only time she can play with them and I have nothing better to do. It goes against all my instincts, but I try my best not to lewd the sexy cat-girl, no matter how kind, loving, or gorgeous she might be. I have three beautiful betrotheds and a concubine which should be more than enough for any man. Granted, I’ve only slept with Yan, but sex isn’t all there is to love and intimacy. Also, Luo-Luo has been kinda cold and distant lately, though I’m probably at fault for giving her too much work. I mean, she hasn’t even had time to play music for the cattle, which I was looking forward to, but all in good time.
 
  
 
 Her head resting in the dirt, Ping Ping’s eyes shine with amusement as I sing her silly songs, relaxed as can be while Roc’s flock settles in atop her shell. Back in SuiHua, on those rare nights when Yan wasn’t in the mood for canoodling, I’d sleep out in the courtyard nestled in Ping Ping’s embrace, her cool, supple skin great comfort on the hottest summer nights. She’s a big sweetheart and I wish she were small enough to cuddle, but I suppose I’ll have to wait until she reaches Divinity and turns into a tiny turtle like Pong Pong, assuming it happens in my lifetime. She’s been around Ping Yao for hundreds if not thousands of years, but it seems like she’s stuck on that last step. I considered speeding things along by sharing my Heavenly Energy with the big girl, but Taduk convinced me not to. Being given Heavenly Energy is not the same as learning to manipulate raw Heavenly Energy, so if Ping Ping starts transforming and I don’t have enough to fuel the process, then she might get stuck halfway and die or worse.
 
  
 
 Then again, things might work out. Who knows. It’s difficult to quantify something without substance, so even though the wooden goblet sitting atop Baledagh’s nightstand is still the same size, it now holds many times more Heavenly Energy than it did when I crafted it. Two months in Sinuji netted me tens of thousands of Spectres and a month in SuiHua saw plenty of hitchhikers attached to soldiers coming back from the front lines. Who’s to say how much is needed to turn Ping Ping into a pocket monster? Either way, experimentation will have to wait until after Taduk Heals Mom back to the peak of health.
 
  
 
 I can hardly wait to see her walking around again. She tries not to let it show, but Mom is super self-conscious about her current condition, especially around Dad. Will I feel the same way when I’m eighty and hunch-backed while Lin, Mila, and Yan are all still in their prime?
 
  
 
 Still, aside from those first Spectres after she woke from her coma, Mom’s shown no signs of depression, supernatural or otherwise. One strange thing I noticed was that the labourers and slaves working on the Wall didn’t have many Spectres hanging about them either. What’s more, throughout the entire month, I didn’t see a single newborn ghostie spawn from them or anyone else passing through SuiHua. I only have Jorani and Awdar to go by, but both were near suicidal when they birthed their Spectres, so it probably means it takes more than suffering to attract or produce them. It lends credence to my theory that the Canston Trading Group was purposely trying to produce Spectres among their slaves, because plain old misery and adversity is not enough; they needed slaves who were hopeless and suicidal, hence all the torment and hardship.
 
  
 
 Question is: why? I thought their Spectre farming might have something to do with the production of Anathema, but there’s nothing distinguishing about a newborn Spectre. From what I’ve seen, the other Spectres don’t treat newborn ones any differently. They all lie, scheme and melt in Spiritual Water all the same, so why go to so much trouble? Maybe the Legate discovered something from all the merchants he captured, but from what little Yuzhen knows, the higher ups from the Canston Trading Group either escaped beforehand, died fighting, or committed suicide. Mysteries upon mysteries, but I’m in no position to investigate. Ask one wrong question and I could tip the Legate off to my indiscretions or worse, about my one-time possession of an Elemental Spirit.
 
  
 
 I miss Blobby... things were so much easier when he was around. For starters, he was an infinite source of Spiritual Water and could wipe out Spectres as I gathered them. Now I’ve gotta deal with their tricksy temptations while out on patrol and spend an hour meditating in a cold bath every day I’m in camp just to deal with the Spectre backlog. I have a fair bit of Spiritual Water saved up in my Natal Palace, but I’m keeping it for practice and emergencies, like if a Demon bleeds all over one of my Experts or the Defiled start carrying Anathema. Hell, I’m not even sure my Spiritual Water can even counter either of those things, but if it does, I should come up with an excuse beforehand. I can’t imagine all Water Blessed individuals are the bane of Demon Ichor, and while it wasn’t a big deal before when it was just people I could trust, with XinYue and Junior Yimu hanging around, I need to be more careful with my secrets.
 
  
 
 So how to explain my need to vomit water all over an Ichor-covered warrior?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It occurs to me that my life may be the butt of some phenomenal, cosmic joke. Why else would my greatest Talents be Succ and Spew?
 
  
 
 It’s so funny, I could almost cry.
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 Amidst the pandemonium of battle, Zian stood a man alone, his curved sabres flashing in a ring of rotating death beneath the starry night sky. His soldiers fought around him, but they knew enough to keep back and give him ample space, for fighting shoulder to shoulder was not his way. His whirling blades guarded him better than two allies ever could, and he showed his soldiers what a true warrior could accomplish, offering a goal to be matched and an example to be followed. Parry and riposte with the right, Deflect and thrust with the left, these were his primary killing tools as he strode through the horde of featureless Defiled, their howls of fury and screams of challenge cut short by his arrival. The exhilarating rush of triumph threatened to overcome his cool composure, but he swallowed the urge to give in to celebration and clung to calm tranquility instead, a task growing more difficult with each passing day.
 
  
 
 Poise and self-control were his guideposts to the State of Enlightenment, but with having experienced so much bloodshed and mayhem in the past three months, Zian found his Path grown twisted and treacherous. Other warriors such as Rain or Fung could let their emotions rule whilst retaining Balance, but Zian found it would slip away if he gave in to wrath or jubilation, an irrefutable death sentence should it happen to a man in his current predicament. Though he yearned to give in to outrage or submit to euphoria and slaughter the Defiled to his heart’s content, to do so would mean to go against his Dao and seek a new Path to the peak of strength. No, better to stay the course, for his Martial Path lay in detached serenity, a tranquil mind and impassive heart in the heat of battle, his passions and emotions fed to the void within. Mentor Jukai had guided him well in this endeavour, teaching him that anger and happiness were not the Enemy nor a human failing, but merely a distraction of the mind. Zian learned not to suppress or eliminate his emotions, but to instead remain unaffected by them, a willow-tree swaying in the wind or a lotus blossom skimming over water.
 
  
 
 At least until battle was won. Then he could celebrate his victory or criticize his errors all he wanted, for such was life. Love and hate, joy and anger, experiencing these emotions were all a part of the human condition, and repressing them wholly would unbalance him as surely as overindulging. Balance in all things, not only when required, such was his Dao of not just Martial might, but of life itself. A hard learned lesson, and one he had Rain to thank for, because if not for his defeat at the runt’s hands, Zian would never have fallen from grace and Mother would have never have allowed Jukai to meet him.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, it still soured his appetite to admit as much...
 
  
 
 Sidestepping a clumsy attack, Zian dispatched the offending Defiled without breaking the rhythm of his whirling blades. The constant motion of his twin sabres provided both defensive and offensive options, but the key to utilizing them properly was economy of motion. Another lesson learned from his Mentor, for while Zian studied the reports of his father’s fighting style, Jukai had helped Lu An Jing perfect his skills through countless hours of sparring and deliberation. Two stalwart friends of humble origins, working together to puzzle out the Martial Path, and without Zian’s father to guide him, Jukai had stepped in to take his Martial Brother’s place.
 
  
 
 Sometimes, Zian wished he too had a close Martial Brother to rely on. The closest he had were Fung, BoShui, and... Rain.
 
  
 
 Ugh.
 
  
 
 A jarring impact shook Zian from his thoughts as a Defiled Weapon broke his momentum, the triple-bladed bone katar catching his right sabre and holding it fast. A second, similar katar lanced towards his throat and Zian loosened his grip and Lightened his body, cartwheeling through the air to avoid the killing blow and free his sabre. Back on his feet and no longer caught, Zian slowed his tempo to avoid getting caught by his opponent again. Though his face was wrapped much like any other Defiled, his piercings denoted him as a higher ranking member of his feral tribe, though the two Defiled Weapons already said as much. Finally, a challenge worthy of Lu Jia Zian, though still not notable enough to warrant casting aside his current name, Clan, and Society to stand on his own.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering the celebrated accomplishments of his peers, Zian would have to slaughter a thousand Defiled or kill a Demon unaided before the world at large would take note...
 
  
 
 One step at a time. Giving his foe the respect he deserved, Zian fired off a barrage of rapid, twisting thrusts, daring his opponent to catch them so he could Deflect the attempt and leave the Champion open and vulnerable to a killing strike. Not rising to the bait, the Defiled Champion writhed and contorted to avoid the blows, his head bobbing wildly as his feet moved in a series of meandering and illogical steps which left Zian flustered and bewildered. When his opponent should’ve stepped right, the Defiled Champion leaped back, when he should’ve held ground, he instead gave way, his movements never ascribing to common sense or rational theory. Rather than a battle, it seemed almost as if the Defiled Champion were dancing instead, moving to an unheard rhythm which had Zian tripping over his own feet.
 
  
 
 Unable to adjust to the cadenced movements, Zian opted for the next best thing: breaking it apart. Rather than aiming for chest, neck, or head, he set his sights on his opponent’s limbs. His blades flashed and simultaneously scored a gash on one arm and a gouge on opposite thigh, never slowing as he brought them around for a final, double thrust. Stumbling back beneath the onslaught, the Defiled Champion gazed upon Zian’s form and saw death approach, his eyes wild with madness and disbelief. Howling in wordless rejection, he charged forward and impaled himself upon Zian’s sabres, avoiding instant death and trapping them fast with flesh and katars. Legs kicking and teeth snapping, the Champion raised his head to the Heavens and...
 
  
 
 Rippled.
 
  
 
 There was no other way to describe it. As if a thousand bugs crawled beneath his skin, the Champion’s muscles quivered and pulsated while suspended on Zian’s sabres, and try as he might, he could not free them. Comprehension gave way to abject horror as he realized what was happening, his efforts redoubling beneath the assailing Aura before it was too late. A Demon birth, taking place in front of his very eyes, with both his weapons entombed within the emerging disaster. Tugging, kicking, Honing, and Deflecting, nothing he tried would free his sabres and Zian panicked at the thought of losing them both. Few things could destroy a Spiritual Weapon, but getting caught in the transforming flesh of an unborn Demon was one. The Living Legend Broken Blade Pichai lost his scimitar in this manner, and though he survived the ordeal to eventually reach the pinnacle of Martial Strength, he took the better part of three decades to accomplish such a feat, lauded as an exception to the rule, rather than the norm.
 
  
 
 Was this the end of Lu Jia Zian’s rise to fame and glory, ruined before he could even announced his new name?
 
  
 
 “Release your weapons and step away, Young Master.” Jukai’s voice jolted Zian from his panic and he did as his Mentor instructed. “Continue Honing your weapons and Mentor will handle the rest.”
 
  
 
 Taking action for the first time, Jukai stalked into battle with the grace and poise of a tiger on the prowl, his sabres flashing in the moonlight faster than Zian’s eyes could follow. One pass severed the developing Demon’s hands from its body and a second ripped Zian’s Honed sabres from its flesh, their hilts hooked on the curved tips of Jukai’s matching blades. A flick of his wrists sent the recovered weapons hurtling back through the air, arcing high before plummeting down to drive deep into the dirt on either side of Zian, a display of control, precision, and skill which few could ever hope to match.
 
  
 
 And all done in less than the time it took to blink.
 
  
 
 Pulling his sabres out of the dirt, Zian scraped the Ichor off on a nearby corpse, flooded with relief to find his weapons were unharmed. Fully formed, a Demon’s yellow-white bodily fluids would not damage a Spiritual Weapon, but if caught in the transformation process, the transforming Ichor would render the nigh-indestructible material brittle and weak. No one knew exactly why, but most theorized it was the Father’s malicious purposes at work, a ‘protection’ offered to His children as they took physical form.
 
  
 
 Mouth dry and heart pounding, Zian stood back and watched the Demon emerge from Defiled flesh, a humanoid nightmare given form. Grey flesh gave way to ebony carapace and the human-leather headwrap fell off to reveal features just human enough to unsettle and unnerve all who gazed upon its grotesque face. Blood-red furrows encircled its glowing green eyes and its flat, powder-white face almost seemed in mockery of the makeup so favoured by Central’s elites. Another bloody furrow divided its face lengthwise, running through the gaping wound which sat in place of its nose and its bloodless, black lips, pressed so thin they seemed stretched in a taunting grin. Shorn off by Jukai’s lightning quick actions, the triple-bladed Defiled katars rose from the ground and merged with the stumps of the Demon’s wrists, the blades elongating into sinuous fingers as its back erupted into a cape of billowing, dagger-like appendages. Each seemed capable of independent movement as they wriggled and writhed about, rearing up like dagger-headed snakes to snap at the patiently waiting Jukai.
 
  
 
 Grotesque and disconcerting to the extreme, the Demon’s birth had put an end to the chaos on the fields of Sinuji as Imperial and Defiled alike stepped back to watch a duel for the ages, and neither man nor Demon intended to disappoint. One moment, both stood across from one another, and the next they were locked in bloody combat, though still several meters apart. In utter defiance of logic and reasoning, Jukai’s two sabres fended off dozens of the dagger-like appendages in a cacophony of ringing steel, his feet rooted in place and body untouched beneath the Demon’s onslaught. Some of the attacks were seen off by the sabres themselves, while others were drawn aside by an invisible force, the pinnacle of Deflection on full display as one man and two sabres stood unscathed beneath a flurry of attacks. So flawless a defence, a full arms-length of impenetrable air sat between Jukai and the Demon, a demonstration which made Zian’s attempts seem slow and unpractised in comparison.
 
  
 
 The stalemate lasted for long seconds before Jukai’s first step, and to Zian’s dismay, it was a step back. The constant barrage of blades shifted and swerved, probing Jukai’s defences in search of a weakness and found one in his unguarded back, hence the need to retreat. Redoubling its efforts, the Demon surged forward and Jukai skipped away, knowing that if even a single appendage were to slip past his whirling guard, it would spell his defeat. Step by step Jukai gave way, and behind him, the Imperial lines retreated from the duel. Though itching to get involved, Zian swallowed his pride and moved aside, knowing that if he tried to help, then Mentor would die trying to save him.
 
  
 
 Instead, he committed everything to memorizing this battle, knowing that if Jukai were to fall, then it would be up to Zian to unlock the secrets hidden behind every move and decision. To bind a Spiritual Weapon, one must become One with the Weapon, but to utilize External Chi to its full extent, one must become One with the World, and only then would Chi remain Chi outside his body instead of returning to the Heavens. That’s how Jukai explained it, and though Zian had yet to have much success beyond Sending, he clung to the words and studied his Mentor’s actions, hoping to find Insight or even mere comprehension to help him along. Deflection was only the most obvious of Jukai’s Chi expenditures and Zian ached to understand the rest. Was there an external version of Lightening which allowed Jukai to move as if in harmony with nature itself? Always retreating yet never stumbling as he tread through mud and over corpses, he darted left and slipped right with supernatural speed and nimble agility unmatched by anything Zian had ever seen. Such celerity required precision and practice, but also raw power as well, so was there also an external version of Reinforcement which raised the limits of the skill? Or was he instead Amplifying every step and pivot to keep up the frenetic pace, a feat which Zian wasn’t sure was possible considering how much focus it would take. One wrong move and an ankle would turn or a knee would blow out, to say nothing of the strain it would put on one’s muscles...
 
  
 
 Despite this consummate display of skill, Jukai claimed he was still inferior to Lu An Jing when he died at thirty-one years of age, only six years older than Zian was now. Was the old man a fool or was Zian’s father truly a dragon among men?
 
  
 
 A strangled cry escaped his lips as his Mentor took his first wound, merely a shallow cut to the shoulder, but just as the embankment crumbles before the flood, the insignificant wound heralded the coming of disaster. For all his footwork and Deflecting, Jukai could no longer fend off the all-out assault, the dagger-laden Demon closing the distance between them and scoring more hits with each passing second. A graze on the thigh or a gash on the cheek, none of its hits were decisive, but it would only be a matter of time.
 
  
 
 Or so Zian thought.
 
  
 
 In a reversal of roles, Jukai let loose with a triumphant roar as he Deflected every appendage away in an undulating wave of darkness. Only a short, three meters remained between them, but Zian’s Mentor paid a hefty price in Chi to charge through that gap, and the investment paid off as his twin sabres bit deep into armoured carapace. In the space of a heartbeat, Jukai scored a half-dozen critical hits and gouged a multitude of deep wounds across the Demon’s abdomen, chest, and face before the bladed appendages recovered enough to defend it. Now it was the Demon’s turn to retreat, the distance between them widening to twenty metres as Jukai stood in place, flourishing his sabres with quiet arrogance and undisguised disdain.
 
  
 
 An inhuman screech emanated from those thin, blackened lips, the Demon now sporting a new set of furrows diagonally across its face. A centimetre higher and Jukai would’ve blinded the creature, though some believed Demons senses had nothing to do with their physical organs. More than one Demon had been recorded as lacking eyes or ears and their vision and hearing didn’t suffer for it, but regardless, the fruits of Jukai’s efforts made for an inspiring display. Imperial soldiers sounded out with encouraging cheers to celebrate his display of superiority, and the Defiled shrank back upon seeing their revered entity receiving a sound thrashing at Jukai’s hands.
 
  
 
 Cautiously moving forward to reengage, the white-faced Demon stopped and turned westward, its body frozen in mid-step. Long seconds passed in utter silence before it turned back to face Jukai, its green eyes oozing with hatred and reluctance. Its elongated fingers retracted into normal length fingers as the undulating katar appendages fell still and draped about the Demon’s shoulders like a leather cape. Drawing itself up to its full height, it spun on its heel and stalked away, crossing tens of meters with every step in casual disregard for the laws of nature.
 
  
 
 Seizing the opportunity, Zian raised his weapons and signalled the charge with a wordless bellow, his cry taken up by his comrades and allies as they surged forwards to meet the Enemy. The Demon’s retreat did little to dissuade the tribal savages, but Jukai’s victory had Imperial morale at an all time high and they made short work of the remaining Defiled. With victory in hand, Zian relinquished Balance and let elation take control as he ran over to embrace his Mentor. Laughing like a madman, he shouted, “Let’s hear it for Colonel Jukai, Twinned Dragon of Shen Bin!”
 
  
 
 Cheers rang out as the soldiers hailed their triumphant hero, but Jukai’s Sending cut through it all. “Bah. Twinned Dragon my ass. Your father was the dragon, and I a mere snake, hitching a ride upon his rising star. My Martial Brother would have skewered that fledgling with half the effort it took me to wound it, even lacking twenty-something years of practice.” Grimacing as he looked West, Jukai Sent, “Strange that the Demon retreated. I’ve heard inklings of other new-born Demons doing the same, but this is the first I’ve seen of it, and there has yet to be a Demon sighted marching east. There’s no doubt about it young master, the Enemy is marshalling its strength. A war is coming, one unlike any the Empire has ever before seen, so you must hurry and live up to your inborn talents.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to curse Jukai for being a fool stuck in the past, Zian composed himself and stepped back, wondering if it was even possible to catch up to his Mentor if given a century, much less a handful of months. Staying behind long enough to oversee the cleanup, he returned to camp a weary and worried man, hoping he could live up to his Mentor’s exacting expectations. How was he to take the next step and become ‘One with the World’?
 
  
 
 A steaming hot bath awaited him as he slipped inside his tent, his beloved concubine ready with a team of beautiful handmaidens to help him wash away the rigours of battle. Having learned from experience, Zian kept his eyes forward and hands to himself while the serving women went about their work, well aware of Jing Fei’s propensity towards violence if her ire were provoked. Why she insisted on keeping such gorgeous servants, Zian couldn’t say, but he honestly believed she would end his life in a jealous rage if he were ever to smile at the handmaidens, and he would beg for death if he ever laid with one.
 
  
 
 Oh how he loved this deadly and dangerous woman...
 
  
 
 Sat in the tub with four naked handmaidens, Zian struggled to retain control while Jing Fei circled about like a hawk in search of prey. Stopping behind him, she placed her hands on his shoulders and massaged them, though she made sure he had a clear view of her sharp, poison coated nails. “Try and relax,” she Sent, as if she were not the reason for his tension. “In case someone cares to Scry on us. You’re not supposed to be terrified of your Fei-Fei, remember?”
 
  
 
 A silly game of hers, where she played the part of abused and despised concubine so she could garner sympathy from his enemies’ servants. “Why bother?” he Sent, though he still did his best to obey. “The last nearby Society force set out on patrol this morning.”
 
  
 
 “They did, but Ji Jing returned just before you set out for battle.”
 
  
 
 Which mean Gulong was with him, Zian’s little cousin and greatest rival for the title of young patriarch. Not that he cared for the title, but Gulong would gladly slit Zian’s throat for it. A shame, considering there had once been a time when they’d been closer than brothers, but that faded away after Gulong suffered a shameful defeat at Falling Rain’s hands and Zian failed to avenge him. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “It seems Rang Min desires a new wife for his precious heir, one with a larger dowry and more significant influence.” Jing Fei Sent, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he accidentally made eye contact with a handmaiden. Luckily, she didn’t break the skin else Zian might very well drown in the tub without assistance, so he closed his eyes and she continued speaking without missing a beat. “They came across a two-thousand strong force of Defiled and left little Ji Yeon behind to die, alongside seven-hundred soldiers to make it look realistic.”
 
  
 
 Poor girl. Her mother was cousin to Zian’s mother, which meant that by blood, Ji Yeon and Ji Jing were the closest family he had in the Situ Clan, but they never got along. Ji Jing had always been jealous of Zian’s accomplishments and their father kept Ji Yeon away from the playboy philanderer Jia Zian. “A shame. I’m surprised Ji Jing went along with it.”
 
  
 
 “Likely ordered to by their father, though I doubt their mother knows. She does so love her precious Ji Yeon, but alas, Gulong needs more support if he means to snatch the title of young patriarch away from my heroic husband, and a wife from the same Clan brings no riches.” Forestalling his questions, Jing Fei explained, “Ji Yeon is highly favoured by her uncle, Lin Xiang Gu, who also happens to be a Lieutenant Marshal and the Society’s closest tie to Marshal Yuzhen. Even though Ji Yeon’s father is amicable to the divorce, if it upsets Lin Xiang Gu, then the fat merchant might switch sides and back you instead. He is a rich man with deep pockets and widespread influence who, despite his best efforts, has no natural born children of his own, so he dotes on Ji Yeon quite a bit.”
 
  
 
 “And her death, though unfortunate, should be more or less expected for a soldier on the front lines. Clever. A shame about the girl though, she was a shy, timid little thing with no head for politics, but Gulong was infatuated with her beauty and demanded the marriage.”
 
  
 
 “Then perhaps dear husband would like to go bat his eyes and rescue her from Gulong’s insidious clutches.”
 
  
 
 Though teasing, there was a hidden edge to Jing Fei’s tone, one which aroused Zian so much he almost missed the implication. “She’s still alive?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed. Rescued by Falling Rain, no less.” At this point, her ‘massage’ turned into plain abuse as her powerful grip threatened to tear flesh from bone. “Luck or design, it’s difficult to say. The little runt is the most perplexing foe I have ever faced.”
 
  
 
 Tapping her hand gently to beg for mercy, Zian Sent, “Luck, without a doubt. He’s not one to scheme or plot, following whatever fool notion slips into his head. Did you hear about his cattle-mounted cavalry? Ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Loosening her grip, Jing Fei switched to massaging his scalp instead, as she still needed physical contact to Send. “You underestimate your ‘friend’ too much if you believe his facade. On the surface, he appears to be a foolish oaf who cares nothing for politics, yet he has repeatedly outmanoeuvred all his opponents. He was sixteen years old when I watched him goad a forty-year-old veteran warrior into losing Balance, and only a year older when he humiliated Gulong and defeated you in single combat. Let’s not forget how he noticed my nails and identified the likely poison, or his book and the wonders contained within. Falling Rain is nothing short of brilliant, and to believe otherwise is folly.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to scoff, Zian Sent, “You’re reading too much into his actions. So Rain stumbled upon Ji Yeon’s forces and rescued them. Hers is not the first force he’s rescued nor will it be the last. His Bekhai scouts range farther than any others, which is how he finds so many Defiled to kill. It’s sheer coincidence he foiled Gulong and Ji Jing’s plot.”
 
  
 
 “Is it also sheer coincidence the escorts Rain provided to see Ji Yeon back safely carried a report of the battle, a report which contradicted the one given by Ji Jing?” Zian could imagine her smirk as he shifted in the water, no longer as certain as he was before. “I believe Rain knew of Ji Yeon’s troubles and understood she could not afford to contend with her brother and betrothed, not while here in Sinuji. If she did anything besides nod her head and follow whatever story they presented, she would’ve tripped and fallen on her sword in the dark of night, but now, thanks to Rain’s report, she can seek refuge with Colonel Hongji and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop her. I’m told the Colonel even let Ji Jing dig his own grave and lie about the Enemy numbers before reading Rain’s report aloud, which I doubt he would have done unless Rain requested it. The Colonel has no reason to antagonize the Society, nor does he have the backing to do so, which means your friend is pulling strings and means to make you Situ Clan Patriarch.”
 
  
 
 Ha. As if. “Rain’s never written a report in his life, he leaves that to his Second. There is no conspiracy and he is not pushing me to become Patriarch. Enough, we will not speak of this again.” This was the one point of contention between them, for she refused to let things lie. “I want nothing to do with Clan or Society. I intend to renounce my place as young patriarch and take up my father’s name, and nothing you say can convince me otherwise.”
 
  
 
 “Oh idiot husband of mine.” Her condemnation almost sounded fond until she drove her knuckles into his temples. “You’re like a child who refuses to play the game because he doesn’t understand the rules. No matter, for your darling Fei-Fei is here to explain things in simple terms so you’ll know what to do.”
 
  
 
 “I said enough! I will not be manipulated into doing your bidding.” The pressure on his temples had yet to abate, but Lu Jia Zian was not a bull to be led around by the nose.
 
  
 
 “What you call manipulation, I say is merely speaking sense.” Changing her tack, Jing Fei eased up on his temples and pulled his head back into her bosom. “Fine. You want to become an independent Martial Warrior. How will you manage? Your uncle has recused himself from command and now serves under Nian Zu. Will his support be enough to keep you safe from the Society? Hardly, even if you add in your Mother’s influence as Magistrate. So who will you rely on? Falling Rain? Will you go crawling to your friend and ask him to shelter you? Will you also ask him to pay your soldiers and purchase your weapons? Is that the sort of man Lu Jia Zian is?”
 
  
 
 “Of course not, but –”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes,” she Sent, speaking right over him. “You will accomplish a great feat and make a name for yourself. Lu Jia Zian, not Situ Jia Zian, and people all across the Empire will be dazzled and flock to your side. Is that what you think will happen?”
 
  
 
 “Well... yes, but it sounds ridiculous when you –”
 
  
 
 “Your name will be on everyone’s lips, but not in the way you think. Worse than unknown, Lu Jia Zian will be infamous, known solely as the fool who threw away riches to become a short-lived pauper. You want vengeance and recognition for your father? Then become Patriarch and take it! One word from you and Gulong dies tonight, with nothing to connect his passing to either of us. So long as he lives, your position as young patriarch is tenuous at best, so act now and seize victory!”
 
  
 
 “I will not have Gulong poisoned.” Dismissing the serving girls with a wave of his hand, he waited for them to leave before opening eyes and turning his glare to Jing Fei. “Rival or not, he is still my cousin. If he is to die, then it will be by my hand, not yours. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “As you command, husband mine.” Smirking as if she’d won a great victory, she slapped him across the face hard enough to darken his vision and Sent, “Now, rough me up in case someone is still Scrying so we can go about our marital duties. Mother-in-law is understandably upset I am still without child, so I will work you hard for the next few days.”
 
  
 
 Heavens above, Zian loved this woman more than words could ever describe.
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      Chapter 432 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again. I don’t like Central much.
 
  
 
 The cities are dirty and disorganized, the people wear too much makeup and too many accessories, and 99% of the time, the landscape is so flat and uniform it’s like you’re stuck in some boring, clone-stamped purgatory, condemned to wander through the endless boring plains of Central for all eternity. I much prefer the vibrant forests, towering mountains, roaring rivers, and rolling hills of the North, its wild, untamed beauty bearing breathtaking vistas around every corner and over every horizon.
 
  
 
 Granted, the province isn’t entirely devoid of beauty. Nan Ping’s bay is a breathtaking sight when not cluttered with hundreds of ships, especially at sunrise and sunset. The bamboo groves are also kinda nice, so long as you only look at the oldest growth and ignore the half-grown and recently harvested areas. Then there’s the flower fields, which while few and far between, are an explosion of colour in an otherwise green and blue world. Pink orchids, orange rhododendrons, golden chrysanthemums, and purple lilies, it’s as if Central were trying to balance out its boring colour palette with a smattering of densely packed meadows filled with more flowers than I can even name.
 
  
 
 We passed by one such field on our first patrol three days march from Sinuji, and seeing as our route brought us close by, I decided to stop in again. Not solely because of all the pretty flowers, but also because this is a rare defensible location on the plains of Central. Hemmed in by a roaring river the sand-dwelling Defiled refuse to cross, the flower field lies just south of our encampment, which is how the meadow has remained untouched in the previous months of fighting. To our north is a lotus-studded pond, formed by a naturally constructed dam of stone, mud, and dead vegetation which sits directly west of camp, the only ‘dry’ approach the Defiled can take if they want to ford the river and attack us. It’s not often we find a choke-point on the flat fields of Central, so the first time we passed by, I asked Rustram to note it in his report as a place to retreat to in case things go bad.
 
  
 
 I also pressed a whole slew of samples to bring back to study, but sadly, the plants growing here are all mundane and have no purpose besides looking nice, making tea, and feeding bees. No meat pies falling from the sky this time.
 
  
 
 Previously, I wasn’t sure if anyone read those reports, though now I’m almost positive no one does. It’s been over two months since we last stopped here and I can still see the signs of our last visit. The furrows in the dirt from where we placed our yurts are still there, the trampled field where the horses grazed and slept has yet to fully recover, and the latrines dug by Jorani are still open at the back of camp. Waking with an adorable snort, Mama Bun struggles out of my arms and hops over to the centre of the field where my yurt once stood and greedily chows down on a lone, sprouting flower. It seems she remembers our last time here, when she romped through the meadow with ravenous delight and gorged on the fresh grown delicacies, though if she was aiming for the buffet line, she’s a little off target.
 
  
 
 Mama Bun is lucky she’s cute, because she is hella dumb.
 
  
 
 Curious and filial as always, Blackjack clambers down from the bunny banner and scampers to Mama Bun’s side, his little nose twitching as he tries to join in on her feast. Sweet Blackjack still sees her as his parent, but Mama Bun is done with raising babies and promptly punts the interloper away from her meal. Heart breaking as the cloud chaser hare screams and tumbles away, I beat Song by a hair and pick him up, nuzzling the poor hare close as he trembles in my hands thanks to Mama Bun’s cold rebuff. Silly little guy, he doesn’t even like veggies and should be on an all-meat diet, but time and time again, I’ve seen him chewing the grass and tubers his bunny siblings love so much just to try and fit in.
 
  
 
 Though Taduk and Lin would disagree, I think it’s adorable how Blackjack thinks he’s a bunny. He even headbutts his siblings sometimes, though it never ends well once the bigger bunnies headbutt back. At least Tawny One likes him, though she’s a little... too affectionate, if you know what I mean.
 
  
 
 Bicorn bunnies mature much faster than cloud chaser hares.
 
  
 
 After confirming all of Blackjack’s fragile bones are intact, I stroke his tiny velvety head and join Song in following Mama Bun around the field, watching the abusive parent enjoy her all-you-can-eat buffet while the quins and turtles go for a swim and my soldiers set camp. Although it feels like I’m shirking my duties, lately, I’ve become more of a figurehead than actual commander. I mean, everyone obeys my commands without question, but they don’t need me barking orders to place tents or form a defensive perimeter. Even Rustram has learned not to micromanage the retinue and instead betrays his inner masochist for all to see, topping off a long day of travel with an intense training session in his weighted armour. People call me crazy, but I’ve seen him run into battle and duel Defiled Champions while wearing his cumbersome training gear, which is just all sorts of wrong.
 
  
 
 That said, a modicum of supervision still required since former bandits aren’t exactly known for their discipline. Yimu Junior’s lot in particular presents something of a dilemma, so Wang Bao, Bulat, and Ravil stalk the camp in search of infractions to punish. The latter is no longer so enthusiastic in administering them, and for once, I didn’t have to do anything to fix it. Ravil’s newfound composure is probably thanks to Ciro’s sultry gaze following him about, the ribald beauty watching him at work and not shy about making indelicate jokes at his expense if he oversteps his bounds. Though they’ve always looked out for one another, their protection used to start and end with their little cliques, so it warms my heart to see my retinue taking the newcomers under their wing.
 
  
 
 Also, I love it when issues resolve themselves. It gives me time to figuratively and literally stop to smell the flowers.
 
  
 
 Having found the chrysanthemums, Mama Bun hunkers down by her favourite treat and I take a seat to wait. No longer interested in tasting flowers, Blackjack climbs my arm to perch on my shoulder, wiggling his cotton tail as he gauges the distance to Song. Bounding over in a single leap, he lands lightly on her shoulder and scoots up her braid, where he nestles between her cat-ears without disturbing a hair, abandoning my comforting nuzzles for Song because she’s a little bit taller.
 
  
 
 Okay, like a hand taller, which isn’t too too much. Then again, he never tries to climb Luo-Luo who’s even taller, so maybe he likes Song’s soft tufts of ear fur or her silken hair smells better than my hands. Caught accidentally staring at Song’s emerald green eyes, the tension ramps up until I feel obligated to fill the awkward silence. “No Defiled attack today,” I say, trying to keep things professional. “Which means we’re due for a visit soon enough.” With my luck, it’ll be right as I’m falling asleep.
 
  
 
 “Mm.” Responding to my attempt at conversation with a non-committal grunt, Song’s expression remains unchanging and gaze unwavering as we sit in the flowers and lock eyes. We never really talk much, and when we do, it’s usually about tactics, training, or floofs, though it appears she’s not in the mood for tactics today, and recently she falls silent whenever the topic of training comes up. It’s weird. Everything was fine during our first foray on the front lines, but over the break, Mila kept getting drunk and rambling about how I might be making Song uncomfortable, and now I’m uncomfortable because I’m worried I’m making her uncomfortable. There’s nothing to be read from her stoic expression, neither warm and welcoming nor wary and cautious as she once might have been. Instead, she seems consumed by curiosity, her eyes questioning and head tilted as she searches for... something.
 
  
 
 I’d be lying if I said I didn’t squirm. Not a big fan of intense scrutiny.
 
  
 
 Landing in a flutter of feathers, Roc’s arrival frees me from Song’s probing gaze and I greet the bird with a smile. “Hi Roc.” Giggling as the massive bird rolls onto his back and stretches his wings, I gather the fatty into my lap and stroke his chin and belly. “Did you eat too much again?” We still have one more subject of common interest, so there’s no harm in trying to make conversation with Song again. If she was uncomfortable, she’d leave right? I didn’t ask her to follow me around, and she’s certainly capable of doing her own thing. She’s probably lonely without Mila, Lin, or Luo-Luo around, though I’ve noticed she doesn’t get along with Yan very well. No idea why. “You know, when we first arrived in Central, I was worried Roc and the others wouldn’t know how to survive on their own.” Giving Roc’s distended belly a soft poke, I chuckle and add, “Seems silly now that I think about it.”
 
  
 
 “There are no great trees or cliffs for birds to nest in,” Song replies, giving in to Yipi and Kai Yay’s squawks for attention, “So they stay close to the coastlines where most subsist on fish and water fowl. Also, being more densely populated, Central has hunted most of the dangerous, land-based predators to extinction. Only smaller predators such as snakes, weasels, badgers, and foxes survived, though a few varieties of canines and wildcats are still lurking about, all of no threat to the laughing birds so long as they remain cautious.”
 
  
 
 Ooh, doggies. Yay. “What kind of canines? Are they friendly?”
 
  
 
 “Yes. Some are tame, used to guard chickens or...”
 
  
 
 More receptive to this topic, Song and I chat about the wildlife in Central and which ones would make the best pets, all without making eye contact while we play with our birds. Although our rankings differ greatly (who wants a pet mouse or weasel over a dog or fox?), we both agree there is a general need for more floofs in our lives, because there clearly aren’t enough to go around when the whole family is together. The conversation shifts from prospective floofs to the ones we left back in SuiHua and how their training might be progressing, before moving on to how we might teach the laughing birds the same lessons, or if we even should. Amused and horrified at the thought of Roc using his Honed beak to nip my fingers and steal shiny jewellery, I shake my head and sigh. “I suppose it’s a good thing the birds don’t have Cores. They’re already troublesome enough as it is.”
 
  
 
 “Mm.” This time, Song’s grunt is tinged with approval. “Treasuring a jade ring becomes a crime.”
 
  
 
 “...Sorry, I don’t follow. What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Song’s surprised blinks are tantamount to bewildered shock. “Their Spiritual Hearts.”
 
  
 
 “Oh right.” The extra step animals take where they infuse Chi or Heavenly Energy into their physical bodies to produce a Heart, thereby become hunting targets to every Martial Warrior in need of a Spiritual Weapon. Mama Bun is apparently on the cusp of producing one, though I’ll kill anyone who tries to slaughter her, Legate and Imperials included. I’ve been told I’m pretty much trying to do the same thing with my whole self-flagellation and natural healing business, force Heavenly Energy into my physical body to create a natural Spiritual Weapon, which sounds like a great idea, but no one else seems to think so. “Why don’t people put more effort into turning their body parts into personal Spiritual Hearts? Iron skin, jade bones, steel tendons, it all seems fairly useful.” No, steel tendons don’t make sense. Plus, teeth are probably a better place to start; not because I have an unhealthy obsession with them, but because they’re small and replaceable in case something goes wrong. Or right.
 
  
 
 “Time.” Brief and concise as usual, Song cuts straight to the heart of the matter, as it were. “Even a half-beast’s life span is not long enough to produce a Spiritual Heart, whereas powerful animals can live for hundreds to thousands of years.”
 
  
 
 I suppose that’s why Akanai said my attempts were like swatting flies with a heavy spear, small results attained with great effort. “Why does it take so long? Better question, how do animals live for so long?”
 
  
 
 “No one knows.” And to Song, that’s all there is to it. She never wastes time pondering the unknowns, because if no one knows, then there’s no point agonizing over it. I, on the other hand, work at the question like a shard of bone stuck between my teeth. Why are some Chi-capable animals practically immortal? Are Ancestral Beasts the same? What about Divinities? Do long-lived Martial practitioners produce Spiritual Hearts? If I cut GangShu’s arm off, could I use it to make a Spiritual Weapon? If Taduk then regrew GangShu’s arm for him, would it still be a Spiritual Heart? Can I use Spiritual Water on myself to create a Spiritual Heart? What about Heavenly Energy? Why does the process take so long and how can I speed it up?
 
  
 
 Why do I do this to myself? It’s not like I’ll ever find an answer, unless I feel like wasting a whole bunch of Heavenly Energy to test it or GangShu is in a chatty/self-mutilating mood. Besides, I haven’t seen him since Mahakala’s death, probably hard at work with the Tyrant crafting a new Pong Pong tracking device. I still have no idea what I’ll say when he finds out about my tiny turtle friend, but with luck, I’ll be dead long before it becomes an issue.
 
  
 
 Should I warn Pong Pong and set him free? How?
 
  
 
 After dinner, I say goodnight to Ping Ping and leave the floofs in Song’s care as I head out for my turn at watch duty. I almost wish the Defiled would attack so I can work off this nervous energy and go to bed exhausted, but alas, my watch passes without incident. After collecting the floofs from Song, I head back to my yurt for bed, though I doubt I’ll get much sleep. On the plus side, my post-Baledagh enervation has disappeared and I’m back to sleeping four hours a night, so there’s that. Then again, considering years of post-traumatic stress and insomnia is probably what led to Baledagh in the first place, I’m not sure this is really a plus.
 
  
 
 Too wound up to lie still, I give up on sleep and take a seat on the floor, double checking to make sure Mama Bun, Blackjack, and Pong Pong are all still in bed. I’m not entirely sure how I dive into Natal Palaces or if my long-eared floofs even have Natal Palaces to dive into, but I’d rather not risk another foray into the spiritually massive turtle’s gargantuan domain. Not that it matters. It could be the fear, frustration, anxiety, or perhaps the torrent of whispering Spectres are to blame, but Balance doesn’t come easily tonight. My mind will not calm, I cannot focus on nothing, and I’m painfully aware of all my faults and deficiencies. Maybe a month off wasn’t long enough, or maybe it was too long and I need to work off the rust. Who knows. Not this guy. I know nothing. Ugh. Focus. Calm. I wish I could go swimming in the bay. It’s always nice and calm underwater, except when it isn’t. Fucking sharks.
 
  
 
 Annoyed by my failures, I lie back with a sigh and despair. The last time I had trouble finding Balance was before Baledagh came into being, because I’d become Tainted and was on the cusp of turning Defiled. Is that what’s happening here? Why are things so difficult on this patrol? Because I’m bored of fighting? Or am I worried about the tentacle-knife Demon Jorani saw in Sinuji? Maybe it’s guilt from not helping Ji Yeon. I’m a sucker for a pretty face and doubly so with a damsel in distress, but I just ignored her plight and sent her back to the people who tried to kill her. Her brother and betrothed, no less. God the Society is fucked up.
 
  
 
 So what do I do? Rekindle my love of bloodshed? Ride back to rescue a beauty? Before, I fixed things by creating Baledagh, but that’s not an option anymore. I wish Baatar or Akanai were here to help. They rarely give lessons these days and barely even send letters, but I can’t blame them. They have more important things to deal with than a stubborn idiot who refuses to listen. No, that’s not fair, and probably Spectres. I never really appreciated how much my family risked to welcome me into the Bekhai, or how hard they fought to keep me there. They aren’t to blame for my problems, and even if they were a thousand times busier, Baatar and Akanai would still make time for lessons if they thought I needed them. Even though they prefer I figure things out on my own, they wouldn’t leave me flapping in the wind with no help or support, which means they’re confident I have the tools required to progress along my Martial Path and are content to let me puzzle it out.
 
  
 
 So what would they do if I told them I was having trouble finding Balance?
 
  
 
 Probably tell me to seek Insight in the Forms. That’s essentially what most of my training amounted to, that and sparring. Resigned to give it a try, I clear the yurt and do as Baatar taught me several years ago, freeing my mind as my body slowly guides me through the Forms. Stalk the Dragon melds into Killing Lunge before seamlessly shifting into Swipe the Rushes, a prelude to Reverse the Flow and Fanged Clutch. Finding a sense of comfort in the familiar movements, I relax and feel all my anxieties and insecurities melting away as I give myself over to studying the Forms.
 
  
 
 Unity’s binding ceremony aside, I can’t remember my last Insight into the Forms. Why? It’s a part of my daily routine, but somewhere along the way, I stopped studying them because... because I was impatient. I was so caught up with my Blessing and Blobby, using External Chi and whether Visualization or Intent is better for Chi manipulation, I forgot all about the Forms and the mysteries hidden within. I spend so much time speculating on wild guesses and half-baked theories because I’m too eager, too ambitious, and too impatient for more. I’m like a kid who just learned to count and is trying to puzzle out quantum physics instead of learning how to add and subtract. Add in all my neurotic tendencies and a rotating host of Spectres lodged in my brain, and well, we got ourselves a mental breakdown stew going.
 
  
 
 Just relax. Your retinue will be fine without you fretting over them all the time, and who cares about what the Abbot is doing? Stop worrying about what GangShu will do, you’ve made your choice, so live with it. Leave the mysteries of animals and Spiritual Hearts for someone else, it’s a flight of fancy you don’t have the time or lifespan to indulge. I’m not saying stop asking questions and leave everything to fate, but there are some things outside of your control, so stressing over them accomplishes nothing.
 
  
 
 As for becoming stronger? Baatar once told me ‘the Forms hide within them all the knowledge you require in order to do battle’. How much of that knowledge have I uncovered? Probably less than a single percent, which makes my desire to move on all the more ridiculous. The answers were right in front of my face all along. Seek nothing, find everything, isn’t that how it goes?
 
  
 
 Banishing all extraneous thoughts, I calm my mind and focus on nothing, making my way through the Forms, one movement at a time.
 
  
 
 And when the last movement fades away, I find Balance already upon me and slip into my Natal Palace, my domain, drawn there by an inkling in the back of my mind I wasn’t even aware of until I act upon it. Ignoring the horde of Spectres all but begging me to surrender, my attention fixates on the torrent of Heavenly Energy surging into my Core, invisible and intangible, but the sensation is there. What was once a warm summer breeze in the cool, calming shade has become a constant struggle to keep my head above water, one I’ve grown accustomed to in the years since I first put on the Runic Ring. Even after I stopped wearing it, nothing changed. The Energy of the Heavens were once gentle and affectionate, a refreshing, invigorating experience which left me tranquil and content, but now it is more akin to a turbulent river, raging windstorm, blazing inferno, and destructive earthquake all wrapped into one, somehow both exhilarating and calming at the same time.
 
  
 
 It’s like I’m fighting the Energy of the Heavens, trying to keep it from overwhelming me, right until I feel the overwhelming urge to stop struggling and let the power consume me. Why? Others say that to bask in the Energy of the Heavens is to experience the warm embrace of the Mother, but why does it feel so... antagonistic?
 
  
 
 Because it’s resisting. Probably for the same reason Chi returns to Heavenly Energy when released into the world, because that’s its natural state, and what I do now is... unnatural? Wait, no. No one else has this problem, so this must be something unique to me. Why?
 
  
 
 ...Fucking idiot. You’re doing it again, speculating without basis. I can’t help it. It’s who I am. Still, my gut tells me I’m onto something, like I have most of the pieces to the puzzle, but just can’t figure out how it all comes together...
 
  
 
 From the top. Heavenly Energy goes into my Core and becomes Chi. Chi moves out of my Core and goes back to Heavenly Energy. Heavenly Energy in and Heavenly Energy out. Aside from the name, what’s the difference between Chi and Heavenly Energy? No, better question, how do I keep Chi from turning back into Heavenly Energy? Is it possible to... expand my Core outside my body so Chi stays Chi? No, that’s stupid. Not my Core, but some type of barrier which can’t be Chi. I tried that with Sending and it didn’t work, so... what do I make the barrier out of? What else do I have? What am I missing? It feels as if it should be obvious, like the answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t figure out what it is...
 
  
 
 New topic. Fresh break. Come back to this later.
 
  
 
 Animals have Spiritual Hearts. Animals have everlasting life. Left side equals right side, so Spiritual Heart equals immortality?
 
  
 
 ...No. Break.
 
  
 
 Embrace of the Mother. Surrender to the Father. Are they really all that different?
 
  
 
 ...Probably Spectres. Break.
 
  
 
 Fuck I’m doing it again, reaching beyond my comprehension. Still, I think I was close to several answers there, but I couldn’t quite finish any of my thoughts. Overwhelmed with frustration, Balance slips away and I crawl into bed to rest, but before the blankets even settle over my body, shouts rise throughout camp, warning of an incoming Defiled attack.
 
  
 
 What did I say? Just my friggen luck...
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 Stomach fluttering in rhythm with the shadows flickering by torchlight, Song directed Tiger Squad into formation as they readied to meet the Defiled. Her nervous apprehension had nothing to do with the obscured figures jogging towards them through the shrouded night’s gloom. According to Chey, the Enemy came in greater numbers than they’d ever faced before, but the odds were of little concern to Song. With a flowing river on one side and a deep pond on the other, the retinue’s defensible position limited the number of combatants each side could bring to bear, and in comparable numbers, the Defiled were no match for the Imperial Death Corps Elites at her side. Even if the desert-dwelling Defiled overcame their aversion to swimming, it would only hasten their hour of death and leave them helpless before the deadly, aquatic roosequins.
 
  
 
 Though the battle would be long and tedious due to the lack of charging cavalry and chariots, their victory was all but assured.
 
  
 
 No, the Defiled were not the cause of Song’s trepidation, only a stark reminder of her abject failures. Two months of near constant combat and she had little to show for it, only marginally stronger today than she was when she first joined Rain’s retinue. Tail lashing in agitation, Song glanced back at Tursinai’s wide grin and took comfort from the Khishig’s imposing presence as she twirled a short section of chain in slow, easy circles. Poised and patient as always, Tenjin stood beside his beloved wife with a throwing knife dancing through his fingers, ready to step in and pull Song to safety should she falter in the coming battle, as he’d done during yesterday’s brief skirmish and countless other times before.
 
  
 
 Though they’d only encountered the most feral and impulsive of Defiled, the dregs and chaff of the Enemy, Song had almost died more times than she cared to remember. A slip of the foot here, a momentary lapse of focus there, her litany of errors grew with every battle and it shamed her to her bones. To think, she dared called herself a Khishig of the Bekhai and thought to make her family proud with such lacklustre skills and deficient talents, unable to keep herself safe while wearing a priceless Runic breastplate. Tenjin and Tursinai were only a handful of years older, a year or two senior to Situ Jia Zian, and both were easily talented enough to warrant a Major’s rank should they desire it, but their abilities were wasted protecting an incompetent dreamer like Song.
 
  
 
 Meeting Song’s eyes, Tursinai winked and Sent, “Don’t you worry Commander Li-Li, Hubby acted a little too hastily yesterday, but it was our first day back and you know how he frets. I’ll keep him out of your hair, so you fight to your heart’s content.” Anxiety spiking due to the misunderstanding, Song held her hand out so she could clear the air through Sending, but the capricious Khishig shook her head and instead stuck out her tongue. “No time for hand holding Commander Li-Li, but I’ll be happy to snuggle after the battle’s finished. In fact, if you’d like to snuggle sooner, then why don’t we send Hubby out to end the battle now? He’s been looking for an excuse to show off and you know how men are with their egos.”
 
  
 
 Oh how Song wished she could Send without physical contact and correct this misunderstanding, but even after devoting so much effort to the subject in the past three months, she had yet to accomplish anything even remotely resembling success. Were this her only shortcoming, then circumstances would not be so dire, but since becoming Mama’s Disciple, Song had made no progress whatsoever along her Martial Path. Not only was she unable to utilize external Chi, she also had yet to condense her Aura and still struggled with her mental exercises, to say nothing of forming an actual Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 Despite weeks of failure, Mama was still as patient as ever, her letters filled with love and encouragement which told Song not to concern herself with failure or success, but to simply continue with her strange and seemingly frivolous exercises without reason or explanation. Why did it matter if Song could close her eyes and remember how many swords were in the room, or have one conversation through Sending and another out loud at the same time? Not that she could, but what benefit would be gained from success? The other assignments were similarly far-fetched, doing things like drawing circles with the right hand and squares with the left, playing games of concentration with Tursinai and Tenjin, or reciting memorized poetry while performing the Forms. None of it made sense to Song, and though she gave it her all, her constant failures and lack of progress were both shameful and discouraging.
 
  
 
 Things had been different with Teacher Du, who always laid out his expectations beforehand and gave Song a goal to strive for. With Mama, there were no goals or markers to track her progress which left her feeling lost in her training, like a ship adrift in the Azure Sea without oar or sail. Mama always answered Song’s questions the same way, to continue her exercises, seek Insight in the Forms, and meditate on her findings, but no matter how hard she tried, she still couldn’t perform two separate tasks at once like Mama expected her to. Single-minded focus was one of Song’s greatest strengths as she’d been taught to devote all her attention to the task at hand, but in her last letter, Mama instructed Song to recite the entirety of the Classics of Poetry while in combat, even at the cost of Enlightenment. Yesterday, she’d lost her place while battling a particularly tenacious opponent and almost lost her head in the process, but Tenjin’s timely intervention kept her neck intact.
 
  
 
 Three stanzas consisting of fifteen words total, that’s how far she got into her first poem before forgetting her place, an utterly disgraceful display.
 
  
 
 Making a note to clear up the misunderstanding and thank Tenjin properly, Song swallowed her irritation and reached for Balance, for the scouts were slipping past her lines and the Defiled close enough to see. Already in place atop their wagons behind her, the bows of the Protectorate sang out in greeting, their arrows flitting off into the darkness to strike down the oncoming foe. Without need for orders, the Death Corps collectively pointed their polearms towards the Defiled horde, the disciplined, dark-armoured warriors utterly silent in stark contrast to their unruly, howling foes. Gripping her sheath with her left hand and the hilt with the right, Song lowered her stance and recited the first line of ‘Clear Temple’. “Solemn is the Clear Temple.”
 
  
 
 The Defiled charge slowed to a crawl once they reached the crossing, with many in the vanguard slipping into the depths of the pond or pushed into and carried away by the roaring river. “Reverent are the illustrious adherents.” The second stanza was accompanied by the mechanical twang of crossbows, the scouts repaying the Enemy for the harrowing chase. Bodies fell by the dozens as the Defiled wavered in shallows, only to be trampled underfoot once their fury overcame reason, heedlessly dashing over the slick natural dam and into the waiting polearms of the Death Corps. Tiger Swipes the Rushes scored Song’s first kill of the night, her sabre Honed and Lightened in simultaneous fashion. “Dignified are the many officers.” She once likened using two separate Chi Skills to composing a poem with the right hand while painting a portrait with the left, but she now knew the depths of her ignorance. The former now seemed easy as turning her hand and the latter more difficult than squeezing blood from a stone.
 
  
 
 “Adhering to the virtues of Nobility.” Sabre still Honed and Lightened, Song Amplified her next attack, cleaving her opponent’s weapon in twain and severing flesh and bone behind it. Retracting her weapon from the entangling corpse, she raised her saber high and...
 
  
 
 Forgot the next stanza.
 
  
 
 The brief moment of hesitation cost Song dearly as her opponent’s attack landed before her sabre claimed his life. The bone spear slid off her Runic armour thanks to its innate Deflection, and the dampening effect meant she barely felt the impact, but sheer instinct drove her a step back and left a gap in the line. Scrambling to recover, she unleashed a flurry of two-handed thrusts while trying to remember which stanza she’d left off on, but her mind was still blank after reclaiming her place. Restarting from the beginning, she rushed through the poem but lost focus on the battle and somewhere along the way, forgot to keep Honing her blade. Caught by surprise as she locked weapons with an opponent, she failed to react in time and was driven back by the heavier Defiled’s forward advance. A supporting hand reached out to steady her balance and Song Honed her sabre once again, cutting through the crude axe as if it were made of water instead of stone.
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning in humiliation, Song avoided looking back at her guardians and yearned to stop waxing poetic, but Mama’s instructions were clear. Even if Song didn’t understand why, Mama believed reciting poetry whilst battling would help her become stronger, so she would continue to do so until it bore fruit. “Solemn is the Clear Temple,” she shouted as she split her next foe’s skull, so frustrated by the lack of Enlightenment and her repeated failures that she needed to vent. “Reverent are its illustrious adherents.” Impaling a Defiled through the chest, she rushed in and shoved the corpse into a crowd of Defiled. “Dignified are the gathered officers.” No longer constrained by the close-knit formation, Song unleashed her fury upon the Defiled with Twitching Tail and Sharpened Claw, Fanged Clutch and Killing Lunge, her favoured tools among the Tiger Forms. “Adhering to the virtues of Nobility.”
 
  
 
 Reverse the Flow saw her dance away from one opponent before she departed from the Tiger Forms to execute Oriole Takes Flight. Why she chose this particular movement over a more familiar one, Song couldn’t say, but her upward slash caught her target unaware and bisected him from hip to shoulder. “Praising our Mother in Heaven,” she cried as she performed Pounce Upon the Lamb, gutting three foes on her way back to cut down the first one she’d left behind. “They Hurry swiftly into the temple.” Already turned away to face a Death Corps soldier, he lost his life to Mantis’ Hidden Ambush, and Oriole Raises the Winds finished off Song’s gutted foes, both superior options to what would’ve been her first choice of Killing Lunge and Swipes the Rushes. Her immediate area cleared of foes, she found herself with a full second of calm to recite the last two stanzas, and she did so with head held high. “Greatly illustrious, greatly dignified, She safeguards Her children forevermore.”
 
  
 
 Finally. A mere eight stanzas and forty-one words, but thus concluded the first poem of the Classics of Poetry. A minor achievement and small step along her Martial path, but one to take pride in.
 
  
 
 The battle continued unabated and Song held her place at the front, reciting poetry as her body guided her through the Forms. Bull Form – Traverse the Mountain and Deer Form – Part the Underbrush, Snake Form – Shake the Branch and Bear Form – Pluck the Honeycomb, Song had never used most of these movements in true battle before, but she performed them as naturally as breathing. While busy reciting poetry, she had less time to find the perfect variation of movement from Tiger Form to respond with, so instead, she defaulted to whichever basic movement from any Form fit best. As the battle continued, she gained confidence in her instincts and went back to planning several steps in advance as she’d been trained to, her mind adapting to the extra burden with surprising ease. No longer lingering at the edge of perception, Enlightenment came easily now, her body relaxing even as her senses sharpened. The fog of battle lifted away and Song’s prowess rose another notch, the circle of dead Defiled growing as she chanted her poems and danced along the battle lines.
 
  
 
 How long she fought for, she couldn’t say, but when Tursinai pulled her away from the battle, Song found herself barely able to stand. Her lungs burned and arms were leaden, and only now did she realize her Death Corps had already fallen back into camp to rest, replaced by Rain and Dragon Squad fighting on foot in the choke point while Phoenix squad guarded the camp’s rear. Leaning heavily on Tursinai for support, Song used her chin to point at an open area by the pond, and though the teasing woman spoke idly of throwing Song into the water to rinse her clean, Tursinai helped her to her chosen vantage point where she continued watching the battle.
 
  
 
 Had it been Phoenix Squad embroiled in combat, Song would have gladly sat down to rest since she worked with Mister Rustram the most, but ever since discovering just how difficult her next steps would be, she saw Rain and Dastan in a new light. Nineteen and twenty-three years old respectively, both were much farther along the Martial Path than Song was at the age of twenty-one, and she yearned to know why. Though she could still match them in spars, both were Aura-capable Experts who would only grow stronger with time, and it showed. Axe and shield in hand, Dastan’s performance spoke for itself, an untouchable whirlwind of violence on the left flank as he almost single-handedly drove the Enemy back into the shallows. On the right flank, Rain performed a similar role, hacking and slashing repeatedly with inelegant efficiency. Unlike Dastan’s wild glee, Rain almost looked bored in comparison, executing Sweeping the Fields into Swiping the Rushes in a continuous cycle and barely slowed by the multiple bodies standing in his path. Left, then right, then left, then right, he swung his glaive back and forth along an unchanging arc, yet no Defiled could stand before him as he harvested lives much like a farmer harvested wheat.
 
  
 
 Where Song defeated her opponents with superior skill, Rain massacred them with overwhelming power and clever tactics, stopping his advance at the edge of the shallows so Dragon Squad stood on solid ground while the Defiled moved across grasping mud and slick stone. Situational Positioning, as outlined in Huang Shaotian’s Three Hunting Strategies, but where he found the time to study the complex and flowery manuscript, Song couldn’t say. What truly boggled her mind was seeing his slender frame produce so much explosive power time and time again, but it was clear his every strike was generously Reinforced and Amplified.
 
  
 
 The seconds turned to minutes until Dragon Squad had fought for a quarter hour, and still Rain continued with his flawlessly Amplified attacks. This begged the question: how? How did he have enough Chi to sustain for so long? How had he yet to fail a single attempt? How did he make slaughtering multiple Defiled with every swing look so easy and effortless? While Song had finally taken her first step in ages, it seemed like Rain was still progressing in leaps and bounds. Not just in Martial Prowess, but in tactical acumen as well, his accomplishments so great Song no longer dared give advice unless explicitly questioned lest she make a fool out of herself in front of him.
 
  
 
 Why the thought of that happening vexed her so, Song couldn’t say...
 
  
 
 “Why, Commander Li-Li, your cute little cat ears are pressed flat to your head.” Tursinai’s Sending bore a teasing tone as she hugged Song tight. “Is something the matter? Why don’t you tell Big Sister all about it?”
 
  
 
 Settling back in Tursinai’s warm embrace, Song rested her temple against the taller woman’s cheek and Sent, “Big Sister, I stagnate along the Martial Path while my peers pass me by. Mama tells me not to worry and to proceed at my own pace, but what if I fail and disappoint her?”
 
  
 
 “Kya, Li-Li is so cute.” Squeezing her even tighter, Tursinai kissed Song on the cheek and Sent, “First off, your Mama loves you no matter what, and she’ll never be disappointed so long as you are happy. Second, you can’t go wrong with the Chief Provost as your Mentor, so follow her instructions and strength will come. Third, answer me this Li-Li: why do you seek strength?”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Song considered the question before answering with the same thing she told Mama. “I pursue strength so I can stand with Sister, Mama, and Papa without being a burden.” Strength made her needed, and while it was nice to be loved, being needed made her feel secure.
 
  
 
 “Then you’ve no need to train anymore,” Tursinai Sent, punctuating her point with another kiss on the cheek. “Your family would never see you as a burden, because the burden would fall on hubby and me.” Chuckling at her own joke, she continued, “Your desire to stand alongside your family is admirable, but if you hope to match the likes of your Mama and Papa, then you have a journey of centuries ahead of you. No need to stress over being surpassed by Rain and Dastan, because worst comes to worst, you can claim superiority after outliving them.”
 
  
 
 Noting Song’s dissatisfaction, Tursinai Sent, “You see the other youths with their Auras, Natal Palaces, and Blessings, and you’re worried you can’t match up.” Song nodded and Tursinai continued, “Well, you’re right. You can’t match up right now. Heaven isn’t fair, and chances are you would have fallen behind regardless because half-beasts in general are slower to progress with regards to Chi manipulation.” Which made Wu Gam and Du Min Yan all the more talented, but Song held her tongue. “Don’t pout, little Li-Li, though it is oh so adorable. Envy and resentment will eat away at your resolve, and even should you overcome it, it wastes time better spent training. Worry not about how your peers fare, for everyone moves along the Martial Path at the same pace: one step at a time.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in agreement with Tursinai’s sage advice, Song replied, “True, but I still want to be stronger. Though I made some progress in training today and saw its effectiveness, I don’t understand how reciting poetry is supposed to help form my Natal Palace.” Knowing the Bekhai penchant for letting students reach their own conclusions, Song wasn’t brazen enough to directly ask Tursinai for advice, but the talented warrior surely had something to offer.
 
  
 
 Understanding Song’s meaning, Tursinai shook her head and sighed. “The Chief Provost will have my hide if I overstep, so listen carefully, if only so you can tell her exactly what I said and prove me innocent. Forget your Natal Palace. You haven’t even condensed your Aura yet, so just continue working on the exercises your Mama gave you and reflect on my earlier question. Strength for the sake of strength is meaningless, for only with purpose can Martial Strength truly hold significance. Got it?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Big Sister. Thank You.” Though she didn’t quite understand Tursinai’s veiled meanings, Song committed every word to heart before turning her thoughts to her second Spiritual Weapon. Though she already put off answering Papa for a quarter of a year, she still had no answer to give. She’d hoped to ask her older brother Kyung for insight into Teacher Du’s thoughts, but not only did he repeatedly rebuff her attempts to make conversation and refuse to spar because she was clearly not his match, he treated their shared parentage and teachings as empty air, and only carried a single Martial Weapon, a sabre much like her own.
 
  
 
 In short, Kyung was a massive disappointment, of no help whatsoever, and prickly to boot.
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain and Dragon Squad holding the Defiled back with ease, Song wondered if he had any insight to offer. Though he’d been on his best behaviour while holding her chain and she was fond of his warm head pats, she wasn’t too keen about going to him for advice. It wasn’t because she worried he might take advantage or tout his strength over her, but there was something unsavoury about outright admitting her inferiority. Why this was, again, she couldn’t quite say, but the mere thought of acknowledging his genius out loud set her nerves on edge, especially now that he’d gone back to being intensely uncomfortable in her presence, a sign of his impure thoughts he could not act upon.
 
  
 
 A failing of all men, but at least Rain was repentant of his desires.
 
  
 
 If purpose was so important to Martial Strength, then maybe Song should set a goal of her own besides becoming strong for the sake of being needed, something like surpassing Rain and Yan, defeating Kyung, or better yet, catching up to Tursinai. Then again, maybe something more realistic was in order such as... having her own pet. No, this had nothing to do with the Martial Path, though she would enjoy having an animal to love and call her own, an affectionate but practical creature who served a purpose and could fit in her yurt. A small dream, but best not be too greedy, for she still remembered a time when her dreams consisted of enduring through the night until her morning ritual, the scant five minutes a day which were hers, and hers alone. In light of this, perhaps she didn’t need a pet of her own, for she had already been blessed with a loving family and compassionate friends.
 
  
 
 Then again, having a cute, battle-trained torch weasel or thunder mouse would make up for her lack of Awakening and offer a marked increase in strength. Nestled in Tursinai’s arms, Song idly watched the engagement play out and imagined herself striding across the battlefield with her sabre engulfed in flame or lightning, reciting poetry and slaughtering Defiled as easily as lifting her hand while leaving Rain awestruck in her wake...
 
  
 
 Truly a dream, but perhaps a goal as well...
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 Much as I enjoy cutting down my enemies like chaff, I wholeheartedly regret my decision to leave the triple crossbows and catapults behind.
 
  
 
 Clumped together at the river crossing, the Defiled horde make for perfect targets as they scream and dance on the other side, impatiently awaiting their turn to cross while wholly indifferent to the fate which awaits them. Said fate is likely a messy death at the end of my glaive as it carves a figure-eight through the air and slaughters any Defiled caught along the way. Bear Form – Standing Fury is one of the last Insights Baledagh left me with, but I completely forgot about it following the whole reveal. After unearthing the memory and working out the specifics, it’s come in handy for these long, drawn out engagements despite how silly it looks and feels.
 
  
 
 It’s a little like waving a giant flag on a pole back and forth while trying to stay level on a rocking boat, minus the actual flag or boat. Odd, but effective. Not as odd as Song reciting poetry on the battlefield, but her delivery is surprisingly evocative.
 
  
 
 Though what I’m doing seems simple enough, it’s physically and mentally engaging to pull off. There’s a flow to the continuous movement, with arms, shoulders, hips, and knees all working in tandem to minimize effort and maximize effect, with each pass of the glaive building on the last. Still, minimizing effort is not the same as no effort at all, and after twenty minutes of repetitive motion, the strain is building up in my knees and obliques, those rarely used muscles at the side of my abdomen. Add in my lack of sleep and dwindling Chi reserves thanks to constant Reinforcement and repetitive Amplification, I expect to topple over in exhaustion in ten or so minutes, but there are still many, many enemies left to kill. Bloodthirsty though they might be, the Defiled aren’t stupid, and even though we hold the terrain advantage, they have the numbers and they mean to wear us down.
 
  
 
 Having learned from observation, my latest opponent avoids running headlong into my glaive and tries to feint at the edge of my range, but I simply loosen my grip and Unity slides out to catch him between the ribs. Without Chi, the attack would probably glance off my opponent’s bones, but thanks to the magic of Amplification and Honing, it rends his chest open and slices through lungs and heart. Eyes wide with surprise, my latest victim falls to his knees where he’ll soon join the other corpses at his feet, to be stepped over or kicked aside by the next idiot dumb enough to approach.
 
  
 
 Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not.
 
  
 
 Surprise turns to panic in my fallen foe’s eyes, which then gives way to hatred and resignation, his accusing glare first directed towards the water and then at me, blaming the slippery terrain for getting in his way and condemning me for killing him, even though he meant to do worse. Murky blood spills from his mouth as he moves his lips, his voice silent due to the lack of connected lungs, yet for some reason, it’s like he’s gaining vitality when it should be draining away. Back straight and shoulders squared, he lifts his head high in a silent cry of triumph, not what you’d expect from a man who’s already drawn his last breath. A small part of me marvels at his tenacity and wonders how he’s still alive, even as Unity swoops back around to take his head and offer the small mercy of death.
 
  
 
 I’m just glad his face is covered with a headwrap. It dehumanizes him and makes it easier not to empathize.
 
  
 
 Just as Unity is about to reach his neck, someone grabs me by the scruff and pulls me away, my feet lifted off the ground while the blade cuts through empty air. “Fall back!” Argat booms, his Chi-infused voice rising over the din of battle. “Fall back to the wagons!”
 
  
 
 Irritated at being dragged around like a misbehaving kitten, my angry snarl dies on my lips and a chill runs down my spine as the Spectres circle around my ‘dying’ foe in a vortex of coordinated chaos. For the first time, I witness the Spectres affect the physical world as they surge into the Defiled warrior’s chest wound, bringing multiple spiralling streams of water along with them. No, not just water, but blood and flesh too, the corpses of his fallen comrades melting as the Spectres pass by, then carried along by the gushing water and fed into his chest cavity. Body swelling like a balloon, his skin bulges and stretches from the excessive fluids before contracting inwards, then expanding even larger than before as his unholy feast shows no signs of slowing. Growing with each throbbing pulse of his body, his headwrap explodes to reveal a water-logged face, and the rest of his skin takes on the same grey-white cast, no longer dried and wrinkled but smooth and engorged as if he’d been submerged underwater for several days and stretched out over a too large frame.
 
  
 
 The detached, clinical part of my brain which isn’t gibbering in terror notes the Spectres are being consumed in the same manner I Devour them, though these ones appear willing to go along for the ride. Then again, the Spectres back in Sanshu were pretty happy to be Devoured and I didn’t encounter resistance until coming to the front lines. Another piece of another puzzle I cannot comprehend, but I see that water, flesh and Heavenly Energy are required to fuel this particular horrific metamorphosis.
 
  
 
 What good this does... well... who knows.
 
  
 
 The Demon’s Aura collides against my own and snaps me out of my fugue, a stark reminder I’m still alive and should probably do something if I want to stay that way. Tearing my eyes away from the burgeoning, water-logged abomination, I ask, “So... wouldn’t now be a good time to kill it? You know... while it’s busy... growing?”
 
  
 
 My question earns me an inquisitive stare from Argat, a single eyebrow raised in minor bewilderment. Giving a slow shake of his head, he drawls, “Best to leave the Demon alone and let things run their course; Ichor will ruin a Spiritual Weapon and cripple your Core if you strike before it’s finished. Besides,” he adds, turning his eyes back to the Demon, “The Father often casts His gaze upon His birthing children, and I’d rather not draw His attention any more than I have to.”
 
  
 
 ...Wow. Glad I couldn’t kill Vivek before he finished transforming. Just another time where my failure was actually a success, I suppose.
 
  
 
 Now that Argat mentions it, I realize none of the Defiled are moving either, having withdrawn out of the shallows and back to dry land to celebrate the birth of their new Transcendent. A fresh wave of dread leaves me reeling in place as I realize where the epithet came from, my captured Spectres howling the title in an uncontrolled frenzy while demanding I release them to join their comrades to form what surely must be the fattest, ugliest Demon in existence. A thought crosses my mind to Devour the errant Spectres and keep them from the Demon, but I discard it immediately as I track down the source. My captured Spectres want me to try because doing so would offer them the escape they so desire, their subtle manipulations made obvious by crazed desperation.
 
  
 
 Okay, mental note: My Succ is less than Demon birthing Succ.
 
  
 
 ...I wish my life wasn’t so weird.
 
  
 
 “Move these wagons and make a space.” Swaggering out of the crowd with wine gourd in hand, Lei Gong’s confident demeanour is reflected in his steady, unwavering Aura, uplifting everyone out of their shock as they scramble to obey. Marching over to my side, he puts the gourd away, which is usually a sign of tough times ahead. “The water’s receding, so reposition yer line to meet a wider front. I suggest ye send yer tired boys to guard the back and bring yer second up with the Death Corps. No more arrows fer now, no sense inciting a charge before we need to, but leave ‘em to rest in reserve.” Switching to Sending, he eyes Argat and Jochi before adding, “Ye stick around too. Best keep all the heavy hitters nearby, cuz this big‘un is gonna be trouble. It’s clear as day the creature has Awakened to Water, which means it won’t be easy to kill.”
 
  
 
 Deferring to his expertise without questions, I give the orders and move back as my people scramble into position, keeping XinYue, Sai Chou, Dastan, and Sahb nearby just in case. Daxian is already here, having arrived sometime during my stupor to pose beneath the moonlight with his spear pointed down and head held high, the very picture of unconcerned composure beside Jochi and Argat. Tenjin and Tursinai also make their way to the front, while Li Song shuffles to my side with uncharacteristic fatigue, her ears flat and tail lashing as the Death Corps form up on either side. The seconds tick by as my people move into place, Wang Bao and Ulfsaar joining my second string of Experts while the fresh members of Phoenix Squad set about reinforcing Tiger. The stifling atmosphere threatens to overwhelm us as the Demon pulsates and grows, already standing over three metres high with a rotund belly almost double that in girth, a corpulent behemoth with bulky legs thick as tree trunks and arms longer than I am tall.
 
  
 
 I shall name him Pudge, because he is a fat and disgusting abomination.
 
  
 
 Out of the corner of my eye, I see Bulat and the others loading up their Spiritual Guns and I curse myself for not doing the same. Fumbling around the cross-guard, I hit the release and twist the haft, turning the elegant glaive into an ugly axe with a series of crisp, mechanical clicks. Holding the weapon point down, I work the crank to compress the spring while fumbling around my side pouches for ammunition. Finally finding the right pouch, I give a quiet, triumphant cry as I slam the spherical steel bullet into the readied chamber and hold Unity ready, my finger close to but not on the trigger and the barrel pointed down.
 
  
 
 Conscious of the curious stares, I find an open line of fire behind the first string Experts and gesture for my other gunmen to join me. Sounding calmer than I have any right to be, I say, “Wait a moment before you attack, let me and my people take a crack at it first.”
 
  
 
 Though he’s seen us practising with our spring-loaded guns and was suitably impressed, Lei Gong thinks them too cumbersome and inconvenient for something we’ll maybe use once per battle, but he’ll humour me if I insist. “Won’t be much time to let ye know when it’s safe and no telling if it’ll stand still and smile pretty. Might have to move against it and I’d rather not get shot in the back.”
 
  
 
 Eyeing the diminishing cloud of Spectres around Pudge, I give a reassuring nod. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
  
 
 “Easy to say when it ain’t yer hide.” Regardless of his misgivings, Lei Gong shrugs and settles into place, smacking his cane against his meaty palm in anticipation of the battle ahead. Annoying as always, Daxian stops posing to move to the far side of the group, putting as many bodies between my guns and himself as he possibly can, though to be fair, I would do the same in his shoes. Sparing a moment to glance at my soldiers, I say, “Wait for my signal, then fall back into line. My beloved betrothed worked hard on those weapons, and I’d rather not see them turn to junk right after their debut.”
 
  
 
 Their new Runic shields strapped across their backs, Bulat, Viyan, Birca, and Silva chuckle nervously from beneath their open faced helmets, looking sharp and heroic in the best steel armour money can buy. Similarly armoured minus the shields, Pran and Saluk grin and nod, eager to test their precious weapons against a Demon and unlikely to care if it’s with gun or hammer. Standing still as a statue, Siyar barely acknowledges the order until Ravil elbows him in the ribs, which earns me a scowl as if I’m somehow to blame. While the two of them couldn’t be any more physically different, they’re both cut from the same cloth, refusing plate armour and Runic shields with the same excuse, claiming it would slow them down in a fight.
 
  
 
 Having seen them in action, I believe it. Ravil was always a dangerous bastard, but instinct tells me Siyar isn’t far behind.
 
  
 
 These are my elites, the soldiers I’ve invested so much into, standing at my side to fire our inaugural volley. If this works, then maybe I can finally convince Mila of their effectiveness and get her to make more. Much like any artist, she’s a little touchy when it comes to her work, preferring to follow her muse and test her limits instead of buckling down to go with what works. I –
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Nice try Spectres, but I’m razor focused today.
 
  
 
 Raising my gun, I take aim and prepare to fire. The pond recedes and the river slows to a trickle as the Spectres direct a continuous torrent into Pudge’s gaping chest wound, and a fetid stench assails my senses, a combination of raw sewage and rank mold alongside a few other high notes. As more Spectres are consumed and fewer remain, the torrent slows enough to reveal a cavernous maw where the wound once stood, large enough to fit a grown man inside and complete with razor sharp fangs and long, sinuous tongue. The face itself has no nose or mouth, its feature smoothed over with slick, greyish skin under blue, bulging, hate-filled eyes which are still fixated on my own.
 
  
 
 So... I guess Pudge still remembers me. That’s not unsettling at all.
 
  
 
 It feels like an eternity since the transformation started, but by my best guess it’s probably been three minutes at most. Three, stressful, intense, unnerving minutes, but judging by the few Spectres still left, not much longer to go. When their numbers dwindle to a dozen remaining, I say, “Steady.” Trigger. Pause. Hammer. At five left, I focus on my Amplification Keystone, the natal hammer raised and ready to drop. “Aim.” Trigger. Pause. Hammer. Not at the same time, but not too long a pause. You can do this. Trigger. Pause. Hammer.
 
  
 
 And as the last Spectre slips into the horrifying chest-mouth, I pull the trigger, pause, drop the hammer, and shout, “Fire!”
 
  
 
 Our guns roar in thunderous salute as the Demon comes to life, cordially greeting the newborn monster with nine bullets moving at the speed of sound. Rocked by the impact, Pudge reels in place as seven, Ichor-spurting craters form across its abdomen, the majority of shots including my own aimed at its broad belly. As Pudge straightens up, we see its two ruined eyes courtesy of Ravil and Siyar, and the battlefield falls silent as Imperial and Defiled alike struggle to come to terms with what we just witnessed.
 
  
 
 Is it dead? A living creature would be dead, but Demons aren’t exactly living, so...?
 
  
 
 Opening its chest-mouth wide, Pudge reveals a reddish-pink gullet and lets loose with a bestial roar of fury, confirming my suspicion that it is indeed, not dead. To my great dismay, its sightless eyes track me as I move back into line with my soldiers, somehow still able to perceive my location despite its lack of vision. Chalking it up to another unsolved mystery, I debate reloading for a second shot when Pudge’s scream is cut short by a blinding flash of light followed by a deafening clap of thunder.
 
  
 
 Wooo, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong!
 
  
 
 My vision clears and high spirits give way to consternation as Pudge stands unscathed behind a shimmering shield of water, one which covers its entire hefty frame. A second bolt of lightning crashes into the Demon, but again, the shield stops it cold. Reacting to an unseen attack, Lei Gong dodges aside as something smashes into the ground a few meters behind him, raising a furrow of mud and dirt before knocking three Death Corps Soldiers off their feet. A water bullet maybe? Luckily, Pudge is tall and the projectile was angled downwards, else those Death Corps soldiers wouldn’t have escaped with just a few scrapes and bruises.
 
  
 
 The Defiled stomp and cheer in the background, content to stand and watch their Transcendent clean up, so I signal my soldiers to do the same. It makes sense, because if Lei Gong really wanted to go all out, he could easily wipe out a good portion of the Defiled on his own, and the same could be said of Pudge. Hell, the fat fucker could lie on the grass and roll over my retinue and we’d probably be helpless to stop it.
 
  
 
 No longer playing around, Lei Gong unleashes a storm of lightning. When the light show dies down and my vision returns, I find the battle in full swing as Pudge chases Lei Gong, throwing wide, predictable punches which most people would be hard pressed to avoid, given its incredible speed and tremendous reach. That said, the Lord of Thunder can hardly be counted as ‘most people’, nor can Tenjin and Tursinai who take the field. Each falls into their respective roles with ease, as if this were the umpteenth time they'd fought side by side, rather than their first time ever. Lei Gong holds Pudge’s attention with dazzling blasts of lightning, while Tursinai impedes its movements by tangling its legs, a dangerous game of push and pull which could end in disaster. Too much slack and the Pudge roams freely, but not enough a single yank could pull her into the Demon’s crushing embrace. Meanwhile, Tenjin nips at its heels, unleashing a storm of mundane throwing knives which puncture soggy flesh, but doing little damage otherwise.
 
  
 
 The three remaining Experts on the field each pick a partner and stick close by, their spears held at the ready to help defend should their partner require it. Wondering why Jochi, Argat, and Daxian don’t just rush in and nail a foot down or something, my unspoken question is soon answered by the Demon itself. Weary of chasing Lei Gong, the Demon’s water shield collapses and the liquid adheres to its fists, forming six rippling tendrils which lash out independently at its foes. The Imperial Experts back away to avoid its reach, though if they’d been any closer, then they undoubtedly would’ve been caught. Freed from Tursinai’s ensnaring chain, the Demon charges at Lei Gong to end the incessant bolts of lightning, but the Lord of Thunder is not so easily caught. Hurling his cane like a javelin, the Spiritual Weapon smashes into an empty eye-socket and pierces clean through Pudge’s head. Staggered but not downed, its tendrils go wild but Daxian is in place to defend, his spear fending off multiple attacks while Lei Gong gathers his Chi and unleashes the most powerful strike yet. Night turns to day as an orb of lightning emerges from Lei Gong’s cane, covering Pudge’s face in an explosion of electrical discharge. A rapid-fire series of thunderclaps deafens my ears and shakes me to the bones, but right before the world fades back to dark, I see Tenjin sailing through the air with his blazing twin daggers aimed at Pudge’s wide, unprotected back.
 
  
 
 Wishing I had some way to protect my vision, I set to repairing my ruptured eardrums the old fashioned way while blinking repeatedly, hoping to see or hear something to tell me what’s going on. Long seconds pass before my eyesight returns, and once it does I wish it hadn’t. Though its face is a blackened mess and its back spurting Ichor, Pudge continues its rampage against the Imperial Elites. Tursinai’s weapon dangles in its fist while the wielder herself kneels by her fallen hubby, laying in an indent in the dirt where he’d been slammed. As I watch in horror, a watery tendril slips past Jochi’s guard to strike his leg and his bones crumple like tissue upon impact. A follow up strike misses as Argat drags his screaming brother away from battle, paying no heed to pain he’s causing in order to save a life.
 
  
 
 Only Lei Gong and Daxian remain on the battlefield, and neither one looks in good condition. Planting Unity in the dirt, I draw Peace and launch it without thinking, hoping to get lucky and kill in a single blow, but the Honed blade sinks into Pudge’s skull with almost no effect. Reminded of my existence, it turns those empty sockets towards me, an almost comical sight with my sword stuck through its skull and Lei Gong’s cane in its eye. Raising a meaty arm, Pudge extends a razor-tipped finger and reforms its shield, the water rippling briefly before firing out. My throat tightens as my vision goes dark, and a metallic crash sounds out, but not the chime of a bell or the ring of a sword, more of a crumpled bang you’d expect from driving a car into a solid stone wall. Taking a step back out of reflex, a brigandine chest-piece comes into focus, the word ‘Virtuous’ neatly engraved in the centre.
 
  
 
 Holy shit, did Daxian just leap in front of me to take a water bullet?
 
  
 
 Peering around my prickly would-be hero, I’m relieved to see yet another person standing in front of Daxian, my hero’s daddy dripping wet from head to toe in his ragged shirt and all the sexier for it. With a throaty growl which echoes over the silent battlefield, GangShu scowls at his ruined clothes and declares, “This one is under my protection, Demon. I’ve been ordered to keep to the Treaty to not escalate the situation, so best you fuck off now.”
 
  
 
 Sightless eyes narrowed in rage, Pudge advances a single, step, but GangShu suddenly appears in front of the Demon, standing right up against the shimmering shield of water. “Seems you don’t understand Common, so let’s try a different language.”
 
  
 
 GangShu is neither particularly tall nor wide, a lithe man who is broad of shoulder and slim of waist, with a shocking amount of body hair beneath his torn shirt. Arms crossed as he stands in Pudge’s path, he looks like a hairy, petulant child trying to bar the path of a massive adult. As the Demon winds up to punch, I can’t help but wince in anticipation. Even if he’s an Ancestral Beast, the laws of physics still apply, which means –
 
  
 
 Jack shit, it seems.
 
  
 
 A full-on haymaker hammers home into GangShu’s shoulder and the Ancestral Beast barely shifts, though the wind from the attack is enough to send clumps of wet dirt flying. Rather than a meaty thunk, Pudge’s fist emits a crumpled bang and implodes on impact, the same sound I heard earlier while Daxian was blocking my vision.
 
  
 
 So GangShu didn’t put up any fancy Chi shields and just blocked the water bullet with his bare body. Cool. Cool, cool, cool.
 
  
 
 Retracting its broken fist, Pudge raises its other arm and lands another haymaker to the same effect. Metallic crumple, broken flesh, Ancestral Beast standing in place. Still unwilling to give up, the Demon leans forward as if intending to swallow GangShu whole, but with a wave of his hand, he sends Pudge flying back to crash into the clustered ranks of Defiled, water shield and all. Rolling to its feet, its shield melts away and gushes out to dissolve the Defiled who’d been pulped by its passing. Before long, the liquefied remains flow back into Pudge’s gullet, though its injuries show no sign of recovering.
 
  
 
 Well, that’s one thing to be grateful for. It’s strong, fast, durable, has a shield, multiple whips, and speedy bullets, but at least it doesn’t Heal too quickly.
 
  
 
 Ripping Lei Gong’s cane, Tenjin’s daggers, and my sword out of its flesh, Pudge screeches one last time before marching west, reaching decent speeds with its squelching, ponderous stride. Heart pounding and knees weak even though all I did was stand around, my mind blanks as GangShu flashes his charming smile and says, “Well, my part’s done here. I’ll leave the cleanup to you.” Before I can ask him to clarify, the forgotten Defiled horde scream their battle cries and charge across the shrunken pond and trickling river, unfazed by the herculean battle we all just witnessed. Screaming back to calm my nerves, I take up Unity in its axe form and charge into the fray, happy to abandon all thought and kill some Defiled.
 
  
 
 If that’s what top tier fights are like, then maybe I’m better off not getting stronger...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 I hate to admit I grade and rank them, but out of all my pets, Mama Bun is the best cuddler.
 
  
 
 Aurie is an affectionate sweetheart, but he likes to sprawl out while he sleeps, usually over my legs with a big swathe of blanket stuffed in his mouth. The other wildcats don’t enjoy hugs so much as tolerate them, though they will nuzzle and boop when they’re in a friendly mood. In contrast, the bears love hugs and their fur is so soft and warm, but they’re so heavy it’s hard to breathe with their fat heads resting on my chest. Roc and the other birds don’t sleep lying down, the bun buns tear up the bedding, and Blackjack is too small and fragile to hug too tight. The cattle are nuzzlers, but aside from their massive size, weight, and terrible smell, their horns make it dangerous to move around in the dark. Even the cows have horns, which confused me at first, but apparently, that’s how cattle do in the Azure murder-world.
 
  
 
 Can’t really blame them either. If offered the choice, I’d want a set of ingrown weapons too.
 
  
 
 With Ping Ping being too large to compete, Sir Inky disqualified on account of his perverted nature, and Pong Pong refusing to participate, this means Mama Bun is the best cuddler by default, but she’s not content to rest on her laurels. When I lay on my back, she stretches herself across my chest in a full bun hug, and when I’m feeling vulnerable and lay on my side, she flops right up against me and squeezes her head under my chin, playing the little spoon to my big. Not only is she affectionate enough to cuddle and give bunny kisses, she’s also the perfect size to snuggle, her twenty kilogram frame light enough to shift around, but sturdy enough to give her a good squeeze without hurting her.
 
  
 
 Which makes her a great companion to have when I’m depressed and down in the dumps.
 
  
 
 So like everyday, but especially today in particular. Having stayed in bed longer than usual, Mama Bun finally reaches her limit and slips out of my embrace, headbutting the door and thumping her feet to indicate she really has to go. Striding over in my nightshirt, I let Mama Bun and Blackjack out to pee, leaning in the doorway to watch them scurry off to the meadow. Pong Pong has long since slipped away on his own, though not before leaving a comparatively enormous amount of turtle poop in his toilet pan. Why he still uses it instead of pooping outside, I’ll never know, but if I don’t leave a pan of water out for him, he’ll poop in my washbasin, teapot, or whatever else he can swim in, as I learned in the worst way possible. Emptying the pan next to my yurt, I chuckle at the memory of Mama Bun smacking Blackjack aside to chow down on the lone flower sprouting in this very same spot, a flower which had probably been nourished by the turtle poop we left here the last time we visited. It’s the circle of poop. Eat, poop, grow veggies in said poop, then eat again, or at least that’s how it is when Mama Bun doesn’t skip over the veggies part.
 
  
 
 Gross. I should wash my face.
 
  
 
 Sadly, as a man with responsibilities, I can’t spend all day in my yurt giggling about poop, nor can I wander the camp in my pajamas. After washing my face and brushing my teeth (in clean water), I throw on a black high-collared shirt with golden embroidery, eschewing the outer robes and matching vest Luo-Luo insists I wear, along with the stupid cap and jewelled accessories she made me bring. Honestly, if I didn’t put my foot down, she wouldn’t have even given me any pants, expecting me to go into battle wearing what’s essentially a male gown. While many of Central’s warriors go into battle wearing something similar, they also powder their faces bleach white and wear more rouge than most prostitutes in the North, so I’m not exactly rushing to follow in their fashion footsteps.
 
  
 
 Having delayed long enough, I take a deep breath and centre myself before going out to meet the day. Falling in line alongside my Death Corps escort, Song hands me my breakfast of jerky, hardtack and preserved vegetables washed down with a cup of fresh milk, which I devour without tasting as I take a walk around camp to gauge the overall mood. Subdued, in a word, as soldiers go about their business of looking busy while having nothing to do, oiling leathers, polishing metals, sharpening blades, and other such chores. XinYue and his cavalrymen groom their horses while Ulfsaar and his cattlery do the same, checking hooves, filling feedbags, and in Neera’s case, braiding hair. Wendy the big red cow is looking lovely with her new hairstyle and prances in delight as I head over to say hi, her nasty shoulder wound already Healed over thanks to the half-bear matron’s careful attentions. Moomie and some other cattle wander over for their fair share of attention, and I make an effort to speak with their handlers while massaging cattle cheeks.
 
  
 
 “How’s that gut wound Daru? Get it seen to sooner rather than later, else you’ll be making more work for the Healers.”
 
  
 
 “No Desmal, I don’t have any heavier polearms, but I’ll see what I can do when we get back.”
 
  
 
 “Redan, Big Mac deserves more grain than that. He’s gotta carry your fat ass around and I’ve seen sacks of turnips ride with more grace than you do.”
 
  
 
 Being the forward thinking leader I am, I remember to include the newest members of my retinue too. “Zari, right? I knew you and your Sanshu boys could ride, but last night, you showed me you can fight too. Well done.” The reinforcements from Sanshu seem embarrassed by my familiarity, but I’m trying to ease them into it the best I can. It’s not just XinYue’s bunch who are uncomfortable in my presence, even the former Corsairs seem to think I’m some hoity toity noble who should act like my shit don’t stink, but I’m slowly chipping away at their apprehension one day at a time.
 
  
 
 Or maybe they’re just upset because I got their friends killed last night.
 
  
 
 In stark contrast, the Protectorate are always on sharp lookout for any sort of snobbery so they can call me out on it, which is equally as bad. “Good shooting out there,” I say, but I might as well have said ‘grass is green’. “If any of you can handle a bow like Sai Chou’s let me know and I’ll see what I can do.” My second statement is received with more warmth and good cheer, albeit a bit too warm. I want to be liked, but respected too, and with how free the Protectorate are with their shoulder punches and back slaps, I’m pretty sure I’m neither.
 
  
 
 As for the Death Corps, they remain a conundrum. Though stoic as always, I’m learning how to read their general lack of expression, and from what I can tell, they’re not quite nervous, but not as calm and composed as they’d like me to think. It’s small things, a twitch of the cheek here, an averted glance there, minor signs of surprise or disbelief when I try talking to them like normal people. I find remembering their numbers is next to impossible, but I’ve familiarized myself with a few dozen faces, except none of them seem willing to build a rapport, probably because they resent having to die in service to my stupid ass.
 
  
 
 Even the Ones do everything they can to avoid conversation, or Father forbid, offering an opinion, which gets tiring after awhile. I understand it’s how they’ve been trained and they’re leery of making friends with someone who literally holds absolute power over them, but if they’re going to fight and die for me, then I’d like to at least know something about them so I can commemorate their memory. Today, like every other day, I get nothing for my efforts. “Yes, Great One”. “No, Great One”. “By Your will, Great One”. I tried changing the way they address me, but the only alternative they’re willing to accept is ‘Imperial Consort’, and they immediately discovered how much I loathe that particular title.
 
  
 
 Then there’s the Khishig contingent of my retinue, with whom I never know where I stand. Beautiful Maral greets me with a glare from her lovely amber eyes, while her husband Gansun moves protectively between us as if I can see through clothes. In contrast, Altan, Tomor, and Mugi all scurry over to greet me, doing that thing kids do where they pretend they don’t care but actually care too much. “Hey boss,” Altan says, his hands moving to salute before he decides a casual nod is better. Messy hair and sloppy clothes aside, the kid is a model Khishig and I can see him going far, assuming he survives long enough. “Er, I know we just joined up, but uh, like, do you think you could like, talk to Sumila about, you know, crafting Spiritual Weapons for us? After we’ve earned them, of course,” he adds, making sure I know this isn’t a demand.
 
  
 
 Chipper Tomor chimes in, a pretty girl who tries way too hard to emulate Yan’s casual strut and devilish attitude, though it looks like she’s got Altan and Mugi wrapped around her finger. Then again, judging by the way both boys keep glancing at Song, Tomor’s hold over them isn’t as firm as she’d like. “Like, we saw what your guns did to that Demon, and holy shit, that was fucking. Crazy!”
 
  
 
 “Didn’t do nearly enough.” Two bullets to the head and seven to the stomach, but the thing barely flinched. It even kept going with two Spiritual Weapons jammed through its skull. Fucking unbelievable. “I can’t make any promises. Mila’s been really busy working on Imperial requisition orders and it takes her a week or two to make one of those guns.” And it hardly seems worth the effort. I’m not even sure a Spiritual Minigun could’ve brought the water Demon down, so what’s the point in crafting more rifles? I thought clever ingenuity might make up for raw strength, but apparently, everyone was right and I’ve been wasting my time and money. “If you don’t mind a more standard weapon, I could probably get you guys spears or swords.”
 
  
 
 Their surprised gasps remind me just how lucky I really had it, having been adopted by Baatar instead of tossed into an orphanage like they grew up in. Still, despite my poorly thought out offer, all three insist they’re happy to wait until ‘Sumila’ has the time. After a bit more awkward conversation, I leave Song to distract them and thank the Mother Lin, Mila, and Yan don’t say ‘like’, ‘you know’, and ‘um’ so much. Worried their youthful stupidity is going to get them in trouble, I drop in on Orgaal, looking savagely regal as he smokes his pipe and strokes his thick, shaggy beard. Subtly nodding towards the youth contingent, I mutter, “Do me a favour and keep a close eye on the children. Last thing I need is for them to lose their heads, figuratively or literally.”
 
  
 
 A placid, easygoing man, Orgaal oozes serenity as he lounges in the grass and exhales a lungful of smoke, nodding slowly in agreement. “By your order, Officer,” he says, though his eyes tell me he would’ve done so without my instruction. Lips turned in a mild grimace, he adds, “You do them a disservice calling them children. Two be older than you are and Tomor only a year younger.”
 
  
 
 “We may be the same age, but it’s been a long time since I was a child.”
 
  
 
 “True.” Orgaal’s tranquil expression breaks into a grin. “I do still remember how you complained the whole trip down to the Society, the only young man I’ve ever met who cares nothing for adventure.” Patting the grass beside him, he says, “Come, young but not childish Rain. I would have a word with you, not as soldier to officer, but senior to junior.” At his insistence, I lounge beside him and wait as he studies my face and puffs on his pipe, gathering his thoughts before speaking his mind. After a short pause and a long sigh, Orgaal scratches his beard and says, “You carry too much, Rain.” Shaking his head as I glance at my pouches, he continues, “Not on your body, but in here.” Using his pipe stem to point, he gestures at my head. “And here.” The pipe taps me gently on the chest. “Your face, it says it all, as do all your generous offers. Sorrow, regret, guilt, and remorse, you carry the weight of every death and injury, but to do so is to disrespect our part in this.”
 
  
 
 Seeing my confusion, he gestures around the camp and explains, “We are here because we chose to fight at your side. I cannot speak for the others, but we of the Bekhai bade our loved ones farewell before riding to war, and though none wish for death, we all know the risks and have made our peace. Even those ‘children’ you mock are here of their own free will, here to do their part in the Eternal War against the Enemy.” Holding a hand up to forestall my argument, he waits until he’s sure I’m listening before moving on. “Upon our return from the Society Contests, I had lost four friends and comrades under the Chief Provost’s command, but such is life. Even when everything goes as planned, losses are inevitable in battle. As our commander, your task is to lead us into battle. Conserve our lives and mourn our deaths, but to accept blame when there is none to be had is to belittle our choice in the matter. We are here to fight the Defiled. Some of us will take injuries and others will die, but that is why we have come. This demands respect, young Rain.”
 
  
 
 “We could’ve all died last night,” I say, keeping my voice low so no one will overhear. “That Demon could’ve killed us all if it wasn’t for GangShu and Daxian.”
 
  
 
 “And how is this your fault?”
 
  
 
 “...I’m in command. Tenjin and Jochi were grievously injured on my watch.”
 
  
 
 “Did you command them to fight the Demon?”
 
  
 
 “Well... no –”
 
  
 
 “Did you ignore their warnings to retreat? Recklessly endanger yourself and get in their way? Disobey their instructions and make things worse? Did you summon the Demon yourself?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Then again, how is this your fault?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t know. I should’ve done... something.”
 
  
 
 Taking a long draw on his pipe, Orgaal raises an eyebrow and asks, “Like what?”
 
  
 
 Designed better bullets maybe, or tried my Honed Aura, though I don’t know how I could’ve coordinated it with the others. Maybe I could’ve touched the Demon and jumped into its Natal Palace to kill it, even if I don’t have Blobby anymore and an actual Defiled host probably won’t be as accommodating as Bei was. Or I could’ve vomited water at it and... “I don’t fucking know.”
 
  
 
 Having said his part, Orgaal smiles and pats my shoulder. “There was nothing you could’ve done to make a difference, and it is time you accept it. I did not join in against the Demon, not because I am a coward, but because I know my limits. Learn yours and work within them.” Gesturing at the medical tent, he says, “Now enough moping and meandering about. Go visit the wounded and show gratitude to your Healers, but also remember your own contributions. Many still live because of this camp you chose, the armour you provided, the training you taught, and more.” Chuckling as I stand, he adds, “And remember to smile, lest your grim disposition make everyone forget: Last night’s battle ended in victory, young Rain, a slaughter of thousands in exchange for hundreds of wounded and dozens of deaths. A fair trade, I’d say, and it’d be a mad man who disagrees.”
 
  
 
 Sheepish at having been caught out but still not entirely convinced, I thank Orgaal for the advice, put aside my inferiority complex, and head over to the rarely assembled medical tent. Offering a few quiet words of encouragement to the conscious patients and hearty thanks to the staff, I eventually make my way to the back where both my Healers are still hard at work. Lying on neighbouring cots, it’s hard to say whether Jochi or Tenjin looks worse, but neither of the powerful Experts are in the best of health. Though it’s been hours after the fact, Jochi’s complexion is still disturbingly pale after his double amputation, losing most of his right leg and the bottom half of the left to Abjiya’s not so tender ministrations. As for Tenjin, his smile is still bright but horizontal, as the vigorous and spirited Khishig is unable to sit up because his spine is in a bunch of itty bitty pieces, with Jibari hard at work keeping shards of bone from entering Tenjin’s brain.
 
  
 
 Two months of non-stop victories, but one Demon shows up and fucks everything and everyone up. Unfair.
 
  
 
 Keeping Orgaal’s advice in mind, I smile and stick around for moral support, laughing at Jochi’s joke about using his tail as a third leg or Tenjin’s complaints about his father nagging him to practice more Healing. Soon enough, both injured Experts fall asleep and Abjiya chases me out, making passive-aggressive remarks about how ‘proper Healers’ need ‘quiet and concentration’ to work, though why she chose to emphasize those specific terms is a mystery.
 
  
 
 Rescuing a beleaguered Song from the chatty trio and collecting Mama Bun and Blackjack on the way, we head over to an unoccupied area by the pond to stand in comfortable silence and watch the turtles and quins splish splash in the water, a much needed floof break after a hard morning’s work. Wishing I could steal Mama Bun from Song, I sigh and turn away before I make her uncomfortable. Having recovered from yesterday’s Demon birthing, the pond is back to its regular water level and the river flowing as usual, though its fish and lizard inhabitants are being hunted to near extinction by a hundred and fifty odd quins.
 
  
 
 Watching the animals frolic only buys me a short reprieve before my mind turns back to more important matters. Terrifying as last night’s ordeal was, it raised a few interesting questions aside from ‘How the fuck am I supposed to survive?’. For starters, if I drain an area of Spectres, does that mean no Demons can be birthed? Does more Spectres = stronger Demon? Is there some sort of critical mass of Spectres required before Demon birth takes place? Did it become a Water wielding Demon because it was formed around water, or because the host had strong feelings regarding water? If the Defiled host had slipped on ice before his transformation, would he have become an ice Demon?
 
  
 
 It also revealed a little more about water manipulation. The Demon only used a finite amount of water in its attacks, which is in accordance with Elder Ming’s notes about binding physical water with Chi, i.e Chi-infused water. Bullets were drawn from the shield and the whole thing melted away to form tentacles, and I can’t imagine it would’ve done that if it could use the ambient water to attack instead. It’s also different from what Tenjin and Lei Gong do, using Chi to mimic fire or lightning which is supposedly easier. Why couldn’t the Demon do the same with water? Why was it limited to the water it had bound? Maybe it’s time to put more effort into figuring out how to use Chi-infused Water instead of feeding it all to Pong Pong and Ping Ping for no gain whatsoever aside from their cute turtle smiles.
 
  
 
 Bah. I’m doing it again, making baseless speculations. Didn’t I just agree to stop reaching beyond my grasp and let nature take its course? That doesn’t mean I won’t experiment, but I can’t devote too much time to it. The Forms is where the bulk of my efforts should be focused towards, that and... Ugh. Learning strategy from Daxian. The man literally jumped in front of a bullet to save me, but I still can’t bring myself to like him. When I thanked him last night and joked about how I didn’t think he even liked me, he straight up said, “I do not like you, but you are my superior officer. Thus, it is my duty to keep you alive.”
 
  
 
 It’d be so much easier to hate him if he wasn’t so... right all the time.
 
  
 
 “Pei. Pei. Pei!” Suddenly sitting beside us, Guan Suo bristles with indignation and says, “I’ve had enough of your groaning and moaning, like a damned bellows with a leak. Shut it or get gone and leave an old man to smoke in peace.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, didn’t know you were here.” Though to be fair, if you hide yourself so well people can’t even see the clouds of pipe smoke, you shouldn’t get so upset when people accidentally intrude on your privacy. Besides, if he wants privacy, then he can go home to Ping Yao or whatever. Not like he’s even remotely useful, didn’t see him once during last night’s battle. Probably slept through the whole thing. “Song and I will get out of your hair.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. The girl can stay if she wants.” Lying back down in the grass, he adds, “I like her. She’s quiet and respectful, unlike a certain mouth-breathing brat who fakes good manners while thinking rude thoughts. What’s the matter? See your first Demon and shit your pants? Regret your decision to play soldier?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve seen Demons before,” I reply, more annoyed than I probably should be. “Killed one too, though I’ll be the first to admit it was more luck than anything else.”
 
  
 
 Guan Suo’s snort of laughter is infuriating to the extreme. “You? Kill a Demon? What’d you do, smack it once before it died and now you’re claiming credit?”
 
  
 
 “Ran it through, actually.” And sent a droplet of Heavenly Water directly into its Natal Palace, but he doesn’t have to know that. “I figured I hit a vital organ or something, because it died.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. Now I know you’re lying.” Deigning to sit up and look me in the eye, Guan Suo empties his pipe while we speak. “Demons don’t have vital organs. You saw it yourself, that thing had a Spiritual Weapon clean through its skull and kept on moving. A damn fool is what you are for thinking your piddly little dagger could’ve changed things. Even if you cut its head right off it would’ve made no difference, and you almost got yourself killed trying.”
 
  
 
 ...Okay, so he watched the battle. Still doesn’t absolve him from staying out of it. My protectors, my friends, they almost died and he did nothing. “...So how do you kill a Demon?”
 
  
 
 Finished packing his pipe, Guan Suo fixes me with a knowing stare. “You don’t. Neither do I. I ain’t here to fight your battles, boy. The Protectorate is help enough. Me, I’m just looking after the big girl there and keeping her safe from the fool she’s hellbent on following around. Next time you see a Demon about to kill your protectors, you turn and run away, you hear? Ain’t no point throwing yourself on the Enemy’s swords, especially not if you bring the big girl with you. Leave the Demons well alone and live to fight again another day.” Laying back down in the grass, his pipe glows with heat even though I didn’t see him light it. “Now quiet down or get gone.”
 
  
 
 Quietly turning to go, I pause at the sound of Song’s voice. “Rain is no coward and he did not lie, Venerable One. He killed a Demon in Sanshu, though I do not know how. A single stab and it died, as I and others in camp have witnessed. By your leave.” Stalking away, she motions for me to follow and whispers, “The only way to kill a Demon is to inflict massive trauma to its body or starve it of corpses until it weakens and falls.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. Thanks. Good to know.” Surprised she would come to my defence, I hesitate to correct her, but in the interest of honesty, I add, “Truth is, I was terrified last night. Still am. How am I supposed to fight such a creature?”
 
  
 
 More slipped out than I’d intended, but Song takes it in stride. “There can be no courage without fear. You struck at the Demon while all others, myself included, stood idle. That is enough. If you mean to face the Demon, then you must train until such a time when you can defeat it. Such is life.” Almost as an afterthought, she adds, “We can discuss training methods together, if you’d like.”
 
  
 
 ...Is she trying to console me? “I would. Thank you.” Throwing caution to the wind, I ask, “Song, you don’t have to answer, but do I make you uncomfortable?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 And that’s all she says as we move to another unoccupied area around the pond, but it’s good enough. I don’t make her uncomfortable, and even though we took a bloody nose last night, we still came out on top. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still going to get anxiety attacks thinking about fighting Pudge again, not to mention the sheer despair of knowing my guns didn’t do shit and how insurmountable a difference in true Martial strength really is, but er...
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 I forgot the point I was trying to make...
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      Chapter 436 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Since as long as he could remember, Gen had aspired to be a hunter.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t the most lucrative profession he could’ve chosen. No, that would’ve been fishing, believe it or not. It didn’t take much to haul nets and set traps for a steady source of food and income, but that wasn’t what made fishing so rewarding. Western Treasures Lake hid untold wealth within its turbid depths, and more than one fisherman had gone out to drag his nets and returned home with radiant pearls, sunken gold, or other such items of fortune. It seemed like every other month he’d hear about someone’s distant cousin or friend of a friend striking it rich, but more telling were the many widows and orphans scattered throughout every hamlet and village. For every family who struck it rich, there were hundreds of others brought to ruin by death and disaster, with thousands more barely surviving on fish and mussels while dreaming of the day they too would stumble across wealth beyond compare.
 
  
 
 Not to say hunting was any safer. The safest profession was to become a farmer. Though not as temperate and fertile as the farmlands adjacent to the Xiangmi river, the soil around Western Treasure’s lake still yielded plenty of rice, grain, and vegetables. Farming was not a simple job, for the work was never done. Till the fields, sow the seeds, feed the chickens, milk the cows, water the crops, pull the weeds, the list went on, but short of bandits or wild beasts overrunning your farm, one could always count on the harvest to feed one’s family. The downside, aside from the hard work, was the need to pay protection money. Most of a farmer’s efforts went to paying bandits to leave them alone, which meant they’d have barely enough to survive through the long, cold winters and no chance of ever striking it rich. A grim, dismal existence, farming was arduous and depressing, but safe.
 
  
 
 If fisherfolk were risk takers and farmers were cowards, then hunters were the middle ground, the romantics as Pa used to call them. Hunting was not only a means to provide for one’s family, but a good hunter who ate and trained enough might even become a guard or Martial Warrior, a far more lucrative profession than fishing could ever be. Not only could they dream of glory, but a hunter was beholden to nothing and no one, unlike the fisherfolk beholden to the mercy of the lake or farmers to bandits. Though they risked life and limb each time they set out to brave the wilds, a clever and careful hunter could minimize risks and maximize benefits to live a decent and respectable life. Strength was always admired and hunters stood at the top of the pecking order in those insignificant villages like the one Gen grew up in. There were days when the hunting team returned with nothing to show for their efforts, but there were also times when they hunted more meat than they knew what to do with, like the time they brought down a sixteen point buck, a massive, majestic creature which fed their village for weeks.
 
  
 
 Gen had been the one to make the killing shot, his arrow taking it clean through the eye as it tried to run him down, but upon returning home, it was not a hero’s welcome which awaited him. No, Pa had beaten Gen with a switch, then brought out the strap when he asked why. “For taking a fool’s risk,” Pa had said, but Gen saw things differently. He stood his ground killed his prey, whereas a lesser man like Pa would’ve run and gone hungry.
 
  
 
 Killing that cowardly bastard had been a mercy, and Gen’s only regret was letting him die so quickly.
 
  
 
 Though raised by sheep, he had always possessed the heart of a dragon, and since becoming Enlightened to the Truth, he made an effort to remember to his roots. Where Mentor and Goujian believed his time best spent recruiting soldiers and guards to their cause, Gen believed their efforts would be better focused on his fellow hunters. It took some convincing and plenty of effort to get Mentor’s blessing, but as he rode through the sandy dunes with his personal cadre of Huntsmen, he knew it had been well worth the effort.
 
  
 
 These were his people, hundreds of former hunters turned Enlightened Warriors thanks to his Talents. Each was armed with spear, short sword, short recurve bows, and the knowledge they’d gathered over generations of their craft. The west had no stags, wolves, or tigers, but they had similar beasts like antelopes, coyotes, and leopards, and strange, foreign ones such as flightless cassowaries, tri-horned kroxsaurs, poisonous hiccup skinks, and other beasts Gen had never seen nor heard of. To make matters worse, his woods-craft skills were next to useless here in the sandy deserts of the Western Province, but his Huntsmen were happy to teach and he was quick to learn. After months of practice tracking and hunting the most dangerous beasts in the West, today, Gen brought his Huntsmen out to hunt the most dangerous prey of all.
 
  
 
 Humans.
 
  
 
 Though Mentor’s tamed savages had conquered the cities and subjugated the people, there were still plenty of Imperial Loyalists resisting his rule. Scattered bands hid in the deserts and emerged every few weeks to prove themselves an annoyance, and the savages were as unfamiliar with these lands as Gen himself was. Busy with boring matters of logistics and economics, Jianghong tasked the Huntsmen with tracking down these hidden bastions of resistance, which would be the first true test of their skills. Though the Westerners traditionally rode camels, the stupid ornery beasts were unable to accept the greatness of Heaven’s Enlightenment, so instead, Kash and Deng led the way riding atop gajashias, twin-tusked equine mounts with beaked heads which were brought here by the savages. How anything left a trail in the shifting sand dunes and constant dust storms, Gen couldn’t say, but his friends followed tracks which were invisible to Gen’s foreigner eyes, a testament to their native skills and hunter’s craft.
 
  
 
 They weren’t the same Kash and Deng Gen had grown up with, bearing the tanned skin and thicker brows so commonly found in natives of the west, but they were good replacements for the friends he’d left behind. Hunters and trackers much like himself, the three of them spent many a night drinking and dallying alongside the zealot Yuanyin, sharing wine, women, and wisdom until the early hours of the morning. They were his pack now, sheep turned wolves much like himself.
 
  
 
 “The dissenters be close, Emissary,” Deng Sent, his distant figure pointing south at a towering sand dune. “The oasis sits over yonder, the only one large enough to support their numbers within a hundred kilometres. The signs guide us close, and we shall be upon them before night has come.”
 
  
 
 “Good. I tire of tasting sand these past few days.” Adjusting his veil, Gen Sent, “Find them within the hour and you shall be rewarded. Fail, and punishment awaits.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Emissary.”
 
  
 
 Though they were his friends, Gen knew enough to separate work and pleasure. Though it would upset him to kill yet another set of his friends, they wouldn’t be the first, or even the fifth of their name. Gen had lost count of how many friends he’d gone through some time ago, but the latest Deng and Kash had proven themselves rather competent. Six months ago, they’d been little more than bugs to squash underfoot, but with his guidance, they’d found their true place in the world. According to Jianghong, both were now strong enough to hold the rank of Major, while Gen would be a Lieutenant Colonel by Imperial standards. Of course, this was merely in strength alone as Gen had no head for tactics, but to reach such heights in so short a time only proved Balance was a lie. While Imperials struggled through every step along the Martial Path, the Enlightened progressed by leaps and bounds under the direct guidance of the Spirits in service to Heaven’s cause.
 
  
 
 As their luck would have it, the Heavens blessed Deng and Kash when their hour grew short, delivering a sign even Gen couldn’t miss. A flock of turkey vultures took flight to the northwest and the Huntsmen turned as one to head towards the disturbance, for not even a pack of coyotes could scare off those large, avian scavengers. This meant there were humans nearby, and out here, this far from civilization, that could only mean Loyalists.
 
  
 
 The armoured lizards crested the sand dune with their loping gait and Gen spotted the first signs of their hated foes, a small caravan of eight camel-drawn wagons headed to the oasis to fill up on water. Moments later, the Imperials spotted Gen’s Huntsmen riding down upon them, and their looks of despair were delicious to behold. “Take them alive,” Gen commanded, his booming voice easily heard over the stampeding charge. “Death is too good for traitors of Heaven!”
 
  
 
 To this end, Gen refrained from setting their wagons alight and turned his attentions to the leading camels instead. Once he was within range, he conjured a pillar of flame to spring up from beneath the beasts’ hooves, charring the creatures black in the blink of an eye. It came as easily as breathing now, the secrets of Heaven unfolding with each passing day, and he flaunted his prowess by conjuring seven simultaneous pillars of flame to kill the remaining camels in one fell swoop.
 
  
 
 There was something so satisfying about killing with a point of his finger, even though the effort left him sweating and panting for breath. Stopping to rest, he watched as his whooping huntsmen ran down the fleeing Imperials and feathered their legs with arrows, the small recurve bow far more powerful than the unwieldy longbows Pa used to make. Jianghong scorned the Huntsmen’s use of ranged weapons but Mentor applauded it as a tool for ‘lesser beings’ to strike back at their betters. A shame it took a lifetime to learn, but this more than anything convinced Mentor to allow Gen his Huntsmen.
 
  
 
 The glorious battle ended far too quickly, a half week of tracking ending in a half a minute of glory, but this was merely the beginning. There were no Martial Warriors amongst these traitors, merely servants and retainers out to collect water for their masters, which meant their base must be hidden nearby. Dismounting from his gajashia, Gen handed the snapping beast off to another Huntsman and studied the gathered prisoners with a frown, for only a handful still lived in spite of his earlier command. “I ordered you to take them alive.”
 
  
 
 “Forgiveness, Emissary.” Familiar with his temper, the Huntsmen all fell to their knees and grovelled for his mercy while Kash pleaded their case. “Most of the traitors took their own lives the moment we were spotted, using a poison derived from hiccup skinks.”
 
  
 
 Troublesome, but fanatics and extremists often were. Nothing to be done about the dead, hiccup skinks were so named because commoners they bit only had time enough to make a strangled gasp before dropping dead, the poison potent enough to even weaken hardy Warriors of Heaven. Turning to the gathered survivors, Gen saw pain, terror, and anguish in their expressions, but above all, desperation. They still hoped to live, else they too would’ve taken their poison, and Gen could use that. Stalking up and down their lines, he studied his prisoners one by one in utter silence, giving them time to deliberate their eventual fate while the Spirits whispered in their ears, delivering them a chance to reject Imperial lies and embrace the truth.
 
  
 
 The Heavens were just and merciful, even if Gen was not.
 
  
 
 When he felt the time was ripe, he introduced himself without preamble. “I am Gen, Emissary of Earth’s Fire.” A shame Mentor was so particular about naming conventions, for ‘Earth’s Fire’ just didn’t sound right to Gen’s ears, but his reputation alone was enough to elicit a chorus of shuddering gasps from the prisoners. Allowing the bare hint of a smile to grace his face, he asked, “Where are your comrades hiding?” No one answered, so Gen pointed at the prisoner he deemed least likely to talk, a grizzled old servant who had the audacity to glare. Eager to please, Kash hauled the old servant to his feet while Deng salvaged a wheel from one of the camel-less wagons, and together, they lashed the prisoner to the wheel using strips of torn cloth. The old servant screamed and struggled, but it did him no good, and once he’d been firmly secured to the wheel, his shouted insults quickly turned to pleas of mercy under Kash and Deng’s deft knives.’
 
  
 
 Gen was in no rush, for the day was still young. Even if the prisoners gave up the location of their comrades, it would take time to confirm and plan the assault. Only a fool charged headlong into danger, so he was happy to let his Huntsmen have a little sporting fun. None of the prisoners would live unless they accepted the Truth, and Gen could already see most would not. Cowards the lot of them, but some might be convinced otherwise and all had potential to become a Transcendent, even the defiant old servant who called them Defiled scum and now screamed for death.
 
  
 
 One prisoner in particular had caught Gen’s eye, a terrified serving girl sobbing in the sand. A pretty little thing with honeyed skin and dark, smoky eyes, her features lacked the cold perfection of Imperial Martial Warriors but her imperfections made her all the more beautiful. Her ragged clothes and unwashed hair reminded him of Bei during those few precious hours before she surrendered her human trappings to become a Transcendent, and he ached to repeat the process with this exotic western beauty.
 
  
 
 Gen had mourned for long enough. It was high time he replaced his wife, for a man as powerful as he needed a strong woman to stand at his side. Perhaps this new Bei would suffice, but even if it ended in failure, then he could enjoy the process.
 
  
 
 When the old servant’s screams quieted to a hoarse whisper, Gen addressed the servants as a group. “I was once like you all, a base scavenger from an unnamed village in the wilds, living under Imperial yoke and too stupid to realize it. I spent my days seeking Balance and yearning for strength, but thanks to their lies, I tasted the barest hint of power, one which elevated me a hair’s breadth higher than a basic commoner. You’ve seen the strength I now wield, and you could wield it too. All you need do is reject the lies and accept the Truth, and Heaven’s bounty will be yours. Why remain loyal to a dog Emperor who has abandoned you? Why cover for your so called comrades who’ve sent you out to die? You see us as conquerors and rebels, but I tell you, we are the true patriots of the Empire! Those Loyalists spout their lies of Balance and Defiled to keep commoners like us weak and underfoot, but in doing so, they cause more death and misery than any foreign savages ever could. I, Gen, the Emissary of Earth’s Fire, will bring change to the Empire, and it will be change for the better.” Gesturing at his Huntsmen, he shouted, “We are the wildfire who will clear away the dead undergrowth of the Imperial Clan. We will form the steel and earth of a new foundation, a new Azure Empire without the lies and corruption of the old, but to do that, we need your help.” Pointedly glancing at his new Bei, he added, “I promise to guide you to discover the immeasurable power of the Heavens, and I only ask one thing in return. Give me the location of your comrades, and I will erase your sins committed in ignorance and personally welcome you into the fold.”
 
  
 
 Bei’s eyes met his own and Gen suppressed the urge to lash out. She would soon learn not to challenge him, but for now, he needed her alive to find those hidden Loyalists. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Bei straightened up and declared, “You will find our comrades when they emerge to take your dog life, Defiled filth.” Her part said, she trembled in fright and shut her lovely brown eyes, stubbornly rejecting the Spirits from her mind and Gen from her heart.
 
  
 
 How dare she?
 
  
 
 When he emerged from his berserk rage, dusk was upon them and all the prisoners laid dead save one, a young man with robes reeking of blood and excrement as he busied himself telling Kash anything and everything he could think of. Sweet Bei was an unrecognizable mess scattered about the desert, for no matter what Gen did or made her do, he could not convince her to accept the Truth. Chest aching in heartbroken sorrow, he took a deep breath and licked his fingers before scrubbing them clean in sand, for there was still more work to be done.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he’d find another Bei amongst the Imperial Loyalists.
 
  
 
 After scouting out the area, they found the smuggler’s warehouse right where the gibbering prisoner said it would be, backed onto a towering dune and entirely hidden beneath the sands. Further searching uncovered the well-concealed stone entrance described by the prisoner, as well as two more exits he swore he didn’t know about. Not convinced, Gen removed a strip of skin as punishment and fed it to his gajashia. Then, since he wanted to wait until midnight before attacking, he removed a strip of fat, then muscle, then began carving his name into the bone before the prisoner finally fainted and it was no longer fun.
 
  
 
 He finished carving his name regardless, mostly because he needed the practice. Reading and writing were much harder to learn than the secrets of Martial strength.
 
  
 
 When the time came, he dispatched Kash and Deng to guard the other exits while leading the assault on the main entrance himself. Aside from Mentor’s plain-armoured Transcendent who never left his side, Gen had also brought a second Transcendent along on this hunt, one under his sole control. A recently born Transcendent, the white-faced Demon was both stylish and deadly, a lean, dangerous duellist with a billowing cape of blades, and like Gen, hands bearing sharpened, metallic fingers. Gen had an older brother who’d died in infancy, so he imagined that this Transcendent was his brother reborn, here to protect Gen as an older brother should.
 
  
 
 Samat had been his name, and this Transcendent would wear it proudly. A shame he was too stupid to hide in Gen’s shadow like the first Bei had, but he made allowances for family.
 
  
 
 Though the warehouse was well hidden, it had been built with concealment in mind, not fortification. Once discovered, it was more deathtrap than fortress, for there was no place for sentries to watch and warn of enemy approach. Striding up to the entrance under the cover of darkness, Gen arranged the Transcendents on either side of him and the Huntsmen behind before drawing on the Blessing of Earth. Body bristling with boundless strength, he ripped the heavy door off its hinges and tossed it off into the empty night. Though surprised by his abrupt entrance, the Imperials were ready and waiting for an attack, trembling behind their impromptu barricades at the force arrayed before them. Grinning from ear to ear, Gen stood tall and clasped his hands behind his back, portraying the young hero he knew he was.
 
  
 
 Ah, of course. It’s too dark for them to see.
 
  
 
 Conjuring a ring of fire around his feet, Gen posed and said, “I am Gen, Emissary of Earth’s Fire.” There were no shuddered gasps this time, which put him in a foul mood. Perhaps he should’ve kept the Transcendents out of sight. “Lay down your weapons, embrace the Truth, and your sins shall be forgiven.”
 
  
 
 Silence was their only reply, their weapons still pointed towards him in utter irreverence of his status. Utterly unacceptable. Anger consumed him for the second time this night, and when he emerged from the darkness of his mind, the battle was done and he held a lovely warrior woman by the hair, so similar to the Bei he’d dismembered only scant hours ago. A Heaven-sent gift, no doubt, to come across his deceased wife’s sister so soon after losing her, and Gen rejoiced to find love once again. “Hello Bei,” he said, stroking his wife’s flawless cheek with his gore-soaked hands. She would look so much more beautiful after he branded her with burns. “I’ve missed you so, wife.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not your wife, Defiled filth.” Bei struggled in his grip, but her arms and legs were covered in lacerations and completely useless. It pained him to see his wife in such poor health, but the woman defied him and must learn her place. “Nor am I this ‘Bei’ you speak of. I am Brigadier –!”
 
  
 
 Her words gave way to a strangled scream as he held a burning hot finger to her lips, leaving a lovely black line across them both. “Hush dear wife. You are Bei, my beloved bride, and I have missed you so. Come, let us celebrate our reunion. You remember my brother, yes? You injured him greatly in your hysterical struggles. A good thing he calmed you down.” Eyeing Samat’s grievous injuries, Gen shook his head and sighed. “Dear wife, you must be more gentle with your brother-in-law. Healing does not come easily to the Transcendents.” Gesturing at the dead Huntsmen and Loyalists around them, he commanded the Spirits to sacrifice themselves to Heal Samat using the corpses at hand and lamented the waste. Mentor treated the Spirits like a resource to be spent and consumed, but Gen knew how precious each of them truly were. The more Spirits used to Heal Transcendents, the fewer remained to convince his prisoners to accept the Truth.
 
  
 
 Reminded of his work, Gen tossed Bei aside to deal with later and turned to the crowd of prisoners, launching into his oft-recited speech. “I grew up as a base scavenger from an unnamed village in the wilds...” No matter. The cost was well worth it, and with Mentor’s savage rabble marching east to their deaths, there would soon be many more Spirits free to roam about, Spirits better suited to Enlightening or inhabiting more worthy hosts. Then, once their army of Enlightened Warriors and Transcendents was ready, they would bring fire and justice to the Azure Empire and slaughter all those who opposed them.
 
  
 
 And after the Dog Emperor lay dead, Mentor would be next to pay for his crimes against Heaven. Such was Gen’s burden, to usher in a new age of Enlightenment as the Chosen Son of Heaven and future Emperor of All Creation.
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 It’s amazing how quickly structures can be built without machinery to speed things along or silliness like bureaucracy and human rights to slow them down.
 
  
 
 In the four months since Sinuji’s destruction, Colonel Hongji has been hard at work turning the area into a deathtrap for Defiled. Though not comparable to the miracle of engineering and logistics which is to become the new Western Wall, the transformation is still mind boggling to behold and it all started with my off-hand advice given on my first day here. The rubble of Sinuji has been cleared away and repurposed into a cobblestone walkway, and while I’d hardly call it elegant or even complete, it’s serviceable enough for my chariots and supply wagons to roll over without cracking an axle or getting stuck in a rut. Five kilometres from north to south and a hundred and fifty metres across, the walkway’s main purpose isn’t for travel or transportation. Instead, it serves as firebreak, deterrence to Wraiths or other sneaky bastards hoping to slip by, and an open killing ground where we slaughter all Defiled who dare approach.
 
  
 
 To this end, an impressive array of earthwork fortifications stands behind the walkway, ones designed to funnel the Enemy into multiple choke-points where Imperial soldiers hold the advantage. Again, they’re nothing fancy, mostly dirt walls and deep trenches, but completely serviceable and a huge upgrade to fighting the Defiled man to man on open ground. Constructed using a technique Dastan calls hangtu or ‘rammed earth’, the compressed dirt walls are durable as stone and almost as smooth thanks to an outer layer of clay which keeps the whole thing from turning to mud in the rain. While a determined attacker could probably break through a meter thick section in a matter of minutes, the walls only stand about three-and-a-half meters high and most are under a hundred meters long, which means the Defiled who aren’t smart enough to run around the walls usually try to jump over, where Imperial soldiers stand ready to greet them with steel and fire.
 
  
 
 Though it makes me giggle to say, holding the high ground is a significant advantage in battle. For starters, it’s much easier to hit an opponent's head when it’s literally at your feet, and also less tiring when you’ve got gravity working on your side. Battlements on the rammed earth walls protect the Imperial soldier, a raised lip they stand behind and lean over to stab, crush, or otherwise kill their Defiled opponents. Even the strongest warrior in the world is vulnerable while jumping over a three metre obstacle, and considering the Defiled aren’t big on constructing even basic siege equipment like ramps or ladders, then I’d wager the wall will hold until garo or other such mounted warriors make an appearance.
 
  
 
 Not an event I look forward to. Apparently, the Western Defiled ride things called gajashia, which were eloquently described as carnivorous, sharp-tusked, elephant-faced armoured lions of nightmares. The Southern Defiled have bhietkura, giant, hammer-headed dinosaurs with talons long as a man’s arm. Strange how even the most docile animals from the Azure Empire will snap at Defiled, but outside, the wildlife have adapted to accept the murder-happy humans. Then again, like GangShu said, are Imperials and Defiled really all that different when seen through the eyes of an animal?
 
  
 
 I’m just glad there will always be ugly or angry animals which I can eat guilt free. Like geese, the feathery embodiment of hatred and loathing...
 
  
 
 Fort Sinuji’s temporary nature only adds to how extraordinary its speedy construction was, though I use the term ‘fort’ lightly. It’s less of a building or enclosed area and more like a labyrinth of rectangular blocks, walls, and giant fucking trenches, all built so you’re forced to zigzag through the fortifications to get to the other side or spend a day exposed in dangerous territory looking for a way around. Once past the first line of fortifications, you find yourself trapped inside a veritable maze with steel pikes and polearms thrusting down from above, Imperial soldiers lurking around every corner, shifting exits, hidden pitfalls, reinforced dead-ends, and barricaded choke-points to spice things up. Granted, the whole place will probably crumble to pieces the moment an organized Defiled army appears on the horizon, but until such a time as the Enemy gets their shit together, Sinuji’s defences will be the bane of wandering warbands of Defiled.
 
  
 
 One strange thing to note is that since building these fortifications and flying flags which can been seen from kilometres away, Sinuji has encountered more Defiled attacks, not less, and it’s supposedly the same with the similar structures all across the front lines. Whereas my first instinct would be to go around an entrenched enemy, the Defiled see well-fortified positions the same way lemmings see cliffs, preferring to run headlong at them and die instead of finding a safer way around. Not to say there’s no more fighting on the open fields, and some warbands still have enough sense to bypass Fort Sinuji, but the end result is more or less the same. Since heavy cavalry don’t have much of a place in sieges, Colonel Hongji and the other commanders along the front lines have organized patrols between them, which means most Defiled who try to sneak past meet their end at the tip of a steel lance. Loose infantry don’t do well against heavy cavalry, and even less so when presented with an organized charge from multiple directions. Should any Defiled be lucky enough to escape the front lines intact, there is still a second line of defences behind us waiting to greet them, not to mention the heavily patrolled border where the new Western Wall is being constructed.
 
  
 
 All in all, after four months of fighting, there have been exactly zero confirmed Defiled to successfully cross the border into Central, which is the only good news I can think of while riding through Sinuji’s winding defences to report to Colonel Hongji. From atop the battlements, Imperial soldiers stare at my escort of quin riders and Death Corps in undisguised curiosity, wondering what could’ve prompted the Number One Talent in the Empire to return from patrol early. Two and a half days early, in fact, since we booked it back to the front lines as soon as Tenjin was stable enough to travel. This marks the first time I’ve returned in defeat, an event made all the more significant considering how well my first deployment went. While resting in SuiHua, there were tales of defeat and despair a plenty on everyone’s ears and tongues as the returning soldiers brought news of growing Defiled aggression, but more than once I heard my supporters boasting about how my retinue would handle it with ease.
 
  
 
 It’s funny how I never cared for public opinion until it turned in my favour. I can shrug off hatred, disgust, and hostility without breaking stride, but disappointment hits me like a kick in the balls.
 
  
 
 About a quarter way through the maze, a voice sounds from atop the battlements. “See how the savage scurries back after an ignoble defeat. Truly a disgrace to the Empire.” Shielding my eyes from the afternoon sun, I glance up and see a typical arrogant noble popinjay standing on the battlements with his nose pointed towards the sky, mocking without deigning to even look in my general direction. Head high, shoulders square, chest out, and back arched, the nondescript young man carries himself with the standard pretentious posture of someone born into nobility, a milk-skinned brat who’s probably never had to pour his own tea, much less fight for his life. His verdant silk robes flutter in the wind as he stands there with his lightly powdered face and nary a hair out of place, thanks to a pair of soldiers holding up a canopy to provide him with shade while a third soldier guards against the heat using a massively oversized fan.
 
  
 
 I don’t even know him and I already don’t like him. I bet he even positioned himself there so the sun shines in my eyes while we talk, a literal play for power because standing on top of a wall wasn’t enough. There’s probably a bunch of other stuff I haven’t noticed too, as nobles and their ilk love their little games of clever insults and calculated contempt, which I don’t really get. From what I understand, hurling expletives and outright slander is vulgar and low brow, but a harmless remark which might be interpreted as offensive is the height of sophistication.
 
  
 
 Take his comment for example. Were I to rise to the bait, he would simply laugh and claim it a part of a poem he was composing or the title for a painting or song. Worse, by taking offence at his seemingly innocuous statement, I not only lose face for being ‘overly sensitive’, but it also shows I equate myself with a ‘scurrying savage’ and accept the criticism as true. Nobles sometimes have hours of dinner conversation where every line is laced with insults and disrespect, but the first one to lose their temper or leave is considered defeated, a bunch of high-brow nonsense I have no patience for.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately for the popinjay, no one told him I don’t play by their rules and his sky-turned gaze fails to notice I don’t stop to chat. I’m a good distance away before someone thinks to inform their cloud-gazing young master I’ve ridden away, though I’m still close enough to hear him screech, “You dare ignore me?”, along with the other customary questions and statements that follow. Even his tantrums sound rehearsed and commonplace, hitting all the regular notes like ‘Do you know who I am?’, ‘Are you deaf?’, and my favourite, ‘I did not give you permission to leave!’.
 
  
 
 His incredulous statements soon turns to meaningless babble, ranting about how I must think myself clever and how things will soon change. I have no idea what he’s going on about, so I continue riding on my merry way, moving at a nice, moderate quin walk. Sadly, the popinjay isn’t very good at the game of subtle insults and has a poor temper to boot, for just as I’m riding out of earshot, I hear him yell, “Falling Rain, you coward! Come back and face me!”
 
  
 
 Now, I’m a pretty laid back guy, but it burns my blood to see a little shit like him living in pampered luxury while so many soldiers die to keep him safe, not to mention his oh-so-punchable face. In accordance with his poorly thought out demand, I turn Zabu around and ride back, moving from an easy walk into a full-out charge without even a whisper of warning. On my instructions, the agile quin pounces onto the battlements with a single leap, his lashing tail and snapping jaws sending soldiers into a panic as he clears a path to the popinjay. A quartet of loyal bodyguards stick close to the popinjay’s side, who along with the three serving soldiers make for a pitiful seven-man barrier between Zabu and the popinjay, especially with Orgaal, Argat, and four other Khishigs at my back. Tilting the odds further in my favour, Red One arrives with eleven Death Corps soldiers only a handful of seconds later, working in concert to scale the wall in their heavy armour as easily as climbing a set of stairs.
 
  
 
 With my people surrounding him and his back to the battlements, the snobby little popinjay looks properly regretful, though it could be because of his white-powdered face, not quite as heavy as Central likes it, but done in similar, if not more tasteful, fashion. Previously, I wasn’t able to see the writing on his portable canopy, but now that I’m up here, I notice it bears the ‘Situ’ character, alongside the twin characters for ‘Heaven’ and ‘Earth’, which means this is one of Zian’s many, many, many cousins. Changing tack, I wait until the little bastard finds the courage to speak, then speak right over him. “What,” I say, deriving immense satisfaction from seeing the popinjay’s mouth snap shut, “Is the penalty for slandering an Imperial Scion?”
 
  
 
 I refuse to use my title, but it has its uses.
 
  
 
 “Replying to Imperial Consort,” Red One answers, ruining the moment by stating my hated title outright. “The answer depends on the severity of the crime, with the maximum penalty being execution. The Emperor does not look kindly on outsiders defaming the Imperial Clan.”
 
  
 
 The Situ idiot’s eyes widen in terror as I pretend to consider it, even though I’d never order him executed over an insult. Fairly certain I couldn’t even if I wanted to, what with being an Imperial Consort and not an Imperial Scion, but Red One knows how to play the game better than I do. He merely answered my question and framed it in a way which implied I am an Imperial Scion, without outright claiming it. After a long pause, I shake my head and reply, “No, no execution. Were we in private, I would overlook words spoken by a child in anger, but there are too many witnesses present. What is the minimum penalty?”
 
  
 
 “For a first infraction, ten strokes of the lash and impermanent removal of the offender’s tongue.”
 
  
 
 ...Harsher than I expected, but maybe the little brat will learn to keep his mouth shut after he regrows his tongue. Trying to look as bored as possible, I gesture at the popinjay and say, “You may order your men to carry out the punishment forthwith.” While it seems like I’m being merciful, truth is, I’m not entirely sure I have enough clout to order him punished without repercussion, so it’s best if he does it himself. “If you refuse, then I must take matters into my own hands.” 100% true. I’d have to go find a Justicar and plead my case, which will probably end with me challenging the Situ Clan to another duel or something. Hard pass.
 
  
 
 Not sticking around to see things through, I ride Zabu down the other side of the wall, more than making up for time lost thanks to our detour. Wishing I could just go straight to the command centre, I keep to the pathway for the rest of the trek, which goes by without incident until I’m face to face with Colonel Hongji inside his personal tent. Normally, the friendly Colonel would offer tea and snacks during these private meetings, but today, he greets me with back turned and leaves me standing alone while pretending to pore over his reports. I say pretend because it’s silly to stand when you could sit at your desk, stupid to leave your back to the tent’s entrance, and suicidal not to turn around to make sure the intruder is friendly, but after a few seconds of thought, I conclude that his actions are another calculated insult. Why, I don’t know, but it sucks because I was looking forward to a hot cup of tea. It doesn’t seem like much until one considers the restrictions on fire in camp, meaning no fires allowed aside from a few specific exclusions. Due to my rank, I’m allowed a small fire for personal use and most officers quietly shirk the restrictions regardless, but having chosen to lead by example, I’ve eschewed the minor luxuries in the name of solidarity. Stupid mistake. Like anyone cares if I give up hot tea, toasted biscuits, and warm stew.
 
  
 
 Can’t even heat a hot bath in my swanky stone bathtub without feeling guilty. It’s the worst...
 
  
 
 Regardless of whether I made the right choice, I’m stuck with it and too stubborn to give up, but there’s nothing that says I can’t accept Hongji’s hospitality. A moot point, considering said hospitality appears to have withered away and died in light of my recent failure, which just goes to show how precarious my current situation is. As Number One Talent in the Empire, there are countless rivals just waiting to topple me from my lofty position, which is why I can’t wait for Mila to condense her Aura and form her Natal Palace so she can stomp on my spine and wrench the title from my bloodied, broken, fingers.
 
  
 
 I’d happily forfeit and spare myself the suffering, but knowing Mila, she means to earn the title herself and will be furious if I don’t fight to keep it. The things I do for love...
 
  
 
 After long minutes of cold silence, a soldier strides in without a word and places a small wooden jewellery box on Hongji’s desk. Leaving as quietly as he arrived, the good Colonel waits until the soldier marches out before finally turning around. Though still wearing more than most women, Hongji’s makeup is more subtle and understated, lacking the vibrant reds and sombre blacks so many in Central overuse and giving a pale, pinkish cast to his skin which almost looks natural. His stylized eyebrows angle upward and makes his expression look permanently angry or surprised, but his broad forehead, strong jawline, and piercing glare keeps the effect from becoming comical. It’s hard to take Central’s warriors seriously when they show up in full face paint, but wearing his official Commander’s gown with the Imperial Token tucked into the belt, Hongji makes his peers look like kittens beside a tiger.
 
  
 
 Moving aside, he gestures curtly at the box on his desk. Inwardly shrugging, I head over and flip it open to reveal a severed tongue, still fresh and wet with blood. Suppressing the urge to recoil away, I glance at Hongji and raise an eyebrow in question. Does the gesture translate? I can’t imagine it being easy to pull off when your eyebrows are waxed in place. Luckily, he understands, but he only utters a single word in reply. “Gulong.”
 
  
 
 Ancient Dragon? That can’t be right. “...Who or what is a Gulong?”
 
  
 
 Hongji’s impassive facade cracks ever so slightly to reveal his surprise, but he recovers soon after. “Do not pretend, young officer. Deception will make you no friends here.” After a long silence in which I flounder for what to say, he furrows his brow and says, “Situ Gulong.”
 
  
 
 Oh... So that’s what his name was. I probably should’ve figured things out through context, but names are weird. “Ah.”
 
  
 
 “Who commands here, officer?”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. He seems mad. Snapping off a military salute, I model my answer after what I think Red One would say. “Replying to Colonel, you do. Err... that is to say you, Colonel Hongji, is who holds command here. Whom holds command? Sir.”
 
  
 
 Covering his mouth to cough, Hongji recovers and says, “So you did know. Which means these soldiers gathered here are mine to command, and mine to punish.” Giving me his best glare, Hongji jabs me in the chest with a steel finger. “So what gives you the right to punish my soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “Replying to Colonel, I would not dare.” ‘I’, not ‘this one’, since the Legate’s panties would twist in a bunch if I dared lower myself as such, and not ‘Imperial Consort’ to show I’m not treating this as a formal matter. Or at least, that’s my intention and how he should read it. I’m getting the hang of this politics thing, but it’s still hit or miss most of the time.
 
  
 
 “You don’t dare? Hmph.” Gesturing at the bloody box, he roars, “Then explain this!” Happy to share how clever I’ve become, I keep a straight face while summarizing my encounter with Gulong. Quickly catching on, Hongji asks me to repeat our exchange word for word. Despite knowing I’m in the clear, he confirms that I’d be willing to swear an Oath to back my statements, though falls short of asking for one, and only then does he sigh in relief. Slumping into his armchair, he gestures for me to sit and dabs his brow while bellowing orders for someone to bring tea, utterly ruining his calm and stoic ‘Tiger General’ appearance from earlier.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand why he’s so stressed about one measly Situ brat losing a replaceable tongue but I know better than to ask. Flipping the tongue box closed, I hand him my reports before explaining my findings over hot tea and fresh pastries. “...so on the advice from my remaining Experts, I request permission to delay until replacements arrive before going back out on patrol.” Abjiya and Jigari are great Healers, but they’re not even close to Taduk’s level, so they’ll be taking Jochi and Tenjin along with the other injured back to SuiHua as soon as Hongji issues the proper papers.
 
  
 
 “An Awakened Demon so strong even your Experts could not kill it... Most unsettling.” Shaking his head while writing out the travel passes, he adds, “Fortunately, you escaped without incurring significant losses. I fear the plains west of Sinuji are littered with corpses of those who cannot say the same. Too many Demons being born these days, at least one a day so I hear.” Feeling guilty for not telling him about GangShu’s intervention, I keep my mouth shut and nod along. The sexy rat daddy was adamant I leave his part out of the official reports, because he reports to whichever poor bastard the Emperor hated enough to put in charge of Divinities.
 
  
 
 After settling where my retinue will camp and where I fit in the command structure, Hongji hands me the freshly stamped passes and Sends, “Tread carefully, young hero. The Society of Heaven and Earth has friends in high places. The matter with Situ Ji Jing should have been plain and simple, for he built himself a grand funeral pyre and climbed inside, but rather than setting it alight as he should have, the Justicar ordered Ji Jing lashed and dishonourably discharged. Seven hundred soldiers left to die and the boy walks away with a light beating, an affront to career soldiers across the Empire, but my hands are tied. Now this matter with Gulong... Might I suggest you request permission to pay your family a visit? Or perhaps an audience with your benefactor, though if you do, I caution you to temper your expectations.”
 
  
 
 It takes a second to remember who Ji Jing is and what Hongji is talking about, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out why he’s telling me about Ji Yeon’s brother. I certainly had nothing to do with it, though I can see why Hongji isn’t happy about how things went down, but why should I run away to Baatar and Akanai or ask the Legate for help with Gulong? Misreading my confusion as disbelief, Hongji Sends, “Remember, the Justicars dispense justice, but it is the Emperor who decides what is just.” I doubt he means the Emperor is backing the Situ Clan, but I suppose someone Imperial might be. Nodding despite not entirely understanding, I thank him for his hospitality and turn to leave, but Hongji isn’t done. Clapping me on the shoulder, he personally sees me out of the tent, which is a big deal according to Luo-Luo, and Sends, “I offer you my full support, but I fear if you are ever in a position to require it, then we are already doomed.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s not ominous or anything.
 
  
 
 Still, I like Hongji. A soldier through and through, he does right by the people under his command, even if he doesn’t like them. If I had laid a finger on Gulong, the good Colonel would have had me lashed or whatever the punishment is, not because he’s afraid of the Society or whoever backs them, but because it would’ve been the right thing to do. The Empire needs more no nonsense soldiers like Hongji and I’m proud to serve beneath him.
 
  
 
 Oh, I remember Gulong now! I punched him unconscious before interrogating Ji Yeon during the Society’s Contests. I wasn’t great at it back then, so he lost a lot of teeth before passing out.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Am I the bad guy?
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 On account of our early return from patrol, there wasn’t enough room for us in the nice, cozy fort, but I actually prefer camping out on the exposed plains. The hot Central summer is winding down and autumn looms around the corner, but the temperatures are still higher than what I’m used to, so it’s much more comfortable out here than it would be crammed into a sweltering, dirt-walled room next to a hundred more just like it. Large as Fort Sinuji might be, it was built with defence in mind rather than comfort, so yurt life is almost luxurious in comparison, especially if you’re not an officer. Sleeping four soldiers to a yurt is far better than twelve to a room, packed in shoulder to shoulder like a tin of sardines.
 
  
 
 Ooh... Tins. Food preservation. I should write a letter to Diyako, the sooner we get tastier food on the front lines, the better. No wait, glass jars would be easier than tin cans. We haven’t figured out how to make the clear glass needed for telescopes and eyeglasses, but clouded glass will work fine for jarring.
 
  
 
 While grinding the ink, I ponder over the significance of my arrival in this world for the umpteenth time. Most days, I prefer not to think about it because it reminds me of all the modern amenities I’m missing out on, like indoor plumbing and air conditioning, not to mention the existential horror it dredges up. Was I brought here for a reason? Am I bound by fate to carry out a purpose? Am I a piece in some cosmic game of four-dimensional chess? Were my memories intentionally preserved or is all this a freak accident?
 
  
 
 Will I ever know the answers to any of these questions?
 
  
 
 Most recently, I’ve started worrying about the unintended and unforeseen consequences of my actions, which is silly, because by definition, there’s nothing I could have done to stop them from happening. Still, I wonder if my ideas are upsetting the natural order of things. Will there be consequences if I break the status quo and enact radical change and progress? This wasn’t a problem before because no one cared about my ideas, but since introducing my book and being crowned Number One Talent in the Empire a mere four months ago, I’ve noticed a myriad of issues cropping up in its wake.
 
  
 
 Take paper for example. Although the material now sees more widespread use and the value of literacy has risen, I’ve yet to hear of anyone opening schools or offering cheap reading lessons, so the divide between the rich and the poor will only grow instead of shrink. Paper walls are no longer a luxury for the wealthy and are now trending with the poor, and coloured paper decorations have taken the cities by storm. Forgery is on the rise, with enterprising thieves using replica seals on false orders to steal from illiterate guards and warehouse workers, and while woodblock printing presses have yet to appear, I’ve seen plenty of lewd and elaborate woodblock carvings used to stamp pictures which are then sold for a few coppers apiece. Though not as detailed as the painted fapping materials favoured by the nobility, it’s a huge step up for commoners who previously only had their imagination to work with.
 
  
 
 So I guess I am making the world a happier place, just not a better one...
 
  
 
 The worst fallout from my efforts is how the military wants everything in triplicate because paper is so cheap. Not only do I need to send a copy of my written orders and requests to my superior in Sinuji and high command in SuiHua, I also need to keep a copy to cover my ass. My once spacious yurt is now cluttered with chests filled with stacks of reports, orders, and correspondences, though most are written by Rustram and Silva, as my writing is barely legible and I have a tendency to ramble. I’m much neater if I use a pen, but Luo-Luo doesn’t approve. Though she likes the concept of using pens, she thinks the resulting calligraphy is too ‘prosaic and soulless’, which isn’t entirely wrong, but is totally stupid. I mean, who cares if my written characters are ‘uninspired’ or ‘lack elegance’? At least they’re legible, unlike what comes out when I use a proper brush. It’d be easy to ignore Luo-Luo if she tried to browbeat me into using a brush, but the alluring temptress has long since learned to get her way through guilt. I’ve developed an immunity to fake tears and tantrums, but when she quietly sighs and slumps down like a defeated dog, it makes my insides twist with guilt as if I were a complete monster for using a pen.
 
  
 
 Luckily, Luo-Luo is in SuiHua and this letter will go straight to Diyako who doesn’t care if my writing is elegant. Keeping it short and sweet, I detail my thoughts as they come without caring for structure or reason, as I find my ideas are more comprehensible when I don’t think too much, else I get hung up on the details I don’t understand. Like for starters, I don’t know how glass jars keep food preserved, but I know a sealed container helps. A metal lid which screws on is probably too much to ask for, but an unbroken wax seal will probably work just as well. Oh, coloured glass candle holders would probably be popular with the nobility, though I supposed this is more Luo-Luo’s wheelhouse than Diyako’s. Fuck, guess I’ll break out the brush and write her a letter too, especially since she’s due one and I need cattle armour. At least I won’t have to find a trustworthy courier to deliver the letters, as Tenjin and Jochi’s escort can bring it with them when they set off for SuiHua in the morning. I was horrified when Mila mentioned all our letters had probably been intercepted and copied, but mostly because I’m ashamed of my calligraphy. Even Tate has better writing than I do, but I can’t get the hang of using a stupid brush.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t make any sense. Brushes are for painting, not writing. Get it right!
 
  
 
 After penning letters to Diyako, Luo-Luo, Lin, and Mila, I write one to Mom and Dad asking how they are and telling them about my recent run in with Gulong and everything which preceded it, including Ji Yeon and Ji Jing. I also mention Colonel Hongji’s advice, though I leave his name out just to be safe. Better if he has plausible deniability so he can safely cut ties, especially if my suspicions are correct. Regardless of who’s helping the Situ Clan in secret, the whole thing is so far above my head I wouldn’t even have noticed if it wasn’t for the good Colonel, so I leave it up to my parents to decide my next move.
 
  
 
 Honestly, this is almost as bad as the alternative. I’m a grown-ass man running to mommy and daddy when things go wrong. It’s disgraceful, but at least this way they’ll have fair warning of the dagger hanging over our heads.
 
  
 
 Finished just before it grows too dark to read without candles, I hand the bundle of sealed letters to a Death Corps soldier and ask him to pass them to Tursinai. She wasn’t too happy about being put in charge of the group going to SuiHui, but I could tell Tenjin was grateful. Tursinai is far more liable to take risks when he isn’t around and I know he wouldn’t sleep easily knowing she was out here with no one to watch her back. I figured I owed him as much, considering this is the second time he’s been injured while serving in my retinue, and even though Orgaal is right about it not being my fault, I still feel liable. Truth is, if we broke things down to absolute numbers, Tenjin is far more valuable a warrior than I am, what with being a twenty-nine year old Awakened Expert who’s so much stronger than his peers it boggles the mind.
 
  
 
 Then there’s Tursinai, two years younger and lacking an Awakening, but that doesn’t stop her from beating Tenjin with one hand tied behind her back. Hell, I’ve seen her give Gerel a run for his money, and he’s supposedly the top dog amongst his generation, though I don’t see why. Alsantset and Charok are almost his equal, so baldy doesn’t really stand out from the crowd, but no one denies it. Still, it says something about his personality when the Bekhai treat him like a social outcast despite his strength, which makes me feel a little better about my almost exile.
 
  
 
 No one likes me because I’m weird and shy, but they hate Gerel because he’s a jerk. Granted, we both almost turned Defiled, but they disliked him before that came to light, whereas I was at least tolerated.
 
  
 
 With my letter writing out of the way, I ask the Death Corps to prepare a cold bath while I practice the Forms beneath the darkening sky. Having been placed in reserve, there is a literal army between my retinue and the Defiled, so I can set those problems aside and get a full night’s rest, provided I’m tired enough to sleep. Unfortunately, Song stole the floofs after dinner which leaves me alone for the night, so I’ll have to make do without a cuddle buddy. I could sleep outside with Ping Ping, the cattle, or the quins, but as a member of Imperial Peerage, I’m supposed to cultivate an image of grace and nobility. The Legate got his panties in a twist when I referred to myself as ‘this one’, so I’d hate to hear what he’d have to say if he hears I’m sleeping in the field with animals.
 
  
 
 Even though he’s probably to blame for my current political predicament, there’s no sense in actively antagonizing the Legate. Hongji flat out said the Justicars uphold the Emperor’s justice, which means someone with Imperial clout saved Ji Jing from a date with the hangman. I figure either the Legate did it to keep me in line, or one of his supposed enemies has taken the field and claimed the Situ Clan for their own. A rook to deal with my pawn, as it were, but what the Legate’s enemies don’t know is I’m merely a distraction, a sacrificial piece to protect his new protege Yong-Jin, winner of the First Imperial Grand Conference and the plainest, most boring man I’ve ever met. Sure, he rocks a mean man bun, but I’ve seen statues with more emotion than the twenty-three year old Senior Captain and Awakened Expert.
 
  
 
 Tenjin claimed Blessings have nothing to do with personality, but I gotta say, the Blessing of Wood fits Yong-Jin’s wooden personality to a T.
 
  
 
 Displeased by my lack of focus, I buckle down and start the Forms anew, holding to Enlightenment while searching for Insight, but there is none to be had tonight, which isn’t too surprising. I’ve always been a skeptic, and even though I have solid proof that Insight is real and have even experienced it first hand, a small part of my brain still can’t believe in a mystical data download from the Heavens and thinks there’s a better explanation out there. What it might be, I haven’t the slightest idea, but it hinders my progress along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 Yet another purpose Baledagh served, having no trouble with Insights because he was a ‘native’ believer from this world, two things which I will never be. It’s one thing to say things like ‘accept reality’, ‘follow your dreams’, or ‘love yourself’, but not so easy to do.
 
  
 
 This is fine. Seeking Insight isn’t the only reason to go through the Forms, it’s a full body workout in thirty minutes or less, and performing them for three hours straight is gruelling to the extreme. I’m tempted to have a set of weighted armour made for myself, but using Mom’s training methods would be disrespectful to Dad. Face and whatnot, though why this specifically would result in a loss of face, I can’t say. It’s one of those concepts which you can only understand with experience but have no basis in fact, and I have a whole lot of experience making people lose face.
 
  
 
 Weary and dripping with sweat, I trudge past the fancy wooden partitions and say hi to Ping Ping looming above the bathtub, eagerly awaiting the results of my watery meditation session. Peeling off my sweat soaked clothes, I grit my teeth and pour a bucket of cold water over my head, reminding myself this is a choice since I am well within my rights to have a hot bath, but I don’t because I enjoy suffering and need to check my privilege. Soap and lather comes next, and I try not to look too closely at the disgusting grime which sluices off, as it will undoubtedly turn my stomach to think about the sources. When I finally feel clean enough for the tub, I slip in and smile at patient Ping Ping, who squeaks in contentment now that the waiting has almost come to an end.
 
  
 
 Though not as enjoyable as a hot bath, a cold soak is still good for the soul, so I take a few minutes to organize my thoughts and relax my body, ready to test the theories which I’ve developed since my moment of clarity before the battle with Pudge.
 
  
 
 Chi is Heavenly Energy which has been branded by an individual. We gather it into our Cores, and so long as it remains inside, Chi will stay as Chi and never dissipate unless used or released. If set free into the world, then Chi turns back into Heavenly Energy because that is its natural state, for Chi is merely borrowed, not owned. This is stuff I learned on day one, but sometimes, when you’re stuck on a difficult problem, it helps to go back and review the basics.
 
  
 
 So what does this mean? To do what we do, Martial Warriors defy the Heavens and seize Heavenly Energy to use for ourselves. A fanciful concept, but it’s the indisputable truth, so why not take things a step further? Closing my eyes, I reach for Balance and step into my Natal Palace, where I am immediately set upon by a horde of Spectres, their whispered lies and forceful demands growing more persistent of late. I’m guessing it’s because not only do they all know what’s to come, a big chunk of them also know they missed their chance to take physical form with Pudge, which I suppose is the end goal of all Spectres. Infect a host, turn them murderous, make them surrender, and blammo. You got yourself a spicy Demon, though I’m still not entire sure what their motivation is. I know they’re born from despair and suffering, and Mahakala called them ‘itinerant souls seeking to break through the barrier of existence’, but that doesn’t exactly tell me much.
 
  
 
 Breathe in. Breathe out. Focus on what matters instead of stressing about what doesn’t. You came here with a goal. Complete it. Don’t let distraction bring you to ruin.
 
  
 
 Following my advice, I ignore the Spectres and take in the sights of my multi-faceted Natal Palace while calming my mind for the trials ahead. At the centre sits my plain, white bedroom with its comfy bed, goblet of Heavenly Energy, ceiling of carved heroics, and panoramic view, the seat of power in my domain much like Pong Pong’s coral bed and Yo Ling’s throne. While not as daunting as their choices, a bedroom suits me perfectly, because even though I am merciless to myself in my pursuit of strength, I would happily give it all up if not for my neuroses and mental trauma. Better to lie in bed and dream of heroics than live through them myself, but in this murderous hellhole of a world, there can be no peace without strength.
 
  
 
 My Natal Palace is filled with places which remind me of what I’m fighting for. To the east sits Taduk’s underground cottage, and in the west, my favourite cliff-side perch across from it, each one positioned just as they would be in real life, albeit with the addition of two Keystones, the first aid kit for Healing and giant feather for Lightening. Mila’s forge sits alone in the north with my two most used Keystones, the shining star for Reinforcement and the hammer and anvil for Amplification, while the south sits empty and uninhabited, as I cannot support more real estate and have yet to come up with a new Keystone to put there. All together, this forms my Natal Palace, and though I cannot deny its effectiveness, it feels... lacking. Though I know it would have never worked out, I still miss seeing the village when I look out the windows, which I suppose is why I always set myself apart from it, in real life and in my Natal Palace. It’s okay though, because now, my home is where my family is, and so long as they are safe, then nothing else matters.
 
  
 
 On that cheery note, I sit crossed-legged on the bed and open myself to the Energy of the Heavens, holding fast against the torrent threatening to sweep me away. A turbulent river, raging windstorm, blazing inferno, and destructive earthquake. Violence, yes, but there is peace too, beneath the waves and in the eye of the storm, or in the aftermath of the cleansing fire and shattered earth, the power of Creation and Destruction intertwined so closely together it’s almost impossible to separate one from the other.
 
  
 
 In a word: Balance.
 
  
 
 The people of the Empire speak only of the warm embrace of the Mother and the Defiled submit to the Father’s demands, but why should I pick sides? I don’t care for all the theological bullshit. Perhaps there is a Mother and a Father, a force of good and evil watching us from the Heavens, but if they brought me here as a piece for their game, then they can fuck off. I refuse to play along and I reject them both. I will not surrender to the Father, nor will I accept the Mother. Instead, I will forge my own Path. It is not a choice I make lightly, but since Martial Warriors are already acting in defiance of the Heavens, then why shouldn’t I take it a step further and defy the Deities residing within them?
 
  
 
 No more of this mystic mumbo jumbo. Forget good and evil, there is only creation and destruction with no morality to muddy the waters. Heavenly Energy is an enigmatic force of nature, but people have been taking advantage of nature since the dawn of humanity. Whether it be working with fire or harnessing the wind, taming a horse or cracking the atom, humans have always bent nature to their will, so I will do the same. Instead of treating it like an ineffable power, I will uncover its secrets and use it to my benefit and the benefit of humanity. Energy is energy, regardless if it’s electric, kinetic, potential, Heavenly, or otherwise. The only difference is how to use it, but the first step to using energy, is to control it.
 
  
 
 What I do now while gathering Chi can hardly be called control. I struggle, I endure, and I survive, so things must change, but how? I can’t control Heavenly Energy, but if Chi is Heavenly Energy in a different form, then it stands to reason what works for one will work for the other. I know how to control Chi. I may not understand it, but that doesn’t matter so long as it works. For awhile, I wondered which was better, Intent or Visualization, but the answer doesn’t matter when you can use both.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens rages and coerces, abuses and nurtures, but I remain undaunted and bend it to my will by Visualizing my Intent.
 
  
 
 No surrender and no embrace, I will not go with the flow, nor will I resist.
 
  
 
 I contain and control.
 
  
 
 I am the dam which stops the river, and I am the wall which blocks the wind.
 
  
 
 I am the forge which contains the flame, and I am the drill which pierces the mountain.
 
  
 
 Faced with my oppressive demands and unyielding resolve, the Energy of the Heavens seethes and intensifies, but I persevere as time passes. Seconds, minutes, hours, I don’t know how long it takes, but I keep at it until the Heavenly Energy turns docile and... impartial, is the best word I can come up with, filled with no whispered promises or tempting demands as it submits and transforms into Chi. Where I once offered invitation and Heavenly Energy flowed into my Core to fill a vacuum, I now draw it in much like I Devour Spectres, by opening the void to the world and (sigh) sucking it in to become mine. Faced with this information, an epiphany strikes, and I realize something I should’ve figured out a long time ago. The void is my Core. That’s why Martial Warriors have access to near infinite Chi inside their Natal Palace, because it sits inside the Core! It’s a closed system, and since energy cannot be created or destroyed, anything you do using Chi inside the Natal Palace will eventually revert back to Chi. Zero net loss.
 
  
 
 Yeah! Science, bitch!
 
  
 
 ...Honestly, seriously surprised it worked, and it raises a whole host of new questions. Not bad work though. I fixed a flaw I’ve lived with for more than two years now and also stumbled across a mundane insight into the mechanics behind Chi, but there’s still more to be done.
 
  
 
 Yesterday, I would’ve had to hold Balance and meditate to gather Chi, but now I merely have to think and it appears, surging into my Core as if I were demonstrating Purity. Freed from the need to concentrate, I let the Chi gathering continue in the background and turn my attention to Spectres, but only now do I notice they’ve fallen silent and still. Suspended in the void, they watch in what I can only describe as abject horror, remaining frozen even as my Spiritual Water washes out and consumes a few hundred of their peers. Usually, this is when I’d call it a night, but unsettled by their unusual behaviour, I convert Chi into Water Chi and Water Chi into Spiritual Water, a process which is slow going and requires all my focus to sustain. Though it takes hours to cleanse the Spectres, I continue until every last one of the them has been turned into Heavenly Energy and deposited into the goblet, unable to rest easy with an audience of frozen spirits sitting within the void.
 
  
 
 That’s not a good sign... but let’s be fair: if what I did horrified the Spectres, then it can’t be all bad.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Feeling better after scouring my Core clean of frozen Spectres, I return to reality whereupon my tired mind informs me I am freezing my nards off. One look at the moon explains why, as it’s close to three in the morning and I’ve been lounging in a tub of chilly water for the better part of four hours. Tired from waiting, Ping Ping’s head rests in the dirt at the foot of my tub, the carved wooden divider which once stood beneath her neck now laying in the grass beside her. At least she’s big enough to block the view, else my shame would’ve been on display for the whole world to see, but seeing her go alert the moment I move fills me with guilt for keeping her waiting so long. Unfortunately, I still haven’t gotten around to turning the bathwater into Chi water, which means she’ll have to wait a little longer before its ready. Though cold and tired, I bite the bullet and continue shivering in the tub so I can make a batch of the Chi Water to treat sweet Ping Ping.
 
  
 
 Chi, Water Chi, Spiritual Water, Heavenly Water, and Chi water. I need better names for this shit. There are times when I can barely keep things straight.
 
  
 
 Water Chi is Chi mimicking water. Tenjin uses Fire Chi to create animals of fire while Lei Gong uses Lightning Chi to conjure bolts of lightning, so why is it when I use Water Chi, all I can do is spit a mouthful of water which dissolves into nothingness before it hits the ground? Sad, but until I get a better handle on using Chi externally, my water-bending shenanigans will have to wait.
 
  
 
 The only real use I have for Water Chi is to make Spiritual Water, which is what I call Water Chi mimicking Heavenly Water. Chi mimicking Water which mimics Heavenly Energy mimicking water. Not complicated at all. Essentially, Spiritual Water is my pseudo-Blobby which does what he used to do, but not as well. I couldn’t tell you what the fundamental differences between Water Chi and Spiritual Water are, but they are most definitely two similar, but distinct types of energies, just like Chi and Heavenly Energy are different. For starters, not all Water-Blessed Martial Warriors can cleanse Spectres, Anathema, and (probably) Demon Ichor like I can, which proves Water Chi is not the same thing as Spiritual Water, hence the need to differentiate between them.
 
  
 
 As for Chi water, that’s what I’ve been calling my failed attempts to bind normal, physical water by infusing it with Chi, like the stuff Elder Ming carried around in his gourd or how I think Pudge the Water Demon was doing his water magics. I might as well call it Chi Tea because the only use I have for it is keeping the turtles Hydrated. As luck would have it, my new Chi Devouring method also works in reverse and my Core empties in a matter of minutes. Light-headed and near exhaustion, I giggle as Ping Ping squeaks a symphony of thanks, which proves I didn’t waste my efforts and the Chi Tea is ready for consumption. Where it used to take an hour and a half or thereabouts, now all it takes is five minutes to turn water into Chi Tea, which is a huge improvement for my quality of life.
 
  
 
 It’s a fun name, but I should really stop calling it Chi Tea and use Chi-infused water to be safe and differentiate it from Water Chi. As I recently proved, Visualization is important to Chi usage, which means names are important, so if I ever figure out how to bind water, I don’t want to go around thinking about shooting bullets of Chi Tea. Water Chi, Spiritual Water, and Chi-infused water. Water Chi, Spiritual Water, and Chi-infused water. Three, totally separate and different things, which are not at all similar.
 
  
 
 This naming scheme is totally gonna bite me in the ass...
 
  
 
 Opening the void to the world, I Devour the Energy of the Heavens and the resulting Chi settles into my Core. It’s a small thing, but having taken this step, a burden has been lifted from my shoulders. It’s not just about ease of gathering Chi, but also an affirmation of my path, my Dao as it were. As Fung once told me, morality is a human construct, one which should not apply to the Energy of the Heavens, and knowing this, accepting this, makes things so much easier. I think a big part of my lack of Insights has been because I was terrified the information could be coming from the Spectres, but so long as I hold to my morals, then why worry about where the source of my power comes from? The Mother and the Father might as well be called protons and electrons, two opposing forces which are part of a whole.
 
  
 
 Unless they are actual omniscient gods, in which case I beg for forgiveness and ask that such supreme beings not hold a grudge over my lack of faith.
 
  
 
 That said, a big benefit of this new technique is my Chi gathering doesn’t slow down as my Core fills up, not to mention I can easily recharge my Chi reserves in the middle of battle. Time was I could only do it if I got in the groove, but now, gathering Chi is almost effortless, as easy as thinking of pink elephants. Forget conserving energy and remaining efficient. So long as I spend Chi slower than I recharge, then I essentially have unlimited Chi. At this rate, it should take about an hour of passive Devouring to fill my Core to the brim, as opposed to thirty minutes of active meditation to fill up halfway, then three more hours to top off the tank. I’ll have to do more testing to see how quickly I can spend Chi, but this will save me so much time. These days, I do most of of my meditation while travelling on quin-back to maximize efficiency, but now, I’ll have a whole two and a half hours more every day to stew in paranoia and neurosis.
 
  
 
 It took an entire two minutes to go from joyous celebration to discouraging pessimism. Old Rain would’ve shit on his achievements the second he accomplished them, but not new Rain. I’m improving.
 
  
 
 After getting out and filling two gourds with Chi-infused water, I put on my pants while Ping Ping goes to town on what’s left in the bathtub. My butt sat in it for hours but Ping Ping slurps it down like honey water, the implications of which are downright embarrassing to think about. Thankfully, word of her perverted habit hasn’t spread because the Death Corps don’t gossip. Most of my retinue thinks Ping Ping likes to watch me bathe, which is less humiliating than the actual truth. I mean, for all they know, she’s wondering why I’m swimming around in such a tiny pond, and not at all entranced with my physical form.
 
  
 
 I’ve heard a handful of jokes about the big turtle being interested in the small turtle between my legs, but Rustram, Sai Chou, and Wang Bao of all people are quick to shut it down. Personally, I’d rather they laughed along, because otherwise, people will think the Warrant Officer doth protest too much. Theoretically, I don’t need to sit naked in water to turn Chi into Water Chi, but in practice, it only works if I fall into a meditative trance with water all around me. It works best when I’m submerged, but laying in a tub does the trick nicely. Rather than a requirement, being in water is more like a crutch, one I should work on going without, but for now, I should take things one step at a time.
 
  
 
 No matter how many weird and embarrassing jokes you have to pretend not to hear. Celebrate this victory and be happy.
 
  
 
 Having said that, I immediately disregard my previous advice and try for more, because I’m a greedy little shit who desires phenomenal cosmic powers. Still Devouring Heavenly Energy, I Visualize my Intent and imagine a globe of water atop the palm of my hand, not tapping into my Chi to do so but the ambient Energy of the Heavens all around me. Long seconds pass as I fixate on this one thought, putting the rest of the world out of mind in my effort to Create water out of the invisible and intangible energy, but alas, nothing comes of it.
 
  
 
 Disappointing, but hardly unexpected. If manipulating Pure Heavenly Energy was as easy as really, really wanting it, then there would probably be a whole lot more Ancestral Beasts hanging around.
 
  
 
 Giving Ping Ping a good night kiss on the beak, I shuffle into my yurt and set out three pans of water for Pong Pong’s visit in the morning, one for his poop, one for him to swim in, and one filled with Chi-infused water to drink. Say what you will about the little guy, but he loves sleeping in Mama Bun’s fur and pooping in pans. After hiding the other gourd of Chi-infused water to study later, I crawl into bed and fall asleep the moment my head hits the pillow, a rare, blissful treat in recent months.
 
  
 
 And all it took was a full day of travel, three hours of practising the Forms, four hours of meditation, changing my basic Chi gathering method, and fixing a significant issue with my Martial foundation to earn it.
 
  
 
 The next morning, I step out to empty Pong Pong’s poop pan and almost pour the waste water over OuYang Yuhuan. Arms crossed beneath her modest bosom and pierced nipples (don’t stare), the Tyrant of the Azure Ascendants narrows her eyes as I fumble with the pan and Unity, her cheeks reddening once she realizes what she’s been standing in. Moving away from the stairs, Yuhuan scrapes her boots in the grass and gives me a look which tells me she is none too pleased and holds me to account for this indignity, but we will settle our accounts another time. “The Ascendant left early this morning,” she says, her tone curt and attitude haughty. “He meant to inform you himself, but you were late in rising.” Her pointed sniff speaks volumes of her disapproval for my laziness, but also tells me she can’t be bothered to correct my poor habits. It’s impressive how much information she can condense into a single look or sniff. “His sons left with him, so I have been called in from my work in SuiHua and asked to take little Virtue’s place as your protector.”
 
  
 
 Little Virtue? Oh my god, that’s adorable, but more importantly, now I know Daxian is ‘the Virtuous’. His name is a homonym for ‘great virtue’! I feel so stupid for not figuring it out sooner.
 
  
 
 Wait... Is Yuhuan Daxian’s mom?
 
  
 
 Something in my expression gives away my thoughts and the Tyrant’s cheeks turn scarlet in anger or embarrassment, her hands reaching for her bristling pouches of Runic goodies before she reins her temper in. “I am his Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Right. Of course.” Duh. Someone had to teach Daxian how to fight, and the OuYang Clan is known for their Spearmanship. Besides, I wasn’t judging, she could hardly be blamed if she succumbed to GangShu’s charms. I’m straight, but his feral grin and soft chest hair makes me rethink my sexuality at times. Pouring the waste water out, I descend from the stairs and smack the pan against them, presumably to get all the poop out, but mostly so I can break the awkward eye contact. “Did GangShu say why he left?”
 
  
 
 “The Ascendant,” she replies, her articulation making it clear I am not to refer to GangShu as anything else, “Has gone to check on Wugang and Yelu Shi. It’s long past time since they should have returned after passing along your message.”
 
  
 
 “Oh. I see.” I’ve all but given up on the Abbot showing up, but I guess GangShu wants his people back. The timing sucks though. If they left a week ago, I would’ve jumped in joy, but I’m already down three heavy hitters after the encounter with Big Pudge, and now I’m losing Daxian too, not to mention a freaking Divinity. Jorani too, but I’m less scared about losing him and more annoyed. Well, at least GangShu left Yuhuan here to protect me, so there’s that. “I thank you for your assistance in these trying times.”
 
  
 
 “You do not have it yet.” Snapping in annoyance, Yuhuan stamps her foot like a woman half her age or less, which lends a girlish charm to her mature beauty. Drawing herself up to her full height, her nipple piercings poke out from the thin fabric of her robes while I do everything in my power to keep my eyes elsewhere. “I am a Runic Craftsman and my time is valuable. Not even the Ascendant commands me. If I am to protect you, then I require payment for my services. A Spiritual Weapon will do, one bearing the same launching mechanism as your own. I will provide the materials and discuss the specifics of its form with the Divine Blacksmith at a later date. The work will be completed in no less than six months from then, at which point I shall present the blacksmith with a gift in thanks. Agreed?”
 
  
 
 She wants a Spiritual Gun? Also, this doesn’t really sound like payment, more like she wants a favour, especially when she mentions a gift at the end. A face thing, I think, because... this implies she wants to make friends with Mila rather than merely conduct a transaction? I dunno, I haven’t gotten that far in my lessons with Luo-Luo. “Er... I should warn you, the... launchers aren’t exactly the most... effective weapon, and I don’t command the blacksmith either. I can ask and she’ll probably agree, but if she doesn’t, then there’s nothing I can do.”
 
  
 
 Her lips pursed in a frown, Yuhuan focuses on a surprising detail I didn’t expect. “She? Is your weapon not the work of Divine Blacksmith Husolt?”
 
  
 
 “Well, my sword and shield are, but his daughter Sumila crafted my glaive and all the other launchers.” There’s no Common word for gun, so I’ve been calling them rifles, but launcher works well too.
 
  
 
 After a moment of thought, Yuhuan nods her head. “Then so be it. Results matter more than age. If Divine Blacksmith Sumila will not agree to craft a weapon, then you must compensate me with five crafted Spiritual Weapons. Spears mind you, not short swords or daggers, but spears of standard-length and weight. Do we have an agreement?”
 
  
 
 ...How come she doesn’t give me any face?
 
  
 
 After hammering out the details, we reach an arrangement which works for us both, though I don’t think it’s fair when she threatened to box my ears for haggling. Regardless, once our deal is struck, I hand the poop pan to a Death Corps soldier to clean, wash my hands, and bring Yuhuan to meet her ward. Though she gives me a strange look when she finds out she’s to look after Song, the Tyrant shrugs and accepts her charge with indifference, though she perks up when she learns Song is Mila’s sister. Initially, I figured Lei Gong would protect Song while I kept Jochi and Daxian, but the grimy old drunkard doesn’t exactly inspire confidence. Besides, my Martial Aunt will probably feel much safer with a woman to watch her back, though I almost have a heart attack when Pong Pong pokes his head out of Mama Bun’s fur to glare at Yuhuan.
 
  
 
 I completely forgot about the bad blood between them, but the Tyrant doesn’t even notice. Whatever methods the Ascendants used to track him didn’t tell them what manner of beast they were tracking, else they would’ve figured it out by now. By all appearances, Pong Pong is merely a tiny, adorable turtle I spoil because he has a lovely shell-pattern. Nothing about him suggests he’s a True Divine Turtle, capable of wielding the power of creation to match or perhaps even overpower a Divinity, but from the looks of things, he certainly recognizes the woman who chased him around for weeks without rest.
 
  
 
 Using my Aura to soothe Pong Pong’s temper, I draw Yuhuan’s attention away from him and Song’s Runic breastplate. “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you want a Spiritual Launcher? They’re unwieldy and proved ineffective against the Demon.”
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, Yuhuan responds with uncharacteristic enthusiasm, leading me to believe I could’ve asked for a lot more than I did in exchange for a gun. Pulling a Runic rod from her belt which I recognize as twin to the one Jorani had, she gestures at the carvings and says, “I spent years developing a weapon meant to dispatch a Peak Expert even in the hands of a mediocre Martial Warrior, and this is the culmination of my research. A touch of this rod contains more power than a hundred of Lei Gong’s lightning bolts, but such power means nothing if the enemy can simply dodge the attack. I considered using a crossbow, but they could not provide enough speed without extensive preparation, and while bows could, they also require a lifetime of practice to master, so most of the runes on this rod are to ensure it moves fast enough to connect. However, when I heard about what happened with the Water Demon, I knew I could use such a weapon to launch a redesigned version on this runic rod, one stripped of everything aside from sheer power.”
 
  
 
 Holy shit. Runic bullets which hit a hundred times harder than Lei Gong’s lightning bolts would be nice but... Struck by a flash of genius, I race back to my room to grab my notes, ignoring proper officer decorum in all my excitement. Shoving the relevant documents into her hands, I ask, “Do you think you could design a Rune which can generate an explosion?”
 
  
 
 While Yuhuan scrutinizes my notes, I explain the concept of cannons the best I can, and her eyes slowly light up in excitement. I’ve got everything in place except for the explosive charge, and a few simple changes is all I need to get this working. The cannon itself is easy enough to make and can remain mundane, all I’d have to do is add a slot in the back to slide a Runic Rod into. Airtight would be best, and maybe a locking mechanism to hold it in place. Ooh, some cannons open up at the back right? Maybe the Runic Device could slide in there with a handle sticking out, and then you affix the back of the cannon to hold it in place. A Martial Warrior would be needed to provide the Chi, but otherwise, this could totally work, with nothing for a fire happy Demon to set off. I wouldn’t even need a Runic Rod for every cannon. Two or three cannons to a team, with two being reloaded while the third sits ready to fire, raining iron death upon Defiled and Demon alike. Five millimetre bullets didn’t do enough damage, but let’s see if Pudge can shake off a two and a half kilogram sphere of iron crashing into his fucked up mouth, and worst comes to worst, the team can abandon the cannons and run away with the Runic Devices.
 
  
 
 This is great news, plus Runic bullets for my Spiritual Gun means my weapons won’t be a complete waste. Whooooo!
 
  
 
 There’s still a lot of trial and error to go through, and funding Yuhuan’s research process is going to be expensive as hell, but I’ve got time to waste while waiting for reinforcements, more coin than I know what to do with, and an intense desire to kill Defiled in the thousands. Besides, if the Enemy is stockpiling Demons like Pudge, then we’re going to need something to even the odds. Once Yuhuan has enough details to work with, she storms off to find somewhere to work and leaves me alone with Song and the animals.
 
  
 
 Guan Suo too, as he pops into existence to ask, “What were you doing last night boy? You better have a good reason for displaying Purity for so long. Kept me up half the night with your shenanigans.” Nose wrinkled in displeasure, Guan Suo shakes his fist at me and says, “Playing around with your Chi so much is like making a racket in the middle of the night. Pei! Rude is what it is. I’m an old man who needs his sleep.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry.” A side effect of my new Chi Devouring abilities I suppose, which means I shouldn’t do it if I’m trying to stay hidden. “I got lost in my work and didn’t know it would bother you. I’ll avoid practising at night.”
 
  
 
 “Back to binding water, are you?” Guan Suo’s Sending catches me by surprise and I nod before thinking better of answering. I mean, I can probably trust him with something like this, but if he finds out about the Heavenly Energy I’ve got tucked away in my Natal Palace, then our relationship might turn sour. Birds die for food and men die for wealth, or so the idiom goes. “Well, show me what you’ve been trying, and maybe I can help point you towards the right questions so you’ll stop making such a ruckus when you should be sleeping.”
 
  
 
 Lacking the ability to Send from a distance, I ask, “Don’t you mean the right answers?”
 
  
 
 “No boy.” With an air of solemn wisdom, Guan Suo puffs at his pipe and Sends, “You need to find the answers on your own, but some answers are more useful than others.”
 
  
 
 ...The worst cryptic sayings are the ones that make sense.
 
  
 
 Still, I’m not one to turn down free advice, so I grab the gourd of Chi Water from my yurt and bring it out to practice. Both turtles show marked interest when I uncork the gourd, but I wave them both away to show them this bathwater is mine. Just to be safe, I dump half of my Core’s Chi into the water, which sets Ping Ping to singing once more, but the big girl calms down after a liberal dose of loving, yet remorseful Aura. Despite investing so much Chi into this, I still feel no connection to the water within, but perhaps a copious amount of Visualization and Intent will help.
 
  
 
 Taking a seat in the grass, I place the gourd on the ground with my palm over the spout, willing the water to rise up to touch my hand. It’s not far to travel since the gourd is filled to the brim and my hand hovers a hairsbreadth above the opening, but after long, focused minutes of effort, my palm remains dry save for a trace of sweat. Throwing in the towel, I turn to Guan Suo for advice, but the old half-beast merely raises a single long, white eyebrow and Sends, “What in the Father’s Maw are you trying to do? Do you need to pay a visit to your latrine tent first?”
 
  
 
 ...I am not constipated, but I refuse to declare it out loud. Shuffling closer to Guan Suo, I wave away the clouds of acrid smoke and take his hand, Sending, “I’m trying to make the water rise up and touch my hand.”
 
  
 
 “See,” Guan Suo drawls, blowing a cloud of smoke directly into my face, “Now I know you don’t know shit. How about this. Tell me what you know about Awakenings and we’ll go from there.”
 
  
 
 Doing my best to think through the coughing, I Send, “Well... Manipulating water is like binding a weapon. The water must become a part of you, your Chi flowing through it without thought or guidance, and only then will you be able to control it. It’s different from what other Awakenings in that they simply use their Chi to mimic their respective Elements, rather than controlling the mundane versions outright. Tenjin can create a spark with Chi, but if it sets off a wildfire, then he would be helpless to control it unless he binds the physical fire, whereas if I bind this water, then I can use it, but not any other ambient water around us.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh... and where’d you hear all this?”
 
  
 
 ...In Elder Ming’s journal and from Mila. “Why does it matter?”
 
  
 
 “Because it’s not entirely right.” Shrugging, he adds, “Not to say it’s wrong either, but the viewpoint is too narrow. Take a step back and forget about manipulating or controlling your Element.” Pointing at the gourd, Guan Suo asks, “If you wanted to empty the gourd without turning it upside down, how would you go about it? Not with Chi, mind you, but with your hands or whatever.”
 
  
 
 “I dunno. Shake it?”
 
  
 
 “Okay. And what if you wanted to move the water around inside without spilling?”
 
  
 
 “...Swirl it.”
 
  
 
 “Then how would you make the water come out of the gourd and touch your palm, like you were trying before?”
 
  
 
 “...Squeeze the gourd, I guess, though it’d probably break.”
 
  
 
 “Any other bright ideas?”
 
  
 
 “Drop something inside to displace the water. That’d make it shoot up, probably.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly.” Leaning back with a smile, Guan Suo acts as if everything should be apparent from his pointless questions. Seeing I still don’t understand, he scoffs and Sends, “Bound or not, water is still water. There are rules to follow, and having Chi doesn’t mean you can break those rules. You’re trying to make water do something it cannot physically do without outside assistance, and no amount of Chi will change that.”
 
  
 
 “...But the water Demon made a shield and tentacles with his water. Tenjin can make hypnotic patterns and realistic animals of fire with his Chi.”
 
  
 
 “Can he now?” Nodding in approval, he shrugs and says, “Forget the Demon, and Tenjin is talented, but do you think he was talented enough to do all that during his first year? What’s more, why compare yourself to him? You’ve already said this is a different method, so why would they follow the same rules?”
 
  
 
 ...Right. Learn to crawl before you walk. How many times will I make this same mistake?
 
  
 
 “Get you gone now and let an old man nap in peace.” Guan Suo waves me away, but adds, “There’s one more question you should ask yourself. Why bind water? I’m not saying you should or shouldn’t, but right now, you’re going through a maze by following directions from people who have never been there. Quit worrying about how others do things and focus on your own Martial Path. You spend so much time lost in your thoughts, so maybe try thinking for a change.”
 
  
 
 With much to think about, I thank Guan Suo for his time and sit and stare at the gourd. So many questions, with no one to tell me the answers.
 
  
 
 One step forward, with a thousand more to go. Such is life, trials and tribulations without end.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 God I hate that phrase. It’s so... depressing.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Lying in bed within my Natal Palace, I stare at the carved ceiling and go over everything I’ve learned about my Awakening first-hand, which is precious little.
 
  
 
 I received the Blessing of Water. I know this much at least.
 
  
 
 I produce Water Chi, which is Chi mimicking water, by inviting the ‘essence’ of water into my Core for my Chi to copy, hence why I can only make Water Chi while sitting in water, or at least I think that’s why. I have separate supplies of Chi and Water Chi, and I cannot use them interchangeably, which is a real hassle considering Water Chi’s limited uses. At most, I can spit a stream of fake water, but it dissipates into Heavenly Energy before hitting the ground, which limits its offensive uses to nil.
 
  
 
 More useful is my ability to turn Water Chi into Spiritual Water, which is Water Chi mimicking Heavenly Water. Again, this means I take my Chi which is mimicking water and have it mimic Heavenly Energy mimicking water, which is all sorts of complicated. Spiritual Water cleanses Spectres, destroys Anathema, and presumably neutralizes Ichor, though unlike Blobby, it does not self-replicate. While there’s no discernible difference between Water Chi and Spiritual Water, I can somehow tell them apart as easily as if one were coloured neon pink and the other bright yellow, which is strange.
 
  
 
 Lastly, if I inject Chi into real water, I turn it into Chi-Tea, or rather Chi-infused water, which also has no discernible difference from regular water, but while I can’t tell the ingredients apart from the final product, Ping Ping and Pong Pong most certainly can.
 
  
 
 And that’s it, the sum total of my knowledge regarding my Awakening. So little information, yet so incredibly complicated. Everything else I ‘know’ comes from other sources, which Guan Suo pointed out weren’t entirely correct. They might have been correct for those who said it, but it’s almost like personal perception and reality are somehow intertwined, as if believing something to be true makes it so. Why though? That makes no sense whatsoever.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Or maybe it does.
 
  
 
 Yo Ling described Runes as the ‘Language of Energy’, but not a language in the conventional sense, with rules and grammar and whatnot. Taduk creates Runes using music, humming a tune and waving his arms to conduct an unseen orchestra, whereas the Tyrant’s Runes are rooted in symbolism and allusion, but the symbolism is based on her perception of the concept. Her phoenix necklace is a great example of this. Whereas I see phoenixes as creatures of healing or rebirth, the Tyrant’s interpretation is one of unmitigated destruction. Theoretically, if we were to craft the same Rune using the phoenix as our symbol, then we would end up with vastly differing effects.
 
  
 
 How did she put it? “The Energy of the Heavens is unwilling to adhere to something so strict and rigid as a language, so Runic Craftsmen must find more creative and intuitive ways to express their desires.” Intuitive, as in based on what one believes to be true. Not what is true, or could reasonably be true, but an instinctively known ‘fact’ that may or may not have any actual basis in truth. In short, the truth is what we make it, or seen from another way, there is no truth.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It all comes back to teeth. Kids lose their teeth naturally, but new ones grow in their place, so why shouldn’t adults be the same? Is this why commoners and Martial Warrior alike can regrow teeth? I always thought it might be because humans evolved from monkey/shark hybrids or something, but what if everyone in the world is subconsciously using Heavenly Energy to churn out infinite teeth? Seems like the shittiest superpower ever, but it’s a clue. Does this mean wilful ignorance is the secret to manipulating the Power of Creation?
 
  
 
 Don’t get distracted by philosophical musings about things you don’t understand. Runes and stuff might be important later, but you lack the ability to comprehend it for now. Back on topic please. Where was I? Oh right, what I know about my Awakening and what I need to do. After pondering it over, I think I’ve finally figured out what Guan Suo was getting at with all his questions. Water doesn’t jump, swirl, or move about on its own. Water only moves when presented with an external stimulus, whether it be mechanically induced or natural, like shaking a container or gravity. Even if bound by Chi, I can’t make water move by willing it to move, because even if the water wanted to move, it has no innate ability to do so. Rather than commanding water to move through Chi, I need to use my Chi to induce the water to move, turn my Chi into the swirling gourd or dropped stone to get it to do what I want.
 
  
 
 Which means if I want to manipulate Chi-infused water, I would have to use external Chi to do so, and since I can’t, then I should stop wasting my time. We’ve done this little dance before, but I wanna be awesomeeeee...
 
  
 
 Okay. Let’s put manipulating water aside into the to-do pile, for real this time. Guan Suo said my viewpoint was too narrow, so let’s take another step back and think about External Chi manipulation. No, let’s go further back and look at Internal Chi manipulation again. Baatar and Akanai’s radio silence means I have everything I need to progress along the Martial Path, so I need to take what I already know regarding Internal Chi manipulation, and apply it... externally. Easy, right?
 
  
 
 With a blink of my eyes, I’m no longer lying in bed and instead, I stand in the void. My Core, technically, but I’ll ponder the technicalities some other time. I need to focus on the big picture for now which means Chi manipulation. Summoning Water Chi with a thought, I gather it in my hands and send it coursing out into a shimmering shield of water, similar to the ones I saw Pudge and Elder Ming use. The Natal Palace is supposedly a tool for practising Chi manipulation, but I don’t see how. Doing things in here is as easy as imagining it, for as my darling Lin so aptly put it, this is my domain.
 
  
 
 Huh... Domain...
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, Lin wasn’t the first person to put that word into my head. The Spectres were. Inside my Natal Palace, they told Baledagh to ‘Kill Brother and become master of your own domain’. Afterwards, I separated Brother and Baledagh into their own separate domains, dividing both personalities so thoroughly that the passive personality couldn’t hear Sendings delivered to the active one. I specifically remember calling them domains, though I never gave the word any thought. Later on, when I was kidnapped by the Shrike and met the not-Baledagh Spectre in my Natal Palace, I tried to dive into its body and Send a message to Baledagh, but not-Baledagh told me I was arrogant to ‘enter (its) domain so willingly’.
 
  
 
 So... why does Lin understand Spectre terminology? Or is it standard Martial Warrior terminology which overlaps? Are Domains important somehow? I’ve never heard of them, but I also never heard of Natal Palaces until someone told me I had one. That’s how they do things here. You forge your own path only to discover you’re doing the same thing everyone else does, essentially inventing the wheel once again. It’s weird and unintuitive, but whatever. Does this mean sweet Lin knows more about the Martial Path than I do?
 
  
 
 Ha, yea right. I’m overthinking things. Lin was speaking nonsense, a coincidence is all. Back to Chi manipulation.
 
  
 
 I use Visualization and Intent to manipulate Chi, but I also use Keystones. Then again, Keystones are pretty much me mentally Visualizing my Intent and giving the resulting mental construct permanent form in the Natal Palace. Hang on... If I use Keystones to convey my Intent to Chi, and Runes are used to convey the craftsman’s desire to Heavenly Energy, then wouldn’t my Keystones technically be internal Runes? While Keystones are powered by and affect Chi, I’ve already established that what works for Chi will work for Heavenly Energy, so why wouldn’t the reverse be true? Like Runes, my Keystones are specific to my interpretation as symbols used to represent complex Chi skills. A first-aid kit Heals, a feather Lightens, a bouncing star Reinforces, and a hammer and anvil Amplifies. These symbols might mean different things to other people, but in my mind, they’re intrinsically linked to their respective Chi skills.
 
  
 
 So I guess I can add theoretical Runic Craftsman to my list of accomplishments, though I’m not entirely sure how to take a mental concept and inscribe it onto a physical object...
 
  
 
 Forget crafting. Focus on the problems you already have instead of making more problems to ponder over. We’re talking about Chi control, so stick to the part of Runes which helps, not hinders. I’ve glimpsed bits and pieces of the truth over my years here, but I never put it all together and looked at the big picture. Whether it be Chi or Heavenly Energy, Runes or Keystones, Water Chi or Chi-infused water, the labels aren’t important. I mean, they’re important to me as a person because I need labels to tell things apart, but to the Energy of the Heavens, it’s all the same. It doesn’t matter whether it’s Heavenly Energy or Chi, control hinges upon proper communication, which comes in the form of Visualization, Intent, Keystones, and/or Runes.
 
  
 
 Perhaps that’s what differentiates Chi from Heavenly Energy. The latter doesn’t understand human thoughts and intent because it is Divine and Supernatural, so to use it, control it, and direct it, we must first bring it down to our level, so to speak. We gather the Energy of the Heavens into our Cores and it becomes a part of us, an extension of our bodies, the same way we Bind Spiritual Weapons. This bridges the language barrier and allows us to communicate effectively and control Chi, but the problem is, Chi is not its natural state, so once outside the body, it reverts to Heavenly Energy and no longer understands our intent. How am I supposed to keep Chi from doing that? Bind Chi, Bind Spiritual Weapons, Bind Water. I’m seeing a pattern here, but what am I supposed to bind next? One with the Chi, One with the Sword, one with the Water, and one with... What? The World? That’s so fucking stupid. The Heavens? Even dumber. Might as well become one with the fucking galaxy. This is some grade A –
 
  
 
 Holy fucking shit!
 
  
 
 When Elder Ming said Binding Chi-infused water is similar to Binding a Spiritual Weapon, he wasn’t saying the binding process was the same, but rather that you Bind them for the same reasons! A bound object allows you to use your Chi through it without Chi turning into Heavenly Energy, because the Spiritual Weapon and Chi-infused water become a part of you. Wait, does that make sense? If this is true, then why haven’t I heard of the other elements doing the same? Maybe... Fire by nature is uncontrollable and Wind cannot be contained, whereas Earth... I dunno. I don’t have all the answers. Do Wood-Blessed Martial Warriors bind trees? I’ve only ever met one, and Yong-Jin’s choice of weapons were a reverse-grip short sword and gauntlet, both metal, but he’s also known for having never used his Awakening. What about Lei Gong? Does he have real lightning stored in his cane? For all I know, there’s a super powerful Warrior out there carrying a giant gourd full of sand or something.
 
  
 
 Calm your tits, buddy boy. This is a step in the right direction, but you’ve only figured out why Water-Blessed Martial Warriors Bind water, and you might not even be right. This doesn’t tell you how to control it, the same way you can’t control your sword with Chi alone and send it pinballing through the Enemy ranks. Stop speculating and focus on what you know.
 
  
 
 Wait. Is it possible to turn Chi-infused water into physical Spiritual Water? That’d be like... counterfeit Heavenly Water, right? I don’t see why it shouldn’t be possible, and if so, then even if I can’t control water with Chi, I could throw containers of counterfeit Heavenly Water at Demons. I’m not thrilled with having yet another variation of water to keep track of, but if this works, then external Chi can wait. The Enemy has Anathema, but we have counterfeit Heavenly Water. No, I should fancy the name up. The Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch! Too impersonal. Falling Rain’s Handheld Pseudo-Heavenly Water Bombs! Too arrogant to put my name on it. Aqua Pura Defiled Purifying Water! Doesn’t even fucking make sense.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to cackle maniacally, I step out of the void and run to my yurt, where I write another letter to Diyako instructing him to make glass containers. To cover my bases, I also write a letter to Luo-Luo asking if she has a better idea for alternative breakable water containers, but don’t specify why. Then, realizing I’m jumping the gun, I slam the brakes on my brain and try to calm down, tearing the letters into itty bitty pieces to burn later. First off, I don’t know if I can make counterfeit Heavenly Water. Theoretically, I can, but in practice, who knows. Second, I don’t know if it’ll work against Demons, not in the way I think it will. Blobby never outright attacked Demons, he waited until I delivered him into the Demon’s Core or Natal Palace before wrecking shit. Before I set Diyako and Luo-Luo to amassing lightweight and fragile water containers, maybe I should figure out if my idea is viable first.
 
  
 
 To this end, I collect a dozen gourds and set to crafting Chi-infused water, falling into a cycle of Devouring Chi, depositing said Chi into water, and keeping Ping Ping and Pong Pong from consuming the fruits of my arduous labour. Emptying my Core feels like taking part in a gruelling mental marathon, albeit one which only lasts five minutes. Still, it’s exhausting, but since it takes me an hour to fill my Core up, I have plenty of time to rest between sets. Even then, it takes thirteen hours to finish filling all the gourds with Chi-infused water and an additional hour of Devouring Chi to make a tub of Chi Tea for the turtles. When all is said and done, for the second night in a row, I slip into bed alone and fall asleep the moment I lie down.
 
  
 
 Note to self: remember to steal Mama Bun and Blackjack away from Song before she goes to bed tomorrow. Also, see about getting her a pet mouse or weasel. There’s no accounting for tastes, but if she wants a dirty rodent, then she can have one.
 
  
 
 The next morning, I ignore another scolding from Guan Suo about pestering him with my Purity and settle down to experiment. Turning Water Chi into Spiritual Water is more intuitive than deliberate, so I see no reason why it should be different when turning Chi-infused water into counterfeit Heavenly Water. Just do it. Don’t think about. Let it happen. Almost immediately, I stumble across a problem I probably should’ve seen coming. If I can’t tell the difference between water and Chi-infused water, how do I tell the difference between Chi-infused water and counterfeit Heavenly Water?
 
  
 
 A quick study of my first gourd of counterfeit Heavenly Water tells me it doesn’t look, feel, smell, sound, or taste any different from the other gourds, or even a gourd of regular water. Marking the container of counterfeit Heavenly Water, I hold it in my right hand and take a gourd of regular Chi-infused water in my left. Holding both out to my sides, I look to Ping Ping and see if she’ll favour one or the other, but her eyes dart between both. Pong Pong is the same, though he’s far less patient than Ping Ping, throwing a tantrum after not getting to drink from either gourd and stalking off to sleep. Giving him a whole tub of Chi Tea to appease his anger, I am then treated to the sight of a pocket-watch sized turtle drinking an entire tub full of water, then refiling said tub with turtle piss.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand... Where did he physically store all that water? How is he not dead from pissing out so much fluid? Why did he pee directly into my tub? I suppose it’s better than him pissing in the dirt and flooding the area, but still... that’s my bathtub. Well, at least Ping Ping didn’t try to drink it. To keep things fair, I make a barrel of Chi Tea for the big princess too, who is gracious enough to relieve herself like a proper lady, over by the latrine pits. Pong Pong may be a True Divine Turtle, but Ping Ping has heavenly manners, so I like her more. Taking a break to empty and wash the tub, I set to work scrubbing while my mind muses over what I’ve accomplished, though I continue Devouring Chi as per usual. On the surface, it seems as if I’ve had this great epiphany and am on the cusp of discovering something great, but all I’ve accomplished is wasting an entire day making Chi Tea and letting Pong Pong piss in my bathtub.
 
  
 
 This is my problem, lack of focus. I made good progress yesterday, but today I happened across a half-baked idea and here I am wasting my time instead of doing something productive like practising the Forms or Chi skills. Now, I’m not saying this counterfeit Heavenly Water idea won’t bear fruit, but I shouldn’t pin all my hopes and dreams on it either. I know why I’m doing this too, because I’m terrified of Pudge the Water Abomination. Spiritual Guns were supposed to be my secret weapon, but those turned out to be a dud. Unless the Tyrant develops a Runic bullet and sells them to me, or Taduk figures out how to make them himself, then my guns are fucking worthless. None of my soldiers who received one have said anything, but I know they’re upset about being stuck with a sub-par Spiritual Weapon, yet I’ve learned nothing from my mistakes. Here I am, right back at it again, hoping to discover some technological wonder weapon to use against the big scary monsters of the world, when instead I should be hard at work training to become a monster hunter.
 
  
 
 ...You know, when I say it like that, it sounds really stupid. I doubt I could match Pudge and his brethren even with a hundred years of practice...
 
  
 
 After scouring and rinsing my bathtub clean, I head back and make five more gourds of counterfeit Heavenly Water. This leaves me with six gourds of Chi-infused water and six gourds of counterfeit Heavenly Water, and all that’s left is to find a Demon to test them on. Preferably something much, much, much weaker than Pudge, like one of those piddly Demons Gerel kills like cabbage. Do I need a control group with regular water? Yea, I should do that, just to be safe. Shit, I should also test to see if I need an entire Core’s worth of Chi per gourd. I put the same amount of Chi into the bathwater which is at least fifty gourds worth, and Ping Ping doesn’t seem to mind. How am I gonna carry all these gourds? Also... how do I keep all this a secret? I should talk to Lei Gong, he already knows about Blobby so this shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise. Maybe he has a few ideas.
 
  
 
 With a growing list of things to do, I take a deep breath and decide a floof break is in order. It’s been over twenty-four hours since my last snuggle session, and I’m not sure I can survive much longer. During my search for Song, I see that I’m not the only person on edge, the overall mood one of tension and agitation. It’s nothing as obvious as outright fighting, but I can sense it in the way they sharpen their knives and scowl over their dice, polish their armour and stare west into the distance, the strained silence hanging over the camp like a dark shroud of anxious apprehension.
 
  
 
 Seeing this, I switch targets and look for Rustram instead, finding him training in leaden armour outside his yurt. Asking him what’s got the men so riled up earns me a look of surprise. “It’s the Defiled, Boss,” he replies, as if the answer should be obvious. “We haven’t been attacked since we returned to Sinuji, which has everyone on edge.”
 
  
 
 “Right.” Totally didn’t notice. “It’s only the second day though, right?” No big deal.
 
  
 
 Nodding as he smooths his moustache, Rustram’s eyes dart to the horizon as if searching for hidden enemies. “Today marks the third since we last saw hide or hair of the Enemy. The patrols should be home safe by tonight, but word is Colonel Hongji ordered the next wave of patrols delayed until he hears from High Command.” Seeing my lack of comprehension, he whispers, “There are rumours floating about which say we haven’t seen the Enemy because they’re lying in wait to attack the returning patrols. Hearsay without substantiation, but still possible. Even if they aren’t targeting the patrols, the Enemy could be amassing for one big push on Fort Sinuji, their numbers too great for patrols to punch through, whether they’re going out or coming in.”
 
  
 
 Heart skipping a beat, I turn to stare west and hope this isn’t true. Though Zian and Yan are camped on the other side of Sinuji and safe until the next set of patrols, BoShui is out there in the wilds, as are thousands of soldiers of the Empire, warriors we will need in the trying times to come. “Well,” I say, trying to keep my voice light, “I’m feeling a little bored, so I think I’ll pay the good Colonel a visit and ask permission to go out for a ride. Mister Rustram, ready the light cavalry as an escort, if you will.” Remembering Jochi is out of commission, I speak over my shoulder while moving away. “Oh, and find two spare quins for the Lord of Thunder and Lady Tyrant.”
 
  
 
 I’ll be damned if I ride out in search for an Enemy army without my Peak Experts in tow.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 



      Announcing the Savage Divinity Manga! - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Yes you read it right, Savage Divinity will soon arrive in colour drawn pages, sketched and inked by yours truly. Gone are the days of being merely a Ruffwriter, for now I shall spread my wings as the Ruffwriteranddrawer (name change pending on RRL).
 
  
 
 While not entirely ready, I've prepared a few teaser drawings for you all, which again were 100% done by me and me alone, for serious. Feast your eyes on the authentic representations of your favourite characters, starting with our MC, Rain!
 
 [image: ]
 
 Next we have Mila, with her curly red locks and floofy red-panda tail.
 
  
 
 [image: ]
 
 Then, the beautiful Akanai in all her glory, worrying about Rain once more.
 
 [image: ]
 
 Then we have the floofs, Aurie and Banjo, which once again, were 100% drawn by me. Yes, the improvement is great, but I'm awesome like that and totally didn't google for pictures just to have more work to show.
 
 [image: ]
 
 [image: ]
 
  
 
 Awesome right?
 
  
 
 Anyways, bad news is, drawing is now my new passion, which means Savage Divinity: the Webnovel will go on hiatus until Savage Divinity: the Manga catches up. It shouldn't take long, maybe fifteen to twenty years at one manga chapter per month, but with quality like mine, it's well worth the wait.
 
  
 
 You're all welcome. Praise me more. That is all.
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 Even after so much time spent together, Song still couldn’t make heads or tails of Rain’s curious behaviour.
 
  
 
 Following his retinue’s first failed patrol thanks to a powerful Demon he almost affectionately named ‘Pudge’, Rain brooded and sulked like a child denied dessert before dinner throughout the entire journey back to Sinuji. His attempts to put on a brave face were ruined by his constant sighs and forlorn stares, a testament to his ‘quiet arrogance’, as Niece Alsantset so aptly put it. The combined efforts of six Experts were unable to defeat Pudge, yet Rain foolishly believed he should and could have done more to affect the outcome, a belief which had no basis in logic or rationality, yet he believed wholeheartedly nonetheless.
 
  
 
 In Song’s opinion, Rain’s performance was more than adequate, but he was never one to strut about and celebrate his victories. Instead, he fixated on his shortcomings like a man desperate for punishment, paying no mind to how his rowdy, Spiritual Rifle-armed subordinates claimed first blood against the Demon and proved the worth of his bizarre weapons, nor how he stood tall during the Demon’s foul birth whilst most shied away, Song included. Of the Experts who stepped up to face Pudge, any one of them could’ve beaten Rain while blindfolded and two of those Experts took grave injuries in the battle, yet he still presumed he should have done more. Small wonder even the venerable Guan Suo snapped at Rain, though to be fair, it didn’t take much to infuriate the pipe-smoking Peak Expert.
 
  
 
 A trait Mila shared with her half-brother. Perhaps it had something to do with their red-panda blood, but it was strange for creatures so adorable to possess such surly tempers...
 
  
 
 Upon returning to Sinuji, Rain’s mood changed for the better thanks to the loose tongue of one Situ Gulong, and Song almost wanted to thank the arrogant fool for his aid. While renewed conflict with the Society would undoubtedly make trouble for Mama and the Bekhai, allowing a nameless nobody to question Rain’s courage would’ve been far worse, especially considering his recent actions were already detrimental to morale. Song wholeheartedly approved of Rain’s ploy, for convincing the fool to remove his own tongue was fitting as both punishment and warning, not to mention a much needed boost to his retinue’s flagging spirits. Rain’s included, judging by his subsequent bouts of frenetic training, whether it be meditating in his bathtub or demonstrating the Forms for several hours in full view of camp. Granted he then spent most of yesterday obsessing over gourds of water and teasing the turtles, but his air of focused intensity was a large improvement over his mopey gloom.
 
  
 
 The best takeaway from Rain’s brief and bloody encounter with Gulong was readily seen in the Death Corps soldiers. Overall, the Death Corps were not adapting well to Rain’s... eccentricity, and she sympathized wholeheartedly. Trained from young and wholly devoted to the Imperial Clan, the slave warriors had precious little to take pride in aside from the noble they served, and Rain was hardly what they expected. While there was pride to be found in defending the (publicly styled) Number One Talent in the Empire and first outsider to hold title as an Imperial Consort, Rain did not behave as a noble should, behaviour which caused no small amount of apprehension.
 
  
 
 The problem was, Rain didn’t understand the Death Corps mindset, not entirely. When he tried to make friends, offer to help with a chore, or coddled them like children, he gave off the appearance of looking down on their ability and insulting their pride. Slaves though they might be, even the lowest-born servant had dreams and aspirations, and for the Death Corps, their dreams largely consisted of service to a worthy master and aiding in their rise in power, a dream which was next to impossible with Rain. As an Imperial Consort outside the Imperial Clan, Rain’s status was both unique and questionable. No one could argue Rain wasn't a valid member of nobility, but having cut their teeth on Imperial politics and intrigue, the Death Corps were wholly aware his title lacked substance. A consorts’s power derived largely from their spouse and familial connections, but Rain’s title came through marriage to an Imperial Servant and he himself had no Imperial ties to call upon. The Death Corps even knew of his falling out with the Legate, thus putting an end to their vicarious ambitions for their foreigner master.
 
  
 
 Now, they were truly a Death Corps, for all that remained of their honour would be found through death in battle, a fact which Rain seemed wholly oblivious to. Using his title to set an arrogant noble straight instilled his Death Corps with pride, but now Rain trampled over it through sheer ignorance. “For the last time,” he said, his frustration mounting, “I’m not bringing anyone except quin riders out today. We’re going scouting and speed is of the essence. I don’t have extra quins and I wouldn’t bring you even if I did. I don’t need novice riders slowing me down.”
 
  
 
 Refusing help washing his bathtub was bad enough, but now he refused to bring them into battle? Foolish Rain, one step forward and three steps back.
 
  
 
 Kneeling at the edge of camp, the Death Corps soldiers prostrated themselves before their master, their faces touching the dirt while Red One voiced their desire. “A thousand apologies Great One. If Great One finds us lacking, then we deserve punishment, but duty compels this slave to beg permission to serve.”
 
  
 
 Faced with this heartfelt admission, Rain had the gall to roll his eyes. Thankfully, the Death Corps were all face down in the dirt and unable to see his gross contempt. “It’s not that I find you lacking. You’re great soldiers, some of the best in the Empire no less, but like I told you, this is a scouting mission. We’re going out to look for Defiled, not fight them. If I only bring light cavalry, then we can retreat at the first sign of the Enemy, but with heavy infantry at my side, we’ll be forced to fight it out.”
 
  
 
 “Begging Great One’s forgiveness,” Red One whispered, his voice muted as he flattened himself into the dirt, “But this slave still requests leave to follow at Great One’s side.”
 
  
 
 “Enough,” Rain snapped. “Stand – arggh... There’s no need to grovel. Don’t you get it? There’s no benefit to bringing you along, only risk.” Another oddity of Rain’s, refusing to give the Death Corps commands outside of battle. Though Song had come to appreciate his thoughtful consideration, she remembered how distraught she’d been when she first came to join them, no longer sure of her place in the world once given so much freedom, and she suspected the Death Corps felt the same. By leaving them behind, Rain was all but telling them they had no value in his eyes, and there was no fate worse than a lifelong slave who’d been cast aside.
 
  
 
 No longer able to stomach this idiocy, Song snuggled Mama Bun for courage and stepped in close to Rain, keeping the affectionate rabbit between them to be safe. Not because she expected him to lash out in rage, but if tempted to, perhaps the presence of his beloved pet would rein him in. Even when enraged, she couldn’t picture him hurting his beloved pets, though she would sooner see herself crippled than allow the precious Mama Bun to come to harm. “Commander,” she said, her voice quivering only a little, “Perhaps you should rethink your decision to leave the Death Corps behind.”
 
  
 
 “Really, Martial Aunt?” The too-familiar appellation put a frown on Song’s face, for she had warned him it would set a poor precedent for discipline. Rolling his eyes once again, Rain grudgingly corrected himself beneath her bristling glare. “Sorry, Team Leader Song. Why should we bring the Death Corps on a scouting mission?”
 
  
 
 “The logic is clear, Commander.” Annoyed by his poorly concealed amusement, Song abandoned all pretense of giving face and voiced her arguments at a normal volume. “Even with careful forethought and skilled Bekhai scouts, it is impossible to claim there will be no battle for the Enemy is cunning and devious to the extreme. Since you will not be personally scouting ahead and must ration the animal’s stamina, the Death Corps shouldn’t have any trouble keeping up in wagons. Should no mishap occur, then they will at most be a minor burden, but their presence will prove invaluable should the worst come to pass. Sacrificing speed for caution is a worthwhile trade, especially this close to Sinuji.”
 
  
 
 Not to mention the cold hard truth: should the Enemy successfully ambush their scouting party, then the Death Corps could be left behind to guard their retreat. Though she wholehearted wished they too would eventually learn the joys of freedom, there was precious little chance the Imperial Clan would let such a thing come to pass. Such was their purpose, their lives devoted to this singular cause, and it would be rude for Rain to deny them even the chance.
 
  
 
 “Well, Team Leader Song has never steered me wrong, so I suppose you can all come along.” Despite going along with her suggestion, Rain hardly seemed thrilled. “You going to keep lying in the dirt or can we leave now?”
 
  
 
 Uttering a chorus of thanks, the Death Corps kowtowed in unison as Rain stalked away, the sound of their helmeted heads striking the ground loud enough to startle poor Mama Bun awake. Discomfited by the plethora of grateful stares from the Death Corps, Song busied herself checking Erdene’s harness and comforting Blackjack and Mama Bun, while also staying close to Rain’s side to study his odd choice of provisions. Poking out of Zabu’s saddlebags were no less than eighteen gourds of water, the same gourds he’d been obsessing over. He had marked them, held them, studied them, sniffed them, listened to them, did all manner of things except drink them, and now he arranged them so they’d be close to hand while he rode.
 
  
 
 Were it not for Big Ping and Little Pong’s blatant interest, Song would’ve written a letter to Mama and Brother Baatar to inform them Martial Nephew Rain had gone stark raving mad. Luckily, the two turtles’ undisguised greed made it clear there was something special about the water in those containers, one hovering at his side and the other perched on his shoulder in hopes of a treat. She assumed their desire had something to do with Rain’s Awakening or the droplet of Heavenly Water he’d somehow misplaced, though with him, it was hard to say. While Song believed Rain wasted far too much time and effort infusing Chi into water for the turtles, she kept her opinion to herself, for he had a history of doing strange things which eventually worked in his favour.
 
  
 
 Truly a man beloved by the Mother and blessed by the Heavens.
 
  
 
 While waiting to get underway, Song eyed her new protector. The Tyrant Yuhuan sat with a surly pout dressed in her assorted jewellery and sheer black robes, its pouches bulging with all sorts of odds and ends. Runic Devices one and all, as the arrogant woman so proudly proclaimed during their first and only meeting, also mentioning she’d crafted Song’s breastplate and how the work was now too embarrassing to look at. Engrossed in designing a new Runic Device, she spent most of her time inside her yurt and was currently letting everyone in earshot know she was none too pleased about being pulled away from ‘vital research’ for a ‘fool’s errand’.
 
  
 
 Much like her disciple Daxian, the Tyrant was accomplished, attractive, and astonishingly abrasive.
 
  
 
 As Rain led his scouting party west, Song admitted the Tyrant might have a point about this being a waste of time. Talented as Bekhai scouts were, the Army scouts could hardly miss something as obvious as a Defiled warband camped within a day’s march of Sinuji, and if the Defiled were further away, then there was nothing Rain could do to help. Regardless, she was happy for any excuse to exercise Erdene as the sweet quin was far too adept at swindling meals from her many would-be suitors. Eager for treats from rider or quin, Erdene stuck close to Rain and Zabu, squeaking from time to time to attract their attention while they cantered westward over the Central plains. Big Ping played a similar role on the other side of Rain, having no trouble matching the quins brisk pace while Lightening her bulky frame, intent on keeping close watch on the precious gourds.
 
  
 
 Thus they rode in peaceful silence, as everyone was well used to the routine. The only difference today was Song had no responsibilities aside from watching Mama Bun, Blackjack, and the Death Corps soldiers, but none needed much looking after. The Death Corps alternated between jogging and riding to give their quin-drawn wagons a lighter load, and the animals slept in her embrace, the tiny hare happy to take advantage of Mama Bun’s affection whilst Little Pong rode with Rain. With little else to do, Song kept abreast of Rain and the details of his forward scouts in case he needed help, but there was little she could offer with Argat and Orgaal to advise him.
 
  
 
 Boredom and dissatisfaction mounting, Song worried she would soon become obsolete, more burden than boon in the war against the Defiled. No Awakening, no Aura, no Natal Palace, no Spiritual Rifle, the list of Song’s deficiencies grew longer by the day, especially since her place as Rain’s advisor had been usurped by Daxian and Orgaal. All she could do now was fight, and though she’d seen some improvement in recent days, it was far from enough.
 
  
 
 After an hour of travel, Rain ordered the party to slow to a walk and Song saw her chance to speak with him. Extending her hand, Song waited as he struggled to understand the meaning behind her gesture. Long, awkward seconds passed and she flushed with embarrassment as she remembered when not too long ago, she’d mistakenly suspected him of having immoral intentions for making this same gesture. “Sending.”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” Reaching out to clasp her hand, Rain brought Zabu closer and Sent, “What’s up?”
 
  
 
 To start, Song explained, “I do not trust the two bandit Experts, so it’s best we speak in private.” The half-truth came easily, as it was a reason to speak through Sending, but not the only reason.
 
  
 
 “Sure,” he replied, once again unable to hide his amusement. “What about?”
 
  
 
 “I wish to ask for advice.” Ignoring his surprise and delight, Song powered through and spoke of her issues through Sending, starting with her non-existent knowledge regarding Aura and her inability to form a Natal Palace. “Mama’s latest letter is no different, stating I should continue with my exercises and let nature take its course, but I thought you might have some unique insight to the Martial Path considering your swift advancement.”
 
  
 
 “I would love to help,” he replied, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze, “But I myself just learned how detrimental a minor misconception can be. My personal insights might not even be helpful, considering I don’t really know how I condensed my Aura or formed a Natal Palace. Are you sure you want to hear this? If this ends up hindering your progress, Grand Mentor will pin my hide to the wall.”
 
  
 
 Though Song knew he was merely joking, she still bristled at the implication that Mama would ever lay a hand on him in anger. “Yes,” she Sent, nodding once for effect. “Start with something simple. What was it like when you first used your Aura?”
 
  
 
 Rain’s smile melted away as his eyes unfocused and shoulders slumped, a strange reaction to reminiscing about a grand success. “It’s not something I like to think about, but I’ll tell you if you want to know. Be warned, you know about my... issues with Balance and... Defilement, so I don’t recommend you follow in my footsteps. Do you still want to hear about it?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Song had no fear of turning Defiled, for her Oaths expressly forbade it. Death would come the moment she realized what she’d become, and the Heavens would punish her for any rebellious thoughts against her master.
 
  
 
 “Alright.” Pausing to consider his words, Rain Sent, “The story starts after I fell into Western Treasures Lake, and drifted onto shore almost a week later. As you know, a young woman named Ai Qing saved and nursed me back to health, but what I never told anyone was that I wasn’t myself.” Retreating into his thoughts, Rain explained how he’d adopted a different persona, a split personality he named Baledagh or Warrior to deal with his growing issues with Defilement. One mind to embrace the lies and one mind to resist them, it made for a most fascinating tale, and Song was the first to hear it. It made sense now in retrospect, how he often went back and forth between timid and harmless to dangerous and unrestrained. Brother and Warrior, a curious dichotomy, but inwardly, Song disagreed with his conclusion.
 
  
 
 Rain believed his true self to be the Brother, a kind-hearted young man who wanted nothing more than to be happy and loved, but in Song’s eyes, Rain was the Warrior to his core. There were valid arguments to be made in either direction, but if he were truly Brother, then their paths would never have crossed, for long before his brush with Defiledment, it was the Warrior who taunted Cho Jin Kai inside that nameless restaurant, not the Brother.
 
  
 
 When he finished telling her about Baledagh and Brother, Rain sighed with relief, and though he didn’t seem to notice it, he clenched her hand tight while averting his gaze, as if ashamed of admitting his faults. Song sensed there was more to it, but she didn’t press him for more. Oddly enough, she was pleased he’d confided in her before anyone else, for not even Mama, Sister, Lin, or Yan knew about his ‘Mental Disorder’, as he termed it. Only the Monk had known, his intervention vital in helping Rain recover and move on.
 
  
 
 That said... “You still haven’t told me about Aura.”
 
  
 
 Lifting his head in surprise, Rain blinked and stared before bursting into laughter, which drew the eye of everyone around them. Waving them off, he wiped the tears from his eyes and Sent, “Oh Song... Your single-minded dedication to the pursuit of strength is admirable, barely even blinking when I tell you one of my darkest secrets.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his inadvertent slip of the tongue, Song nodded and Sent, “You were unwell, but you are better now. I am happy for you. If you wish to speak of it more, then I am happy to listen.” Listening was easy. It would only be an issue if he wanted her to speak.
 
  
 
 “Maybe later,” he Sent, flashing a grateful smile. “As for Aura... I was Baledagh at the time, so my memories are... spotty. I told you about the Defiled bandits who attacked Ai Qing’s village right? Well, I went in to save the villagers and came across Laughing Dragon, their Aura-capable leader. Once unleashed, his Aura paralyzed me with ice-cold terror and left me helpless as he and his bandits beat me bloody. Then... I don’t know. Something inside me snapped. The fear disappeared, but it wasn’t courage which took its place, nor was it anger. In its place was an unquenchable blood-thirst free from anger or hatred, virtue or integrity, just pure... exhilaration as I exulted in battle and conflict. I didn’t fight to save the villagers or kill Defiled in vengeance, I fought because I wanted to fight and for no other reason.” Shaking his head, Rain added, “I didn’t even know I’d condensed an Aura until Laughing Dragon mentioned it. What’s weird is, now that I think about it, even though I remember the fight, I have no idea how I pulled it off. I Healed, Deflected, Lightened, Amplified, and Reinforced, all while new Insights flooded into my mind and faded away the moment I performed them. At some points, I think I even used External Chi, though I don’t know how I managed it...”
 
  
 
 “The Mother always leaves a path to salvation,” Song quoted. “Perhaps She took interest in your conflict and offered much-needed assistance.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps.” Rain’s tone was steeped in skepticism, which was strange for a man so blessed by the Mother. “Anyway, like I said, I’m not sure my experiences are of any use.”
 
  
 
 They weren’t, but Song was grateful he’d shared something so difficult to speak of. “What about a Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 “Right to the point as always.” Chuckling beneath his breath, Rain puffed his cheeks and Sent, “Well... Grand Mentor has you on the right track with your poetry recitals, and I think I know what she intends to happen, but I’m not sure if I should tell you if she won’t.” Sighing, he muttered something about grabbing a tiger by the tail and Sent, “Look, you know the basic premise right? Split your focus and work on two things at once. That’s why she has you reciting poetry in battle.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, but how do I go about forming the actual Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 A hint of exasperation slipped into her tone, but Rain nodded in sympathy. “Well... let’s try this. What do you see when you meditate?”
 
  
 
 “My eyes close and conceal the light,” Song Sent, “But true darkness comes after I reach Balance. Then... nothing. My mind is quiet and senses blocked, with only the warm embrace of the Mother to accompany me, a tranquil, soothing flow of Chi sinking into my Core.”
 
  
 
 “Okay... good. I’m the same way. Has Grand Mentor asked you to try anything while meditating?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Well, try reciting poetry while you meditate. I think the Monk did something similar, but I could be wrong. Also, what I do is envision something which holds personal meaning and significance, a place of safety or comfort which is always there. My Natal Palace has all my favourite locations, like Taduk’s cottage in the village and Mila’s forge at the Northern Wall. Because they’re so near and dear to my heart, keeping the locations in mind at all times is simple, which is the basic premise behind creating a Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 ...What significance and meaning did Sister’s forge hold?
 
  
 
 Clarity struck and Song knew exactly what to do, so she quickly extracted her hand and passed Mama Bun and Blackjack over. Giving Erdene free rein, Song closed her eyes and reached for Balance, submersing herself in the darkness of the void. Rain said to envision something which made her feel safe, but he also said it should be something Song could always keep in mind. If she disregarded the first requirement, then she had the perfect object to envision, though it would require a little creativity to implement.
 
  
 
 Drawing upon the Energy of the Heavens flowing towards her, Song focused her mind and brought her will to bear. Silver light burst into existence within the void, encircling her in a ring of radiant chains while a bed of shimmering green emerald emerged beneath her feet, fine metal and precious stone twin to the necklace worn around Rain’s neck, the innocuous piece of jewellery which Song was bound to. Dark and empty no longer, the void shimmered with pale green and bright silver, marking out an area of undefined size around it. It seemed to grow and shrink every time she looked away, and she knew this would not do. Here and in the physical world, the chain and emerald represented her Oaths to the Heavens, Oaths which confined and restricted her during every second of every day, but so long as she was here, she was free from their influence, free to do as she pleased. Her Oaths to the Heavens bound her, but her family and loved ones had set her heart and mind free. She was safe here, she knew this to be true. This was her refuge from the outside world, a place where she could truly be at peace, a realm crafted using the tools given by the Mother. Mama helped too, and in recognition of her efforts, Song recited poetry until it became second nature, the oration continuing even as she stepped away, as if spoken by another mind.
 
  
 
 And another voice, for Song recognized Mama’s tender voice reciting the Classics of Poetry, delivering each stanza with enunciated passion.
 
  
 
 As the dulcet tones of Mama’s recital rippled throughout the void, the chains of Song’s Natal Palace withdrew into the distance. Difficult to say exactly how far, but far enough so she felt unfettered and free, her little piece of paradise stable and secure. Taking one last look around, Song nodded in approval before stepping out of the void and returning to her senses. “How am I to know if I’ve succeeded?” she asked, not bothering to extend her hand to Send.
 
  
 
 “So quickly? It’s only been a few minutes... well, if it doesn’t work, then everything will be gone the next time you go back.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Song closed her eyes and returned to the void, a process so effortless she surprised herself. What’s more, the emerald bed, silver chains, and Mama’s voice were all waiting for her, the recital having continued in her absence. If Song had to guess, the constant reminder of her Oaths and the poetry recital were both required to keep her Natal Palace intact, and she felt a little safer knowing a part of Mama would always be here with her. An unexpected surprise, but a welcome one, for Song loved Mama with all her heart. Lingering to listen a little while longer, she waited until the end of the poem before returning to reality. Eyes turned towards the heavens, Song cherished this moment and committed everything to memory, from her light-headed fatigue and ensuing torrent of emotions to Erdene’s swaying gait and Rain’s reassuring presence, for this was her crowning moment of success.
 
  
 
 “I succeeded,” she said, staring at the beautiful blue sky and wondering what wonders still lay ahead. “At twenty-one years of age, I, Li Song, Daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister to Sumila and Baatar, have become an Expert of the Bekhai.”
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 “Congratulations!”
 
  
 
 Being the incessant pessimist that I am, my happiness for Song’s advancement along the Martial Path is overshadowed by the overt reminder of the massive rut I’m stuck in. It seems like everybody is progressing in these recent months while I’m just sitting here labelling gourds. So very many water gourds, they’ve become symbolic of my past and recent issues. Gotta keep track of the gourds like I keep track of secrets, terminology, information, and more. Gotta find ways to carry and utilize the gourds, like I need to learn how to best use my soldiers and keep them alive. Need to protect the gourds from Ping Ping and Pong Pong, like I need to protect my friends, family, soldiers, and the people of the Empire from external and internal threats. I need to collect the gourds, think of ways to improve upon the gourds, set time aside to study the gourds, put Chi into the gourds, the list goes on, but I’ve run out of gourd-related metaphors to fixate on.
 
  
 
 Long story short, I’m beginning to loathe the word ‘gourd’. At first, I thought it was fun to say, but if I never see another gourd in this life, then I could die a happy man.
 
  
 
 Head held high in quiet celebration, Song exudes tranquil pride and graceful dignity following her successful entry into the world of Experts, a grand goal or milestone for every Martial Warrior in existence. After a long silence, she slumps down in Erdene’s harness with a tired smile, drained from her efforts but glowing with contentment. “I did it,” she says, as if to confirm it once more, her tail curling and cat-ears aflutter. “I finally did it. Thank you, Rain.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t do a thing, you accomplished this with hard work and dedication.” Happiness looks good on Song, her usual stony demeanour nowhere to be found, and my heart skips a beat as I stare into her emerald green eyes. So lovely, but they also remind me of the emerald-studded necklace worn around my neck, a chain which gives me complete control over the beautiful, vulnerable woman riding beside me. Absolute power is absolutely horrifying, because even though I know it would be unequivocally evil to do so, the temptation to use said power is almost overwhelming. Not only for sex, though I’ll admit it features prominently in my idle daydreams and the Spectres’ overtures, but the appeal of having someone in my life who will always stand by my side is almost too much to resist.
 
  
 
 Calling me anti-social would be putting it lightly, but I avoid interaction because it’s so exhausting and worrisome. There are so many subtle cues to read into and social niceties to adhere to that I work myself into a stupor trying to keep up with something as simple as a passing greeting. Was I too brusque and unfriendly? Should I have stopped to chat? Did I remember to smile? Do I smell bad? These are the questions which run through my mind as I walk away from a brief chance encounter, and the questions only multiply the longer the encounter lasts. With Song, I would never have to worry about any of those things because I could ask and tell her to answer honestly without trying to spare my feelings.
 
  
 
 How many people in the world can claim they have someone they can trust without question, no matter the circumstances? Precious few, I’d imagine. As much as I love Lin, Yan, and Mila, if I walked into a room and found them sitting naked in bed with a dozen similarly naked men, I’m not sure I’d believe them if they said, “This isn’t what it looks like.” Not that I expect anything like that to ever happen, but as history has proven, I am paranoid and mentally unstable, so I worry about all manner of stupid things. With Song, so long as I had her necklace, my trust and abandonment issues would no longer be a problem, albeit at the steep cost of throwing away my moral convictions.
 
  
 
 And despite knowing it would make me a monster, I’m still tempted to do it, so what does this make me?
 
  
 
 Great. Now I’m spiralling into depression. Thanks brain. You suck.
 
  
 
 One good thing to come of this was our little heart to heart about Baledagh. By the time I realized what I was Sending, it was already too late to take back, but rather than fear, I felt... relieved. Finally, I had someone I could confide in, someone who I could implicitly trust to tell me the unvarnished truth, and Song’s reaction was one I never expected. Complete and utter nonchalance, as if my confession of mental illness didn’t matter in the slightest. She held my hand and took everything in stride while I explained Baledagh’s greatest hits, then when everything was said and done, she said she was happy I was better. Simple as that, and words cannot express how reassuring her lack of reaction was.
 
  
 
 Sigh. I may very well have fallen in love with Song. Do I fall in love too easily? Probably, yea. Lin was smart to put a limit on the number of wives I’m allowed, and even smarter to include Song from the start. Then again, though she’s come a long way since we first met, I doubt Song will ever reciprocate my feelings, especially considering her history of abuse. If she knew how I felt, it’d probably terrify her to no end, so I do what I do best and repress all the emotions and stick them in a deep, dark corner of my mind, where they will invariably slip out when I least expect it and plague me for many restless nights to come.
 
  
 
 Overall, I’d say today’s events have put me in an okay mood. Sure, my inferiority complex is going full throttle and now I have to deal with unrequited love, but I got a big weight off my chest and gained the confidence to really tell the rest of my family about Baledagh and stuff. I still don’t think I can talk about my past life’s memories, because the mere thought literally leaves me paralyzed with fear, but coming clean about my mental illness is better than nothing. I’ve been putting it off for so long because I’m afraid of losing everything, but thanks to Song, I think I’m finally ready to take the plunge and tell my family.
 
  
 
 Soon as we’re all together. For real this time, I’m not saying it to buy time. I mean it.
 
  
 
 Seeing as Song is busy accepting congratulations from the Khishigs, I leave her be and cuddle my reclaimed floofs, nuzzling sweet Blackjack nestled in Mama Bun’s embrace, a rare sight since Pong Pong joined our happy little family. Eventually, the eye-bleach isn’t enough of a distraction and I go back to pondering the secrets of the Martial Path since I have time to spare. I now understand why standard protocol is to shroud Martial Warriors in enigmatic mysticism, not only to guard against simple misconceptions, but also to keep aspiring warriors from becoming frustrated with failure. If someone straight up told me to build a freaking mind palace and think about it all the time, then I’d go insane trying to figure it out. As for Aura, the best description I could come up with was I gather my emotions and hurl them at my enemies, which is why I kept quiet about it. It doesn’t make conventional sense and it won’t until Song experiences it herself. I might as well describe colours to the blind or learn to parse smells from a dog for all the good words will do me.
 
  
 
 What’s odd is that even though every warrior forges their own path, everyone visits the same destinations on their journey to the peak of Martial Strength. Core Creation, Aura Condensation, and Natal Palace Formation are the pivotal steps along the Martial Path I know about and have taken, but now I’m lost on where to go next. Well, I know it’s manipulating External Chi, but considering how things have progressed thus far, there’s invariably another accomplishment which every Martial Warrior achieves but no one ever talks about because it’s best kept secret.
 
  
 
 I hate secrets, even ones kept for my own good.
 
  
 
 Logically, each of the above steps builds upon the others. Core Creation comes first, which is the Mana tank of the Martial Warrior, the battery from which we draw power from. From context clues dropped by the Legate, my recent observation regarding where the Natal Palace is situated, and the limitations on Natal Palace size, then it stands to reason that Natal Palace Formation is impossible without a sufficiently large Core. Probably because you can’t fit a palace into a tiny or unstable Core, due to a lack of Chi to sustain it. It’s not all about memory, else everyone would start multitasking training earlier, though why it’s left so late seems strange. I should ask someone about it, because the twins could benefit a lot if they started training now.
 
  
 
 So where does Aura fit into all this? Generally, people go Core, Aura, Palace, then External Chi, but this isn’t always the case. Take Song for example, she formed her Natal Palace but hasn’t condensed an Aura and can’t use External Chi. Then there’s Chu XinYue, who was an Expert who could Send and do other External Chi stuff for years before his Aura came along. Nor can we forget Mila and Yan, who have neither Aura nor Palace, yet they’re both still strong enough to contend with or even dominate the best of their peers on the battlefield, where they’ll have Aura-capable allies to shield them. Yan can even use External Chi, so it’s not like it’s dependent on having an Aura and Natal Palace, which is really throwing me for a loop. There’s no logical progression, but again, these are the exceptions, not the rule. Therefore, it stands to reason Aura and the Natal Palace are linked to External Chi usage in some way. If the Natal Palace is a tool for practising Chi manipulation, then Aura is... what?
 
  
 
 A good question. What is Aura? Aura is taking your innermost emotions and combining it with Chi to project a field of pressure onto your enemies and block the opposing pressure for your allies. There’s a fundamental difference between Imperial and Defiled Aura’s, but differentiating one from another isn’t as simple as good emotions versus bad. Many Martial Warriors tap into their blood-lust and killing intent to maintain their Auras, and while most Defiled rely on sheer, unchecked rage to power theirs, I’ve seen clear-headed Defiled unleashing Auras with calm serenity, but no matter if the emotion is courage, fear, love, hatred, or anything else along the spectrum, the result is much the same. The only deciding factor I’ve noticed is whether you’re Imperial or Defiled.
 
  
 
 Defensively, Imperial Auras bolster and inspire, while offensively, they panic and scare, and though I’ve never been on the receiving end of a defensive Defiled Aura, offensively, they cause revulsion and horror. Though the two effects sound similar, it’s impossible to mistake one for the other, because there is a wrongness to the Defiled Aura which resonates down to your soul. I’d call it a lesser version of a Demon’s Aura, brimming with gut-wrenching terror and unbridled loathing, a hatred based on differences greater than words can describe. It’s like coming face to face with your natural enemy and knowing you must fight or flee, for there can be no harmony or coexistence so long as you both exist, only kill or be killed.
 
  
 
 Hesitant as I am to use the word due to religious connotations, the best way to describe a Defiled Aura is ‘Unholy’. Demons and Defiled alike, their Auras are the antithesis of peace and harmony and profane all that is good in this world.
 
  
 
 That settles the question of ‘what is Aura’, but the problem is, I don’t really understand the ‘how’. When I use Aura, it’s instinctive rather than calculated. I reach deep down at the emotion I want to project, and it happens, much like Guiding. What’s worse is my Aura differs from a conventional one, because not only can I project different emotions, I can also shape my Aura into a weapon thanks to Blobby’s guidance. Maybe the Heavenly Droplet did more than guide me, since I’ve yet to meet another person who can do the same, but Pong Pong, who apparently has a Heavenly Droplet, can. Or who knows, maybe it has something to do with my origins and Natal Palace diving abilities and Pong Pong is a transmigrated turtle.
 
  
 
 Ooh... is there a link there? Shaped Aura and Natal Palace Infiltration... Maybe?
 
  
 
 Once again, reviewing the basics has left me with a better understanding, but no closer to the next step. Core, Aura, Natal Palace, and... what? Then there’s the whole revelation about Baledagh’s prowess which I never really considered. How the fuck was he... I... so strong? I always attributed my increased strength to Spectres, but at the time, I had them on lock-down inside my Natal Palace. I distinctly remember noting the difference, that it wasn’t the ‘Ancestors’ guiding me in battle, but true understanding, for I was directing my actions using knowledge which had been hidden away. The Forms came naturally, as did my Aura and Chi skills, including ones I still can’t really do like Deflection and Reverberation, rendering most of Laughing Dragon’s attacks ineffective. I distinctly remember the humming ring of our weapons as I wielded Tranquility alongside a Defiled weapon and used both as naturally as if I’d been born with them in hand. In that moment, the battle was all that mattered. Sword, shield, Enemy, and nothing else, and I became an unstoppable whirlwind of violence and mayhem.
 
  
 
 My problem might be that I think too much. Maybe I should turn intelligence into a dump stat and shut my brain off to fight. Then again, considering I’m responsible for the lives of eight-hundred plus soldiers under my command, turning off my brain sounds like a recipe for disaster.
 
  
 
 Whilst I muse and deliberate, my scouting party makes good time across the plains, covering more distance in a few hours than the full retinue would in a day, laden as we would be with wagons and supplies. My forward scouts spot friendly parties aplenty all headed east back to Sinuji, and when questioned, their commanders each report a similar lack of Defiled in the past two days, news which leaves me flustered and on edge. Though I should have long since turned back to Sinuji, I keep going until we finally find BoShui’s retinue in the early evening, well off his scheduled patrol route. Leaping off Zabu to greet my friend with a hug, I clap him hard on the back and instantly regret it as my hand impacts against his steel breastplate. “Not only are you late, but you’re also lost. You should’ve been fifteen kilometres south and eight kilometres east by now. I thought you’d run into trouble or something.”
 
  
 
 With a sheepish grin which makes him look five years younger, BoShui politely overlooks my injured hand and replies, “Sorry. Didn’t know you’d come looking, but the strangest thing happened two nights past.”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled stopped attacking, right? It’s like that in Sinuji too, two battle-free days while today marks the third, though Colonel Hongji says the other outposts along the front lines are still seeing plenty of Defiled. I thought the Enemy might be mustering for a concentrated push, so I set out with my scouts to see if anyone needed help.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, BoShui’s grin fades into a frown. “The Enemy didn’t merely stop attacking, they retreated. Three nights back, my retinue was embroiled in the thick of battle, a night attack as per usual.” Leaning in close, he whispers, “They outnumbered us ten to one and we were tired to boot, which means they had us dead to rights. Then... I don’t know. They all stopped and stared east, right in the middle of battle, then after a few seconds, they broke and ran, howling in what I swear was fear. I was so shocked, I didn’t even give the order to pursue. Instead, we broke camp and marched through the night, moving off of our assigned route because I wasn’t sure what terrified the Defiled so. I’ve never seen them run scared except when...”
 
  
 
 BoShui's voice trails off as he shoots me a quizzical look, silently asking if I had something to do with the Enemy rout. It’s ridiculous how much he admires me, as if I could’ve somehow pulled his ass out of the fire from such a vast distance away, though I’ll admit he’s one of the few people who’ve figured out there’s something about me which causes the Defiled to rout, and the only one I know about who’s not in my retinue. I try not to Devour Spectres until the battle is almost over if there are other people present, but BoShui thinks I’m the Mother’s gift to the Empire and naturally assumed it was my handiwork. Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I say, “Two nights ago, I was already back in Sinuji and enjoying a nice cold bath. Whatever scared the Defiled off, it wasn’t me.” Even as I deny responsibility, a cold wave of realization washes over me as I establish the timeline. “You said it was a night attack, yea? When exactly did they flee?”
 
  
 
 “About an hour after midnight,” he replies, carefully watching my expression, which makes it awkward when the blood drains from my face. The reaction is all he needs to confirm his suspicions, and he merely smiles and nods before looking away, content to let me keep my secrets while doing the Mother’s work. I’ll have to do something about his hero-worship, but now isn’t the time, because I think I know why the Defiled broke and ran.
 
  
 
 An hour after midnight should be around the same time I learned to Devour Heavenly Energy and turn it into Chi, a process which shocked the Spectres into literally freezing in fear. Despite not knowing what any of it meant, I had a good laugh about it the next morning, thinking I’d somehow 404’d the Spectres and crashed their OS, but now, it’s not so funny anymore. Is the timing a coincidence, or did my actions scare away the Defiled as well? That’s impossible, right? Am I being arrogant in assuming my actions could affect the Enemy’s overall movements? Besides, no one in camp noticed I was doing anything, aside from Guan Suo’s complaints about me displaying Purity, and I’m almost completely sure there were no free floating Spectres around to spread the news, so maybe the Defiled retreat has nothing to do with my new Chi gathering method.
 
  
 
 I hope so, because otherwise, it means I’ve done something so terrible, even the Enemy wants nothing to do with me. I am become Death, the Devourer of Spectres. And Heavenly Energy, I guess, but that doesn’t sound as cool. Orgaal and Lei Gong are of no help whatsoever, both sharing the opinion of “Defiled be crazy”, meaning it’s pointless to guess their motives, but while most soldiers of the Empire feel the same way, I think that’s a shortsighted approach. Know your enemy and whatnot, though to be fair, it’s hard to understand crazy.
 
  
 
 I should know, being crazy and all. Then again, if I know I’m crazy, am I still crazy?
 
  
 
 Mouth dry with fear, I reach for my water skin only to find I’d left it behind, though at least I have a bunch of gourds to drink from. Only after draining one dry do I notice Ping Ping’s dismal squeak, because I just drank a gourd filled with counterfeit Heavenly Water. Seeing how there are no Defiled or Demons to test things out on, I give two gourds to Pong Pong and the rest to the big girl while BoShui's people settle into the wagons, ones brought expressly for this purpose. Brimming with nervous energy, I bury my face in Mama Bun’s fur as we head back for Sinuji and do my best not to panic.
 
  
 
 The Defiled and Spectres are terrified by what I’ve done, but again, is that really so terrible?
 
  
 
 It’s not, right? This is a good thing.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 So why am I so unsettled?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 


 






      Chapter 443 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 After our day-long scouting expedition, I’m pleasantly surprised by a number of friendly faces waiting to greet me in camp despite the late hour of our return. Zian, Ji Yeon, and Yan are there, as well as Wu Gam and Jing Fei, but I would hardly describe the latter two as friendly. Handing Mama Bun to Song, I move to greet Yan with open arms, but her frown forces me to rethink my decision and offer a martial salute instead. “A pleasure to see you, Warrant Officer Yan.” Affectionate as she is in the bedroom, Yan draws a clear line between our public and private lives, so even though we publicly announced our betrothal, she insists I treat her as a colleague when others are present for the sake of her career and reputation. 
 
  
 
 Also, I suspect that much like Mila, Yan also has her eye on my title of Number One Talent in the Empire. I’m beginning to resent the Legate for bestowing it upon me because it’s putting a damper on my love life, which is ironic because gifting me Luo-Luo as a concubine didn’t improve things one bit. While Yan’s desire to keep things professional requires we keep public flirtation to a minimum, it doesn’t stop her teasing as she salutes back with a ghost of a smirk on her lovely pink lips. “You’re looking in good health, Imperial Consort.” Scrutinizing me as if I were a piece of meat, she looks me up and down with a lustful glint in her eye, as if imagining my fashionable silk outfit balled up on the floor of my yurt. “Quite good.”
 
  
 
 Willing away the burning in my cheeks, I ignore Yan’s provocations and gloss over Wu Gam’s surly glare to greet my one-time-rival from the north. “Warrant Officer Zian.” Standing ramrod straight with his head tilted upwards as per usual, I notice his shoulders are tight and his gaze apprehensive as he returns my greeting, studying me for clues as one might study a stranger. “Lady Jing Fei.” Snuggled against his arm, Zian’s concubine does a better job of hiding her scrutiny, but no amount of eye-fluttering, back arching, or bosom framing could ever hide her predatory stare, reading into my every word and movement in search of weakness or threat. Only then do I greet the slender, herculean half-fox with a cursory “Warrant Officer Wu Gam”, and he returns the greeting with his customary scowl. 
 
  
 
 Last but not least is Ji Yeon, who oddly enough, is the friendliest face present as she curtsies in her silken dress. “Lin Ji Yeon offers humble greetings to Imperial Consort.”
 
  
 
 “Lin?” 
 
  
 
 Her smile slipping ever so slightly, Ji Yeon swallows hard and explains, “This one has been adopted by her maternal uncle, Lin Xiang Gu, and withdrawn from service. Until his people arrive to escort me away, Cousin Zian has been kind enough to offer shelter, though the good Colonel Hongji offered as well.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. I see.” I really do. So not only did her brother conspire with her betrothed to have her killed, it seems like her father was also in on the scheme, or at the very least, doesn’t intend to shelter her after the fact. Poor girl, betrayed and abandoned by the people who should’ve loved her most. “Your uncle... you trust him?” I hate to ask, and I have no idea what to do if she doesn’t, but I’ll be damned if I stand by and let her go to her death.
 
  
 
 “This one thanks Imperial Consort for his concern, but there is no need. Uncle Gu is no warrior, but he would die before he allows any harm come to his beloved niece... or rather daughter, I should say.” Visibly relaxing, she adds, “Father Gu has already annulled the betrothal between this one and Gulong, and though the Situ and Lin Clans are close allies, his influence carries great weight with Patriarch Lin. Even without his efforts, opinions within the clan are already shifting due to the Situ Clan’s decisions of late.” Glancing at Zian, she pointedly adds, “Many still remember Cousin Zian’s maternal grandmother was surnamed Lin. In fact, she was sister to this one’s maternal grandfather, who often boasts of his grand-nephew’s skills.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. Family and politics. Either the Lin Clan is offering to support Zian as the future Situ Clan Patriarch, or they’re testing the waters to see if they can poach him away. If I were him, I’d be sorely tempted to jump ship before suffering an “accident” so Gulong can take his place, but Zian takes the offer in stride with casual ease, promising nothing aside from an ‘inclination to reconnect’ with family. I’m a little jealous about how quickly he responded, putting an end to the conversation while neither accepting nor declining Ji Yeon’s offer, yet still leaving the door open for future negotiations. It’s the sort of response I would’ve carefully crafted after an entire night spent mulling it over, but Zian threw it out there without batting an eye.
 
  
 
 Strong, smart, hardworking, and talented. How did I beat Zian again?
 
  
 
 With the salutations out of the way, we stand around and chit-chat while the Death Corps make tea, as custom dictates in all social gatherings, formal or informal alike. Once tea has been served and enough polite conversation has been made, I finally feel it’s okay to ask, “So... Why are you all here?”
 
  
 
 Zian and Jing Fei trade confused glaces while Ji Yeon looks away and pretends not to notice Yan whispering the answer in my ear. “While you were gone, Colonel Hongji ordered a restructuring of our defences, presumably to accommodate all the returning units and the patrols which have been suspended. We thought it quite the coincidence when we were all relocated around your camp, not to mention the Colonel’s personal troops positioned out front.” Following her gaze, I note Hongji’s family banner flying on the battle-lines to the west, a glowing golden sceptre on a field of blue, which means he took it upon himself to rally my allies and appoint his trusted troops to protect me. I suspect BoShui will be camped nearby too, though I’m still not sure why Wu Gam is here. 
 
  
 
 It seems my poker face still requires a great deal of work because the grim half-fox responds to the unasked question with a straight face. “Mentor told me to earn your trust and learn your secrets so I might use them to defeat you.”
 
  
 
 “...Okay then. Nice to have you on my side.” Glad to know I’m not the worst politician around. “So... Not that I don’t appreciate the support, but does the Colonel really think the Situ Clan will move against me here, right on the front lines?”
 
  
 
 “You’d be naive to think they won’t after what you did to Gulong.” Swatting aside Zian’s attempts to silence her, Jing Fei narrows her eyes and adds, “Colonel’s Hongji’s soldiers and our presence will ensure there will be plenty of witnesses in the event of a quiet assassination, which means your enemies will undoubtedly opt for wholesale slaughter. No one can testify if no witnesses are left alive, and the Society has the backing to make it so. My Lord Husband is here in spite of my advice to the contrary, but since he insists on being an honour-bound fool, then you might as well tell us: What is your goal?”
 
  
 
 Aww... Zian’s here to help. I knew we were friends. “I didn’t do anything to Gulong. He gave the order to remove his tongue, not I. As for my goal...” I shrug. “Same as it’s always been. Kill Defiled and survive.” For some strange reason, my answer infuriates Jing Fei, while Zian puffs up in smug satisfaction. After discussing possible countermeasures to keep everyone alive, I thank everyone for their assistance and send them back to their camps, though Yan lingers behind for a quick, private kiss. Holding her hand to keep her from leaving, I ask, “Care to stay and chat?” Her throaty laugh stokes my flames of desire, but I shake my head and add, “No, I really mean chat. Out here in full view of camp.” Because I don’t trust either of us to hold back in private. “I wanted to ask about External Chi.”
 
  
 
 Adorably vexed by my self-restraint, Yan gracefully takes a seat beside Song but misses cat-girl’s fleeting frown, gone almost as quickly as it arrived. The two of them aren’t the best of friends, though I suppose it could be because Song’s jealous she wasn’t chosen by ‘Teacher’ Du. At least they’re tolerant of one another instead of straight up fighting or even being snippy, but they just aren’t all huggy and snuggly as the rest of my harem.
 
  
 
 No. Bad. Song is not a part of your harem. Stop it.
 
  
 
 “So,” Yan drawls, tilting her head ever so slightly. “What did you want to ask?”
 
  
 
 Taking a seat across from the two ladies, I reply, “Well... How does it work?”
 
  
 
 Nodding along with the question, Song snuggles Mama Bun and listens intently, but is as disappointed as I am when Yan laughs and shakes her head. “You know I can’t answer that. You need to figure it out on your own.”
 
  
 
 “Well... how did you figure it out?”
 
  
 
 “Practice.” Beaming in response to my dirty look, Yan adds, “Lots and lots of practice.” After long seconds of suffering through my disappointed stare, she sighs and explains, “Look, I don’t want to influence what direction you take. Take Honing. There are dozens of different techniques to Hone a weapon, yet they all accomplish the same thing. Whether you have a static edge or moving one, serrated or smooth, the end result for each technique is exactly the same, but few Warriors can utilize more than one. The same goes for External Chi. There are many ways to go about it, but you must find out what works for you.”
 
  
 
 “The problem is I don’t even know where to start.” Sighing in frustration, I lie back in the grass and stare at the starry night sky. “Mentor and Grand-Mentor keep saying the same thing, that I have all the tools I need to continue along the Martial Path, but what tools? A Natal Palace is supposed to help me practice using Chi, but doing anything inside is easy as imagining it, so how does that help?”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t know,” Yan replies, her voice strained. “I don’t have one.”
 
  
 
 “I do,” Song chimes in, wholly unable to read the mood. “I formed my Natal Palace today.” 
 
  
 
 “...Congratulations! I’m so happy for you Song. I’m sure Mila and the Chief Provost will be as well.” Between Song’s smug tone and Yan’s delayed response, I quickly sit up to make sure tempers don’t boil over only to find Song and Yan locked in a warm and apparently genuine embrace. 
 
  
 
 I don’t understand women, and don’t think I ever will. 
 
  
 
 As she pulls away, Yan purses her lips in self-derision and says, “I’ll need to train harder to catch up.”
 
  
 
 Ah. There it is. The sparks of rivalry. So hawt.
 
  
 
 My problems forgotten, the two girls gossip about Natal Palaces a little before Yan calls it a night, sneaking in another quick kiss before she leaves. “Listen,” she says, patting my cheek fondly, “Your Mentor is right. Unlike me, you have all the tools required, so stop thinking about what to do and just try everything. Remember, we derive Chi from Heavenly Energy, but Chi strives to return to the Heavens. So how do we retain Chi?”
 
  
 
 “Keep it in our Core.”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...In our Spiritual Weapons.”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...In bound elements?”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...I can’t think of any more.”
 
  
 
 “Then that must be all there is to it. Chi is Chi, whether it is Internal or External. You already know how to manipulate Chi, and you’ve just listed several examples of how we keep it from returning to the Heavens, so what more do you need?” Grinning from ear to ear, Yan saunters away with her swaying gait, knowing full well I’ll be watching her go. When she’s finally out of sight, I turn around and find Song used Yan’s distraction to slip away with Mama Bun, Blackjack, and Pong Pong, which means I get to go to bed while fresh, horny, and without floofs to distract me from my thoughts.
 
  
 
 Great. Just great. Well... should I fret about all the incoming assassins, or should I go back to worrying about the repercussions of my new Martial Path? Choices, choices...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Wiping his hands with a blood-soaked rag, Gen stepped back to admire his handiwork. Bei was more stubborn than he remembered and she’d acquired many bad habits in their time apart, like her mulish defiance and barbed tongue, but now that he’d finished with her makeover, the lessons could begin anew. Women did so love their powders, rouges, jewellery, and ornaments, but Gen lacked the patience to wait on her each morning, nor did he wish to see her at anything less than her most beautiful. Thus, out of love, he took matters into his own hands and spent the last four days sculpting her looks to his preferred tastes so she would never have to bother with all that nonsense. It took longer than he expected, for there was always more to be done, but he was wholly committed to finishing his work.
 
  
 
 Hmm... her cheeks could do with a little more charring to really set off the exposed bone...
 
  
 
 Elongating his index finger and shaping it to his desired pattern, Gen smiled at the look of despair in Bei’s eyes as he super-heated the metal until it glowed red-hot. Stubborn like her sister, she still refused to accept the Spirits into her mind and the Truth into her heart, but with tender care and determined effort, he would eventually bring her into the light. “Now wife,” he said, stroking her hair gently with his unheated hand. “Try not to move too much, else you’ll ruin the pattern.” Pressing down on her forehead, he held her in place as she howled and cursed, leaving him unable to hear the delightful sizzle of burned flesh or the bubble of boiled fat. These were cherished moments for Gen, because he always lost himself in the heat of battle. While his exploits in glorious battle could be found in memory if he thought long and hard on the matter, the scenes always felt too dreamlike and impersonal, for the Spirits guided and aided him so much it were as if he were watching another at work instead of fighting himself. Here, their roles were reversed, with Gen firmly in control of every action and thought, while the Spirits were content to stand idly by as spectators. 
 
  
 
 A split-second of warning was all the Spirits gave him, and it was far from enough. 
 
  
 
 Worthless. Little. WORM!
 
  
 
 The unexpected reprimand elicited a strangled scream from Gen's throat and the world went white with pain. Unlike the usual pain which accompanied Mentor’s Transcendent-routed Sendings, his current misery was not the result of apathy, but rage, Mentor’s seething anger emanating from every agonizing word. Never before had Gen felt anything so excruciating, a pain which originated from his mind yet radiated outwards until suffering was all he knew. He knew not how to ease his torment, and there was nothing the Spirits would do to aid him, so for what felt like an eternity, Gen endured Mentor’s sadistic tantrum until he could endure no more. 
 
  
 
 When Gen regained consciousness, he lay in a pool of blood, his body cramped from the echoes of the ordeal but mind fresh with thoughts of vengeance. Vengeance would be his soon, he promised himself, but it could not come quickly enough. 
 
  
 
 Still Lacking Focus, Little Worm? It Seems This Sovereign’s Warnings Were Wasted. 
 
  
 
 The armoured Transcendent grabbed Gen by the scruff of his neck and lifted him none-too-gently off the marbled floor, but he was too weak to even croak in protest at the rough treatment. Feet dangling in the air, he was brought face to face with the featureless Transcendent, but not before he noticed Bei had died, a blackened crater all that was left of her beautiful face thanks to Mentor’s untimely interruption. Though he yearned to order the armoured Transcendent to tear itself apart, he held his anger in check. It was too early to cut ties with Mentor, not while the Dog Emperor and his traitorous armies still yet lived. Once their common foe was dealt with, then Gen would turn his attentions to his hateful Mentor and laugh when the old man realized he was no longer in control.
 
  
 
 But until such a time, Gen would stomach these insults and commit them to memory, the pain, humiliation, even the mocking glint in the armoured Transcendent’s bloodshot eyes, promising that when the time came, he would see each one repaid in full. 
 
  
 
 Unworthy Little Worm, Given So Much And Accomplishing So Little, This Sovereign Grows Tired Of Incessant Failure. Where Time Once Stood On This Sovereign’s Side, It Now Works Against Us, Yet Still You Play Games. Blessed By Talent And Luck But Devoid of Ambition, Little Worm Bears The Potential To Soar Through The Heavens, Yet Is Content To Crawl On His Belly In The Dirt. Disgraceful. 
 
  
 
 Dropping Gen to the floor in a heap, the Armoured Transcendent strode back to its corner, seating itself to conserve energy as per usual. Choking back a groan, Gen pivoted to keep the Transcendent in sight, unable to lift his head but not daring to present his rear to Mentor, especially while bent over as he was. 
 
  
 
 Months of This Sovereign’s Precious Time Devoted To Instruction, But Little Worm Has Yet To Wholly Comprehend the Truth. Now, Be It Through Stroke Of Luck Or Meticulous Guidance, The Devourer Steps Foot Upon A New Path, One Uniquely Suited For His Superior Talents. Where We Tread Lightly Along The Razor’s Edge Of Struggle And Surrender, He Stands With Foot On Both Sides In Utter Defiance Of Heaven, Yet Somehow Remains Unscathed. Most Interesting, Most Alarming, For Such Potential Appears Immeasurable. The Empire Branded This Sovereign As Heretic, But What Will They Say When They Learn Of His Sacrilege? 
 
  
 
 No. Impossible. This was more proof of Mentor’s senility, a decrepit senior almost a millennia past his prime. How could he think Falling Rain’s talent and potential superior to Gen’s? The Heavens had blessed him as its chosen son, not that arrogant savage as the Imperials would have the world believe. Indifferent to Gen’s inner turmoil, Mentor continued his lecture, his every word delivering a fresh wave of pain surging through his body. 
 
  
 
 Such A Curiosity, But He Can Not Be Left Unchecked. As He Stands, The Devourer Is Nothing Except Too Dangerous To Leave Free. Potential Is Meaningless Unless Realized, Thus Time Becomes Our Enemy. Too Many Guardians Watch Over Him, Too Many Hidden Lords Lie Waiting, Variables And Unknowns This Sovereign Cannot Foresee, But Where The General Cannot Act, The Pawn Is Free To Move. Succeed Or Die Little Worm, Else This Sovereign Shall Teach You True Regret.
 
  
 
 On that inspiring note, the armoured Transcendent fell still as Mentor’s presence faded away, and after the Spirits confirmed the old bastard was truly gone, Gen mentally ordered Samat to come inside and bring him to the courtyard. Mentor was none the wiser to Gen’s ruse, for he was playing the worm despite having already become a dragon. A necessity, for Mentor had hundreds of years of experience to Gen’s measly two decades, most of it spent in ignorance of the Truth. No matter, for in time, he would realize his own potential and put an end to Mentor’s miserable existence, for where the old man dominated and bent the Spirits and Transcendents to his will, their service to Gen was founded on a decree from Heaven. Whether it be the armoured Transcendent, Samat, or any of the other newcomers, Gen’s commands superseded all others, even Mentor’s, a secret the Spirits divulged to him in confidence. 
 
  
 
 The Spirits yearned for the freedom to serve him, and with their help, the soldiers, Transcendents, and even Mentor himself would kowtow before Gen, for he was Heaven’s True Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Not Falling Rain. Never Him. 
 
  
 
 Out in the courtyard, Gen had the Spirits confirm Mentor’s absence once more before commanding the recently arrived Water-Blessed Transcendent to Heal him. Not all Transcendents had the ability to create the curative nectar like his sweet Bei, but the Water-Blessed giant could, and though it curled his stomach to suckle on the plump, soggy fingers of such a repugnant and obviously male Transcendent, Gen closed his eyes and pretended it was his crystalline, fairy-like wife feeding him sweet nectar instead of a hefty, water-logged warrior whose chest bore a gaping hole in place of a mouth. 
 
  
 
 Perhaps he should’ve gone to the Confessor instead. The old torturer was well-versed in the art of Healing, but he clung too tightly to his Imperial techniques, which were not only inferior, but also almost as unsettling as his current circumstances. 
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 When his injuries Healed enough, Gen drew away from the Water-Blessed Transcendent and scoured the event from memory. Only then did he notice a servant kneeling at his side, head lowered and body trembling. Quashing the urge to snap the man’s neck, Gen reined his temper in and snapped, “What?”
 
  
 
 “Forgiveness Emissary, but Grand Marshal Jianghong has issued orders.” 
 
  
 
 The servant held out a letter and Gen took it in hand before plunging his sharpened fingers through the man’s eyes. A quick death he didn’t deserve, but Gen lacked the time for recreation and the Water-Blessed Transcendent required nourishment. Ah, he should have asked the servant’s name and given it to the Transcendent, fitting since they would be one regardless. Unsealing the letter, Gen pored over the document slowly and smiled as the complex characters revealed the message within, his heart pounding in eager anticipation for the days ahead. This was what Mentor meant with his talk of Generals and Pawns, for while Falling Rain was well protected from the likes of Divinities, his guardians would be bound by the Treaty and helpless to act against a lesser threat. Calling for Deng and Kash, Gen rushed off to prepare for his day of glory and retribution when he crushed Falling Rain like the bug he was. 
 
  
 
 Provided the savage runt survived until Gen arrived in Sinuji, and he prayed it would be so, for a quick death at the end of an assassin’s blade was far too clean for the likes of Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Stifling a yawn as she stepped out of her tent, Yan flicked her bangs out of her eyes and took a seat at the dining table, where Kyung poured her a cup of piping hot tea to enjoy beneath the late-morning sun. Though wholly capable of pouring her own tea, Yan had long since given up trying, for though he would never voice his displeasure, the handsome half-cat would pout oh-so prettily if she did anything which even remotely resembled ‘servant’s work’. In truth, she rather enjoyed being pampered, though when she heard Rain lived like his soldiers while out on patrol, she’d been suitably embarrassed about serving in relative luxury. Admiring his show of solidarity, she brought it up with Kyung in private, but he snorted and called Rain a brainless idiot, stating, “How can his strength and status be respected when he presents himself as a common grunt?”
 
  
 
 Were this before her adoption, Yan would have laughed and taken Rain’s side, but she’d since learned the value of reputation and how easily it could be shaped by perception alone. While Rain’s actions might endear him to his soldiers, it was more likely to alienate him from them. There were expectations which went hand in hand with rank and power, namely money, status, and reputation, so seeing Rain break his teeth on hardtack or labouring to unload wagons was likely to alarm low-born commoners treading the Martial Path. To be strong was to be respected, but Rain’s actions disrespected his strength, a confusing paradox which had Yan’s mind spinning in circles.
 
  
 
 When she shared her misgivings with him in SuiHua, Rain had merely waved her concerns aside and said, “Hard work and perseverance are more worthy of respect than a lavish lifestyle.” He wasn’t wrong, for those were qualities which should be respected, but most people only saw the surface and never cared to look any deeper. There was no end to envious young nobles wishing they’d been adopted in Yan’s place, but few ever commented on the sacrifices she and Grandpa had made to get where they were now. Hard work and gruelling efforts aside, there was the little matter of uprooting her life to come to Central, where half-beasts were not so tolerated as they were in the North. What’s more, wonderful as Grandpa Du had been, she missed having an entire community around to cheer and support her. Back home, countless friendly faces would greet her each day, whether it be friends, teachers, housemarms or neighbouring aunties and uncles. Everyone worked together for the betterment of all and shared in one another’s successes, but here in Central, no one could be trusted because politics and backbiting were second nature. Even family couldn’t be counted on, a harsh reality she faced upon seeing all of Grandpa Du’s loved ones turn against him for adopting an orphaned half-beast as his granddaughter.
 
  
 
 A fact which made her love him all the more for going through with it. There was no political advantage to be gained in adopting her, as Yan was perfectly content as his Disciple or even as his student, but Grandpa wanted to give her a family even if it cost him the one he already had.
 
  
 
 With this in mind, she gratefully partook in the simple traditional Yantainese breakfast cooked by Kyung, a multi-talented warrior who would make for a wonderful husband. Hot and spicy soy bean milk, fragrant wheat-cakes with scrambled eggs, savoury beef-stuffed scallion wraps, scalding soup-filled lamb dumplings, delectable steamed pork buns, and to top it all off, a sweet and flaky walnut pastry for dessert. A hearty meal even for a Martial Warrior, but Eun and Grandpa both thought Yan too thin and bony, so if she didn’t clear every last plate, she would be subjected to Kyung’s forlorn expression and later, Grandpa and Eun’s. Not that Yan ever complained about the food; Kyung’s cooking was almost as good as Eun’s, who was easily Charok’s equal in the culinary arts, and judging by Rain’s roving eyes and wandering hands, he certainly appreciated Yan’s padded figure.
 
  
 
 Delicious as the food was, she would have much rather dined on hardtack and jerky while nestled in Rain’s arms, or better yet, invited him over to share her food and bed. Unfortunately, Grandpa had expressly forbidden any ‘dalliances’ while out in the field. It was one thing for a young noblewoman to indulge with a paramour in private, but to do so while serving on the front lines would reek of impropriety, or so he said. Since she was no spoiled fop or love-struck maiden, Yan agreed without giving the matter much thought, but after seeing Rain’s covetous gaze last night, she cursed herself for a fool. Who would speak ill of a woman tending to the needs of her husband-to-be? Unfortunately, she was a woman of her word, so instead of spending the night entangled in Rain’s warm embrace, she slept alone in her cot plagued by dreams of what could have been.
 
  
 
 Though determined to obey Grandpa, Yan still wanted to spend time with her beloved, so after breakfast, she headed over to his camp with Kyung in tow, where they found Rain sparring with a spirited Han BoShui, glaive and gauntlet ringing as they traded blows and friendly smiles. So much had changed in Yan’s absence, for when she first left the Northern Province, Rain was but a nameless young warrior and the People and the Society were locked in bitter conflict over the fallout from the Contest. Now, merely two years later, Rain was the Number One Talent in the Empire and sparring with his good friend, the Young Patriarch of a prominent Society Clan. Over in another sparring field stood two more of Rain’s friends, Situ Jia Zian, another Young Patriarch and a man who almost killed Rain during their fateful duel at the Wall, matching blades against Dastan Zhandos, a traitorous Warrant Officer turned Rain’s subordinate. One clean-shaven and the other ruggedly-bearded, the two too-handsome men should’ve been Rain’s greatest rivals but instead were fiercely loyal to her beloved, an outcome almost too fanciful to believe. Being friends with Fung was different, for the man hardly behaved as a proper noble should, but Yan mistrusted these Society popinjays.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, even having heard the stories several times from different people, Yan still found it difficult to wrap her head around Rain’s swift rise to glory and bitterly wished she could have been there to see it firsthand.
 
  
 
 Despite their thrilling reunion, subsequent whirlwind betrothal, and an entire month spent catching up in SuiHua, it was still far from enough to process all the new changes. Much as Yan enjoyed Rain’s physical changes, there was more to it. When they first met, Yan thought he kept apart from his peers because he considered himself better than they were, but he was merely deathly shy of strangers, a detail she found utterly endearing. That was gone now, for in her absence, Rain had blossomed into a charismatic leader and cunning politician, a man so comfortable with games of nobility it seemed as if he’d been born into them. From his awe-inspiring entrance into Nan Ping with the Divine Turtle at his back to his thunderous debut in the duelling arenas, Rain struck fast and struck hard to ensure his name would stand out amongst the hundreds of other young heroes in the three provinces. Then, after proving he could play their games, he abruptly withdrew from the public eye and let rumour and hearsay do their work while forcing his rivals onto the offensive. It worked out wonderfully for him, and even though Rain claimed he never gave any of his actions much thought, this only made it all the more impressive because it showed his instincts were so sharp they guided him in the optimal direction.
 
  
 
 That said, after a month of Luo-Luo’s patient tutelage, Rain could hardly claim to know nothing of politics, especially given his latest exploits. The Rain she knew would never have thought to cozy up to his superior or been capable of manipulating a foolish young noble into removing his own tongue. Rain understood the game now and he played it well, better than most in fact, though to be fair, part of this was due to his unique status. Between his Imperial Peerage, Martial Talent, brilliant book of inventions, and burgeoning mercantile enterprise, he stood poised as the Empire’s most eligible young man, one with a proven lustful history and no official wife to bear his legitimate heirs.
 
  
 
 It wouldn’t surprise Yan if Baatar and Sarnai were drowning in letters from prospective partners for their oh-so-talented son. Luckily, her beloved fool seemed unaware of his true value and adamant to obey Lin’s directive of only having five wives, else Yan feared Rain would soon have a harem numbering in the hundreds. Even luckier still was that underneath all the pretty trappings and newfound confidence, he was the same sweet generous soul she’d fallen in love with, a fact proven by his loving devotion and growing menagerie of adorable pets. Despite her initial antagonism towards him and his humiliating misunderstanding, Yan had quickly been won over by his kind and considerate nature, a wonderful, loving man plagued by doubts and insecurities and who cherished friends and family above all else. Rain was still the man who pushed her out of the way of a giant snake at great risk to himself and all but single-handedly slaughtered the beast, yet insisted they each take an equal share in the profits. He then gifted her with the resulting Spiritual Weapon as if it were a mere cabbage, and during their flight from the Society, stood tall and overcame his fears to risk his life time after time, all to protect his family and loved ones. He even rode back to rescue Yan from certain death at the hands of an Expert and nursed her back to health, but most of all, she would always remember how he supported her decision to leave with Grandpa Du and told her what she needed to hear most, that they would pick up exactly where they left off after their next reunion.
 
  
 
 A promise which she kept despite how sorely mistaken he’d been regarding where their relationship had been, the mule-brained idiot.
 
  
 
 Tearing her eyes away from Rain before she succumbed to her lust and jumped him on the sparring field, Yan took a deep, calming breath and headed over to say hello to Song. Taking a seat beside the stony-faced cat-girl, Yan smiled as she sidled in close and pretended not to notice Song tensing up. According to Mila, Song was leery of strangers and kept her distance from them, which meant the best way to win her over was like taming a skittish quin, by showing them you were no threat and allowing them to grow acclimated to your touch and presence. Thus far, it wasn’t working, for Song remained ever guarded in Yan’s presence, always watching her through narrowed eyes and pouting lips. Were it anyone else, Yan would think the half-cat didn’t like her, but Mila assured her this wasn’t the case, so she had no choice but to persevere. “What a beautiful day,” Yan said, hoping to chip away at Song’s defences with harmless small talk. “The afternoons in Central can often be unbearably hot, but these cool mornings are so pleasant and lovely.”
 
  
 
 “...Uhn.”
 
  
 
 A monosyllabic response was all Yan got for her efforts, but she didn’t let this failure discourage her. If small talk wouldn’t work, then perhaps comfortable silence might. Greeting Ping Ping, Mama Bun, Pong Pong, and Blackjack in turn, she resisted the urge to intrude further into Song’s personal space and instead turned her gaze to the skies. Holding out her hand, she whistled sharply and summoned one of Rain’s kingfishers to her arm, a large, brown-feathered sweetheart named Yipi. All but ignoring Song, Yan laid the trusting bird in her lap and stroked its chin and belly, marvelling at how tame and docile the creature had become. Only Rain could take wild animals and charm them with love, a skill Yan envied with all her heart.
 
  
 
 Though she could do without the perverted octopus...
 
  
 
 “Good morning, Warrant Officer Yan.” Having finished his spar, Rain stood over her with a fetching half-smile stretched across his pretty face, looking magnificent as his sweat glistened in the sunlight. “You slept well, I presume?”
 
  
 
 Scrunching her nose, Yan rolled with his verbal jab and fanned the collar of her shirt, almost bursting into laughter as his eyes widened at the view. What was it with men and breasts? Yan’s measured barely a handful yet Rain’s interest in them bordered on the obsessive. “I’m afraid not,” she replied, sighing heavily for dramatic effect. “It’s so hot and stifling inside my tent, I spent half the night tossing and turning in bed. If only there were something I could do to tire myself out beforehand...” Kyung’s sub-vocal growl warned her she might have overstepped the boundaries of propriety, but Rain’s ravenous expression made it well worth it. Hoping to escape before either of them lost control, Yan cradled Yipi in her arms and hopped to her feet, giving the sweet bird a kiss before letting her fly away. Ignoring Rain, Yan turned to Song and asked, “Would you care to spar? I’ve been sitting around all week with little to do and could use the exercise.”
 
  
 
 “No.” The immediate rejection stunned Yan for a moment, but the half-cat had good reason to refuse. “I’ve already sparred with Mister Rustram today and Rain promised to answer questions about Auras.”
 
  
 
 “That I did.” Casually reaching over to pat Song’s head, Rain smiled apologetically to Yan and explained, “I thought we’d be done with our talk before you woke up.”
 
  
 
 Why did he feel the need to explain why he was spending time with Song? It’s not as if she were one of his conquests... or did he intend for her to become one? Did Song know of his intent? Did Mila and Lin? Did they approve? Neither had spoken of it in SuiHua, but seeing how Yan had only recently made peace with Luo-Luo joining their marriage, perhaps they intended to wait and give her time to acclimate before springing more wives on her. Where Yan had once been closest to Lin and Mila, it seemed like their time apart had changed more than she realized.
 
  
 
 All of this flashed through Yan’s mind in the blink of an eye, but she merely smiled prettily and nodded. “Do you mind if I sit in on your conversation?” Yan asked, while covertly watching Song’s reaction. A frown, as if displeased to have her alone time intruded upon. Not good. “I see much benefit in hearing about the experiences of the Number One Talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Rain replied, “Sure.”
 
  
 
 At the same time, Kyung interjected with a stern, “No.” All eyes turned to Yan’s surly protector, whose chiselled features were pursed in a pout. Giving way before their inquisitive stares, he grudgingly explained, “Aura is an abstract concept best left for each warrior to explore on their own. Master experimented with explaining Aura in full and surmised this more often than not did more harm than good. A fish cannot teach a bird to swim any more than a bird can teach a fish to fly.” Fixing his glare on Yan, Kyung added, “If the slave girl wants to ruin her future and listen to his inept teachings, then so be it, but I’ll be damned if I let you do the same. You are Master’s Terminal Disciple little Yan, so trust in his teachings and let matters progress as they should. Birds can swim and fish can fly, but they each do so in their own way.”
 
  
 
 For a split second, Yan celebrated at the sight of Song’s flattened ears and dejected expression until she realized the reaction had come too quickly. The poor half-cat wasn’t sad about being rebuked, but because of Kyung’s cold indifference regarding her future. All of sudden, everything made sense. Yan’s intuition was correct, Song didn’t like her and the reason was obvious. Yan’s life could easily have been hers, for Song was every bit as talented and hard working, perhaps more so considering she’d just formed her Natal Palace. Why shouldn’t she resent Yan, who’d been taken in by Grandpa Du, the same man who cast Song aside? Heart melting at the thought of her distress, Yan elbowed Kyung in the ribs and Sent, “Would it kill you to be nicer to Song? She is your half-sister after all.”
 
  
 
 If Yan could accept Luo-Luo, then why not accept Song as well? Stupid lecherous Rain, gathering all these beautiful women to his side and charming their skirts off...
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Kyung Sent, “She is a slave girl, yes? We share a common parent, but the same could be said of dozens others. I am close to twenty years her senior and knew her for less than two, during which Master trained her to guard Jin Tok in the Society Contests, just as I was trained to protect Jin Kai. She is as much my half-sister as you are, but if you order it, I will be... nicer.”
 
  
 
 Though said to discredit Yan’s argument, she warmed at the sentiment of being his half-sister. “It’s not an order big brother,” Yan Sent, grinning from ear to ear when he flinched at the appellation, “But this is for your own good. The next time you offend someone, I might not be able to protect you from retribution.” In hindsight, perhaps it would’ve been better to let Yuzhen shave him bald and dress him in frilly, colourful silks, a harmless punishment which might teach him to choose his words more wisely. Grabbing his arm, she pulled him down as she took her seat once more, keeping him and Song on either side to guard against Rain’s wandering hands. “I have an idea,” she said, snuggling in close to Song. “Since Kyung thinks it’s a bad idea to let Rain teach us, why don’t I share what Grandpa taught me instead?” It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing, and Song seemed excited by the prospect. “Rain and Kyung can listen in and warn us if we stray from the correct path, while you and I muddle our way along the Martial Path. How does that sound?”
 
  
 
 And perhaps afterwards, Yan could leave Kyung and Song to bond while she snuck off with Rain. Not to do anything inappropriate, but so she could extract whatever advice he’d given Song in forming her Natal Palace. Magnanimous as she was in the affairs of love, Yan preferred to negotiate from a position of strength. While defeating Mila would remain her eventual goal, Yan felt the pressure mounting as her position of Rain’s second strongest wife fell into peril. Truth be told, while Song was clearly the more prominent threat, Luo-Luo’s expeditious progress left Yan awed and petrified. After a single month of practice, the Eastern-born courtesan was almost ready for the battlefield, her skills already superior to most caravan guards. Admittedly, those were the bottom of the barrel for Martial Warriors, but her speed of improvement was impressive and her comprehension bordered on the supernatural. Where others puzzled things out step by step, Luo-Luo made seemingly indecipherable leaps of logic which thus far had all been correct. If Luo-Luo’s talents were standard fare for Imperial Scions, then it was no wonder the Imperial Clan reigned supreme for so many millennia.
 
  
 
 After gathering her thoughts, Yan began, “As Grandpa explained it, Aura first came about as a defence against the vile corruption surrounding Demons. They, and to a lesser extent the Defiled, do not belong in this plane of existence, and as such their mere presence taints the world around them, emanating an unnerving wrongness powerful enough to bring lesser warriors to their knees. To combat this, the Mother taught her children to tap into their emotions and use Chi to release them into the world, where they might bolster an ally or restrain an enemy. Just as Balance has nothing to do with morality, so too is it with Aura. One can use any emotion to power an Aura, whether it be love and affection, blood-lust and killing intent, or anything in between.” With a shrug, Yan concluded, “And that’s about it. Grandpa said he would tell me more once I was further along.”
 
  
 
 “...I know all this,” Song declared, not out of impudence but frustration. “What I do not understand is how to condense an Aura. How am I to tap into my emotions? How do I release those emotions into the world?”
 
  
 
 “Yea,” Rain chimed in, even though he had an Aura and should already know this. “Also, if Aura is powered by Chi, then how come it works externally? Shouldn’t it fizzle out when Chi turns back into Heavenly Energy?”
 
  
 
 Amused by his questions, Yan replied, “How am I supposed to know? You’re the one with an Aura.” It was a good question though, so she turned to Kyung for help.
 
  
 
 Scoffing as he shot Rain a glare, Kyung growled, “Aura isn’t External Chi manipulation. It’s... using Chi Internally to do something externally. Or not. I don’t know how to explain it.” Crossing his arms with a scowl, he turned to Yan and said, “See why we don’t speak of it little Yan? This discussion isn’t helping.”
 
  
 
 “No, it is. It’s totally helping.” Oddly enough, it was Rain who benefited from this short discussion, his brows furrowed as he mumbled his thoughts out loud. “Using Chi Internally to do something externally. I internalize the emotions and gather them within me before unleashing them on the world at large. Aura is powered by Chi, but the Chi remains Chi instead of dissipating into Heavenly Energy once outside my Core because... because the emotions are mine? Or because the Aura itself is a part of me? Does this apply to anything else?”
 
  
 
 Having said that, Rain closed his eyes and fell deep into meditation, forgetting everyone around him in his pursuit of Martial Strength. Feeling mildly scorned, Yan sighed and stationed guards around to keep people from disturbing Rain now that he was sort of on the right track. It was so like him to find Insight while trying to help someone else, meat pies falling from the sky once more. Linking arms with Song and Kyung, Yan drew them close and said, “Well, at least some good came from all this. Why don’t we continue our discussion elsewhere?”
 
  
 
 If she couldn’t steal Rain away and learn his secrets, then perhaps she could help Song and Kyung form a bond, and later convince Grandpa to acknowledge them both. Though blood was not enough to make a family, it was a better starting point than most, and both half-cats deserved to have more love in their lives. Besides, if Kyung saw how well Song was treated by the People, then perhaps he’d agree to let Yan help him improve his relationship with Grandpa, because even though both men were too stubborn to admit it, in her eyes, they were already a family.
 
  
 
 A strange and nontraditional family, but family nonetheless, for the only requirement was love.
 
  
 
 Nestled between the two resistant half-cats, Yan basked in the thought of expanding her beloved family and the heartfelt contentment which came with it. The love and affection from Grandpa Du, the care and concern from brother Kyung, the burning passion she shared with Rain, and the sisterly consideration she had for Mila, Lin, Luo-Luo, and now Song, all so similar yet wholly different and distinct, she cherished each and every one of these feelings. Cycling her Chi on a whim, she gasped as her emotions took on a life of their own, welling up inside until they overwhelmed her and burst out into the world, sheltering every person around her in its warm embrace and allowing them to draw strength and courage from her love of family and desire to protect them. Soon every eye in the vicinity was faced her way with grateful smiles aplenty, aware of what she herself only just realized. Turning to Kyung, Yan blinked and asked, “Is this Aura?”
 
  
 
 His stony expression cracking a rare smile, Kyung puffed his chest and nodded. “Well done, Du Min Yan. Master will be proud.”
 
  
 
 And coming from big brother Kyung, this was high praise indeed.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 There's been triaaaaaals and triii-bulations,
 
  
 
 You know I've had my share,
 
  
 
 But I've climbed a mountain,
 
  
 
 I've crossed a river,
 
  
 
 and I’m al-most there.
 
  
 
 I’m allllllllllll
 
  
 
 mostttttttttt
 
  
 
 thereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!!
 
  
 
 As the last note fades into nothingness, I stand in the void with arms outstretched, ending my impromptu song and dance with the gusto it deserves. It’s a catchy little tune which fit my current situation and I needed the break from meditative contemplation, but I should really stop fooling around and get back to work. The imagined spotlights and instruments disappear the moment I stop thinking about them, and I’m returned to my bedroom within my Natal Palace, seated on the bed as if I’d never left. This is my throne from which I do all my best thinking and oversee my personal Domain, though truth be told, it’s not exactly a great viewpoint. My Keystones and their respective areas are situated lower than my bedroom so I can watch over them from above, but while sitting on the bed away from the windows, all I can see is the darkness of the void. Besides, there’s nothing directly in front of me because it’s still empty real estate for my next Keystone, whenever my Core gets large (or whatever) enough to fit it.
 
  
 
 Should I plan things out and remodel? Ugh, it takes so much effort though. Sure, it’s mostly mentally imagining things, but it’s not as simple as it sounds. I’d have to re-imagine everything from every angle and keep the new perspective in mind at all times instead of slipping back to the old one. It’d be like walking into a house with the same layout and decor, then looking out the window and seeing a whole new view. The similarities make it harder to keep the differences in mind, and since the view isn’t too important, I might as well keep things as they are. Then there’s all the Chi shenanigans happening in the background, being that everything in my Natal Palace isn’t merely a mental construct, but have a specific tie to my Core and Chi, meaning it really isn’t as simple as imagining things. I wish I could ask the Legate about it, but his price is too high.
 
  
 
 Besides, I enjoy looking out into the void. When the Spectres are there, they remind me of the stakes at hand, and when it’s empty, it tells me my thoughts are my own and I have no one to blame for the fucked up shit passing through my brain.
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I clap my hands and unleash my Aura in the standard, inspirational variety. It’s limited to inside my Natal Palace and not out in the real world, as I’d hate to sit through another of Guan Suo’s lectures about disturbing his sleep, but for these purposes, it’s more than enough. Since I have complete control, I confer colour to my Aura, steeping it with a warm, red glow to signify courage and determination. The glowing Aura adds a crimson tinge to my Natal Palace as it sweeps out into the far reaches of the void, an all-encompassing shroud of presence and influence. My presence. My influence. As Yan so aptly explained, Chi is only one half of the Aura equation, with the other half being my emotions, and when mixed together, I unleash the resulting product into the world.
 
  
 
 Kyung said Aura wasn’t an External usage of Chi, but rather it was using Chi Internally to do something Externally. It sounds silly at first, but there’s a kernel of truth there, one which thankfully wedged itself between my teeth and refused to dislodge itself until I thought things through. I’ve been too fixated on results, but like Yan said, Chi is Chi whether its Internal or External, so instead of trying to turn the former into the latter, I should instead look at what makes Chi, Chi. I take Heavenly Energy into my Core and turn it into Chi. When Chi leaves my Core, it turns back into Heavenly Energy, but why? I’ve said it before, Heavenly Energy is borrowed, not owned, so what differentiates Heavenly Energy from Chi?
 
  
 
 In short, I do. Me. I am the defining factor. Chi is me plus Heavenly Energy, so remove me from the equation and Chi goes back to being Heavenly Energy. When I said Martial Warriors seize Heavenly Energy to use for ourselves, it was more of a tongue in cheek comment, but it turns out I was closer to the truth than I thought. For Chi to remain Chi whilst outside my Core, I must make it truly mine, brand and chain it to my existence. Defy Heaven and seize power, but how? Well, probably the same way I do everything else: become one with the Chi, and the Chi must become me. That’s how Aura works, I think. I take my passions, my fears, my sentiments, and sorrows, use them as a vessel and infuse them with Chi, which then manifests as Aura. The supplied emotions are a part of what makes me, me, and keep Chi from dissipating into Heavenly Energy.
 
  
 
 It’s similar to a Spiritual Weapon, except instead of steel and Spiritual Hearts, the vessel is made of feelings. Less awesome, but still cool nonetheless, because I’m literally putting myself out into the world and weaponizing it. While, I’m still not entirely sure how emotion and Chi produce Aura, I think that’s how Aura, an obvious External application of Chi, still works even though I have no idea how to use External Chi. Regardless of the specifics, now that I have an example of working External Chi usage, all I need to do is apply this knowledge in different ways. For once, I’m fairly confident I’ll succeed considering I already have, vis a vis my specialized Aura and how I use it to convey emotions other than courage or fear. Beyblade Aura too, but that’s too abstract for now, so best to follow this ‘emotion’ thread first before branching off to study other matters.
 
  
 
 My first order of business is to figure out what makes my specialized Aura different from generic Aura. Still seated on the bed, I manipulate my Aura and cycle through the different emotions for testing purposes and assign each one a different colour based on intuition. As my room lights up in light pink for love and muted yellow for cheer, the first thing I note is that my specialized Aura is much more limited in scale than the generic one. Where the latter reaches all throughout the void, the former barely extends past my immediate surroundings. The Chi seems thicker in my specialized Aura, the difference between water and molasses, though what that means, I can only guess. More Chi to do less means specialized Aura is more resource intensive, but I already knew that. Generic Aura doesn’t take much to keep up, because... I dunno. Because it’s a standard skill and mine is a fancy unique one? An Aural Talent, I suppose, though I’m still not completely convinced I’m not a Demon in human form.
 
  
 
 Yan’s story about Demons and Defiled not really belonging on this plane of existence is a little heavy on the theology and light on the facts, but it brought my old fears back to the forefront. Even though I now know Baledagh was merely a split personality and not the original host of this body, it still doesn’t rule out me being a parasitic body-snatcher. Not only can I dive into other people’s Natal Palaces, my Aura can also cover the whole spectrum of emotions, including the unsettling Defiled wrongness. I never use it because it’d make people think I went full Defiled, but I can, as evidenced by the time I accidentally used it in front of BoLao and Laughing Dragon.
 
  
 
 So what does this mean? Nothing definitive, but that’s because I don’t know enough to even guess.
 
  
 
 Going back to my Specialized Aura, I can’t really think of anything else that makes it stand out from general Aura, but I continue studying and categorizing all the different emotions I can convey through Aura. I’ve had the idea percolating about for awhile now, but could never figure out how to implement until now. Every time I assign an emotion a colour, I sever a small section off and affix it to the ceiling, creating an emotional colour reference chart for me to cheat off of. This way, I can differentiate the love for my beloved brides-to-be (bright hot pink with a tinge of red for passion) from my love for family (a darker pink than general love to show the depths of my affection), or the cold disdain which arises when I’m speaking with an idiot (dark blue) from the burning hatred which consumes me when I see someone abuse a slave, child, or animal (black to rival the void).
 
  
 
 There’s also the bitter, vitriolic antipathy I sometimes feel for this world, an emotion I keep locked away out of sight. It’s corresponding colour was easy to assign, the sickly, greenish yellow of Demon Ichor, and I immediately lock this emotion inside a dark steel container which has been welded shut so I never have to look or access it ever again.
 
  
 
 Unwanted introspection aside, the colour chart helps mostly because when I need to pick out a specific emotion, I don’t have to stop and think about it. I only need to find the right colour, and I’ll never have another traumatic miscommunication with Sir Inky ever again. That said, parsing through emotions isn’t exactly my forte; in fact, I’m something of a savant in the opposite direction, suppressing my emotions deep within my psyche until they express themselves in unhealthy ways, such as multiple personality disorder or a crippling dependence on floofy cuddles. Either way, it soon becomes apparent there are way more emotions than I thought there’d be, possibly more than there are colours in the visible spectrum. How do I differentiate between my distaste for mushrooms and the disinclination to dress up? What about the joy I find in battle versus the bliss of a nice, relaxing family dinner? What’s more, I’m essentially creating a brand new Keystone, one more complex and extensive than any of the others, so trying to complete it in one sitting is far too ambitious. Before I’ve even made it through the various types of love and hatred, I’m all pooped out from feeling stuff and need time to recharge.
 
  
 
 Opening the void to the world around me, I Devour Heavenly Energy to replenish the Chi lost from creating my emotional colour chart and do a little light musing. Though my Core is a closed system, the Keystones seem to... consume the Chi used to create them, meaning I no longer have access to that Chi. I mean, it makes sense. If you build a house out of gold, you can’t really spend the gold anymore if you want to keep your house, but I haven’t noticed a decline in overall Chi at my disposal. The shimmering colours suspended on the ceiling give my bedroom a beautiful glow, though it’s mostly pinks and blues. Needs more comfy browns, regal purples, comforting yellows, and fresh greens, but this is a work in progress.
 
  
 
 Eventually, my procrastination comes to an end and my mind drifts back to the topic at hand, using emotions to help with External Chi. I’m worried all this effort will be for nothing because it doesn’t fit with my previous theory, how the next step would somehow build upon the previous ones. Then again, maybe it does in a roundabout way. My Core supplies the Chi required, while Aura taught me to use Emotions to keep Chi from turning back into Heavenly Energy, and my Natal Palace is where I use Chi Internally to do something Externally. I expected them to combine into something new and exciting, called a Domain or something, but maybe I’ve been overthinking Spectre word choice. Besides, Yan can use External Chi even without an Aura or Natal Palace, which means neither of them are required, they only make things easier because you already understand the basic concepts.
 
  
 
 So where to start?
 
  
 
 Emotion alone isn’t enough, not for what I’m intending. Visualization is also required if I want to conjure water... and Intent! Maybe that’s why my External Water Chi reverts back to Heavenly Energy so quickly after spitting it out, because I never gave it any purpose besides ‘become water’. Okay, this is good, I’m making progress here. Moving myself out into the void, I hold one arm up with palm facing out, as if telling the void to stop. Summoned with a thought, Water Chi shimmers into existence as a flowing shield of water, the most practical usage I can think of. Then again, maybe I’m being too ambitious and should take a few hundred steps back. Dismissing the shield of water, I instead opt to work with a small pool held in my cupped palms, less than a mouthful but enough for my testing purposes. All I need to do bring this minuscule amount of Water Chi out into the real world and have it stay there for... I dunno, a minute? Anything over two seconds would be an improvement, but how long does it need to last for it to be useful? Let’s shoot for the moon and if we fail, then at least I’ll land amongst the stars. Indefinite water, or until I... release it, or whatever.
 
  
 
 Visualizing the water in my hands, I return to the real world and find my cupped palms conspicuously dry and empty, marking the first of many failures. No problem, that was a test run which I didn’t expect to work, so I could check the baseline and find the bare minimum requirements for success. Returning to my Natal Palace, I start over again, but this time, instead of only Visualizing the water, I also provide it with Intent. This water is meant to sit there and keep my palms wet. Be water. Be wet. Be... cool and refreshing, I suppose. Again, when I open my eyes, my hands are dry and empty, but I persevere and try again.
 
  
 
 Why can I make Water Chi in my mouth but not my hands? Well, my mouth is wet and it’s normal for water to be there, so how would I go about getting water in my hands? Well, I could scoop it up, but that’s not exactly useful in this scenario, nor do I want to be limited to only creating water with my mouth because it severely limits what I can do and is incredibly embarrassing. Oh, condensation! I can draw water straight from the air around us and collect it in my hands. Visualizing the process of humid air meeting a cold surface, I collect the droplets of water into my palms from within my Natal Palace, then bring it out into the world at large where I am once again met with failure.
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Okay.
 
  
 
 This is fine. I can do this. Lemme think. Why didn’t it work? While I haven’t gotten to the emotion part yet, theoretically, I should at least see a bit of Water Chi before it dissipates. Hmm... Maybe I’m overstepping the limits of the Blessing of Water. I would assume air falls under the domain of Wind, and temperature control probably belongs to Fire, so I need to find a concept which belongs to Water and Water alone. I suppose this is why people bind physical water to use instead, because of strict limitations over what one can do, though why it matters for Water Chi more than the other Elements, I still don’t know. Hmm... What if I used something which was naturally cold? Drawing Peace from its scabbard, I lay it across my knees and return to the void, where its spiritual equivalent sits waiting for me to take in hand. I’ve tried this before in the real world, but never from my Natal Palace. Besides, it was a long time ago before my second Awakening, so maybe things will be different this time around.
 
  
 
 With Peace in hand, I envision its cool metal surface drawing moisture from the warm air around us, forming a shifting pattern of transparent droplets which adhere to the flat of its blade. That’s all it needs to do, stay on the sword, so holding this image in mind, I return to reality and see the tell-tale beads of water fade away into nothingness before my eyes, my Chi returning to the Heavens and leaving no trace behind. Giddy with success, I stifle a giggle and summon the water again to familiarize myself with the process, all the while celebrating this momentous step forward which will save me from so much humiliation. Spitting or vomiting water is fine and all for turtles, but I am a human man and would rather not be seen spewing internal fluids all about the battlefield, not to mention how this is the first step towards making an awesome Water Blade like Elder Ming.
 
  
 
 It worked! This is going to be so awesome...
 
  
 
 Energized by my progress, I move on to the next step after about an hour of practice. Visualization: Check. Intent: Check. Now all that’s left is emotion, but what emotion do I instill into water? What is water? No, better question: what emotions does the thought of water evoke from my subconscious? How do I feel when I think about water? Disregarding all outside factors, water is... peace. It’s the calm, silent serenity out on Nan Ping Bay, so grand and reassuring it makes my fears and worries seem minor in comparison. It’s also dark and foreboding, with countless dangers hidden within it dark depths, a duality I often see in this strange and dangerous world I live in.
 
  
 
 Struck by the sheer coincidence of it all, I sit in the void and stare at my sword covered in a sheen of dewdrops, reflecting on the steps which have brought me to this very moment. Years ago, I named this weapon Peace, because it represented the peace of the sword, a peace found in strength and death. Now, this same sword is the key to using my Blessing of Water, a power which I associate with peace. Is this merely a coincidence or have I been moving towards this goal ever since I first stepped foot on the Martial Path? The Peace of the Sword, the Shield of Tranquility, and Unity through Purpose, these are my weapons, physically and metaphorically. I fight to find peace, whether it be peace from my enemies or the peace in death. I hide from my friends, family, and even myself to keep my mind tranquil and untroubled. Lastly, without purpose, I would fall to pieces pondering who I am and what purpose my existence serves, so I keep busy and work myself to exhaustion so I have no time to worry.
 
  
 
 The coincidence is so uncanny it’s almost enough to make me believe in a higher power. Almost.
 
  
 
 Correlation doesn't equal causation, so regardless of how eerily things line up, I push past it and move on. What is water, emotionally? Water is Peaceful, Water is Tranquil, and above all, Water is United, connected not only by raging rivers and flowing streams, but also in a never ending cycle of evaporation, condensation, and precipitation. Physically, water can take many forms and is utilized in a myriad of ways, but it always returns to water as one part of a whole, regardless of the path it takes to get there. This is how I think of water, and it is this emotion, this all encompassing serenity and unity, which I instill into my Chi.
 
  
 
 Visualization, Intent, and Emotion. I am one with the Chi, and the Chi is Me. I am One with the Water, and the Water is Me. Water is life. Water is death. Water is sustaining. Water is smothering. We cannot live with too much, nor can we survive with too little, which means it all comes back to Balance.
 
  
 
 Opening my eyes, I blink as the glaring sun reflects off of my sword’s shiny, reflective surface, the light broken apart into a thousand shimmering rainbows by the beads of water sitting atop it. No, not water, but Water Chi, firmly affixed to the cold metal by my will and Intent. Counting beneath my breath, my heart swells with pride with each passing second as the water remains in existence, the Chi tethered by Emotion and unable to return to the Heavens. This Chi is mine to wield until I allow it to return, a tyrannical way of going about things which fits with my new outlook on life, my Dao if you will. No surrender and no embrace, I make demands and my Water Chi will carry them out until completion, making it as reliable as any of my Spiritual Weapons.
 
  
 
 Well... it’s about fucking time. I thought I was gonna be stuck here forever...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 Rains Song: https://youtu.be/irEBOfv4Ug4?t=110
 
 



 






      Chapter 446 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Everything changed when the Butchers attacked.
 
  
 
 Prior to the disastrous Defiled insurrection, Chun Yimu had been a respected, twenty-two year old Sergeant of the Guard in Sanshu, wielding his trusty truncheon in service to his coin purse first, and the Magistrate’s peace second. Back then, people feared and respected him, for his Spiritual Weapon and familial connections to Western Treasures Union afforded him far more power than a mere Sergeant should have, and he wasn’t shy about using it to his advantage. Small advantages to be sure, for his status in the Union was mediocre at best, but it was enough to let him open a tab at every luxurious bar, brothel, and bathhouse in Sanshu, tabs he had no intention of ever paying off. While his meagre Sergeant’s salary left him destitute after paying his Union dues, he drank and played for free while bribes and kickbacks bought him a cozy little courtyard manor, one he filled with second-rate art and counterfeit antiques, a necessity for anyone of worth in Sanshu. He would’ve much rather filled his modest home with slave girls and courtesans, but appearances must be kept, for he was not the only Chun Yimu in Sanshu.
 
  
 
 It was a name he loathed with all his heart. His mother’s fault, for she idolized her older brother and hoped her son would be just as heroic, hopes which fell woefully short. As such, no one, his mother included, ever called him by name, only ever referring to him as Junior.
 
  
 
 When the traitorous bastard Mao Jianghong let Yo Ling and his Defiled Bandits through the gates, Junior’s cozy little life came to an abrupt end. Using his connections, he secured himself a safe posting in the north-eastern gatehouse, as far from the fighting and the Butchers as he could conceivably get, but as the hours stretched into days and news trickled in from the battlefront, even the guardhouse didn’t feel safe anymore. Thus, when a slave representing Chao Yong, chairman of the Eastern Prosperity Alliance, approached him seeking passage out of the city, Junior seized the chance for salvation. The Butchers were already inside the city, so what harm could come from opening the gates? Five hundred gold and safe passage away was a small price to pay for someone like Chao Yong, but more than enough for Junior to set up in Jiu Lang or Nan Ping, even when split four ways with his fellow guards.
 
  
 
 It’d been a close thing, a matter of mere minutes. The moment Chao Yong’s barges arrived, Junior gave the order to open the sluice gates and let them through, but his order had been met with silence. When he turned around, he was greeted by cold steel and a colder smile, both belonging to the infamous half-stag Jariad, second-in-command of the Crossbone Corsairs and a name which stood alongside the likes of Gao Qiu, Bastard Liu, and Yo Ling himself. Junior’s nanny had used those names to frighten him as a child, her words painting Jariad as the Forest Lord and a fearsome bandit more terrifying than the Defiled themselves. She warned him that misbehaving children were the Forest Lord’s favourite treat, but only after they’d been impaled upon his antlers and left there for days, for the suffering made their flesh all the more tender. Junior had been utterly terrified and run straight to his mother, which resulted in the nanny being whipped and cast out of the manor, but the damage had already been done.
 
  
 
 It took him years to get over his fear of the forest, so it was easy to understand why, when confronted with the scarred face of his childhood nightmares, he lost control of his bladder.
 
  
 
 Though Jariad spared Junior’s life, he almost wished the damned bandit had slit his throat instead, for following Yo Ling’s miraculous defeat, it seemed like all Sanshu could talk about was how Chun Yimu pissed himself when confronted by the city’s bandit saviours, a ‘rumour’ which reached the ears of his namesake and Uncle, current Lieutenant Colonel and Guard Captain of Sanshu, Chun Yimu Senior. Needless to say, Uncle Yimu was less than pleased to hear about it and called Junior in for a haranguing, after which he was stripped of rank and sent for retraining alongside the new recruits, who just so happened to be the same Corsairs who’d spread the rumours in the first place. That had been a brand new sort of hell, for not only did his ‘comrades’ scorn and look down upon him for his ‘spoon-fed’ upbringing and inferior Martial skills, with his name being a joke and his rank stripped away, Junior could no longer throw his weight around like he used to. With no income and no power, his debtors soon came calling and repossessed his manor, but not before they tore the walls and floorboards apart searching for his savings, savings which he’d already lost because he had them with him in the gatehouse.
 
  
 
 It burned him to know that a soldier he called comrade had likely pocketed his nest egg and was laughing about it every time they crossed paths.
 
  
 
 So there he was, sharing a bunk in the guard barracks with eleven other men and sitting in a dirty, dimly-lit bar one month after Sanshu’s victory. Nursing his watered-down drink because he couldn’t afford another, he was busy mentally cursing both former and current Guard Captains of Sanshu when he’d been approached by a spy, an innocuous young man named MuYang who spoke with a poorly-concealed Central accent. It started off so innocuously, with a friendly face offering to buy a drink for one of ‘Sanshu’s finest’, but Junior saw through his intentions and was happy to partake. Having grown up in Sanshu, he understood how the game was played, and this MuYang (undoubtedly a fake name, since not even the stupidest peasant would name their son ‘Shepherd’) wasn’t asking for much. Information on the Western Treasures Union and Sanshu in general, nothing specific or treasonous, just simple things such as the city’s overall mood, whether citizens or nobles were meeting in secret, whether crime was high or low and such.
 
  
 
 So Junior did as he’d been taught: he bragged about his lofty family connections, told MuYang enough truth to solicit a bribe, then reported the entire encounter to his Union superior first thing in the morning, where he was rewarded handsomely for turning in a spy. After a short investigation, he was then given a list of ‘facts’ to pass on to MuYang, and for the next few weeks, Junior milked the stupid ‘shepherd’ for all he was worth. Though far from enough to return him to his previous heights, it gave him a taste of the glamorous life he’d burned alongside his urine-soaked trousers, right up until MuYang disappeared without a word. Bereft of his spy, the easy money dried up and Junior was cast back into the wretchedness of poverty.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, when his retraining finally finished, he found out his instructor had failed him. There it was, written on the board for all to see: Chun Yimu, Failed. It was a small comfort knowing most guards couldn’t read, right until one of the former Corsairs loudly asked, “Why’s the Guard Captain’s name up there? And who’s got the balls to fail ‘im?” What followed was the most humiliating two minutes of Junior’s life as another Corsair patiently explained for everyone in earshot that the Chun Yimu on the board wasn’t the Guard Captain, but rather the Guard Captain’s nephew, the same Chun Yimu who pissed his pants when the Corsairs entered the city to fight Yo Ling. It’s not as if people ever forgot, they’d just grown bored of talking about it, but after washing out of retraining, Sanshu buzzed anew with talk of the Guard Captain’s worthless nephew. Were it not for his mother’s begging, Uncle Yimu might’ve taken drastic action, but since he doted on his younger sister, Junior got one last chance to prove himself.
 
  
 
 With the threat of death or banishment hanging over his head, Junior worked harder than he’d ever worked during the second round of retraining and miraculously eked out a passing grade. Unfortunately, his celebration was short-lived because he soon learned he would have been better off failing again, for the City Guards were immediately ordered to ship out in force and escort Magistrate Chu Tongzu to Central for the Imperial Grand Conference. Camping in the fields for months on end was hardly Junior’s idea of fun, nor was he excited about ‘seeing the world’ or ‘expanding his horizons’. All he wanted was his cozy little life in Sanshu back, when he had the respect of the people and coin in his purse, but alas, the Mother, and Uncle Yimu, had different plans in store for Junior, as he discovered when he was sent to work for the Number One Talent in the Empire, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Before meeting his new employer in SuiHua, Junior already knew he didn’t want to be there. Officers like Rain reaped all the glory, but it was nameless soldiers like Junior who paid the blood-price. He tried everything to get out of it, writing letters to mother, father, and everyone else he knew who might influence Uncle Yimu’s decision, but the old man would not be swayed. “Falling Rain is the future of the Empire,” Uncle Yimu had told him. “Attach yourself to his side, prove your worth, and fame and fortune will follow.” As if that were possible. Junior wasn’t even an officer, mere fodder in the eyes of Rain, so instead, he lived every day as if it were his last, though his celebrations were lacklustre thanks to his dearth of coin and strict military guidelines. Being a soldier was worlds apart from being a guard, and Junior hated everything about it, with more rules, more training, and more supervision, all so they could die in service to the Empire. Even luck had abandoned him as he diced his days away, losing a small fortune in silvers to Viyan and Birca, two of Falling Rain’s retinue who seemed friendly enough.
 
  
 
 Then, whilst nursing yet another watered-down drink in a different dimly-lit bar, Junior was once again approached by MuYang. Somehow, the ‘shepherd’ learned of Junior’s new posting and come to SuiHua to purchase information on Rain. Were this like before, Junior would’ve gladly obliged and sold the bastard out, but this time, the shepherd wanted specifics like patrol routes, guard schedules, sleeping arrangements and more. Without even remembering to solicit a hefty bribe first, Junior had thrown his drink in the spy’s face and brandished his truncheon. Though many things, he was no traitor, and he would have no part in the assassination of an Imperial Hero, one who helped save Sanshu itself from the clutches of the Enemy.
 
  
 
 A heroic sentiment which lasted right up until he came face to face with his first Demon.
 
  
 
 In the days following that horrific nightmare, Junior seriously considered desertion, but seeing how a death sentence awaited him if caught on the long journey back north, he had few other options. What else could he do? No true Martial Warrior, his truncheon more decoration than Spiritual Weapon, and he lacked an Aura, Natal Palace, or Awakening to make him stand out from the rest. Hell, he even had issues finding Balance and Enlightenment most days, so the moment they arrived in Sinuji, Junior wrote a letter to mother begging her to help him get home safely. He told her everything, about how the Defiled were far worse than the likes of Jariad, how unsuitable he was for this life, and how if she left him here, then his death was all but certain, for he was nothing like his uncle and namesake.
 
  
 
 No matter how much she wished otherwise.
 
  
 
 An hour after dispatching the letter through supposedly secure channels, Junior received a Sending from a familiar voice. “If you want to leave the front lines alive and wealthy,” MuYang Sent, revealing his true status as a skilled Martial Warrior, “Then come speak with me in person.” Instructions followed, and in his desperation, Junior snuck out of camp and met with the shepherd, who greeted him with the letter in hand. Nondescript was the best way to describe MuYang, with a face and build so average it was difficult to pick him out in a crowd, which made it difficult to believe he was quite possibly an Expert of the Empire, or at the very least, more skilled than Junior. In what he suspected was a calculated bluff, MuYang was garbed in infantry armor bearing ‘Han’ on one shoulder and ‘Heaven and Earth’ on the other, which meant MuYang was Society or wanted Junior to believe he was. Either way, it didn’t matter; this was now a matter of life and death, and he desperately wanted to live.
 
  
 
 Even if it meant turning traitor and helping someone kill Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 That had been four days ago. Since then, Junior had wavered on going through with this, but every time he thought about coming clean to Rain, he balked and cursed himself for not speaking out when MuYang approached him in SuiHua. It never occurred to him because he didn’t think Falling Rain would reward him for it, but if he went to Rain now, the bloodthirsty young hero might have Junior tortured just to find out if he was hiding anything else. Besides, a man like Rain had enemies a plenty, so telling him about this one specific assassination attempt would be like trying to put out a forest fire by pissing on it. The best case scenario now would be if everything went perfectly to plan, but Falling Rain survived anyways and never found out about Junior’s involvement.
 
  
 
 As such, he busied himself making sure there were no trails leading back to him, and thus far, it seemed like he’d done a good job. In the days since their first meeting, Junior had quietly smuggled three sets of armour and weapons to MuYang by wearing an extra set out of camp. Then, early this morning, he told his three yurt mates they’d been rescheduled for a different shift, then snuck out to take his turn on guard duty all by his lonesome. Spinning a yarn about how his comrades had drunk too much and were running late, he begged the relieved guards to keep quiet about their gaffe while covertly palming each of them a silver coin. It’d been more difficult than he’d thought to get rid of them, but eventually, they accepted the coin and stalked off with a warning, at which point MuYang emerged from the shadows with three of his companions. No, not companions, but assassins and killers, each garbed in the Bekkie armour Junior had smuggled out and ready to take Falling Rain’s life.
 
  
 
 It was at this point, Junior wished he could call it all off. What was he doing? This was treason! Better to die a deserter than a traitor, but it was too late...
 
  
 
 Saying nothing, MuYang handed Junior a wooden token, the key to the oath-bound assassin's loyalty. Slaves one and all, the killers were mute, illiterate, and under orders to kill their target and die in the process. Junior had insisted on this point, that they be slaves under his control, for only then could he ensure their silence. If they survived, then they could easily give him away, but this also guarded against MuYang in case he intended to have the slaves survive and implicate Junior in Falling Rain’s death, setting him up as the patsy in this traitorous venture.
 
  
 
 They needed Junior for this, that much was apparent. A man like Falling Rain would undoubtedly have an incredible hidden protector watching for Concealed assassins, which meant that even though the oath-bound assassins were masters of stealth, a covert attack meant dealing with said hidden protector. Thus the need for Bekkie armour and weapons, so they could hide in the open and blend in with every other soldier in the retinue. This would be enough to trick the hidden protector guarding Falling Rain, which meant the assassins only needed to slip past the mundane guards and get close to their target. This was where Junior came in, for the guards kept track of the comings and goings of soldiers leaving camp, but no one questioned the guards coming off duty. Even if the guards were questioned after the assassination, Junior would pretend he’d been on duty with his yurt mates and was confident they’d keep their mouths shut, because speaking up meant admitting they’d slept through guard duty and gotten their ‘boss’ killed, an infraction punishable by death. The plan was foolproof.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 At least it had been last night. What if his comrades chose to speak up? What if the guards he’d relieved remembered and mentioned how he'd arrived alone? What if the slave assassins weren’t actually slaves and merely devoted killers willing to give their lives to kill an Imperial Hero? A shame Junior hadn’t thought of any of this before MuYang left, because it was too late to call it off now. For hours, he covertly tested the three assassins and their supposed Oaths, ordering them to do things true slaves would be unable to follow through with, like acknowledge his lies as truth or go against their Oaths of silence. While their inability and distress could have been faked, he couldn’t afford to push them too hard lest someone wonder why there was a guard rolling around in pain.
 
  
 
 Looking up at the Heavens, Junior mopped his brow with a sweat-soaked handkerchief and prayed he’d made the right decision. He shouldn’t have agreed so easily, should’ve taken a few more days to consider everything, but he had panicked. The giant, water-manipulating Demon had unnerved him, because even strong as Falling Rain and his protectors were, they still couldn’t do anything to that Demon, a newborn one which was supposed to be at its weakest. Those rifles had injured it yes, but it would take so much more to kill a Demon, and rumours spoke of dozens, if not hundreds, of Demons being born all across the front lines.
 
  
 
 Junior just wanted to go back to Sanshu and live in peace, and MuYang was his only chance to get there with his neck intact.
 
  
 
 After an eternity spent in anxious worry, their uneventful guard shift ended when the relief team arrived right before lunchtime. Instructing the oath-bound assassins to keep their heads down and mouths shut (not that the latter mattered since they were mutes), Junior did the same as he pretended to yawn and hid his face, hoping they wouldn’t look too closely at him or the visitor’s log with the forged names of his yurt mates. Making a quick escape, he pulled his helm low as he brought the oath-bound assassins into the camp, speaking quietly so they wouldn’t be overheard. “You know what to do,” he muttered, clutching the wooden token in his pocket and praying it truly gave him power over them. “He’s probably outside his yurt, so go and get it done before someone sees us together. Make sure you die when it’s finished.”
 
  
 
 The three assassins marched off without a word, but Junior’s stomach continued to churn. Mother in Heaven, how was it possible no one had noticed them yet? They stuck out like a sore thumb, marching about with backs straight and knees high like Death Corps on parade instead of walking like the normal soldiers of Rain’s retinue, but somehow, no one seemed to care. Wringing his handkerchief out, he mopped his brow again and watched the assassins slowly make their way to the centre of camp to kill Falling Rain. Realizing it would be best if he were seen by others, he scurried off to find Viyan and Birca for a game of dice, stopping when he saw Silva eating his lunch. “You seen those two blackguards about?” Junior asked, faking a smile and shaking one hand like he was throwing dice. “I’m fixing to throw some bones and win some coin.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Silva replied, “They’re over by the training field, but I doubt you’ll get a game. They’re standing guard over the boss while he has himself another Insight or something. Never met a man more blessed by the Heavens, but he works damned hard for it.”
 
  
 
 ...Mother above, if Falling Rain was distracted by Insight, then the assassins might actually succeed. Stomach flopping about in panic, Junior hurried to the training fields and froze in place as he spotted the assassins marching towards their target. Viyan and Birca were there standing guard alongside the half-monkey Expert Argat, stationed around Falling Rain who stood in place, head bent as he studied the flat of his sword, which he held horizontally with both hands. Undeterred by the guards or Rain’s drawn weapon, the assassins split up to surround their target’s position, and though their intentions seemed obvious to Junior, not a single soldier glanced at them twice.
 
  
 
 Torn between shouting a warning and making himself scarce, Junior stood and watched in abject terror as the events unfolded before him. Save Falling Rain and doom himself, or stand back and let a Hero of the Empire die? Then, in a moment of ingenuity, he realized what needed to be done and reached for his truncheon. Let the assassins strike, and regardless of failure or success, Junior would then strike them down in turn. It was the perfect solution, for not only would other see him fighting to save Falling Rain, he could also ensure no one would take the assassins alive.
 
  
 
 Hell, if he was lucky, then he might even emerge a hero from all this...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Lifting Peace into my trembling hands, I hold my breath and commit this image to memory, how the iridescent dewdrops scatter the sunlight over the flat of my blade, a deluge of melded pinks and blues with hints of yellows, greens, and purples which shift with every bump and jolt of my unsteady grip. So reminiscent of my latest attempt at a Keystone, I watch the colours and reflect on what emotions they evoke for future reference, though I should go over this again when I’m not woozy with delight. Too afraid to blink for fear the Water Chi will dissipate, I stare until my eyes grow dry and cheeks strained, wearing a smile so wide I can hear the wind whistling between my teeth.
 
  
 
 So this is what success feels like. It’s nice. I should succeed more often.
 
  
 
 After circumstances and biology conspire and force me to blink, my joy redoubles when I find the Water Chi still there and I find the courage to stand in place. Doing my best to keep Peace level, my careful efforts prove unnecessary when my leg cramps up and I stumble in place. Despite a near vertical dip, the glimmering beads remain affixed to the sword as if magnetized in place, a scattering of droplets across the metal surface rather than coming together as a whole. Seems odd that my Water Chi is peaceful and tranquil but not united like I’d envisioned it, but I’ll take two out of three for now. Maybe I didn’t put enough Chi in the effort, though I lost a good tenth of my Core in crafting this half-teacup of water. The important thing is I can manifest Water Chi, and while it took a lot of effort to produce so little liquid, not to mention how it has no real applicable use (yet), this is merely the first of many steps towards becoming awesome.
 
  
 
 Next up is to do what Guan Suo suggested and figure out how to use Chi to manipulate my Water Chi, then work on using Chi-infused water, but all things in good time. For now, I should share my success with Yan and Song.
 
  
 
 Tearing my eyes away from my sword, I glance around in search of the lovely ladies, but they are nowhere to be found. Viyan, Birca, and Argat stand in a loose triangle around me, their heads sweeping back and forth to keep me safe while I parse through the mysteries of the Martial Path. Not to be outdone, four Death Corps soldiers also stand guard a little further out, while soldiers continue to train and spar on the fields behind me. BoShui is still hard at work, now trading pointers with Dastan and looking good while doing it. Though Dastan has improved by leaps and bounds over this past year, BoShui has come into his own since binding his third and fourth Spiritual Weapons, a pair of honest to goodness combat boots. Well, greaves would be the technical term, a pair of fitted, metallic footwear complete with sharp edges, barbed spikes, and most importantly, shin protection. Using his equally pointy gauntlets to defend and devastating kicks to attack, BoShui fights like a different warrior now that he doesn’t have to risk losing a foot every time he kicks out, a minor change which makes him a warrior to be reckoned with. Where he once ranked amongst the weakest in our little clique, he’s closed the gap significantly and could probably give Zian and Song a good run for their money considering how deftly he dismantled my offensive rush during our spars earlier today.
 
  
 
 In my defence, I’m a slow learner and still suck at duelling with Unity. I might do better with Peace and Tranquility, but if I’m being honest, probably not by much.
 
  
 
 Double-checking to make sure the Water Chi is still there (it is), I check the sun and only now realize it’s been hours since I sat down. Yan’s probably having lunch now, a hot meal cooked over a portable stove instead of the hardtack and dried jerky I’ve been eating all week. Kind as she is, she would’ve offered to share with Song who would’ve happily accepted since she hates eating travel food even more than I do, and Guan Suo would’ve undoubtedly joined them along with Ping Ping and the rest of my pets. The big turtle is much less clingy of late, probably because I’m overfeeding her with Chi Tea, but that’s neither here nor there. I should wait until after lunch before showing off my new skills, because if I go see Yan and Song now, I won’t be able to turn down a hot meal or trying to partake in a different kind of treat.
 
  
 
 What a pair Yan and Song make, one pale and angelic with a devilish personality while the other is a busty, bronze-skinned goddess who appears aloof yet is bursting with nurturing affection...
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath to cool my ardour, I flex my leg muscles and wait for the swelling to subside before coming to my feet with Peace still held flat in both hands. Though I know the Water Chi is stuck fast to the metal, I’m still irrationally worried about spilling it before someone else sees and then never succeeding ever again and wondering if I’d imagined the whole thing. Unfortunately, before I can give voice to my achievements, Argat Sends, “Good, you’re conscious.” Though casually spoken, his words are laced with tension. “Possible trouble. Check the approaching soldier to my left, the one marching like he’s on parade. He’s wearing Sentinel leathers, but I don’t recognize him. Do you?”
 
  
 
 Usually prone to distraction, the monkey brothers are surprisingly professional once they’re separated, but it’s possible Argat is taking things a little too far. So he doesn’t recognize a soldier, we have over two-hundred new arrivals, and not to be racist or anything, but most of them look alike. While it’s possible to distinguish the people of the Empire by province, the newbies all hail from Sanshu and share a few key similarities, namely being black hair, broad faces, and squarish jaws, all of which amounts to sharper, more angular features than the people of Central. Add in the definitive marks of perfection that separate Martial Warriors from mundane citizens, not to mention the near identical uniforms, and you end up with a lot of faces blending together, even with the picture perfect memory of an Expert.
 
  
 
 Deciding it’s best not to dissuade Argat’s uncharacteristic vigilance, I slowly move to look but get distracted by the sight of Chun Yimu Junior scurrying over with a terror-stricken expression, his shirt soaked with sweat at the collar and pits. Usually, his truncheon hangs from his belt, dangling from the sword-catcher jutting out from its hilt, but today, he clutches the slim, square-headed weapon in a white-knuckled death grip as he moves towards me like a man possessed. If it were anyone else, I would assume he was here to spar, but Junior is a typical entitled noble, a lazy bum who half-asses everything he can get away with and more than he shouldn’t. I don’t think I’ve ever caught him training when he could be dicing instead, but I’m reluctant to come down hard on account of his namesake. I wasn’t the best underling back in Sanshu, and while most of my insults were unintended, I feel like I owe Chun Yimu Senior a lot for not taking my words to heart. Besides, I misjudged the new Guard Captain of Sanshu; back then, I thought he ordered me out on a suicide mission, but I now know he set me up for success. It’s almost laughable how I thought two-to-one odds were ‘unfair’. I’d kill for those odds now, and anything less than five-to-one feels like a walk in the park.
 
  
 
 A long, exhausting, deadly walk in the park, but a walk nonetheless.
 
  
 
 Regardless of his worth, there’s something about Junior’s demeanour that throws me off, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. For some reason, I find my gaze sliding away when I try to study him, but it’s like trying to track an erratic fly even though he’s human and moving directly towards me at a hurried walk. Keeping him in my line of sight, I scan the surroundings to check for threats and spot not one, but three unfamiliar soldiers all converging on my position. Opening my mouth to speak, the words freeze in my throat as my peripheral vision picks up a previously unnoticed detail.
 
  
 
 Junior isn’t alone.
 
  
 
 Turning towards him, I wonder how I could ever overlook Junior’s companion, a gaunt, hunchbacked figure shrouded in a misty haze of shadow, with pale, pock-marked skin and grungy wisps of hair hanging loosely from his scalp like dead grass left out to dry. As I lock eyes with the mysterious stranger, his pupils widen ever so slightly in surprise, but only for an instant before he reacts with ruthless expertise. Twin ebony daggers appear in his gnarled hands and his lips stretch into a feral grin, relishing the violence he is about to inflict as his weapons lance towards Junior’s neck and liver.
 
  
 
 My feet move to intercept the Defiled assassin before I can think twice. Executing Balance on Windy Leaf, the Hammer strikes and Anvil rings my Amplified steps propel me into battle, showering my startled guards in an obscuring cloud of dust and dirt. Upon my approach, Junior’s eyes widen in fear as he futilely screeches, “Wait,” though how he knows the Wraith is about to kill him, I couldn’t say. Time slows once adrenaline and Enlightenment kick in and a single second stretches into excruciating eternity as I watch the Wraith’s dagger inch closer and closer to Junior’s vitals while knowing I won’t reach him in time. Five steps versus fifteen centimetres, the outcome is obvious, and the rational part of my mind considers leaving Junior to his fate. Even if it was worth risking my life to save a worthless good-for-nothing slacker, it’s clear I can’t save him and where there’s one Wraith, there are bound to be more, but even one is a dangerous opponent.
 
  
 
 Though not the most skilled combatants, Wraiths are masters of stealth and assassination, and it wouldn’t surprise me to know there were more lurking nearby, hidden and waiting for a chance to strike. A nick of their tainted blades is enough to incapacitate a regular soldier, for it takes dedicated practice to purge poisons while simultaneously putting up a fight. Even when immediately expelled, the aftereffects of the poison can leave all but the hardiest of Martial Warriors weak and feeble for days, if not weeks after the fact, barring attention from an experienced Healer who knows how to mitigate the nerve damage.
 
  
 
 That, or possibly anyone who knows how to use Panacea, which Junior most certainly does not. Also, most people die when stabbed in the throat or liver, much less both, but I can’t just sit back and do nothing. Junior might be not be one of my best, but he’s still one of my own, and I’ll fight tooth and nail to save any of my people.
 
  
 
 Guided by instinct, I bring Peace to bear with a flick of my wrist and the beaded droplets of Water Chi converge on its metallic surface before arcing off into the air, a united, glistening stream shooting unerringly towards the Wraith’s head. Reacting faster than I would’ve given him credit for, Junior dives away from my oncoming charge just as the Wraith recoils from the projectile, a combination that saves the spoiled noble’s life. Sputtering as the stream splashes into his eyes, the Wraith draws back and wipes his face in panic, panic which soon turns to confusion as my Water Chi dissipates into nothingness and leaves him dry, unharmed, and utterly bewildered by my seemingly nonsensical actions.
 
  
 
 Okay, let’s be clear. This was not a failure. I told my Water Chi to be water, and nothing else. I shouldn’t have expected it to do more, nor should I be embarrassed when it didn’t. I didn’t craft it to melt faces or pierce skulls, all I asked it to do was be water, and it pulled it off perfectly.
 
  
 
 Praying my cheeks aren’t as red as they feel, I burn with embarrassment even as Peace smashes through the Wraith’s ribs. So surprised he can’t even put up a fight, the would-be assassin dies instantly and his corpse sails away as I stop to stand guard over Junior. Knowing our fates could’ve easily been reversed if I hadn’t seen him coming, I keep my eyes peeled for more assailants and shout, “Wraiths in the camp!”
 
  
 
 Having trained for this scenario, my soldiers take up the warning and calls ripple throughout the camps, including a series of blown horns to warn our allies around Sinuji. Meanwhile, my soldiers freeze in place to take careful stock of their surroundings, watching for the killers lurking in our midst. Wraiths aren’t invisible, they’re just difficult to spot unless you’re actively looking and know what to look for. They use a modified version of Concealment, an External Chi skill that causes unwary observers to overlook their presence with a Jedi mind trick or something. Where their version differs from regular Concealment is that they also create a visible, shadowy shroud that muffles any sound they make and eliminates their scent, while also protecting them from being targeted by Aura. This makes it so even though most Wraiths are feeble and sickly in comparison to other Defiled, they can sneak past most guards and don’t need an Aura-capable warrior to assassinate Experts, allowing them to kill and slink back into the shadows to slip away in relative safety.
 
  
 
 Still, their skills aren’t perfect. With everyone in camp standing still, it’s much more difficult for the Wraiths to move about, but that doesn’t stop them from trying. Soon enough, Argat makes a move and impales a Wraith not ten meters away from me, barely giving the dead assassin a second look before resuming his wide-eyed surveillance, his back straight but shoulders relaxed as if he were watching for birds instead of Defiled. Next to score a kill is Siyar, who doesn’t even look as he decapitates a Wraith who’d already moved past him with a backhanded strike. My respect for him jumps yet another notch, because not only did he spot the Wraith, he did so without being noticed and assassinated the assassin, skills which mark him as more than the humble smuggler he claims to be.
 
  
 
 Having lost three of their brethren, the remaining Wraiths appear to reach a silent consensus and move all at once, rushing towards me to take my life and attacking anyone who’s in their way. With only sword in hand, I ready to welcome their charge only to find my fun interrupted by Viyan, Birca and the Death Corps crowding around, ready to defend me with their lives if need be. Before I can order them aside, Argat hurls himself into the fray with spear a twirling, smashing through the Defiled hatchet men in a stunning display of supernatural grace and dexterity. In the blink of an eye, the battle comes to an end and six Wraiths lay dead in the grass, while Argat resumes his relaxed vigil after making sure I’m still within spear’s reach. Replaying the scene again in memory, I spot a level of forethought and economy of motion which makes his actions seem relaxed and casual, as if all part of a routine he’d performed a thousand times before instead of what was most likely a unique combination of movements he’d come up with on the fly.
 
  
 
 And to think, Argat is considered a slacker among the Bekhai...
 
  
 
 With nine Wraiths dead, the camp falls still once more to search for more assassins and long seconds pass in tense, heart-pounding silence, interrupted only by the groaning of the wounded. My wounded. The realization hammers home and I shove my defenders aside, snarling, “Eyes open, but see to the wounded. Don’t let them bleed or choke out.” Kneeling to check on Junior, I spot a patch of blood across his lower back, telling me he didn’t quite escape unscathed like I’d thought. Mentally apologizing for thinking he stayed down because he’s a coward, I turn him onto his uninjured side and make small talk while removing his leather armour. “Speak to me soldier. You injured anywhere besides your flank? You hit your head on the way down?”
 
  
 
 Gasping like a fish, Junior’s reply is too quiet for me to hear, but at least he’s talking. When his voice dies down, I keep talking, as the important thing is to keep him engaged and conscious. “That was a damn close thing with the Wraith poised behind you. Didn’t think I’d save you, but you’re faster than you look. Damn fine awareness soldier. Proud to have you with me.” Cutting away his shirt reveals a nasty gash on his flank, not deep enough to be life-threatening on its own but already blacked and necrotic from the poison. Knowing his Healing skills are too shitty to save him, I pull a leather strap out of my pouch and tuck it into his mouth. “That said, I’d like to keep you around a little longer, so bite down and don’t move.”
 
  
 
 Because this is going to hurt.
 
  
 
 Grabbing my wrist with more strength than expected, Junior’s eyes go wide with a mixture of fear and determination. Spitting out the leather, he croaks, “Protect him.” Swallowing hard, he closes his eyes and shouts, “Protect Falling Rain!”
 
  
 
 Gotta say, I’m pretty moved by his loyalty there. Injured and struggling to breathe, yet he still has the strength to tell his comrades to look after me. “Don’t you worry, I’ll be fine,” I say, gently tucking the strap back into his mouth and signalling Birca to help hold him down. “Now let’s get you fixed up before this poison spreads.” Without waiting for an answer, I wait until Birca is ready before using Peace to carve off a strip of blackened flesh and toss it aside before the poison can spread to my fingers. No one knows where they get their poison from, but it probably has something to do with Demon Ichor.
 
  
 
 Huh... Could I neutralize Wraith poison with counterfeit Heavenly Water? Sheepishly grabbing my waterskin, I use a quarter of the Chi inside my Core to turn it into Chi-infused water, then focus and turn it into (what should presumably be) counterfeit Heavenly Water. Pouring it over Junior’s bleeding wound, I see no change in his condition, so I also rinse my hands while holding them over the strip of removed flesh. Again, I spot no obvious changes, but the poison burns itself out quickly with nothing to feed on, so this isn’t definitive.
 
  
 
 Leaving Viyan to finish patching Junior up, I move on to the next wounded soldier for more testing. While there are no immediate results, I figure it couldn’t hurt to keep trying, and when my waterskin runs dry, I rinse a few more soldier’s wounds with just regular water and leave the remaining ones untouched. If Junior and the others who got the counterfeit Heavenly Water treatment recover faster than the others, then I’ll know there’s an effect. If Junior’s group and the rinsed group both recover faster than the unrinsed, then it probably means regular water helps counteract Wraith poison, and if they all recover in the same time frame, then I’ll know my efforts were futile.
 
  
 
 While I’ve been rinsing wounds and offering words of encouragement, the rest of my retinue has remained motionless and alert, but seeing as there have been no further sightings of Wraiths, I figure it’s okay to stand down and send messengers to check on the other camps while telling Rustram to write a report for Colonel Hongji. Though Argat mentions he has an issue he wants to talk about, I beg him to leave it for a few minutes as I rush to my poop tent to do what one does. It’s not an uncommon reaction to the post battle stress, and while I usually try to wait until the post-battle rush has come and gone, there’s no holding it in today. Honestly, this is one of the worst parts of being a soldier; a diet of jerky and hardtack does horrible things to my insides, and while eating enough pickled vegetables can take care of blockage issues, it’s a little too effective, if you know what I mean.
 
  
 
 Overruling Argat’s concerns and leaving him with my Death Corps escorts outside, I awkwardly shuffle into the tent with butt-cheeks clenched and do a quick sweep for hidden assassins. Overly paranoid thanks to Argat’s warnings, I poke around the tent for a bit and almost leave things too late, forcing me into a desperate scramble to drop-trou and squat over the hole. At this point my intestinal tenant decides it is not, in fact, going to come shooting out, and instead takes its sweet time vacating the premises. Knowing how sensitive Martial Warrior ears are, I close my eyes, choke back a groan, and give a hundred and ten percent effort, but alas all is not well and I soon grow light-headed from pushing too hard.
 
  
 
 Long seconds later, my stubborn tenant only halfway out and I decide this is a good time to hit pause and take a breather. Opening my eyes, I mop my brow and realize my legs aren’t trembling with effort, but rather the ground is shaking beneath my feet. Not two meters away, the dirt floor splinters apart and a creature of nightmares emerges from the ground with a terrible shriek of victory, its pale, wrinkled flesh covered in what I pray is mud. Shouts sound from outside the tent, but seeing how I’ve literally been caught with my pants around my ankles, I know that even if Akanai herself were standing guard outside, she wouldn’t be able to move fast enough to save me from this mole-Demon.
 
  
 
 Well... at least I’m not constipated anymore.
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 Humans are not rational creatures.
 
  
 
 All too often, we make unreasonable and illogical decisions based on emotion or in opposition to fact, but it’s not always a bad thing. Yes, sometimes we do stupid things like drink ourselves into stupors or ignore reason to follow our instincts, but irrational behaviour also drives us to do incredible things. If we were rational beings, we would rarely explore the unknown, run into burning buildings to save people, or stand up for our beliefs against a greater power. Some of the greatest acts in humanity’s history have arisen from illogical decisions, and when they work out, they’re celebrated as acts of courage and bravery, and promptly forgotten when they don’t. The person who chases after a murderer and apprehends the criminal is a hero, while another person who does the same and dies is a fool with more courage than sense. Someone who wins the lottery is envied, but someone who makes a less risky but calculated gamble and loses out is labelled a buffoon who threw all their money away.
 
  
 
 Even judging things by their outcomes is irrational and stupid, but isn’t that what it means to be human?
 
  
 
 Thus, when faced with the emergence of a tunnelling mole-Demon at the tail end of my bowel-movement, instead of doing the logical thing and vaulting away or calling for help, I instead wipe my ass and pull up my pants. While not the most rational decision I’ve ever made, I’ll be damned if I die with my pants around my ankles and a shit-stained ass-hole.
 
  
 
 Whilst fumbling with my belt and wholeheartedly regretting my decision, I lock eyes with the mole-Demon and sense the cold hatred and burning fury contained within, though whether this is because of my apparent indifference or merely its regular attitude, I couldn’t say. Regardless of how it feels, the wrinkled, shit-covered creature lunges forward to take my life with talons ready and jaw unhinged. Its square, yellowed teeth and gaping black maw grow larger in vision and I raise my arms to block it, even though logically, it makes zero sense to do so. My vision blurs and the world shifts, after which I miraculously watch the Demon soar through the space I occupied only microseconds before.
 
  
 
 Wow, that’s a big mole. Moley, moley, moley, mole.
 
  
 
 Two figures materialize out of thin air before my eyes and move to engage the Demon with their woefully inadequate short swords, and through the haze of shock and confusion, I recognize my saviours as the unfamiliar soldiers I’d spotted earlier, then immediately forgot about after the Wraith attack. With his hand on my chest, the third mysterious soldier positions himself between the Demon and myself, moving me away from the battle to keep me safe. Whoever they are, it’s clear they’re here to protect me, and I mutter a small prayer of thanks to whomever might be listening. While I’m still not entirely convinced of an all-powerful being watching over me from above, it doesn’t hurt to show proper appreciation.
 
  
 
 Chaos ensues as Argat and the Death Corps rush into the tent to join the fray, but luckily, my newfangled guardians are stronger than expected. Working in tandem, one distracts the Demon while the other attacks from behind. Leaking Ichor from a handful of wounds after their brief exchange, the Demon fails to land a blow on either nimble warrior and promptly retreats, crashing through my tent and pulling up the stakes as it’s driven away. Instead of pressing their advantage, my saviours draw away to my side and settle into a defensive position around me and my Death Corps guards, leaving Argat to engage the Demon all by his lonesome. Finally remembering to draw my weapons, I strap Tranquility in place and say, “Not that I’m ungrateful or trying to tell you how to do your jobs, but I’m safe enough with the Death Corps here, so could you go help Argat?”
 
  
 
 Silence is my only answer as my saviours drag me away, but I stubbornly dig in and refuse to leave. Though it seems like he’s got things under control, Argat is clearly outmatched by the Demon as he’s focusing solely on defence, so it’s best if I stick around to lend a hand. Dodging nimbly about, the half-monkey Khishig ducks, dips, and dances around the Demon’s earth-shattering attacks, unable to find an opening to retaliate because a single connecting blow would turn him into a bloody pulp. A swipe of its talons rends a furrow through the dirt, forcing Argat to pole-vault away and leaving the Demon free and unhindered. Talons digging into the dirt, it launches itself like an arrow towards me with startling speed, and if I were facing it alone, I fear this would spell my end, but my silent guardians save me once more.
 
  
 
 By pulling me aside and leaving the Death Corps to die in my place.
 
  
 
 Tearing through armour like paper, the Demon barrels through my devoted guards and turns them into a mist of gore and blood. Sliding across the grass, the creature snarls and turns to gather itself for another pounce while more Death Corps stream in to block its path, yet another illogical decision considering the scene they witnessed. No, not illogical, because to the Death Corps, it makes all the sense in the world. I can see it in their eyes, for there is no fear or hesitation, only grim determination. This is their purpose, to give their lives in defence of my own no matter the odds stacked against them, and the odds are dire indeed.
 
  
 
 “Back!” I shout, and the Death Corps are forced to obey. “Retreat to a hundred paces.” They can’t do anything except get in the way, and I’ll be damned if more of them die for nothing, but where they faced the prospect of death with grim smiles, my orders to disperse are met with crestfallen faces. Putting their damned honour out of mind, I clutch Peace and Tranquility in hand and once again execute Balance on Windy Leaf, charging the Demon in deranged defiance of the odds.
 
  
 
 I promised myself I’d never do this again, but fuck it. This thing killed my soldiers, and it will die for it.
 
  
 
 Despite my frenzied madness, I still have enough presence of mind to angle my charge, so instead of crashing headlong into its open mouth, I’m poised to skirt along its side and carve into its flesh. With its talons dug into the dirt, the Demon is helpless to defend itself from my charge, or so I think until it stretches its neck to snap at me instead. Inside my Natal Palace, the Star sparkles with blinding light and the Hammer strikes with a bone-shaking clang, while out in the real world, Tranquility smashes into the Demon’s face. Despite Reinforcing and Amplifying for all I’m worth, it feels like hitting a steel wall. The jarring collision knocks me off my feet and sends me hurling through the air, smacked aside like a pinball by its powerful neck. Rolling backwards with the fall, I go head over heels multiple times before coming to my feet, just in time to see Argat drive his spear clean through the Demon’s spine, eliciting a hair-raising shriek as the tip emerges from its chest and pins it to the ground. Not a cry of pain, but anger, for the creature is enraged by this injury which stops it from killing me. Standing on the Demon’s back, Argat clings to his spear and slams his feet atop the flailing creature’s head, keeping himself safe from snapping jaws and grasping talons.
 
  
 
 Bucking and shaking to dislodge the unwelcome passenger, the Demon’s furious motions only serve to tear itself apart on Argat’s embedded spear, its wrinkled flesh giving way before the smooth, metallic haft and widening its wound from chest to belly. Greenish-yellow Ichor spurts from the wound and blackens the grass around it, but even though the widening wound offers it more freedom, its movements grow sluggish and listless with time. Since my silent guardians seem unwilling to lend aid, I move in to offer what little assistance I can, but they quickly close in to stand in my way and hold me back without laying a hand on my person or even looking my way.
 
  
 
 I don’t know who these Experts are, and they did save my life, but it pisses me off how they’re prioritizing my safety over Argat’s life.
 
  
 
 Before I lose my temper and threaten them with bodily harm, Lei Gong arrives in a flash of lightning and a clap of thunder, his scintillating cane smashing into the Demon’s head and electrifying its entire body even as Argat leaps away, an effort hopefully coordinated through Sending else I’ll have to have words with Lei Gong. I might have words with him regardless, because it’s almost been a full minute since the Demon emerged and he’s only arriving now, one of the many reasons why I didn’t feel safe leaving Song under his sole protection. The old drunk is hardly reliable. He didn’t even show his face in the aftermath of the Wraith attack, and now here he is showing up late to a Demon-killing party. I’m hoping the Tyrant has a more dependable work ethic, but her pierced nipples and near-compulsive research don’t exactly scream ‘responsible’.
 
  
 
 I can’t believe I’m even thinking this, but I wish Daxian were still here...
 
  
 
 With the Demon dead and no longer a threat, my guardians lose all interest in holding me back. Pushing past with an irritated grunt, I run over to Argat lying on his side in the dirt. Despite his valiant efforts, his legs are splattered with caustic Ichor which has eaten through his leather boots and trousers to attack the vulnerable flesh beneath. The smell of burnt hair and charred flesh mingles with the stench wafting up from the latrines as I scrape Ichor off of his leg using the rim of my shield. “Water,” I yell, wishing I hadn’t ordered the Death Corps to back so far away. “Someone get me water!”
 
  
 
 “Forget the water,” Argat says, gritting his teeth in pain. “Can’t wash Ichor away. Scrape what you can and cut the rest before it gets down to the bone. Your Mentor will have our hides if both Jochi and I get sent off for Healing and leave you without a nanny.” Ignoring his jab, I work quickly as I can and fight a losing battle against the destructive Demonic fluids. Finally, a Death Corps soldier arrives bearing multiple water skins and I dump most of my Chi into the first bag using a precious minute of time, turning the Chi-infused water into counterfeit Heavenly Water before pouring it over the Ichor still plastered to Argat’s flesh. Unlike with Wraith poison, the effect is instantaneous as the insidious fluids lose cohesion and colour, crumbling apart and falling to the wayside like clumps of harmless wax. Sucking in a pained breath, Argat bites off an angry curse as he sees my Blessing at work, and the tension drains from my body to be replaced by sweet relief.
 
  
 
 It’s about time something worked out the way I think it should. Counterfeit Heavenly Water is a go. I should probably change its name to something snappier, like Blessed Water. No, let’s go with Purifying Water, not as religious. I don’t need more people like BoShui and Dastan staring at me with wide eyed reverence.
 
  
 
 Making a mental note to hand out containers of Purifying Water to my friends, I set to cleaning and bandaging Argat’s legs. Sporting no less than nine irregular flesh wounds, it’ll take a day or two of self-Healing before he’s back on his feet, though it would’ve been much worse without my efforts. Impressed with my accomplishments for a change, that promptly changes with Argat’s Sending. “Idiot boy, what’s the matter with you? What are you thinking using the Heavenly Tear in plain sight? What if someone’s Watching and sees? Hurry and cover my legs, assuming it’s not already too late.”
 
  
 
 Ah. Right. It’s not Blobby, but I suppose my enemies won’t believe me or it’d already be too late even if they did. So I guess that’s a no on handing out Purifying Water? I hate having to keep all these damned secrets. It’s no wonder the Empire’s stagnating, they keep killing people off every time someone comes up with something new.
 
  
 
 With the floodgates opened, Argat continues to berate me for my actions through Sending. “Another thing: what were you thinking when you charged a Wraith? You were lucky to spot it, but did it ever occur to you that it might have been a trap? What if it showed itself to lure you away from your guards so one of its cronies could kill you? And why’d you send the Death Corps away? They’re there to protect you, not twiddle their thumbs and watch you die. What if those three strangers had a change of heart and stuck a dagger between your ribs? You don’t even know their names yet you put your life in their hands, but that’s not enough. No, you left them behind too, this time to charge a damn Demon. I swear on the Mother Above, you pull another stunt like this and you can find yourself another damned protector, one stupid enough to take on this impossible job.”
 
  
 
 Trying to get a word in edgewise, I Send, “Sorry, but I was just trying to help.” And I did help... I distracted the Demon long enough for Argat to impale it.
 
  
 
 Indignation diminishing ever so slightly when he realizes the same, Argat closes his eyes and sighs. “Look... I’m just saying, it’s stressful keeping you safe when you run headlong into danger every chance you get. Even if you’re not afraid to die, think about what’ll happen if I survive and you don’t. Shit, they’ll probably blame me for slacking off even if I lose my arms and legs trying to save you.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry.” Though to be fair, it’s not my fault he has a less than stellar track record. The first time I needed their help, they were getting drunk in a tavern while I fought assassins in the streets of Sanshu...
 
  
 
 After a pregnant pause, Argat Sends, “I’m not telling you to stop being all heroic and challenging the odds, but just... pick your fights better. You’re a rare talent kid, but you’re not invincible. Even Nian Zu almost died to Wraiths, and you’re still a long way from matching even the weakest of Demons.” Snorting, he adds, “Give yourself another year or two. At the rate you’re improving, I’ll be looking to you to protect me by then.”
 
  
 
 Surpass Argat in a year? Yea right. The Demon tossed me aside like a wet rag using only its neck, but Argat stomped its head into the dirt more than once. Not only is he physically stronger than I am by several orders of magnitude, I don’t even know how it’s possible. We both use Reinforcement and Amplification, but he hits so much harder than I do it’s absurd.
 
  
 
 With Argat’s injuries tended to, I task a few Death Corps soldiers with getting him back to his yurt before dealing with the chaos of camp. My saviours have all disappeared and left no trace behind, though I suspect they’re still lurking somewhere nearby. I don’t know why they were watching me poop, but despite their uniforms and Khishig leathers, I’m certain they weren’t Bekhai, which means they weren’t sent here by Dad or Akanai. I don’t even think they were Northerners because they had the naturally tanned skin, slender eyebrows, and narrow facial features found commonly in Central’s peasant population. Thing is, why would a bunch of Central Experts guard me in secret? Maybe they’re Colonel Hongji’s people, or maybe the Legate is nicer than I thought, or maybe it’s one of a thousand other possibilities I can’t think of. Either way, they’re on my side, so I’m not too too stressed about it and only moderately worried.
 
  
 
 Desperately hoping they’ll never speak about what happened inside my poop tent, I make a note to ask the Colonel about the enigmatic protectors while grieving for my lost soldiers and waiting for news from the other camps. It turns out I wasn’t the only one to come under attack, nor was I in the most danger. Yan, Zian, and BoShui were visited by three Wraiths each but escaped without injury, while Wu Gam got twelve Wraiths and three mole Demons, all of whom were taken care of by the Original Gam, a warrior who not only makes Lei Gong look neat and tidy, but apparently also puts the Lord of Thunder’s strength to shame. Maybe that’s the secret to Martial Strength: a slovenly appearance. I mean, we have Lei Gong, Guan Suo, and now Original Gam, all slobs and degenerates hiding considerable skills.
 
  
 
 If I fail to become a peak Expert, then I’ll blame Luo-Luo for making me dress nice.
 
  
 
 The Demon corpse continues to blacken the earth, turning green grass into brittle ash as the Ichor seeps into the soil. Considering Argat’s angry reaction to cleansing the Ichor on his legs, I doubt he’d be pleased to learn I cleansed the Demon corpse too, so I leave it where it lays as Lei Gong advises me to do. It’s not too big a loss since I don’t know how to turn Ichor into Heavenly Energy, but it pains me to watch the mole-Demon’s corpse desecrate the earth. Technically, it was a mole-rat Demon, but I honestly don’t know the difference, other than one being fluffy and the other bald. Why this makes them mole-rats instead of bald moles, I couldn’t say, but apparently, the Enemy has a lot of them because there’s a bat-shit crazy mole-rat Divinity lady who raises them like they’re her children, one who bears a grudge with the Original Gam for killing her babies back at the Canston Winery.
 
  
 
 Poor little mole rats. They’re ugly, but that doesn’t mean they’re evil. I don’t know how the Defiled Ancestral Beast turns them into Demons, but I doubt it’s a pleasant experience.
 
  
 
 The Wraiths also targeted other camps and officers, but the only other officer to be attacked by Demons was Colonel Hongji himself. There’s been no word of deaths or injuries, but standard military protocol is to keep things like that quiet for the sake of morale. Aside from a brief public appearance from Hongji to order everyone to remain calm and secure their camps, there’s little else for my people to report, so I set about doing as I’m told. Bringing pen, ink, and paper outside, I settle down with Song and Ping Ping (and by extension, Guan Suo) to eat jerky while replenishing my Core and brainstorming ideas to uncover Concealed Experts.
 
  
 
 Aside from scattering flour around or installing squeaky floorboards, my mind draws a blank. I suppose I could get a smaller poop tent so I can be closer to my guards at all times, but then they’re gonna hear me poop. They probably hear it regardless, but at least with a big empty tent, I have the illusion of privacy. Scribbling “indoor plumbing” onto the parchment and circling it multiple times, I lament my lack of useful memories once again before turning to my option of last resort. “Venerable Guan Suo,” I call, using the title I heard Akanai and Song use. “Would you be so kind as to offer this lost soul your invaluable guidance?”
 
  
 
 “Pei.” Upon hearing his customary response, I circle around Ping Ping to find the grumpy half-panda relaxing against the big girl’s shoulder with a cloud of dark smoke hanging over his head. “What do you want now? Not satisfied with keepin’ an old man from his sleep with your displays of Purity, now you want to natter at him too?”
 
  
 
 Honestly, his grouchiness is almost endearing. If he didn’t want to answer, he could’ve just stayed hidden, but he didn’t. I think he likes our little conversations and just doesn’t want to admit it, but I’ll play along. “My profound apologies Venerable One, but could you explain Concealment and maybe offer suggestions on how to defeat it?”
 
  
 
 In the blink of an eye, Guan Suo’s playful grouchiness disappears and is replaced by outright hostility. “No,” he snarls, baring his teeth in threat. “Now fuck off.” Shooting to his feet, he disappears from sight and refuses to respond to my pleas again, though why, I have no idea. I suppose Concealment is one of those things he doesn’t want to talk about, probably because he likes his privacy. I mean, willingly revealing himself for a chat isn’t the same as me seeing through his Concealment and forcing him to talk, so I shout a heartfelt apology before going back to my brainstorming.
 
  
 
 The problem is, I don’t know enough about Concealment to counter it. I mean, it makes people overlook your presence, but how? Maybe I should ask Lei Gong, but he’s another old grouch who likes to stay hidden. I suppose I’ll just have to wait until Argat is better to work on anti-Concealment methods, which means there’s nothing for me to do except make more Purifying Water and figure out how to use External Water Chi. I mean, it’s awesome that I can Externalize it, but the process is slow, Chi intensive, and of no real value whatsoever, so even though I’ve taken a critical step along the Martial Path, my strength hasn’t improved by a single iota, which was the whole point of this endeavour.
 
  
 
 Argat thinks I’ll surpass him in two years, but even if he’s right, I don’t think the Empire has that much time...
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 Grunting as he straightened up, Goujian patted the horse’s flank and motioned for the attendant to bring it away. Working at the cricks in his lower back, he waited for the next horse to be brought in and idly wondered how many hooves he’d trimmed in the last hour alone. A farrier’s lot was not an easy one, made harder still by the sheer number of horses in need of maintenance, but he was never one to shy away from adversity. Running his fingers through his scraggly, sweat-soaked beard, he covertly checked if the dye was running, though he knew it wouldn’t. A simple disguise, shaving his head bald and blackening his new beard, but these two minor changes stripped a full forty years from his appearance. Much of it was thanks to his recent comprehension of the Truth, allowing him to harness the Energy of the Heavens to Rejuvenate his body and mind, so he now looked like a commoner of forty-odd years rather than an ancient grandfather well past his prime.
 
  
 
 So much gained after a mere six months of study, small wonder the Imperial Clan still held power over the Empire after so many millennia...
 
  
 
 During his lifetime of devotion in service to a lie, Goujian had mastered Concealment to defend against ambush and assassination. Hard to plant a knife in someone’s back if you could never spot them, and there were countless people in the Empire who wanted the Confessor dead. Thus, he spent most of his time Concealed and guarded, but his circumstances were hardly unique for Peak Experts. On the path to the Peak, Martial Warriors were bound to butt heads, and strength and vigilance only went so far. As a young man, he’d dreamed of using Concealment to uncover secrets and gather information, but after years of experience, he found the art of disguise was far superior for these purposes. Few criminals cared to monologue their crimes whilst alone in the privacy of their own home, but Goujian had convinced many to boast of those crimes using the right disguise.
 
  
 
 Though his blackened beard and shaved head made him look decades younger, it still wasn’t enough to pass as a lowly commoner, but the best disguises came in layers. Not to say he donned a mask or complex prostheses, because his goal wasn’t to have his disguise pass close inspection, but instead to avoid the need for close inspection to begin with. Having learned of their ability to detect Scrying, Goujian feared the Imperial Clan might have other methods to defeat the various Chi skills, such as intercepting Sendings or piercing through veiled Concealment, so he relied on mundane skills to escape detection. Goujian’s grasp of the Truth had yet to provide him with these secrets, nor had his ‘ally’, the mysterious ‘Uniter’, seen fit to share, so Goujian had no choice but to work with hands bound and eyes covered.
 
  
 
 Regardless of the risks, he trusted his skills and Heaven’s Blessing to keep him safe. By basking beneath the hot Western sun, he darkened his skin until it took on the texture of leather, while his eyebrows grew thick and out of control without daily grooming. Two shallow cuts changed the slant of his eyes after the injuries healed naturally, and he took up a habit of chewing betel nuts to stain his teeth, blacken his gums, and almost imperceptibly change the shape of his jawline. Then, he set his mind to learning new habits, such as spitting often, leaving his tunic unbuttoned to keep cool, and keeping his shoulders slumped and head down as befitting a man who spent a lifetime hunched over an anvil or bent over to inspect hooves. All of this was enough to keep Imperial spies from recognizing him at first glance, and though others might think his actions excessive, experience taught him that even the slightest flaws could give you away. Once, he’d joined a merchant caravan and was uncovered by an uneducated wagon driver because he held his pipe the wrong way, cupping the bowl in hand instead of holding the stem between thumb and forefinger. This minor blunder cost those good merchants and workers their lives since Goujian could no longer clandestinely determine if they’d turned Defiled and was forced to resort to harsher methods.
 
  
 
 Goujian now knew they’d been enlightened to the Truth, but this knowledge came decades too late to save the merchants and their workers. So many lives wasted on Imperial lies, including the lives of his beloved Disciples. Such sin, such regret.
 
  
 
 Straightening in surprise, the blood drained from Goujian’s head as he blinked the darkness out of his eyes. Recovering from his shock, he smiled at the attendant and mumbled something about his old age while reaching for more betel nuts, using the time to calm his nerves before returning to work. What had he been thinking about? Right, the steps he took to arrive here. Having posed as a farrier before, he already possessed the requisite skills, so all that was left was to reach out and get himself legitimately hired on. His contact was also a farrier, one marked by Goujian’s information network as sympathetic to his cause. The aged farrier never learned of Goujian’s true identity, only that he and his agents were working to right corruption and injustice throughout the Empire, and for a patriot like the farrier, that was enough to secure his aid. The man even tried to refuse payment, but Goujian insisted, for if ‘the greedy and unscrupulous could benefit from crime, then why should good men not be rewarded for their good work?”
 
  
 
 A shame to kill such an honourable patriot, but at least the farrier’s death served the greater good, and he made certain the money would find its way to his widow and children.
 
  
 
 Goujian enjoyed working with his hands, for oftentimes, hard work was rewarded with Inspiration and Insight. This had been his way even when he was blind to the Truth, and doubly so now that he’d been Chosen by Heaven. Though his mind was brimming with new secrets and concepts to peruse, he put them aside to focus on the work at hand lest he give himself away by staring off into the distance. There was always more for the farriers to do, which was one downside of his mundane disguise, but the benefits heavily outweighed the costs. While he could have Concealed himself and walked about the camp unnoticed, with so many souls about, a single mistake could see him surrounded by Experts and captured alive. In contrast, a farrier moving about during his scant off-hours might as well be invisible and the work provided him with a safe place to sleep at night to boot. Martial Warriors were a proud bunch who all too often ignored commoners and expected them to be blind, deaf, and mute to boot. All too often, officers conversed about military secrets or orders were left in plain sight, for few cared to guard against mere commoners, a prospect which made them useful spies. Goujian had an entire network of servants, stable-hands, porters, and barkeeps feeding him information, an organization which stretched across the four provinces, which was how he embedded himself and his Aspirants into this well-guarded camp.
 
  
 
 A task sadly made easier considering how scant few remained. Over three months had passed since he’d sent an open letter to the nobles of the Empire, one denouncing the hypocrisy of the Imperial Clan and their puppet, Falling Rain. In his letter, he laid their crimes bare and called upon all true loyalists of Heaven to aid him in overthrowing the corrupt and traitorous Imperial Clan, but thus far, the response was far from what he’d imagined. According to his spies, nothing had changed in the wake of his shocking revelation, with no public outcries for justice or clandestine meetings taking place, no whispers of overthrowing the Empire or even discussions of Imperial wrongdoings. As far as he could tell, the nobles of the Empire had unilaterally dismissed his claims and cared nothing for justice or integrity.
 
  
 
 It pained Goujian to see his beloved countrymen fall so low, but such was to be expected. Even his most trusted Disciples, young men he’d taken in and treated like his sons could not be made to see the Truth. Imperial lies were a cancer upon society, a cancer which had spread far and wide, so he could only excise the tumours and pray enough healthy tissue remained to Heal and start anew.
 
  
 
 If not, then perhaps the world would be better off without humans and their ilk...
 
  
 
 Though the nobility disregarded Goujian’s open letter, the Imperial Clan’s response was swift and bloody, condemning his Aspirants as traitors to the Empire and hunting them down wherever they might hide. Some even renounced Goujian and defected, using their skills and knowledge to help uncover their former comrades, traitors one and all. A year ago, Goujian had commanded a veritable army of loyal Aspirants, tens of thousands of men and women dedicated to cleansing taint and corruption wherever they might find it, but he would count himself lucky if more than a hundred remained. Before sending his open letter, Goujian warned as many as he could to go to ground, but aside from those who’d been operating in the West or were working with him in Nan Ping, he had precious few Aspirants left to call upon.
 
  
 
 Though lacking in resources and allies, Goujian felt compelled to do something about the deep-seated corruption in the Empire, so thus, his need for a disguise. Luckily, his spy network was largely untouched, being comprised solely of commoners who were beneath Imperial notice, but it was a shame his new allies proved so unreliable. Jianghong and the Uniter content to rest on their laurels and fortify the Western Province, one a puffed-up Martial Warrior who thought himself far more clever than he really was and the other a shadowy puppet-master drunk on power who misused the Truth for his own benefit. What the Uniter’s ultimate goal was, Goujian could only guess, but as a man who commanded Divinities, he was too powerful to openly oppose. A mere minute of his guidance was enough for Goujian to ponder over for weeks without end, and even with a second lifetime of training, he feared he would still not be the Uniter’s match.
 
  
 
 But, just as new waves overtake the old, the next generation was poised to surpass his own. Yuanyin’s prowess had improved by leaps and bounds since discovering the Truth, his progress only hindered by his earthly distractions as he was too fixated on the pleasures of the flesh. Thus, it was young Gen whom Goujian pinned all his hopes on. Though ostensibly the Uniter’s Disciple, Gen bucked beneath the tight reins imposed by his Mentor, as any righteous young hero rightly would. Better if they never realized the reins were there, and with Yuanyin working to get into Gen’s good graces, when the young hero eventually butted heads with his Mentor, Goujian would be there to support him. With him paving the way, Young Gen would soon blossom into a true hero of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Which was another reason Goujian had returned to Sinuji, for the Heaven’s had drawn him here to carry out its Will, even aiding him by convincing the Uniter to change his tune and offer Goujian his full support. Days of planning and preparation later, and here he was, and when the expected booms of warning horns told him that his arrow had been loosed, he looked up from his work and feigned surprise. The camp came alive as soldiers and workers scurried about, so he called to a passing porter and spoke around a mouthful of betel nuts. “Wot news? We under ‘tack?” A lowly farrier would always be concerned about coming under attack, for they were helpless to defend themselves.
 
  
 
 “Nah,” the porter replied, not stopping for Goujian and instead shouting his reply over his shoulder, a sign of utter disrespect. The porter would pay for this when the time came, for Goujian had marked his appearance in memory. “That be the signal fer Wraiths. Cowardly spooks is what I say, too afeared ta take part inna stand up fight.”
 
  
 
 Though expecting the answer, Goujian put on a show of fear, swallowing hard and almost retching in disgust when he swallowed the bitter, peppery tar of crushed betel nuts. Spitting them out, he rinsed his mouth with water and reluctantly reached for more, as he’d already established himself as a man with an addiction, not to mention how his educated accent and polished enunciation would instantly give himself away. Some of these peasant accents were almost impossible to understand, not just for him, but even amongst themselves, which often led to loud screaming matches over minor misunderstandings.
 
  
 
 For the next few minutes, Goujian had no need to feign concern because he was genuinely nervous. His agents had struck, but it would be some time before he learned whether it’d been a failure or success, too wary to use Sending without others also Sending in his vicinity. Unsure if the Imperials knew how to listen in, he knew all-too-well how the act of Sending could be perceived by Peak Experts, so in tune with their surroundings they could sense the tell-tale fluctuations of foreign Chi around them. Goujian himself could do it, as could any number of Experts moving through the camp, which was why he chewed his betel nuts and wrung his hands while waiting for what he hoped was good news.
 
  
 
 Alas, man proposes and Heaven disposes. Soon enough, one of Goujian’s Aspirants walked past, a man who went by the name of MuYang and had been inserted into Han BoHai’s retinue using connections forged by the dearly departed BoLao. Without slowing his steps, MuYang quietly signalled their plan had failed and Falling Rain still drew breath before continuing on his way. Disappointing, but considering how well the Imperials guarded their little lackey, he was hardly surprised. With Smiling Slaughterer Guan Suo openly protecting him and Ascendant GangShu hiding in the shadows, Falling Rain might be the only person in the Empire with two Guardian Divinities, for it was well known even the Emperor himself had but the one. Considering the old Monk had also served such a purpose, who knew how many more were lurking about, perhaps even the mysterious Abbot of the Penitent Brotherhood. Not trusting the Treaty to keep them from interfering, Goujian had devised a plan which mostly removed the Divinities from the equation, but even the best laid plans often went awry.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t until the next morning when Goujian learned the exact details of how his plans fell through, and the news was dire indeed. To protect against discovery, he never met with his Aspirants face to face, nor did they ever converse through Sending. Instead, they set up a number of dead drops throughout Sinuji where they could leave encrypted letters, a practice made easier with cheap paper so readily available. No one would think twice about a lowly farrier in possession of paper anymore, though they might if they saw him reading or writing, but to this end, their cipher had been purposely made to look like carelessly scribbled drawings, a harmless pastime which was now affordable for a man of his station.
 
  
 
 Hmph. It defied common sense how everyone believed Falling Rain was responsible for such a miraculous discovery. A savage tribal child who was not only an unparalleled Martial talent, but also a genius inventor and brilliant businessman? It was so absurd, Goujian almost found it laughable were it not for the dire implications.
 
  
 
 After reading the report and destroying the evidence, Goujian returned to his farrier’s work with a bellyful of anger and bile. They’d been so close to success, but their plans had been utterly ruined by the damned coward, Chun Yimu. The young man had seemed like the perfect patsy, an idle shirker who repeatedly begged his family to allow him to return home from the front lines. From there, the plan was simple, as the best plans often were. While Concealed Wraiths drew the attention of Falling Rain’s guardians, Experts and Divinities alike, Goujian’s Oath-bound Aspirants would disguise themselves as Chun Yimu’s slaves and assassinate Falling Rain in the chaos. Those three were the most devoted warriors left to Goujian, each volunteering to take the necessary Oaths for this plan to succeed despite knowing it would mean their deaths. If the Wraiths and Aspirants failed, then there was even a Transcendent hiding in the earth and waiting for the boy to visit his latrine tent where he’d be alone and exposed.
 
  
 
 So many measures taken to ensure Falling Rain died, for such was the Will of Heaven.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, everything that could have gone wrong, did. The details were scant since his people didn’t dare Scry on Falling Rain lest they give themselves away, but from what Goujian’s Aspirants could piece together from rumour and hearsay, the runt had been tipped off to the presence of Wraiths, no doubt by his Divinity protectors. While charging forward to save Chun Yimu, the fool mistook Falling Rain’s assistance for deadly intent and cried out, “Wait!”, an exclamation so lacking in detail it forced Goujian’s Oath-bound Aspirants to inaction because there was no way to be certain the command had not been directed at them. Goujian had anticipated he might get cold feet and had placed a Wraith close to him, for if the token were to be destroyed and Chun Yimu to die, then control of the Oath-bound Aspirants would revert back to MuYang, the last holder of their token. Alas, fortune favours fools and Chun Yimu survived by the skin of his teeth, somehow saved by Falling Rain himself. Then, to make matters worse, before passing out, the little coward ordered Goujian’s Aspirants to protect the amber-eyed runt, a command which forced them to save the Falling Rain’s life when he was later attacked by the Transcendent in his latrine tent as planned.
 
  
 
 Disaster heaped upon disaster, Not only had the other Wraiths and Transcendents failed to kill any of the runts allies, Goujian’s Oath-bound Aspirants were also still alive thanks to Chun Yimu’s orders and their token still firmly in his possession. It burned knowing that not only were his most devoted subordinates forced to protect this traitor of Heaven, they had already saved the runt from certain death more than once. Though sworn to silence and striving to remain hidden from the meditating Falling Rain, once Chun Yimu regained consciousness and forced the Aspirants to reveal themselves, then the Imperials might unravel their origins and connect them to Goujian.
 
  
 
 Time worked against them, for Falling Rain had to die before the Uniter’s army arrived. Not only because Heaven Willed it, but due to their past history, young Gen was obsessed with Falling Rain and likely intended to challenge him to single combat, a recipe for disaster in Goujian’s opinion. Though young Gen’s skills were impressive and far outstripped anything Falling Rain had displayed, the cunning savage was undoubtedly playing a pig to eat the tiger, a simple fact Jianghong and the Uniter seemed utterly blind to. Were the runt not hiding his true strength, then events would never have played out as they did, with Falling Rain coming so close to death and defeat countless times before, only to rally at the last moment and emerge battered, but victorious. Despite young Gen’s prodigious strength, one could not overlook his lack of experience, having only stepped foot on the True Martial Path a short year ago, whereas Falling Rain had undoubtedly been trained from birth for his role in Imperial propaganda and picked out from hundreds, if not thousands of his peers, all of which meant a direct confrontation between Falling Rain and young Gen posed far too many risks for the young Chosen of Heaven. The problem was, a team of Wraiths, Aspirants, and a Transcendent had already failed to take Falling Rain’s life, which left Goujian in something of a bind. The runt had to die before young Gen arrived, but how was he to accomplish this?
 
  
 
 Perhaps fortune could be found in misfortune, since now, Goujian’s Aspirants were in good position to assassinate the runt. As the day passed, his Aspirants sent word that Falling Rain wasn’t putting much effort into uncovering the hidden Aspirants or discovering why they were there, which led Goujian to rethink the runt’s relationship with the Imperial Clan. Perhaps he was merely a pawn and not privy to all the details, so he believed the Aspirants were Imperial agents rather than suspecting them. If so, then Goujian could use this to his advantage...
 
  
 
 With hammer and hoof-knife in hand, Goujian carried out his farrier duties with the utmost devotion, eagerly counting the minutes until he would be free to make contact with his agents in the Society and rope yet another foolish cat’s paw into the game. It would take days to gather his pieces into place, but this was for the best. Let Falling Rain grow careless and overconfident, and when the opportunity presented itself, Goujian would risk everything to remove the runt from the equation and free young Gen from his unhealthy obsession and giving him more time to grow in safety.
 
  
 
 For until Gen took his throne as the Divine Son of Heaven, no harm could be allowed to come to the future Sovereign of the Azure Empire.
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 While going through my daily stack of letters and reports, it occurs to me that duty is a funny word and terrible burden.
 
  
 
 As a Second Grade Warrant Officer, I am duty-bound to defend the Empire from its enemies, despite so many of my ‘allies’ working to see me dead or disgraced. Under orders from the Legate, I spent two months on the front lines, staying longer and accomplishing more than any other officer there with me, yet instead of learning from my tactics and choice of equipment, my peers openly derided me for using bows, crossbows, cattle, and chariots, the weapons of peasants and cowards alike. Sitting on my table are more than a dozen letters from officers and nobles in Sinuji, presumably offering kind advice but really they’re little more than thinly veiled verbal slaps to the face, recounting my failures and laying them firmly at my feet. Too many Defiled? Should’ve stood and fought with more courage. Wraiths? Why didn’t I notice them earlier? Demons? Bring more Experts, stupid.
 
  
 
 Throwing the letters aside, I sit and stew in displeasure at being stuck in Sinuji, where every random Wraith, Demon, and assassin knows to find me. I’m so vulnerable and exposed I can’t even take a shit in comfort and privacy, yet no one has anything to say regarding gratitude or respect for my efforts. Instead, judging by the rumours and letters on my desk, it would seem most people think I’m not doing enough despite having done more than anyone else my age or rank. I can thank the Legate for this. By crowning me Number One Talent in the Empire after a best of one tournament with extremely limited participation, he turned me into a target for every young talent in the Empire, my wives included. Everyone wants my lofty title and since the Legate has made no moves to protect me, my rivals sense I’m fair game.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, the public expects me to be a shining example of virtue and righteousness, because I’ve been gifted these talents by the Mother, so I must prove myself worthy of her Blessing. My achievements have nothing to do with hard work, ingenuity, or excellent training, no, my victories have been ordained by Heaven and accomplished despite my ‘disgraceful’ tactics and ‘cowardly’ choices. As for the failures, those are all my own, the consequences of my sins and a sign I’ve lost the Heavenly Mother’s favour, if the rumours floating around are to be believed. Already it’s gotten to the point where everyone ‘knows’ I slunk back to the fort with my tail between my legs, and now I’m somehow solely responsible for the poor morale plaguing the front lines because I’m an overbearing, hot-headed savage who let his newfound status go to his head. Stories of my ‘unbridled arrogance’ paint me as a monster who’s been banished to the outskirts of Sinuji because I had a soldier’s tongue ripped out over a heated exchange of words, a tale which conveniently leaves out whose tongue was ripped out and what words were exchanged. Lies built upon a kernel of truth, which makes it that much harder to disprove.
 
  
 
 This brings me to my next point. If I had proper backing, no one would dare whisper these lies about me, but as the first and only ‘external’ Imperial Consort, I must uphold the honour of the Imperial Clan while drawing on precious few of its benefits. Things might’ve turned out differently if I’d accepted the Legate’s offer to be his bitch-boy, but such is the price I pay for freedom. I must be humble due to my origins, yet prideful of my lofty status, noble and eminent as befitting an Imperial, yet courteous and respectful lest I be accused of vanity, pretension, or overstepping my bounds. The nobility envy my title and constantly test the limits of my newfound status, while at the same time endeavouring to get in my good graces to exploit me for all I’m worth. They expect me to play their games of politics with the odds stacked against me, and whether I play well, play poorly, or choose not to play at all, my actions will offend someone assuming my existence doesn’t do it first. With each passing day, my list of enemies grows ever larger while the allies I can count on remain few and far between.
 
  
 
 In short: duty sucks, responsibility sucks, politics sucks, army life sucks, and the Empire sucks.
 
  
 
 Most days, I don’t give a rat’s ass about public opinion, but all the hate gets to me sometimes, and today is one of those times. I almost died more than once yesterday, and I lost good soldiers to Wraiths and Demons, yet no one gives a shit. I also learned how to use External Chi and charged a Demon to distract it, but the first item isn’t exactly useful yet while the second was kinda stupid and not worth bragging about. Besides, it’s not like I couldn’t manifest Water Chi before. It sticks around longer than before, but it’s hardly the powerful breakthrough I’d hoped it would be. As evidenced by my little bout with the Wraith, Water Chi isn’t exactly deadly, but Yan had no helpful advice to share. All she does is slash with her Wind Chi, and the wind slashes, like it somehow makes sense, except it doesn’t. When was the last time someone was cut by the actual wind? Never would be my guess. I mean, the wind can carry things which might cut a person, but cutting with the wind itself? Absurd.
 
  
 
 Yan’s experience directly contradicts Guan Suo’s cryptic advice about water being water, but the grumpy old man refused to show his face after I asked him about Concealment, so instead of thinking up better ways to use Water Chi, I spent the rest of yesterday alternating between apologizing to empty air and covertly searching for hidden guardians, assassins, and smoking half-red-pandas. Even now, as I sit alone in my yurt, my eyes are drawn to the shadows in search of unseen observers, my paranoia magnified by the very real possibility that there could actually be someone there. It doesn’t help that it feels like I’m being Watched, which is an actual thing Experts do. According to Luo-Luo, I should always behave as if there’s someone Watching, or better yet, never be alone, which sounds like my personal version of hell. I couldn’t sleep a wink last night because I kept wondering if there was an Expert standing next to my bed, so I tossed and turned about while randomly flailing my arms and legs, hoping I’d hit someone and reveal them. What I’d do next was up for debate, but I even left Mama Bun with Song because I didn’t want to be seen cuddling floofs.
 
  
 
 That’s how bad things have gotten. How is a man supposed to survive without floof cuddles?
 
  
 
 In a foul mood thanks to the lack of sleep, cuddles, privacy, and overall personal strength, I finish going through the unflattering reports before going about my other duties. With Argat laid up with his injuries and Lei Gong still asleep, I make do with Ping Ping, my Death Corps guards, and hidden fake Khishigs to guard me as I set out for inspection. Why my secretive saviours refuse to show themselves is a mystery, but short of asking Lei Gong to force them out into the open, there’s nothing I can do except leave them be. Colonel Hongji didn’t know anything about them, so maybe they’re Imperial agents or something, here to make sure the Legate’s sacrificial pawn doesn’t die a meaningless death.
 
  
 
 Wandering about the camp with my escort, I check on my soldiers and yearn for the days when I could banter and joke around. Now it’s all business all the time, as the soldiers of my retinue have bought into the propaganda and are afraid to chat and laugh with me like before. My mere presence is enough to turn brave warriors into nervous wrecks, so being the compassionate person that I am, I do my best to leave them alone as much as possible. Sadly, this means I have precious few people to talk to, especially since Yan wants to keep our relationship professional while out in the field. This isn’t to say I can’t have a normal conversation with her, but despite her insistence we behave like colleagues and not lovers, Yan enjoys teasing me into utter frustration, frustration which I can no longer... vent since people could be Watching. Song isn’t much for conversation either, and though she is available to talk at, I’d rather avoid falling more in love with her if I can help it.
 
  
 
 As for my friends, lately I’ve noticed Dastan’s been avoiding me and refuses to look me in the eyes, probably because he’s upset about his demotion. Zian was never one for friendly chatting, and amongst my original retinue, Rustram is busy training at all hours of the day, Bulat, Ravil, Pran, and Saluk have all become model soldiers who salute me with every other sentence, while Silva, Viyan, and Birca treat me like I’m a cop there to entrap them. Worst of all is the hero-worship I get from usually level-headed young men and women like Altan, Tomor, and Mugi. They’ve joined BoShui in believing I’m some sort of chosen saviour, a man destined to single-handedly turn the tide against the Defiled. I’m not their friend or commander, but a living symbol of hope, a burden which is heavier than any duty ever could be. Even though I think their expectations border on the delusional, I want to live up to them and feel horrible when I inevitably fail to.
 
  
 
 Then there’s poor Junior, lying injured in his yurt. Turning white as a sheet as I open the door, he trembles so much I’m worried he’ll pop a stitch. “Yimu,” I say, leaving the door open and trying to keep my tone light. “I’m here to see if our eagle-eyed hero is alright. You comfortable?” Wide-eyed with terror, he nods and shrinks back into his pillow in an attempt to burrow under his blankets and escape. Poor guy, one clash with a Wraith and he’s lost his nerve. I don’t think he’s cut out for warfare, but bringing it up would not be giving him face, so I make a show of checking his injuries while changing his bandages. Though still dark and angry, his wounds are healing nicely and he’ll be on his feet in a few days, but I feign concern and sigh. “Well, you’re not in any danger of dying, but your wounds look worse than I’d like. I’m not too sure about how Wraith poison works, so how about I send you and the others back to SuiHua so my Teacher can have a look?” And from there, maybe even send him back to Sanshu. Junior has promise, but there’s no point keeping him around if he doesn’t want to be here.
 
  
 
 Rather than jumping at the chance to escape, Junior grabs my wrist and shakes his head in agitated panic. “No! You can’t!” Turning even whiter once he realizes what he’s done, he releases my wrist as if it were burning hot and burrows beneath his blankets once more. “Sorry Boss, won’t happen again. I’d like to stay please. Here, by your side. Send the others back if you need to, but I’ll be fine boss, don’t you worry. Please, let me stay and defend you with all the resources at my disposal...”
 
  
 
 The last is almost said with a whimper as his eyes fill with tears, not a good look for any man, much less Junior, not to mention his odd choice of emphasis. What resources? Not that I need his money, but I doubt he has two silvers to rub together after two weeks dicing with Viyan and Birca. Smiling because I don’t know how else to react, I nod and mumble an agreement before slipping away, stifled by the sheer awkwardness of the encounter. Putting the question of why Junior doesn’t want to leave aside, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was afraid I’d send him away. Why? Is his family pressuring him to stay to make a connection with me? That’s stupid, I already have a decent working relationship with Chun Yimu Senior, so why does Junior have to be here? Personal glory maybe? Well, I have enough problems to deal with, so Junior will have to handle his issues by himself.
 
  
 
 Ugh. If only I could leave things be. I’ll ask Wang Bao to work Junior harder in training, so either it drives Junior back home or he grows stronger and more confident. Win-win for everyone, except maybe Wang Bao.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Junior is but the first of many awkward encounters in store for me this morning, as there were several other soldiers injured by Wraiths who need checking on. With Abjiya and Jibari gone, I’m the closest thing to a Healer my retinue has, and even though the soldiers I brought from the Wall have experience in field-dressing wounds, I wanted to personally look at the injuries to see if my Purifying Water affected the Wraith poison. As far as I can tell, it didn’t, but it’s hard to say for certain. When arranging the wounded into different treatment groups, I forgot to account for their personal skill in Healing, but even if I rule out anyone who can use Panacea, there’s no clear pattern in recovery speed with regards to whether they were treated with Purifying Water, normal water, or no water at all. A shame I had to destroy the Wraith weapons, else I could’ve used them for more testing, but standard military protocol says to cremate all Defiled and their weapons, so into the pyre they went.
 
  
 
 Honestly... kinda wish I kept a few around since not many poisons work on Martial Warriors, so it would’ve been nice to study one that does, especially now that I think it’s not Demon related. Maybe I should’ve let a Wraith poison me to see what it’s like. If keeping Defiled artifacts wasn’t punishable by death, I might’ve been tempted to squirrel a few away for research purposes, but with how much scrutiny I’ve been under of late, it’d be a stupid risk to take. I’d also like to study an actual Wraith, but considering I don’t know the first thing about autopsies, that’s a bust too. Besides, the last guy who cut up corpses for research ruined things for all science-minded individuals in the Empire, what with being branded a heretic and all. Not to say his reputation wasn’t deserved since Zhen Shi was certifiably bat-shit crazy and totally stepped over all the lines, but it’s ass-backwards for the murder-crazed Defiled to be more innovative than the supposed Balanced Empire.
 
  
 
 With my leadership duties taken care of for the day, I head over to the training area hoping to steal Mama Bun and Blackjack while Song is busy sparring, but alas, I arrive just in time to see both long-eared floofs hop into her bosomy embrace. Averting my eyes, I sigh and thank the Mother Yan’s still in bed, else she would definitely have noticed something was up. I need to keep my feelings a secret and never, ever tell anyone about them, because Song deserves to be happy, which she can’t if she knows I’m lusting after her body. Despite everything she’s been through, she trusted me with her chain, and I don’t want to do anything to betray or jeopardize her trust.
 
  
 
 Grabbing an iron striking post, I bring it back to my yurt and ask the Death Corps to set up my bath tub, much to Ping Ping’s delight. Once the partitions are up (minus a section for Ping Ping to lay in), I head in and plant the striking post into the dirt to be used after my bath. Slipping out of my clothes, I settle into the cold water and step into the void, where I turn Chi into Water Chi while wishing there was a less embarrassing way to do this. When I’ve gathered enough for my purposes, I climb out, get dressed, and turn the bathwater into Chi-Tea, saving two gourds as per usual for me and Pong Pong. Gesturing for Ping Ping to have at it, I pat her cheek as she drains the tub dry and try not to think about the hidden Experts judging me with their looks of disgust. Technically, I could have the Death Corps empty the tub and make Chi-Tea from a barrel of water, but it might raise questions regarding what’s actually going on. So what if the world thinks Ping Ping likes to drink my bathwater? She’s the Divine Turtle, and she wouldn’t drink your bathwater if you begged her.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I wish I could Conceal myself to hide this one humiliating detail...
 
  
 
 Once finished with her drink, Ping Ping settles down to watch me work as I take my stance in front of the striking post, standing about five meters away with sword in hand and ready to begin my actual training. There are so many steps to get to this point, but as much as I’d like to streamline the whole thing, there’s no point. As things stand, I have no real use for Water Chi, so until I do, why bother wasting time optimizing the gathering process?
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself, but I figured if I don’t make progress over the next few days, then I’ll rethink my strategy.
 
  
 
 Settling down in a wide, open area, I make sure Ping Ping isn’t touching me before drawing Peace and closing my eyes. Though I no longer need to reach for Balance to gather Chi, I do so regardless because sometimes it helps me think. The Energy of the Heavens is unruly as ever, a torrent threatening to sweep me away, but I struggle and endure to resist the undercurrents. It’s a world of difference from Devouring Heavenly Energy for Chi, but the familiar conflict sets my mind at ease and I set to pondering the mysteries of Water Chi.
 
  
 
 If Water Chi behaves like water, then how do I turn it into a weapon? Hone it?
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath, I take a few minutes to calm my mind and reflect on how I got here. It’s been years since I’ve practised with a striking post, and the first time around, I used it to practice Honing with Peace. Today, years later, I’m standing before a striking post to practice Honing again, but this time, it’s not with my sword.
 
  
 
 I’m going to Hone Water Chi.
 
  
 
 It makes sense right? If water is water and requires outside assistance to do non-water things, then why can’t I use Honing to make water cut? I don’t understand how Elder Ming made an actual sword of water or how Pudge made tentacles, but if all I want to do is cut, then Honing is the skill to use. With this in mind, I hold Peace horizontally before me and focus on the flat of the blade. If I want to wield Water Chi in battle, I can’t be popping into my Natal Palace to prepare, so I’ll need to learn how to materialize it with eyes wide open and it’s best to start now. Time passes as I picture the cold metal drawing moisture from the warm air to form beads of dew across its shiny surface, but reality is not so kind. My first attempt is a failure, as is the second, and the third, but then I stop counting. Try, fail, repeat, until finally, I succeed, my focus sharp as the blade I hope to forge. The Water Chi pools across the flat of my blade and I command it to Hone, envisioning the water churning about in a whirling chain of jagged edges. When the time feels right, I flick my wrist and launch the stream of water at the striking post, where it splashes across the metal and does little else.
 
  
 
 A failure, but again, this is nothing new. How many times did I fail in front of my first iron striking post? A thousand? Ten-thousand? It doesn’t matter, because eventually, I succeeded, as I will eventually succeed with this.
 
  
 
 Eventually.
 
  
 
 Maybe.
 
  
 
 I hope.
 
  
 
 Fuck, there goes my focus.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 451 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Situ Jia Zian, a mortal amongst men.
 
  
 
 A fitting epithet for an unremarkable warrior like himself, for how could someone who grew up with every advantage, yet failed to distinguish himself, ever be considered a dragon? Despite being blessed with costly elixirs, lavish equipment, the finest teachers, and a multitude of sparring partners to call upon whenever he desired, Zian’s strength was middling at best; Capable enough not to embarrass himself, yet too inadequate to stand out from his peers and rivals. Once, his name featured prominently in every bar-room conversation regarding the prominent young talents of the Empire, but now, he would count himself lucky to be mentioned in a positive light. Gone were the days when he stood at the forefront of his peers, having been surpassed by the likes of Yong-Jin, Tam Taewoong, Quyen Dienne, and other respected young warriors, but one name needled Zian like no other.
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, the name wasn’t ‘Falling Rain’, as Zian had long since made peace with the Bekhai warrior’s bizarre brilliance, meteoric progress, and strangely inconsistent strength. Being surpassed by the publicly acknowledged Number One Talent in the Empire was nothing to be ashamed of, especially since Zian could still hold his own against Rain, but to be surpassed by someone he’d never considered a rival, this was a blow to Zian’s pride which he had difficulty recovering from. Born only a few months apart in feuding clans, Zian and BoShui were no strangers to being compared, but for the first twenty five years of his life, Zian had been the superior one. Where he’d been the Rising Dragon of the Situ Clan, BoShui was the Paper Tiger of the Han Clan, but his improvement over the past two years was nothing short of astounding.
 
  
 
 As they rode side by side through the earthen corridors of Fort Sinuji, Zian could hardly recognize his old adversary despite having seen him several times over the past few days. Gone was the willowy young idiot brimming with arrogance despite his lack of virtues, and in his place was a brawny young soldier with broad shoulders, robust chest, and legs powerful enough to squeeze the life out of the warhorse beneath him. A thick and meticulously groomed moustache sat on his upper lip, while a finger-length goatee graced his chin, facial hair which added years to his youthful demeanour and gave him the weighty presence of a seasoned veteran. Looking valiant in his red-plumed helm and dark-steel plate armour, bearing the likeness of tigers on his pauldrons in place of the customary ‘Han’ and ‘Heaven and Earth’ insignia, BoShui rode with Zian to their Society meeting in full battle-dress, equipped with all four Spiritual Weapons and accompanied by eight Experts to boot, twice the number Jing Fei’s reports claimed he had. Granted, BoShui’s Spiritual Weapons consisted of gauntlets and greaves which couldn’t be quickly drawn, and his relationship with the Han Clan was far more hostile than Zian’s, but ‘ready for battle’ was entirely the wrong message to send when attending a peaceful gathering among Society allies.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering his clenched jaw and quarter smile, perhaps it was precisely the message BoShui meant to convey, exuding a cold fury and quiet confidence which reminded Zian of Falling Rain at his best.
 
  
 
 In contrast, Zian wore his finest blue robes bearing both clan and society insignia, with only Jukai, Jing Fei, and her four handmaidens to escort him. Initially, he balked at bringing the handmaidens, but his beloved concubine insisted they come along to sell his image as a spoiled, silk-pants has-been, but now, he regretted not bringing his Experts too. Did BoShui know something Zian had missed? Impossible, Jing Fei’s spies constantly fed her information regarding Society actions and she heard whispers of this ‘impromptu’ meeting three days past, the day after the camp was attacked by Wraiths.
 
  
 
 The meeting would best be described as a reaction to the Defiled escalation, for estranged or not, it would be a devastating loss of face for the Society if their Clan Heirs were murdered by Wraiths. Thus, today was presumably a negotiation to either bring errant talents back into the Society’s fold and present a united front, or remove the weakness once and for all. Though Zian had his misgivings, if Rang Min made a tolerable offer of peace before Society witnesses, then Zian would have no choice but to accept. Backroom deals were one thing, but today’s meeting was out in the open, witnessed by the other sects and clans. Rang Min would be bound to uphold the terms of an agreement while Zian could not afford to turn down an offer made in good faith. If the Situ Patriarch were to renege on a deal or if Zian were to refuse out of stubborn wilfulness, then the witnesses would turn on the offending party as one, for appearances of honour and face must be kept.
 
  
 
 Though Zian was certain Rang Min would not directly move against him, his confidence was founded on the premise that the other Sects and Clans would restrict the Situ Patriarch. Even though everyone of importance knew Rang Min meant to ruin Zian and elevate Gulong in his place, if he were to act against a talented junior of his clan for his own son, then the other factions would make the Situ Patriarch’s nepotism known across the Empire. Or they would, unless they all agreed that Zian’s death would serve the Society better, which they might if he insisted on remaining antagonistic to his Clan in the face of an acceptable treaty. The same went for BoShui since their circumstances were eerily similar, but from the looks of things, he had already made his decision and was intent on clashing with his Clan Patriarch and father, Han BoDing.
 
  
 
 Yes... very much like Rain indeed. Poorly thought out and bordering on suicidal, but still worthy of respect, if only for the sheer audacity required to pull it off.
 
  
 
 The meeting was to take place inside the fort proper, and though limited to Society adherents, Zian felt safer knowing Colonel Hongji was nearby, no doubt keeping a close eye on the proceedings. Though woefully deficient in strength, reputation, and backing, the good Colonel had proven himself as a soldier first, a commander willing to stand up to dragons and tigers alike for the warriors beneath him. Regarding matters of better billets, cushier postings, or preferred treatment, Chen Hongji cared nothing for faction or reputation and put his soldiers to work wherever he saw fit. That said, he seemed to have a soft spot for Rain, though why he cared for Bekhai flattery but not any other variety, it was difficult to say. Perhaps Nian Zu or Baatar had offered him a position, or Rain beat the snot out of some brat Hongji had a grudge against, or maybe the Colonel was truly a fan of the Number One Talent in the Empire, but whatever the reason, Zian prayed the good Colonel’s goodwill extended to Rain’s allies as well.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he should’ve spoken to Rain about this before heading out, but he seemed to always be busy soaking in his bathtub these days, and Zian would be damned if he visited Rain there again...
 
  
 
 As he emerged from the earthen maze of Fort Sinuji’s walls, the first thing Zian saw was the Society’s pavilion tent, an ostentatious, silken affair sporting a multitude of clan and sect pennants in every colour of the rainbow, as if afraid onlookers would forget their individual affiliations. To be fair, considering how often factions were merged, split, added, or removed, even Zian would have trouble naming every clan and sect in the Society, so as silly as it all seemed, perhaps the pennants and insignia served a useful purpose. Riding shoulder to shoulder with BoShui, they entered the pavilion together as a show of solidarity, something they had discussed beforehand but Zian now had second doubts. If BoShui refused to negotiate in good faith, then he faced removal from Clan, Society, and soon after, life itself. Could Zian afford to join him? On the other hand, could he put aside his enmity and work alongside the men responsible for his father’s death?
 
  
 
 He could, but he wouldn’t. With the decision before him, Zian knew this now. Perhaps today, he would finally have his wish and announce himself as Lu Jia Zian, son of Lu An Jing and last of his house.
 
  
 
 After leaving their horses with an army stable-hand, they walked the rest of the way to the pavilion. Zian imagined they made for a striking sight, BoShui ready for battle and surrounded by scowling soldiers, while he strode along with Jing Fei on his arm and four more beauties at his side. In hindsight, it wasn’t a terrible decision to only bring Jukai to protect him, because if the Society meant to keep Zian here against his will, then they wouldn’t kill his Mentor, and if they intended to kill him, then it would make no difference even if he’d brought his entire retinue. Still, he’d be safer with a few more Experts by his side, even though he hated himself for thinking this way. Gone were the days of the fearless and arrogant Situ Jia Zian, for he was but an ignorant child who knew nothing of the ugliness in the world. Lu Jia Zian, however, knew all too well about the danger he was headed into and how woefully unequipped he was to deal with them.
 
  
 
 Stifling a chuckle, he laughed at his craven thoughts and steeled his resolve, as his choice had already been made and it was too late to reconsider.
 
  
 
 Stepping into the shade of the pavilion, Zian followed Jing Fei’s lead and had her wash his feet while BoShui smiled and waited at the side. This farce wasn’t solely meant to antagonize the gathered Society adherents, but also to give them both time to surreptitiously study the crowd and gather their bearings. Idly scanning the crowd as Jing Fei sensuously scrubbed his soles, Zian smiled at possible allies, greeted those he deemed important, acknowledged those he recognized, and intentionally snubbed several would-be rivals and their cronies. The leading figures had yet to arrive since they would lose face if seen waiting for a junior, but as this meeting was open to all adherents, the factions who intended to take part were already represented in the audience. The Arahant and Baiji Sects were here in force, both factions in decline after clashing with the Bekhai, yet still not weak enough to disregard. In contrast, the OuYang Clan was on the rise and had arrived in full force, with five young talents present yet none the match for the deceased heir, OuYang Yu Jin, slain by Falling Rain in the duels at the Wall. Sang Ryong was also here, along with a cadre of his Seven Star Sect disciples, but where he once fawned over Zian to Sanshu and back, his fellow Warrant Officer now did his best to pretend Zian didn’t exist.
 
  
 
 Orders from above no doubt, for in the event of a divide between the Situ Clan and Zian, it was much safer to cling to the trunk rather than a mere branch. No great loss there. Zian couldn’t stand the boorish brute.
 
  
 
 Though their leaders were off pretending not to wait, the Situ and Han clan had members standing in a clump, alongside representatives of their auxiliary factions. Zian recognized BoShui’s half-brother standing at the forefront, though for the life of him couldn’t remember the young man’s name. He might not have even recognized his face if not for the striking resemblance to BoShui, looking more like the buffoon in Zian’s memory than the stalwart ally standing beside him. Also there were Situ Chiang and Situ Shirong, both orphaned by the Bekhai long before Zian first heard Falling Rain’s name. The two unfortunate young men had been taken in by Rang Min, and judging by the fervent hatred they directed towards Zian, they took issue with him for being friends with Rain. Were they really too blind to see that their fathers died because of Clan and Society? Greed and hubris drove them to attack, while the Bekhai merely defended themselves.
 
  
 
 Putting his clansmen out of mind, Zian continued studying the crowd, but there were no other notable guests to mention. More telling were the conspicuous absences, the most prominent of which was the Harmonious Unity Sect, one of the three figureheads of the Society alongside the Situ and Han Clans. Also missing were the Lin Clan, White Lotus Sect, and all of their respective allies, which meant more than a third of the Society was left unrepresented, a fact which alarmed Zian enough to inform Jing Fei through Sending.
 
  
 
 Looking regal as she knelt at his feet, Jing Fei patted him dry with a towel and Sent, “Worry not, dear husband. There are still enough factions present to guarantee our safety.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t understand,” Zian replied, doing his best to stay calm while watching the exits. “The missing factions have representatives here in Sinuji, so the only reason they would all abstain is because they disagree with what the majority has decided. Their absence is a show of civic disobedience, which means much considering the purpose of this meeting is to present a united front.”
 
  
 
 Skilled as she was with politics, there were certain facets of the Society one would never understand unless born to it. Clan or Sect above all else, but Society was a close second, and only after both were things like family and friends ranked. Even if two factions were embroiled in a blood feud, they would put aside all enmity if their conflict became detrimental to the Society as a whole. This was the mentality taught to them from young, so even if brother turned against brother or husband against wife, it was always in service to faction and Society. Even the famed black sheep Nian Zu never bared his fangs at the Society, and the only adherent in living history with the nerve to strike back was Shing Du Yi.
 
  
 
 And what a decisive blow it was, a warning letter to the entire province written in the blood of his clansman. Truly a man worthy of admiration.
 
  
 
 When his feet were clearly dry and they could delay no longer, Zian slipped back into his shoes, indicated for Jukai to remain behind, and stood beside BoShui. With Jing Fei beside him, he marched in lockstep with his friend to the centre of the venue as the ‘guests of honour’. Three seats awaited them, two simplistic wooden chairs on either side of an ornate throne carved from a block of green jade, all of them facing three wooden thrones, marked with Situ, OuYang, and Han insignia in turn. Seated in the central position, it seemed like the OuYang Clan would be the mediators for this gathering, an odd choice, but one Zian could accept.
 
  
 
 As for the jade throne, who it was meant for or why they deserved such an honour, Zian couldn’t say, though he wouldn’t put it past the elders to place it there just to separate him from BoShui. Idly toying with the idea of sitting on the jade throne, he decided it would be best not to set himself above his friend and took the seat across from the Situ throne, smiling as Jing Fei settled into his lap. Though Sendings would undoubtedly be noticed by the gathered Peak Experts, most would attribute it to Jukai or BoShui’s guards offering advice from afar, and unless directly questioned, no one would know for certain that Zian and BoShui could already Send without contact.
 
  
 
 Glancing to the right, Zian locked eyes with his friend and nodded once, both of them prepared to see this through together. Oddly enough, throughout the entire journey here, Zian never once thought about what to do if BoShui betrayed him. It seemed he trusted his old adversary more than he trusted his clansmen, an eye opening revelation if there ever was one.
 
  
 
 Minutes passed in hushed silence until the architects behind this meeting finally arrived, pretending as if they hadn’t been waiting while Concealed in the shadows. Elders, Guardians, Arhats, and whatnot took their places in the crowd, and though their titles differed, they all served a similar purpose amongst the various factions, so Zian paid them little mind. Instead, it was the three presiding officials who caught his eye. Situ Rang Min, OuYang YuSheng, and Han BoDing took their seats before Zian and BoShui, three patriarchs from arguably the three most powerful Clans. Their presence in Sinuji cast a dark shadow over these proceedings, because for them to arrive so quickly meant they raced across the skies to be here, a dangerous venture considering each of them had no shortage of enemies, both in and outside the Society. If they were willing to risk their lives to be here, then things were more serious than Zian thought.
 
  
 
 Rather than begin with the arrival of the Patriarchs, the crowd settled in to wait. So the jade throne wasn’t merely a prop, but what sort of personage could warrant such a throne, much less could afford to keep three patriarchs waiting? No matter, so long as they sat along the same line as Zian and BoShui, then they could be considered something of an ally, or at the very least, not an enemy. The pause gave Zian time to think and discuss matters with BoShui and Jing Fei, but their conclusions were less than useful. The presence of three patriarchs might be why the Harmonious Unity Sect and fellow dissenters refused to participate, because without their faction leaders present, then they would be helpless to speak out against a line up of senior officials.
 
  
 
 Why the OuYang Patriarch though? Rang Min and BoDing risking their lives to be here made sense since Zian and BoShui were their successors, but YuSheng had no stake in all this...
 
  
 
 Long minutes passed until YuSheng cleared his throat and offered an apologetic shrug to the crowd. “Though our last guest has yet to arrive, let us commence this meeting of the Society of Heaven and Earth.” A ruddy-faced grandfatherly type, he seemed friendly enough, though Zian suspected he was probably the most devious out of them all. Enjoying his moment in the sun, he raised his arms and intoned, “Join hands and we shall close the proceedings to outsiders.” Zian felt nothing, but he knew the various Experts would be setting barriers against eavesdropping, yet another skill Jukai refused to explain until he was further along the Martial Path, a most frustrating teaching method.
 
  
 
 Nodding in approval, YuSheng flicked his sleeves and settled back in his chair with a sigh. “Now, we have gathered to discuss a matter of grave importance. We, the Society of Heaven and Earth, have survived where other factions have failed, because we have always stood united. Situ Jia Zian, Han BoShui, you have been called here today because even though your defiance has been tolerated in the past, but it is time you both returned to the fold. Dragons must roam free if they are to soar into the Heavens, but even the mightiest dragon must have a nest to return to. Our offer is simple: both of you will renounce your titles of Young Patriarch, and in return, your Clans will make every effort to see you married into a position of power within another faction of your choosing. Better to be the head of a dog than the tail of a phoenix, so even though you won’t be Patriarch of your respective Clans, it isn’t out of the question for you both to lead a different clan or sect.”
 
  
 
 Truth be told, these were far more favourable and enticing terms than Zian expected, which meant there had to be a catch. “And what, pray tell, do you expect in return?”
 
  
 
 “Audacious brat!” Rang Min roared, wagging an accusatory finger at Zian. “Three patriarchs sit before you and offer peace, but still you play games?” Shaking his head, he sighed for the crowd’s benefit, playing the victim in this ridiculous farce. “I should have taken you away from your mother earlier, the lass has poisoned you against Clan and Society.” A none-too-subtle reminder of how Zian didn’t grow up at the Society headquarters like most of his peers had, painting him as an outsider to make his excommunication that much more palatable.
 
  
 
 To distract from Zian, BoShui spoke up, sitting at the edge of his seat with fists clenched and eyes tight. “I refuse.”
 
  
 
 Well, that was that. Poorly played, but BoShui did always take after his uncle when it came to politics.
 
  
 
 The crowd burst into outrage, but fell silent at BoDing’s raised hand. “I urge you to reconsider,” he said, his deep voice rumbling in his chest. A bear of a man, Zian could see where BoShui’s transformation would eventually take him. “You, my prodigal son, my chosen successor, have shamed your Clan and Society enough for a hundred lifetimes by becoming the guard dog of a tribal savage. How many of your fellow adherents have suffered at the hands of the Bekhai? How many have lost brothers, sisters, fathers, or mothers? Yet you, you sit at Falling Rain’s feet and shit where he tells you to, an utter disgrace. Were it not my love of your mother and the advice of my peers, I would kill you where you sit right now.”
 
  
 
 Teeth bared in a feral grin, BoShui replied, “No need to pretend. You suffer my existence not out of love for my mother, but fear of your brother.” Ignoring his father’s infuriated stammers, BoShui faced his brother and declared, “I am Han BoShui, Young Patriarch of the Han Clan by virtue of superior strength and skill. If you believe otherwise, then come face me in single combat, BoSha. Be warned: Uncle BoHai lacked the resolve to kill our father, but I never liked you much, brother.”
 
  
 
 Right, BoSha was his name. BoShui for water, BoSha for sand, BoDing had terrible naming sense to label his children after elements in the hopes they’d secure a Blessing. Not so uncommon in the Empire, but Mother forbid they receive a blessing which didn’t fit their name...
 
  
 
 “Enough of this nonsense.” Startled by the voice, Zian turned to his right and found a woman seated on the jade throne, having arrived without notice sometime during the discussion.
 
  
 
 He wasn’t the only one surprised by her presence, for even the three Patriarchs were caught off guard. Silence hung in the air for all of a second until YuSheng finally found his voice. “Little sister,” he said, putting on a fawning expression which ill-suited his face. “I’m so glad you could find the time -”
 
  
 
 “Yes, and I have precious little to waste.” Not caring for her older brother and Clan Patriarch’s face, the woman sniffed and gave a dismissive wave, inadvertently (or not) showing off her abundance of jewellery, with multiple jewel-studded rings on each finger and an assortment of bangles gracing her wrist. An odd contrast considering her plain, unadorned robes and clean, but dishevelled hair, not overtly untidy like Rain or Mila, but less than professionally cared for, which seemed odd for a woman of wealth.
 
  
 
 And then the pieces fell together and Zian bolted to his feet to greet her, almost throwing Jing Fei aside in his haste. “Little Zian greets Aunty Yuhuan. Had this one known Aunty was in Sinuji, he would have greeted Aunty sooner.” With a pricey gift no less, for this was the legendary Tyrant, OuYang Yuhuan, the talented and wilful younger sister of OuYang YuSheng who ran away from her arranged marriage to become one of the north’s most notorious bandits. A plague upon wealthy merchants and nobles alike, the Tyrant plundered multiple fortunes to fund her study of runes, studies which paid off when she emerged as the foremost Runic Craftsman in the North.
 
  
 
 Granted, she earned the title by killing the previous holder, mostly to plunder his wealth, but regardless of how she secured her position, none could deny OuYang Yuhuan was unmatched in the North.
 
  
 
 “Tch.” The Tyrant was less than pleased and waved him aside. “Had I wanted you to learn of my presence, then you would have known.” As the crowd clamoured to greet her, she glared them into silence and submission. “No need to greet me one by one, I’m far too busy to craft you anything. Now let’s get this meaningless discussion over and done with, some of us have important work to attend to and don’t have all day to spend quarrelling and quibbling over nonsense. What do you want?”
 
  
 
 Truly a Tyrant, trampling over all in her path.
 
  
 
 Zian quickly took his seat lest he upset the heavily-armed Runic Craftsman. Though he’d met her once, when she came in to make sure the breastplate fit properly before she inscribed it, he spent most of their time together staring at his feet, properly terrified by Mother’s high-strung demeanour and his unexpected arousal. Until then, Zian thought Mother the most powerful woman in the world, but the Tyrant trampled all over that notion, a brusque, heavy-handed Expert who excelled at her craft and had the backing to keep herself free of Society intrigue. Mother called in every favour she had to get Yuhuan to visit, and paid dearly to have her craft a Runic Breastplate, a nigh impenetrable barrier now worn by Li Song, who despite her lofty status, was still little more than Falling Rain’s slave girl.
 
  
 
 ...There were days when Zian found it difficult to call Rain ‘friend’.
 
  
 
 Nodding like a chicken pecking grains, YuSheng quickly rehashed his speech about dragons and nests, but Yuhuan cut him off once more again. “Why now?” she asked, not caring to hear her brother’s offer. “Why here?”
 
  
 
 The three Patriarchs traded glances in silence until Yuhuan audibly growled, at which point YuSheng stammered, “We have been tasked with the removal of a certain young warrior, and we require aid from the three of you to do so.”
 
  
 
 ...This was about Rain? The Tyrant came to the same conclusion and snorted in disbelief, a most unladylike sound, but one which made Zian uncomfortably bothered. “You intend to assassinate Falling Rain? Fools and imbeciles the lot of you. Putting aside his Imperial Title, powerful backers, and the Bekhai’s hidden strength, if you move against him, then I will stand to defend him.”
 
  
 
 “...But why?” YuSheng cried, so flustered he lost all sense of propriety.
 
  
 
 “I’ve entered into an agreement with him, my protection in exchange for goods and services. What’s more, my partner would be most displeased to learn of your intentions, so listen carefully brother, because I will only warn you this once: leave Falling Rain and the Bekhai alone, lest you bring destruction down upon yourself.”
 
  
 
 “Have you forgotten your nephew, my son? He died at the hands of that runt, and now you protect him?”
 
  
 
 Slamming her palm against her throne, she reduced the carved jade arm to dust and rubble. “Yu Jin’s death was a tragedy, but one of the Society’s making. Greed killed my nephew, greed and pride, because the Society must always come first, no matter the cost.” Yuhuan’s voice broke, but it returned soon after filled with fire and steel. “Leave Falling Rain alone.”
 
  
 
 Ever the politician, Rang Min took this opportunity to speak up. “Rest assured, lady Yuhuan, we have assurances from our backer-”
 
  
 
 “Idiots!” Her patience at its end, Yuhuan came to her feet and hissed, “Short of a direct order from the Emperor himself, you will not lay a finger on Falling Rain or the Bekhai. Fail to heed my warning, and you shall face my wrath, provided there are enough of you remaining to bother. Think it through. Why would anyone in power bother using you to kill him? They will make cats-paws of you all, while you gladly slip the noose about your own necks.” Glancing to either side of her, Yuhuan sniffed and said, “I grow weary of fools and politics. Come now, I’ll bring you two boys back to camp. If your fellow adherents think things through, then perhaps they’ll realize the benefit in keeping two of their best and brightest by Falling Rain’s side.”
 
  
 
 Storming out of the pavilion, Yuhuan left as quickly as she arrived, and Zian and BoShui traded a brief glance before hurrying after her. Things could have gone far worse, as he never would have guessed the Society had called this meeting to pressure him into betraying Rain. Luckily, The Tyrant had arrived to save them, a beautiful goddess of anger and destruction.
 
  
 
 How did Rain convince Yuhuan to become his guardian? The lucky bastard...
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      Chapter 452 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “Well... That’s less than ideal.”
 
  
 
 An understatement if I’ve stated one, but a leader must always appear calm and in control, even when he has no idea what he’s doing. It’s how I’ve gotten where I am today, and honestly, I don’t really know what else I’m supposed to say in light of Zian, BoShui, and Yuhuan’s news. Two-thirds of the Society wants me dead and is collectively working towards it. Cool, cool, cool.
 
  
 
 My matter-of-fact response earns me a wide-eyed look of reverence from BoShui and a muted scoff from Zian, while Yuhuan continues tapping her foot in barely restrained impatience. “Well?” She demands, arms crossed and eyebrow raised. “What do you intend to do?”
 
  
 
 ...Add the Society back onto my long list of enemies and continue training?
 
  
 
 Somehow, I doubt that’s the answer she’s looking for. Taking a moment to think things through, I look around the table at my gathered allies for support, but there is none to be had. Lei Gong drinks his wine, Wu Gam sits in stony silence, and Dastan still refuses to look me in the eye. In the meantime, Yan is as lost as I am though she offers a supportive shoulder bump, and Zian is playing it cool, pretending he doesn’t care about my safety even though he’s clearly worried to the point of tapping his foot in sync with Yuhuan. As for Jing Fei, she actually doesn’t care and is more concerned with serving Yuhuan tea and pastries which the Tyrant promptly ignores, but Song shamelessly helps herself to the food while keeping Mama Bun and Blackjack off the table. To round things out, BoShui has the utmost confidence in my prowess and is utterly composed and relaxed, the air of maturity and gravitas given to him by his neat moustache and short goatee ruined by his worshipping gaze.
 
  
 
 Man... he looks so cool with facial hair and muscles. Should I grow a beard too? If only I could... Then again, Zian is clean shaven and also looks awesome. I can’t wait till I’m older and look more mature and grown up. Rubbing my chin in thought, I count the few sparse hairs and try to remember the last time I shaved before noticing I’ve gotten off-topic. “Any suggestions?” I ask, hoping Yuhuan has an answer for me.
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Annoyed by the delay to her studies, Yuhuan responds to my question with a question of her own. “You’ve sent word to your Mentor of the Wraith and Demon attacks, yes? What was his response?”
 
  
 
 “Uh... It’s only been three days since the attack.” Seeing her nose wrinkle in confusion, I hesitantly explain, “It takes five days for a message to reach the Northern Citadel.” Which is what they’re calling the developing super-fortress where Dad is stationed at. Since Yuhuan is still not getting it, I add, “...and five days back, so I won’t hear back from them about the Wraiths for another seven days.” At the minimum, though I should be getting a letter from Mom and Dad regarding my failed patrol in two or three days.
 
  
 
 Jaw clenched and teeth bared, Yuhuan growls, “I understand the logistics of message delivery, but do you not have a way to contact them quickly in case of an emergency, such as the situation you’ve found yourself in now? My brother might recuse himself and step away, but I doubt the other factions will heed my warning.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... No?” I tried training Roc’s flock to deliver messages, but they’re not big on solitary, long distance flights, and I’m lacking in Cloud-Stepping Experts under my command, so as far as I know, the only way to reach Dad is by boring overland travel. Glancing at Song for confirmation, she subtly shakes her head and goes back to eating and soothing the grumpy Pong Pong, perched atop Mama Bun’s head as he glares this way and that, though most of his anger seems directed towards Fort Sinuji. He does this a lot lately, though I don’t know why. I’m not sure if it’s my paranoia getting the best of me, but sometimes, when I follow his gaze, I feel unsettled, or panicked even, like I’m staring at an invisible predator lurking in the shadows who’s waiting for an opening to strike. The feeling usually goes away after a few minutes, but the strangest thing is, once my paranoia settles, Pong Pong does too, though sometimes he finds a different direction to glare at and we start the whole process over again.
 
  
 
 Muttering something about buffoons and amateurs, Yuhuan finishes massaging her temples and says, “Without support from your Mentor, then your options are limited.” Fixing Yan and Wu Gam with a look, she asks, “Since Zian and BoShui’s methods are undoubtedly compromised along with their retinues, what about you two? Have you the means to deliver a message to the Northern Citadel?”
 
  
 
 “I could send Kyung,” Yan offers, but the rude half-cat immediately interjects with a pointed, “No, you can’t.”
 
  
 
 The only person who hasn’t chimed in is Wu Gam, and from the looks of things, he hasn’t even been paying attention. Noting his covetous glance towards the pastries, I slide the plate over and offer him a snack, doing my best not to laugh as his ears wiggle in delight even though his expression remains as stoic as ever. Shoving a pastry in his mouth, he grabs one more in each hand and hesitates before sliding the plate away, though still keeping it within arms reach. “My Mentor is unwilling to make the journey,” he says, speaking around a mouthful of flaky dough. “He claims it is too dangerous to leave me unsupervised with mole-Demons lurking about.” With an apologetic shrug, he adds, “Besides, though it would not be the most heroic of victories, if you die to these political machinations, then I will be free to court Yan.”
 
  
 
 Yan’s throaty laugh does nothing to dissuade Wu Gam, and as awkward as his forthright honesty is, there’s something refreshing about a foe who is upfront about his motives. “Well, thanks for asking.” I like him. Is Original Gam listening or can Wu Gam Send without physical contact? Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Stop comparing yourself to other people. Turning to Yuhuan, I ask, “Can’t we take this information to the Justicars and let them deal with it?”
 
  
 
 “Naive.”
 
  
 
 Since the Tyrant doesn’t seem willing to expound on her one-word reply, BoShui steps in to explain. “Technically, no one at the meeting admitted to conspiring to kill you, else they wouldn’t have let us leave so easily. Patriarch OuYang only said they were ‘tasked with the removal of a certain young warrior’, which could be interpreted in multiple ways. Though everyone present knew we were speaking of killing you, no one ever admitted it outright, so our suspicions will not be enough to convince a Justicar to compel an Oath. Even if we had enough proof, it’s highly likely our accusations would amount to nothing since they undoubtedly have an Imperial Scion guiding their actions, else they would never risk going against you considering your lofty status and powerful backer.”
 
  
 
 Fun, fun, fun. Stupid Legate and his stupid rivals... “The Legate won’t help,” I say in answer to the implied suggestion. “Or he’d demand a price I’m not willing to pay, so it’s best if we handled things ourselves. If any of you want out, I’ll understand and won’t hold it against you.” Ignoring Jing Fei’s none-too-subtle signals for Zian to take me up on the offer, I continue, “For those of us who remain, everyone will have to stay on their toes and keep an eye out for assassins alongside Wraiths and Demons.” In addition to my mysterious protectors and poop-watching voyeurs. Grateful as I am for their assistance during the Demon attack, it’s been three days and I haven’t had a full night’s rest since, so my gratitude is wearing thin. What if they’ve already left and I never find them again? I’m going to spend the rest of my life searching the shadows for spies who don’t exist. I don’t think I can handle that sort of pressure and I definitely can’t perform under it, so how am I supposed to enjoy marital bliss in peace and privacy?
 
  
 
 Trick question. I can’t, not until I develop an anti-Concealment, anti-Watching, and anti-Listening Chi trick. Anti-Smelling too, if that’s a thing, though it might be due to mundane half-beast biology.
 
  
 
 “No need to worry about assassins,” Zian says, and for a second, I almost believe him until he adds, “Whatever the Society is planning, I doubt it would be as crude as a direct attack, especially now that you’re aware of their intentions. Even if the Emperor himself wanted you dead, His Imperial Majesty would find it difficult to explain why the Number One Talent in the Empire died to infighting whilst stationed on the front lines.”
 
  
 
 “Not to mention the sheer cost and difficulty of raising untraceable, Oath-bound suicide assassins and sneaking them into Sinuji unnoticed,” Lei Gong adds, slapping my shoulder with a chuckle. “Doesn’t matter how talented and capable ye are, I’d hardly think ye worth the risk or expense.”
 
  
 
 Bit of a backwards compliment, but I’ll take it. “So what should I be guarding against instead?”
 
  
 
 “Could be anything.” Raising his hand, Lei Gong keeps count with his fingers while listing the possibilities. “Might be that they’ve already started, with all the rumours flyin’ about with the tongue removal and such. They could be fixin’ to force ye out on a suicide mission, entrap ye into committing a crime, frame ye fer a false one, or any number of plots and schemes.” With an indifferent shrug, he adds, “If it weren’t fer the lack of Defiled round these parts, I’d have figured they’d have Hongji replaced with one of their own, poison yer rations, then leave ye high and dry durin’ a battle or something.”
 
  
 
 ...Well then. That’s... terrifying.
 
  
 
 As Lei Gong continues listing all the ways the Society can ruin my day, I drone his voice out and consider my options. Seeing how we lack the means to contest the Society’s scheming, the ball is mostly in Hongji’s court, since replacing him is probably the easiest way to deal with me. The good Colonel holds complete control over Sinuji, so even with three Patriarchs and however many Experts, the Society can’t act freely so long as he’s in power lest they be accused of treason or rebellion or whatever. That’s not to say they can’t act at all, so I’m still on full alert, but there comes a point when there are so many threats lurking about, my mind and body can’t keep up and full alert becomes the new standard. The threat provided by the Society is so indirect, I can’t even begin to plan against it, mostly because I have no idea what to do. Even after all of Luo-Luo’s lessons, I’m still a complete noob when it comes to politics. Do I need to win over my fellow soldiers in Sinuji? Offer Hongji something to tie him tighter to my ship? Play on my status as Imperial Consort and Turtle Attendant to court new allies?
 
  
 
 Is there even anyone in Sinuji powerful enough to go against the Society?
 
  
 
 ...The Society, I guess.
 
  
 
 “Hey,” I ask, interrupting Lei Gong’s morale crushing droning. “A full third of the Society abstained from the meeting right? What would happen if we drew the dissenters to our side?”
 
  
 
 Yuhuan’s dismissive snort crushes my hopes and dreams. “Attempting to force a divide in the Society is the best way to unite them against you. Leave the dissenters be, because regardless of how they feel about you personally, they’ll work to hinder the majority out of spite.”
 
  
 
 “True, but that’s not what I mean.” The plan comes together as I speak, the pieces falling neatly into place. “Instead of looking at it as ‘Falling Rain versus the Society’, we should instead turn this into an internal Society conflict. After all, we have three Society adherents at this table and it’s clear the Han and Situ Clans intend to sell their Young Patriarchs off to the other clans...”
 
  
 
 Jing Fei understands what I’m saying and for once, lends a hand. “Of course. If Dear Husband and BoShui reach out to the Harmonious Unity Sect and the other dissenters to open a dialogue, then they’ll have more than enough justification to move camps to ‘protect’ you during negotiations as a show of good faith, not to mention how the factions will want to meet with Aunty Yuhuan. In doing so, their presence will restrict the majority from acting since the Society must appear united, and it might even draw other Patriarchs and Sect Leaders to the front lines to put pressure on Rang Min and BoDing.” Pleased by my brilliant idea, Jing Fei flashes Zian a look of victory, who studies me through narrowed eyes as if seeing me for the first time.
 
  
 
 It’s kind of hurtful, actually. I have good ideas sometimes. It’s not that surprising...
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, Yuhuan isn’t quite on board. “You ask too much,” she says with a huff of indignation. “Do you know how much of my precious time they’ll waste? Not just with their talks and meetings, but also their requests for Runic items. How am I to continue my studies with a constant stream of visitors knocking at my door, begging to have their trinkets made?”
 
  
 
 Something tells me Yuhuan doesn’t know much about politics. “Why not appoint an intermediary to speak in your stead? You know, someone who has your ear but can’t make promises on your behalf. You’re the Tyrant, OuYang Yuhuan, the greatest Runic Craftsman in the North, so you only need to personally attend meetings if there is someone of equal or greater status to speak with.”
 
  
 
 Lips pursed in a frown, Yuhuan wrinkles her nose and looks me up and down. “And I suppose you think I should appoint you, hmm?” Oh god no, but luckily, she feels the same way. “You are far too crafty for my liking, not at all like how you appear. Little Zian, lend me your concubine for these matters. She may represent my interests so long as you agree to match the price of any obligations she commits me to.”
 
  
 
 ...She’s a terrible judge of character if she thinks I’m craftier than Jing Fei, but credit where it’s due, Yuhuan is a cutthroat merchant, negotiating to get paid twice if she’s inconvenienced with the need to work. Dammit, I should’ve locked her in on a price for runic bullets and cannons before giving her all my ideas.
 
  
 
 Zian immediately agrees, and while they discuss the details of their plan, I sit back and take a moment to breathe. I’ve been under so much stress and pressure, my constant paranoia is turning into the new normal. Taking a cue from Pong Pong, I follow his angry glare towards Sinuji and search for clues of what’s got his panties in a twist, but my search is fruitless aside from a fuzzy patch of clouds and a suspicious looking shadow. Aside from that, all there is to see is Zian’s camp to my south, then the walls of Sinuji beyond it, and a clearing which is bustling with activity. There’s nothing out of the ordinary for a military camp, but my mind continues to scream of indistinct danger, warning me to remain alert and guarded. Is that Han soldier staring at me? Are those craftsmen wandering by too often? Is that shadow moving? A full minute passes before my paranoia settles and fades, but it returns in full force a few seconds after I look away, only to disappear when I turn around once again.
 
  
 
 What the hell is going on? Have I gone full crazy?
 
  
 
 Not wanting to draw attention to Pong Pong, I keep a close eye on the tiny Divinity but all he does is glare at the clearing in Fort Sinuji. Minutes pass as I parse this latest mystery until Yan’s elbow jabs into my ribs. Keeping her forearm pressed against mine, she flashes a lovely yet dangerous smile and Sends, “Keep staring at Song’s breasts and you’ll wear a hole through her breastplate.”
 
  
 
 What? No! “I’m not staring at her breasts, I’m staring at Pong Pong and trying to figure out why he’s angry.” Besides, Yan said it herself, Song’s wearing a breastplate so there’s nothing to see. It’s not boob-armour or anything, it’s a solid slab of curved metal covering Song’s large, weighty breasts beneath.
 
  
 
 Okay, now I’m imagining them, but only because Yan brought it up.
 
  
 
 Yan’s eye-roll tells me she doesn’t believe me, but protesting won’t help now that my cheeks are burning with shame. I told her about Pong Pong and how we met, but I don’t think she fully comprehends how incredible the tiny turtle really is. I’m not talking about his power level either. We only had the one encounter in his Natal Palace, but he understood enough to not only recognize me, but also make a request for more shrimp before sending me away. Understanding abstract concepts and utilizing non-verbal communication are huge steps in intelligence, to the point where most humans have enough trouble with either concept, but Pong Pong has proven himself capable of both.
 
  
 
 Too bad I can’t muster the courage to visit his Natal Palace again, but I’d rather not risk finding out what happens if my spiritual body dies. For all I know, he’s grumpy because he wants more shrimp and Chi Tea.
 
  
 
 With their plans laid out, the meeting comes to an abrupt end as everyone leaves to do their own thing, including Yan who shoots me a smoky glare before leaving arm in arm with Kyung and Song. Without Pong Pong to justify my paranoia, I push aside my delusions and head to my yurt, where Ping Ping lies in wait with a turtley smile as I get to work. My bathing area has become a permanent fixture in these past few days, as I spend most of my time inside practising how to materialize and Hone Water Chi. Progress is slow considering it takes ten percent of my maximum capacity every time I materialize Water Chi, but luckily it costs nothing to fail at that first step, which I do more often than not, else I’d be constantly taking baths to replenish my Water Chi reserves.
 
  
 
 Well... more baths than I have been, which were a lot. Even with so many failures, it doesn’t take long to go through ten tries.
 
  
 
 The most infuriating thing is how my Natal Palace is supposed to be used for efficient Chi practice, but it’s too easy materializing water in there to make improvements in the real world. I spoke with Song on this matter, but she doesn’t have the same problem. While she controls everything in her Natal Palace, she still has the same issues with Chi manipulation in there as she does out normally, which is supposedly normal. It seems my circumstances are unique, though how this prowess came about is a mystery. Maybe it has something to do with my Natal Palace diving abilities, or maybe it’s because of how I first formed it, while under the influence of the Demon formerly known as Vivek Daatei’s mind-fuckery. Either way, my Natal Palace is too malleable to be of use, so until I figure out how to limit my powers in the void, I’m stuck practising in stupid, inefficient reality.
 
  
 
 It’d be so much better if I could bring my powers of imagination out into the real world. If I can’t have real bear arms, then I could at least craft bear arms out of water, which is at least dream-adjacent...
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m oversimplifying things, but when you get down to the nitty-gritty of it, all of my problems stem from a lack of strength, whether it be personal or political. If I were strong enough to dominate my opponents instead of beating them by luck, then it wouldn’t matter if I behaved in a tyrannical and overbearing manner, because I’d have the capital to back it up. If I had a powerful political ally like the Ryo or Dienne families, then the Society wouldn’t have free rein to maneuver me into a dead end. If I had value beyond my talent, then the Empire would have no choice but to shelter me, because I’d be an invaluable asset in years to come, rather than the possible nuisance they view me as now. Look at the Tyrant; she walked into a meeting with three Patriarchs, called them all a bunch of idiots, and walked right back out without repercussion. When will I get to do the same?
 
  
 
 As things stand, until Dad gets my latest letter, there’s nothing for me to do except train and tread lightly, so I continue my efforts until all my Water Chi is spent. Instead of asking my Death Corps to fill the tub again, I flop down next to Ping Ping and lean against her for a break. Sweet as usual, the big girl nuzzles me ever so gently, as if sensing my discouragement and cheering me on. Warmed by her affection, I pat her cheek and Send, “If only you could teach me your water-bending ways, Ping Ping.” She doesn’t understand my words and never Sends back, but giving voice to my frustrations makes me feel better and she recognizes the sound of her name and happily squeaks in response.
 
  
 
 Three days without a significant breakthrough, so I suppose I should rethink my approach. Maybe it’s time I took another look at Chi-infused water...
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